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Mali: 
The Struggle for Central Africa 

By Carl O. Schuster

Background

 O n 10     January 2013 a coalition 
of Islamist groups seized the 
central Mali city of Konna, 

a key locale lying along the southern 
limits of the Sahara Desert and about 
375 miles northeast of Mali’s capital 
Bamako. It was the culmination of a 
year-long advance that had seen all 
of northern Mali fall under Islamist 
domination, and it would bring the 
armed forces of several nations into 
combat deep in west-central Africa. 

Initially the Islamists had joined 
a secular Tuareg tribal separatist 
movement that had been fi ghting for 
autonomy from the Mali government 
for almost 30 years. They had never 
been more than a nuisance for the 
government until late 2011, when 
Tuareg mercenaries who’d fought for 
deposed Libyan leader Qadhaffi  joined 
the separatist ranks, bringing with 
them their weapons and equipment. 

North Africa’s disparate Islamist 
groups also reaped a bounty from 
the dead Libyan dictator’s arsenal 
that found its way into their hands. 
Rearmed and reinforced by those 
weapons and volunteers, the Islamists 
joined the separatists in their fi ght 
against the Mali government. 

They were further aided by the 
21 March 2012 military coup that 
saw the Mali armed forces pull their 
forces from around the interior 

to concentrate on controlling the 
capital. The combined rebel forces 
quickly occupied the abandoned 
army garrisons, and by year’s end 
had captured all of northern Mali’s 
major cities, including Timbuktu, the 
fabled medieval trading center and 
one-time capital of the Mali Empire. 

Those Islamist victories alarmed 
the international community. Among 
the gr  oups moving into Mali were 
Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM) and the Movement for Unity 
and Jihad in West Africa (MUJIWA). 
The governments of northwest Africa 
feared they were being faced with 
the prospect of complete regional 
destabilization. On 20 December 2012 

Chadian troops in AFISMA.

An AFISMA unit prepares to move into northern Mali as part of Operaton Serval.
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along with the four aforementioned 
Rafale fi ghters and 10 Mirage 2000Ds. 
French ground forces also began to 
move. Drawing on troops deployed 
in the Ivory Coast as part of a UN 
force already there, Paris dispatched a 
battalion-sized task force in 60 vehicles 
to Bamako. The column completed 
that 500-mile drive on 14 January. 
A detachment of the 5th Helicopter 
Regiment’s attack helicopters arrived 
there the same day. They were 
joined by a mechanized infantry 
company from the 92nd Infantry 

continued on page 39 »

Mopti and nearby Sevare Airfi eld the 
next day. They’d hoped to reach and 
take Bamako by late January via a 
two-pronged offensive, but the French 
reacted before they could do so. 

On 11 January, two SA-342M 
Gazelle attack helicopters from a 
French special forces squadron in 
Burkina Faso attacked the Mopti 
column, destroying nearly a dozen 
vehicles and forcing the rest to with-
draw. That night four Chad-based 
Mirage 2000Ds bombed Islamist 
encampments. They were joined the 
next night by four Rafale fi ghters that 
fl ew directly from France to strike 
barracks and training facilities in 
and around Gao. Mali troops retook 
Konna by late evening on 15 January.

Meanwhile the second Islamist 
column continued its advance. They 
were unaware of the fi rst column’s 
fate as well as the forces gathering 
against them, even as their garrisons 
around Timbuktu and Gao had to 
begin enduring nightly bombings.

The French launched Operation 
Serval on 12 January, naming it after an 
African wild cat. Its initial goals were to 
secure Bamako, then stop the Islamist 
advance and stabilize the situation 
in preparation for the deployment 
of AFISMA. French forces totaled 
approximately 5,000 personnel, of 
which 3,300 would be ground troops. 

By that time France had deployed 
fi ve KC-135 tanker aircraft to Chad, 

authorized the deployment of an 
African-led International Support 
Mission in Mali (AFISMA) with a one-
year mandate to stabilize the country. 
ECOWAS member countries offered a 
total of 3,300 troops for the mission, 
though they required international 
assistance to deploy. The European 
Union dispatched a mission for that 
purpose at the end of the year. 

The Islamists were meanwhile 
organizing a 2,000-man force, with 
about 150 vehicles, to seize northern 
Mali’s remaining airports in the 
hope of preventing the international 
deployment. That force crossed the 
Niger River and started out on 9 
January 2013 with one column driving 
toward Mopti and the other toward 
Segou. The fi rst column captured the 
town of Konna by late evening of 10 
January, and then staged a drive on 

a UN Security Council resolution 
authorized international action. A few 
days later the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) 
agreed to send troops to assist the 
Mali government. On 11 January 
2013, France launched Operation 
Serval, deploying troops to Mali and 
launching the fi rst of many air strikes 
against known and suspected Islamist 
garrisons. Eight days later the fi rst 
ECOWAS troops entered Mali. The 
confl ict had become international.

Phase I: Holding the Line

As part of its run up to intervention, 
France employed reconnaissance 
aircraft based in Chad to collect intel-
ligence on enemy forces in Mali. As the 
Islamists continued their campaign, 
UN Security Council Resolution 2085 

Deeper Background

The current confl ict in Mali dates back to the late 1980s when 
a collection of nomadic Arab tribes formed the Front Islamique 
Arabe de l’Azawad (FIAA) and joined with the Tuareg rebel group the 
Mouvement Populaire de Liberation de l’Azawad (MPLA) to establish 
the Mouvement Populaire de Azawad (MPA). Both were minorities 
whose interests were largely ignored by the black-African dominated 
Mali government. They declared independence from Mali in June 
1990, but were never able to garner regional or international support. 
Frustrated, the MPA signed a peace agreement with the government 
in 1991, but many Tuaregs continued to fi ght. The MPA’s Arab factions 
broke away in late 1990, joining the United Movements and Fronts of 
Azawad (MFUA), which signed a 1992 National Pact Peace Treaty. 

Hardline Tuareg factions resumed fi ghting in 1993, but casualties 
and declining tribal support forced them to sign a peace agreement 
with the government in 1995. Friction between the government and 
tribal forces led to renewed fi ghting in 2007 that continued into 2011. 
The diffi cult terrain and the government troops’ lack of effective 
logistics and transport prevented the army from engaging the rebels 
decisively but, at the same time, their own limited supplies of arms 
and ammunition precluded the rebels becoming a major force. 

The fi ghting was all but stalemated when the Libyan civil war 
broke out. Both sides in Libya hired Tuareg mercenaries, providing 
them arms and ammunition and bringing them north. Released from 
duty just before Qaddafi ’s 20 October 2011 assassination, those 
mercenaries returned home well armed and well supplied to form 
MNLA. In addition to small arms and crew-served weapons, they had 
also acquired man-portable surface-to-air missiles, medium-to-heavy 
mortars, as well as vehicles and fuel from Libyan motor pools. 

With morale and confi dence high, the MNLA opened its ranks 
to other peoples of the Sahel region (the grasslands bordering 
the southern Sahara). In addition to some Arab tribes, several 
Islamist factions joined. The most prominent of them was the 
Tuareg-based Ansar Dine (AD or Helpers of the Islamic Religion), 
whose leaders had been part of the MPA in the 1990s. 

The MNLA secured the traditional Tuareg lands via a series 
of raids against lightly manned Mali outposts in January 2012. By 
month’s end they’d captured most of the towns along the Algerian 
and Niger borders: Anderamboukane, Aguelhoc, Menaka, Niafunke 
and Tessalit. February saw the rebels sweep across northern Mali, 
taking control of most of the border posts, oases and villages. 

The Mali Army abandoned the border town of Tinzaoaten on 8 
February, as rebel forces attacked the garrison at Kidal, 62 miles 
away. Mali’s effort to use air strikes against them was inhibited 
by its air force’s lack of training and equipment. At least one 
jet aircraft was shot down, and several attack helicopters were 
damaged by ground fi re. Meanwhile thousands of civilians fl ed the 
area, and hundreds of Tuaregs left Bamako to avoid reprisals. 

The Mali military used the elected government’s failure to 
crush the rebellion to justify a coup, pulling troops away from 
the front to control the capital. The rebels quickly fi lled the 
vacuum, capturing Gao, Kidal and the famous ancient city of 
Timbuktu. On 6 April 2012, shortly after capturing Douentza, 
the MNLA declared Azawad’s independence from Mali. 

With government forces just about defeated, the rebel movement 
fell apart. Though all envisioned Azawad as a multi-ethnic Islamic 
state, the MNLA didn’t share AD’s harsh interpretation of Sharia 
law. AD immediately imposed it wherever they dominated. They 
also invited foreign volunteers and other non-Malian Islamist 
groups into the country, including the Movement for Unity and 
Jihad in West Africa (MUJAO or MUJIWA), Nigeria’s Boko 
Haram (BH) and al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). AD 
offered safe haven and training to all like-minded groups. 

Shocked by Islamist destruction of historic shrines and 
threats to destroy Timbuktu’s famous library, the MNLA ordered 
the Islamist groups to stop their activities, and then also tried 
to negotiate a compromise governing agreement. The Islamists 
rejected the idea. Isolated incidents escalated into open war 
by late June, but the MNLA proved no match for the better 
disciplined and trained Islamists. By 17 July, AD and its Islamist 
allies controlled all of Gao, Kidal and Timbuktu. Doentza fell 
six weeks later, as the AD and its allies defeated the MNLA 
effort to retake Gao and then drove them out of Menaka. 

The MNLA then announced it was joining the Mali government. 
Meanwhile the Islamists moved to consolidate, and by November 
2012 they’d gained control of over 60 percent of the country, 
an area approximately twice the size of Germany. Hundreds of 
aspiring Islamists began to make their way to Mali, even as 
AD began preparations to conquer the rest of the country. 

The Mali government appealed to the international com-
munity for help. Regional governments and foreign powers feared 
Awazad, or all of Mali if it fell to the Islamists, would become 
a springboard for insurgencies across North Africa.   

A Tuareg rebel technical on the move in northern Mali.



36 MODERN WAR 12   |   JUL–AUG 2014  MODERN WAR 12   |   JUL–AUG 2014 3736 MODERN WAR 12   |   JUL–AUG 2014  MODERN WAR 12   |   JUL–AUG 2014 

Rebel Tactics

Mali’s rebels ranged from long-term separatists to Islamist organizations with both local 
and foreign volunteers. Their tactics varied with their backgrounds and prior experience. 
The MNLA practiced traditional hit-and-run guerrilla tactics, with most of its troops riding 
to battle on camels or horses, while many Libya veterans had “technicals” (vehicles 
carrying crew-served weapons, usually 12  .7mm and 14.5mm machineguns or mortars). 

Offensive tactics involved infi ltrating a target area and rushing an objective 
under cover-fi re from technicals. The AD, MUJIWA and AQIM were better trained 
and equipped than the other rebels. The latter two groups had more vehicles and 
practiced various degrees of combined arms tactics. AQIM in particular proved 
adept at infi ltration and assault, using mortars and heavy weapons more effectively 
than the other groups and remaining tactically fl exible once engaged.

Defensive tactics varied. Most rebel forces tended to retreat in 
the face of mortar or artillery fi re, preferring to ambush enemy forces 
and break away before they could engage decisively. 

The Islamists showed some profi ciency at urban combat. AQIM stored 
ammunition and weapons throughout Timbuktu, and the other Islamists 
groups followed suit in the urban areas they controlled. Their fi ghters engaged 
enemy forces in one area and then rapidly repositioned to their next ammuni-
tion cache, much like Iraq’s insurgents had done in Fallujah in 2004. 

Local residents resented the Islamists and often removed the weapons and ammunition 
from the caches once the fi ghters left them to take up their fi rst fi ghting positions. As 
the Islamists displaced to their secondary positions, they discovered their supplies were 
gone and they were forced to keeping fl eeing. Stay-behind cells were placed in safe 
houses to plant car bombs and improvised explosive devices (IED) and conduct suicide 
bombings in order to impede coalition forces’ restoration of government control. 

Once driven out of the cities and towns, the rebels returned to guerilla tactics, 
staging out of their safe haven in the Adar des Ifhogas Mountains. The MNLA’s early 
June 2013 ceasefi re with the government left the Islamists as the only rebels still active. 
AQIM withdrew to Algeria. MUJIWA and Ansar Dine contested control of Kidal 
throughout May, assaulting at dawn with suicide bombers taking out key coalition 
positions and planting IED along response forces’ routes. Losses in those battles, 
along with coalition air strikes and counterattacks, then drove them back. 

None of the rebel groups ever developed effective tactics against air strikes other 
than to limit their operations to rough terrain and times of low visibility. The greatest 
threat facing coalition forces in Mali today are IED and ambushes in rough terrain.   

Two Islamist rebels prepare to pray 
prior to rejoining their less ardent 
comrades for a sortie in a technical. A rebel mans a heavy machinegun atop a technical.
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