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Abstract 

Transnational criminality has become a serious issue in West Africa. In its form, this 

criminality takes on the form of drug trafficking, Internet fraud, human trafficking, diamond 

smuggling, forgery, cigarette smuggling, illegal manufacture of firearms, trafficking in 

firearms, armed robbery and the theft and smuggling of oil, and in recent times, advanced fee 

fraud has become prominent. As it is, it can be said that, the region is now a critical transit 

point for drugs to North America and West Europe and is vulnerable to developing a more 

significant drug abuse problem of its own. However a much more worrying trend to this 

criminality is the link between these criminal gangs and terrorist networks in the region, 

especially as it relates to the terrorist financing. This research therefore, using largely 

qualitative methods and secondary sources, examines the threat of transnational criminal 

syndicates in West Africa, concentrating on the terrorist networks in the region, have 

capitalised on the activities of these criminal syndicates to boost their operations in West 

Africa. The paper thus, finds an evolving mutually beneficial relationship between both 

parties. In concluding, the research recommends the revamping of West Africa’s security 

sector, especially the judiciary and the police. It also calls for the West African States to 

build their security sector capacity, in addition to strengthening their various national 

capacities and regional capacities to be able to stem the tide of criminality and terrorism in 

the region. 
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Introduction 

Today, the reality is that we live in a world where the destabilizing impacts and 

corruptive influence of transnational organized crime and violent terrorism have reached 

every region, country, and community. Their impact is genuinely worldwide, and in some 

situations, their actual threat resides in their convergence. We must acknowledge, in 

particular, that trans-national illicit drug, guns, and human trafficking, as well as other illicit 

trade commodities and services, are fueling increased insecurity and instability across Africa 

and other areas of the world. 

While the world's attention has in recent times, been drawn to the conflicts in Syria and 

Afghanistan, as well as North Korea's and others' efforts to weaponize nuclear weapons, the 

threats posed by transnational organized criminals remain very real around the world. This is 

especially true in light of the growing links between cross-border narcotics trafficking and 

other forms of transnational organized crime in Africa, which endangers not only the rule of 

law, economic development efforts, trade and investment promotion, but also contributes to 

increased instability and insecurity. Parts of Africa, in fact, are still engulfed in extremism, 

persecution, and warfare. Extremist groups continue to expand and recruit disaffected people. 

Other trans-regional and trans-national dangers, such as difficulties connected to the webs of 

corruption and cross-border criminality, as well as associated converging dangers, are 

impacting today's strategic environment, further complicating security in Africa. 

In the case of West African countries, since achieving independence, they have 

experienced socioeconomic and political challenges that have questioned the legitimacy of 

their administrations. Authoritarian governments ruled throughout West Africa in the early 

years of independence, frequently presiding over state-controlled economies designed to 

build their separate countries.The industrialization of the states came at the expense of the 

rural sectors. Political violence, as a result of the consequent inequality and marginalization, 

erupted in the sub-region, as well as coups and counter-coups. 

 

Since the 1990s, the majority of West African countries have lived in a democratic 

environment. However, the implementation of austere budgetary reforms aimed at stabilizing 

markets while preparing them for international competition put these embryonic democracies 

to the test. As a result of the difficulty created by IMF-mandated economic changes, 

government legitimacy has once again been called into question. West African governments 

are now dealing with a by-product of this economic adversity that threatens to stifle further 

economic growth: criminality. 

Criminal activity has been steadily increasing throughout West Africa at a rate that 

not only threatens economic growth, but regional security and democratic development as 

well. Of particular importance to this article is the connection of these criminal gangs to 

terrorist networks, which has extended and now become a transnational issue. These 

transnational gangs have gained prominence through their exploitation of terrorist networks, 

manipulation of technology, and its absence of loyalty to any particular country. These 

characteristics, when combined with a drive for profiteering by any means necessary, creates 

a scenario for where transnational gangs may liberally collaborate with any terrorist 

organization that will readily facilitate their operations.  Drug cartels in Guinea Bissau, for 

example, have used the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Columbia (FARC) to provide 
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‗security‘, and strong-arm their competition-this present a nascent threat to security in West 

Africa.  

While there is no specific evidence of an existing link, the opportunity for interaction 

between transnational gangs and terrorist organizations may develop due to characteristics 

inherent to these gangs‘ structural organization, their lack of loyalty to any country and their 

established criminal networks. Because the reality on the ground is that we can no longer 

simply focus on one component of a threat. In a world of converging threats – where various 

threats collide to form a more potent mix of insecurity globally; each is individually 

dangerous but whose sum represents a far greater threat across borders. Thus, we need to see 

the threat environment more holistically – how, for example, corruption and complicit 

facilitators enable the illicit space for criminals and terrorist groups alike to thrive, and to 

exploit weaknesses in our borders and institutions that imperil our security. 

This research therefore seeks to answer the question: what is the likelihood and 

motivating factors of West Africa-based transnational criminal groups collaborating with 

terrorist organizations? The article will attempt to find out what a partnership between these 

two entities do to the security of the region already overwhelmed by violent crimes. It finally 

attempts to find a way out of this security conundrum.   

 

Motivating Factors for the Criminal Syndicates and Terrorist Organizations Linkage in 

West Africa 

According to the report on International Terrorism and Transnational Crime: 

Security Threats, U.S. Policy, and Considerations for Congress, from the perspective of a 

terrorist organization, the primary motivation for partnering or adopting criminal tactics is to 

sustain and grow the organization for purposes of pursuing or financing its ideological-based 

activities. Out of this sense of perceived need, the organization may turn to or rely more 

heavily on partnering with criminal syndicates for continued viability (Barrett, 2009)
1
. If this 

occurs, some analysts argue that efforts undertaken to broaden the scope and reach of terrorist 

organizations may produce vulnerabilities that can be exploited by authorities. In turn, these 

vulnerabilities could lead to improved detection and disruption of both the terrorist 

organization and the criminal syndicate.  

 

In the course of time, terrorist groups may have become increasingly motivated by the 

lucrative nature of their illicit financing activities over time, shifting from an ideology to a 

profit-driven organization. Some like (Collier, 2004), argue that terrorist groups sharing 

characteristics with insurgent groups may be particularly motivated to participate in 

criminality, especially as a source of funding. Analysts indicate that insurgencies tend to 

require more human capital and resources to remain viable and view illicit sources of funding 

as enabling such groups to prolong their longevity. For instance, in the Niger Delta region of 

Nigeria, the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND) has long mixed oil 

bunkering to its terrorist activities, kidnapping and ethnic rebellion.  

 

From the perspective of the criminal syndicate, motivations for cooperating with 

terrorist organizations include the near singular purpose of increasing the financial well-being 

of the criminal group. Many analysts assume that criminal syndicates‘ desire for access to 

illicit funds will outweigh potential risks associated with the perceived support for the 

ideological aims of a terrorist group (Cohen, 2009). As observed in some cases, certain 
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criminal groups, particularly those that are younger, smaller, and more loosely organized than 

traditional hierarchical syndicates, have become ideologically radicalized and actively pursue 

operations that will not only result in lucrative illicit profits but also further the goals of a 

terrorist group. 

 

In other instances, lower echelons of a terrorist group may choose to partner with a 

criminal organization (or vice versa) despite their leaders' orders to keep away. This could be 

due to entrepreneurship or necessity. Some analysts suggest that this phenomenon may occur 

with greater regularity given the world-wide economic depression, the possibility that state 

sponsors of terrorism or other traditional donors may not be providing the same level of 

resources as in the past, and the increasingly decentralized nature of terrorist groups. 

 

Conditions that determine the likelihood of confluence include the lack of in-house 

capabilities and the demand for special skills to conduct particular operations; variations in 

risk management and barriers to entry, such as cultural, religious, or ideological differences; 

motivations, such as greed or necessity for organizational viability; the nature of the 

operational environment, including presence of competitors, and the opportunity for contact 

with and the strength of relations between terrorist and criminal elements. For some terrorist 

groups, criminal activity appears to be an extension of terrorist ideology. These groups view 

their ideology as compatible with certain types of criminal activity, such as drug trafficking. 

The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) operations in Guinea Bissau, is a case 

in point. 

 

Also, terrorist organizations may be attracted to West Africa's transnational criminal 

syndicates if they want to use one of their many "services." One example is the diverse 

smuggling operations controlled by these transnational criminal organizations, which include 

well-established drug, arms, and human smuggling networks. Through violence and 

intimidation, the Al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), for example, controls 

considerable portions of remote towns in West Africa‘s Sahel States like Mali and 

Mauritania-used for transporting smuggled goods and people. In these areas, AQIM elements 

enjoy protection from external disruption in part because of their collaboration with local 

smugglers and powerbrokers.  

 

These networks have indeed become the main source of income for AQIM elements. 

According to customs reports, in the North of Mali for instance, these networks that are 

linked to each other, have in fact taken advantage of the near absence of any state authority 

because of the difficulty in implementing the law on the local populations and the vast 

uncontrolled superficies in the region. This is in addition to poverty and the deterioration of 

the living conditions in the neighbouring countries, as it is easy to bribe policemen and border 

guards (BBC, 2003). The immensity of the desert region, which spans more than two million 

square kilometres, makes it nearly impossible to prevent illicit traffic between Mali and its 

neighbours, Mauritania, Niger and Libya. Besides the official border, there are numerous 

points of entry that are not controlled (Daniel, 2003).  

 

The Security Implications of Transnational Criminal Syndicates and Terrorist 

Networks Nexus for West Africa 

Because both criminal and terrorist activitiesthrive in unstable political conditions, 

associations between the two have appeared to be on the increase in West Africa. This rapid 
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extension of transnational organized crime and terrorist networks is of growing concern in 

West Africa. This union has given birth to illicit activities and trafficking which take many 

forms, including drug and human trafficking, Internet fraud, smuggling of migrants, 

smuggling of diamonds and other natural resources, forgery, cigarette smuggling, the illegal 

manufacture of firearms, trafficking in firearms and armed robbery and the theft and 

smuggling of crude oil. These activities have challenged State authority, especially the 

capacity of the State to enforce law and order, and can lead to tremendous national tragedies, 

as witnessed in the cases of oil smuggling in Nigeria and the deadly attempts to reach Europe 

by irregular migrants. Many West African State institutions are greatly weakened by 

economic crisis and/or civil war, making them susceptible to corruption and lawlessness, 

which are fertile ground for organized crime and terrorist networks. 

 

Reports and other anecdotal evidence also indicate that the rate of arms trafficking 

across West Africa has increased in recent years, despite series of measures to curb the trend. 

It is estimated that somewhere around 8 million illegal small arms are circulating around 

West Africa, often moving from conflict zone to conflict zone (Pham, 2008). In this period, 

terrorist groups like MEND and Boko Haram in Nigeria have taken advantage of ready 

supplies of illegal weapons to enhance their stockpiles. In many cases, such purchases have 

been linked with organized crime groups acting as middle-men. West Africa also serves as a 

transit point for armaments destined into Africa's crisis zones. The demand for illegal 

firearms in West Africa has nearly equaled that of other regions of Africa, which has aided 

trafficking networks.This demand, which stems from both terrorist groups and organized 

crime networks, benefits both corrupt military and civilian operators in the illicit trade. 

 

Increased Capabilities of Drug Cartels and Terrorists Networks 

Experts also agree that recent events in the linkage between the Drug Cartels and 

Terrorist groups can significantly upgrade their capabilities. For instance, Terrorist find it 

easy to navigate through the national ongoing insurgency to recruit, get arms and form new 

allegiances and allies with fighters from different countries and tighten their cooperation and 

get stronger on daily basis. According to studies, from Latin America to the Middle East, 

funding for armed violence has in certain instances long been linked to the illicit drug trade. 

By some estimates, around half of the income of the Taliban in Afghanistan comes from its 

involvement with narcotics (mostly opiates); and FARC appears to have relied heavily on the 

cocaine trade for much of the past two decades — until recently — with estimates a few 

years ago suggesting that between one quarter and half of its total income was derived from 

such illicit drug activities (Harmon, 2014). Also, armed groups in the Syrian conflict are said 

to have used amphetamine pills, and there have been indications that terrorist organizations in 

West Africa might be involved in cocaine and cannabis smuggling. 

 

So far, studies appear to indicate that Al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb, which 

operates primarily in North and West Africa, has been involved in cannabis and cocaine 

trafficking, or at the very least in protecting traffickers, even though the group's overall 

income from the drug sector appears to have been rather modest.  Again, individual 

commanders of the Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa, which broke away from 

Al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb, seem at present to be directly involved in drug trafficking. 

Other studies have also pointed to Boko Haram insurgents, as having helped drug traffickers 

to smuggle heroin and cocaine across the sub-region. Further links between the group and the 

drug trade were revealed during a court case in Chad (Global Research, 2016). In its 
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judgment of 28 August 2015 in the trial of 10 alleged Boko Haram members, the N‘djamena 

Court of Appeal heard that considerable quantities of psychotropic substances had been 

recovered during the search of the home of one of the Boko Haram defendants. The court 

concluded that Boko Haram members were regularly involved in the trafficking in and 

consumption of those substances (Global Research, 2016). This seeming increased influence 

and effectiveness of some of these drug cartels and terrorists groups-in particular, protect 

them from domestic interdiction, enhancing their dissemination of narcotics through the West 

African coast to the international markets.  

 

Studies have also shown that, the wealth and power of some of these terrorists and 

drug trafficking organizations can exceed that of local governments, allowing them to buy 

protection from law enforcement, criminal justice institutions, politicians, and the business 

sector. In doing so, they contribute to the spread of corruption. The rule of law is both an 

immediate victim and, if it is already weak, an underlying factor that feeds this cycle in the 

Sahel and West Africa. 

 

According to J Pharm (2008), in the five years between 1998 and 2003, the total 

quantity of cocaine seized in all of Africa averaged around 600 kilograms. Pharm also noted 

that in the following five-year period, the amount seized in West Africa alone has basically 

doubled each year, with preliminary data for the first nine months of 2007 indicating a record 

level of 5,600 kilograms, with major seizures of at least 150 kilograms reported in Benin, 

Cape Verde, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania, and Senegal. He reveals further, that the 

most recent big seizure was a Liberian-flagged vessel, the Blue Atlantic, which was 

intercepted by the French Navy's Mistral-class amphibious assault ship Tonnerre while 

carrying 2,500 kilograms of pure cocaine, worth an estimated $500 million on the streets.  

 

Going by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), it estimated that 

there was a significant increase in the volume of cocaine transiting West Africa, from three 

tons in 2004 to 47 tons in 2007, and a subsequent decline to 21 tons in 2009 and 18 tons in 

2010 (UNODC, 2013). The 2010 figure represented about 5 percent of the amount of cocaine 

that was estimated to have transited Central America on the way north in the same year 

(UNODC, 2013). This is a small proportion of global flows. However, it is important to take 

into account that even a relatively small shipment of cocaine by global standards could have a 

very disruptive impact on governance in small West African countries where the value of the 

drugs being trafficked could amount to a large proportion of a country‘s gross domestic 

product. 

 

To a large degree, the statistics on drug trafficking in West Africa is mostly based on 

verified shipments, mostly seizures. This shows that there may be other ways or channels for 

drug trafficking to continue, virtually undiscovered. Based on studies done on trafficking 

routes for drugs, it has been revealed that, initially, consignments were sent directly via 

container vessels to ports in Spain (Barcelona), Portugal (Lisbon), Belgium (Antwerp), and 

the Netherlands (Rotterdam). By volume, the majority of drugs are shipped directly to 

Europe. Some supplies have been carried across the Atlantic, through the larger Gulf of 

Guinea, and then overland to the Maghreb via the Malian town of Gao, with final delivery to 

drop-off points on the northern Mediterranean coast, since the early 2000s (Schultze-Kraft, 

2014).Sierra Leone, Guinea, Ghana, Senegal, and Guinea-Bissau are the primary import hubs 

in West Africa. All of these countries have poor judicial systems, lack the resources to 
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conduct effective (or even basic) coastal surveillance, and suffer from widespread corruption, 

making them excellent transshipment locations for drugs. 

 

Non-state militant actors have also benefited from illegal profits, allowing them to 

operate at a higher, more dangerous level.For instance, the cocaine trafficking has been 

blamed for a large portion of Hezbollah's and an unknown percentage of AQIM's income. 

Drug trafficking proceeds, according to US sources, have provided AQIM with the resources 

to essentially monopolize the flourishing arms industry that has sprouted up in Libya since 

Muammar Qadhafi's administration was overthrown in 2011 (RAND, 2015). It is these arms 

that intelligence officials believe are sustaining a campaign of terror that now extends from 

Algeria to Mali.  

 

Other researchers, on the other hand, doubt how reliant AQIM is on earnings from the 

international drug trade. According to this viewpoint, AQIM is most certainly collecting a 

levy on everything that passes through its jurisdiction. It also hires fighters and cars to defend 

and guide drug convoys passing through areas where it has less authority (a technique known 

as "riding shotgun"). However, the majority of its funds come from other forms of criminal 

activities, including kidnapping for ransom (Schultze-Kraft, 2014). 

 

While cocaine may appear to be getting all of the attention, heroin is also on the rise. 

It is also carried through the sub-region from Afghanistan or Southeast Asia via Dubai or 

transshipment hubs in East Africa, destined for European and, to a lesser extent, American 

markets. Hashish is also transported from West Africa, traveling through the Sahel, before 

being disseminated in Europe by Maghrebi expatriate communities. Though the direct threat 

posed by the partnership of terrorists and drug traffickers, while serious, may be further down 

the road, the impact on West African states is considerably more imminent.The drug trade not 

only provides additional resources to extremists and criminals, but it also undermines 

governments, turning corrupt administrations into criminal enterprises (Pham, 2008).  

 

Aside corruption, which itself discourages the type of foreign direct investment that 

countries in the region require to boost their economies, the drug trade also stifles 

development by making short-term monetary gains far more appealing than longer-term 

investments in more productive sectors. As a result, while a very small number of people will 

actually get richer, the vast majority of the population is rendered even poorer, increasing 

already massive inequalities and, ultimately, heightening social tensions. Furthermore, there 

is evidence that transit hubs quickly become destinations in and of themselves as drug 

consumption spreads to local communities and crime increases and addicts desperately try to 

feed their habits. The cumulative effect of all this is a vicious circle that is likely to 

permanently cripple some West African countries. 

 

Spread of Illicit Arms and Criminality 

Again, in the case of Equatorial Guinea and Guinea Bissau, illegal arms imports, often 

financed directly or indirectly by narcotics, have had a domestic impact beyond the 

immediate confrontation between terrorists and authorities. First, the long-term presence of 

terrorist groups has spawned a large number of criminal groups in these countries. In turn, the 

activity level and social threat of those groups has increased because their links to terrorist 

groups give them access to more sophisticated arms than they would have otherwise. Coupled 
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with an ineffective security and police force, this situation threatens the development of 

normal ‗civilized society‖ in these countries. 

 

There have also been additional cases of illegal armaments and criminality spreading. 

For example, the collapse of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya in 2011 had a spillover effect in the 

Sahel and Maghreb, resulting in lawless sanctuaries where terrorists could operate with 

complete impunity, drastically boosting their smuggling and arms trafficking operations. 

When the Gaddafi regime collapsed, it is estimated that 250,000 -700,000 arms from Libyan 

arsenal fell into the hands of traffickers and, subsequently, terrorist groups. The value of the 

arms trade in Libya is estimated at USD 4-15 million (Crowcroft, 2016). The increased 

availability of weapons has strengthened terrorist groups operating in Mali, Nigeria, and 

Libya, including AQIM, al-Mourabitoun, Ansar al-Dine, Boko Haram, and Ansar al-Sharia.  

 

Human Trafficking 
Human trafficking has become a lucrative industry for some of the region's drug 

cartels and terrorists as a result of widespread instability in the region and its environs, 

exacerbated in some cases by the wars in Iraq and Syria and growing insecurity in the Horn 

of Africa.Human trafficking and related smuggling activities are the most valuable source of 

income in the Sahel, according to a study by the Global Initiative Against Transnational 

Organized Crime. The annual income in this sort of trans-Saharan human trade climbed from 

USD 8-20 million in 2010 to USD 255-323 million in 2015, according to the report 

(Crowcroft, 2016). 

 

It became such a lucrative industry that Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) grew 

interested in it at various times. It's worth noting that ISIS wasn't actually transferring people, 

but rather charging those who were. According to reports, ISIS is purposefully orchestrating 

attacks on civilian refugee camps in order to boost the human flow and, as a result, tax 

money. Several criminal groups are also in the business of trafficking refugees through sub-

Saharan Africa, into Europe.              

 

Weakening Socio-Political and Institutional Structures  

Indeed, the operations of groups such as the FARC in Guinea Bissau and Equatorial 

Guinea, as well as AQIM in the Sahelian States, have sown the seeds of regional instability. 

Money laundering has been facilitated by drug trafficking and linked transnational organized 

crime in West Africa, allowing non-governmental armed organizations to be funded. In the 

Sahelian States, organized criminal networks, such as those in Mauritania and Mali, have 

posed a challenge to effective state control over borders and territory. They have hampered 

economic development, damaged state authority, and spread corruption. As a result, they've 

cleared the way for radicalization processes in the Sahel, which are leading to violent 

extremism and terrorism. Insurgents and criminals develop close ties to profit from this 

instability and in some cases create the conditions for such instability.  

 

This marriage between terrorist networks and criminal groups in West Africa is also 

proving to be a destabilizing factor in crisis management in West Africa. A classic example 

of this, is Al-Qaeda‘s complicity in fuelling the illicit Diamond trade during the Liberian and 

Sierra Leonean civil wars-complicating then, the Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS), through the Economic Community Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), 

attempt to stabilize the situation in these countries at the time.  Al-Qaeda took advantage of 
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the weakness of Sierra Leone and Liberia in their conflict state and made the return to peace 

and economic development a more protracted and more difficult process.   

 

Complicating existing security challenges  

This Crime-Terrorism nexus has also further aggravated and complicated some of 

West Africa‘s already pending security problems like the illegal exploitation of Natural 

resources, contraband smuggling and human trafficking. A 2001 report by the International 

Labor Organization estimated that between 200,000 and 300,000 West African children alone 

are trafficked for forced labor and sexual exploitation both within Africa and abroad to the 

Middle East. Gaul Wannenberg of the South African Institute of International Affairs 

suggested that traffickers ―can receive $10,000-20,000 for a child and $12,000-50,000 for a 

woman, depending on the purpose they will serve and the rates that can be earned in a 

country‖ (Pham, 2008). 

 

From the international security perspective, however, an even more urgent challenge 

is emergence of well-organized networks which smuggle illegal immigrants to Europe 

through a succession of land, sea, and air segments. A 2006 report on Organized Crime and 

Irregular Migration from Africa to Europe prepared by UNODC estimated that ―the market 

for smuggling human beings from Africa to Europe in transfer fees alone could be on the 

order of $300 million each year‖(Pham, 2008). 

 

Pharm (2008), also notes that the same routes used to smuggle drugs and people are 

used to move contraband. According to him, while some of this smuggling involves nothing 

more than attempts to avoid taxation on products like cigarettes, there is also a considerable 

traffic in more immediately lethal goods like small arms. Counterfeiting is another example 

of contraband posing a security threat. One INTERPOL report has noted that ―it is becoming 

increasingly obvious that there are criminal organizations, including terrorists, that use 

counterfeit goods to finance their activities‖ and cited the bust near Paris which caught three 

members of AQIM‘s predecessor group, the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat 

(GSPC), with some seventy boxes of fake designer clothes. Moreover the networks dealing in 

contraband are not only extensive across West Africa, but also have tremendous reach in 

immigrant communities in Western Europe (Pham, 2008). 

 

In terms of the illegal exploitation of natural resources, Pharm (2008) also observed 

that al-Qaeda, Hizballah, and other Middle Eastern terrorist groups had used West African 

diamonds both to hide money and to make a profit. In addition to the mining of precious 

stones, the region has also seen the exploitation of hydrocarbon resources such as oil. Nigeria 

is Africa's largest petroleum producer, with 36 billion barrels of known reserves and daily 

production of little under 2 million barrels. The difficulty is that at least 10% of that crude oil 

is stolen in a well-organized operation known as "illegal bunkering." The cash generated by 

this illegal commerce is unquestionably enormous, amounting to billions of dollars each year. 

While most of these profits currently go to unscrupulous businessmen, criminal gangs, and 

loosely tribal/ethnic militias, extremists can easily get into the act. 

 

This dangerous effect of the increased organized criminal activity on regional security 

has also not been lost on policymakers and analysts. In 2007, in a report to the Security 

Council on cross-border issues in West Africa, the then UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 

observed: 
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The rapid extension of transnational organized crime is of growing 

concern in West Africa. Such illicit activities and trafficking take 

many forms, including drug and human trafficking, Internet fraud, 

smuggling of migrants, smuggling of diamonds and other natural 

resources, forgery, cigarette smuggling, the illegal manufacture of 

firearms, trafficking in firearms and armed robbery and the theft and 

smuggling of crude oil. These activities challenge State authority, 

especially the capacity of the State to enforce law and order, and can 

lead to tremendous national tragedies, as witnessed in the recent 

cases of oil smuggling in Nigeria and the deadly attempts to reach 

Europe by irregular migrants. Many West African State institutions 

are greatly weakened by economic crisis and/or civil war, making 

them susceptible to corruption and lawlessness, which are fertile 

ground for organized crime (Pham, 2008). 

 

From the above statement and other evidences, it is clear that the crime-terrorists link 

has serious security implications for West Africa, while the task of breaking up the terror-

crime syndicate nexus will undoubtedly require a great deal of commitment and significant 

investment of resources (both human and material) by West Africa States. However, failure 

to act now will only increase the costs down the road, in both human and financial terms. 

Hence the effort must be undertaken because at stake is the stability of the West African sub-

region. 

 

Getting Around This Security Conundrum-A Way Forward 

Although national and regional institutions in West Africa are improving their ability 

to monitor illegal activities associated with individual elements of terrorism, crime, and 

conflict, they still need to improve their understanding and better integrate their analyses if 

they are to effectively combat the nexus between these various transnational threats. 

 

The complicated and fluid linkages between the military, or coercive, strategy, the 

political, or social, strategy, and the financial strategy of organized armed groups and the 

networks in which they operate are commonly oversimplified in existing analysis for 

policymakers in West Africa.An organization's collective goals, organizational structure, 

local finance prospects, global market access, and leadership and political chances must all be 

considered when assessing specific transnational threats in West Africa (Sloane & Cockayne, 

2011).  

 

Terrorist and criminal organizations may share personnel, operate in the same 

locations, trade specialized services, or integrate plans depending on how these fundamental 

components are arranged. Close coordination between trafficking organizations and militants, 

such as AQIM and Mali's Nomadic Touareg rebels, may make certain militants vulnerable to 

cooptation by criminals. At the same time, the power that such actors develop within local 

political economies may insulate them from outside intervention efforts. In the Sahel, for 

example, as already mentioned, AQIM elements enjoy protection from external disruption in 

part because of their collaboration with local smugglers and powerbrokers. Such nodes of 

interaction may be pernicious in themselves, but they should be recognized as the products of 

the underlying convergence in social and structural factors. Changing those underlying 

factors may undermine the convenience of the marriage between these groups in West Africa. 
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In a bid also to stem this security dilemma, many experts have continually called for 

the revamping of West Africa‘s security sector, especially the judiciary and the police. They 

have also acknowledged that indeed while there is difficulty in gathering reliable information 

on essentially hidden practices, it is pertinent that the links between organized criminal 

activities and the financing of terror be explored, and the vulnerability of the sub-region 

assessed. 

 

However, the linkage between crime and terrorism may go beyond merely financing 

opportunities for the latter in the activities of the former. As former Central Intelligence 

Agency case officer and psychiatrist Marc Sageman (2007) and other researchers have 

pointed out, the hierarchical structures of many transnational terrorist groups, including al-

Qaeda, have been considerably "flattened," enabling greater freedom of initiative. The same 

phenomenon has been witnessed among other illicit organizations, including crime 

syndicates. The result is that both terrorist and criminal cells are largely forced to find their 

own funding sources as well as obtain their own documents, transport routes, and safe 

houses, while perhaps still looking the erstwhile central leadership for inspiration.  

 

Consequently, the boundaries between criminality and ideological extremism have 

blurred as operatives seek alliances of convenience. While whether there will be a 

transformation of the two types of groups into a hybrid category as some scholars have 

predicted remains to be seen, the fact is that there is a considerable emerging overlap between 

terrorists and criminal organizations in places like West Africa, a development that makes 

both a greater challenge to regional and international security (Pham, 2008). 

 

In the end really, a multifaceted approach may well be required to deal with this 

burgeoning threat. At one level, it will require strengthening law enforcement capacity in 

West African countries. Some of this will require more resources for the training of law 

enforcement/security forces and criminal justice managers. At an entirely different level, 

counterterrorism capabilities will also need to be built up. Programs are also required to 

increase maritime domain awareness and maritime security capacity of states on the West 

African littoral, needs which the African Maritime Law Enforcement Program (AMLEP) and 

the Africa Partnership Station (APS), try to meet. Finally, development is needed if the allure 

of both the extremists and the drug barons is to be resisted. In short, no one solution will be 

sufficient. 

 

Furthermore, efforts to counter the challenge must be sustainable, which means that 

while some countries quite distant from the region—are impacted by the alliance of terrorist 

and criminal networks, it is the countries in West Africa-effectively in the front line, which 

must assume ownership. Hence there is need for West African States to build their security 

sector capacity, in addition to strengthening their various national capacities and regional 

capacities. West African countries need to pool their information and integrate their efforts 

with each other, lest the transnational criminal forces exploit the gaps between them. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, a strategic alliance between terrorists and organized crime is more 

plausible than a long-term collaboration. Terrorists and criminals are more inclined to work 

together in regions where one has a competitive advantage over the other. As a result, a 

marriage of convenience develops, in which commitments are not binding but rather 
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temporary — be it a one-time occurrence or one that lasts as long as both parties who 

initiated the agreement keep their word. 

 

Whatever the case, regional and independent country action must continue in order to 

eliminate and ultimately prevent an environment leading to a criminals-terrorist link. West 

African countries need to continue to work together, failure do so will grow further, the 

criminals-terrorists alliance. There is also need for West African governments to allocate 

more funds and resources to their various security forces in their fight against the menace, 

and work on improving neighborhood crime-watch program for communities throughout the 

region. 

 

More importantly, a systematic and comprehensive approach may be required to deal 

with the menace. It must be noted that the problem has thrived because of some of the lapses 

and weaknesses in the West African system-there has obviously been a systemic failure-those 

weaknesses and lapses must be plugged. Comprehensively dealing with the problem of weak 

institutions, poverty and underdevelopment must therefore be the desired target for West 

African governments      

 

In the end, however, it is expected that the relationship between terrorists and 

organized crime will remain primarily a business relationship, with terrorists turning to 

criminals for forged documents, smuggled weapons, or clandestine travel assistance when 

they are unable to obtain these goods and services on their own. Organized criminal 

syndicates, however, are unlikely to form long-term strategic alliances with terrorists.  
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