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INTRODUCTION
Over multiple theaters across diverse environments, state governments and security apparatuses have been engaging 
with violent non-state actors (VNSAs) for decades. Generally, these operations are successful. Fighters are captured and 
imprisoned, recruitment campaigns are hamstrung in their infancy, and leadership structures are decimated in Special 
Forces raids. Yet these groups continue to operate, expand, and propagate.

Part of this resiliency stems from their ability to operate in 
the shadows and avoid surveillance. Global powers have 
spent billions over the last few decades in the fight against 
VNSAs, but have mostly overlooked their activities in the 
maritime domain. 

The tendency to ignore the maritime environment is a phenomenon known in the maritime law enforcement community 
as sea blindness. The world’s maritime inattentiveness has had, and will continue to have, detrimental impacts on the 
environment, economic development, and national and human security. Nearly all efforts to counter VNSAs have been 
based on campaigns to engage these stateless enemies on land. While lessons have been learned and effective measures 
have been implemented, VNSAs still have a domain in which they are able to operate nearly uncontested.

Sea blindness gives space to VNSAs in which they can continue to operate even when their land-based alternatives 
have been removed. When land border controls are strengthened, VNSAs that rely on smuggling relocate towards less 
secure routes, which are often maritime. To effectively engage with the threat of VNSAs, global actors must pivot away 
from strategies that are solely land-focused. Instead, each VNSA and its operating environment must be considered and 
confronted holistically. This will require multilateral coordination and interoperability across governments, as well as 
strong interagency communication within them.

From the frontier of Colombia and Venezuela to the contested coastline of northeastern Borneo, VNSAs exploit interstate 
rivalries and thrive where state sovereignty is either contested or weak. Because maritime regions are often on the 
borders of states and can be more difficult to secure, many interstate disputes create opportunities for VNSAs at sea.

Offshore crime has onshore roots. Unfortunately, there is often a disconnect between land-based law enforcement 
and military efforts and their maritime-focused counterparts. Integrated operations between these two domains are 
necessary to minimize the threat of a VNSA exploiting gaps in communication and intelligence.

Economic Consequences of Sea Blindness
Offshore areas are awash with economic potential, including a wide array of fishing, shipping, hydrocarbon, and tourism 
options. For states to fully capitalize on these resources, known collectively as the Blue Economy, they must be able to 
secure their waters from VNSAs. There is tremendous potential in developing the Blue Economy.

The Blue Economy has tremendous potential to disrupt cycles of economic underdevelopment and violence. VNSA 
recruitment is often driven by a lack of jobs and economic potential. If states can secure their offshore areas for economic 
development, VNSA recruitment efforts and operational capabilities will be slowed and possibly destroyed.

VNSAs impact the Blue Economy in several ways. Fishing, hydrocarbons, and tourism are some of the industries susceptible 
to the influence of VNSAs. In Mozambique, for example, Ansar al-Sunna has recently begun a campaign targeting areas 
where oil and gas companies are operating. This prompted the government to promise security to those companies. 
The Maldives are highly dependent on the tourism industry; if some of the small attacks that have occurred against law 
enforcement property continue or increase, it could be difficult to maintain the safety of visitors.

Global powers have spent billions over the 
last few decades in the fight against VNSAs, 
but have mostly overlooked their activities 
in the maritime domain. 
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The international community has long recognized the existence of a crime–terror nexus. Terror groups can often be 
differentiated from criminal groups only by their use of political violence. Indeed, three of the five activities described 
in this report are financially focused. Both international organized criminal groups and VNSAs will take part in these 
activities; the only difference between the two types of groups is the motivation driving their actions. The crime–terror 
nexus is an exploitable weak spot if states can mobilize their anti-crime units against VNSAs that are participating in illicit 
financial activities.

Correcting Sea Blindness
The world’s maritime environment has been exploited by VNSAs for a multitude of reasons. In the framework of conflict, 
the world is leaving VNSAs with an unchallenged and extraordinary strategic advantage. By exploiting sea blindness, 
VNSAs will be able to continue their operations even when they face debilitating pressures on land. 

Land-based and maritime terrorism are alike in many ways, but unique to maritime terrorism is the specialization required 
to undertake these attacks. In addition to knowing how to operate a boat or other vessel, would-be maritime terrorists 
must have familiarity with the target area as well as be knowledgeable about maritime traffic patterns and norms, tidal 
flows, and weather. These skills are not easy to acquire.

In a previous report, Soft Targets & Black Markets, we demonstrated that 
sea blindness directly contributes to how VNSAs operate in and engage with 
the maritime space. This report is an extension of that effort. Here, we have 
detailed the degree to which 43 separate VNSAs operate in the maritime 
environment. We have categorized 5 different sets of activity that will be 
introduced below. 

States often have limited resources to use to engage with VNSAs, and many land campaigns remain underfunded. By 
highlighting the maritime space, we hope to show that broader and more holistic campaigns that incorporate maritime 
perspectives can make these efforts more efficient and effective.

The “Five Ts”
Violent non-state actors do much more than attack soft targets at sea. We describe the breadth of VNSA maritime 
activities using a novel “5 T” framework that draws attention to two operational activities (Tactical Support and Targeting) 
as well as three financial activities (Take, Traffic & Trade, and Tax & Extort). Each VNSA is scored on all five of these 
activities. Their profiles show that the strategies that groups use at sea are as diverse as their ideologies, capacities, and 
onshore strategies.

The Operational and Financial scores can be viewed as a demonstration of each VNSA’s maritime capabilities and 
vulnerabilities. For the OPERATIONAL SCORE (Tactical Support and Targeting), a VNSA with a high score will be more 
able to conduct high-profile maritime attacks. International observers and law enforcement bodies should pay particular 
attention to the Operational scores of these VNSAs. 

The FINANCIAL SCORE (Take, Traffic & Trade, and Tax & Extort), on the other hand, should be used as a measure of how 
much a VNSA utilizes maritime activities for funding. While the end goal of each VNSA is political, every VNSA must have 
positive cash flow to operate. Identifying and exploiting these economic flows is key to undermining a VNSA’s capabilities. 
If policymakers, financial regulatory bodies, and law enforcement agencies wish to defeat VNSAs, they should begin by 
dismantling the financial flows which have gone unchallenged for too long.

Each VNSA profile begins with a short synopsis of the VNSA, which is followed by the Operational score and the Financial 
score, and then ends with a section detailing affiliations, outlooks, and opportunities. The synopsis briefly details 

This report details the degree 
to which 43 separate VNSAs, 
chosen for the threats they 
pose regionally, operate in the 
maritime environment. 

https://stableseas.org/publications/maritime-terrorism/soft-targets-black-markets-maritime-terrorism
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ideology, common areas of operation, history, and recent events. The Operational and Financial sections begin with 
a graph showing the individual scores in each category before offering examples of activities to justify the score. The 
Affiliations, Outlook, and Opportunities section focuses on terror networks and what future observers of VNSA activities 
may be able to expect.

Regions
This report features profiles on 43 VNSAs which were not selected based on their maritime activities, but for the threats 
they pose to the governments where they operate. The ex-Séléka, for example, operate in the landlocked Central African 
Republic and have been given the lowest score possible. The VNSAs in this report are active across the globe, and their 
profiles are organized according to the primary locations of their maritime activities. The three geographic divisions are 
the Atlantic and Mediterranean, the Western Indian Ocean Region, and the Indo-Pacific.

The Atlantic and Mediterranean includes VNSAs such as Boko Haram, Hezbollah, and the ELN. These two bodies of water 
border several ongoing conflicts and are important throughways for major trafficking routes. Accordingly, VNSAs in the 
Atlantic and Mediterranean tend towards higher scores in Traffic & Trade and Tactical Support. The overall highest-
scoring VNSA, the Libyan Arab Armed Forces, is in this section, while the numerous uncoordinated ex-Séléka and Fulani 
militias have minimal verifiable presence in the maritime domain. 

The Western Indian Ocean Region, which encompasses the waters of the Arabian Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the Red Sea, 
includes Ansar al-Sunna, the Taliban, and Islamic State Khorasan Province. VNSAs in this region are often highly dependent 
on income earned from smuggling, making Traffic & Trade the most common high-scoring category. Al-Shabaab is the 
VNSA with the highest score in this region, while three others have little to no known maritime activity.

The Indo-Pacific region includes the Arakan Army, Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jaish-e-Mohammed, and several groups active in the 
southern Philippines. The Maute Group is active in this region and is infamous for the Siege of Marawi, a months-long 
conflict with the Philippine government. The Abu Sayyaf Group, which is well-known for generating income by ransoming 
kidnapped fishermen, is the highest-scoring VNSA in the Indo-Pacific, with Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh being the 
single VNSA with little to no maritime activity. 

ATLANTIC & 
MEDITERRANEAN

INDO-PACIFIC

ATLANTIC & 
MEDITERRANEAN

WESTERN
INDIAN OCEAN
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Activities
This report details the actions of violent non-state actors (VNSAs) in maritime environments. Bad actors use the 
maritime environment for a variety of illegal activities. Many of the armed groups detailed in this report exploit maritime 
environments to both pursue their political goals and earn the money necessary to fund their activities. As stated in the 
introduction, there are five base categories which have been grouped together. Together, the Tactical Support and Target 
categories have been designated as Operational activities, while the Take, Traffic & Trade, and Tax & Extort categories are 
Financial activities. 

Operational Activities

Operational activities are those which VNSAs use in the direct pursuit of their political or ideological goals. This can range 
from the recruitment of foreign fighters to direct attacks on the resources of state actors or international organizations 
and businesses. The two distinct categories within this subdivision are Tactical Support and Target.

Tactical Support

Tactical Support is defined as the 
movement of goods or personnel by 
violent non-state actors via maritime 
routes for the purpose of engaging 
in political or military objectives. This 
category includes two main types of 
activity: transporting fighters and violent 
raids on land-based targets. 

VNSA recruitment efforts reach across 
the globe, appealing to marginalized 
communities and broad diasporas. When 
some of these recruits inevitably make 
their way towards a VNSA’s main area of 
operations, they may be required to traverse 
maritime environments. In these cases, 
recruits can travel over established civilian 
routes, such as by ferries, or be smuggled 
using VNSA resources. Militants can also be 
transported via maritime routes in order to escape surveillance from authorities, to establish new outposts, or for a 
variety of other actions that help pursue the VNSA’s political aims.

A second major Tactical Support activity is conducting violent maritime raids on land-based targets. These raids allow 
VNSAs to attack targets that are otherwise unreachable or difficult to access from land, while also allowing them to 
approach the target from a direction that authorities may not be prepared to defend. Raids by sea are typically launched 
by VNSAs to cause chaos and violence, rather than for the explicit purpose of capturing economic resources. 

These raids require the VNSA to have the capability to train or recruit members with a variety of advanced maritime skills. 
Fighters must be able to navigate using maritime GPS, understand sea depth, and read nautical charts. Even the fighters 
who lack maritime skills must be comfortable spending hours floating on a vessel and have the basic skillset of a local 
fisherman if they intend to avoid scrutiny from curious authorities. 

Specially 
trained

Politically 
motivated
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TACTICAL SUPPORT
The movement of goods or personnel by violent non-state 
actors via maritime routes for the purpose of engaging 
political or military objectives.

Low maritime domain 
awareness

Inadequate maritime 
enforcement/response 

capabilities

OCCURS IN AREAS WITH: 

Secure land 
borders

Inadequate port 
security

Raids by sea 
on land targets

Movement of
fighters

TACTICS INCLUDE:



Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain  |  05     

This complexity of operations means that seaborne raids require a large amount of resources and long-term planning. 
VNSAs that lack capability for long-term planning and resource stockpiling may instead utilize their trained fighters for 
attacks of opportunity.

Target

Target refers to the deliberate, 
threatened, or actual use of violence 
by a non-state actor against a maritime 
target such as a ship, platform, port, 
wharf, or other maritime infrastructure. 
Widely referred to as maritime terrorism, 
attacks in this category are undertaken to 
draw international media attention and to 
alter the behavior of the targets through 
coercion. In addition to the more obvious 
examples of terror attacks, Target also 
includes cyberattacks. 

Maritime terrorism differs from land-based 
attacks in two important ways: the wide set of 
targets and the incredibly large ungoverned 
spaces. Like all terror attacks, targets tend 
to be those which will garner international 
media attention and disrupt the lives of the 
victims. In the maritime domain, these are most often ferries or passenger ships, such as in the bombing of the SuperFerry 
14. Much less frequently, VNSAs will target tankers such as the MV Limburg, or even military ships such as the USS Cole.

Common types of maritime terrorism involve maritime IEDs (MIED) and small boat attacks. MIEDs can range from a ship 
rigged to explode in dock to a container packed with WMDs. The possibilities for maritime terrorism are limited only by 
the imagination of the VNSA, but a common type of attack is the sea mine. Deployable by nearly any type of seaworthy 
vessel, these devices can be rigged to explode by several types of firing mechanisms including remote control, magnetic, 
seismic, or pressure triggers. Additionally, they are deployable in waters with depths ranging from less than 10 feet to 
deeper than 200 feet. Their range of operating depths, ease of use, wide deployability, and difficulty to detect make sea 
mines a valuable weapon for VNSAs.

In addition to MIEDs, VNSAs will often use small boat attacks to harass or destroy their targets. Unique to maritime 
terrorism is the specialization required to undertake these attacks. Often suicide missions, these attacks can cause massive 
damage to vessels, ports, or any other maritime target. Most of the vessels used in these attacks have been piloted by 
suicide bombers. However, Houthi rebels used an unmanned drone boat laden with explosives in an attack against a Saudi 
ship in 2017. As drone technology proliferates and improves, chances that they will be used in this type of attack increase. 

Finally, maritime terrorism could eventually include underwater operations conducted by fighters who have undergone 
SCUBA training. Investigations have unearthed plans involving SCUBA diving, but as of yet, no attacks have used this 
highly specialized skillset. In the Niger Delta Region, however, divers previously trained by oil companies joined a local 
VNSA and used their knowledge to sabotage the very pipelines they had been trained to maintain. It is only a matter of 
time until this type of attack is utilized in the maritime domain.

Specially 
trained

Politically 
motivated
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Maritime 
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Financial Activities

Financial activities are those which VNSAs use to fund their organization. The three financial categories—Take, Traffic & 
Trade, and Tax & Extort—are the activities found in the crime–terror nexus. Both criminal groups and VNSAs will pursue 
these actions, but while criminal groups are fueled solely by greed, VNSAs use their ill-gotten funds to support their 
violent actions and political goals. 

Take

VNSAs participating in the Take category 
are obtaining property or persons at sea 
by wrongful or illegal means. Actions 
that can fall under Take include piracy 
and armed robbery at sea, kidnapping for 
ransom, and oil bunkering. 

Piracy is defined by the UN Convention on the 
Law of the Sea as any “illegal acts of violence 
or detention, or any act of depredation, 
committed for private ends by the crew 
or the passengers of a private ship… and 
directed: on the high seas, against another 
ship.”1 Piracy and armed robbery at sea are 
similar except for the location of the crime. 
Where piracy occurs on the high seas, armed 
robbery takes place in the territorial waters of 
a coastal state.

Kidnapping for ransom is another highly 
lucrative crime in the Take category. 
Kidnapping can often result in a lucrative 
payout for the perpetrators. Thirteen recent 
cases of kidnapping in and around the Indian Ocean had ransom demands ranging from $1.5 million to $35 million. Large 
vessels operated by international businesses offer a high-risk, high-reward target for kidnapping schemes. These vessels 
are more likely to have defensive measures in place, but the vessel owners are more likely to both pay a ransom and give 
in to higher demands. Despite the fluctuations in piracy over recent decades, kidnapping for ransom has remained at a 
relatively constant rate.

Oil bunkering is a legal activity when undertaken by entities that have been awarded the proper permits and have the 
capacity to operate the necessary specialized equipment. It “could be likened to establishing a floating fuel service station 
on the high seas or at coastal jetties to supply fuel and provisions of water to ships.”2 However, it becomes illegal when 
these supplies are stolen or adulterated. 

The most common method of illegal oil bunkering, called hot tapping or pressure tapping, involves accessing a high-
pressure pipeline and diverting the flow, leaving the pipeline completely functional. The diverted product is then pumped 
onto a waiting vessel for transportation to market or to a refinery. Here, the product often enters the legal market. Oil 
bunkering is typically utilized by VNSAs which lack a steady income or have weak financial connections to global terrorism 
networks. 
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motivated

Politically 
motivated
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Traffic & Trade

The second type of financial category 
is Traffic & Trade, which is the licit or 
illicit exchange of goods or services 
at sea to fund onshore campaigns of 
political violence. Often, Traffic & Trade 
involves illicit actors joining or establishing 
an organized criminal network focusing on 
profit. Some involved businesses may even 
produce legal goods and services but use 
their profits to fund a VNSA or specific types 
of organized political violence. There are 
three common types of activity which fall 
under Traffic & Trade: illicit use of shipping 
containers, drug trafficking, and mixed 
maritime migration. 

The Containerized Shipping System has 
standardized global shipping, allowing for 
easy movement of goods across various 
environments using multiple methods of transportation. While this system has revolutionized global trade, only a small 
fraction of the millions of active containers can be searched. These containers are therefore open for exploitation for 
illegally transporting goods. VNSAs will hide their illicit goods in sealed shipping containers, sending the goods on foreign-
owned ships engaged in legitimate trade and using circuitous routes to make the shipments harder for surveillance 
operations to track. The illicit uses of these containers include trafficking of weapons, drugs, or humans. The options are 
limited only by container size and the group’s imagination. 

Another major activity for Traffic & Trade is drug trafficking. A joint report from INTERPOL, RHIPTO, and the Global Initiative 
against Transnational Crime found that drug trafficking accounts for 28 percent of financing for VNSAs.3 Occasionally, VNSAs 
will secure a maritime route for a group of smugglers in exchange for payment. Even landlocked states are not immune 
to the effects of maritime drug smuggling. Afghanistan’s opium industry depends entirely on the ability of smugglers to 
transport opium and heroin across the world’s oceans to the biggest markets in Europe and North America. 

Mixed maritime migration refers to the act of smuggling and trafficking migrants. Smuggling typically refers to the process 
of migrants paying to be transported while trafficking includes elements of force, coercion, and the exploitation of the 
migrant. VNSAs seek financial gain through mixed maritime migration by either charging migrants to be smuggled or 
exploiting them for forced labor. Although only 1 percent of global human smuggling takes place at sea, it accounts for 
58 percent of fatalities. The maritime is also the most difficult environment in which to detect and interdict smuggling 
attempts.

Finally, Traffic & Trade can include licit businesses used for illicit income and money laundering. Several VNSAs, including 
al-Qaeda under Osama bin Laden, have used legal businesses to both divert income to the VNSA and wash dirty money. 
These established businesses are a common way for criminal groups and VNSAs to move money back into the legal 
market by padding the account books with false sales or through other common money laundering tactics. 
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Tax & Extort

The final category involves obtaining 
payment outside of sanctioned legal 
or political frameworks by means 
of force or intimidation at sea, or 
by exerting control over a specific 
maritime area. Tax & Extort is the third-
largest source of income for non-state armed 
groups and terrorist groups, who will often 
turn to these activities when other sources 
of income dry up. Although they are limited 
in the number of activities which fall into this 
category, there are broad opportunities for 
VNSAs to gain immense resources through 
Tax & Extort. 

For a VNSA which has secured a swath of 
territory, it is not difficult to create alternative 
taxation structures through either garnering 
local support or by coercion. This is often a 
very lucrative ploy; however, it requires the 
VNSA to have the power to claim and control the territory before they can exert pressure against the civilians living and 
working in this space. 

Although often land-based, Tax & Extort activities also occur at sea, with the fishing and shipping industries being 
particularly vulnerable. VNSAs will extort actors engaged in both licit and illicit trading. A common strategy is to secure 
port access before applying taxes to goods moving through the port. In this way, most of these VNSAs supplant the state’s 
power and divert the income into their own coffers. 

Houthi operations in the port city of Hodeidah are a clear example of Tax & Extort. Control of this port is critical for the 
Houthis, but the port is also critical to international aid groups delivering aid to civilians in need. The Houthis allow trade 
to continue, and for the aid to be delivered, but they levy taxes on both. This scheme has likely brought in millions of 
dollars for the Houthis.

While international organizations can sometimes bypass territory controlled by a VNSA, local fishers often do not have 
the resources or political power to resist a VNSA engaged in rent-seeking behavior. VNSAs can insert themselves into 
nearly any type of licit trade, such as charcoal, wood, and coffee.

The Tier System
To demonstrate the varying levels of activity found within each category, a 4-tiered rating system has been established. To 
be designated TIER 1, the low end of this scoring system, there must be no evidence that the VNSA used maritime spaces 
for the purposes outlined in the respective category. 

For TIER 2, the VNSA must not have used the maritime space directly for this purpose, but evidence suggests it either has 
a desire to act (or has historically), or is connected to this space in some capacity. For example, in September 2018, the 
ELN detonated a boat-bomb on a floating naval base located on the Arauca River, an inland waterway. Though no attacks 
have occurred at sea, the group’s involvement in the maritime space for financial purposes, coupled with these tactics 
being used on inland waterways, led to the ELN receiving a tier 2 rating for the Target activity.
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Able to control 
coastal areas

Broadly supported 
by local populations

Taxation and 
extortion

Inadequate port 
security

Financially 
strained

Military and law 
enforcement 
corruption

Porous sea 
borders

TACTICS INCLUDE:
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TIER 3 calls for clear evidence that the VNSA has used the maritime space for the respective category but concludes that the 
degree of activity is minimal. For example, Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) was responsible for the 2008 attack on Mumbai in which 
fighters used maritime approach to land at the port of Mumbai. After arrival, the militants attacked the city for four days. 
However, since that time, LeT has been relatively inactive in this category. So, while this attack is indicative of a high level of 
maritime activity the length of time since the event has led to LeT’s rating of 3 in the Tactical Support category.  

Finally, TIER 4 requires clear evidence that the VNSA actively uses the maritime space for this category and is (or has been) 
heavily active in maritime spaces in order to conduct this activity. For example, the Libyan Arab Armed Forces (LAAF) uses the 
maritime space to receive weapons shipments and regularly patrols the eastern Libyan coast. The LAAF has even purchased 
a retired Irish naval ship from the UAE, using it for patrols. The group’s activity in the maritime space and regular use of this 
arena led to it being labeled as tier 4, the highest possible designation, for the Tactical Support category.

VIOLENCE AT SEA TIER GUIDE

No evidence Potential/Speculative Clear Evidence,  
Some Activity

Clear Evidence,  
Significant Activity
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THE ATLANTIC AND  
THE MEDITERRANEAN
The Atlantic Ocean and Mediterranean Sea region is the largest by area of the 
three regions. These maritime bodies have been grouped together to highlight 
the linkages between VNSAs operating in Africa, the Middle East, and South 
America. Vital smuggling routes run between these areas and provide a steady 
flow of money and other resources to VNSAs such as the ELN. In addition to the 
transatlantic drug trade, the ongoing conflicts in North Africa and the Middle 
East have facilitated the smuggling of small arms back and forth across the 
Mediterranean. Of the three regions, VNSAs in the Atlantic and Mediterranean 
have the highest average total score.
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A L- Q A E D A  I N  T H E  I S L A M I C 
M A G H R E B  ( A Q I M )
FOUNDED: 2007                                     

AREAS OF OPERATION: 
Algeria (northern and southern/Sahel regions); 
also known to have operated in Libya, Tunisia, 
Niger, Mali, Mauritania, and Cote d’Ivoire, largely 
through regional affiliates. Also involved in attacks 
in Burkina Faso as the group al-Mourabitoun.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 
AQIM adheres to an extreme jihadist ideology, 
advocating for the establishment of fundamentalist 
Islamic governments in North and West Africa.2 

RECENT OPERATIONS: 
In early June 2020, a French operation on the Mali-
Algerian border killed AQIM’s leader Abdelmalek 
Droukdel and three others. French forces tracked 
Droukdel’s vehicle using a drone before eventually 
receiving an intelligence report confirming his 
identity. The French forces then engaged the 
militants in a gunfight. Although unconfirmed, it is 
believed that several of the passengers in the car 
were high ranking members of Droukdel’s inner 
circle. This leadership decapitation is a heavy blow 
to AQIM.3.

Just three months earlier, in March 2020, the US 
State Department’s Counterterrorism and Illicit 
Financing Working Group’s summary statement 
noted that AQIM is “expected to pose increased 
challenges over the next three-to-five years in 
countries like Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, and Niger,” 
as Algeria continues to put pressure on the group.4 

In November 2019, French forces reported that 
they had killed Ali Maychou, the leader of Jama’at 
Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM), an AQIM 
affiliate group operating primarily in Mali.5

AQIM’s level of activity has diminished considerably 
in recent years, particularly in Algeria, where 2018 
was the first year in nearly three decades to not 
have a terrorist bombing.6, 7 Yet, inactivity is not 
synonymous with irrelevance, as the group has, on 
at least two different occasions, called on Algerians 
to fight the state and has seen its branches in states 
like Tunisia and Libya remain active. 8

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING AQIM 
2007-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2007 - 2011 Initial years following 
allegiance to al-Qaeda
2012 - 2015 Following a period of 
waning activity, AQIM renews attacks
2016 - 2020 Increase in frequency 
and intensity of attacks until slowing 
down in 2019

ATLANTIC OCEAN
Tier 2

MEDITERRANEAN SEA 
Tier 2
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Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb has been a resilient 
affiliate of al-Qaeda since it pledged allegiance to the group 
in late 2006. Born out of the Salafist Group for Preaching 
and Combat (GSPC), AQIM has been a regular terrorist 
fixture in the Sahel for the past decade, and has engaged 
indirectly in maritime activities primarily for financial 
gain. However, past aspirations illustrate that the group 
has sought to exploit the maritime sector for operational 
purposes including targeting vessels at sea, but was 
ultimately unsuccessful in achieving this goal. Recent years 
have seen limited activity from the group, but it survives 
through proxies and affiliates across the Sahel and Sahara 
and has aspirations for re-emergence in Algeria.

Operational Maritime Activities

AQIM’s area of operations suggests that the majority of 
its activity occurs inland in Algeria, Mali, and surrounding 
states. However, in 2016, the group did carry out an attack 
on a beach resort in Côte d’Ivoire resulting in 22 fatalities.9 
The attack originated on land, but the target, close to the 
coast, illustrated the group’s expansion and reach towards 
coastal areas and heightened concerns over future attacks 
on coastal towns and the potential for AQIM emergence 
in the maritime sector. Though it is unclear whether the 
group is capable of establishing a maritime presence—
and unlikely—it has demonstrated a desire to use this 
environment for operational purposes in the past. 

In 2012, Algerian authorities reportedly foiled an AQIM 
plot that would have mirrored previous seaborne attacks 
like the 2000 USS Cole bombing and the 2002 Limburg 

incident. The potential attack was said to have been 
orchestrated by an AQIM spokesman who said that the 
men had “purchased a boat that they reportedly planned 
to pack with explosives and ram into a ship in the western 
Mediterranean.”10, 11 In 2015, reports emerged of leaked 
cables that had been sent to African intelligence agencies 
from Russia’s FSB about AQIM’s maritime strategy. 
Specifically, these cables (dated 2011) stated that AQIM 
had future plans to establish a “60-man Marine Unit 
in order to expand the group’s operational capabilities 
to the Mediterranean Sea.”12, 13 The intelligence item 
specifically warned of the training of “suicide operatives 
[for] underwater sabotage techniques…[and the use] of 
fast craft as strike weapons against seaborne targets.”14 
Such underwater sabotage techniques reportedly included 
“planting improvised limpet mines under the hull of a 
ship.”15 Though AQIM’s aspirations for underwater attacks 
appeared to be aimed at targeting vessels, it is worth 
noting the vulnerability of undersea fiber-optic cables 
which could also become targets.16 Still, plans for seaborne 
attacks and the group’s genuine ability to use maritime 
channels for operational purposes appear to have never 
reached maturity, but its historical pursuit of such capacity 
suggests continued scrutiny is necessary for this group and 
its affiliates and allies.

Financial Maritime Activities
It is unlikely—though not definitive—
that AQIM utilizes the maritime 
space for operational purposes.



Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain  |  13     

AQIM appears to be indirectly connected to using the 
maritime sector for financial purposes. Specifically, their 
involvement is interlinked to well-known drug trafficking 
networks, including at the South America-to-West Africa 
drug connection point. Here, cocaine typically arrives 
in West Africa, at times by boat, before being trafficked 
northwards overland to Europe. Scholars previously 
noted that there was “little empirical evidence to support 
allegations of direct AQIM involvement in drug smuggling…
[though it is] plausible [the group has] imposed transit fees 
or provided security escorts.”17 

Recent years have offered more definitive evidence that 
the group levies “taxes” on drug smugglers in return for 
safe passage through the Sahel and Sahara, which provides 
AQIM with “a direct subsidy from the cocaine that ends 
up in the clubs, bars and crack dens of Britain.”18 Further, 
a 2018 US House of Representatives financial services 
report indicated that AQIM provided “seed funding” to 
narco-traffickers in return for 50 percent of the profits, 
which at times included payment in weapons and/or 
vehicles.19 Though it appears that the group is removed 
from the direct smuggling of drugs in maritime channels, 
this relationship with the criminal networks depicts the 
potential importance of the maritime sector to the illicit 
activities of AQIM and others.

In addition to the taxation/extortion of narco-traffickers, 
early reports about AQIM note that one of its former 
commanders, Mokhtar Belmokhtar (also known as “Mr. 
Marlboro”), was heavily involved in the smuggling of illicit 
cigarettes from northern Africa to Italy, though he quit 
AQIM around 2013.20 The group has also been identified 
as a regular actor in human trafficking and smuggling 
rings extending from states like Nigeria and Burkina Faso 
through North Africa where migrants are then transported 
into Europe.21 These overland routes inevitably intersect 
with maritime channels, pointing to how important the 
maritime sector is to the group as a source of sustainable 
funding, albeit one that is not directly under the group’s 
financial portfolio. Still, probable linkages are evident.

Outside of trafficking and extortion, AQIM has also been 
regularly involved in take activities through kidnapping-for-
ransom (KFR) efforts. Estimates point to the profitability 
of such tactics, with the organization reportedly having 
earned upwards of $100 million through KFR ventures.22 
Yet, there is no clear evidence the group has been capable 
of engaging in such practices at sea, nor that it would 

pursue such a strategy. Further, its operational area would 
suggest it is unlikely to engage in such practices, although 
this could change in territories like Tunisia and Libya where 
it has expanded its reach through affiliate groups; again, 
however, there is no concrete evidence that it is pursuing 
this strategy.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The 2017 merger of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb’s 
Sahara branch with other al-Qaeda affiliates under the 
banner JNIM points to the continued reach of the original 
AQIM organization. Yet, the group’s primary branch has 
been relatively inactive over the past year, in large part 
due to increased counterterrorism operations in Algeria. 
Looking ahead, the continued relevance of AQIM’s 
affiliates like JNIM in Libya, Tunisia, Mali, Burkina Faso, 
and so on points to a strategy of devolution that allows the 
group to maintain some degree of credibility as it aims to 
seek relevance once again in Algeria. As noted in a report 
by the Combating Terrorism Center in early 2019, AQIM 
may see continued opportunity in attacking more fragile 
neighboring states that have militaries that are less capable 
than Algeria’s, but picking a fight with the “biggest kid in 
the schoolyard” can also increase the group’s relevance 
and notoriety once again.23 Given the organization’s history 
(even if quite dated) of seeking an operational foothold in 
the maritime sector and its reliance on funding from narco-
traffickers who in turn rely heavily on maritime channels 
for delivery and distribution, scrutiny on AQIM’s strategy 
and tactics should remain a priority.
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Attacks attributed to Boko Haram
Attacks attributed to ISWAP
Attacks attributed to both factions

B O K O  H A R A M

FOUNDED: 2002 

AREAS OF OPERATION: 

Primarily active in northeast Nigeria 
in the Sambisa Forest, but has also 
been active in the tri-border area of 
Chad, Cameroon, and Niger.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY:

Original aim was establishment 
of an Islamic state in northern 
Nigeria.2 Since 2015 the organization 
has sought to establish an Islamic 
caliphate across West Africa.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

On April 5, 2020 Abubakar Shekau 
issued a statement pleading with his 
fighters not to flee in the midst of the 
Chadian Army’s offensive against the 
group in the Lake Chad region.3

On December 10, 2019, Boko Haram 
militants battled with Nigerian 
Armed Forces in Damboa for over 
nine hours. Government forces 
defeated the militants, recovering 
several vehicles and motorcycles 
from Boko Haram.4 

In early September 2019, Shekau 
appeared in a video to “recruit 
fighters” for his faction and reinforce 
his organization’s commitment to its 
anti-Western ideology.5

On September 15, 2019, Shekau’s 
faction carried out a suicide bomb 
attack at a University of Maiduguri 
military camp, but no soldiers were 
killed in the attack.6 

J a m a ’a t u  A h l i s  S u n n a  L i d d a ’a w a t i  w a l -J i h a d  ( J A S )

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
BOKO HARAM & ISWAP   

2002-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

ATLANTIC OCEAN
Tier 1

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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Boko Haram was formed in 2002 by Mohammed Yusuf 
and remained largely non-violent until 2009, when 
Yusuf was killed at the hands of Nigerian police.7 Yusuf’s 
successor, Abubakar Shekau, maintained control over the 
organization through 2016, when internal strife led to the 
fracturing of Boko Haram into two distinct factions. 

In 2015, the organization rebranded to Islamic State-
West African Province (ISWAP). This change in allegiance 
followed threats of an internal split in Boko Haram which 
Shekau hoped to undermine by pledging to al-Baghdadi 
himself. Although initially successful, the relationship 
between Shekau and al-Baghdadi was soured by differing 
approaches to the engagement of Muslim civilians, known 
as takfir. Shekau followed a broad interpretation of takfir 
which found that violence against “apostate Muslims” 
was nearly always justifiable.8, 9 The interpretation of takfir 
which al-Baghdadi followed was far more conservative 
and generally shied away from targeting Muslim civilians.10

Shekau has retained Boko Haram’s original name 
(Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad, or JAS) 
for his faction, and the organization operates south of 
ISWAP territory in the Borno State.11 Since this time, the 
two groups have been distinct. However, their entangled 
past often makes it difficult to ascertain responsibility 
for attacks and other activity.

Operational Maritime Activities

Since the division of Boko Haram in 2016, disentangling 
the distinct operations for both Boko Haram and ISWAP 
has been challenging. Yet, Boko Haram’s past use of inland 
waterways suggests it has maintained at least some 
presence on Lake Chad. In its first-ever attack on Chadian 
forces in February 2015, for instance, Boko Haram used 
boats to cross Lake Chad. Upwards of 30 Boko Haram 
militants then “stormed the village of Ngouboua,” having 
“arrived on three motorized canoes” before “torch[ing] 
parts of the village.”12 As the militants attempted to flee, 
the Chadian military was able to sink all three vessels. 
Still, the transportation of fighters across Lake Chad 
speaks to the group’s ability to move fighters over water, 
which could be adaptable to maritime channels. 

Similarly, a 2015 paper from the Naval War College Review 
revealed that Boko Haram had not carried out any maritime 
attacks, but cautioned that the group may see utility in 
targeting offshore oil and gas installations in the Gulf of 
Guinea given their “high value” and “vulnerability.”13 In 
2017, the Council on Foreign Relations reported that the 
organization has already pursued such efforts in northeast 
Nigeria, targeting oil workers in the Lake Chad basin who 
were involved in an oil exploration mission.14

Financial Maritime Activities

Boko Haram’s past use of inland 
waterways suggests it has maintained at 
least some presence on Lake Chad.

Boko Haram has 
relied on several 
forms of financing 
throughout its 
lifespan, but most 
activities have 
remained outside of 
the maritime sector. 
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Boko Haram has relied on several forms of financing 
throughout its lifespan, but most activities have remained 
outside of the maritime sector. One such exception came 
prior to the organization’s split, with suspicion of a Boko 
Haram/piracy connection in the Gulf of Guinea. For 
instance, a 2014 CNN report indicated that an undisclosed 
amount of ransom money was paid to Nigerian pirates for 
the release of an American ship captain and American-
born engineer who had been held hostage for 18 days. 
Some portion of this ransom money may have found its 
way to Boko Haram, though no definitive evidence was 
found.15 At present, it is unlikely that Boko Haram has any 
genuine connection to piracy in the Gulf of Guinea.16

Other forms of financial sustenance have included 
kidnapping for ransom and taxation/extortion tactics. 
In addition to kidnapping Westerners, the organization 
received over €2 million in 2017 for the release of 82 of 
the Chibok schoolgirls it had kidnapped in 2014.17 It has 
also been involved in “assassinations for hire, trafficking, 
[and] cattle rustling.”18

Similarly, the fish trade had served as a primary financing 
avenue. Through extortion of fishermen in Lake 
Chad, and actual involvement in the sale of fish, Boko 
Haram’s exploitation of the local fishing industry led the 
Nigerian government to restrict the fishing economy 
in northeast Nigeria.19, 20 This included a ban on the 
“commercial transportation and sale of fish along the 
Maiduguri-Monguno-Baga axis in Borno State.”21 Last, the 
organization appeared to be part of an ivory smuggling 
network that was busted in Gabon in 2018.22 However, 
across its financial exploits, there is no clear connection 
to the maritime sector.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Since its inception, Boko Haram has benefited directly 
from al-Qaeda and its affiliates, both financially and 
tactically. Between 2000 and 2002, Osama bin Laden 
provided approximately $3 million in seed money to 
support the establishment of a cell in Nigeria which 
ultimately became Boko Haram.23 

Though al-Qaeda never recognized Boko Haram as a 
formal branch, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
did provide Boko Haram with training. For instance, 
in June 2014, the UN’s al-Qaida Sanctions Committee 
noted that “Boko Haram gained valuable knowledge 

on the construction of improvised explosive devices 
from AQIM [and]…A number of Boko Haram members 
fought alongside al-Qaida-affiliated groups in Mali in 
2012 and 2013 before returning to Nigeria with terrorist 
expertise.”24

While these affiliations advanced the group’s agenda 
and notoriety, the rise of ISWAP since 2016 has led to 
intense competition for recruits in the northeast and a 
crowded rebel marketplace. This competition can offer 
an opportunity for counterterrorism efforts to further 
degrade Boko Haram’s capacity, but might also afford 
the group a chance to pursue other opportunities. 
For instance, the Nigerian government’s focus on 
counterterrorism efforts in the northeast has resulted in 
limited attention on conflicts between Fulani herdsmen 
and farmers in Nigeria’s Middle Belt. This has created even 
more insecurity in the state and a possible opportunity for 
Boko Haram to exploit this volatility.25 Should this occur, 
Boko Haram may be able to expand its operations to 
Nigeria’s south and southeast coasts where it could seek 
opportunities across several maritime-centric industries. 
For now, it appears that Boko Haram remains entangled 
in conflict in the northeast and will continue to exploit 
instability in and around Lake Chad.

 



 18   |  Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain

References
1 Yaya J. Fanusie and Alex Entz, “Boko Haram Financial 

Assessment,” Center on Sanctions and Illicit Finance, May 2017, 
https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/defenddemocracy/
uploads//CSIF_Boko_Haram.pdf.    

2 Heidi Schultz, “Nigeria’s Boko Haram: Who Are They and What 
Do They Want?” National Geographic, May 8, 2014, https://
www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/5/140507-boko-
haram-nigeria-borno-state-maiduguri-mohammed-yusuf-
abubukar-shekau-goodluck-jonathan-world/. 

3 “Chadian Army Kills More Boko Haram Terrorists As Shekau 
Begs Fighters Not To Run In New Audio,” Sahara Reporters, 
April 5, 2020, http://saharareporters.com/2020/04/05/
chadian-army-kills-more-boko-haram-terrorists-shekau-
begs-fighters-not-run-new-audio.  

4 Maina Maina, “Boko Haram Troops Defeat Terrorists in 9 
Hours Battle in Damboa,” The Daily Post (Nigeria), December 
10, 2019, https://dailypost.ng/2019/12/10/boko-haram-
troops-defeat-terrorists-in-9-hours-battle-in-damboa/.

5 Timileyin Omilana, “Boko Haram Leader Shekau Appears in 
New Video, Reinforces Ideology,” The Guardian (Nigeria), 
September 9, 2019, https://guardian.ng/news/boko-haram-
leader-shekau-appears-in-new-video-reinforces-ideology/.

6 “Boko Haram Suicide Bomb and Gun Attack at Maiduguri 
University Military Camp,” The Defense Post, September 
16, 2019, https://thedefensepost.com/2019/09/16/boko-
haram-suicide-attack-maiduguri-university/. 

7 “Who are Nigeria’s Boko Haram Islamist Group?” BBC News, 
November 24, 2016, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
africa-13809501.

8 “Boko Haram Divided,” Institute for Security Studies, August 
18, 2016, https://issafrica.org/media-resources/videos-and-
infographics/boko-haram-divided.

9 Jason Warner, “Sub-Saharan Africa’s Three ‘New’ Islamic 
State Affiliates,” CTC Sentinel 10, no. 1 (2017): 28–32 https://
ctc.usma.edu/  /uploads/2017/01/CTC-Sentinel_Vol9Iss1119.
pdf.

10 Jason Warner and Charlotte Hulme, “The Islamic State 
in Africa: Estimating Fighter Numbers in Cells Across the 
Continent,” CTC Sentinel 11, no. 7 (2018): 21–28, https://ctc.
usma.edu/islamic-state-africa-estimating-fighter-numbers-
cells-across-continent/.

11 Ibid.

12 Pierre Longeray, “Boko Haram Broadens Threat of Terror by 
Launching First Attack on Chad,” Vice News, February 13, 
2015, https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vbnw53/boko-
haram-broadens-threat-of-terror-by-launching-first-attack-
on-chad. 

13 Ali Kamal-Deen, “The Anatomy of Gulf of Guinea Piracy,” 
Naval War College Review 68, no. 1 (2015): 1–26, 

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1183&context=nwc-review.

14 John Campbell, “Boko Haram Blocks Oil Exploration in 
Northeast Nigeria,” Council on Foreign Relations, August 
1, 2017, https://www.cfr.org/blog/boko-haram-blocks-oil-
exploration-northeast-nigeria. 

15 Kyung Lah and Kathleen Johnston, “Kidnapped Ship’s Captain 
Told Ransoms May Be Funneled to Boko Haram,” CNN, June 
25, 2014, https://www.cnn.com/2014/06/24/world/africa/
nigeria-kidnapped-captain/index.html.

16 Author correspondence with Lydelle Joubert, researcher at 
Stable Seas.

17 Joe Parkinson, Drew Hinshaw, and Glenna Gordon, “Freedom 
for the World’s Most Famous Hostages Came at a Heavy Price,” 
Wall Street Journal, December 24, 2017, https://www.wsj.
com/ articles/two-bags-of-cash-for-boko-haram-the-untold-
story-of-how-nigeria-freed-its-kidnapped-girls-1513957354.

18 Lauren P. Blanchard and Katia T. Cavigelli, “Boko Haram and 
the Islamic State’s West Africa Province,” Congressional 
Research Service, June 28, 2018, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/
row/IF10173.pdf.

19 “Terrorist Financing in West and Central Africa,” Financial 
Action Task Force, October 2016, https://www.fatf-gafi.org/
media/fatf/documents/reports/Terrorist-Financing-West-
Central-Africa.pdf.

20 Siobhán O’Grady, “Boko Haram Turns Robin Hood’s Strategy 
on Its Head,” Foreign Policy, March 5, 2015, https://
foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/05/boko-haram-turns-robin-
hoods-strategy-on-its-head-nigeria-niger/.

21 Njadvara Musa, “Army Bans Commercial Transportation, 
Sale of Fish in Borno,” The Guardian, May 6, 2017, https://
guardian.ng/news/army-bans-commercial-transportation-
sale-of-fish-in-borno/.

22 Dionne Searcey, “Gabon Says It Busted a Major Ivory 
Smuggling Network,” The New York Times, January 18, 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/18/world/africa/gabon-
ivory-smuggling.html.

23 “Curbing Violence in Nigeria (II): The Boko Haram 
Insurgency,” International Crisis Group, April 3, 2014, https://
d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/curbing-violence-in-nigeria-
II-the-boko-haram-insurgency.pdf.

24 “Abubakar Mohammed Shekau,” United Nations Security 
Council, 2014, https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/sanctions/ /
aq_sanctions_list/summaries/individual/abubakar-mohammed-
shekau. 

25 Udo Jude Ilo, Ier Jonathan-Ichaver, and Yemi Adamolekun, 
“The Deadliest Conflict You’ve Never Heard Of,” Foreign 
Affairs, January 23, 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/
articles//2019-01-23/deadliest-conflict-youve-never-heard.

https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/defenddemocracy/uploads/documents/CSIF_Boko_Haram.pdf
https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/defenddemocracy/uploads/documents/CSIF_Boko_Haram.pdf
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/5/140507-boko-haram-nigeria-borno-state-maiduguri-mohammed-yusuf-abubukar-shekau-goodluck-jonathan-world/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/5/140507-boko-haram-nigeria-borno-state-maiduguri-mohammed-yusuf-abubukar-shekau-goodluck-jonathan-world/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/5/140507-boko-haram-nigeria-borno-state-maiduguri-mohammed-yusuf-abubukar-shekau-goodluck-jonathan-world/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/5/140507-boko-haram-nigeria-borno-state-maiduguri-mohammed-yusuf-abubukar-shekau-goodluck-jonathan-world/
http://saharareporters.com/2020/04/05/chadian-army-kills-more-boko-haram-terrorists-shekau-begs-fighters-not-run-new-audio
http://saharareporters.com/2020/04/05/chadian-army-kills-more-boko-haram-terrorists-shekau-begs-fighters-not-run-new-audio
http://saharareporters.com/2020/04/05/chadian-army-kills-more-boko-haram-terrorists-shekau-begs-fighters-not-run-new-audio
https://dailypost.ng/2019/12/10/boko-haram-troops-defeat-terrorists-in-9-hours-battle-in-damboa/
https://dailypost.ng/2019/12/10/boko-haram-troops-defeat-terrorists-in-9-hours-battle-in-damboa/
https://guardian.ng/news/boko-haram-leader-shekau-appears-in-new-video-reinforces-ideology/
https://guardian.ng/news/boko-haram-leader-shekau-appears-in-new-video-reinforces-ideology/
https://thedefensepost.com/2019/09/16/boko-haram-suicide-attack-maiduguri-university/
https://thedefensepost.com/2019/09/16/boko-haram-suicide-attack-maiduguri-university/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13809501
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13809501
https://issafrica.org/media-resources/videos-and-infographics/boko-haram-divided
https://issafrica.org/media-resources/videos-and-infographics/boko-haram-divided
https://ctc.usma.edu/app/uploads/2017/01/CTC-Sentinel_Vol9Iss1119.pdf
https://ctc.usma.edu/app/uploads/2017/01/CTC-Sentinel_Vol9Iss1119.pdf
https://ctc.usma.edu/app/uploads/2017/01/CTC-Sentinel_Vol9Iss1119.pdf
https://ctc.usma.edu/islamic-state-africa-estimating-fighter-numbers-cells-across-continent/
https://ctc.usma.edu/islamic-state-africa-estimating-fighter-numbers-cells-across-continent/
https://ctc.usma.edu/islamic-state-africa-estimating-fighter-numbers-cells-across-continent/
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vbnw53/boko-haram-broadens-threat-of-terror-by-launching-first-attack-on-chad
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vbnw53/boko-haram-broadens-threat-of-terror-by-launching-first-attack-on-chad
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vbnw53/boko-haram-broadens-threat-of-terror-by-launching-first-attack-on-chad
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1183&context=nwc-review
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1183&context=nwc-review
https://www.cfr.org/blog/boko-haram-blocks-oil-exploration-northeast-nigeria
https://www.cfr.org/blog/boko-haram-blocks-oil-exploration-northeast-nigeria
https://www.cnn.com/2014/06/24/world/africa/nigeria-kidnapped-captain/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2014/06/24/world/africa/nigeria-kidnapped-captain/index.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/two-bags-of-cash-for-boko-haram-the-untold-story-of-how-nigeria-freed-its-kidnapped-girls-1513957354
https://www.wsj.com/articles/two-bags-of-cash-for-boko-haram-the-untold-story-of-how-nigeria-freed-its-kidnapped-girls-1513957354
https://www.wsj.com/articles/two-bags-of-cash-for-boko-haram-the-untold-story-of-how-nigeria-freed-its-kidnapped-girls-1513957354
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/IF10173.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/IF10173.pdf
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/media/fatf/documents/reports/Terrorist-Financing-West-Central-Africa.pdf
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/media/fatf/documents/reports/Terrorist-Financing-West-Central-Africa.pdf
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/media/fatf/documents/reports/Terrorist-Financing-West-Central-Africa.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/05/boko-haram-turns-robin-hoods-strategy-on-its-head-nigeria-niger/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/05/boko-haram-turns-robin-hoods-strategy-on-its-head-nigeria-niger/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/05/boko-haram-turns-robin-hoods-strategy-on-its-head-nigeria-niger/
https://guardian.ng/news/army-bans-commercial-transportation-sale-of-fish-in-borno/
https://guardian.ng/news/army-bans-commercial-transportation-sale-of-fish-in-borno/
https://guardian.ng/news/army-bans-commercial-transportation-sale-of-fish-in-borno/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/18/world/africa/gabon-ivory-smuggling.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/18/world/africa/gabon-ivory-smuggling.html
https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/curbing-violence-in-nigeria-II-the-boko-haram-insurgency.pdf
https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/curbing-violence-in-nigeria-II-the-boko-haram-insurgency.pdf
https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/curbing-violence-in-nigeria-II-the-boko-haram-insurgency.pdf
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/sanctions/1267/aq_sanctions_list/summaries/individual/abubakar-mohammed-shekau
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/sanctions/1267/aq_sanctions_list/summaries/individual/abubakar-mohammed-shekau
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/sanctions/1267/aq_sanctions_list/summaries/individual/abubakar-mohammed-shekau
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles//2019-01-23/deadliest-conflict-youve-never-heard
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles//2019-01-23/deadliest-conflict-youve-never-heard


Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain  |  19     

E J É R C I T O  D E  L I B E R A C I Ó N  
N A C I O N A L  ( E L N )
FOUNDED: 1964                                           

AREAS OF OPERATION: 

Colombia, particularly across the 
northwest and northeast (a stronghold 
for the group), but it has aimed to expand 
into territories previously held by FARC 
and into Venezuela. As of July 2019, 
the ELN had operations in 9 out of 32 
of Colombia’s departments. The group 
reportedly also had operations in 13 out 
of 24 Venezuelan states.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Original goals included regime overthrow 
and establishment of a Marxist-Leninist 
government, but have since shifted to 
a protracted armed resistance against 
corruption and exploitation by oligarchs 
within the government and multinational 
corporations within Colombia.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

On March 30, 2020, the ELN called 
for a unilateral month-long ceasefire 
with the Colombian government. The 
ceasefire, scheduled to commence on 
April 1, 2020, was declared in response 
to the coronavirus pandemic. The ELN 
called their ceasefire declaration a 
“humanitarian gesture.”2

In October 2019, there was a suspected 
ELN attack on an oil pipeline in Putumayo.

In January 2019, a bombing at a police 
academy in Bogotá killed 20, including 
the attacker. 

In January 2019, the ELN detonated 
two bombs on the Limon–Coveñas oil 
pipeline, disrupting the delivery of oil to 
the country’s major export harbor.3

N a t i o n a l  L i b e r a t i o n  A r m y

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING ELN 
1989-2020* 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2000-2013 Period of decline 
2014-2018 Peace talks between Colombian 
government and ELN

1989-1999 New ELN leadership increases level of 
activity and group reaches peak membership

2019-2020 Peace talks suspended

ATLANTIC OCEAN
Tier 4

CARIBBEAN SEA 
Tier 4

PACIFIC OCEAN
Tier 3

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

*Data from 1989-2018 comes from UCDP; data 2019-2020 from ACLED
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The National Liberation Army operates across Colombia, 
with its reach expanding given FARC’s attempts at peaceful 
settlement with the government. The ELN benefits 
significantly from involvement in criminal activities (i.e., 
narco-trafficking). The void in the Colombian drug trade 
ushered in by FARC’s pursuit of peace has encouraged the 
ELN’s pursuit of illicit activity. The group mines gold and 
smuggles cocaine, utilizing old FARC territory to increase 
financial gain.4 Tactically, the group has utilized the maritime 
sector for both operational purposes including weapons 
smuggling and for financial gain through the trafficking of 
cocaine. 

The importance of the maritime sector is evident in the 
group’s attempt to control key ports, including its battle in 
2017 for control over the port of Tumaco, a former FARC 
territory, and their expansion plans to control key watershed 
arteries like El Chocó, which provides the group with access 
to the Pacific Ocean. The interconnectedness with criminal 
syndicates such as Colombian drug cartels also illustrates the 
importance of maintaining secure access to the maritime 
space to ensure continuation of financing and potential 
access to weapons. In early January 2019, a Panamanian 
affiliate of the ELN was caught by the Colombian Navy 
attempting to smuggle weapons via boat to ELN members 
in Jurado.5 The suspect was expected to also smuggle drugs 
back to Panama. The army’s inability to consolidate control 
over abandoned FARC territories has only exacerbated the 
ELN’s growing influence.

Operational Maritime Activity

The tactical significance of maritime access and river 
experience 

In August 2019, reports emerged contending that the ELN is 
pursuing an ambitious expansionist plan to enhance its drug 
trafficking and mining capacity. In particular, though the group 
has regularly navigated rivers throughout Colombia, this 
push westward seems to aim to ensure that a vital artery to 
the Pacific Ocean remains open for the group to successfully 
smuggle contraband including cocaine and weapons. 

Gaining control over ports, or at the very least having some 
access to them, has also been a key strategy for the ELN in 
recent years. In February 2018 the group issued a statement 
prior to a planned three-day offensive where they extended 
a blockade to “all roads, rivers, sea and air routes,” essentially 
calling for a no-travel policy during their offensive.6 This 
offensive came on the heels of the group’s targeting of 
three police stations along Colombia’s Caribbean coast. In 
addition, the ELN has targeted Colombian naval vessels on 
rivers. In one such instance, the ELN “detonated a boat-bomb 
on [a] floating Navy base on the Arauca River.”7 Although no 
cases of attacks at sea were identified, the expansion of the 
group and its capacity to attack via waterways illustrates 
its potential adaptability to the maritime sector. Such 
conclusions are increasingly probable when considering 
their growing involvement in the narco-trafficking industry 
and use of maritime channels for weapons trafficking. 

Financial Maritime Activity

Tactically, the group has utilized the maritime 
sector for operational purposes including 
weapons smuggling

The ELN relies on 
several financing 
strategies, many of 
which include direct 
involvement in the 
maritime space. 
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Gold, drugs, and maritime routes 

Since at least 2018, the organization has been linked to 
smuggling gold out of Venezuela, with evidence suggesting 
that more than half of the ELN’s members now reside 
within Venezuela.8 The American Enterprise Institute 
noted that “documents and accounts by defectors point 
to arrangements in which the Maduro government allows 
the [ELN] to control Venezuelan’s [sic] mining regions in 
exchange for financial, military, and even governance 
support.”9 The ELN has been able to exploit instability in 
Venezuela and has seized several mining operations in the 
south (i.e., the Bolívar state) from criminal organizations.10 
The ELN smuggles the gold overland back to Colombia, 
but whether it also smuggles through the maritime space 
is unclear. However, given its control over several central 
maritime smuggling routes used for narcotics trafficking, 
it is a strategy that the group could adopt, particularly 
as other smuggling strategies may become increasingly 
unsuccessful. For example, in September 2019, two 
Venezuelan nationals were arrested in Fort Lauderdale, 
Florida, and charged with smuggling $5 million worth of 
gold via the nose of a private plane.11

Narcotics are also a key aspect of the ELN’s financial 
strategy. The Colombian cocaine trade is a significant 
industry, with estimates suggesting that upwards of 
70 percent of all cocaine consumed globally comes 
from Colombia. Though they originally “shunned” 
drug trafficking due to its apparent contradiction with 
their revolutionary aims, the group has since become 
heavily invested in the industry. For instance, in 2015 
the Colombian Army located an ELN-operated cocaine 
lab worth over $3 million in the Nariño department of 
western Colombia.12 In 2017, Colombian authorities 
seized nearly 4 metric tons of cocaine that were sent by 
speedboat to Guatemala and Mexico.13 The cocaine left 
from the port of Tumaco, a previous stronghold of the 
FARC and an area into which the ELN has continued to aim 
to expand. Some reports also mention the ELN’s efforts 
to exert some control over the port of Buenaventura in 
southwest Colombia, where members of the smaller EPL 
group have operated.14 Further, the International Crisis 
Group reported in February 2019 that the ELN maintains 
a camp between the Lara and Falcón states in northwest 
Venezuela and that such a camp offers the group access 
to and/or control over trafficking routes towards the 
Dutch Caribbean.15

In addition to trafficking narcotics, the ELN has a history 
of engaging in both taxation and extortion, albeit outside 
of the maritime sector. The ELN taxes local residents 
and businesses that it controls and does the same to 
criminal organizations that operate within its territory, 
including within Venezuela. Such strategies may increase 
with the group’s expansion. Given their involvement 
in trafficking cocaine, their desire to control key ports, 
and the intersection with the drug cartels, it is possible 
that the group will engage in taxation at these points of 
entry/exit. Further, the ELN has been regularly involved 
in extortion campaigns against oil companies, through 
both kidnappings and attacks on critical infrastructure 
including oil pipelines. Though not yet involved in take 
activities at sea, the ELN has engaged in kidnapping-for-
ransom schemes in interior waterways. In 2018, three 
police officers, two civilian contractors, and an army 
officer were kidnapped and held hostage for over a 
month when members of the ELN on river patrol seized 
their boat.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The FARC’s shift towards peaceful settlement with 
the Colombian government became an opportunity 
for the ELN and the group has seized this opening for 
increased expansion and profiteering. A September 
2019 report noted that evidence strongly points to the 
ELN gaining significant control in Norte de Santander in 
northern Colombia on the border with Venezuela. This 
region provides access to crucial trafficking routes.16 
FARC dissidents have also cooperated with the ELN, 
with reports emerging that transfers of territory have 
happened between the two groups, allowing the ELN to 
increase its role in the drug trade.17 

Inherently, the ELN has also been connected to cartels 
both within and outside of Colombia. For instance, the 
ELN has apparently been connected to the Sinaloa cartel 
in Mexico, and at least part of the 2017 seizure of cocaine 
was en route to this criminal syndicate.18

Evidence strongly points to the ELN gaining 
significant control in Norte de Santander 
in northern Colombia on the border with 
Venezuela. This region provides access to 
crucial trafficking routes.
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F U L A N I  M I L I T I A S

FOUNDED: UNKNOWN 

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Primarily in Nigeria, particularly in 
the country’s “Middle Belt.” However, 
Fulani ethnic militias operate in 
several other West African states 
including Mali and Niger.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

There are two distinct goals of the 
Fulani militias, but the conflict is very 
complex. The first goal relates to 
economic security over land which the 
Fulani herdsmen use for grazing. The 
second involves religious persecution. 
While the Fulani militias, which are 
predominantly Muslim, have clashed 
with Christians in the south over 
land use, there is also evidence that 
these groups have engaged in the 
destruction of Christian churches 
and forced marriage of kidnapped 
Christians to Muslims.1

RECENT OPERATIONS:

In the early months of 2020, 
Fulani Herdsmen launched several 
attacks against farmers and their 
communities. Increasingly, these 
attacks have become more organized 
and professional. As levels of 
violence and organization continue 
to increase, it becomes ever more 
unlikely for this conflict to find 
resolution in the near future.2 

On December 14, 2019, Fulani 
herdsmen clashed with Boko 
Haram militants. Fulani herdsmen 
pursued Boko Haram after the group 
attempted to raid their village to steal 
livestock. The Fulani were ultimately 
repelled by Boko Haram, resulting in 
at least 19 casualties.3

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING FULANI MILITIAS 
1998-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

1998 - 2010 Low intensity conflict typically 
between pastoral and agrarian communities
2011 - 2015 Building tensions and conflict 
capability leads to steady increase in violence

2016 - 2020 Heightened tensions and 
widespread acts of violence ATLANTIC OCEAN

Tier 1

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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The Fulani militias are predominantly comprised of 
semi-nomadic herdsmen and have become a major 
security threat in Nigeria. The first recorded attack in 
the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) was circa 2002; 
first recorded attack in the Armed Conflict and Event 
Location Dataset (ACLED) was circa 1997. The Institute 
for Security Studies notes that the creation of Fulani 
self-defense militias along the Niger/Mali border 
occurred around 1997 due to Tuareg rebellions “on each 
side of the border.”4 Although violence against Fulani 
herdsmen and indigenous tribes and Christian farmers 
has persisted for decades, violence has spiked in recent 
years.5 For instance, between January 2016 and October 
2018, Amnesty International reported that nearly 4,000 
people were killed in clashes with Fulani groups.6

While Jihadist groups like Boko Haram and the Islamic 
State-West Africa Province (ISWAP) pose a severe threat 
to stability and security in the country’s northeast, in 
2018 “armed Fulani groups…surpassed Boko Haram as 
the deadliest threat to civilians.”7

Estimates from the Armed Conflict Location and Event 
Dataset (ACLED) note that between January 1, 2018, and 
May 31, 2018, armed Fulani “killed almost 1,000 civilians 
[while] Boko Haram have slaughtered 200 [during the 
same time period].”8 

ACLED reported that Fulani attacks “are primarily 
practical rather than ideological; a competition of 
suitable grazing land over the autumn and winter 
months.”9 Given the ethnic and religious competition 
within the Middle Belt, it is unlikely that the Fulani 
militias have sought to exploit maritime channels for 
either operational or financial purposes. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Fulani militias appear to be more focused on obtaining 
access to, and control over, grazing land than pursuing 
expansion to the maritime space for operational 
purposes. However, the insecurity and instability wrought 
by increasing Fulani violence has provided armed criminal 
groups an opportunity to exploit state fragility. As Fulani 
militias continue to challenge state governance they may 
very well expand the scope of their activities into the 
maritime domain.

Financial Maritime Activities

The conflict between state actors and Fulani militias have 
been exploited by criminal groups. For instance, upon 
kidnapping Turkish sailors and holding them for ransom in 
July 2019, the criminal actors dressed as Fulani herdsmen, 
presumably to conceal their location and blend in with 
local communities.10

While criminal gangs have used the Fulani conflict for their 
benefit, Fulani herdsmen have also been directly involved 
in events of kidnapping for ransom. For example, in early 
September 2019, Fulani herdsmen kidnapped a pastor’s 
wife in Kaduna state. While a ransom of approximately 
$700 was paid, the Fulani had already executed the 
kidnapped victim.11 A similar event occurred in October 
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2019 in the Oyo State in western Nigeria. The Chairman 
of the Academic Staff Union of Polytechnics at the Oyo 
State College of Agriculture was released after paying 
N5 million in ransom to kidnappers he later identified as 
containing Fulani.12

Still, almost all of the Fulani activities remain outside of 
maritime channels. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Perhaps the largest concern that could see the Fulani 
militias become at least indirectly engaged in maritime-
centric activities for operational or financial purposes 
entails collaboration with jihadist groups like Boko Haram 
and the Islamic State-West Africa Province. Given the 
inroads which the Fulani militias have made through 
Nigeria’s Middle Belt and towards the southwest coast, 
these Islamist extremist groups may seek opportunities 
for collaboration to extend their reach. This may be more 
likely when considering ISWAP’s tolerance towards non-
aligned Muslims (in comparison to that of Boko Haram/
JAS). For example, the International Crisis Group noted at 
least one Fulani herdsman claiming that ISWAP “is trying 
to be friendly to people.”13 While similar concerns ring 
true for potential collaboration with Boko Haram, conflict 
between Fulani herdsmen and Boko Haram militants 
as recently as December 2019 suggest a more tenuous 
relationship.14

Outside of Nigeria, concerns are equally pertinent. For 
example, “Abu Walid al Sahrawi, leader of the Islamic 
State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS), recruited dozens of 
Fulani militants for his previous terrorist organization, 
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa.”15 
Further, “Doundou Chefou, a senior Fulani member of 
ISGS, led the 2017 ambush that killed four U.S. special 
operators in Niger.”16 Given the instability in Mali, Niger, 
and Burkina Faso, collaboration with these Fulani militias 
may offer opportunities for groups like ISGS to expand 
their reach as they push towards coastal West Africa.
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H A M A S

FOUNDED: 1987                                          

AREAS OF OPERATION: 

Gaza Strip, West Bank, Israel, Qatar, 
Egypt, Lebanon, Iran.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Islamic Palestinian nationalism.                                            

RECENT EVENTS: 

Violence between the Israel Defense 
Forces and Hamas has been ongoing in 
the Gaza Strip since Hamas’s founding. 

On July 4, 2020, a senior commander 
of Hamas’s marine special forces unit, 
Mohammed Omar Abu Ajwa, defected to 
Israel. Reports indicate that Ajwa escaped 
with his laptop, some equipment, and 
vital intelligence documents. There is 
also an indication that Ajwa had been 
working with Israeli authorities since 
2009. While this defection is certainly 
a major blow to Hamas and their naval 
division, it also eliminates an important 
internal source of intelligence for Israel.1

On July 6, 2020, the Israeli military 
conducted air raids against Hamas in 
the Gaza Strip as a response to a barrage 
of rockets fired towards Israel. While 
attacks and responses such as this are 
common in this conflict, these recent 
operations have broken a months-long 
informal ceasefire.2

In June 2020, the Israeli Navy 
intercepted a shipment of arms from 
the Sinai Peninsula that is suspected 
to have been destined for Hamas. This 
was not the first time in 2020 that 
a shipment of arms from Sinai was 
intercepted, as an attempt in February 
resulted in the arms being seized and 
the two suspected members of Hamas 
being arrested.3,4

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING HAMAS 
2016-2020* 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2018
2016 - 2017

2019

MEDITERRANEAN SEA 
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

*Data from ACLED covers 2016-2020
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During the Palestinian uprising of 1987, the Muslim 
Brotherhood sought to participate in the confrontation 
without exposing themselves and their affiliates. In order 
to do so, they created a separate entity and called it al-
Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiyya (Islamic Resistance 
Movement) and used the Arabic word for zeal, Hamas, as 
the acronym. After a brief but violent conflict with Fatah, 
Hamas took control over the Gaza Strip in 2007. Since then, 
Hamas has continued targeting Israel and Palestinians who 
they believe are working with Israel.5, 6

With the majority of its operations focused around the 
Gaza Strip enclave, Hamas utilizes the maritime space 
both operationally and financially. Following the 2014 
Israel–Gaza conflict, the group seems to have aggressively 
pursued the development of tactics and weaponry for sea-
based warfare. Reports have indicated that the group has 
launched attacks against Israel from “sea-based bases,” 
and has also developed elite underwater commando 
units as well as underwater tunnels to move weapons and 
personnel.7

Financially, the group also seems to benefit from the maritime 
space, largely through the extortion of the Gazan fishing 
industry, but also through maritime arms-smuggling routes.

Operational Maritime Activities

On the first day of the 50-day Gaza Conflict in 2014, a Hamas 
marine special operations unit, known as the Frogmen, was 
able to successfully carry out a seaborne attack on Zikim 
Beach, north of Gaza. During the attack, four Frogmen used 

closed-breathing diving equipment to swim undetected 
underwater for at least a kilometer and managed to attach 
a bomb to an Israeli tank before they were shot dead by 
Israeli forces. Although the bomb exploded, it did relatively 
little damage.8

The Frogmen unit has shown in several videos posted to 
the internet that they have extensive training programs and 
equipment.9 In addition to their operational capabilities, they 
have also utilized land-to-sea tunnels. Hamas has been well-
known for their use of tunnels to facilitate smuggling efforts 
in the Gaza Strip, but the 2014 Frogmen attack was the first 
known instance of using a “blue tunnel” which allowed the 
Frogmen to clandestinely enter the water close to their 
target. This attack was a critical moment in the Hamas–
Israel conflict, indicating that the group had the capability to 
launch attacks in, and from, the maritime domain. 

Since the conclusion of the war, Hamas’s naval commando 
units have grown in size and capability. According to several 
reports, these units have been trained to carry explosives 
underwater as well as launch guided anti-tank missiles 
from the coast against Israeli ships at sea.10 In addition to 
improving the capabilities of their Frogmen unit, Hamas 
has been researching and attempting to build underwater 
drones. Although he was assassinated in 2016, Hamas 
drone expert Mohammad al-Zawahri had been working 
on the development of these underwater drones, one of 
which was found in his Tunisian workshop after his death.11

Shortly after the Gaza conflict ended, the Israeli Navy 
also noted several incidents of weapons and resource 
smuggling which were tied to Gazan fishing boats.12 There 
have also been a number of seizures of Hamas-bound 
weapons shipments on merchant cargo ships, including 
the notable 2014 seizure of a ship called Klos-C, which 
was intercepted in the Red Sea carrying missiles that were 
hidden in shipping containers amidst sacks of concrete.13

In response to Hamas’s growing naval capabilities, Israel 
has conducted several operations against Hamas’s 
maritime resources. These operations include attacks 
that have significantly damaged Hamas’s “naval forces” 
and “advanced maritime weaponry,” “offensive naval 
equipment,” a “naval base,” and a Frogmen “training base.” 
Additionally, Israel has seized several shipments of weapons 
and equipment, such as wetsuits, which are suspected to 
have been destined for the Frogmen unit.14 Finally, in 2018 
Israel began construction of a sea barrier on Zikim Beach 

Hamas has illustrated that it has the 
capability to launch attacks from the 
maritime space, with naval commando units 
that have grown in size and capability.
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intended to thwart any possibility of Hamas entering 
Israel by sea. Israel has also restricted the movement of 
Gazan fishers to within 10 miles of the shore in a bid to 
prevent fishers from being exploited by Hamas.

All told, Hamas has a sophisticated operational maritime 
capability. They have a highly trained and well-equipped 
marine special forces unit and clandestine tactical 
infrastructure, and have likely developed underwater drone 
technology. Despite Israeli operations that have destroyed 
and captured maritime weapons and materials, Hamas’s  
collection of maritime skills and resources make them a 
dangerous actor in and around the Mediterranean Sea. 

Financial Maritime Activities

The Hamas takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007 resulted in a 
dramatic spike in arms smuggling in the region. While much 
of this smuggling takes place over land and underground 
(via extensive tunnel systems) along the Gaza–Egypt 
border, some of it also takes place at sea. Additionally, 
weapons transported to Gaza via the Mediterranean 
Sea are reportedly deposited in submerged waterproof 
barrels tied to buoys and retrieved by fishers.15

As mentioned in the previous section, Hamas Frogmen 
utilized a blue tunnel during an operation against Israeli 
forces. In addition to the danger these tunnels pose for 
tactical support and targets, they also allow sea-to-land 
smuggling routes to go undetected. Indeed, in 2018 the 
Israeli Air Force bombed an additional tunnel used by 
Hamas Frogmen.16

Gazan fishers have suffered for years at the center of the 
conflict between Hamas and Israel. While Hamas has 
been accused of stealing Gazan fishing boats to smuggle 
weapons, and of forcing civilian fishing boats to sail up 
the maritime border with Israel to provoke the Israeli 
Navy, Hamas’s leader, Ismail Haniya, has accused Israel 
of “naval piracy” for firing on and arresting Gazan fishers 
and confiscating dozens of fishing boats.17

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Despite the destruction of maritime resources by Israeli 
forces, Hamas still represents a major threat to maritime 
security in the region. Israeli operations against Hamas’s 
maritime forces are not limited to kinetic attacks against 
the group. In early 2019, the Israel Defense Forces finished 
construction of the sea wall off Zikim Beach intended to 
close the gap in Israel’s defenses along the border with 
Gaza. Although the border wall might succeed in limiting 
Hamas’s freedom of movement along Gaza’s maritime 
border, the group’s tactical resiliency in the maritime 
space continues to be a concern for Israeli Defense 
Forces. Indeed, as Israel continues to target land-based 
smuggling routes, Hamas will likely utilize the maritime 
domain with more frequency. 

Hamas has demonstrated that they are prepared and 
willing to conduct maritime-based attacks. However, 
Hamas does not seem to have yet utilized these 
resources to their full capability. Despite Israel’s attempts 
to thwart this specific unit, it remains likely that much 
of the equipment and weaponry has been smuggled to 
the Gaza Strip undetected. However, Israel continues 
to seek methods that will undermine Hamas’s maritime 
capabilities.

In June 2019, Israel announced that it was tightening its 
maritime blockade on Gaza following a wave of arson 
attacks from the coastal enclave. Beginning in late May, 
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incendiary balloons were launched from the strip, igniting 
hundreds of acres of Israeli farmland. Again, Gaza’s fishers 
suffered as a result of tensions between Hamas and Israel. 
Although the restrictions were eased days later, numerous 
reports assert that the Israel Defense Forces regularly 
open fire on unarmed Gazan fishers and confiscate their 
boats, called hasakes.18

As Israel continues to negatively impact Gaza’s fishing 
sector and Gazan fishers become increasingly desperate, 
opportunities to support Hamas’s operations may multiply. 
In April 2019, two Gazan fishermen were implicated for 
smuggling explosives into Gaza for Hamas. In the same 
month, another Gazan fisherman also received a prison 
sentence for reporting the Israeli Navy’s movements to 
the head of the Hamas naval police. He was convicted of 
relaying information to Hamas intended to help the group 
build its naval combat infrastructures.19
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H AY ’AT  TA H R I R  A L- S H A M  ( H T S )

FOUNDED: 2017

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Syria; the group is principally located in 
Idlib province, but has also conducted 
attacks in the provinces of Aleppo, Hama, 
Dera’a, and Damascus. 

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Salafi-Jihadism; HTS seeks to overthrow 
the Assad regime and establish an 
Islamic state in the Levant governed by 
sharia law.    

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In December 2019 clashes between Hay’at 
Tahrir al-Sham and Syrian government 
forces continued in the northwestern 
province of Idlib. According to the Syrian 
Observatory for Human Rights, 38 militant 
fighters and allied rebels were killed in 
the clashes which resulted in a new wave 
of displaced civilians.1 

N u s r a  Fr o n t

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING HTS 
2016-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2018 Schism with al-Qaeda leadership leads to HTS 
independence

2016-2017 Multiple active groups merge to 
form HTS

2019-2020 International military offensives 
recapture much of HTS occupied territory

MEDITERRANEAN SEA 
Tier 2

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

HTS was founded in 2017 in its current configuration; 
however, HTS’s predecessor, Jabhat al-Nusra, was formed 
in Syria in 2011 as an al-Qaeda  affiliate that opposed the 
Assad regime. In 2016 Jabhat al-Nusra was dissolved and 
a new group, Jabhat Fatah al-Sham, was formed without 
ties to al-Qaeda. 

In 2017, Jabhat Fatah al-Sham merged with several 
other groups—Harakat Nour al-Din al-Zinki, Liwa al-Haq, 
Jaysh al-Sunna, and Jabhat Ansar al-Din. From this point 
on, the group officially became known as Hay’at Tahrir 
al-Sham (HTS). 

HTS has been a key player in the ongoing offensive against 
Syria’s rebel-held areas. The group, which split from al-
Qaeda in 2016 and reemerged as a separate entity in 
2017, reiterated in 2018 that it had no links with external 
organizations after the United States blacklisted it as 
a terrorist group.2 Some have argued that the group’s 
decision to split with al-Qaeda was made in order to 
increase its appeal within Syria.3 

Today HTS controls much of the Idlib Governorate, the 
last stronghold of armed opposition in the country. 
Fighting in Idlib has flared up on a regular basis, displacing 
tens of thousands of civilians. The most recent uptick in 
violence, centered around Idlib’s southeastern sector and 
the county of Maarat al-Numan, occurred in December 
2019. The area has been under a ceasefire since August 
2019, although both the Syrian government and HTS have 
regularly disregarded it.

Idlib has been controlled by a number of rebel factions 
since 2015, but in January 2019 HTS staged a violent 
takeover in the region, of which the Syrian government 
has been trying to regain control of ever since. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Militant smuggling to Libya        

In late December 2019, it was reported that Turkey was 
smuggling militants from HTS and the Islamic State to 
Libya via the Mediterranean Sea and the port city of 
Misrata. The claims were made by a Libyan Arab Armed 
Forces spokesperson, and have not been confirmed. 
Misrata lies north along Libya’s coast from the port city 
of Sirte, which was previously an Islamic State stronghold 
in the country through which the group ran a number of 
smuggling and extortion rings. 

A death at sea 

In September 2019, it was reported that Ahmed Rilwan 
Abdulla, a journalist who went missing in the Maldives 
in 2014, was killed at sea by members of HTS. The 
journalist was reportedly targeted by the group for his 
“liberal voice” and his attempts to conduct interviews 
with Maldivians who had joined armed groups in Syria.4 
According to investigators, Rilwan was forced into his car 
at knifepoint by members of HTS, and then taken to a boat 
out at sea where he was killed.5 Although this incident 
does not highlight a central role for the maritime space in 
HTS operations, it does indicate that the group possesses 
some level of maritime capabilities.

Financial Maritime Activities

There is little 
evidence that 
HTS has used the 
maritime space 
for financial gain.
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There is little evidence that HTS has used the maritime 
space for financial gain. It is believed that the group 
receives most of its funding through taxing the residents 
of Idlib province in exchange for the provision of basic 
services. The group also receives funding from private 
Gulf state donations, a source reinforced by the group’s 
split with al-Qaeda, since donors no longer have to be 
concerned with associating themselves with the group. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
On September 17, 2018, the Sochi Agreement on Idlib 
between Turkey and Russia halted military escalation by 
the Russian-backed Syrian government in the embattled 
northern province. As part of the agreement, both sides 
“emphasized their determination to combat terrorism 
in all forms and manifestations and to disrupt separatist 
agendas in Syrian territory.”6 As part of the agreement, HTS 
was supposed to withdraw from a planned demilitarized 
zone, but instead used the de-escalation in violence to 
consolidate its control over Idlib.  

In December 2019, it appeared that the Syrian 
government had made some headway in Idlib, releasing 
a statement that it had reclaimed 40 settlements in the 
province.7 In January and March 2020 there were two 
renewed attempts for a ceasefire. Both of these attempts 
failed to materialize and attacks between HTS and the 
Syrian government forces quickly escalated. However, 
these attempted ceasefires in Idlib would have only 
served as a temporary solution to ending the violence in 
northwestern Syria, as HTS is heavily entrenched in the 
province and even administers a de facto government 
called the Syrian Salvation Government. Without limiting 
the power of this institution, which is a major mechanism 
used by the group to finance its operations, it is unlikely 
that an end to hostilities in Syria is anywhere in sight. 
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H E Z B O L L A H

FOUNDED: 1983

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Lebanon, specifically southern Lebanon. 
Hezbollah activity has also been recorded 
elsewhere, such as in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, 
and New York City. Beginning in the 
early 1980s, Hezbollah began expanding 
into the South American narcotics 
industry, and in the following decades 
has expanded its operations in the area 
extensively. Hezbollah has been active in 
the civil wars in Yemen and Syria. 

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Anti-West, anti-Israel, pro-Assad regime; 
Shiite political and military organization.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

Starting in March 2020, there have been 
multiple incidents between Hezbollah 
and the Israeli Defense Force. These 
series of incidents have so far culminated 
in a drone attack against a Hezbollah 
convoy inside Syria. 

On October 31, 2019, the terrorist group 
fired an anti-aircraft missile at an Israeli 
drone flying over southern Lebanon. 
Hezbollah claimed that the drone was 
shot down, while the Israel Defense Forces 
(IDF) maintained that the unmanned 
aerial vehicle had not been damaged. 
In early October another IDF drone was 
shot down over southern Lebanon. On 
September 1, 2019, the group fired three 
anti-tank missiles into Israel; the IDF said 
no casualties were sustained.1

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING HEZBOLLAH  
2016-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

MEDITERRANEAN SEA 
Tier 4

RED SEA 
Tier 2

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

2018

2016
2017

2019

*Data from ACLED covers 2016-2020
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Since the early 2000s, when Hezbollah became a 
mainstream political party in Lebanon, the group has 
intervened in a number of regional conflicts including the 
US war in Iraq, the Syrian civil war, and the Yemeni civil war. 
Although it is unconfirmed, there is some evidence that the 
maritime space is key to the group’s ability to lend support 
to these regional conflicts. This includes the movement 
of fighters, trainers, weapons, and other materials via 
maritime channels. Additionally, the sea appears to play a 
minor role in the group’s financial strategy, specifically as it 
relates to smuggling drugs and weapons. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Under pressure, Iran turns to the sea to arm 
Hezbollah

In June 2019, Israel’s ambassador to the United 
Nations accused Iran of exploiting civilian companies 
and maritime channels to smuggle weapons and 
manufacturing equipment to Hezbollah.2 Referring 
to the port of Beirut as the “port of Hezbollah,” the 
ambassador claimed that there was evidence that 
the port had been used for the last year to advance 
Hezbollah’s rocket and missile capabilities. According 
to Israeli assessments, recent attacks designed to 
prevent Iran from continuing its involvement in Syria 
and transferring equipment to Lebanon have led Iran 
to prefer shipping weaponry by sea.3 

Hezbollah’s track record of procuring weapons through 
its own channels parallel to weapons funneled through 
Iran is well documented.4 The group uses weapons-
procurement agents who work through a global network 
of facilitators including weapons dealers and smugglers. 
Following the July 2006 war with Israel, for example, 
the group began independent procurement efforts to 
replenish its weapons stocks. These efforts relied heavily 
on controlling ports, such as Syria’s port of Latakia.5  

“Game-changing” anti-ship missiles?

At the Munich Security Conference in 2017, reports 
surfaced that Hezbollah had come into possession of 
advanced Russian-made Yakhont anti-ship missiles. While 
the reports remain unverified, Israeli officials worried at 
the time that possession of such weapons would represent 
a significant threat to commercial shipping off the coast 
of Lebanon. Of particular significance is the fact that the 
missiles would also give Hezbollah the ability to strike 
Israeli gas production platforms in the Mediterranean. 

The Yakhont has a range of 300 kilometers and is capable of 
carrying 200 kilograms of high explosive or a 250-kilogram 
semi-armor-piercing warhead.6 It is GPS-guided and capable 
of sea-skimming flight. According to US intelligence reports, 
Russia delivered 72 of the rockets to Syria in December 2011, 
and in 2013, another shipment was made. It is believed that 
Syria then transferred these systems to Hezbollah, and in 
2016 US officials estimated that Hezbollah possessed up 
to 12 Yakhont systems.7 However, officials also believe that 
Hezbollah does not have the means to launch the missiles 
without Iranian or Syrian support.8 

In June 2019, Hezbollah released footage of a 2006 
anti-ship-missile attack against an Israeli navy ship, the 
first direct strike on an Israeli warship in decades.9 With 
the release of footage of the attack, which Hezbollah 
considered a significant victory, the group’s naval 
commander Haj Jalal underlined the importance of anti-
ship weapons to Hezbollah stating, “the sea serves as an 
economic lung for the Zionist enemy.”10 In his statement, 
the commander also stated that offshore gas fields were 
still being explored as maritime targets for the group. 

Although there has been widespread speculation regarding 
the present anti-ship-missile arsenals of Hezbollah, there 
have been no confirmed attacks against ships or other 
maritime platforms since the conflict in 2006. 

There is some evidence that the maritime 
space is key to the group’s ability to lend 
support to regional conflicts, including the 
movement of fighters, trainers, weapons, 
and other materials via maritime channels.
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Financial Maritime Activities

Hezbollah’s role in Latin America’s drug trade and 
money laundering operations   

Latin America is a critical theater of operations for 
Hezbollah’s revenue streams. In February 2019, Admiral 
Craig Faller, Commander of US Southern Command, 
testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee 
regarding Hezbollah’s role in Latin America’s drug-
trafficking operations.11 Evidence of Hezbollah’s 
involvement in Latin America’s drug trade goes back to 
the 1980s, when the group first established networks 
through its large diaspora population in the region. 
Margarita Island, off the Caribbean coast of Venezuela, 
is believed to be a hub for Hezbollah drug-trafficking 
operations, and according to some reports, may even play 
host to Hezbollah training camps.12 

Latin America’s drug trade relies heavily on the maritime 
space; however, Hezbollah’s specific level of involvement 
in the trade is unknown. According to the testimony of 
Admiral Kurt Tidd, former Commander of the US Southern 
Command, “Lebanese Hezbollah maintains an established 
logistical, facilitating, and operational presence in this 
region that can be quickly leveraged with no warning.”13

In addition to its role in Latin America’s drug trade, there 
are indications that the group’s involvement in the global 
narcotics trade spans regions like West Africa. Drugs that 
are manufactured in South and Latin America are shipped 
to West Africa, notably Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Senegal, 
and Mauritania, where they are then transported up 
the coast to western European countries via shipping 
containers.14 Drugs arriving in Europe are sold to purchase 
luxury items, and the profits are laundered to purchase 
more drugs, as well as weapons for the group.

Hezbollah and the “Jihad Pill”

There are conflicting reports about the level of Hezbollah’s 
role in the production of Captagon, a drug compound of 
fenethylline hydrochloride that has been referred to as 
the “Jihad Pill” because of its use by militants to increase 
alertness and dull pain in battle. However, there is some 
evidence that the group is at the very least complicit in the 
drug’s movement throughout the region. Lebanon is a key 
waypoint in the Captagon trade between southeastern 
Europe and Syria, providing access to the sea for illicit 
shipments.15 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Amid widespread protests and a deteriorating financial 
situation in Lebanon, significant criticism has been aimed 
at Hezbollah, one of the country’s most powerful political 
parties. Lebanon’s financial crisis, combined with costly 
operations in Syria and Yemen, have no doubt strained 
the group financially. Adding to this strain was a new 
wave of US sanctions against Iran in September 2019. In 
2018, while speaking about financial regulations aimed at 
Hezbollah and its affiliates, US Secretary of the Treasury 
Steven Mnuchin said the Trump administration was 
“determined to expose and disrupt Hezbollah’s networks, 
including those across the Middle East and West Africa, 
used to fund their illicit operations.”16

Latin America is a critical theater of 
operations for Hezbollah’s revenue 
streams. While Latin America’s drug 
trade relies heavily on the maritime 
space, Hezbollah’s specific level of 
involvement in the trade is unknown.
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In response to the US sanctions against Iran, Hezbollah’s 
leader Hassan Nasrallah remarked that the group would 
“study well our alternatives.”17 Indicating that the group’s 
actions in the wake of the recent sanctions may be more 
decisive than in the past, Nasrallah continued, “we said it 
in the past that when we are subjected to injustice we can 
be patient, but when our people are subjected to injustice 
we should behave in a different way.”18

As the group’s financial networks are squeezed, it will 
likely begin to lean more heavily on its large diaspora 
communities around the world. While some analysts 
believe that Venezuela’s current crisis could have 
significant impacts on Hezbollah’s presence in the region, 
others believe that the crisis has allowed Venezuela to 
open its doors to Iran and Hezbollah, giving them full 
access to Latin America’s maritime-centric drug trade. 

As Hezbollah’s financial networks are 
squeezed, it will likely begin to lean 
more heavily on its large diaspora 
communities around the world. 
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I S L A M I C  S TAT E - G R E AT E R  
S A H A R A  ( I S G S )
FOUNDED: 2015                                         

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso; the Africa 
Center for Strategic Studies notes that 
roughly 90 percent of ISGS attacks have 
occurred within 100 kilometers of the 
borders between these three states.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY:

Central goals include the establishment 
of an Islamic caliphate in West Africa. 
The group espouses an extremist jihadist 
ideology. 

Leadership and ideological cleavages 
created a rift between two groups 
of  Mali-based al-Mourabitoun. One 
splinter declared allegiance to the 
Islamic State and became ISGS. The 
other declared allegiance to al-Qaeda 
and joined with AQIM.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

On January 10, 2020, ISGS released 
a video “recap and highlight reel” of 
Islamic State activities across Niger, 
Mali, and Burkina Faso. ISGS falls under 
the broader Islamic State West Africa 
banner, but is viewed as one of the 
primary franchises of the Islamic State in 
the region.2

In mid-November 2019 ISGS militants 
attacked a convoy of Malian soldiers near 
the Niger–Burkina Faso border, resulting 
in several casualties.3

On November 2, 2019, ISGS attacked a 
Malian military outpost near the border of 
Niger, leading to the deaths of 53 soldiers.4 

In early October 2019 the US issued a $5 
million reward for information leading 
to the capture of Adnan Abu Walid al-
Sahrawi, leader of ISGS and former 
member of Polisario Front.5

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING
IS AFFILIATES 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

ISGS
IS-Libya
ISWAP
ISSP

ATLANTIC OCEAN
Tier 2

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

The Islamic State-Greater Sahara emerged in 2015 
after formally splitting from the al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM) network.6 Its founder, Adnan Abu Walid 
al-Sahrawi, was born in Western Sahara and is a former 
member of the Polisario Front. He was also a member of 
the Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa, which 
via a merger became the terrorist group known as al-
Mourabitoun. ISGS was formed when al-Sahrawi pledged 
allegiance to the Islamic State, cementing the split with al-
Mourabitoun. The group was formally recognized by ISIS 
leader al-Baghdadi in late 2016.7 It gained international 
prominence after the “Tongo Tongo ambush” in October 
2017, an attack which resulted in the deaths of four US 
military personnel and several Nigerian soldiers.8 

In recent years, ISGS attacks have largely been attributed 
to the Islamic State-West Africa Province (ISWAP) 
operating primarily in Nigeria. Most experts contend that 
this attribution has been a “branding exercise” by ISIS, as 
the two groups remain distinguishable and “operationally 
independent.”9 Nonetheless, the Islamic State-Greater 
Sahara persists as a legitimate threat in the Sahel region 
and has sought to expand both within and outside of the 
Sahel. However, its maritime activity has been minimal at 
best, with no clear indication that the group directly uses 
such channels for either operational or financial purposes. 
This may change should it successfully expand to coastal 
states like Benin and Togo, but this remains to be seen. 
Regardless, an indirect connection to the maritime space 
is plausible when considering the group’s involvement in 
illicit activities like extortion and protection of smugglers 
and traffickers.

Operational Maritime Activities

Operating within the Sahel region, ISGS has, at the time of 
this writing, no direct involvement in the maritime space 
for its operational purposes. Yet, continued instability 

within its current areas of operation, and most notably 
within Burkina Faso, raises concerns over its potential 
territorial expansion to coastal West African states 
where it may then gain access to maritime channels for 
operational functions.10 Such conclusions are speculative, 
but opportunities for territorial expansion are pivotal for 
ISGS’s central goal of establishing an Islamic caliphate. 

In mid-2019, Burkina Faso witnessed an influx in Islamist 
attacks, and in early May 2019 two French tourists were 
kidnapped in northern Benin. The kidnapping, attributed 
to ISGS, led major players in the region like Ghana and 
Côte d’Ivoire to increase their military presence on their 
northern borders.11 

States like Côte d’Ivoire have already witnessed infiltration 
by Islamist groups in the past, including AQIM, which 
orchestrated the Grand-Bassam hotel attack in 2016. 
Such attacks demonstrate the continued threat facing 
these coastal African countries.12 

For groups like ISGS, exploitation of the instability in 
Burkina Faso, a state which experts claim is a “new 
sanctuary” for the group, and expansion southward 
appear to be part of the strategic outlook.13 Whether it 
is capable of making inroads to the coast remains to be 
seen, but for now, there are genuine concerns that the 
group may pursue this opportunity. 

At present, ISGS relies on forging relationships with local 
populations for recruitment purposes and to ensure 
operational survival. The organization has, for instance, 
provided protection for local herdsmen in Niger, which 
has encouraged recruitment.14 Coupled with the influence 
of government atrocities, including the execution of 
unarmed civilians suspected of collaborating with ISGS, 
the organization has been able to maintain a steady 
supply of new recruits.15 

Last, a January 2019 UN Security Council report noted that 
ISGS has likely collaborated with Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal 
Muslimin (JNIM) on at least three separate occasions.16 
Further, though uncorroborated by official sources, there 
appears to be a growing consensus that ISWAP may be 
cooperating with ISGS, which may only serve to increase 
the likelihood that the group is able to expand into other 
states.17 Though ISWAP, like ISGS, has not demonstrated 
a propensity or capability to exploit maritime channels 
for operational purposes, if such cooperation expands it 
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might increase the likelihood that ISGS can push towards 
coastal regions in an effort to expand its reach. This may 
in turn lead the organization to look to the maritime space 
for operational purposes.

Financial Maritime Activities

As with its lack of operational dependency on the 
maritime space, ISGS does not currently appear to be 
directly involved in the maritime sector for financial 
purposes. However, the group has engaged in criminal 
activities to assist with financing, including illicit practices 
such as kidnapping for ransom, armed robbery, extortion 
practices for protection of traffickers through the Sahel, 
and active engagement in smuggling cigarettes and 
narcotics.18

From its recruitment practices that induce local 
populations to join in order to secure protection, ISGS 
has received financial and material backing from local 
businesses and herdsmen.19 The organization has also 
levied taxes against local populations in the form of zakat 
(Islamic tax).20

Lucrative gold mines within Burkina Faso have also been 
on ISGS’s radar. The Economist reported that ISGS, along 
with other jihadists, only maintains legitimate control 

over fewer than ten mines, but indirectly maintains 
control over many others via its extortion practices.21 For 
instance, ISGS has targeted Western mining interests, 
including being named the prime suspect in an attack in 
early November 2019 in southern Burkina Faso where 
over 30 Canadian miners were killed.22 Yet its primary 
method of exploiting the gold-mining industry appears 
to be through exerting taxes on artisanal miners across 
Burkina Faso and through the provision of security to 
amateur mining operations.23, 24 

The United Nations also uncovered that ISGS has been 
involved in the smuggling of spare automobile parts.25 
Inroads towards coastal states like Benin, Togo, Ghana, and 
Côte d’Ivoire would provide ISGS and others with another 
potential avenue to use to smuggle precious metals along 
with other illicit commodities that could eventually lead 
to their employment of maritime smuggling channels for 
these resources.

The International Centre for Counter-Terrorism also 
indicated that ISGS has in the past partnered with South 
American drug cartels. ISGS militants would “take cocaine 
from Bissau to Senegal” before passing it along to other 
smugglers who would take it the remainder of the way 
to Europe.26 Narcotics trafficking appears to have also 
brought ISGS into the realm of human trafficking. Given 
the prevalence of human trafficking routes that smugglers 
use to bring migrants through Niger and Mali, ISGS has, at 
the very least, indirectly participated in this activity via 
the extortion of human traffickers.27, 28 

Still, it is important to note that while ISGS appears to 
exert some authority over smuggling routes in the Sahel, 
competition with other jihadist groups like AQIM and 
with established criminal networks is fierce. Nonetheless, 
concern over the forecasted expansion of ISGS means 
that the group could exploit these financial strategies in 
new sectors and, if able to push far enough south, even 
exploit the maritime space for financial gain.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The degradation of Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has 
led to heightened concerns about the future capabilities 
of a number of the group’s affiliates and, perhaps most 
notably, ISGS. Given the instability in the Sahel, and 
particularly in Burkina Faso, such concerns include the 
group’s potential for expansion southward into states like 
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Benin, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, and Togo. To date, Burkina 
Faso has served as a sort of “barrier between the Sahel 
and the coastal countries,”  but incursion into these states 
could result in access to sea ports that would offer the 
group new avenues to use to traffic weapons, supplies, 
illicit goods, and the like.29 Yet, the degree to which 
the group has expressed direct intent to pursue such a 
strategy remains, at best, speculative.

Looking ahead, it is important to note that no 
evidence points clearly to the Islamic State-Greater 
Sahara’s capability to transition overland operations to 
maritime channels for either operational or financial 
purposes. At best, the group’s most likely engagement 
in the maritime sector would be the establishment of a 
taxation/extortion scheme over maritime smugglers and 
traffickers—in short, implementing its current strategy 
closer to the coast.

No evidence clearly points to the Islamic 
State-Greater Sahara’s capability to 
transition overland operations to maritime 
channels for either operational or financial 
purposes. 
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I S L A M I C  S TAT E - L I B YA  ( I S - L I B YA )

FOUNDED: 2014

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Libya; as of 2016 the group has 
operated primarily in the south 
and southwest of Libya.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY:

Extremist jihadist ideology in 
line with ISIS with the goal of 
establishing an Islamic caliphate 
in North Africa.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In March 2020, IS-Libya launched 
its first attack in nearly a year. 
Militants targeted a security 
checkpoint in southern Libya 
with a VIED, but did not create 
any casualties. Its previous attack 
targeted a pipeline in May 2019.1

In September 2019, AFRICOM 
conducted airstrikes targeting IS-
Libya near the town of Murzuq in 
southern Libya. The strike killed at 
least eight jihadists.2

From September 20 through 
September 30, 2019, US airstrikes 
killed at least 43 IS-Libya militants 
in southern Libya.3 
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Islamic State-Libya was formed in 2014 when “Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi dispatched a group of ISIS operatives from 
Syria to Libya to establish a branch of the terrorist group” 
in North Africa.4 The new ISIS branch consisted of three 
different provinces (wilayats); Fezzan (in the south), Barqa 
(in the east), and Tarabulus (in western Libya). The latter 
affiliate “captured the coastal city of Sirte in March 2015 
and held it until December 2016.”5

At its height, IS-Libya had nearly 6,000 fighters in Libya 
and controlled upwards of 125 miles of coastline.6 In 
addition to Sirte, the group also gained control of the city 
of Bin Jawed, approximately 120 miles east of Sirte.7 Its 
push eastward was likely aimed at pursuing control over 
Sidra, where the Ras Lanuf oil port, one of Libya’s major 
oil refineries, is located.8 However, in August 2016, the US 
initiated Operation Odyssey Lightning targeting IS-Libya’s 
stronghold in Sirte, severely degrading the organization 
by December 2016.9 IS-Libya’s retreat from the coast 
to southern Libya heightened concerns that displaced 
fighters would cross the Mediterranean Sea via boat to 
enter Europe through Italy.10

Since its defeat in Sirte in late 2016, the organization has 
operated primarily in southern Libya, which has led to 
its lack of maritime activity. However, in the past, the 
group utilized the maritime space for financial gain 
through taxation and extortion of migrant smugglers 
and used this arena for operational purposes, notably 
the movement of ISIS militants both into Libya and out 
of Libya to southern Europe. 

Operational Maritime Activities

The Islamic State in Libya has used the maritime space 
directly for operational purposes, though this was most 
likely between early 2015 and late 2016.

In 2015, The Guardian reported that a document obtained 
by the think tank Quilliam revealed extensive plans for 
the Islamic State to use Libya as a “gateway” for militants 
to “sail across the Mediterranean [posed] as migrants 
on people trafficking vessels.”11 Quilliam noted that 
the document in question had been drafted by an ISIS 
online recruiter and propagandist, Abu Arhim al-Libim. 
In addition to proposing using Libya as a launching point 
for infiltration into Europe, al-Libim’s letter also stated 
that “pandemonium could be wrought in the southern 
European states and it is even possible that there could 
be a closure of shipping lines and targeting of Crusader 
ships and tankers.”12 

In addition, the July 2016 report of the UN Secretary-
General on the threat posed to Libya by foreign fighters 
noted that several member states reported foreign 
fighters using maritime routes to enter Libya and join the 
Islamic State.13

Though IS-Libya has never successfully carried out attacks 
on maritime targets on the seas, it did successfully attack 
storage tanks at the Ras Lanuf oil terminal and the Es 
Sider port in January 2016.14 The Islamic State posted a 
video after the attack, claiming, “Today Es Sider port and 
Ras Lanuf and tomorrow the port of Brega and after the 
ports of Tobruk, Es Serir, Jallo, and al-Kufra,” signaling the 
group’s intent to disrupt the country’s oil production and 
distribution.15

In addition to these efforts to attack oil ports and facilities 
near the coast, it appears that the group likely moved 
fighters via boat in the Mediterranean. This was likely 
done through collaborations with traffickers which were 
primarily exploited for financial gain (discussed in the 
following section). However, such collaboration likely led 
to IS-Libya’s ability to send some of its militants via migrant 
ships to Europe.16 Though the degree of regularity of this 
practice is ultimately unknown, the group’s defeat in Sirte 
in 2016, repelling it from the coast of Libya, likely means 
that IS-Libya no longer relies on the maritime space for 
any operational purposes. However, its past behavior, 
along with recent evidence that it has sleeper cells in and 
around the coastal city of Sirte, points to its likely desire 
to regain some control in coastal regions.

IS-Libya has used the maritime space 
directly for operational purposes.
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Financial Maritime Activities

While some ambiguity exists regarding IS-Libya’s 
operational maritime activity, it is clear that the 
organization benefited financially from maritime-
centric activities. Most notably, the group was engaged 
in taxation/extortion schemes that targeted migrant 
smugglers. For example, IS-Libya would charge migrant 
traffickers a tax to utilize ISIS-controlled coastline to 
smuggle migrants by boat to Europe. Interviews with a 
Libyan Coast Guard commander revealed that IS-Libya 
earned a significant amount of money through this 
practice; “We’re talking three or four boatloads every 
day, millions of dollars per month. Sometimes they would 
even put terrorists on the migrant ships to Europe. I heard 
this directly from the biggest trafficker in Sabratha. He 
happens to be my cousin.”17 

In addition to the taxation of migrant traffickers at 
coastal points, there was speculation that IS-Libya 
may have also been involved in the trafficking/trade 
of antiquities from Libya to Spain and Italy (though the 
mode of transport is unclear).18

The organization also charged tolls to vehicles and goods 
using the east–west coastal highways into Sirte during 
the peak of its control in the region, taxed local residents 

who were under its control via zakat (Islamic tax), taxed 
commercial businesses, and possibly robbed banks.19

Partnership with organized crime was yet another way 
in which IS-Libya financed its operations. Specifically, the 
group was involved in drug trafficking. Beginning in 2015, 
IS-Libya “partnered with members of Italian organised 
crime groups to smuggle cannabis resin, also known 
as North African hash, …into Europe.”20 This took place 
during the group’s stronghold over the city of Sirte, where 
IS-Libya wielded control over ports. The group would 
enact a “tax in return for passage” of narcotics from Libya 
via the Mediterranean Sea. Now that it no longer operates 
in this region, it is unlikely that IS-Libya still profits from 
taxation of drug traffickers on the Mediterranean coast.

Since the group was forced to southern Libya, the UN has 
reported that IS-Libya has attempted to “re-establish a 
foothold” by “link[ing] up with smuggling groups, offering 
protection and seeking long-term sources of financing.”21 
The Combating Terrorism Center echoed this point in a 
March 2019 report noting that IS-Libya has “deepened 
its connections with Libya’s desert smuggling networks, 
which connect North Africa to the Sahel.”22

Currently, IS-Libya continues to finance itself in similar 
ways to when it maintained control over Sirte. Such 
practices include the extortion of “civilians through 
temporary checkpoints, kidnapping for ransom, raids on 
local security outposts, and…smuggling-related activities,” 
and it may also retain some funds obtained during its 
year-and-a-half-long control over Sirte.23 However, its 
current area of operations suggests it is only indirectly 
involved in the maritime space for financial purposes and 
this is most likely via its connection to human trafficking 
from sub-Saharan Africa.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities 
While IS-Libya appeared to be on the brink of collapse 
after its defeat in Sirte in 2016, it has since been able 
to rejuvenate and re-emerge as an increasingly viable 
threat to security in Libya via its foothold in the south. In 
addition, the Washington Post reported in late November 
2019 that at least eight suspected Islamic State members 
had been captured in Sirte.24 The Libyan military voiced 
concerns over sleeper cells, and that the ongoing civil war 
has “created a potential opening for the Islamic State to 
revive itself” in Libya.25
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The continued civil war in Libya has led to growing 
concern over the revitalization of the group. Analysts at 
West Point’s Combating Terrorism Center argue that “the 
Islamic State in Libya’s ‘southern strategy’ provides it not 
only with a base to plot attacks, train operatives, and gain 
resources, but its attacks on local security forces in the 
desert, primarily the [Libyan Arab Armed Forces (LAAF)]  
allows it to simultaneously disrupt attempts of coastal 
actors to foster governance in the south.”26 Consequently, 
IS-Libya may be able to take advantage of the instability 
wrought by ongoing civil conflict and re-emerge in coastal 
regions. In 2018 it carried out three high-profile attacks in 
Tripoli, and since the LAAF’s assault on the city of Tripoli 
began in April 2019, has carried out at least nine attacks.27 
While most have been in the south of the country, in June 
2019 it carried out a bombing in the coastal city of Derna 
in the eastern part of the country.28 

Overall, the group has shown resiliency. Based on its past 
involvement in the maritime space, any re-emergence 
in coastal regions would likely see IS-Libya renew efforts 
to extort migrant smuggling rings for financial gain 
at coastal points in addition to pursuing operational 
activities including sending militants to Europe via the 
Mediterranean. 

IS-Libya may be able to take 
advantage of the instability wrought 
by ongoing civil conflict and re-
emerge in coastal regions. 
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FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING
IS AFFILIATES 

ISGS
IS-Libya

ISWAP

ISSP

I S L A M I C  S TAT E - S I N A I  P R O V I N C E 
( I S S P )

FOUNDED: 2011                                          

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Egypt (Sinai Peninsula), but has 
extended from Cairo to Gaza.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Establishment of an Islamic regime 
under Sharia law to extend and 
connect an Islamic caliphate; roots in 
Salafi jihadism.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In May, 2020, ISSP targeted an armored 
vehicle south of Bir al-Abd, located on 
the international coastal road on the 
hosres of Lake Bardawil. Some analysts 
believe this signals ISSPs intent to 
move west along the coastal road, 
closer to the Suez Canal.1

On April 14, 2020, Egyptian security 
forces raided a suspected hideout and 
killed seven militants in Cairo. The 
militants were suspected of plotting 
an upcoming attack against Coptic 
Christians and are believed to be part 
of ISSP.2

On January 15, 2020, ISSP released an 
execution video of Egyptian border 
intelligence officer, Suleiman Mutawe.3

On November 2, 2019, ISSP swore 
allegiance to the Islamic State’s new 
leader following the death of Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi.4

On October 29, 2019, ISSP claimed 
responsibility for an attack on a bus 
killing seven civilians.5

In June 2019, ISSP militants attacked a 
police checkpoint, killing eight police 
officers.6

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

MEDITERRANEAN SEA
Tier 3

RED SEA
Tier 2

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

RED SEA
Tier 2

Originally forming in 2011 under the banner Ansar 
Beit al-Maqdis (ABM), the group became the Islamic 
State-Sinai Province in November 2014 upon pledging 
allegiance to ISIS.7 Less than a year later, ISSP carried out 
the notorious attack against Russian Metrojet Flight 9268 
which resulted in over 200 casualties.8 In late 2017, the 
group perpetrated an attack in North Sinai targeting a Sufi 
mosque and killing over 300.9 Geographically, its areas of 
operation have allowed the group to utilize the maritime 
space, though much of this exploitation for operational 
purposes occurred in the immediate aftermath of its 
alliance with the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria.  

Operational Maritime Activities

ISSP’s historical maritime exploitation

ISSP has demonstrated a propensity for utilizing the 
maritime sector, particularly in the immediate aftermath 
of its pledge to the Islamic State in late 2014. On November 
12, 2014, ISSP attacked an Egyptian Navy missile boat from 
four smaller sea craft before commandeering it.10 The 
armed naval vessel was then directed towards Israeli ships 
and gas installations farther north in the Mediterranean 
Sea.11 The attack was eventually thwarted by the Egyptian 
military, but demonstrated the organization’s willingness 
and capacity to exploit insecure maritime targets. Eight 
months later, in July 2015, ISSP launched a missile from 
the northern shore of the Sinai Peninsula, hitting an 
Egyptian naval vessel at sea.12 Having been pursued along 
the coast, ISSP militants were able to successfully target 

the Egyptian vessel, increasing concerns over the group’s 
ability to directly challenge Egypt’s maritime capabilities. 
Reports also indicated that ISSP militants had planned to 
carry out attacks on ships in the Suez canal, at the Damietta 
port, and at Port Said, though these attacks appear to 
have been thwarted and were reportedly planned around 
2015.13,14 Still, these recent events illustrate how ISSP has 
exploited the maritime space in the past and how it may 
do so for operational purposes in the future.

The group has also reportedly received supplies and 
recruits through maritime channels, with the Egyptian 
Navy making a concerted effort in early 2018 to further 
“tighten its maritime control to cut off supply lines” to 
ISSP.15 At least one report noted that the Egyptian Navy’s 
increased presence off the coast was to counter the flow 
of ISSP recruits arriving by sea.16 Other reports have 
alluded to a potential relationship with local Bedouin 
tribes, specifically the Tiyaha, who may have helped ISSP 
militants infiltrate migrant boats to travel to Europe.17 
However, the depth of any connection with the Bedouin is 
speculative, with a number of reports suggesting there is 
a less-than-cooperative relationship between local tribes 
and ISSP.18, 19 

In addition to the flow of militants, weapons smuggling 
has been of significant concern within the Sinai Peninsula. 
In July 2017, for instance, Egyptian forces reportedly 
destroyed an Islamic State boat as it attempted to deliver 
weapons to ISSP.20 Furthermore, potential partnerships 
with ISIS affiliates in Libya may have been exploited by 
ISSP in the past. Notably, a “network of fishing and small 
boats” were identified as providing transit options for 
ISSP’s leaders to travel to Libya and as a means to transport 
weapons and money back to ISSP.21 It is important to 
note that the majority of evidence pointing to ISSP’s 
operational usage of the maritime space suggests it was 
most heavily involved in this sector prior to 2018, with 
limited information confirming its successful operational 
usage of maritime channels in recent years. However, 
given the group’s recent attack in Bir al-Abd, their 
westward movement from east to west toward the Suez 
Canal, and compounded by the possibility of an upcoming 
US withdrawal from the Sinai Peninsula, security actors 
should watch ISSP closely in order to preempt any future 
exploitation of the maritime domain.22

Recent events illustrate how ISSP has 
exploited the maritime space and how it 
may continue to do so.
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Financial Maritime Activities

A lack of maritime financing historically, but 
opportunities for transition amidst a crackdown?

ISSP’s financial activity in the maritime sector appears 
limited. A 2016 report noted that ISSP generated a 
significant amount of money through smuggling weapons 
to Gaza, human trafficking, and ransom collection, 
though none of these activities were clearly connected 
to the maritime sector. The group also likely received 
support from the local Bedouin population (who engage 
in smuggling) and, in the past, from the Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria.23

Operation Sinai, an Egyptian military campaign aimed 
at countering ISSP that was launched in February 2018, 
has degraded the group’s capacity and forced it to look 
for other forms of financing.24 For instance, ISSP has 
reportedly shifted to a strategy of narcotics trafficking as a 
result of much of its external support being constrained.25 
However, whether the group is able to seriously profit 
from such ventures is unclear and it is unlikely the group 
will be able to traffic drugs through maritime channels 
without partnerships with other criminal actors. However, 
the group’s past ability to operate through maritime 

channels for operational purposes suggests that it may 
see value in identifying opportunities to use the maritime 
space for financial gain, particularly as it faces a continued 
onslaught from Egyptian forces. 

It is also worth discussing the tunnel system connecting 
Sinai to Gaza. While the tunnels offered a strategic 
opportunity in the past, since 2013 the Egyptian army has 
severely hampered the group’s ability to access Gaza via 
these underground tunnels, with over 1,900 having been 
destroyed by the end of 2018.26 This strategy of destroying 
tunnels is still a primary tactic for Egypt’s counter-
terrorism efforts against ISSP and Gaza-based terror 
groups, constraining yet another avenue for operational 
and financial replenishment and sustenance.27 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Egypt’s Operation Sinai has severely challenged ISSP. In 
the past, this “local ISIS branch used to receive sizeable 
support from the mother organization in Syria and Iraq…
support [that] included financial and technical aspects.”28 
Yet, the degraded nature of the Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria has left affiliates like ISSP without clear financial 
backing. Though ISSP has renewed its allegiance to ISIS 
and its parent organization’s new leader, it remains 
unclear if and how the group might benefit tangibly 
from the alliance. In terms of its maritime exploitation, 
for now the group appears to have been pushed away 
from the coast, however their recent movement along 
the international coastal road and closer toward the 
Suez Canal signals their potential interest in regaining a 
maritime foothold in the region. In September 2019, ISSP 
intercepted a shipment of rockets that were en route to 
the Gaza Strip, a tactic it will likely continue to employ.29 
Continuation of such tactics that increase the group’s 
capacity to mount attacks may lead to a resurgence of 
activity in the maritime space.
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FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING
IS AFFILIATES 

ISGS
IS-Libya

ISWAP
ISSP

ATLANTIC OCEAN
Tier 1

I S L A M I C  S TAT E - W E S T  A F R I C A 
P R O V I N C E  ( I S WA P )
FOUNDED: 2016                                         

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Primarily active in the Lake Chad region 
of Nigeria (northeast), with activity 
reported in Chad, Cameroon, Burkina 
Faso, Mali, and Niger.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Establishment of an Islamic caliphate 
across West Africa in support of the 
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS).

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In June, 2020, ISWAP claimed 
responsibility for twin attacks in 
northeast Nigeria’s Borno state which 
killed at least 20 soldiers and 40 civilians, 
and burned down the local United 
Nations’ humanitarian hub.2 

On March 24, 2020 ISWAP militants 
ambushed a Nigerian military convoy 
in the Borno state near the Gorgi 
village.3 

On December 18, 2019, the Nigerian 
Air Force reported that they had 
successfully destroyed a series of 
ISWAP logistics and storage facilities in 
northern Borno.4 

Reports from December 14, 2019, note 
that ISWAP executed four hostages in 
Nigeria whom the group had kidnapped 
in mid-July. On December 12 the group 
also killed “14 anti-jihadist militia and 
a police officer in northeast Nigeria.”5

On December 11, 2019, 71 Nigerian 
soldiers were killed by Islamic State 
militants. The attack was claimed 
“under the Islamic State West Africa 
(ISWA) moniker,” which reportedly 
also now includes the Islamic State-
Greater Sahara.6 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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The Islamic State-West Africa Province originally emerged in 
early 2015 when Abubakar Shekau, leader of Boko Haram, 
pledged allegiance to al-Baghdadi and the Islamic State. Yet, 
a rift between Shekau’s strategy and the Islamic State in Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS) resulted in al-Baghdadi’s appointment of Abu 
Musab al-Barnawi as the head of the Islamic State’s West 
African expansion in August 2016 (al-Barnawi is the son of 
Boko Haram’s founder, Mohammad Yusuf).7 

Al-Barnawi himself was removed as ISWAP’s leader 
in February 2019 and replaced in March 2019 by Abu 
Abdullah Ibn Umar al-Barnawi (known as Ba Idrissa) 
after a period of intense ISWAP infighting. Internal 
disagreements continued, resulting in Ba Idrissa’s removal 
as leader in Feburary/March 2020, creating uncertainty 
about current group leadership.” 8  

In the face of ISIS’s loss of its territorial caliphate, ISIS 
leadership sought to empower provincial affiliates, such 
as ISWAP. With ISWAP’s new economic-based strategy and 
support from ISIS, ISWAP quickly became the strongest IS 
affiliate and continues to pose a major security threat to 
Nigeria and the Sahel.9 To date, ISWAP has been heavily 
involved in the local economy around Lake Chad and has 
demonstrated some capacity to navigate waterways in 
the region, but the maritime sector remains outside of 
the scope of both its operational and financial strategies.

Operational Maritime Activities

Though only officially active since 2016, ISWAP has been 
a formidable actor in the tri-border area of the Lake 
Chad basin. For example, a February 2019 UN Security 
Council report noted that from “July [through] December 
2018, more than 700 Nigerian troops were killed and 
their equipment seized by ISWAP.”10 Further, the group 
was able to develop drone capability through tactical 
correspondence with ISIS and has used this technological 
innovation for reconnaissance and surveillance.11 There 
are also several reports which suggest that a number of 
ISWAP militants have combat experience after having 
traveled to fight with ISIS core, while others have been 
taken to train with ISIS in Libya.12 Still, evidence to 
date points to the Islamic State-West Africa Province 
as remaining absent in the maritime space for any 
operational purposes. This is perhaps unsurprising given 
the group’s operational stronghold primarily around the 
Lake Chad basin. While it is expanding its operational 
reach over land, it has yet to have engaged in any tactical  
support operations through maritime channels and no 
evidence was located to suggest its strategy will see the 
group move in this direction. 

Nonetheless, a few points are worth noting. First, an ISIS 
propaganda video released in May 2019 showed ISWAP 
fighters celebrating the seizure of military equipment, 
including boats, from the Nigerian military.13 This was 
reportedly “debunked” by Nigerian officials who claimed 
the video showed ISWAP in a disused naval boatyard.14 
However, regardless of the validity of ISWAP’s claim that 
it has obtained military vessels, the group has reportedly 
used motorized fishing boats, stolen from local fishermen, 
to navigate Lake Chad and police the fishing industry 
within this area.15 Such strategies point to the ability of the 
group to navigate inland waterways, and that they may be 
adaptable, with training, to maritime operations. Second, 
in late December, in a successful attack on a Nigerian 
naval base in Baga, ISWAP torched German-supplied 
patrol boats.16 With the group’s capacity to operate its 
own vessels, its targeting of patrol boats during a raid 
on a military outpost, and its technological employment 
of suicide-vehicle–borne improvised explosive devices 
(see Affiliations, Outlooks, Opportunities section below), 
the group may have the capability to carry out attacks 
on waterways (though whether it has this intention is 
speculative at best). Regardless, it is worth considering 
the evolution of the organization’s capacity on water 
and how this might be transferable to maritime activities 
should it garner enough power to control territory near 
coastal regions. 

While ISWAP is expanding its operational 
reach over land, it has yet to have engaged 
in any tactical support operations through 
maritime channels and no evidence was 
located to suggest its strategy will see the 
group move in this direction. 
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Financial Maritime Activities

Like its predecessor, ISWAP has sought to exploit local 
populations in the territories it controls. It has achieved 
success, first through efforts aimed at establishing a local 
economy, and second by filling gaps in “social service 
provisions,” like public utilities including potable water.17 
In other words, the group has attempted to support 
economic development which, in turn, has led to ISWAP’s 
ability to impose taxes on local communities. For instance, 
the organization taxes fishermen, fish dealers and cattle 
farmers. “Fish dealers pay an average of N1 000 (US$2.8) 
for every carton of fish leaving the island daily. Individual 
fishermen using canoes each pay N5 000 (US$13.8) for 
one-time fishing permits.”18 Though outside of maritime 
channels, the taxation of the local fishing industry is a 
method of financing that is easily adaptable in coastal 
regions should the group achieve success in any efforts for 
territorial expansion into southern Nigeria.  

Besides taxing local fishing communities around Lake Chad, 
ISWAP has also set up roadblocks to collect taxes from 
residents in northeast Nigeria, where it wields significant 
power, occupying some 100-plus miles of territory in the 
region (estimates as of May 2018).19 

It is also worth noting that prior to the fracture of Boko 
Haram in 2016, the organization was known to be involved 
in the drug trade through the provision of “logistical support 
to drug lords transporting heroin and cocaine to Europe 
through Port Harcourt and Port of Calabar in Nigeria,” with 
efforts to expand to other ports in southern Nigeria.20 The 
degree to which ISWAP has been involved in such trafficking 
efforts is unclear, but given the organization’s history it is 
probable that ISWAP is at least familiar with the funding 
source and may look to participate given the opportunity.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
As the December 2019 attacks on Nigerian soldiers 
highlight, ISWAP appears to have direct links to the Islamic 
State-Greater Sahara (ISGS). “A publication in March 2019 
by the ISIS media arm of a picture of ISGS fighters under 
an ISWAP caption seem[ed] to confirm a connection and 
may even suggest that ISGS is, at least in some formal 
way, subordinate to ISWAP…and some religious scholars 
originating from ISGS area of operation reportedly sit on 
ISWAP’s shura.”21 Thus, attempts to integrate and connect 
the various wilayats (provinces) across West Africa can 
pose significant security threats to the region.  

In addition, analysts have also pointed to a strong link 
between ISWAP and ISIS, in particular through the transfer 
of tactical knowledge. While ISWAP’s employment of 
drones has been attributed to information transfers 
between the groups, other tactics, like the use of suicide-
vehicle–borne improvised explosive devices (SVBIEDS), also 
appear to have been relayed to ISWAP from ISIS. Analysts 
have arrived at this conclusion because “neither Shekau’s 
faction nor al-Qaeda–aligned groups in Mali have employed 
SVBIEDs since 2016, [so] it is probable that the core group 
of the so-called Islamic State in Iraq and Syria transferred 
its technological know-how to ISWAP, either through direct 
exchanges between fighters in Libya or Nigeria, or through 
encrypted online communications.”22 Further, ISWAP also 
received “media templates and graphics” from ISIS.23 This 
integration since 2016 is especially noteworthy given ISIS’s 
current challenges across Syria and Iraq, as affiliates like 
ISWAP and others will be left to carry the torch for the 
organization. Such information transfers underscore the 
importance of considering ISWAP’s growing threat across 
Nigeria and the Sahel. Still, it ultimately remains to be seen 
whether the organization will shift towards the maritime 
space in any direct way, which seems unlikely given its 
current strategic outlook.
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2017 Emergence of JNIM

2018 Increasingly targeting  
international companies

2020 Unlikely to see any decrease 
in activity ATLANTIC OCEAN

Tier 2

J A M A AT  N O S R AT  A L- I S L A M 
WA L- M O U S L I M I N  ( J N I M )

FOUNDED: 2017                                         

AREA OF OPERATION:

Primarily operates across Mali, 
but has made inroads to northern 
Burkina Faso and western Niger.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Extreme jihadist coalition aimed at 
the expulsion of non-Muslims from 
western Africa and establishment of 
sharia law throughout the region.1

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In early March 2020, JNIM released 
a two-page letter stating that if 
French authorities would leave 
the county, the group would sit 
down for talks with the Malian 
government.2

On March 19, JNIM forces attacked 
a Malian army base in Tarkint in 
the Gao region, killing at least 29 
soldiers.3

Mid-November 2019 saw a JNIM 
prison break in Diré along with 
the group issuing a statement that 
more prison breaks would be on 
the horizon.4

In early December 2019, Malian 
armed forces successfully destroyed 
JNIM positions in the Mopti region. 
The army also killed “dozens of 
[JNIM] militants” via airstrikes.5

G r o u p  t o  S u p p o r t  I s l a m  a n d  M u s l i m s  ( G S I M )

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING JNIM 
2017-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2019 Operations continue to increase in 
frequency and scope

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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JNIM emerged in 2017 through a merger between at least 
three major al-Qaeda affiliates including Ansar al-Din, 
al-Mourabitoun, and the Sahara branch of al-Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). The group also reportedly 
“absorbed the Macina Liberation Front” operating in 
central Mali.6, 7 Also known as the Group to Support Islam 
and Muslims, JNIM has been best described as a coalition 
rather than an independent operational entity.8 In other 
words, the merger has served as a sort of facilitation 
mechanism through which affiliated groups communicate 
and ensure coordination.9 Based predominantly in Mali, 
the JNIM coalition has expanded its operational capacity 
into Burkina Faso and western Niger, where its attacks 
have increased in frequency over 2019.10 However, given 
the group’s primary locations for activity, it has been 
mostly absent in the maritime space.

Operational Maritime Activities

JNIM’s operational strategy consists of raids and attacks 
against both military and civilian targets, including 
ambushes on UN convoys.11 Though it originally carried 
out the majority of its attacks in Mali, the coalition has 
become increasingly active in Burkina Faso since early 
2019.12 

Yet, no evidence was located that suggests JNIM has 
the current capacity or willingness to utilize maritime 
channels for operational purposes. The group’s location 
in the Sahel would mean it must expand its territorial 
reach quite significantly to make inroads to coastal areas. 

Though not impossible, particularly given the growing 
concern over the Islamic State-Greater Sahara’s (ISGS) 
southward expansion, JNIM has yet to demonstrate that 
it is pursuing any form of a maritime strategy for terrorist 
attacks or logistical purposes.13 

Still, at least two points are worth noting. First, ISGS and 
JNIM, though not believed to be collaborating on attacks, 
have coordinated their activities in an effort to mitigate 
conflict between the groups.14 Second, the coalition, 
specifically the Macina Front, has reportedly carried out 
attacks on vessels traveling on the Niger River.15 In late 
September 2017, a “COMANAV boat was ambushed 
by suspected Macina brigade militants of JNIM on the 
Niger river between Tawana and Tiékelendougou.”16 The 
following month (October 2017) saw JNIM attack another 
Malian Company of Navigation (COMANAV) boat near 
Kouakourou. Both attacks originated on land and had 
JNIM militants firing upon vessels.

Financial Maritime Activities

No evidence was located that suggests 
JNIM has the current capacity or 
willingness to utilize maritime channels for 
operational purposes.

While JNIM has exploited state fragility 
and insecurity in Mali and Burkina Faso for 
financial gain, the maritime space is not 
directly involved.  
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Indirect connections to trafficking through maritime 
channels

Like other violent non-state actors operating in the Sahel, 
JNIM has exploited state fragility and insecurity in Mali 
and Burkina Faso for financial gain. JNIM is believed 
to maintain several channels for financing, reportedly 
profiting through kidnap for ransom schemes, cigarette/
drug smuggling, illicit taxing of local businesses and 
citizens, and protection money obtained from migrant 
smugglers, earning somewhere between $5 and $35 
million annually.17

First, a significant portion of JNIM funding has reportedly 
been acquired from kidnapping for ransom efforts. In 
December 2018 the group released a 10-minute-long 
video discussing several Western hostages (i.e., French, 
Swiss, and Australian) it held in captivity and demanding 
governments make concessions (including ransom 
payments) to ensure their release.18 

Second, JNIM has also funded its operations by exploiting 
migrant smugglers who “pay a ‘tax’ for safe transit 
through JNIM-controlled territories in the region.”19 Prior 
to JNIM’s formation, groups like Ansar al-Din would tax 
human traffickers, a practice that reportedly continues 
today. For instance, investigations in 2015 revealed that 
migrants reportedly paid upwards of $500 to smugglers 
who in turn would use an unknown percentage of this 
payment to ensure secure passage through Islamist-
controlled routes.20 Though the maritime space is not 
directly involved, eventually these migrants rely on 
maritime channels to reach Europe.21

Last, at least one member of the JNIM coalition has 
maintained direct connections to Colombian drug 
traffickers. For instance, Ansar al-Din was recently 
linked to David Cardona-Cardona, who is known to be 
Colombia’s most significant drug trafficker in Africa.22 
Specifically, Cardona-Cardona had reportedly offered to 
provide anti-aircraft weaponry in exchange for security 
and use of trafficking routes through terrorist-controlled 
territory. Ultimately such narcotics would make their way 
to Europe. With increasing European demand, cocaine 
trafficking has become an increasingly important revenue 
source for the JNIM coalition.23 As with migrant smuggling, 

the group provides protection and access to smuggling 
routes, but appears to only engage in such activity in the 
Sahel. This means that it is only indirectly connected to the 
maritime sector via the eventual trafficking of migrants 
and narcotics that use such avenues to reach Europe.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The group’s growing influence across Burkina Faso and 
its southward expansion are important considerations 
looking ahead. Like ISGS, JNIM’s exploitation of the fragile 
security situation in Burkina Faso could lead to increasing 
threats to coastal West African states. States like Ghana 
and Côte d’Ivoire have taken steps to increase border 
security,24 and regional security partnerships like the 
G5 Sahel Joint Force can continue to pursue enhanced 
counterterrorism efforts specifically aimed at mitigating 
terrorists’ territorial expansion.25 However, it is unlikely 
that JNIM has the necessary operational capacity at 
present to utilize maritime channels for the movement 
of personnel or carry out waterborne attacks. More 
probable is its continued exploitation of traffickers, both 
human and narco, who rely on the coalition’s routes to 
reach Africa’s northern coast. Last, remaining attentive 
to the relationship between JNIM and ISGS will prove 
important, particularly for coastal West African states 
which are already on high alert about the potential for 
jihadist expansion within their borders. 

 

Like ISGS, JNIM’s exploitation of the fragile 
security situation in Burkina Faso could 
lead to increasing threats to coastal West 
African states. 
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L I B YA N  A R A B  A R M E D  F O R C E S

FOUNDED: 2014

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Libya; specifically, a stronghold in eastern 
Libya and southern Libya, but the group 
has increasingly expanded westward in its 
pursuit to overthrow the Government of 
National Accord in Tripoli.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

To supplant the UN-recognized government 
in Tripoli. Currently commanded by General 
Khalifa Haftar. 

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

The Government of National Accord (GNA) 
reported that a ship traveling from Egypt 
arrived at a Libyan port with supplies for 
the LAAF. The ship, named Serrano (flying 
under the Panamanian flag), arrived at the 
port of Tobruk on April 8, 2020 carrying 
40 containers of military equipment and 
ammunition in support of the LAAF’s 
assault on Tripoli.1

On January 6, 2020, the LAAF reported that 
it had seized control of Sirte, a strategic 
city on Libya’s Mediterranean coast.2

On November 19, 2019, reports indicated 
that the LAAF had carried out airstrikes on 
the port city of Mistrata. The LAAF claimed 
the airstrikes were targeting “vehicles 
delivered from Turkey that arrived in 
Misrata’s port…as well as weapons and 
munitions.”3

In May 2019, the LAAF banned all access to 
western ports in Libya to stop any supplies 
from being delivered to the GNA.4

In April 2019, the LAAF sent the al-Karama  
patrol vessel, a naval warship, to the port of 
Ras Lanuf on a purported training exercise; 
speculation was that this was also a move 
to secure key oil facilities.5

Fo r m e r l y  H a f t a r  A r m e d  Fo r c e s ;  f o r m e r l y  L i b y a n  N a t i o n a l  A r m y  ( L N A ) 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
LIBYAN ARAB ARMED FORCES 

2014-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2014 - 2015 Formation of LAAF and initial 
operations

2016 - 2017 Signing of Libyan Political Agreement 
to form GNA; both groups engaged primarily with 
Islamist forces 

2018-2019 Ceasefire agreement failed, broader 
involvement of global powers 
2020 LAAF experiences string of defeats after 
Turkish involvement on behalf of GNA

MEDITERRANEAN SEA
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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The Libyan Arab Armed Forces (LAAF), which officially 
emerged at the onset of Libya’s second civil war in 2014, 
has proven to be an immensely capable military force.6 
Since early April 2019 the LAAF has waged an offensive 
aimed at overtaking Tripoli.7 

Operational Maritime Activities

The LAAF’s operational capacity in the maritime space 
is quite extensive in comparison to that of many other 
non-state actors. With the “al-Karama [naval vessel], 
some small patrol craft formerly of the official Libyan 
Navy, fishing craft, and a number of RHIBs [rigid-hulled 
inflatable boats],” the LAAF clearly demonstrates the 
operational value in maintaining a maritime force.8

For tactical purposes, the LAAF is heavily active in the 
maritime domain, often receiving shipments of supplies 
and weapons from a variety of state actors including the 
United Arab Emirates, Sudan, Jordan, and even Russia.9,10 
Though weapons are typically transported on cargo planes, 
reports also identify seaports on the eastern Libyan coast 
as primary points of entry for illicit arms.11, 12 For instance, 
one recent report highlighted a case in which LAAF-bound 
ammunition and military equipment entered Libya through 
the Ras Lanuf oil terminal.13

Perhaps most illustrative of the organization’s maritime 
capacity was its purchase of the al-Karama at auction in 
2017, delivered in 2018.14 A former Irish navy vessel, the al-
Karama’s purchase was made possible through a complex 
web of dubious practices including the falsification of 
shipping registrations and flag registry.15 A UN report 
noted that upon the vessel’s arrival in Benghazi, it had 
been registered under a Panamanian flag as a pleasure 
yacht, though it was retrofitted with weapons systems.16 
This same UN report documented evidence that in mid-
2017 several vessels transporting military equipment 
from Turkey to militants in Libya were seized by UN forces. 

As this was in violation of an arms embargo, this angered 
the LAAF, who condemned Turkey for its meddling in the 
Libyan conflict.17 

Such events have heightened the LAAF’s coastal security 
efforts. For instance, in May 2019, the LAAF banned all 
access to western ports in an effort to curtail the delivery 
of weapons and supplies to the GNA. This move was 
in response to an arms delivery for the GNA by Turkish 
ships, and Maj. Gen. Faraj al-Mahdawi of the LAAF navy 
“announced the mobilization of all naval forces and 
a complete naval ban on all sea ports in the western 
region.”18 In addition to the al-Karama, the LAAF also 
operates a series of small special forces boats which might 
help with its ability to monitor coastal traffic.19 The groups 
mobilization for an oil blockade mainly utilized air and 
land forces, but also demonstrates the maritime capacity 
of the LAAF.20 In June 2019, the LAAF went even further by 
issuing a declaration that it would sink any Turkish ships 
that entered Libyan territorial waters. Though the LAAF 
has yet to execute this kind of operation, these warnings 
show that the group intends to build the capacity needed 
to attack targets at sea.21

Prior reports offer a glimpse into the robust capabilities 
of the LAAF‘s maritime presence since the onset of 
the second civil war. The 2015–2016 naval blockade in 
Benghazi saw the LAAF utilize its maritime fleet to prevent 
both supplies and militants from entering Libya.22 In 2018, 
an encounter with a NATO warship saw a LAAF maritime 
patrol unit issue warnings for the vessel to steer clear of 
Libya’s territorial waters.23 In addition, the LAAF’s maritime 
patrols have also prevented illegal fishing, with multiple 
incidents reported of the LAAF‘s naval forces seizing large 
fishing nets, known locally as fishing bulldozers due to the 
damage they cause to the ocean floor, that were being 
used within Libya’s territorial waters.24, 25

Financial Maritime Activities
In addition to its operational use of the maritime space, 
the LAAF also exploits the sea for financial gain. The 
spectrum of financial exploitation is significant, with 
reports of refined petroleum smuggling, extensive 
taxation and racketeering, and scrap metal trafficking. 

First, most accounts suggest that Libya’s oil production 
remains in the hands of the National Oil Corporation 
(NOC). Though the LAAF’s control includes eastern oil 
ports and significant oil fields, its ability to strike deals 
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on the international market is constrained, as buyers 
traditionally only want to purchase from the state.26 Yet, 
a comprehensive report from Noria Research released in 
June 2019 suggests that the LAAF has been able to profit 
from exporting “refined petroleum products” through 
illicit markets by underreporting the amount transported 
to allow for easy smuggling.27 These smuggling networks 
were in place during the Gaddafi era and links with the 
LAAF have been in place since 2015.28 

In addition, the LAAF’s continued assault on Tripoli is 
at least in part an effort to seize control over the central 
bank, which has retained control over the NOC.29 Overall, 
the LAAF’s control over eastern ports poses serious threats 
to Libya’s refined petroleum exports, and its continued 
control over territory where the vast majority of Libya’s oil 
wealth resides is increasingly problematic.30 In mid-2018, 
for instance, an offensive by adversaries of the LAAF on the 
Ras Lanuf and Es Sider oil ports in eastern Libya resulted in 
severe damage to at least two oil terminals and production 
loss of upwards of 240,000 barrels per day.31

Control over these eastern ports has also been pivotal 
for another export: scrap metal. The LAAF has found 
significant financial gain in illegally exporting scrap metal, 
with at least one shipment valued at $750,000.32 As 
part of this exporting strategy the LAAF has developed 
a ruthless predation and extortion campaign against 
local businesses and property owners whose territory is 
deemed useful for the LAAF’s financial and operational 
purposes.33 To purchase these pieces of property, 
the LAAF uses the quasi-authority of their “Military 
Investment and Public Works Committee” to essentially 
threaten property owners and businesses into selling at 
deep discounts for military purposes. Such tactics have 
included the acquisition of “seaside” properties that 
ultimately provide the LAAF with access to transporting 
goods via the maritime space. These acquired businesses 
and strategically important properties have included 
ports, and once overtaken, they are not required to pay 
taxes.34 As an example of the importance of this form of 
financial exploitation and its connection to the maritime 
space, the Libyan Investment Authority has assets that 
include the facilities for loading and unloading cargo 
at the port in Benghazi along with farms that give it a 
“monopoly of power over strategic levers of the economy 
such as imports and food production.”35

The extensive nature of the LAAF’s extortion and 
exploitation in maritime channels can also be seen in its 
taxation of international actors for access to fishing rights 
in Libya’s territorial waters. In July 2019 an agreement 
with the Libyan Military Investment Authority—the 
LAAF’s front for extortion—went into effect that would 
see the LAAF paid an estimated €10,000 per month 
in exchange for fishing rights and protection in Libya’s 
eastern waters.36

The LAAF has also facilitated human trafficking by allowing 
local criminal syndicates to operate with impunity, 
notably in the southeastern part of the state. The 
connections with these drug and human trafficking rings 
in this region, which often see migrants and narcotics 
traveling to the coast of North Africa, is more about 
“politics than economics.”37 Specifically, LAAF leadership 
collaborates with these organizations in an effort to 
influence “the constituencies with which [the] smugglers 
hold sway.”38 Though not exclusively a financial strategy, 
the cooperation with such criminal networks underscores 
the diversity of the LAAF’s maritime portfolio. 

The spectrum of LAAF’s financial exploitation 
of the maritime space is significant with 
reports of refined petroleum smuggling, 
extensive taxation and racketeering, and 
scrap metal trafficking. 
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Last, in early November 2019, the Maltese government 
intercepted a shipment of “unofficial Libyan banknotes” 
that were en route to the LAAF. The money, reportedly 
printed in Russia, was located in “two 2,000-cubic-
foot containers.”39 The LAAF has relied on these cash 
deliveries and financing to assist in its continued efforts 
to overthrow the regime in Tripoli.40

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The Libyan Arab Armed Forces has not heeded calls by 
international actors including the US to stop its ongoing 
assault on Tripoli.41 The LAAF’s territorial control in 
comparison to that of the GNA is significant, and the 
organization continues to receive support from a variety 
of state actors. Coupled with its extensive control of 
coastlines stretching from Tobruk in the far east to Ras 
Lanuf in the oil crescent and possibly as far west as 
Sirte, the LAAF’s maritime exploits, both financially and 
operationally, all but ensure its ability to continue to wage 
its assault across Libya. In other words, the continued 
control of the coastline provides the LAAF with a lifeline 
for the foreseeable future. In April and May 2020, the 
LAAF suffered a series of losses in western Libya against 
the GNA.42 However, tribal dynamics of Libya will make 
it difficult for the GNA to exert control in these areas. 
Additionally, tribal communities in the east continue to 
support LAAF leadership. Although the conflict in Libya is 
a complex web of alliances, the support of these tribal 
communities gives the LAAF an important advantage and 
the ability to sustain operations even in the aftermath of 
several key defeats. 

The LAAF’s maritime exploits both 
financially and operationally all 
but ensure its ability to continue to 
wage its assault across Libya. 
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2016-2017 Turkey actively intervenes in 
Syria where PKK has been fighting ISIS

2018  International community increasingly 
involved in Syrian conflict

2019-2020 US pulls troops back 

MEDITERRANEAN SEA
Tier 3

PA R T I YA  K A R K E R Ê N  
K U R D I S TA N Ê  ( P K K )

FOUNDED: 1974

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Southeast Turkey

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

The PKK espouses a Marxist-
Leninist ideology. The original 
goal of the organization was 
establishment of an independent 
Kurdistan. The PKK since the mid-
1990s has shifted its goals from 
independence to demands for 
more autonomy and equality 
within Turkey and has supported 
Kurdish nationalist movements in 
Syria and northern Iraq.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In early April 2020, the PKK 
detonated a roadside bomb on a 
route between the Kulp and Hazro 
districts, killing five civilians.1 

On December 28, 2019, PKK 
militants attacked Turkey’s Ayibeg 
military outpost in Agri.2

On October 15, 2019, two senior 
members of the PKK were killed in 
a targeted drone strike by Turkish 
forces on Mount Azmar in northern 
Iraq.3 

 

K u r d i s t a n  Wo r k e r s ’  Pa r t y

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING PKK
 2016-2020* 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

*Data begins in 2016
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The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), formed in 1974 by 
Abdullah Öcalan, has waged a protracted insurgency in 
southeast Turkey since 1984. In its campaign, the PKK 
has utilized the maritime space for both operational and 
financial purposes. Historically, the group has operated 
away from coastal areas and closer to Turkey’s borders 
with Syria, Iraq, and Iran. However, in recent years, the 
instability in Syria has led members of the organization 
to reach the Mediterranean coast in an effort to use 
the maritime space for tactical purposes such as the 
movement of militants.

While the PKK has made operational use of the maritime 
space, the frequency of such activity appears to be far 
less than the organization’s maritime activity for financial 
purposes. Narcotics trafficking, both directly and via 
connections with criminal syndicates in the region, has 
been incredibly lucrative, with estimates that the PKK 
earns well over $1 billion a year through these operations. 
Many of these narcotics reach European outlets through 
maritime routes, with the PKK being at least indirectly 
involved in the process. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Tactically, the PKK has used the sea to move its members. 
Though its primary base of operations has been the 
southeast region of Turkey, instability across Syria and 
Iraq over the past decade has led to a blurring of lines 
between the PKK and other Kurdish forces, notably the 

Democratic Union Party (PYD) and its armed wings, the 
People’s Protection Units and the Women’s Protection 
Units, in Syria. This has offered an opportunity for the 
group to reach Syria’s Mediterranean coast. 

However, though leaders including President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan of Turkey contend that the PKK and Syrian Kurds 
are one and the same, Aldar Khalil, an executive member 
of the Democratic Society Movement (TEV-DEM; the 
umbrella organization of the PYD), argues that they are 
distinct organizations.4 Regardless, Turkey’s Interior Minister, 
Süleyman Soylu, reported in October 2017 that PKK militants 
had infiltrated several towns on Turkey’s southwestern coast 
via the Mediterranean and Aegean seas. The militants were 
said to have utilized the port city of Latakia on Syria’s coast to 
reach these destinations in Turkey.5

The PKK has also targeted, on at least one occasion, vessels 
in the maritime space. For instance, in 2011, a ferry was 
hijacked in the Marmara sea in northwest Turkey by a 
member of the PKK who claimed to be carrying a bomb. 
The hijacker sought to bring attention to the PKK and 
threatened to detonate the bomb, leading to a 12-hour 
standoff with Turkish authorities. Ultimately, the hijacker 
was killed and the device he was wearing turned out not 
to be a bomb.6 Still, this event, though rare, signals that 
the PKK has at least considered the maritime space as a 
venue for attacks. 

More recently, in July 2015, the PKK bombed the Kirkuk–
Ceyhan oil pipeline which carries oil from northern Iraq 
to the Ceyhan oil terminal on the Mediterranean coast 
of southern Turkey. The attack took place in the Sirnak 
district of Turkey, some 700 kilometers west of the coast.7 
However, the attack signaled an attempt to disrupt oil 
production and oil exports from the Ceyhan port. Though 
quite distinct from the hijacking event in 2011, this attack 
shows indirect targeting of the maritime space and the 
diversity of the PKK’s tactics.

Financial Maritime Activities
Financially, the PKK has benefited 
extensively from narcotics trafficking, 
including using the maritime space to 
ship narcotics to diaspora populations in 
Europe. 

The PKK has used the sea tactically to 
move its members, and attacks illustrate 
indirect targeting of the maritime space. 
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Having engaged in a protracted conflict for nearly 
forty years means that a number of PKK members and 
sympathizers have migrated to Europe. This established 
access points for the PKK, which has utilized these 
connections to finance the group’s activities in Turkey.

As an example, in early September 2017, Belgian police 
busted a drug smuggling ring in a raid in Hasselt, Belgium. 
During the raid, “30 kilograms of cocaine, 12 kg of 
heroin, a large number of ecstasy pills, ten firearms, ten 
vehicles, and some €800,000 ($941,680)” were seized.8 
The narcotics were trafficked into Europe “through the 
Dutch port of Rotterdam and Belgian port of Antwerp, 
after which they were shipped to a PKK warehouse in 
Hasselt.”9 The profits from narcotics sales in Europe were 
expected to return to the PKK. This operation appeared to 
be part of a larger criminal gang’s operations, pointing to 
the PKK’s collaboration with criminal networks to assist in 
trafficking. Yet, this event makes evident the group’s direct 
involvement in narcotics trafficking in Europe and, at the 
very least, connects the group indirectly to the maritime 
sector as a mode of transit for financial exploitation.

It’s important to note that the PKK’s connection to the 
narcotics industry is not a new phenomenon and has 
been a primary means of finance for the organization 
for decades. INTERPOL estimates that upwards of “80 

percent of the illicit drug markets in Europe are supplied 
by the PKK-trafficking network,” with several prominent 
narco-trafficking routes passing through south and east 
Turkey, the PKK’s stronghold.10, 11 Such routes include the 
Balkan route and the Caucasus route.12

In addition to the group’s direct involvement in narco-
trafficking, it also collects taxes from traffickers and 
smugglers who use its territories for drug transfers. The 
financial benefit for the PKK is significant, with EUROPOL 
estimating the PKK earns between $1.5 and $3 billion 
annually through this enterprise.13 Further, according 
to the 2016 EUROPOL drug market report, the PKK has 
collaborated with Turkish organized crime groups to 
facilitate the trafficking of heroin through Turkey and 
into Europe via the Mediterranean. It has also assisted in 
the trafficking of drugs by Iranian and Georgian groups 
through the Black Sea to European outlets.14 However, as 
noted, the extent of the group’s direct involvement in the 
actual transit process is ambiguous, while it is clear that it 
levies taxes against these criminal networks.

The PKK’s taxation activities also include the taxing of 
oil smugglers at the border crossings with Iran, Iraq, 
and Syria.15 However, one of the group’s most apparent 
connections to taxation efforts in the maritime space 
is highlighted by the PKK’s involvement in cigarette 
smuggling. In July 2016, Turkish authorities seized over 
100 tons of cigarettes from a Ukrainian vessel as it passed 
through the Bosphorus.16 Though the PKK was not directly 
involved in the maritime trafficking of these cigarettes, the 
taxation of smugglers as they distribute these cigarettes in 
Iran and Iraq contributes to the PKK’s financial portfolio.

Overall, the PKK has become a significant actor in the 
trafficking of narcotics and other commodities within the 
region and has relied on maritime routes through the 
Mediterranean and Black Sea for these goods. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The PKK has illustrated resilience since it launched 
its insurgency in Turkey in 1984. While its goals of 
independence have since faded, the group has found 
financial success through criminal activities that connect 
it to the maritime space.

Operationally, the instability in Syria and the PKK’s 
relationship with Kurdish groups in Syria, including the 
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PYD, may mean there is opportunity for collaboration 
and expansion towards the Mediterranean coast. The 
most likely scenario would be for PKK militants to use this 
outlet to reach the western coast of Turkey as they did in 
2017. However, the group may also see utility in this route 
for narco-trafficking purposes, especially if traditional 
overland routes through Turkey become constrained. 
Financially, the PKK will most likely continue to engage 
in the taxation of criminal organizations in the regions it 
controls and profit from narcotics sales via its extensive 
diaspora network in Europe.

Whether the group will transition to direct involvement 
in maritime trafficking is unclear (and probably unlikely), 
but it is clear that the maritime space is quite important 
to the health of the PKK’s financial portfolio. Should 
maritime routes be threatened, the PKK may become 
more active near coastal areas to ensure continuation of 
this lucrative enterprise.
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P O L I S A R I O  F R O N T

FOUNDED: 1973                                         

AREAS OF OPERATION: 

Western Sahara; Morocco

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

A Sahrawi nationalist movement with 
demands for an independent state in 
Western Sahara; the group espouses 
a viewpoint that violently opposes 
Moroccan claims of sovereignty over 
the territory.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In early January 2020, Polisario 
denounced the Africa Eco Race that 
would see participants illegally breach 
the UN designated buffer strip in 
Guerguerat. Polisario spokesperson, 
Dr. Sidi M. Omar, in a letter to the 
UN, claimed that Polisario reserved 
the right to use legitimate means to 
defend its territorial integrity.1

In early October 2019, the US issued 
“up to a $5 million” reward for 
information leading to the capture 
of Adnan Abu Walid al-Sahrawi, the 
leader of the Islamic State-Greater 
Sahara (ISGS) and a former member of 
Polisario.2 There is no clear indication 
that Polisario and ISGS cooperate.

On October 17, 2019, Polisario 
supporters set up a blockade on 
Morocco’s border with Mauritania, 
jeopardizing the ability of Moroccan 
farmers to export agricultural 
products to sub-Saharan states.3

In April 2019, the UN Secretary-
General listed Polisario as being 
in violation of the terms of the 
UN Mission for the Referendum in 
Western Sahara (MINURSO).4

P o l i s a r i o ;  Fr e n t e  P o p u l a r  d e  L i b e r a c i ó n  d e  S a n g u í a  
e l  H a m r a  y  R í o  d e  O r o 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
POLISARIO FRONT 

2014-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

ATLANTIC OCEAN 
Tier 2

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

Number of Fatalities 
1
2
4

16



 74   |  Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain

The Polisario Front, established in 1973, is a nationalist 
movement operating in Western Sahara. Comprised 
of the Sahrawi indigenous group, Polisario has been 
engaged in a campaign for independence primarily 
against the government of Morocco, which controls large 
swathes of Western Sahara and has been accused on 
numerous occasions of illegally extracting resources that 
Polisario claims are in their territory. This has exacerbated 
tensions, and over the past few years Polisario has made 
attempts to stop the transit and sale of phosphorous 
extracted from Western Sahara by using legal injunctions 
to sabotage the ability of shipping vessels to travel.5 As of 
October 2019, tensions between Polisario and Morocco 
show no significant signs of slowing and a recent UN 
resolution that extended the MINURSO peacekeeping 
force has been criticized by Polisario representatives as 
a mere attempt to maintain the “status quo.”6 Overall, 
Polisario’s sustained pursuit of independence has seen 
the group use the maritime space in some unique ways.

Operational Maritime Activities

The Polisario Front’s exploitation of the maritime space for 
operational purposes appears to be more of a historical 
artifact than a contemporary tactic. In 1985 the New 
York Times reported that the Polisario Front had attacked 
Spanish fishing boats and sailors about one mile off the 
coast of Western Sahara.7 Reported events of continued 
maritime activity for operational purposes have been 
limited, and likely a byproduct of territorial control,  which 
has seen heavy Moroccan presence along Western Sahara’s 
coastline. Historically, most evidence notes Polisario’s 
benevolent relationship with the Algerian government as 
being a source of funding/support, with another potential 
relationship existing between Polisario and Iran.8 Polisario 
fighters have reportedly received both training and 
financial support from Iran, including weaponry (though 

this is denied by Iranian officials), which has led Morocco 
to sever ties with Iran.9

However, the Polisario Front’s incursions into the buffer 
zone of Guerguerat as well as the historic town of La 
Güera on Western Sahara’s coast suggest the group may 
have some access to the maritime sector.10 Whether it has 
a continual presence on the coast or uses this arena for 
operational purposes is unclear.

Financial Maritime Activities

Non-traditional extortion and smuggling 
partnerships

The Polisario Front has waged a protracted conflict in 
dispute of Moroccan occupation for nearly half a century. 
Unsurprisingly, the group’s recent attempts at financial 
exploitation in the maritime space have also been 
somewhat nontraditional. 

The Polisaro Front’s recent attempts 
at financial exploitation in the 
maritime space have been somewhat 
nontraditional,  and can best be 
classified as extortion/taxation.
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Polisario’s primary financial strategy in terms of the 
maritime sector can best be classified as extortion/
taxation. Numerous reports discuss how Polisario 
has demanded payment for phosphates extracted in 
Western Sahara, but specifically does so by attempting 
to stop the transit and sale of such goods while they are 
already on cargo ships.11 In one incident in late 2018, 
Polisario officials demanded that Ravensdown, a fertilizer 
company, pay the group $7 million for cargo extracted 
in disputed territory or turn away from the Napier port 
in New Zealand.12 However, it appears that no money 
was paid to the Polisario Front as both Ravensdown 
and Ballance Agri-Nutrients, a second New Zealand 
fertilizer company, continue to import phosphates from 
Western Sahara.13 These fertilizer companies, along 
with New Zealand’s Fertilizer Quality Council, contend 
that while they are exploring other options outside of 
importing phosphates from Western Sahara, there are no 
alternatives that provide the same quality and/or benefits 
for soil enrichment that are pivotal for the New Zealand 
farming industry.14

Attempts to stop exportation of phosphates through 
strategies such as those above are a primary mechanism, 
albeit nontraditional, that Polisario uses in the maritime 
space. The Ravensdown case offers but one example. 
In two separate events in 2017, Polisario claimed 
that phosphate cargo from Western Sahara had been 
obtained illegally, leading port authorities to detain 
one ship in Panama and another in South Africa.15 The 
vessel detained at the South African port was held for 
ten months before the courts ruled that the phosphates 
belonged to Polisario, and its contents were eventually 
auctioned.16 However, reports note that “no one had tried 
to buy the shipment which pushed South Africa to reach a 
settlement with the vessel’s operator” to pay for “judicial 
fees only.”17 

In the Panamanian case, the courts did not rule in favor 
of Polisario, “but since [these events], no ships carrying 
Western Sahara phosphate have stopped in South Africa 
or gone through the Panama Canal, instead having to take 
the long route to get their cargo to buyers.”18 

Though results are unclear, it is unlikely that Polisario 
was able to recoup any funds from the transport of these 
phosphates in any of these cases, but this extortion 

strategy signals a unique form of maritime exploitation 
and one which can lead to (and has led to) disruption of 
global markets.

While the extortion of ships in foreign ports illustrates 
the group’s ability to impact international markets, recent 
reports suggest it is also involved in more traditional 
smuggling operations in the maritime sector. In May 
2019, the Moroccan Royal Gendarmerie (county police) 
and Royal Moroccan Navy captured drug traffickers who 
were reportedly working for the Polisario Front. One 
set of traffickers was caught in an SUV while the other 
was caught on the coast in southern Dakhla in a fishing 
trawler carrying approximately 100 kilograms of cannabis 
and 600 liters of fuel. It is unclear if these traffickers 
were definitively members of Polisario or just members 
of local mafia groups with ties to the Polisario Front, but 
the group’s incursion into Guerguerat, the small portion 
of territory on the Southwest coast of Western Sahara, 
points to its potential ability to exploit the maritime 
sector more directly.19

The connection to drug trafficking has been well 
documented in recent years with Polisario members 
identified as being directly involved in a large drug-
smuggling operation in which contraband from Latin 
America arrives in Mauritania and is eventually smuggled 
through the Sahel to Europe.20 Reports also note a 
historical relationship between Polisario and al-Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) through which the group 
engages in trafficking of weapons and drugs.21 The 
degree to which this relationship continues to exist is 
contested, but an interview with the head of Morocco’s 
Central Bureau of Judicial Investigation (BCIJ) in late 2019 
revealed that the BCIJ was able to identify upwards of 
“100 members of the Polisario Front operating in AQIM 
[where they] have been involved in attacks in northern 
Mauritania.”22 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
In April 2019, the European Union and Morocco reached a 
fisheries deal that, to the disapproval of Polisario, included 
Western Sahara.23 As a result, Polisario issued a statement 
condemning the EU and claiming it would pursue legal 
proceedings on behalf of those in Western Sahara and 
demanding part of the money from the EU-Morocco 
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agreement.24, 25 Looking ahead, it is likely that Polisario 
will continue to pursue these forms of legal action against 
Morocco and others related to both the fisheries deal and 
the extraction of phosphates in disputed territory. 

With AQIM’s continued presence and the rise of ISGS in 
2015, the Polisario Front’s illicit activities and attempts 
to maintain some access to the coast will likely remain a 
priority for the group as it looks to continue its efforts at 
challenging Morocco’s presence in the region. Though its 
ability to directly engage in the maritime space appears to 
be more aspirational than established, the volatility of the 
Western Sahara dispute suggests continued monitoring 
would be prudent. 
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E X - S É L É K A  ( S É L É K A )

FOUNDED: 2012

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Central African Republic (CAR)

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Originally, goals included the 
overthrow of François Bozizé, 
but after disbanding in 2013, the 
ex-coalition’s goals have been 
less clear, less united, and more 
economically motivated.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

On January 10, 2020, ex-Séléka 
leader and former president Michel 
Djotodia returned to the CAR from 
exile in Benin.1 Djotodia’s return 
came on the heels of former 
president François Bozizé’s return 
in December 2019. The CAR will 
hold presidential elections in 
2020, but the return of these two 
former leaders threatens to further 
destabilize the peace process and 
undermine the election.

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING EX-SÉLÉKA 
1999-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

ATLANTIC OCEAN 
Tier 1

1999-2011 Pre-alliance

2012-2014  Formation of alliance and operations 
against CAR government
2015-2020 Post-alliance and shift in conflict dynamics
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INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Séléka, which is Sango for coalition or alliance, formed 
in 2012 with the unification of several primarily Muslim 
groups that opposed the regime of François Bozizé. 
The alliance incorporated established rebel groups like 
the Convention of Patriots for Justice and Peace (CPJP), 
the Union of Democratic Forces for Unity (UFDR), and 
the Democratic Front of Central African People (FDPC) 
along with newer organizations including the Patriotic 
Convention for the Salvation of Kodro and the Alliance 
for Renaissance and Reorganization.2 The coalition and its 
remnants have remained an active threat to stability and 
security in the CAR since 2012. 

In December 2012, Séléka forces launched an offensive 
against the capital in Bangui and successfully overthrew 
Bozizé in March 2013. Séléka leader Michel Djotodia 
became president on March 28, 2013. In September 
2013, Djotodia dissolved the Séléka due to the inability 
to successfully integrate Séléka fighters into the remnants 
of the national military. Djotodia resigned less than a year 
later (in January 2014) due to continued instability in 
the Central African Republic, Séléka’s expulsion from the 
capital, and mounting regional and international pressure.3 

The disbanding of Séléka only increased violence in the 
CAR, with severe human rights abuses committed by all 
parties to the conflict (ex-Séléka forces and anti-Balaka 
forces largely consisting of Christians).4 Since 2014, ex-
Séléka forces have failed at reunification. In February 2019, 
the government of the CAR and fourteen armed groups 
that maintain control of some portions of the country 
reached a peace agreement, though violence persists.5 At 
least half of these fourteen groups “are formerly associated 
with or part of the Séléka coalition,” and control territory in 
the CAR’s northwest and center north.6

Yet, while ex-Séléka forces have remained active, no 
information was located to suggest any of the principal 
groups are involved in the maritime space for either 
operational or financial purposes.

Operational Maritime Activities
Given the areas of operation for most ex-Séléka 
organizations, no evidence was located to indicate any 
dependency on the maritime space for operational 
purposes. According to the UN panel of experts’ 2019 
report on the Central African Republic, many ex-Séléka 
forces are supplied with both weapons and recruits from 

the territory of Sudan and a number of groups attempt 
to recruit from local populations in the territories they 
control.7

However, while these groups remain well outside the 
maritime space, several factions have maintained a 
river presence in the CAR. For example, in 2019, the UN 
reported that brigades of the Union for Peace in the CAR 
(UPC) “established strategic bases along the [Ubangi] 
river” for access to weapons and ammunition that would 
be smuggled from the Democratic Republic of the Congo.8 
These findings echo similar information uncovered by the 
UN panel of experts’ 2018 report on the situation in the 
CAR. In the 2018 report, evidence was found to suggest that 
the Ubangi river is a primary access point for weapons and 
ammunition trafficking for ex-Séléka units. “Some of the 
firearms, ammunition and narcotics entering the CAR are 
smuggled via road from Cameroon, and across the Ubangi 
river from the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the 
Republic of Congo.”9 The Central African Republic armed 
forces have tried to “counter illicit trafficking activities 
[through] regular riverside patrols, [but] smuggling often 
occurs by night,” making it difficult to fully eradicate.10 
Thus, inland waterways in the CAR have contributed to the 
tactical support operations of ex-Séléka forces. 

Financial Maritime Activities 
Financially, the ex-Séléka are not active in the maritime 
space. Many ex-Séléka factions have instituted illegal 
taxation systems in the areas they control. One of the 
larger ex-Séléka factions, the Popular Front for the 
Renewal of CAR (FPRC), for instance, was in charge of the 
taxation enterprise in Vakaga Prefecture in the north/
northeast, a region highly contested among several 
groups. This control enabled the FPRC to tax “commercial 
trucks importing and exporting goods from Chad and the 



 80   |  Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain

Sudan,” and frustrated other ex-Séléka factions that were 
unable to wield significant control in this region.11 Farther 
to the west, the UPC implemented a similar operation, 
collecting taxes and cattle and recruiting “sons” from 
Fulani herdsmen.

There is also evidence showing that at least one ex-Séléka 
faction, the UPC, has engaged in taxation of cargo boats 
on the southern Ubangi river since 2014 (though anti-
Balaka units have also been accused of this practice). 
These taxation efforts consist of an extensive series of 
tolls; “at each toll post, a pirogue [canoe] must pay a 
charge of between 500 and 2,500 CFA francs (0.75 euros 
and 3.80 euros /$0.90 and $4.70) according to its size, 
along with specific rates for different cargoes, such as 500 
CFA francs per bundle of wood, 100 per bag of cassava, 
1,000 per sack of fish, etc.”12 Larger vessels can be taxed a 
basic tax of upwards of “40,000 CFA francs” and average 
about “200,000 CFA francs at every toll post when 
transporting a varied cargo.”13 This has, unsurprisingly, 
been an incredibly lucrative practice for the UPC and 
leads to significant costs for locals who experience price 
hikes on goods.

Natural resource trafficking and taxation have also been a 
primary source of funding for several ex-Séléka factions. 
Interviews with a Séléka commander in 2014 revealed 
that controlling mines was an important financial strategy 

for the coalition.14 Gold miners would pay taxes to rebels 
at checkpoints and that gold would be carried eastward 
to Cameroon. Similarly, miners in diamond fields in ex-
Séléka-controlled portions of the north faced similar 
extortion schemes. These diamonds would be sold to 
dealers in Sudan and Chad before being trafficked to 
“Antwerp, Dubai, or India.”15

These strategies have remained consistent over the years. 
The UN panel of experts on the CAR noted that in 2019, 
the FPRC faction maintained a taxation structure requiring 
“collectors, artisanal miners and miners” to pay “annual 
fees [of] FCFA 300,000 ($495), 35,000 ($57) and 2,000 
($3), respectively.” Similarly, the UPC levied “taxes on 
mining and other economic operators” in the territories it 
controls.16 In addition, former leaders of ex-Séléka groups 
have seized direct control of mining operations in several 
regions to tax gold and diamond operations, to engage in 
the actual mining process, and to participate in smuggling 
of these goods into Chad.17

However, while these goods may eventually reach 
coastal ports, it is highly unlikely that ex-Séléka units are 
involved in the transit process. As such, these groups are 
not dependent upon the maritime space for continued 
financial exploitation, though policing the transit routes 
for gold and diamonds from origin points in the CAR 
would undoubtedly constrain the financial gain of ex-
Séléka factions.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Looking ahead, ex-Séléka units will continue to exploit the 
fragility of the February 2019 peace agreement, though 
their operational and financial activities will likely remain 
well outside the maritime space. Ex-Séléka factions will 
almost certainly maintain illegal taxation efforts in the 
territories they operate within/control. Highlighting this 
likelihood is the recent case of Abdel Rahim Mahamat 
Kidessi, a businessman and national of the CAR. Mahamat 
Kidessi was reported by the UN panel of experts in 
mid-2019 to have been traveling to various ex-Séléka–
controlled territories (mostly controlled by the FPRC) to 
deliver materials for mining including “metal detectors, 
an excavator, and a cistern, most likely for oil.”18 These 
activities, per the panel of experts, “can only be carried 
out with authorization (against payment)” by ex-Séléka 
leaders.19 Thus, financial exploitation of natural resources 
in the CAR will continue to be a central strategy of ex-
Séléka factions. 
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Although the peace process has proved to be more robust 
than many initially expected, most international observers 
view the return of former presidents Bozizé and Djotodia 
as a threat to the progress that has been made. Both of 
these former leaders continue to enjoy support among 
certain populations and may also act as spoilers to the 
election process.   

Looking ahead, ex-Séléka units will 
likely to exploit the fragility of the 
February 2019 peace agreement, 
though their operational and financial 
activities will likely remain well outside 
the maritime space.
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WESTERN INDIAN  
OCEAN REGION

Encompassing the Arabian Sea, the Red Sea, and the Indian 
Ocean, the WIOR has 19 active VNSAs—the most of the three 

regions. Although Afghanistan is a landlocked country, its opium 
production fuels maritime crime throughout the WIOR and 
provides incredibly important funding to VNSAs such as the 

Taliban and the Haqqani Network. Another major VNSA in the 
WIOR, Al Shabaab, uses the maritime environment to traffic a 
wide variety of licit and illicit products. Additionally, the WIOR 

is the major maritime environment for trafficking of wildlife and 
animal products.  
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IS- INDIA

1997 - 2005  Formation of ADF as an independent 
VNSA. Uganda and DRC launch military counter-
operations shortly afterwards
2006 - 2016 ADF characterized with ever 
increasing radicalization, targeting of civilians, and 
implementation of Sharia law

2016 - 2020 ADF splinters into several factions. 
Increasingly targeting civilians and a growing 
relationship with ISIS

WESTERN INDIAN  
OCEAN
Tier 1

A L L I E D  D E M O C R AT I C 
F O R C E S  ( A D F )
FOUNDED: 1995                                          

AREA OF OPERATION: 

The Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC), mainly in the mountainous 
Rwenzori region and North Kivu, but 
the group also carries out attacks in 
Uganda.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Paul Nantulya at the Africa Center 
for Strategic Studies notes that 
the ADF has demonstrated a 
propensity to vary its goals over 
time from “Salafi-Jihadi to secular-
nationalist, ethno-nationalist, and 
secessionist” ambitions.2 At present, 
the organization appears to have 
reoriented its focus on establishing an 
Islamic caliphate in East Africa, with 
some suspicion arising that the group 
has sought to establish an affiliation 
with the Islamic State.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In July, 2020, the United Nations Joint 
Human Rights Office released a report 
stating that attacks carried out by the 
ADF, which between January 2019 and 
January 2020 have killed 793 people, 
may qualify as crimes against humanity 
and war crimes.3

In early April 2020, ADF militants killed 
six civilians in an attack on Halungupa, 
a village near the city of Beni.

Al Jazeera reported that on November 
29, 2019, the DRC army killed 
Mouhamed Mukubwa Islam in the 
Beni region in northern Kivu. Islam 
was one of the three major leaders of 
the ADF.4

On December 14 and 15, 2019, the 
ADF killed upwards of 32 civilians in the 
villages of Kamango and Ntombi.5

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING ADF 
1997-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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The Allied Democratic Forces formed in 1995 from the 
Tabliq movement in Uganda and militants from the 
“secessionist Rwenzururu movement, who rebranded 
themselves as the National Army for the Liberation of 
Uganda (NALU).”6 In the late 1990s the group moved its 
operational base from Uganda to the northern DRC. It has 
remained a threat to security in the region for over two 
decades and recent years have seen a resurgence in its 
level of violence. For example, according to the Armed 
Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED), the 
number of violent events involving the ADF surged from 
around 40 in 2017 to nearly 160 by 2018, with over 35 
percent of these events targeting civilians.7 

In recent years, the organization has undergone 
leadership changes which analysts thought might 
threaten its operational capacity. For instance, the Group 
of Experts on the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
reported in May 2016 that the ADF may have suffered 
from some fragmentation following the arrest of its 
leader Jamil Mukulu in 2015. The emerging factions, 
named after leaders or camp locations, included the ADF-
Mwalika, the Baluku group, the Feeza group, the Matata 
group, and the Abialose mobile unit. The Baluku group 
“was the largest ADF faction as of early 2016,” with Musa 
Baluku considered to be the group’s emir, having taken 
control after Mukulu’s arrest.8, 9 Baluku joined the ADF in 
the 1990s. In spite of these internal issues, the ADF has 
rebounded and continues to carry out violent attacks in 
northern Congo.

Some progress against the group was made in late 2018 
when Congolese armed forces (FARDC) and the United 
Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo mounted a relatively successful 
offensive against the ADF.10 The group has also suffered the 
loss of at least two senior-level members in 2019.11

Most recently, there have been mounting concerns over 
the organization’s potential affiliation with the Islamic 
State. However, in briefing the UN Security Council in 
December 2019, the Group of Experts on the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo reported that no clear links could 
be identified between the Islamic State and the ADF, “but 
that the latter remained a serious threat to peace and 
stability in Beni and Irumu territories and continued to 
attack civilians and FARDC positions.”12

Yet, while the ADF poses a severe threat to security in the 
eastern DRC, the group has only been indirectly involved 
in the maritime space, primarily for financial purposes.

Operational Maritime Activities

The ADF’s areas of operation, largely constrained to 
the northeast DRC, point to its absence in maritime 
channels for operational purposes. The group relies 
predominantly on new recruits from several states 
in East Africa including the DRC, Uganda, Rwanda, 
Tanzania, and Burundi, though it has “attracted recruits 
from further away, including Mozambique, South Africa, 
and even the U.K.”13 Thus, its movement of fighters 
appears to be confined to overland transport. 

To date, no evidence has been found that would suggest 
the group has plans to perpetrate attacks on maritime 
targets. While it appears that the group may benefit 
financially from the maritime space (indirectly), its 
operational activity is concentrated largely around the 
Beni region. Beni has been an epicenter of the recent 
Ebola crisis in the DRC, and violence by the ADF resulted in 
World Health Organization officials temporarily removing 
aid workers for security purposes.14

Financial Maritime Activities
The ADF relies on several channels for financing, including 
the smuggling of gold in the eastern DRC. The Africa 
Center for Strategic Studies notes that exploitation of 

While it appears that the ADF may benefit 
financially from the maritime space, 
its operational activity is concentrated 
largely around the Beni region.
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other goods like coffee and timber, in addition to gold, 
contributes to the financial health of the ADF.15 The 
degree to which the organization is involved in the transit 
of such goods through maritime channels is unknown, 
but it is unlikely that the group is directly involved in the 
practice. Their primary area of operations suggests it is 
indirectly involved in the transit process as gold from 
eastern Congo is trafficked to the coast of East Africa 
before being exported to international markets.

However, in the past, the ADF maintained some direct 
connection to coastal areas. For instance, in its 2012 final 
report to the UN Security Council, the Group of Experts 
on the Democratic Republic of the Congo uncovered that 
the “ADF…operate[d] financial support cells at the port of 
Tanga in the United Republic of Tanzania and in Bujumbura, 
Kigali and Nairobi. According to [ADF] ex-combatants, 
couriers transport financial resources generated by those 
cells to ADF by crossing through the Kasindi border post 
from Uganda to the Democratic Republic of the Congo.”16 
Whether the group currently retains a presence around 
the port of Tanga is unclear, but its past involvement in 
this area for financial purposes is at least a signal that it is 
cognizant that the maritime sector is a possible means of 
financial support. 

The group has also generated revenue through “taxation 
on illegal timber production west of Erengeti and several 
gold mines near Bialose village along the Lesse River.”17 As 
with the majority of its other financial exploits, this occurs 
outside of maritime channels. Last, some evidence points 
to the ADF’s connection to ivory trafficking.18

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Concerns over ADF’s network throughout East Africa have 
remained pertinent in recent years. In 2011, the Group of 
Experts on the Democratic Republic of the Congo found 
evidence that ADF collaborated with Al Shabaab in some 
capacity. Specifically, former combatants explained that 
the ADF “trained groups of young people in its camps for 
several months before sending them to Somalia to fight.”19 
However, more recent UN reports have been unable to 
corroborate claims that the two groups are linked in any 
meaningful way.20 

The first concrete evidence of a potential financial link 
between ADF and other jihadist groups came in 2018 with 
the arrest of Waleed Ahmed Zein, a Kenyan national and 
ISIS financier. The Congo Research Group reported that 
Zein “was responsible for moving over $150,000 through 
a network linked to ISIS, which spanned numerous 
countries, including the Congo. Zein was [reportedly] 
in touch with the ADF… and sources close to the US 
government also confirmed that Zein had sent money to 
the ADF.”21

The depth of this relationship remains contested, but 
the ADF’s flag bears the insignia often associated with 
the Islamic State and the group’s rhetoric has included 
statements about establishing an Islamic State in Congo.22 
Attention to how this association evolves will be important 
with ISIS affiliates like Islamic State-Somalia gaining 
strength. Partnerships and coordination with such actors 
would then provide the ADF with a potential avenue to 
maritime channels.
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A L- S H A B A A B

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING AL-SHABAAB 
2007-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

FOUNDED: 2006                                          

AREAS OF OPERATION: 
Southern Somalia; northern Kenya; possibly 
southeast Ethiopia

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 
Regime overthrow and opposition to any 
Western-backed government in Somalia. 
Ideologically the group subscribes to 
Islamic Salafi Wahhabism and aspires to 
establish an Islamic state based on strict 
institutionalization of sharia law.1 

RECENT OPERATIONS: 
In April 2020, US African Command 
(AFRICOM) announced that Yusuf Jiis, a 
high-ranking and foundational member of 
Al Shabaab, had been killed in an airstrike. 
In a press release, AFRICOM commander 
Army Gen. Stephen Townsend stated that 
“[p]utting pressure on this network helps 
contain their ambition and desire to cause 
harm and destruction.”2

In mid-March 2020, al-Shabaab attacked a 
UN compound in Mogadishu. The compound 
also housed members of the EU, African 
Union, and US and UK embassies.3

On December 28, 2019, al-Shabaab 
detonated a car bomb in Mogadishu that 
killed over 80 people.4

On October 13, 2019, al-Shabaab claimed 
responsibility for a mortar attack near 
Mogadishu’s airport. This attack came nearly 
two years to the day after the Mogadishu truck 
bomb attack which resulted in 587 fatalities.5

On September 30, 2019, al-Shabaab 
militants carried out a coordinated attack 
on US and European targets in Somalia. In 
the first attack militants detonated a vehicle 
bomb at the US’s Baledogle Military Airfield, 
a training facility housing US special forces 
and a launch site for US drones.6 The second 
attack occurred near Mogadishu, this time 
targeting a European Union convoy of Italian 
peacekeepers and military personnel.7

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2007 - 2011 A coalition of Islamic courts 
transforms into militant group al-Shabaab

2012 - 2016 After fleeing Mogadishu,  
al-Shabaab announces alliance with al-Qaeda

2016 - 2020 Attacks becoming 
increasingly coastal

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN
Tier 4
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al-Shabaab, lauded as one of al-Qaeda’s premier 
branches, has been a resilient force across the Horn of 
Africa. From its emergence out of the Islamic Courts Union 
(ICU) in 2006 to the present day, the group has remained 
one of the most violent political actors in the region 
and epitomizes the dangers of the terrorist–criminal 
nexus—one which scholars have argued can increase 
group durability.8 Over the course of the past decade, 
al-Shabaab has carried out significant terrorist attacks 
across Somalia, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Djibouti, and at its 
peak, infiltrated and controlled portions of Mogadishu 
and the Kismayo port. A formidable force, al-Shabaab 
has successfully exploited the instability of Somalia and 
Kenya through illicit taxation, extortion, and smuggling, 
oftentimes connected to maritime-centric businesses 
and activities. Recent estimates put the number of active 
militants between 7,000 and 9,000.9

Operational Maritime Activities

Maritime fragility and continuing chaos in the Horn 
of Africa

It has been well documented over the past decade that 
al-Shabaab has been a regular and resilient fixture in the 
maritime space across the Horn of Africa. The group has 
often utilized the sea for a variety of activities including 
transporting recruits and weapons, particularly early in 
its existence. Reports from 2013 illustrated the process of 
recruitment into the organization and how the movement 
of fighters functions for the group, highlighting the role 
of maritime channels in the process. Specifically, when 
two recruits from Mombasa decided to join al-Shabaab in 
pursuit of economic opportunities, they were transported 

by boat by al-Shabaab handlers/allies to remote islands 
off the coast of Kenya before being transferred by al-
Shabaab militants to Somalia.10 

While this recruitment event demonstrates the group’s 
familiarity with navigating the maritime space, more recent 
occurrences demonstrate the scale at which al-Shabaab can 
transfer fighters through this arena. For instance, in March 
2016, an operation to eliminate the breakaway faction 
of al-Shabaab (the newly formed Islamic State affiliate IS-
Somalia) saw al-Shabaab militants travel by boat up the 
coast of Somalia to the autonomous region of Puntland. 
Upon their arrival they were met by Puntland security 
forces, resulting in the deaths of upwards of 200 al-Shabaab 
fighters.11 Though their efforts to thwart the emergence of 
rival IS-Somalia were unsuccessful and largely disastrous, the 
event demonstrated the capacity of al-Shabaab to mobilize 
a formidable force to carry out a seaborne attack. This 
capability can be attributed, in part, to al-Shabaab’s close 
connection with the pirate leader “Garfanje,” who has been 
known to lend his boats to the group.12

Al-Shabaab’s connection to Somali pirates has also 
assisted the group in the procurement of weapons and 
ammunition via smuggling efforts through the Gulf of 
Aden.13 For example, Garfanje has been known to provide 
weapons to al-Shabaab, with evidence that some weapons 
shipments are split 50/50 between items for al-Shabaab 
and items Garfanje sells at local weapons markets.14

In addition to the movement of fighters, and in similar 
fashion to ISS, al-Shabaab has benefited greatly from the 
transfer and trafficking of weapons through maritime 
channels. In 2016, for instance, the Australian navy 
captured a fishing boat near Oman that was transporting 
“1,989 AK-47 assault rifles, 100 rocket propelled grenade 
launchers, 49 PKM general purpose machine guns, 39 PKM 
spare barrels and 20 60mm mortar tubes.”15 The vessel’s 
contents were reportedly destined for al-Shabaab. In 
September 2017 the seizure of another vessel bound for 
Somalia, this one originating in Yemen, revealed weapons 
possibly meant for both al-Shabaab and ISS. The captured 
traffickers, who were suspected arms smugglers and 
traders, suggested that their intent had been to sell the 
weapons to local shops once in Somalia, and not directly 
to al-Shabaab. However, interviews with the director 
general of the Puntland maritime police force revealed 
that other “boatloads” of weapons had been seized on 
their way to al-Shabaab militants and such a tactic had 
been regularly employed by the group.16 

It has been well documented over the 
past decade that Al Shabaab has been 
a regular and resilient fixture in the 
maritime space across the Horn of Africa.
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In yet another incident, in October 2018 the USS Jason 
Dunham intercepted a vessel in the Gulf of Aden which 
contained 2,500 AK-47s. US naval forces believed 
(although it is unconfirmed) that the weapons departed 
from Somalia and were heading to Yemen, pointing to the 
potential existence of a weapons smuggling ring between 
Yemen and Somalia.17 

As for the group’s capacity to carry out any maritime-
based attacks, limited evidence points to this capability 
or suggests that the group is moving in this direction. 
However, at least two incidents are noteworthy. In 
July 2018, al-Shabaab was blamed for a mortar attack 
(launched from land) on the Alpha Kirawira, a vessel that 
had been carrying supplies for the African Union Mission 
in Somalia.18 In early 2019, two suspected al-Shabaab 
militants dressed as fishermen killed a port manager in 
a fish market at the Bosaso port in northern Puntland. 
The port manager worked for P&O Ports, a UAE company. 
al-Shabaab later stated that the attack was carried out 
in protest of foreign control over the port, signaling 
the strategic importance of coastal entry points for the 
group.19 Both incidents highlight how al-Shabaab has 
targeted the maritime sector, although in more non-
traditional ways.

Financial Maritime Activities

Tax, extort, smuggle, steal—the many faces of al-
Shabaab’s financial strategies across the maritime 
sector

The maritime sector has been an important resource for 
al-Shabaab’s financial exploits. Specifically, al-Shabaab’s 
control of Kismayo beginning in 2011 signaled a shift in 
its financial portfolio to maritime-centric financing. At 
its peak, al-Shabaab reportedly retained approximately 
one-third of the income from all charcoal exports exiting 
Kismayo and Baraawe via tax-collection efforts set up 
at these ports.20 Historically, it has been able to benefit 
extensively from this sector, and there are indications that 
al-Shabaab, until recently, remained actively involved in 
the export process of shipping charcoal, earning upwards 
of an estimated $7 million per year.21, 22 However, the 
chair of the Somalia Sanctions Committee, in a briefing 
to the UN Security Council on October 25, 2019, explicitly 
stated that it was “clear that al-Shabaab no longer derives 
significant revenue from the [charcoal] trade,” attributing 
this at least in part to the charcoal ban.23 Further, 
testimony from the chair of the UN Security Council 
Committee pursuant to resolution 751 (1992) concerning 
Somalia claimed that no new reports of illegal charcoal 
smuggling had been made in Somalia since the summer 
of 2018, but suggested that al-Shabaab may still benefit 
from this trade domestically. 24 

Yet, though the group seems to have transitioned away 
from charcoal smuggling, it is still heavily invested in 
illicit activities in the maritime sector. A 2019 report, for 
example, noted that al-Shabaab has extended its taxation 
enterprise to the port in Mogadishu. It has achieved this 
expansion through a complex illicit network which has 
essentially allowed the group to tax most goods that 
enter the seaport at Mogadishu. Through this enterprise, 
the group maintains strong connections to “transnational 
organized criminal organizations” that are involved in 
numerous illicit activities such as “trafficking of persons, 
drugs and their chemical precursors, weapons, sugar, 
tobacco and materials used to make bombs.”25 Thus, 
while the ban on charcoal seems to have negatively 
impacted one sector of the group’s financial portfolio, 
diversification into other goods has ensured some level 
of financial stability. 

Most recent accounts note the importance of taxation/
extortion for the group’s financial health. One aspect of 
their taxation scheme involves extortion of businesses 
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that rely heavily on the shipping industry. For example, 
al-Shabaab is able to collect ship manifests which it then 
uses to extort businesses, and it taxes 20-foot containers 
at $100 each and 40-foot containers at $160. The degree 
to which the group is able to get their hands on manifests 
for various ships is unknown, but the government earns 
upwards of $200 million in revenue through tax collection 
(much of which comes from taxing goods at the seaport), 
so this could be making a substantial amount of money 
for al-Shabaab.26

In addition, interviews with drug dealers in Somalia 
further highlight the degree to which al-Shabaab is 
entangled in criminal activity. For instance, illicit sugar 
from Brazil is shipped to al-Shabaab-controlled ports 
where it is then transferred overland into Kenya.27 There 
is also evidence that points to al-Shabaab’s involvement 
in the past with the illegal ivory trade, an enterprise in 
which the group has taxed ivory that is smuggled from 
Kenya into the Somali ports and then trafficked through 
these ports to the Middle East and Asia. Between 2010 
and 2012 al-Shabaab reportedly bought up to 3 tons of 
ivory per month to sell on the illicit market.28, 29

Though the group has been gradually pushed inland and 
away from coastal regions in recent years, it still “levies 
millions of dollars in taxes per year on travelers and 
cargo meant for the lucrative port of Kismayo.”30 Overall, 
illegal taxation has been, and remains, a primary source 
of funding for the organization and one which will likely 
continue31 with the group levying taxes on “virtually all 
trade in the South.”32 The ability of the group to carry this 
racketeering strategy out in the maritime space is simply 
an issue of its ability to extend its reach back to coastal 
territories. 

Related to piracy, much debate has persisted over al-
Shabaab’s direct involvement in piracy for financial gain, 
with little recent evidence to suggest it is a realistic 
strategy, particularly given robust efforts to combat piracy 
in the Horn of Africa. Yet, piracy has been identified as 
a former financial strategy of the group, albeit through 
taxation efforts such as “charging anchorage fees to use 
port facilities and taxing piracy proceeds 15–20 percent.”33 
Much of this, like other forms of financial exploitation, 
ultimately depends on the group’s geographic control, 
but given its connection in the past, such behavior would 
not be unprecedented.  

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
al-Shabaab remains a thorn in the side of governments 
across the Horn of Africa, and although international 
efforts to target the group have led to territorial 
concessions, it still poses a significant threat to security 
in the region. Reports note that al-Shabaab is closely 
affiliated with al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), 
and this relationship likely means the group will continue 
to pursue opportunities to exploit the maritime space.34 
Further, in the past, the group benefited from direct 
financial support from al-Qaeda, though the last verified 
transfer of funds took place in 2015.35 

Still, these organizational connections, challenges by 
internal groups like ISS, and continued demand for 
charcoal throughout the Middle East suggest that the 
group is likely to remain a genuine threat both over land 
and across the maritime sector for the foreseeable future.

The expansion of IS-Somalia is of particular concern to al-
Shabaab and the group is actively targeting IS-Somalia’s 
attempted expansion as competition has shifted south. 
IS-Somalia continues to try to replicate al-Shabaab’s 
model of taxation, suggesting that conflict among these 
groups will remain constant.

Despite international efforts 
targeting the group have led to 
territorial concessions, Al Shabaab 
still poses a significant threat to 
security in the region, and is likely to 
remain a threat both overland and 
across the maritime sector for the 
foreseeable future.



Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain  |  91     

References
1 Mapping Militant Organizations, “Al Shabaab,” Stanford 

University, last updated January 2019, https://cisac.fsi.stanford.
edu/mappingmilitants//Al Shabaab.

2 Shawn Snow, “’High-ranking’ al-Shabab leader killed in 
U.S. strike,” April 7, 2020, Military Times, https://www.
militarytimes.com/flashpoints/2020/04/07/high-ranking-al-
shabab-leader-killed-in-us-strike/.

3 Mohammed Dhaysane, “Somalia: Al-Shabaab Attacks UN 
Compound in Capital,” Anadolu Agency, March 19, 2020. 

4 “Al-Shabaab Claims Deadly Attack in Somalia’s Mogadishu,” 
Reuters, December 30, 2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/
news/2019/12/al-shabaab-claims-deadly-attack-somalia-
mogadishu-191231002343929.html.

5 Harun Maruf, “Al-Shabab Mortar Attacks Hits Area Around 
Mogadishu Airport,” VOA News, October 13, 2019, https://
www.voanews.com/africa/al-shabab-mortar-attacks-hits-area-
around-mogadishu-airport.

6 “Somalia: Jihadists Attack US Training Base at Baledogle,” BBC, 
September 30, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
africa-49879607.

7 Jenae Barnes, “American Service Member Injured in Al-Shabab 
Attack in Somalia,” ABC News, October 1, 2019, https://
abcnews.go.com//american-service-member-injured-Al 
Shabaab-attack-somalia/story?id=65983405.

8 Katharine Petrich, “Cows, Charcoal, and Cocaine: Al Shabaab’s 
Criminal Activities in the Horn of Africa,” Studies in Conflict and 
Terrorism, 2019, doi10.1080/1057610X.2019.1678873.

9 Global Conflict Tracker, “Al-Shabab in Somalia,” Council on 
Foreign Relations, last updated December 11, 2019, https://
www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/al-
shabab-somalia.

10 Peter Taylor, “On the Trail of Al-Shabab’s Kenyan Recruitment 
‘Pipeline,’” BBC, September 29, 2013, https://www.bbc.com//
world-24263357.

11 Michael Jonsson and Daniel Torbjörnsson, “Resurgent, 
Reinvented or Simply Resilient? The Growing Threat of Al 
Shabaab in Somalia,” FOI, December 2016, https://www.foi.se/
download/18.7fd35d7f166c56ebe0bb3bd/1542369060470/
Resurgent-Reinvented-or-Simply-Resilient_FOI-Memo-5913.
pdf.

12 OEF author conversation with a confidential source 2019

13 Robyn Kriel and Briana Duggan, “CNN Exclusive: Somali Pirate 
Kings are Under Investigation for Helping ISIS and Al Shabaab,” 
CNN, July 10, 2017, https://www.cnn.com/2017/07/10//
somali-piracy-attack-spike/index.html.

14 OEF author conversation with a confidential source, December 
11, 2019.

15 “Huge Weapons Seizure from Boat Heading to Somalia,” The 
Maritime Executive, March 7, 2016, https://www.maritime-
executive.com/article/huge-weapons-seizure-from-boat-
heading-to-somalia.

16 Abdiqani Hassan, Duncan Miriri, and Mark Heinrich, “Somalia’s 
Puntland Region Captures Weapons-laden Boat from Yemen,” 
Reuters, September 23, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-somalia-arms/somalias-puntland-region-captures-
weapons-laden-boat-from-yemen-idUSKCN1BY0PY.

17 Lolita C. Baldor, “UN Investigators Check Weapons Seized by 
US Navy Ship,” AP News, October 25, 2018, https://apnews.
com/5fc087b8480544ccacae5ac0ad4aabff.

18 Lydelle Joubert, “The State of Maritime Piracy 2018,” Stable 
Seas, 2018, https://stableseas.org/publications/maritime-
terrorism/state-piracy-2018-human-cost.

19 Chris Baynes, “Maltese Port Manager Shot Dead in Al Shabaab 
Terror Attack in Somalia’s Puntland State,” The Independent, 
February 4, 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/
world//port-manager-shot-dead-Al Shabaab-terror-attack-
somalia-puntland-bosaso-malta-a8763046.html.

20 Andrea Crosta and Kimberly Sutherland, “The White Gold of 
Jihad,” Elephant Action League, July 2016, https://earthleague.
org/wp-content/uploads/ /02/Ivory-Al Shabaab-Oct2016.pdf.

21 “The Nexus Between Transnational Organized Crime and 
Terrorism Initiative,” Global Counterterrorism Forum, 
Fourth Regional Meeting, May 8–9, 2018, https://www.
thegctf.org// 1/Documents/Links/Meetings/2018/Nexus%20
Kenya/_The%20Nexus%20between%20Transnational%20
Organized%20Crime%20and%20Terrorism%20Initiative.
pdf?ver=2018-07-11-1.

22 “Charcoal Smuggling Finances Somali Terrorist Groups,” The 
Maritime Executive, January 16, 2019, https://www.maritime-
executive.com/article/charcoal-smuggling-finances-somali-
terrorist-groups.

23 “Chair of Somalia Sanctions Committee Stresses Need to 
Update Long-Standing Restrictions on Arms Imports, in Security 
Council Briefing,” United Nations Security Council, October 25, 
2019, https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sc13996.doc.htm.

24 “UN Security Council Report on the Situation in Somalia,” 
United Nations Security Council, October 25, 2019, https://
www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-
4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/S_PV.8647_E.pdf.

25 Ibid.

26 Omar Faruk and Max Bearak, “If I Don’t Pay, They Kill Me,” 
The Washington Post, August 30, 2019, https://www.
washington.com/world/africa/if-i-dont-pay-they-kill-me-
al-shabab-tightens-its-grip-on-somalia-with-growing-
tax-racket/2019/08/  30/81472b38-beac-11e9-a8b0-
7ed8a0d5dc5d_.html?=_tw.

27 Petrich, “Cows, Charcoal, and Cocaine.” 

https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/al-shabaab
https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/al-shabaab
https://www.militarytimes.com/flashpoints/2020/04/07/high-ranking-al-shabab-leader-killed-in-us-strike/
https://www.militarytimes.com/flashpoints/2020/04/07/high-ranking-al-shabab-leader-killed-in-us-strike/
https://www.militarytimes.com/flashpoints/2020/04/07/high-ranking-al-shabab-leader-killed-in-us-strike/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/12/al-shabaab-claims-deadly-attack-somalia-mogadishu-191231002343929.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/12/al-shabaab-claims-deadly-attack-somalia-mogadishu-191231002343929.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/12/al-shabaab-claims-deadly-attack-somalia-mogadishu-191231002343929.html
https://www.voanews.com/africa/al-shabab-mortar-attacks-hits-area-around-mogadishu-airport
https://www.voanews.com/africa/al-shabab-mortar-attacks-hits-area-around-mogadishu-airport
https://www.voanews.com/africa/al-shabab-mortar-attacks-hits-area-around-mogadishu-airport
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-49879607
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-49879607
https://abcnews.go.com/%E2%80%8CPolitics/american-service-member-injured-Al Shabaab-attack-somalia/story?id=65983405
https://abcnews.go.com/%E2%80%8CPolitics/american-service-member-injured-Al Shabaab-attack-somalia/story?id=65983405
https://abcnews.go.com/%E2%80%8CPolitics/american-service-member-injured-Al Shabaab-attack-somalia/story?id=65983405
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/al-shabab-somalia
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/al-shabab-somalia
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/al-shabab-somalia
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-24263357
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-24263357
https://www.foi.se/download/18.7fd35d7f166c56ebe0bb3bd/1542369060470/Resurgent-Reinvented-or-Simply-Resilient_FOI-Memo-5913.pdf
https://www.foi.se/download/18.7fd35d7f166c56ebe0bb3bd/1542369060470/Resurgent-Reinvented-or-Simply-Resilient_FOI-Memo-5913.pdf
https://www.foi.se/download/18.7fd35d7f166c56ebe0bb3bd/1542369060470/Resurgent-Reinvented-or-Simply-Resilient_FOI-Memo-5913.pdf
https://www.foi.se/download/18.7fd35d7f166c56ebe0bb3bd/1542369060470/Resurgent-Reinvented-or-Simply-Resilient_FOI-Memo-5913.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/2017/07/10/africa/somali-piracy-attack-spike/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/07/10/africa/somali-piracy-attack-spike/index.html
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/huge-weapons-seizure-from-boat-heading-to-somalia
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/huge-weapons-seizure-from-boat-heading-to-somalia
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/huge-weapons-seizure-from-boat-heading-to-somalia
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-arms/somalias-puntland-region-captures-weapons-laden-boat-from-yemen-idUSKCN1BY0PY
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-arms/somalias-puntland-region-captures-weapons-laden-boat-from-yemen-idUSKCN1BY0PY
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-somalia-arms/somalias-puntland-region-captures-weapons-laden-boat-from-yemen-idUSKCN1BY0PY
https://apnews.com/5fc087b8480544ccacae5ac0ad4aabff
https://apnews.com/5fc087b8480544ccacae5ac0ad4aabff
https://stableseas.org/publications/maritime-terrorism/state-piracy-2018-human-cost
https://stableseas.org/publications/maritime-terrorism/state-piracy-2018-human-cost
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/port-manager-shot-dead-al-shabaab-terror-attack-somalia-puntland-bosaso-malta-a8763046.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/port-manager-shot-dead-al-shabaab-terror-attack-somalia-puntland-bosaso-malta-a8763046.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/port-manager-shot-dead-al-shabaab-terror-attack-somalia-puntland-bosaso-malta-a8763046.html
https://earthleagueinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Report-Ivory-al-Shabaab-Oct2016.pdf
https://earthleagueinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Report-Ivory-al-Shabaab-Oct2016.pdf
https://www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Links/Meetings/2018/Nexus Kenya/Summary_The Nexus between Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism Initiative.pdf?ver=2018-07-11-1
https://www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Links/Meetings/2018/Nexus Kenya/Summary_The Nexus between Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism Initiative.pdf?ver=2018-07-11-1
https://www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Links/Meetings/2018/Nexus Kenya/Summary_The Nexus between Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism Initiative.pdf?ver=2018-07-11-1
https://www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Links/Meetings/2018/Nexus Kenya/Summary_The Nexus between Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism Initiative.pdf?ver=2018-07-11-1
https://www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Links/Meetings/2018/Nexus Kenya/Summary_The Nexus between Transnational Organized Crime and Terrorism Initiative.pdf?ver=2018-07-11-1
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/charcoal-smuggling-finances-somali-terrorist-groups
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/charcoal-smuggling-finances-somali-terrorist-groups
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/charcoal-smuggling-finances-somali-terrorist-groups
https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sc13996.doc.htm
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/S_PV.8647_E.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/S_PV.8647_E.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/S_PV.8647_E.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/if-i-dont-pay-they-kill-me-al-shabab-tightens-its-grip-on-somalia-with-growing-tax-racket/2019/08/30/81472b38-beac-11e9-a8b0-7ed8a0d5dc5d_story.html?tid=ss_tw
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/if-i-dont-pay-they-kill-me-al-shabab-tightens-its-grip-on-somalia-with-growing-tax-racket/2019/08/30/81472b38-beac-11e9-a8b0-7ed8a0d5dc5d_story.html?tid=ss_tw
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/if-i-dont-pay-they-kill-me-al-shabab-tightens-its-grip-on-somalia-with-growing-tax-racket/2019/08/30/81472b38-beac-11e9-a8b0-7ed8a0d5dc5d_story.html?tid=ss_tw
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/if-i-dont-pay-they-kill-me-al-shabab-tightens-its-grip-on-somalia-with-growing-tax-racket/2019/08/30/81472b38-beac-11e9-a8b0-7ed8a0d5dc5d_story.html?tid=ss_tw
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/if-i-dont-pay-they-kill-me-al-shabab-tightens-its-grip-on-somalia-with-growing-tax-racket/2019/08/30/81472b38-beac-11e9-a8b0-7ed8a0d5dc5d_story.html?tid=ss_tw


 92   |  Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain

28 Vanda Felbab-Brown, “Wildlife and Drug Trafficking, Terrorism 
and Human Security,” Brookings, November 8, 2018, https://
www.brookings.edu/articles/wildlife-and-drug-trafficking-
terrorism-and-human-security/.

29 Crosta and Sutherland, “The White Gold of Jihad.” 

30 Abdi Guled, “Bloody Rivalry Erupts between Al-Shabab, IS 
Group in Somalia,” AP News, December 6, 2018, https://
apnews.com/ f5465a97dc87352cb10152.

31 “Report on Somalia of the Monitoring Group on Somalia and 
Eritrea,” United Nations Security Council, November 9, 2018, 
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-
6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2018_1002.pdf.

32 “UN Security Council Report on the Situation in Somalia,” 
United Nations Security Council, October 25, 2019.

33 Tom Keatinge, “The Role of Finance in Defeating Al Shabaab,” 
RUSI, December 2014, https://rusi.org/sites/default/
files/ 01412_whr_2-14_keatinge_web_0.pdf.

34 “Al-Shabab,” Counter Extremism Project, last updated 
December 2019, https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/
al-shabab.

35 Amanda Sperber, “Al-Shabab Wants You to Know It’s Alive 
and Well,” Foreign Policy, January 19, 2019, https://foreign.
com/  /01/19/al-shabab-wants-you-to-know-its-alive-and-well-
kenya-somalia-terrorism/.

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/wildlife-and-drug-trafficking-terrorism-and-human-security/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/wildlife-and-drug-trafficking-terrorism-and-human-security/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/wildlife-and-drug-trafficking-terrorism-and-human-security/
https://apnews.com/1982417577f5465a97dc87352cb10152
https://apnews.com/1982417577f5465a97dc87352cb10152
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2018_1002.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2018_1002.pdf
https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/201412_whr_2-14_keatinge_web_0.pdf
https://rusi.org/sites/default/files/201412_whr_2-14_keatinge_web_0.pdf
https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/al-shabab
https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/al-shabab
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/01/19/al-shabab-wants-you-to-know-its-alive-and-well-kenya-somalia-terrorism/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/01/19/al-shabab-wants-you-to-know-its-alive-and-well-kenya-somalia-terrorism/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/01/19/al-shabab-wants-you-to-know-its-alive-and-well-kenya-somalia-terrorism/


Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain  |  93     

2015 - 2016 Return from dormancy and 
occupation of al-Mukalla

2017 - 2018 Retreat from al-Mukalla and Saudi blockade

2019 - 2020 Continued involvement in Yemen 
conflict and lone-wolf attack on US military base

RED SEA
Tier 4

ARABIAN SEA
Tier 4

A L- Q A E D A  I N  T H E  A R A B I A N 
P E N I N S U L A  ( A Q A P )

FOUNDED: 2009 

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Southern and Southeastern Yemen.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Sunni extremism; goals are the 
establishment of a caliphate in the 
Arabian Peninsula, implementation 
of Sharia law, and targeting of US 
and Western interests in the Arabian 
Peninsula and worldwide.                                                       

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In March 2020, AQAP leader Khaled 
Batarfi swore allegiance to global AQ 
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri.1 Batarfi 
also confirmed the death of former 
AQAP leader Abu al-Bara al-Ibbi 
who was suspected dead after a raid 
conducted in Yemen by US forces. 

In February 2020, Saudi Air Force 
Second Lt. Mohammed Saeed 
Alshamrani opened fire in a 
classroom while being trained on a 
US military base in Pensacola Florida 
killing three and injuring eight. 2  

On August 2, 2019, AQAP fighters 
stormed a military base in southern 
Yemen’s Abyan province, killing 19 
soldiers. Analysts called the attack 
“opportunistic” and an attempt to 
remain relevant in Yemen’s ongoing 
conflict.

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING AQAP
2015-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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AQAP might be best known for its maritime suicide attack 
on the USS Cole in October 2000. The attack, which 
foreshadowed September 11th, utilized a small boat 
laden with explosives to ram the Cole during a refueling 
stop in the harbor of Aden, Yemen. Since the notorious 
attack, the group has continued to use the maritime space 
widely to conduct operations, and has also benefited 
financially from the maritime space, specifically through 
its widespread extortion in Yemen’s ports. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Speedboats manned with RPGs 

In 2015, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula surged to 
prominence once again after years of being nearly 
dormant. A rising Islamic State combined with widespread 
security crackdowns throughout Yemen had made the 
group nearly irrelevant. However, as the Saudi-led military 
intervention focused its efforts on eliminating the threat 
from Houthi rebels, AQAP seized the opportunity to take 
control of the port city of al-Mukalla in southeastern 
Yemen. This marked the first time the group had controlled 
territory since 2011–2012. AQAP began running its 
own “mini-state” in al-Mukalla, integrating nearly 1,000 
fighters into a population historically marginalized by the 
country’s northern elite. At sea, the group maintained a 
significant presence as well, controlling 600 kilometers 
of coastline, which it patrolled with speedboats manned 
with RPGs.3 Through sea routes, the group was able to 
control the flow of supplies to their port city, move 
fighters, and control smuggling routes. 

Targeting capabilities at Sea

In 2016, when Yemeni government forces backed by Emirati 
special forces succeeded in retaking the city of al-Mukalla 
from AQAP, the group still controlled the cities of Zinjibar 
and Shaqra, just 400 kilometers southwest of al-Mukalla on 
the Arabian Sea. Control of these areas, in close proximity 
to the Bab al-Mandeb shipping lane which connects the 
Red Sea with the Gulf of Aden and the Arabian Sea, proved 
worrisome to several experts. Although the group had not 
successfully conducted an attack against a maritime target 
since the bombing of the MV Limburg in the Gulf of Aden 
in October 2002, Captain William Nault, Chief of Staff of 
the multinational Combined Maritime Forces (CMF) in 
Yemen, warned of the group’s “stated capability and intent 
to conduct a maritime terrorist attack.”4 At the time, the 
captain believed that the biggest threat would be against 
a soft target like a commercial vessel navigating the Bab 
al-Mandeb gateway, which millions of barrels of oil are 
shipped through daily. 

On August 2, 2016, according to a report by UAE media, 
several jihadists targeted the commercial port inside al-
Mukalla city, and after exchanging fire with coast guard 
vessels patrolling the port, exploded several IED-laden 
boats. According to military sources, the boats used in the 
attack were fishing vessels believed to have originated 
from Abyan province, a coastal area which had been a 
longstanding stronghold of AQAP.5

Financial Maritime Activities

Since AQAP’s notorious attack on the 
USS Cole, the group has continued to use 
the maritime space widely to conduct 
operations. 
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Al-Mukalla’s port taxes and ship traffic extortion

During AQAP’s occupation of al-Mukalla, the group 
managed to accumulate substantial wealth through 
taxing goods passing through Yemen’s third-largest port, 
which is located in the city. Controlling al-Mukalla’s port 
was vital to the group’s ability to gain popular support, as 
the port taxes allowed the group to abolish taxes on local 
residents and provide them with basic services including 
water and electricity.

Experts estimate that AQAP was able to rake in around 
$2 million a day by extorting national companies as well 
as ship traffic.6 Payments were made to the group’s RPG-
wielding fighters who patrolled the waters around the 
port and the Gulf of Aden.   

A thriving fuel smuggling network 

Besides taxing legitimate goods passing through al-
Mukalla’s busy port, AQAP benefited financially from the 
maritime space through the illegitimate smuggling of fuel. 
In provinces where AQAP controlled territory, the group 
became the de facto fuel supplier, taking control of the 
country’s oil infrastructure, including beachside oil tanks 
between al-Mukalla and Ash Shihr, where the majority of 
the country’s oil reserves are held.7 

After AQAP was expelled from al-Mukalla, many fighters 
fled to the neighboring Shabwa province, where they 
continued to benefit from fuel smuggling by taxing fuel 
delivered illicitly to remote beaches along the Arabian 
Sea coast. Due to a 2017 Saudi blockade on Yemen’s ports 
imposed to prevent arms from reaching the Houthis, fuel 
supplies became increasingly short, and opportunities to 
benefit from the illicit trade of the commodity multiplied. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Considered by many to be al-Qaeda’s most dangerous 
branch, AQAP has expertly exploited years of deadly 
conflict between Yemen’s government and Houthi rebels 
to exert its prominence in Yemen. Although the group was 
removed from control in al-Mukalla in 2016, it continues 
to benefit from maritime-centric activities including fuel 
smuggling. Its ability to integrate with local populations 
and understand local context and grievances has earned 
it significant clout, particularly when compared to its rival 
jihadist group in the country, the Islamic State-Yemen. 

While the rivalry between the two groups has resulted 
in a decline in attacks against government and civilian 
targets, AQAP appears focused on regaining territory in 
Yemen. In September 2019 it was reported that the group 
had increased its activities in the country’s southeastern 
province of Shabwa due to a sudden lack of security 
units, which had previously been trained and equipped 
by the United Arab Emirates. In June 2019, residents of 
Shabwa protested the presence of non-local security 
forces, resulting in a security vacuum which AQAP 
capitalized on. The group’s increased presence in the 
oil-rich province likely means they will step up their oil 
smuggling operations in the area. Although the group’s 
operational activities at sea have been stifled by its lack 
of control over coastal territories, it may seek to replicate 
its success in al-Mukalla by patiently waiting for a similar 
opportunity to arise.
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2014 - 2015 Leadership losses from US and 
Pakistani counter terrorism actions

2016 - 2017 Despite initial defeats, AQIS  
becomes one of the most dominant IS affiliates

2018 - 2019 Attacks continue but with lower 
frequency 

ARABIAN SEA
Tier 3

A L- Q A E D A  I N  T H E  I N D I A N 
S U B C O N T I N E N T  ( A Q I S )

FOUNDED: 2014

AREA OF OPERATION: 

While the group may operate 
across Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, 
Myanmar, and Bangladesh, its 
area of active armed operations 
appears to be more restricted. It is 
particularly active in Pakistan, and 
specifically the FATA, Punjab, and 
Sindh regions, which collectively 
account for 90 percent of the conflict 
events involving the group recorded 
in the ACLED dataset.1 

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Salafist ideology; AQIS practices 
“defensive jihad,” attacking 
targets that represent non-Muslim 
influences in the region with the 
goal of establishing sharia law in the 
Indian subcontinent.2 

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In June 2020, a Pakistani Anti-
Terrorism Court sentenced five 
members of AQIS, including at least 
one commander, to 16 years in 
prison each. They were found guilty 
on charges of terror financing and 
possession of explosives, as well as 
several other charges. The militants 
were running a media cell for AQIS 
and focused on recruitment and 
funding.3

In December 2019, five AQIS 
operatives who were part of the 
group’s media and financing cells 
were arrested in a raid in Pakistan’s 
Punjab province, reportedly 
thwarting planned terror attacks 
against Pakistani law enforcement 
personnel.4
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Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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AQIS owes much of its success to its adoption of al-
Qaeda’s deliberate strategy of going “glocal.” By building 
a local support base with global aspirations, al-Qaeda’s 
youngest affiliate has united a number of jihadist factions 
under one banner.5 

Between 2014 and 2017, AQIS collaborated widely with a 
number of other regional terror organizations, including 
Ansar-ul-Bangla, Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, Tehrik-i-Taliban, the 
Islamic State Bangladesh, and Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen 
Bangladesh.

In September 2014, the group made headlines when it 
participated in an attack on a naval dockyard in Karachi, 
attempting to hijack the Pakistani navy frigate PNS 
Zulfiqar in collaboration with a group of Pakistani naval 
officers. The group was reportedly planning to use the 
hijacked vessel to conduct attacks at sea against Indian 
and US ships.6 

Although AQIS gained public notoriety for its role in the 
failed hijacking of PNS Zulfiqar, the group is not known 
for its ability to carry out spectacular military attacks. 
Instead, AQIS is focused on providing training and support 
to increase the capabilities and interoperability of local 
groups. To that end, AQIS has steadily built on existing al-
Qaeda relationships while also cultivating new regional 
relationships. 

Al-Qaeda divides the Pakistani theater along ethnic 
lines. The Pashtun are part of its Khorasan theater, 
encompassing Afghanistan and Iran, and the Punjab 
comprises AQIS, which is active throughout the Indian 
Punjab region and Bangladesh.7

Operational Maritime Activities

Al-Qaeda’s Maritime Legacy  

Throughout the early 2000s, materials recovered from al-
Qaeda affiliates in Malaysia (Kumpula Militan Malaysia), 
Singapore (Jemaah Islamiyah), and Afghanistan (Abu 
Hafs al-Masri Brigades) illustrated the significance of the 
maritime space to the group. These materials included 
surveillance videos of US warships and plans to conduct 
attacks on ships and develop diving capabilities.8  

In 1999, under the leadership of Abd al-Rahim al-Nashiri, al-
Qaeda began planning an attack on the USS Sullivan. While 
this attack was ultimately a failure, the group succeeded in 
conducting an attack against the USS Cole in October 2000. 
The group planned a similar attack against a US warship in 
2002, but later attacked MV Limberg, a French oil tanker 
that was considered a target of opportunity.9 While the 
attack on the Cole took place in a Yemeni port, the Limberg 
was attacked 3 nautical miles offshore, demonstrating 
advancements in al-Qaeda’s maritime capabilities. In 2005 
a planned attack on an Israeli cruise ship by an al-Qaeda 
cell in Turkey was thwarted. 

AQIS’ planned attack on a Pakistani frigate in 2014, 
shortly after its founding, indicates that the group’s view 
of the maritime space as an operational environment is 
consistent with al-Qaeda’s legacy and the legacies of many 
of its affiliates. In a 9-page press release following the 
failed attack, AQIS indicated that the attack’s purpose was 
to “strike America’s military strength on the seas.”10 The 
release continued, “It is because of their Naval strength 
that America and its allies have been able to impose a 
military and economic stranglehold on the Muslim world, 
especially on the land of Makkah and Madinah. America’s 
naval-military capability represents the backbone of its 
global empire of oppression.”11

AQIS’ maritime strategy was further elaborated on in an 
edition of Resurgence Magazine, a publication launched 
by al-Qaeda to promote Jihad in the Indian subcontinent 
following the formation of AQIS.12 A 2014 edition of the 
magazine featured an article entitled “Targeting the 

AQIS has planned attacks in the 
maritime domain, illustrating that 
its view of the maritime space as an 
operational environment is consistent 
with al-Qaeda’s legacy.
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Achilles Heel of Western Economies,” which highlighted 
the importance of sea lanes to the flow of oil to the West. 
The article noted that five of the world’s most strategic 
naval chokepoints are located in the Muslim world.13 

Financial Maritime Activities

There is no available evidence to suggest that AQIS 
currently exploits the maritime space for financial gain 
through piracy, trafficking, or extortion. However, it 
appears that the group may have the opportunity to do 
so, particularly through trafficking and extortion. The 
proximity of the group’s area of operations to major drug-
producing regions and coastlines commonly used for drug 
trafficking indicates that there is potential for the group to 
become directly involved in maritime narcotics trafficking 
or to profit indirectly from the trade through extortion or 
the protection of other illicit actors.  

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Shortly following its founding in 2014, AQIS’ leadership 
suffered heavy losses. However, support from al-Qaeda, 
regional affiliate groups, and private citizens has helped 
make the group resilient in the face of counterterrorism 
operations. By most accounts, AQIS is a group on the rise. 

AQIS will likely be impacted by US peace talks in 
Afghanistan and the planned withdrawal of NATO troops 
from the region. Currently, AQIS has members embedded 
in Afghanistan as both trainers and advisers to the 
Afghan Taliban. A US withdrawal from Afghanistan could 
therefore increase AQIS’ presence in the country, and al-
Qaeda’s operational capabilities throughout South Asia.14 

As the group makes inroads throughout the region, 
capitalizing on increasing community divides in India 
and growing religious extremism in Bangladesh, its 
maritime activities may also increase. The group’s strong 
relationships with al-Qaeda and Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), 
who both have maritime legacies, will only increase the 
likelihood that this burgeoning group will look to the sea.
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2017 - 2018 First attacks and beginning of  
regular operations
2019 Frequency of attacks accelerates
2020 Attacks continue to escalate and begin to 
use maritime domain in earnest

WESTERN INDIAN  
OCEAN
Tier 4

A N S A R  A L- S U N N A 

FOUNDED: CIRCA 2015

AREA OF OPERATION: 
Mozambique’s Cabo Delgado province

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 
Islamist group seeking the enforcement of 
sharia law and establishment of an Islamic 
state/caliphate in East Africa.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 
Beginning in early 2020, the tempo of Ansar al-
Sunna’s activity dramatically increased. Multiple 
attacks in Cabo Delgado, centering around 
Mocimboa da Praia, have decreased stability, 
endangered the blue economy, and garnered 
international attention. If Ansar al-Sunna 
continues at this level of activity there will be 
drastic impacts on the security and economy of 
Mozambique.

In recent months, Ansar al-Sunna has become 
more active in the maritime environment while 
also utilizing increasingly violent methods. During 
the Covid-19 pandemic, Ansar al-Sunna began 
to exploit the security vacuum through a series 
of attacks against villages in the Cabo Delgado 
region. These attacks contributed to April’s 
status as the deadliest month in Mozambique 
since 2014.

In January 2019, Ansar al-Sunna attacked the 
village of Chinda in Mocímboa da Praia in 
Cabo Delgado. The following November they 
claimed responsibility for another attack in 
Mangaleuwa and Dimayo in Cabo Delgado that 
killed eight people including five soldiers.

Ansar al-Sunna has become increasingly close 
with ISWAP, who are seeking to expand their 
sphere of influence and widen their operational 
territory. To counter the threat of Ansar al-Sunna, 
the Mozambique government and regional allies 
are working together to target the group. 

If the military efforts of the Mozambique 
government fail to eradicate Ansar al-Sunna, it 
is possible that their efforts will work against 
them by boosting Ansar al-Sunna’s recruitment 
efforts and increasing the support they receive 
from the civilian population.

A l - S h a b a a b  ( M o z a m b i q u e )

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
 ANSAR AL-SUNNA  

2017-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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Ansar al-Sunna emerged as a significant security threat 
in Mozambique’s Cabo Delgado province on October 
5, 2017, when “40 gunmen attacked the [port] town of 
Mocímboa da Praia.”1 According to ACLED), Ansar al-
Sunna has engaged in at least 200 attacks since then.2 
Known locally as al-Shabaab (“the youth”), Ansar al-
Sunna has no formal connection to the Somali group of 
the same name.3 However, Ansar al-Sunna is believed to 
be affiliated with the Islamic State.

The European Peace Institute reported that in January 
2018, a video statement released by Ansar al-Sunna 
indicated the group planned to announce its allegiance 
to al-Baghdadi and the Islamic State. On June 4, 2019, 
the Islamic State officially claimed its first attack in 
Mozambique following a reported attack by Ansar al-
Sunna, though whether an attack actually occurred was 
unclear.4 The depth of the connection, if any, to the 
Islamic State remains disputed, but the Congressional 
Research Service reported that several members of the 
ISIS-linked Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) from central 
Africa had been arrested in Mozambique.5

The group operates near permeable coastal areas 
on Mozambique’s northern coast, suggesting it may 
have continued opportunities to exploit the maritime 
space. Yet, Mozambique’s Frelimo government has 
been complicit in the illicit economy, including heroin 
trafficking, by allowing criminal actors to operate with 
impunity. Thus, the degree to which Ansar al-Sunna has 
infiltrated these networks is ultimately unclear. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Until recently, there was no clear indication that Ansar al-
Sunna had developed any maritime capability to either 
transport fighters or carry out attacks at sea. However, 
attacks in early 2020 clearly demonstrate a well developed 
maritime operational capacity.

In March 2020, Ansar al-Sunna attacked the key port city 
of Mocímboa da Praia for a second time. However, unlike 
their previous attempt in 2019, the militants flanked the 
city using simultaneous land and maritime approaches 
in order to overwhelm the Mozambique Defense Armed 
Forces.6 Having done so, Ansar al-Sunna forces proceeded 
to occupy the city for a day before fleeing with two stolen 
naval patrol vessels.

Weeks later, members of Ansar al-Sunna used disguised 
boats to blend in with local fishermen while en route to 
Quirimba Island7. On arrival, the militants captured 60 
civilians and occupied the town for an entire day. Although 
the civilians were released, the occupation left 5 dead.

While Ansar al-Sunna has not yet started to attack major 
maritime targets, they attacked the port infrastructure 
during their March 2020 attack on Mocímboa da Praia. 

These attacks clearly demonstrate that Ansar al-Sunna is 
capable and willing to utilize the maritime domain. It is likely 
that Ansar al-Sunna will continue to develop and improve 
their maritime capabilities in the future, thereby posing an 
increasing threat to Mozambique’s national security and 
the nascent liquified natural gas (LNG)industry. 

In addition to Ansar al-Sunna’s recent attacks, Simone 
Haysom at the Global Initiative Against Transnational 
Organized Crime noted that “unconfirmed reports allege 
that arms are delivered” to the port in Mocímboa da Praia, 
which may offer Ansar al-Sunna an opportunity to acquire 
additional weapons.8 The extensive illicit networks which 
rely on access to permeable coastal regions suggest that 
Ansar al-Sunna may find the sea an attractive way to 
transport supplies. Connections to militants in Tanzania 
may increase the likelihood that the group turns to the 
maritime space for these purposes. This is more probable 
when one considers the increased security efforts near 
the Tanzanian border, including the searching of vehicles 
and luggage.9

Attacks by Ansar al-Sunna in early 2020 
clearly demonstrate a well developed 
maritime operational capacity.
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Financial Maritime Activities

Prior to recent events, Ansar al-Sunna had shown no 
evidence of utilizing the maritime domain for Take. 
However, during their recent attack on Quirimba Island 
the group took 60 civilians captive. There are two factors 
to this attack that demonstrate growing capabilities in 
the financial capabilities of Ansar al-Sunna. First, while 
the captive civilians were released, it would be a simple 
adaptation to begin ransoming captured civilians. Second, 
although this attack took place on land, Ansar al-Sunna 
used maritime resources to launch their attack. By pivoting 
further towards maritime targets and focusing on LNG 
assets, Ansar al-Sunna could further undermine regional 
security while strengthening their own financial flows.

The group’s area of operation in northern Mozambique 
points to significant opportunity for it to become entangled 
in several illicit markets, and by some estimates, it already 
has become involved in trafficking timber, rubies, and ivory, 
earning millions each year.10 Yet, the narcotics industry is 
the illicit market which may be the most desirable. For 
instance, Mozambique is notorious for heroin trafficking, 
with Dr. Joseph Hanlon of the London School of Economics 
suggesting that heroin is the state’s largest or second-
largest export.11 Dr. Hanlon explained the process by which 

heroin arrives on Mozambique’s coast and the journey it 
takes before being shipped to European markets: “Heroin 
comes from Afghanistan via Pakistan and is carried around 
the Indian Ocean coast to northern Mozambique on 
dhows, which anchor off the coast. Small boats collect the 
heroin and bring it to shore, other people collect it from the 
beach and take it to a warehouse, and then it is hidden in 
light trucks and is driven 3000 km to Johannesburg, before 
being shipped to Europe.”12 

While there is significant opportunity for a group like 
Ansar al-Sunna to exploit this illicit market, heroin 
trafficking in Mozambique is controlled by powerful elites 
with direct connections to the government. “In exchange 
for political donations and personal kickbacks, Frelimo 
grants traffickers protection from arrest. The party also 
issues permits allowing smugglers to import and export 
goods without detection at the port of Nacala.”13 

Identifying the degree, if any, to which Ansar al-Sunna has 
been able to enter this illicit market has been challenging. 
Fieldwork by researchers from the Global Initiative 
Against Transnational Organized Crime concluded that as 
of mid-2018, no evidence could be found that Ansar al-
Sunna had successfully overtaken any illicit trading, but 
noted that it may have some control over coastal landing 
sites where it could levy taxes.14

This is probable, considering that the Cabo Delgado 
province has been a primary area of operations and has 
provided the group access to Mocímboa da Praia port. In 
addition to being one of several landing sites for incoming 
heroin shipments, Mocímboa “is also a key export point for 
ivory and other illegal wildlife products…because it is such 
a permeable entry point,” making it a desirable location for 
Ansar al-Sunna to engage in trafficking and taxation.15

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Looking ahead, there are several issues which point to a 
need for continued scrutiny on Ansar al-Sunna and the 
maritime space. First, an October 2019 report by the 
Institute for Security Studies emphasized the growing 
opportunity for radicalization in Mozambique, noting 
that Tanzanian members of Al Shabaab have moved 
into northern Mozambique to radicalize the youth.16 
High unemployment and low literacy rates have made 
northern provinces ideal locations for recruitment, and 
Ansar al-Sunna may look to adopt strategies similar to 

The group’s area of 
operation in northern 
Mozambique points to 
significant opportunity 
for it to become 
entangled in several 
illicit markets.
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those of other Islamist groups farther north in Somalia.17 
In particular, establishing an informal taxation system 
which targets illicit markets that are reliant on the 
maritime space is a genuine possibility.

In addition, Mozambique is expected to become one 
of the world’s leading exporters of LNG since the 2010 
discovery of significant offshore reserves. Among other 
corporations, the Italian multinational oil company ENI 
“has plans to inject US$8 billion for the construction of 
six subsea wells connected to a floating LNG production 
facility to be completed in 2022.”18 Though Ansar al-Sunna 
does not appear to have the ability to reach offshore 
sites, it will be important to monitor the group’s potential 
pursuit of maritime capabilities as floating natural gas 
facilities may become targets in the future. This becomes 
more probable when considering the construction of 
new vessels which will likely be used by existing criminal 
networks in Mozambique. 

For instance, 2018 fieldwork by the Global Initiative 
Against Transnational Organized Crime revealed that 
boat-makers in Mocímboa da Praia were constructing an 
artisanal boat with the capacity to “load and transport 
15 to 20 tonnes of goods,” that the boat could reach 
“Tanzania or [the] Nacala Port,” and that it would even 
be capable of reaching the “high sea.”19 The anticipation 
by law enforcement is that this vessel and ones like it 
will be used to traffic narcotics and other illicit goods. 
Further, police boats lack the ability to go as far out to 
sea as these vessels. There are several communities 
on the Mozambican coast that already have artisanal 
vessels like the one discussed that have the potential to 
be exploited by Ansar al-Sunna both operationally and 
financially. Though this is speculative, scrutiny onwards 
will be necessary.

 

Looking ahead, there is a need for 
continued scrutiny on Ansar al-Sunna and 
the maritime space.
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The Haqqani Network was founded by former Mujahideen 
commander Jalaluddin Haqqani, who rose to prominence 
during the Soviet–Afghan war. The group’s affiliation with 
al-Qaeda is longstanding, although al-Qaeda maintains 
a global focus while the Haqqani Network’s focus is on 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Considered a semi-autonomous component of the 
Taliban’s Quetta Shura, the Haqqani Network has been a 
source of continued tension between the governments 
of the US and Pakistan, as the United States has accused 
elements of the Pakistani government of aiding the group. 

Besides its connections to Afghanistan’s Taliban, the 
network also has close ties with numerous terror groups 
including Tehrik-i-Taliban, the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan, and Lashkar-e-Taiba. However, despite 
these relationships, the group is considered financially 
independent, operating a number of its own businesses 
and receiving external financial support from across the 
Arab world.2

Operational Maritime Activities

There is no evidence that the Haqqani Network has 
operated in the maritime space or seeks to do so in the 
future. However, the group has clear ties to Pakistan’s 
Tehrik-i-Taliban, which has demonstrated interest in 
pursuing maritime targets through a 2011 attack on a 
Pakistani naval air station, as well as being rumored to 
have participated in a 2014 attempt to hijack a Pakistani 
navy frigate alongside members of al-Qaeda in the Indian 
Subcontinent (AQIS). 

Financial Maritime Activities

The Haqqani Network receives some benefit from 
Afghanistan’s lucrative maritime-centric heroin trade; 
however, it is believed that the group is mostly involved 
in the production of the drug, and not the transport 
of the drug via the maritime space. The group’s level 
of involvement in the trade seems to be limited to the 
procurement of precursor chemicals, and through mostly 
legitimate means.3 Nevertheless, the trade’s current level 
of maritime activity and its reliance on the Port of Karachi, 
where the group is known to be active, may indicate a 
potential role for the group in the transport of drugs 
through the port as well.

Once referred to as the “Sopranos of the Afghanistan war,” 

the Haqqani Network owns a complex web of extortion-
related activities, including activities at Karachi’s Port 
Qasim.4  Like Tehrik-i-Taliban, the network extorts supply 
routes that pass through the port on their way to NATO 
forces in Afghanistan. 

It is likely that a peace agreement between 
the United States and the Taliban will limit 
the Haqqani Network’s ability to benefit 
financially from port-based extortion of supply 
lines to NATO troops in Afghanistan. 
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Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Peace talks between the US government and the Taliban 
were revived in November 2019 with the release of 
three key Haqqani leaders by the Afghan government in 
exchange for American and Australian hostages who had 
been held captive for several years. In February 2020, a 
peace deal was signed. Two of the central pillars of the 
deal are the withdrawal of foriegn forces and assurances 
by the Taliban that Afghanistan will remain free from 
global terror groups.

“The Taliban’s willingness to release hostages in return 
for Haqqani Network leaders underscores the close 
relationship between the two groups. Historically, the 
Haqqani Network has helped to increase the military 
effectiveness and operational impact of the Taliban. 
While the network has not carried out any recent high-
profile attacks, it is estimated that the Taliban has an 
active presence in nearly 70 percent of Afghanistan.5 The 
release of Haqqani leaders to kick off the latest round of 
negotiations between the Taliban and US forces hints at 
the continued relevance of the group and its importance 
to the Taliban’s cause and the future peace process. 

Regarding the group’s maritime activities, it is likely that 
a peace agreement between the United States and the 
Taliban will limit the Haqqani Network’s ability to benefit 
financially from port-based extortion of supply lines to 
NATO troops in Afghanistan. An agreement might also 
impact heroin trade routes, which have proliferated 
in the maritime space due to increased security along 
overland routes. 
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ARABIAN SEA
Tier 4

RED SEA
Tier 4

H O U T H I S

FOUNDED: 1992

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Yemen; specifically, a significant 
portion of western Yemen, including 
the capital, Sana’a, and the crucial 
port city Hodeidah. 

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

A Shiite Muslim military and political 
movement; anti-American, anti-
West, anti-Semitic, and pro-Zaidi.          

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In July 2020, international concern 
again rose over the status of the FSO 
Safer, the decaying, Houthi-controlled 
oil tanker anchored just 40 miles 
north of the port of Hodeidah. As of 
July 28th, the United Nations was still 
waiting on Houthi approval to carry 
out technical repairs designed to 
prevent a devastating oil spill.1

On March 3, 2020, a Saudi led 
coalition intercepted a suicide drone 
boat in the Arabian Sea. The drone 
boat was targeting an oil tanker near 
Nishtun. The drone boat resembled 
a typical fishing vessel. This deviated 
from the Houthis’ traditional “blow-
fish” design.2

Since late February 2020, the 
Houthis have increased their use of 
“explosive-laden drone boats,” both 
in the Red and Arabian Seas.3 

The Houthis have also been 
responsible for a number of recent 
attacks on Saudi oil infrastructure, 
including pipelines, tankers and 
installations. 

A n s a r  A l l a h

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING HOUTHIS
2015-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

2015 - 2016  Beginning of Yemen Civil War
2017 Major increase in frequency of attacks

2019 - 2020 Ceasefire signed but has not been fully 
implemented

2018  Frequency continues to increase
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In September 2019, Houthi rebels extended a truce to 
Saudi Arabia, promising to end their recent drone and 
missile campaign against Saudi oil infrastructure. However, 
even as joint observation posts are established in Yemen’s 
Red Sea port of Hodeidah to monitor the ceasefire, the 
world is reminded that ceasefires in the war, now in its 
fifth year, have previously fallen apart. 

In May 2019, after a UN-sponsored peace deal was stalled 
for months, Houthi rebels finally began withdrawing 
forces from Saleef port in Hodeidah. Hodeidah has 
become critical in the war, as its port acts as the main 
supply line for the Houthis, who use the maritime space 
to smuggle weapons and other materials into Yemen. 

Shortly after the Houthis announced they were 
withdrawing from the port city, the group initiated a 
fresh wave of drone and missile attacks against Saudi oil 
infrastructure, indicating that the UN-brokered deal had 
not held. 

Besides using the maritime space to transport arms 
and materials to equip their fighters, the Houthis have 
also conducted targeted attacks in the maritime space, 
famously employing “suicide drone boats” against Saudi 
frigates. Houthis have also deployed naval mines and 
orchestrated attacks against Yemeni fishermen who have 
refused to support their operations at sea. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Increasingly innovative maritime tactics 

The western coast of Yemen falls along the Red Sea, 
a strategically significant chokepoint that sees a large 
percentage of global trade pass through it annually, 
including large hydrocarbon shipments.4 From this coast, 
the Houthis have targeted both Saudi warships and civilian 
shipping vessels using anti-ship missiles and remote-
controlled boats laden with explosives. In February 2017, 
the United States Navy confirmed that Houthis had used 
a suicide drone boat in an attack on a Saudi frigate in the 
Red Sea the previous month. The use of the first-of-its-
kind weapon elevated concerns that the Houthis were 
receiving outside support.5

As of August 2019, 22 total maritime strikes had been 
attributed to the Houthis. Of these, 15 were carried out 
in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, with nine occurring off the 
coast of Hodeidah and six off the coast of Mocha, another 
port city south of Hodeidah. Other strikes occurred off the 
coast of Jizan, Saudi Arabia, and Midi, Yemen, just south 
of the Saudi border. In the majority of these strikes, anti-
ship missiles of Chinese or Iranian origin were utilized.6 
In the remainder of the attacks, the group employed 
remote-controlled suicide boats.                   

In June 2018, the Saudi-led coalition showcased captured 
Houthi weapons including a suicide drone boat. The 
captured boat appeared to be just a private speed boat 
that had been outfitted with explosives. 

Outside of the Houthis’ innovative suicide boats, other 
attack capabilities include naval mines. In October 2018 
Yemen’s Wrath media channel promoted photographs 
and videos of Houthi naval divers deploying domestically 
produced “Mersad” naval mines. As with the suicide drone 
boats, many experts questioned whether the group was 
capable of manufacturing such weapons without Iranian 
expertise or the aid of Lebanon’s Hezbollah.7 As recently 
as September 2019, the Yemeni government announced 
that it was actively defusing sea mines planted off the 
coast of Hodeidah’s province.8

Financial Maritime ActivitiesBesides using the maritime space to 
transport arms and materials to equip 
their fighters, the Houthis have also 
conducted targeted attacks in the 
maritime space, using “suicide drone 
boats” and naval mines.

The Houthis have benefited from the 
illegal trade of weapons over maritime 
routes, and maritime fuel and antiquities 
smuggling.
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Maritime smuggling keeping Houthis afloat

A January 2019 United Nations Security Council report on 
the conflict in Yemen which examined revenue streams for 
the group found that while seizures of arms and weapons-
related material were rare on main overland routes, there 
is evidence that the illegal trade of weapons continues in 
the Gulf of Aden via maritime routes. In January 2013, for 
example, the USS Farragut intercepted the ship Jihan 1 off 
Yemen’s coast carrying 122-millimeter Katyusha rockets, 
radar systems, Chinese QW-1M anti-aircraft missiles, and 
2.6 tons of RDX high-explosive compound.9 There have 
been a number of additional maritime interceptions of 
weapons bound for the Houthis made by US, Australian, 
and French frigates. 

There is also evidence that maritime fuel and antiquities 
smuggling have benefited the Houthis financially. The 
same UN Security Council report shed light on companies 
both inside and outside Yemen acting as fronts to conceal 
fuel donations. According to the report, fuel has been 
loaded from Iranian ports under false documentation to 
avoid UN inspections, and the revenue from the sale of 
the fuel was used to finance the Houthis.10

Evidence of antiquities smuggling via ports was also 
highlighted in the report as a source of revenue for the 
group. In August 2018, for example, smuggled artifacts 
were discovered in a merchant vessel tied to the Houthis 
that departed the port of Aden bound for Djibouti. In a 
more recent incident in August 2019, port officials in Aden 
seized a shipment of antiquities also bound for Djibouti, 
a month after Yemen’s Minister of Culture accused the 
Houthis of looting museums and ancient sites and selling 
the looted items. 

At the end of July 2020, Human Rights Watch called on 
Houthi leadership to allow a United Nations technical 
team access to the stranded FSO Safer, in order to 
provide repairs necessary to prevent either an explosion 
or a devastating oil spill. Reportedly, the Houthis had 
previously granted access to the tanker on the condition 
that their leadership would retain all income generated 
from the sale of the 1.1 million barrels of crude oil that 
remain on board. As of July 28th, the Houthis still have 
not granted access to the UN team, demonstrating their 
ability to maintain possession of a maritime vessel while 
leveraging both its contents, as well as the imminent risk 
of a natural disaster, for their own financial gain.11

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Yemen’s Southern Transitional Council (STC) is a group 
that was part of a military alliance that intervened in 
the war in 2015 to restore Hadi’s government to power 
and then in August turned on the government. In early 
October 2019, the group, which is supported by the UAE, 
began talks with the Arab coalition. The STC reuniting with 
the Saudi-backed government could increase pressure 
on the Houthi separatists. If the peace deal stands, the 
government will retain control of Yemen’s southern port 
city of Aden, previously its interim capital before it was 
ousted by the STC. This could potentially limit the Houthis’ 
ability to operate in the Gulf of Aden. 

If the peace deal stands, the government 
will retain control of Yemen’s southern 
port city of Aden,which could potentially 
limit the Houthis’ ability to operate in the 
Gulf of Aden. 
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ARABIAN SEA
Tier 2

WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN
Tier 3

I S L A M I C  S TAT E - I N D I A  ( I S - I N D I A )

FOUNDED: 2019

AREA OF OPERATION: 

The establishment of an Islamic State 
province in India was announced 
following a clash between militants 
and security forces in Kashmir. There 
is a sizeable Islamic State presence 
in the contested region, as well as 
in India’s southwestern state of 
Kerala, which featured heavily in 
investigations into the 2019 Sri Lanka 
Easter bombings.  

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Salafi-Jihadism.1     

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In March 2020, a gurdwara in Kabul 
was attacked by an IS operative 
resulting in the deaths of 25 
worshipers.2 Although the attacker 
was affiliated with Islamic State- 
Khorasan Province, he originally 
hailed from India’s state of Kerala 
before travelling to Afghanistan in 
2018. In December 2019, it was 
reported that Islamic State recruits 
from India’s tropical state of Kerala 
were among hundreds of foreign 
fighters who had surrendered to 
authorities in Afghanistan.3 The 
reports shed new light on the Islamic 
State’s efforts to recruit from India. 
While the “caliphate” efforts in 
India’s operations have been limited, 
the group has sent foreign fighters 
overseas to participate in ongoing 
conflicts alongside other regional 
caliphates. 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING
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For years, the Islamic State threat in India was considered 
modest. However, in December 2018 ten suspects of a 
pro-ISIS group called Harkat ul-Harb-e-Islam were arrested 
in connection with planned attacks against politicians in 
India’s Delhi state. The following month, in January 2019, 
ISIS issued a statement concerning militants from India’s 
west-central Maharashtra state who were involved in a 
plot to conduct a chemical attack against civilians. The 
militants belonged to another ISIS-inspired group by the 
name of Ummat-e-Mohammadiya.4

In May 2019, ISIS announced the establishment of a 
caliphate in India, which was met with much skepticism 
by experts, who believed the announcement was a 
propaganda move in the wake of the fall of the caliphate 
in Iraq and Syria in April.5 

For decades India has contended with Muslim 
separatists who oppose Indian rule in Muslim-majority 
Kashmir. However, the separatists’ goal of establishing 
independence for Kashmir stands in contrast to the 
Islamic State’s goal of creating a worldwide caliphate. 
Nevertheless, rising Islamophobia in India has no doubt 
served as a recruitment vehicle for the Islamic State in the 
region. This, combined with the fall of the caliphate in Iraq 
and Syria and the Islamic State’s bid to encourage new 
regional caliphates has made IS-India a group to watch.  

Operational Maritime Activities

India’s coastal state of Kerala

According to the Observer Research Foundation, India’s 
southern state of Kerala had the highest number of 
pro-ISIS individuals in all of India between 2014 and 
2018.6 In 2016, the Indian government launched a “de-
radicalization drive” in Kerala called Operation Pigeon, in 
an attempt to curtail Islamist sentiments in the state. In 
April 2019, when India’s neighboring island nation of Sri 

Lanka made headlines with a series of bombings on Easter 
morning, investigators traced many of the attackers to 
Kerala, including the group’s leader, who was a native of 
the coastal state. 7

In May of 2019, following the Easter attacks, the Sri Lanka 
Navy alerted India that Islamic State terrorists were bound 
for the Indian coast, and specifically for the Lakshadweep 
Islands off the coast of Kerala. According to the Sri Lanka 
Navy, coastal police stations and police chiefs of coastal 
districts were alerted following intelligence reports 
that boats carrying 15 ISIS terrorists had set off via the 
Laccadive Sea, bound for India. In response to the reports, 
the Indian Coast Guard deployed maritime surveillance 
aircraft and ships around the Lakshadweep and Minicoy 
Island territories. These reports lend credence to the fact 
that ISIS has been using coastal India as a launching point 
for regional attacks. 

On India’s northwest coast, there have also been reports 
of illicit groups allegedly using the maritime space to 
move fighters. In Sir Creek, a 96-kilometer tidal estuary 
that separates coastal India from coastal Pakistan, Indian 
security forces have routinely discovered abandoned 
boats believed to belong to members of regional militant 
groups. While some suspect that the boats may belong 
to Pakistan-based JeM, others have tied the abandoned 
seacraft to IS-India.    

Financial Maritime Activities
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Owing to the relative newness of IS-India, little is known 
about how the group finances its operations. It is likely 
that the affiliate receives some funding from ISIS, as well 
as from hawala funds from the existing financial networks 
of groups like Hizbul Mujahideen. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The Sri Lanka Easter attacks shed light on the growing 
presence of the Islamic State in South Asia, underlining the 
prospect that small-scale and regionally focused groups 
could unite to achieve the Islamic State’s transnational aims.

Most experts believe that following the fall of its caliphate 
in Iraq and Syria, IS has, like al-Qaeda before it, adopted 
a strategy of going “glocal,” meaning that the group will 
capitalize on local sentiments and politics (as in Kashmir) 
to bolster its ranks. With this new strategy, the prominence 
of local affiliates will likely continue to increase. If the 
growth of other South Asian Islamic State affiliates is any 
indication, the IS-India should not be disregarded. 

If the growth of other South Asian 
Islamic State affiliates is any indication, 
IS-India should not be disregarded. 
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FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING THE 
ISLAMIC STATE IN THE WIOR

ISIS
IS-India
ISKP

IS-Somalia
IS-Yemen

ARABIAN SEA 
Tier 1

I S L A M I C  S TAT E - K H O R A S A N 
P R O V I N C E  ( I S K P )
FOUNDED: 2015

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Afghanistan; mostly eastern Nangarhar 
Province and Kunar Province, along the 
border with Pakistan. Known logistical 
bases for the group exist along the 
Durand Line between the two countries.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Establishment of an Islamic State 
caliphate in Central and South Asia.               

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

Although the Afghan government 
declared the group defeated in 2019, 
ISKP has launched several major attacks 
in the first half of 2020. These attacks 
include a siege on a Sikh gurdwara in 
Kabul, an attack on Afghan President 
Ashraf Ghani’s inauguration, a suicide 
bombing conducted during a funeral, 
and is suspected of being responsible 
for an attack on a maternity ward which 
killed at least 24 mothers, children, and 
babies.1,2  

Fighting between the Taliban and ISKP 
has led to the loss of ISKP’s stronghold 
in Nangarhar. ISKP fighters fled to Kunar 
province, however a recent Taliban 
operation has forced ISKP from their 
newly established stronghold there. 
Despite this, ISKP still managed to 
launch an attack in March 2020 that 
killed 32 people3. 

On November 6, 2019, ISKP carried out 
an attack on a security checkpoint on the 
Tajikistan–Uzbekistan border, resulting 
in 15 ISKP and two Tajikistani casualties. 
Reports indicated that the attackers 
had crossed into Tajikistan from Kunduz 
Province in northern Afghanistan via a 
checkpoint controlled by the Taliban.4

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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The collapse of the Islamic State’s caliphate in Syria and 
Iraq left many experts wondering what the implications 
for the group’s many regional caliphates would be. ISKP, 
which was almost entirely dependent on funds from 
the central Islamic State prior to the dismantling of the 
caliphate, needed to adapt its funding strategy to be 
more locally focused. 

If May 2019 reports estimating that the group’s ranks 
had swelled to 5,000 fighters—an exponentially larger 
number than estimates from 2018—are any indication, 
then it seems ISKP has had little trouble filling the void of 
ISIS support.5 In addition to its swelling ranks, the group is 
also gaining territory within Afghanistan, often placing it 
at odds with both the Afghan government and the Taliban. 

Operational Maritime Activities

In recent months, ISKP has come under ever-increasing 
pressure. Several leaders have been killed or arrested and 
raids against strongholds have netted captured fighters 
and other resources6. ISKP, however, has demonstrated the 
capacity to rebound previously while under similar pressures. 

While they currently have no provable connection to 
the maritime domain for operational activities, their 
penchant for survival demonstrates the possibility that 
they will pivot to more maritime focused operations.

Financial Maritime Activities

ISKP’s strategy for localizing its finances has relied on 
increasing its local revenue collection, expanding on 
a system that has existed since its earliest days. At the 
direction of ISIS, ISKP introduced taxes on farming, 
logging, and other business activities, as well as on 
commodities like electricity and water. However, unlike 
its rival jihadist group, the Taliban, whose revenue is 
increasingly dependent on using maritime trafficking 
routes to move heroin, ISKP does not appear to be active 
in or have any clear ties to the maritime space. 

Operating in landlocked Afghanistan, ISKP’s involvement 
in the maritime space would probably mirror that of its 
rival, who benefits from maritime-centric trafficking and 
smuggling routes by pushing products to global markets 
from Pakistan’s Makran coast. However, the trades that 
ISKP is currently controlling and extorting from are more 
locally-based, and are produced and traded in local 
markets. 

While ISKP currently has no provable 
connection to the maritime domain for 
operational activities, its penchant for 
survival demonstrates the possibility that 
they will pivot to more maritime focused 
operations.

ISKP currently controls 
and extorts trades 
which are locally 
based, and does 
not appear to have 
any clear ties to the 
maritime space.



 118   |  Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities      
Since 2016, the Islamic State-Khorasan Province has faced 
several major setbacks, including the arrest of leaders 
from the middle and top of the hierarchy, the loss of their 
stronghold in Nangarhar, and significant losses to their 
foot soldiers. However, the current climate in Afghanistan 
offers the group a chance to spoil the fledgling peace 
process and jumpstart a resurgence.7

Due to the multiple VNSAs in and around the region, in 
addition to the globalized presence of ISIS, ISKP is uniquely 
placed to threaten the security of Afghanistan and the 
surrounding region. Although they are currently inactive 
in the maritime environment, they have a multitude of 
avenues to build up these operations.

ISKP could work with Afghanistan and Pakistani based 
VNSA’s to spoil the peace process and conduct attacks. 
Allying with groups who have previously been engaged in 
the maritime environment, such as LeT, may offer a chance 
for ISKP militants to learn maritime skills from their new 
allies. Additionally, despite being landlocked, Afghanistan 
is the birthplace of the global opium trade. If ISKP were 
able to insert themselves within this illicit financial 
structure, they would further entrench themselves in 
both land and maritime domains. 

ISKP, like many of ISIS’s regional affiliates, has faced a 
series of tough defeats. However, without continued 
pressure, ISKP has the opportunity to rebuild themselves 
and build a maritime portfolio, both of which would 
further undermine Afghanistan’s fragile security. 

As ISKP seeks to garner funds and 
further its recruitment efforts, it might 
increasingly seek to conduct high-profile 
attacks, leading to clashes with groups 
like the Taliban and Lashkar-e-Islam over 
resources and control over populations 
and smuggling routes.
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FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING THE 
ISLAMIC STATE IN THE WIOR

ISIS
IS-India
ISKP

IS-Somalia
IS-Yemen

I S L A M I C  S TAT E - S O M A L I A 
( I S - S O M A L I A )

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

FOUNDED: 2015                                          

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Originally confined to Puntland, 
northeast Somalia (Golis Mountains), 
but has expanded southward to 
Hiran, Mogadishu, and Bay.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

The Islamic State-Somalia aims to 
establish a sharia-governed caliphate 
in the Horn of Africa consistent with 
the goals of the broader Islamic State.

RECENT OPERATIONS/EVENTS: 

On April 7, 2020 the Islamic State-
Somalia claimed an attack against 
police forces in the Bakara market in 
Mogadishu, killing two officers and 
wounding a third.1

From late 2017 through November 
2018, IS-Somalia had claimed 
responsibility for upwards of 50 
attacks.2 Recent US-targeted drone 
and air strikes have negatively 
impacted the group’s operational 
capacity. For example, on October 
25, 2019, a US drone strike on a 
vehicle traveling in the mountainous 
area of Golis (reportedly controlled 
by IS-Somalia) resulted in the deaths 
of three senior IS-Somalia officials.3 
Recently, the group has reiterated 
its support for the Islamic State 
following the death of Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi.4

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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Established in October 2015, IS-Somalia formed as 
the result of internal divisions within al-Shabaab. A 
disenfranchised group of al-Shabaab members, led by 
Abdul Qadir Mumin, pledged allegiance to the Islamic 
State5 as early as 2015, though it did not receive official 
recognition from ISIS until December 2017.6 The group is 
estimated to have initially launched with approximately 20 
former al-Shabaab members, but the group’s recruitment 
efforts saw its membership reach as many as 300, which 
is still much fewer than its rival al-Shabaab.7 However, 
recently the group has faced significant degradation as a 
result of targeted airstrikes by US military forces as well as 
increased pressure from local security forces. 

Nonetheless, the group benefited extensively from 
weapons smuggling from Yemen often crossing the Red 
Sea into northeastern Somalia. Notably, the group is 
believed to have been supported by both the Islamic 
State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and its Yemeni affiliate, 
Islamic State-Yemen. Most notably, in 2016 IS-Somalia 
took control of the port town of Qandala in northeast 
Puntland, granting the organization significant access to 
the maritime space and an uninhibited flow of resources 
from Yemen.

The importance of the maritime sector to the durability 
of the group is evident, especially in regard to its 
operational capacity. This arena also has significant 
potential to become a method of financial exploitation 
as well, should the group survive ongoing assaults by 
al-Shabaab and targeted attacks by the US. Still, the 
tactical use of the maritime sector can be seen through 
weapons trafficking and personnel movement while the 
group’s taxation efforts within coastal commercial hubs 
in northern Puntland may eventually extend to maritime-
centric businesses. In addition, IS-Somalia’s leader Abdul 
Qadir Mumin and pirate and militia leader Isse Yulux are 
cousins. This relationship has made maritime trading and 
smuggling much easier for IS-Somalia.

Operational Maritime Activities

Controlling the coast and organizational 
connections

Following its establishment, the Islamic State-Somalia 
was quick to pursue efforts that would provide it access 
to ports of entry on the coast of Puntland in northern 
Somalia. In October 2016, roughly a year after its 
formation, the group took control of the northern port 
town of Qandala.8 Qandala, which is designated as a 
strategic seaport, afforded the group access to weapons, 
supplies, trainers, etc., through its affiliate group in Yemen 
(IS-Yemen). The former Intelligence Director of Puntland 
noted that IS-Somalia had been receiving shipments of 
weapons, financial support, and uniforms through the 
port of Qandala as early as February 2016.9 

In addition, former Puntland Intelligence Agency officers 
claimed that IS-Somalia received not only “military 
supplies, training and financial support from the Islamic 
State leadership through its Yemen branch in early 2016…
[but also] at least two significant injections of money in 
late 2015 and early 2016.”10

While control of the port city of Qandala was relatively 
short-lived (lasting roughly a month), IS-Somalia 
remained relatively successful in procuring a steady flow 
of resources from Yemen. Much of this appears to have 
been through linkages with various smuggling networks. 
Negotiated agreements with local elders and criminal 
networks ensured that such flows of arms would persist. 
For instance, intelligence officials noted “an incident in 
mid-November 2017, when the authorities captured a 
boat carrying supplies for IS-Somalia. On board were 15 
DShK machine guns, 70 AK-47s, and 1000 rounds of AK 
ammunition.”11 

Early control of the strategic seaport 
Qandala afforded IS-Somalia access to 
weapons, supplies, trainers, etc. through 
their affiliate group in Yemen (IS-Yemen). 
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The Puntland region, and particularly its coastal 
landscape, with numerous small fishing ports, offered 
an ideal location for IS-Somalia. These ports sit only a 
few short hours away from Yemen and have essentially 
provided IS-Somalia with a sustainable resource lifeline 
for trafficking supplies. While this appears to have 
predominantly been used for the shipment of arms, it has 
also included fighters from Yemen who would cross the 
Red Sea with smugglers who reportedly would “take any 
cargo as long as it pays.”12 By 2017, estimates suggested 
that upwards of 200 ISIS fighters from Yemen, Iraq, and 
Syria had arrived in Somalia to link up with IS-Somalia, all 
arriving by boat.13 

Recent reports indicate that the group has faced severe 
challenges from continued US air assaults, which has 
sparked speculation that it has explored opportunities to 
expand into Ethiopia.14, 15 A November 2019 UN Security 
Council report notes that late 2018 and early 2019 
were particularly volatile for IS-Somalia as it engaged 
in significant armed struggles with al-Shabaab in both 
Puntland and Mogadishu. Taken together, though it is less 
powerful than al-Shabaab, IS-Somalia has demonstrated 
the importance of the maritime space as a means for 
operational durability and an opportunity that it will likely 
persist in pursuing as it attempts to remain relevant in 
northern Somalia and with the degradation of the Islamic 
State in Iraq and Syria.

Financial Maritime Activities

Financial pursuits? A chance to learn from al-
Shabaab

Following in the footsteps of al-Shabaab, it is likely that 
Islamic State-Somalia will continue to make inroads 
towards profiting via the maritime space. However, 
to date, no reports have been identified that clearly 
suggest the group has been able to successfully break 
into this market. Nonetheless, financial exploitation 
of the maritime sector may be on IS-Somalia’s horizon, 
particularly if one examines its ongoing financial tactics. 
In 2018, reports emerged demonstrating that IS-Somalia 
was engaged in a scheme of heavy taxation on local 
businesses operating in Bosaso, a coastal city west of 
Qandala.16 

Taxation and racketeering practices are not foreign to 
the region. al-Shabaab, IS-Somalia’s principal rival, is 
notorious for such tactics, having engaged in similar 
financial strategies but on a much larger scale. Given 
IS-Somalia’s history of formation (having split from al-
Shabaab), coupled with its area of operations (coastal 
regions in Puntland and establishing a presence in 
Mogadishu), its ongoing taxation efforts have potential 
to extend to maritime-centric businesses. The general 
barrier ultimately becomes competition with al-Shabaab, 
which, at the time of this writing, holds the dominant 
stake in taxation of maritime businesses in the region. 

Yet, IS-Somalia has been at least marginally successful 
in establishing an extortion program. From taxation, IS-
Somalia has reportedly been able to generate revenue 
upwards of $72,000 a month, with uncooperative business 
officials executed for their refusal to pay.17, 18 However, IS-
Somalia deviates slightly from al-Shabaab in its extortion 
campaigns. Though “IS-Somalia taxes large companies 
where it has some leverage,” like its counterpart al-
Shabaab, “IS-Somalia does not generally tax small and 
very small businesses, unlike al-Shabaab, which does so 
even in areas of Bari Region, such as Galkayo, and quite 
possibly Bosaso.”19 This is not to say that IS-Somalia will 
not move in this direction, but at present it appears to 
prefer a strategy focusing on larger targets.

Related to maritime channels, the move to extorting 
businesses that operate in or rely predominantly on the 
maritime space is increasingly probable given the group’s 
historical and contemporary efforts to control important 
coastal and port cities. For instance, having overtaken 
Qandala in 2016 and with the ongoing taxation efforts in 

To date, no reports 
clearly suggest IS-
Somalia has been 
able to successfully 
profit off the 
maritime space. 
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the commercial center of Puntland (Bosaso), IS-Somalia 
may see the maritime sector, an arena it has exploited 
for tactical purposes (see above discussion), as a financial 
strategy worth pursuing. This rests largely on its ability to 
control territory which becomes more ambiguous given 
the operational challenges it continues to face from 
internal and external threats. 

This challenge will likely persist in the near future. The 
UN Security Council report in November 2019 stated 
that within the Puntland region, IS-Somalia “underwent 
a violent change of leadership towards the end of 
2018, and subsequently began a concerted campaign 
to extort ‘taxes’ from Puntland-based businesses, 
employing tactics similar to those of al-Shabaab.”20 
This organizational learning suggests that as the group 
continues confrontation with al-Shabaab, its ability to 
expand and gain territory in areas traditionally dominated 
by al-Shabaab would make retaining the extortion 
strategy quite effortless. Put differently, if IS-Somalia is 
capable of overtaking al-Shabaab in certain regions, it 
may similarly be able to inherit al-Shabaab’s taxation and 
extortion routes.

However, it is important to note the difficulty in 
identifying the degree, if any, to which IS-Somalia 
is directly involved in trafficking or trade across the 
maritime sector. Its tactical employment of this arena 
in the past through weapons smuggling suggests 
potential for the group to adopt a similar smuggling/
trafficking model focused primarily on financial gain, but 
this is currently speculative. Yet, this is more probable 
when considering the lucrative nature of al-Shabaab’s 
charcoal smuggling in the past and current profits and 
involvement in the illicit sugar trade. Specifically, the fact 
that IS-Somalia is a splinter of this organization suggests 
that it is aware of the market and the financial benefits 
that would undoubtedly help the organization compete 
in the crowded rebel marketplace. As noted, much 
of this is ultimately dependent on the organization’s 
ability to reclaim coastal territory and how it responds 
to the continued conflict with al-Shabaab, particularly 
in the south. If the organization is able to survive and 
ultimately challenge al-Shabaab for any meaningful 
control, it may take advantage of the robust charcoal 
smuggling industry that is confined to southern Somalia. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
As with other ISIS affiliates, there is continued fear that 
ISIS’s territorial loss and the potential defeat of the 
organization in Syria and Iraq will lead to an influx of 
fighters seeking refuge in groups like IS-Somalia. With the 
death of the Islamic State’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
in October 2019, this will remain a legitimate concern for 
the foreseeable future.

IS-Somalia and al-Shabaab’s continual conflict since IS-
Somalia’s emergence in 2015 underscores significant 
challenges facing both groups moving forward, and 
especially IS-Somalia. This competition is likely to 
continue as a 2018 report noted that IS-Somalia has 
looked to expand outside of Puntland, having “made 
inroads to Mogadishu.”21 However, each group continues 
to face significant challenges from US airstrikes and local 
security forces. The degree to which IS-Somalia will be 
able to seriously challenge al-Shabaab is questionable, 
particularly given its much smaller size and al-Shabaab’s 
historical durability.

While such competition will likely further encourage IS-
Somalia to pursue illicit financial strategies and continue 
to exploit porous maritime borders, it also offers an 
opportunity to expand maritime security efforts which 
could ultimately lead to the further degradation of both 
organizations. Enhancing maritime security to prevent the 
flow of weapons from Yemen can mitigate the arsenal IS-
Somalia is able to acquire, impeding its ability to survive 
this internal competition.

Enhancing maritime security to 
prevent the flow of weapons from 
Yemen can mitigate the arsenal IS-
Somalia is able to acquire, impeding 
its ability to survive competition with 
al-Shabaab.
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FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING THE 
ISLAMIC STATE IN THE WIOR
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FOUNDED: 2014

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Yemen; specifically, attacks have 
been reported in the capital, Sana’a, 
and in the coastal city of Aden.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Establishment of an Islamic 
caliphate in Yemen/the Arabian 
Peninsula.

RECENT OPERATIONS:

In December 2019, IS-Yemen 
claimed responsibility for the killing 
of Mohammed Saleh Al Radfani, 
30, a security commander from 
the Security Belt Forces, the elite 
wing of the Southern Transitional 
Council.1 

On August 1, 2019, a suicide car-
bombing at a police station in the 
southern port city of Aden killed 
three police officers and wounded 
several others.

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS
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Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

The 2014 founding of the Islamic State’s province in Yemen 
brought it into direct conflict with the country’s more 
prominent militant group, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP). According to a UN report, in 2016 the group received 
a “significant influx of cash...which it [used] to attract 
recruits, finance operations, and purchase equipment.”2 
The influx of money to the group, the source of which was 
not identified in the report, was no doubt used to support 
another burgeoning Islamic State province, the Islamic State 
-Somalia, across the Gulf of Aden. 

In 2016, the group’s proximity to Somalia allowed it 
to move weapons and fighters to IS-Somalia by taking 
advantage of the country’s low capability to patrol the 
coast, particularly in Puntland. While IS-Yemen struggled 
to gain a foothold in Yemen and compete with the more 
established AQAP, it was aiding its affiliate in Somalia, 
which was also competing with a more established 
regional group: al-Shabaab. 

After several months of relative inactivity, in late 2019 
IS-Yemen experienced a revival in Yemen’s port city of 
Aden, carrying out a series of suicide bombings and 
assassinations.3 

Operational Maritime Activities

The tactical significance of fishing villages 

In 2016, reports emerged that IS-Yemen was sending 
trainers and shipments of weapons to IS-Somalia, which 
had overtaken Puntland’s port of Qandala.4 At the time, 
intelligence reports indicated that the militants had 

chosen Qandala because the small fishing port was just a 
few hours from the coast of Yemen. 

Only 90 kilometers east of Puntland’s main port and 
economic hub of Bosaso, Qandala lies between a 
rugged mountain landscape and the Gulf of Aden, 
making it particularly difficult to defend from land. In 
2016, Puntland authorities were surprised by the ease 
with which IS-Somalia captured the port, evading law 
enforcement personnel and edging out rival group al-
Shabaab in Somalia’s northeastern autonomous region. It 
is believed that IS-Somalia’s success in capturing the port 
relied largely on support from its Islamic State affiliate 
across the Gulf of Aden, which provided the group with 
vital weapons and trainers via the maritime space. 

Although IS-Somalia’s control of Qandala was short-lived, 
and by the conclusion of 2016 the government of Puntland 
had announced that it had retaken control of the small 
port town, this incident clearly illustrated the ability of the 
Islamic State, and specifically IS-Yemen, to aid its regional 
allies through the utilization of maritime channels. 

Financial Maritime Activities

IS-Yemen uses its proximity to Somalia to 
send trainers and weapons to IS-Somalia 
via coastal towns. 

Although IS-Yemen 
and AQAP are rival 
organizations, the 
prevalence of arms 
trafficking in the 
embattled country 
likely also benefits IS-
Yemen. 
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Yemen: A “dangerous regional arms bazaar”

Yemen is one of the world’s most heavily armed countries, 
and it is a regional arms bazaar with well-established 
smuggling networks that crisscross the Gulf of Aden, 
supplying illicit groups on both sides of the gulf.

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and Somalia-
based al-Shabaab have both notably benefited from 
the arms network, with AQAP establishing trafficking 
hubs along Yemen’s southern coast following the Saudi 
intervention in Yemen in 2015. Although IS-Yemen and 
AQAP are rival organizations, the prevalence of arms 
trafficking in the embattled country likely also benefits 
IS-Yemen. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
In June 2019, Saudi forces announced the capture of IS-
Yemen’s leader, Abu Osama al-Muhajer, following a raid 
on a safehouse that was reportedly supported by the 
United States.5 The blow to the group’s leadership came 
at a time when it seemed to be reviving its capacity to 
carry out operations, although many of its attacks in 2019 
were against AQAP and were part of an intra-jihadist 
conflict that erupted in Yemen in July 2018.6 

Despite IS-Yemen’s continued preoccupation with 
undermining its regional rival AQAP, the group has 
demonstrated its resilience by carrying out attacks 
against government officials outside of its stronghold in 
al-Bayda province. Evidence of the group exploiting the 
maritime space to increase its relevance in Yemen and 
the broader region may continue to surface as the group 
seeks to exploit security vacuums created by Yemen’s 
ongoing civil war. 

Evidence of the group exploiting the 
maritime space to increase its relevance 
in Yemen and the broader region may 
continue to surface as the group seeks 
to exploit security vacuums created by 
Yemen’s ongoing civil war.
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At its height, the Islamic State controlled over 100,000 
square kilometers and subjected 10 million people to its 
rule. From the vast territory it held, it extracted hundreds 
of millions of dollars of revenue from natural resources 
including oil, agricultural products, and mineral deposits. 
The group also benefited from lucrative human trafficking 
and drug trafficking operations. The Islamic State’s diverse 
revenue portfolio relied on its access to and control of 
maritime spaces, particularly with regard to oil smuggling, 
human trafficking, and drug trafficking.

In March 2019, the Islamic State ceded its final sliver of 
territory in Baghuz, Syria. However, since that time, the 
group has continued to conduct attacks in territories 
controlled by Syrian Democratic Forces, the Assad regime, 
and Iranian proxy groups.1 In early January 2020, amid 
renewed tensions between the United States and Iran, 
Islamic State sleeper cells intensified attacks in Iraq and 
Syria, and in late January protestors took to the streets 
of Baghdad in support of a resolution passed by the Iraqi 
parliament which called for a withdrawal of US troops 
from the country. Although a US troop withdrawal would 
increase the Islamic State’s ability to regain territory, 
withdrawal is unlikely. Still, the ability of ISIS to conduct 
consistent, concentrated attacks in Iraq and Syria while 
also motivating and directing operations worldwide has 
illustrated its capacity to adapt. If it is able to regain 
territory, it is likely that it will once again seek to control 
port cities in a bid to access illicit trade markets, move 
fighters, and connect its global caliphate. 

Operational Maritime Activities

The Captagon trade 

There is little evidence that the Islamic State has used the 
maritime space for tactical support purposes, however 
multiple reports suggest that the group has not only 

benefited financially from the illicit drug trade, but that 
many fighters also rely on a drug called Captagon, an illegal 
amphetamine stimulant, for “courage” prior to attacks.2 
This drug is trafficked largely along maritime routes as a 
result of ongoing conflict shifting these routes from being 
overland. Although the destination market for much of 
the trade is Saudi Arabia, widespread manufacturing of 
the drug in Syria is thought to have benefited Islamic State 
fighters who controlled huge swaths of Syrian territory 
during the group’s height.3  

Financial Maritime Activities

The Islamic State’s oil smuggling empire  

The Islamic State’s “black gold” provided a vital financial 
lifeline for the group, which controlled oil fields in both 
Syria and Iraq. It is believed that Islamic State oil was fed 
into global oil markets via Turkish ports. Evidence points to 
the fact that ISIS used the empire to establish commercial 
ties within the areas they controlled. Smugglers 
transported oil from ISIS-controlled extraction sites along 
trading hubs in Iraq, Syria, and Turkey and ended in the 
Turkish city of Ceyhan, which is home to a major tanker-
shipping port.4 Research on the Islamic State’s oil empire 
found that tanker charter rates from the port of Ceyhan 
increased significantly with the rise of the Islamic State’s 
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oil venture in 2014. Additionally, research indicated that 
when the Islamic State was fighting in the vicinity of an 
area with oil assets, there was a notable spike in exports 
from the local port.5

ISIS human smuggling and trafficking was largely 
maritime-centric 

Another robust business for ISIS has been migrant 
smuggling, which is thought to have generated up 
to $323 million for the group as of 2015.6 In that year, 
close to 200,000 refugees left Libya and embarked on a 
journey by sea, bound for Europe. Reports indicate that 
ISIS members deliberately drove Syrians and Iraqis from 
their homes in an attempt to increase their control over 
smuggling routes, and specifically to increase the number 
of people trying to cross the Mediterranean. Controlling 
overseas routes typically garnered higher transport fees 
than overland routes, and activities were more difficult 
for authorities to detect.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
ISIS maintains a residual presence in many of the areas 
it formerly controlled. While operations against remnants 
of the group in Syria by Syrian Democratic Forces and US 
troops have been ongoing, the October 2019 invasion of 
northeastern Syria by Turkey has significantly impacted 
these operations. Until the invasion, the possibility of the 
Islamic State regaining territory seemed unlikely. But now 
that sustained operations against ISIS fighters have been 
degraded by the Turkish invasion, renewed opportunities 
for the group to launch a major offensive exist. 

In the short term, ISIS will likely not benefit financially 
from the maritime space, as its previous maritime 
revenue streams relied on controlling ports. However, if 
the group does find itself capable of mounting a major 
offensive, the maritime space may be utilized by fighters 
returning to the caliphate. 
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J A M A AT  U L- A H R A R  ( J U A )

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING  
JAMAAT UL-AHRAR 

2014-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

FOUNDED: 2014 

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Pakistan, mainly in the Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), 
as well as in eastern Afghanistan. 

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

To overthrow the Pakistani 
government and establish an 
Islamic caliphate governed by 
sharia law. The group’s leader 
has also expressed more global 
ambitions, including the goal of 
obtaining nuclear weapons from 
Pakistan’s government.1  

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In February 2020, a former 
spokesperson for JuA escaped 
from a Pakistani prison and fled to 
Turkey.2 

In May 2019, a teenage suicide 
bomber affiliated with JuA blew 
himself up outside of Pakistan’s 
oldest Sufi shrine in Lahore, killing 
10 people, including five police 
officers, and injuring an additional 
25. JuA claimed the attack on its 
social media accounts.3

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

2014 - 2015 Jamaat ul-Ahrar breaks away 
from Tehrik-i-Taliban
2016 - 2017 Hizb ul-Ahrar splinters from  
Jamaat ul-Ahrar

2018 - 2020 Relatively few attacks in 
recent years

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

ARABIAN SEA
Tier 1
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INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

In 2016, when the US State Department added JuA to its 
list of Specially Designated Global Terrorists, it referred to 
the organization as a splinter group of the Tehrik-i-Taliban 
Pakistan (TTP). However, the group, which had parted 
ways with the TTP in 2014 due to a leadership dispute, 
later announced the reformation of the Movement of the 
Taliban in Pakistan in a joint announcement with Lashkar-e-
Islam, another jihadist group operating in the FATA. Many 
believe that the announcement was made purportedly 
to establish a united front against the Pakistani military’s 
Operation Zarb-e-Azb, a joint offensive against militant 
groups in Pakistan’s North Waziristan Agency. 

JuA has routinely produced videos and press releases 
outlining long-term campaigns. The group’s first campaign, 
called Operation Saud-ul-Raad, encouraged members 
to conduct small scale “hit and run attacks,” whereas 
Operation Ghazi, highlighted in a 2017 propaganda 
video, called for larger scale attacks on targets such as 
“legislative bodies,” Pakistani military officials, “INGOs/
NGOs and Civil Society Organizations involved in advocacy 
of human rights, women rights and community awareness 
campaigns,” and “media persons who propagate for the 
benefits of our enemies.”4 

The February 2017 announcement of Operation Ghazi, 
which included a lengthy list of appropriate targets for the 
campaign, underlined the group’s desire to limit civilian 
casualties in future attacks. Today, the TTP appears to be 
split between a JuA faction and another faction called 
Hizb ul-Ahrar (HuA). While JuA’s efforts are focused on 
global jihad, HuA appears dedicated to waging jihad only 
within Pakistan. 

Operational Maritime Activities

The militant landscape in Pakistan is ever-evolving, as is 
the TTP. The group, which has claimed the majority of 
terrorist attacks in Pakistan since its formation in 2007, 
currently comprises some 42 factions with varying 
degrees of autonomy, resources, and operational goals.5 

Under the TTP, JuA has claimed many of its own attacks, 
including some of the larger organization’s more 
notorious operations. However, a jihadist landscape that 
is constantly in flux makes it difficult to determine the 
degree of autonomy that JuA currently enjoys. Given this, 
it is also difficult to discern the group’s reliance on the 
maritime space to further its operations. Its attacks to 
this point illustrate that JuA shares the TTP’s overarching 
objective of minimizing the Pakistani government’s 
influence, particularly in the tribal areas where the group 
traditionally operates. To this end, targeting Pakistani 
naval assets in line with al-Qaeda’s goal of limiting US sea 
power would not be out of the question, although it would 
be unlikely given the area where the group operates. 

Financial Maritime Activities

In a similar fashion to its operational activities, JuA may 
also reap the benefits of its parent organization’s financial 
network. This network likely taps into Afghanistan’s 
maritime-centric heroin trade, and possibly also benefits 
financially from port-related extortion of shipments 
passing through Pakistani ports to NATO troops. 

A jihadist landscape that is constantly in 
flux makes it difficult to discern the JuA’s 
reliance on the maritime space to further 
its operations.
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Because of JuA’s dependency on TTP, it is difficult to 
ascertain exactly how involved JuA elements are in 
securing financial flows in the maritime domain.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Under intense international pressure to take action against 
militant groups operating freely within the FATA, Pakistan 
has launched a number of military operations in its tribal 
areas, forcing many of these groups to seek refuge across 
the border in Afghanistan, where their numbers have been 
further degraded by US drone strikes. Recent reports have 
also indicated that a number of former commanders of TTP 
(which is historically aligned with al-Qaeda) have pledged 
allegiance toIslamic State - Khorasan Province. 

However, despite the TTP losing some freedom to 
maneuver in Pakistan, and losing some fighters to 
the Islamic State’s new caliphate in the region, the 
group’s current emir, Noor Wali Mehsud, continues to 
emphasize the need to unify Jihadist groups in Pakistan 
and Afghanistan. Since assuming leadership of the group 
in 2018, he has succeeded in limiting infighting among 
its many factions, and has remained consistently pro-al-
Qaeda in the face of increasing Islamic State influence in 
the region.6  
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1997 - 2007 Early phases of LRA operations 
characterized by targeting civilians 

2008 - 2014 US, AU, and Uganda begin major efforts 
to combat LRA and to target leader Joseph Kony

2015 - 2019 US, AU, and Ugandan efforts 
are drawn down due to greatly reduced LRA 
capabilities

RED SEA
Tier 2

L O R D ’ S  R E S I S TA N C E  A R M Y ( L R A )

FOUNDED: 1987                                          

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Formerly Uganda; presently the 
group operates in South Sudan, the 
Central African Republic, and the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Original goal was the overthrow of 
Yoweri Museveni in Uganda and the 
establishment of a state based on 
the principles of Christianity. Today, 
the organization’s goals are far 
more ambiguous, with analysts at 
the Congressional Research Service 
noting that “the group does not 
have a clear political or economic 
agenda, and its operations appear 
to be motivated by little more than 
the infliction of violence and the 
protection of senior leaders.”1

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

The international aid organization 
Invisible Children reported on 
December 2, 2019, that they had 
documented evidence of at least 
43 abductions of children by the 
LRA in 2019.2 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING LRA 
1997-2020 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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The Lord’s Resistance Army formed around 1987 in northern 
Uganda, seeking support from the local Acholi communities.3 
Since its inception the LRA has been responsible for 
over 100,000 deaths, thousands of abductions, and the 
displacement of over 2.5 million people.4, 5 

The group was mostly driven out of Uganda by 2005.6 
Since this time, the LRA has been active in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), the Central African Republic 
(CAR), and South Sudan. The organization is known for the 
brutality of its tactics, which include maiming of victims, 
abductions of children, and sexual violence.7 

To date, it remains active primarily in eastern CAR and 
northern DRC, and as of 2015 was believed to have around 
150 to 300 core fighters.8 While it has demonstrated 
resilience through mobility, the group has remained 
outside of the maritime space with no clear indication 
that it will seek to exploit the maritime sector for either 
operational or financial purposes. However, it has 
indirectly benefited from the trafficking of ivory through 
the maritime space. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Operationally, the LRA has been absent from the maritime 
space. This absence is not surprising as the territory 
in which the LRA is most active is located thousands of 
miles from the coast; the DRC has limited coastline while 
CAR and South Sudan are both landlocked. Theft and 
trade sit at the heart of the LRA’s operational strategy.9 
Recruitment and weapons and supplies acquisition are 
achieved through attacks on local villages.

Given its area of operations and its longevity, it is unlikely 
that the LRA will seek maritime capability now or in the 
foreseeable future. The group has survived thus far on 
banditry and looting in addition to agriculture since it was 
forced out of Uganda in 2005.10  

Financial Maritime Activities

The LRA has also benefited significantly from the support 
of the Sudanese government between 1994 and 2004.11,12 
This support ended around 2005 when Omar al-Bashir 
claimed he stopped backing the organization. However, 
as recently as 2018, the group had reportedly found a 
safe haven in the Kafia Kingi enclave at the borders of 
Sudan, South Sudan, and CAR, a location in which the 
organization originally found refuge between 2012 and 
2013.13 

A primary source of funding for the LRA today likely comes 
from ivory poaching and smuggling. In testimony to the 
UN Security Council in May 2016, the Group of Experts 
on the Democratic Republic of the Congo reported that 
“ivory poached by the LRA is transported out of DRC, via 
CAR, to the Kafia Kingi enclave, and then likely through 
Sudan to downstream destination markets.”14 

A former LRA militant explained to The Telegraph in 
2016 that the group poached elephants in Garamba 
National Park in the northeastern DRC: “We would…
pick the ivory and it was taken to Kony [where] he 
exchanged it with the Arabs for uniforms and magazines 
[of ammunition].”15 Media reports suggest that from 
this exchange, the Sudanese military would then take 

The LRA has relied on 
multiple sources of 
income throughout 
its lengthy rebellion, 
including smuggling 
and trafficking of 
elephant ivory, gold, 
and diamonds.
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the ivory to the coast for maritime transport through 
Port Sudan where it would be distributed to buyers in 
Asia or the Gulf region.16, 17 Other ivory poachers would 
follow a similar strategy, but would traffic ivory through 
Uganda to the ports of Mombasa in Kenya or Dar es 
Salaam in Tanzania.18 Such groups likely include the 
Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) in the DRC, with whom 
the LRA has collaborated in the past.19

In addition to ivory the LRA has also been involved in 
diamond and gold smuggling. The UN Security Council 
reported that “as of early 2014, Kony had reportedly 
ordered LRA fighters to loot diamonds and gold from 
miners in eastern CAR for transport to Sudan.”20 While 
these goods may follow a similar trafficking route, the LRA 
relies on third-party actors to transit these goods, opting 
instead to sell such commodities for weapons and supplies.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
In April 2017 the United States and Uganda officially 
ended their mission to counter the LRA and apprehend 
Joseph Kony.21 Though the mission was unable to 
eliminate the LRA, the group was severely degraded 
during this time. Nonetheless, it still maintains a sizeable 
presence in eastern CAR and its connection to the ivory 
trade means it is likely to continue to indirectly benefit 
from the maritime sector. 

Looking ahead, it is important to consider the LRA’s 
relationship with the ADF in the eastern DRC. While the 
ADF is an Islamist organization, and at odds with the 
Christian LRA, the groups may look for opportunities 
for financial cooperation in the ivory trade. Instability 
in the Central African Republic, volatility in South 
Sudan, and continued conflict in the DRC all point to the 
continuation of the LRA and open opportunities for the 
group to seek more relevance as a significant security 
threat in the region.
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2013 - 2014 SPLA-IO established 
2015 - 2017 SPL-IO Recruitment of Johnson Olony 
brings additional military resources
2018 - 2020 Ceasefire announced in late 2018

S U D A N E S E  P E O P L E ’ S  L I B E R AT I O N 
A R M Y I N  O P P O S I T I O N  ( S P L A - I O )

FOUNDED: 2013                                          

AREA OF OPERATION: 

South Sudan

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Though sometimes ambiguous, 
the SPLA-IO’s main aim is to 
control the central government. 
The group’s primary leader, Riek 
Machar, was originally selected 
as the vice president of South 
Sudan following the state’s 
independence, but was quickly 
dismissed by Salva Kiir Mayardit, 
the president of South Sudan. 
This dismissal contributed to the 
onset of the civil war. The SPLA-
IO is mobilized along ethnic lines 
with a large portion consisting of 
members of the Nuer ethnic group.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

On March 19, 2020, the SPLA-
IO confirmed that several senior 
generals had defected to the South 
Sudan’s People’s Defence Forces, 
Salva Kiir’s army. The central reason 
for defection was believed to be the 
result of mismanagement by senior 
officials of the SPLA-IO.1

In mid-December 2019, Kiir and 
Machar held talks which resulted 
in the announcement that the 
two sides would form a unity 
government by February 2020.2

S u d a n e s e  P e o p l e ’ s  M o v e m e n t - i n - O p p o s i t i o n  ( S P L M - I O )
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The SPLA-IO is led by South Sudan’s former vice 
president, Dr. Riek Machar, and was formed in the 
aftermath of South Sudan’s successful referendum 
for independence. After less than two years of 
independence, President Salva Kiir’s dismissal of 
several cabinet members in addition to Machar sent 
the country into a spiral and eventual civil war. The 
SPLA-IO consists of forces loyal to Machar, including 
former South Sudanese Defense Force generals.3

The civil conflict has seen several cease-fire agreements 
fail. However, the most recent agreement, signed in 
September 2018, has led to a fragile peace with a unity 
government expected to be announced by February 2020. 
The conflict has highlighted the challenges to stability 
faced by a newly independent state.

Throughout the conflict, the SPLA-IO’s operational and 
financial tactics have demonstrated a sophisticated 
overwater capability. However, as discussed throughout 
this group’s profile, this capability has largely been 
restricted to inland river waterways. A notable exception 
includes the organization’s exploitation of teak-logging 
companies. Still, this exploitation illustrates only an 
indirect connection to maritime outlets. 

Operational Maritime Activities

The conflict between Kiir and Machar since South Sudan’s 
independence has been complex. Given the formidable 
military capabilities of the South Sudan Liberation Army 

(SSLA) in its fight for independence from Sudan, the array 
of military equipment accessible to different factions at 
the onset of civil war in 2013 has helped the SPLA-IO 
gain access to advanced military equipment. Some of this 
equipment demonstrates the organization’s operational 
capability on water. 

For example, in 2015, Machar appointed Johnson Olony 
as a senior commander with the SPLA-IO. Olony had 
previously been supported by the SPLA government, 
which had “given [him] considerable amounts of military 
hardware, reportedly including 12 Chinese-made 
armed amphibious vehicles and a number of barges.”4 
Contention with the central government led to Olony’s 
defection and he reportedly brought all of this military 
equipment with him in support of the SPLA-IO. Human 
Rights Watch, through interviews with former child 
soldiers, also revealed how Olony (and later the SPLA-IO) 
moved recruits via boat. Children were abducted, often 
by force, and then taken by boats “southward” to the 
front lines of fighting.5

Movement of fighters illustrates one way in which the 
SPLA-IO has made use of inland waterways. Throughout 
the South Sudanese civil war, the SPLA-IO also used river 
barges to transport supplies via the White Nile. In 2015, 
the government accused the United Nations Mission in 
South Sudan (UNMISS) of allowing the SPLA-IO to utilize 
its barges to “transport military supplies,” though this 
appears to have been involuntary (as discussed below).6 

In addition to utilizing inland riverways for transportation 
of materials and fighters, the SPLA-IO has also engaged 
in attacks on vessels on these waterways. In October 
2015, soldiers from the SPLA-IO on river banks and on 
actual boats stopped a UNMISS convoy of river barges, 
stealing “55,000 liters of fuel, two machine guns, five 
AK-47 assault rifles, an inflatable boat, a generator, 
communication equipment, ammunition, and many other 
items belonging to the UN and its personnel.”7 The SPLA-
IO also kidnapped 18 UNMISS peacekeepers and 13 UN 
contractors during this raid.8

Control over inland waterways has been important in the 
South Sudanese civil war, especially for the distribution 
of humanitarian aid. While the SPLA-IO has hijacked 
UN vessels in the past, they have, at times, allowed 
humanitarian assistance to flow through their controlled 
waterways. For example, in early November 2018, 

SPLA-IO has made operational use of 
inland waterways, moving fighters and 
attacking vessels, but it is unlikely that 
the group could or would translate this 
capability to the maritime space. 
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the SPLA-IO allowed boats from the UN World Food 
Programme (WFP) access to Pibor in the eastern part of 
the country.9 

However, though it clearly has maintained a river presence, 
the SPLA-IO’s geographic area of operations in landlocked 
South Sudan makes it unlikely that the group could or 
would translate this capability to the maritime space. 

Financial Maritime Activities

To finance and supply its operations, the SPLA-IO has 
relied on support from the diaspora, weapons captured 
from the government, and potentially foreign support 
from Sudan.10 Further, while South Sudan is an oil-rich 
state, Machar’s efforts throughout the civil war have been 
more focused on stopping Kiir’s hold on oil production to 
cut his key source of funding rather than overtaking oil 
production for the SPLA-IO.11

Instead of oil, the logging industry has been a key lifeline 
for the SPLA-IO and others. According to a report by the 
non-profit C4ADS, “Nearly every armed group in South 
Sudan, from the government forces (SSPDF) to the 
opposition (SPLA-IO), has profited from the teak trade…
with the United Nations Panel of Experts established 
pursuant to Resolution 2428 (UNPOE) [claiming] ‘for teak 

companies and small-time loggers, paying armed groups 
is a necessary cost of doing business.’”12

The amount of income from exploitation of the teak 
industry has been significant for the SPLA-IO. The UN 
Panel of Experts “estimates that the SPLA-IO nets $42,000 
to $67,200 in protection money per month from the trucks 
bound directly for Kampala,” the teak is then transported 
through Kenya to the Mombasa port where it is shipped 
to international markets.13 

The SPLA-IO requires “teak companies and transporters 
to pay money…to enter the forest and harvest trees 
in addition to setting up ‘roadblocks and checkpoints 
along key transit routes.’”14 The UN Panel of Experts 
estimates that tree harvesters pay around $14 to $16 
per tree or around “$2,000 for a truckload of around 120 
unmilled logs.”15 The SPLA-IO also maintains a number of 
checkpoints where they charge a “transit tax” of “$16-
$18 per vehicle and $14-$18 per cattle herd,” and for 
trucks it charges tax based on weight.16 Money obtained 
via this protection scheme is then distributed “across 
various SPLA-IO units…[that] use it to procure rice, sugar 
and other basic food supplies.”17

While this extortion scheme occurs well outside of 
maritime channels, the destination for the goods, 
particularly teak, is the port of Mombasa. This points to 
an indirect reliance on the maritime sector for a sizeable 
portion of the group’s finances.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Since September 2018, a ceasefire agreement between 
the government and the SPLA-IO has, for the most part, 
held. However, certain milestones have not been met by 
either side. Most importantly, the process of naming a 
unity government has inhibited any sustainable end to 
the conflict.18 The latest deadline to be missed, November 
12, 2019, resulted in Kiir and Machar agreeing to defer 
announcing a unity government for an additional 100 days.19 
On December 17, 2019, both Kiir and Machar announced 
that a unity government would be announced by February 
2020 even if all differences remained unresolved.20 True to 
their word, In February 2020, Kiir and Machar agreed to the 
formation of a unity government. While this is a positive 
development, several major disagreements between the 
two leaders remain and could threaten the long-term 
viability of this agreement.21
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While the promised permanent resolution remains to be 
seen, the SPLA-IO and the South Sudanese government 
appear to have respected the terms of the ceasefire thus 
far. Still, the SPLA-IO remains involved on inland waterways, 
with the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data project 
reporting that in early December 2019, SPLA-IO forces 
“guarding a barge transporting goods from Nassir to Jikou 
were engaged by Ciewaw militia, resulting in at least 7 
deaths.”22 However, the teak industry appears to still be the 
only industry which connects the SPLA-IO to the maritime 
sector. Overall, the group’s landlocked area of operations 
and the anticipated resolution of the South Sudan civil war 
suggest it will remain outside of maritime channels.
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2017 US government pivots to open-ended military 
commitment to Afghanistan

2018 Taliban increases attacks in response to new US strategy

2019 - 2020 Attacks continue until the signing of a peace 
treaty in February 2020

TA L I B A N 

FOUNDED: 1994

AREA OF OPERATION:

Afghanistan; historically southern 
Afghanistan, however, as of late 
2019 there are estimates that the 
group controls over 70 percent of 
the country.  

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Establishment of a strictly sharia-
governed state, to weaken and 
overthrow the Government of the 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, 
and to expel foreign influence from 
Afghanistan.  

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In February 2020, the US and the 
Taliban signed a peace agreement. 
The peace treaty is a major 
milestone in ending the nearly two 
decade long conflict, but many 
barriers to peace remain. 

On November 9, 2019, Taliban 
spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid 
reported that the Taliban had taken 
control of the Arghandab district 
of Zabul province. The Taliban now 
controls 5 of Zabul’s 11 districts, 
and another 5 are contested. Of 
significance is the fact that Zabul 
province is a known safe haven for 
al-Qaeda. A recent report by the 
United Nations identified Zabul as 
one of three provinces “with the 
most significant numbers” of al-
Qaeda operatives present.1

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING TALIBAN 
2017-2020 

ARABIAN SEA
Tier 4



Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain  |  143     

Afghanistan’s Taliban emerged in the early 1990s as a force 
for social order, intent on enforcing a strict interpretation 
of sharia law. In the aftermath of the Soviet–Afghan conflict 
as various mujahideen groups were vying for power in the 
country, the Taliban initially enjoyed high levels of support 
from the Afghan people. In December 2001, when a US-
led coalition invaded the country, the group controlled 
three-quarters of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces. Although 
the United States has been at war in Afghanistan for 
nearly two decades, the Taliban now controls close to the 
same amount of territory it did in 2001. Key to the group’s 
resilience has been its dependence on the opium trade. 
Afghanistan is the world’s largest producer of the drug, 
which would not reach global markets without traversing 
the maritime space. 

Operational Maritime Activities

The Taliban operates in landlocked Afghanistan, and there 
is no evidence that the group seeks to expand its operations 
into the maritime space. Although the group does have 
ties to groups like Pakistan’s Tehrik-I-Taliban (TTP), who 
have exhibited an interest in pursuing maritime targets, 
the relationship between the two groups is historically 
complicated, and the Afghan Taliban does not engage in 
attacks in Pakistan, but rather uses Pakistan’s tribal areas 
to establish safehouses and sanctuaries.2 Therefore, it is 
unlikely that the Taliban will adopt the tactics of the TTP, 
or collaborate on any future operations with the group in 
the maritime space.

Financial Maritime Activities

The Taliban’s thriving opium trade                                                      

Over the course of the United States’ nearly two-decade 
war in Afghanistan, it has reportedly spent some $9 billion 
to curb the production of narcotics.3 Despite this, according 
to a recent UN survey, opium cultivation in the country is 
at its second-highest level since the Taliban was founded 
in 1994.4 The Afghan drug trade makes up an estimate 65 
percent of the Taliban’s revenues, and 85 percent of the 
world’s opium. Additionally, the trade benefits other illicit 
groups in the region, including al-Qaeda and the Haqqani 
network, who levy taxes on the trade. 

Although Afghanistan is landlocked, its expansive 
heroin trade relies heavily on maritime routes. In 2017, 
Commodore Darren Garnier of the Canadian Armed 
Forces and Combined Task Force (CTF) 150, a multinational 
coalition naval task force based in Bahrain established 
to monitor shipping lanes for illicit activities and ties to 
terrorism, outlined key maritime drug routes originating 
in Afghanistan. The country’s persistent conflict has made 
overland trafficking routes unreliable, resulting in large 
flows of illicit substances traveling through international 
waterways to reach global markets.5

The Afghan drug trade 
makes up an estimate 
65 percent of the 
Taliban’s revenues, 
and 85 percent of the 
world’s opium. 
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Afghan heroin reaches the Makran coast, which stretches 
across Iran and Pakistan, where it travels through the 
Arabian Sea, and south to the Indian Ocean and parts 
of the east coast of Africa, including Somalia, Kenya, 
Tanzania, Mozambique, and Madagascar, a route that has 
been dubbed the “smack track” by experts. 

There is also a maritime heroin trafficking route to 
the central sector of the Indian Ocean, which officials 
from the US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) believe 
reflects opportunistic behavior by illicit groups whose 
routes to Africa’s east coast are being interrupted on an 
increasingly frequent basis. Along this route, trafficked 
heroin has two main destinations: Sri Lanka and the 
Maldives. Of these two destinations, it is believed that 
Sri Lanka is a more attractive destination due to its large 
port volume. Conversely, Maldives has a small deep-
water port, which limits the amount of containerized 
cargo transiting the country.6  

In addition to maritime trafficking routes that transit the 
Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean, there is also evidence 
of a trafficking network extending from Afghanistan to 
Turkey and then through the Mediterranean Sea. A June 
2017 seizure of more than 1 ton of Afghan heroin by 
Turkish naval forces confirms the existence of this route. 
However, according to DEA officials, seizures along the 
route are complicated by Pakistani transporters changing 
cargo and ships, and re-flagging and re-registering ships 
along the route.7

The drug is also trafficked along a route to eastern Yemen, 
as well as north to Turkey through the Red Sea, or east to 
Sri Lanka, where it then travels via land and air to markets 
in Europe and North America. There was a May 2017 
seizure of Afghan heroin which had been smuggled via a 
Sri Lankan fishing boat; the shipment was interdicted on 
the island of Muthupanthiya, off Sri Lanka’s west coast. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities                                 
Following the signing of the US-Taliban peace agreement in 
February 2020, most analysts remain cautiously optimistic 
about its success, while also maintaining a healthy dose 
of realism about the agreement’s challenges. Navigating 
the complexities of a peace deal which excluded the US-
backed Afghan government may prove an uphill battle, 
with questions remaining about how best to disarm 
and reintegrate Taliban fighters into society, determine 

the future of the country’s democratic institutions, and 
implement an appropriate power-sharing model. Currently 
the Taliban is estimated to control sixty thousand fighters 
and many districts, and the group remains well-financed 
thanks to its ability to leverage and control illicit trades.8 By 
all accounts, the Taliban is likely to remain a powerful force 
across Afghanistan for many years to come.

Although the production and sale of heroin to global 
markets will continue to be a key source of revenue for 
the Taliban, the removal of US troops will no doubt impact 
the movement of these goods. If the security situation 
continues to deteriorate in Afghanistan after the US’s 
planned exit, the flow of illicit drugs via maritime routes 
may be increased. Not only will drugs be able to move 
more freely to Pakistan’s Makran coast with decreasing 
troop levels, but overseas routes will be solidified as a 
more reliable means of transport if intrastate violence 
between the Afghan government and the Taliban persists. 

The Taliban operates in landlocked 
Afghanistan, and there is no evidence that 
the group seeks to expand its operations 
into the maritime space. 
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2010 - 2013 Drone attacks against leadership 
prompt increased attacks 

2014 - 2017 Internal disputes fracture the group allowing 
Pakistani security to launch effective campaign against TTP

2018 - 2020 New leadership continues attacks

T E H R I K - I -TA L I B A N

FOUNDED: 2007                                          

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Active throughout Pakistan and 
Afghanistan; headquartered in 
South Waziristan (western Pakistan).

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

To establish an Islamic caliphate in 
Pakistan by conducting a defensive 
jihad against Pakistani government 
forces, enforcing sharia law in 
Pakistan, and establishing a unified 
front to combat US-led coalition 
forces in Afghanistan.1                                                     

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In February 2020, the leader of the 
TTP’s Hakimullah Mehsud group 
was killed by a remote-controlled 
bomb near his home. Although 
still unclear, media reports suggest 
the operation was undertaken by 
Afghan security forces or Pakistanti 
intelligence. 

In August 2019, TTP claimed 
responsibility for a roadside bomb 
attack that killed two Pakistani 
soldiers in Pakistan’s Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa province, which 
borders Afghanistan. Three other 
major attacks were claimed by 
the group in 2019, all in Pakistan’s 
Balochistan province. The group’s 
recent attacks have mostly targeted 
Pakistani government and law 
enforcement officials.

Te h r i k - e -Ta l i b a n  Pa k i s t a n ;  T T P

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING TTP
 2010-2020* 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

*Data from ACLED begins in 2010

ARABIAN SEA
Tier 2
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INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

TTP was formed in 2007 in opposition to Pakistani 
military efforts in the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas, a semi-autonomous tribal region in northwestern 
Pakistan which merged with the neighboring province of 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in 2018. TTP represents a coalition 
of Pashtun militias which draws on ideological guidance 
from al-Qaeda and also has access to al-Qaeda’s global 
network.2 The group utilizes predominantly Pashtun tribal 
areas along the Afghanistan–Pakistan border to train its 
operatives, and consists of several thousand fighters. 
Globally, the group is best-known for its attack on Malala 
Yousafzai, a girls’ education advocate who was awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 2014. The group also carried out 
an attack on a Pakistani army-run school in Peshawar, 
Pakistan, in 2014, resulting in the deaths of 150 people, 
including 134 students.3 The group has repeatedly 
threatened attacks on the US homeland, and in May 2010 
claimed responsibility for a failed vehicle-borne IED attack 
in Times Square in New York. 

Operational Maritime Activities

TTP’s operational activities in the maritime space 
appear to mirror its overarching objective to target US 
and Pakistani government and military forces. Although 
unconfirmed, it is believed that the group participated 
in the September 2014 attempt to hijack a Pakistani 
navy frigate in order to use the vessel to target US ships 
operating in the area. Following the incident, an official 
press release by al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent 
(AQIS) stated that the operation was “part of a plan to 
strike America’s military strength on the seas.”4 Many 
experts believe that the newly formed AQIS received 
assistance from the TTP in carrying out the operation, 
which was ultimately thwarted. 

Although there have been no recent indications of similar 
operations by the TTP, the group does have a history of 
such attacks, including a 2011 attack on PNS Mehran, a 
Pakistani naval air station located in Karachi. Due to its 
affiliation with al-Qaeda, the group will likely continue to 
view the sea as an important operational zone, as al-Qaeda 
has long believed that neutralizing the threat of American 
naval capability is critical to its long-term goals.5

Financial Maritime Activities

Because the TTP represents an alliance of militant 
networks, its funding streams are difficult to pin down. 
Most experts agree that the TTP is active in the Afghan 
heroin trade, although to what degree is a topic of debate. 
In 2009, TTP members and members of an affiliate 
organization called Lashkar-e-Jhangvi were arrested in 
connection with a heroin bust at a Karachi port, indicating 
that the group is involved in the transport of the drug via 
maritime routes. 

Additionally, Karachi offers the TTP the opportunity to 
benefit financially in another important way: by extorting 
payments from shipments passing through the city’s port 
bound for NATO forces in Afghanistan.6  
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Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
TTP has affiliations with a number of regional groups, 
including the Afghan Taliban, AQIS, the Haqqani Network, 
and ISIS (and ISKP’s founder is a veteran TTP commander). 
As TTP is an umbrella organization, it also has affiliations 
with a number of smaller regional outfits as well. The 
large number of militant groups operating in the tribal 
areas of Pakistan often makes it difficult for officials to 
separate the operations of various groups. 

Regional dynamics have the potential to greatly impact 
the operations of groups like the TTP and its affiliates. For 
example, the February 2020 peace agreement between 
the United States and the Afghan Taliban has the potential 
to impact the TTP’s operations. The group, whose 
affiliation with its Afghan counterpart mainly involves 
providing fighters, logistics, and cross-border safe havens, 
could witness an influx of membership in the wake of the 
peace deal. This would be in line with many of the Afghan 
Taliban’s former leaders fleeing across the border into 
Pakistan in the wake of the US invasion in 2001, as well as 
fighters crossing the border uninhibited on a somewhat 
regular basis. 

An influx of TTP fighters might embolden the group and 
other regional affiliates like AQIS to carry out attacks that 
are increasingly headline-worthy. On several occasions 
the group has stated its objective to attack the US 
homeland, and the removal of US forces from Afghanistan 
might cause the TTP to look beyond the region to carry 
out future attacks. 

A successful peace deal between the United States and 
the Afghan Taliban would likely have impacts on the TTP’s 
role in Afghanistan’s heroin trade. With the removal of 
US forces from Afghanistan, it’s possible that overland 
trade routes might be favored over the current maritime-
centric routes. Additionally, the removal of US and NATO 
forces from Afghanistan would limit the group’s ability to 
profit from the extortion of supply shipments traveling 
through Karachi’s port.

TTP has affiliations with a number of 
regional groups and its operations can be 
greatly impacted by regional dynamics, 
such as the peace agreement between the 
US and Taliban.
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INDO-PACIFIC
With only 11 VNSA profiles, the Indo-Pacific region has the fewest 
groups in its waters. However, these groups tend to be particularly 
violent at sea. Many of the VNSAs in this region have high Tactical 
Support scores, and the Abu Sayyaf Group has long used the 
kidnapping strategy of Take to fund themselves. Some of the most high-
profile maritime attacks have been launched by VNSAs active in this 
region, including the Abu Sayyaf Group’s bombing of the SuperFerry 14 
and the 2008 Mumbai attacks conducted by Lashkar-e-Taiba.

ABU SAYYAF
BIFF
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JAD
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Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters,  
New People’s Army, and Maute Group

Abu Sayyaf Group

INDO-PACIFIC
Tier 4

A B U  S AY YA F  G R O U P  ( A S G )

FOUNDED: 1991

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Mainly the southern Philippines, 
predominantly in Mindanao.1  

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

To create a separate, independent 
Muslim state in the southern 
Philippines.2

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

On May 22, 2020, the Regional 
Cooperation Agreement on 
Combating Piracy and Armed 
Robbery against Ships in Asia 
(ReCAAP) released a statement 
urging ship masters and crew to be 
extra vigilant when operating in the 
Sulu-Celebes Seas, as well as the 
waters off Eastern Sabah. ReCAAP, 
informed by information shared by 
the Philippine Coast Guard, warned 
that ASG “members armed with 
assorted firearms [are] planning 
to conduct kidnapping activities in 
undisclosed areas” in the region.3

In the first few months of 2020, 
ASG kidnapped five Indonesian 
fishermen and a Filipino doctor 
from his home in Jolo, Sulu. 

In November 2019, government 
troops managed to free a couple 
who had been held hostage since 
October 4th, when ASG operatives 
abducted the pair from a beach 
resort in Mindanao.4

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
VNSAs IN THE PHILIPPINES

*ACLED data begins in 2016

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.



Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain  |  151     

law and successive counterinsurgency operations by the 
Armed Forces of the Philippines place pressure on ASG 
bases, the maritime domain provides an increasingly 
important lifeline for smuggling in recruits and supplies. 

New recruits, including foreigners lured overseas by the 
ASG’s extremist ideology, are ferried across the Sulu and 
Celebes seas to ASG bases in Mindanao.10 Porous borders 
combined with transnational familial bonds facilitate 
undocumented entry into the Philippines.11 

The ASG also smuggles in supplies. In 2019, an ASG boat 
was seized and found with bomb-making material.12 By 
exploiting gaps in Philippine maritime domain awareness, 
the ASG has been able to sustain its land-based operations. 

Although the ASG tends to avoid direct confrontations 
with Philippine maritime enforcement agencies, it has 
proven capable of conducting offshore target operations. 
In 2004, the group bombed a ferry in the deadliest 
recorded terrorist attack at sea, killing over 100 people.13 

Financial Maritime Activities

Under the leadership of Abdurajak Abubakar Janjalani, 
the ASG broke off from the Moro National Liberation 
Front in 1991.5 Since then, the ASG has exploited the vast 
archipelago of the Philippines to conduct illicit maritime 
activities including piracy, drug smuggling, kidnapping for 
ransom, human trafficking, and arms trafficking.6 Victims 
of kidnapping are frequently ferried to hidden bases in 
the Sulu islands and Zamboanga Peninsula to keep them 
outside of law enforcement’s reach while family members 
and employers are extorted for ransom. 

The ASG’s emphasis on generating profit, most notably 
through kidnapping for ransom activities, means they 
operate in the nexus between a criminal and a terrorist 
organization.7 The decentralized command structure 
and numerous changes in leadership contribute to their 
fluctuating priorities.8 For example, Radullon Sahiron, 
thought to be the leader of the ASG on the island of Jolo, 
has shown little interest in connecting the organization 
to a worldwide jihad.9 The maritime domain, however, 
has remained an important part of ASG operations over 
the years.  

Operational Maritime Activities

Exploiting the lack of adequate maritime domain 
awareness

The ASG relies heavily on the maritime domain for tactical 
support, including the transportation of operatives and 
goods through the Sulu and Celebes seas. As martial 

The ASG relies heavily on the maritime 
domain for tactical support, including the 
transportation of operatives and goods 
through the Sulu and Celebes seas.
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clear that kidnapping has become an integral aspect of 
the ASG’s economic portfolio, and will likely remain as an 
oft-used tool in their kit. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The ASG has been linked to the Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria after Isnilon Hapilon, a former ASG leader, pledged 
his allegiance to ISIS in July 2014.15 The ASG has  also 
cooperated with other armed groups in Mindanao 
when expediency or government pressure has made a 
temporary alliance favorable, such as during the 2017 
siege of Marawi. In 2001, the ASG also worked with the 
Jemaah Islamiyah terrorist group and harbored their 
members following the 2003 Bali bombing.16 

Recently, the ASG has altered its modus operandi by 
placing a greater focus on explosive devices and suicide 
bombings. The new wave of bombings, frequently carried 
out by foreign fighters, have occurred on land after using 
the maritime space to move fighters and equipment into 
the Philippines. This recent uptick in the use of explosive 
devices may point to a resurgence in ASG maritime 
terrorist attacks in the future.

Using the Sulu and Celebes seas as a financial 
resource 

Kidnapping foreigners has proven to be incredibly 
lucrative for Abu Sayyaf Group, which has been active 
in kidnapping for ransom schemes since the early 
2000s.14 Previously, the ASG was mainly funded through 
the global terror networks that were disrupted during 
counterterrorism operations following the attacks on 
September 11th. In the years since this disruption, the 
group has increasingly relied on kidnapping due to its 
relative ease and lucrative earnings. Originally, the group 
carried out its kidnappings mostly on land, but turned 
towards the maritime environment around 2016. By then, 
Abu Sayyaf Group had already developed a robust skillset 
and infrastructure necessary to kidnap, hold, and launder 
the money received for the release of their victims.

The kidnapping strategies used by the Abu Sayyaf Group 
differ from those used in Somalia. ASG is not interested in 
the vessel and the potential spoils it would bring. Instead, 
they focus entirely on the potential capital of the humans 
aboard the vessel. By ignoring the vessel itself, the ASG 
is able launch attacks and disappear with their hostages 
with incredible speed. Often, they target only the highest 
value crew members such as the captain or engineers, 
which ensures they are earning top dollar for their efforts. 

In addition to targeting vessels at sea, there have been 
several instances in which ASG operatives have raided 
resorts. In 2016, foreigners were kidnapped in front of the 
Holiday Oceanview resort in Davao del Norte, Philippines, 
by ASG members in speedboats. The publicity following 
the abduction of foreigners also serves to increase the 
organization’s relevance on the international stage.

Although Abu Sayyaf Group has utilized kidnapping as 
an economic strategy for decades, their pivot from land 
to maritime based kidnapping is more recent, and may 
be a response to the loss of territory following military 
offensives conducted by the Philippines. Regardless, it is 

Since ASG’s formation, they have 
exploited the vast archipelago of the 
Philippines to conduct illicit maritime 
activities including piracy, drug 
smuggling, kidnapping for ransom, 
human trafficking, and arms trafficking.
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Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh, CPI-Maoist
Arakan Army INDO-PACIFIC

Tier 4

FOUNDED: 2009                                        

AREAS OF OPERATION: 

Active mainly in Myanmar’s Kachin 
State, Rakhine State, Chin State, 
and Shan State.

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY:

To increase the autonomy of 
Myanmar’s Rakhine State and 
protect the Rakhine people from 
government exploitation.1 

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In March 2020, Myanmar officially 
declared the AA as a terrorist and 
unlawful group. Designating it as 
such will draw more focus on the 
group and how the government 
deals with their activities. 

On December 24, 2019, the 
AA raided a vessel moving on a 
river between Buthidaung and 
Taung Bazar and abducted three 
members of the Ministry of Labour, 
Immigration, and Population.2 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
VNSAs

*ACLED data begins in 2015

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.
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Financial Maritime Activities
Exploiting Myanmar’s drug trade                

The AA has become involved in Myanmar’s synthetic 
drug trade, smuggling drugs into the coastal Rakhine 
State before moving the narcotics through maritime and 
riverine routes into Bangladesh.11 As inland movements 
become more constrained by government crackdowns, 
the AA is likely to increase their reliance on the maritime 
domain for smuggling operations.

The AA has denied its involvement in the drug trade, 
but drug busts in Rakhine State and the confessions of 
several AA members, including former administrator U 
Kyaw Myint, all point to AA being active participants in 
drug smuggling.12, 13 The AA uses profits generated from 
the drug trade to finance its procurement of weapons and 
ammunition.14 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The AA has collaborated with several other armed groups 
in Myanmar. From its founding, the AA has been part of 
Myanmar’s Northern Alliance, which also includes the 

The Arakan Army forms the armed wing of the United 
League of Arakan, and was founded in the Kachin State in 
2009, where it operated as part of the Northern Alliance. In 
2014, the AA refocused its attention on its ethnic homeland 
in the coastal Rakhine State.3 While staying active in the 
Rakhine State, the AA has also continued conducting 
operations in northern Myanmar, most recently in the Shan 
State alongside the Brotherhood Alliance.

Most AA operations revolve around targeting military 
stations and units across Rakhine State to build local support 
and undermine the government. To consolidate control 
and finance their operations, the AA also participates in 
drug smuggling and extortion.4

Operational Maritime Activities

Riverine operations 

The AA uses waterways for armed operations and the 
transportation of goods, but so far is active only in rivers. 
The operations demonstrate that the AA has the capacity to 
expand operations into the maritime domain in the future. 

Rocket attacks on three government naval boats on 
the Mayu River in July 20195 and against a tugboat on 
Satrokyar Creek in June 2019 highlight the AA’s growing 
ability to threaten government control of waterways.6 

There is also evidence of the AA using inland waterways 
to rapidly transport fighters closer to land-based targets. 
In July 2019, the AA attacked a police outpost after using 
a motorized boat along a creek near the Mayu River to 
ferry their men to the site.7 Building on its successful use of 
marine vessels, the AA took its riverine operations to new 
levels in October 2019, when it raided a ferry to kidnap over 
40 police officers and soldiers.8 On December 21 and 26, 
2019, the AA again took hostages after attacking ferries.9, 10 
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Abu Sayyaf Group, New Peoples’ 
Army, and Maute Group

Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters

INDO-PACIFIC
Tier 2

FOUNDED: 2010       

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Southern Philippines; BIFF 
operations appear to be 
concentrated in the Maguindanao 
and Cotabato areas of Mindanao.1 
According to data from the Armed 
Conflict Location and Event Data 
project, since 2016, 80 percent 
of BIFF activity occurred in 
Maguindanao. More specifically, 
the areas of Datu Salibo, Shariff 
Aguak, Datu Saudi-Ampatuan, 
and Shariff Saydona Mustapha in 
southeast Maguindanao appear to 
be the epicenter of BIFF operations, 
accounting for just under half of 
recorded BIFF activity over this 
time period.2   

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

BIFF’s ideology can be characterized 
as extremist Islamic separatism, 
seeking an independent Islamic 
state for the Moro population in 
Mindanao.3 

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

Late 2019 and early 2020 has 
seen an uptick in clashes between 
BIFF and the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines, including firefights, IED 
attacks, and artillery and air attacks.4

In March 2020, several clashes 
between militants and state security 
forces led to at least 18 deaths. 5

B a n g s a m o r o  I s l a m i c  Fr e e d o m  M o v e m e n t  ( B I F M )

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
VNSAs IN THE PHILIPPINES

*ACLED data begins in 2016

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

B A N G S A M O R O  I S L A M I C  
F R E E D O M  F I G H T E R S  ( B I F F )
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Sea routes facilitate the flow of fighters, expertise, 
and explosives

The maritime security situation in the Sulu and Celebes 
seas has long benefited the various militant groups 
operating in the southern Philippines. The complex 
archipelagic geography and the limited maritime 
enforcement capacity of the Philippines in the region has 
created a situation which militants can exploit for the 
movement of supplies and fighters and the targeting of 
vessels to facilitate their operations. 

There is some evidence that fighters and supplies which 
facilitate BIFF operations have been transported via the 
maritime space. Many foreign fighters were engaged in 
the recent battle for Marawi.13 It is believed that some 
of the fighters who engaged in that battle may have 
infiltrated the Philippines via the maritime space. BIFF 
fighters played an active role in that operation and it is 
possible that the foreign fighters who participated in 
the battle have since contributed to BIFF operations 
elsewhere in Mindanao.14 These foreign fighters may be 
training BIFF militants in IED production, and insurgent 
tactics more broadly.15 

In addition to fighters, BIFF may be benefiting from the 
movement of supplies through the maritime space. For 
example, in May 2018, the Malaysian navy intercepted a 
vessel carrying 10,000 detonators which were destined 
for the Philippines.16 In March 2019, the Philippine navy 
intercepted a vessel carrying large amounts of ammonium 
nitrate, a fertilizer often used for explosives production, in 
the Sulu Sea.17 While neither instance can be directly tied 
to BIFF, it is likely that several militant groups in the area, 
including BIFF, may have been the destination markets for 
these explosive device components. 

While direct evidence of BIFF exploiting the maritime 
space for operational purposes cannot be established, 
it’s certainly clear that the group benefits from the same 
climate of maritime insecurity in the Sulu and Celebes 
seas which facilitates the operations of all militant groups 
in the region. The group’s access to the maritime space 
creates opportunities for it to exploit insufficient maritime 
domain awareness (MDA) and maritime enforcement 
capacity to expand its use of maritime supply routes and, 
potentially, begin to shift to attacks on maritime targets 
to further its goals as other similar groups in the region 
have done. 

Issues of ethnic and religious identity as well as economic 
marginalization have driven insurgency in Mindanao for 
decades. BIFF emerged in 2010 as a splinter group of the 
Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) due to “irreconcilable 
differences with MILF leadership.”6 The group is not party 
to the current peace process in Mindanao and makes 
active efforts to act as a spoiler to that process. The group 
splintered further in 2015 in the aftermath of the death 
of its leader. This resulted in three factions with unclear 
relationships to each other.7 While estimates vary, the 
group is thought to have approximately 300 fighters.8 
Prior to its defection from MILF, BIFF’s leader commanded 
MILF’s largest and best-equipped battalion, which means 
the group has significant capabilities and arms, including 
small arms, .50 caliber weapons, landmines, and mortars.9 
However, the degree to which these arms are currently 
available to different factions of the group is unclear.

The group’s attacks include violence against civilians, 
engagements with security forces, and an increasing 
tendency in the last few years to conduct IED attacks 
against both security and civilian targets.10 The group 
appears to derive its funding from extortion of local 
communities,11 but given the prevalence in the area of 
kidnap for ransom operations as well as drug and arms 
trafficking, these may also be sources of funding.12   

Operational Maritime Activities

There is some evidence that fighters and 
supplies which facilitate BIFF operations 
have been transported via the maritime 
space. 
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Financial Maritime Activities

While there is little evidence that BIFF has exploited 
the maritime space for financial gain to this point, the 
facilitating environment, and thus a risk of a turn to these 
tactics, remains. As mentioned above, BIFF appears to 
finance its operations largely from the extortion of local 
communities where it operates. This extraction is usually 
framed by the group as  charitable contributions from 
local businesses, politicians, and community members. 

More relevant to the maritime space are claims by local 
politicians that the group may be increasingly turning 
to protection of drug trafficking networks to fund its 
operations.18 Such drug trafficking activity in the region 
often exploits the maritime space, and other similar 
militant groups have documented ties to the drug trade, 
which facilitates their operations.19 While evidence of 
BIFF tapping into the illegal maritime trade in drugs, arms, 
wildlife products, and contraband is not established, the 
opportunity for the group to do so remains and could 
significantly increase the financial resources available to 
the group. As noted previously, BIFF’s primary area of 
operation is inland. Should the group be able to establish 
nominal control of coastal areas, its capacity to tap into 
existing networks of illicit maritime activity to finance its 
operations would be greatly increased. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities                                 
BIFF has complex relationships with the various other 
militant groups active in the area. Its links to MILF, from 
which it splintered, are ambiguous and sometimes hostile. 
BIFF and MILF forces have clashed repeatedly.20 These 
confrontations appear to be over control of territory in 
the areas where they operate.21 More broadly, BIFF and 
MILF have conflicting strategic goals, with BIFF taking 
a harder line on independence. As a result, the group 
appears to be attempting to actively undermine the 
peace process to which MILF is a party. The government 
of the new autonomous region in Mindanao has made 
efforts to bring BIFF fighters back into the fold by offering 
reintegration programs,22 but the degree to which this has 
been successful is difficult to ascertain.  

BIFF appears to have more amicable ties with the various 
other Islamist groups in the region. BIFF has pledged 
allegiance to the Islamic State, but tangible ties to the 
international terrorist organization are undocumented.23 
BIFF has previously conducted joint attacks with the Abu 
Sayyaf Group (ASG), indicating some level of cooperation 
or aligned interests.24 Such ties also have implications 
for the group’s use of the maritime space, as the ASG is 
perhaps the region’s most adept at exploiting the maritime 
space and these tactics could become more appealing to 
BIFF with continued interaction. In addition, the group has 
shown a willingness to cooperate with a variety of other 
militant groups in the area when interests align, as was 
demonstrated in its coordination with several other groups 
during the Battle of Marawi. These connections represent 
an opportunity to learn from tactics other groups have 
used to exploit the maritime space and tap into the robust 
illicit maritime economy in the region for financial gain. 

BIFF’s connections with other militant 
groups represent an opportunity to learn 
from tactics other groups have used to 
exploit the maritime space and tap into the 
robust illicit maritime economy.
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Arakan Army, Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen 
Bangladesh

CPI-Maoist

EASTERN INDIAN OCEAN
Tier 2

FOUNDED: 2004

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Central and eastern India, specifically 
Odisha, West Bengal, Jharkhand, 
Chhattisgarh, Telangana, Bihar, and 
Odisha.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Communism, Marxist-Leninist-
Maoism.

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In March 2020, a group of 100 state 
security forces was ambushed by 
around 350 CPI-Maoist fighters.2 
The clash resulted in 17 state forces 
dead and 14 injured. The number of 
CPI-Maoist casualties is unknown. 

In early January 2020, two rebels 
were arrested in connection with 
the June 2019 murder of five 
policemen in the Ichagarh district of 
India’s Jharkhand state. During the 
attack, police officers were stabbed 
and shot at their police station. 
According to reports, the two men 
arrested in early January were also 
connected to an IED blast in May 
2019, also in Jharkhand state.  

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING VNSAs 
*ACLED data begins in 2016

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

C O M M U N I S T  PA R T Y O F  I N D I A -
M A O I S T  ( C P I - M A O I S T )



 162   |  Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain

A boat wing                                                                                  

Naxalites, particularly in the states of Odisha, Andhra 
Pradesh, and Chhattisgarh, have been known to use a 
variety of watercraft along inland waterways to escape 
pressures from law enforcement and paramilitary forces. 
In the Malkangiri district of Odisha, police have recovered 
inflatable boats, some with motors attached. Navigating 
the interstate rivers of India’s east coast, CPI-Maoists have 
even reportedly raised a “boat wing” to facilitate faster 
movement of fighters and weapons. 

Although there is no evidence that the group currently 
utilizes the maritime space for tactical support purposes, 
CPI-Maoists clearly possess the requisite maritime 
capabilities to navigate in a riverine environment, which 
may possibly translate to future maritime operations 
given the group’s proximity to the Bay of Bengal.  

A motorboat ambush                                                  

In 2008 an elite anti-Maoist force called “Greyhound” 
that had been actively combating Naxal activity in India’s 
eastern state of Andhra Pradesh was ambushed on 
Balimela Reservoir in the state of Odisha. The renowned 
police special forces unit, which had proven to be one of 
the most successful at anti-insurgency operations, was 
traveling by motorboat on the reservoir when it was 
ambushed by rebels from the surrounding hillsides. The 
rebels fired on the boat with rockets, mortars, and light 
machine guns. Many of the passengers who were able to 
escape the capsizing boat attempted to swim to safety 
as rebels pursued them on paddleboards. Thirty-eight 
members of the unit perished in the attack. The group 
had also reportedly captured another passenger boat in 
the same reservoir earlier in the day, which they used 
after the ambush to flee to Janbai.7 

The CPI-Maoists are sometimes referred to as “Naxalites” 
in reference to the Naxalbari uprising, an armed peasant 
revolt carried out by radical Maoists in India’s West Bengal 
state in 1967. In 2004, two groups representing  different 
strands of communism, one Marxist-Leninist, and the 
other Maoist, merged to form a group that would adhere 
to a “Marxism-Leninism-Maoism” ideology as a base for 
conducting an armed struggle against the Indian state.3 

The CPI-Maoists’ fight is against the Indian state and its 
institutions, which they believe perpetuate a “war on 
the people” by enforcing the caste system as a form of 
social oppression. They claim to represent the rights of 
the tribes in the forest belt around central India, and also 
nominally support the “Islamic upsurge” due to its anti-
imperialist nature.4 

In 2009, citing the serious security threat that the group 
posed within India, the Indian government banned the 
group as a terrorist organization under the provisions of 
the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act.

In the mid-2000s the group conducted a number of 
notable ambushes against government paramilitary 
forces, and in 2013 ambushed a convoy of the Indian 
National Congress, killing 27.5 

In 2012, the Indian government, mostly at the individual 
state level, began to crack down on Maoist groups 
throughout central India. Unfortunately, these crackdowns 
often targeted rural villagers who have for decades been 
trapped in the middle of the conflict between rebel 
groups and the government.  

From 2010 to 2015, according to official figures, Maoist rebels 
killed over 2,000 civilians and 800 security force personnel. 
In 2017, despite concentrated paramilitary efforts to rid 
India of its Maoist threat village by village, the Institute for 
Conflict Management estimated that Maoist groups were 
active in 156 districts in 13 states across India.6 

Operational Maritime Activities

Although there is no evidence that the 
group currently utilizes the maritime space 
for tactical support purposes, CPI-Maoists 
clearly possess the requisite maritime 
capabilities to navigate in a riverine 
environment.
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Although the incident took place on an inland waterway, 
it showcased the CPI-Maoists’ ability to orchestrate an 
attack over water, leading experts to debate whether the 
group had entered into a “mobile warfare phase.”8

Financial Maritime Activities

Ties to maritime drug trade 

In 2007, CPI-Maoists outlined their funding strategy in a 
document entitled Our Financial Policy. In the document, 
the group highlighted funding from membership fees, 
extortion, and “confiscated wealth of the enemy” as its 
primary streams of revenue.9 However, many experts 
have also linked the group’s activities to organized 
criminal networks, including drug trafficking networks. 
In 2018, Indian police seized an amount of crude 
heroin worth the equivalent of nearly $10 million from 
Naxal-held areas. Officials speculated that CPI-Maoists 
entered the highly lucrative regional drug trade following 
increasing crackdowns on cross-border drug cartels 
along the Afghanistan–Pakistan trafficking route.10 If this 
speculation is correct, then the group’s profits from this 
trade are highly dependent on the maritime space, as the 
maritime-centricity of these routes is well documented. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities:
According to data submitted to the Indian parliament 
in February 2019, Maoist-linked incidents have slowly 
declined over the course of the last few years, with 883 
incidents reported in 2018, 908 in 2017, 1,048 in 2016. 
However, 2019 experienced a small increase in activity 
with 1,098 incidents.11 According to Jane’s Terrorism 
and Insurgency Centre, more than half of the CPI-Maoist 
attacks across all states between 2014 and 2017 targeted 
state assets such as security forces, government offices, 
and state infrastructure. During this period of time, the 
group also regularly attacked roads under construction 
and damaged railways in efforts to disrupt the 
government’s development programs in areas affected 
by Maoist activities.12

These mostly decreasing numbers can be attributed 
to increased collaboration between India’s state 
governments and the national government in the fight 
against left-wing groups, although many observe that 
joint operations between state and federal entities are 
still hindered by poor coordination. 

Complicating the Indian government’s lengthy war against 
CPI-Maoists is the group’s connections to other regional 
illicit groups, including the former Sri Lankan ethnic 
secessionist movement group LTTE, Nepali Maoists, the 
militant wing of the Unified Communist Party of Nepal, 
and Pakistan’s Lashkar-e-Taiba. The LTTE provided Naxal 
cadres with early training in the tactics of jungle warfare, 
and the group’s current links to other regional groups 
will likely allow them to continue to evolve in the face of 
pressures from Indian security forces.

CPI-Maoists links to other regional illicit 
groups will likely allow them to continue to 
evolve in the face of pressures from Indian 
security forces.
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Lashkar-e-Taiba

Jaish-e-Mohammed

ARABIAN SEA
Tier 2

FOUNDED: 2000  

AREA OF OPERATION: 

The group is based in Peshawar and 
Muzaffarabad, Pakistan, and has 
historically carried out operations 
in Indian-administered Kashmir as 
well as India and Pakistan. There 
is also evidence that over the last 
decade the group has cooperated 
with the Taliban on attacks against 
coalition forces in Afghanistan.1       

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

JeM is a Sunni extremist group that 
seeks to annex Indian-Administered 
Kashmir to Pakistan and govern 
Pakistan according to an extreme 
interpretation of sharia law.    

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In April 2020, 10 JeM terrorists 
were arrested at the funeral of 
another member who was killed in 
a confrontation with police in North 
Kashmir. 

In February of 2019, JeM claimed 
responsibility for an IED attack on 
a convoy in the Pulwama district 
of Jammu and Kashmir which 
killed over 40. The attack was the 
deadliest in the contested region 
since 1989.

K h u d d a m  u l - I s l a m

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING JeM
*ACLED data begins in 2013

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

J A I S H - E - M O H A M M E D  ( J E M )
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Developing an “underwater wing”

In late August 2019, a number of Indian media sources 
released reports that JeM was training to carry out 
underwater attacks. In conjunction, India’s Chief of Naval 
Staff, Admiral Karambir Singh, released a statement 
confirming the news, acknowledging intelligence reports 
that indicated a “naval wing” of the group had been 
formed. Making reference to the 2008 maritime attacks 
on the city of Mumbai by Pakistani group Lashkar-e-
Taiba (LeT), the admiral stated that heightened security 
following the attacks had prepared India’s maritime 
security community, including the navy, maritime police, 
and state governments, to thwart any intrusion by sea.4  

If intelligence reports are true, an underwater wing of JeM 
could be used to conduct a Mumbai-style attack, which 
would involve moving fighters via the maritime space to 
conduct operations against targets on land. Additionally, 
an underwater wing could be used to conduct attacks in 
the maritime space against ships at sea or in port. India’s 
Western Naval Command, headquartered in Mumbai, 
might be particularly vulnerable to attacks at sea.

Financial Maritime Activities

JeM was founded by Masood Azhar, a former militant with 
ties to the Harkat-ul-Mujahideen and al-Qaeda. In 1999, 
in exchange for 155 hostages held on an Indian Airlines 
flight that had been hijacked to Kandahar, Afghanistan, 
Azhar was released from Indian custody. Following his 
release, JeM was formed, reportedly with the support of 
Osama bin Laden and Afghanistan’s Taliban.

In 2002 JeM was banned by Pakistan, and thereafter 
rebranded itself Khuddam ul-Islam. Following the ban 
on the group, it experienced a period of internal conflict 
which led to several splits and some operations being 
carried out by rogue elements. In the same year, Pakistani 
authorities arrested and convicted a JeM member for the 
abduction and murder of US journalist Daniel Pearl. 

In 2014, led by Azhar, the group experienced a revival, and 
in 2016 during a period of renewed unrest in Kashmir, it 
led rallies throughout Pakistan. Later that year the group 
attacked an Indian Army headquarters in Uri, Kashmir, 
killing 19 soldiers. The February 2019 attack carried out 
by JeM renewed tensions between India and Pakistan, 
with India accusing Pakistan of giving the group free rein 
to operate.2

Although the group has yet to conduct any confirmed 
maritime-based attacks, JeM has established ties to 
Lashkar-e-Taiba, the group best known for its maritime 
attack on Mumbai (the two groups conducted a 
coordinated attack on the Indian Parliament in New 
Delhi in 2001). Additionally, Indian intelligence has issued 
statements concerning the possible development of a 
JeM “underwater wing,”3 indicating that the maritime 
domain could be a likely arena for future operations by 
the group.

Operational Maritime Activities

At present, no 
evidence suggests 
that JeM profits 
financially from its 
utilization of the 
maritime space. 
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According to Indian intelligence reports, the predecessor 
group of Jaish-e-Mohammed received regular funding 
from Pakistani intelligence agencies,5 although the degree 
to which this funding to JeM continues is uncertain, as 
Pakistan has taken steps to reduce its ties to terror 
funding. The group also reportedly raises funds through 
charitable front organizations including Al Rashid Trust,6 
which is recognized by the US State Department as a 
financial facilitator for terrorist groups like al-Qaeda 
and Afghanistan’s Taliban. Further, evidence suggests 
that affiliate groups like Harakat ul-Jihad and Harakat-
ul-Mujahideen (both of which have been inactive over 
the course of the last several years) have supported JeM 
financially in the past. 

At present, no evidence suggests that JeM profits 
financially from its utilization of the maritime space. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The militant landscape in Pakistan is oversaturated, which 
creates a great deal of potential for groups to cooperate. 
At the same time, this environment also creates an 
impetus for groups to carry out innovative, headline-
grabbing attacks. It therefore comes as little surprise that 
intelligence reports out of India have indicated that an 
underwater wing of JeM is currently being developed, 
especially given the group’s relationship with LeT. It has 
been several decades since the groups have collaborated, 
and some Indian news outlets have even suggested 
that they are now rivals. Nevertheless, LeT’s use of the 
maritime space to carry out the Mumbai attack could be 
a source of inspiration for JeM’s rumored aspirations for 
a maritime attack.

The realization of an underwater wing capable of carrying 
out surface and subsurface attacks would require a great 
deal of training and expertise. It is a widely held opinion that 
prior to the 2008 Mumbai attacks, LeT received extensive 
maritime training from some elements of the Pakistani 
navy, despite the fact that the attack lacked Pakistani 
government support.7 The success of JeM’s nautical unit 
would likely require similar outside technical expertise.  

The realization of an underwater wing 
capable of carrying out surface and 
subsurface attacks would require a 
great deal of training and expertise.
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3-4 fatalities

5+ fatalities

1-2 fatalities
INDO-PACIFIC

Tier 3

FOUNDED: 2015

AREA OF OPERATION: 

JAD is territorially organized across 
Indonesia into wilaya (regions), 
branches, and cells. According 
to a 2018 Combating Terrorism 
Center report, wilayas are present 
in Greater Jakarta (Jabodetabek), 
Banten, Central Java, East Java, 
West Java, Lampung, Kalimantan, 
and Toli-Toli.1 The group may also 
have links to Islamic State-inspired 
groups in the Philippines. 

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

JAD’s primary objective is the 
establishment of an Islamic state 
under sharia law in Indonesia. 

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In October 2019 JAD made 
headlines when a husband-and-
wife team carried out an attack on 
Indonesia’s Chief Security Minister, 
stabbing him with knives and 
scissors as he got out of his vehicle 
in Indonesia’s Banten Province.2 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING JAD 
Coded by number of fatalities

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

J A M A A H  A N S H A R U T 
D A U L A H  ( J A D )

*ACLED data begins in 2016
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Weapons procurement from the Philippines 

JAD has been known to conduct operations using local, 
independent cells, lone wolves, and even family units to 
carry out attacks. These attacks therefore have often lacked 
sophisticated weaponry. However, there is evidence that 
JAD has looked to ISIS-affiliated groups in the Philippines 
in order to procure more advanced weapons and training. 
JAD’s connections to supply channels in the Philippines 
largely rely on the maritime space.

In a March 2017 shootout, Indonesian police killed 
militant Nanang Kosim, who was suspected of helping 
to link JAD with ISIS-affiliated groups in the Philippines in 
order to procure weapons. According to reports, Nanang 
was also plotting to move JAD’s base of operations from 
Poso, Central Sulawesi, to Halmahera in North Maluku. 
With pressure against JAD cells operating in urban areas 
mounting, it is believed that Nanang sought to relocate 
the group’s base to allow it direct access to safe havens 
and supply channels in the Celebes Sea.6

Another Indonesian militant, Suryadi Mas’ud, also played 
a key role in linking JAD to the illegal arms trade in the 
Philippines. Suryadi was well-acquainted with the jihadist 
landscape in the Philippines from fighting alongside local 
rebels under the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) in 
the late 1990s. In 2015, he travelled to General Santos 
in the southern Philippines on an arms procurement 
mission, and met Isnilon Hapilon, the Islamic State’s 
Southeast Asia Chief. Suryadi reportedly proposed holding 
a paramilitary training program for militants who would 
be transporting the purchased firearms to Indonesia. The 
result was an eight-day paramilitary training session, after 
which JAD members transported assault rifles by boat 
from General Santos to Zamboanga, then to Basilan, and 
on to Indonesia.7

Financial Maritime Activities

Jamaah Ansharut Daulah has been the most active group 
of its kind in Indonesia over the course of the last several 
years, carrying out a steady stream of low-profile attacks 
throughout 2018 and 2019. These attacks have been 
mostly perpetrated by lone wolves, individuals who have 
been radicalized to carry out operations on the group’s 
behalf. JAD has also earned a reputation for involving 
family members, including children and spouses, in 
attacks as well. In May 2018, one of the group’s more 
notorious attacks, a triple church-bombing in Surabaya 
that killed 11 people and wounded an additional 40, was 
carried out by a couple and their four children.3

JAD has pursued their objectives through mostly domestic 
attacks. However, there is some evidence that Indonesian 
supporters of the Islamic State (ISIS) participated in the 
2017 siege of Marawi in the Philippines, and in July 2019, 
the Philippine National Police confirmed the involvement 
of a married couple identified as Rullie Rian Zeke and 
Ulfah Handayani Saleh in the January 2019 bombing of 
churches in the Philippines’s Sulu Province.4  

The group also appears to have strong connections to the 
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. According to Indonesian 
counterterrorism data, between 2012 and 2018, 779 
Indonesians traveled to Iraq and Syria, an additional 
539 made it to Syria and were deported, and 171 others 
planned to travel to the caliphate but were stopped 
before they departed Indonesia.5

Operational Maritime Activities

JAD’s connections to ISIS-affiliated groups 
in the Philippines for weapons and training 
largely rely on the maritime space. 

JAD’s funding comes primarily through 
social media, wire transfers from expatriate 
workers, and some from the Islamic State. 
There is no evidence that JAD currently 
profits from the maritime space.
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According to a 2017 joint study by Indonesia’s National 
Counterterrorism Agency, State Intelligence Agency, and 
Financial Transaction Reports and Analysis Center, jihadist 
groups in Indonesia utilize social media widely to call for 
donations. This is unsurprising since it is believed that 
many Indonesian IS sympathizers are radicalized online 
through social media platforms. In addition to social 
media channeling funds to the group, wire transfers by 
expatriate workers in places like Hong Kong, Malaysia, 
and Australia have also been traced to the purchase of 
weapons by the group.8  

There also seems to be some evidence of direct financing 
from the Islamic State, although this support may have 
shifted recently to the Philippines.9 There is no evidence 
that JAD currently profits from the maritime space. 

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
Analysis out of Singapore’s S. Rajaratnam School of 
International Studies shows that counterterrorism 
operations against JAD have been successful in degrading 
the group’s organizational structure. Nonetheless, JAD 
has continued to carry out a high number of attacks, due 
in part to its high level of decentralization. 

While JAD has continued to carry out attacks domestically, 
there is evidence that Indonesian ISIS sympathizers are 
shifting their focus to assist groups in the Philippines as 
well. This theory is supported by videos produced in mid-
2016 and 2017 that called for the migration of fighters 
to the southern Philippines.10 There is also evidence that 
funds from ISIS to Indonesian groups were diverted for 
the May 2017 Marawi siege.

Officially, Indonesia has never been acknowledged by 
ISIS as a wilaya. However, in July 2018, ISIS’s weekly 
newsletter, al-Naba’, acknowledged the status of the 
group’s East Asia affiliate, encompassing Indonesia. This, 
combined with the fall of the caliphate in Iraq and Syria, 
has emboldened IS-affiliated fighters in the country, not 
just domestically, but also regionally and beyond. Besides 
being active in the Philippines, pro-ISIS Indonesians have 
also demonstrated interest in the Islamic State’s fight 
in Afghanistan.11 At least one Indonesian ISIS supporter 
attempted to travel to Afghanistan in December 2018, and 
a group of 12 Indonesians was later arrested in Bangkok in 
June 2019 while en route to Afghanistan.12 

While counterterrorism operations against 
JAD have been successful in degrading 
the group’s organizational structure, JAD 
has continued to carry out a high number 
of attacks, due in part to its high level of 
decentralization. 
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Arakan Army, CPI-Maoist

Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh

EAST INDIAN OCEAN 
Tier 1

FOUNDED: 1998

AREA OF OPERATION: 

JMB operates countrywide 
throughout Bangladesh, with 
attacks in recent years concentrated 
around the capital city of Dhaka. 

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

To replace the secular government 
of Bangladesh with an Islamic 
state based on sharia law. The 
group has explicitly stated that it 
wishes to “build a society based on 
the Islamic model laid out in Holy 
Quran and Hadith.”1   

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

In March 2020, two members 
of JMB were convicted of terror 
financing charges connected to a 
2014 bombing.2 

In late November 2019, it was 
reported that seven JMB militants 
were sentenced to death by a 
Bangladeshi court for their roles in 
planning a 2016 attack on a bakery 
frequented by foreigners in Dhaka. 
The attack left 24 people dead in a 
hostage standoff with the military 
that lasted 11 hours.3 

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING VNSAs
*ACLED data begins in 2016

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

J A M A AT- U L- M U J A H I D E E N  
B A N G L A D E S H  ( J M B )
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Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) first 
gained international attention in August 2005 after 
the group carried out hundreds of simultaneous 
bombings throughout Bangladesh, just months after 
a crackdown on religious extremism was ordered by 
the country’s prime minister. Following the attacks, 
the Bangladeshi government continued its crackdown, 
dealing devastating blows to JMB’s leadership through 
a dedicated counterterrorism unit.4 After a decade of 
relative inactivity, the group re-emerged in three separate 
factions. One of these (sometimes referred to as “neo-
Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen”) was responsible for carrying 
out the notorious Holey Artisan Bakery attack in Dhaka 
in 2016, an event which once again brought the group 
international attention. This faction is now believed to 
receive extensive support from the Islamic State. 

Since 2015, the Islamic State has increased its influence 
in Bangladesh, claiming a majority of the group’s attacks 
despite the fact that the government does not recognize 
the Islamic State’s presence in the country. Besides its 
affiliation with the Islamic State, JMB reportedly has 
connections with other ISIS affiliates. In a 2016 interview 
with the Islamic State’s propaganda magazine Dabiq, 
Shaykh Abu Ibrahim al-Hanif, the mastermind behind the 
Holey Bakery attack, stated, “by the grace of Allah, we are 
able to connect and cooperate with the mujahidin of the 
various wilayat of the Khilafah, including the brothers in 
Wilayat Khurasan.”5

There has also been a noted presence of JMB militants 
in India, due to both the government of Bangladesh’s 
successful counterterrorism measures and the porous 
Indo-Bangladesh border. According to some reports, 
between 2014 and 2017 more than 3,000 militants 
belonging to JMB and another group, Harakat ul-Jihad-i-
Islami Bangladesh (HUJI-B), entered India through West 
Bengal, Assam, and Tripura.6 The group has reportedly 
also set up recruitment camps, madrasas, and training 
camps in areas close to the international border between 
the two countries. 

Operational Maritime Activities

JMB’s links with the Islamic State have helped it gain new 
relevance while also allowing the Islamic State to expand 
its global reach in its post-caliphate era. However, there is 
scant evidence that JMB has exploited the maritime space 
to further its operations. The group may procure arms 
and explosives from other militant groups in the region, 
including Pakistan, Myanmar, Thailand, India, and China, 
which arrive via both land and sea routes.7

There is evidence that a number of Bangladeshis were 
part of a group of foreign fighters that traveled to the 
Philippines to take part in the 2017 siege on the city of 
Marawi on the island of Mindanao. These fighters were 
most likely JMB members fighting on behalf of the Islamic 
State’s Philippine affiliates. It has been widely reported 
that foreign fighters transited sea routes to reach the 
island of Mindanao. 

Besides these few unverified examples of maritime activity, 
JMB has engaged infrequently in the maritime space; 
however, as India’s National Investigation Agency becomes 
increasingly aware of the JMB threat on its border and in its 
border states, the sea could become an attractive route for 
circumventing increased border security and Bangladesh’s 
hardline counterterrorism operations. 

Financial Maritime Activities

There is scant evidence that JMB has 
exploited the maritime space to further 
its operations. 

There is no clear connection with financial 
maritime activity. However, increased 
pressures on JMB may force them to turn 
towards the maritime environment in order 
to open new sources of funding.
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As with JMB’s operational activity, there is no clear 
connection with financial maritime activity. However, 
increased pressures on JMB may force them to turn 
towards the maritime environment in order to open new 
sources of funding.

In the aftermath of the 2005 bombings, JMB was heavily 
targeted by state security services. Major arrests were 
made and JMB was under intense scrutiny. Despite this, 
they have managed to continue to grow and operate. 
JMB’s patience, flexibility, and resiliency testifies to their 
ability to adapt to changing circumstances and further 
underlines the potential for a maritime pivot

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
In the Islamic State’s post-caliphate phase, the organization 
is heavily focused on continuing its operations via its local 
affiliates, particularly in South Asia. Bangladesh, with a 
long history of Islamist activity, will likely feature widely in 
future ISIS plans in the region. However, despite a history 
of attacks being claimed by Islamic State-affiliated groups, 
Bangladesh’s government has failed to acknowledge the 
presence of ISIS ideology in their country.  

Many believe that South Asia has assumed a greater role 
in the Islamic State’s global strategy, and ISIS has claimed 
that attacks in the region have risen steadily in the past few 
years. In May 2019, a month after the Easter bombings in 
Sri Lanka, ISIS leadership formally announced the creation 
of provinces in Pakistan and India, separate entities from 
the Islamic State-Khorasan Province (ISKP), a group active 
on the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan which 
has been in existence since 2015. 

Thus far, ISIS-backed JMB has illustrated a willingness to 
support Islamic State affiliates in Bangladesh, as well as 
more broadly throughout South Asia. Its links to the battle 
of Marawi in the Philippines, acknowledgement of the 
support provided by ISKP leading up to the attack on the 
Holey Bakery, and praise for the Easter bombing attacks 
in Sri Lanka show a group attuned to the Islamic State’s 
regional and global goals. However, these goals might 
soon become more difficult to realize as states like India 
step up their counterterrorism efforts to rid the region of 
Islamic State influence. 

As counterterrorism efforts are reinforced throughout 
the region, it is not unlikely that the Bay of Bengal’s role 
in regional terrorism may increase. This will make the 
role of organizations like the Bay of Bengal Initiative for 
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation 
(BIMSTEC)—which in September 2018 held its first 
transnational counterterrorism exercise designed to 
increase the interoperability of member states—that 
much more critical. 

Thus far, ISIS-backed JMB has illustrated 
a willingness to support the Islamic State 
in Bangladesh, as well as more broadly 
throughout South Asia. As counterterrorism 
efforts are reinforced throughout the region, 
it is not unlikely that the Bay of Bengal’s role 
in regional terrorism may increase.
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ARABIAN SEA
Tier 3

FOUNDED: CIRCA 1990

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Based in Pakistan; has carried 
out numerous attacks against 
military and civilian targets in 
India, particularly in  Jammu and 
Kashmir. In the aftermath of the 
US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, 
LeT provided active assistance to al-
Qaeda.     

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

South Asian Salafism, referred to 
as Ahl-e-Hadith; the group has 
become increasingly involved 
in global jihadism. Although its 
operations have traditionally been 
focused in Jammu and Kashmir, 
it has also has played both active 
and passive roles in operations 
around the globe.1 LeT promotes 
the “supremacy of the ummah 
(the global Muslim community) 
over any democratic or secular 
nation-state.”2     

RECENT OPERATIONS:

In the first quarter of 2020, there 
have been several clashes between 
state security forces and members 
of LeT. In addition, there have 
been several attacks that remain 
unclaimed but are likely to have 
been undertaken by LeT. In July 
2019 Pakistani police arrested Hafiz 
Muhammad Saeed, the founder 
of LeT and head of the group’s 
humanitarian wing, called Jamaat-
ud-Dawa (JuD).

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING LeT 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

L A S H K A R - E -TA I B A  ( L eT ) 

*ACLED data begins in 2016

Jaish-e-Mohammed

Lashkar-e-Taiba
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LeT is probably best known for its 2008 attack on 
India’s cultural capital in Mumbai. The attack, which 
required months of careful planning and training on a 
range of maritime tactics, prompted a major overhaul 
of India’s coastal security infrastructure and underlined 
the grave reality of maritime-centric attacks against 
India’s coastline.

Before the attack in Mumbai, LeT had been active for 
nearly two decades, during which time it evolved from 
a locally focused organization to an organization with 
expansive operational capabilities. In 2001 the group 
partnered with Jaish-e-Mohammed on an attack against 
the Indian Parliament, and in the mid-2000s LeT served 
as a “gateway” for aspiring jihadis to reach the ranks of 
al-Qaeda.3 

LeT has also played a limited role in operations outside 
of the Middle East, India, and Jammu and Kashmir. The 
group has been linked to the 2005 London train bombings 
and two failed attempts against airliners, including 
Richard Reid’s 2002 plot to blow up an airplane using a 
shoe bomb.4

Operational Maritime Activities

The legacy of Mumbai 

LeT’s attack on the coastal city of Mumbai is perhaps one 
of the most iconic examples of tactical utilization of the 
maritime space. The seaborne attacks, orchestrated by 
ten members of the group, were well-coordinated and 
lasted for four days. Using the sea to conduct the attacks 
enabled LeT to avoid overland Indian security checkpoints 
and border crossings. The group also hijacked and utilized 
an Indian vessel to conduct the attack, allowing it to avoid 
detection by the Indian Coast Guard. 

The attacks on Mumbai were launched from an isolated 
coastal area near the Port of Karachi. From there, the 
assailants boarded a cargo vessel bound for India’s 
coastline with the Arabian Sea. After a day at sea, some 
reports suggest that the group was met by a larger vessel 
which supplied them with the arms and ammunition 
needed to carry out the attack.5  That same day, LeT 
members also hijacked an Indian fishing trawler and 
murdered the entire crew except for the captain.6 
Continuing to Mumbai, the group beheaded the captain 
as they neared their target. They then boarded Gemini 
boats powered by small outboard motors, and made 
landing on the coast of Mumbai’s commercial district. 
After landing, LeT members divided themselves into 
attack teams armed with AK-47s, IEDs, and grenades, and 
proceeded to attack six targets throughout the city. The 
attacks resulted in over 150 deaths. 

The Mumbai attacks encouraged a re-examination of 
India’s maritime security posture, leading to a thorough 
review of the interoperability between the navy, coast 
guard, and state police, and their collective ability to deal 
with nontraditional challenges.7

In December 2014, the Indian Coast Guard intercepted 
a Pakistani fishing vessel in Indian waters nearing the 
coastal city of Porbandar. As the Indian Coast Guard 
pursued the vessel, the crew set the boat on fire, killing 
all on board.8 Although unconfirmed, it is believed that 
the incident represents a possible attempt by LeT or an 
affiliate organization to carry out a Mumbai-style attack. 
Since the attack on Mumbai, Indian intelligence reports 
have indicated that LeT may again be preparing for 
maritime-centric attacks. As recently as January 2019, 
other reports have indicated that Pakistani militant 
commanders continue to train for “samundari jihad” 
(seaborne jihad) in the Indian seas.9 

A pontoon fleet

It is widely believed that LeT received nautical training on 
inland waterways in Pakistan prior to the Mumbai attack. 
However, there is evidence that the group possessed 
maritime capabilities long before Mumbai. In the 
aftermath of the 2005 earthquake in Jammu and Kashmir, 
for instance, LeT’s charitable front organization Jamaat-
ud-Dawa regularly ferried supplies to remote villages 
along the Neelum River. At the time, the group possessed 
a fleet of rubber pontoon boats with outboard motors, 
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which they used to deliver militants, arms, and munitions 
into Kashmir, as well as to practice amphibious operations 
on a lake at their headquarter campus outside of Lahore.10 
Although LeT’s inland operations on rivers and lakes do 
not directly correlate with its activities during the attack 
on Mumbai, they are at the very least illustrative of the 
fact that nautical expertise is commonplace within the 
organization. 

Financial Maritime Activities

Karachi’s role as a key transshipment point   

Like many regional illicit groups, LeT benefits from 
its involvement in the illegal drug trade, with Karachi 
historically serving as a drug transshipment point.11 The 
role of narcotics in funding LeT’s activities was highlighted 
during the interrogation of American terrorist David 
Coleman Headley, a former US DEA agent who became 
a member of LeT and was one of the key conspirators 
connected to the Mumbai attacks. According to Headley, 
the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence agency plays a 
role in linking drug lords and terrorists, helping to move 
both weapons and drugs out of Pakistan.12 

Although Pakistan’s complex militant landscape makes it 
difficult to attribute the movements of illicit drugs, there 
have been a number of seizures, primarily heroin shipped 
from Pakistan, made by Sri Lanka, Maldives, and India 
over the past six months.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
On February 12, 2020, a Pakistani antiterrorism court 
convicted Hafiz Muhammad Saeed, LeT and JuD founder, 
on charges of terror financing  and sentenced him to five 
and a half years in prison.13 The conviction came just 
days before a delegation from Islamabad was set to meet 
with members of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) 
to discuss the country’s “Grey List” ranking in regard to 
terror financing. The delegation from Islamabad was also 
expected to discuss measures that it can take to avoid 
being blacklisted by the FATF.

Saeed’s conviction and sentencing may signal a shift in 
Pakistan’s dealings with LeT and affiliated groups. In the 
past, the Pakistani government has routinely arrested the 
group’s founder and then released him shortly thereafter. 
In the near term, it is not clear how Saeed’s conviction 
might impact LeT’s operations. By many accounts, 
the group has continued to grow in strength since its 
headline-grabbing attacks on Mumbai, increasing both 
its international and domestic presence. In 2017, LeT 
members announced the creation of a political party, 
JuD, which the US State Department later designated as a 
foreign terrorist organization.

Although the continued professionalization of the group 
might mean that its finances will become increasingly 
formalized and possibly less dependent on things like the 
maritime illicit drug trade, Saeed’s conviction could be a 
sign that Islamabad is no longer willing to entertain the 
group or turn a blind eye to its revenue streams. Given 
the group’s maritime legacy, this could mean increased 
financial and operational activities might play out at sea.

Like many regional 
illicit groups, LeT 
benefits from its 
involvement in the 
illegal drug trade, with 
Karachi historically 
serving as a drug 
transshipment point.

http://presence.In
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INDO-PACIFIC
Tier 4

FOUNDED: 2012                                      

AREA OF OPERATION: 

Mostly in the southern Philippines, 
with a concentration on the island 
of Mindanao.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

Establishment of an Islamic 
caliphate in the Philippines. 

RECENT OPERATIONS:

In January 2020, an alleged member 
of the Maute Group was killed in 
an encounter with government 
troops.2 

On November 22, 2019, government 
troops pursued militants believed 
to be affiliated with the Maute 
Group near Mount Malingao.3   

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING 
MAUTE GROUP

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

M A U T E  G R O U P

*ACLED data begins in 2016

New People’s Army, Bangsamoro Islamic 
Freedom Fighters, Abu Sayyaf Group

Maute Group
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Financial Maritime Activities

Capitalizing on maritime vulnerabilities 

The Maute Group has close connections with the Abu 
Sayyaf Group (ASG), an organization that frequently 
exploits the maritime domain for financial gain. Links to 
drug smuggling indicate that the Maute Group, like the 
ASG, have used the maritime domain to finance their 
operations. 

The largest cache of drugs ever seized from the Maute 
Group, consisting of 12 kilograms of methamphetamine 
pills worth almost $5 million, was found in a Maute Group 
stronghold after the siege of Marawi.11 President Rodrigo 
Duterte has subsequently named a number of individuals 
from Lanao del Sur who have ties to the Maute Group 
whom he suspects operated as drug lords.12 To transport 
drugs undetected into the Philippines the Maute Group 
likely uses maritime routes.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The Maute Group’s affiliation with the Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has been confirmed by reports noting 
that ISIS has sent tens of thousands of dollars to support 

The Maute Group, founded by Abdullah Maute and 
his brother Omar Khayam Maute, is best known for its 
role in the five-month siege of Marawi in 2017, which 
resulted in roughly 1,100 deaths and displaced hundreds 
of thousands of residents.4 The ultimately unsuccessful 
operation severely depleted the Maute Group’s strength. 

Arrests of Maute operatives in 2019 indicate that the 
group is attempting to replenish its ranks. The Maute 
Group continues to threaten regional stability by 
recruiting local youths, but overall remains weak.5   

The Maute Group has shown an awareness of the 
maritime domain’s importance. The seizure of Marawi, 
for instance, threatened shipping-lane security, which 
suggests the Maute Group was attempting to leverage 
vulnerabilities in the maritime domain.6 While operations 
with maritime targets have been limited, the group has 
exploited coastal waters to transport drugs, arms, and 
manpower into operational areas. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Facilitating movement  

When under pressure from government forces on shore, 
the Maute Group has turned to maritime routes to ferry in 
recruits and to escape to safety. Three Maute operatives, 
for example, were apprehended in the port of Iloilo, 
Panay, on a vessel from Mindanao in 2017.7 According 
to former Maute fighters, boats were used to transport 
recruits and supplies into Marawi during the siege and 
provide an avenue of escape in the later stages.8 The 
Philippine government responded by increasing maritime 
joint patrols with neighboring Malaysia and Indonesia 
and stationing additional vessels near the larger ports.9 
The porous borders, however, have remained vulnerable 
to illicit crossings that capitalize on the region’s old 
smuggling routes.10 

Links to drug 
smuggling indicate 
that the Maute Group, 
like the ASG, have 
used the maritime 
domain to finance 
their operations.

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS



 182   |  Violence at Sea: How Terrorists, Insurgents, and Other Extremists Exploit the Maritime Domain

the Maute Group.13 The Maute Group also cooperated 
with the ASG during the siege of Marawi to increase their 
numbers and organize logistics.

While the Maute Group’s strength has dwindled 
considerably since the siege, the organization continues 
to espouse its extremist ideology to local communities. 
As the group looks to rebuild, further expansion into the 
maritime domain through kidnapping, smuggling, and 
trafficking operations could facilitate its recovery. 

Finally, in June 2020, Minhati Madrais, widow of the 
Maute Group’s co-leader Omar Maute, was released after 
spending nearly three years in a Philippine jail. Prior to 
her arrest, Minhati allegedly “handled the funding for 
the Maute Group, and previously fixed procurement of 
weapons, personnel and training camps.” The maritime 
implications of her freedom remain to be seen, but 
regardless, regional security actors should be aware that 
her release may ultimately “revive the Maute Group’s 
finances,” thereby resulting in an uptick in violence.14

As the group looks to rebuild after its 
losses from the seige of Marwai, further 
expansion into the maritime domain 
through kidnapping, smuggling, and 
trafficking operations could facilitate its 
recovery. 
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INDO-PACIFIC
Tier 3

FOUNDED: 1968        

AREA OF OPERATION: 

The NPA operates throughout the 
Philippines, with concentrations in 
Luzon, Visayas, Southern Tagalog, 
and Mindanao.1

GROUP GOALS/IDEOLOGY: 

The NPA aspires to overthrow 
the Philippine government and 
set up a Marxist-Leninist form of 
communism in its place.2  

RECENT OPERATIONS: 

Following several clashes between 
government forces and NPA 
militants in early 2020, a ceasefire 
was announced in March in 
response to calls from the UN 
for a worldwide halt to conflict 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
ceasefire, however, was short lived 
and fighting has resumed. 

In November 2019, after discovering 
NPA insurgents were extorting 
money and food from communities 
in the Eastern Samar province, the 
Philippine government responded 
by sending troops into the 
mountains. Improvised explosive 
devices and the ensuing firefight 
killed 6 soldiers and at least one 
NPA member while leaving dozens 
injured.3 

MARITIME 
ACTIVITY 
RATING

FATAL EVENTS INVOLVING LeT 

INTERIOR AND COASTAL FATAL EVENTS

Coastal
Interior

Tier 1
Tier 2
Tier 3
Tier 4

Coastal Events occur within 50km of the nearest coastline.  
Calculations: Stable Seas. Source: ACLED. Data through April 2020.

N E W  P E O P L E ’ S  A R M Y ( N PA )

*ACLED data begins in 2016

Maute Group, Bangsamoro Islamic 
Freedom Fighters, Abu Sayyaf Group

New People’s Army 
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The NPA political wing and its leadership lives mostly in the 
Netherlands, including Jose Maria Sison, chairman of the 
Central Committee and the organization’s founder; and 
Luis Jalandoni, Central Committee member and director 
of the National Democratic Front.4 NPA membership 
reached its peak number of roughly 25,000 in 1980 but 
has since declined.5 The organization’s resilience stems 
largely from its ability to maintain a substantial rural 
support base and the multiple guerrilla fronts it uses to 
challenge government control.6 

As one of Asia’s longest running insurgencies, the NPA has 
consistently capitalized on the maritime domain for raising 
funds and moving military assets in support of its land-
based operations. While NPA leadership has emphasized 
self-sustainability,7 establishing outside connections with 
foreign countries like China has proven advantageous in 
maintaining the insurgency’s momentum. 

Operational Maritime Activities

Moving supplies and manpower through the 
maritime domain

The NPA has consistently smuggled weapons into their 
operational areas to further their ambitions. In July 1972 
government forces interdicted a shipment of medical 
supplies, arms, ammunition, and equipment bound for 
northeast Luzon.8 The NPA uses various forms of maritime 
transport to move supplies. Former fishing trawlers, 

motorized boats, ships transporting ore, and 30-ton 
wooden-hulled supply boats have all been identified as 
vessels used for smuggling by the NPA.9, 10, 11

Aside from coast-to-coast smuggling, the NPA has also 
attempted to exploit the maritime domain through more 
innovative means. In 1973, the insurgents planned to 
use scuba divers to pick up arms dropped off in shallow 
waters near La Union province. The deposited bazookas, 
M-14 rifles, and ammunition, kept dry by being sealed 
into plastic tubes, would then be hidden in nearby beach 
resorts before being transported to operational areas 
over land. The ship meant to pick up the weaponry, 
however, ran aground and the scheme was abandoned.12 
Reports indicate that the organization has continued 
relying on the maritime domain into the present. The 
2019 discovery of a seafarer’s identification card in an 
NPA safehouse confirms the NPA’s continued interest in 
maritime affairs.13 

In addition to smuggling, the NPA targets government 
maritime enforcement assets. Around 40 NPA operatives 
attacked Philippine motorboats from riverbanks near the 
Bulacan area in 2002.14 In 2018, the NPA attacked army 
and coast guard vessels docked at Masbate City Port.15 
The incidents show that the NPA has the capacity to 
threaten government control of coastal waters when it 
deems the terms of engagement advantageous. 

Financial Maritime Activities

As one of Asia’s longest running 
insurgencies, the NPA has consistently 
capitalized on the maritime domain for 
raising funds and moving military assets 
in support of its land-based operations.
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Extorting funds

The group extorts funds from business owners and 
politicians; 2002 reports indicate NPA naval groups 
conducted extortion activities in the coastal Bulacan 
area.16 Businesses targeted for extortion tended to be 
land-based, but the NPA’s access to vessels means they 
could expand operations to ports and maritime-based 
businesses in the future.

Affiliations, Outlook, Opportunities
The NPA has sought to establish connections with 
organizations following a similar ideology, including 
the Japanese Red Army and the Maoist factions of the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization. Within the Philippines, 
the NPA has created links with communist and leftist 
groups like the Cordillera People’s Democratic Front and 
the Revolutionary Council of Trade Unions.17 The group 
has also established cordial relationships with regional 
insurgency groups like the Moro National Liberation Front 
and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front in order to minimize 
friction and facilitate tactical cooperation.

Tensions exist between the NPA and NPA splinter groups 
that disagreed with the decision to double down on a 
strategy of protracted conflict. The Alex Boncayao Brigade 
(ABB) splinter group has occasionally violently clashed 
with the NPA, and reports indicate the ABB has even 
worked with government forces against the NPA.18 

The NPA continues to form a formidable force with 
access to numerous vessels. Although their operational 
framework is mostly land-based, tightening security 
by the Armed Forces of the Philippines and a reduction 
in membership could push the NPA into establishing 
a stronger maritime presence. Repeated attempts at 
reconciliation with the NPA during President Rodrigo 
Duterte’s regime have proven unsuccessful.19 

The NPA continues to form a formidable 
force with access to numerous vessels, 
and tightening security by the Armed 
Forces of the Philippines could push the 
NPA into establishing a stronger maritime 
presence.
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VIOLENT NON-STATE ACTORS AT SEA  
METHODOLOGICAL NOTES
This chapter provides an overview of the specific methods used to create the data presented in this project. It proceeds 
in two sections. The first describes the general processes used to discover information about the use of the maritime 
space by violent non-state actors. The second section presents the specific search terms used in the execution of these 
searches.

Data Collection
Utilizing web searches, news article databases (i.e., Nexis Uni–formerly LexisNexis Academic), and consultation with 
subject matter experts, coders followed a search procedure to identify ways in which violent non-state actors use the 
maritime space. Coders first searched the organization’s name to identify various spellings and aliases. Next, coders used 
a series of search terms related to maritime activities. Search terms included the organization’s name and key words 
such as boat, vessel, dhow, sea, strait, ocean, maritime, coast, port, waterway, seaborne, ships/shipping, smuggling, and 
trafficking. A complete list of various search terms considered is located in the next section. 

The search process focused on identifying an organization’s use of the maritime space for both operational purposes 
and financial purposes. Operational activities are defined as those driven by political motivations where actors view 
the maritime space as an extension of their theater of operations. Financial activities, while also driven by political 
motivations, are defined as activities that are generally about financial gain for the organization. These activities may 
be in support of an organization’s operational activities, but are considered distinct in that an organization is using the 
maritime space for financial purposes. 

In total there were five distinct ways in which coders examined each organization’s use of these two overarching categories. 
For operational activities, coders considered how the maritime space was used for tactical purposes and/or as a theater 
for targeting maritime infrastructure. For financial activities, coders considered three distinct strategies generally used by 
organizations in their attempts to profit from either licit activities (controlling fishing fleets) or illicit activities (trafficking 
of people or goods at sea). Each activity, along with its respective classification, is outlined below.

Operational Activities

1. TACTICAL SUPPORT: The movement of goods or personnel by VNSAs via maritime routes for the purpose of 
engaging political or military objectives.

2. TARGET: The deliberate, threatened, or actual use of violence by a VNSA against a maritime target such as a ship, 
platform, port, wharf, or other maritime infrastructure.

Financial Activities

1. TAKE: To obtain property or persons at sea by wrongful or illegal means.

2. TRAFFIC & TRADE: The licit or illicit exchange of goods or services at sea to fund onshore campaigns of political 
violence.

3. TAX & EXTORT: Obtaining payment outside of sanctioned legal or political frameworks by means of force or 
intimidation at sea, or by exerting control over a specific maritime area.

Using these five activity types, coders sought to examine the degree to which each VNSA was involved in each designated 
activity. In other words, coders worked to identify the degree of involvement in the maritime space for each type of 
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activity. Each activity was scored using a tier system ranging from one (1–no activity) to four (4–heavily active). Definitions 
for each tier are as follows, and for tiers 2 through 4 brief examples are provided to demonstrate how coders arrived at 
each classification.

• TIER 1: There is no evidence that the organization used the maritime space for this purpose.

• TIER 2: The organization has not used the maritime space directly for this purpose, but evidence suggests it either 
has a desire to use this space (or did in the past) or is connected to this space in some capacity.

• Example of operational tier 2 (Target)

In September 2018, the ELN detonated a boat-bomb on a floating naval base located on the Arauca River, 
an inland waterway. Though no attacks have occurred at sea, the group’s involvement in the maritime 
space for financial purposes, coupled with these tactics on inland waterways, led to a “tier 2” rating for the 
Target activity.

• Example of financial tier 2 (Tax & Extort)

The Sudan People’s Liberation Army-In-Opposition (SPLA-IO) is heavily involved in the taxation of teak 
loggers, particularly through the establishment of a transit tax system. After passing through checkpoints, 
the teak lumber is taken to the port of Mombasa. Though this process is mostly outside of the maritime 
space, the ability to identify the destination of the teak points to an indirect use of the maritime sector and 
a “tier 2” designation.

• TIER 3: There is clear evidence that the organization has used the maritime space for this category, but the degree 
of activity on the maritime space is minimal.

• Example of operational tier 3 (Tactical)

The Islamic State-Sinai Province has historically used the maritime space to receive supplies and recruits. 
Since 2018, the Egyptian navy has made a concerted effort to choke out maritime supply lines, with most 
reporting on ISSP’s maritime activities recorded prior to this time. Since most of the group’s activity appears 
to have been prior to 2018 and with no clear indication of recent capabilities in the maritime space for 
operational purposes, it received a “tier 3” rating. 

• Example of financial tier 3 (Tax & Extort)

Al-Shabaab is heavily involved in taxation schemes for financial purposes, and in 2019, extended its taxation 
enterprise to the port in Mogadishu. It does so through deep connections with illicit actors and is able to 
tax many goods that enter through the seaport. However, the group has been pushed farther inland so its 
ability to carry this racketeering strategy out in the maritime space is simply an issue of its ability to extend 
its reach back to coastal territories, leading to its “tier 3” designation. 

• TIER 4: There is clear evidence that the organization uses the maritime space for this category and is (or has been) 
heavily active in the maritime space for this activity.

• Example of operational tier 4 (Tactical)

The Libyan Arab Armed Forces (formerly known as the Libyan National Army) use the maritime space to 
receive weapons shipments and regularly patrols the eastern Libyan coast. The group even purchased a 
retired Irish naval ship from the UAE, using it for patrols. The group’s high level of activity in the maritime 
space and regular use of this arena led to its “tier 4” designation.
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General Maritime Search Terms 
• “Sea”
• “Ocean”
• “Territorial waters”
• “EEZ”
• “Maritime domain”
• “Maritime infrastructure”
• “Coastal waterways” 
• “Strait” 
• “Ports” 
• “Waterways”

Tactical Support 
• “Movement of fighters” 
• “Seaborne attack” 
• “Seaborne raid” 
• “Frogmen” 
• “Seaborne Jihad” 
• “Samundari Jihad” 

 Target 
• “Maritime terrorism” 
• “Maritime targets”
• “MIED” 
• “Maritime IEDs”
• “Floating bomb”
• “Small boat attack” 
• “Suicide boats/ships”
• “Maritime suicide bombers” 
• “Drone boat” 
• “Drone boat attack”
• “Deep-sea divers” 

• “Suicide divers”
• “Cyber attacks + maritime 

space”
• “Port attacks”
• “Maritime infrastructure 

attacks” 
• “Under-sea fiber-optic cable 

network attacks”

Take
• “Maritime piracy”
• “Armed robbery at sea”
• “Kidnappings at sea” 
• “Kidnapping for ransom”
• “KFR”
• “KFR at Sea”
• “Illicit/illegal oil bunkering”
• “Crude oil bunkering”

Traffic & Trade 
• “Weapons trafficking” 
• “Illicit firearms trafficking”
• “Arms trafficking” 
• “Drug trafficking” 
• “Drug interdiction”
• “Drug trafficking/smuggling 

routes” 
• “Narco submarines”
• “Semi-submersibles”
• “Container shipments” 
• “Human trafficking” 
• “Human smuggling” 

• “Maritime mixed migration” 
• “Seaborne smuggling 

networks” 
• “Human smuggling at sea” 
• “Migrant smuggling at sea” 
• “Wildlife trafficking” 
• “Wildlife crime”
• “Front-business” (fishing, 

fish farming, other maritime-
centric careers)

Tax & Extort 
• “Controlling ports”
• “Controlling seas/waterways” 
• “Providing protection/security 

along maritime routes”
• “Strategic ports”
• “Seaborne shipping industry” 

• Example of financial tier 4 (Tax & Extort)

The Libyan Arab Armed Forces regularly tax actors for access to fishing rights in Libya’s territorial waters. In 
July 2019 the group negotiated an agreement with Italian fishermen, granting them fishing rights in Libyan 
waters for an estimated €10,000 per month. The group’s involvement in and control over the maritime 
space in these coastal regions resulted in its “tier 4” classification. 

After coding each organization across each of the five categories, coders drafted qualitative group profiles with detailed 
information on the specific ways in which actors engaged in the maritime sector. These group profiles make up the 
majority of this report.

Search Terms 

Included below is a list of search terms that were considered during the coding process. The list is not exhaustive, but 
provides a robust sample of search terms often found in maritime reporting.
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CONTACT US

ONE EARTH FUTURE fosters sustainable peace by partnering with innovative world leaders, global development 
agencies and communities to see complex problems at the root of armed conflict in new ways and solve them together 
through orchestrated collaboration.
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Stable Seas, a program of One Earth Future, engages the international security community with novel research on illicit 
maritime activities such as piracy and armed robbery, trafficking and smuggling in persons, IUU (illegal/unregulated/
unreported) fishing, and illicit trades in weapons, drugs, and other contraband. These activities perpetuate organized 
political violence and reinforce each other to threaten economic development and the welfare of coastal populations.
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