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Shortly before sun-
rise on March 18 of 
this year, the In Salah 

gas plant—a joint venture 
between BP, Statoil, and 
Algerian Sonatrach, situ-
ated in Algeria’s desert ex-

panse—was hit by two rocket-propelled grenades. The 
attack did not cause significant damage, but was a star-
tling reminder of the 2013 attacks on the In Amenas 
gas plant that killed 39 workers.

Algeria is one of the most significant suppliers of 
natural gas to Europe and provides a viable alter-
native to Russian gas, but in order to fulfill po-
tential demand, the country’s natural gas sector 
needs significant development. Algeria is trying 
its best to entice European companies, but busi-
nesses are wary of expanding into the Saharan 
territory of Islamist militants.

Europe Needs Gas
Even as nations discuss a future free from hydro-

carbons in order to prevent climate change, the Euro-
pean Union still relies heavily on gas, most of it im-
ported. With Russia now on a political collision course 
with Europe over Ukraine, Algeria is becoming an 
even more important supplier.

Of the 16.55 trillion cubic feet (Tcf ) of gas 
consumed by E.U. countries in 2013, 88 percent of 
it was imported from outside the union. Russia was 
the largest supplier, supplying 39 percent of imports; 
Norway, which is not in the E.U., was second with 
33 percent; and Algeria was not far behind, with 
close to 22 percent.

In its 2014 Energy Security Strategy, the E.U. set 
clear ambitions for reducing its dependence on Rus-
sian gas, but Norway is not able to make up the slack 
on its own. Norway has an annual production of 3.9 
Tcf of gas and proven reserves of 72 Tcf. Its production 

is expected to remain relatively stable in the coming 
five years, but according to the U.S. Energy Informa-
tion Administration (EIA), investments in exploration 
and development of new gas fields have declined dra-
matically and will likely lead to lower production in the 
short term as well.
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One Norwegian oil analyst estimates 
a 40 percent decline in gas deliveries 
to Europe within the next 10 years.
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According to the Oxford Energy Institute, Nor-
wegian production is expected to decline in 15 years, 
with less than 19 years life expectancy on gas produc-
tion remaining. One Norwegian oil analyst estimates a 
40 percent decline in gas deliveries to Europe within 
the next 10 years.

“The truth of the matter is that while the E.U.’s 
gas demand is flattening out going forward, indigenous 
production is running out,” said Andreas Goldthau, 
an Associate with the Geopolitics of Energy Project 
at Harvard University’s Belfer Center for Science and 
International Affairs, in an interview with The Glob-
al Intelligence. The Middle East and North Africa 
will therefore play an increasingly 
important role in serving Euro-
pean gas needs. Algeria stands out 
among the nations in North Africa, 
according to Goldthau:

“Libya is in domestic 
turmoil, Egypt will see fall-
ing exports until new finds off 
shore materialize, and it is yet 
unclear where Israeli gas devel-
opments will go, and whether there will be 
exports. So Algeria clearly emerges as one 
of the most promising countries gas will be 
sourced from.”

Algerian Gas Needs Money
Diminishing production in Europe and the E.U.’s 

goals of diversifying away from Russian gas makes 
Algeria the obvious next source to meet European 

gas needs. “Algeria indeed sits on 
vast conventional and—more im-
portantly—unconventional gas 
reserves,” said Goldthau. “The 
problem, however, is whether the 
molecules can find the money.”

The country has 159 Tcf of 
proven conventional gas reserves, 
twice as much as Norway, and 707 
Tcf of recoverable shale gas, the 
world’s third-largest amount. De-
spite its great potential, however, 
the gas sector has a long way to 
go. As mature fields are depleted 
and development of new fields is 
lacking, production in Algeria has 
gradually declined over the past 
ten years.

With increased investments 
in the natural gas sector, this de-

cline could be reversed. An EIA report concludes 
that production may recover should new fields come 
online. But the development of new fields is years 
behind schedule, partly because of difficulties in at-
tracting investors.

The Algerian gas sector is host to a number of 
European companies in joint venture. The Algerian 
national oil company, Sonatrach, French Total, Nor-
wegian Statoil, British BP, Italian ENI, and Spanish 
Repsol and CEPSA are just a few of the major Eu-
ropean oil and gas companies operating in Algeria’s 
promising upstream gas sector, bringing valuable ex-
pertise and technology.

Nonetheless, the country has experienced dif-
ficulties in attracting further investments, particularly 
at licensing rounds. In 2014, only 4 of 31 blocks were 
awarded, and in 2015, a round was canceled due to low 
interest. In order to entice investors, the country re-
vised its hydrocarbon law to shift toward profit-based 
taxation on companies and include longer exploration 
phases and longer operating periods on unconventional 
hydrocarbons such as shale gas.

In addition, Sonatrach is offering blocks to de-
velop new fields in direct negotiations, an inside source 

The joint Italian-Algerian GALSI pipline

The problem with oil and gas is that it is 
at the mercy of geography and requires 
substantial investment in infrastructure.
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told Reuters. The company is already in talks with ENI 
and other foreign companies.

The low price of oil does not make new invest-
ment enticing, but Europe nonetheless needs Algeria. 
In order to discuss the investment opportunities in the 
country’s gas sector, the E.U. and Algeria held a sum-
mit in May, attracting the attention of 32 European 
natural gas companies, including majors such as ENI, 
Total, and CEPSA.

Unfortunately, development is inseparable from 
risk, said Andre Colling, chief MENA analyst at 
Red24, a London-based risk-management consultan-
cy, in an interview with The Global Intelligence.

“The influx [of European oil and gas 
companies] will be noticed by extremists 
who will be well aware that undermining 

the Algerian state can best be achieved by 
attacking its primary source of income—oil 
and gas extraction.”  

At the Mercy of Terrorists
The problem with oil and gas is that it is at the 

mercy of geography and requires substantial invest-
ment in infrastructure. This 
makes gas companies hos-
tage to the environment 
they’re operating in.

Algeria’s mature and de-
veloping gas fields are located 
primarily in its central prov-
inces, Laghouat, Ghardaia 
and Ouargla, and southern 
provinces Ardar, Tamang-

hasset and Illizi—all deep in the Saharan desert.
The Sahara is also home to some of the world’s 

most notorious Islamist militants. Most prominent 
among them is Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Magreb 
(AQIM) and Al-Murabitoun, in addition to smaller 
groups such as Jund al-Khalifa and Ansar Dine. With 
the civil war in Libya, ISIS has also entered the stage 
as a contender.

The Port of Algiers

Algeria is completely dependent on oil and gas 
revenues, including about 95 percent of its export 
earnings and 60 percent of the state budget.
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AQIM traces its roots back to the Armed Islamic 
Group (GIA), which has a history of opposing the Al-
gerian state. GIA led an insurgency against the gov-
ernment after the French-backed military canceled the 
electoral victory of the Islamic Salvation Front in 1990.

AQIM is organized in semi-autonomous bri-
gades under the leadership of individual command-
ers, with Afghanistan-veteran Abdelmalek Drouk-
del as its overarching 
head. Another veteran, 
Mokhtar Belmokhtar, 
broke away in 2012 to 
form Al-Mulathamun, 
the group behind the 
In Amenas gas plant at-
tacks. Having suffered 
heavy losses during the 
attack, Al-Mulathamun 
merged with another AQIM breakaway,  the Move-
ment for Unity and Jihad in West Africa, only a few 
months later.

“[These groups] want to overthrow states in the 
region, repulse Western business and military forces, 
and establish zones of control where Sharia Law can 
be implemented,” said Andre Colling.

AQIM’s near enemies are the governments in 
North Africa, but it has also declared war against ‘far 

enemies’ such Spain and France. Al-Murabitoun has 
stated ambitions of uniting all jihadist groups across 
North-Africa, and has singled out French companies 
as targets on account of France’s increased military 
presence in the region.

Despite their common goals, AQIM and Al-
Murabitoun are not on good terms. The two groups, 
in addition to other militants, are often in conflict 

and compete over media attention, recruits, and ac-
cess to capital. This makes the security situation even 
more precarious as they seek to outperform one an-
other with their attacks.

“These attacks include shooting, conventional 
bombs, and suicide bombings. Operations are conduct-
ed in small teams or individually,” said Colling. “On oc-
casion larger groups will execute higher profile attacks, 
like the In Amenas siege in Algeria.”

The Algerian Sahara

The In Amenas attack led to a 10 percent drop in 
Algeria’s production in the first half of 2013, leading 
to a 12 percent drop in government revenue.
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The Gas Target
In January, 2013, Al-Mulathamun conducted a 

large scale attack on BP, Statoil, and Sonatrach’s natu-
ral gas extraction facilities at In Amenas. Taking ad-
vantage of the instability in Libya, the group slipped 
across the border and took several hundred local and 
foreign staff hostage. In the firefight that erupted, 39 
foreign hostages were killed.

“In Amenas was a serious wake up call to foreign 
oil and gas firms operating, not only in Algeria, but 

also in North Africa as a whole,” said Andre Colling. 
“It showed that despite the best efforts of the security 
forces that militants possessed the capability to launch 
large scale mass casualty attacks against hard targets.”

Algeria is completely dependent on oil and gas 
revenues. About 95 percent of its export earnings and 
60 percent of the state budget comes from oil and gas. 

The In Amenas attack led to a 10 percent drop in Al-
geria’s hydrocarbon production in the first half of 2013, 
leading to a 12 percent drop in government revenue. It 
also led foreign oil and gas companies to withdraw staff 
from the country, delaying the development of various 
oil and gas projects. It took over a year for expatriate 
staff to start returning, wary of the security situation.

The response to the attack has been seen as a com-
plete failure on the part of the Algerian security forces. 
The premises were not fortified to withstand the scale 

of the attack, and some hostages 
were killed in the firefight between 
government forces and terrorists.

The Algerian government re-
jected companies’ requests to em-
ploy private security, as this would 
violate Algerian law, but responded 
by beefing up security measures, pa-
trolling the desert with helicopters 
and drones, and deploying 20,000 

soldiers to protect its borders, as well as building a new 
airstrip for expats working near In Amenas. The coun-
try has also taken action across its borders by sending 
special operations forces to Mali and Niger, and is also 
reported to have sent 5,000 troops to Libya.

The oil and gas production sites have become for-
tified islands in the desert expanse. But Algeria is the 

Algerian security forces

The response to the attack has been seen as a 
complete failure on the part of the Algerian 
security forces.
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largest country in Africa and in the Arab world; de-
spite its efforts, its almost 6,400 kilometers of bor-
der remain porous and almost impossible to fortify 
against militants hiding in Libya. Weapons entering 
Algeria from the south and east is as commonplace 
as attacks on military posts. An attack by AQIM in 
July last year left nine government soldiers dead in a 
display of militant strength.

“In terms of risk zones, for oil 
and gas companies, the desert inte-
rior is the most at-risk,” said Colling. 
“The military’s ability to monitor 
threats in the vast area is limited, 
allowing militants almost total free-
dom of movement.”

Dangerous Competition
The internal competition between militants 

is making the security situation even more pre-
carious. ISIS is gaining support among many Is-
lamists in North Africa. Al-Murabitoun pledged 
allegiance in December.

This has prompted AQIM to attempt to regain 
prominence by conducting several large scale attacks 
on foreign targets across the Sahel—the region south 
of the Sahara—and West Africa. In November, an 
attack on the Radisson Blu Hotel in Bamako (Mali) 
killed 27 people; in January, an attack on the Cap-
pucino Café and Splendid Hotel in Ouagadougou 
(Burkina Faso) killed 30 people; in February, there 
was an attack on U.N. personnel staying at La Palm-
eraie Hotel in Timbuktu; and just this March, an 
attack on a Grand-Bassam vacation resort in Ivory 
Coast left 12 dead. Despite competing claims over 

responsibility, these attacks are indicative of mili-
tants intent on outdoing each other in their savagery.

“AQIM attacks in southern Mali, Burkina Faso, 
and Ivory Coast recently underscore that militants 
maintain the capability and intent to conduct mass 
casualty attacks,” said Colling. “It would not surprise 
me if militants were planning to target another well-
defended oil and gas installation in Algeria.”

Algeria has the potential to pick up the slack 
left in Europe’s gas imports as the E.U. shifts away 
from Russia, but Algeria needs massive invest-
ment both in terms of security and in its natural 
gas sector in order to do so. European upstream 
gas companies are already operating in the sector, 
but Algeria will need to convince companies that 
their investments will be safe if it wants to entice 
them to develop new fields.

The country’s dependency on oil and gas for 
government revenues makes it vulnerable, and Is-
lamist militants see the sector as a way to target both 
the ‘near’ and the ‘far’ enemies simultaneously. By at-
tacking gas plants, militants are able to disrupt pro-
duction and scare away investors, harming both the 
Algerian government as well as European interests 
in the region. The competition between militants 

for publicity and legitimacy 
makes the situation even 
more dangerous as they try 
to outdo each other in spec-
tacular attacks.

“If militants can repeat 
their In Amenas siege,” said 
Andre Colling, “the Algerian 
economy could well be crip-
pled as investors withdraw 
from the country.”

Mr. Wam is a freelance journal-
ist with an M.A. in Security 
Studies from the University of 
Birmingham and an M.Phil. in 
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versity of Oslo.

“It would not surprise me if militants were 
planning to target another well-defended oil 
and gas installation in Algeria.”

Video still of the 2016 Ouagadougou terrorist attack




