
Bordering on Crisis:
The Future of Algeria-Mali Relations
Yahia H. Zoubir & Abdelkader Abderrahmane

ISSUE BRIEF 
July  2025

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The 2015 Accord is Crucial to Restoring Peace
The Algeria-brokered talks have played a critical role in 
overcoming previous crises, notably the 2015 Algiers 
Accords. Bamako’s current rulers must recognize that 
only dialogue with their opponents in northern Mali can 
restore peace. 

Algeria is Key to Sahel Security
Mali’s junta must recognize the vital role Algeria plays 
in the stability of the broader Maghreb-Sahel region. 
While Algeria must carefully navigate its role as a 
mediator alongside the complexities of Mali’s domestic 
political landscape.  

Algeria and Mali are at Loggerheads
The downing of a drone, in March 2025, on the Algeria-Mali 
border has pushed a long-brewing diplomatic crisis to the 
brink. Bamako accuses Algiers of interfering in its internal 
politics, while Algiers fears a spillover of unrest along their 
shared border. 

Mali and Algeria have a Shared
Geopolitical Future 
A common border, intertwined histories, cross-border family 
connections, and economic ties demand strengthening 
Algiers- Bamako relations. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, Algeria and neighboring Mali 
have clashed repeatedly, in a string of diplomatic 
disagreements and security incidents with major 
implications for stability in the broader Sahel 
region. The two countries share a porous, 854-
mile (1,374-kilometer) border, through a remote 
desert region that serves as a base for both 
separatist militants and jihadist groups. In mid-
March 2025, a cross-border incident involving the 
shooting down of a Malian drone sparked a new 
diplomatic crisis.1

This issue brief argues that Algiers and Bamako 
must resume their bilateral relations on a new 
foundation. Their geographic proximity, linked 
economies, cross-border Tuareg family ties, and the 
dire security situation in the Sahel all underscore the 
closely intertwined future of both countries. Mali’s 
long-running crisis can be traced back to an uprising 
by Tuareg armed insurgents who returned from 
Libya after the fall of Moammar Gaddafi in 2011.2 
The Tuareg National Movement for the Liberation 
of Azawad (MNLA) called for autonomy and even an 
independent state in the country’s north, bordering 
Algeria. Its attempt to create one by force resulted 
in a military coup in Bamako in 2012, which created 
a power vacuum. This in turn empowered Islamist 
factions such as the Islamist group Ansar al-Dine 
which utilized its connections with Al Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) to seize control of much of 
the country’s north.3 

Algeria viewed this instability with alarm, fearing 
a potential spillover of militancy into its southern 
regions—especially among its own Tuareg 
populations. As the region’s prime military power, 
Algiers positioned itself as a mediator, leveraging 

its regional influence and military strength to 
broker the 2015 Algiers Accord4 between the 
Malian government and Tuareg communities 
(along with other minority rebel groups), aimed at 
restoring peace and stability.

The Algerian-Malian crisis entered a new phase 
in 2020 with the first of two military coups in 
Bamako, both led by Colonel Assimi Goïta. The 
junta he leads today has redirected Mali away from 
traditional allies such as France—whose Operation 
Barkhane, launched in 2014  to counter the 2012 
uprising, concluded in 2022—and towards Russia, 
which provides security assistance through the 
paramilitary Africa Corps, formerly known as the 
Wagner Group.

Bamako-Algiers relations have since deteriorated. 
In 2023, Mali withdrew its ambassador to Algeria, 
under accusations of Algerian interference in 
Malian internal affairs.5 For Bamako, Algeria’s 
engagement with Malian political opponents and 
hosting of Tuareg rebel leaders compromised 
Mali’s sovereignty and violated the 2015 peace 
agreement. Consequently, Malian authorities 
decided to withdraw from the 2015 Algiers Accord 
in January 2024.6 In December 2024 and January 
2025, the junta went further, accusing Algiers 
of nurturing terrorism in the Sahel.7 Algiers 
rejected these claims arguing that its historical 
contributions in reinforcing peace, security, and 
stability in Mali have always been based on three 
fundamental principles: “Algeria’s firm respect 
for Mali’s territorial integrity, sovereignty, and 
national unity.”8 

Algerian authorities have in parallel argued that 
the presence of Russia’s paramilitary Africa Corps 
is counter-productive to sustaining peace in Mali 
and the broader Sahel region. Algiers also called 
on the United Nations to sanction countries 
relying on private armies, reportedly in reference 
to Mali.9 Bilateral relations between both countries 
are therefore at a standstill with no anticipated 
improvement. Algeria is directly affected by 

Algeria is directly affected by conflicts 
in neighboring countries; it therefore 
arguably has more to gain from peace 
than other external actors. 
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Any political movement in Mali, Niger, or 
Burkina Faso advocating for an independent 
Tuareg state poses a significant threat to 
Algeria’s own national security, unity, and 
territorial integrity. 

conflicts in neighboring countries; it therefore 
arguably has more to gain from peace than other 
external actors. This reality makes Algeria-Mali 
cooperation imperative. 

Historical Relations

Historically, Algeria has been a crucial stabilizing 
force in sub-Saharan Africa. Over the past decade, 
it has focused on addressing instability in Libya, 
Niger, Mali, and Tunisia, dedicating significant 
efforts to securing the region and promoting 
peace. Algeria’s contributions include training 
special forces, supplying equipment and technical 
support, and aiding the economic development of 
Mali and Niger.10

Since Mali and Algeria’s independence in 1960 
and 1962, respectively, both countries have 
maintained an intricate relationship, influenced 
by their geographical proximity, historical 
connections, security interests, and economic 
links. During Algeria’s war of independence against 
France, Bamako supported Algeria by facilitating 
the launch of military operations against French 
troops.11 Today, both countries’ ties are shaped by 
regional stability, counterterrorism, and economic 
collaboration. Algeria, a key regional power in North 
Africa, has been pivotal in mediating conflicts and 
promoting peace in Mali, while simultaneously 
enhancing bilateral relations through trade and 
development efforts. Economically, Mali is highly 
dependent on aid and imports from Algeria, which 
include packaged medicines, vaccines, medical 
instruments, tires, and dates.12 

Moreover, Tuareg communities in Algeria and 
neighboring countries share close tribal ties, with 
families across borders. The integration of the 
Tuareg population into Algeria’s national identity 
is therefore crucial. Any political movement in 
Mali, Niger, or Burkina Faso advocating for an 
independent Tuareg state poses a significant 
threat to Algeria’s own national security, unity, 
and territorial integrity. Algeria has on various 
occasions mediated between Bamako and 
Malian Tuareg factions opposed to the central 
government, including in the 1990s (leading to 
the 1991 Tamanrasset Accords following a Tuareg 
rebellion in 1990), 2006, and 2012.13 Despite 
these efforts, repeated rebellions indicate that 
the internal Malian crisis has not been entirely 
resolved. Yet Algeria continues to play a significant 
role in Mali. 

The 2015 Algiers Accord:
Reconciling Malians

Since the 2020 Malian coup, the junta in Bamako 
has repeatedly accused Algiers of fueling Mali’s 
internal instability. Malian officials alleged that 
Algeria either harbors or indirectly supports 
armed groups, citing its historical ties with Tuareg 
leaders. They also claim that Algeria shelters and 
protects Malian rebel groups from the Permanent 
Strategic Framework for the Defense of the People 
of Azawad (CSP-DPA) coalition, connections which 
date back to Algeria’s previous mediation during 
Tuareg rebellions in the 1990s and 2006–2009. 14

The junta’s resentment partially stemmed from 
Algeria’s opposition to the coup, and Algiers’ 
insistence on maintaining relationships with all 
major actors in Mali, excluding groups viewed 
as terrorists. In September 2024, at the UN 
General Assembly, Malian Prime Minister Colonel 
Abdoulaye Maïga criticized Algeria for interfering 
in Mali’s politics, declaring the Algiers Accord 
defunct.15 These remarks overlooked the history 
of strong cooperation between Algiers and 
Bamako, particularly after the 2012 coup, when 
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Algeria made significant efforts to help resolve 
the crisis.16 At the time, Bamako requested 
Algeria’s support in mediating between it and its 
Tuareg opponents.17 

Algiers became a key mediator of the intra-Malian 
dialogue that brokered the Agreement for Peace 
and Reconciliation in Mali, known as the Algiers 
Accord, signed in April 2015. Soumeylou Boubèye 
Maïga, Mali’s Prime Minister at the time, noted 
that “Algeria has always played a major role in 
Mali’s stability and has intervened at least twice 
to help establishing inter-Malian peace talks, 
in 1992 and 2015.”18 In a January 2016 author-
led interview, Maïga explained that, following 
the 2012 insurgency, former President Amadou 
Toumani Touré urged Algeria to send troops to 
Mali to fight the militants, which it declined.19 
Algiers also refused to use the right of pursuit 
to track down gunmen fleeing Algeria back into 
Malian or Nigerien territory.

Algeria’s strategy in addressing the Malian crisis 
is characterized by a careful balance between 
principles and pragmatism. Traditionally, Algiers 
has maintained a policy of non-intervention. This 
doctrine, and its fear of getting entangled in an 
intractable conflict, has led it to be cautious about 
direct military involvement in Mali.20 Instead, 
it has favored diplomatic efforts, intelligence-
sharing, and border security measures to 
manage threats. In August 2021, then-Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Ramtane Lamamra reaffirmed21 
Algeria’s commitment to the implementation 
of the 2015 agreement, while leaders of the 
Malian signatories unanimously reaffirmed their 
support for the agreement and lauded Algeria’s 
commitment to Mali. 

Algeria’s involvement in Mali is in part motivated 
by its need to manage its own Tuareg minority. 
Since the late 1960s, Algeria has integrated 
the Tuareg into its political system through 
parliamentary representation and improved their 
living conditions in southern cities. Preventing 
Tuareg secession or independence in Mali is vital 
for Algeria’s national security, due to fears of 
destabilizing spillover effects. The Algiers Accord 
offered a framework for lasting peace in Mali, and in 
2021, the Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) recommended that Algeria set up 
a regional mediation process in the Sahel with the 
help of the African Union (AU) to continue building 
trust between Bamako’s central government and 
domestic opposition.22 In doing so, Algiers would 
be able to develop a collective process of conflict 
resolution and peacebuilding with more resources 
and leverage. Notwithstanding the junta’s 
withdrawal, the Algiers Accord remains a solid 
foundation for political stability in Mali. However, 
it may need to be reviewed and updated.

The Algiers Accord highlighted poor governance 
and socioeconomic disparities in Mali, which have 
hindered the country’s political development. It 
proposed tackling the underlying causes of conflict 
to foster national reconciliation, emphasizing 
unity while considering the country’s diverse 
ethnic landscape.23 The Accord emphasized the 
importance of strategies to boost economic 
development in northern Mali, given the region’s 
geopolitical and sociocultural diversity, and the 
need for good governance, transparency in public 
affairs, and combating impunity.24 The challenge 
lied in the fact that throughout negotiations, both 
civilian authorities in Bamako and groups such as 
the Tuareg and Songhai frequently demonstrated 
reluctance to engage in discussions, until just 
before the Accord was signed.25 The agreement 
nevertheless provided a solid foundation for 
reconciliation within Mali, ensuring its sovereignty, 
national unity, and territorial integrity. The UN 
Security Council recognized the deal as crucial for 
peace and reconciliation in Mali, and urged further 
dialogue among all its signatories.26 

Algeria’s strategy in addressing the Malian 
crisis is characterized by a careful balance 
between principles and pragmatism. 
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Despite its potential, many essential aspects of 
the Algiers Accord remain unimplemented. Carter 
Center observers have noted “considerable 
delays” in executing the agreement’s core 
provisions.27 Five years after the signing of 
the accord, the UN-supported Disarmament, 
Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR) process 
had integrated only 1,840 combatants into the 
national army, out of nearly 85,000 registered 
by the signatories.28 Additionally, decentralizing 
governance and implementing essential reforms 
would enable all Malians, including those from 
the north, to gain meaningful representation in 
national institutions.

Economic and Social Ties

Their differences aside, Mali, Algeria, and other 
Sahelian countries maintain close economic 
connections. In 2019, Algeria exported $16.3 
million worth of goods to Mali, including cement, 
fertilizers, pasta, and medical instruments.29 In 
February 2024, Algeria proposed establishing a 
free trade zone with Mauritania, Tunisia, Libya, 
Mali, and Niger.30 The free trade zone is intended 
to enhance regional infrastructure by bolstering 
public-private partnerships, using national 
resources, and leveraging development funds 
and innovative financing. It also aims to boost 
production capacities, promote the industrial 
sector, and integrate countries into value-added 
chains.31

Since 2013, Algeria has repeatedly forgiven the 
debts of various African nations, including Mali in 
May 2013. In 2023, Algeria committed $1 billion 

to development projects throughout Africa.32 
These projects include the Trans-Saharan Road 
Corridor (TSR),i which is one example of the links 
between Algeria and Sahel countries. The North-
South backbone of the corridor would stretch 
2,796 miles (4,500 kilometers), linking the ports of 
Algiers and Lagos via Algeria, Niger, and Nigeria. 
An additional 2,858 miles (4,600 kilometers) of 
connecting highways would reach Tunisia, Mali, 
Niger, and Chad. About 80% of these TSR roads 
will be paved.33 Once operational, the TSR will 
provide landlocked states like Mali and Niger with 
improved access to the sea. More importantly, it 
aims to establish a long-term integrated economy 
among various countries, potentially extending to 
those along the Gulf of Guinea.34 

Algeria and Mali are also exploring energy 
cooperation: the hydrocarbon-rich Taoudeni 
basin in northern Mali holds strategic and 
economic significance for Algeria. Despite 
regional insecurity delaying exploitation, Mali 
has issued Algeria’s SONATRACH and its Italian 
partner, ENI, drill permits.35 

Mali and Instability Across the Sahel 

The presence of paramilitary groups such as 
the Africa Corps, as well as other foreign backed 
groups,36 further complicates relations between 
Bamako and Algiers. Algeria views the group as 
a threat both to its own security and to that of 
the broader region.37 Oil and gas reserves and 
infrastructure in Algeria’s south is vital to its 
hydrocarbon-driven economy. Algiers is therefore 
highly alert towards the threat of armed groups 
in northern Mali infiltrating and attacking these 
facilities, particularly considering the February 
2013 In Amenas incident, in which Al-Qaeda-
linked militants breached the Tiguentourine gas 
compound and held a number of staff hostage, 
leading to a siege that left 39 hostages, an Algerian 
security guard, and all 29 attackers dead.38

Once operational, the [Trans-Saharan Road 
Corridor] will provide landlocked states like Mali 
and Niger with improved access to the sea… 
it [will also] establish a long-term integrated 
economy among various countries.

i. Also known as the Trans-Sahara Highway.
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Long-term, [regional] stability will rest on 
Mali reconciling its northern and southern 
regions and Algeria remains well-positioned 
to assist in this regard.

The vast deserts of Mali and the wider Sahel region 
host major security threats in the form of groups 
such as Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), 
Boko Haram, the Movement for Oneness and Jihad 
in West Africa (MUJAO), the Islamic State in the 
Greater Sahara (ISGS), and Jama’at Nasr al Islam 
wal Muslimin (JNIM), among others.39 To address 
these threats, Algeria supported the Nouakchott 
Process, launched by the AU in March 2013, which 
brought together 11 countriesii in the Maghreb, 
Sahel, and West Africa to promote regional 
security cooperation.40 This effort resulted in 
enduring cooperation, even during tensions 
between neighboring states. In December 2022, 
the AU’s Peace and Security Council urged West 
African nations to strengthen collaborative 
efforts against regional security threats, citing the 
Nouakchott Process as an example.41 In January 
2024, the AU expressed support for revitalizing 
the mechanism, emphasizing the importance of 
coordinating efforts at regional and sub-regional 
levels to combat terrorism and organized crime in 
the Sahel and other areas.42

Things Fall Apart 

In mid-March 2025, a Malian drone strike close to 
the border destroyed what the army claimed were 
Algerian-registered trucks carrying aid intended 
for groups opposed to Bamako.43 The incident 
underscored Mali’s growing assertiveness in its 
operations against northern threats, such as 
Tuareg separatists and jihadists, and highlighted 
the border region’s instability and use as a channel 
for smuggling and militancy. Concurrently, Algeria 
strengthened its military presence along the border, 
executing operations against jihadists within its 

broader counterterrorism strategy.44 On April 1 
2025, the Algerian military reported the downing 
of a military drone in the vicinity of Tin Zaouatine, 
also close to the Malian border.45 Mali confirmed 
the drone crash, but accused Algeria of shooting it 
down while it was still in Malian airspace.46 

These incidents deteriorated already tense 
relations. Algeria cited concerns over Mali’s ties 
to Russian mercenaries and its drone activity near 
the border; Mali denied it violated its neighbor’s 
airspace, accused Algeria of backing terrorism, 
and responded diplomatically by summoning 
the Algerian ambassador and drafting formal 
complaints. Algeria insisted that Mali also violated 
its airspace on two previous occasions, in August 
and December 2024.47 The members of the 
Alliance of Sahel States (Mali, Burkina Faso, and 
Niger) recalled their ambassadors from Algeria 
in April 2025.48 Surprisingly, Mali did not inform 
Algeria about its aircraft military operations, which 
is customary between non-belligerent states.49 
Additionally, Mali withdrew from the CEMOC, a 
regional cooperation and security framework 
involving Algeria, Niger, and Mauritania, mainly 
aimed at addressing militant threats.50

Pathways Forward

The Algerian-Malian crisis is linked to broader 
security challenges in the Sahel. The 2023 
withdrawal of the UN peacekeeping mission 
(MINUSMA) and the exit of France have already 
left a security void that Mali’s junta and its Russian 
allies have yet to fully address.51 Algeria, wary of 
a repeat of the 2012 crisis, has therefore stepped 
up its efforts to secure its southern border.

By alienating Algeria, Mali risks further isolation, 
having already distanced itself from France 
and its Western allies. Algeria, as a key regional 
player and member of the AU, is vital to Mali’s 
international standing. While Mali has established 
ties with Russia, the UAE, and the Africa Corps, 

ii.  Namely: Algeria, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Libya, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal and Chad.
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maintaining good relations with Algeria is 
essential for regional stability. Long-term, that 
stability will rest on Mali reconciling its northern 
and southern regions and Algeria remains well-
positioned to assist in this regard.

Conclusion

Since 1963, Algiers has repeatedly mediated 
between Bamako’s central government and Tuareg 
movements in the north. Despite implementation 
flaws, the Algiers Accord has contributed to the 
stability and the territorial integrity of Mali. With 
the Sahel today more volatile than ever, Mali 
must actively work towards restoring stability. In 
September 2024, Mali’s Foreign Minister Abdoulaye 
Diop hosted Algeria’s Ambassador Kamel Retieb 
in Bamako, emphasizing the need for a robust 
strategic bilateral partnership,52 and affirming that 
Algeria would continue to support Mali in its search 
for durable development and for peace, both 
domestically and in the broader region.

Ties between Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso do not 
belie the fact that each has distinct internal dynamics 
and foreign policies. This is highlighted by Niger’s 
generally close relationship with Algeria—the recent 
recalling of its ambassador notwithstanding. Niger 
and Algeria continue to cooperate on economic 
initiatives, such as the Dosso petrochemical project 
and Algerian energy giant SONATRACH’s training of 
personnel from Niger’s SONIDEP.53 This partnership 
reflects a shared understanding that it is in the 
interest of all countries in the region to overcome 
their differences.54 

Niamey could serve as a crucial intermediary 
between Algiers and Bamako to facilitate the 
resumption of bilateral relations. South Africa, 
too, could play a significant role due to Pretoria’s 
longstanding balanced relations with both Algiers 
and Bamako.55 Algeria, directly affected by regional 
conflicts, has more to gain from peace than other 
external actors. Arguably, its non-interventionist 
doctrine and history of mediating Mali’s conflicts 
make it an ideal mediator. Despite differences 
over approaches to rebel groups and regional 
influence, a pragmatic relationship with Algeria 
would support Mali’s long-term interests over 
continued hostility. Mali should avoid allowing the 
region to become a zone of proxy power struggles 
between regional or global powers. Given their 
intertwined futures, Mali and Algeria have a shared 
interest in improved relations—as do the entire 
Sahel region and its nations.

Disclaimer:
Please note that this issue brief was completed by the authors in May 2025 and therefore does not cover recent 
developments including the reported withdrawal of the Wagner from Mali under Algerian pressure on Moscow, 
increasing political repression by Mali’s military junta, crackdowns on civil society,  and/or other evolving dynamics that 
have occurred since May 2025. 
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