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1.

Introduction

Until recently, Mozambique was regarded as a successful example of post-conflict
peace building. After the signing of the 1992 peace agreement that ended the country’s 15year civil war, Mozambique has remained relatively free from internal violence. Over the
years, Mozambique National Resistance (RENAMO) and Mozambique Liberation Front
(FRELIMO), the two combatants of the civil war, have renegotiated their working
relationship and the terms of engagement, which have occasionally resulted in a tense
political standoff and outbreaks of sporadic violence. Despite these mostly political
skirmishes, the threat of renewed civil war and accompanying violence against civilians
has remained relatively low. In the past few years, that prognosis has changed. The
emergence of an extremist group in Mozambique’s northern province of Cabo Delgado,
with a particular penchant for brutal attacks against security officials and ordinary citizens
alike, has prompted many to re-examine Mozambique’s social and conflict dynamics.
The resurgence of violence in Mozambique emerges ahead of a propitious time for
the country. Some analysts project that within 30 years, the Mozambique’s reserves of
liquid natural gas (LNG) will make it the fourth or fifth largest LNG producer in the world. 1
Moreover, the location of the LNG reserves, in Cabo Delgado, among Mozambique’s
poorest and most marginalized regions, holds promise of much needed development. For
these reasons and more, it is crucial that the government of Mozambique effectively
address the unfolding violence in northern Mozambique before the crisis becomes
intractable.
Since reports of armed groups attacking state security services and communities in
Cabo Delgado began to surface in 2017, a number of researchers have attempted to
understand the conflict drivers and motivations for violence. Even as the number of attacks
has increased and the degree of brutality has worsened, little information has emerged to
answer the pressing questions:
1. Who are the attackers?
2. What are they trying to accomplish?
3. Why did religious extremism take root and manifest violently in Cabo Delgado?
4. Why are the attacks so brutal?
5. How can the government effectively respond?
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Our report makes use of on-the-ground interviews with subjects from a variety of
sectors and backgrounds, many of whom have direct connections to stakeholders in Cabo
Delgado, to help answer these questions. Much like existing analyses, 2 this report is not
able to provide specific details on the attackers or their motivations; however, we are able
to situate the group’s behavior into a larger framework for analysis and illuminate some
key aspects of the conflict, including potential motivations for the attacks and the impact
of the government’s response.
This report is organized into four sections. The first section provides an overview of
what is currently known about the origins and drivers of the violent extremist threat in
Cabo Delgado, including the evolution of support for Islam the region and an exploration
of the local drivers of radicalization. Understanding the context from which this threat has
emerged is essential to crafting an appropriate response.
The second section describes the ongoing violence in significant detail and examines
the implications of the extremist group’s tactics, with a particular emphasis on the brutality
of the group’s attacks. We believe this is a key contribution of our paper. Because of the
dearth of specific information about the group or its origins, a close analysis of what
information is known—namely the nature of the group’s attacks, its commonly used
tactics, and its primary targets—provides us with a way of extrapolating information about
what might motivate group members and how the group may be structured. Perhaps one of
the more puzzling aspects of the violence in Cabo Delgado, its shear brutality, points to
weak group leadership structure and weak links to local communities. Case studies of other
extremist groups suggest that those with weaker leadership, with shallow community ties,
or operating in environments with many other groups are likelier to employ more brutal
tactics.
The third section reviews how the Mozambican government has responded to the
threat of violent extremism in the North. Despite the dominant view that the government
has responded with overwhelming force against the attackers, we find evidence that the
government has attempted a number of different tactics. The challenge for researchers and
policymakers, we argue, is understanding why the government has failed in every attempt
to stem the tide of violence. More recently, there has been a strengthening link between
Russian assistance to the government in Cabo Delgado. The use of external assistance to
combat an internal conflict invites an internationalization of the insurgency, which may
have consequences that have not yet been fully considered.
Regrettably, Mozambique is one of several nations in Africa currently grappling with
violent extremism. The last section offers conclusions.
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2.

Origins and Drivers

Islam has been present in Mozambique since the seventh or eighth century, where it
thrived and spread in the Sufi tradition through the late-20th century, primarily in the
country’s northern region. Today, an estimated 19 percent of Mozambicans are Muslim,
while close to 60 percent are Catholic. With the advent of colonialism arrived the first of
many divisions among Mozambique’s Muslim communities—generated both as a result of
colonial policy and as a function of trade and travel within East Africa. These divisions,
still present today, are also reflected in the variety of Islamic practices and beliefs found in
Mozambique—including of those adherents accused of perpetrating religious violence. 3
During the colonial period, the Portuguese administration attempted to marginalize
the influence of Islam, considering Muslim populations to be a threat to colonial rule. 4
Mozambique’s Muslim community was excluded from attaining the elevated status of
assimilado, 5 or assimilated, in part because Catholicism was seen as the determining
characteristic of Portuguese culture and identity. In northern Mozambique, Portugal
aligned itself with non-Muslim ethnic groups, specifically favoring the Makua over the
Makonde, which deepened long-standing ethno-religious cleavages. 6 Despite Portugal’s
efforts to contain Islam’s spread, conversion to Islam increased rapidly, due in particular
to the spread of Sufism, a practice of Sunni Islam rooted in orthodoxy and characterized
by mystic ritualism. 7 Wahhabist theology, the Saudi-originated Salafism that emphasizes
puritanical adherence to the Quran and objects to less “pure” practices of Sunni Islam,
pushed back against Sufism. Wahhabism arrived to Mozambique in the 1960s at the height
of the colonial period, and it spread as Mozambicans returned from studies in Tanzania,
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Oman, and Iraq, countries where Salafist movements had taken root.
Religious leaders from these countries courted Mozambicans by making cultural and
religious overtures. 8
By the 1950s and 1960s, independence movements had been developing across the
African continent, including in Mozambique. From 1964 to 1974, Mozambique fought a
war of independence against Portuguese rule. Beginning in the late 1960s, Portugal
adjusted its stance on Islam and pivoted its support to local Sufis in a bid to blunt their
backing of Mozambican independence. 9 Nonetheless, Mozambicans won their
independence in 1974.
The new government formed by FRELIMO, which was Marxist-Socialist in nature,
sought to secularize the state by banning religious teachings and leaders, considering them
to be “backward.” Islam, in particular, was targeted. 10 In the 1980s, as civil war between
3

FRELIMO and RENAMO erupted, the Mozambican Muslim community suffered yet
another division. FRELIMO, having become concerned that Muslims in northern
Mozambique were securing support from foreign Muslim-majority nations for RENAMO,
subsequently loosened its stance on Islam. 11 The government’s support of the resulting
Islamic Council of Mozambique favored Maputo-based elite Muslims, often of south Asian
or Middle Eastern descent. The Islamic Congress of Mozambique, a parallel group
comprising Africanist and Sufi representatives, also formed around the same time. 12 Thus,
despite the fluctuating political fortunes of Muslims through colonial rule, independence,
and the civil war, Islam has remained resilient in northern Mozambique.
In 1998, the growing divergence between the different practices of Islam, combined
with long-standing tensions between African Muslims in the north and Moorish Muslims
in the south, prompted the formation of a more fundamentalist breakaway sect. Two dozen
young men severed from the Islamic Council in the north and founded their own
organization called Ansar al-Sunna. 13 Ansar al-Sunna agitated for stricter adherence to
Sharia law and the rejection of secular education that had been provided by the state since
the 2000s. According to one interviewee, concerns surrounding the group’s practices were
voiced around the time of its inception, following an incident where a young girl was sent
home from school because of her ultra-conservative garb, deemed as an inappropriate
religious expression by school administrators. The government delegated the situation’s
handling to the Islamic Council. 14
More recently, the central government in Maputo, confident in the nation’s tradition
of tolerant Islam, has rejected the notion that other branches or sects of Islam represented
a threat to the status quo and welcomed the financial and religious engagement of foreign
nations. In 2008, religious historian S. Von Sicard noted that the Mozambican government
engaged in a practice of granting visas and residency to foreign Muslim missionary
organizations. 15 This practice has grown since then, with the numbers of Mozambicans
embarking on hajj also increasing in the decade since. 16 As a result, students from northern
Mozambique have been sent abroad to receive education in prestigious, albeit conservative,
schools in Zanzibar, Uganda, Somalia, Kenya, Sudan, and Saudi Arabia. These connections
have been slowly changing the character of Mozambique’s Islamic communities over the
past two decades.
In the early 2010s, reports from northern Mozambique referred to a subgroup of
Muslim adherents, mainly young men with shaved heads wearing turbans and black shorts,
entering mosques with weapons and shoes. 17 The group’s disrespect for the sanctity of
local mosques is indicative of the group’s view that other practices of Islam are illegitimate,
as well as its uninterest in coexisting or cooperating with state-sanctioned Islamic
institutions.18 Scattered reports of violence surfaced as early as 2014 in Nhacole and
Macomia districts, although the first recorded attacks by extremists took place in April
2017. 19
4

Locals refer to this
group as “al Shabaab,” or
“the youth,” although there
is no evidence to suggest
that this group is connected
to the Somali terror group al
Shabaab. They may be a
radicalized sub-sect of
Ansar al-Sunna, or an
entirely different group, but
in the absence of official
communications from the
group, it is difficult to
discern
its
precise
affiliation. Nevertheless, the
group’s preoccupation with
religious practice is clear. In
addition to Ansar al-Sunna
and al Shabaab, the group
has more recently been
referred to as Ahlu Sunna
Wa-Jamo (ASWJ), although
there is no documented
connection to the Somali
terror group with this name. For the purposes of this paper, we will refer to the group as
ASWJ.
Three known leaders of ASWJ have referenced and promoted a brand of Islamist
extremism popularized by deceased Kenyan cleric Aboud Rogo Mohammed. 20 Rogo is
believed to have contributed to the U.S. embassy bombings in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998.
He allegedly provided support to al-Shabaab in Somalia, for which he was placed on a UN
Security Council sanctions list. Rogo was shot and killed in Mombasa in 2012. Recordings
of his sermons nevertheless continue to circulate along the Swahili coast and have gained
popularity in northern Mozambique. The BBC reported that some of Rogo’s followers fled
to southern Tanzania before integrating with trafficking enterprises and crossing the porous
border into northern Mozambique in 2015. 21 Rogo’s highly political, radical teachings
condemn the enrichment of elites and corporations at the expense of local populations, and
they are replete with anti-state rhetoric. Given the economic and political situation in
northern Mozambique, it is unsurprising that Rogo’s sermons have gained traction among
aggrieved groups. While ASWJ is predominantly composed of locals from Cabo Delgado,
5

it is believed that a number of members are from other countries in the region, including
Tanzania and Somalia. 22
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3.

The Resurgence of Violence in Mozambique

In one of the earliest documented cases, ASWJ staged an attack on August 27, 2017,
in Mogovolas district police station in Nametil village, Nampula province. A group of
attackers, described by witnesses as having “Arab dress,” killed one police officer and stole
ammunition and weapons. Two months later on October 5, 30 armed and masked men
stormed a police station in Mocímboa da Praia; three police officers and two of the armed
assailants were killed. 23 At the time, a spokesperson for the Police General Command was
emphatic in saying that there was no indication that the attack could be tied to
fundamentalist or terrorist groups. 24
From October 2017 through October 2018, ASWJ continued attacking various locales
in northern Mozambique. At least 37 violent events took place during this time period in
20 different locations in Cabo Delgado. 25 Most were attacks against civilians, but there
were a few violent clashes with the Mozambican government. 26
Early on, officials in the capital, Maputo, were hesitant to acknowledge the threat
ultraconservative groups like Ansar al-Sunna posed. The central government overly relied
on decentralized efforts by religious community leadership to counter and contain the
spread of Islamist extremist ideology. Despite repeated requests for intervention from both
the Islamic Council and the Islamic Congress in the early 2010s, the government failed to
mobilize any response. It was only in 2017, following initial reports of violent attacks, that
police began arresting suspected group members in droves. 27 In October 2018, the
government put 189 accused members on trial in Pemba. 28 The police have closed down
three mosques founded by the group, which has inflamed hostility toward security forces. 29

A. Patterns and Trends
From January 2016 to December 2019, Mozambique experienced a total of 703
violent events (see Table 1). Of these, approximately 43 percent occurred in Cabo Delgado
(n = 302). Virtually all of these were ASWJ-related attacks; a handful were related to the
2019 election. Fatalities in Cabo Delgado have increased exponentially since 2016, when
there was only one recorded fatality due to political violence. In 2017, there were an
estimated 33; in 2018 there were 209; and in 2019, more than 689 fatalities were attributed
to political violence. From August 2017 until December 2019, 74 percent of all the violence
in the province of Cabo Delgado was directed at civilians. 30
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Table 1. “Violent Incidents in Mozambique by Location” by authors. Data from Armed Conflict Location
Event Database (ACLED).

There are a few noteworthy trends in the nature of the group’s attacks. The group’s
brutality has been on display since its earliest attacks, which have consistently involved
beheadings and arson. ASWJ has targeted government installations and personnel as well
as civilians. Several of the earliest attacks attributed to this group in late 2017 included a
raid on a police station and ambushes of rapid-response police units; in each instance, the
group stole equipment and supplies. 31 In the same period, the group attacked villages
around Palma, burning houses in the tens and hundreds, stealing food and livestock, and
beheading individuals. By April 2018, the frequency of the group’s attacks on villages in
the region had increased to about once per week, and sometimes more. In mid-May of
2018, Mozambican security forces began a military campaign against ASWJ, attacking the
group’s bases near Palma. This government push to counter the group preceded an uptick
in ASWJ violence toward civilians, as well as an increase in clashes with security forces
in June 2018 (see Table 2 and Table 3). 32 Following only minimal action in August,
September, and October, the group regained momentum in November and December of
2018. Since then, its attacks have ebbed and flowed, but are steadily increasing in lethality
and frequency, which may signal the group’s growth in numbers, in resources, or both.
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Table 2. “ASWJ Attack Targets” by authors. Data from ACLED.

The group has routinely targeted shops, homes, vehicles, and farmsteads to steal
supplies and food; militants have killed shopkeepers, fishermen, and other civilians who
did not comply with demands for goods and transportation or were otherwise noncompliant. ASWJ has also kidnapped women, in at least one case to assist in transporting
looted goods away from the village. 33 These foraging attacks have not ceased as the group’s
violence has geographically spread, which could indicate that the group’s need for
immediate resources, including food, is ongoing. The group’s modus operandi since 2017
has been more or less consistent in its targeting of (1) government installations such as
hospitals, administrative outposts, and army bases, and (2) villages, where their activities
include killing civilians, robbing businesses and homes, destroying property (particularly
through arson), and raping and kidnapping women. In addition, suspected ASWJ militants
have increasingly terrorized the roadways, particularly between Palma and Mocímboa da
Praia. While at least one recorded attack on a passenger minibus occurred in 2018, during
2019 there was a sharp increase in attacks on trucks, minibuses, and even private vehicles,
with bursts of heightened activity in January and February, October and November, and
again in late December 2019. 34 These roadside attacks are exceptionally deadly. Although
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attacks on villages do not always result in fatalities, attacks on trucks and passenger
vehicles have frequently resulted in multiple deaths, often beheadings. In addition, the
group often steals food or other supplies in these encounters, frequently burning or
otherwise destroying the vehicle.
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Table 3. “ASWJ Damage” by authors. Data from ACLED.

The data aggregated by ACLED do not provide definitive information about the
victims of ASWJ’s brutality, but our interviews suggested that in its raids, the group has
gained a reputation for singling out specific individuals for execution. One interviewee,
who had recently traveled to Cabo Delgado and spoken with locals affected by this
violence, reported that the group targets those who collaborated with police or state security
forces, spoke out against the group, or otherwise impeded the group. This includes both
laypeople and community leaders. Attacks were described as incisive—group members
knew who they were looking for and where they could find them. 35 This individualized
targeting could in part explain why the group does not always kill inhabitants of the villages
it attacks. In addition to targeting detractors, ASWJ also appears to target teachers. In
February, March, and May of 2019, the group killed four teachers in three attacks. There
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was an additional unconfirmed educator kidnapping, also in May 2019. 36 In all four
instances, additional casualties were minimal or nonexistent. ASWJ, in addition to its
prolific destruction of domestic structures, has also destroyed two schools, a mosque, and
a hospital in Quiterajo in two separate attacks. 37 Given ASWJ’s avowed rejection of state
institutions and state-sanctioned Islam, it is surprising that the destruction of education and
religious facilities appears, so far, unique to Quiterajo.
Over the past six months, there have been more clashes between ASWJ and
Mozambican security forces, which is likely a reflection of the government’s intensified
approach to the situation, as well as the involvement of outside actors, such as Russian
private military contractor the Wagner Group. Despite the intervention of the military,
ASWJ has not been dissuaded from perpetrating violence on local populations or mounting
attacks on military installations. 38 Interestingly, while unconfirmed by independent or
official sources, of the seven ASWJ attacks that the Islamic State has claimed, four
allegedly involved contact with the Mozambican military or police, and in aggregate they
have resulted in an estimated 42 non-insurgent casualties. If substantiated, these claims
indicate that Islamic State–linked ASWJ attacks are deadlier and more security-force
focused than the group’s attacks writ large. 39 Regardless of whether ASWJ has fomented
ties with the Islamic State, both the frequency and number of its attacks have steadily
increased since 2017 (see Table 4). Attacks are becoming more lethal. In 2018, there was
an average of 2.46 fatalities per violent incident. In 2019, this figure increased to 3.48
fatalities per violent incident.
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Table 4. “ASWJ Lethality” by authors. Data from ACLED.
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In sum, ASWJ is distinguished by the high level of brutality it employs, its failure to
take credit for any of the attacks attributed to it, and its silence on its objectives. The
perceived lack of information has both stymied government efforts to address the crisis, as
well as provided it with an excuse for inaction. For example, government officials question
the feasibility of negotiation when the leaders of the group are unknown. Yet a review of
other terrorist’s groups and modus operandi can shed some light on the organizational state
of ASWJ.

B. Analyzing the Tactics of Mozambique’s Violent Extremists
1.

Absence of Credit Claiming

The complexity of the political and religious situation in northern Mozambique has
made it difficult for government officials and stakeholders—both local and international—
to draw conclusions about the group, its objectives, and its tactics. ASWJ has remained
silent, not offering reasons for its attacks, its high degree of brutality, or its overall
objectives. At the tactical level, ASWJ does not claim credit for the violence it inflicts on
communities. This leads to a variety of questions about the group, its size, and its
organization, but also allows for the proliferation of disinformation within Mozambique
and internationally.
Taking credit for acts of terror is surprisingly rare. Indeed, only in 2004, long after
the world attributed the September 11, 2001, bombings to al-Qaeda, did Osama Bin Laden
admit to his role in planning the terrorist act. According to the Global Terrorism Database,
terrorist groups claim only about 16 percent of all acts of violence attributed to them.
Kearns (2019) argues that credit-claiming is less important when the terrorist group faces
little or no competition.40 But when many groups are competing either to signal ideological
purity or loyalty, public ownership of violence assumes importance. In the case of Cabo
Delgado, the absence of claims may suggest that in fact, only one group is perpetrating the
violence. This supports what many of our interviewees suggested: that the extremist group
in northern Mozambique is most likely a single group, although one possibly organized
into smaller units active in different areas.
In the absence of credit claims or group narratives, disinformation surrounding the
group and its motives has flourished. The lack of a unified official narrative contributes to
information deficits that have stymied government efforts to address the crisis, as well as
provided it with an excuse for inaction. For example, government officials question the
feasibility of negotiation when the group leaders are not fully known. The government’s
lack of transparency surrounding the insurgency has compounded this effect. The
government can (and has) alternatively dismissed and described the group as “criminals”
or “thugs,” diminishing the seriousness of the violence and justifying a slow and limited
initial response. In the same way that the absence of official credit claims or communiques
12

has facilitated weak governmental responses to this crisis, ASWJ’s silence has also allowed
opportunistic external groups, such as ISIS, to claim connections to the group and assert
partial responsibility for their attacks. However tenuous this connection may be in reality,
their insertion into a situation where rumors abound and confirmed facts are scarce has
further complicated efforts to understand and address the threat posed by ASWJ.
2.

The Significance of ASWJ’s Brutality

ASWJ is a brutal violent extremist organization. Throughout 2017 and 2018, ASWJ
carried out violent attacks in which group members stabbed, shot, beat, and beheaded
victims. They have looted and destroyed villages, homes, farms, and state security
installations, often burning targeted structures to the ground. Although some attacks have
been perpetrated by assailants armed with firearms, most of the fatalities are the result of
machete attacks. Some speculate this is because machetes are inexpensive and relatively
easy to access. One interviewee suggested that the prevalence of machetes may in turn lead
to beheadings as the most efficient form of execution by that weapon. But it may also be
the case that the brutality of the attacks and the choice of weapon (machete) is deliberate.
Mozambique, in general, is believed to have significant weapons caches associated with
the country’s civil war. One estimate places the number of hidden weapons in Mozambique
at anywhere from 24,000 to 81,000. This is in addition to the illicit weapons that are
believed to be trafficked throughout East Africa. Thus, it is unclear how difficult it would
be to access firearms in northern Mozambique. Further, many recent attacks have been
against security forces, and there are several reports that ASWJ is seizing guns and
ammunition as part of these attacks.
ASWJ’s introduction of improvised and homemade explosives into the conflict in
mid-2019 has sparked concern that the group has secured more advanced materials,
expertise, and other resources that it initially lacked. In March 2019, ASWJ reportedly
utilized an improvised explosive device in Cabo Delgado, an attack that killed “several
soldiers.” 41 In May 2019, the group used homemade explosives and guns to ambush a truck
in Macomia; this attack resulted in the deaths of 16 people. In the case of the May attack,
the presence of three soldiers on board the passenger truck did not deter the assailants. One
of ASWJ’s single deadliest attacks to date, it raises the question of what could be driving
the group’s brutality? Is it by design or necessity?
3.

Outbidding: Weak Organization and Competition

Many of our interviewees suggested that ASWJ may not be well organized or
coordinated. In particular, because the attacks seemed disconnected, some suggested that
the province could be battling more than one group. Some research indicates that
particularly brutal violence can take place when groups are poorly organized, riven by
internal fractures, faced with external competition, or under weakened leadership. In this
13

environment, groups may find themselves in a process of outbidding, with disastrous
consequences. In the history of terror groups more broadly, some of the most horrific
violence—such as deliberate targeting of children—has taken place under such conditions.
In these circumstances, competing groups seek to demonstrate their seriousness through
violence or militancy. In the Beslan massacre of 2004, Chechan separatists targeted an
elementary school in a bid to signal their determination and relevance to the Russian
government. In a three-day siege, the Chechen rebels took 1,000 hostages (mostly children)
at an elementary school in Beslan, North Ossetia, Russia. While some of these children
succumbed to starvation and dehydration, over 330 were killed by explosives detonated by
the separatists and in the ensuing firefight between Russian security forces and the
insurgents on the third day of the siege. Even by the group’s own standards, the siege at
the elementary school was brutal. But as Biberman and Zahid (2019) 42 argue, internal rifts
within the rebel groups resulted in factions that attempted to outbid each other as a test of
ideological purity and loyalty.
Because ASWJ has not explained its purpose or tactics, it is not possible to
authoritatively conclude why the group employs such brutal attacks. But interviews with
observers in Mozambique have yielded several possible explanations. According to one of
our interviewees, ASWJ does not commit brutal acts randomly; notably, AWSJ did not
attack areas from which it recruited. Insofar as violence and destruction can serve a
purpose, it appears that the group’s targeting has shifted. In 2017, the group conducted
attacks that coincided with raids to secure supplies, whether uniforms, weapons, or other
supplies from state security installations or food and goods from homes and businesses. A
number of our interviewees suggested that ASWJ has now begun to target individuals who
resist or challenge it as well as those who cooperate with state or religious institutional
efforts to counter the group’s efforts. It is possible that these targeted executions are meant
to serve as retribution for resistance or as a deterrent to others considering resistance. Still
other interviewees offered less complex motivations for the group’s brutality, suggesting
that its purpose was to call attention to itself and its cause.
4.

Weak Community Ties

Case studies of contemporary terrorist groups indicate that greater tactical brutality
can also result from weak community ties. In this regard, it is useful to think of violent
organizations as engaging in nurturing positive or negative reputations. Contrasting Hamas
and Boko Haram can provide some insights: while both groups engage in terrorism, Hamas
also seeks to provide services; Boko Harm, in contrast, does not attempt to supplant state
governance or service provision. In this way, Hamas creates a positive reputation for itself,
but Boko Haram does not.
Building a more positive reputation, however, requires longer time frames and a
greater investment of resources. Moreover, concerns for building and maintaining a
14

positive reputation may constrain the intensity or frequency of violence exacted by the
group. In contrast, a coercive approach does not require such resources or restraint. This
decidedly more negative approach may be dictated by a lack of investible resources or poor
leadership. These groups often fail to build connections with local communities and in turn
face fewer obstacles—whether ideological or personal—in wielding intense violence
against them. Research finds that groups with cross-border support (i.e., from groups
outside the community) are less inclined to invest in building a more positive relationship,
perhaps in part because they have fewer or weaker community ties.
In the case of ASWJ in Mozambique, Habibe, Forquilha, and Pereira’s reporting
found evidence of religious and commercial ties to Tanzania; links to al-Shabaab and other
terrorist organizations in Somalia, Kenya, Tanzania, and the Great Lakes region; and
business, religious, and cultural relationships with individuals and organizations in Saudi
Arabia, Libya, Sudan, and Algeria. 43 As we would therefore expect to find, the prevalence
of non-local participation correlates with the high degree of brutality present in the conflict
in northern Mozambique.
One interview suggested that links between ASWJ and outside groups stemmed from
the common use of Swahili between northern Mozambique and other east African
countries. Poor education in Cabo Delgado has resulted in the inability to read the Koran
in Arabic, used by traditional mosques. Knowing Swahili allows residents to access taped
messages from Kenyan Aboud Rogo, the now-deceased cleric known for his extremist
views. Many residents also do not speak or understand Portuguese, further increasing the
influence of outside extremists that communicate in Swahili.
The tendency toward severe violence, however, is not limited to the ASWJ group.
Government responses have been heavy handed and have left local populations vulnerable.
At least one interviewee noted that the Mozambican government, concerned about
defection and divided loyalties, has mainly deployed members of the armed forces from
central and southern provinces to Cabo Delgado. This deliberate action to prevent the
formation of community ties has been followed by the introduction of foreign fighters. In
September 2019, the Mozambican government contracted with Russian private military
company Wagner to fight the extremists (see more below). As both insurgents and
government-endorsed counter-insurgents have ever-weakening ties to the communities, the
violence and conflict has metastasized.

C. Assessing the Drivers of Violence and Radicalization
The literature on radicalization identifies several potential factors that affect the
likelihood of extremist ideologies finding support. Several researchers have found poverty
and economic inequality, for example, to be related to extremism, but there is not a
consensus as to the exact role that relative deprivation plays in radicalization. 44 Political
marginalization is also believed to be a factor affecting radicalization. 45 In Africa in
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particular, those who join violent extremist groups often believe that government is
controlled by and for elites. 46 In addition, government abuse, especially that perpetrated by
security forces, has been linked to radicalization in Africa. 47
In northern Mozambique, we see evidence of the correlative factors for radicalization
and terror recruitment. Cabo Delgado is certainly poor. It is the lowest ranked Mozambican
province in terms of income, human development, and education (see Table 5). Cabo
Delgado’s low mark on the income index, however, is not far behind those of its regional
neighbors Niassa and Nampula. There is, however, a substantial income difference
between Maputo Province (and Maputo City) and the rest of Mozambique’s regions, as
well as more separation among lower scoring regions for human development and
educational attainment, lending credence to the government marginalization thesis. Cabo
Delgado is the most remote region, some 1,500 miles from the capital city. Citizens have
long decried the lack of development and attention given to the region by the central
government. Before 2017, there was little evidence that security forces were more
aggressive in Cabo Delgado than in other regions of the country, but there have been a
number of reports of abuses by security forces since the conflict broke out. It is possible
that government abuses are exacerbating the situation, but there is no conclusive evidence
to support this.
So, what is driving ASWJ’s violent emergence in Cabo Delgado? Early reports
suggested that the group was primarily motivated by criminality. 48 The region is awash in
natural resources and a large, extant illicit economy could support this narrative. Others,
however, have argued that the group is composed of disaffected and disenfranchised youth
who seek to terrorize the government. One interviewee pointed out that local religious
authorities had been asking for assistance from the central government for years before the
2017 attacks. 49

Region

Income Index*

Human Development
Index*

Educational Index*

Cabo Delgado

.325

.375

.277

Tete

.331

.391

.318

Inhambane

.335

.455

.408

Niassa

.335

.407

.331

Nampula

.342

.423

.330

Zambezia

.348

.41

.359
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Region

Income Index*

Human Development
Index*

Educational Index*

Gaza

.354

.43

.378

Manica

.387

.472

.462

Sofala

.392

.464

.422

Maputo Province

.432

.52

.526

Maputo City

.518

.599

.641

Average

.361

.437

.386

* “Subnational Human Development Index (3.0),” Global Data Lab, updated 2017,
https://globaldatalab.org/shdi/shdi/MOZ/?interpolation=0&extrapolation=0&nearest_real=0.

Table 5. Regional Development Indices, Mozambique (2017)

1.

Promise of Commodities

One of the central doctrines of the spreading Islamism in Mozambique is to reject
secular state structures in favor of establishing Islamic governance under Sharia law. 50 The
socioeconomic climate in northern Mozambique has proved conducive to the spread of this
message. A lack of employment opportunities has left many young men unable to earn
livelihoods or pay bride prices. 51 In Cabo Delgado and Niassa provinces, despite an
abundance of natural resources, including oil, minerals, timber, and wildlife, these issues
persist, fomenting resentment among the economically disenfranchised. In the past five
years, the government in Maputo has granted contracts for extraction, including
concessions on land, that displace entire communities and disrupt the livelihoods of
farmers, fishermen, and artisanal miners. 52
Concessions for ruby mining in Cabo Delgado were awarded to the British-based
Gemsfields Group in 2012. Mozambicans living in the area of the mines have been
relocated, sometimes forcibly and extrajudicially. In one reported case, security forces, in
an effort to clear the concession area, burned down some 300 houses and assaulted
residents. 53 In 2016, an investigative report based upon three years of research, 10 trips to
the region, and over 50 interviews’ worth of information, enumerated human rights abuses
perpetrated in connection with Gemsfields operations in Montepuez. While Gemsfields
denied all allegations of “sanctioning or condoning violence,” local miners reported being
harassed, beaten, and shot by gangs affiliated with the security forces assigned to protect
the concessions. 54 Local police and state security forces regularly utilized inappropriate
force, in some cases fatal, to clear artisanal miners from concessions. 55 Following the
publication of the report, and a subsequent lawsuit brought against them in England, in
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2019 Gemsfields agreed to pay an $8.3 million settlement on 273 claims of abuses
connected to their ruby-mining concessions in Montepuez. 56
East of Montepuez, the discovery of oil and natural gas off the coast has fueled
promises of economic salvation as well as concerns about further disruptions and
disappointment for local populations. The Anadarko Petroleum Company (now Occidental
Petroleum), which successfully secured a bid for an offshore drilling project in 2017, has
invested $20 billion into building a liquefied natural gas (LNG) plant at Palma. 57 Exxon is
also moving ahead with its own $30 billion LNG project in the Rovuma basin, and has
signed contracts with companies based out of the United States, Japan, and the U.K. to
build plants over the next six years. 58 While both Anadarko and Exxon have reportedly
performed their due diligence and advertised commitments to local community
development, the heralded windfall of jobs and auxiliary benefits have not materialized. 59
In Anadarko’s case, resettlement efforts included community listening sessions,
which were attended by local and national government representatives whose collaboration
was stressed in various opening remarks. 60 Despite pronouncements of “compliance with
the national legislation and international best practices,” the minutes from the series of four
meetings from July 2014 to December 2015 reveal concerns about access to land and sea,
compensation schemes, and lack of job training in connection to the LNG project. 61 At
Maganja in July 2014, community members said they had not received compensation for
property and goods or were not consulted on compensation before their property was
seized. 62 At a follow-up meeting in August, community members stressed the need for
continued access and proximity to fishing locations and their land for farming—in the
absence of compensation and to combat hunger. 63 In Quitupo, residents voiced displeasure
at the privileging of expatriates over locals for jobs such as auto mechanics, as well as postfacto offers to compensate for damaged property. 64 Residents at the meeting in Palma cited
English language requirements for project-generated jobs and expressed concern regarding
how cemeteries would be dealt with. 65 Minutes from follow-on meetings in late 2015 belie
a lack of progress toward resettlement and clarity on its administration.66 The community
in Palma expressed frustration with the process: “The community members are already
tired of meetings. They want to be compensated.… We are worried because promises have
been made for a long time, but not yet materialized.” 67
Locals’ impatience extends beyond the corporations to the Mozambican government,
locally and in Maputo. In Senga, one resident challenged the government directly, stating,
“I am asking why the government has not come to meet with Senga before the company’s
arrival. I did not know the Permanent Secretary of the Administrator before the company’s
arrival.” 68 Mozambique’s “National Development Strategy (2015–2035),” published in
2014, highlights natural resources as central to the country’s economic growth. 69 Despite
its intentions, the government failed to establish necessary jobs training programs in the
wake of the Rovuma basin gas fields discovery in 2010 that would have prepared local
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workers to secure the technical jobs that are now available. Instead, skilled workers arrived
from abroad, for whom specially built housing had been constructed. 70 In early 2018,
Anadarko confirmed preparations for the arrival of 2,000 foreign workers. 71 Rumors
portending an additional influx of tens of thousands of foreign workers have exacerbated
the disappointment of northern Mozambicans, who feel ignored by a government located
1,500 miles to the south. The state’s promises that the LNG projects would usher in
development and a boost in social services remain unrealized. 72
2.

Politics as Usual

One of the rumored leaders of ASWJ, a Gambian known only as Musa, has capitalized
upon local economic grievances to foment support for the group in Montepuez and
surrounding areas. 73 One of the few field reports compiled on the group, conducted by
researchers Habibe, Forquilha, and Pereira, indicates that economic conditions have
facilitated its recruitment of informally or unemployed young men. 74 Indeed, our
interviews reveal that while the entry point for recruitment is Islam, a major draw to joining
the group—which at this point occurs voluntarily—is financial rewards, such as small loans
to start a business or pay bride prices. Historic cleavages between the coastal Mwani and
the Makonde peoples further compound the tensions around economic opportunity in Cabo
Delgado. The Makonde have benefitted from their political alignment with the ruling party
dating back to independence, when they provided the military backing for FRELIMO. 75
In Cabo Delgado, the benefits from the extractive industries flow to those closely
aligned with the ruling party, FRELIMO. 76 This includes high-ranking military officials
respected for their role in securing Mozambique’s independence. Chief among them is
General Joaqim Chipande, a former minister of defense and political supporter of current
President Felipe Nyusi, who has capitalized on his close connections to the central
government to secure holdings in minerals and liquefied gas. 77 In 2012, politically aligned
violence followed the discovery of natural gas in Palma, when government security forces
began an assault upon RENAMO bases in areas where RENAMO enjoyed a political
majority, but was excluded from exercising influence over revenue from local natural
resources. 78 Recent news revealing that high-ranking officials had secretly accrued $2
billion of debt further weakened the public’s trust in FRELIMO elite. 79
The ethno-political conflict has left large swaths of northern Mozambicans feeling
alienated. Residents of Cabo Delgado enjoy strong cultural, linguistic, social, and
economic ties with their northern neighbors in Tanzania that date back centuries. Although
Portuguese is the most commonly spoken language in Mozambique, and used for official
purposes by the government, many in Cabo Delgado speak Swahili and other local dialects.
In the largely uninhabited region, security force and government corruption is high and
public satisfaction is low. 80 This disconnect from the state apparatus has facilitated the
transmission of anti-government Islamist ideologies in northern Mozambique.
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4.

The Evolution of the Mozambican
Government’s Response

Violence by ASWJ focused initially on government officials, installations, and
symbols, although ASWJ did not hesitate to also target civilians. More recently, the group
has targeted any community or individual that it deems obstructionist, including civilians.
As stated previously, ACLED’s data reveals that between January 2016 and December
2019 ASWJ has been responsible for nearly of all conflict in Cabo Delgado. Throughout
the last two and one-half years, the government has been mostly Janus-faced: publicly
denying the presence of an organized threat in ASWJ, while waging heavy retaliation after
group attacks. Some say the group’s increased brutality is a response to the government’s
approach, or perhaps ASWJ has escalated its violence in a bid for recognition on the
national or international stage.

A. The Government’s Denials
As noted above, ASWJ militarized in 2014 in Mocímboa da Praia, likely as a
breakaway group from conservative, yet still mainstream, Islam in Cabo Delgado. The
group advocates for the implementation of Sharia and shuns state government and
institutions. 81 When ASWJ began snubbing sacred rituals and recruiting and radicalizing
youth, alarmed locals reported the group to the Mozambican government, but the
authorities did not take direct action. 82 One local politician later stated that he had attended
four separate meetings in which the government was explicitly warned about the
deteriorating situation. 83 Faced with state inaction, community elders attempted to
intervene by organizing dialogues, but the group refused those overtures. Following
schisms, some violent, with established mosques and clerical leaders, the group migrated
to the coastal village of Maculo, where it set up its own mosques and organized separate
worship and other activities. As the group settled into its new community, a number of
violent episodes occurred. As our interviews illuminated, ASWJ adherents attacked and
killed residents in Maculo, as well as in the nearby villages of Lalane, Sande, Chikuluia,
and Unidade. There was no reported government response to these attacks. 84

B. Heavy-Handed Reprisals
In October 2017, ASWJ attacked police and military outposts in Mocímboa da
Praia. 85 As it had before, the central government sought to publicly downplay the attacks
and the group’s significance, while simultaneously organizing retaliatory action.
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Government security forces from other districts and the provincial capital clashed with
militants for several hours; 16 people, including two police officers and a community
leader, were killed. 86 During ASWJ’s occupation of Mocímboa da Praia, militants also
attacked an administrative building. 87 They assured local residents that they would not be
harmed, because the group’s fight was with the state and police—a stance confirmed by
the group’s refusal to pay state taxes, participate in public education, or patronize public
hospitals or clinics. 88 The government described the incidents in Mocímboa da Praia as
isolated. Nevertheless, it proceeded to close three mosques and arrest suspects. By the end
of November 2017, 150 people had been arrested. 89 In December, the chief of police
reportedly offered to grant amnesty to any militants who would surrender. 90 The
conciliatory approach was short lived, however; days later, on December 16, militants
attacked a military convoy, killing the UIR (a specialized tactical police group known as
the Rapid Intervention Unit) national director of reconnaissance and injuring five police
officers. 91 Also in December 2017, two helicopters and a navy ship shelled Mitumbate
village, believed to be a base for the militants, killing an estimated 50 people. 92 A week
prior, the group reportedly ambushed a police convoy.

C. Controlling the Flow of Information
By 2018, reports from the media and non-governmental organizations began to
feature the growing instability in northern Mozambique. In keeping with its efforts to
downplay the threat, the government made it difficult for journalists to operate. In July
2018, for the first time in Mozambique, the government implemented accreditation fees
and requirements. 93 According to the decree, the accreditation for foreign media cost
$2,500 per trip to Mozambique. For freelancers and foreign correspondents based in
Mozambique, annual accreditation costs $500 and $8,300, respectively. New Mozambican
publications and community radio stations are charged $3,300 and $800, respectively. 94
For new national radio stations, a broadcasting license now costs nearly $35,000; they also
incur annual costs to renew their license. 95 In at least one case, no price sufficed for
accreditation: the government refused to accredit the BBC to report on the violence in June
2018, claiming that such a story would prove embarrassing to the country. 96
In addition to these administrative shifts, also in 2018, the government began arresting
and detaining journalists reporting on the situation in northern Mozambique. 97 The highprofile December 2018 arrest and detention of journalist Estacio Valoi and Amnesty
International researcher David Matsinhe in Mocímboa de Praia brought to light the
military’s disregard for human rights and the government’s determination to stop the flow
of information. 98 In early 2019, journalists Amade Abubacar and Germano Daniela
Adriano were arrested while investigating in Pemba. In February 2019, a radio
commentator was detained. The following day, the governor of Cabo Delgado gave a press
conference in which he warned journalists not to report on violence or extremism in the
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province. 99 Abubacar and Adriano remained in detention without trial for more than three
months, until their release in April 2019. 100

D. Engaging External Partners
Despite its initial claims to have the situation under control, the Mozambican
government has more recently entered into security agreements with regional neighbors
and foreign partners. In January 2018, Mozambique signed a memorandum of
understanding with Tanzania to increase cooperation for cross-border crime. In May and
June 2018, Mozambique signed security agreements with Uganda and DRC,
respectively. 101
In March 2018, Mozambique began collaborating with Russia to address the ASWJ
threat in the North. 102 In August 2019, the Russian private military company Wagner PMC
deployed 203 soldiers to Cabo Delgado. 103 The Russian government also provided drones
and helicopters for use in counterterrorism efforts. 104 Ill-trained and poorly prepared for
the Mozambican terrain, the Wagner soldiers have struggled to quell the insurgency. In
November 2019, ASWJ extremists killed 11 and injured 25 Russian mercenaries in at least
three confrontations. 105 Up until these casualty reports surfaced, Russia denied that it had
personnel on the ground in Cabo Delgado. 106 While Mozambique’s ties to the Soviet
Union/Russia date to the Cold War period, many attribute this renewed effort by the
Russians as an effort to take advantage of Mozambique’s geographical location and obtain
favorable access to the country’s vast reserves of gas and carbon. 107 During a RussiaMozambique business forum in August 2019, Russia forgave 95 percent of Mozambique’s
debt to the Russian Federation, while President Nyusi welcomed increased Russian
investment in Mozambique’s liquid natural gas sector. 108

E. Continuing the Cycle: Government Neglect and Unrest
Despite the increasing levels of violence in Cabo Delgado, the government still refers
to ASWJ as “criminals.” 109 The Mozambican Human Rights Council has urged the
government to declare a state of emergency as a means to justify the heavy military
presence, but declaring a state of emergency imposed constraints on the government. Per
the constitution, it would require the government to be more transparent—something for
which it has a demonstrated reluctance. 110
The government has also refused to acknowledge the humanitarian crises exacerbated
by ASWJ, despite reports of over 65,000 internally displaced people. 111 For its part, the
government’s crackdown on free press and information flow has mired the country in
confusion. It has also exacerbated the anti-state sentiment fueling the insurgency by
sanctioning security force abuses in the name of countering ASWJ. According the Human
Rights Watch, both insurgents and civilians have suffered from indiscriminate military
crackdowns. 112
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Local communities threatened by ASWJ and failed by inadequate government
response have attempted independent reprisals. In late November 2018, extremists attacked
the village of Quinto Congresso. In response, village residents orchestrated a counterattack,
during which the extremists killed two members of the village militia and burned 17
houses. On December 5, 2018, extremists attacked the village of Lilongo; villagers
captured two suspected attackers and beheaded them. 113 This resistance may contribute to
additional levels of violence levied against communities that attempt to fight back. In at
least one reported case, in one Chitunda village, “angry residents allegedly threw out a unit
of the defense and security forces for not protecting them against the terrorists,” only to be
attacked by insurgents in the weeks that followed. 114
As the humanitarian situation in Cabo Delgado grows more acute, civilians will face
increasingly impossible choices: to flee or to risk violence. In mid-2019, Cyclones Idai and
Kenneth hit Mozambique, with the latter exacting significant damage in Cabo Delgado. It
devastated domestic and state infrastructure, destroying some 45,000 houses and 19 health
facilities. 115 In addition to the destruction of vital food supplies and livelihoods, these
natural disasters diverted government attention away from the extremist threat in favor of
immediate humanitarian needs in the affected areas. 116 Flooding in Cabo Delgado at the
end of December 2019 has further exacerbated the strain on resources and highlighted the
absence of sustainable state-led efforts to stabilize the region.
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5.

Conclusions

At the outset, our research endeavored to answer the following five questions:
1. Who are the attackers in Mozambique?
2. What are they trying to accomplish?
3. Why did religious extremism take root and manifest violently in Cabo Delgado?
4. Why are the attacks so brutal?
5. How can the government effectively respond?
Our research and interviews have indeed provided some answers, although several
questions remain—in particular about our understanding of ASWJ as an organization and
its objectives—but the absence of more detailed knowledge about the motivations and
organizational structure of ASWJ also does not seem unique to Mozambique. Many violent
extremist organizations deliberately obfuscate the specific purpose of their violence or,
because of linguistic barriers, their motivations are not communicated widely. In addition,
the drivers behind the rise of violent extremism are complex and evolving, and there is
often not a single cogent explanation for the formation of an extremist group. We better
understand why extremist violence has erupted in northern Mozambique. We find strong
support that extremist violence in Mozambique has roots in historical grievances,
disenfranchisement, and notions of relative deprivation. In this regard, Mozambique
resembles many other regions in Africa and elsewhere that are experiencing violence by
extremist organizations. At the same time, however, other regions in Mozambique with
similarly low levels of development and socioeconomic indicators do not experience
extremist violence. Therefore, it is insufficient to conclude that Cabo Delgado’s poverty
and marginalization are the causes of the appearance of violent extremism.
As the paper notes, the violence exacted by ASWJ distinguishes itself by its brutality.
Some of our interviews have suggested that the purpose of the group’s brutality is to draw
attention to the group. That has certainly occurred, as it is one of ASWJ’s most
distinguishing characteristics. But studies of other armed groups suggest that ASWJ’s
brutality might also be related to a weak organizational structure, outbidding,
factionalization, or weak community ties. Our research does not shed light on the group’s
organizational structure or degree of factionalization. But ample documentation points to
the region’s close ties with other Swahili-speaking countries, because Mozambique’s poor
education system has left many of its young people with a weak understanding of
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Portuguese or Arabic. Youth have benefited from business and training opportunities in
Tanzania and have engaged with Islamic teachings in Swahili available on the internet and
social media.
Finally, the government’s heavy-handed approach does not seem effective. Again,
other case studies support the idea that responding to extremism with overwhelming
violence does not weaken extremist groups. Moreover, the involvement of Russian private
military contractors has the potential to internationalize the conflict; in addition, the
presence of foreign military groups could increase the ASWJ’s brutality, as it shifts its
focus away from indigenous communities. The Islamic State has already claimed
responsibility for some attacks. A more effective government response could meaningfully
addressing some of the grievances voiced by the region’s residents by providing services—
such as education and health care—that are sorely missing and reaching out to the ASWJ
for possible negotiations to end the violence.
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