
ALGIERS: Algeria has accused arch-rival Morocco of killing
three Algerians on a desert highway, as tensions escalate between
the neighbors over the contested Western Sahara. “Three Algeri-
ans were assassinated... in a barbaric strike on their trucks”, Al-
geria’s presidency said Wednesday, in a statement quoted by the
APS state news agency. 

It reported the truck drivers had been travelling between the
Mauritanian capital Nouakchott northeast to the Algerian city of
Ouargla. “Several factors indicate that the Moroccan occupation
forces in the Western Sahara carried out this cowardly assassina-
tion with a sophisticated weapon,” the statement added. “Their
killings will not go unpunished.”

Morocco has not officially commented on the accusations, but
an informed source from the kingdom said “it has never targeted
and will never target Algerian citizens, regardless of the circum-
stances and the provocations”. “If Algeria wants war, Morocco
doesn’t,” said the source, who requested anonymity. The Western
Sahara is 80 percent controlled by Morocco, which sees the for-
mer Spanish colony, rich in phosphates and adjacent to bountiful
Atlantic fishing waters, as an integral part of its own territory.

Algeria has long hosted and supported the Polisario Front,
which seeks full independence there and has demanded a ref-
erendum as provided for in a 1991 ceasefire deal. But the Polis-
ario in November declared the truce “null and void” after
Moroccan forces broke up a blockade of a highway into Mau-
ritania, that the independence movement said was built in vio-
lation of the ceasefire. The Moroccan source said that since
then, six Moroccan soldiers had been killed in “harassment” by
Polisario militants.

In August, Algeria broke off diplomatic ties with Morocco cit-
ing “hostile actions” — charges Rabat dismissed. On Sunday, Al-
geria ordered state energy firm Sonatrach to halt gas exports to
Spain through a pipeline that traverses Morocco due to tensions
with Rabat. The reported killings took place on Monday, but few
details had emerged. 

The Algerian statement did not specify the location of the
strike. But Akram Kharief, editor of Algerian website Mena De-
fense, said that “the Algerian truckers were killed in Bir Lahlou”,
along a 3,500-kilometre highway that passes through part of the
Western Sahara controlled by the Polisario. Mauritania has said
the deaths did not take place on its territory. The Moroccan
source claimed that the area in question is “exclusively used” by
Polisario military vehicles. The Algerian statement did not say
what weapons were used, but Morocco in September took deliv-
ery of Turkish-made Bayraktar combat drones, according to Far-
Maroc, a private military news website. — AFP 
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Algeria blames Morocco for 
death of three truck drivers

3 Algerians killed on a desert highway as tensions escalate

OUJDA, Morocco: Moroccan youth sit across the border with Algeria, in the city of Oujda. Algeria has accused its arch-rival Morocco of killing three Algerians on
a desert highway, as tensions escalate between the neighbors over the contested Western Sahara. — AFP 

US, Iran dispute 
facts of incident 
in Sea of Oman
WASHINGTON: The United States and Iran gave sharply dif-
fering accounts Wednesday of an incident involving a Viet-
namese-flagged oil tanker in the Sea of Oman, in the latest
incident in the heavily trafficked seaway. Iran’s elite Revolution-
ary Guards (IRGC) said they had thwarted an attempt last week
by the US Navy to seize the vessel carrying its oil. In a statement
on its website Sepahnews, the IRGC said US forces had seized
the tanker laden with oil and “transferred its cargo to another
tanker.” The IRGC’s naval forces, with air support, subsequently
captured the second tanker, thwarting an alleged second attempt
by the US Navy to retake the vessel, according to the statement.

The report said that the “Americans had left the area” and
that the tanker had docked at Bandar Abbas port at 8:00 am on
October 25. But US defense officials rejected that account, and
said Iranians themselves had seized the tanker and took it to
Iranian waters. “I’ve seen Iranian claims. They are absolutely, to-
tally false and untrue,” said Pentagon spokesman John Kirby. On
the day of the incident, “US Navy assets did monitor Iranian
forces, illegally boarding and seizing a merchant vessel in inter-

national waters,” he said.
“Iran’s actions ... constitute a blatant violation of international

law that undermines freedom of navigation and the free flow of
commerce,” he said. Separately, another US official, speaking on
grounds of anonymity, rejected Tehran’s account and said the Ira-
nians had themselves taken control of the tanker. The official said
the two US vessels, together with aerial support, only watched
the operation by IRGC forces. “We were directed to closely mon-
itor, and not to engage,” the official said.

Aerial videos posted by Iran’s Fars news agency show US naval
vessels and much smaller Iranian speedboats following and cir-
cling the tanker, but give no clarity on the circumstances of the
incident. The incident came in the wake of a series of attacks on
commercial vessels in the sea lanes serving the Gulf, where a large
portion of the world’s oil is produced and shipped. Iran was
blamed for a July 29 drone strike on a Zionist-linked tanker sailing
off the coast of Oman, the MV Mercer Street, that killed a former
British soldier and Romanian national. Iran denied that, as well as
accusations it was behind other attacks and hijackings in the area.

The argument over last week’s tanker incident comes amid ef-
forts to bring Iran back into talks to restore a broken deal over
freezing its nuclear weapons program. Restoring the deal, abro-
gated by previous US president Donald Trump, could lead to a
lifting of US sanctions on Tehran’s oil exports. President Joe Biden
has expressed willingness to rejoin the deal in exchange for Iran
restoring limits on its nuclear activities. Iran said Wednesday it
would resume the talks with world powers on November 29 in Vi-
enna, after a five-month gap. — AFP 

Algeria-Morocco: The 
decades of tensions
ALGIERS: As Algeria accused Morocco of killing three
of its truck drivers on a desert highway, we look at the
North African neighbors’ worsening relations. The dis-
puted Western Sahara, which Rabat considers part of its
kingdom but where Algeria backs the pro-independence
Polisario movement, has long inflamed their rivalry. But
tensions have escalated recently with diplomatic ties cut
and airspace closed.

Algeria has also repeatedly accused Morocco of inter-
fering in its internal affairs, particularly by allegedly backing
opposition groups in the mainly Berber region of Kabylie.
Here is a timeline of tensions since the 1970s: Rabat severs
diplomatic relations with Algeria in 1976 after Algiers rec-
ognizes the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) pro-
claimed by the Polisario Front. The two countries had waged
a “Sand War” since 1963 following several border clashes.
Relations deteriorated in 1975 after 350,000 Moroccans
undertook a “Green March” to the border with the then
Spanish Sahara to force Madrid to hand over the territory.

Moroccan King Hassan II and Algerian president Chadli
Bendjedid meet in 1983 at the border. Free movement be-
tween the two countries is re-established. In 1988, Algeria
and Morocco resume diplomatic relations. Hassan makes his
first visit to Algiers for 15 years. An accord is later struck on
a pipeline project to connect Algeria with Europe via Mo-
rocco. In 1992, Rabat enacts a 20-year-old convention that
ends the border problems at the root of the Sand War.

The Western Sahara dispute sparks fresh tensions in
1994, after Algerian president Liamine Zeroual says the ter-
ritory remains an “illegally occupied country”. Morocco ac-
cuses Algerian security services of being behind an Islamist
attack on a Marrakesh hotel that kills two tourists. Algeria
closes its 1,600-kilometre border with Morocco. — AFP 


