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Missed Opportunities: the December 1994 Air
France Hijacking

Part I: "Martyrs” in Marseilles

A decade ago, the notion that international terrorists were intent on hijacking commercial
aircraft and suicide-crashing them into buildings would have seem a bit far-fetched to many in
the Western world. Traditional terrorist organizations—including radical Islamic groups like
Hezbollah—had often hijacked aircraft and held them hostage in exchange for a list of demands.
Passengers and crewmembers were routinely told to remain passive and cooperative during such
hijackings; the logic being, terrorists would stand to gain nothing by simply executing their
captives. This philosophy on dealing with hijacked commercial airline flights continued
throughout the Clinton administration and up until 9/11—even though as early as December
1994, a group of fanatic Algerian militants associated with Usama Bin Laden had brazenly
attempted to do the unthinkable: suicide-crashing a jetliner packed with fuel into the city of
Paris, possibly directed straight at the landmark Eiffel Tower.

During the Soviet-Afghan war, thousands of young Algerian militants traveled to
Afghanistan in order to join the foreign mujahideen corps led by Shaykh Abdullah Azzam and
Usama Bin Laden. Many were first combat trained at the infamous Al-Qaida military camps along
the Afghan-Pakistani border. When the Afghan mujahideen factions turned on each other in
1992, many foreign fighters—including the Algerian Arab-Afghans—fled the sanctuary of
Afghanistan and dispersed around the world in a loose sleeper cell network of like-minded
extremists. By 1993, between 1,000 and 1,500 Afghan veterans had returned to Algeria, a
number of whom helped form the Armed Islamic Group (GIA). The GIA was, at the height of its
influence, perhaps the most feared terrorist organization in the world. The group was
responsible for the wholesale massacres of civilians, competing Islamic religious leaders,
policemen, and virtually anyone else who crossed the path of its cruel following.
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Perhaps as a result of its Afghan origin, the GIA retained close contacts with Usama Bin
Laden and Al-Qaida. According to Omar Chikhi, GIA’s former adviser on religious affairs, the links
between the Bin Laden and the Armed Islamic Group date back to 1993, when Algerian Arab-
Afghans “acted as go-betweens, sending envoys to meet GIA chiefs who did not have satellite
phones at the time.” In a 1998 report delivered to an Interpol convention in Madrid, the director
of the Algerian Judiciary Police charged that Bin Laden was directly colluding with the GIA and
was responsible for running “a genuine network supplying arms and military equipment to the
Algerian guerillas.”

At its climax in the mid-1990s, the bloody campaign of the GIA included a number of fairly
sophisticated terrorist operations, including attacks on the Algiers international airport, naval
targets, government buildings, Western diplomats, and foreign industrial interests. Despite their
often crude tactics, the Algerians could be deadly effective when channeled in the right direction.
In late 1994, a GIA faction known as the “Signatories with Blood” group plotted to shock the
world with a terrorist attack of a size and scope never before seen. During a dramatic 54-hour
long regional crisis, a group of four GIA terrorists seized control of an Air France flight in Algiers,
with the goal of carrying out—in their words—the “first Martyrdom operation... to blow up the Air
France [flight] with its... passengers over Paris.”

On December 24, the GIA operatives were able to sneak through security onto the tarmac
at Boumedienne International Airport in Algiers. According to a communiqué later issued by the
Armed Islamic Group, their illicit entrance was facilitated by sympathetic “contacts at the highest
levels” within the airport itself. The men approached their target in a small vehicle, boarding the
Air France jetliner and—after introducing themselves as Algerian security police—began checking
passports and identity cards. Once the cabin door was closed, and before the jet could depart,
the terrorists revealed their true identities and announced that the plane was in fact being
hijacked.

At first glance, the hostage crisis seemed to be proceeding quite typically. The
“mujahideen” presented a series of purported demands, including the release of Algerian
Islamist leaders from prison and financial compensation from the French government. Within a
short time, the hijackers released sixty women, children, and elderly passengers in what seemed
to be a show of good faith. Several hostages, including the economic advisor to the Viethamese
embassy, were executed after the French failed to “negotiate in a timely manner.”

Yet for those most intimately involved, it was clear that this terrorist incident was
somehow different. According to a later GIA communiqué, one of the passengers reportedly
admonished a hijacker, “You are not going anywhere with this work that you are doing.” The
GIA militant coldly responded, “we do not love anything more than being killed for the sake of
Allah.” When the Algerian government produced the mother of one of the hijackers in hopes he
would surrender, he refused to listen to her pleas, promising, “We will meet in Paradise my
mother!”

Among other demands, the hijackers insisted that a number of Islamist clerics and
terrorist commanders—including Shaykh Omar Abdel Rahman, a chief mastermind behind the
1993 World Trade Center bombing); Shaykh Salman al-Awdah (a Saudi fundamentalist who has
since been quoted by an official Al-Qaida publication as being “proud” to call himself “one of the
soldiers of Abu Abdullah [Usama Bin Laden]”); and Shaykh Safar al-Hawali, another extreme
Saudi Islamist who, as of late, has been serving as an intermediary between the Saudi
government and alleged Al-Qaida members in the Kingdom. According to a GIA communiqué
explaining these odd demands, “in calling for the release of Dr. Omar Abdel Rahman and Shaykh
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Salman al-Awdah and Safar Al-Hawali, [we] showed the main principles of Islam adopted by GIA
in aiding Muslims everywhere and in carrying the message of Jihad to the whole world.” In
conclusion, Abu Abdelrahman Amin—the senior commander of the GlA—sternly warned the
French government that “any delay” in “the immediate release” of these notorious figures “would
cause execution of hostages and destruction of the plane.”

The situation grew more serious as the hijackers ordered the pilots to fly from Algiers to
Marseilles, where the aircraft was be fully fueled at their explicit direction. By this time, the
French government was running out of patience. French military commandos stormed the plane
without warning, freeing all 171 passengers and Killing the four hijackers. The GIA scoffed at
media accounts that celebrated the miraculous rescue: “the escape of the plane and its
passengers was not because of the bravery of these special forces, but because of the Will of
Allah, the four kilograms of explosives [onboard] did not detonate.” GIA chief Abu Abdelrahman
Amin eulogized the fallen hijackers in an open letter, mourning “O’ Martyred convoys, O’ Death-
makers, Know well that you have made for the khilafah [the Islamic empire] a new height with
your blood, and a towering structure from your body parts.”

Within days, an “official” inquiry began within the highest ranks of the GIA to determine
why the hijacking operation had failed—and what lessons it provided for the future of terrorism.
The Algerian mujahideen identified two specific technical errors that had cost valuable time and
opportunities: announcing the hijacking before the plane had taken off and making an interim
stop in Marseilles “under the reason of taking on more fuel, although the plane had enough fuel”
to fly to Paris. A later GIA communiqué suggested, “Since they were half way, Mujahideen may
have wanted to fill up the tanks of the plane for later blowing it up over Paris. These will be
lessons learned for future operations.” Furthermore, “in conclusion... this operation is the start
of a new phase which is the Martyrdom phase in which the enemy will be completely
overwhelmed by the attacks. This is a result of an organized Mujahideen army which now
includes a huge number of Muslim youths... Mujahideen have the resources, the personnel, the
ability and the power to do that. The operation will be imprinted forever in our Islamic history.”

Part II: Lessons Learned: Ramzi Yousef and Suicide Airliner Hijackings

Western television audiences were not the only ones glued to the developing events
onboard the ill-fated Air France flight in Algiers. In a dingy urban hideout in Manila, wanted
terrorist Ramzi Yousef discussed the innovative strategy being used by the Algerians with other
fanatic recruits—including at least one individual trained as a commercial airline pilot. By late
1994, Yousef—named as the bomb-maker behind the 1993 World Trade Center bombing—
conceived an elaborate plot to detonate explosives aboard eleven U.S. airliners simultaneously
over the Pacific, and subsequently conduct “bombing operations” during a visit by the Pope to
the Philippines in January 1995. The plots would take place within only two weeks of the failed
GIA suicide hijacking plot over Paris. Yousef was being directly aided in these plots by his uncle,
Khalid Shaykh Mohammed—the admitted mastermind behind the September 11 suicide
hijackings.

Yousef and his infamous uncle had found a fairly experienced Muslim pilot willing to
answer their questions and perhaps even to participate in their future violent schemes. The
pilot—Abdelhakim Murad—was later captured by authorities in the Philippines and admitted
under interrogation that Mohammed and Yousef intended to suicide-crash a commercial aircraft
into the CIA headquarters outside Washington D.C. According to his interrogators, Murad
“alleged that the idea of doing same came out during his casual conversation with [Ramzi
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Yousef] and there is no specific plan yet for its execution. What the subject ha[s] in his mind is
that he will board any American commercial aircraft pretending to be an ordinary passenger...
There will be no bomb or any explosive that he will use in its execution. It is simply a suicidal
mission that he is very much willing to execute. That all he need is to be able to board the
aircraft with a pistol so that he could execute the hijacking.”

Ramzi particularly admired the struggle of North African Islamic militant groups like the
GIA and lectured to Murad about the significance of their terrorist activities. When Yousef was
eventually captured in the Philippines, he admitted that during his 6 month-long training course
in explosives at an “Arab-Afghan” camp near Jalalabad, Afghanistan, he “worked a lot with a
good numbers of Egyptians and Algerians and they make good friends.” Murad told his
interrogators that Yousef:

“...was planning to go to France, Egypt and Algeria after their activities here in the
Philippines. The purpose was to train those Muslim brothers thereat, on using Casio watch
as a timing device, chemical mixtures to compound bombs and to share his expertise on
eluding detection on airport’s x-ray machine and eventually smuggling this liquid chemical
bombs. Furthermore, France has a lot of Algerians staying and that these Egyptians and
Algerians has no experience[sic] on making these bombs and does not know the basic of
smuggling liquid bombs through the airport.”

Moreover, according to Murad, Yousef was “planning to go to these countries in order to conduct
explosives training to their other Muslim brothers there because the people who have knowledge
of this kind of training were all dead.” The pilot added that he had “come to know” these plans
“during the hijacking of the France Airlines in December 1994 when [Ramzi Yousef] told it to him
at the Josefa apartment” in Manila.

Abdelhakim Murad offered one more clue to his Philippine interrogators as to who was
bankrolling the new commercial airline plots engineered by Ramzi Yousef and Khalid Shaykh
Mohammed—and the trail led directly to the highest ranks of the then-nascent Al-Qaida
organization. In 1995, Murad admitted that he always felt Ramzi Yousef was “hiding something
from him. He suspects that [Ramzi] is connected with OSAMA BIN LADIN since he remember[ed]
that he had once asked [Ramzi] if the latter is connected with or receiving financial support from
BIN LADIN, he had observed that [Ramzi] is avoiding the question.”

These intelligence reports do not yet represent juridical evidence of a direct link between
the 1994 Air France hijacking, Ramzi Yousef, and September 11. However, most of this critical
information was made public and available to American law enforcement and intelligence
agencies up to seven years prior to 9/11—and precious little was done about it. As the GIA and
Ramzi Yousef (among others) engaged in a detailed tactical analysis of the “best way” to suicide-
crash a hijacked airliner into a major urban target (such as a government building or skyscraper),
Americans remained mostly oblivious to the imminent danger that was approaching. The facts
behind the Air France operation in December 1994 demonstrate that, by the mid-1990s, it was
likely only a matter of time before fanatic disciples of the “Arab-Afghans” and Al-Qaida would
successfully conspire to undertake a mass-casualty feat of terrorism akin to 9/11.

Evan Kohlmann is an NYBC terrorism analyst and author of Al-Qaida’s Jihad in Europe: the
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