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Tunisia deserves better

T
he European Union’s 
foreign policy has always 
been its Achilles’ heel, 
largely due to its incoher-
ence and its inability to 

outline proper strategic priorities.
As a result, Europe is finding 

itself going against the flow of 
international relations. It may 
also be missing out on a historic 
opportunity to contribute to 
peace and prosperity on its 
southern Mediterranean shore.

One significant example of 
Europe’s out-of-step and chaotic 
reaction is in the face of what has 
been called the “Arab spring”. 
After four years of pure anarchy 
and social economic regression, 
as pointed out by the emir of 
Kuwait during the latest Arab 
summit, the Arab world has taken 
an unprecedented leap backward, 
prompting some to secretly wish 
for a new Sykes-Picot Agreement 

for the Middle East 
and North Africa.

The Arab coun-
tries of the Mediter-
ranean basin 
constitute the only 
structural defence 
against the threats 
of international 
terrorism and 
illegal immigration 
that increasingly 
face Europe.

If Europe’s reluctance to 
become involved in the morass of 
Libya and Yemen, and its fear of 

being dragged into armed 
conflicts are understandable, 
nothing explains the irresponsi-
ble attitude taken by Europe vis-à-
vis Tunisia.

The laconic statement issued at 
the end of the 11th session of the 
EU-Tunisia Association Council, 
held on March 17th, is a perfect 
example. At the very moment that 
Tunisians are going through a 
unique democratic experiment, 
the European Union is nowhere to 
be seen.

Regarding the financial aid 
requested by Tunisia to overcome 
its catastrophic economic situa-
tion, which is at the root of the 
country’s multidimensional 
crisis, the European Commission 
has been parsimonious and 
ineffective in its help.

The EU Commission’s assis-
tance to the Tunisian government 
dropped from $98.7m in 2011-12 to 
$71.3m in 2013-14. That assistance 
is subject to the same political 
conditionality as before 2011, the 
year the Ben Ali regime fell. Such 
assistance is utterly negligible 
when you bear in mind that 
Tunisia had to allocate no less 
than $200m in defence-related 
expenditures as part of its 2015 
budget.

Federica Mogherini, the top EU 
representative for foreign affairs 
and political security, has 
recognised that, in the case of 
Tunisia, “the opportunities and 
the challenges are evenly 

stacked.” But she has offered no 
concrete solutions to demonstrate 
the solidarity of the European 
Union with Tunisia in its rebuild-
ing efforts, even if Europe is the 
North African country’s top 
international partner.

For reasons that are difficult to 
fathom, Europe is not taking 
concrete steps towards forging 
the partnership of substance it 
needs to establish with all 
Mediterranean nations. Tuni-
sians are expecting Europe to 
commit itself on its side with as 
much vigour and determination 
as it did when handling the 
Iranian nuclear dossier, espe-
cially when Europe can be much 
more immediately affected by the 
fallouts of Tunisia’s type of 
challenges.

On the plane of regional 
security, it is vital and urgent to 
establish close inclusive coopera-
tion within the European Union 
but confusion continues to 
dominate European ranks. 
Instead of a single coherent policy 
that would allow cooperation 

among all countries of the 
Mediterranean, confusion and 
mayhem prevail. This provides 
terror groups with greater 
opportunity to destabilise the 
already fragile countries of the 
region.

Europe is not however solely 
responsible for the deteriorating 
security climate. Lethargy and 
the lack of coordination between 
countries of the Middle East and 
North Africa themselves have 
contributed to the failure of the 
anti-terrorism effort. The recent 
call by the Arab League for the 
creation of a joint Arab force is 
nonetheless a signal in the right 
direction.

Arab civil society also shines by 
its amateurism at the level of 
strategic and prospective think-
ing. There are not enough 
independent think-tanks that 
make pertinent proposals and 
explore future prospects of the 
region.

When they meet in Barcelona 
soon, Europeans should examine 
the future of their Neighbour-
hood Policy. Hopefully, they will 
take the necessary steps to 
identify their geostrategic 
priorities.
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Air strikes can 
degrade an enemy’s 
forces, they obviously 
cannot take and hold 
territory

The problem of fighting ISIS with limited boots 
on the ground

N
early everyone — from 
US military experts to 
Middle Eastern 
leaders and political 
commentators 

— believes that the battle against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) will not 
be won by air strikes alone. 
There needs to be sufficient 
“boots on the ground” to 
dislodge ISIS from its control of 
large swathes of territory in Syria 

and Iraq and defeat 
it militarily.

But who will pro-
vide such boots con-
tinues to be a thorny 
political issue.

Recent polls sug-
gest the American 
public, perhaps 
because of the bru-
tality of ISIS against 
US citizens and 

foreign nationals, is supportive of 
US ground operations. Nonethe-
less, the Obama administration 
continues to rule out any ground 

combat mission.
Air strikes, primarily by the US 

military but also by some Arab 
coalition forces, have certainly 
caused ISIS to lose hundreds, 
if not thousands, of fighters in 
recent months. However, because 
of its appeal to radical elements in 
the region and beyond, ISIS prob-
ably has been able to make up for 
these losses with new recruits.

Moreover, while air strikes can 
degrade an enemy’s forces, they 
obviously cannot take and hold 
territory. Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi recently told the 
Washington Post that “for the US 
military to carry out their mission 
[against ISIS], they need boots on 
the ground”.

On the Iraq side of the ISIS 
question, the “boots on the 
ground” question has been an-
swered temporarily by Shia mili-
tiamen, under the command of an 
Iranian Quds Force commander, 
taking the offensive against ISIS 
forces in Tikrit. Although some 

regular Iraqi armed forces and 
Sunni tribesmen are also involved 
in this battle, the 20,000 Shia 
militiamen in this operation far 
outnumber these other forces, ac-
cording to recent public testimony 
by the chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, US Army General 
Martin Dempsey.

He acknowledged that while 
such assistance from Iran “was a 
positive thing in military terms 
against [ISIS], we are all con-
cerned about what happens after 
the drums stop beating.”

In other words, there is a fear 
that the large number of Shia mi-
litiamen moving into Sunni areas 
could inflame an already volatile 
sectarian problem inside Iraq. 
Moreover, the prominent Iranian 
role in this operation has alarmed 
Sunni states in the region like 
Saudi Arabia.

On the Syrian side, no signifi-
cant ground forces are taking the 
fight to ISIS except for some Kurd-
ish forces in the north and these 
fighters have been largely geared 
to protecting some Kurdish-
populated cities and towns like 
Kobane along and near the Turk-
ish border.

The plan to create and train a 
moderate Syrian rebel force that 
would go on the offensive against 
ISIS has been plagued by logistical 
and political problems; the latter 
involving disputes over whether 
this new force would be able to 
take the fight to the Assad govern-
ment as well, which the rebels 
want to do.

In any event, even if such a 
moderate rebel force comes into 
being, the numbers being touted 
— about 5,000 fighters — are likely 
to be insufficient in combating 
ISIS.

This situation leaves only two 
alternatives — an Arab force or 
an American force — to fight a 
ground operation against ISIS.

Although Sisi has called for a 
joint Arab force, there seems to 
be no serious movement in the 
region to create one, nor is it clear 
which Arab country would lead 
it. Even Jordan, whose citizens 
have turned decisively against 

ISIS in the aftermath of the brutal 
killing of one of its pilots, has only 
resorted to air strikes, not boots 
on the ground.

While the Obama adminis-
tration continues to rule out a 
combat ground operation, and 
its new war authorisation legisla-
tion that was sent to Congress for 
consideration only mentions a po-
tential role for US Special Forces, 
the American public seems more 
hawkish than the administration. 
The respected Quinnipiac Univer-
sity poll released in early March 
showed that 62% of American 
respondents said they favour 
sending US ground troops to fight 
ISIS.

Some potential Republican 
presidential candidates, such as 
former Texas Governor Rick Perry 
and US Senator Lindsey Graham 
(R-SC), undoubtedly sensing this 
strong anti-ISIS sentiment among 
the American people, have called 
for US ground troops in this fight. 
But the Obama administration 
continues to believe that the 
public is war weary and will not 
countenance even a limited com-
bat ground operation.

In the meantime, the anti-ISIS 
operation will continue to be 
more of the same: a largely mili-
tia-led offensive in Iraq with deep 
concerns about the campaign’s 
political ramifications and a slow 
and problematic training mission 
for moderate Syrian rebels outside 
the country, with air strikes, pri-
marily conducted by the United 
States, overhead.

Until some country or a com-
bination of countries commit 
to boots on the ground, the ISIS 
menace will likely remain for the 
foreseeable future.
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