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Anguish, defiance in the UK after attacks

Beirut and Tunis

J 

ihadist killers, inspired if not 
directed by the Islamic State 
(ISIS), slaughtered more than 
65 people and wounded hun-
dreds more in a June 26th 

wave of violence that ran from an 
industrial zone in south-eastern 
France, through a crowded Tunisian 
tourist beach to a Shia mosque in 
Kuwait.

Rarely has there been a one-day 
terrorist broadside on such a geo-
graphical sweep and it underlined 
the capabilities of ISIS to attack any-
where, not just in the Muslim world 
but the West as well.

The intention was clearly to tar-
get Shia Muslims and Westerners, 
branded as apostates and infidels 
by ISIS, stir sectarian unrest, un-
dermine the collapsing Middle East 
order and radicalise a generation of 
angry and unemployed young peo-
ple. It seeks to destroy the fragile, 
fledgling democracy in Tunisia, the 
one state to emerge from the “Arab 
spring” with any prospect of real po-
litical change.

A week after the June 26th ram-
pages it is still unclear whether this 
was a coordinated ISIS assault or the 
work of lone wolf jihadists acting in-
dependently in coincidentally near-
simultaneous attacks. But ISIS’s im-
primatur was clearly evident, even if 
at a distance. Three days earlier the 
Sunni group’s spokesman urged its 
followers to attack Shias and “apos-
tates” during Ramadan and to mark 
the anniversary of the caliphate ISIS 
declared on June 29, 2014.

There are fears of more attacks in-
spired by the ISIS call to arms in the 
remaining days of the Ramadan.

 The day of horror began near 
Lyon in France. At around 9.30am, 
delivery driver Yassine Salhi de-
capitated his employer then stuck 
the head, along with flags bearing 
Islamic inscriptions on the fence of 
a US-owned factory.

Salhi, a local Muslim, then drove 
his truck into the factory where an 
explosion destroyed a storage build-
ing containing liquid air, acetone 
and gas cylinders. Security officials 
said Salhi, who was arrested, want-
ed to blow up the entire facility.

Officials said Salhi had been moni-
tored by security agencies for links 
to Salafists in France since 2006, 
but the surveillance was called off 
in 2014. He appeared to be a “lone 

wolf” operative but beheadings are 
an ISIS signature.

The second atrocity took place 
soon after in Kuwait City. A Saudi 
suicide bomber detonated explo-
sives hidden under his white robes 
at a Shia mosque packed with 2,000 
worshippers for noon prayers. The 
blast killed 27 and wounded 227.

The attack was claimed by the 
Wilayat Najd, an ISIS affiliate. It 
bombed two Shia mosques in Saudi 
Arabia and killed 26 people in May.

But the bloodiest assault was on 
Boujaafar beach at the Tunisian 
resort of Sousse where a gunman 
killed 38 people and wounded doz-
ens more. Almost all of the victims 
were European tourists.

Witnesses said the killer was 
“very, very calm” as he strolled 
down the beach firing an assault rifle 

at holidaymakers.
He continued his indiscriminate 

killing at a hotel before he was shot 
dead by police. They identified him 
as Seifeddine Rezgui, an engineer-
ing student in Kairouan. 

ISIS claimed responsibility for the 
slaughter and described Rezgui as 
“a soldier of the caliphate”.

The massacre was clearly intend-
ed to destroy Tunisia’s tourism in-
dustry, its economic mainstay. In an 
attack in March at the Bardo Nation-
al Museum in Tunis, terrorists killed 
21 people, almost all foreigners.

Ed Blanche, based in Beirut, is 
Analysis section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.  Yassine Halila is a Tunis 
correspondent.

London

T 

he United Kingdom react-
ed with shock and defi-
ance to the June 26th ter-
rorist attack in Tunisia, 
in which 30 British tour-

ists were killed by an Islamic State 
(ISIS) gunman, the largest loss of 
British life to terrorism since the 
7/7 bombings of the London under-
ground in 2005.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron warned that Islamic ex-
tremists “have declared war on 
Britain and they are attacking our 
people at home and overseas”.

In the wake of the attack, UK tour 
operators cancelled holidays to 
Tunisia and sent extra aeroplanes 
to the North African country to 
pick up tourists seeking to leave. 
Travel agents Thomson and First 
Choice cancelled all flights to Tu-

nisia while the British Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office warned that 
more terrorist attacks in Tunisia 
were possible.

Local reports confirmed that Brit-
ish and Western holidaymakers in 
Sousse rushed to the nearby Enfid-
ha airport the day after the attack.

Saloua Kadria, Sousse’s tour-
ism commissioner, said more than 
3,000 foreign tourists, including 
approximately 2,200 Britons, left 
the town within 24 hours after the 
attack. The Association of British 
Travel Agents (ABTA) said approxi-
mately 20,000 Britons were on hol-
iday in Tunisia at the time.

Some tourists defiantly remained 
in Sousse, organising a candlelight 
vigil on the beach on June 27th to 
honour the victims.

Holidaymakers and locals left 
tributes, including flowers and 
notes, at the scene of the attack. 
One note, written in German and 
English, asked simply: “Why?” 
Others read: “We are sorry” and 
“We will never forget you.”

Craig Reed, 42, from Wales, said 
he and his family had no intention 
of cutting their holiday short. “It’s 
just one idiot trying to wreck eve-
rything for the Tunisians,” he told 
the Guardian newspaper.

James and Adele Hope Urwin 
also said they would stay and com-
plete their holiday, with James 
Urwin saying he had been travel-
ling through central London dur-
ing the 7/7 attacks and that had not 
stopped him from returning to the 
city.

Survivors of the massacre praised 
the actions of Sousse locals, includ-

ing hotel workers who 
reportedly formed a hu-
man shield to protect 
tourists. One UK tour-
ist, John Yeoman, 
on holiday with his 
wife at a nearby re-
sort, tweeted that 
staff members had 
“saved many lives”.

In comments to the 
Independent, Yeoman’s 
wife said another cou-
ple had told her the 
hotel staff were yelling, 
“You’ll have to get past 
us and we’re Muslim.” 
to the gunman. The 
bravery of the Tunisian 
hotel staff “makes you 
have a little more faith in 
humanity”, she said.

Mahmud el-Shafey 
is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in 
London.
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