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Ramadan bloodshed and the threat of more
Beirut

T 

he Ramadan terror attacks 
on June 26th are what are 
known in security circles 
as lone wolf operations, 
low-level and unsophisti-

cated, the hardest type of terrorist 
action to prevent because there is 
no outside support by established 
groups and therefore no organisa-
tion to penetrate.

Properly carried out, such attacks 
by individuals against soft targets 
such as the tourist-filled Boujaaf-
far beach at the Tunisian resort 
of Sousse, worshippers in the Shia 
Imam al-Sadiq mosque in Kuwait 
and a US-owned chemical ware-
house in the L’Isle-d’Abeau indus-
trial zone in south-eastern France, 
can cause havoc in every sector of 
society.

Successful lone wolf attacks are 
gold dust to terrorist organisations 
because they hit ordinary people, 
cause crippling panic, force govern-
ments to impose severe security 
measures that erode civil liberties 
and thus further radicalisation, 
particularly among the young. 
In Tunis, authorities closed Shia 
mosques that are outside govern-
ment control.

Lone wolf strikes are the terror-
ist version of “death by a thousand 
cuts” writ large — and there are like-
ly to be more of them in the days to 
come.

It is still not yet clear whether the 
June 26th attacks were coordinat-
ed, although they were carried out 
within the space of a few hours.

The Islamic State (ISIS) has been 
directly linked to only the suicide 
bombing in Kuwait. One of its Gulf 
affiliates, the Wilayat Najd (Prov-

ince of Najd), claimed it was respon-
sible. The group’s name refers to 
Saudi Arabia’s central Najd region, 
which is the heartland of the ex-
treme Wahhabi strain of Islam that 
jihadists embrace.

Wilayat Najd also claimed re-
sponsibility for the bombing of Shia 
mosques in the kingdom on May 
22nd and May 29th that killed 25 
people and wounded dozens.

What is telling is that the June 
26th strikes occurred three days 
after ISIS spokesman Abu Moham-
mad al-Adnani called for a wave of 
Ramadan violence to mark the first 
anniversary of the proclamation of 
an Islamic caliphate in Mosul, Iraq, 
on June 29, 2014.

In a radio broadcast on June 23rd, 
Adnani urged followers of ISIS lead-
er Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the self-
proclaimed “Caliph Ibrahim”, to 
“become exposed to martyrdom” to 
inflict “calamity” on his opponents. 
“O holy warriors everywhere, hurry 
to make the month of Ramadan a 
month of disaster for the apostates,” 
he said in his exhortation.

Whether or not ISIS actually mas-
terminded the far-flung carnage of 
June 26th, the attacks underline 
the jihadists’ growing reach and the 
apparent ease with which they can 
strike anywhere, any time against 
society’s soft underbelly, and the 
group’s ability to inspire, if not co-
ordinate, indiscriminate assaults 
even while locked in major wars in 
Iraq and Syria.

ISIS considers the Shia to be apos-
tates who can be killed with im-
punity. The intention of the Saudi 
mosque bombings is clear: to ignite 
sectarian clashes in the world’s larg-
est oil exporter and bring down a 
monarchy jihadists consider cor-
rupt and illegitimate.

The May bombings indicate 
that ISIS cells are embedded in 
the kingdom to a greater extent 
than was generally suspected and 
that ISIS has long-term objectives  
in the kingdom and the Gulf region.

“Many observers… believed that 
Iranian influence in Iraqi Shia poli-
tics would never reach its current 

peak,” observed US analyst Aaron Y. 
Zelin of the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy.

“So it’s important to understand 
the worst-case developments that 
ISIS seeks to foment in Saudi Ara-
bia. Some Shia in the kingdom are 
already beginning to create popular 
mobilisation committees similar to 
those Iran is using in Iraq to fight 
ISIS there,” he said.

When Baghdadi announced the 
establishment of Wilayat Najd and 
another affiliate in Yemen, he told 
his followers that Shias should be 
their first target, emphasising the 
wider threat to the Islamic legitima-
cy of the House of Saud and shaping 
events to the jihadists’ advantage 
while upending the established or-

der in the region.
A sustained ISIS campaign in 

Saudi Arabia could drive its Shia 
minority, concentrated in the oil-
rich Eastern Province, into rising 
against a regime that has long kept 
it marginalised without basic rights 
and undermine stability in the 
birthplace of Islam and the religious 
heart of its dominant sect, the Sun-
nis.

That would drive Saudi Shias to 
seek protection from Tehran, which 
would leave the House of Saud un-
der assault from two quarters. The 
current attacks constitute Saudi 
Arabia’s greatest internal security 
threat since it crushed an al-Qaeda 
insurgency in 2003-06.

“There’s something familiar 

about the Islamic State’s current 
terrorist campaign in Saudi Arabia,” 
observed Bilal Y. Saab, Middle East 
security analyst with the Atlantic 
Council.

“It looks an awful lot like al-
Qaeda’s 12 years ago… This time 
the enemy is more resilient and re-
sourceful… [Osama] bin Laden un-
derstood that ultimately he would 
need to wage war with Saudi Ara-
bia over the biggest stakes of all: 
control over Islam’s holy cities and 
enormous oil wealth.”

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle East security 
issues for publications such as 
Jane’s Intelligence Review and 
Jane’s Defence Weekly. 
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France braces for lone wolf terrorist attacks

Paris

A 

s the Islamic State (ISIS) 
claimed responsibil-
ity for terrorist attacks 
in Kuwait and Tunisia, 
French investigators 

were scrambling to find out wheth-
er the grisly beheading of a French 
entrepreneur near Lyon and the 
attempt to blow up a sensitive US-
owned chemical factory was linked 
to an organised group.

The alternative — that it was an 
act by a “lone wolf” — sent chills 
down the spines of French officials 
as such attacks are much more 
difficult to predict and prevent. 
Though the attacker shouted “Al-
lahu Akbar” — “God is great” — and 
hung black flags similar to those 
of ISIS next to the severed head of 
his employer, the attack may have 
been triggered partly by personal 
motives in that the suspect had 
quarrelled with his boss and wife 
shortly before carrying out the 
crime.

French Interior Minister Ber-
nard Cazeneuve warned the coun-
try was not only threatened by 
jihadists returning to France from 
abroad but also by people who had 
never left the country and were in-
spired by ISIS propaganda and calls 
for action on the internet.

The suspect in the attack, Yassin 
Salhi, had no previous criminal re-
cord. Yet the 35-year-old father of 
three allegedly beheaded his em-
ployer, Hervé Cornara, 54, before 
his van was rammed into a chemi-
cal factory, to which Salhi had ac-
cess clearance as a delivery man. 

The suspect was overpowered as 
he tried to set acetone bottles on 
fire while shouting “Allahu Akbar”.

Whatever his motives were, the 
modus operandi of the suspect, 
who is said to have confessed to 
the crimes, struck fear in the media 
and public. The acts qualify as ter-
rorism according to French crimi-
nal law. The killer placed Cornara’s 

head on the gates of the plant with 
two flags bearing references to 
the shahada, the Muslim profes-
sion of faith. Moreover, Salhi sup-
posedly sent selfies, showing him 
next to the severed head, to a man 
believed to be in Syria. The man, 
identified as French citizen Sebast-
ien Younes, apparently left France 
last year to join jihadi groups.

French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls warned his country was fac-
ing a major threat that needed to be 
fought over the long term, adding 
that the question was not whether 
there would be another attack, but 
when and where.

France is indeed vulnerable due 
to its high profile in the fight against 
ISIS, where it is engaged in both 
Iraq and the Sahel. More worrying-
ly, French citizens have departed by 
the hundreds to join jihadi ranks in 
Syria and Iraq. Some have returned 
to France with  newly acquired 
skills from the battlefield. Figures 
vary according to experts, but in 
Europe, France is cited to have the 
highest number of recruits to have 
left for Syria or Iraq.

The June 26th attack raised trou-
bling questions on the way France 
is fighting its internal terrorist 
threat.

Salhi had been on and off a French 
security watch list since 2006 for 
his links to a French thug known as 
Le Grand Ali who converted to Is-
lam in jail, and again in 2011 for his 
ties to Salafist circles around Lyon. 
He was dropped from the watch list 
as he had no direct ties to potential 
terrorist suspects.

This was not the first time French 
security agencies dropped suspects 
from an active watch list only to 
have them later carry out terrorist 
acts. This was the case in 2012 when 
Mohammed Merah killed three 
children at a Jewish school and 

four adults, including two French 
soldiers of Moroccan and Algerian 
origin.

The problem lies partly in the 
lack of personnel to monitor the 
thousands of potential security 
threats. A suspect is dropped from a 
watch list when nothing suspicious 
has been noted for a few months. 
It takes 25-30 agents to launch a 
proper surveillance operation of 
any given suspect.

Observers point out that it is 
impossible to identify every po-
tential individual threat with no 
operational or organisational link 
to a group and who therefore does 
not fit a typical terrorist profile. The 
very efficient propaganda of jihad-
ist web sites is sometimes enough 
to inspire individuals. At the start 
of Ramadan, a spokesman for ISIS 
called on Muslims to carry out at-
tacks. A few days later, the attacks 
of Tunisia, Kuwait and France took 
place.

For now, French authorities have 
stepped up security measures at 
Seveso sites, named after EU leg-
islation dealing with onshore acci-
dent hazards involving dangerous 
substances.

Following the jihadi attacks 
against the Charlie Hebdo satiri-
cal magazine and a Jewish grocery 
store that left 17 people dead in 
January, France has adopted a new 
intelligence law that makes it easier 
for large-scale electronic surveil-
lance to be conducted. French citi-
zens deemed to be suspicious are 
prevented from travelling abroad 
and their passports are seized.

 
Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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