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T 

hree years ago, in the 
aftermath of the Libyan 
and Tunisian revolutions, 
there was an enthusiastic 
sentiment in both coun-

tries that a new, special relationship 
would be forged.

Both, after all, had had revolu-
tions, the Tunisian inspiring the 
Libyan. There was an economic 
synergy between the two, with 
Tunisians providing skills that 
Libya lacks and Libya investment 
that Tunisia needs. 

Bolstering this were close his-
toric cultural ties. There was talk 
of Tunisia and Libya possibly set-
ting up a common market to de-
velop the relationship. 

Not now. The relationship is un-
der immense strain.

The claim by Tunisian authori-
ties that Seifeddine Rezgui, the 
man who killed 38 tourists in 
Sousse on June 26th, and the kill-
ers in the Bardo National Museum 
massacre on March 18th were 
trained near Sabratha in Libya, 
and at the same time, came as no 
surprise to anyone, least of all to 
Tunisians.

Mention the word “Libya” to al-
most any taxi driver in Tunis and 
there is a torrent of angry invec-
tive, ranging from “they’re crazy” 
to “they support terrorists” and “I 
won’t have a Libyan in my taxi”. 
Likewise, on Tunisia’s streets and 
in cafés, the fear is that the chaos 
in Libya is infecting Tunisia, with 
militants in the former arming and 
aiding those in the latter. There 

is a deep suspicion of Libya and 
Libyans. 

Speak to Libyans about this, 
though, and they point out that 
they, too, are suffering from ter-
rorism. Moreover, they claim that 
many of the terrorists in Libya are 
Tunisians.

Tunisia admits to the home-
grown terrorist problem. It has put 
the number of its citizens fighting 
with various Islamist movements 
in Iraq, Syria and Libya at around 
3,000. Libyans give a much higher 
figure. In February, Omar Gaweiri, 
who heads the Beida-based, inter-
nationally recognised Libyan gov-
ernment’s information authority, 
put the number of Tunisian terror-
ists in Libya at 4,000.

It is impossible to know the real 
number but Tunisians certainly 
have figured prominently among 
suicide bombers named by the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) following attacks 
in Libya. 

In March, it was estimated that 
there were 500 ISIS fighters in 
Sirte, a large proportion of them 
Tunisians. One of the top com-
manders there, Ahmed Rouissi, 
who had been a member of Tu-
nisia’s Ansar al-Sharia (seen as 
more radical than Libya’s) before 
heading to Libya and joining ISIS, 
which renamed him Abu Zaka-
ria al-Tunsi, was killed the same 
month in fighting outside the 
nearby town of Harawa.

More recently, it was reported 
by US officials that Tunisian mili-
tant Saifallah Benhassine, also 
known as Abu Iyad, was killed in a 
US air strike on an Ansar al-Sharia 
gathering June 13th in Ajdabiya.

The Tunisian terror connection 
in Libya has resulted in growing 
resentment of Tunisians in the 
country, aided and abetted by a 
general Libyan suspicion of all for-
eigners.

Polarising the situation even 
more have been the kidnappings 

of Tunisians in Libya. In May, more 
than 200 Tunisian workers in the 
Tripoli area were seized, by mem-
bers of a brigade linked to the un-
recognised government of Khalifa 
Ghwell, following the arrest in Tu-
nisia on terrorism-related charges 
of a brigade commander, Walid al-
Ghleib.

They were released following 
pressure on the brigade by an em-
barrassed Ghwell regime but then, 
in June, when a court in Tunis 
refused to free Ghleib, ten staff 
members at the Tunisian consu-
late-general in Tripoli were seized. 
They were freed but only after Tu-
nisia let Ghleib go.

As a result of the affair, Tunisia 
closed its consulate in Tripoli. It 
had reopened in March amid pro-
tests from the recognised govern-

ment in Beida that it constituted a 
de facto recognition of the regime 
but Tunis argued that it had to 
look after the interests of its many 
citizens in and around the Libyan 
capital.

The Gheib affair was not the 
first instance of Tunisians being 
seized. In early 2014, two Tunisian 
embassy staff members were kid-
napped, again in a bid to secure 
the release of Libyans arrested in 
Tunisia.

The relationship has been sub-
ject to further pressure by nu-
merous incidents at the Ras Jedir 
border crossing, often following 
action by angry thwarted smug-
glers. It has been closed on several 
occasions as a result.

There is also the unresolved 
case of Tunisian journalists Sofi-
ane Chourabi and Nadhir Gtari, 
who were kidnapped in Septem-
ber 2014 but now widely thought 
to have been killed by ISIS.

Against the background of this 
souring political relationship, 
the Tunisian community in and 

around Tripoli and the Libyans in 
Tunisia worry about their future. 
The former, put at around 80,000, 
want to continue earning the liv-
ing that they cannot do back home 
but feel increasingly isolated and 
threatened. The latter, variously 
estimated at between 800,000 
and more than 1 million, likewise 
feel insecure, fearful that Tunisian 
authorities will impose visa re-
strictions and start ordering them 
out.

At present, Tunisia is one of the 
very few countries Libyans can 
go without visas. The community 
consists of several migrations — 
those opposed to the Qaddafi re-
gime who left during early days of 
the revolution, Qaddafi support-
ers who fled and those who have 
fled since because of the chaos or 
because they are opposed to the 
Libya Dawn regime in Tripoli.

All the Libyan communities 
claim harassment.

The souring relationship is fur-
ther complicated by poor informa-
tion and lack of facts.

The wide difference in estimates 
of the number of Libyans in Tuni-
sia shows the Tunisian authorities 
simply do not know how many are 
in the country.  The same can be 
said in relation to Tunisians in Lib-
ya. The Tunisian statement, too, 
that Rezgui trained near Sabratha 
is puzzling since ISIS claimed re-
sponsibility for the Sousse mas-
sacre. The camp near Sabratha 
has been seen as closer to Libya 
Dawn and Ansar al-Sharia, which 
are different to ISIS, though there 
is movement across lines by indi-
vidual supporters.

Given that lack of information, 
the climate of suspicion between 
the two countries looks set to con-
tinue while the hopes of a special 
relationship have all but vanished.

Michel Cousins is the 
editor-in-chief of the Libya Herald.
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A Tunisian man kisses the hand of his mother following his 
release by militias in the Libyan capital Tripoli.

Tunis

T 

unisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi declared a state of 
emergency after the June 
26th terrorist attack which 
killed 38 foreign tourists 

at a resort in Sousse even though 
some feared the measure could 
further deter foreign tourists and 
investors.

Caid Essebsi said Tunisia was 
“going through difficult circum-
stances, exceptional circumstanc-
es, which require exceptional 
measures”.

“Tunisia is facing an imminent 
threat,” he said, warning against 
the dire consequences that could 
befall the country should it suffer 
another major terrorist attack.

In the days following the attack, 
authorities arrested several people 
suspected of complicity with Seif-
eddine Rezgui, the Sousse assail-
ant. A number of senior security 
officials were sacked.

Jihadist groups posted online 
threats of further attacks in Tunisia 
during Ramadan, the Muslim holy 
month. Ansar al-Sharia, an al-Qae-
da affiliate, killed 15 Tunisian sol-

diers in a mountain ambush during 
Ramadan in 2014.

According to Caid Essebsi, jihad-
ists, trying to establish a theocratic 
“caliphate”, are targeting Tunisia 
because it is based on a “consti-
tution which provides for a civil 
state” and that is not Islam-based.

The security vacuum in neigh-
bouring Libya was also hurting 
Tunisia, said Caid Essebsi. “The 
500-kilometre Libyan border with 
our country is hard to control. It’s 
only possible with technical means 
that Tunisia does not possess,” he 
said. 

The two perpetrators of the Bar-
do National Museum shootings on 
March 18th and Rezgui were re-
portedly trained in Libya before re-
turning to Tunisia to carry out the 
attacks. The three gunmen killed a 
total of 58 foreign tourists, mostly 
Europeans, and plunged the vital 
tourism sector into deep crisis.

Members of Tunisian jihadist 
groups are suspected of having 
smuggled weapons across the bor-
der from Libya. After the end of the 
NATO-led campaign that led to the 
fall of the Muammar Qaddafi re-
gime in 2011, Libya has been under 
the control of armed militias.

“The people combating us are 
mostly in Libya,” said Caid Es-
sebsi, referring in particular to the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Hundreds of 
Tunisian jihadists are suspected of 
being based in Libyan cities such as 
Sirte, Derna and Subratha.

Caid Essebsi noted that Tunisia 
lacks the means to monitor its bor-

ders efficiently, saying, “We need 
external support and international 
cooperation.”

He called Tunisia’s struggle 
against terrorism “a special war”, 
adding that “there has to be a pop-
ular mobilisation” for it to succeed.

Caid Essebsi said the June 26th 
attack undermined efforts to at-
tract foreign investments. “We 
need to bring in investment and we 
must provide a suitable climate, 
which we don’t have now,” he said.

The 30-day state of emergency 
grants authorities exceptional 
powers, such as limiting or ban-
ning demonstrations and strikes, 
restricting publication of informa-
tion deemed detrimental to na-
tional security and restricting the 
movement of persons suspected of 
constituting a threat.

Most importantly, it will allow 
the army to lend support to securi-
ty services in protecting cities and 
strategic targets.

In the immediate aftermath of 
the Sousse attack, the worst terror-
ist incident in Tunisia’s history, Tu-
nisian Prime Minister Habib Essid 
announced a series of measures, 
which included calling up army re-
servists to bolster security in “criti-
cal” areas and the deployment 
of additional security personnel 
to tourist areas. Authorities have 
started to close about 80 mosques 
suspected of spreading extremist 
thought and supporting jihadist 
activity.

Although political activists and 
human rights advocates voiced 

concern about the potential effects 
of the state of emergency on civil 
freedoms, the decision was gener-
ally perceived as justified by the 
population.

Retired colonel Mokhtar Ben 
Nasr, president of the Tunisian 
Centre for Global Security Studies, 
said fears about restrictions were 
“exaggerated”.

“I don’t think the state of emer-
gency will be a tool of oppression. 
We lived under a state of emer-
gency from January 2011 to March 
2014. Freedom wasn’t smothered 
and elections were successful,” 
Ben Nasr said.

“Tunisia and its security are tru-
ly threatened, economically and 
socially. Everyone must act as if we 
were in a state of war.”

Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Tunis.
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