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Special focus After the June 26th attacks
The lessons of the Sousse terrorist attack

T
he terrorist attack in Sousse, 
Tunisia, in which 38 foreign 
tourists died and at least 
39 were wounded, is sig-
nificant on local, regional 

and international levels.
On the local level, the June 26th 

attack revealed a number of flaws. 
First are the obvious shortcomings 
of the tourist security system. Offi-
cials have admitted to that but one 
does not know why they did not 
learn from the earlier attack at the 
Bardo National Museum in which 
22 people were killed.

The second shortcoming is the 
failure of authorities to eradicate 
conditions breeding terrorism. The 
Tunisian government has yet to 
achieve a number of crucial goals: 
a lasting social truce, significant 
reforms in regional development 
and taxation, adoption of anti-cor-
ruption measures, impartiality of 
the justice system, replacement of 
officials from the previous govern-
ment in key positions and a vote in 
parliament on a counterterrorism 
law. There has been no clear strat-
egy articulated regarding religious 
affairs.

The absence of concrete results 
on those issues will continue to cre-
ate favourable conditions for the 
spread of terrorism.

On the regional level, prelimi-
nary investigations of the Sousse 
attack revealed direct connections 
to Libya. The perpetrator of the at-
tack, Seifeddine Rezgui, trained in 
Libya with the terrorist group that 
carried out the March attack on the 
Bardo Museum. What is needed is 
tighter control of the hidden cross-
ing points and smuggling trails 
between Tunisia and Libya and 
Tunisia and Algeria and closer sur-

veillance of individuals returning 
from Libya. These measures are all 
the more crucial in light of signs of 
a struggle for the leadership in ji-
hadist operations in North Africa.

On the international level, the 
same-day terrorist attacks in 
Sousse, France, Kuwait and Soma-
lia illustrate the globalisation of ter-
rorism and indicate the existence 
of a master plan being pursued by 
terrorists and their backers.

 Part of this plan is to make the 
Islamic State (ISIS) an international 
ghoul after having established it as 
a regional monster. Through ISIS’s 
territorial gains, reshaping the po-
litical map of the Arab region be-
comes possible.

Reaching solutions to the prob-
lems will not be easy but it is im-
perative for Tunisian authorities 
to bring about profound changes 
in their security strategies on three 
levels: logistics and equipment, in-
telligence (and here it pains me that 
the various post-revolution govern-
ments in Tunisia let go of security 
cadres highly competent in fighting 
terrorism, one of whom has since 
been recruited by the CIA) and pre-
emptive operations.

Other urgent measures include 
economic and social reforms. Tu-
nisia’s education system must in-
stall and reinforce the concept of 
citizenship with all its implications 
in terms of civil rights and duties. 
Students must be better trained 
in critical thinking to prevent ex-
tremist ideology from taking root. 
Similar changes must take place 
in religious discourse and think-
ing. Reforms of the judicial system 
must lead to real impartiality.

Only when these changes are 
made will terrorism find it diffi-
cult to weave its way into Tunisia’s 

social fabric. Regionally, what is 
needed is a comprehensive plan 
for closer cooperation in terrorist-
related intelligence sharing among 
Arab and African governments. 
This intelligence must target all 
aspects of terrorism, including its 
ideological and financing sources.

The situation in Kuwait is a case 
in point. Following the June attack 
on a mosque, stateless Bedouin el-
ements in Kuwait remain a ticking 
time bomb as pointed out by me-
dia reports. The spread of Salafist 
thinking is a threat to the parlia-
mentary tradition and could even-
tually corrode the foundations of 
this small emirate known for the 
diversity of its political parties.

In Libya, the solution must be 
political. A national unity govern-
ment is the best starting position 
for countering terrorist activities. 

The same applies to Syria, Iraq and 
Yemen.

The rational mind says making 
concessions, even painful ones, is a 
thousand times better than contin-
ued armed strife.

Finally, all Arab states must come 
together in a concerted project to 
reform religious thinking. I suggest 
a committee of specialists, from 
various countries, in theology, hu-
manities, social sciences, law, hard 
sciences and political science be 
created and endowed with the mis-
sion of elucidating controversial 
ideological concepts, such as jihad 
and the state-religion relations. It 
would have conferences leading to 
recommendations for officials to 
implement.

International efforts to counter 
terrorism must be strengthened. 
Strategies in place, however, need 

to be changed. The current US-led 
international coalition will fail if it 
limits its intervention to air strikes. 
What is needed is an all-out inter-
national war on terrorism similar 
to the fight against Nazism and fas-
cism, followed by a modern Mar-
shall Plan for the reconstruction of 
areas and economies devastated by 
terrorism.

In the final analysis, the hope is 
the attacks on Tunisia, Kuwait and 
France would serve as the starting 
point for a more comprehensive 
counterterrorist strategy lest the 
entire world be run over by extrem-
ism.
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Attacks on tourist sites could backfire on terrorists

T 

he attacks by Islamic 
State-affiliated 
groups against 
tourists in Tunisia 
and Egypt hark back 
to the 1990s when 

al-Gama’at al-Islamiyya (the 
Islamic Group) undertook a 
multi-year campaign against 
foreign tourists.

The Islamic Group succeeded 
in reducing tourism and the 
government’s tourism revenues; 
however, they also caused deep 
revulsion among ordinary Egyp-
tians — not only because of the 
immorality of the acts but also by 
the rise in unemployment in the 
tourism sector. The Islamic Group 
quickly lost what little public sup-
port it had.

While the recent Islamic State 
(ISIS) attacks will again reduce 
government tourism revenues 
and provide satisfaction to the 
terrorists’ adherents, it is doubtful 
they will be any more successful 
in the long run than the Islamic 
Group of the 1990s.

ISIS-affiliated groups have 
targeted both Tunisian and Egyp-
tian tourist sites this year. The 
deadliest attacks were in Tunisia: 
the Bardo National Museum in 
March and a Sousse beach in June, 
resulting in 60 deaths. In Egypt, 

authorities thwarted a suicide 

attack in Luxor in June. Also that 
month, terrorists killed two po-
licemen near the Giza pyramids.

Prior to the attacks, tourism ac-
counted for about 7% of Tunisia’s 
gross domestic product (GDP) and 
about 11% of Egypt’s.

At least 3,500 British tourists 
left Tunisia in the days after the 
Sousse attack, according to the 
BBC. That was the terrorists’ 
intended desire. Cancelled tour-
ism bookings from Britain and 
elsewhere in Europe are likely to 
cause unemployment to rise over 
the short term. It is estimated 
that half a million Tunisians rely 
on tourism for their livelihood 
and some analysts say one out of 
every ten employed Egyptians 
is dependent on the tourism 
industry.

But as in the 1990s, today most 
citizens in Egypt and Tunisia 
blame the terrorists for these 
economic difficulties, rather than 
the government, according to 
anecdotal reports. Egypt’s Is-
lamic Group was never able to 
recover from the widespread 
perception that its actions 
were un-Egyptian, un-Islamic 
and harmful to tourism work-
ers trying to make a living.

The breaking point was the 
terrorists’ deadly attack in 
Luxor in 1997, in which about 
60 foreign tourists were killed. 
Ordinary Egyptians were ap-
palled by the number of deaths 
and by the brutal way in which 
the tourists were murdered.

Lacking any meaningful 
public support, imprisoned 
leaders of the Islamic Group 
reassessed their strategy in the 
late 1990s and agreed to re-

nounce violence, not only against 
regime officials and policemen but 
against foreign tourists as well. 
Although some leaders of the 
Islamic Group who were outside 
of Egypt denounced the decision 
of their imprisoned comrades, the 
elements inside Egypt prevailed.

A change in the Egyptian 
government’s tactics also helped 
reduce the terrorist threat. When 
attacks by the Islamic Group 
began, the Mubarak government 
relied almost exclusively on brute 
force. After that didn’t produce 
results, the government 

began to focus on 
development 
assistance 
programmes 
in areas that 

were hotbeds 
of terrorist 
recruitment, 
such as the 
Imbaba neigh-

bourhood of 

Cairo and areas of Upper Egypt. 
The government also developed 
a more sophisticated propaganda 
campaign against the terrorists.

The danger in the current 
situation is that the Tunisian and 
Egyptian governments might 
resort only to draconian measures 
and not take a more comprehen-
sive approach. For example, in the 
wake of additional terrorist attacks 
(against the prosecutor general in 
Cairo and military personnel in 
the Sinai), the Egyptian govern-
ment recently approved a counter-
terrorism law that would impose 
harsh penalties on those convicted 
of “supporting terrorism” and 
allow authorities to detain terror 
suspects for long periods of time.

Such a law could be so broadly 
interpreted that peaceful and non-
Islamist opponents of the govern-
ment could be held incommuni-
cado for months under the rubric 
of “combating terrorism”.

So far, there seems to be broad 
public support for harsh measures 
against terrorism in both Tunisia 
and Egypt. To a certain extent, 
that is for the good because it 
demonstrates to the terrorists that 
public opinion is not in favour of 
their brutal tactics, nor their no-
tion that such actions will lead to a 
utopian Islamic caliphate that ISIS 
propagates on social media. But as 
the 1990s demonstrated, the gov-
ernments need both the carrot and 
the stick if they want to stymie 
terrorism and protect tourism.
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