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Tunisia needs support in the face of terror

I 

t is quite understandable 
that the British government 
and Danish leaders are 
concerned for the safety of 
their nationals in the wake 
of recent attacks by Islamist 

terrorists on Tunisian sites 
favoured by tourists: the Bardo 
National Museum in Tunis and a 
popular beach resort in Sousse, 
where a gunman walked through 
the resort firing indiscriminately 
at foreign tourists in a cold-
blooded attack. Thirty-eight 
people were killed; all but eight 
were Britons.

Showing such concern is, after 
all, what governments are meant 
to do. But calling tourists to shun 
any one country carries conse-
quences. In the case of Tunisia, 
the call on British travellers and 
other countries following suit will 

deeply affect Tunisia’s tourism 
business. It will swell the ranks of 
the unemployed in a country 
where jihadist formations seem to 
have implanted solid radicalisa-
tion and recruitment venues.

More young Tunisians have 
volunteered to fight in the ranks 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) than in 
most other Arab countries, about 
5,500 by some estimates. Many 
have returned to Tunisia, 
equipped with rudimentary 
military training and some 
presumably acting as “sleepers”, 
waiting to strike.

In light of threats from jihadists 
who have declared war on just 
about everyone who does not 
accept their distorted vision of 
Islam, this problem is not just 
Tunisia’s. It concerns Britain as 
much and the right approach at 
this crucial time for Tunisia is to 
give full support to the country’s 
government and its people who 
are fighting for a democratic way 
of life. 

If Britain believes the situation 
is so worrisome that it calls for its 
nationals to pack up and leave, 
then, by George, it’s high time for 
Britain and Western allies to make 
a stand against the terrorists — in 
Tunisia.

Asking people not to travel to 
Tunisia is precisely what the 
terrorists hoped to achieve. The 
intent of the cowardly terrorist 
acts is twofold: first, to kill as 
many foreigners as possible, and 
second, to strike a blow at 
Tunisia’s economy, which will 
render the government weak, 
facilitating the work of radical 
Islamists who hope that their 
nefarious actions will create the 
type of generalised anarchy they 
seek, allowing them to wrangle 
their way into power.

Why are the jihadists so 
focused on Tunisia?

Tunisia represents everything 
they want to abolish. The people 
of Tunisia were the first in the 
Arab world to rise up against their 
authoritarian regime and force 
the government to change. They 
demonstrated that they were able 
to have fair elections and voted to 
follow a democratic approach to 
governance. All along they have 
rejected theocratic government 
and way of life.

Tunisia is under siege and it is 
of great importance that Europe 
and the United States not hesitate 
in supporting the government 
and the people of Tunisia. In 
many ways the country will be 

looked at as a test case by radical 
Islamists to gauge the West’s 
reaction, determination and 
commitment to supporting 
smaller pro-Western countries.

Tunisia needs two things in the 
immediate level. It needs finan-
cial aid to get over the economic 
disaster of losing an entire tourist 
season — if not many more — and 
military assistance.

 Tunisia’s status as a “non-
NATO ally” of the United States 
has just been approved, paving 
the way for enhanced security 
cooperation between the coun-
tries.

This privileged position offers 
Tunisia a number of advantages 
in training and equipment 
acquisition that would help it 
fight terrorism but today’s 
security needs of Tunisia encom-
pass more than that. Buttressing 
the country’s economic and 
democratic experiment would 
require clearly supportive 
initiatives from the West as it 
faces the current terrorism 
onslaught.
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unisia continues to strug-
gle with the aftershocks 
of the June 26th bloody 
rampage that cost the 
lives of 38 foreign tourists 

in Sousse.
A lone shooter killed 30 Britons, 

three Irish nationals, two Germans, 
one Belgian, one Portuguese and a 
Russian. The attack was claimed by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) terror group.

Tunisian authorities’ foremost 
priority since the attack has been to 
reassure foreigners — and Tunisians 
— that the country is safe, especially 
after speculation that dormant ter-
ror cells might be lurking, waiting 
to strike.

New measures include the de-
ployment of more than 100,000 
police, national guard and civil pro-
tection officers in addition to the 
army. About 3,000 security guards 
were assigned to protect beaches, 
hotels and archaeological sites in 
the country.

“Since the attack, the security 
forces have carried out more than 
700 operations resulting in the ar-
rests of 127 suspected members of 
terrorist gangs,” Tunisian Govern-
ment Minister Kamel Jendoubi said.

With the July 4th declaration of 
a state of emergency, the Tunisian 
Army could play a more impor-
tant role in cities and 
around key installa-
tions but authorities 
had to deal with con-
cerns of human rights 
groups over possible re-
strictions to freedoms. “Im-
posing a state of emergency does 
not give the Tunisian government 
the right to gut basic rights and 
freedoms,” New York-based Human 
Rights Watch said in a statement.

For Jendoubi, such concerns are 
unwarranted. “When security is 
targeted and we face armed crimi-
nals… the first right is to ensure 
security and guarantee the right to 
life,” he said. The state of emergen-
cy “only raises the level of vigilance 
in the country… It has been put into 
practice but has never threatened 
freedom in Tunisia”.

President Beji Caid Essebsi in-
sisted in parliament on July 8th that 
security measures were aimed “at 

preserving the democratic achieve-
ments” in the country.

A recent opinion survey by Tu-
nisian polling company Emrhod 
showed that more than 78% of the 
Tunisian public supported the dec-
laration of state of emergency. 

The United Kingdom dealt a seri-
ous blow to Tunisia’s confidence-
building measures when it decided 
on July 9th to warn against all but 
essential travel to Tunisia. Den-
mark and Ireland also warned 
against travel to Tunisia.

The negative signals from Eu-
rope made the economic toll of 
the Sousse attack even heavier. 
UK travel operators announced, 
right after the London advice to 
UK citizens to leave Tunisia, that 
they will stay away from Tunisia 
until end of the year.

Tourism Minister Salma 
Rekik had predicted that the 
Sousse episode would lose 
Tunisia about $500 million 
in revenue but that fig-
ure could be revised 
upward.

The econo-
my overall is 
expected to 
slow. Finance 
Minister Slim 
Chaker said 
he expected 
economic 
growth 
to 

drop to about 1% in 2015, compared 
with 2.3% in 2014.

The North African country’s tour-
ism industry represents about 7% 
of the nation’s gross domestic prod-
uct.

Regional security concerns com-
plicate Tunisia’s task. Speaking to 
parliament, Prime Minister Habib 
Essid said 15,000 people “have 
been prohibited from leaving the 
country to reach conflict zones”.

Although authorities describe the 
measure as purely precautionary, 
the huge number of Tunisians af-
fected by the travel ban reflects the 
magnitude of the problem posed by 
the nation’s would-be jihadists.

The most serious terrorist attacks 
in Tunisia since 2013 have been 
perpetrated by Tunisian jihadists 
trained in Libya. On March 18th, 
21 tourists and a policeman were 
killed in an attack on the Bardo Na-
tional Museum in Tunis. The two 
terrorists, like the June 26th Sousse 
shooter, were said to have been 
trained in Libya.

“Libya is our problem,” a Tuni-
sian security source told Reuters.

“If Libya were stable, with one 
government and one army, then Tu-
nisia would be safer. All the attacks 
were planned in Libya.”

The decision to prevent 
young Tunisians travelling 

coincided with a warning 
by UN experts who said 

on July 10th that about 
5,500 Tunisians were 

fighting alongside ji-
hadists abroad, urg-

ing Tunis to adopt 
a “national strate-

gic plan” to curb 
the flow.

“The number of Tunisian foreign 
fighters is one of the highest among 
those travelling to join conflicts 
abroad such as in Syria and Iraq,” 
said Elzbieta Karska, head of a UN 
working group on the use of merce-
naries.

“Sophisticated travel networks 
operate to take recruits across the 
porous borders,” Karska said after 
an eight-day mission to Tunisia.

She drew a clear picture of the 
itinerary followed by Tunisian ji-
hadists. “Testimony has document-
ed that the routes taken entail travel 
through Libya, then Turkey and its 
border at Antakya and then Syria,” 
she said.

Karska also pointed to possible 
links between mercenaries and for-
eign recruits to groups such as the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

“It was reported to us that recruit-
ers in these networks are well paid. 
One figure given is that of $3,000 to 
$10,000 per new recruit, depending 
on the person’s qualifications,” she 
said. She said an estimated 4,000 
Tunisians were in Syria, 1,000-1,500 
in Libya, 200 in Iraq, 60 in Mali 
and 50 in Yemen. About 625 who 
returned from Iraq are being pros-
ecuted, the expert said.

To stem the flow of fighters, Tu-
nisians were specifically trying to 
prevent the movement of jihadists 
across the country’s southern bor-
der. The Tunisian Army and con-
tractors are building a barrier along 
part of the border with Libya to 
keep out extremists.

Essid told Tunisian TV the barrier 
will cover 168 kilometres — about 
one-third of the border — and will 
include fencing, a sand wall, trench-
es and surveillance posts.

But even with fences erected, Tu-
nisian authorities will have to deal 
with Salafists radicalised and re-
cruited at home. Preventing them 
from committing acts of terror will 
be a priority every day and every 
minute of the day. The country can-
not afford more mayhem.
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