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Paris

D 

espite the French in-
telligence success in 
uncovering a plan to at-
tack a military base in 
southern France, secu-

rity sources in Paris said the battle 
over deradicalisation of potential 
terrorists in the country could take 
20 years.

The reason for this, said Yves 
Trotignon, a former French intel-
ligence member of Direction géné-
rale de la sécurité extérieure (DGSE) 
and diplomat, is “that terrorists 
are inhabited simultaneously by a 
global project and by more local or 
personal claims, which makes poli-
cies of deradicalisation very com-
plex if not hazardous”.

Trotignon, who now works as a 
senior analyst in a Parisian private 
security and risk firm, added that 
“in France the security threat has 
always been high because it thrives 
not only on who we are — a secular 
argumentative state — but also on 
what we do. That is, our laws on 
the Islamic veil, our debates on Is-
lam, our military involvement, our 
place in the Western world, not to 
mention our social situation and 
colonialist history.”

To make things more difficult, 
security sources surmise that, like 
British intelligence services, they 
are understaffed to monitor all 
those who represent a potential 
threat in France.

According to official estimates, 
there are 1,850 individuals in 
France linked to jihadists and 500 
others in Syria and Iraq. Actual fig-
ures could be much higher.

“Such figures are truly frighten-

ing,” said Trotignon, who says he 
doesn’t believe in “lone wolf ter-
rorists” with no direct link to a 
structured organisation.

He said he belongs to a school of 
thought in which there aren’t real 
lone wolves but micro terrorist 
cells. This evolution has been go-
ing on for some time, he said,  add-
ing that some microcells work with 
a set of worksheets while others 
are self-activated and ask for guid-
ance. There are also those who act 
in a totally autonomous way in the 
name of “the cause”, which makes 
the antiterrorism struggle so com-
plex.

The foiled plan against a military 
base seems to point to the existence 
of microcells in France.  According 
to Paris prosecutor François Mo-
lins, the suspects, identified as Is-
mael K., 17; Djebril A., 23; and An-
toine F., 19, met on social network 
websites, became very radicalised 
by watching Islamic State (ISIS) 
videos and planned to wage jihad 
in Syria.

The three men had in common 
their age; baccalaureate diplomas, 
a relatively high level of education 
for their age; and, most important, 
no criminal record.

The suspects’ initial plan, which 
was allegedly to travel to Syria 
to fight alongside ISIS, hit a snag 
when Ismael K.’s mother became 
worried about the radicalisation 
of her son and asked French au-
thorities in November 2014 to pre-
vent him from travelling abroad. 
The authorities had one month 
earlier conducted an “administra-
tive interview” with the teenager, 
according to a Paris prosecutor’s 
communiqué.

Figuring out that he was under 
surveillance and that it would be 
difficult for him to leave the coun-
try, Ismael K., who, according to 
schoolmates, was highly skilled in 
information technology, used en-
crypted messages to communicate 
with fellow jihadis in the making. 
He reportedly admitted during his 
interrogation that an ISIS mem-
ber in Syria advised him “to hit 

France”.
After four days of interrogation 

at Direction generale de la sécurité 
intérieure (DGSI) headquarters, the 
suspects allegedly confessed to a 
terror plan. Based on information 
provided by Djebril A., who had 
served at a military base in south-
ern France as a navy signalman 
before being discharged for health 
reasons, they decided to attack the 
site at the end of the year when the 
base would be thinly staffed.

Ismael K. and Antoine F. said 
they were to kill the officers at the 
site, behead the commanding of-
ficer, film their actions and post 
them on the internet before fleeing 
to Syria.

The question yet again is: What 
makes young Muslims in France 
decide to join ISIS? French security 

services are focusing on economic 
and psychological factors while 
some politicians blame the inter-
net, unemployment or psychologi-
cal problems for the radicalisation 
of youngsters. 

This is not enough, said 
Trotignon, who pointed out that 
the current approach is neglecting 
one fundamental aspect — the “as-
pirations of potential jihadists”.

He said there were many factors 
in someone seeking to be a jihad-
ist “such as a quest for a meaning 
to things, a desire to restructure 
personally, a taste for adventure, 
a struggle against injustices, going 

back to a communitarian aware-
ness that is not only religious but 
also historical and, of course, reli-
gious reasons that were sometimes 
very basic”.

France is not alone in this war. 
International cooperation is very 
dense and security experts point 
out that the terrorist threat in 
France can’t be disconnected from 
the global threat. Each theatre of 
operations, they say, has its own 
logic but all are connected, at least 
on a symbolic level.

This is a real war, said Trotignon, 
for whom  it is the visible part of a 
redrawing of the international po-
litical landscape.

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

London

B 

ritish Prime Minister Da-
vid Cameron launched a 
five-year-plan to tackle 
Islamic extremism in Brit-
ain, decrying the “failure 

of integration” that has led hun-
dreds of Britons to join the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and firmly linking non-
violent extremism and terrorism.

In a July 20th speech in Bir-
mingham, Cameron warned that 
the fight against extremism is the 
“struggle of our generation”. He 
set out four major objectives of 
the government’s plan: counter-
ing “warped” extremist ideology; 
tackling radicalisation; dealing 
with the “drowning out” of moder-
ate Muslim voices; and addressing 
the “identity crisis” among British 
Muslim youth.

Cameron introduced a raft of 
measures to prop up his govern-
ment’s more nuanced strategy, in-
cluding promising funding, protec-
tion and “political representation” 
to UK Muslim groups that demon-
strate an adherence to “British val-
ues”. 

He also promised sweeping hous-
ing reforms to tackle the issue of 
“segregation” in schools and hous-
ing.

The prime minister warned Mus-
lims against travelling to Iraq and 
Syria to join ISIS at a time when 
his government is contemplating 
expanding air strikes in Iraq to in-
clude ISIS targets in Syria.

“If you are a boy, they will brain-
wash you, strap bombs to your 

body and blow you up. If you are 
a girl, they will enslave and abuse 
you. That is the sick and brutal real-
ity of ISIS,” Cameron said.

“We must de-glamourise the ex-
tremist cause, especially ISIS. This 
isn’t a pioneering movement. It is 
vicious, brutal, fundamentally ab-
horrent.”

The strategy marks a major de-
parture in Britain’s approach to ad-
dressing home-grown terrorism by 
a Conservative government freed 
from constraints imposed by its 

former Liberal Democrat coalition 
partners, linking non-violent ex-
tremism and terrorism, acknowl-
edging “segregation” among social 
housing and opening debate about 
“British values”.

“No more turning a blind eye on 
the basis of cultural sensitivities,” 
Cameron said.

The new strategy was met with 
mixed reactions from Britain’s 
Muslim community, with some ap-
plauding the government’s com-
mitment to tackling difficult issues 

surrounding identity and others 
warning it could lead to further 
disenfranchisement among young 
British Muslims.

UK counter-extremism think-
tank Quilliam issued a statement 
welcoming the government’s fo-
cus on counter-extremism. “As 
we have long advocated, there is 
a pressing need to challenge all 
forms of extremism, not simply its 
violent manifestations… Naming 
and shaming the Islamist ideology 
is a key step forward,” the group 
said.

“This is the clearest commitment 
to countering non-violent extrem-
ism that I have seen in the last five 
years and we hope it is followed 
up with a comprehensive strategy 
that will unify the UK against ex-
tremism of all kinds,” said Quilliam 
Managing Director Haras Rafiq.

The Muslim Council of Britain 
(MCB), an umbrella body with more 
than 500 affiliated national, re-
gional and local organisations and 
mosques, struck a note of warning.

MCB Secretary-General Shuja 
Shafi said: “We worry that these lat-
est suggestions will set new litmus 
tests which may brand us all as ex-
tremists, even though we uphold 
and celebrate the rule of law, de-
mocracy and rights for all. Dissent-
ing is a proud tradition of ours that 

must not be driven underground.”
While CAGE, an advocacy group 

that came under fire after its re-
search director, Asim Qureshi, de-
scribed ISIS executioner Moham-
med Emwazi, better known as 
“Jihadi John”, as a “beautiful young 
man”, warned that Cameron’s tac-
tics would “backfire”.

“David Cameron’s counterter-
rorism agenda will create more 
distrust and alienation among Brit-
ish Muslims and an atmosphere in 
which political dissent is criminal-
ised. He seeks to tear down a frame-
work of laws built over centuries,” a 
statement from the group said.

CAGE spokesman Cerie Bullivant 
told The Arab Weekly that Camer-
on is wrong to equate non-violent 
extremism and political violence, 
claiming that the government’s 
foreign policy plays a major part in 
pushing young Muslims towards 
radicalisation.

“CIA Director John Brennan said 
[in June] that foreign policy does 
play a part in stimulating and stir-
ring threats to national security 
but the government would have us 
all believe that foreign policy has 
nothing to do with terrorism.

The Cameron government wants 
to ignore that because it asks too 
many questions close to home for 
them, and when we ask those ques-
tions we get branded as extrem-
ists,” Bullivant said.
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French police escort a terrorism suspect accused of decapitating his boss in an attack on a gas 
factory, near Lyon, in June.
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