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The struggle of Tunisian 
youth in a radical hotspot
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A 

hmed Ouni is angry and 
seems desperate when 
he talks about his pros-
pects as an unemployed 
young man in Douar 

Hicher, a working-class neighbour-
hood near Tunis from where dozens 
of radical Islamists have left to join 
battlefields in Iraq and Syria.

“I’m terribly afraid when I look 
at young people around me here 
and see they have no jobs and are 
unable to marry even when they 
have reached the age of 35 years and 
more,” said Ahmed, 26, who earned 
a technician’s diploma from a voca-
tional training school after dropping 
out of high school.

Douar Hicher came into the spot-
light as a radical Salafist stronghold 
when a young man from the neigh-
bourhood, Hamza Maghraoui, was 
shown on an Islamic State (ISIS) 
video in February pushing Jorda-
nian pilot and ISIS hostage Muath 
al-Kasasbeh into the cage where he 
was burned to death.

Tunisian gunmen trained in Libya 
and linked to ISIS and al-Qaeda have 
also hit closer to home, killing 22 
people at the Bardo National Mu-
seum in Tunis in March and 38 tour-
ists at the beach resort of Sousse in 
June.

Men seated at cafés in Douar Hich-
er, a few kilometres from the Bardo 
museum, talked about the news 
that Maghraoui had been killed in 
Syria and what drives someone to 

extremism.
“Finding a decent job for us here 

is almost impossible. It is a one-sid-
ed affair. I’m fighting to find stable 
work. But I failed to find it because 
people like us are treated by those 
in high positions in government like 
nothing, almost like rubbish,” said 
Ahmed. 

He said while he knocked on the 
doors of numerous government of-
fices for job to no avail, he worked 
as a cement mixer, bricklayer or a 

driver for construction sites.
“It is hard to work for about 15 

dinars (about $7) a day. I must help 
ease the financial pain of my father 
who, as a retired military man, is 
providing for my four sisters who do 
not work,” said Ahmed. 

He expressed conflicting feelings 
about the country and his country-
men.

“Sometimes, I loathe this place 
and the people living in it as I feel 
alone and abandoned by all those 
who could help,” said Ahmed before 
pausing.

“I love Tunisia but I hope that 
it would become a country which 
cares and pays attention to people 
at the bottom of the social rung,” he 
said. 

The unemployment rate in Tu-
nisia – about 15% — is among the 
highest in North Africa and univer-
sity graduates are the hardest hit by 

joblessness.
Sabri Hamdi, a local leader of 

Nidaa Tounes, which dominates a 
four-party ruling coalition, paints a 
grim picture of life in Douar Hicher 
for young people.

“It can be described as the ground 
for hopelessness. There is not one 
inch of green land for the youth to 
relax or practice sports. No culture 
or sports facility for young people. 
There is only the café to sit and talk 
in the morning and afternoon,” said 
Sabri.

Sabri gave the example of a uni-
versity graduate who works as a 
waiter to illustrate the hurdles faced 
by youth looking for jobs.

“After several attempts and thanks 
to the goodwill of several people, 
we found him a job as a waiter in a 
café at a petrol station. He has a high 
school diploma plus six years at uni-
versity. ”

Sabri said dozens of young people 
joined ISIS for money or the belief 
their death in conflict zones might 
lend some meaning to their lives.

About 3,000 Tunisians are 
thought to be fighting in Syria and 
Iraq, the largest per capita contin-
gent among all nationalities. Ac-
cording to the Tunisian govern-
ment, in the two years prior to April 
2015, it prevented more than 12,000 
from leaving Tunisia to join jihadist 
groups.

A Libyan Justice Ministry spokes-
man recently estimated the number 
of Tunisians engaged with jihadist 
groups in Libya at more than 2,000.

Sabri said dire social and cultural 
conditions could be the breeding 
ground for Islamic radicalisation, 

drug addiction and crime.
“The youth population here are 

four groups: 30% are linked to drugs 
and crime; another 30% are at-
tempting to sail illegally to Europe; 
and 30% are hovering around hard-
line Salafists from where some are 
recruited to Daesh,” he said. Daesh 
is the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

“The remaining 10% are the ex-
ception. They are lucky to have 
good family conditions and to live 
decent lives.”

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
Reuters journalist. He has covered 
North Africa for decades and is 
based in Tunis.
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Libya deserves better

L 

ibya is a country in 
big trouble but there 
is still hope it can find 
its way out of the 
morass.
Three years after 

national elections suggested 
that Libya would enjoy a demo-
cratic future, the situation in 
Benghazi is chaotic, tribal 
tensions led to violence in the 
south and only recently has the 
west begun to stabilise, due 
primarily to the exhaustion of 
Misratan and Zintani militias.

Libya has two parliaments and 
two governments. The interna-
tionally recognised government 
is based in Tobruk and Bayda 
with support from militias 
gathered in a coalition called 
Dignity. The other is based in 
Tripoli with support from 
militias in the Dawn coalition.

Now there may be some hope, 
as the UN mediator, Bernardino 
Leon, announced a framework 
agreement on September 21st. 
The agreement would create a 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA) with the Tobruk-based 
House of Representatives (HoR), 
elected in June 2014, as its 
legislature and a State Council 
drawn mainly from the Tripoli-
based General National Congress 
(GNC).

But the power-sharing being 
proposed is not entirely sym-
metrical. The Tripoli-based GNC 
would become advisory and 
that’s the main sticking point. 
The GNC has proposed instead 

that it become a second house of 
a bicameral parliament, with 
virtually equal powers to the 
HoR.

That demand may be a deal 
breaker but there is another way 
out of the impasse. The GNC may 
be able to make up some of what 
it loses in the bargaining over 
deciding who sits where: the 
positions of prime minister, 
deputy prime ministers and the 
two ministers who will be part of 
the Presidency Council are 
particularly important.

That the bargaining has gotten 
to this stage is a good sign, 
though no guarantee of success. 
But even success will be no more 
than what US State Department 
insiders are calling a “70% 
solution”.

Khalifa Haftar, who commands 
the Libyan National Army on 
behalf of the Dignity coalition, is 
not likely to sign on. Nor will 
hardliners associated with Dawn. 
Moreover, a 70% solution 
without international peace-
keepers is a risky proposition. A 
lot of spoilers reside in that 
outstanding 30%.

The key to success will be 
security arrangements, espe-
cially in Tripoli. Those arrange-
ments have not been made, 
though some militias have begun 
discussing them informally.

Even under the best possible 
scenario that will take time, as 
building the confidence of HoR 
members required to get them to 
move to Tripoli will not be easy.

Italy has signaled a willingness 
to lead a peacekeeping team 
designed to secure Tripoli; 
however, it is vital that the 
request for peacekeepers come 
from a legitimate Libyan govern-
ment only after Tripoli is stabi-
lised and the HoR has moved 
there. And Arab participation, 
which won’t be easy to arrange, is 
important.

That still leaves a perilous 

transition period. The Islamic 
State (ISIS) affiliate in Libya is 
second only to the caliphate in 
Syria and Iraq in posing a threat 
to US interests. Though chased 
recently from Derna by other 
extremists, ISIS has established 
itself in centrally located Sirte.

ISIS despises both Dawn and 
Dignity and will try to destabilise 
any Government of National 
Accord, meaning that those who 
back the GNA must be prepared 
to fight ISIS.

The United States has a role to 
play if the 70% solution goes 
forward. Washington must be 
prepared to press the parties in 
Libya to adhere to the UN-bro-
kered agreement. This could 

include sanctioning recalci-
trants.

Washington must help ensure 
that Libya’s neighbours back the 
70% solution. The Tunisians and 
Moroccans, who have hosted 
negotiating sessions, are on 
board. The big question mark is 
Egypt, which under President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has backed 
Dignity and in particular Haftar. 
Informed sources say the 
Egyptians are ready to abandon 
that support.

Washington should also 
support an international peace-
keeping mission with air and sea 
logistics, intelligence and, if 
necessary, air strikes. And 
Washington should offer to train 
Libyan forces, especially in 
counterterrorism. This is more 
controversial than it sounds 
because a previous US-supported 
effort to train a General Purpose 
Force (GPF) in Libya failed due to 
misbehaviour of the Libyans 
involved. Some refused to return 
to Libya. Others did worse.

The training will be expensive 
and dangerous. To be effective, 
the United States should be 
prepared to spend as much as 
$600 million over three to five 
years. That will be a hard sell.

US policymakers must decide 
whether they are serious about 
defeating ISIS. A failed UN 
political agreement in Libya 
could give ISIS an opportunity to 
quickly expand and take over 
territory. Libya is an enormous 
country with a small population 
— only 6.4 million when every-
one is at home, likely no more 
than 5 million or so today. Its 
hinterland would be ideal as an 
ISIS safe haven, giving it strategic 
depth as it loses territory in Iraq 
and Syria.

The Libyans deserve better, in 
particular if they sign on to the 
UN-brokered agreement. The 
United States should be prepared 
to support their efforts.

Daniel
Serwer
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Deserving better. A Libyan at a ceremony 
marking the 75th anniversary of the army’s 
establishment in Tripoli, last August.

Chatting the day away. A Douar Hicher café.


