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Jihadist bombing in capital 
city centre stuns Tunisia

For Europe, no hiding place from ISIS death squads

Tunis

A 

n explosion ripped 
through a bus carrying 
presidential troops in the 
heart of the Tunis, killing 
at least 12 members of the 

elite force and marking a shift in the 
battleground between government 
forces and jihadists from mountain-
ous areas into cities.

The bombing, described by au-
thorities as a terrorist attack, cast 
a pall of shock and sadness on a 
mostly deserted Tunis centre that 
was teeming with people minutes 
before the blast struck around 5pm 
November 24th.

Security experts said an attack of 
this nature was widely expected fol-
lowing Paris’s bloody rampage and 
Bamako’s hotel massacre as well as 
the dismantling of a terrorist cell 
that was readying bomb attacks in 
Sousse, 149 km south of Tunis. Tu-
nisian police had recently detained 
a would-be suicide bomber in Tunis.

But few expected jihadists to 
target presidential guards tasked 
with protecting the country’s politi-
cal leadership or the location they 
chose to carry out the attacks — close 
to the Interior and Tourism minis-
tries as well as main banks, includ-
ing the Central Bank, and few yards 
away from the landmark Bourguiba 
Avenue, which was crowded with 
people attending the Carthage Film 
Festival.

The blast in central Tunis came 

after two attacks earlier in 2015 in 
which 60 people, most of them for-
eign tourists, were killed and that 
wreaked havoc on the key tourism 
industry.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi declared a 30-day state of 
emergency across the country and 
imposed an overnight curfew on the 
Tunis metropolitan area. He con-
vened an emergency meeting of the 
security council on November 25th, 
which decided to close Tunisia’s 
border with its southern neighbour, 
Libya, for a period of 15 days.

Speaking on national television, 
Caid Essebsi said Tunisia was at war 
against terrorism as part of global 
fight against jihadist groups.

Caid Essebsi did not repeat the 
grim assessment he made when he 
addressed his countrymen in June 
after the Sousse attack and said the 
Tunisian state would collapse if it 
were to face a similar attack. This 
time, he sounded confident the 
“fear will be brought to the terrorist 
camp”.

“I want to reassure the Tunisian 
people that we will vanquish terror-
ism,” he said.

The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for the suicide bomb-
ing on November 25th.

The attack was carried out by a 
suicide bomber, according to a secu-
rity union official.

“Based on the preliminary details, 
the attacker was wearing a bag on 
his back. He blew himself up just 
getting into the door of the bus with 
military explosives,” Hichem Ghar-
bi, a presidential security union offi-
cial, told a local radio station.

Police cordoned off the bombing 
site to keep back onlookers while 
ambulances rushed to the scene, 
evacuating the dead and wounded. 
Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Es-
sid and Interior Minister Najem 
Gharsalli visited the scene of the at-
tack amid tight security.

The attack came days after au-
thorities increased security to shield 
patrons and foreign visitors during 
the 26th Carthage Film Festival, 
which is a showcase for the Arab and 
African film industry.

Festival Director Ibrahim Letaief 
said the event, which opened No-
vember 21st — about a week after 
jihadist attacks in Paris left 130 peo-
ple dead — is an “antidote to vio-
lence”, as film “tears away the veil 
of darkness and is the guarantor of 
the greatest victory over terrorism”.

Culture Minister Latifa Lakhdar 
echoed that sentiment, saying: “Cre-
ativity is the greatest way to mark 
our attachment to life and our bat-
tle against those people who would 
destroy even the most elementary 
principles of life.”

The killing of the presidential 
guards comes just a few weeks be-
fore Tunisian civil society members 
were to receive the Nobel Peace 

Prize in Oslo for their role in facili-
tating a peaceful democratic transi-
tion.

US Secretary of State John Kerry, 
visiting Tunis earlier in November, 
pledged increased economic and se-
curity aid for Tunisia to help it ward 
off jihadist threats at home and from 

across the border with Libya, where 
ISIS is reportedly training Tunisian 
recruits.

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

Beirut

A 

s Europe braces for more 
attacks by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in the after-
math of the November 
13th slaughter in Paris — 

and possibly even a killing contest 
between ISIS and its ideological ri-
val al-Qaeda — the West, along with 
Russia, is having to come to terms 
with a harsh new reality: There is no 
hiding place from the jihadist death 
squads.

Brussels had been for days in an 
unprecedented lockdown as secu-
rity authorities have been trying 
to track down jihadists, veterans 
of the conflicts in Syria and Iraq or 
home-grown, after Belgian Prime 
Minister Charles Michel warned 
that there was a “serious and immi-
nent” threat of Paris-style gun and 
suicide bomber attacks in the city.

But the primary objective of a 

whirlwind of police raids through-
out Belgium, Salah Abdeslam, a 
26-year-old Belgian and one of the 
Paris attackers, remained elusive. 
He hails from the grimy Molenbeek 
quarter of Brussels, a hotbed of 
radical Islamist activity where the 
French intelligence service says the 
Paris massacres were planned.

At least some of the weapons and 
explosives used in the Paris attacks 
were apparently acquired from a 
thriving illegal weapons business in 
Molenbeek, close to Brussels’ main 
railway terminal.

How known jihadists were able 

to operate and arm themselves un-
der the noses of Belgian security 
authorities is one of the key unan-
swered questions of the bloodbath 
in Paris and it points to a series of 
serious intelligence failures that led 
up to the horrors of November 13th.

For the French, who have been 
battling Islamic terrorism in various 
guises since the 1980s, the failure 
seems to be not acting on massive 
amount of data on known and sus-
pected activists they have accumu-
lated over the years.

Security authorities in Iraq and 
Turkey alerted Paris about poten-
tial attacks or about the return to 
France of Syrian war veteran Omar 
Ismail Mostefai, one of the Paris 
attackers who was killed, weeks 
before November 13th, but these 
warnings were ignored.

It must be acknowledged that 
the French intelligence service has 
11,000 known or suspected activ-
ists in its databases, but only 500-
600 operatives to keep them under 
round-the-clock surveillance.

Keeping tabs on one person needs 
30-40 watchers and clearly the 
French service simply didn’t have 
the manpower for such operations.

The arithmetic of this deadly 
equation pretty much says it all. 
As many as 30,000 foreign fight-
ers from 100 countries, many of 
them marginalised and disaffected 
European Muslims, have gone to 
Syria and Iraq to fight with jihadist 
groups since 2011, according to the 
Global Terrorism Index compiled by 
the Sydney-based Institute for Eco-
nomics and Peace think-tank.

In the last two years, more than 
1,200 European jihadis have re-
turned from the wars in Syria and 
Iraq. They included all four French 
Muslims who killed themselves 
with bombs on Bloody Friday and 
another now on the run.

But that said, the French did 
know about Mostefai and two more 
of the suicide attackers, Abelhamid 
Abaaoud, the alleged mastermind 
of Moroccan descent and partner 
of two jihadis killed in Belgium in 
January, and Sami Amimour, who 
was detained in 2012 on suspicion 
of having terrorist links.

Abaaoud, linked to several oth-
er terrorist operations including 

a failed attempt to slaughter 
passengers on a high-speed 

train between Amsterdam 
and Paris in August, was 
literally shot to pieces in a 
ferocious gun battle with 
French police comman-
dos on November 18th.

Another serious fail-
ure was the lack of com-

munication between the 
intelligence services around 
Europe, and with their coun-
terparts in the United States 

and the Middle East, particu-
larly Turkey whose intelli-
gence service has shady links 
with jihadists.

And the French seem to 
have ignored their long and 

troubled history with 
Algeria, which won its 
independence in a bru-
tal 1956-62 war whose 
violence extended to 

mainland France and which has in-
fected several waves of Arab terror-
ism since then, including the pre-
sent atrocities.

Mostefai, among others, was a sci-
on of France’s million-plus, largely 
marginalised, Algerian community. 
So were the Kouachi brothers, Said 
and Cherif, who killed Charlie Heb-
do journalists in Paris in January.

November 13th shocked Western 
Europe out of its complacent be-
lief that, as Financial Times com-
mentator Philip Stevens observed, 
“political pluralism would become 
the default system of governance… 
the international order would be 
remade in the image of European 
multilateralism.”

But, if the intelligence failures 
may be rectified in part by long-
withheld infusions of funding, the 
prospect of the intellectual fail-
ures to recognise the threat posed 
by Muslims driven to savagery by 
Europe’s indifference at home and 
abroad being rectified seems re-
mote as French President François 
Hollande declares war on the ISIS 
caliphate, tackling the symptoms 
rather than the causes of this fero-
cious phenomenon.

“Fighting an insurgency requires 
a lot more people than terrorism 
does,” observed terrorism expert 
Emma Graham-Harrison. “If the 
ISIS state falls, especially to an out-
side invasion force, the short- to 
medium-term result will likely be a 
massive wave of terrorist attacks.”

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.
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The main train station in the centre of Brussels on November 22nd.
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