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Opinion

Refugees are good news for Turkey and others

The significance of the Tunis attack

P 

olitically incorrect 
though it may sound, 
the refugee crisis could 
actually turn out to be a 
good news story for 
Turkey.

Ankara has had its first sum-
mit with the European Union in 
11 years, apparently a mutually 
satisfactory meeting that had been 
called primarily to discuss ways 
to choke off the migrant flow into 
Europe at the Turkish border.

The meeting saw Ankara loaded 
with $3.2 billion and encomiums 
as a “key partner” of the bloc. 
Crucially, there was the promise to 
speed up work on Turkey’s stalled 

EU membership bid and 
help its citizens get visa-
free access to the Euro-
pean Union’s Schengen 
zone by October 2016.

To this slew of auspi-
cious new beginnings, 
as Turkish Prime Min-
ister Ahmet Davutoglu 
described the develop-
ments in Brussels, add a 
recent World Bank study 
that concluded that the 

effect on Turkey’s labour market 
of the 1.8 million Syrian refugees 
it hosts on its soil has been largely 

positive.
Who can top that? Germany, as it 

turns out, with economists predict-
ing a small but significant boost to 
its economy from billions of dollars 
of increased government spending 
on refugees. Natural stimulus even 
in unnatural situations is revitalis-
ing. Clearly, refugees can be good 
for growth and geopolitical deals 
as well as a renergising force for 
burden-sharing among countries.

But logic and economic statistics 
cannot fundamentally alter the 
ugly emotionalism of the public 
and policy debate that is evolving 
after the Paris attacks. New suspi-
cions that refugees imperil security 
are taking hold in Europe, the 
United States and even in Canada.

Plans by the newly elected Cana-
dian government of Justin Trudeau 
to fast-track 25,000 Syrian refugees 
into the country by the end of 
February have had to be reworked. 
Starting on December 1st, Ottawa 
has prioritised resettlement of 
whole families, lone women and 
children from refugee camps in 
Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey. But 
unaccompanied men — consid-
ered a security risk — won’t be on 
those planes, a small but pointed 
omission that underlines the great 

gulf between the West’s good 
intentions and its deeply ingrained 
fears.

It is hard to see this as anything 
other than corrosive to the idea of 
Western inclusivism.

This is glaringly obvious in the 
arguments against the entry of Syr-
ian refugees into the United States. 
At least 28 governors — more than 
half of American states — have 
publicly voiced opposition.

In Duncan, a tiny town in South 
Carolina, residents and elected offi-
cials had few scruples about point-
ing out that the federal govern-
ment could not possibly screen out 
terrorists from among the refugees.

Some congressmen have said 
they want legislation that could 
suspend a US refugee programme 
for Syrians. House Speaker Paul 
Ryan, R-Wis., has declared that 
America “cannot let terrorists take 
advantage of our compassion… 
better to be safe than to be sorry.”

And Republican presidential 
hopeful Ben Carson, who visited 
Jordan’s Zaatari refugee camp 
on November 28th after using an 
impolitic analogy regarding rabid 
dogs, argues that Jordan is a “safe” 
and appropriate holding point. 
They do not need to get to the 

United States, he indicated.
That’s the bottom line for Car-

son, an eminent neurosurgeon. It 
finds an echo in the words of Ger-
many’s police chief, Hans-Georg 
Maasen, who felt moved to warn 
that some men arriving as refugees 
have fought with the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and are planning a “combat 
mission” once they land in Europe.

These are the basic fault lines of 
an increasingly unpleasant debate 
and it has enormous implications, 
however many — and however 
quickly — Syrian refugees are taken 
in by the West.

It was well said that God — and 
everyone — loves a cheerful giver. 
Grudging acceptance of refugees 
while shamefully stereotyping 
them as likely terrorists is hardly 
an act of brotherly love. If I were 
a Syrian refugee bound for the 
West, I would probably feel the 
injustice of people’s preconceived 
notions pretty deeply. In the long 
term, that would not augur well for 
integration.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.sa.

O n November 24th, 
Tunisians were dealt 
another horrific 
blow that they are 
struggling to 
understand: A 

terrorist attack carried out by a 
suicide bomber named Houssem 
Abdelli, killing 12 presidential 
guards.

Abdelli, a 27-year-old street 
vendor, was a former member of 
the extremist group Ansar al-Sharia 
and was later recruited by Jund 
al-Khilafah (the Soldiers of the 
Caliphate), a militant group affili-

ated with the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Members of the group had settled 
in Tunisia by the end of 2014.

The November 24th attack is of 
particular significance for a num-
ber of reasons.

First, it seems to be part of ISIS’s 
new strategy of it, or groups affili-
ated with it, carrying out bloody 
strikes throughout the globe with 
Tunis, Paris, Mali and Cameroon 
the latest locations. In showing off 
its long reach, ISIS scatters security 
and intelligence gathering efforts 
trying to stop the attacks.

The second significant aspect 

of ISIS’s Tunis operation lies in its 
choosing an avenue in the Tunisian 
capital where government minis-
tries, the Central Bank and major 
international companies are locat-
ed. By attacking there, the terrorist 
organisation probably intended to 
send the message that no location 
is safe from its reach.

Third, the November 24th at-
tack has proved that the effort to 
protect sensitive locations in Tunis 
is not sufficient despite attempts 
to improve security measures since 
the June 26th attack in Sousse.

The fourth significance resides in 
the fact that ISIS wanted to relieve 
some of the pressure created by 
the many and recurrent campaigns 
by the Tunisian security forces 
against smuggling rings and their 
pre-emptive operations against 
extremist networks in the coun-
try. These sweeps have led to the 
arrest of a number of members of 
dormant terrorist cells.

Fifth, by choosing the presiden-
tial guard as a target, ISIS wanted 
to strike at a powerful symbol of 
the Tunisian state. The intended 
message did not go unnoticed by 
Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi, as evidenced by his declara-
tion of war on extremism following 
the attack.

The sixth significant aspect of 
the Tunis attack is that it took 
place during a time in which 
neighbouring Libya has been giv-
ing refuge to a large number of 
Tunisian terrorist figures who had 
previously benefited from the rela-
tive protection and safety of under 
the previous Islamist government 
in Tunisia.

The seventh significance is 
found in preliminary investigations 
into the attack, which revealed that 
the planning and the training for 

the operation took place in Libya 
and the execution was carried 
out by Tunisian hands from local 
dormant cells. The closing of the 
borders with Libya for 15 days, and 
possibly more, came as a result of 
these findings.

It is very likely that the latest 
attack in Tunis is part of ISIS’s 
strategy of laying the groundwork 
for moving its leadership from 
the Middle East to North Africa 
following the damaging blows it 
has incurred from US and Russian 
coalitions.

It is also worth keeping in mind 
that the local political context of 
the operation in Tunis is charac-
terised by a weak presence of the 
state in the religious sphere and 
failure to impose its appointed 
imams in some mosques.

Many analysts have said the No-
vember 24th attack could greatly 
affect the country’s economy and 
future security operations. Once 
again, Tunisia has fallen into a 
cycle of curfews and martial law, 
which deepen the crisis in the 
tourism sector and the economic 
slowdown.

Alaya Allani is an expert on Islamic 
extremism. He teaches at the 
University of Manouba in Tunis.

Refugees arriving on the Greek island of Lesbos, after crossing the Aegean Sea from Turkey, on November 24th.
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Tunisian woman gives flowers to a policeman in Tunis, on November 25th.
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