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unisian authorities have 
stepped up their struggle 
against the jihadist threat 
since a suicide bomber 
killed 12 presidential 

guards in the centre of Tunis.
Some 20 people were also wound-

ed in the November 24th attack on 
a bus not far from the Interior Min-
istry. The assault represented a new 
phase in the radical Islamist cam-
paign to overthrow what is argua-
bly the most promising democratic 
experiment in the Arab world.

Security forces announced scores 
of arrests, dismantled jihadist cells 
and uncovered a number of weap-
ons caches but they are yet to as-
suage fears of a population worried 
about attacks by jihadists at home 
and from next-door Libya.

Authorities seized weapons 
caches, including explosive belts, 
assault rifles, ammunition and 
detonators, in the coastal region 
of Sousse and the southern area of 
Medenine.

“The discovery of the two cach-
es and the arrest of a would-be 
bomber who confessed to suicide 
bombing plots targeting police and 
military facilities as well as gov-
ernment buildings in Sousse and 
Medenine suggest that the terror-
ists are readying for a ruthless and 
pitiless bloody stage of terrorism,” 
said Alaya Allani, a professor at 
Manouba University and an expert 
on radical Islam.

A reshuffle in the top echelons 
of the security apparatus was also 
announced. Five years after the 
uprising that toppled the regime of 
president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, 
authorities are still dealing with re-

percussions of haphazard decisions 
that led to the dismantling of secu-
rity services long accused of being a 
tool of political oppression but now 
increasingly credited with having 
been an efficient shield against ter-
ror threats.

The disruption of security insti-
tutions after 2011 is seen by many 
as having given time for jihadists 
to develop bases for an insurgency, 
place recruiters into mosques and 
set up cells in populous city neigh-
bourhoods. Jihadists were able 
to recruit foot soldiers and hoard 
weapons smuggled from Libya.

“The worst mistake was the 
disbandment of the intelligence 
service, which mustered a good 
knowledge of radical Islamists who 
had been under close watch and 
surveillance,” said Fayçal Cherif, of 
the Tunis-based International Cen-
tre for Security and Military Stud-
ies.

Experts see a continuing security 
risk for Tunisia from Libya, which 
could become a haven for Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants.

The Tunisian Interior Ministry 
said the explosives used in the at-
tack against the presidential guards 
was the same used to make suicide 
belts from Libya that were seized in 
2014.

“The mark of Libya in recent ter-
rorist attacks in Tunisia is clear. The 
weapons were from Libya and the 
training of the jihadists who staged 
them occurred there as well,” Allani 
said.

Some Tunisian jihadists in Libya 
are thought to have returned from 
Syrian and Iraqi battlefields. About 
5,000 Tunisian jihadists, including 
700 women, have been said to be 
fighting for ISIS and other jihadist 
groups in Syria and Iraq since 2011.

As Western countries target ISIS 
in Iraq and Syria, the French de-

fence minister warned that the ISIS 
threat could expand to Libya.

“We see foreign jihadists arriv-
ing in the region of Sirte who, if 
our operations in Syria and Iraq 
succeed in reducing the territorial 
reach of Daesh, could tomorrow be 
more numerous,” Defence Minister 
Jean-Yves Le Drian told the Jeune 
Afrique weekly, using the Arabic 
acronym for ISIS.

Tunisian authorities are taking 
no risks. A day after the November 
24th attack, they closed the bor-
der with Libya and closed Tunis-
Carthage International Airport to 
Libyan planes.

Allani, Cherif and other analysts 
said security forces were doing 

well in the battle against jihadists 
but such efforts should be part of 
a comprehensive strategy that in-
cludes reforms in the education 
system and economic development 
of poor regions along with shaping 
an enlightened religious discourse 
in a globalised world.

“They (jihadists) have a clear 
strategy that guides them towards 
the goal they set: win the decisive 
battle in the field through attacking 
the state shields — police and the 
military… to help them achieve the 
goal of dismantling the state,” said 
Cherif.

He argued that the government 
is trailing the jihadists in forging a 
comprehensive counter-strategy to 

weed out jihadists and roll back the 
influence they wield.

“Terrorism is the number one 
threat to our democratic project 
and the second threat is the eco-
nomic and social crisis” that ham-
pers development, said parliament 
member Khaled Shawkat of the rul-
ing Nidaa Tounes party.

“The terrorist threat is still pre-
sent as long as the Libyan wound is 
bleeding and the terrorist dormant 
cells nurtured by a fragile situation 
at home,” said Allani.

Lamine Ghanmi is a former 
Reuters journalist. He has covered 
North Africa for decades and is 
based in Tunis.
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N Special Envoy to Libya 
Martin Kobler has trav-
elled to  Middle Eastern 
and European capitals 
to encourage govern-

ments that have some sway with 
either the rival administrations of 
the House of Representatives (HoR) 
in Tobruk or the General National 
Congress (GNC) in Tripoli to apply 
pressure on them to approve the 
Libya dialogue agreement and the 
planned national unity govern-
ment.

The message Kobler delivered is 
that, with the Islamic State (ISIS) 
growing in the Libyan vacuum and 
ordinary Libyans suffering as never 
before because of economic col-
lapse, the deal has to be accepted 
quickly.

On December 1st in Algiers, 
where Kobler attended a meeting 
of Libya’s neighbouring countries 
— Tunisia, Algeria, Niger, Chad, 
Sudan and Egypt — he said he was 
planning a new tack to make the 
dialogue agreement happen.

What he did not publicly say, but 
what others involved in the process 
and at least one member of the uni-
ty government have said privately, 
is that without a quick agreement, 
the unity government may never 
see the light of day. “The momen-
tum is running out,” one European 
ambassador warned.

The sense that time is short was 
signified by moves within Libya 
for a separate, internally produced 
settlement — a “Libya-Libya” dia-
logue. There are several sugges-

tions, all based on the notion that 
the deal announced after talks in 
Skhirat, Morocco, is dying or ought 
to be dead.

Firmly opposed to the unity gov-
ernment, which would be led by 
Faiez al-Serraj, 27 members from 

both the HoR and the GNC, all but 
one from eastern Libya, gathered in 
late November in Tunis and agreed 
that GNC President Nuri Abu Sah-
main and HoR President Ageela Se-
leh Gwaider should start their own 
dialogue process. The idea received 
support from some HoR members, 
who agreed an invitation ought to 
go to the GNC president.

Plans also are fairly advanced 
to set up a Higher Council of Mu-
nicipalities, which would claim the 
power to take decisions about Lib-
ya’s future on the basis that, with 

the HoR and GNC no longer legiti-
mate, there is no other body to do 
it.

However, the most serious threat 
to the unity government and Skhirat 
deal occurred December 5th when 
delegations from the HoR and the 
GNC met in Tunis and agreed that 
the rival legislatures should set up 
a committee that, within 20 days, 
would name a prime minister and 
two deputy prime ministers. One of 
the deputies would come from the 
HoR, the other from the GNC. The 
committee would also amend the 
country’s 1963 constitution.

The GNC delegation was official 
in that it was led by Deputy Presi-
dent Awad Abdul-Sadiq but there 
was a disagreement among HoR 
members as to exactly how official 
its team was.

Many claim the man leading it, 
Benghazi member Ibrahim Amish 
who heads the parliament’s na-
tional dialogue committee, had no 
authority to negotiate. However, 
this was contradicted by reports 
that Gwaider gave the go-ahead. 
HoR Deputy President Emhemed 
Shouaib appears to have confirmed 
this but also said, at a news confer-
ence December 2nd condemning 
the Tunis agreement as a deliberate 
attempt to wreck the Skhirat deal, 
that Amish had gone further than 
he was supposed to.

Kobler and his UN team, along 
with international ambassadors 
and special envoys who have been 
involved in Libya dialogue, are also 
convinced that, at least as far as the 
GNC is concerned, the Tunis agree-
ment was a spoiling tactic and was 
never intended to work.

They ask: Will the GNC or HoR 
be the country’s parliament under 

a revived 1963 constitution? Will 
nominations for prime minister and 
deputy prime ministers announced 
within 20 days by the committee be 
accepted by both bodies?

Before Shouaib gave his news 
conference, the ambassadors and 
representatives of France, Germa-
ny, Italy, Spain, the United King-
dom, the United States and the 
European Union, in an uncharacter-
istically blunt statement, dismissed 
the Tunis agreement as a blatant at-
tempt to “derail” the Skhirat deal. 
It would not be allowed to succeed, 
they warned.

The likelihood is that the HoR 
will not approve the deal because it 
gives it far less power than the Skhi-
rat agreement.

Whatever the integrity of the Tu-
nis agreement, Sahmain is none-
theless pleased. Picking up on the 
earlier proposal that he meet with 
his HoR counterpart, he announced 
that he was preparing to do so and 
hoped that the meeting would be a 
success.

Seleh has said nothing.
Whether any “Libya-Libya” dia-

logue leads anywhere remains to 
be seen.  For his part, Kobler was 
trying to re-energise the UN-led 
process ahead of an international 
gathering on Libya in Rome.

Michel Cousins is the 
editor-in-chief of the Libya 
Herald.
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Members of the Presidential Guard attend a funeral ceremony at the Presidential Palace in Carthage, on 
November 25th, to honour their fellow officers killed in a bus bombing.
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