
War on ISIS triggers 
blowback in Tunisia, Jordan
Tunis

T 

he day-long battle be-
tween Islamic State (ISIS) 
extremists and security 
forces in the Tunisian 
border town of Ben Guer-

dane and the smashing of an ISIS 
plot in Jordan indicate how jihad-
ists are seeking to open new fronts 
as their self-proclaimed caliphate 
comes under growing pressure in 
Syria and Iraq.

The March 7th attempt to take 
over Ben Guerdane, a garrison 
town and desert smuggling hub 
near the Libyan border that has 
produced many jihadists, was 
ISIS’s biggest and boldest opera-
tion in Tunisia, which has been 
the site of three terrorist attacks 
over the last year in which scores 
of people were killed.

More than 50 militants took part 
in the dawn assault, the sort of at-
tack Tunisian authorities have long 
feared as ISIS has gained ground 
in the terrorist maelstrom that has 
gripped Libya since the 2011 over-
throw of Muammar Qaddafi.

“This is an unprecedented attack, 
planned and organised and whose 
goal was probably to take control 
of this area and to announce a new 
emirate,” Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi declared.

Six days earlier, Jordanian secu-
rity forces said they foiled an ISIS 
plot to attack military and civilian 
targets, reportedly including shop-
ping malls, cinemas and Western-
owned hotels. Seven jihadists were 
killed and 13 captured in one of the 
kingdom’s largest security opera-
tions in years when special forces 
stormed a militant hideout in the 
northern city of Irbid in a night-
time raid.

The ISIS assault on the Tunisian 
border town of Ben Guerdane was 
seen as a response to a February 
19th US air strike on an ISIS camp 
near the western Libyan town of 

Sabratha that killed 30 militants. 
Most of them were Tunisian, in-
cluding Noureddine Chouchane, 
who allegedly helped mastermind 
the 2015 Sousse Beach and Bardo 
National Museum massacres in 
Tunisia carried out by Tunisians 
trained in Libya.

The attack on Ben Guerdane, 
with a population of 79,000, tar-
geted army and police bases. Au-

thorities reported 36 militants, 11 
soldiers and seven civilians were 
killed. Six militants were captured.

Military analyst Faysal Cherif of 
the International Centre for Mili-
tary and Security Strategic Stud-
ies in Tunis, observed: “This was a 
desperate attempt by Daesh (ISIS) 
fighters after they came under 
pressure in Syria, Iraq and Libya.”

Ben Guerdane has long been a 
jihadist hotbed. International re-
ports indicate 15% of the estimated 
6,000 Tunisians who have joined 
ISIS and other groups in Syria and 
Iraq came from the town, com-
pared to 10% from Tunis, which 
has a population of 2 million.

Six jihadists were killed and ten 
arrested March 8th in a follow-up 
raid in Ben Guerdane.

If, as has been suggested, the at-

tackers expected the population, 
hard hit by a crackdown on the lo-
cal smuggling industry that is the 
area’s economic mainstay, to rise 
up with them against the state, 
they failed dismally.

“They didn’t expect the local 
population to steer clear of them,” 
Cherif observed. “They were sur-
prised by the sheer force of the re-
action from government forces.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
covered North Africa for decades.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is Levant editor for The Arab 
Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.
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Syrians catching breath while awaiting a settlement

Damascus

A 

s the Syrian war enters 
its sixth year on March 
15th, the UN-brokered 
“cessation of hostilities” 
seems to be holding for 

a second week. Despite numerous 
violations of the first major truce 
in the 5-year conflict, war-weary 
Syrians were keen to grasp every 
moment of tranquillity to enjoy a 
semblance of normal life.

Indeed, the ceasefire, which 
went into effect February 27th, al-
lowed the delivery of humanitarian 
aid to many besieged areas.

On front lines across Syria, resi-
dents were able to leave their hide-
outs without fear of being killed by 
a shell or barrel bomb.

“We had lost hope of ever return-
ing to a normal life without the 
sounds of exploding shells, gun-

fire and roaring warplanes. I just 
can’t believe that I am able to walk 
around without fear,” said Andre 
Youssef from Abassiyeen, a Damas-
cus neighbourhood.

In Daraya, a rebel stronghold in 
rural Damascus, citizens took ad-
vantage of the ceasefire to check on 
their farms. A resident of the res-
tive city marvelled on his Facebook 

page that he could enjoy a barbe-
cue with his family under olive 
trees. “We are preparing food and 
enjoying the spring sun. We have 
been deprived of such pleasures for 
more than four years of fighting,” 
he commented on photos of the 
outing.

Further south, in Deraa where 
the first anti-government dem-
onstrations began in March 2011, 
refugees took advantage of the 
truce to return home. “Some of my 
relatives who have sought refuge in 
Jordan three years ago came back 
for a few days to sound out the situ-
ation. If the truce continues to hold 
they plan to bring back their wives 

and children,” said Mahmoud Zo’bi 
from Msayfra, near Deraa.

In rebel-held areas, the truce pro-
vided an occasion to resume anti-
government protests reminiscent of 
the early days of the uprising under 
the slogan “The Revolution Contin-
ues”, calling for the departure of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Syrians on all sides were desper-
ately clinging to the tenuous truce, 
despite violations that claimed the 
lives of 135 people in the first week.

“Before the truce, the daily cas-
ualty toll was much higher than 
that,” observed Adnan Mohamad, a 
government employee. “Everybody 
is tired and wants salvation. If the 
truce collapses, it means there will 
be no end to this war.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.
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Rebel fighters rest with their weapons near sandbags in Al-Lata-
minah village, northern Hama countryside, Syria, on March 5th.

Tunisian soldiers patrol after an attack by ISIS militants on army and police barracks in the town of 
Ben Guerdane, near the Libyan border, on March 8th.
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If the attackers 
expected the 
population to 
rise up with them 
against the state, 
they failed.
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