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Ben Guerdane

T 

he population of Ben 
Guerdane have let it be 
known they are proud of 
their efforts to help gov-
ernment forces thwart 

jihadist attempts to establish an 
“emirate” in the southern Tunisian 
city of 79,000 people.

“We gave an example on how to 
fight terrorism by siding en masse 
with government troops on the bat-
tlefield,” said Chaout Youssef, an 
architect and head of the local civic 
association Citizenship and Devel-
opment.

“We provided every assistance we 
could to the soldiers and police bat-
tling the terrorists. We gave them 
information about the jihadists’ 
movements. We also handed them 
food, drinks and encouragement.”

He added: “We wanted them to 
feel they are in the midst of their 
own people and wanted the terror-
ists to feel the opposite,”

Jamal Guenia, another architect 
and civil society activist, said Ben 
Guerdane drew its strength against 
jihadists from the mettle and rich-
ness of its social fabric.

“We have more than 60 civic as-
sociations with almost 15 associa-
tions that are very active. You can 
mobilise people quickly and effec-
tively that way,” said Guenia who 
woke at dawn on March 7th to the 
sound of gunfire as Islamic State 
(ISIS) fighters stormed the town’s 
military barracks.

“They fired at the barracks from 
two sides but could not take over 
the military facility,” he said. “The 
reaction was swift and they were 
scattered all over the town.”

More than 50 militants were 
killed in the assault and subsequent 
clashes.

This is not known as a rich town 
but luxurious villas and upmarket 
shops and businesses were built on 
oil wealth from neighbouring Lib-
ya. Many local people earned good 
money from cross-border trade. 
That, however, was before Libya 
plunged into chaos as militias and 
terror organisations, such as ISIS, 
took advantage of the leadership 
vacuum following the ouster of 
longtime leader Muammar Qaddafi 
in 2011.

Ben Guerdane has been a breed-
ing ground for radical Islamists de-
spite its residents’ apparent wealth. 
According to Western intelligence 
and think-tanks, more than 15% of 
the estimated 6,000 Tunisian ji-
hadists recruited by ISIS and other 
extremist groups in Iraq, Syria and 
Libya were from Ben Guerdane.

“I do not want to give them an ex-
cuse. These terrorists lived among 
us. The local society here is con-
servative and religious but people 
lacked good religious education. 
When the scourge of radicalism 
came, some young people took it as 
the good side of religion,” resident 
Mokhtar Saadi said.

Saadi and other civic activists said 
extremist assailants were wiped out 
by the sheer force of government 
troops and by the vigorous reaction 
of residents.

“Jihadists and other extremists 
have lost forever after the last bat-
tle,” he said. “They were crushed by 
the security forces and rejected by 
the locals. We know of fathers, sis-
ters, brothers and uncles who shut 
the doors when jihadist relatives 
sought a place to hide.”

The economic consequences after 
the early March violence are likely 
to fuel more rejection of extremists. 
The town’s economic lifeline was 
virtually severed as Tunisia shut its 
border and hundreds of businesses 
linked to informal trade with Libya 
were closed.

Ties to Libya are crucial for Ben 
Guerdane. About 80% of trade goes 
through regular cross-border chan-
nels. The remainder includes less 
formal arrangements.

“Most of the people here earn a 
living through border trade with 
Libya. Today, most of those peo-
ple  survive on savings or solidarity 

among extended families members. 
This is not a sustainable situation 
if the border remains closed,” said 
Youssef.

Youssef, like most other activists 
interviewed for this story, is in his 
early 30s.

“We will not remain as wise in 
dealing with the state if there is no 
change in policy to help the town,”  
shouted a local young man before 
civic activists, eager to show a last-
ing goodwill towards the central 
government, interrupted him.

Civic activists argue jihadists and 
other extremists are a minority and 
insist the local population came out 
against the jihadists out of genuine 
rejection of  violence. Many feared 
the disruption of peace and stability 
could hurt business.

The Maghreb market, a trading 
hub of about 1,200 shops, is at an 
eerie standstill. Stretching over 1 
hectare, the market was alive with 
activity.

“That market supplies other mar-

kets across Tunisia with various 
goods brought from Libya,” said 
Kamel Derbal, head of Ben Guer-
dane Traders Association. “Every-
thing has stopped now. There were 
more than 5,000 traders here. The 
border is shut down and everything 
here has stopped.” The Tunisian au-
thorities opened the  border tempo-
rarily in recent days.

Derbal and other traders have 
urged the government to provide 
help so locals can weather the cri-
sis. “We stood with the state in its 
fight against jihadists despite mar-
ginalisation and pauperisation. We 
expect the state to stand with us 
now,” he said.

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib 
Essid visited the town after the at-
tack to thank residents for support-
ing security forces and outline a de-
velopment scheme for the area.

Tunisia has built a 200km barrier 
that stretches about half the length 
of its border with Libya in an at-
tempt to stop militant incursions. 

There are plans to install electronic 
surveillance equipment, too.

“We want development projects 
and some quick answers to the 
current difficulties,” said Saadi, an 
unemployed university graduate. 
“They had built a security wall and 
we want them to build an economic 
wall to provide sustained sources of 
revenue and good salaries for local 
people.”

Saadi earned a good living run-
ning a spice shop and a currency 
change stall. Like most activities 
linked to Libya, his businesses have 
stalled.

“My clients used to be mostly 
Libyans coming for spices and to ex-
change currency but I have no such 
customers anymore. Like many 
others here, I am looking for a solu-
tion,” he said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
reported on North Africa for 
decades.
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Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Essid (C) meets with members of the special forces during a visit in 
Ben Guerdane, on March 13th.
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consequences of the 
early March violence 
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more rejection of 
extremists.

A TV cameraman films, on March 9th, a house 
in Benniri, just south of the Tunisian town of 
Ben Guerdane near the Libyan border.

After Ben Guerdane

T 

unisians will remem-
ber the March 7th 
Islamic State terrorist 
incursion in the border 
town of Ben Guerdane 
for a long time.

Analysts and officials have 
speculated that the aim of the 
assailants was to establish an Is-
lamic State (ISIS) emirate near the 
Tunisian-Libyan border and use 
this base to infiltrate other parts of 
Tunisia where dormant cells were 
waiting to be ordered into action.

The terrorists killed and cap-
tured by Tunisian security forces 
in Ben Guerdane came from differ-
ent parts of Tunisia. They gathered 
in the small southern town with 
the purpose of lending support to 
elements already there.

By targeting Tunisia, ISIS sought 
to boost the morale of the terror-
ist groups in Libya, where a great 
number of Tunisians and other 

African nationals, who are part of 
the group, are based.

How did this come about? There 
are old and new factors that pro-
vided a favourable climate for this 
development.

The attack was the result of the 
lax policies towards extremism and 
terrorism during the 2-year rule of 
the Islamist-led government after 
2012. Such policies allowed radical 
Salafist preachers to propagate a 
narrative dividing Tunisians into 
believers and non-believers. They 
also allowed jihadists to move 
freely and smuggle weapons into 
the country, especially from Libya.

The involvement of some Ben 
Guerdane natives in the attack 
shows how that jihadist narrative 
managed through the years to 
attract young people and divide 
Tunisians.

The attack also highlighted the 
disastrous consequences of the 
February 2011 pardon of convicted 
terrorists who were serving prison 
terms in Tunisian jails. These par-
doned terrorists were allowed to 
organise and travel without being 
monitored. It is not a surprise that 
13 of the ISIS fighters killed in Ben 
Guerdane were among the terror-
ists pardoned in 2011.

The more vigorous effort 
conducted in recent months by 
authorities against cross-border 

trafficking may have contributed 
to the Ben Guerdane attack. Some 
smugglers might have found com-
mon cause with the jihadists as the 
interests of both groups were hurt 
by the government’s tough meas-
ures to curtail their activities and 
its seizure of tens of millions of 
dollars’ worth of smuggled goods.

What does the future hold?

ISIS is likely to continue its 
attempts to instil fear through 
surprise attacks and bombings.

ISIS may revise its calculations 
in view of the lacklustre perfor-
mance of its fighters and support-
ers in Ben Guerdane and the swift 
reaction of security forces. Its 
fighters were probably surprised 
by the local population’s strong 
rejection of the notion of an 
Islamist emirate. Few if any local 
residents rallied around the ter-
rorists.

They were also surprised by 
the level of readiness and the de-
cisive response of the police and 
army, who killed 49 of the attack-
ers and arrested dozens more.

As it loses ground in Iraq and 
Syria, ISIS would like to gain a 
foothold in North Africa and 
will continue to try to establish 
a strong presence in the Libya-
Tunisia-Algeria triangle. Implicit 
in the ISIS plan is the desire to 
drag Algeria into regional turmoil 
after earlier attempts failed and 
to expand its influence to parts of 
the Sahel and Western Africa so it 
can link with such terror groups 
as Nigeria’s Boko Haram.

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

The aim 
of the 
assailants 
was to 
establish 
an ISIS 
emirate.

ISIS may revise its 
calculations in view 
of its rejection by the 
population.


