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Tunisia secures Jewish festival, sends message to tourists

Djerba

E 

lite police personnel, 
backed by soldiers, were 
deployed to protect Jew-
ish tourists taking part in 
a festival at Africa’s oldest 

synagogue on the Tunisian island of 
Djerba.

The large security presence was 
also meant to reassure countries 
from where millions of tourists used 
to visit the North African country 
that Tunisian security forces have 
retaken the initiative following ter-
rorists’ attacks that have kept many 
visitors away over the past year.

Tunisia’s tourism industry is reel-
ing from attacks in 2015 claimed by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) on the Bardo 
National Museum in Tunis and a 
Sousse beach resort, which killed a 
total 60 people, all but one of them 
foreigners.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu warned on May 21st that 
his government had information 

about threatened attacks against 
pilgrims to Djerba.

“We thank our police and army 
for the efforts they are making to 
make Tunisia safe and secure for its 
people and tourists. Tunisia is now 

safe after having made huge pro-
gress,” said René Trabelsi, an organ-
iser of the pilgrimage to the Ghriba 
synagogue, as a helicopter hovered 
overhead. Dozens of police and 
plain-clothes intelligence agents 

watched the area around the syna-
gogue during the pilgrimage.

The island’s Jewish district, Hara 
Kebira, was cordoned off and visi-
tors were subjected to systematic 
searches. Security around and at 
the gates of the many hotels on the 
island was also beefed up.

“Pilgrims are escorted by the po-
lice like heads of state. This shows 
Tunisia’s determination to protect 
its guests,” said Trabelsi, who is also 
a Paris-based travel operator.

Authorities sent three ministers 
and the deputy parliament speaker 
to hammer home the message that 

Tunisia values tolerance, diversity 
and coexistence of religions and 
cultures.

Tourism Minister Salma Elloumi 
Rekik told visitors: “By your pres-
ence in this festive occasion, you 
confirm that Tunisia will remain a 
land of friendship and joy despite 
the challenges of violence and ha-
tred.”

Knox Thames, the US State De-
partment’s special adviser for reli-
gious minorities, who attended the 
pilgrimage said: “We appreciate the 
commitment of the Tunisian gov-
ernment to protect this community, 
which has resided in the country for 
more than 2.500 years.”

His colleague at the State Depart-
ment Ira Forman, special envoy for 
anti-Semitism, said: “I discovered 
that the Jewish community in Djer-
ba is unique in many ways.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
reported on North Africa for 
decades.

Damascus

T 

he US military presence in 
Syria is not a secret any-
more. It is no longer lim-
ited to providing training 
and guidance to armed 

groups fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Like the Iranians, the Rus-
sians and Lebanon’s Hezbollah, US 
special operations forces are now 
on a combat mission in the war-
torn country, fighting alongside 
Kurdish-Arab combatants of the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) in 
a major offensive against ISIS north 
of the militant capital Raqqa.

American officers and troops are 
fighting alongside a 12,000-strong 
force of Kurdish, Turkmen and Arab 
fighters divided into 31 brigades in 
an offensive that was launched on 
May 24th, sources say.

Forty-eight hours after the begin-
ning of the ground assault support-
ed by intensive air power — more 
than 150 air strikes — the US-backed 
SDF forces captured a small area of 
not more than 5 sq km. ISIS mili-
tants were later able to retake some 
of the territory they lost, as they 
fought back with car bombs and 
suicide attacks.

Preparations for the assault start-
ed several months ago, and large 
shipments of US-made weapons 
and ammunition were dispatched 
to Kurdish-controlled territory in 
north Syria. The last shipment was 
delivered a few hours before the 
commander of Liwaa’ Ahrar al-
Raqqa (Raqqa Free Brigade) gave 
the signal to start the assault from 
the town of Sharkarak, about 65km 
north of Raqqa city.

“The aim of the operation is to 
seize the headquarters of Brigade 
17 on the outskirts of Raqqa and 
not to enter the city,” an SDF field 
commander said on condition of 
anonymity.

“Entering the city will not be an 

easy task, because, knowing ISIS, 
they would rig the whole area from 
which they withdraw with booby 
traps and car bombs, making it very 
difficult,” the commander said.

A source close to the SDF said 
about 250 US troops arrived in Ram-
ilan airport in Kurdish-controlled 
Hasakah province on May 22nd, 
two days before the offensive.

The launch of “the battle for the 
liberation of north Raqqa” coin-
cided with Russia’s announcement 

that it was temporarily suspending 
its attacks on al-Nusra Front, al-
Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria, under the 
pretext of opening the way for op-
position groups to disengage from 
the front.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

French-Tunisian Jewish women pray at the Ghriba synagogue 
on the Tunisian resort island of Djerba during the annual Jewish 
pilgrimage, on May 25th.

 “Pilgrims are 
escorted by the 
police like heads 
of state. This 
shows Tunisia’s 
determination to 
protect its guests.”

René Trabelsi, an organiser 
of the Ghriba pilgrimage
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Armed men in uniform identified by Syrian Democratic Forces as US special operations forces walk in 
the village of Fatisah in the northern Syrian province of Raqqa, on May 25th.

American officers 
and troops are 
fighting alongside 
a 12,000-strong 
force of Kurdish, 
Turkmen and Arab 
fighters divided 
into 31 brigades.
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