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Carnage in Nice 
illustrates 
continued terror 
threat in France
London

A 

lone armed attacker driv-
ing a large lorry ploughed 
into crowds celebrating 
French National Day in 
the southern French city 

of Nice, killing more than 80 people 
and exposing the vulnerability of in-
nocent civilians to terrorist attacks.

“Horror has come down on France 
again,” French President François 
Hollande said in a televised address 
to the grieving country. “It is clear 
we need to do everything we can to 
fight against terrorism.”

His immediate actions included 
calling up army reservists across 
the country and extending the state 
of emergency declared after attacks 
last November in Paris in which 130 
people died.

The attack in Nice began on the 
seafront Promenade des Anglais 
shortly after a fireworks show to 
celebrate Bastille Day on July 14th. 
The driver plunged the vehicle into 
the boulevard crowded with up to 
30,000 people for about 2km before 
he stopped and was shot dead by 
police. Grenades, guns and ammu-
nition were found in the vehicle.

“An enormous white truck came 
along at a crazy speed, turning the 
wheel to mow down the maximum 
number of people,” Damien Alle-
mand, a journalist at local newspa-
per Nice Matin, who witnessed the 
attack, posted online. “I saw bod-
ies flying like bowling pins along its 
route. Heard noises, cries that I will 
never forget.”

There were children among the 
dozens dead and more than 100 
injured. Among those confirmed 

killed were French, German, US, 
Russian, Armenian and Swiss citi-
zens. About 50 people were seri-
ously injured and “between life and 
death”, Hollande said.

Local media identified the attack-
er as Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel, 
31, originally from Msaken, Tunisia, 
but who lived in Nice. Married with 
three children, he had a police re-
cord for minor crimes but was not 
suspected of involvement in terror-
ist activities. Neighbours told local 
television he did not fully observe 
Ramadan this year.

The profile of a not-very-obser-
vant Muslim and petty criminal 
who turns jihadist is consistent 
with many previous attackers, in-
cluding some involved in the at-
tacks in France in 2015 and Brussels 
in March this year. Many of those 
travelling to Syria to fight for the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and other jihadist 
groups have had criminal records 
and shown scant knowledge of Is-
lam.

With border security tightened 
across Europe and better intelli-
gence cooperation with Turkey it is 
harder for would-be jihadists to join 
the fight in Syria. ISIS has respond-
ed by calling on its followers and 
sympathisers outside the territory it 
controls in Syria and Iraq to use any 

means to mount attacks wherever 
they can.

“The choice of weapon — a truck 
like tens of thousands of others on 
French roads — underlines the con-
stant evolution of the threat and, 
above all, its unpredictability,” ter-
rorism expert Jason Burke wrote in 
the Guardian newspaper.

France is part of a US-led coali-
tion of countries conducting air 
strikes against ISIS in Syria and Iraq. 
French soldiers are also helping 
train Iraqi troops and Kurdish forces 

who are battling ISIS militants on 
the ground.

“We will further strengthen our 
actions in Syria and Iraq,” Hol-
lande said. But, he added, the bat-
tle against terrorism would be long 
as France faced “an enemy who will 
continue to hit countries that see 
liberty as their essential value”.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan survived 
a deadly challenge to his 
rule when loyal military 
units and mass protests 

on the streets turned back a coup 
attempt by insurgent troops aiming 
to overthrow him.

More than 160 people were killed 
in clashes between rival army units 
and bombings around the country, 
which included attacks on the pres-
idential palace and the parliament 
building in Ankara.

More than 1,500 suspected coup 
supporters in the armed forces were 
arrested. Their leaders are expect-
ed to be tried for treason. Erdogan 
blamed the coup on US-based Is-
lamic scholar Fethullah Gulen, who 
denied involvement.

“We will not leave from here until 
things are back to normal,” Erdogan 
told supporters after arriving at Is-
tanbul airport early July 16th. “I will 
not go away, either.”

The president was on holiday on 

the Aegean coast when the uprising 
started late July 15th. Troops try-
ing to oust the government blocked 
bridges across the Bosporus in Is-
tanbul and low-flying fighter jets 

screamed over Istanbul and Ankara.
Military officers calling them-

selves The Council for Peace in the 
Country, the name evoking a fa-
mous saying by Turkey’s founder 

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, said it had 
taken control. A coup declaration 
was read out on state television as 
soldiers deployed in Istanbul and 
other cities and told people to stay 
home.

It soon became apparent the coup 
lacked the support of key military 
units and the public. Opposition 
leaders supported a call by Erdogan 
that Turks take to the streets to stop 
the coup.

Clashes continued, however, and 
Erdogan’s office warned that “a 
new move [by coup supporters] is 
possible any minute”. There were 
reports of atrocities by both sides, 
including civilians crushed by 
tanks and soldiers killed after they 
surrendered.

Turkey has a history of military 
takeovers. Generals pushed out 
elected governments — either by 
force or by political pressure — in 
1960, 1971, 1980 and 1997. Erdogan 
limited the military’s political influ-
ence following a power struggle in 
2011 but there had been no recent 
outward signs that another coup at-
tempt was likely.

Observers expect Erdogan, who 
has been accused of a growing au-

thoritarianism, to tighten his rule 
further. Some critics even said the 
uprising might have been staged by 
the government.

Other Erdogan opponents said 
the coup attempt was undemo-
cratic and had to be rejected de-
spite shortcomings of the Erdogan 
administration. “Even the worst 
civilian government is better than 
a coup,” columnist Ahmet Hakan 
wrote in the Hurriyet newspaper.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor formerly based in 
Istanbul.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim (C) flanked by Chief of the 
General Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces General Hulusi Akar (L) 
and Turkish Interior Minister Efkan Ala (R) gives a press 
conference outside the Cankaya Palace in Ankara, on July 16th.
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French police secure the area of the terror attack in Nice, on July 15th.
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