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Msaken

F 

or many Tunisians in the 
coastal town of Msaken, 
livelihoods have for about 
half a century depended 
on ties to the French city 

of Nice, just across the Mediterra-
nean.

“People feel that Msaken is part 
of Nice,” said Dr Jalal Rouiss, a phy-
sician in the town.

Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel, 
the perpetrator of the July 14th at-
tack in Nice that killed 84 people, 
was from Msaken and his crime has 
brought shame on the city. About 
30,000 of Msaken’s 80,000 citizens 
work in France and many of them 
are concerned about the future.

“I’m ashamed of what he did. It 
is a big blow. I do not know what 
will be the colour of my face when 
I meet French friends back in Nice 
when I return there,” said Slimane 
Hmila, who has divided his time 
between Nice and Msaken since re-
tiring as a master carpenter.

“This criminal mind has struck a 

human bridge between France and 
Tunisia. Generations of migrants 
from Msaken built solid ties with 
Nice through hard work and good 
behaviour,” Hmila said.

Ahmed Sellami, a waiter at a café 
near the main square in Msaken, 
said: “We are paying the price al-
ready and very quickly. At this time 
of the year, most of the migrants 
would have normally returned to 
Msaken. You would see that by the 
number of cars with Nice plates. 
This holiday season, few are return-
ing because of fear they will not be 
let back in France or that anti-im-
migration French extremists could 
attack their homes in Nice.”

Emotions are running high in 
France after the third major ter-
rorist attack in about 18 months. 
French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls was booed and heckled at a 
ceremony of remembrance for the 
July 14th victims during a visit to 
Nice on July 18th.

The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for the attack by 
Bouhlel, 31, who used a truck 
to mow down people leaving a 
Bastille Day fireworks show. More 
than one-third of the victims were 
Muslims, including four Tunisians.

Bouhlel’s computer contained 
pictures of mutilated corpses and 
militants posing with the ISIS flag, 
French investigators said. He was 
killed by police after he had driven 
the truck for 2km through crowds 
along the Nice seafront.

In his home town, Bouhlel was 
widely portrayed as a sick man 
whose mental instability may have 
been manipulated by unscrupulous 
ISIS operatives.

“No one remembers him praying 
in a mosque here,” said Dr Omar 
Hmila, a physician at Msaken’s hos-
pital. “There are 90 mosques here. 
His tormented mind offered an op-
portunity to a mischievous terrorist 
who manipulated him to carry out 
his despicable action.”

Dr Shamseddine Hamouda, a 
psychiatrist in the neighbouring 
city of Sousse who said he treated 
Bouhlel in 2004, said he had diag-
nosed him with an impulsive/ag-
gressive personality disorder and 
prescribed medication for him. 
Such patients suffer interpersonal 
conflict, disruptive relationships 
and occupational failure, psychia-
trists say.

“Whatever the motive of the at-
tack, Msaken will suffer from the 
blow. The city emerged from a 
small village to a modern city since 
people began migrating to France 
late in the 1950s,” said Omar Hmila, 
who grew up in Msaken.

“These migrants brought back 
modernity to a city, which is con-
servative. Beautiful villas were 
built here with modern ways of 
living, life and thinking,” said Jalal 
Rouiss.

Some marry relatives in Nice to 
get work and residence permits in 
France. Bouhlel did exactly that in 
2005 when he married one of his 
cousins.

Samira, 21, married a cousin in 
Nice two months ago. She said she 
worries that France might toughen 
restrictions, making it harder for 
people like her get residence per-
mits to join their spouses.

“It is a nightmare for me since the 
attack by this insane person. I wor-
ry that France could change rules 
and I will be stuck here while my 
husband is there,” said Samira as 
she left a doctor’s office where she 
was seeking a medical certificate, 
which is required for a French resi-
dence permit.

Paris

F 

rance again declared three 
days of mourning after 
the Bastille Day terrorist 
attack in Nice but, unlike 
after previous atrocities, 

there was widespread anger di-
rected at French authorities for per-
ceived security failures.

Mohamed Lahaouiej Bouhlel, 
a Tunisian with a history of le-
gal and mental health problems, 
ploughed through pedestrians on 
Nice’s Promenade des Anglais in a 
19-tonne rented lorry late July 14th, 
killing 84 people and injuring many 
more.

Although the Islamic State (ISIS) 
was quick to claim responsibility for 
the attack, questions remain about 
Bouhlel given his background as 
a petty criminal who had recently 
shown no signs of being outwardly 
very religious. Some French offi-
cials argued that he was radicalised 
in just a matter of weeks.

France’s National Assembly vot-
ed to extend the national state of 
emergency, which was instituted 
after the November Paris attacks, 
for an additional six months in the 
wake of the Bastille Day carnage. 
The state of emergency grants 
police extra powers to carry out 
searches and arrest people.

French authorities arrested and 
charged five people in connection 
with the attack as the investiga-
tion suggested that Lahaouiej could 
have been planning the attack since 
2015. Questions have been raised 
about French intelligence services 
given that neither Lahaouiej nor 
any of the detained suspects were 
known to them.

Previous terror attacks in France, 
including the November 2015 Paris 
attacks in which 137 people were 
killed, as well as the attack on the 
headquarters of Charlie Hebdo 
newspaper in January 2015, result-
ed in mass expressions of French 
solidarity. However, the latest at-
tack was accompanied by public 
calls for a review of French security 
and intelligence amid an ongoing 
political storm centring on the gov-
ernment’s security record, which is 
expected to increase ahead of presi-
dential elections in 2017.

Speaking in the immediate after-

math of the latest attack, French 
Prime Minister Manuel Valls ac-
knowledged that “times have 
changed and we should learn to live 
with terrorism. We have to show 
solidarity and collective calm… 
They wanted to attack the unity of 
the French nation.”

“The terrorism threat will be a 
fundamental and enduring problem 
and other lives will be wrecked,” he 
said in an interview with France’s 
Journal du Dimanche.

The French government came 
under criticism for perceived secu-
rity failures surrounding the attack 
in Nice, particularly after it emerged 
that police vans blocking the prom-
enade were withdrawn hours be-
fore the attack. They had been in 
place to protect a military parade at 
the promenade earlier. There were 
reports that just 60 police officers 
were on duty to provide security to 
an estimated 30,000 people at the 
site of the attack. The new state of 
emergency also prohibits public 
gatherings where sufficient secu-
rity cannot be provided.

Nice municipal regulations ban 
lorries of more than 3.5 tonnes from 
the city centre. The 19-tonne lorry 
that Lahaouiej had rented should 
have been stopped by authorities 
before he reached the city centre, 
especially amid heightened secu-
rity on a national public holiday, 
critics argue.

The French government’s re-
sponse to the attack was also criti-
cised, with former French prime 
minister and expected presidential 
contender Alain Juppé saying of 
Valls’ comments: “Fatalism isn’t a 
policy.”

France is gearing up for a heated 
political battle between President 
François Hollande’s Socialist-dom-
inated government and right-wing 
critics, particularly over national 
security.

Valls was booed as Nice observed 

a minute of silence in memory 
of the 84 victims. Former French 
president Nicolas Sarkozy, who is 
head of the centre-right Union for 
a Popular Movement and is said to 
be eyeing a presidential run in 2017, 
strongly criticised the French gov-
ernment for failing to protect its 
citizens.

“Democracy must not be weak, 
nor simply commemorate. De-
mocracy must say ‘We will win the 

war’… Everything that should have 
been done over the past 18 months 
was not done,” he was quoted as 
saying in France’s Le Parisien daily.

Also criticising Valls’ response 
to the attacks in an opinion piece 
published by Britain’s Guardian 
newspaper, former French Justice 
minister Rachida Dati said: “For 
such a senior figure to suggest that 
we should adapt to fear, violence 
and bloodshed was, in my mind, 

beyond belief. It displayed a clear 
lack of leadership at a time when 
the people need more: the people 
need to be, and to feel, protected.”

Much more so than in the after-
math of the Paris attacks, North 
African communities in Nice, Tu-
nisians particularly, are expressing 
wariness over possible reprisals, 
even though more than one-third 
of the victims were reported to 
have been Muslim.
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French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (C) and MPs observe a minute 
of silence in memory of the victims of the attack in Nice.
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Relatives of 4-year-old Kylian Mejri, who was killed in the truck attack in France, mourn at the ar-Rahma mosque in the eastern Nice suburb of Ariane.
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