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E 

urope was reeling follow-
ing a slew of lone-wolf 
terrorist attacks in France 
and Germany demon-
strated the ever-changing 

threat posed by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and its narrative.

The killing of an 85-year-old 
Catholic priest in a church in 
northern France by two teenag-
ers of North African descent who 
pledged allegiance to ISIS was less 
than two weeks after the Bastille 
Day attack in Nice where authori-
ties faced criticism for failing to 
protect the crowded celebrations 
on the Promenade des Anglais in 
which 84 people were killed.

French authorities were under 
additional pressure after it was re-
vealed that both attackers in Saint-
Etienne-du-Rouvray were being 
monitored before the attack. One 
of the attackers had been stopped 
from travelling to Syria and was 

facing unrelated terrorism-related 
charges. He was out on bail and his 
electronic bracelet was turned off 
for four hours each day, the win-
dow during which priest Jacques 
Hamel was killed.

Attacks in Germany by recent ar-
rivals — an axe assault on a train in 
Wurzburg by an Afghan teen and a 
suicide-bombing in Ansbach by a 
Syrian refugee with ties to ISIS — 
raised questions about Chancellor 

Angela Merkel’s open-door refugee 
policy.

Fears of terrorism were high in 
Germany after an earlier shooting 
and a knife attack in which a total 
of 11 people were killed.

German authorities were criti-
cised for their handling of the Ans-
bach bombing, in which 15 people 
were injured, after it was revealed 
that the bomber was known to have 
fought for an al-Qaeda-affiliated 
group in Syria. ISIS subsequently 
claimed the attacker as a member.

The recent attacks were carried 
out by so-called “lone wolves” 
and all the assailants filmed videos 
pledging allegiance to ISIS. Such 
actions represent a new phenom-
enon of ISIS-inspired terrorism 
carried out by people with no di-
rect link to ISIS but whose attacks 
are subsequently claimed by the 
group.

Another twist, as shown by the 
attacks in Nice, Normandy and 
Wurzburg, involved terrorists us-
ing low-grade, everyday items — 
knives and a lorry — as their weap-
ons.

ISIS spokesman Abu Muhammad 
al-Adnani previously called on 
supporters in the West to kill those 
the group deemed non-believers 
“in any manner or way, however it 
may be”.

“Smash his head with a rock or 
slaughter him with a knife, or run 
him over with your car, or throw 
him down from a high place, or 
choke him or poison him,” Adnani 
said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Members of French special police forces of Research and 
Intervention Brigade (BRI) carry out a raid after a terror attack on 
a church near Rouen in Normandy, France, on July 26th.
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T 

he forces of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad are 
tightening the siege of the 
rebel-held sector of the 
ancient city of Aleppo in 

what many analysts say could be 
the decisive battle of the 5-year-old 
Syrian war.

The city council estimates there 
are 326,000 civilians trapped inside 
the rebel-held enclave in the east-
ern sector of the city.

“We’re facing a major humanitar-
ian crisis and nobody’s helping us,” 
declared council leader Brita Haji 
Hasan. “Everyone’s just watching. 
Most of the civilians already dying 
are women and children.”

Those in Aleppo are cut off from 
relief aid as their food supplies, 
along with electricity and water, 
steadily dwindle.

The price of what food is availa-
ble is skyrocketing as Assad’s forces 
tighten the noose around the rebel 
stronghold in a bid to bolster the 
government’s position at UN-spon-
sored peace negotiations scheduled 
to resume in Geneva in August.

International aid groups warned 
that those left in the rebel enclave 
face starvation within weeks while 
the handful of medical centres still 
functioning are repeatedly bombed.

Hasan said the rebel-held sector 
can “keep going for two or three 
months but the people will starve in 
large numbers”.

The regime seems intent on 
starving the rebel stronghold into 
submission, a tactic Damascus has 
repeatedly employed since the up-
rising against Assad’s harsh rule 
erupted in March 2011.

Damascus insists air raids on 
Aleppo are aimed at rebel forces 
but, according to Brett McGurk, 

the US official who deals with the 
rebel groups, the Syrian Air Force 
is a “criminal enterprise” dropping 
highly destructive barrel bombs — 
metal containers such as oil drums 
filled with explosives and shrapnel 
— on civilian areas and hospitals.

Aleppo, one of the oldest inhab-
ited sites in the world, has been di-
vided since mid-2012, with rebels 
holding the eastern sector and As-

sad’s forces the western part.
On July 16th-17th, government 

forces, supported by Russian air 
power, Hezbollah and other Irani-
an-backed Shia militias, completed 
the encirclement of the rebel sector 
by cutting the insurgents’ last sup-
ply lifeline known as the Castello 
Road, which runs north to the Turk-
ish border.

On July 28th, Russian Defence 
Minister Sergei Shoygu said three 
humanitarian corridors were being 
opened to allow civilians to flee. As-
sad announced a general amnesty 
for rebels who surrender. Few peo-
ple — fighters or civilians — however, 

have tried to leave the city.
Aleppo is the last strategic ur-

ban stronghold held by a rebellion, 
which has been on the defensive 
since Russia unleashed its firepow-
er to save Assad in September 2015.

“Whoever emerges victorious 
from the battle will come closer to a 
nationwide victory,” observed Syr-
ian politician Ammar Bakour. “The 
battle for Aleppo is crucial to both 
sides.”

 Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of The 
Arab Weekly.
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Young Syrian boys read a leaflet dropped by the Syrian Army over opposition-held Aleppo districts 
asking residents to cooperate with the military and calling on fighters to surrender, on July 28th.
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Attacks in France 
and Germany 
demonstrated the 
ever-changing 
threat posed by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
and its narrative.

Those still in Aleppo 
are totally cut off 
from relief aid.
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