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Tunisian
ambassador renews
call for Britain to
lift travel ban
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

unisian Ambassador to
the United Kingdom Nabil
Ammar renewed calls for
the British government to
lift its travel ban on flights
to Tunisia, a measure that has been
in place since the June 2015 terrorist attack in the eastern Tunisian
city of Sousse.
“Eighteen months after the
tragic events at Sousse, we think
it is more than time to at least adjust the travel ban,” Ammar said.
“There has been a lot of change in
terms of improving security and so
it’s past time now to readjust this
travel ban, which is not only hurting the tourism sector but also affecting the image of our country.”
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Since the attack, Tunisia has
adopted stringent anti-terrorism
measures, including the review
of security procedures at hotel
and travel installations. They announced the dismantling of many
jihadist cells and the prevention of
a number of attacks.
“There is a gap between what
the advice is saying and the reality
on the ground in Tunisia,” Ammar
said.
The British Foreign Office has ad-

vised against “all but essential travel” to Tunisia since the attack at the
Sousse beach resort, which resulted
in the death of 38 tourists, including 30 Britons. A state of emergency, which has been extended numerous times, remains in effect in
Tunisia. It is set to end on January
19th, although many observers expect it to be renewed again.
“The threat from terrorism in Tunisia is high. Further attacks remain
highly likely, including against foreigners. Security forces remain on
a high state of alert in Tunis and
other locations,” the Foreign Office
warned in a statement.
“Although we have had good cooperation from the Tunisian government, including putting in place
additional security measures, the
intelligence and threat picture had
developed considerably, reinforcing our view that a further terrorist
attack is highly likely.”
Ammar said that, given the current international climate, there
can be no travel destination that is
100% safe from a terrorist attack.
“There is nowhere where it is
zero risk. Is there any need for me
to recall what happened in Paris or
Turkey or Brussels?” he said. “So it
is not a technical question. It has
more to do with political courage,
long-term vision and solidarity.”
“What we are saying is that there
has been a lot of progress and the
level of threat is comparable to any
big city in Europe, including London,” he added.
Ammar’s views echo comments
issued by Tunisian Interior Minister
Hedi Majdoub, who recently visited
London. “The threat exists everywhere. The question is: Do you
trust the Tunisians or not?” he told
Britain’s Guardian newspaper.
“We are not saying to Europeans:
‘Please come to Tunisia; there are

Tunisians and foreign tourists hold hands as they observe a minute of silence in memory of the
Sousse attack victims, in June 2015.
(Reuters)
no threats’. There are threats, as
there are all round the world, but
we are ready to cooperate continuously on any security issue to assure the British and to ameliorate
the situation and build confidence
in us,” Majdoub said.
Spain and Sweden recently lifted their travel bans to Tunisia but
restrictions continue to apply in
Britain, Ireland, the Netherlands
and Belgium. Despite facing such
restrictions, Tunisia has sought to
make up for the shortfall of tourists from elsewhere, particularly
neighbouring countries and newer
markets such as Russia and China.
China’s National Tourist Administration said that four times as
many Chinese tourists visited Tunisia in 2016 than in 2015, owing
largely to rising income levels and
easing of visa requirements, meaning more Chinese tourists than ever

before are travelling abroad.
“This is good but it should not be
at the cost of other tourists,” Ammar said. “We want to add more
people coming and visiting Tunisia.
We want to improve our tourist sector. Tunisia is a beautiful country,
a land of culture and communication, and we want this identity to
endure.”
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Ammar, who is originally from
Sousse, said the most important
thing is not the effect on Tunisia’s
tourist economy but the global
struggle against terrorism.
“By this travel ban, we are only

fulfilling the terrorists’ objectives,”
he said. “They want Tunisia to be
cut off [from the rest of the world]…
If we really want to fight against terrorism, we should say, ‘Yes, we are
here. You will not win.’”
As for his message to British tourists, historically among the most
numerous visitors to Tunisia, Ammar said: “On the same beaches our
blood — Tunisians and Britons —
were mixed to fight against Nazism.
Today, it’s almost the same kind of
struggle.
“For those who know the country, we know that you love our
country as the country loves you
so the real challenge today is to increase understanding between our
people and to improve communication. I believe, very much, in communication at the level of peoples.
We need to work together to overcome this challenge.”
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redictably, easily and
shamefully, a new
British governmentcommissioned report
on integration and
opportunity for
minorities is being dismissed as a
Muslim-bashing exercise that
unfairly puts the community in
the spotlight. This, despite an
inconvenient truth: The study by
Louise Casey, a senior government official who has long worked
on social welfare, offers a reasonable blueprint for positive and
meaningful change.
If properly read, carefully
absorbed, creatively acted upon
and constructively extended, the
report could serve to benefit
British Muslims and the communities they live in.
Yet, within hours of its publication, those crying foul were
leading the chorus against the
report, its author’s perspective
and her style of writing. “Inflammatory and divisive,” said
Mohammed Shafiq, chief executive of the Ramadhan Foundation.
“One-sided,” added Harun Khan,
secretary-general of the Muslim
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Council of Britain. “Negative
rhetoric against immigrants,”
lamented Saira Grant of the Joint
Council for the Welfare of Immigrants. “Stop blaming immigrants,” advised Jon Fox, an
academic at the Centre for the
Study of Ethnicity and Citizenship
at the University of Bristol.
There was a reason the objections sounded well-rehearsed,
well-worn and wrathful. Such
complaints are routinely trotted
out whenever European countries
consider issues to do with societal
cohesion and cultural commingling with respect to their Muslim
populations. There are many live
points of friction, big and small,
between European Muslims and
the societies in which they live.
These include sharia councils,
burqa and burkini bans, mosque
monitoring, polygamy, women’s
empowerment, schoolboys
shaking hands with their female
teachers.
Some of them become controversial in France, Germany and
Britain, which have the biggest
Muslim populations in the
European Union. Others become
briefly important in countries
with smaller Muslim populations
— Belgium, Switzerland, the
Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark.
In most cases, the end result
was the same: Muslims bristle at
being singled out for their social

habits and cultural predilections;
right-wing politicians play up
Muslims’ alleged recidivism;
governments alternately talk
sweetly and talk tough. Everyone
retires from the contest in a
thoroughly bad mood.
This is where Casey report
offers the chance to do something
different. First, it says the
unsayable, acknowledging that
British politicians and officials
fail to raise issues or deal with
them for fear of being dubbed
racist.
Second, it puts the authorities
on the spot — requiring them to
produce and pay for, say, information technology (IT) courses and
sports activities for children in
deprived areas to help young
people of different communities
come together. It also wants more
funding for local English language
and adult skills classes.
The report recommends that
local authorities regularly collect
statistics on hate crimes, on
deficiencies in knowledge of
English and on whether free
housing is helping or hindering
segregation. It suggests that
immigrants’ rights and obligations be understood all around,
that new immigrants swear an
integration oath and that British
schools teach British values
without hesitation or apology. It
wants a new oath for public office
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holders, recommending that they
pledge “tolerance of those with
different faiths and beliefs”.
And it sensibly indicates that
integration must be a process in
which everyone participates —
the newcomer as well the host
community.
This last point is legitimate and
enormously important. While the
report emphasises the need for
immigrants to integrate, it does
not, as some critics have pointed
out, strongly enough stress the
parallel effort that must be made
by white Britons. The report
refers to “long-standing communities struggling to adjust to the
changes around them” but it does
not focus sharply enough on how
to bring these “long-standing
communities” around to the view
that all immigrants, Muslims and
refugees are not necessarily dirty,
dangerous and — in US Presidentelect Donald Trump’s favourite
categorisation — a “disaster”.
Therein lies the challenge. It
would be fair to say the issue is
almost as intractable — and
reflexively irritable — as the
Muslim caterwauling that starts
up when plans for social cohesion
are considered.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a columnist
for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can
be found at www.rashmee.com and
she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.

