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he Tunisian president 
does not hide his con-
cern about the crisis in 
Libya and about the con-
sequences of keeping it 

closed to potential players from the 
region.

“How would we react if we find 
Russia in our neighbourhood as 
a result of its involvement in the 
Libyan crisis, just as it did in Syria?” 
he asked. “What could we do if the 
Russians, the Americans and the 
Europeans agreed on an interven-
tion agenda in Libya?

“We (Tunisians) will be the ones 
who will pay the price in terms of 
our security, our economy and our 
stability. We must be the first to 
take action and sit together with 
all local and regional parties con-
cerned with the Libyan issue; other-
wise, we will lose to the alternative 
global schemes surrounding us. We 
are in the middle of the Mediterra-
nean and Europe, the West, and the 
Russian fleet is just a stone’s throw 
away.”

The recent agreement among Tu-
nisia, Egypt and Algeria, an agree-
ment dubbed “the Tunis declara-
tion”, is a step in the right direction. 
Tunisian officials like to emphasise 
that they are not just motivated by 
Tunisia’s interests but also by their 
desire to seek “the best for our Lib-
yan brothers”.

Tunisia would face great threats 
if things got out of control in Libya. 
The threat of cross-border terror-
ism is justification for the Tunisian 
initiative. A worsening of the eco-
nomic crisis in Libya has dire con-
sequences for Tunisia’s economy 
and not just for the people living 
near border areas. Hundreds of 
thousands of Libyans either live in 
Tunisia or transit by the neighbour-
ing North African country to other 
parts of the world.

It is also obvious that Tunisia 
stands to gain tremendously from 
peace, stability and economic re-
covery in Libya. The Tunis declara-
tion is a reminder of these regional 
realities, which some are trying to 
ignore.

The president knows that he is in 
a race against time. All countries are 
preoccupied with their own inter-
nal security and political issues and 
no longer pay attention to political 
crises in smaller countries. Caid Es-
sebsi said that Tunisians should not 
exaggerate their problems. People 
should be patient and the media 
should give citizens the chance to 
think out the issues.

Caid Essebsi understands the 
contradictory pressures at play in 
the media. He said: “The success 
of the democratic experiment is 
contingent on the balance between 
several connected circles. Democ-
racy would be threatened by the 
absence of security and develop-
ment.”

He also said no democracy or so-
cial development is possible with-
out a free press. The president con-
siders the rapid proliferation and 
development of private and public 
media institutions in post-revo-
lution Tunisia as a major achieve-
ment.

Media oversight of the govern-
ment is an integral part of the 
peaceful transition towards a stable 
and productive society, Caid Esseb-
si said. “They are free to write what-
ever they want,” he said, “as long as 
they tell the truth. We have nothing 
to hide but let it be the truth only 
and not rumours and fabrications.”

Caid Essebsi is not without 
qualms about the work of the me-
dia in Tunisia. He said there is a lot 
of exaggeration in what is being re-
ported and there are political par-
ties that either contribute to this 
kind of reporting or take advantage 
of it to attack the government’s re-
forms. The president said he does 
not expect, however, critical me-
dia to relent but he would like the 
members of the media to remember 
they are Tunisians first and fore-
most.

Caid Essebsi said Tunisians 
should not lose sight of the real aim 
of true democracy. For him, politi-

cal parties, candidates and ballot 
boxes are tools for ensuring good 
governance and are not in them-
selves the ultimate goals.

Living in a pluralistic system 
should not mean denying the le-
gitimately appointed government 
the chance to proceed with reform 
programmes. “The culture of work 
goes hand in hand with the culture 
of democratic development,” Caid 
Essebsi said. “This is what has made 
the West progress and it is what we 
would like to instil in the minds of 
Tunisians.”

Still committed to his consensus-
based approach to preserve civil 
peace, Caid Essebsi said Islamist 
movements should have their share 
in the Tunisian political scene. 
There is no returning to exclusion-
ary policies and practices. As de-
mocracy grows in Tunisia and dem-
ocratic tools become commonplace, 
Islamist movements will not regret 

the peaceful political choices they 
made following the 2014 elections.

“There is room for everyone in 
the Tunisian national project,” Caid 
Essebsi said. “We can sit together, 
negotiate and compromise because 
we have seen what could happen 
when relations are broken and po-
larisation becomes the order of the 
day.”

Visitors to Tunis see changes tak-
ing place. The streets of the city are 
cleaner and post-revolution signs 
of disorder are disappearing. One 
should travel outside the capital to 
see if winds of change are sweep-
ing the rest of the country as well. 
There is a palpable feeling of opti-
mism.

People are calmer and seem to 
instinctively respond to what they 
see as being in their best interests 
from what is proposed by the gov-
ernment or political parties. Phos-
phate production is back to normal. 
The Tunisian capital recently host-
ed a major international conference 
on investment projects in the coun-
try. Tunisians seem to agree over 
the need for reforms.

Quietly readjusting priorities 
looks like the right strategy towards 
transforming revolution from in-
tentions to concrete measures. In 
Tunisia, the calm starts in the cor-
ridors of the presidential palace in 
Carthage. A presidential calm, actu-
ally.
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Democratic transition. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi speaking at the Carthage Palace.         (AFP)

Ben Guerdane, a year on

M
arch 7th marked 
an anniversary 
that went largely 
unnoticed in 
much of the Arab 
region and the 

rest of the world.
Yet there are lessons to be 

learned from why and how, a 
year ago, Tunisians thwarted an 
attempt by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
to establish an emirate in Ben 
Guerdane, a town on the Tunisian-
Libyan border.

Scores of ISIS militants brazenly 
tried to seize the military garrison, 
national guard and police stations 
in the town of 60,000 inhabitants, 
who mostly live off smuggling 
goods across the border with Libya.

The militants were clearly helped 
by their local knowledge. They 
had enough intelligence to target 
security officials and anti-terrorism 
officers in their homes and on the 
streets of Ben Guerdane. In the 
initial hours of the attack, they 
killed two policemen.

They planned to use large caches 
of arms and explosives smuggled 
in from Libya from 2011 onward. 
Much of the weapons horde was 
discovered only after the attack.

What the militants did not 
expect, however, was the reaction 
of the local population.

Unlike similar situations 
elsewhere, the residents of Ben 
Guerdane did not leave the army 
and security forces to battle the 
militants alone.

Instead, they stayed on the risky 
streets, keeping watch and guiding 
security forces to enemy positions. 
They filmed street battles with 
their smartphones and posted the 
footage on social media. In their 
posts, they made clear they were 
taking sides and which one it was.

Eventually, 55 terrorists were 
killed and 42 arrested, while 13 
members of the security forces and 
seven civilians died in the fighting.

The most obvious lesson of 
the battle of Ben Guerdane is 
that wins and losses in the fight 
against terrorism largely depend 
on whether terrorists or the 
government forces enjoy the 
people’s support.

Counting on local support 
was probably ISIS’s most serious 
miscalculation in Ben Guerdane. 
As in the rest of Tunisia, there 
were no major sectarian or ethnic 
cleavages that the jihadists 
could exploit. The militants may 
have counted on the economic 
grievances of a region that felt 
neglected for decades, a feeling 
that was aggravated by events 
since 2011.

The violence in Libya and 
upheaval in Tunisia dented the 
town’s business over the border, 
including both regular trade and 
illegal trafficking. Even so, when 
they saw their security forces 
under attack, Ben Guerdane’s 
people rallied around the flag of 
Tunisia, not that of ISIS.

This is significant, not least 
because it was the last major 
attempt by jihadists to strike at 
Tunisia. The Ben Guerdane attack 
was one of a series of high-profile 
ISIS-claimed attacks starting in 
2015 with assaults on the Bardo 
National Museum and the Sousse 
beach resort.

It also coincided with a review 
of the country’s anti-terrorism 
tactics, including the construction 
of a 201km fence and a ditch 
south of Ben Guerdane to prevent 
infiltration from Libya.

A new antiterrorism strategy as 
well as the psychological impact of 
ISIS’s failure to take Ben Guerdane 
changed the course of events in 
Tunisia’s fight against jihadist 
terrorism.

Fittingly, Tunisian Prime 
Minister Youssef Chahed called 
Ben Guerdane the “town of 
resistance” on the anniversary 
of the attack and said that “your 
victory in the March 7th battle, the 
victory of security agents, of our 
soldiers, marked a turning point in 
the struggle against terrorism”.

Even so, cross-border trafficking 
will probably remain an issue until 
the informal economy is checked. 
The terrorists who infiltrated Ben 
Guerdane are thought to have 
used smugglers’ routes to enter 
Tunisia. Across North Africa, the 
Sahel and the entire Middle East, 
traffickers often cross paths with 
jihadists. The overlap between 
the two groups must end but 
that would require an economic 
recovery — jobs and growth — that 
the region is yet to enjoy.

For Tunisia and other North 
African countries, cross-border 
security will depend in large 
part on the restoration of central 
government authority in Libya. At 
home, Tunisia needs to exorcise 
the demon of regionalism, 
which feeds on developmental 
imbalances and encourages 
opportunistically inclined local 
populists. Border areas, which 
are now deservedly receiving 
special attention, should see 
more development projects 
implemented. 

Ben Guerdane shows that it 
takes loyal citizens as well as 
effective security forces to beat 
ISIS. This lesson was a turning 
point for Tunisia and maybe 
beyond its borders.

Oussama Romdhani
is Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly.

Oussama 
Romdhani

View point
Ben 
Guerdane’s 
people 
rallied 
around 
the flag of 
Tunisia, 
not that of 
ISIS.

Counting on local support was 
probably ISIS’s most serious 
miscalculation in Ben Guerdane.


