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After the Manchester attack East   West

London

T 

he police investigation 
into Manchester bomber 
Salman Abedi and the 
loose jihadist network 
that surrounded him con-

tinues. More than a dozen arrests 
have been made, more than 600 
pieces of potential evidence have 
been processed and 3,000 lines of 
inquiry remain open.

However, persistent questions 
remain: How did he slip through 
the net? How can this be stopped 
from happening again?

Abedi was born in Manchester to 
Libyan parents. His father has links 
with the Libyan Islamic Fighting 
Group, an Islamist militia with ties 
to al-Qaeda, the US State Depart-
ment said. A university drop-out 
who had ties to local criminal gangs 
and was known to drink alcohol and 
smoke cannabis, Abedi was not par-
ticularly known for his piety during 
his early youth, media said.

However, after becoming radical-
ised a few years ago, Abedi became 
withdrawn, spending a lot of time 
in Libya and expanding his circle 
of acquaintances among jihadists 
in Manchester and beyond. So far, 
very typical.

At a time when there have been 
calls for Britain’s Muslim communi-
ties to take responsibility for radi-

cals in their midst, though, it has 
emerged that Abedi was reported to 
the authorities for his radical views 
on multiple occasions by the local 
community, mosque and even fam-
ily members.

Does this mean that the Man-
chester Arena attack was the result 
of an intelligence failure?

“It’s easy, with the benefit of 
hindsight, to argue that these warn-
ings were opportunities to stop the 
bomber. However, it’s also possible 
that these warnings were followed 
up, surveillance was conducted, 
and nothing was discovered,” Brit-
ish media quoted Shashank Joshi of 
the Royal United Services Institute 
as saying.

“Authorities cannot keep moni-
toring a suspect indefinitely, given 
limited resources,” he added.

MI5 is conducting urgent investi-
gations into how it missed the dan-
ger posed by Abedi, with observers 
anxiously waiting for the results 
and hoping for more government 
funding for Britain’s beleaguered 
police and security apparatus.

British Home Secretary Amber 
Rudd acknowledged that Abedi 
was known to the authorities “up 
to a point.” He was one of potential-
ly thousands of former “subjects 
of interest” whose risk remained 
“subject to review.”

It is also true that security au-
thorities’ successes are never as 
widely reported as their failures. 
Eighteen terrorist plots have been 
foiled since 2013, including five 
since the Westminster attack in 
March, officials said. MI5 says it is 
managing about 500 active investi-
gations.

If anything, the Manchester at-
tack shows the difficulty in pre-
dicting how and when non-violent 
extremism switches into violent 

terrorism. There are probably tens 
of thousands of young British Mus-
lims who broadly share Abedi’s 
background, few of whom will ever 
graduate to mass murder.

However, after Westminster and 
Manchester, and worsening terror-
ist atrocities on the European main-
land, things cannot go on as they 
are.

“Calls for unity and calm are 
needed but we must also call at 
this time for things not to return 
to normal. If normal means regular 

unpredictable attacks by suspected 
jihadist terrorists against our chil-
dren and youth at the dawn of their 
lives, then ‘normal’ must not be 
allowed to continue,” Haras Rafiq, 
chief executive of the counter-ex-
tremism think-tank Quilliam, said 
in a news release.

Writing for the Conservation 
news website, University of Man-
chester Sociology Professor Hilary 
Pilkington called for a new dis-
course about radicalisation: “In 
the aftermath of the Manchester 

attack, we face difficult conversa-
tions. Just how do we marry the 
need for our young people to be 
safe with their right to live freely? 
How do we prevent violent ex-
tremism but avoid labelling and 
discriminating against communi-
ties who share those same aims? 
The answers are far from obvious. 
But silence is not an adequate re-
sponse. It is time to talk.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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radicalised a few years 
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Across shores. Hashim Ramadan Abedi, a brother of Salman Abedi, appears inside the Tripoli-based 
Special Deterrent anti-terrorism force unit after his arrest, on May 24.                                                         (AP)

Blowback. British police stand guard outside a residential property in Manchester 
following a raid, on May 26.                                                                                                      (AFP)

Manchester bombing shows  overlooked global threat in Libya

M 

I5, the British 
domestic intelli-
gence and security 
agency, is conduct-
ing an inquiry into 
its assessment 

over the past decade of the largest 
community of Libyan exiles in 
Europe.

Manchester, in northern England, 
was a magnet for opponents of 
Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi, 
such as the Abedi family. Ramadan, 
the father of Salman, the bomber 
who killed 22 people in a terrorist 
attack in Manchester, was exfiltrat-
ed from Libya by MI6, the agency 
dealing with international security. 
He was an officer in the Libyan 
Army and known for his links to 
Islamist groups in the 1980s when 
there were attempts to overthrow 
the Libyan dictator.

British intelligence had long-
standing dealings with the commu-
nity, including its Islamist contin-
gent. MI5 facilitated the travel of 
many Islamist Mancunians to Libya 
after 2011 — they were reckoned to 
be “good fighters.”

Tunisian and Algerian security 
officials acquainted with Libya said 
such a policy was reckless. Tunisian 
officials had to cope with the fallout 
of Qaddafi’s fall on their own coun-
try. The gunman who killed 38 tour-
ists on the beachfront in Sousse two 
years ago was reportedly trained at 
an Islamic State (ISIS) basis in west-
ern Libya near the Tunisian border.

The 32 militants who attacked the 
Algerian gas field of Tigantourine, 
killing 40 people, in January 2013, 
crossed from the nearby Libyan 
border. This was the most fero-
cious attack against a gas field of its 
kind and, had the Algerian security 
forces not intervened brutally, Ti-
gantourine would have been turned 

into a ball of fire.
Security officials in both coun-

tries had a far more sophisticated 
understanding of Libyan tribal 
politics than their Western counter-
parts.

British intelligence officers well 
understand the dangerous dynam-
ics the Syrian crisis has unleashed: 
Young Britons who will be brutal-
ised by the conflict, skilled in the 
tools and trade of war, well-con-
nected to transnational networks of 
fellow fighters by powerful bonds of 
kinship. The same applies to young 
Frenchmen.

What the British and French seem 
to have overlooked was that the 
civil war in Libya was nurturing 
the same dynamics. France gave 
refuge to few Libyans but not so 
Britain. Manchester gave refuge to 
thousands of Libyans but the city is 
not responsible for how grievances 
festered. As the former director of 
global counter-terrorism opera-
tions at MI6 has pointed out: “It’s 
the ability of groups like ISIS to 
wrap up your individual and local 
anxieties and grievances into this 

huge overall picture — to make you 
somebody.”

Fingers are being pointed at the 
state whose collapse after the fall 
of Qaddafi allowed radicalisation 
to become entrenched. In 2015-16, 
ISIS fighters took control of the 
former Qaddafi stronghold of Sirte, 
from where they were later ejected 
by fighters from Misrata. As it lost 
ground in Iraq and Syria, the ISIS 
leadership saw Libya as a fallback 
zone and, with its oil resources, 
a fount of financing. With youth 
unemployment close to 40%, ISIS 
finds it easy to recruit young Liby-
ans to its ranks.

The United Nations authorised 
a limited intervention to save the 
inhabitants of Benghazi from being 
slaughtered in keeping with the 
doctrine of the Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P), which requires UN 
Security Council authority for any 
such intervention. There was no UN 
authority for Western forces to stay 
on after achieving that objective or 
to be used to assist in the overthrow 
of Qaddafi.

The abuse of the UN charter had 

dire consequences on the West’s 
relations with China and Russia and 
inhibited its policy towards Syria. As 
the regime collapsed, US President 
Barack Obama realised Libya was a 
“shit show” that had less to do with 
“the incompetence and passivity of 
America’s key allies French Presi-
dent Nicolas Sarkozy and British 
Prime Minister David Cameron. The 
faith Obama had in the Europeans, 
given Libya’s proximity, being inter-
ested in following up after Qaddafi’s 
death turned out to be misguided.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, who has enthusiastically en-
dorsed US President Donald Trump’s 
fight against “radical Islamic ter-
rorism,” was quick to bomb alleged 
ISIS training camps in eastern Libya 
after the latest attack against Copts 
complicated matters.

There has been a series of large-
scale attacks on the Egypt’s Coptic 
Christian minority in recent months. 
Meanwhile, international peace-
keepers describe the fighting in Sinai 
as beginning to resemble the conflict 
in Afghanistan. Human rights 
groups estimate that 40,000-60,000 
political prisoners are in Egyptian 
jails. They include members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood but also secu-
lar pro-democracy activists.

How will the European Union 
react if the arc of instability facing 
its southern shores rim spreads from 
Libya into Egypt? Will the southern 
region of Tunisia, which has close 
ties with neighbouring Libya and 
is in open revolt against the richer 
north, add to the growing confu-
sion?

One can only hope an ill-tempered 
Brexit will not discourage close se-
curity cooperation between Britain 
and its European neighbours. The 
blowback of reckless policies in 
North Africa since 2011 have come 
to haunt Britain and the European 
Union.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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