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Tunis

T 

he gruesome killing of 
a Tunisian shepherd, 18 
months after his 16-year-
old brother was kidnapped 
and killed by the same 

group, has rekindled concerns over 
the country’s anti-terror strategy.

On June 3, the body of Khalifa Sol-
tani, 33, was found by an army pa-
trol in Mount Mghila, a rugged area 
in central Tunisia where various 
militant groups are known to be ac-
tive. The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for Soltani’s killing, 
saying he was a spy for Tunisian in-
telligence services.

Khalifa’s 16-year old brother, Ma-
brouk Soltani, was abducted and 
beheaded by jihadists in November 
2015 after being accused of spying 
for the army. His killers ordered a 
14-year-old cousin, who was shep-
herding the flock with Mabrouk 
Soltani, to take the victim’s head 
wrapped in a plastic bag to his fam-
ily’s home in the village of Slatniya.

Each incident, as well as jihadist 
raids in rural areas from the north-
ern regions of El Kef to the central 
areas of Kasserine and Sidi Bouzid, 
have revived the question: “Why 
have terrorists been left to roam 
these regions for almost four years 
while the government has deployed 
more consequential efforts to pro-
tecting coastal and main cities?”

Tunisian Defence Minister Farhat 
Horchani led an official delegation of 
ministers and local officials at Khali-
fa Soltani’s funeral on June 4, facing 
the anger of villagers. The govern-
ment and local authorities offered 
the Soltani family around $50,000 
in financial aid after Mabrouk’s kill-
ing. After Khalifa’s death, the gov-
ernment promised additional aid for 
the entire village, including cultural 
facilities for the area’s young people.

The killing of the second shep-
herd was a blow to the government’s 
efforts to gain popular support and 
showed the challenges it faces to 
protect similar regions while it 

fights corruption and smuggling, 
two problems the authorities see as 
intertwined with jihadism and ter-
rorism, analysts said.

“After the killing of the shepherd, 
(Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef) 
Chahed would not be able to recover 
the trust, contentment and support 
of the people unless he stages im-
mediately an operation that would 
shake up the ground under the feet 
of the terrorists,” wrote Adel Ouni in 
an editorial in Alchourouk daily.

To offset the unlikely possibility 
of deploying security forces in each 
village, the government must de-
velop a policy to win the hearts and 
minds of residents before others are 
enticed to join the jihadists.

The Mghila jihadists, who likely 
had support in villages and towns, 
are said to “go into nearby towns 

and stay for long periods without 
being discovered,” the Alchourouk 
newspaper reported.

“The task of these terrorists is to 
provide food and other logistical as-
sistance to those who remain in the 
mountain,” it added, quoting a secu-
rity official.

Security forces in April captured 
a terrorist leader who had often de-
scended from the Chaambi Moun-
tains to spend nights in Kasserine. 
Police found him after his former 

girlfriend informed the authorities 
about him.

Retired army General Ahmed 
Chabir, in a local radio interview, 
said the slaying of Khalifa Soltani 
“is evidence that the terrorists have 
some intelligence capacity and…
have information about the move-
ments and positions of armed and 
security forces.”

“The best proof about that is the 
fact they carried out the operation 
without being spotted in time,” he 
said.

Other analysts said promises by 
previous governments to clear the 
mountains of jihadists by flooding 
the area with soldiers have made 
people impatient with the current 
leadership about the jihadist pres-
ence in the area.

Former Tunisian President 

Moncef Marzouki vowed in the sum-
mer of 2014 to “turn the Chaambi 
Mountains into a national park open 
for free to Tunisian and foreign visi-
tors.” However, that year, jihadists 
staged an ambush during Ramadan, 
killing 17 soldiers and wounding 20 
others before returning to their base 
unchallenged.

Since then, analysts and media 
have questioned the government’s 
strategy to overcome terrorism.

Algeria’s experience with terror-
ism could provide guidance for Tu-
nisia, even if the political and mili-
tary contexts in the two countries 
are different. Like Tunisia, Algeria 
was forced to protect its strategic 
national interests from terrorists. As 
the state strengthened and terror-
ists weakened, its influence progres-
sively spread.

Living among jihadists tests Tunisia’s anti-terror strategy
Lamine Ghanmi

Twice victims. Dhiba Soltani, 42, a Tunisian female herder and cousin of Khalifa Soltani, watches her flock on Mount Mghila between 
Kasserine and the central town of Sidi Bouzid.                                         (AFP)
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Washington

A 

s forces of an interna-
tional coalition squeeze 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Iraq and Syria, West-
ern officials said they 

are bracing for a heightened terror 
threat by battle-hardened foreign 
fighters returning home amid the 
demolition of the ISIS caliphate.

Robert Gates, a former US de-
fence secretary, said he expects 
ISIS to “metastasise” and become 
“more active and more aggressive 
in a variety of places in the West.”

Three years after racing through 
Syria and Iraq, ISIS is on the de-
fensive. Iraqi officials said the area 
under ISIS control has shrunk from 
40% of the country to about 7%. 
A major offensive by Iraqi troops 
is under way against ISIS in the 
northern Iraqi city of Mosul and 
US-backed forces in neighbouring 
Syria are preparing for an attack on 
the jihadist headquarters in the city 
of Raqqa.

Close to 70,000 ISIS fighters have 
been killed in recent years, US of-
ficials said. US Army Lieutenant-
General Michael Nagata of the US 
National Counterterrorism Cen-
tre, as part of a panel convened in 
April by the Centre for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS) in 
Washington said about 40,000 for-
eign ISIS fighters from at least 120 
countries had been identified. He 
spoke of “the largest foreign terror-
ist fighter challenge the world has 
seen in the modern age.”

Gates said that while a defeat of 
ISIS in Mosul and Raqqa was im-
portant, it would be wrong to talk 
about an overall victory because 
“people leave, scurry away from 
those sites” to hatch terror plots 
elsewhere.

“Just as we have seen al-Qaeda 
metastasise subsequent to the kill-
ing of Osama bin Laden back in 2011 
to Africa and North Africa and else-
where in the Middle East, I think 
you will see ISIS become more ac-
tive and more aggressive in a varie-
ty of places in the West, having lost 
the caliphate and these cities like 
Raqqa and Mosul,” Gates said at the 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies think-tank in Washington.

He said the attack of a suicide 
bomber in Manchester, in which 22 
people were killed at a pop concert, 
could be a harbinger. A setback for 
ISIS on Middle Eastern battlefields 
“doesn’t mean they’re defeated 
individually or that they’ve lost 

their commitment to attacking the 
crusaders, or whatever they want 
to call them. It just means they’ll 
change their tactics,” Gates said.

The “metastasising” may have 
started already in some parts of the 
world. Philippines President Rodri-
go Duterte warned that ISIS fighters 
driven from the Middle East could 
end up in his country. Authori-
ties said a rebellion by ISIS-related 
fighters in the southern Philippines 
is fuelled in part by militants from 
Indonesia and Singapore. Several 
militants involved in the Paris at-
tacks in which 130 people died in 
2015 are thought to have travelled 
to Syria.

An improved exchange of infor-
mation about who is travelling to 
and from ISIS areas in Syria and 
Iraq is crucial, Nagata said. Turkey, 
which shares 1,300km of border 
with Syria and Iraq, said it has put 
almost 40,000 people suspected of 
being potential foreign fighters on a 
no-entry list. Ankara has deported 
more than 3,000 suspected foreign 
fighters since the war in Syria began 
in 2011.

Efforts to prevent the spread of 
foreign fighters from Syria and Iraq 
to other countries highlight the im-
portance of Turkey, which has tak-
en in nearly 3 million refugees from 
Syria, in the West’s counterterror-
ism strategies. Critics inside and 
outside Turkey said Ankara gave 
foreign fighters free rein to reach 
extremist groups in Syria in the first 

years of the war, an accusation re-
jected by Turkish officials.

As pressure on ISIS mounts, Tur-
key’s cooperation in tackling the 
foreign fighter problem was crucial, 
a Western official, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity, said in refer-
ence to the country’s geographical 
situation and refugee community. 
“For that reason alone, America 
does not want to lose Turkey,” the 
official said.

Relations between Washington 
and Turkey entered a rough patch 
after Ankara failed to convince the 
US government not to arm Kurdish 
fighters in Syria. US politicians have 
condemned the conduct of body-
guards of Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan who were filmed 
kicking and beating protesters in 
Washington during a recent visit by 
Erdogan.

Nagata argued that, while the 

broadest possible international 
cooperation is the best way to 
stop foreign fighters, quick results 
should not be expected. “We are 
not going to end this threat this 
year,” he said at CSIS. “It will take 
years to solve this problem.”

Even though Western officials 
agreed on the threat posed by for-
eign fighters fleeing ISIS areas in 
the Middle East, some said home-
grown extremists in the West are 
more dangerous.

A senior European security of-
ficial said during a recent visit to 
Washington that he had provided 
his US counterparts with evidence 
showing that “lone wolf” attacks by 
people radicalised by ISIS-inspired 
messages of violence at home were 
far more numerous than attacks by 
returning foreign fighters. “That 
came as a surprise to the Ameri-
cans,” the official said.

As pressure on ISIS grows, 
Western officials see continued 
‘metastasising’ of terror threat
Thomas Seibert

Danger ahead. French policemen secure the area at the Paris Orly 
Airport following the shooting of a man by French security forces, 
last March.                                                                                            (AFP)
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