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T
he French parliament 
voted overwhelmingly 
to convert some emer-
gency police powers 
into permanent law 
as the country tries to 
face up to the continu-

ing threat of home-grown terror-
ism. Three-quarters of MPs backed 
a bill that would allow police to use 
powers that largely mirror those 
granted under the state of emer-
gency declared after the Bataclan 
attacks on November 13, 2015, and 
extended six times.

The bill, adopted by the French 
parliament October 18, would 
give police the right to restrict 
the movement of terror suspects 
without judicial approval and shut 
down places of worship if they are 
deemed by intelligence services to 
be encouraging terrorism. Police 
would be able to raid homes and 
other places on terrorism grounds 
after getting a judge’s approval. Of-
ficers would be able to do so based 
on intelligence reports that would 
not necessarily be enough evidence 
to open a judicial investigation.

An unprecedented series of at-
tacks by Islamist extremists have 
claimed 239 lives in France since 
2015, the latest being the stabbing 
to death of two women on the 

steps of the Marseille-St-Charles 
railway station and the discovery 

of explosive devices in front of a 

block of flats in the 16th arrondisse-
ment of Paris.

A debate on the role of Islam in 
the radicalisation of young people 
and how to counter that threat 
rages across the French media day-
in, day-out with many journalists 
striking ideological poses rather 
than trying to understand the very 
complex nature of modern jihad-
ism.

As he campaigned for the 
presidency last winter, Emmanuel 
Macron argued that laws beefing 
up powers for anti-terror judges 
and the intelligence services were 
enough to tackle terrorism. More 
than 4,300 raids, 439 house arrests 
and 16 closures of mosques carried 
out during the state of emergency 
had, after all, produced a paltry 
20 prosecutions. The then-liberal 
politician sided with a parliamen-
tary report that concluded that the 
expansion of police powers had 
produced only “modest” results.

Macron wrote in his book “Revo-
lution” that recent laws boosting 
the powers of counterterror judges 
and surveillance tools for intel-
ligence agencies were sufficient to 
tackle the threat of terrorism.

He has changed tack, bowing to 
pressure from the public, politi-
cians and the media. His minister 
of the interior, Gérard Collomb, 
argued that France was “still in a 
situation of war” as he attempted 

to diffuse critics who argued that 
some of the controls enshrined in 
the new law go against civil liber-
ties. Macron belongs to a growing 
group of politicians who bow to 
the wind to gain votes. There is no 
better subject to do so than where 
jihadist terrorism is concerned.

Collomb refused to accept what 
some judges, lawyers and hu-
man rights organisations argued 
infringes civil liberties and targets 
Muslims and people with North 
African faces. This type of target-
ing resulted in many mistakes over 
the years and serious harassment 
of young Frenchmen of Muslim 
origin.

The minister and the president 
can point to the fact that France is 
number one target in the West for 
the Islamic State (ISIS), accounting 
for 30% of attacks or foiled plots 
related to the extremist group, data 
from the Paris-based Centre for the 
Analysis of Terrorism indicate.

That is true but the lack of coor-
dination among police and security 
services often allows suspects to 
evade arrest and attempts to better 
organise matters have been very 
slow. Turf wars are not infrequent 
in the security services, the gen-
darmerie and the police. The media 
are much less interested in such 
matters, preferring to scare listen-
ers and viewers with high-pitch 
words and blood-soaked images. 

This encourages populism, which 
is rooted in the growing social 
disparities across Europe.

There is little sign that this trend 
in toughening laws and giving 
police and security services more 
power will abate anytime soon 
as the Middle East continues in 
turmoil and the home-grown 
nature of jihadism in France and 
the United Kingdom will continue. 
Critics, especially lawyers, how-
ever, warn that the new law would 
erode the presumption of inno-
cence in matters of terrorism and, 
as such, would “contaminate” the 
rule of law and the justice system.

If the police use sometimes 
flimsy, anonymous intelligence, 
Amnesty International’s warning 
that the new legislation would 
“trample” the very rights Macron 
was elected to uphold will come 
true.

Stigmatising Muslims is obvi-
ous across a broad spectrum of the 
media. TV debates are full of igno-
rant clichés about Islam and the 
situation appears to have trapped 
French politicians in a security 
spiral they are powerless to escape 
from. Slowly reversing the burden 
of proof onto defendants will not, 
however, make France a happier 
place. The country’s leaders would 
do well to tone down their boasts 
that it gave rise to the rights  
of man.
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T 

he presence of Italian na-
val ships off the coast of 
Libya is being questioned 
and Italy’s intentions 
scrutinised after fight-

ing broke out in Sabratha, a coastal 
city in western Libya. The fighting 
was thought to be a result of Italian-
funded militias trying to stop refu-
gees and migrants from setting sail 
for the Italian coast.

A battle broke out in Sabratha in 
September among competing mi-
litias over attempts to stop human 
smuggling. Fingers pointed to Italy, 
which denied involvement.

Rome has subsequently been 
pressured by the Council of Europe 
and human rights organisations 
that say Italian naval vessels may be 
turning refugees and migrants back 
to Libya. Also of concern is the case 
of an Italian naval vessel colliding 
with a refugee boat, resulting in the 
death of eight passengers and the 
disappearance of another 29.

“The Foreign Ministry firmly de-

nies that there is an agreement be-
tween Libyan traffickers and the 
Italian government,” an official with 
the Italian ministry’s media office 
told Reuters. “The Italian govern-
ment does not deal with traffickers.”

Despite the denials, it has been 
widely reported that Italian funds 
sent through the UN-backed gov-
ernment in Tripoli ended up in the 
coffers of anti-smuggling militias. 
Conditions in Libya for migrants 
and refugees, the majority of whom 
are from sub-Saharan Africa, are re-
ported to be brutal.

“The more assertive role of Ital-
ian ships off Libya has been a com-
ponent of Rome’s policy since late 
July,” said Jalel Harchaoui, a doc-
toral candidate in geopolitics at 
Paris 8 University and a frequent 
commentator on Libyan affairs. 
“As a result of the abrupt slow-
down in migrant flow this sum-
mer, sub-Saharan Africans keep  
accumulating in Libya.”

With Italian interference in the 
passage to Europe, migrants and 
refugees are gathering in Libyan 
coastal towns and analysts said the 
effects are hard to predict.

“No one knows what this new dy-

namic will trigger,” Harchaoui said. 
“It may engender quite nasty devel-
opments: More horrendous condi-
tions for migrants, a greater chance 
of a backlash from the Libyan popu-
lation and many other possible rip-
ple effects. However, Sabratha was 
not a result of migrants accumulat-
ing on Libyan soil.”

The Italians announced they 
would get involved after claiming 
that Libya had asked for help from 
Europe. Libyan officials, including 
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj of the 
UN-backed Government of National 
Accord, have taken an ambivalent 
position on Italian support, alleg-
edly asking for help behind closed 

doors then publicly denouncing the 
Europeans and expressing distrust 
of the Italians’ intentions.

Italy’s actions may be violating in-
ternational conventions. The Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights 
stipulates that an actor may not ex-
pose people to “torture or inhuman 
or degrading treatment or punish-
ment.” By turning back boats, Italy 
may be in violation of that issue.

With an election in 2018, the Ital-
ian government is seemingly doing 
whatever it can to stop the large 
number of new arrivals on the coun-
try’s shores. The far right in Italy 
wants severe limits and restrictions 
placed on immigration but even an-
ti-racist and nominally left-leaning 
Italians express exasperation at the 
country’s influx of foreigners.

“Rome has not just one audience 
to please but several audiences quite 
distinct from one another,” Har-
chaoui said. “The most important 
one for [Prime Minister Paolo] Gen-
tiloni and [Interior Minister Marco] 
Minniti is the Italian public, which 
is by and large in favour of Minniti’s 
short-term strategy, regardless of 
what it means medium-to-long term 
for Libya.”

Politicians from traditional parties 
such as Gentiloni’s Democratic Party 
must fight off the insurgent far right 
as well as the increasingly popular 
Five Star Movement (5SM), a popu-
list effort that borrows platform 
planks from both left and right, de-
pending on the topic. The 5SM took 
a strong shift right on immigration 
last summer. Internal politics aside, 
there is the international and conti-
nental arena in which Italy must pla-
cate its partners.

“Rome must also manage its own 
image vis-à-vis another audience: 
The EU parliament and the other 
EU governments,” Harchaoui said. 
“All those might be turning against 
Minniti as we speak because from 
a humanitarian and even security 
perspectives, it is now very difficult 
to maintain that the Minniti ap-
proach — embraced and applauded 
by [High Representative of the Euro-
pean Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy] Federica Mogherini 
and [French President] Emmanuel 
Macron in early September — is an 
impeccable success.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Milan, Italy.
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Under scrutiny. Italian Navy coastal transport ship Tremiti along a dock in Tripoli.                                                            (Reuters)


