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A 

lgerian and Tunisian spe-
cial forces dealt a blow to 
al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM), kill-
ing at least 12 of its com-

manders in what security officials 
said was a targeted mission on the 
group’s leadership.

The news came as Tunisia and Al-
geria strengthened their joint coun-
terterrorism operations to secure 
the Maghreb from the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and al-Qaeda.

Since President Beji Caid Essebsi 
took office in 2015, Tunisia has 
taken a firmer stance against jihad-
ists and extremism. From 2011-14, 
Tunisia was led by a coalition gov-
ernment dominated by the Islamist 
Ennahda party.

The country’s most recent clamp-
down on jihadism was fuelled 
by concerns that extremists had  
hijacked protests over economic 
and social issues in the country.

“About 40 takfirists (Islamist ex-
tremists) were detained for their 
role in looting, arson and theft dur-
ing the latest protests in January,” 
Interior Minister Lotfi Brahem said.

“They confessed during inter-
rogations to have received orders 
from Daesh and al-Qaeda to stir up 
protests and exploit the chaos in 
the streets to facilitate terrorists to 
reach mountainous areas,” he said. 
“Daesh” is an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

A Tunisian special operations 
unit ambushed and killed two com-
manders of Okba Ibn Nafaa, AQIM’s 
Tunisia branch, January 20 in the 
mountains outside Sbeitla, near the 
Algerian border. Tunisian authori-
ties identified the men as Bilel Kob-
bi and Bechir Ben Neji.

“Kobbi is one of the AQIM leaders 
who joined extremist groups early 
in the 1990s in the Algerian moun-
tains when he was 15 and moved to 
Tunisia in 2014,” said Interior Minis-
try spokesman Khalifa Chibani.

“We are achieving great pro-
gress in the fight against extrem-
ist groups. The terrorist arrested 
recently will give us information 
to advance further in the struggle 

against terrorism,” Chibani added.
Brahem told parliament on Janu-

ary 29 that security forces carried 
out 122,000 raids on safe houses 
and other locations suspected of 
links to jihadists in 2017, detaining 
1,456 suspects

On January 26, Algerian special 
forces killed eight AQIM command-
ers in the rugged mountainous area 
of Chechar in the eastern region of 
Khenchela. The men were said to 
have been en route to meet other 
jihadist leaders, including AQIM 
leader Abdelmalek Droukdel, an Al-
gerian who has led the group since 
2004.

“The eight terrorists answered 
the order of Adelmalek Droukdel. 
Their slaying came five days after 
the killing of Kobbi by Tunisian se-
curity forces near the border with 
Algeria,” reported Algeria’s TSA 
website, quoting Algerian security 
sources.

“Kobbi was tasked by Droukdel 
to organise the meeting of the ter-
ror chiefs to discuss a strategy to 
rebuild AQIM, which is weakened 
by anti-terrorist operations by the 
Algerian National Popular Army and 
the defections of its members to 
Daesh,” it added.

TSA and the Algerian daily 

L’Expression, which is close to the 
Algerian presidency, reported that 
Droukdel moved to an area of Tuni-
sia near the Algerian border in 2016.

“It is 100% sure that Droukdel 
moved to Tunisia in 2016,” wrote 
L’Expression, quoting Algerian in-
telligence services. It said Algerian 
authorities passed the information 
to their Tunisian counterparts.

TSA quoted security sources in 
Algeria as saying the “operation that 
led to the killing of the eight AQIM 
commanders in Algeria” was the 
“result of important joint investiga-
tion work by Algerian and Tunisian 
security services.”

Droukdel was to attend the meet-
ing along with other commanders of 
jihadist factions Katibet al-Tawhid 
and Katibet al-Jihad. These factions 
are not part of AQIM, but also are ri-
vals of ISIS, added TSA.

The Algerian Defence Ministry 
said two other AQIM command-
ers were killed by special forces in 
the eastern Jijel region on January 
30. One of the slain operatives was 
identified as Adel Seghiri, who has 
headed AQIM’s communication of-
fice since 2012.

Security experts said AQIM’s ri-
valry with ISIS goes back to AQIM’s 
founding in the 1990s, when the 
Armed Islamic Group of Algeria was 
known for brutal tactics, including 
beheadings and civilian massacres.

Commanders who opposed such 
brutality created the Salafist Group 
for Preaching and Combat, which 
targeted security forces and govern-
ment officials. They pledged their 
support to al-Qaeda in 2013.

Terrorism experts argue that 
AQIM and ISIS have different strate-
gies for Tunisia, with AQIM eyeing 
the country as a “rear base.”

“Tunisia is considered by AQIM 
as a backplate from where it could 
launch operations in Libya and the 
Sahel, which means that it does not 
want to be on the radar of the au-
thorities by carrying out inoppor-
tune operations,” said Alain Rodier, 
a former senior French intelligence 
officer who manages the French 
Centre for Intelligence Research.

“On the contrary, Daesh sees 
Tunisia as a land of jihad be-
cause human resources for that 
are plenty and the government is  
weak,” he added.

Joint operation deals 
blow to al-Qaeda 
affiliate on Tunisia, 
Algeria border
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Security boost. A Tunisian Army unit of rapid intervention patrols the area of a trench dug along the 
Libyan border near the Ras Jedir crossing point.                          (AFP)

Beyond tokens. French President Emmanuel Macron (C) tries on a 
chechia during his tour of the Medina (old town) of the Tunisian 
capital Tunis on February 1.                                                                    (AFP)

Macron visits 
Tunisia bearing 
promises

F
rench President  
Emmanuel Macron told 
the Tunisian parlia-
ment that he would 
push to double French 
private sector invest-
ment over the next five 

years to bolster the North African 
country’s struggling economy and 
strengthen its nascent democracy.

French direct investment in 
Tunisia amounted to $1.4 billion 
in 2016, making France the second 
biggest foreign investor behind the 
United Arab Emirates. If Macron 
fulfils his pledge, French invest-
ment should be nearly $3 billion 
by the end of his first term in the 
Elysee Palace.

This would indeed be a signifi-
cant boost to Tunisia but Tunisians 
should be forgiven for being scepti-
cal: They have heard this before.

In the midst of the “Arab spring” 
in 2011, France hosted the G7 sum-
mit and pledged to develop a Mar-
shall Plan for North Africa. Seven 
years later, people are still awaiting 
the details. If the original Marshall 
Plan had been nothing more than 
a promise, Europe never would 
have emerged from the ashes of the 
second world war.

Tunisians have expected other 
assistance from France, its former 
colonial power and long-time ally, 
that is yet to materialise, including 
eased visa restrictions for Tunisians 
and the conversion of years-old 
debt into grants. When Macron and 
his wife toured the Tunis Medina, 
hecklers shouted at him about the 
visa issue.

Macron seems to understand 
the need and the urgency to fulfil 
his promises: His visit came just 
weeks after protests over price and 
tax increases wracked Tunisian 
towns. In his public comments, 
he correctly pointed to the dan-

ger posed by high levels of youth 
unemployment. All he need do is 
look to neighbouring Libya to see 
the consequences of political and 
social chaos.

“What you are doing is of con-
cern to us,” Macron said referring to 
Tunisia’s experiments with democ-
racy and economic reform. “What 
is happening here is decisive.”

The true signal that Macron may 
understand the gravity of what is 
at stake was revealed when he said: 
“The Arab world, the Maghreb, all 
the shores of the Mediterranean are 
watching you. They are watching 
you work and they need to see  
you succeed.”

If Macron truly understands the 
significance of these words — his 
words — he will ensure that France 
keeps its promises. Further, he 
will strongly advocate for Tunisia 
within the broader European Un-
ion. He will do so not because he is 
a soft-hearted fellow who is fond of 
Tunisia or because 700,000 French 
citizens (and voters) are of Tunisian 
descent.

He will do so because, if recent 
history has taught us anything, it is 
that the Mediterranean is less a sea 
than it is a lake — a lake with two 
shores inhabited by people who 
have interacted since antiquity, 
well before air travel and social 
media made interaction first rapid 
and now instantaneous.

If the people on one side of the 
lake thrive while those on the other 
side live in economic distress and 
social upheaval, people on neither 
side will live in peace and security. 
If indeed Macron truly understands 
this, he will act. Words alone will 
not solve the problems and prom-
ises unkept will make them worse.

Macron has proven himself to be 
a new kind of French leader and 
not only because of his youth and 
the fact that his election shattered 
France’s existing political party 
structure. Tunisians are waiting 
and hoping to see if Macron’s new 
style of leadership carries over to 
French policy towards their coun-
try and the rest of North Africa.

“We will help you achieve your 
goals,” Macron told the Tunisian 
parliament. “France is at your side.”

Let’s hope.

Mark Habeeb
is East-West Editor of The Arab Weekly and adjunct professor of Global 
Politics and Security at Georgetown University in Washington.
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