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ozens of Italian troops are 
to be deployed to Tunisia 
after the Italian parlia-
ment approved a measure 
to decrease the country’s 

military presence in Iraq and Afghan-
istan and relocate the troops to North 
Africa and the Sahel, bringing Italian 
troop totals to 470 in Niger, 400 in 
Libya and 60 in Tunisia.

The deployment comes after Tu-
nisian authorities requested Italian 
assistance in training and military 
advice but the plan could be jeop-
ardised by a dispute over use of a 
joint military centre. The Tunisian 
Defence Ministry said NATO pledged 
$3.7 million towards a military com-
mand centre to “ensure border secu-
rity and helping in the fight against 
terrorism but there have been disa-
greements over its location and op-
erational use.

Tunisian Defence Minister Ab-
delkrim Zbidi said the ministry “cat-
egorically rejected” NATO’s proposal 
to provide expertise by maintaining 
presence at the planned military op-
erations centre, the Tunisian Press 
Agency said.

If the Italians troops go ahead, 
they would join German, French and 
Algerian forces offering such help to 
Tunisia.

“The idea is to prevent a conta-
gion of the Libyan anarchy across the 
border and into Tunisia,” said Jalel 
Harchaoui, a commentator on North 
Africa security and politics. “Algeria, 
Italy and Germany are quite com-
mitted to helping the Tunisian state 
avoid any kind of collapse as a result 
of a spillover out of Libya.”

Tunisia still carries the trauma of 
attacks from militants in 2015 and 
2016. On March 18, 2015, militants at-
tacked the Bardo National Museum 
and 22 people were killed, most of 
whom were British tourists. In June 
that year, a tourist resort in Sousse 
was targeted and 38 people were 

killed. It was reported as the deadli-
est non-state attack in modern Tuni-
sian history.

A year after the Bardo attack, the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) crossed from Libya 
into the south-eastern Tunisian town 
of Ben Guerdane. The invasion was a 
wake-up call and Tunisia responded 
by seeking foreign military aid.

“The incursion into the Tunisian 
town failed but Tunis and foreign 
countries saw how real the threat of 
cross-border operations was,” Har-
chaoui said. “After March 2016, the 
response was firm from the Tunisian 
government along the whole Libya 
border.”

Italy’s expanded involvement 
comes under the shadow of elec-
tions in March. The largest national 
issue has been migration, with Ital-
ian shores absorbing most of the 
refugees and migrants from the Mid-
dle East and Africa since the path to 
Greece was largely shut.

Right-wing and populist groups, 
many espousing a fervent anti-Mus-
lim sentiment, have thrust the im-
migration issue into the spotlight. 
Former Italian Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi’s right-wing coalition, 
which includes the centre-right as 
well as a few far-right parties, seems 
most likely to secure enough votes to 
form a ruling coalition.

Berlusconi recently announced 
support for the Italian parliament’s 
troops decision. The populist Five 
Star Movement, Italy’s most popu-
lar single party, opposed it, saying it 
would hinder the post-election gov-
ernment from setting its own foreign 
policy.

“It is clear that Italy’s foreign policy 
priorities have shifted and managing 
migration flows from Africa through 
the Maghreb is now the most press-
ing issue,” said Riccardo Fabiani, a 
senior Middle East and North Af-
rica analyst with the Eurasia Group. 
“While remaining loyal to its NATO 
commitments, Italy is trying to pri-
oritise the issue of migration, which 
is already a central theme in the cur-
rent electoral campaign.”

Italian officials claim they are de-

ploying troops to counter terrorism 
but the focus in Italy is much more 
centred on migration. This is likely 
the calculus behind the heavier de-
ployment to Niger and Libya. Many 
migrants and refugees trying to cross 
the Mediterranean travel from sub-
Saharan Africa through the Sahel and 
to the coasts of Libya.

Italy’s military presence in North 
Africa might have to employ a wide 
lens on the issues they confront 
though, analysts said.

“Is there any clear distinction to 
be made between counterterrorism 
and migration? I don’t think there 

truly is one,” Harchaoui said. “Both 
phenomena tend to come hand-in-
hand with anarchy. Right now, minds 
are particularly focused on migration 
but in 2015-16, the focus was on [the 
Islamic State] and jihadi groups in 
general.”

The Italian troops in Tunisia would 
attempt to help insulate the country 
from attacks. While in Libya, the Ital-
ians’ emphasis is on stopping people 
from taking to the sea to reach Italian 
shores. Italy will also hope the de-
ployment in Libya won’t exacerbate 
tensions between the two countries.

While Italy enjoys steady rela-
tions with the Tripoli-based and UN-
recognised Government of National 
Accord (GNA), Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar’s Libyan National Army (LNA) 
isn’t as keen on Rome.

The LNA recently improved its 
standing with the international com-
munity, making things for Rome and 

the GNA more difficult. This was 
the case last August when the GNA 
agreed to a deal to have Italian naval 
vessels off the Libyan coast. Many 
Libyans, who harbour negative feel-
ings towards Italy after the 37-year 
colonisation of their country, pro-
tested the GNA and displayed post-
ers of Libyan resistance figure Omar 
al-Mukhtar.

These realities make the situation 
in Libya fragile. With the domestic 
situation in turmoil, migration and 
terrorism may both prove to be major 
challenges for the Italian troops on 
the ground.

“One thing is certain: If the overall 
security situation worsens in Libya, 
both banes will experience an up-
tick,” Harchaoui said. “That is the 
fear.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Milan, Italy.

Tunis
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unisia rejected a NATO pro-
posal to station personnel 
at a planned military op-
erations centre in exchange 
for a $3.7 million grant, the 

Tunisian Defence Ministry said.
Tunisian Defence Minister Ab-

delkrim Zbidi said the ministry re-
jected a proposal by NATO to give 
Tunisia $3.7 million to receive “per-
manent experts” to provide techni-
cal advice to the Tunisian military.

The dispute over the planned cen-
tre, designed to enhance coordina-
tion between air, land and sea forces 
as Tunisia steps up defence against 
jihadist threats, comes as NATO 
members look to expand their mili-
tary footprint in the Maghreb.

Disagreements over the centre 
arose after NATO insisted on it being 
established in Gabes, in south-east-
ern Tunisia, as well as maintaining a 
presence there, Zbidi said at a parlia-
mentary hearing.

Zbidi said the European side was 
studying the issue of a grant after the 
Defence Ministry refused the pres-
ence of elements outside the military 
institution and the “persistence” in 
choosing the location of the project, 
the Tunisian press agency report.

Tunisia has benefited from col-
laboration with NATO, which has 
provided critical training and equip-
ment for the country’s special forces 
unit.

Discussions about Tunisia’s 
planned operations centre, described 
as an “intelligence hub,” go back sev-
eral years, including at a NATO sum-
mit in 2016.

The United States has also been 
a close partner of Tunisia’s fight 
against terrorism. In 2015, the United 
States granted Tunisia the status of 
“major non-NATO ally” as the two 
countries strengthened military co-
operation. Over the past seven years, 
the United States provided Tunisia 
with more than $400 million in secu-
rity assistance, in addition to military 
equipment and training.

The Washington Post, citing US 

officials, reported in 2016 that US 
personnel had been using a Tunisian 
air base to conduct surveillance mis-
sions in Libya. The reports were de-
nied by Tunisian officials, who said 
drones had only been used to train 
Tunisian military personnel within 
the country’s borders.

While Tunisia has not experi-
enced a terror attack since early 
2016, when military and security 
forces repelled an attack in the bor-

der town of Ben Guerdane, officials 
warn that the jihadist threat still 
looms.

Tunisian soldiers stopped two 
gunmen attempting to smuggle am-
munition into the country at Borj 
al-Khadra, near the Libyan border, 
on February 18. Soldiers forced the 
gunmen to turn back to Libya and 
confiscated a four-wheel-drive ve-
hicle loaded with ammunition for 
Kalashnikovs.

NATO’s proposal to maintain a 
military presence in Tunisia re-
flects a growing European concern 
over illegal migration and jihadism. 
Maghreb security sources said the 
United States has also sought to in-
crease its footprint in the region, 
asking Algeria for permission to 
maintain a military presence at the 
Tamanrasset base in the south for 
counterterrorism activities.

Algerian leaders rebuffed US ef-
forts to use the base in 2012 when 
Libya plunged into conflict follow-
ing the fall of Libyan leader Muam-
mar Qaddafi. The United States in-
stead built a drone base in Agadez in 
northern Niger.

In January, the Italian parliament 
approved an increased military pres-
ence in Libya and the deployment of 
up to 470 troops in Niger to combat 
migration and human trafficking.

France, which maintains its larg-
est overseas military mission in 
Mali, conducted its first air strike 
near the Algerian border on Febru-
ary 15, killing ten suspected jihad-
ists. The French air raid hit a jihad-
ist hideout near Tinzaouaten in 
northern Mali, about 10km from the  
Algerian border.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Shifting priorities. Italian Foreign Minister Angelino Alfano (C) arrives at the government 
headquarters in Tunis, on January 16.                                                                                                                                      (AP)

Rejection. A Tunisian soldier stands guard as new ships given by the US military to the Tunisian 
naval forces arrive at the Bizerte naval base on the northern coast of Tunisia, last year.                      (AFP)

Italy expands troop presence in North Africa

The Tunisian 
government is said to 
have requested Italian 
assistance in training 
and military advice.

Tunisia says no to NATO presence at planned operations centre

Tunisia has benefited 
from collaboration 
with NATO, which has 
provided critical 
training and 
equipment for the 
country’s special 
forces unit.
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