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Need a Kalashnikov in Belgium? No prob-
lem, says “Nemac” the Serb; a few hun-
dred euros will buy the gun and a place

to stash it in a car or truck coming up from the
Balkans. A veteran of the Yugoslav wars, talking
to Reuters at a drab truckstop outside the
Serbian capital, Nemac doesn’t smuggle guns
himself, he says. But he knows people who can
ship assault rifles of the kind used in the Nov 13
Paris attacks. He describes a trove of guns across
the Balkans - a legacy of the Yugoslav military.

The main militant threat in Europe has long
been the bomb.  Yet over the past year, attacks
by French and Belgian jihadists returned from
Syria has brought fresh scrutiny of gun-running
routes into the heart of Europe, for many years
the domain of Balkan gangsters supplying crimi-
nals in western Europe. The source of all the
weapons used in the Paris attack is unclear but at
least some were reported on Saturday to have
come from a batch made in Belgrade in the late
1980s.

What is generally clear, however, is that arms
are increasingly finding their way into the hands
of extremists. “There are plenty of nooks and
crannies in a car or truck where you can hide a
disassembled gun,” said Nemac, whose nom de
guerre means “The German”. “People hide them
in the fuel tank.” His associate Milan laid out the
price list for weaponry filched from Yugoslav,
Albanian and other arsenals: Up to Ä700 for an
AK-47 of Yugoslav manufacture; Albanian mod-
els and Chinese versions from Maoist Tirana
come cheaper. “Silenced weapons cost more,
sub-machine guns that are easier to conceal,
they cost more,” he added. “Pistols are still fairly
cheap, around 150 euros apiece.”

It’s a shopping list that shows the scale of the

problem facing Europe’s police forces. “The ter-
rorist threat ... is operating on the boundaries
between terrorism and serious crime,” said Rob
Wainwright, the head of EU police agency
Europol, as he warned the European Parliament
last week there could be further attacks using
guns sold by Balkan crime networks to home
grown Western jihadists. The threat is not new.
Nor is the connection from the Balkans to France
and notably Belgium, where police data show
nearly 6,000 firearms seizures a year, more than
all France.

But efforts to crack down are struggling to
keep pace with events and the proliferation of
smuggling routes including from Libya and east-
ern Ukraine. In May last year, Frenchman Mehdi
Nemmouche, 29, back from Syria, used an AK-47,
the classic Kalashnikov of the Soviet world, to
gun down four people at the Jewish Museum in
Brussels. At Charlie Hebdo magazine and a
kosher grocery in Paris in January, again
Kalashnikovs were used, some acquired in
Belgium like those carried by the man accused of
trying to cause mayhem on a Brussels to Paris
express train in August.

And then there were the guns used by three
attackers to mow down 89 people at the Bataclan
theatre during a rock concert. Though bearing
the Kalashnikov name, the traded guns are most-
ly versions made many years ago by state firms in
Yugoslavia, Albania and China and have nothing
to do with the modern-day firm. Kalashnikov
itself could not be reached for comment.

The Nov 13 attacks happened just hours after
French Interior Minister Bernard Cazeneuve
unveiled an action plan against traffickers from
the East. “Arms smuggling is behind many acts of
terrorism,” he said that day, decrying “military
arsenals fallen into the hands of civilians and
mafias” in the former Soviet bloc and the Balkans.
But for all the new resolve of the European Union

to tighten borders and close loopholes in laws
that already effectively ban private ownership of
rapid-fire assault weapons, Nemac, Milan and a
jaded Serbian policeman doubt it can end the
trade.

The Serbian police officer, who is involved in
counter-trafficking operations, said investigators
uncovered maybe a third of shipments at best.
The problem was the sheer volume of weapons,
he explained, recounting a tale of a man who told
customs officers at Serbia’s border with the EU
that he was a musician and had nothing to
declare but his old accordion. When officers
checked his car, there was a hole in the fuel tank
that was patched with gaffer tape and there were
20 guns inside. On another occasion a handgun
was discovered in a bag of pork scratchings, and a
gun found hidden in a sandwich.

Balkan Black Market
There are an estimated 80 million firearms in

the European Union already. But they are mostly
tightly licensed or state owned. It is the availabili-
ty of old military hardware on the black market
that makes the Balkans a focus. “You don’t know
where these weapons are, who holds them or
how they are being used,” said Ivan
Zverzhanovski of the Clearinghouse for the
Control of Small Arms and Light Weapons, a
monitor of weapons proliferation based in
Belgrade.

A week before the Paris attacks, Serbia
announced that Serbian and French security
agencies had rounded up a major gang running
guns between the two countries. Few media
reported it. Almost simultaneously, German traf-
fic police stopped a VW Golf driven by a man
from Serbia’s ex-Yugoslav neighbor Montenegro.
They found eight Kalashnikov AK-47s, several
handguns and explosives. His navigation system
showed he was heading for Paris. No direct link

has been found with the Nov.  13 attacks, but it is
no isolated case.

The ease with which arms are crossing into
the EU and then across Europe’s open-borders
Schengen zone is now contributing, along with
the movements of the killers themselves and of
hundreds of thousands of migrants, to calls for
much tighter frontier checks and new internal EU
controls. Yet it seems impossible to eradicate
entirely a trade in illegal guns that still flourishes
inside the EU itself.

Indeed, there is some irony that Brussels, self-
styled “capital” of the European Union and also
home to the NATO military alliance, has become
a marketplace for such hardware. “If you have
500 to 1,000 euros you can get a military weapon
within half an hour,” said Bilal Benyaich, an expert
on Islamist radicals at the city’s Itinera Institute
think-tank. “That makes Brussels look more like a
large US city,” he added, contrasting it to the
norm in Europe, where guns are rare and auto-
matics rarer still compared to the United States.

Some of that is a legacy of past lax Belgian
gun laws - they were tightened a decade ago -
in a country that has long been a major manu-
facturer and exporter of firearms itself.  Belgian
police did not respond to requests for com-
ment. The sums Benyaich cites, up to Ä1,000 in
Brussels for a Kalashnikov, represent only a 50-
to 100-percent mark-up on the asking price at
source, suggestive of the ease at which illicit
guns are crossing Europe’s borders despite the
risks if caught. “Once the deal is made, local sell-
ers dismantle weapons and ship them,”
Belgrade contact Milan said. “The main difficul-
ty is to enter the Schengen zone - Hungary -
undetected. Once inside Schengen, a wise man
would change vehicles two or three times. That
means you need a network - and the more peo-
ple get involved, the bigger is the chance of a
leak to police.” — Reuters 
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No money, no food, no petrol. But there is
fear. Plenty of it. It is fear that haunts the
dusty streets of PK5, a Muslim neighbour-

hood in Bangui, the Central African Republic
(CAR) capital that Pope Francis plans to visit
today and tomorrow. Under siege from Christian
militia - known as “anti-balaka” fighters - backed
by ex-army troops, residents of the city’s last
Muslim district are cornered amid the burnt rub-
ble and debris of war, hungry but too afraid to
venture out. “Nobody can leave PK5 and go on
Boganda avenue without being stoned, kid-
napped or killed by armed groups,” said a young
Muslim who gave her name as Aziza. “We are all
afraid.” 

The PK5 district, a maze of dirt-red roads and
flimsy shacks, epitomizes the sectarian conflict
tearing apart impoverished CAR. If security per-
mits, Francis is scheduled to visit its mosque on
the last leg of his three-nation Africa tour, his first
visit to the continent. The district was the epicen-
tre of an unprecedented wave of violence pitting
majority Christians against minority Muslims that
began in late 2013 and has continued since. 

One of the poorest and most unstable coun-
tries in Africa, the country plunged into chaos
after former president Francois Bozize was ousted
in a coup in March 2013. The mainly Muslim
rebels behind the coup went on a bloody ram-
page that triggered the emergence of the equally
dangerous anti-Balaka militia in mostly Christian
communities. At the height of the massacres,
around one in five of CAR’s 4.6 million people
were displaced and half the population forced to
live on humanitarian aid.

“We don’t have anything here: vegetables,
water, electricity or health care,” said local shop-
keeper Ashta Babayero. Residents said they had
pleaded for help from UN peacekeepers in the
MINUSCA force as well as from French forces
there.

Cornered, Unable to Move 
But Ahmat Moussa, also a shopkeeper, said

international forces were refusing aid. “Before, the
MINUSCA patrols would escort those who want-
ed to leave, but it’s no longer the case. We can’t
even go to the bank to take out money. Food is
scarce and what can we do without money?” One
man said that when his brother attempted to
withdraw cash “they kidnapped, tortured and
killed him, his body was horribly mutilated.”

Political scientist Roland Marchal said soldiers
from Bozize’s army, officially dismantled by inter-
national forces, were joining the anti-balaka mili-
tia.  “They recently switched to the anti-balaka
camp, this is not a good sign,” Marchal said. The
CAR leg of the pontiff’s trip has been maintained
despite warnings from French peacekeepers there
that they cannot guarantee Francis’ security.

And Muslim leaders from PK5 have met with
the archbishop of Bangui in an attempt to secure
as best as possible the locations the pontiff plans
to visit. But the militias patrolling the outskirts of
the district do not plan to let up their barricades.
“The residents of the PK5 kill, slaughter and maim
men, women and children!” said Herve Ngote,
who lives in a nearby district. “We will maintain
this blockade until a solution is found, we will
brave the armed Muslims in PK5 and MINUSCA,”
he said. 

Vatican officials say a last-minute change of
program will only happen if Francis is made
aware of a precise threat that could endanger the
thousands of believers expected to come and see
him, many of whom will be travelling long dis-
tances from neighboring countries. Aides say he
is determined that the sombre context will not
affect his plans, particularly in CAR. — AFP 
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The roots of our nation’s current descent
into madness can be traced back to a
series of unresolved catastrophic traumas

Americans experienced during the Bush
Administration. In the short span of 8 years, we
suffered a collective loss of confidence in
American leadership, in the ability of govern-
ment to perform its most basic functions, and
in the very essence of the American Dream.

Recall that when George W Bush was elect-
ed in 2000, the electoral process itself had been
confidence shattering. Having been brought
up to believe in the inviolability of our demo-
cratic process, exposure to “how the sausage
was made”, caused great discomfort.
Nevertheless, we moved on because the coun-
try was doing well both economically and
politically. We had emerged victorious from the
Cold War and in the decade that followed
demonstrated our uncontested leadership,
winning two relatively quick wars: Liberating
Kuwait and bringing peace to Bosnia.  Then
came the devastating blow of 9/11. The fateful
decisions taken by the Bush Administration in
response to that attack only prolonged and
ultimately deepened the trauma of the terrorist
attacks. They misled the country into two wars,
telling us that victory would be “quick and
clean” and certain - we would be heralded as
liberators, and the spark of democracy would
spread throughout the entire Middle East.  Five
years later, with thousands of American lives
lost, a trillion dollars of our treasury spent,
growing anti-American sentiment worldwide,
and both wars far from over, Americans had
lost confidence in our world leadership. 

Blows 
The Bush Administration performed no bet-

ter on the home front. While the president was
given credit for saying “Islam is a religion of
peace” and cautioning Americans not to target
their fellow Arab and Muslim American citizens,
his Justice Department undercut that message
by instituting practices that profiled both com-
munities. Mass round-ups, inflammatory press
conferences, and the frequent abuse of “height-
ened alerts” created fear and fostered public
suspicions about the “enemy within”. 

It was at that point that Katrina hit, dealing
another blow to an already reeling country.
Even “small government” conservatives expect
that government will perform well in time of
tragedy. The Administration’s delayed response
and the bungling that followed only served to
deepen the public’s loss of confidence in the
ability of government to act.  

The final blow came in the Bush
Administration’s waning days in the form of a
deep and, for a time, growing economic reces-
sion that shook the foundations of our financial
system and the public’s confidence in the
American Dream. Within a few short months,
major banks and manufacturers were on the
verge of bankruptcy, average Americans had
lost 20 to 30 percent of the wealth they had
accumulated in their pension plans, the unem-
ployment rate had doubled, and one in five
homeowners were threatened with foreclo-
sure. Polls, which throughout the 1990’s
showed two-thirds of Americans confident in
their economic future, were suddenly reversed
with two-thirds now saying that the country
was on the “wrong track” and the same two-
thirds no longer believing that their children
would be better off in the future. 

Hope 
This was the setting of Barack Obama’s vic-

tory in 2008, the most remarkable aspect of

which was that it was based on the triumph of
hope over fear coupled with a call to look for-
ward to better days. In most periods of collec-
tive trauma that I have studied, the more typi-
cal reaction is for movements to emerge that
prey off fear and social dislocation and to
appeal to the values of a romanticized past. 

This time was different, but it only lasted for
a short while. No sooner had Obama won,
then the GOP began plotting his demise. They
did everything they could to block his agenda
in Congress; they funded and provided logisti-
cal support for the Tea Party; they gave a wink
and a nod to the “birther movement”; and, in
ways subtle and not so subtle, they exploited
the basest of fears about the President’s
African heritage and his father’s religion.
Within a year of Obama’s election, a substantial
number of self-identified Republicans said
they believed that the President had not been
born in the US and was, therefore, not a legiti-
mate president.  

Polls have consistently established that
both the Tea Party and “birthers” share some
demographic characteristics. They are white,
largely middle class and middle aged. They
had been disproportionately impacted by the
economic collapse and felt that the govern-
ment’s response to the crisis had been to favor
the rich and poor minorities - at their expense.
They see themselves as victims of a failed gov-
ernment that misled them and let them down. 

Intolerance 
Despite indicators that point to an econom-

ic recovery, they remain insecure and are wait-
ing for the “other shoe to drop”. They are afraid
of “foreigners” whom they blame for their eco-
nomic decline, the erosion of social cohesion,
and the “benefits” they believe are doled out to
immigrants at their expense. They especially

blame Muslims for the danger they pose at
home and abroad. And they blame the presi-
dent because they see him as “foreign” and
favoring the interests of “minorities” and
Muslims over their own. [A recent poll showed
that over 50 percent of all Republicans now
believe Obama is a Muslim, with over 60 per-
cent of Trump and Carson supporters believ-
ing this and believing that the president wasn’t
born in the US.]

The Trump and GOP appeals to “Make
America great again”, to “stop us from losing”,
or to “restore our honor” are in response to the
still unresolved collective trauma experienced
by the same group of voters who comprised
the Tea Party. They are the anti-Obama mes-
sage - appealing to fear and not hope, and
looking backward, not forward. Ironically, they
are the themes on which Republicans might
have based their campaign in 2008, had they
not been running to replace one of their own
in the Oval Office. 

For months now, the pundits and the GOP
establishment have dismissed the dangers
posed by the likes of Trump and Carson and
Cruz. Trump, they said, would be undone by his
insults and fabrications; Carson was a fad who
would soon fade; and Cruz, because he was so
disliked, would go nowhere. Most recent polls,
however, show these three garnering between
50 percent and 60 percent of the Republican
vote. And as their rhetoric becomes harsher,
with naked appeals to intolerance and even
violence, it is time to wake up. Because they
speak to an entire group’s existential crisis, tap
into their deep reservoir of resentment, and
elicit violent emotions, these themes and their
proponents must be addressed. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute
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