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Focus

Spate of attacks 

masks weakening 

Islamic State

The steady drip of jihadist attacks in Europe,
including the slaying of a policeman on Paris’s
world-famous Champs Elysees Thursday, might

give the impression the Islamic State group is thriving -
but experts say that’s wrong. Under the pressure of the
international coalition in Iraq and Syria as well as
improved efforts by intelligence services, IS has seen its
ability to mount complex, group attacks weaken.  So, it
has fallen back on encouraging - or simply claiming -
assaults executed by people experts term “losers.”

While a large-scale strike remains a possibility,
“the deadly tenacity of Daesh (IS) against France
poorly masks a continuing degradation of its ability
to strike our nation,” Jean-Pierre Filiu, a researcher at
Paris’s Sciences Po university, wrote on his blog
Friday. IS jihadists have claimed deadly attacks in
London, Berlin, Nice and now the bloodshed on the
Champs Elysees. But none had the logistical com-
plexity of the 2015 assault on Paris that killed 130
people and the 2016 strike on Brussels airport and
underground train system.

“It seems Daesh has reorganized its European net-
works after major blows struck against it in France,” Filiu
added. Filiu pointed to security services hitting “critical
mass” after collecting data essential to thwarting plots.
At the same time, coalition air strikes in IS territory in
Iraq and Syria have killed or forced into hiding many
organisers of the attacks. Turkey’s shutting down the
migrant route to Europe has also made it much harder
for IS followers to move within striking distance of tar-
gets like Paris and London.

‘A criminal organization’ 
On Thursday, 39-year-old Frenchman Karim Cheurfi

pulled out an automatic weapon and opened fire on a
police van just a few hundred metres from the iconic
Arc de Triomphe. The Islamic State jihadist group
claimed the perpetrator as one of its “fighters” and a
note praising IS was found near his body. It was the first
deadly jihadist attack in France since July. The attack
that killed five people outside the Houses of Parliament
in London last month, and others carried out by indi-
viduals, “are above all indications of IS’ disintegration,”
radicalization expert Farhad Khosrokhavar wrote last
month. These events serve to terrorize the public, “but
they are symbolic last stands, which mark the end of a
jihadist state that followers... want to be endless but
which is coming to an end,” he said. 

Into the void left by the smashing of organized rings,
have stepped “rather unstable, even marginal, individu-
als who police have trouble linking to Daesh,” Olivier
Roy, a specialist in political Islam, wrote last month. The
jihadists, though, are only too happy to take credit for
these crimes in order to appear a group with global
reach. “The only ones left are losers,” he wrote. Yet those
attackers come with another dimension of dangers
because they often act alone, making them harder to
detect. They also do not need anything more than a
vehicle or a knife to kill.

It is too early to say if the Champs Elysees attack will
have an impact on the outcome of the French election -
Sunday is the poll’s first round - but far-right leader
Marine Le Pen, her centrist rival Emmanuel Macron, and
scandal-hit conservative Francois Fillon cancelled cam-
paign events Friday. Filiu, the Sciences Po researcher,
urged the French public to resist “jihadist blackmail”,
saying “it’s not an army, but a criminal organization that
carries out acts of terror.” — AFP 

Election season is under way in Iran and the rumor mill
is in overdrive as the public tries to divine the back-
room machinations that have thrown up major sur-

prises in the past. “I looked back at the cables our embassy
was sending out just a few weeks before the last election,”
said a Western diplomat in Tehran. “None of them were
predicting (Hassan) Rouhani would win,” she laughed,
referring to the current president. 

Rouhani, a moderate cleric with a long history in Iran’s
security apparatus, won the 2013 vote after the conservative-
dominated Guardian Council blocked every other pro-reform
candidate from running. Having overseen a slight easing in
social restrictions and rebuilt relations with the West through
the 2015 nuclear deal, Rouhani seemed like a shoo-in to win
a second term at next month’s election. But he faces a
tougher-than-expected fight as the conservative opposition
rallies around two hardliners - cleric and judge Ebrahim Raisi
and Tehran mayor Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf - leaving
Iranians wondering whether another shock is on the cards.

Many surprises 
Iran’s past elections have rarely been predictable. The

establishment was rocked by the landslide win of relative
reformist Mohammad Khatami in 1997 that led to a flower-
ing of civil society, at least for a while. “Iranian politicians
don’t always assess public opinion all that well and get
caught off-guard,” said British historian Michael Axworthy,
author of several books on Iran. In 2005, it was the turn of
middle-class urbanites to be shocked: Few predicted the
success of rabble-rousing populist Mahmoud Ahmadinejad,
who now seems like an Iranian forerunner to Donald Trump.

They were even more shocked by his re-election in 2009
when all the momentum seemed to be with the reformists
- a result that triggered claims of vote-rigging and months
of protest. “Not much is really written about Iran - we talk
about the Revolutionary Guards and relations with the US -
but we know little about what’s happening in small towns.
We don’t fully understand the appeal of someone like
Ahmadinejad to ordinary people,” said Djavad Salehi-
Isfahani, a professor at Virginia Tech in the US, who blogs

about Iran. Although many Iranians are cynical about poli-
tics - seeing it as stitched up behind the scenes - these sur-
prises have shifted Iran’s trajectory.  Rouhani won by a
wafer-thin margin - 51 percent - and without him Iran may
never have concluded its nuclear deal. “The rest of the sys-
tem trundles along in a fairly predictable and controlled
way most of the time, and then you have this outburst of
near-democracy that has the potential to overturn the
apple cart once every four years,” said Axworthy.

A lack of polling makes it hard to follow public opinion.
“Outside observers go with what they hear from north
Tehran, and can’t always gauge what’s going on in the rest
of the country,” said Axworthy, referring to the wealthy,
cosmopolitan part of the capital. 

‘God’s hand’ 
So is an upset possible this time? There is plenty of

speculation in the media. Some say Raisi is being lined
up as the next supreme leader, so everything will be
done to ensure he is not embarrassed in the election.
Or maybe he will drop out at the last minute to spare
his blushes, giving a decisive boost to the other hard-
liner Ghalibaf. Another theory claims the establish-
ment wants Rouhani to continue and is only putting
for ward hardliners to scare reformists into voting
because they worry a low turnout would look bad for
the Islamic regime. 

For now, it is all speculation, although the smart money
is still on Rouhani, not least because every president since
the early 1980s has been given a second term. “The system
sees elections as an endorsement of the Islamic republic
and its stability,” said Axworthy. “They need to show it
delivered the right candidate last time, because the system
is supposed to have God’s hand on its shoulder.” — AFP 

Iran elections have history of dark horses

Turkey ’s embattled opposition to
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan can
still find glimmers of hope in a shift-

ing political landscape despite the strong-
man winning a controversial referendum
that will hugely enhance his powers. The
‘No’ vote polled 48.59 in the April 16 poll
after a lopsided campaign that saw the ‘Yes’
dominate the airwaves with Erdogan
speeches and flood the streets with pro-
government billboards. Opposition leaders

have also challenged the result, claiming
rigging and a last minute change to the
rules by the election board distorted the
outcome, an argument vehemently reject-
ed by the authorities.

But analysts say that the official results

make troubling reading for the ruling
Justice and Development Party (AKP) and
Erdogan, who just two days before the poll
confidently predicted that ‘Yes’ would win
with up to 60 percent. The results showed
support for ‘Yes’ down among the young -
especially first time voters - and in big cities
with both Ankara and Istanbul backing ‘No’
despite having AKP mayors.

The electoral map showed Turkey
more divided than ever, with the ‘No’ vote

dominating from Thrace down into the
Mediterranean coast and into the Kurdish-
dominated southeast but ‘Yes’ holding
strong in the Anatolian interior and the
Black Sea region. Meanwhile, the AKP’s
alliance with the Nationalist Movement

Party (MHP) failed to work with many
nationalist voters defying the support of
the MHP’s longstanding and enigmatic
leader Devlet Bahceli for the new presiden-
tial system.

‘Shifting landscape’ 
Pro-government columnist Abdulkadir

Selvi wrote in the Hurriyet daily that the
results should be an “early warning” for the
AKP ahead of November 2019, when presi-
dential and parliamentary elections will be
held simultaneously and most of the con-
stitutional changes come into force. “The
political landscape is obviously changing,”
Ozgur Unluhisarcikli, Ankara Office Director
for the German Marshall Fund of the United
States, told AFP. “There are worrying signs
for the AKP but we should not exaggerate.
This was a referendum, not an election.”

Unluhisarcikli said that while over 48.5
percent may have voted ‘No’, this was
made up from diverse forces ranging
from nationalists to Kurds to leftists “who
cannot be brought together under a
political program”. Kemal Kirisci of the
Brookings Institute said that together the
AKP and MHP had lost  10 percent in
votes on April 16 compared with their
combined tally in the Nov 2015 legisla-
tive elections. “ The alliance seems to
have fallen short... despite all the bravado
that marked their language.”

Unluhisarcikli said there is a chance of
significant change in the nationalist camp
as dissidents give up on Bahceli’s leader-
ship, raising the possibility of a new party.
The leader of the main opposition
Republican People’s Party (CHP) Kemal
Kilicdaroglu appears safe in his position for
now after leading the ‘No’ camp, although
some of his cohorts would have liked a
more aggressive response to the alleged
poll violations.

The challenge of the pro-Kurdish
People’s Democratic Party (HDP) has mean-
while been diluted by the jailing of a dozen
of its MPs, a move it says was punishment
for daring to oppose Erdogan’s new system.
Those held behind bars include the HDP’s
charismatic co-leader Selahattin Demirtas,
who some analysts believe would have
transformed the ‘No’ campaign as its main
figurehead instead of the bookish
Kilicdaroglu.

‘Energized opposition’ 
Street protests in areas of Istanbul have

followed the disputed results. Although
limited to anti-Erdogan areas and not
exceeding a few thousand in number, such
demonstrations have been unusual under
the state of emergency that followed the
July 15 failed coup. “The opposition seems
energized by the results,” said Asli
Aydintasbas, senior fellow at the European
Council on Foreign Relations, adding the
protests were however “unlikely to be sus-
tainable over any meaningful period.”

Erdogan, a former semi-professional
footballer, bullishly proclaimed in a TV
interview that in football a 1-0 win is the
same as a 5-0 win. But the narrowness of
the win means he lacks a crushing mandate
for the new system and will have to tread
carefully on economic, foreign and domes-
tic policy at a delicate time. Analysts say he
will have to decide whether to choose
compromise over his trademark confronta-
tion in dealing with a weaker economy,
strained ties with the European Union and
the continued insurgency by Kurdish mili-
tants. “Erdogan will be quite confident he
can win the next presidential elections,”
said Unluhisarcikli. “What should worry him
now is how to govern a society with a
social contract signed by just 50 percent of
the population.” — AFP 

Turkey opposition down but not out

Demonstrators shout during a protest against the result of the nationwide referen-
dum that will hugely enhance President Recep Erdogan’s powers in the Kadikoy dis-
trict of Istanbul yesterday. — AFP 

Iranians walk past election posters of President Hassan Rouhani, who is running in the presidential elections, in
Tehran yesterday. — AFP 

Cracks radiate from a bullet hole in a shop window
on the Champs Elysees boulevard in Paris on April
21, 2017. — AP 


