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PARIS: A jihadist involved in the brutal
killing of an elderly priest pledged to
attack France in a newly released video,
as Catholic bishops called for a day of
prayer in a nation shaken by the latest
assault. The assailant has been named
as 19-year-old Abdel Malik Petitjean,
who was listed in June on France’s
“Fiche S” system of people posing a
potential threat to national security
after he tried to reach Syria from
Turkey. Petitjean threatened France
and directly addressed President
Francois Hollande and Prime Minister
Manuel Valls in the footage released by
the Islamic State-linked Amaq news
agency.

Dressed in a striped t-shirt, Petitjean
speaks mostly in French but uses some

Arabic phrases, and appears to be film-
ing in a home. Petitjean, whose face
was disfigured when he was shot dead
by police, had been harder to identify
than his accomplice Adel Kermiche,
also 19.  Investigators confirmed his
identity after a DNA match with his
mother. The pair pledged allegiance to
the Islamic State group in a video made
before they stormed a church in the
Normandy town of Saint-Etienne-du-
Rouvray on Tuesday and slit the throat
of 86-year-old priest Jacques Hamel at
the altar.

The president of the Conference of
Bishops in France Georges Pontier
called on all Catholics in the country to
observe a day of national prayers and
fasting Friday “for our country and for

peace in the world”. “We have various
sentiments at this time. We know well
that the only brotherhood, in our coun-
try, is the voice that leads to lasting
peace. Let’s build it together,” he said
in a statement earlier this week.
Hamel’s funeral will be held in the
Gothic cathedral of nearby Rouen next
Tuesday.

‘Government guilty’
The church attack came as the gov-

ernment was already facing a firestorm
of criticism over alleged security fail-
ings after the Bastille Day truck mas-
sacre in Nice that left 84 people dead
two weeks ago. A brief show of political
unity at a mass attended by different
faiths in Paris on Wednesday quickly

dissolved as Prime Minister Manuel
Valls and Interior Minister Bernard
Cazeneuve faced fresh calls to resign.

“Even if the government is not
responsible for the wave of terrorism, it
is guilty of not having done everything
to stop it,” Laurent Wauqiez, the deputy
leader of the right-wing Republicans
party, said in an interview. Meanwhile,
President Francois Hollande responded
to remarks by US Republican presiden-
tial candidate Donald Trump that
“France is no longer France” as a result
of the attacks. “France will always be
France, because France will never yield
and because France is always the bearer
of ideals, values and principles, for
which we are recognized throughout
the world,” he said. — AFP

Church attacker threatened France in new video

France mulls temporary ban 
on foreign-funded mosques

PARIS: France’s prime minister said
yesterday he would consider a tempo-
rary ban on foreign f inancing of
mosques, urging a “new model” for
relations with Islam after a spate of
jihadist attacks. Manuel Valls, under fire
for perceived security lapses around
the attacks, also admitted a “failure” in
the fact that one of the jihadists who
stormed a church and killed a priest on
Tuesday had been released with an
electronic tag pending trial.

In an interview with French daily Le
Monde, Valls said he was “open to the
idea that-for a period yet to be deter-
mined-there should be no financing
from abroad for the construction of
mosques.” The Socialist prime minister
also called for imams to be “trained in
France,  not  e lsewhere.”  He said
Interior Minister Bernard Cazeneuve,
whose portfolio also includes religious
affairs,  was working on building a
“new model” for France’s relations
with Islam. And Salafism-the deeply
fundamental ist  branch of  Is lam
espoused by many jihadists-”has no
place in France,” Valls said. 

France has just over 2,000 mosques,
for one of Europe’s largest Muslim pop-
ulations which numbers around five
million. Some large mosques have been
financed by Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
or Northern African countries, accord-
ing to local media reports.  Both Valls
and Cazeneuve have faced calls to
resign after the second jihadist attack in
less than a fortnight raised questions
over France’s vigilance and prepared-
ness. The government has faced tough
questions since it emerged that both
church attackers had been on the radar
of intelligence services and had tried to
go to Syria.

Sparking particular ire was the revela-
tion that one of the assailants, 19-year-
old Adel Kermiche, had been released
from prison while awaiting trial on terror
charges after his second attempt to trav-
el to Syria.  The electronically tagged
Kermiche was allowed out of his home
on weekday mornings, enabling him
and his accomplice to storm a church in
the Normandy town of Saint-Etienne-

du-Rouvray and slit the throat of 86-
year-old priest Jacques Hamel at the
altar. Kermiche’s accomplice Abdel
Malik Petitjean, also 19, had been on the
security watchlist since June after trying
to reach Syria from Turkey.

‘You take a knife’
Yesterday, the French weekly

L’Express revealed that Kermiche had
described the modus operandi of the
attack on the encrypted messaging
application Telegram. “You take a knife,
you go into a church. Bam!” says a chill-
ing message recorded just a few days
before the attack whose authenticity
was confirmed by a source close to the
investigation, according to L’Express.
Other messages speak of the influence
of a “sheikh” Kermiche met in prison, his
wish to set up a terrorist cell and details
of his failed attempts to reach Syria.

Some 200 people were in the
Telegram group receiving the messages,
L’Express said.  The church attack came
as the government was already facing a
firestorm of criticism over alleged securi-
ty failings after the Bastille Day truck
massacre in Nice that left 84 people

dead two weeks ago. In the govern-
ment’s first admission of a lapse since
the two attacks, Valls acknowledged
Kermiche’s liberty was a “failure, it has to
be recognized”, adding that judges
needed to take a “different, case-by-
case, approach, given the jihadists’ very
advanced concealment methods”. But
he said it was “too easy to hold judges
responsible for this act of terrorism.”

Syrian refugee held 
Meanwhile a source close to the

investigation said a Syrian asylum seeker
had been taken in for questioning after
being arrested at a refugee centre in
Alliers, central France. A photocopy of a
Syrian passport was found at Kermiche’s
home that may be that of the asylum
seeker, the source said. Two jihadist
attacks this month in Germany’s south
were carried out by asylum seekers,
reviving a backlash against Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s decision last year to
open the borders to those fleeing war
and persecution.  A 30-year-old member
of Petitjean’s family and a 16-year-old
whose brother travelled with Kermiche
are also in custody. — AFP

PARIS: Two jihadists who attacked a French church and bru-
tally murdered a priest had pledged allegiance to the Islamic
State group. The attack in the Normandy town of Saint-
Etienne-du-Rouvray came as France was still coming to terms
with the Bastille Day killings in Nice claimed by IS. Here is
what we know so far about the church attack:

What happened? 
Two men arrived at the 17th century Eglise Saint-Etienne

during morning mass, attacking the church and taking five
hostages inside. During the siege they killed a priest in his 80s
by slitting his throat and seriously injured another captive.
The victim was Father Jacques Hamel, a semi-retired assistant
parish priest, according to the archbishop of nearby Rouen,
Dominique Lebrun.Hamel was born in 1930 in Darnetal, a
town near Saint-Etienne du Rouvray, and was ordained in
1958, according to information on the diocesan website. This
is the first jihadist attack on a church on French soil since IS
carried out its first assaults in Syria’s war in 2013.Some 65 per-
cent of France’s population identify as Catholics, according to
the Ifop polling centre. The country’s second-largest religion,
Islam, has five million followers.

Taken down by police
As the two attackers made to leave the church they were

confronted by a French police unit specializing in hostage sit-
uations, the BRI, and shot dead.  Three of the hostages were
freed unharmed. The scene was then secured by officers from
France’s elite RAID unit, who scoured the area for explosive
devices. None was found.

Who were the attackers?
One of the attackers has been identified as French jihadist

19-year-old Adel Kermiche, who was awaiting trial on terror
charges and had been fitted with an electronic tag despite
calls from the prosecutor for him not to be released. Sources
close to the investigation also said the second assailant,
named as Abdel Malik Petitjean, “strongly resembles” a man
hunted by anti-terrorism police in the days before the attack
over fears he was about to carry out an act of terror. Petitjean,
also 19, was listed in June on France’s “Fiche S” system of peo-
ple posing a potential threat to national security after he tried
to reach Syria from Turkey.

New video posted by the IS news agency Amaq showed
Petitjean, speaking in French and Arabic, threatening France
and directly addressing President Francois Hollande and
Prime Minister Manuel Valls.In a separate video also posted by
Amaq, two bearded men, calling themselves by the noms de
guerre Abu Omar and Abu Jalil Al-Hanafi, hold hands as they
swear “obedience” to IS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.  Earlier
this week, IS said the two assailants were its “soldiers” and the
attack retribution for France’s fight against the jihadists in the
Middle East.  Kermiche, who was known to France’s anti-ter-
rorism police, tried twice to go to Syria in 2015. He had
already threatened to attack a church, according to witness
testimony collected in his neighborhood. — AFP
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SAINT-ETIENNE-DU-ROUVRAY: People gather near floral in front of the church
of Saint-Etienne-du-Rouvray, where French priest Jacques Hamel was killed in
the church during a hostage-taking claimed by Islamic State group. — AFP 


