
Radicalized in jail, 
teen thug becomes 
hardened jihadist
BRUSSELS: Mehdi Nemmouche stands accused of
carrying out Europe’s first attack by an Islamist
fighter returning from the war in Syria. But his jour-
ney from a French foster home to a Brussels court
began not in a Middle Eastern desert but in a run-
down industrial town. This week, he will go on trial
for four anti-Semitic murders during a shooting
spree at Belgium’s Jewish Museum.

Separately, he is also accused of acting as the
jailer of four French journalists taken hostage by
jihadists in Aleppo in 2013. The trial will last several
weeks, but the 33-year-old is already a case study
in the radicalization of some young European
Muslims. Belgium and France, in particular, fear the
defeat of groups like the Islamic State in Syria will
send more angry young men homewards. But
Nemmouche seems to have been on a radical path
long before he set off, in early 2013, for the so-
called “caliphate” on the Euphrates. The investiga-
tion into the May 2014 massacre in the museum has
pieced together elements of his background.

Troubled and angry youth 
Nemmouche was born April 17, 1985, in the

northern French town of Roubaix, to a family of
Algerian origin. He never knew his father and his
mother was judged not “capable” of raising him,
investigators say. Aged only three months, he was
moved to a foster family in the northern industrial

city of Lille, where he would stay — off and on —
until he was 16. But his upbringing was not stable.
He would make difficult trips to stay with his
grandparents, and sometimes to care homes or a
Parisian orphanage.

His foster parents, in documents seen by AFP,
describe him as an “angry” youth, “capable of the
worst as well as the most kindly” acts. He com-
mitted his first known crime at 13, then at 16, he
spent three weeks in a juvenile prison for a hold-
up with an air pistol after being convicted by a
children’s court. His criminal record grew ever
longer in his late teens, with traffic offences and
muggings, and his grandmother lost track of him
after his second jail term. In 2007, aged 22, he
headed to Provence in southern France after
gaining a vocational qualification as an electri-
cian, but soon fell back into trouble.

“What an enormous waste,” his former lawyer
Soulifa Badaoui said after the museum murders,
lamenting the fact that the authorities had not
helped Nemmouche integrate. “No one knew what
to do with an intelligent, lively young man who
wanted to get out, become an ordinary French citi-
zen,” she told AFP.

‘Strict and violent’ 
Between December 2007 and December 2012,

he spent five years in custody — and investigators
believe this is when his ideas hardened. In prison,
he was known as an “extremist proselytiser” who
tried to organize group prayer and spoke of jihad
and the 1995 “genocide of Muslims in Bosnia”. This
l inked him to the “Roubaix gang” — French
Islamists who returned from the Bosnian war and
carried out robberies to fund Al-Qaeda, some of
whom he knew.

When his grandmother saw him in Tourcoing in
December 2012, he had a long beard and was pray-
ing daily, something she had not seen before. Less
is known about his experiences in Syria, but three
former French hostages have identified him as their
“strict and violent” overseer. They say he did not
hide his admiration for Mohammed Merah, who
murdered three French soldiers, a Jewish teacher
and three young children in 2012.

Nemmouche, who was extradited to Belgium
over the museum shooting after being arrested in
Marsei l le , wi l l  go on tr ia l  in France over the
hostages at a later date. Held under tight security
at a prison in Leuze-en-Hainaut, his lawyers
describe him as a man of “steely will” who was
bearing up well under incarceration. “When he
greets me with a warm, relaxed smile it’s as if we’re
not in prison,” defence counsel Francis Vuillemin
said. “The walls seem to slip off him.” —AFP
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Vast areas of
impunity for people
trafficking: UN 
VIENNA: A UN report has warned that “vast areas of
impunity” remain globally for people traffickers, with victims
subjected to crimes ranging from sexual exploitation to
organ removal. Despite a recent trend towards more people
trafficking convictions in many African and Middle Eastern
countries, the report from the UN Office and Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) pointed out that “the total numbers in
these areas remain very low”. “There appears to be hardly
any risk for traffickers to face justice,” it said. The report
said 100 cases of organ removal had been reported over the
period 2014-17, mostly in the Middle East and North Africa,
with cases also reported in Europe and Central and South
America. It cites research saying that in some cases there is
evidence of traffickers colluding “with medical profession-
als, relying on corrupt and fraudulent practices”.

Perpetrators of this form of trafficking take advantage
of “severe levels of vulnerability”, the UNODC says, for
example people in refugee camps who are recruited “with
false promises of receiving payments and/or transport to
safer locations”.However, trafficking for the purpose of
sexual exploitation was by far the most common form
found in the data compiled by the report, accounting for
59 per cent of victims detected in 2016. 

The UNODC underlined the role of groups involved in
various armed conflicts in using human trafficking “to
finance activities or increase their workforce”, as well as for
sexual slavery. It highlighted the case of the thousands of
girls and women from the Yazidi minority enslaved by the
so-called Islamic State group in Iraq. —AFP

VERSAILLES: This file court drawing made on June 26,
2014, shows Mehdi Nemmouche (C), the 29-year-old sus-
pected gunman in a quadruple murder at the Brussels
Jewish Museum, during a court hearing. —AFP

LYON: The highest-profile Catholic cleric to be
caught up in a pedophile scandal in France went on
trial yesterday charged with failing to report a priest
who abused boy scouts in the 1980s and 90s.
Cardinal Philippe Barbarin, the archbishop of Lyon in
southeastern France, is accused along with five others
from his diocese of helping cover up abuse in one of
the parishes in the area.

The 68-year-old bishop, one of the most promi-
nent Catholic figures in France, arrived for the start of
proceedings at a court in Lyon wearing a cap and
leather jacket.  “The goal is to stop the same mistakes
being repeated,” Francois Devaux, a former scout
who brought the allegations in Lyon to light, said
shortly before the trial began.

Barbarin refrained from appearing publicly in
church on Sunday, instead sending a message which
was read out to worshippers. “Ask unto God that the
work of justice is done, ask also that he heals every-
thing that needs to be healed in the hearts of victims
of acts of pedophilia, which are as wrong as they are
terrible,” the message said.

He faces up to three years in prison and a fine of
45,000 euros ($54,000) if convicted of failing to
report the abuse on minors. He denies the allegations.
The case is likely to hinge on whether he should have
reported a priest under his responsibility to police
once he learned about the allegations against him.
After initially saying he first knew about the allega-
tions in 2014, he admitted in 2016 to having known
about them for nearly a decade.

France’s Catholic church has been roiled in recent
years by claims against priests which have come to
light in the wake of a global move by victims to come
forward with evidence. Clerics have been denounced

in countries as far afield as Australia, Brazil, Chile,
Ireland, and the United States, leading Pope Francis
to promise to rid the church of the scourge that has
done enormous damage to its standing.

The scandal in Lyon first came to public attention
in 2015 when Devaux went public with allegations
that a local priest, Bernard Preynat, had abused him
as a child 25 years earlier. Devaux also filed a com-
plaint against Barbarin, who has retained the support
of Pope Francis. After six months of investigation and
10 hours of interviews with the cardinal, investigators
dropped the case in 2016, saying the allegations
against Barbarin were either too old or impossible to
prove. But nine victims succeeded in reopening the
probe which led to him and the others, including the
now-archbishop of Auch and the bishop of Nevers in
France, having to stand trial. All of them worked in the
Lyon diocese at the time of the abuse. “We hope this
time to have a ruling that will be clear and obvious for
everyone,” Devaux said before the start of the trial. 

Vatican implicated 
The victims’ group, La Parole Liberee (Freed

Speech), began with a handful of people, but soon
received calls and testimony from a total of 85 people
claiming to have been victims of Preynat in Lyon.
After he was first denounced in 1991, Preynat was
prevented from leading scout groups, but he was lat-
er allowed to teach children and held positions of
authority in parishes until the scandal became public
in 2015. Preynat has acknowledged abusing boys and
is set to be tried later this year.

Two other French religious figures have been con-
victed of failing to report child abuse in the past: the
archbishop of Bayeux-Lisieux, Pierre Rican, in 2001,

and the former bishop of Orleans, Andre Fort, last
year. The head of the Vatican’s powerful
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Spanish
Archbishop Luis Francisco Ladaria Ferrer, has also
been accused of complicity in the alleged cover-up in
Lyon.

In correspondence with Barbarin about the priest,
the Vatican’s number three advised the cardinal to

take “necessary disciplinary measures while avoiding
public scandal” — seen as a warning to keep the
abuse quiet. The Vatican has cited his immunity from
prosecution and he will not go on trial. The story of
Devaux, the victim who brought the scandal to light,
is to be told in a film this year called “Grace a Dieu”
(“Thanks to God”) which has been made by French
director Francois Ozon. —AFP
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LYON: Lyon archbishop, cardinal Philippe Barbarin (C) gestures as he arrives in Lyon court to attend his trial,
yesterday, charged with failing to report a priest who abused boy scouts in the 1980s and 90s. —AFP


