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Abstract
In just two years—from fall 2013 to fall 2015—ISIS established a presence in at least 19 countries. With a slick and 
sophisticated Internet and social media campaign, and by capitalizing on the civil war in Syria and sectarian divisions 
in Iraq, ISIS has been able to attract more than 25,000 fighters from outside the Islamic State’s territory to join its 
ranks in Iraq and Syria. These foreign fighters include over 4,500 citizens from Western nations, including around 
250 U.S. citizens who have either traveled to the Middle East to fight with extremist organizations or attempted to 
do so. The civil war in Syria has been the main catalyst for young people to leave their home countries and join ISIS to 
fight the regime of Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad. Failure of Western nations to respond to incidents like Assad’s 
2013 chemical attack on civilians facilitated ISIS recruiting. Unexpected ISIS success in Iraq, where, in June 2014, 
it captured Iraq’s second-largest city, Mosul, and ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s declaration of a caliphate that 
same month, has further accelerated the flow of fighters to the region. ISIS’s unprecedented success in recruiting 
fighters from around the world has been its ability to convince impressionable young Muslims of a civilizational 
struggle between Islam and the West, making it the duty of all Muslims to join the war. In this Heritage Foundation 

Combatting the ISIS Foreign Fighter Pipeline: 
A Global Approach
Edited by Lisa Curtis

Special Report, a team of experts on counterterrorism, global Islamist trends, and specific regions detail a multi-
pronged, and international, approach to cutting off the flow of foreign fighters to the Islamic State.

The Islamic State’s recent global terror campaign—
including the October 31 downing of a Russian 

passenger jet that killed 224 and the November 13 
shooting attacks in Paris that killed 130 restau-
rant patrons and concert-goers—has increased the 
urgency for the u.S. to lead a global alliance to defeat 
the Islamic State and its ideology.

ISIS has also been able to establish a presence in 
at least 19 different countries within the past two 
years, even in places where its competitor, al-Qae-
da, has been operating for years.1 With a slick and 
sophisticated Internet and social media presence, 
and by capitalizing on the civil war in Syria and sec-
tarian divisions in Iraq, ISIS has been able to attract 
more than 25,000 fighters from outside ISIS’s terri-
tory to join its ranks in Iraq and Syria.

These foreign fighters include over 4,500 citizens 
from Western nations, including around 250 u.S. citi-
zens who have either traveled to the Middle East to fight 
with extremist organizations or attempted to do so.2 
The civil war in Syria has been the main catalyst for 
young people to leave their home countries and volun-
teer to team up with ISIS to fight the regime of Syrian 
dictator Bashar al-assad. Failure of Western nations to 
respond to incidents like assad’s 2013 chemical attack 
on civilians in Ghouta facilitated ISIS recruiting. unex-
pected ISIS success in Iraq, where in June 2014 it cap-
tured Iraq’s second-largest city, Mosul, and ISIS leader 
abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s declaration of a caliphate that 
same month, has further accelerated the flow of fight-
ers to the region. Never has a conflict generated such a 
large number of foreign fighters so quickly.
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ISIS’s unprecedented success in recruiting fight-
ers from around the world is largely due to its abil-
ity to convince impressionable young Muslims of a 
civilizational struggle between Islam and the West, 
making it the duty of all Muslims to join the war.3 
ISIS claims the battle is best joined in the caliph-
ate in the areas under ISIS control in Syria and Iraq. 
The caliphate, according to ISIS, is a critical step in a 
chain of events leading to the apocalypse and a final 
Muslim victory over the “unbelievers.”4

The most effective way to end the surge of for-
eign fighters to the region is for the u.S. and its 
international partners to demonstrate that ISIS is 
not invincible. Chairman of the Senate armed Ser-
vices Committee John McCain (R–aZ) said dur-
ing a recent congressional hearing that “the longer 
ISIL remains undefeated in Iraq and Syria, the more 
potent its message is to those around the world who 
may be radicalized and inspired to join the group and 
spread violence and mayhem on its behalf.” Journal-
ist Graeme Wood, in his seminal March 2015 arti-
cle, “What ISIS Really Wants,” holds that the most 
important task is to deny ISIS territory, since with-
out it, the group cannot claim to have established a 
caliphate.5

Since august 2014, the u.S. has conducted over 
6,900 air strikes against ISIS positions as part of 
Operation Inherent Resolve. Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff General Joseph Dunford reported in 
mid-October that the u.S.-led coalition has helped 
the Iraqis secure important advances against ISIS 
in recent months. The Iraqi army, supported by 
u.S. air strikes, succeeded in recapturing the city 
of Ramadi in late December. Still, there are doubts 
that the Iraqi forces can maintain the momentum 
on their own, and it is likely that the u.S. will have 
to increase its level of military engagement in the 
region for the foreseeable future.

While military success against ISIS on the ground 
in Iraq and Syria is the best guarantee for stemming 
the foreign fighter pipeline, the u.S. must also lead a 
global approach to counter the ideology that drives 
people to join ISIS, and to implement policies that 
will prevent terrorist attacks in returning foreign 
fighters’ home countries. The House of Represen-
tatives Homeland Security Committee Task Force 
report on foreign fighters that was released in late 
September laid out numerous recommendations for 
countering terrorist travel. The report suggests that 
the u.S. government do more to share information 

on terrorist travel with international partners; to 
bolster law enforcement in dealing with the growing 
threat; and to enhance community awareness about 
the problem of youth radicalization.6

This Heritage Foundation Special Report ana-
lyzes ISIS presence, activities, and influence in each 
region of the world where it either operates directly, 
or indirectly through affiliated organizations, or in 
which it is actively recruiting fighters. Each regional 
section provides details on ISIS operational capa-
bilities, recruitment, links with other organizations, 
competition with al-Qaeda and its affiliates, and 
implications of the foreign fighter phenomenon for 
the security of individual nations.

Unprecedented Number 
of Foreign Fighters in Iraq and Syria

as of the start of 2015, the National Counterter-
rorism Center (NCTC) reported that more than 
20,000 foreign fighters had travelled to Syria from 
over 90 countries. a report released in September by 
the House Committee on Homeland Security esti-
mated that these numbers have only grown, with 
at least 25,000 foreign fighters travelling to join the 
Syrian conflict, including 250 americans.7 Most of 
these fighters have joined ISIS, which provides radi-
cal and disaffected Muslims with a unique call to 
action, to be part of an actual caliphate with a vio-
lent interpretation of Islamic law (sharia).8 Further-
more, ISIS has spread its message through social 
media, adeptly using propaganda aimed at multiple 
audiences, including references to Western popular 
culture, to draw fighters from the u.S. and Europe.

a March 2015 report commissioned by the unit-
ed Nations Security Council found that the number 
of foreign fighters for Islamist causes worldwide 
was higher than it has ever been and had soared by 
71 percent between mid-2014 and March 2015. The 
study concluded that Syria and Iraq, by far the big-
gest destinations for foreign fighters, had become a 

“finishing school for extremists.”9

Islamist militants from around the world have 
been drawn to the fighting in Iraq and Syria in much 
greater numbers than they were drawn to the fight-
ing in afghanistan in the 1980s, to fighting in the 
Balkans in the 1990s, to afghanistan or Iraq post-
9/11, or to conflicts in Pakistan, Somalia, or yemen in 
recent years.10 In all of these cases, radical Islamist 
ideologues appealed to Sunni Muslims to mobilize 
and join a jihad (holy war) in defense of fellow Sunni 

https://azelin.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/islamic-state-e2809cdc481biq-magazine-2e280b3.pdf
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Muslims who were allegedly threatened by non-
Muslims or by secular dictatorships.

In Syria, the assad regime is perceived to be vul-
nerable on both scores: It is a secular dictatorship 
imbued with the pan-arab socialist ideology of the 
Baath (Renaissance) Party, and it is dominated by 
alawites, a religious minority regarded as apos-
tates by hard-core Sunni Islamists.11 The Iraqi gov-
ernment is dominated by Shiite political leaders, 
who are considered heretics aligned with Iran by 
their Sunni enemies.

While most of the foreign fighters are joining ISIS, 
some have gravitated toward rival Islamist extrem-
ist groups fighting in Syria, including Jabhat al-Nus-
ra (the Victory Front), al-Qaeda’s official branch in 
Syria. al-Nusra has an estimated 5,000 members 

to 6,000 members and has emerged as one of the 
top two or three rebel groups fighting Syria’s assad 
dictatorship.12 about 30 percent of al-Nusra’s fight-
ers are foreign volunteers, according to its leader, 
abu Muhammad al-Julani.13 al-Julani, a lieuten-
ant of then-al-Qaeda in Iraq (aQI) leader Baghda-
di, established al-Nusra as an aQI offshoot in late 
2011. al-Nusra has since adopted a more pragmatic 
course than its parent organization, and has cooper-
ated with moderate Syrian rebel groups against the 
assad regime, as well as against ISIS.

When Baghdadi unilaterally proclaimed the 
merger of aQI and al-Nusra in april 2013 to form 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, Julani rejected 
the merger and renewed his pledge to al-Qaeda lead-
er ayman al-Zawahiri. Since then, the two groups 
have clashed repeatedly, causing an estimated 3,000 
deaths as of March 2014.14

al-Nusra has focused its attention on overthrow-
ing the Syrian regime, and has not emphasized its 
hostility toward the united States, although that is 
almost certainly a tactical—not a strategic—decision, 
and is sure to change if it consolidates power with-
in Syria. as an al-Qaeda affiliate, al-Nusra released 
a propaganda video in June 2015 glorifying past al-
Qaeda attacks against the united States. Of even 
greater concern is the case of abdirahman Sheik 
Mohamud, a naturalized u.S. citizen from Ohio who 
trained with al-Nusra or ISIS in Syria in the spring 
of 2014 and was suspected of planning an attack on a 
u.S. military base in Texas upon return.15

al-Nusra also poses a potential threat because 
of its recruitment of a growing number of foreign 
Islamist militants, including from Europe and the 
united States. according to u.S. officials, al-Nusra 
has worked closely with the Khorasan group, a cadre 
of experienced al-Qaeda operatives dispatched to 
Syria by al-Qaeda leader al-Zawahiri to organize 
terror attacks against Western targets.16 at least 
one american citizen, Moner Mohammad abusalha, 
conducted a suicide truck bombing for al-Nusra in 
northern Syria on May 25, 2014, the first reported 
suicide attack by a fighter from america in Syria.17

Foreign fighters also have joined the war in Syria 
to fight on behalf of the assad regime. Iran has 
deployed up to 2,000 Revolutionary Guards to fight 
alongside, train, and support regime forces, as well 
as several thousand Hezbollah fighters from Leba-
non and Iranian-trained Shiite militia fighters from 
Iraq, Pakistan, and afghanistan.18

Tunisia 6,000
Saudi Arabia 2,275
Jordan 2,000
Russia 1,700
France 1,550
Turkey 1,400
Morocco 1,200
Lebanon 900
Germany 700
United Kingdom 700
Egypt 600
Libya 600
Pakistan 500
Uzbekistan 500
Belgium 380
Turkmenistan 360
China*   300

Indonesia 300
Kazakhstan 250
United States 250
Austria 229
Bosnia 200
Netherlands 190
Tajikistan 190
Algeria 170
Malaysia 154
Sweden 150
Israel/Palestinian 
Territories 150

Canada 130
Kosovo 125
Australia 120
Denmark 115
Yemen 110

TaBLE 1

Foreign Fighters by Country

* Figure according to party-run media reports
Note: This table only includes countries with 100 foreign 
fi ghters or more. 
Source: Heritage Foundation research based on reports from 
the Committee on Homeland Security, https://homeland.house.
gov (accessed December 10, 2015); The Soufan Group, “Foreign 
Fighters” December 2015, http://soufangroup.com/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/TSG_ForeignFightersUpdate3.pdf (accessed 
December 15, 2015); and various media reports. 

SR 180 heritage.org
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ISIS Recruitment: 
The Caliphate’s Siren Call

ISIS is currently focused on establishing a revo-
lutionary Islamic stronghold in Iraq and Syria, but 
ultimately seeks to overthrow every government in 
the region and drive Western influence out of the 
Middle East, allowing the group to become the nucle-
us of a global Islamic empire. Baghdadi represents a 
new generation of al-Qaeda leadership that bristles 
at criticism of its extreme brutality from old guard 
leaders, like al-Zawahiri, Osama bin Laden’s succes-
sor. after declaring a caliphate in June 2014, Bagh-
dadi renamed himself Caliph Ibrahim, signaling his 
determination to become recognized not only as the 
true successor to bin Laden, but more important, as 
the successor of the prophet Mohammed. This claim 
has been ridiculed by various Islamic scholars and 
religious leaders and rejected by many rival Islamist 
extremist groups. But it adds a dangerous new 
dimension to the appeal of the Islamic State that is 
being amplified by a sophisticated propaganda appa-
ratus that spews high-quality media content on a 

variety of social media that appeal to far too many 
young Muslims.

ISIS claims that true Islam is being practiced in 
its caliphate, the expansion of which will restore 
Muslim dignity and stature lost to the West. In the 
caliphate, according to ISIS propaganda, a Muslim 
can live out his faith in a committed Muslim com-
munity that offers camaraderie and identity. Work-
ing to expand the state, whether as fighters, moth-
ers birthing the next generation of militants, or civil 
servants keeping the bureaucracy running, offers a 
sense of purpose and a cause greater than oneself.

ISIS recruiters know their target audience and 
understand how to appeal to potential recruits 
through a broad spectrum of social media. The Insti-
tute for Strategic Dialogue (ISD) interviewed former 
foreign fighters for Islamist extremist groups. The 
ISD found three major motivations for joining: (1) 
reacting to a perceived injustice or persecution, (2) 
loneliness and search for identity, and (3) seeking 
purpose and meaning, a search for something bigger 
than oneself.19

heritage.orgSR 180

■ Countries where ISIS holds territory ■ Countries where local groups 
     have pledged allegiance to ISIS  

■ Countries from where large numbers of 
      ISIS supporters have been arrested

MAP 1

ISIS Global Presence

Note: “Presence” is defined as ISIS holding territory; local groups having either pledged allegiance or 
actively cooperated with ISIS; or large numbers of ISIS supporters having been arrested.
Sources: Heritage Foundation research and various media reports. 
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There is no single explanation for what drives a 
person to embrace extremism, as the process is driv-
en by a complex mix of triggering events and per-
sonal and environmental factors. Former CIa case 
officer Patrick Skinner maintains that those fighting 
for ISIS can be subdivided into three main catego-
ries: “the Psychopaths, the Pious, and the Pragma-
tists.”20 Foreign fighters tend to fall into either the 
Psychopaths or Pious. The Pragmatists are generally 
Syrians or Iraqis who have joined the fight on behalf 
of ISIS for non-ideological reasons, such as collect-
ing a paycheck, advancing tribal interests, or fight-
ing common enemies, such as in the case of Iraqi 
Baathists and members of Saddam Hussein’s mili-
tary and security organizations.

Some Western recruits fall into the category of 
Psychopath. They are seeking adventure and vio-
lence, and they usually have little to no military 
experience. Often they are used for violent propa-
ganda and suicide missions. The Pious are drawn to 
join ISIS for religious reasons. These fighters believe 
they are fulfilling a religious obligation by under-
taking a hijra (a religious migration) to the self-pro-
claimed caliphate.

ISIS calculates that the release of propaganda vid-
eos of the grisly executions of innocents will intimi-
date the terrorist group’s enemies, inspire its follow-
ers, and incite further attacks against the enemies of 
ISIS. The spectacle of ritual killing is meant to dra-
matize the power of the movement and the helpless-
ness of its victims, thereby encouraging fanaticism 
among its followers. The slickly packaged propagan-
da seeks to stimulate and galvanize members of the 
movement, spur potential recruits to join in the car-
nage, and incite additional attacks.

By displaying young Muslim militants brazenly 
taunting a superpower, it advertises an intoxicat-
ing blend of religious fanaticism and revolutionary 
violence that attracts impressionable young people. 
In the Middle East, the ruthless employment of vio-
lence often is taken as a sign of strength that should 
be emulated.

When recruiting Western fighters, ISIS often looks 
for recent converts or those with little knowledge of 
Islam.21 as many as one in six fighters from Europe is 
a convert to Islam; many are looking for answers to 
the basic questions of life and find purpose in the mis-
sion of ISIS.22 Mubin Shaik, a former Taliban recruit-
er who is now a national security operative in Canada, 
told the International Business Times that Islamist 

recruiters target people who have little knowledge of 
Islam; “[p]eople who were converts, because converts 
would probably have problems with their parents at 
home, so they were more likely to stay in our com-
pany.”23 Sometimes the initial contact these target-
ed recruits have is from recruiters who hang around 
classes for converts at their local mosques to radical-
ize them.24 ISIS recruiters have become increasingly 
skilled in using social media, and often use Western 
foreign fighters to recruit other Westerners.25 The age 
of most Western foreign fighters ranges from 18 to 
29.26 These are people who have grown up in the age of 
social media. ISIS recruiters use Twitter, Instagram, 
Facebook, Tumblr,27 and ask.fm to spread propagan-
da, romanticize the Islamic State, and answer ques-
tions and build relationships with curious potential 
recruits.28

There is a vetting process that includes progres-
sive indoctrination to bring foreigners into the 
Islamic State. after an individual is identified as 
interested in joining ISIS, an interview is set up via 
Skype or local contact.29 The interview is used to 
determine the legitimacy of the person’s interest. 
The vetting process includes finding a mentor for 
potential recruits, either online or in person, who 
serves as a guide while screening the recruit. The 
recruiter inculcates the narrative of being a part of 
the brotherhood, a community of friends and like-
minded individuals working toward a larger goal.30 
The recruit then transitions to becoming a foreign 
fighter as his recruiter/mentor helps him to travel to 
Syria or Iraq to join with the group.

The United States. The majority of foreign 
fighters in ISIS come from arab nations, particular-
ly algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, 
Saudi arabia, Tunisia, and yemen. But the fact that 
more than 4,500 of ISIS fighters come from Western 
countries, including 250 from the u.S., has raised 
alarm about threats they pose to the u.S. homeland. 
armed with a u.S. passport and radical, violent ideol-
ogies, these individuals could return to strike inside 
the u.S. Furthermore, because these individuals are 
often radicalized here in the u.S., it is possible that 
some will forgo travel to Syria and Iraq and instead 
carry out terrorist attacks inside the u.S.

ISIS has already inspired several attacks in the 
u.S. The most notable was the recent shootings in 
San Bernardino, California, carried out by Syed 
Farook and Tashfeen Malik that killed 14. The inves-
tigations into the attacks so far show that Farook 
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and Malik had been radicalized for some time and 
seem to have been inspired by ISIS ideology. In addi-
tion to the San Bernardino attacks, the u.S. has 
faced 11 other terror plots that were inspired by 
ISIS’s ideology and message, such as Zale Thomp-
son’s hatchet attack on New york City police officers 
in October 2014.31 On May 3, 2015, there was a foiled 
attack by two Islamist extremists who were fatally 
shot by police before they could commit mass mur-
der in Garland, Texas.32 another case is that of abdi-
rahman Sheik Mohamud, a naturalized u.S. citizen 
born in Somalia, who travelled to Syria in 2014 and 
trained with al-Nusra or ISIS before being ordered 
to return to the u.S. to engage in terrorism.33 He was 
arrested before he could attack a military base in 
Texas.34 Those who have joined ISIS or other terror-
ist groups, have been trained and seen combat, only 
to return to the u.S. with that training and those 
connections to terrorist groups, are a serious threat 
to the u.S. homeland. While some may return to the 
u.S. because they have grown disenchanted with the 
cause, the violence, or with the living conditions, any 
returnee should be viewed as a high risk unless it is 
conclusively determined that the returnee could be 
an asset in de-radicalizing others.35

FBI Director James Comey has stated that track-
ing americans who have returned from Syria is one 
of the FBI’s top counterterrorism priorities.36 Comey 
revealed that the FBI is investigating suspected ISIS 
supporters in all 50 states.37 In 2014, then-attorney 
General Eric Holder urged his international coun-
terparts to block the flow of thousands of foreign 
fighters to Syria, which he termed “a cradle of vio-
lent extremism.” Speaking at a conference in Nor-
way Holder had declared:

We have a mutual and compelling interest in 
developing shared strategies for confronting 
the influx of u.S.- and European-born violent 
extremists into Syria. and because our citizens 
can freely travel, visa free, from the u.S. to Nor-
way and other European states—and vice versa—
the problem of fighters in Syria returning home 
to any of our countries is a problem for all of our 
countries.38

Europe. Europeans have constituted a signifi-
cant source of foreign fighters for ISIS. Because of 
their tremendous propaganda value, European citi-
zens are highly sought after and the target of major 

recruitment operations by ISIS. Western foreign 
fighters create a “shock” factor for a Western audi-
ence in a way not possible by a local fighter. West-
erners are jarred when they witness someone, like 
Mohammed Emwazi, also known as “Jihadi John,” 
with a British accent decapitating journalists and aid 
workers. (a u.S. army spokesman reported that u.S. 
officials were “reasonably certain” that Jihadi John 
was killed in a u.S. drone strike in mid-November.)

Europe has a significant, and ongoing, problem 
with homegrown radicalization. For example, in the 
u.K., 69 percent of Islamist-related offenses commit-
ted between 1999 and 2010 were carried out by Brit-
ish nationals.39 The comparable figure in the united 
States between 1997 and 2011 was 54 percent.40

This problem has only been heightened with the 
rise of ISIS. an analysis of all ISIS plots in the West 
(directed or inspired by the group) from the dec-
laration of its caliphate to august 2015, shows that 
66 percent of plotters were living in the very coun-
try they were aiming to attack.41 The two large plots 
over which ISIS has had operational control—the 
Verviers, Belgium, cell disrupted in January 2015 
and the Paris atrocities of November 2015—relied 
overwhelmingly on operatives who were citizens of 
those countries.

This demonstrates that Europe’s problem goes 
beyond an inability to adequately integrate new 
immigrants, as many radicalized individuals are 
second-generation or even third-generation Mus-
lims born in Europe. The proliferation of social 
media and message boards has given ISIS access to 
marginalized or disgruntled European youth, who 
are more susceptible to targeted and slick recruit-
ment tactics.

 Socioeconomic factors, often named as a source 
of radicalization, do not explain the radicaliza-
tion of Muslims in Europe. In the u.K., 42 percent 
of Islamist-related offenses were perpetrated by 
employed individuals or full-time students. almost 
one-third had attended college. umar Farouk 
abdulmutallab, for example, the Nigerian student 
who tried to blow up an airplane flying from the 
u.K. to the u.S. with explosives in his underwear on 
Christmas Day 2009, was the wealthy son of a bank-
er and had graduated from the prestigious universi-
ty College London.42 Radicalization of well-off Mus-
lims in Europe should not be surprising, as Osama 
bin Laden himself, as well as certain 9/11 hijackers, 
came from wealthy families in their home countries.
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There are an estimated 3,500 foreigners from 
Europe currently fighting for ISIS; this number 
more than doubles when including fighters from the 
North Caucasus in southern Russia.43 and, not just 
men are following the call of ISIS: Dozens of young 
women have travelled to Syria and Iraq to marry 
fighters. In Belgium and now France, these fight-
ers have returned to Europe to plan attacks. Most 
notably, the November 13 terrorist attacks in Paris 
were planned and executed in part by ISIS fighters 
returning to Europe from Syria.

almost every European country has been an ori-
gin of fighters for ISIS. However, the Nordic region, 
the Caucasus, the Balkans, and Western Europe are 
worth examining in detail, as the bulk of Europe’s 
foreign fighters come from these four regions.

1. The Nordic Countries. The Nordic countries 
have recently undergone swift demographic chang-
es and have struggled to assimilate new immigrants, 
some of whom have been susceptible to radicaliza-
tion. Sweden has taken in large numbers of refu-
gees from the Middle East, up to 190,000 in 2015 
alone, second only to Germany, which will accept 
more than 1 million asylum seekers, mostly young 
Muslim males, in 2015.44 Sweden has also taken in a 
large number of Somali and Iraqi refugees over the 
past two decades. unemployment is rampant among 
many of these migrant communities. For example, 
over half of foreign-born residents in Sweden are 
unemployed.45

Denmark has tightened its asylum laws, and insti-
tuted a temporary residence permit for asylum seek-
ers from countries embroiled in civil war.46 However, 
the Nordic region’s interconnectedness means that 
new measures to curb asylum seekers in one coun-
try may not be effective. For instance, “citizenship” 
agreements between Nordic nations allow refugees 
who obtain Swedish citizenship to move to Denmark 
without a Danish resident permit.”47

Denmark has some of the highest per capita rates 
of citizens traveling to Syria and Iraq to fight with ISIS 
in all of Western Europe.48 Danish security services 
estimate that about 115 Muslims with Danish citizen-
ship have traveled to Iraq and Syria to wage jihad, and 
note that the numbers could be higher.49 Danish secu-
rity forces assess the domestic terror threat as stem-
ming mainly from individuals and small groups that 
already have a militant Islamist outlook, and are then 
inspired by ISIS to act, like the lone wolf perpetra-
tor of the Copenhagen attack.50 In February 2015, a 

22-year-old Danish citizen who had sworn allegiance 
to ISIS leader al-Baghdadi attacked a synagogue and 
a café in Copenhagen killing two before being fatally 
shot after opening fire on police.51

The other Nordic nations also face the threat 
of returning fighters. approximately 300 Swedes 
have traveled to Iraq and Syria for jihad, with 80 
believed to have returned to Sweden.52 In addition, 
70 Norwegians are believed to have traveled to the 
region to fight, with 20 having returned to Norway. 
While Finland does not have as many citizens trav-
eling to fight in Iraq and Syria, at least 60 Finnish 
passport holders are estimated to be fighting with 
the Islamic State. In December 2014, four Somalis 
living in Finland were convicted of financing ter-
rorist acts, with one also convicted of recruitment 
to commit terrorism and planning to commit ter-
rorist acts. It was the first terrorism trial in the 
country’s history.

2. The Caucasus. The Caucasus can be divided 
into two unique geographical areas separated by a 
major mountain range bearing the same name. For 
the purposes of this Special Report, the North Cau-
casus encompasses the Russian areas of Dagestan, 
Chechnya, and Ingushetia; and the South Caucasus 
encompasses Georgia, armenia, and azerbaijan.

The Islamist insurgency in the North Caucasus 
threatens to turn the region into a haven for inter-
national terrorism and to destabilize the entire area, 
which is a critical hub of oil and gas pipelines located 
at Europe’s doorstep. Neither Russia’s excessive use 
of military force nor its massive economic aid to the 
region appear to have helped quell the threat of ter-
rorism. Some estimates claim there are as many as 
3,000 Chechens fighting for the Islamic State.53

The South Caucasus has been a culturally, eco-
nomically, and militarily important regional cross-
roads for centuries. While this strategic location has 
sometimes provided benefits, in the case of the rise 
of ISIS, it clearly is a liability. This is because the 
South Caucasus is increasingly becoming a recruit-
ing ground and transit route for fighters heading 
to Syria.

The number of Georgians fighting for the Islamic 
State is around 100,54 while the number of azerbai-
jani fighters is between 200 and 300, including azer-
baijani wrestling champion, Rashad Bakhshaliyev, 
who was killed fighting for the Islamic State in 2014.55

Visa-free travel, cheap transit costs, and shared 
land borders between azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tur-

http://www.cnn.com/2015/02/16/europe/denmark-shootings/
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key make getting to Iraq and Syria relatively easy. 
Georgia, which borders Chechnya and Dagestan, 
two extremist hotbeds in southern Russia, serves as 
a major transit country for fighters headed to Syria 
and Iraq. Georgia also has a land border with Turkey, 
another major transit country for fighters entering 
Iraq and Syria.

Perhaps the most well-known Islamic State fight-
er from the Caucasus is Tarkhan Batirashvili, who 
goes by the nom de guerre abu Omar al-Shishani—

“Omar the Chechen.” after a stint in the Georgian 
army he now serves as an Islamic State senior com-
mander with authority over aleppo, Raqqa, Lata-
kia, and northern Idlib provinces in Syria.56 His fair 
skin and red beard have become a regular feature in 
Islamic State propaganda products.

3. The Balkans. The Balkans have long served as 
Europe’s tinder box. although security in the region 
has improved dramatically since the 1990s, sectar-
ian divisions remain and are exacerbated by sluggish 
economies, high unemployment rates, and endemic 
political corruption.

The region has not yet suffered an attack by the 
Islamic State, but has served as a fertile recruit-
ing ground for the group. High unemployment and 
stagnant economies have added to the social pres-
sures in the Balkans. Islamic State recruiters have 
taken advantage of the fact that many men feel 
marginalized from mainstream society and see 
few options for the future. There are several hun-
dred fighters from the Balkans fighting in Iraq and 
Syria.57 These foreign fighters have even formed a 

“Balkans Battalion” for the Islamic State. The bulk 
of the fighters have come from Kosovo, but oth-
ers can be traced back to albania, Bosnia, and the 
Republic of Macedonia.

The region is important for the Islamic State 
for reasons beyond recruitment. The Balkans are 
becoming an important transit route for the Islamic 
State, allowing fighters to travel between Western 
Europe and the Middle East. This is especially true 
for Greece and Croatia with their long coastlines. 
There is concern that, if the current trajectory con-
tinues, ISIS could use the Balkans to plan and launch 
attacks across the rest of Europe.

4. Western Europe. Western Europe is also a 
major recruiting ground for ISIS. as a consequence, 
the region has also been the location of multiple ter-
rorist attacks. One study showed a total of 13 ISIS 
or ISIS-inspired plots in Western Europe between 

July 2014 and august 2015.58 This number has now 
increased following the spate of attacks across 
France in November 2015.

France alone has an estimated 1,550 citizens 
or residents involved in some form with terrorist 
groups in Iraq and Syria, 800 of whom have traveled 
to the region.59 as many as 650 Belgian, 550 German, 
700 British, and 100 Dutch citizens have traveled to 
fight in Iraq and Syria. This is in addition to smaller 
numbers of fighters from austria, Ireland, Italy, Por-
tugal, Spain, and Switzerland.60

One of the key vulnerabilities of Western Europe 
derives from the free movement of persons within 
the Eu’s open-borders “Schengen zone.” Inside the 
Schengen zone, the Eu forbids systematic checks of 
Eu citizens against various law enforcement data-
bases.61 Furthermore, no uniform Eu air-passen-
ger-screening system exists. This is particularly 
problematic as potential foreign fighters traveling to 
Iraq and Syria frequently travel to Greece (which is 
within the Schengen zone) or Bulgaria before cross-
ing the land border into Turkey. The same ease of 
crossing borders inside the Schengen zone applies to 
foreign fighters who return to Europe.

Immigration and Assimilation Challenges. a 
study by the Centre for Hizmet Studies found that 
the radicalization of Western European citizens 
occurs most often when Islamist extremists take 
advantage of certain conditions, including an iden-
tity crisis; perceived grievances; a sense of helpless-
ness; or a sense of alienation from, or stigmatization 
by, broader society.62

Instead of seeking long-term solutions to contro-
versial issues like immigration and assimilation, many 
European countries have focused solely on legislative 
responses. an anti-terrorism law passed prior to the 
Charlie Hebdo terrorist attack in January 2015 allows 
France to seize the passports of citizens suspected of 
trying to leave the country to engage in terrorist activ-
ity.63 additionally, the French parliament is expected 
to pass a bill that will increase the power of the gov-
ernment to surveil suspected terrorists. The Georgian 
government has responded to the foreign fighter prob-
lem by also proposing legislation making it a crimi-
nal act to join or support terrorist groups. Denmark 
enacted a law in 2015 under which Danish citizens sus-
pected of planning to travel to Iraq and Syria to fight 
alongside ISIS can have their passports confiscated 
and be banned from travel outside the country.64 Nor-
way passed a statute in 2013, criminalizing preparato-
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ry acts of terrorism. Sweden has proposed legislation 
that would put in place passport restrictions against 
Swedes looking to fight with ISIS.

The u.K. faces a massive problem from home-
grown terrorism. MI5, the domestic security agen-
cy, is now thought to be monitoring 3,000 terror 
suspects (up from 2,000 monitored in 2007).65 The 
u.K. has struggled to deal with the radicalization 
of Muslim youth for decades. British Muslims trav-
elled to fight in Bosnia in the early 1990s. One Brit-
ish Muslim is believed to have carried out a suicide 
bombing in afghanistan as early as 1996,66 and it 
has been estimated that between 1997 and 2000, 
another 200 were killed fighting in Kashmir, Chech-
nya, and afghanistan.67 authorities did little to stop 
recruitment, fundraising, or the preaching of jihad 
in radical mosques. For example, the Finsbury Park 
Mosque in London became a European hub for help-
ing aspiring jihadists either receive terrorist train-
ing or engaging in jihad abroad.

British authorities started to take the problem 
more seriously after 9/11. This led to the arrest in 
March 2004, and subsequent convictions, of mem-
bers of a British cell planning to detonate fertilizer 
bombs, as well as the arrest in august 2004 of al-
Qaeda operative Dhiren Barot. as successful as u.K. 
security agencies and police have been in thwarting 
terrorist attacks, they were ultimately unable to pre-
vent the suicide attacks on London public transpor-
tation in July 2005, which killed 52, or the murder of 
Drummer Lee Rigby by Islamist extremists in South 
London in May 2013.

The Conservative government in the u.K. has 
been aware of the ongoing problems posed by radi-
calization. In 2011, in its first term in office, David 
Cameron’s government revised the previous gov-
ernment’s “Prevent” counter-extremism program, 
indicating that it was flawed in serious ways. For 
instance, the Conservative government pointed out 
that a portion of the funding for Prevent programs 
ended up in the hands of organizations espousing 
extremist ideologies. The Prevent program thus, in 
effect, supported the very organizations it was cre-
ated to stop.

In this reformulated “Prevent,” the government 
also provided a definition for the type of extremism 
it was combating: “vocal or active opposition to fun-
damental British values, including democracy, the 
rule of law, individual liberty and mutual respect 
and tolerance of different faiths and beliefs. We also 

include in our definition of extremism calls for the 
death of members of our armed forces.”68

The government has also now provided a defini-
tion of British values in an attempt to undercut the 
extremist narrative and strengthen national cohe-
sion. It defined these values as a belief in “democ-
racy, the rule of law, individual liberty and mutual 
respect and tolerance for those with different faiths 
and beliefs.”69

The government’s battles on this front do not just 
pertain to the violent extremism espoused by ISIS or 
al-Qaeda, but also “soft Islamist” entry into the pub-
lic sphere. For example, in 2014, the “Trojan Horse” 
scandal revealed that Islamists were taking over local 
school governing bodies (particularly in Birming-
ham, West Midlands) in order to enforce the teaching 
of hardline, intolerant Islamic views in the classroom.

In late October 2015, Prime Minister David 
Cameron announced new proposals to counter 
extremism and the radicalization of British youth. 
The new measures aim to curb the flow of foreign 
fighters from the u.K. to the Middle East by allow-
ing parents to revoke their children’s passport if 
they suspect that they are interested in travel-
ling to the Middle East to fight with ISIS. The new 
plan also includes steps to prevent radical material 
from being posted online, and to bar anyone who 
expresses support for terrorism or extremism from 
working with children. Calling the struggle against 
Islamist extremism “one of the great struggles of 
his generation,” Cameron also re-emphasized the 
importance of promoting national values like toler-
ance of different faiths.70

Cameron’s statements provoked criticism by 
some Muslim organizations, who claimed that they 
contained undertones of “McCarthyism.” Cam-
eron defended his position by posting on his Face-
book page: “While Islamist extremists in no way 
represent the true spirit of Islam, we cannot ignore 
the fact that they attempt to justify their views and 
actions through Islamic scripture and theology.”71

Africa. africa has had a foreign fighter problem 
for decades. Long before ISIS was spawned, North 
african militants flocked to afghanistan to join the 
anti-Soviet mujahideen; a number of them returned 
to their native countries to found terrorist groups 
that still exist today. More recently, documents cap-
tured in Iraq in 2007 showed that 40 percent of for-
eign fighters who joined al-Qaeda in Iraq in a one-
year period were North african.72
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The problem has worsened since the rise of ISIS. 
Citizens of as many as 13 african countries have 
joined the group and other Middle East terror orga-
nizations, such as Jabhat al-Nusra.73 One african 
country, Tunisia, is the world’s largest exporter of 
fighters to ISIS. Most of the fighters hail from the 
arab countries of North africa, though Nigeria 
recently claimed it had stopped 24,000 people from 
leaving the country, some of whom were allegedly 
bound for terrorist organizations.74

The environments in the countries of North afri-
ca heighten the appeal of ISIS’s message. all five have 
relatively high youth unemployment, which scholars 
have found has a strong association with terrorism 
in Europe.75 In 2013, the world youth unemployment 
rate was about 14 percent, while North african rates 
ranged from 18.5 percent (Morocco) to 51 percent 
(Libya).76 Most foreign ISIS recruits are between 18 
years and 29 years old.77

Corruption remains widespread as well. Tuni-
sia has the best score for North african countries 
in Transparency International’s 2014 Corruption 
Perceptions Index, but receives only a 40 of 100, with 
100 being the best possible score. Libya has the worst 
regional score, at 18.78 More broadly, Muslim-major-
ity countries around the world, including in North 
africa, fare poorly in many human development cat-
egories; for frustrated North africans with few pros-
pects, the solutions ISIS claims it has for the trou-
bles of the Muslim world can be compelling.79

The failure of the arab Spring has added to the 
disillusionment of North africans. as the revolu-
tions began to sweep through the region in 2010, they 
ignited hope that, after decades of seemingly indis-
soluble autocratic misrule, a better life was within 
the grasp of millions who had known little of it.

Those hopes remain largely unrealized, however. 
an autocrat whose policies resemble those of former 
president Hosni Mubarak, toppled during the arab 
Spring, is in power in Egypt. The revolution largely 
bypassed algeria, and its president won a fourth term 
in 2014 in tarnished elections.80 Libya has collapsed 
into a virtual failed state. Moroccans enjoy more free-
doms than most of their regional brethren, but no 
sweeping democratic advances are likely in the coun-
try. Tunisia has made the greatest democratic strides 
since 2010, yet they are fragile and reversible.

Tunisia’s laudable progress in human rights and 
democracy inadvertently deepened its radicaliza-
tion problem. Hundreds of Islamists imprisoned 

by former President Zine el-abidine Ben ali were 
released after the 2011 revolution, and some Tuni-
sian fighters took advantage of the newly open envi-
ronment to return from abroad. One of the released 
prisoners, Seifallah ben Hassine, went on to found 
the terrorist group ansar al-Sharia that courted 
support in poorer communities in Tunisia.81

North africa is also overwhelmingly Sunni, and 
has experienced an upsurge of Sunnis subscrib-
ing to Salafism, a Sunni sect. Salafists believe that 
teachings derived from revelations after the time of 
Mohammed and of his immediate coterie are hereti-
cal aberrations from pure Islam.82 adherents of a 
fanatical subset of Salafism, Salafi-Jihadism, believe 
they are divinely mandated to impose on the world 
their narrowly conceived version of Islam. ISIS is 
staunchly Salafi-Jihad, as are most other contempo-
rary Islamist terrorist organizations.

Not all Salafists are interested in establishing a 
caliphate ruled by Islamic law—in fact, there are qui-
etist Salafist factions that abjure all political activity. 
But as Salafism has grown in North africa,83 so, too, 
has Salafi-Jihadism,84 widening the pool of people 
disposed to ISIS’s worldview.

yet none of these phenomena fully explain Islam-
ic radicalization. The majority of Muslims, including 
from impoverished and repressed countries, repudi-
ate extremist Islam. Tunisia is North africa’s least-
corrupt and highest-ranked country in the u.N. 
Human Development Index, yet exports the most 
militants to ISIS. Morocco has the lowest youth 
unemployment rate and sends the second-most 
fighters to ISIS.85

The complexity of the phenomenon partly 
explains why it has been so difficult for the coun-
tries of North africa, and throughout the world, to 
stem the rising tide of radicalization. The Moroc-
can government has perhaps the most comprehen-
sive program in the region, earning praise from the 
u.S. State Department. The Moroccans have con-
structed a multi-pronged approach that includes 
counter-radicalization initiatives, such as religious 
and political reforms, and deradicalization mea-
sures, such as outreach to radicalized prisoners 
and reintegration of reformed Islamists into soci-
ety.86 algeria and Tunisia also have committed to 
approaches that incorporate security measures and 
initiatives to address the ideological and environ-
mental aspects of the problem.87 Egypt has taken 
an overwhelmingly military and law enforcement 

http://soufangroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/TSG-Foreign-Fighters-in-Syria.pdf
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http://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/results
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http://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21600977-ageing-president-looks-set-hang-grimly-however-feeble-his-health-old
http://www.cnn.com/2015/03/18/world/tunisia-terror-attacks/
http://www.cnn.com/2015/03/18/world/tunisia-terror-attacks/
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approach, while the Libyan government is virtually 
nonexistent and lacks the capacity to combat ISIS’s 
influence inside its borders.

South Asia. ISIS is seeking to make inroads into 
South asia, but its efforts have so far met with only 
limited success.88 ISIS has sought to gain the alle-
giance of various terrorist groups in the region and 
in January announced the formation of the Kho-
rasan group. Khorasan is an Islamic historical term 
used to describe the area encompassed by afghan-
istan, parts of Pakistan, and parts of other coun-
tries bordering afghanistan. according to the Had-
ith (sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad), 
South-Central asia maintains a key role in estab-
lishing a global caliphate. The Hadith contains refer-
ences to the Ghazwa-e-Hind (Battle of India), where 
the final battle between Muslims and non-Muslims 
before the end times will supposedly take place. One 
Hadith further says that an army with black flags 
will emerge from Khorasan to help the “Mahdi” (the 
prophesied redeemer of Islam) establish his caliph-
ate at Mecca.89

So far, only a handful of Tehrik-e-Taliban Paki-
stan (TTP) leaders and a few disgruntled afghan 
Taliban leaders have pledged their allegiance to 
ISIS leader Baghdadi. The announcement in late 
July 2015 that Taliban leader Mullah Omar died 
two years before could prompt further defections to 
ISIS. In fact, in early august, the Islamic Movement 
of uzbekistan (IMu), which operates mainly in 
northern afghanistan, announced its allegiance to 
ISIS and accused the Taliban of lying about the cir-
cumstances surrounding Mullah Omar’s death. The 
Pakistan-based anti-Shia sectarian outfit Jundullah 
also reportedly pledged support to ISIS.

The limited appeal of ISIS in South asia is most 
likely due to the well-established roots of al-Qaeda in 
the region and al-Qaeda’s ability to maintain the loy-
alty of the various South asian terrorist organizations. 
al-Qaeda leader al-Zawahiri has carefully nurtured 
the group’s relationship with the afghan Taliban, and 
publicly pledged his allegiance to Mullah Omar’s suc-
cessor, Mullah akhtar Mansour, in august.

The number of fighters that have traveled from 
South asia to fight with ISIS in Iraq and Syria also 
is relatively low. The International Centre for the 
Study of Radicalization estimates that only around 
50 fighters have traveled from afghanistan, 500 
from Pakistan, and merely a handful from India and 
Bangladesh.90

Even though ISIS’s attempts to establish a foot-
hold in afghanistan have thus far been limited, its 
activities are complicating the militant landscape 
and contributing to overall instability. For example, 
ISIS claimed responsibility for a suicide bombing 
outside a bank in Jalalabad on april 18, 2015, that 
killed 35 people. There have been sporadic reports 
of clashes between ISIS militants and the Taliban 
in eastern and southern afghanistan, and a former 
Taliban leader, Mullah abdul Rauf, who pledged 
allegiance to ISIS earlier in the year, was killed in a 
drone strike in afghanistan in February 2015.

On July 7, a u.S. drone strike in the eastern afghan 
province of Nangahar killed more than two dozen 
ISIS fighters, including Shahidullah Shahid, former 
spokesman for the Pakistani Taliban, who defected 
to ISIS ranks in 2014.91 In congressional testimony 
in 2015, Commander of u.S. Forces in afghanistan 
General John Campbell said the presence of ISIS in 
afghanistan largely consisted of rebranding of a few 
marginalized Taliban members.

The afghan Taliban view ISIS as a direct com-
petitor, vying for financial resources, recruits, and 
ideological influence. This competition was evi-
dent in a letter sent by the Taliban to ISIS leader al-
Baghdadi in mid-June, urging the group not to take 
actions that could lead to “division of the Mujahi-
deen’s command.” an afghan Taliban commander 
told the Western media in May that elements of 
ISIS had started recruiting in the country and were 
moving in groups of a few dozen, conducting mili-
tary exercises.92 He said that Taliban commanders 
are aware that their fighters are impressed with 
the territorial gains that ISIS has made in Iraq 
and Syria.

Zawahiri has sought to strengthen relations with 
Pakistan-based terrorist groups and make inroads 
with the Muslim populations in other parts of South 
asia to help fend off ISIS encroachment.93 In Sep-
tember 2014, Zawahiri made a video announcement 
launching an al-Qaeda wing in the Indian Subconti-
nent (aQIS).94 In the video, Zawahiri assures Mus-
lims in India, Bangladesh, and Burma that the orga-
nization “did not forget you and that they are doing 
what they can to rescue you from injustice, oppres-
sion, persecution, and suffering.”

With the world’s largest Muslim-minority popu-
lation (around 176 million), India’s strong democrat-
ic foundations, which include a secular constitution 
guaranteeing the rights of religious minorities, have 
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helped to limit proliferation of radical Islamist ideol-
ogies in the country. In September, more than 1,000 
Indian Muslim clerics ratified a religious edict con-
demning ISIS and calling its actions “un-Islamic.”

Despite a general lack of interest so far from the 
Indian Muslim community in joining ISIS, Indi-
an leaders must remain on guard. In June, Indian 
authorities arrested Mehdi Masroor Biswas, who was 
operating a pro-ISIS Twitter handle while working 
with a multinational company in Bengaluru, India’s 
high-tech hub. Mehdi was charged with allowing his 
account to serve as a meeting place for ISIS support-
ers and facilitating contact between top ISIS leaders. 
There are reportedly 10 members of the Indian Muja-
hideen (IM) indigenous terrorist group that have trav-
elled to Syria and Iraq to fight with ISIS; however, the 
IM, as a group, has not sworn allegiance to Baghdadi.95

Likewise, Bangladesh was founded on principles of 
secularism and pluralism, and most Bangladeshis value 
Bengali culture as part of their core identity, which 
has contributed to a traditionally tolerant society that 
eschews extremist ideologies. Still, a series of recent 
attacks in Bangladesh claimed by ISIS have raised fears 
that the group is developing a presence inside the coun-
try. On September 28, 2015, an Italian aid worker was 
gunned down while jogging in the streets of Dhaka. ISIS 
claimed responsibility for the attack, although the Ban-
gladeshi government has denied that ISIS was involved. 
Five days later, masked gunmen riding on a motorbike 
killed a Japanese agricultural worker in northern Ban-
gladesh. The attacks follow the murders of five secular 
bloggers since the beginning of the year and have raised 
alarm among the Western expatriate community in 
Bangladesh.96

a bomb attack in late October in Dhaka during 
a procession commemorating the Shia holiday of 
ashura was also claimed by ISIS, raising the pros-
pect that ISIS operatives may be linking up with 
indigenous Bangladeshi terrorist groups. This was 
the first sectarian attack in the country, mark-
ing a possible major departure for the trajectory of 
Islamist violence in the country.

The Bangladeshi authorities arrested several 
members of Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh 
(JMB) in 2015 for making or attempting to make 
contact with ISIS. JMB is the Bangladeshi extrem-
ist group responsible for a series of bombings 
throughout the country in 2005. The previous gov-
ernment executed several of JMB’s leaders but the 
group was never fully eradicated. It is possible that 

an indigenous Bangladeshi terrorist group like the 
JMB is working either directly or indirectly with 
ISIS operatives.

In another sign of its growing interest in Bangla-
desh, ISIS recently published a five-page article titled, 

“The Revival of Jihad in Bengal,” in its flagship maga-
zine Dabiq, which warned of further attacks against 
Westerners in Bangladesh.

Western Pacific Region. East asia is home to 
the world’s largest Muslim-majority country, Indo-
nesia, as well as one of its most economically devel-
oped, Malaysia. Combined, they represent 95 per-
cent of asia’s Muslim population.97 In Southeast 
asia, specifically, it is these two countries that are 
most susceptible to the ISIS foreign fighter phenom-
enon. Several other countries in the region with sig-
nificant Muslim minorities, the Philippines, Thai-
land, and Burma, for example, pose less of a direct 
problem.98 China has a relatively difficult-to-discern 
challenge in its west, and australia, surprisingly, 
given its small Muslim minority, also faces a signifi-
cant problem with foreign fighters.

Violent Islamists have been at work in Indonesia 
throughout its existence as an independent nation, 
from the Darul Islam (DI) movement and the seces-
sionist Islamic State of Indonesia (NII) through the 
foreign fighter phenomenon around the Soviet war 
in afghanistan to Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) and the 
groups that have splintered off from it.

abu Bakar Ba’asyir, the founder of JI, Indone-
sia’s most effective terrorist organization of the past 
decade, comes from a DI background. He has now 
pledged allegiance to the claimed ISIS caliphate and 
encouraged his followers to do the same. JI, from 
which Ba’asyir ultimately broke, has been in decline 
for many years as a result of an effective govern-
ment crackdown. It is now opposed to ISIS’s flavor 
of radicalism, in deference to al-Nusra’s, but groups 
that have emerged from it, including Ba’asyir’s own, 
Jemaah ansharut Tauhid (JaT) and Mujahideen 
Indonesia Timor (MIT), have also pledged allegiance 
to ISIS. The head of MIT, abu Warda Santoso, is the 
most high profile of Indonesia’s ISIS advocates. His 
group is very small—30 members—but it controls 
symbolically important territory in a very remote 
area of Indonesia, on Sulawesi Island. Much more 
significant in terms of real influence in Indonesia is 
aman abdurrahman, who serves as a central figure 
in connecting the dozen or so organizations aligned 
with ISIS in Indonesia.99

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/30/world/asia/-isis-bangladesh-cesare-tavella.html?_r=0
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Over the decades, one factor that has helped 
Indonesian authorities contain Islamist violence 
is the communal nature of the movement, that is, 
geographic, ethnic, and family ties among the foot 
soldiers. In addition to infiltrating these networks, 
however, ISIS is using modern media to overcome 
communal constraints. It is thereby appealing to a 
broader cross-section of Indonesian100 society than 
previous groups, and is gaining influence with peo-
ple with no previous ties to violent extremism.101

In another departure from most indigenous 
Indonesian Islamist movements, ISIS represents a 
direct threat to Indonesia’s sovereignty. Indonesia 
has been an independent nation for fewer than 70 
years. Its political leadership and people are highly 
protective of the country’s sovereignty. allegiance 
to ISIS means allegiance to a foreign power with 
the trappings of a state, territory, and government. 
This is new, and it has made Indonesian authorities 
particularly vigilant about stamping it out,102 to a 
much greater degree than previous terrorist orga-
nizations. The horrific violence that characterizes 
ISIS has also had an impact on Indonesia’s leader-
ship. In 2014, Indonesian President Susilo Bam-
bang yudhoyono called the Islamic State’s violence 

“shocking” and “embarrassing” and “humiliating” 
to Islam.103

In terms of numbers, estimates vary, but by one 
authoritative account, only about 159 Indonesians 
have gone to fight in Syria and Iraq, not including 
families and charity workers. Eleven of these fight-
ers “are confirmed dead, though there are estimates 
of higher casualty rates, while 11 have returned to 
Indonesia.”104 Other authoritative estimates put the 
number between 250 and 300.105 Not all of these fight-
ers are going to Iraq and Syria to serve ISIS. Many are 
joining up with al-Nusra, which taps into a different, 
smaller range of organizations in Indonesia.

There also is an historical JI connection in Malay-
sia. Ba’asyir co-founded the organization there while 
in exile from Indonesia in 1993. Similar to Indonesia, 
ISIS in Malaysia has tapped into JI’s organizational 
structure and draws recruits already organized into 
cells.106 also like in Indonesia, but to a much greater 
extent,107 ISIS is using Internet and social media to 
reach beyond these traditional sources for recruits.

There are between 67 and 154 Malaysian fighters 
in Syria and Iraq. Of these, “counterterrorism offi-
cials have confirmed 11 Malaysians have been killed, 
including six suicide bombers.”108 Multiple reports 

indicate that these low numbers are largely attribut-
able to the efforts of the government to restrict travel.

Indonesians and Malaysians speak close vari-
ants of the same language. ISIS has sought to both 
take advantage of this and overcome the obstacle of 
the recruits’ near-illiteracy in arabic by establish-
ing Katibah Nusantara, an ISIS Southeast asian 
unit, and schools for the children of recruits.109 Of 
course, this accommodation would also help ISIS 
build capacity to reach out to potential new recruits 
in the region.

australian authorities recently estimated that 
approximately “120 australians are currently fight-
ing or are engaged with terrorist groups in Syria 
and Iraq.”110australia has some history with foreign 
fighters; approximately 30 fighters went to afghani-
stan and Pakistan between 1990 and 2010.111 In addi-
tion, over the past decade or so, a handful of austra-
lians have traveled to Lebanon to fight in the civil 
war there. This raises concern that australian for-
eign fighters will take advantage of the links they 
already have to Lebanon to enter Syria, thus open-
ing an alternative transit route to the Syrian–Turk-
ish border.112 another unique concern for australia 
regarding ISIS is the emergence of an australian 
convert, Musa Certanonio, as one of the most popu-
lar preachers and recruiters for ISIS globally.113

With regard to China, assessing the foreign fight-
er phenomenon is made difficult by the context of 
China’s concern over separatism in its west, namely 
its oppressive policies there regarding the Muslim 
uighur minority and reliance on state propaganda 
organs, rather than independent outlets, to dissemi-
nate information on the threat from the region.

Party-run sources in China have put the number 
of uighur fighters going to fight in Syria and Iraq at 
300 or more. This number almost certainly is too 
high. Independent estimates put it at between 20 and 
30.114 Common linguistic and cultural connections 
to Turkey mean that uighurs fleeing Chinese repres-
sion often go to Turkey and stay there, rather than 
travelling on to Syria. Chinese interest in combat-
ting separatism in its Xinjiang uighur autonomous 
Region province colors any assessment or assertions 
Beijing makes about connections between ISIS and 
what has been called the East Turkestan Islamic 
Movement (ETIM).

In July 2014, Baghdadi singled China out for 
revenge, saying, “Muslim rights are forcibly seized in 
China, India, and Palestine,” and telling the uighurs: 
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“your brothers all over the world are waiting for your 
rescue, and are anticipating your brigades.” Chinese 
media coverage of the speech pointed out that China 
was first on the list and displayed a map showing terri-
tory ISIS planned to take in the next five years, includ-
ing a significant portion of Xinjiang.115 The speech may 
have served as a wake-up call for Beijing, but it also 
presented an opportunity to legitimize the state’s 
own unique concerns regarding its uighur minority.

U.S. Tools to Stop Foreign Fighters
Given the growing number of foreign fighters, a brief 

analysis of u.S. intelligence and travel systems, as well 
as efforts to counter violent Islamist extremism, should 
be considered, as such tools constitute the primary 
ways the u.S. can combat the foreign fighter problem.

Intelligence. The u.S. has significant intelligence 
capabilities for tracking suspected terrorists. While 
this Special Report cannot do justice to adequately 
describe all those capabilities, the primary forms 
of intelligence in this area are signals intelligence 
(SIGINT) and human intelligence (HuMINT). under 
SIGINT, the u.S. seeks to access or trace the electronic 
communications of known or suspected internation-
al terrorists. Different programs are bound by differ-
ent rules, especially in terms of who is targeted. For 
example, one of the programs authorized by section 
702 of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance act (FISa) 
allows the National Security agency (NSa) to col-
lect communications from non-u.S. persons who are 
believed to be engaged in terrorist activity or otherwise 
have pertinent foreign intelligence information.116

In the summer of 2015, Congress passed, and the 
President signed into law, the uSa Freedom act. The 
act banned—180 days after the act became law—the 
NSa from bulk collection of metadata telephone 
records, which it had been doing under Section 215 of 
FISa and court orders from the Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Court (FISC). The act now requires the 
government to request call-detail records on a spe-
cific selection term that identifies a “person, account, 
address, or personal device” from the FISC. The act 
requires the government to adopt minimization pro-
cedures of all call-detail records determined not to 
be foreign intelligence information. under the now-
expired Section 215, phone companies had been 
required to give the NSa metadata of all phone calls, 
to include the date and time of call, but not the con-
tents of the conversations. The uSa Freedom act 
also prohibits the use, in court proceedings, of infor-

mation obtained under the FISa Section 702 pro-
gram—overseas surveillance of foreign citizens.

On the other hand, HuMINT sources gather 
intelligence based on individuals’ access to sensi-
tive information. Outside the united States, the CIa 
and Defense Intelligence agency gather intelligence 
from individuals within or connected to some ele-
ment of a terrorist organization or a nation state. 
Domestically, the FBI often receives reporting from 
informants on individuals who may be engaging in 
various aspects of terrorist activities. Indeed, the 
House Committee on Homeland Security recently 
found that more than 75 percent of foreign fighter 
arrests involved reports from human sources.117 Of 
course, the u.S. also receives a great deal of intelli-
gence from american friends and allies. Through 
the Visa Waiver Program (VWP), for instance, par-
ticipant countries are required to provide the u.S. 
with information on known and suspected terror-
ists, serious criminals, and lost and stolen passports.

Multiple intelligence agencies as well as state and 
local law enforcement also monitor social media 
to detect individuals who may be looking to act on 
a violent ideology, a form of intelligence that may 
more aptly be described as open source intelligence 
(OSINT).118 Indeed, there is a growing capability in 
the cyber domain that enables tracking the activi-
ties of known or suspected terrorists. This type of 
collection is governed by many of the same rules 
applicable to the collection of signals intelligence 
described above.119

These tools, however, face an intelligence bud-
get that has fallen significantly over the past several 
years. In fiscal year (Fy) 2010, the National Intelli-
gence Program (NIP) and the Military Intelligence 
Program (MIP) were appropriated a cumulative total 
of $80.1 billion. In Fy 2013 and Fy 2014, u.S. intelli-
gence received just under $68 billion.120 u.S. intelli-
gence programs have also faced greater restrictions, 
such as the changes exemplified by the uSa Free-
dom act, which curtailed the effective use of the sec-
tion 215 program. Director of National Intelligence 
James Clapper stated that “in terms of both direct 
compromises that have been made and conscious 
decisions we’ve made to throttle back—the damag-
ing impact they’ve had in terms of foreign relation-
ships, not to mention domestic partnerships.… you 
overlay that with the budget cuts we’ve incurred—
three solid years of cutting intelligence—and the 
bottom line is…accepting more risk.”121 Such reali-
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ties paint a picture of grave concern for how well the 
american intelligence community can continue to 
provide political decision makers, the military, and 
law enforcement communities with the information 
needed to prevent terror attacks on u.S. soil.

Travel. Intelligence is what allows the FBI, the 
nation’s primary domestic counter-terrorism orga-
nization, to investigate individuals whom it sus-
pects of seeking to travel abroad to fight for a radical 
Islamist group or engage in terrorism here at home. 
The intelligence community provides a wide array 
of information that makes its way into one of several 
u.S. databases. The Terrorist Identities Datamart 
Environment (TIDE) “is the u.S. Government’s cen-
tral repository of information on international ter-
rorist identities.”122 The FBI combines information 
from TIDE with its intelligence on domestic terror-
ism to compile the Terrorists Screening Database 
(TSDB), the central u.S. terrorism watch list that is 
then used to populate other sub-databases and watch 
lists that are used to prevent travel, or to at least 
notify authorities when an individual is travelling. 
For example, the Transportation Security adminis-
tration’s Secure Flight and No Fly and Selectee Lists, 
and the Customs and Border Protection’s TECS and 
advance Passenger Information System, as well as 
other systems, derive their information from the 
TSDB and are used to prevent suspicious individuals 
from boarding flights, require additional screening, 
and alert officials to the attempted travel.123

The VWP, which allows travelers from 38 trusted 
nations to visit the u.S. without a visa for up to 90 days, 
is part of the solution. To join the VWP, member coun-
tries must share additional intelligence on known and 
suspected terrorists, serious criminals, and lost and 
stolen passports, which improves the u.S.’s ability to 
stop terrorist travel. The VWP also screens applicants 
through various government databases and watch 
lists, which, when combined with other programs 
mentioned above, ensures that individuals coming 
to the u.S. do not pose a threat. While Congress is 
worried that European citizens who became foreign 
fighters in Syria may abuse the VWP to attack the u.S., 
the reality is that the u.S. gains valuable intelligence 
through the VWP process that it otherwise may not 
receive. Indeed, the u.S. should consider judiciously 
expanding the VWP to other trusted countries, such 
as Poland, as that will improve u.S. intelligence and 
allow Washington to focus finite consular resources 
on higher-risk countries and individuals.124

ultimately, the failure to identify foreign fight-
ers and self-radicalized terrorists springs from the 
lack of intelligence linking the individual to a violent, 
Islamist ideology. While improvements in the traveler 
screening systems could certainly be made to better 
detect and prevent prospective foreign fighters from 
travelling, the reality is that many succeed in making 
it to the Middle East because the u.S. does not have 
sufficient, actionable intelligence to justify preventing 
an individual from travelling. The House Committee 
on Homeland Security estimated that only about 15 
percent of foreign fighters from the u.S. are stopped 
from reaching the conflict zone by u.S. law enforce-
ment. Without credible intelligence of an individual’s 
radicalization and signs of planning to act on that radi-
cal ideology, a flight to or through Turkey for vacation 
is often indistinguishable from a trip to join ISIS.

Countering Violent Extremism. as a supple-
ment to intelligence and traditional counterterror-
ism tools, Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) 
programs are aimed at preventing and reversing 
the radicalization of individuals to violent ideolo-
gies. CVE efforts must be driven primarily by local 
governments, the private sector, and civil society in 
order to address the specific local circumstances and 
environment, to be viewed as authentic and authori-
tative, and to be correctly focused. Only local part-
ners can know what their community needs and how 
to correctly prevent radicalizing individuals from 
acting on a radical ideology. For example, a univer-
sity of Southern California study prepared for the 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) on CVE 
efforts in Minneapolis–St. Paul challenged com-
mon assumptions. Those who were recruited to join 
al-Shabaab from the Somali community were not 
necessarily poor or unsuccessful. Moreover, recruit-
ment in this community, though supported by social 
media, depended largely on face-to-face interaction. 
Such unique features can only be noted by each local 
community and are key to successful CVE programs.

Currently, the u.S. has a CVE strategy, Empower-
ing Local Partners to Prevent Violent Extremism in 
the united States, which wisely identified local law 
enforcement and community organizations as key 
to stopping radicalization.125 In December 2011, the 
White House followed up with its plan to implement 
that strategy, assigning responsibilities to a variety 
of federal agencies, with DHS leading or collaborat-
ing with others to reach most objectives, but also 
assigning many tasks to the FBI and the Depart-
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ment of Justice.126 However, this strategy has fallen 
short, lacking meaningful attention and resources.

Policy Recommendations
Rolling back—and defeating—ISIS requires a 

global approach in which the u.S. leads a multi-
pronged, multi-nation effort that seeks to deny ISIS 
the ability to hold territory; disrupts its recruitment 
of foreign fighters; and counters its destructive ide-
ology. The u.S. must:

Deny Territorial Gains. One part of the solu-
tion must be military. The Islamic State derives 
much of its cachet and legitimacy from its success. 
The group’s glossy magazine, Dabiq, frequently 
trumpets ISIS victories as a sign of allah’s favor, and 
even has a recurring feature titled, “In the Words of 
the Enemy,” which consists of quotations by senior 
Western officials lamenting ISIS gains. Driving ISIS 
from its conquered territories will undermine the 
group’s legitimacy in the eyes of aspiring jihadists, 
thereby hurting its ability to recruit.

Continue to Focus on High-Value Targets 
(HVT). ISIS is stocked with experienced and ruth-
less military leaders, who must continue to be target-
ed via drone strikes (providing there are no ground 
forces capable of carrying out the attack). Bagh-
dadi is a clear high-priority target. However, drone 
strikes alone will not achieve victory over ISIS. They 
must be accompanied by a political, military, and 
ideological plan for resolving the Syria/Iraq crisis.

Shut Down the Foreign Fighter Pipeline. The 
key to shutting down the flow of foreign fighters is 
intelligence. The u.S. and its allies must work togeth-
er to identify those individuals who intend to act on 
the violent Islamist ideology. This requires hard intel-
ligence work and even closer coordination between 
countries to identify suspicious travel. This includes 
pushing allies to take greater intelligence and security 
measures that reflect the global nature of the threat. 
The u.S. should make greater use of state and local law 
enforcement, both as intelligence sources and as intel-
ligence users. When debating intelligence funding and 
resources, Congress should consider the critical role 
that intelligence plays in thwarting terrorist activity.

Counter Islamist Ideology. The other impor-
tant task is to defeat the ideology of Islamist extrem-
ism. Only Muslims have the knowledge and cred-
ibility within their communities to lead this fight. 
Morocco’s program of training foreign imams in 
the country’s Maliki school of Islam has potential, 

though the country’s continuing radicalization prob-
lem shows there is still a long way to go. Egypt has 
made the most high-profile attempt to fight extrem-
ist ideology. In response to calls for reform by Egyp-
tian President abdel Fattah el-Sisi, Egypt’s Ministry 
of Education is removing radical texts from the cur-
riculum of the network of schools it operates, includ-
ing al-azhar university, perhaps the Muslim world’s 
most respected center of learning.127

yet censorship is a simplistic and likely counter-
productive approach, as scholars have pointed out.128 
One of ISIS’s central conceits is that it is the only 
practitioner of unadulterated Islam. To illustrate its 
purity, the group applies a literalist interpretation of, 
or unearths obscure injunctions from, Islamic texts, 
and fastidiously and ostentatiously implements 
them. Censoring problematic texts is only another 
opportunity for ISIS to highlight and apply them, 
as it has done in stomach-churning fashion with 
texts that support slavery, thereby bolstering one 
of its primary claims to legitimacy. It would be bet-
ter to present these texts and then teach a moderate 
interpretation of them, similar to how some leading 
Islamic scholars have debunked ISIS’s theological 
claims point by point.129

Nor is it likely that state-led reform efforts will 
work. The ideological battle revolves around con-
vincing Muslims of which interpretation of Islam is 
correct, and anything that suggests that reforms are 
driven by something other than the search for Islamic 
truth will delegitimize them. Government-led efforts 
can too easily be dismissed as politically motivat-
ed. associating the reform movement with leaders 
like Sisi, whose increasingly authoritarian regime 
has brutalized many Egyptians, similarly taints the 
reform process. It would be far better to quietly, and 
with extreme care, support an organic reform move-
ment that is recognized as a good-faith effort to eluci-
date moderate interpretations of Islamic texts.

an important way of undermining ISIS credibili-
ty and ideology is to amplify the stories of ISIS defec-
tors. Most of the defectors have complained about 
the brutality that ISIS uses against fellow Sunnis, 
or have expressed their disillusionment with the 
factional infighting among the different extrem-
ist groups and the ISIS leadership’s obsession with 
weeding out spies and traitors. While those who 
fought for ISIS should face the legal consequences, 
they should also be encouraged to tell their stories of 
disappointment and disillusionment.

https://azelin.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/islamic-state-e2809cdc481biq-magazine-2e280b3.pdf
https://azelin.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/islamic-state-e2809cdc481biq-magazine-2e280b3.pdf
http://www.forbes.com/sites/abdelmalekalaoui/2015/03/31/why-morocco-wants-to-become-a-major-islamic-training-hub/
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/05/31/us-egypt-islam-azhar-special-report-idUSKBN0OG07T20150531
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/14/world/middleeast/isis-enshrines-a-theology-of-rape.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/14/world/middleeast/isis-enshrines-a-theology-of-rape.html


17

SPECIAL REPORT | NO. 180
JaNuaRy 6, 2016

 

Approaches in Specific Regions
The Middle East

 n Expand military action against ISIS. The 
White House should end its timidity and micro-
managing of the war against ISIS and allow the 
Pentagon to mount a more robust military cam-
paign, with much more intensive air strikes, 
expanded deployments of special operations forc-
es, and the deployment of u.S. advisers embedded 
with the Iraqi army, Kurdish militias, and Sunni 
arab militias operating much closer to the battle-
front. The sooner the Islamic State’s control of 
territory is destroyed, the more its ideology is dis-
credited and the sooner the flow of foreign fight-
ers can be reduced. NaTO allies may be willing to 
increase their military efforts due to the Novem-
ber 2015 Paris terrorist attacks—but that will not 
happen without u.S. leadership.

 n Stem flow of fighters into Syria and Iraq. 
Washington needs to do a better job of cutting 
off the flow of foreign fighters by working closely 
with u.S. allies, especially Turkey, Jordan, Leba-
non, and NaTO members. The u.S. should help 
Turkey increase the security of its border with 
Syria, especially the areas controlled by the 
Islamic State. The u.S. should promote great-
er intelligence sharing on the Islamic State, its 
recruitment activities, and the movement of new 
recruits to Iraq and Syria. In particular, West-
ern, arab, and Turkish intelligence agencies that 
have infiltrated the group with their own spies 
should share information useful for disrupting 
the recruitment, mobilization, and training of 
potential ISIS militants.

 n Press Saudi Arabia to stop exporting Salaf-
ist ideology. The Saudi religious establishment 
promotes a Wahhabi Islamic doctrine that incul-
cates hatred of other religious groups, including 
Christians, Jews, and non-Sunni Islamic sects. 
This intolerant Sunni chauvinism leaves young 
Saudis open to the hostile ideological propaganda 
disseminated by ISIS and al-Qaeda. Saudi ara-
bia and other arab Gulf states also need to do 
more to halt the funding of ISIS and al-Qaeda by 
Islamic charities and Islamist networks in their 
own countries.

 n Encourage emergence of more inclusive gov-
ernments in Syria and Iraq. ISIS flourished by 
tapping in to the fears of Sunni arabs repressed 
by predominantly non-Sunni regimes in Damas-
cus and Baghdad. Many Sunni Syrians and Iraqis 
were not attracted to the harsh Islamist ideology 
promulgated by ISIS, but supported it as a lesser 
evil, compared to the alawite-dominated regime 
in Damascus or the Shiite-dominated regime 
in Baghdad. The u.S. and its allies need to press 
for the departure of Bashar al-assad from Syria 
and the replacement of his regime with a coali-
tion government that reflects the interests of all 
Syrians. Washington also needs to increase pres-
sure on the Iraqi government to reach out to Iraqi 
Sunni arabs and Kurds, offer them greater auton-
omy and guarantee them a fair share of Iraq’s oil 
wealth. Only then will they be willing to fight in a 
united front against ISIS.

Europe

 n Increase intelligence sharing. The u.S. and the 
u.K. have one of the closest intelligence-sharing 
arrangements in the world. The u.S. also closely 
shares intelligence with the other members of 
NaTO. However, many countries in the Balkans, 
South Caucasus, and Nordic region play a role in 
countering foreign fighter recruitment and tran-
sit but are not in NaTO. The u.S. must ensure 
that information-sharing and intelligence-shar-
ing arrangements are in place with these non-
NaTO countries.

 n Press Europeans to share the military bur-
den. France has carried out airstrikes against 
ISIS in Syria; and following a recent vote in the 
House of Commons, america’s closest ally, the 
united Kingdom, has also now done so. (The 
u.K.’s previous military strategy of only bomb-
ing ISIS targets in Iraq made little sense, espe-
cially considering that ISIS’s center of gravity is 
in Raqqa, Syria). The u.K. must now encourage 
other European nations to provide greater assis-
tance in the military response to ISIS—including 
attacking its territory in Syria.

 n Strengthen and expand the Visa Waiver Pro-
gram. The VWP is a valuable tool supporting u.S. 
national security. Before joining the VWP, u.S. 
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allies and partners must first meet strict secu-
rity and immigration requirements. The VWP 
allows residents of member countries to visit the 
u.S. without a visa for up to 90 days in exchange 
for security-cooperation and information-sharing 
arrangements and reciprocal travel privileges for 
u.S. residents. under the VWP, countries share 
more information with the u.S. and increase their 
airport security for flights departing for american 
destinations. Congress and the administration 
should continually seek to improve and oversee the 
information-sharing relationships that the u.S. has 
with other countries through the VWP to ensure 
that the u.S. receives as much relevant informa-
tion as possible. Given the many benefits of the 
VWP, the u.S. should examine how to judiciously 
increase VWP membership to allies like Poland.

 n Address assimilation problems. Prime Minis-
ter Cameron’s recent announcement of new plans 
to counter extremism are welcome and should be 
implemented. Other European countries also need 
to address issues of assimilation and integration.

Africa

 n Expand support for democracy. Democra-
cies are not immune to radicalization, but the 
ability to freely exercise one’s rights can amelio-
rate an environment conducive to radicalization. 
The united States has recently de-emphasized 
democracy promotion in the Middle East and 
North africa.130 It should reverse course and rein-
vigorate its commitment to fostering freer soci-
eties with a particular focus on buttressing civil 
society—critical to a thriving democracy—that is 
often seen as a threat in the more authoritarian 
countries of North africa.

 n Increase regional cooperation. ISIS recruit-
ment in North africa is a regional problem requir-
ing a regional response. Terrorists can too eas-
ily slip across the porous borders in the Maghreb, 
and the region is so vast that only by cooperating 
can countries hope to begin disrupting the for-
eign fighter pipeline. The relationship that Tuni-
sia and algeria have developed around border 
security is a good model for the entire region,131 
but will require Morocco and algeria, in particu-
lar, to patch up their contentious relationship.

 n Address the Libya crisis. The ongoing dismem-
berment of Libya is destabilizing North africa, 
the Middle East, and areas beyond. There are now 
thousands of ISIS fighters carving out a strong-
hold in the country. ISIS is also using its Libyan 
bases to train foreign fighters who then travel to 
Syria.132 The united States should rally concerned 
European countries, and allies in africa and the 
Middle East, to create a strategy for bringing a 
measure of stability to Libya if it wishes to curb 
the foreign fighter phenomenon.

South Asia

 n Exploit the rivalry between al-Qaeda and ISIS. 
With 9,800 u.S. troops still deployed in afghani-
stan, where the al-Qaeda-supported Taliban and 
ISIS have fought pitched battles against each 
other, the u.S. is well-placed to exploit the rivalry 
between the two organizations. The u.S. can also 
work closely with Pakistan to jointly counter ISIS 
in the region. although Pakistan has been unreli-
able when it comes to fighting Islamist groups that 
help it deny India regional influence, the Pakistan-
is are almost certainly worried about ISIS gaining 
ground in the region. al-Qaeda currently holds 
ideological sway with most Pakistan-based ter-
rorist groups, but ISIS’s powerful narrative could 
potentially take hold in the future, posing an exis-
tential threat to Pakistan.

 n Emphasize communal harmony in India. The 
Muslim minority community in India regular-
ly participates in elections and freely practices 
Islam under the protection of a secular constitu-
tion that respects the rights of religious minori-
ties. Recent incidents of communal violence and 
a general sense that the current Bharatiya Janata 
Party government led by Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi is pushing a Hindu-centric agenda, 
however, are causing unease among pockets of 
India’s Muslim population. Restoring commu-
nal harmony and acknowledging the important 
contributions of Islam in India’s history will help 
deny ISIS fertile recruiting ground.

 n Pay more attention to Bangladesh. ISIS’s 
claims of responsibility for the recent assassina-
tions of two international aid workers and the 
bombing of a procession commemorating the 
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Shia holiday of ashura have raised concern that 
ISIS may be gaining ground in the third-largest 
Muslim-majority nation. The u.S. must support 
the Bangladeshi authorities in dealing with the 
potential ISIS threat and insist on fully transpar-
ent and joint investigations of recent attacks to 
determine any potential global linkages. Wash-
ington must also take a more assertive role in 
encouraging political dialogue between the rul-
ing party and opposition since the current polit-
ical deadlock is opening the door for Islamist 
extremists to gain more recruits and influence.

Western Pacific Region

 n Help Indonesia to improve its National Coun-
ter-Terrorism Agency (BNPT). as detailed by 
australian National university scholar Dr. Greg 
Fealy in his report for the u.S. agency for Inter-
national Development (uSaID), “Indonesian and 
Malaysian Support for the Islamic State,” the 
BNPT has been “disappointing.” The u.S. could 
help “lift the quality of its work” by helping with 

“analysis of terrorist ideological and organiza-
tion trends, better prison de-radicalization pro-
grams…and more sophisticated anti-terrorism 
campaigns.”133

 n Promote religious liberty more vigorously in 
Indonesia and Malaysia. The above referenced 
report to uSaID also cites the widely document-
ed slide in religious tolerance in both countries 
over many years. Religious intolerance is fertile 
ground for extremism. Greater extremism means 
a larger pool for foreign fighter recruits.

 n Support liberty-minded networks. The 
administration and Congress should support 
counter-extremism programs by building and 
strengthening liberty-minded Muslim networks, 
media, and school curriculums, like those of the 
LibForall Foundation, that are working actively 
to attack Islamism at its ideological roots.134

 n Plan for success in Syria and Iraq. The next 
iteration of the foreign fighter problem in the 
region will be a product of defeating ISIS in 
Syria and Iraq. The fighters there now, particu-
larly those committed to building and defending 
the Islamic State, will be heading home once the 
organization is defeated in the Middle East. Like 
returnees from afghanistan in the 1990s, the 
problem these trained terrorists present to all 
concerned in the region will have lasting impact. 
Governments should expand current intelligence 
and law enforcement cooperation now, with an 
eye to preventing this development.

Conclusion
The u.S. must lead a multi-pronged global effort 

to defeat ISIS. This will necessarily involve deny-
ing ISIS territory, disrupting its recruitment efforts, 
and uprooting its destructive ideology through care-
fully tailored regional strategies carried out with 
local partners. Without u.S. leadership in the fight, 
ISIS will continue to make territorial gains through-
out the Middle East, africa, and South asia—raising 
the specter of terrorist attacks across the globe.
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Endnotes:
1. “Presence” in a country is defined as ISIS holding territory; local groups having either pledged allegiance or actively cooperated with ISIS; or 
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