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The Russians, um, 
make that the Chechens are coming

A
mid depressing and 
worrying reports that 
the international 
community is not 
doing enough in the 
face of mounting 

threats from the Islamic State 
(ISIS), UN bodies claim that the 
word’s most frightening terror 
organisation has seen a dramatic 
and impressive swelling of the 
ranks as hundreds of foreign 
youths are enticed to join the 
ranks of the jihadists fighting to 
establish a caliphate in the Levant 
and beyond.

The United States says efforts 
are under way to stop foreign 
fighters from reaching Iraq or 
Syria, but whatever means have 
been undertaken fall short.

A brief walk through Istanbul’s 
Ataturk airport recently gave 
witness to scores of young men of 
military age and physique 
sporting Islamic-style beards 
using Istanbul as the transit point. 
Several factors, including lan-
guage and accents, pointed to 
them being Chechens and others 
were also clearly not from 
northern and central Africa.

So worried are international 
governments that the UN Security 
Council meeting May 29th 
included interior ministers for the 
first time after a UN study showed 
a rise in the number of foreign 
terrorist fighters worldwide.

The study showed a 71% 
increase in the number of foreign 

fighters joining the jihad 
from mid 2014 through 
March 2015. Samantha 
Power, the US ambassador 
to the United Nations, 
says the rate of flow is 
higher than it has ever 
been and is mainly 
focused on movement 
into Syria and Iraq, with a 
growing problem evident 

in Libya.
Around 25,000 foreign fighters 

from more than 100 countries have 
joined the ranks of local armed 
groups, according to the report.

The Security Council adopted a 
resolution in September 2014 that 
called on governments to make it 
a serious crime for their nationals 
to enlist in such groups as fight-
ers.

Oblivious to international 
attempts to prevent them from 
reaching their intended destina-
tions, large numbers of foreign 
fighters travelled from Tunisia, 
Morocco, France and Russia. The 
United Nations says new trails of 
jihadists have been noted from 
the Maldives, Finland and 
Trinidad and Tobago, as well as 
sub-Saharan African countries.

Arguably, more than 160 raids 
by US military planes and more 
sorties by a coalition of countries, 
including Saudi Arabia, the United 

Arab Emirates and Jordan, 
friendly to the United States, 
rather than weaken or defeat ISIS, 
instead apparently has empow-
ered it to make new gains, as 
demonstrated with the capture of 
the historic city of Palmyra in 
Syria and the civilian airport in 
Libya.

It is crystal clear that an innova-
tive strategy will be needed to 
address the mounting threat. 
Western intelligence agencies 
report that returning Islamist 
combatants pose a real threat to 
the security of Western Europe.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said Russia’s greatest 
threat comes from Chechens who 
have been joining the ranks of ISIS 
by the hundreds. He warned that 

fighters returning from the Syrian 
and Iraqi fronts could start a third 
Chechen war.

Turkey could perhaps take the 
initiative by monitoring more 
closely who transits its airports 
and territory to gain access to 
ISIS-controlled areas with which it 
shares a border. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan supports, 
to some degree, the Islamists, yet 
he must be under no illusion that, 
given the very nature and man-
date of the Islamists, it remains a 
matter of time before ISIS turns its 
attention to Turkey as well.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
section editor of The Arab Weekly. 
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Claudesalhani.
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United States lags in propaganda 
war against ISIS

I
n the war against Islamic 
extremists, fighting their 
ideology is as important as 
fighting them with bullets, 
bombs and special forces’ 
raids.

Or, to cite the official US view, 
“Lasting victories over terrorism 
and the violent extremist ideolo-
gies that underpin it are not found 
on the battlefield but rather in 
mindsets.” So says a US State 
Department fact sheet on the 
need for a counteroffensive 
against an Islamic State (ISIS) 
propaganda machine that makes 
skilful use of social media and 
produces up to 90,000 tweets and 
other online messages a day in 
Arabic and English.

As often happens in Washing-
ton, there is a gap 
between words and deeds 
— America’s “counter-
messaging” efforts have 
been stymied by miserly 
funding and bureaucratic 
wrangling. The small State 
Department unit set up in 
2010 to blunt extremist 
propaganda operates on a 
budget of $5 million-$6 

million a year. That is roughly the 
price of a missile-laden Predator 
drone, US President Barack 
Obama’s favourite weapon in the 
shooting war.

How the team charged with the 
counter-messaging campaign 
views its success or failure was 

highlighted recently in a memo, 
leaked to the New York Times, by 
Richard Stengel, a former manag-
ing editor of Time magazine who 
became under-secretary of state 
for public diplomacy in 2014. The 
departments he oversees include 
the Center for Strategic Counter-
terrorism Communications 
(CSCC).

“When it comes to the external 
message, our narrative is being 
trumped by ISIL’s,” Stengel wrote 
to Secretary of State John Kerry, 
using the administration’s 
acronym for ISIS. “We are reactive 
— we think about ‘counter-narra-
tive’ not ‘our narrative.’”

Stengel wrote the bluntly 
worded memo after a working-
group meeting with officials from 
Britain, the United Arab Emirates 
and the United States charged 
with countering extremist 
propaganda. “The UAE is reticent, 
the Brits are overeager and the 
working group structure is 
confusing,” the memo said. One 
way to sharpen the anti-ISIS 
message would be to create a 
multinational communications 
hub in the Middle East, it sug-
gested.

How long would it take to set 
this up and how many nations 
would it include? Not yet clear.

What is clear is that ISIS has 
been successful in attracting 
recruits from all over the world to 
its violent cause. Estimates vary 

but most experts agree there are 
more foreign fighters in the ranks 
of extremist groups, chiefly ISIS, 
than there were in the fight 
against the Soviets in Afghani-
stan.

What makes ISIS propaganda so 
effective, experts say, is an 
unprecedented mix of media. 
Apart from the grisly beheading 
videos that shock most people but 
attract the violent fringe, there 
are video games, rap music and, 
lately, documentaries focusing on 
health care and social pro-
grammes in areas under ISIS 
control.

“This is sophisticated. It is 
Madison Avenue meets documen-
tary film-making meets news 
channel with sensibility and 
marketing value,” Scott Talan, a 
social media professor at Ameri-
can University in Washington, 
told ABC News.

ISIS is speaking to young people 
on edge in a language they 
understand — video, imagery and 
music.

The US counter-message has 
varied in tone since September 11, 

2001. The earliest effort, in 
response to claims that the United 
States was waging war on Mus-
lims, featured Muslims living 
contented lives in the United 
States. Critics mocked it as “the 
happy Muslim” campaign. Then 
there was a film produced by 
Disney entitled Portraits of 
America and shown in airports.

At one point last year, CSCC 
engaged in a tit-for-tat Twitter 
war with ISIS, responding to its 
tweets rapidly in blunt and often 
sarcastic language. One video that 
went viral, with more than 
800,000 views on YouTube, was 
called Welcome to ISIS Land and 
uses the group’s own stomach-
turning images of beheadings and 
executions to mock the notion 
that new recruits would fight a 
worthy cause in defence of Islam.

The video angered ISIS, judging 
from a storm of tweets, but it also 
irritated senior US officials who 
thought it unseemly that a 
government unit would adopt the 
enemy’s communications style. 
The veteran diplomat who 
masterminded Welcome to ISIS 
Land, Alberto Fernandez, lost his 
job.
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Chechen would-be fighter on trial in Austria.


