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US gunning for mysterious Khorasan group

Beirut

I 

n recent months, the Ameri-
cans have launched repeated 
air strikes against a shadowy 
organisation they call the 
Khorasan group, expending 

large numbers of precision-guided 
bombs and missiles on targets in 
Syria’s Idlib province close to the 
Turkish border.

The shadowy group seemed to 
emerge from nowhere. No one 
had heard of such a group until 
the Americans said they detected 
it in 2014. The group is believed to 
consist of several dozen veteran 
al-Qaeda operatives from the Arab 
world, Afghanistan, Pakistan and 
Chechnya who are embedded with 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing, al-Nusra 
Front, but take no part in battles 
with the beleaguered Syrian re-
gime or rival rebel groups.

The suggestion this group was 
formed sometime in 2013 to spe-
cifically target the West aroused 
speculation that it was a US fiction 
through which Washington sought 
to justify its controversial drone 
strikes and expand the war against 
jihadists. Fighters in Syria said they 
had never heard of the group.

But US intelligence officials say 
these hardened jihadists, all ex-
perts in recruiting and training op-
eratives, financing, planning and 
running covert operations, were 
dispatched to Syria by al-Qaeda 
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri, not to 
join the struggle against President 
Bashar Assad’s regime but to “de-
velop external attacks, construct 
and test improvised explosive de-

vices and recruit Westerners to 
conduct operations”, as one source 
put it.

Despite several waves of air 
strikes, only one Khorasan leader is 
known to have been killed. Muhsin 
al-Fadhli, aka Abu Asmaa al-Jaz-
rawi, died in a US drone strike on 
July 8th while travelling in north-
western Syria.

The Kuwaiti-born Fadhli, first 
targeted in September 2014, was a 
highly experienced operative and 
in 2012 US authorities put a $7 mil-
lion bounty on his head. He was 
one of the handful of al-Qaeda in-
siders who knew about the 9/11 at-
tacks in advance, US intelligence 
sources say.

In the first known attack on the 
group on September 22, 2014, a 
pre-dawn broadside of no less than 
47 Tomahawk cruise missiles fired 
from US warships was unleashed 
against Khorasan facilities west of 
Aleppo. Fifty fighters were report-
ed killed, but none of any note.

The Americans unleashed more 
attacks on November 5th around 
the Nusra-controlled town of Sar-
mada, where Fadhli would later be 
killed. 

There were further US raids on 
November 12th and 14th, and again 
March 8th near Aleppo.

It remains unclear what concrete 
intelligence the Americans have 
that led them to unleash copious 
amounts of high-tech weaponry 
against this group of jihadist heav-
yweights.

US Army Lieutenant-General 
William Mayville, director of op-
erations for the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, told a Pentagon briefing on 
September 2, 2014, that the attacks 
thwarted, or interrupted, “immi-
nent attacks” on Western targets 
and “potentially the US heartland”. 
But at no point have US officials 
provided any clues about these in-
tended targets.

The Islamic State (ISIS) is not 
seen as a major threat to the United 
States at this time since it appears 

to be concentrating on consolidat-
ing its grip on its vast conquests in 
Syria and Iraq and establishing the 
Islamic caliphate it proclaimed in 
June 2014.

ISIS’s conquests have allowed it 
to eclipse al-Qaeda as the stand-
ard-bearer of militant Islam and 
one way that al-Qaeda Central 
might make up the ground it has 
lost would be to pull off a spectac-
ular attack on the United States or 
Western Europe.

It is not generally recognised 
that the carnage of 9/11 was the 
high-water mark of jihadist terror-
ism, although it may have been in-
tended as the opening shot in a se-
ries of a mass-casualty onslaughts 
against Western civilisation.

Al-Qaeda’s inability to replicate 
9/11, mainly because of impressive 
intelligence-gathering by the Unit-
ed States and its partners and the 
relentless US air strikes that have 
decimated its leadership, is seen as 
one of the reasons it has been over-
taken by ISIS.

US officials say they are particu-
larly concerned that the Khorasan 
group has been collaborating with 
Ibrahim al-Asiri, the master bomb-
maker of al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) based in Yemen. 

He’s considered extremely dan-
gerous because he thinks outside 
the box and has tried three times 
to blow up US aircraft using cloth-
ing laced with undetectable ex-
plosives or toner cartridge bombs. 

Fadhli had long been associated 
with Yemen’s jihadists.

The Americans fear the jihadists 
will develop highly sophisticated, 
non-metallic bombs, hard if not 
impossible to detect, to be carried 
aboard aircraft bound for the Unit-
ed States or Europe.

Some Western intelligence 
sources say that a sophisticated 
attack on the West, possibly the 
bombing of several airliners simul-
taneously as in the ill-fated Bojinka 
plot to blow up 11 US airliners over 
the Pacific in 1995, is beyond the 
capability of ISIS, whose fighters 
are more insurgents than terror-
ists trained to operate undercover 
in Western society. Al-Qaeda is an-
other matter.

Members of al-Qaeda’s al-Nusra Front standing at the entrance of a courthouse where an ISIS suicide 
bomb attack took place in the town of Salqin, in Idlib, Syria, on August 30, 2015.
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For the West, wishing that ISIS would just go away

H 

ow to confront the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
and what the fight 
against it has 
achieved are 
questions that 

have prompted almost as many 
answers as there are experts.

In the year and more since the 
movement’s fighters burst from 
its strongholds in Syria to seize 
much of north-western Iraq, 
analysts from the region and 
elsewhere have been trying to 
explain a phenomenon few of 
them foresaw.

Twelve months on from the 
height of the ISIS offensive, US 
blogger Joel Wing, who has been 
monitoring developments in Iraq 
since 2008, brought together ten 
analysts to attempt to answer the 
question: “How is the war against 
the Islamic State going?”

The exercise offers a range of 
views, from those who say ISIS is 
on the defensive to others who 
say the counter-attack against the 
jihadists has had minimal effect. 
Aron Lund, who edits the Syria in 
Crisis website published by the 
Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, acknowledges: “The 
short answer to questions like 

these should, of course, always 
be, ‘I have no idea.’”

He nevertheless offers the 
tentative view that, despite the 
challenges facing ISIS in areas it 
controls, “unless challenged 
decisively on their own turf and 
by Sunni rivals, they can prob-
ably remain indefinitely in many 
Sunni parts of Iraq”.

Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi of the 
Middle East Forum think-tank in 
Washington is among those who 
discern a stalemate in the con-
flict. “Until one sees the will-
power and consensus for what it 
would actually take to ‘defeat/
destroy’ the Islamic State, the 
coalition should drop pretenses to 
realising such objectives,” he 
concludes.

Alex Mello, an Iraq security 
analyst, says Iraq’s military 
simply does not have the strength 
to undertake simultaneous, 
coordinated operations in several 
areas, so they end up “squeezing 
the balloon”. “Insurgents are 
cleared from one area only to pop 
up in another,” according to 
Mello.

Even the more optimistic 
analysts point to a lack of coordi-
nation and conflicting interests 
among ISIS’s enemies as barriers 
to a speedy victory and most 
agree that the process will be a 
long one.

In a separate analysis of the 
current state of play, John 
Jenkins, a former British ambas-
sador to Iraq, refers in a New 
Statesman article to an impres-
sive international debate about 
the nature of ISIS and the formula 
for defeating it. “Yet none of this 
flood of commentary… has had 
any impact on real-world policy 

responses — either regionally, 
from China, Russia or India, or 
from the West,” he laments.

Jenkins acknowledges that ISIS 
may not represent the same 
threat at the moment to the 
security of Western states as 
al-Qaeda did. “But doing nothing 
to stop it in its heartlands of Iraq 
and Syria corrodes the very 
notion of international order,” he 
said.

Significantly, few analysts spell 
out a role for international 
institutions such as the United 
Nations in the struggle against 
ISIS. Jenkins suggests somewhat 
wistfully that a new, unified and 
more committed anti-ISIS 
coalition would probably require 
a reshaped NATO and UN. “One 
can dream,” he adds.

The UN and its agencies have 
been at the forefront of tackling a 
crisis that has created millions of 
refugees. Its negotiators have 
worked overtime to find political 
settlements to conflicts through-
out the region. But the UN 
Security Council, mandated with 
the task of confronting threats to 
international peace and security 
— and that surely includes ISIS 
— has been characteristically 
ineffective.

A closed council meeting in 
August, involving mainly second-
ranking diplomats, expressed 
alarm at the continuing Syrian 
crisis and support for the UN 
envoy’s efforts to resolve it 
peacefully. The gathering lasted 
barely 20 minutes.

Security Council ineffective-
ness in the crisis is symbolic of 
the opposing interests that are 

blocking the international 
response. All five permanent 
members of the council are 
publicly committed to the 
collapse of ISIS but that commit-
ment has been trumped by 
divergent national interests.

The key split is over the future 
of the Bashar Assad regime in 
Syria, which the United States and 
its European partners want to see 
unseated but which Russia 
continues to support, including 
— according to recent reports — 
with military reinforcements in 
the form of fighter jets.

That means that progress at the 
United Nations proceeds, at best, 
by two steps forward and one 
back. In August, all members 
backed a resolution to appoint a 
panel to establish responsibility 
for chemical weapons attacks in 
the Syrian conflict. 

In September, however, the 
Russians held up the process by 
asking for “clarifications”, 
effectively shielding their Syrian 
allies from condemnation for the 
time being.

Given the impasse at the United 
Nations, most analysts might find 
it difficult to accept the recent 
assessment of Paulo Sergio 
Pinheiro, chairman of a UN 
Human Rights Council investiga-
tive panel on Syria, that ISIS “are 
desperate, because they’re losing 
ground”.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

Harvey Morris

View point
Even the 
more 
optimistic 
analysts 
point to 
a lack of 
coordination 
and 
conflicting 
interests 
among ISIS’s 
enemies

The key split is over the 
future of the Bashar Assad 
regime in Syria


