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n the same week that a head of 
the British security service MI5 
gave his first live interview, 
calling for greater surveil-
lance powers, an independent 

watchdog questioned the thrust of 
the government’s counterterrorism 
approach.

In an unprecedented interview 
with BBC Radio 4’s Today pro-
gramme on September 16th, MI5 
Director-General Andrew Parker 
warned that the terrorist threat to 
the United Kingdom is at its high-
est level in 30 years, largely thanks 
to the proliferation of internet tech-
nologies and the problems intelli-
gence agencies have in monitoring 
how terrorists use them.

He said police and intelligence 
agencies had foiled six terrorist 
plots over the past year. “That is the 
highest number I can recall in my 
32-year career, certainly the highest 
number since 9/11,” Parker said.

“It represents a threat which is 
continuing to grow, largely because 
of the situation in Syria and how 
that affects our security,” he added, 
calling for more up-to-date surveil-
lance powers.

“They [terrorists] are using se-
cure apps and internet communica-
tion to try to broadcast their mes-
sage and incite and direct terrorism 
amongst people who live here who 
are prepared to listen,” Parker said.

The United Kingdom’s terror 
threat level is listed as “severe”, 
which means an attack is highly 
likely.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron’s government has been 

pushing for enhanced surveil-
lance powers, dubbed a “snoopers’ 
charter”, something that had been 
blocked in the last parliament by 
government coalition partners the 
Liberal Democrats. But with the 
Conservative Party having won a 
majority parliament, analysts ex-
pect the government will push for 
much stronger counterterrorism 
laws, with Parker’s interview being 
the first salvo in what is expected to 
be a protracted battle.

“The government has made clear 
a new investigatory powers bill is 
expected soon and Andrew Parker 
and others are keen to make their 
case ahead of that,” said BBC Secu-
rity Correspondent Gordon Corera.

“Parker’s argument is that it’s get-
ting harder for his service to do its 
job.”

The new legislation, which could 
be introduced within weeks, would 
likely include powers that compel 
phone companies and internet pro-
viders to store customer calls logs 
and browsing history and give secu-
rity services access to it on request.

While Parker said the intelli-
gence agency needs more powers 
to screen the more than 3,000 do-
mestic Islamic extremists willing to 
conduct attacks on the United King-
dom, he also stressed that any new 
legislation would require greater 
transparency on the part of security 
and intelligence services.

Opponents of the Conservatives 
remain sceptical about the snoop-
ers’ charter, as do phone companies 
and internet providers, which are 
concerned about costs and the effect 
on customer trust, supporting the 
need for strong judicial oversight. 

Labour Party leader Jeremy Cor-
byn’s politics means that it is un-
likely that he will back a snoopers’ 
charter, while the Scottish National 
Party has talked about courting 
“libertarian” Tories who oppose 
enhanced surveillance plans.

“The fact that the head of MI5 
gave an interview at all shows that 
the return of a snoopers’ charter 
is far from a done deal. There is a 
growing realisation that the se-
curity services need to operate 
with clearer public consent,” said 
founder of the Open Intelligence 
Alliance Loz Kaye. Even those who 
agree that existing surveillance leg-
islation is not up to scratch have 
expressed concerns about the Con-
servative Party’s approach to coun-

terterrorism. Shami Chakrabarti, 
director of human rights group 
Liberty, acknowledged that the ex-
isting surveillance is “inadequate” 
but said that the government must 
not be allowed to seek a “blank 
cheque” for unlimited surveil-
lance.

At the same time that authorities 
are calling for more powers, other 
parts of the government’s coun-
terterrorism plan, in particular its 
counter-extremism efforts, are 
coming under fire.

The Cameron government has pi-
oneered a new approach, equating 
counter-extremism with counter-
terrorism, and is seeking to outlaw 
even non-violent forms of counter-
extremism. 

An independent watchdog look-
ing at the proposed counterter-
rorism laws said restrictions on 
freedom of speech could have a 
dangerous backlash. 

“If the wrong decisions are tak-
en, the new law risks provoking a 
backlash in affected communities, 
hardening perceptions of an il-
liberal or Islamophobic approach, 
alienating those whose integra-
tion into British society is already 
fragile and playing into the hands 
of those who, by peddling a griev-
ance agenda, seek to drive people 
further towards extremism and 
terrorism,” independent terror law 
reviewer David Anderson QC said 
in his annual report on terrorism 
legislation.
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n May, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin offered Iraq 
weapons to help the Baghdad 
government of Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi push back ji-

hadists of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
but it wasn’t just to rack up major 
arms sales in an effort to regain the 
influence Moscow exerted in the 
Middle East during the Cold War.

Moscow is heavily engaged in 
the Ukraine conflict and facing off 
against NATO in a new Cold War-
style confrontation.  But Putin is 
also worried about ISIS spreading 
its tentacles into Russia’s volatile 
Muslim republics and reigniting the 
ferocious Islamist wars that raged 
from 1994 to 2009 in the northern 
Caucasus.

There are an estimated 4,000 
Chechens and other Caucasian ji-
hadists fighting in Syria and Iraq 
— up to 2,000 of them with ISIS 
— and Moscow sees them as a po-
tentially grave threat. Chechen 
leaders “view the fighting in Syria 
as a great opportunity to train their 
fighters and use the combat experi-
ence back home”, observed Major-
General Wael Abdul Muttalib of the 
Cairo-based Regional Center for 
Strategic Studies.

For Moscow, control of the Cau-

casus, the southern tier of the 
Russian Federation, is a strategic 
imperative and the Kremlin has 
shown it’s prepared to mount mas-
sive counter-insurgency operations 
in which tens of thousands have 
perished in the last 20 years. It’s 
also waging a global assassination 
campaign hunting down Chechen 
jihadist leaders in Turkey and the 
Gulf region.

Russia maintains it has largely 
pacified Chechnya, centre of the 
jihadist-backed secessionist cam-
paign, and the neighbouring Mus-
lim-majority republics of Dagestan, 
Ingushetia and Kabardino-Balka-
ria. Indeed, Putin, the ambitious 
former KGB lieutenant colonel, 
rose to power largely because of 
the relentless and brutal campaign 
he waged to crush that long-run-
ning insurgency.

But separatist discontent con-
tinued to smoulder, and in 2007, 
Chechen rebel leader Dokka 
Umarov, who fought in the Chech-
en wars, declared the Imarat 
Kavkaz, or Islamic Cauca-
sus Emirate (ICE). He 
was its self-appointed 
emir until he was 
assassinated in Sep-
tember 2013 by Rus-
sian special forces, 
as most of 

his predecessors and, indeed, his 
successors, too, have been elimi-
nated.

The latest to die was Magomed 
Suleimanov, aka Abu Usman Gim-
rinsky. Moscow says he was killed 
with three aides in “a counterter-
rorism operation” in Dagestan in 
early August, just a few months af-
ter he took over. He was the third 
ICE emir to be slain by the Russians 
in just more than 18 months.

These assassinations have been 
a major coup for Putin but still the 

Chechens remained a thorn in his 
side. Putin’s alarm grew when the 
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
proclaimed an Islamic caliphate 
centred on Mosul in northern Iraq 
in June 2014. The ICE, a consoli-
dation of the region’s rebel forces, 
which has links to al-Qaeda and 
the international Salafist network, 
has since 2012 been extending its 
operations southward into Georgia 
and oil-rich Azerbaijan as well as 
the Russian heartland.

But as the constant loss of ICE 
leaders demonstrates, Putin is pil-
ing on the pressure, and this, coun-
terterrorism specialists say, is forc-
ing many jihadists to head for the 
Middle East, most of them to ISIS, 
drawn by its string of battlefield 
victories and the proclamation 
of the Islamic caliphate. Islamist 
sources in Moscow say 4,000 Tajiks 
and other Central Asian migrants 
have been recruited by Chechens 
with ISIS in the last couple of years.

Indeed, there have been sugges-
tions that Putin’s security services 
have done little to stop Islamists 
heading west. However, returning 

to the Caucasus may be more 
problematic, which gives the 

Chechens in Syria and Iraq 
a reason to fight for Bagh-
dadi’s caliphate.

The main Chechen 
contingent is Jaish al 

Muhajireen wal An-
sar (Army of the Emi-
grants and Partisans). 
It splintered in mid-
2014 after the ISIS ca-
liphate was declared 
and Baghdadi or-
dained himself supre-

mo of the world’s 2 billion Muslims.
One faction aligned with ISIS. 

It’s led by one of the ablest of the 
jihadist military commanders, a 
28-year-old red-bearded Chechen 
war veteran whose kunya, or nom 
de guerre, is Omar al-Shishani 
(Omar the Chechen). Born Tarkhan 
Batirashvili, he’s an ethnic Chechen 
from the Pankisi gorge, an Islamist 
stronghold in north-eastern Geor-
gia on the border with Chechnya. 
He served in an intelligence unit of 
the Georgian Army.

The other faction, identified 
as ICE’s Syrian branch, is led by a 
Chechen veteran who was once 
Omar al-Shishani’s second in com-
mand. His kunya, confusingly, is 
Salahuddin al-Shishani.

Omar al-Shishani is seen as one 
of the most dangerous jihadist 
commanders in the killing fields 
of Syria and Iraq. He was named 
commander of ISIS’s northern op-
erations in 2013 and led the blitz-
krieg offensive that stormed Mosul, 
Iraq’s second largest city, in June 
2014, routing an Iraq army force ten 
times its size.

According to Islamist websites, 
Shishani has vowed to return to 
Chechnya to unleash a new war 
against Putin’s regime.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.
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An undated TV image taken on January 23, 2015 from a propaganda video 
shows Russian Chechen jihadist Youssoup Nassoulkhanov making a 
statement in Syria.
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