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Special Focus ISIS’s use of WMDs 

US targets ISIS chemical weapons capability
Dubai

T 

he US military has started 
carrying out air strikes 
near Mosul, Iraq, targeting 
Islamic State (ISIS) chemi-
cal weapons production 

facilities. The US military operation 
followed the capture last month of 
Sleiman Daoud al-Afari, said to be a 
leading figure in the terror group’s 
chemical and conventional weap-
ons manufacturing programme.

The Pentagon has said the latest 
strikes against ISIS have degraded 
but not completely eliminated the 
group’s chemical weapons produc-
tion capabilities. ISIS followed up 
the US strikes by launching new 
attacks with chemical agents in 
Kirkuk and the nearby town of Taza 
currently under the control of Turk-
men Shia paramilitaries.

ISIS has been known to have pos-
sessed and used chemical weapons 
for some time. Sulphur mustard 
shells were used by ISIS against 
Kurdish forces last summer. In Sep-
tember 2015, American intelligence 
officials publicly confirmed their 
knowledge of ISIS using chemical 
weapons in Syria and Iraq.

The CIA previously disclosed that 
the group has the capability to make 
small quantities of chlorine and 
mustard gas and US officials now 
say that Afari has provided crucial 
details about ISIS’s activities and 
how it has been packing artillery 
shells with powdered mustard gas.

The big question now is to what 
extent Afari’s capture will help un-
derstanding of the true extent and 
threat posed by ISIS’s chemical 
weapons capabilities. Afari is be-
lieved to have worked for the Mili-
tary Industrialisation Authority in 
Iraq under Saddam Hussein.

The United States has so far 
downplayed the importance of 
ISIS’s chemical weapons capability 
and has said it does not see it has a 
high-level threat given the limited 
production capacity and battlefield 
effectiveness of its weapons. In-
deed, ISIS has used both chemical 
agents in the past but has had to 
settle for more of a psychological 
impact than a military one. For now, 
experts believe that the powdered 
mustard gas being packed into ar-

tillery shells by ISIS lacks the high 
concentrations required to kill —   
but these shells can certainly impair 
and injure. Mustard gas can kill by 
causing blistering in the lungs and 
throat if inhaled in sufficient quan-
tities. Even against targets using 
gas masks it can soak through attire 
to produce severe blistering on the 
body.

Chlorine attacks can cause vic-
tims to choke to death. The gas 
reacts at high speed with water in 
the respiratory system to form hy-
drochloric acid, which then swells 
and eventually blocks lung tissues 
to cause suffocation.

In both cases, contaminated per-
sons and areas need to be sealed off 
and thoroughly cleansed as quickly 
as possible, but this is almost im-
possible today in Syria and Iraq 
where ISIS roams large swathes of 
territory it has captured or domi-
nates with relative ease. The situ-
ation also points to the lack of re-
gional capacity more widely to deal 
with emergencies where chemical 

agents have been used in attacks by 
terrorist outfits.

The use of chemical weapons by 
ISIS should not be discounted — the 
impact so far has indeed been pri-
marily psychological but even this 
is crucial since morale is critical in 
the sort of war of attrition ISIS is 
mounting. The psychological im-
pact of chemical attacks by ISIS 
has undermined morale among its 
opponents and the general civilian 
population at large.

The question turns now to under-
standing the extent of ISIS’s chemi-
cal weapons production arsenal and 
its existing stockpiles and what to 

do about them. In June 2014, ISIS 
captured Al Muthanna complex, 
96km north of Baghdad, which is 
believed to have been a storage site 
for hundreds of tons of sarin and 
mustard gas in the Saddam era.

It is unclear if there were still any 
agents stored at Al Muthanna but 
what is certain is that Ba’athists 
from the Saddam era, such as Afari, 
who were involved in its chemical 
weapons programmes, are alive and 
sharing their knowledge with ISIS 
today. There is also speculation that 
ISIS has managed to secure stock-
piles from Libya that were produced 
under the Qaddafi regime.

In large enough quantities, chem-
ical agents can have a terrifying 
and devastating impact. On March 
16, 1988, during the closing days of 
the Iran-Iraq war, one of the largest 
chemical weapons attack against a 
civilian-populated area was carried 
out on the Kurdish city of Halabja. 
According to some estimates the 
chemical attack there killed up to 
5,000 people, injured 10,000, and 

thousands more died of complica-
tions, diseases and birth defects in 
the years following the strike.

ISIS certainly possesses a ruth-
lessness to create another chemi-
cal attack of Halabja proportions 
if it had the capacity. Considering 
the huge psychological impact of 
chemical weapons and given the 
growing presence of ISIS’s affili-
ates outside of Syria and Iraq, there 
is also a question of how far and 
wide the group may have managed 
to distribute chemical agents to its 
fighters. This raises dangerous pros-
pects for many countries, especially 
those bordering Syria and Iraq such 
as Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey, and even Egypt, where ISIS 
is active in the Sinai.
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Members of the civil defence spray and clean areas in the town of Taza, on March 13th.

The CIA previously 
disclosed that the 
group has the 
capability to make 
small quantities of 
chlorine and 
mustard gas.
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ISIS cell planned biological attack in Morocco

Casablanca

I 

slamic State (ISIS) militants 
were considering using bio-
logical weapons in an attack on 
Morocco, authorities in Rabat 
said.

The Moroccan Interior Ministry 
disclosed that security services dis-
mantled a terrorist cell suspected 
of having links with the ISIS and 
was preparing “terrorist attacks on 
a large scale” in several Moroccan 
cities.

“Some of the seized substances 
are classified by international or-
ganisations that specialise in health 
issues as falling within the category 
of biological weapons, dangerous 
for their capacity to paralyse and 
destroy the nervous system and 
cause death,” the ministry said in a 
statement.

Security services, which have 
been hunting for jihadist groups, 
carried out searches in several lo-
cations in Morocco, investigations 
that led to the arrests of nine Mo-
roccans and a French convert to 
Islam.

Moroccan investigators said they 
found weapons, including four 
guns and four pistols, containers 
of toxic and lethal biological sub-
stances and “suspicious” tissues 
in a house in the coastal city of El 
Jadida, 60km south of Casablanca, 
where the leader of the suspected 
cell was captured February 18th.

Authorities said members of the 
cell sought to carry out a series of 
“separate and concurrent” terror-
ist attacks on “sensitive targets”, 
including hotels and public institu-
tions.

It would have been the first bio-
logical attack by a terrorist organi-
sation in an Arab country, indicat-
ing that ISIS is changing tactics.

“Members of the terrorist cell 
have not been trained, as usual, in 
camps in Syria or Iraq. These peo-
ple were trained on site in coordi-
nation with Daesh, which provided 
them with the necessary arms,” 
Abdelhak Khiame, director of the 
Central Bureau of Judicial Investi-
gations (BCIJ), said. “Daesh” is an 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

“It’s far from a terrorist cell, it is a 
real armed commando,” he added.

The investigation revealed that 
the suspected terrorists, who were 
active in El Jadida, Essaouira, Me-
knes and Sidi Kacem, planned to 
establish a training camp after the 
attack.

“They were intended to go to 
Sehb El Harcha, a mountainous 
area about 20km from Tan-Tan to 
establish their activity out of sight,” 

said Khiame.
The leader of the terrorist cell 

was said to be a 35-year-old from 
Laayoune. The French citizen has 
been living in Morocco for almost a 
year. A 16-year-old was supposed to 
carry out a suicide car bomb attack 
in El Jadida.

Khiame stressed that “Morocco 
remains a prime target for various 
armed groups settled in the area, 
due to the country’s openness and 
the increased number of ISIS fight-
ers from the North African kingdom 

in Iraq and Syria”.
Moroccan secret services also ar-

rested a former French soldier once 
he landed March 6th at Fez Airport 
after flying from Nantes. The 34- 
year-old alleged jihadist, who is 
supposedly an explosives expert, 
served in the French military but 
was dismissed after his radicalisa-
tion.

He was under house arrest after 
last November’s attacks in Paris 
and subsequently was banned from 
leaving French territory. His lug-

gage was said to contain knives, 
military fatigues and a small gas 
cylinder. Searches by BCIJ agents 
at his home in Sefrou uncovered 
books on military and weapons 
training as well as religion, officials 
said.

Questions have been raised on 
how the suspect managed to fly 
from Nantes without being spotted 
by French security services.

BCIJ also dismantled on March 
7th a five-member cell linked to 
ISIS in Smara, Belfaa and Aït Amira 
regions in the province of Chtouka 
Aït Baha. According to a state-
ment from the Interior Ministry, 
cell members planned to join ISIS 
camps in Iraq and Syria but instead 
decided to join the jihadist organi-
sation in Libya.

The investigation revealed that 
the cell intended to declare jihad 
in Morocco and one of its members 
was making a bomb using a pres-
sure cooker.

Moroccan authorities have dis-
mantled 153 terrorist cells, includ-
ing 32 since the beginning of 2013, 
with close ties with jihadist groups 
operating in Iraq and Syria.

The kingdom has witnessed no 
extremist attack since the 2011 ter-
rorist attack on Argana Cafe in the 
main square of Jamaa El Fna in 
Marrakech, which killed 17 people 
and injured 25 others.
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A member of the Central Office of Criminal Investigation (BCIJ) 
shows, during a press conference by the BCIJ’s chief Abdelhak el-
Khiam, ammunition and weapons seized by Moroccan authorities 
as they carried out raids against a terrorist cell, in the capital 
Rabat, on February 19th.
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A 16-year-old was 
supposed to carry 
out a suicide car 
bomb attack in El 
Jadida.


