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Opinion

T
he terrorist attacks in 
Brussels should serve 
as a message to the 
governments of 
Western Europe even 
more than the 

outrages in Paris last November 
to shake up their security 
services and get their houses in 
order.

The highly successful Saudi 
example of combating al-Qaeda 
and related extremists teaches 
many lessons that the Europeans 
desperately need to emulate.

First, that the March 22nd 
attacks targeted Brussels is 
of enormous importance: 
The terrorists humiliated the 
European Union and NATO in 
their host city. Multinational 
organisations cannot combat 
international terrorism effectively. 
Strong national governments 
working in close cooperation with 
each other are needed to do that.

Saudi Arabia’s experience, 
starting with the response to the 
Riyadh compound bombings 
in 2003, shows that given 
sufficient national will borders 
can be defended and terrorist 
organisations can be stopped in 

their tracks.
In the five years 

after the Riyadh 
compound attacks, as I 
document in my book 
The Politically Incorrect 
Guide to the Middle 
East (2008), to be 
appointed operational 
head of al-Qaeda in 
Arabia (AQIA) was a 

literal death sentence. The Saudi 
security forces routinely hunted 
down and killed about half a 
dozen such commanders in rapid 
succession. They proved that 

repeated decapitation of terrorist 
leaderships, combined with other 
efforts, can and does work.

Second, the Saudis showed 
exceptional skill in penetrating 
AQIA cells and, by using the 
intelligence gained and reacting 
quickly, were able to thwart 
attacks.

Third, national security 
services in the West need to 
learn to respect their opposite 
numbers far more in Muslim 
countries as well as elsewhere. 
All the talk about international 
cooperation is hollow hypocrisy if 
key officials involved are so filled 
with religious and racial prejudice 
against Saudis, Turks, Egyptians, 
Jordanians and even Russians 
that they do not respect the 

people sharing the information 
and fail to act on warnings.

We now know that Turkey’s 
security services had warned the 
Belgians about the perpetrators of 
the Brussels attacks but no action 
was taken.

Similarly, in the 2003-05 period, 
Saudi security services and 
diplomats repeatedly warned the 
British government of Tony Blair 
about the extremist preachers 
they were complacently allowing 
to operate before the 7/7 London 
attacks in 2005.

Also, the Russians wanted to 
extradite the Tsarnaev brothers 
from the United States but their 
request was shrugged off, leaving 
Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev 
free to perpetrate the Boston 

Marathon attack in 2013.
Fourth, Saudi Arabia has 

invested considerable resources in 
increasing its land border security 
forces and defences. The need 
for this was recognised when it 
became clear that US policies in 
Iraq following the 2003 invasion 
were generating increased chaos 
in that unfortunate country, 
giving jihadist groups a chance to 
establish themselves on a scale 
they had never managed before. 
We have since seen the same 
phenomenon in Syria and Iraq.

Fifth, and crucially, the Western 
European countries need to boost 
their efforts to absorb and work 
with the vast majority of Muslim 
immigrants in their countries.

US Democratic presidential 
candidate Hillary Clinton rightly 
pointed out in a speech in 
California on March 23rd, the day 
after the Brussels attacks, that 
the New York Police Department 
has 1,000 Muslim officers and 
that Muslim communities in 
Western countries when engaged 
constructively provide the first, 
best line of defence and early 
warning against terrorists.

This is a reality the British 
security services in particular 
have clearly recognised since the 
7/7 attacks nearly 11 years ago.

There is never going to be any 
perfect defence against terrorist 
attacks in any modern country but 
applying these five vital lessons 
from the Saudi example would 
help enormously.

Martin Sieff is the author of Cycles 
of Change, a study of US politics 
from Thomas Jefferson to Barack 
Obama, and Gathering Storm, 
both published in Amazon-Kindle 
e-book format, 2015.

Europe should study the Saudis’ example in fighting terror

The Saudis showed 
exceptional skill in 
penetrating AQIA 
cells.

Martin Sieff

T
he Islamic State (ISIS) 
is facing a number of 
serious defeats on 
multiple fronts. The 
last few weeks have 
been particularly 

taxing on the group’s short, 
tumultuous and violent history, it 
having lost territory and some of 
its top leadership.

On the military front, the group 
is said to have lost as much as 22% 
of its territory in what amounts to 
strategic defeats in both Syria and 
Iraq. Russian and US air support 
have contributed much towards 
weakening Islamist forces on the 
ground.

This loss of territory is going to 
hurt ISIS in more than one way. 
Loss of territory means loss of 
population that can be taxed. That 
translates to loss of revenue, which 
is badly needed to cover the costs 
of war. With the price of a barrel 
of oil at near record lows and ISIS 
forced to trade on the black market 
at nearly 50% below the official 
market price, there would be far 
less revenue at a crucial time in its 
existence.

Loss of population also means 
fewer people it can draft to fight 
for the group. One should not 
rule out the psychological effect 
defeats have on the movement 
and its recruiting powers overseas. 
As long as ISIS was expanding, 
claiming victory after victory, 
using its strong propaganda arm to 
help draft recruits in Europe and 

elsewhere, the Islamist group 
had no trouble attracting 
fighters. Now, with defeat 
following defeat, its recruiting 
power will surely begin to 
fade.

Additionally, until recently, 
ISIS used to count on support 
from Turkey through which 
recruits and supplies could 
reach its forces fighting 
Syria and Iraq. That, too, has 

changed. Turkey seems persuaded, 
perhaps through more European 
Union promises of membership, to 
cut off supply routes and prevent 

militants going to fight with ISIS in 
Syria or Iraq.

Given these new realities, the 
Islamists may find it the time for 
them to reflect on where they go 
from here. ISIS’s big mistake was 
precisely the one al-Qaeda wanted 
to avoid — that of attaching itself 
to a physical address where it can 
become vulnerable.

Going counter to the original 
group’s modus operandi, ISIS’s 
self-declared caliph established 
a physical state. Rather than 
transcending geographic territory 
and remaining a somewhat utopic 
state as al-Qaeda’s founder Osama 
bin Laden had done.

When the United States invaded 
Afghanistan, al-Qaeda was able to 
move on. ISIS’s mistake was to give 
itself a physical territory where 
it could be confronted and quite 
possibly defeated.

So where to go from here and 

how to go about doing it?
There are no doubt dozens of 

sleeper agents have infiltrated 
European countries and are 
waiting for the right moment to 
strike, as they have done in Paris 
and Brussels.

The challenge facing the radical 
Islamists today is whether to stay 
and continue the fight in Syria and 
Iraq, given that their chances of 
victory are dimming by the day, or 
change directions and strategy and 
focus on striking at Europe.

The great challenge facing 
Europeans is how to secure 
the European Union, an entity 
established on the basis of 
democratic ideas, the free 
movement of people and freight in 
an open society with open borders 
and free travel for its residents and 
citizens.

But with the current threats 
of terrorist attacks, it becomes 

very difficult to reconcile the two 
philosophies — one of openness 
and freedom of movement but 
another of insecurity in the face of 
ruthless killers.

It seems the European Union is 
trapped in a “damned if you do, 
damned if you don’t” situation. 
Securing the union to become 
somewhat of a police state is going 
counter to the ideas of what the EU 
founding fathers had in mind.

Blueprints of the European 
Union were imagined in a violence-
free society. With violence 
knocking at the door from both 
within and outside the union, 
Europeans are taking a different 
look at their structure and at their 
security. Stay tuned; this debate is 
far from over.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow 
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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A billboard erected by ISIS fighters in Palmyra before they fled the city after its recapture by Syrian 
loyalist troops.

A member of the Saudi security forces stands guard in front of the 
logo of the Saudi-led Islamic Military Counterterrorism Coalition 
during a meeting for the coalition’s chiefs of staff in Riyadh, on 
March 27th.


