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T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) 
is having a rough time 
these days. It is reported 
to have lost 47% of its 
territory in Iraq and 20% 

in Syria after two years of fighting 
while more of its self-proclaimed 
caliphate is being overwhelmed as 
US-backed forces move on its main 
strongholds, Raqqa in Syria and 
Mosul in Iraq.

Brett McGurk, US President 
Barack Obama’s top adviser on the 
war against ISIS, told the US Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee on 
June 28th that the US-led coalition 
is killing one ISIS leader every three 
days — a crippling attrition rate if 
true.

The jihadists continue to fight 
on tenaciously despite the Ameri-
cans’ growing access to high-grade 
intelligence, much of it garnered 
from top-ranking ISIS operatives 
snatched in raids by US special op-
erations troops or from a growing 
haemorrhage of defectors.

However, the loss of one warlord 
in particular, an iconic Georgia-
born jihadist known as  Abu Omar 
al-Shishani — Abu Omar the Chech-
en — reported killed in Iraq in July, 
“may change the face of the Syrian 
insurgency”, according to one Cau-
casus expert on Russian jihadists.

Shishani, with his distinctive gin-
ger beard, was the pre-eminent ISIS 
commander fighting in Syria and 
had a $5 million US bounty on his 
head to prove it.

Born into a Christian family in 

Georgia, Shishani — real name 
Tarkhan Batirashvili — and his two 
brothers converted to Islam. As an 
intelligence specialist in the Geor-
gian Army he fought the Russians 
in Georgia and Chechnya before go-
ing to Syria in 2012.

He had become an almost mythi-
cal figure, particularly among the 
2,000-5,000 Chechen fighters, in-
cluding veterans of Russia’s wars 
in Chechnya. There are large num-
bers of fighters from other Russian 
republics and their importance to 
ISIS is underlined by the road signs 
in ISIS territory that are written in 
Arabic, English and Russian.

Shishani’s military successes 
in Syria alarmed Moscow, which 
feared he could ignite a new con-
flict in the Caucasus region on Rus-
sia’s mountainous borderlands.

In Syria, Shishani quickly rose to 
prominence and was given com-
mand of the Muhajireen Brigade, a 
hard-line militia composed mainly 
of Chechen and Russian-speaking 
fighters.

He became a senior commander 
in mid-2014 and pledged allegiance 
to ISIS’s self-styled caliph, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, to whom he became 
very close. The United States said 
he was ISIS’s “minister for war”.

He was by far the most success-
ful of the group’s field commanders 
and was repeatedly sent in to re-
verse military setbacks and invari-
ably triumphed. With ISIS facing 
a potentially disastrous defeat in 
northern Syria, his loss is expected 
to be sorely felt by the jihadists.

By all accounts, he was seriously 
wounded in a March 4th US drone 
strike on an ISIS convoy outside 
Shaddadi in north-eastern Syria 
that may have specifically targeted 
him.

He was widely thought to have 
died from his wounds — the United 
States actually declared him dead — 
but apparently survived. Then, on 
July 13th, ISIS announced Shishani 
had been killed near the Iraqi town 

of Shirqat, south of Mosul, but gave 
no details.

Iraqi analyst Hisham al-Hashimi, 
who advises the Baghdad govern-
ment on jihadist groups, said Shis-
hani was killed in an air strike near 
Shirqat while fighting encircling 
Iraqi forces.

Shishani was a successful and 
popular war leader and his demise 
could undermine the morale of ISIS 
fighters, particularly among the 
Russian speakers who are consid-
ered the fiercest.

“I think his death will spark an 
outflow of many of the fighters 
from the Caucasus and Chechnya 
who were becoming less convinced 
about the fight,” observed Hashimi.

“It will cause a crisis because this 
is a time when it’s hard to replace 
a leader they can use as a source 
of inspiration and charisma. That’s 
what he had that was so important, 
and which others don’t have.”

Caucasus analyst Mairbek Vatch-
agaev said the loss of Shishani will 
mean “the weakening of the Chech-
en leadership in ISIS and the (likely) 
appointment of Arab commanders 
for the Chechen fighters will likely 
cause conflicts among the mili-
tants, since the Chechens do not 
normally consider the Arabs to be 
authoritative military leaders,” he 
wrote in an analysis for the James-
town Foundation in Washington.

US officials have repeatedly 
claimed ISIS is in its death throes, 
but it would be unwise to write off 
the group.

“It’s true that coalition air strikes 
and coordinated movement by 
ground forces in Iraq and Syria have 
diminished the group’s manpower, 
finances, supply of equipment and 

territorial control,” observed ana-
lyst Scott Stewart of US-based glob-
al intelligence consultancy Stratfor.

But “the bottom line is that… it 
will be a long time before the Is-
lamic State is defeated… It is not 
possible to completely eradicate 

the Islamic State or other jihadist 
groups as long as their ideology sur-
vives and continues to attract new 
adherents.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Loss of iconic leader will hurt ISIS but war goes on 
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A file picture shows Abu Omar al-Shishani (Tarkhan Batirashvili), 
a Georgian fighting with the Islamic State jihadist group, at an 
unknown location in Syria.
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ISIS on the rampage

A slew of terrorist 
activities — from 
running people over 
to bombings, 
shootings and 
knifing bystanders 

— in numerous cities across 
Europe and the Muslim world has 
killed more than 400 people and 
wounded many more in what 
some observers say may indicate 
that the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
changing tactics.

That change comes amid 
multiple defeats for the jihadist 
group on conventional fronts in 
recent weeks.

Reports from Western intelli-
gence sources said ISIS has 
suffered as much as a 25% loss of 
territory it had grabbed in Syria 
and Iraq. A coalition of Arab, 
European and North American 
forces on one side of the battle in 
Syria and Russian, Iranian and 
Hezbollah forces on the other 
have pounded ISIS positions with 
devastating effect.

Despite the large numbers of 
volunteers who have flooded to 
ISIS’s self-declared caliphate — 
many who made their way from 
Europe and Central Asia, espe-
cially from the Caucasus — the 
group has been in retreat.

Establishing a physical address 
rather than remaining in the 

shadows was a major point of 
contention between ISIS, which 

was eager to establish a territory, 
and al-Qaeda, which also wanted 
to create a caliphate but opted for 
a more cautious approach.

Facing defeat after defeat, ISIS 
chose to launch its terror cam-
paign far beyond its borders. 
Eleven cities in the Arab world 
and beyond have been hit since 
the start of the holy month of 
Ramadan as ISIS expanded its 
geographic presence and reach.

The result — at least until ISIS is 
completely neutralised — is bad 
news for Europe and the Middle 
East, as experts predict more 
terrorist attacks to come. Attacks 
against civilian targets with the 
aim of causing large numbers of 
casualties, such as the attack in 

the French resort city of Nice or 
the shoot-out in a Munich 
shopping mall, seem to be the 
new ISIS tactic, although some 
observers fear economic and 
strategic installations, such as 
the oil industry, could also be 
potential targets.

Recently, however, it has been 
gatherings of people that have 
been chosen as targets. One of 
the most deadly attacks was in 
Baghdad where about 300 were 
killed when a truck bomb was set 
off in a commercial centre 
crowded with people shopping 
for Ramadan. ISIS claimed 
responsibility.

In Jordan, a suicide car bomb 
struck a Jordanian Army post 
along the Syrian border, killing 
seven soldiers in the worst attack 
in the kingdom in years. ISIS 
claimed to be responsible for the 
attack.

Yemen suffered a string of 
attacks in the southern port city 
of Mukalla, killing 43 people. The 
majority of the victims were 
intelligence and security offi-
cials. A group closely affiliated 
with ISIS claimed responsibility.

In Lebanon, five people died 
when three suicide bombers blew 
themselves up in a small Chris-
tian Lebanese village on the 
border with Syria.

In Turkey, three bombers 
armed with automatic weapons 
went on a rampage in Istanbul 
Ataturk Airport, killing 44 people 
and wounding 150 others. The 
perpetrators were a Russian, an 
Uzbek and a Kyrgyz with links to 
ISIS.

In Malaysia, a grenade thrown 
outside a bar in Kuala Lumpur 
wounded eight people watching a 
football game.

In Bangladesh, gunmen armed 
with automatic rifles and knives 
attacked patrons at an expensive 
restaurant in Dhaka and took 35 
people hostage. They ended up 
killing 20 — nine Italians and 
seven Japanese among them. 
According to witnesses, the 
gunmen released Muslims but 
tortured those unable to recite 
the Quran. ISIS claimed responsi-
bility for the attack.

In Indonesia, the most popu-
lous Muslim country, a suicide 
bomber struck outside a police 
station in Solo, Java.

In Orlando, Florida, a gunman 
killed 49 people in a crowded gay 
nightclub, in the worst mass 
shooting in modern US history. 
The gunman, according to law 
enforcement officials, claimed he 
was “a soldier of the caliphate” 
acting on behalf of ISIS. It is far 
more likely that he was mentally 
deranged.

In Saudi Arabia, suicide 
bombers struck in three cities, 
including outside the mosque in 
Medina where the Prophet 
Mohammad is buried, one of the 
holiest sites in Islam. Four 
security guards were killed. Just 
outside the US consulate in 
Jeddah, two security guards were 
wounded in an attack. Nobody 
claimed responsibility for the 
Saudi attacks, leaving open to 
speculation that these were 
home-grown and not coordinated 
by ISIS.

Whatever its new tactics may 
be, ISIS remains the most 
ruthless terror organisation in 
history.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow 
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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Facing defeat after 
defeat, ISIS chose to 
launch a bombing 
campaign. Brazilian Federal Police in Brazilia, on July 

21st, arrests a member of a group said to have 
professed loyalty to ISIS.


