
17August 21, 2016

News & Analysis East   WestEast   WestEast   West
European countries concerned about returning jihadists
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W 

ith the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in retreat 
across Iraq and Syr-
ia, many in Europe 
are increasingly 

concerned about the prospect of 
foreign fighters returning to their 
homelands to continue jihad.

As many as 20,000 people have 
travelled from Europe to fight for 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria. Europol Di-
rector Rob Wainwright last Febru-
ary warned that Europe was facing 
its biggest terror threat in more 
than a decade. After a series of lone-
wolf attacks in Europe attributed to 
ISIS, more jihadists are expected to 
return and that terror threat is ex-
pected to heighten.

An estimated 850 people from 
Britain are believed to have trav-
elled to Iraq or Syria to support or 
fight for jihadist groups, particu-
larly ISIS and about half of them 
have returned. There have been few 
prosecutions of returning jihadists 
and analysts expressed concern 
about what they are doing.

Anthony Glees, director of the 
University of Buckingham’s Centre 
for Security and Intelligence Stud-
ies, said it was alarming that so few 
— approximately one-in-eight — of 
those who had returned from Syria 
had been prosecuted. He warned 
that Britain’s security services faced 
a difficult task in dealing with re-
turning jihadists since they would 
likely be using false documents.

“In theory, if MI5 knows the iden-
tity of the people who’ve gone out 
and know about their families and 
where they are, if they come back, 
sooner or later, they’ll be picked up. 
In practice, our security forces are 
so hard pushed that it is unlikely 
that will happen,” Glees said.

“We need to know why so many 
haven’t been prosecuted. It sug-
gests to me that they have simply 
gone off the radar, while our secu-
rity services try to play catch-up,” 
he said. “If they can get back into 
the UK under a false identity, then 
probably they won’t be known 
about unless something else hap-
pens.”

So what is the solution to the re-
turning jihadist phenomenon, par-
ticularly after it was revealed that 
returning jihadists had played a ma-
jor role in the planning and imple-
mentation of major terrorist attacks 
across Europe?

For many analysts, the answer is 
simple: European countries must 
stop nationals from travelling to 
join ISIS in the first place. They must 
stop former ISIS members from re-
turning, regardless of whether they 
cut ties with the group or are plan-
ning to sow chaos.

“We should do everything we 
can do, lawfully, to prevent people 
from going. In particular we should 
do everything we can do to prevent 
children under the age of 18 from 
going,” Glees said. “However, if 
you have gone and you are over the 
age of 18, people like me would say 
you should not be allowed to come 
back. If you swore allegiance to 
ISIS, that’s it.”

That leaves an estimated 400 re-
turned jihadists in Britain, some of 
whom have been prosecuted or are 
in the process of being prosecuted, 
others who are likely being moni-
tored by MI5 for intelligence pur-
poses and a small number who are 
“off the radar” and possibly plan-
ning trouble.

For those known to authorities, 
the Home Office has launched a 
Desistance and Disengagement Pro-
gramme to assist deradicalisation 
by ensuring former jihadists receive 

therapy and meet moderate preach-
ers — mentors — on a monthly basis.

“It [the programme] could well 
be broadened to apply to those re-
turning from Syria who the police 
and security services may suspect 
of wrongdoing but who they don’t 
have enough evidence against to 
put on trial for national security-re-
lated offences,” a counterterrorism 
source told Britain’s Sunday Times 
newspaper.

Participation in the programme, 
still in its pilot stage, will be made 
a condition for prisoners to be re-
leased on licence but some analysts 
said they are sceptical.

“Security is not a switch; it’s a 
dial and at the moment the security 
threat facing the UK and all other 
European countries is severe,” Glees 
said. “Our country does not have 
the resources at a time when there 
are so many other calls on public 
funding to devote a large amount of 

money so they can deradicalise and 
detoxify people in this way.

“My feeling is that it would take 
weeks of interrogation and a vast 
amount of time and public expense 
to try and work out which of those 
people was coming back for legiti-
mate purposes and which of those 
was coming back for nefarious pur-
poses. Both sets of people ought to 
be prosecuted and then it would be 
for a court to determine how seri-
ous the offence,” he added.

“The bottom line: We need more 
people to keep our borders secure. 
We need to know as much as we can 
about those who’ve gone out, and it 
takes a lot of trouble to catch those 
who come back. The best thing is 
to say we’ll do everything lawful 
to keep you here but once you go, 
that’s it.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

“We need to know 
why so many haven’t 
been prosecuted.”
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Centre for Security and 
Intelligence Studies

Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May (4L at table) hosts a national security meeting at Downing Street in London, last July.

Choudary conviction sets stage for stronger British counterterrorism laws
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adical preacher An-
jem Choudary has been 
found guilty of inviting 
support for the Islamic 
State (ISIS) but his long-

sought conviction raised questions 
about why it took security authori-
ties more than two decades to re-
move him from British streets.

Officials said Choudary, who has 
ties to a number of banned groups, 
including al-Muhajiroun, an ex-
tremist organisation, is said to have 
played a major role in influencing 
about 500 British citizens to join 
ISIS.

He and his aide Mohammad Mi-
zanur Rahman were found guilty of 
violating Section 12 of the 2000 Ter-
rorism Act and could face up to ten 
years in jail. Sentencing was set for 
September 6th.

Choudary and Rahman pledged 
allegiance to ISIS self-proclaimed 
caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi in 
2014 but it took years to build a 
court case against them, during 
which time they continued espous-
ing extremist views. Choudary, a 
former solicitor, excelled at making 
extremist statements that were just 
short of breaking the law.

“The oath of allegiance was a 
turning point for the police. At last 
we had the evidence that they had 
stepped over the line and we could 
prove they supported ISIS,” Com-
mander Dean Haydon of London 

Metropolitan Police force’s coun-
terterrorism unit, said in a state-
ment.

“These men have stayed just 
within the law for many years but 
there is no one within the counter-
terrorism world that has any doubt 

of the influence they have had, the 
hate they have spread and the peo-
ple that they have encouraged to 
join terrorist organisations.”

It was revealed at trial that 
Choudary and Rahman had direct 
and indirect ties to hundreds of 

young Britons who had travelled to 
Iraq and Syria to join ISIS. Choudary 
was also linked to 15 terror plots 
since 2000.

“Over and over again we have 
seen people on trial for the most se-
rious offences who have attended 
lectures or speeches given by these 
men,” Haydon said.

British Home Secretary Amber 
Rudd hailed the conviction, posit-
ing it as a major victory in the coun-
try’s counter-extremism strategy. 
“These dangerous individuals were 
recruiting sergeants for ISIS. They 
poisoned the minds of vulnerable 
people, and their warped and twist-
ed propaganda offered support and 
succour to a murderous and barbar-
ic terrorist organisation,” she said.

But the former independent 
reviewer of terrorism legislation 
Lord Carlile acknowledged the pro-
longed nature of the conviction and 
called on the government to beef 
up legislation to deal with extrem-
ist preachers who promote terror-
ism.

“This conviction shows the 
sometime long march of the law,” 
Lord Carlile said. “While those re-
mote from terrorist crimes should 
be prosecuted with caution, there 
should be greater legal clarity to 
enable the prosecution of those 
whose clear aim is to exhort terror-
ism and the destruction of our way 
of life.”

MP Keith Vaz, chairman of the 
parliamentary Home Affairs Com-
mittee, called for an urgent review 
of Britain’s anti-terror legislation.

“It is deeply worrying to see the 

extent of his [Choudary’s] activi-
ties. While congratulating the po-
lice in bringing this case to a suc-
cessful conclusion we now need 
to look again at the law to ensure 
that it allows no gaps that permit 
preachers of hate to undertake 
their activities under the cloak of 
freedom of speech exercised in a 
democracy,” he said.

Vaz called for a “zero tolerance” 
policy towards hate preachers such 
as Choudary who glorify terrorism 
but many British Muslims criticised 
the mainstream media for giving 
him a platform.

“He was a guaranteed quote and 
a guaranteed source of YouTube 
views. Journalism gold… He had 
virtually zero support within the 
[Muslim] community yet was one 
of its most well-known figures,” 
Roshan Muhammad Salih, editor 
of the British Muslim news website 
5pillarsuk.com, said in a post on the 
site.

“The prominence that Anjem 
Choudary got on the mainstream 
media was a constant source of 
frustration for British Muslims. 
While he was not welcome in 
mosques and Muslim institutions, 
he was a regular on TV news bullets 
and debate shows,” he added.

British Muslim cleric Anjem Choudary speaking to a group of 
demonstrators in London, in September 2014.

Officials say Choudary 
played a major role in 
influencing about 500 
British citizens to 
leave the UK to join 
ISIS.


