
3October 23, 2016

London

T 

ime may be running out 
for the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Mosul as Iraqi forces 
mass outside the coun-
try’s second largest city 

but the jihadist movement, which 
held large reaches of Iraq and Syria 
at its height in 2014, will continue 
to pose a threat in the Middle East 
and beyond whatever happens in 
the weeks ahead.

In the latest report on ISIS to the 
UN Security Council, the world 
body’s political affairs chief Jeffrey 
Feltman noted that the group had 
suffered significant military set-
backs in both Iraq and Syria in the 
last year or so.

Pressure on its ability to raise 
cash had made it harder for ISIS to 
pay its fighters and administer ter-
ritory under its control.

Military operations in Afghani-
stan and Libya against ISIS-linked 
groups had also undermined the 
movement’s ability to hold terri-
tory, Feltman reported.

However, due to its far-flung affil-
iates, ISIS would continue to pose 
a threat as far away as Somalia, 
Bangladesh, South-east Asia and 
in Europe, where the jihadists are 
turning their attention to mounting 
terrorist attacks involving fighters 
returning from the main battle-
front, Feltman said.

The UN official’s brief does not 
include assessing the consequences 
of military operations against ISIS, 
otherwise he might have suggested 
that even the liberation of Mosul 
could create almost as many prob-

lems as it resolves.
The post-ISIS reality in the city 

and other occupied parts of north-
western Iraq will depend on the 
questionable ability of the Iraqi au-
thorities to restore stability to the 
region after an uneasy coalition of 
government forces, Shia militias 
and Kurdish peshmerga combines 
to liberate it.

The present best estimate is that 
it could take weeks to drive ISIS out 
of Mosul.

Beyond that, there is the even 
more complex question of how to 
deal with ISIS in Syria, focused on 
its self-declared capital of Raqqa 
in the north-west, which is seen as 
more strategically important to the 
group than holding on to the Iraqi 
city.

Amid reports that ISIS was rein-
forcing positions around Raqqa, 
Canadian Brigadier-General David 
Anderson, a senior member of the 
international coalition support-
ing the campaign against ISIS, said 
in the Kurdish capital of Erbil that 
both Mosul and Raqqa mattered to 
ISIS, although “I think that prob-
ably Raqqa matters more”.

He said that ideally both cities 
would be pressured militarily at the 
same time “because I think if I was 
in Mosul and I needed somewhere 
to go, I’d go to Raqqa if I wanted to 
maintain the fight”.

Anderson is among those who 
have argued that targeting the two 
cities simultaneously would stop 
any ISIS attempt to reinforce either 
city from the other.

However, with the focus in Syria 
on Aleppo, and the heightened ten-

sions between the United States 
and Russia that the bombardment 
of that city has provoked, the fate 
of Raqqa has been put to one side.

An alternative “Mosul first” strat-
egy has been devised by which the 
US-led coalition is attempting to 
disrupt attempts by ISIS to rein-
force either front with mobile fight-
ing units. Coalition air strikes are 
aimed at harassing ISIS along the 
Syrian border with Iraq to under-
mine its ability to reinforce Mosul.

If and when Mosul is liberated, 
the focus of the battle against ISIS 

will inevitably switch to Syria. For 
the moment, US air strikes around 
Raqqa have eased off and even 
those by Russia and the Syrian re-
gime were less intense in mid-Oc-
tober.

Syrian regime forces, backed by 
Russian warplanes, have moved 
towards Raqqa from the south and 
the Syrian Kurds and their local al-
lies have targeted the city from the 
north, in their case with US air sup-
port. However, there appears to be 
no imminent campaign to drive the 
jihadists from the city.

The Kurdish role has inevitably 
provoked Turkey, adding to ten-
sions within the divided coalition 
confronting ISIS in Syria.

In the continuing struggle against 
the jihadists, as outlined in the UN 
report, the recapture of Mosul may 
turn out to be the easy part in the 
war against ISIS.
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E 

urope faces a new influx 
of Islamic State (ISIS) ji-
hadists if Iraqi forces re-
take the group’s strong-
hold of Mosul, officials 

and analysts warned, adding to 
fears on a continent battered by a 
string of Islamist attacks.

Thousands of Europeans left for 
Iraq and Syria over the last two 
years to wage jihad but, after ISIS 
suffered a string of territorial de-
feats, some of its fighters have be-
gun returning to the continent.

As Iraqi forces press their of-
fensive in Mosul, the “caliphate” 
declared two years ago by ISIS, 
experts urged Europe to prepare 
for more battle-hardened jihadists 
ready to launch attacks at home.

“The retaking of the ISIS’s north-
ern Iraq stronghold, Mosul, may 
lead to the return to Europe of vio-
lent ISIS fighters,” European Com-
missioner for the Security Union 
Julian King told German daily Die 
Welt.

King said he thought it was un-
likely that there would be a mass 
exodus of ISIS fighters from Mosul 
to Europe but he stressed that even 
a handful of jihadists could pose a 
“serious threat that we must pre-
pare ourselves for”.

About 2,500 European fighters 
are still in the conflict zones, said 
King.

ISIS may become less appeal-
ing to potential recruits if its Iraqi 
stronghold were to crumble but 
fighters left without a “home” 
would pose dangers for the West, 
said Raffaello Pantucci, director of 
International Security Studies at 
the Royal United Services Institute.

“Rudderless but without a sense 
of revolutionary purpose, they will 
present a menace to security offi-
cials around the world for years to 
come,” he wrote in the Daily Tel-
egraph.

ISIS “has shown a capacity to 
send fighters back hidden among 
the refugees coming to Europe. If 
it is threatened in Iraq and Syria it 
may step up the number of those 
‘returnees’ to establish networks 
or even launch attacks,” Pantucci 
warned.

ISIS is “entering a new phase”, 
said Chris Phillips, managing direc-
tor of counterterrorism consultan-
cy IPPSO, adding that as the group 
loses its “caliphate”, “it would 
force them into more guerrilla or 
terrorist actions”.

With the retaking of Mosul, “I 
think we will see a growth of ter-

rorist attacks across North Africa 
and the West,” he said, adding that 
fighters could take cover in the 
routes used by refugees to slip in.

A French security source said an-
ti-ISIS coalition forces must do eve-
rything to trap the jihadists in Mo-
sul and prevent them from seeking 
refuge elsewhere. The threat posed 
by returnees extends to Russia as 
well as North Africa and South-east 
Asia, experts said.

A French security source noted 
that although about 400 French na-
tionals were still in the war zones, 
“that significant contingent should 
be taken in perspective compared 
to the Chechens for instance”.

France is particularly jittery 
about potential Islamist returnees 
as it has been hit by several terror 
attacks, including the November 
13th assault in Paris in which jihad-
ists returning to Europe from Syria 
claimed 130 lives.

More than ten officers are needed 
to monitor each returnee around 
the clock — resources that over-
stretched European security agen-
cies simply do not have, security 
sources said.

French Foreign Minister Jean-
Marc Ayrault also pointed to the 
“very difficult work of deradi-
calisation” to set back on the right 
track children who had been taken 

by their jihadist parents to Syria or 
Iraq, but who return radicalised.

In Germany, which took in about 
900,000 asylum seekers last year, 
scepticism is running high over the 
newcomers, particularly after two 
attacks in July committed by refu-
gees in the name of ISIS.

The country’s head of the do-
mestic spy agency, Hans-Georg 
Maassen, has raised the spectre of 
another problem: Radicalisation 
of newcomers to Germany. Some 
340 cases have been recorded of 
Islamists posing as aid workers to 
gain access to asylum seekers in 
shelters, he said, but noted that the 
actual number could be far bigger.

Even when Mosul falls, ISIS will stay a threat
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Pressure on its ability 
to raise cash had made 
it harder for ISIS.

Thousands of 
Europeans left for Iraq 
and Syria over the last 
two years to wage 
jihad.

ISIS would continue
to pose a threat as far 
away as Somalia, 
Bangladesh, 
South-east Asia and 
in Europe.

An image grab taken from an ISIS propaganda video released in Iraq’s Nineveh province, last July,  
shows Rachid Kassim, a French member of ISIS.                                                                                                  (AFP)


