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Novi Pazar

I 

n a country proud of its Ortho-
dox Christianity, the Serbian 
city of Novi Pazar is a place 
apart: Young bearded men in 
ankle-length trousers stroll 

the streets, the restaurants do not 
serve alcohol and the call of the 
muezzin punctuates the daily rou-
tine.

Faced with massive unemploy-
ment and a feeling of exclusion 
against the backdrop of the Syrian 
war, this Muslim-majority area of 
south-western Serbia has become 
a breeding ground for Islamist ex-
tremists.

“Death in the way of Allah in Syr-
ia, 14 May 2013, aged 27″ was a no-
tice posted on the concrete walls of 
Novi Pazar, which lies in the region 
of Sandzak.

Killed in Aleppo, Eldar Kunda-
kovic used to be one of the young 
men aimlessly strolling the town, 
where about half of the 100,000 
residents are jobless and one-third 
of the population is under the age 
of 19, according to the latest cen-
sus.

Kundakovic, who belonged to 
the ultra-conservative Salafist 
movement, divided his time be-
tween prayer rooms and the tailor 
shop run by his father, who since 
the death of his son has spent time 
at mosques trying to dissuade 
youngsters from becoming violent 
radicals.

Novi Pazar is a city without an 
airport or train station, served by 
bad roads and enclosed by moun-

tains, where the poverty rate is 
50%, according to Serbia’s statis-
tics institute, making the Sandzak 
region the most deprived area of 
the Balkan country.

A centre of textiles and com-
merce, it did not withstand the 
bloody break-up of Yugoslavia in 
the 1990s. A large number of the 
warehouses that employed thou-
sands of workers fell into disuse.

The Serbia government esti-
mates about 40 of its citizens have 
left to join the jihad in Syria and 
Iraq, some of whom have since re-
turned or died there.

They were mostly either youths 
from the Sandzak region or mem-
bers of the ethnic Albanian com-
munity in the neighbouring Pre-
sevo valley.

Those who return are monitored 
by powerful intelligence services 
that date to the Yugoslav era. East-
ward departures have dropped 
since the Islamic State (ISIS) has 
begun to retreat.

The presence of Salafist “hu-
manitarian organisations”, osten-
sibly helping the needy in Sandzak, 
however, has become a cause of 
concern.

In an April 2015 report, DamaD, 
a local cultural centre, said these 
groups had “completely isolated 
themselves from the rest of soci-
ety” and were “committed to very 
conservative views on religion 
which support jihadist fights”.

The region’s official Islamic au-
thorities have become weaker after 
splitting into two rival structures.

According to Serbian media, 
young people who left for Syria 
frequented in particular an associa-
tion called Furkan, whose follow-
ers are linked to a hard-line Wah-
habi community in north-eastern 
Bosnia. One of them fired shots at 
the US embassy in Sarajevo in Oc-
tober 2011.

In 2014, the association disap-
peared after the dismantling of a 
jihadist network whose members 
were also part of Furkan.

“But where are the people who 
were part of it?” asked Fahrudin 
Kladnicanin of Forum10, an initia-
tive dealing with integration issues.

“A lot of young people partici-
pated in their activities, their con-
ferences. I think that… they are still 
working on silent radicalisation of 
some youngsters.”

In his pizzeria close to the city’s 
football stadium, 44-year-old Ad-
mir, who declined to give his last 
name, acknowledged that “penni-
less students” receive aid from his 
religious association Put Sredine 
(the Middle Way).

He denied any foreign financ-
ing, claiming his association ran on 
money from its members. He also 
rejects violence but expressed dis-
gust towards Shias, “a sect”, and Is-
rael, “the world’s biggest terrorist”.

But what Novi Pazar needs most 
is development, said Kladnicanin. 
“In last ten years, there has been no 
investment in Sandzak, not a single 
factory was opened,” he said.

City Mayor Nihat Bisevac says 
it was more realistic to rely on fi-
nancial support from Sandzak’s 
diaspora, which remains deeply 
involved in Novi Pazar — as is clear 
from the large number of foreign 
car registration plates.

Still, another hope for the future 
is a planned highway between the 
Montenegrin port of Bar and the 
Serbian capital, Belgrade, which is 
likely to pass near Novi Pazar, but 
there is no timetable yet for its con-
struction.

In addition to this economic situ-
ation, Serbian Muslims are “vic-
tims of double standards”, accord-
ing to the mufti of the local Islamic 
community, Mevlud Dudic.

He said Serbs made up 80% of 
Novi Pazar’s police force until re-
cently — despite the city being 80% 
Muslim. Following a drive to im-
prove the balance, Muslims now 
make up a third of the force.

Muamer Zukorlic, a former mufti 
and now the member of parliament 

for Novi Pazar, considers there is a 
“low level of extremist behaviour” 
given the circumstances but warns 
that “the bad economy, social situ-
ation, poor infrastructure — it all 
steps up the tension”.

(Agence France-Presse)
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S 

ince 9/11, increasingly so-
phisticated counter-ex-
tremism initiatives have 
spawned across the world 
to prevent and reverse Is-

lamist indoctrination but have de-
livered limited results.

Faced with copious evidence of 
radicalisation in prisons, a British 
government report from August 
recommended that particularly ex-
tremist prisoners be “held in spe-
cialist units and given effective de-
radicalisation interventions”.

Asked whether deradicalisation 
initiatives are worth pursuing, Sir 
Ivor Roberts, a member of the Euro-
pean Advisory Board of the Coun-
ter Extremism Project, said: “Yes, 
deradicalisation is a vital element 
in a larger counter-radicalisation 
strategy.”

Schemes vary greatly in ap-
proach. In Muslim countries, for 
example, the onus is on replacing 
violent Islamism with “correct” 
teachings of Islam, while in Den-
mark candidates are treated as vic-
tims of brainwashing rather than 
criminals and psychological wel-
fare is prioritised.

All local councils in Britain are 
employing the voluntary Chan-
nel process, launched in 2005 fol-
lowing the London 7/7 bombings. 
About 4,000 people were referred 
to Channel last year; 70% of them 
were Muslims at risk of extremism.

It begins through a cooperative 
effort between police, local au-
thorities (councils, schools) and 
community members identifying 
people at risk of indoctrination and 
then supplying them with tailored 

support. Of those deemed poten-
tially dangerous, about one-fifth 
were deemed to require entering an 
intensive deradicalisation scheme.

“From 2007 to 2012, the UK 
claimed that 500 out of the 2,500 
people referred to Channel had 
been successfully deradicalised, 
with many cases determined not to 
necessitate an intervention,” Rob-
erts said.

France has taken a tougher ap-
proach. Dozens of people have 
been imprisoned since the Charlie 
Hebdo and November 13th Paris at-
tacks of 2015, despite several of the 
attackers learning their creed while 
in prison. After briefly adopting the 
Danish model, the initiative was 
scrapped and replaced with solitary 
confinement.

In Berlin, Palestinian-born Ah-
mad Mansour, a psychologist, runs 
the Hayat programme. It works 

closely with Salafist families on 
reintegrating returnee fighters into 
German society.

Mansour has voiced concern over 
what he called “scaremongering” 
by Western politicians over return-
ees, many of whom he said were 
disillusioned victims of post-trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) rather 
than genuine threats.

Despite Hayat’s approach prov-
ing successful with neo-Nazi ex-
tremists, it is less clear how well it 
fares against Islamists in a country 
where Salafism is on the rise, and 
dangerously little attention is paid 
to prison radicalisation, a report 
by German broadcaster Deutsche 
Welle stated.

Perhaps the best-known deradi-
calisation initiative is the one be-
gun in 2004 by Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Nayef bin Ab-
dulaziz, which, similarly to recent 

Pakistani efforts, has a relatively 
good reputation. Saudi authorities 
said in 2007 that their success rate 
approached 90%, although this has 
since been questioned.

“Both countries use individu-
ally tailored combinations of reli-
gious engagement and instruction, 
psychological-emotional therapies 
and material incentives, aimed at 
judiciously reintegrating convicted 
jihadists back into society,” Roberts 
said.

“Islamic clerics focus particularly 
on changing ideas regarding tak-
fir (apostasy), used by jihadists as 
justification for committing violent 
acts against anyone deemed kafir 
(unbeliever),” he said.

Post-release programmes, such 
as material incentives and employ-
ment, appear to be generally effec-
tive at changing behaviour. In Saudi 
Arabia, this involves supplying re-
leased candidates with a car, house 
and, in some cases, a wife.

Despite reports of recidivism in 
Saudi Arabia being small, several 
that were made public were high-
profile cases. Said al-Shihri passed 
the kingdom’s programme, yet be-
came the leader of al-Qaeda in Yem-
en and ringleader of the planned 
2008 bombing of the US embassy in 
Sana’a. The programme will not be 
effective against participants such 
as Shihri, who view the kingdom’s 
clerics as West-aligned apostates.

Saudi Arabia is not the only ex-
ample of a state bragging about its 
success, with Malaysia recently an-
nouncing a 97.5% success rate and 
a willingness to share its deradi-
calisation programme with Europe. 
Deputy Prime Minister Ahmad Za-
hid Hamidi said 240 Malaysian de-
tainees had been deradicalised in 
the past decade.

German academic Peter Neu-

mann, author of Radicalized: New 
Jihadists and the Treat to the West, 
said: “You can’t deradicalise eve-
ryone.” The programmes, he said, 
“typically work when people al-
ready have doubts, which you try 
to leverage and facilitate some type 
of exit”.

Deradicalisation expert Daniel 
Koehler said programmes need to 
tailor themselves to individual cas-
es such as the Channel and Saudi 
processes aim to do, beginning with 
an assessment of driving factors.

Neumann concurred. Among 
foreign fighters, he said, “a lot of 
people are seekers. They are lost, 
looking for a strong identity… They 
come from marginalised back-
grounds where they don’t see the 
opportunity to achieve this. The 
theology then provides them with 
an anchor, but that comes later. 
The fundamental drivers are other 
things: Personal, emotional needs.”

This implies that rehabilitation 
for an extremist militant fighting 
against Sunni oppression should 
differ from the approach towards 
someone who became a terrorist 
for lack of employment, for exam-
ple.

However, despite what some 
countries say, deradicalisation has 
not proved successful on its own 
and any efficient counter-extremist 
programme must be multifaceted.

“The answer lies in finding the 
optimal mix of context-specific 
strategies, including deradicalisa-
tion, in partnership with law en-
forcement and community-based 
programmes, in order to provide a 
holistic approach to addressing the 
dangers of violent radicals,” Rob-
erts said.

Ibraheem Juburi is an intern with 
The Arab Weekly.
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