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T 

he capture of El Shafee 
Elsheikh and Alexanda 
Kotey, two British men 
attempting to flee Syria 
for Turkey, was a brief 

moment for celebration. The men 
had formed part of a brutal Islamic 
State (ISIS) cell, dubbed “the Bea-
tles,” which had executed foreign 
hostages on camera and become 
the global face of the terror group.

Their capture suggested the end 
of something but it also concen-
trated minds. Kotey and Elsheikh 
may have been attempting to flee 
the caliphate but they could just as 
easily have intended to carry out or 
otherwise inspire terror in Europe 
or the Near East.

No country wants responsibility 
for them. Britain is refusing to ex-
tradite the men and put them on 
trial. This is true of many foreign 
fighters, who went in their thou-
sands to join ISIS and whose fates 
are in question.

As ISIS becomes less of a would-
be state and more of an armed in-
surgency, it loses its ties to a fixed 
geographical space. It is freer to go 
global and its foreign fighters are at 
the forefront of that development.

Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi, a 
Syria analyst, said via social media 

that many of the foreign fighters 
with whom he has communicated 
sincerely hope to flee Syria. They 
present less a threat than a chal-
lenge, the immediate problem be-
ing reintegrating them into their 
home societies.

However, Tamimi said: “The re-
cord demonstrates… that there are 
plenty of problems of homegrown 
extremists committing attacks.” 
He noted that the Islamic State has 
emphasised it in its propaganda.

Many foreign fighters, having 
seen their friends and comrades 
killed, may be disillusioned but 
others are, if anything, galvanised. 
For them, leaving Syria does not 
mean an attempt to flee conflict but 
a desire to join the fight elsewhere.

ISIS has, from the beginning, 
adopted a hybrid strategy in wag-
ing jihad outside its core terri-
tories. Nominally, the caliphate 
established wilayats (foreign prov-
inces) in Middle Eastern countries. 
ISIS accepted other groups into the 
fold by publicising the pledges of 
loyalty, which groups like Nigeria’s 
Boko Haram swore to ISIS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as caliph.

Both tactics were thought to 
be unserious. The groups who 
pledged allegiance did so largely 
for show and ISIS’s own foreign 
provinces were scrappy and rough-
edged.

More recently, however, ISIS 
has been more successful in find-
ing space in foreign countries. In 
Afghanistan, it established one of 
its most developed satellite territo-
ries, known as Khorasan Province  
(ISIS-K).

John Arterbury, an analyst in 
Washington, said via social media 
that ISIS-K has “illustrated remark-
able resilience despite major initial 
setbacks.”

“The Islamic State has shown 
that it can still mount successful 
urban terror attacks while main-
taining an established presence 
in the countryside,” he said, and 
that Afghanistan “may make it an  

appealing destination for future 
foreign fighters.”

Evidence, he noted, has come to 
light of foreign fighters attempt-
ing to cross the border between 
Tajikistan and Afghanistan and 
ISIS-K has seen the “alleged ap-
pearance of French and Algerian 
fighters in Afghanistan in late 2017.” 
ISIS maintains active franchises 
in Egypt’s Sinai region, which car-
ries out frequent attacks on Chris-
tian minority groups, and in Libya, 
where ISIS forms part of a series of 
warring groups in the country’s de-
veloping civil conflict.

ISIS has a significant role in the 
Philippines, where authorities last 
year liberated the city of Mara-
wi from jihadi fighters claiming  

loyalty to ISIS.
Pawel Wojcik, a terrorism analyst 

for Polish news site mPolska24, 
said via social media that ISIS “had 
been and continues to be an impor-
tant part of local and regional affili-
ates’ … financing.”

He noted that ISIS’s regional 
emir, Isnilon Hapilon, had been 
linked to Mahmoud Ahmad, a Ma-
laysian terror leader likely killed in 
fighting in Marawi, and a Filipino, 
Abdulpatta Escalon Abubakar, who 
was recently placed on the US ter-
ror sanctions list.

Wojcik listed three main ISIS 
groups key to post-Marawi situ-
ation: the Abu Dar group, led by 
Amin Baco, and the former Bang-
samoro Islamic Freedom Fighters 

(BIFF) faction of Abu Turayfie.
A young Spaniard of Tunisian 

descent was caught trying to join 
Baco on the island province of 
Basilan in the Philipines at the end 
of January, he said, and recently 
“Manila police nabbed an Egyptian 
who had been a commander for Is-
lamic State in Syria and Iraq and in 
2016 started travelling to the Phil-
ippines.”

Despite the fall of its caliphate in 
Syria and Iraq, ISIS remains a global 
threat. ISIS has been defeated in its 
attempt to build a physical state 
but as a stateless insurgent brand 
inspiring and directing global ter-
ror, it may prove just as dangerous.

James Snell is a British journalist.
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M 

any Europeans 
do not want the 
young Muslims 
who left European 
cities for the bat-
tlefields of Syria 

and Iraq to come back. Security 
officials, governments and the me-
dia have been worrying for some 
time about what to do when such 
people head home.

The question has become much 
more pressing since the US-led 
coalition drove the Islamic State 
(ISIS) from its last strongholds in 
Syria. It has since been revealed 
that hundreds of foreign fighters 
and their families are being held 
by Kurdish and other rebel groups 
that do not have the capacity to 
keep them in secure detention or 
put them on trial.

The UK government does not 
want British citizens who were 
part of an ISIS cell known as the 
“Beatles” back in Britain but US 
Defence Secretary James Mattis 
has called on Britain and other Eu-
ropean countries to take respon-
sibility for captured jihadists. His 
view is that “the country of origin 
that they were citizens of bears 
some sense of responsibility… Do-
ing nothing is not an option.”

Thomas Hegghammer, one 
of the leading experts on the 
question, wrote that “Syria will 
prolong the problem of jihadi ter-
rorism in Europe by 20 years.”

In the years following 2011, 
there was an unprecedented flow 
of foreign fighters into conflict 

areas. The closest equivalent 
was the Afghan jihad against 

the Soviet Union, which attracted 

20,000 foreign fighters over a 12-
year period.

As the fighting escalated in Syria 
after 2012, the flow of foreign 
fighters increased from an esti-
mated 700-1,400 in the middle of 
that year to an estimated 22,000 
by early 2015. By then, there were 
thought to be 3,000 Tunisians, 
2,500 Saudis, 1,500 Jordanians 
and an unspecified number of Mo-
roccans involved in the conflict. 
From Europe, there were an esti-
mated 1,500 French fighters and 
half as many from Germany and 
Britain. Those numbers swelled 
in 2016, when the British contin-
gent rose to an estimated 1,600 
followed by smaller contingents 
from Belgium, the Netherlands 
and Sweden.

Specialists do not agree on how 
large the blowback effect will be 
but as these people return home, 
the onus of responsibility will shift 
to their respective governments 
to determine the most effective 
response.

The response in Europe thus far 
has been either “hard” or “liberal.” 
These diverging views can have 
dangerous repercussions, espe-
cially when immediate-term secu-
rity objectives ignore longer-term 
security objectives, such as social 
integration, community cohesion 
and state-citizen relations.

Fusing both approaches should, 
in theory, be possible but govern-
ments often play to hardening 
public opinion. Yet washing their 
hands of the problem and openly 
wishing for foreign fighters to be 
killed in action, as some govern-
ment officials have done, is not 

only unseemly but impractical: 
Should such fighters held by Kurd-
ish groups or in Iraq be allowed 
to disappear, through summary 
execution? Should they be allowed 
to escape to other theatres of 
conflict? Or should they be seen to 
face justice?

Some argue that foreign fighters 
should be stripped of their citizen-
ship. This assumes that citizen-
ship is a privilege that must be 
earned — and that foreign fighters 
have forfeited this privilege —  but 
it also risks creating two distinct 
classes of citizens. The truth is 
that Britain cannot simply disown 
its nationals when they present a 
threat to the rest of the world.

Against this uncompromising 
stance are those who say that such 
repressive policies discourage 
disaffected foreign fighters from 
returning home. The former chair-
man of the Brixton mosque in 
London, Abdul Haqq Baker, who 
has focused on deradicalisation, 
points out that the acts of violence 
such people have witnessed in 
Syria and Iraq may have helped 
them change their views and un-
derstand the counter-narratives to 
their original extremist views.

In 2009, observers remarked 
that Britain’s counterterror strat-
egy had poisoned relations be-
tween the central government and 
local councils as local authorities 
were strong-armed into carrying 
out community programmes that 
looked like disguised intelligence 
work.

In France, where invasive sur-
veillance laws have been adopted, 
some argued that hard-line tactics 

would discourage the return of 
non-threatening foreign fighters, 
who may have invaluable intelli-
gence sources or tools for delegiti-
mising terrorist organisations such 
as al-Qaeda and ISIS.

Hard-line policies have not 
demonstratively slowed the out-
ward flow of foreign fighters. The 
former head of counterterrorism 
for the United Kingdom’s Secret 
Intelligence Service MI6, Richard 
Barrett, went one step further 
in 2015, arguing that it was “not 
acceptable to give terrorism the 
victory of restricting our freedoms 
of expression, our freedoms of 
movement and the rights to a fair 
trial in public… Terrorism will not 
be defeated by security measures 
alone. Its appeal must be under-
stood and reduced by targeted 
measures that make other options 
more attractive.”

Britain’s domestic intelligence 
service, MI5 has pointed out that 
“far from being religious zealots, 
many of those involved in ter-
rorism do not practise their faith 
regularly… Many could be regard-
ed as religious novices.”

Western governments face a 
daunting task. Efforts to detain 
and prosecute ISIS members 
swiftly, prevent them proselytis-
ing in jails and help them reinte-
grate in society cannot be avoided. 
Surveillance will be costly but 
combating radicalisation and the 
recruitment of future jihadists is 
first and foremost a battle of val-
ues. Will Western governments, 
in particular the United Kingdom, 
heed the advice of their security 
services?

Europeans face unprecedented 
challenge over return of ISIS fighters

Global threat. A government worker uses a mobile phone while standing in front of an establishment 
marked with a “Maute ISIS” graffiti in Marawi city in southern Philippines, last October.              (Reuters)
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Surveillance will 
be costly but 
combating 
radicalisation and 
the recruitment of 
future jihadists is 
first and foremost 
a battle of values.

ISIS has a significant 
role in the 
Philippines, where 
authorities last year 
liberated the city of 
Marawi from jihadi 
fighters claiming 
loyalty to ISIS.
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