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Spotlight ISIS in Syria and Iraq             

Tunis

A 

s the world’s great pow-
ers tussle for advantage 
over Syria’s battlefields, 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
has receded from the 

headlines and public conscious-
ness.

Though ISIS languishes in iso-
lated pockets throughout much of 
Syria’s desert hinterlands or within 
the jails of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces, the philosophy that fuelled 
its nihilistic ambition thrives. It is 
ingrained in the central tenets of 
groups such as al-Qaeda-linked 
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham and Jaysh al-
Islam and lies, hidden from camer-
as, among Turkish militias besieg-
ing the Kurdish province of Afrin.

As the carnage and chaos of a rap-
idly metastasising conflict extracts 
its blood price from the people of 
Idlib and Eastern Ghouta, the ap-
peal of jihadism’s certainties to the 
young and disenfranchised of Syria 
remains as strong as ever. 

However, for ISIS, denied the ter-
rain and territory that established 
the group’s dominance, the un-
dimmed hatred of the regime and 
its allies that rages within Idlib and 
Eastern Ghouta may bring only a 
limited advantage.

There are thought to be 6,000-
11,000 active ISIS fighters in Syria. 
Hundreds more are in crowded 
prisons of the US-allied Kurds. Oth-
ers, considered by the Kurds to pose 
no imminent threat, returned to 
their villages. The fate of thousands 
of foreign fighters who flocked to 
Syria to wage holy war remains a 
source of international dispute.

For the captured international 
ISIS fighters nothing is certain.  
Russia has indicated it may repat-
riate its fighters but many other 
countries are refusing.

The legal issues are overwhelm-
ing. As the Washington Post re-
ported in January, many countries, 
including the United States, are 
proving reluctant to repatriate ISIS 
fighters without evidence to pros-
ecute them, something intensely 

difficult to collect during battlefield 
captures.

Like so much of what remains in 
ISIS’s wake, confusion appears to 
be the dominant factor and, within 
Syria, it is this that will help what 
remains of the group.

“I think Syria’s chaos definitely 

helps ISIS,” Colin Clarke, a politi-
cal scientist at the RAND Corpora-
tion, said in e-mailed comments. 
“With so many shifting alliances 
and groups fighting on the ground, 
there is little agreement between 
states and non-state actors that ISIS 
is the number one priority.”

The weakness of the Syrian state 
plays a role in creating a vacuum 
where ISIS could possibly recover. 
“Because the Syrian regime can’t 
project force into all of the areas 
of its territory, ISIS will seek these 
places out, rest/rearm/recuperate 
and seek to persist until they are 
strong enough to launch further 
strikes,” Clarke said.

ISIS’s core attraction was always 
its state-building activities. Other 
groups were satisfied in aiding the 
long march to the destined cali-
phate but ISIS established a cali-
phate in Syria and Iraq.

Denied physical control of the 
towns, cities and services whose 
existence stood as proof of its di-
vine mandate, ISIS can continue to 
occupy territory but its ability to in-
spire is uncertain.

“ISIS enjoys very little popular 
support in the areas they still oc-
cupy,” Clarke said. “[It is] no longer 
providing the services of a state, 
as [it] once did during the apex of 
their caliphate and, furthermore, 

any popular support they still en-
joy is likely more a result of hatred 
for the Assad regime than anything 
else.”

Lost within the confusion of 
Syria, ISIS remains and its poten-
tial threat cannot be dismissed. As 
David M. Satterfield, the US State 
Department’s acting top Middle 
East diplomat warned a US Senate 
hearing in January: “Many of its 
core leadership and cadre avoided 
the fight. They remain present and 
they remain coherent.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is the 
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A 

fter declaring victory 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in December, Iraq 
is facing a dilemma in 
dealing with captured 

members of the militant group 
amid domestic pressures and inter-
national expectations.

The domestic pressures include 
genuine security concerns about 
the resurgence of ISIS, whose threat 
to civilians cannot be overstated. 
Hence the need to set an example 
for would-be terrorists.

There is also the urge for the gov-
ernment to do something — even 
enact revenge — after a terror attack 
that left an angry public dismayed 
at apparent security shortcomings.

International expectations in-
clude demands by human rights 
groups that insist on due process, 
upholding the law and banning the 
torture or extrajudicial killing of 
both suspects and convicts. There 
is the security concern, expressed 
by US officials, that mistreatment 
of innocent people is a powerful 
recruitment tool for radicalisation 
and must be avoided.

There is also the wish by Euro-
pean countries for their ISIS nation-
als to be tried in Iraqi courts instead 
of being sent home but, for that 
to take place without risk of being 
involved in moral conflicts, they 
would like Baghdad to suspend the 
death penalty.

There are no official figures for 
detained ISIS members in Iraq but 

experts estimate that 20,000 sus-
pects are being held in government 
jails and approximately 4,000 oth-
ers are in prisons run by the Kurdis-
tan Regional Government.

The number of foreign ISIS mem-
bers in detention is also unknown 
but there are reports that about 500 
women and 800 children are de-
tained for alleged ties to the group.

Iraq insists that foreign nation-
als, including women, convicted 
of membership of ISIS must serve 
their sentences — including death — 
in Iraq. Female foreigners who have 
been convicted solely of illegal en-
try to Iraq have been allowed to re-
turn to France and Russia.

Traffic has not been one way. Iraq 
extradited Ismail Alwan Salman al-
Ithawi, who was ISIS’s minister of 
religious affairs, from Turkey.

The threat of ISIS, nevertheless, 
continues in Iraq. Civilians, police 
and Iran-backed Shia militiamen 
have been killed in recent attacks 
by the group.

ISIS members are present in vari-
ous areas in Iraq. They hide in the 
deserts of predominately Sunni 
Anbar province. They have sleeper 
cells in Shia-majority cities. They 
have formed alliances with pre-
dominately Kurdish militants, such 
as the White Banners and Ansar al-
Islam.

There is a continued threat of 
ISIS crossing into Iraq from Syria, 
especially after reports the mili-
tants made deals with some of their 
adversaries in Syria, including the 
Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic  
Forces (SDF) as well as the Assad re-
gime and Lebanon’s Hezbollah.

A BBC investigation revealed in 

November that an SDF-ISIS agree-
ment allowed hundreds of ISIS 
fighters, with around 3,500 of their 
family members as well as tonnes 
of weapons and ammunition, to 
leave Raqqa and spread across Syr-
ia. Some ISIS members, including 
foreign fighters, reached the coun-
tryside of eastern Syria, near the 
Iraqi border.

A similar Hezbollah-ISIS deal 
in August gave an estimated 400 
armed ISIS fighters and their fami-
lies passage from the Lebanese bor-
der to the Syrian border with Iraq. 
Many reportedly crossed into Iraq.

With a continued ISIS threat 
from within Iraq’s borders and 
beyond, Iraqi courts appear to be 
engaged in a sentencing spree of 
suspected militants. The office of 

the UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights said Iraq executed more 
than 100 people last year, most of 
whom were convicted of terrorism  
charges.

Iraq’s legal system has tough sen-
tences for members of ISIS or those 
who have helped the militants, 
even if they were non-combatants. 
Membership in ISIS could warrant 
the death penalty. There are con-
cerns that due process may have 
not been observed.

“Courts continued to admit 
‘confessions’ that were extracted 
under torture as evidence. Many 
of those convicted after these 
unfair and hasty trials were sen-
tenced to death,” read a report by  
Amnesty International.

“Iraq remained one of the world’s 

most prolific users of the death 
penalty. Scores of people were 
sentenced to death by courts after 
unfair trials and executed by hang-
ing. The death penalty continued 
to be used as a tool of retribution in 
response to public outrage after at-
tacks claimed by [ISIS],” the report 
said.

The rights group accused Iraqi 
authorities of issuing arrest war-
rants for lawyers defending sus-
pected ISIS members: “These ar-
rests caused concern among other 
lawyers that they could be arrested 
simply for defending [ISIS] sus-
pects.”

Iraq is also engaged in an ideo-
logical war on ISIS. Iraqi state TV 
airs a weekly programme in which 
ISIS convicts — many of whom have 
been sentenced to death — confess 
to crimes and express regret.

In Mosul, Islamic scholars are 
training volunteers to counter 
ISIS’s ideology with the messages 
of peace in Islam.

The volunteers are tutored on 
“faith, Islamic jurisprudence and 
the Hadith (sayings of Prophet  
Mohammad) to allow them to 
counter the ideas of [ISIS] and its 
intellectual terrorism,” Sheikh 
Saleh al-Obeidi, president of the  
Ulema Forum of Mosul, told Agence 
France-Presse.

However, such soft power is like-
ly to be more successful if the gov-
ernment does not contradict the 
messages of justice and tolerance 
preached in the forum.
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Poisonous legacy. An ISIS flag flutters above a destroyed house near the Clock Square in Raqqa, last October 18.                        (Reuters)

 Denied physical 
control of towns, cities 
and services, ISIS can 
occupy territory but its 
ability to inspire is 
uncertain.

End of journey. An Islamic State member looks out from a cell in 
the Iraqi city of Sulaymaniyah, last year.                                       (Reuters)
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