
Fallout
by Zack Fellman

with Thomas M. Sanderson and Maria Galperin Donnelly

THE FUTURE OF FOREIGN FIGHTERS



Fallout
by Zack Fellman

with Thomas M. Sanderson and Maria Galperin Donnelly

THE FUTURE OF FOREIGN FIGHTERS



II

Fa
llo

ut
: T

he
 F

ut
ur

e 
of

 F
or

ei
gn

 F
ig

ht
er

s

About CSIS
For over 50 years, the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (CSIS) has worked to develop solutions to the world’s 
greatest policy challenges. Today, CSIS scholars are provid-
ing strategic insights and bipartisan policy solutions to help 
decisionmakers chart a course toward a better world. 

CSIS is a nonprofit organization headquartered in Washington, 
D.C. The Center’s 220 fulltime staff and large network of affili-
ated scholars conduct research and analysis and develop pol-
icy initiatives that look into the future and anticipate change. 

Founded at the height of the Cold War by David M. Abshire 
and Admiral Arleigh Burke, CSIS was dedicated to finding 
ways to sustain American prominence and prosperity as a 
force for good in the world. Since 1962, CSIS has become one 
of the world’s preeminent international institutions focused 
on defense and security; regional stability; and transnational 
challenges ranging from energy and climate to global health 
and economic integration. 

Thomas J. Pritzker was named chairman of the CSIS Board of 
Trustees in November 2015. Former U.S. deputy secretary of 
defense John J. Hamre has served as the Center’s president 
and chief executive officer since 2000.

CSIS does not take specific policy positions. Accordingly, all 
views, positions, and conclusions expressed in this publication 
should be understood to be solely those of the author(s).

TNT would like to thank Diana Davis Spencer Foundation, 
whose support made this report possible. 

TNT would also like to thank contributing authors Natalia Peña 
and Hannah Werman for their assistance with this report. TNT 
would also like to thank Gulya Tlegenova for her valuable re-
search efforts.

Center for Strategic & International Studies
1616 Rhode Island Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20036
202-887-0200 | www.csis.org

csis.org/tnt



III

About  
Foreign Fighters
Foreign volunteers intensify the conflicts to which 
they travel, and can destabilize the countries to 
which they travel next. To protect the interna-
tional community against this foreign fighter 
fallout, the Transnational Threats Project (TNT) 
has launched a multi-year study to examine the 
threat. The study combines insights from TNT’s 
on-the-ground field interviews with cutting edge 
research to illuminate this global phenomenon.
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FOREIGN  
FIGHTER FALLOUT
THEIR STRATEGIC IMPACT

uccessive military campaigns and coordinated, 
international counterterrorism pressure are con-
stricting Islamic State finances and disrupting 
territorial control. The Islamic State’s legitima-
cy, derived largely from successfully “governing” 
and extracting resources from territory, is likely 
to continue to diminish unless the group adopts 
new behaviors. The Islamic State’s rapidly shifting 
fortunes demonstrate to other militant groups 
that maintaining a state is far more difficult than 
operating as a decentralized terror organization.

From a U.S. perspective, the most significant po-
tential behavioral shift is the Islamic State’s use of 
remaining safe havens to operationalize an un-
precedented number of foreign fighters. These 
fighters, along with their new militant bona fides, 
could establish new affiliates, aggravate existing 
local socioeconomic grievances, or facilitate at-
tacks in countries where the United States has 
strategic interests. 

The Foreign Fighter Phenomenon
The migration of foreign fighters precipitated by 
the waning Islamic State will not be the first time 
the world has had to deal with foreign fighters 
leaving one conflict zone to potentially foment 
another. After September 11, 2001, al Qaeda’s 
“brand recognition” helped fighters at least par-

S
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tially co-opt local movements in the Arabian Peninsula, Horn of 

Africa, Northern Africa, and Southeast Asia. Attacks perpetrat-

ed by these local affiliates have killed thousands. Some, like al 

Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, remain active and intent on 

perpetrating external operations.1

In 2011, CSIS’s Transnational Threats Project and Homeland 

Security & Counterterrorism Program examined key factors 

in the rise of al Qaeda affiliates. The case studies revealed 

only a small minority of the affiliates deemed “ideological res-

onance” or “common interests with al Qaeda Core” as leading 

them to align themselves with al Qaeda.2 Instead, the most 

common reasons for an affiliate’s rise were some combina-

tion of charismatic, experienced leadership; disaffected local 

populations; and personal patronage links to the organiza-

tion’s central leadership. Though al Qaeda had a codified ide-

ology, understanding where the group’s networks exploited 

simmering local discontent better explained where al Qaeda 

affiliates grew. 

The Islamic State may follow a similar pattern to that of al 

Qaeda. Former Central Intelligence Agency analysts Phil 

Mudd and Andrew Liepman observed that “the youth joining 

the Islamic State today, including many of the thousands who 

streamed into Syria, have little understanding of, or commit-

ment to, the ideology for which they are signing up.”3 It is 

possible that most would-be fighters join because of their 

friends and family rather than fervent belief in the ideology 

of the Islamic State. Terrorism scholar Daniel Byman noted 

that although highly ideological, the Islamic State itself also 

1 Eric Schmitt and David E. Sanger, “Devices Seized in Yemen Raid 
Offer Some Clues to Qaeda Tactics,” New York Times, March 1, 
2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/01/world/middleeast/ye-
men-intelligence-raid.html.

2 Rick “Ozzie” Nelson and Thomas M. Sanderson, Confronting 
an Uncertain Threat: The Future of Al Qaeda and Associated 
Movements (Washington, DC: CSIS, September 2011), https://
csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publi-
cation/110826_Nelson_%20ConfrontingAnUncertainThreat_Web.
pdf; David Gordon and Samuel Lindo, “Jemaah Islamiyah,” CSIS, 
November 2011, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/
legacy_files/files/publication/111101_Gordon_JemaahIslamiyah_
WEB.pdf; Zack Fellman, “Abu Sayyaf Group,” CSIS, November 2011, 
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/
publication/111128_Fellman_ASG_AQAMCaseStudy5.pdf.

3 Andrew Liepman and Philip Mudd, “Lessons from the Fif-
teen-Year Counterterrorism Campaign,” CTC Sentinel 9, no. 10 
(October 2016): 12, https://www.ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-content/up-
loads/2016/10/CTC-SENTINEL_Vol9Iss1012.pdf.

“The youth  
joining the Islamic 
State today, including 
many of the thousands 
who streamed into 
Syria, have little under-
standing of, or com-
mitment to, the  
ideology for which 
they are signing up.”
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often subordinated its ideology to its strategic 
goals, and that the group’s obfuscated ideology 
made it more resilient.4

Recent studies have instead focused on instru-
mental “pathways” approaches to understand 
patterns among how militants traveled to Iraq 
and Syria.5 These studies yield two common phe-
nomena among the migrants—ones that echo 
factors similar to rising al Qaeda affiliates after 
September 11, 2001.

The first similar factor is that fighters often re-
ceived assistance from a preexisting network of 
“transnational activists,” facilitators, or friends 
who had already made the trip.6 Because of 
those connections, they often exhibit path de-
pendency with fighters seeking to join the groups 
since their friends did.7 As an example, a group of 
high schoolers in Lunel, France, began traveling 
to Syria in October 2013. While the first cohort 
moved toward Syria, a friend remaining in Lunel 
contacted French fighters already in Azaz, Syria, 
to arrange for safe passage. After one member 
of the Lunel group switched allegiance from Jaish 
Mohamed to the Islamic State, subsequent trav-
elers from the Lunel group joined Islamic State—
likely due to the presence of their friends. In all, 
20 individuals from the Lunel group used the 
same facilitation and mobilization pathway to 
travel to Syria.8

4 Daniel Byman, “Understanding the Islamic State—a Review Essay,” International Security 40, no. 4 (Spring 2016): 
136.

5 Timothy Holman, “‘Gonna Get Myself Connected’: The Role of Facilitation in Foreign Fighter Mobilizations,” 
Perspectives on Terrorism, 10, no. 2 (April 2016): 2–23.

6 Ibid., 4.

7 Hegghammer notes that mobilizing foreign fighters were likely path-dependent, that is, were more likely to 
follow the same trajectory, as the mobilization for the Anti-Soviet Jihad in Afghanistan. Fighters today likely face 
the same path dependency in migrating to new areas. Hegghammer, “The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters,” 68.

8 Holman, “‘Gonna Get Myself Connected,’” 13–14.

9 Hegghammer, “The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters,” 68.

10 Amarnath Amarasingam, “An Interview with Rachid Kassim, Jihadist Orchestrating Attacks in France,” Jihadolo-
gy, November 18, 2016, http://jihadology.net/2016/11/18/guest-post-an-interview-with-rachid-kassim-jihadist-or-
chestrating-attacks-in-france/.

11 “Islamic State calls for attacks on the West during Ramadan in audio message,” Reuters.

The second similar factor, as terrorism schol-
ar Thomas Hegghammer notes, may be that 
host-nation governments are often unwilling or 
unable to stop foreign fighters from traveling in 
the first place.9 Due largely to U.S. pressure and 
international efforts like UN Security Council Res-
olution 2178, some nations have limited travel to 
Iraq and Syria. In response to these measures, Is-
lamic State leaders encouraged those willing but 
unable to travel to conduct attacks where they 
could. While based in Syria in November 2016, 
French militant Rachid Kassim told Jihadology’s (a 
militancy monitoring website) Amarnath Amaras-
ingam that “at the beginning, the caliphate called 
for hijra [travel to the Islamic State] . . . now, it is 
best to launch attacks in dar ul kufr [land of the 
unbelievers]. Because hijra is very difficult now.”10 
In May 2016, Islamic State spokesman Abu Mu-
hammad al Adnani called for attacks in Europe 
and the United States saying “The smallest action 
you do in their heartland is better and more en-
during to us than what you would if you were with 
us. If one of you hoped to reach the Islamic State, 
we wish we were in your place to punish the Cru-
saders day and night.”11

In addition to people “mobilizing in place,” foreign 
fighters are beginning to return. Thus far, ap-
proximately 20 to 30 percent of foreign fighters 
have left Iraq and Syria; between 1990 and 2010, 



4

Fa
llo

ut
: T

he
 F

ut
ur

e 
of

 F
or

ei
gn

 F
ig

ht
er

s

roughly 11 percent of foreign fight-
ers became active security threats 
after migrating.12 If migrating fight-
ers return to violence at rates con-
sistent with previous waves of fight-
er migration, there may be up to 
1,100 experienced fighters seeking 
to conduct further attacks who have 
left Iraq and Syria. 

The numbers of returning fight-
ers may increase dramatically in 
the near future. As of Spring 2017, 
foreign militants remaining in Iraq 
and Syria are defending against an-
ti-Islamic State campaigns, making 
them less willing or able to leave.13 
However, an eventual fall of Islam-
ic State strongholds in Mosul and 
Raqqa will likely dislodge even more 
foreign fighters and foment greater 
movement—be it a return to one’s 
home country or travel to a new 
front. Concurrently, as the Islamic 
State loses territory, the group may 
carry out more spectacular terrorist 
operations abroad to signal contin-
ued relevance and power.14 

Owing to geographic isolation, im-
provements in transportation secu-
rity, and increasing fusion of law en-
forcement and intelligence efforts, 

12 Charles Lister, “Returning Foreign Fighters: Criminalization or Reintegration?,” 
Policy Briefing, Brookings Doha Center, August 2015, 2, https://www.brookings.
edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/En-Fighters-Web.pdf.

13 Zana Gulmohamad, “Unseating the Caliphate: Contrasting the Challenges of Liber-
ating Fallujah and Mosul,” CTC Sentinel 9, no. 10 (October 2016): 16–27, https://www.
ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/CTC-SENTINEL_Vol9Iss1012.pdf. 

14 Byman, “Understanding the Islamic State—a Review Essay,” 145; Seth G. Jones 
and Jim Newell, “ISIS Will Become More Deadly Before It Dies,” Slate, November 
17, 2015, http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/foreigners/2015/11/
isis_will_become_more_deadly_as_it_loses_territory.html.

15 Liepman and Mudd, “Lessons from the Fifteen-Year Counterterrorism Campaign,” 
13; Brian Michael Jenkins, “Inspiration, Not Infiltration: Jihadist Conspirators in the 
United States,” House Oversight and Governmental Reform Committee, Subcommit-
tee on National Security, Subcommittee on Health Care, Benefits, and Administra-
tive Rules (2015), 5–6, http://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CT447.html.

the United States will likely remain 
a much harder target for migrating 
fighters to strike. Although such 
attacks cannot be ruled out in the 
future, they are more likely to be 
“episodic tragedies, not national se-
curity catastrophes.”15

The United States is more insulat-
ed from migrating fighters than our 
treaty allies or competitors. 

The task of the U.S. national 
security community should 
thus be to: 
1. Reverse-engineer mobilization 

pathways to understand who 
may return and how; 

2. Identify where fighters may go 
next, with an eye to popula-
tions with grievances migrating 
fighters could exploit;

3. Limit the damage migrating 
fighters pose to areas of U.S. 
strategic interest by simultane-
ously targeting militant net-
works and assisting host nations 
addressing local grievances. 

An eventual 
fall of Islamic 
State strong-

holds in Mosul 
and Raqqa will 
likely dislodge 

even more for-
eign fighters 
and foment 

greater move-
ment—be it a 

return to one’s 
home country 

or travel to a 
new front.
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WHO ARE THE  
RETURNING 
FIGHTERS? 

igrants leaving Iraq and Syria stand 
to bring their credibility, skills, and 
networks to bear in new areas. 
These migrants should be thought 
of as “militant entrepreneurs” capa-
ble of aggravating simmering social 
discontent or conducting attacks 
themselves.16 These entrepreneurs 
will likely leverage the same social, 
diaspora, and patronage networks 
to shift to new areas as they did to 
get to Syria.17 

This generation of migrating fighters 
is almost certainly more dangerous 
than those that preceded it, given 
that foreign fighters in Iraq and Syr-
ia are much more likely to face di-

16 Thomas Hegghammer, “The Future of Jihadism in Europe: A Pessimistic View,” 
Perspectives on Terrorism 10, no. 6 (2016), http://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/
index.php/pot/article/view/566/html; Petter Nesser, Anne Stenersen, and Emilie 
Oftedal, “Jihadi Terrorism in Europe: The IS-Effect,” Perspectives on Terrorism 10, 
no. 6 (2016), http://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/index.php/pot/article/view/553/
html.

17 Holman, “‘Gonna Get Myself Connected,’” 13–14.

18 Arie Perliger and Daniel Milton, From Cradle to Grave: The Lifecycle of Foreign 
Fighters in Iraq and Syria (West Point, NY: Combating Terrorism Center, Novem-
ber 2016), 48, https://www.ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Cradle-to-
Grave.pdf.

rect combat and serve in leadership 
roles. In November 2016, a West 
Point Counterterrorism Center study 
found that 9 percent of documented 
returning fighters held leadership 
positions in the groups that they 
left.18 The West Point authors note 
that this number is incredibly high, 
especially given the fact that foreign 
fighters often faced language barri-
ers, had limited operational experi-
ence prior to traveling, and were less 
familiar with group ideology. Those 
not serving in a leadership capacity 
were also more likely to face direct 
combat—with 80 percent of those 
surveyed served as foot soldiers and 

M
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only 12 percent serving in noncombat “auxiliary 
capacities.”19 

However, being closer to the front lines also 
means foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria face much 
higher mortality rates than previous foreign fight-
er waves, especially the “Afghan Arabs.”20 Another 
limiting factor is that more active security services 
also mean fighters are more likely to be arrested 
upon arrival or shortly thereafter. In West Point’s 
study, nearly 90 percent of the fighters tracked 
were put in jail.21 

Although attrition and arrest will mitigate the ef-
fect of potential migration, the scale of today’s for-
eign fighter problem is extraordinary—and prison 
is not a panacea. Approximately 40,000 individu-
als from over 120 countries have traveled to Iraq 
and Syria.22 If imprisoned upon their return, fight-
ers often face light sentencing guidelines and can 
use their short time to recruit new members or 
even direct attacks.23 It is therefore reasonable to 
assume that the Islamic State’s decline in Iraq and 
Syria will likely precipitate an unprecedented mi-
gration of foreign fighters—fighters who are not 
only more dangerous, but will spread to a wider 
swath of countries than ever before. 

19 Perliger and Milton, “From Cradle to Grave,” 48.

20 “Afghan Arabs” refers to foreign volunteers fighting 
in Afghanistan against the Soviet Union, who faced 
mortality rates between 2 and 6 percent. Heggham-
mer, “The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters,” 63.

21 Perliger and Milton, “From Cradle to Grave,” 48.

22 “Remarks by Lisa O. Monaco at the Intelligence 
Studies Project at the University of Texas-Austin,” 
Lawfare, April 8, 2016, https://www.lawfareblog.
com/lisa-monaco-speech-university-texas.

23 Jasminder Singh, “The Emir of Katibah Nusan-
tara: Bahrumsyah,” Counter Terrorist Trends and 
Analysis 8, no. 11 (November 2016), 6, http://www.
rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/CTTA-No-
vember-2016.pdf; and Hegghammer, “The Future of 
Jihadism in Europe,” 161.

Migrants leaving Iraq 
and Syria stand to 
bring their credibility, 
skills, and networks 
to bear in new areas. 
These migrants should 
be thought of as “mil-
itant entrepreneurs” 
capable of aggravating 
simmering social dis-
content or conducting 
attacks themselves.
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COMING HOME? 
WHERE ARE FOREIGN FIGHTERS GOING? 

Europe 
Europe is perhaps the most vulner-
able area for foreign fighter fallout. 
Between 2011 and 2016, between 
5,000 and 7,000 Europeans went 
to fight in Iraq and Syria.24 Fighters 
returning to Europe find the per-
secution and economic isolation 
of Muslims worse than when they 
left—trends that demographic shifts 
will likely exacerbate. 

Negative public discourse about 
Islam’s role in European countries 
may have influenced Muslims’ desire 
to leave for Iraq and Syria. Recent 
work by analysts Chris Meserole 
and Will McCants to identify com-
monalities among individuals who 
traveled to Iraq and Syria revealed 

24 Hegghammer, “The Future of Jihadism in Europe,” 156; and Hoffman, “The Global 
Terror Threat and Counterterrorism Challenges Facing the Next Administration.”

25 Chris Meserole, “Radicalization, Laïcité, and the Islamic Veil,” Religional (blog), 
April 25, 2016, https://religional.org/2016/04/25/french-connection-part-ii-radical-
ization-laicite-and-the-islamic-veil/.

26 William McCants et al., “The French Connection,” Foreign Affairs, March 24, 2016, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2016-03-24/french-connection.French 
Connection.

that the strongest correlation had 
to do with whether a fighter’s coun-
try of origin was Francophone.25 The 
authors posit “Francophone” may 
be a proxy for negative public dis-
course about the legality of Muslim 
dress in French-speaking nations.26 
Immediately prior to the Syrian civ-
il war, several European societies 
had intense debates about the le-
gality of wearing Muslim garb like 
the hijab and burqa in public spaces, 
with France banning full-face veils in 
2010 and Belgium following suit in 
July 2011. 

The debate appears to have imme-
diately preceded a wave of young 
Muslims leaving France for Iraq 
and Syria, especially in the wake of 
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the Arab Spring.27 Meserole and McCants note 
French sociologist Agnès de Féo’s 2015 state-
ment that “those who have left to go and fight 
in Syria say that this law is one of things that 
encouraged them. They saw it as a law against 
Islam. It had the effect of sending a message 
that Islam was not welcome in France.”28 Austria, 
Denmark, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Swit-
zerland, and the United Kingdom have all ap-
plied bans on full-face veils.29 Though not direct-
ly correlated, an increase in hate crimes against 
migrants and refugees may also lead European 
Muslims to question their ability to assimilate 
into European societies.30 

As European militaries began to assist U.S. mili-
tary strikes and limit their citizens’ ability to trav-
el to Iraq and Syria, Europe has become a more 
desirable target for returning fighters (recall Ra-
chid Kassim’s preference for conducting attacks 
in dar ul kufr).31 

Some foreign fighters have already carried out 
attacks in Europe. In November 2015 and March 
2016, a cell of Belgian and French fighters con-
ducted complex attacks in Paris and Brussels 
that left 160 dead. The Islamic State allegedly 
planned the attacks for a year, with facilitators 
casing potential targets and bringing fighters 
back to Belgium and France through pre-scout-
ed routes. 

27 Meserole, “Radicalization, Laïcité, and the Islamic 
Veil.”

28 Ben McPartland, “Burqa Ban Five Years on—‘We 
Created a Monster,’” The Local, October 12, 2015, 
http://www.thelocal.fr/20151012/france-burqa-ban-
five-years-on-we-create-a-monster.

29 “The Islamic Veil across Europe,” BBC News, Janu-
ary 31, 2017, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-eu-
rope-13038095.

30 “Germany Hate Crime: Nearly 10 Attacks a Day on 
Migrants in 2016,” BBC News, February 26, 2017, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-39096833.

31 Amarasingam, “An Interview with Rachid Kassim, 
Jihadist Orchestrating Attacks in France.”

Europe’s changing  
demography will 
likely exacerbate 

the existing social 
and economic iso-
lation felt by some 

European Muslims.
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Ten of the 24 attackers had either 

visited or tried to enter Syria, and 

most were close friends.32 As the cell 

staged for the attack, they frequent-

ly communicated with Islamic State 

planners in Syria from whom they 

received operational instructions 

and money transfers.33 After the at-

tack, the command node in Belgium 

worked with planners in Syria to re-

fine the cell’s explosives, and then 

used those devices at the Brussels 

airport in March 2016.34 

Before the attacks, more than half 

the perpetrators were known to 

law enforcement, though often 

as much because of their criminal 

activities as their terrorist connec-

tions.35 Through these criminal net-

32 Larry Buchanan and Haeyoun Park, “Uncovering the Links between the Brussels 
and Paris Attackers,” New York Times, March 23, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2016/03/23/world/europe/how-the-brussels-and-paris-attackers-could-
be-connected.html.

33 Ibid.; Jean-Charles Brisard and Kevin Jackson, “The Islamic State’s External Oper-
ations and the French-Belgian Nexus, ” CTC Sentinel 9, no. 11 (November/Decem-
ber 2016): 8–15, https://www.ctc.usma.edu/posts/the-islamic-states-external-opera-
tions-and-the-french-belgian-nexus.

34 Paul Cruickshank, “Inside the Paris and Brussels Terror Attacks,” CNN, March 
30, 2016, http://www.cnn.com/2016/03/30/europe/inside-paris-brussels-terror-at-
tacks/index.html; and Paul Cruickshank, “Discarded Laptop Yields Revelations on 
Network behind Brussels, Paris Attacks,” CNN, January 25, 2017, http://www.cnn.
com/2017/01/24/europe/brussels-laptop-revelations/index.html.

35 Kimiko de Freytas-Tamura, Katrin Bennhold, and Andrew Higgins, “In Suspects’ Brus-
sels Neighborhood, a History of Petty Crimes and Missed Chances,” New York Times, 
November 16, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/17/world/europe/in-suspects-
brussels-neighborhood-a-history-of-petty-crimes-and-missed-chances.html.

36 Scott Jasper and Scott Moreland, “ISIS: An Adaptive Hybrid Threat in Transition,” 
Small Wars Journal, October 29, 2016, http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/isis-an-
adaptive-hybrid-threat-in-transition; de Freytas-Tamura, Bennhold, and Higgins, 
“In Suspects’ Brussels Neighborhood, a History of Petty Crimes and Missed Chanc-
es”; Paul Cruickshank, “A View from the CT Foxhole: Peter Edge, ICE Acting Depu-
ty Director, and Wil van Gemert, Europol Deputy Director,” CTC Sentinel 10, no. 1 
(January 2017): 11–16, https://www.ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/
CTC-Sentinel_Vol9Iss1118.pdf.

37 Rajan Basra, Peter R. Neumann, and Claudia Brunner, Criminal Pasts, Terrorist 
Futures: European Jihadists and the New Crime-Terror Nexus (London: Interna-
tional Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence, October 2016), 
25, http://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/ICSR-Report-Criminal-Pasts-Ter-
rorist-Futures-European-Jihadists-and-the-New-Crime-Terror-Nexus.pdf.

38 McCants et al., “The French Connection.”

works, the perpetrators procured 

forged passports that helped them 

infiltrate the refugee flow to Europe 

even though they were on watch 

lists. Once they arrived, they tapped 

into their criminal networks to ac-

quire arms and explosives.36 

Criminal backgrounds do not make 

the France and Belgium attackers 

unique. Between 50 and 60 percent 

of individuals traveling to Iraq and 

Syria have had criminal records 

prior to departure.37 These crim-

inal backgrounds may correlate 

to another key factor to mobili-

zation found in the Meserole and 

McCants’ study: youth unemploy-

ment, which is already high among 

European Muslims.38 

As European 
militaries be-
gan to assist 
U.S. military 
strikes and 
limit their  
citizens’ abili-
ty to travel to 
Iraq and Syria, 
Europe has  
become a 
more desir-
able target 
for returning 
fighters.
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According to Hegghammer, the young Muslim population in 
Europe is already beset by “mediocre” social mobility and “doc-
umented anti-Muslim discrimination in the labor market.”39 
Young Muslims have proportionally higher unemployment rates 
than their non-Muslim counterparts. In Molenbeek and Shaer-
beek, the two Belgian neighborhoods that have produced many 
of Europe’s foreign fighters, youth unemployment is markedly 
higher than Brussels, which has a lower percentage of families 
from immigrant backgrounds.40 On the fringes of society to be-
gin with, criminals have access to facilitation networks and capi-
tal and may be attracted by a “core counter-cultural message of 
redemption through strength, power, and violence.”41 

Europe’s changing demography will likely exacerbate the ex-
isting social and economic isolation felt by some European 
Muslims. In absolute numbers, immigration and higher birth-
rates will expand the Muslim population from 25 million to 37 
million by 2030. In relative numbers, European Muslims will 
grow from 3.8 to 7 percent of the total population in Northern 
Europe, 6 to 8.6 percent in Western Europe, and from 6.9 to 
8.8 percent in Southern Europe. This Muslim population will 
be more male-dominated and younger than the surrounding 
non-Muslim European population as well.42 

As presaged by the Paris and Brussels attacks, Europe’s volatile 
mix of militant entrepreneurs and growing number of poten-
tial recruits may prove incredibly dangerous. Writing for the 
West Point Counterterrorism Center, Jean-Charles Brisard and 
Kévin Jackson summarize the foreign fighter threat to Europe: 

The number of veterans from the Syrian battlefields being 
deployed to Europe and the apparent continued survival of 
senior francophone figures at the apex of the Islamic State’s 
external operations wing suggest that despite military efforts 
to deprive the Islamic State of territorial control in Iraq and 
Syria, the group will continue to be a threat to France, Bel-
gium, and other European countries for some time to come.43 

39 Hegghammer, “The Future of Jihadism in Europe,” 159.

40 Molenbeek, 27 percent; Schaerbeek, 22 percent; Brussels, 19 
percent. Aaron Williams et al., “How two Brussels neighborhoods 
became ‘a breeding ground’ for terror,” Washington Post, April 
1, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/world/brus-
sels-molenbeek-demographics/.

41 Basra, Neumann, and Brunner, Criminal Pasts, Terrorist Futures, 25.

42 Hegghammer, “The Future of Jihadism in Europe,” 159.

43 Brisard and Jackson, “The Islamic State’s External Operations and 
the French-Belgian Nexus,” 14.
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Russia 
Russian-speaking fighters comprise approximate-
ly 15 percent of foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria.44 
From the former Soviet bloc countries, an estimat-
ed 900 Dagestanis, 500 Chechens, and 500 Uzbeks 
have already traveled to Iraq and Syria.45 Estimates 
for Russian citizens range up to 3,400.46 Russian is 
the third most commonly spoken language inside 
Islamic State’s territory; Raqqa is home to an entire 
Russian-speaking neighborhood.47 

Many fighters from the North Caucasus traveled 
to and from Syria in the early years of the civil war 
viewing it as a duty to fight the Assad regime. As 
the conflict continued, a wave of ethnic Chechens, 
themselves the children of Chechens granted asy-
lum in Western Europe in previous decades, trav-
eled to Syria as well.48 Recalling Hegghammer’s 
second common factor among foreigners traveling 
to Syria, Russophone migrants went because they 
could. Moreover, it is likely that Russophones were 
encouraged to go. A source inside Russia’s security 
services relayed to the International Crisis Group: 

We opened borders, helped them all out and 
closed the border behind them by criminalis-

44 Peter R. Neumann, Radicalized: New Jihadists and the Threat to the West, 1st ed. (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), 87.

45 Oliver Carrol, “Cracking Down on Russia’s Caliphate,” Foreign Policy, May 31, 2016, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2016/05/31/cracking-down-on-russias-caliphate-islamic-state/; “Kadyrov Says 480 Chechens Have Joined 
Islamic State,” Moscow Times, November 16, 2015, https://themoscowtimes.com/news/kadyrov-says-480-chech-
ens-have-joined-islamic-state-50777; “Most Uzbeks Fighting for IS Came from Russia, Theologian Claims,” Radio 
Free Europe / Radio Liberty, March 24, 2015, http://www.rferl.org/a/most-uzbeks-fighting-for-is-came-from-rus-
sia-theologian-claims/26918165.html; and Neumann, Radicalized, 87.

46 Neumann, Radicalized, 87; and Leon Aron, “The Coming of the Russian Jihad, Part II,” War on the Rocks, De-
cember 19, 2016, https://warontherocks.com/2016/12/the-coming-of-the-russian-jihad-part-ii/.

47 Mehdi Jedinia, “IS ‘Cyrillic Jihadists’ Create Their Own Community in Syria,” VOA, March 30, 2016, http://www.
voanews.com/a/is-cyrillic-jihadists-create-their-own-community-in-syria/3261535.html.

48 “Жители Чечни Сообщают Об Отъезде На Войну В Сирию Участников Хаджа И Членов Семей Комбатантов” 
[Residents of Chechnya Report Hajj Participants and Families of Militants Leaving to Join the War in Syria], 
Кавказский Узел, accessed March 2, 2017, http://www.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/232588/.

49 International Crisis Group, The North Caucasus Insurgency and Syria: An Exported Jihad?, Europe Re-
port no. 238 (Brussels: International Crisis Group, March 16, 2016), 16, https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.
net/238-the-north-caucasus-insurgency-and-syria-an-exported-jihad.pdf.

50 Aron, “The Coming of the Russian Jihad, Part II.”

51 “Жители Чечни Сообщают Об Отъезде На Войну В Сирию Участников Хаджа И Членов Семей Комбатантов” [Resi-
dents of Chechnya Report Hajj Participants and Families of Militants Leaving to Join the War in Syria].

52 Ibid.

ing this type of fighting. If they want to return 
now, we are waiting for them at the borders. 
Everyone’s happy: they are dying on the path 
of Allah [PBUH], and we have no terrorist acts 
here and are now bombing them in Latakia 
and Idlib. State policy has to be pragmatic; this 
was very effective.49

This FSB-facilitated “green corridor” was open 
between 2011 and 2014, likely part of a security 
sweep in advance of the 2014 Olympics.50 Fight-
ers who could not travel directly to theater in-
stead visited relatives in Azerbaijan or complet-
ed the hajj in Saudi Arabia before moving from 
those countries on to the battle space.51 A further 
wave of migration from the North Caucasus to 
Syria and Iraq occurred as family members, par-
ticularly the wives and small children of militants, 
moved to reunite their families.52

These Russophone fighters have had an outsized 
influence on militant organizations in Iraq and 
Syria. On average, Russian-speaking fighters have 
a higher level of education than other foreign 
fighters or locals, making them more suitable for 
leadership roles as bomb makers, tacticians, and 
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field commanders.53 This influence 
may be especially strong in the Is-
lamic State, as some Russian-speak-
ing fighters’ prior military experience 
and training allowed them to take 
positions in the group’s leadership. 
Both Omar Shishani, the Islamic 
State’s late emir of war, and Gulmur-
od Khalimov, the former head of Ta-
jikistan’s OMON (special police), un-
derwent extensive military training 
from the United States.54 

To prevent these experienced fight-
ers from migrating to Russia, Mos-
cow adopted a series of harsh laws. 
In 2016 Russia passed the so-called 
“Yarovaya Law,” which increased 
state surveillance capability and 
raised the maximum sentences for 
“extremism,” encouragement of 
mass disturbances, and failing to 
warn authorities of potential terror-
ist attacks.55 Although the Russian 
criminal code theoretically prohibits 
the punishment of individuals who 
voluntarily cease militant activity, 

53 Qishloq Ovozi, “Karimov Prepares for Terrorists,” Radio Free Europe / Radio Lib-
erty, January 24, 2014, http://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-imu-terrorism/25241539.
html.

54 Jeremy Bender, “ISIS just announced that its ‘minister of war,’ a ‘star pupil’ of US 
special-forces training, was killed,” Business Insider, July 13, 2016, http://www.
businessinsider.com/omar-al-shishani-isis-commander-and-us-dead-2016-7; 
and Joshua Kucera, “Tajik Officer’s Defection to Isis Highlights US Support for 
Repressive Regime,” The Guardian, June 2, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2015/jun/02/isis-defection-gulmurod-khalimov-tajikistan.

55 Tanya Lokshina, “Draconian Law Rammed Through Russian Parliament,” Hu-
man Rights Watch, June 23, 2016, https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/06/23/draconi-
an-law-rammed-through-russian-parliament.

56 See, for example, the country studies listed at “Treatment of Foreign Fighters in 
Selected Jurisdictions: Country Surveys,” Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/
law/help/foreign-fighters/country-surveys.php.

57 Gall and de Waal, Chechnya.

58 Faith Karimi, Steve Almasy, and Gul Tuysuz, “ISIS Leadership Helped Plan Istan-
bul Attack, Source Says,” CNN, June 30, 2016, http://www.cnn.com/2016/06/30/
europe/turkey-istanbul-ataturk-airport-attack/index.html.

59 “IS Claims Responsibility for Explosion in Dagestan,” Caucasian Knot, February 
15, 2016, http://www.eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/34616/.

the high burden of proof virtually 
guarantees that all returnees are 
subject to prosecution.56 

With the barrier to entry higher for 
would-be attackers, Russophone 
fighters may be more likely to mi-
grate to new regions.57 In June 2016, 
a group of Uzbek, Kyrgyz, and Rus-
sian citizens crossed into Turkey and 
launched a complex attack inside Is-
tanbul’s Ataturk Airport that killed 
more than 40 people.58 

However, as Russia has raised the 
barrier to entry, its foreign policy 
may have also raised fighters’ de-
sire to strike Russian interests. The 
Islamic State or aligned individuals 
demonstrated their ability to plan 
and perpetrate attacks inside Rus-
sia. Late 2015 and early 2016 saw 
at least three Islamic State-affiliat-
ed attacks, ranging from shelling 
to a suicide bomb.59 In November 
2016, according to Russian securi-
ty officials, the FSB also arrested 10 
individuals planning on carrying out 

On average, 
Russian- 
speaking fight-
ers have a 
higher level 
of education 
than other 
foreign fight-
ers or locals, 
making them 
more suitable 
for leadership 
roles as bomb 
makers, tacti-
cians, and field 
commanders.
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attacks in Moscow and St. Petersburg with improvised explo-
sive devices.60 

Russian Muslims face social and economic pressures akin 
to those in Europe, especially in the North Caucasus, where 
low-level conflict persists.61 In Dagestan, the prof uchet (pre-
vention list) mandates that individuals suspected of “radical-
izing” provide biometric information to police, who allegedly 
arbitrarily detain, physically abuse, and constantly monitor 
them. Roughly 3 percent of Dagestan’s population of 3 million 
are on the list, with more being added at a rate that strains the 
local police force’s ability to keep pace.62 

In Chechnya, local government officials are closing or infiltrat-
ing mosques suspected of radicalizing individuals. However, 
most mobilization likely occurs through youth organizations 
and peer groups.63 Akin to similar moves in Europe, local of-
ficials are also attempting to regulate Islamic dress. In March 
2011, Chechen authorities dictated that local imams prevent 
women from wearing hijabs and men from maintaining mus-
tache-free beards, often the sign of Salafism.64 

Economically, many Russophone Muslim youth are unem-
ployed. The youth unemployment rates in predominantly 
Muslim Chechnya (55 percent), Dagestan (40 percent), and 
Ingushetia (70 percent) are notably higher than the Russian 
average of 10 percent.65 Recalling that high rates of youth 
unemployment strongly correlate with militancy in European 
Muslims, youth unemployment among Russian-speaking Mus-
lims bears watching. 

60 Joe Barnes, “Russia Arrest 10 Suspected ISIS Terrorists Planning 
ATTACKS in Moscow and St Petersburg,” The Express, November 12, 
2016, http://www.express.co.uk/pictures/galleries/7256/Inside-Rus-
sian-Army-Vladimir-Putin-fighting-weapons-war-in-pictures.

61 “On February 13–19, No Victims of Armed Conflict in Northern 
Caucasus Were Recorded,” Caucasian Knot, February 23, 2017, 
http://www.eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/38511/.

62 International Crisis Group, The North Caucasus Insurgency and 
Syria, 20.

63 Ibid.

64 Conversely Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov has at times enforced 
a conservative Muslim dress code for Chechens. Human Rights 
Watch, “Russia: Chechnya Enforcing Islamic Dress Code,” March 
10, 2011, https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/03/10/russia-chechn-
ya-enforcing-islamic-dress-code; and International Crisis Group, 
The North Caucasus Insurgency and Syria.

65 World Bank, “Russia: Youth Empowerment in the Northern Cau-
casus,” October 25, 2010, http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/fea-
ture/2010/10/25/youth-empowerment-northern-caucasus.
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Demographic trends will likely exacerbate Muslim youth un-
employment, too. Higher birthrates in the North Caucasus will 
lower the its median age, which is already much lower than the 
rest of Russia’s: Chechnya (25.5), Dagestan (29.5), Ingushetia 
(27.7), and Russia (38.8).66 

As a result, Russia’s Muslims may face a “youth bulge” that 
often strongly correlates with elevated levels of conflict.67 
Russia will have to cope with a growing number of econom-
ically disadvantaged Muslim youth looking for purpose and 
money. Foreign fighters migrating to Russia may be able to 
offer them both. 

Southeast Asia
Approximately 800 to 1,000 Southeast Asians have traveled to 
Iraq and Syria.68 There, many have joined the Islamic State’s 
Indonesian and Malay brigade, Katibah Nusantara, and reg-
ularly participate in fighting.69 The group was formed in Ha-
saka, Syria, and is led by an Indonesian named Bahrumsyah, 
himself appointed by Abu Bakr al Baghdadi.70 Other notable 
leaders are Indonesian Bahrun Naim and Malaysian Muham-
mad Wanndy, who use havens inside Syria to inspire local 

66 Sergey Scherbov et al., “Russian Demographic Data Sheet” (Mos-
cow: Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Pub-
lic Administration, Russian Federal State Statistics Service, Interna-
tional Institute for Applied System Analysis, n.d.), http://www.iiasa.
ac.at/web/home/research/researchPrograms/WorldPopulation/
PublicationsMediaCoverage/ModelsData/Russian_DataSheet_web.
pdf.

67 Lionel Beehner, “The Effects of ‘Youth Bulge’ on Civil Conflicts,” 
Council on Foreign Relations, April 27, 2007, http://www.cfr.org/
world/effects-youth-bulge-civil-conflicts/p13093.

68 David Ignatius, “Southeast Asia Could Be a Haven for Displaced 
Islamic State Fighters,” Washington Post, August 18, 2016, https://
www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/southeast-asia-could-be-a-
haven-for-displaced-islamic-state-fighters/2016/08/18/c2213b28-
6566-11e6-96c0-37533479f3f5_story.html?utm_term=.ff1d4d1d6dc3; 
Joashua Kurlantzick, “Southeast Asia—The Islamic State’s New 
Front?,” Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs, 
October 4, 2016, http://www.carnegiecouncil.org/publications/eth-
ics_online/0122.

69 The coherency of “national” brigades within the Islamic State 
remains open to debate. Sharing a common language likely makes 
operations easier, but the Islamic State has also directed its cadre 
not to organize around national identities. Shashi Jayakumar, 
“The Islamic State Looks East: The Growing Threat in Southeast 
Asia,” CTC Sentinel 10, no. 2 (February 2017): 27–33, https://www.
ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/CTC-Sentinel_Vo-
l10Iss229.pdf.

70 Singh, “The Emir of Katibah Nusantara,” 6.
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affiliates to conduct attacks across 
Southeast Asia.71

In June 2016, the Islamic State re-
leased a propaganda video in four 
languages—Arabic, Indonesian, Ma-
lay, and Tagalog—recruiting locals 
to launch attacks in the Philippines.72 
Less than a month later the Islamic 
State directed an attack on a bar in 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and inspired 
another against a police station in 
Central Java, Indonesia.73 The cell 
that conducted the bar attack likely 
received instructions from Wanndy.74 

Although Southeast Asian security 
services have interdicted many mi-
grating fighters, the services are not 
keen to release data on the number 
of individuals either considered rad-
icalized or currently under surveil-
lance. Thus, the spillover from Iraq 
and Syria into the region is difficult 
to measure.75 

What is known is that although 
many of the groups in Indonesia, 

71 Southeast Asian terror and insurgency groups have previously used remote 
havens, though usually for training and not command and control. Indonesian Je-
maah Islamiyah and Philippine Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) used camps 
in Khost, Afghanistan, to train its fighters. Gordon and Lindo, “Jemaah Islamiyah,” 
3; Muhammad Haziq Bin Jani, “Malaysia’s ‘Jihadist Celebrity’: Muhammad Wanndy 
Mohamed Jedi,” Counter Terrorist Trends and Analysis 8, no. 11 (November 2016), 
15–19, http://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/CTTA-November-2016.
pdf; and Muh Taufiqurrohman and Ardi Putra Prasetya, “A Rising Indonesian 
Jihadist Plotter: Bahrun Naim, Counter Terrorist Trends and Analysis 8, no. 11 
(November 2016), 8–10, http://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/CT-
TA-November-2016.pdf.

72 Caleb Weiss, “Islamic State details activity in the Philippines,” Long War Journal, 
June 12, 2016, http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2016/06/islamic-state-de-
tails-activity-in-the-philippines.php.

73 “Malaysia arrests Islamic State suspects for grenade attack on bar in June,” 
Reuters, August 12, 2016, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-malaysia-securi-
ty-idUSKCN10O06X; and “IS-linked suicide bomber attacks Indonesia police, 
wounding one,” Reuters, July 5, 2016, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-indone-
sia-security-idUSKCN0ZL039.

74 Jayakumar, “The Islamic State Looks East,” 28.

75 Ibid.

76 Ibid., 30.

Malaysia, and the Philippines have 
aligned with the Islamic State, they 
are often not aligned with one an-
other. Southeast Asian security ex-
pert Shashi Jayakumar speculates 
that consolidated leadership could 
lead the Islamic State to declare a 
wilaya (state), perhaps in the “tri-
angle comprised of Mindanao, the 
Indonesian island of Sulawesi, and 
Malaysian and Indonesian territory 
on Borneo.”76 Jayakumar notes this 
area is relatively remote and could 
lie beyond the reach of each nation’s 
security services. 

In at least one instance, the Islam-
ic State has directed local affiliates 
to investigate shoring up support 
within the triangle. In January 2017, 
Insilon Hapilon, leader of a major 
Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) faction, was 
wounded by Philippine military air-
strikes while attempting to move his 
group to a potentially secure loca-
tion in Lanao del Sur province. Three 
months prior, Hapilon’s ASG faction 

Though the  
reliance on 

individual 
leadership 

has made the 
terror group 

vulnerable, 
consistent 

local grievanc-
es guarantee 
at least some 
level of insur-
gent activity. 
The number 
of potential 

recruits, there-
fore, will not 
likely dimin-

ish in coming 
years.
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cooperated with two other Philippine terror groups to plan 

and carry out a bombing in a Davao market that killed 15 and 

injured 70.77 As it does in other areas, the Islamic State may 

have encouraged the cooperation as a prerequisite to receiv-

ing financial support.

However, Katibah Nusantara has recently come under fire in 

Iraq and Syria. Russian and Syrian regime airstrikes have likely 

led many of the group’s fighters to take refuge in Mosul, Iraq.78 

The result of future operations in Iraq may push foreign fighter 

migration to Southeast Asia. Among those traveling may be 

a large contingent of non-Southeast Asians. Due to generous 

“visa on arrival” policies, many fighters facing deportation are 

allegedly requesting to be deported to Southeast Asia.79 

Historically, al Qaeda affiliates succeeded in Southeast Asia 

when charismatic, Afghanistan-experienced leaders success-

fully consolidated control of proto-insurgencies and mar-

shaled them into terror campaigns. Though the reliance on 

individual leadership has made the terror group vulnerable, 

consistent local grievances guarantee at least some level of in-

surgent activity. The number of potential recruits, therefore, 

will not likely diminish in coming years. 

Perhaps for this reason, Philippine President Rodrigo Duter-

te made a statement in January 2017 urging members of the 

Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) and Moro National Liber-

ation Front (MNLF) not to “provide sanctuary to the terrorists 

in your areas.”80 The Moro, or Filipino Muslim, population has 

long agitated for autonomous or independent control of his-

torically Muslim land in the Southern Philippines.81 

77 Ibid.

78 Singh, “The Emir of Katibah Nusantara,” 6.

79 Jayakumar, “The Islamic State Looks East,” 31.

80 Martin Petty, “Duterte Pleads with Philippine Rebels to Rebuff 
Islamic State Advances,” Reuters, January 27, 2017, http://www.
reuters.com/article/us-philippines-security-idUSKBN15B0XO.

81 Fellman, “Abu Sayyaf.”
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COMBATTING 
THE THREAT
BEYOND DIRECT ACTION

oreign fighters cascade from one conflict to the 
next. Since September 11, 2001, the United States 
has confronted the phenomenon of foreign fight-
ers in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, the Philippines, 
Yemen, Libya, and Syria—to name a few. As those 
who fought in Iraq and Syria move on to new con-
flicts, that list of countries may grow. 

Over the last 16 years, the United States military 
and intelligence communities have honed and 
deployed a ruthlessly efficient counter-network 
capability to remove key individuals from the 
field. 

Long hallmarks of U.S. counterterrorism, count-
er-network operations, and kinetic strikes are po-
litically appealing because they are measurable, 
visible, and capitalize on sophisticated intelli-
gence and precision strike capabilities. 

However, trends among foreign fighters may 
blunt the United States’ comparative advantage 
in killing key terrorism leaders. First, the fighting 
in Iraq and Syria has further democratized the 
foreign fighter movement and made for an ev-
er-replenishing list of high-value targets. Second, 
foreign fighters (and terrorists in general) may 
be moving from active armed conflict areas to 
urban centers. The first factor threatens to ex-
haust U.S. counterterrorism capabilities and the 

F
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second threatens to decrease its 
overall significance. 

If the United States intends to play 
an enduring and central role in re-
ducing the impact of foreign fight-
ers, it should endeavor to pay great-
er attention to the less quantifiable, 
“squishier,” goals of sharing and 
integrating information, as well as 
building resiliency among countries 
that face the threat. 

In performing the type of predictive 
“heat mapping” analysis to suggest 
where fighters are likely to migrate, 
this report risks being tactically tau-
tological: criminality and terrorism 
occur where there are criminals and 
terrorists. The value may instead be 
found in suggesting where migrat-
ing foreign fighters might create 
venues for future geopolitical com-
petition or challenges to U.S. influ-
ence. By anticipating these potential 
challenges, the United States can 
help allied states build capacity to 
disaggregate militant entrepreneurs 
from vulnerable populations, and 
channel competitors’ concern over 
foreign fighters in a productive, mu-
tually beneficial manner.

Migrants leaving Iraq 
and Syria stand to 
bring their credibility, 
skills, and networks 
to bear in new areas. 
These migrants should 
be thought of as “mil-
itant entrepreneurs” 
capable of aggravating 
simmering social dis-
content or conducting 
attacks themselves.
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