The Security Times – Challenges

26

February 2020

Return fees may apply
How to deal with Western IS fighters returning from Syria and Iraq

BY PETER R. NEUMANN

BBC

W

hen US President
Donald
Trump
declared the defeat of
Islamic State (IS), he specifically
referred to the group’s territory in
Syria and Iraq – nearly all of which
had been taken back by December
2018. What he did not mention
were the thousands of IS supporters from all over the world who
had been captured in the process.
Yet, for many governments, especially in Western Europe, these
individuals are the group’s most
challenging legacy. Resolving this
issue will have major impact on
the terrorist threat for years to
come.
Between 2013 and 2016, more
than 40,000 jihadists traveled
to Syria and Iraq, thereby marking the greatest mobilization of
foreign jihadists ever. These individuals came from nearly 100
countries. The largest contingent – about 60 percent of the
total number – originated from
the Middle East and North Africa,
especially Saudi Arabia and Tunisia. Around 20 percent were from
countries of the former Soviet
Union, above all Russia, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. More than
5,000 individuals – around 12
percent – came from Western
Europe, including not just France,
Germany and the UK, but also
smaller countries such as Austria,
Belgium, Denmark and Sweden.
A further 500 people were from
other Western countries, such as
Australia, Canada and the United
States.
In contrast to previous waves
of foreign fighters, the Caliphate also attracted sizable numbers of women and entire families. According to various estimates, more than 20 percent
of the total number consisted
of women and girls who “emigrated” to the Caliphate in order
to become teachers, nurses, doctors, propagandists or to give
birth to the next generation of
fighters.
Yet, the “jihadist international”
that had formed in Syria and Iraq
during the middle of the decade

Travel ban: Shamima Begum left London in 2015 to join the Islamic State in Syria. The UK stripped her of her citizenship.

quickly fell apart. By the time of
the Caliphate’s official defeat,
nearly a third of the jihadist
“travelers” had already returned
to their home countries, while
another third was dead. Of the
remaining third, some managed to
flee to Turkey, but the vast majority ended up in Kurdish camps
and Iraqi prisons. Only a few hundred are still believed to be free
and fighting for IS.
For many governments, the key
question has been how dangerous those returnees and potential
returnees are. Two studies have
examined the phenomenon from
a historical perspective.
The Norwegian researcher
Thomas Hegghammer looked at
nearly 1,000 Western jihadists
who had fought in the conflicts
in Somalia, Iraq, Afghanistan and
Pakistan in the 1990s and 2000s
and found that only one in nine
were charged or sentenced for
terrorist crimes after returning to
their countries.
Jytte Klausen of Brandeis University conducted a similar study
that yielded a significantly higher
result. Of the nearly 900 foreign
fighters in her sample, approximately one in four engaged in terrorism after going back.

While the differences between
the studies are striking, they show
that the vast majority of returnees
do not become terrorists. Yet there
remains a substantial risk, and the
reason is not just the exceptionally large number of people who
went to Syria and Iraq in recent
years, but also how the conflicts
have changed them.
The experience of war, Hegghammer points out, has given them
military know-how, desensitized
them emotionally and granted
them access to new and international networks, which enables
them to mount larger and more
sophisticated attacks. He shows
that terror plans made with the
help of returnees are statistically
one-and-a-half times more likely
to be carried out than plans made
without them and twice as likely to
lead to fatalities. Simply put, those
returnees who decide to become
terrorists are better – that is, more
deadly – terrorists.
It is precisely for this reason
that the debate over returnees has
become so contentious. Although
the problem has been on authorities’
radars for years, many governments
have hoped that the returnees would
be killed or seek martyrdom in the
final battle for the Caliphate.

In reality, however, thousands of
them – including large numbers of
women and children – survived,
and are now stuck in Iraqi prisons
or camps in the Kurdish-controlled
areas of Syria. What should be
done with them?
The seemingly easiest way of
resolving the problem is to strip
individuals of their citizenship.
Many Western governments have
resorted to this measure, even in
cases where potential returnees
had no other citizenship, and thus
doing so made them stateless. In
the case of Shamima Begum, for
example, a 20-year-old British
woman who traveled to Syria when
she was 15, the government’s decision to strip her of her citizenship
was justified by citing that she was
entitled to a Bangladeshi passport,
although she had never asked for
one, and had never – in fact – been
to the country.
The more fundamental issue is
that stripping citizenships merely
passes the problem on to other
countries – typically ones with
which the returnee has less of a
relationship and which are less
well-equipped to deal with terrorists. When Australia attempted
to remove the citizenship of Neil
Prakash, a well-known foreign

fighter who had appeared in many IS
videos, it effectively sought to shift
the problem to Fiji, where Prakash’s
father came from but Prakash himself had never lived. At the time,
many commentators described Australia’s efforts as irresponsible.
Another solution would be to
create an international tribunal
in the spirit of The Hague. This
idea has been put forward by the
government of Belgium, which
believes that smaller countries do
not have the capacity to deal with
– or even understand – the IS phenomenon in its totality. They have
also argued that the crimes committed by IS were of such significance that they should be regarded
as crimes against humanity and be
tried by an international court.
Many countries have supported
the logic behind this idea, but little
action has been taken to put it into
practice. It remains unclear where
the tribunal would be located,
what its mandate would be and
where the people convicted under
its jurisdiction would be imprisoned. Given the pressing nature
of the situation in the Kurdish
camps, most experts believe that
there would not be enough time
to get an international tribunal up
and running.

A more realistic suggestion
would likely be to try returnees
in local courts. And indeed, on
the Iraqi side, dozens of foreigners from countries like Germany,
France and Turkey have been convicted for supporting IS. However,
many of them have been given
harsh sentences, including – in
some cases – the death penalty.
This has created dilemmas for
European governments that
have been accused of allowing
their own nationals to be treated
according to standards incompatible with human rights and the
rule of law.
Even more problematic is the
situation in Syria. Kurdish authorities are not a recognized state
and have no interest in holding on
to foreign jihadists. Trying them
in Syrian courts, on the other
hand, is even less acceptable from
a human rights perspective. This
is why many Western governments have concluded that local
trials are not practical for dealing with the majority of potential
returnees.
The only realistic – and responsible – solution, therefore, is the
controlled repatriation of foreign nationals to the countries
from which they came. Many
European governments have
long tried to avoid this reality.
Unlike the United States and
Kazakhstan, for example, which
have repatriated most of their
nationals, they have failed to
adapt their laws to make convictions of IS supporters easier, to
beef up prison capacity and to
invest in prevention and rehabilitation programs, especially for
women and children. The extent
to which they are able to catch
up will determine how much of a
threat the returnees will pose in
years to come.
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IS Anonymous
A Berlin-based initiative is proving that former IS members can be reintegrated into society

BY FRANK BACHNER
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homas Mücke received
the photos via WhatsApp.
There’s one of a groom
standing next to his bride, beaming with joy and laughter. Another
is of a young man so unabashedly
proud of the work uniform he’s
wearing that he looks as if he’s
being featured in an ad poster
for his employer. Mücke, a social
worker with a degree in education,
is always delighted to look at these
and other photos. They show a
great deal of harmony and joie de
vivre. And, above all, they are proof
that his work has been successful.
But Mücke doesn’t provide any
details on the individuals in the
photos – no names, anyway. He
won’t even reveal exactly what
kind of work uniform the young
man is wearing. Mücke doesn’t
want any information about the
men to be known, at least not
publicly. One thing is for certain,
though; the young man is definitely
not wearing a police uniform. How
do we know? Because the police
force in Germany doesn’t accept
anyone who was previously a
member of the Islamic State (IS).
The photos sent to Mücke show
men celebrating moments of hap-

piness in Germany. Only a couple
of years earlier, however, these
same men – each of whom has a
German passport – were wearing
black uniforms with black scarves
over their faces.
Today, the men are back in Germany, and Mücke and his colleagues are there to ensure their
re-integration into society. Mücke
is managing director of Violence
Prevention Network (VPN), an
organization that works with
former members of extremist
groups. In fact, VPN is at the core
of a network tackling a key question and challenge: How can we
prevent German citizens who were
once active as holy warriors for
IS – and who have now returned
to Germany – from returning to a
life of radical thought and action?
The German government has an
obligation under international law
to take back its citizens. However,
the government naturally does not
want to face a permanent threat
from these citizens at home.
Many former IS fighters came
back willingly. The first group
started returning to Germany in
2014, disillusioned by their experiences with the militant group.
Others were retrieved from the
camps where they’d been held and
brought back to Germany.

After coming home, some of the
men were simply released, as there
was no warrant for their arrest.
Many of those who had returned in
the previous months landed almost
immediately in pre-trial detention.
The minimum charge they faced
was “membership in a terrorist
organization.”
In the five years since 2015,
Mücke’s team has provided guidance to 40 former IS members
imprisoned in Germany. Each
offender is interviewed and subjected to a threat analysis. In other
words, representatives of the
police force, the Verfassungsschutz
(Federal Office for the Protection
of the Constitution), the justice
system and VPN meet together
and assess the threat posed by each
former IS member.
As soon as any former IS warrior
returns to Germany and is locked
in prison, it won’t be long before
they find a VPN employee standing at their cell door. “We offer an
opportunity to talk,” says Mücke.
“The earlier the better.” And his
approach has been successful. “Out
of all of the people we’ve visited in
prison, not one of them refused
our help.”
This first meeting marks the
beginning of a process that
involves a great deal of patience. “I

would be very skeptical if a former
extremist said that he regretted
everything he did after just three
days of talking,” says Mücke. It
usually takes three or four months
“until we see a development.” In
that period of time, Mücke has
noticed, the person’s thoughts
become increasingly preoccupied
with questions of right and wrong.
“It’s essential that the person concerned recognizes that it’s up to
him to take responsibility for his
actions,” says Mücke.
Mücke and his colleagues also ask
for help from the families of the
returnees. Indeed, fathers, mothers and siblings can influence the
men and encourage them to talk
to VPN.
Things have worked well so far.
And Mücke has also been lucky.
The worst criminals – the murderers and the torturers, that is
– are not yet in German custody.
They have not yet been brought
back from Syria and Iraq. In January, official statistics showed that
there were still 124 individuals
with a German passport living in
IS camps – sometimes under catastrophic conditions.
Those former IS members currently in prison in Germany are
not considered to be brutal or
ideological hardliners. They’re

usually able to generate an inner
distance to their past very quickly.
“A lot of them regret having taken
part in something so terrible,” says
Mücke. “Many say they simply
turned a blind eye for a long time.”
According to Mücke, several of
these men set off to join IS after
experiencing a brief social or personal crisis, not because they were
fanatical Muslims.
Still, regret alone is not enough.
When these men are released from
custody, they remain under the
constant watch of the police force,
the Verfassungsschutz, probation
officers and VPN. “We all follow
very closely how each individual is
developing,” says Mücke.
This is the next phase in monitoring and caring for these former
IS fighters. It is essential that the
men are not allowed to drift back
into the extremist scene. What
they need most at this point is a
social and personal network as well
as a support system. As many left
school early, this is the perfect time
to go back and complete a degree.
But what kind of educational
institution would accept former
extremists as students? “We work
very hard to get teachers, students
and parents on board,” says Mücke,
whose many years of experience
prompt him to take all concerns

very seriously. This is exactly why
things tend ultimately to work out.
“Schools are willing to get involved
in cases such as these because they
know we monitor and take care
of each ex-IS member with great
attention,” says Mücke. In addition,
if there are any problems, students,
parents and teachers can contact
VPN at any time.
In the case of older returnees, the
goal is to have them pursue vocational training or get an actual job.
VPN representatives accompany
the men to the job center and help
with job applications. The extremist past of these new employees
always remains a secret. The boss is
told nothing about it. This is one of
the only ways for reintegration into
society to succeed as best it can.
And Mücke has several success
stories to tell. He knows many
people who now live solid, middleclass lives. “Nobody would guess
they used to be members of IS.”
These are the men who call VPN
staff to chat and send pictures of
their weddings and vacations. The
contact never really ends.
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