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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 
 
 
 
Terrorism, (from the Latin word terror - fear, horror), as such 

does not present any new phenomena. It exists from the times of 
ancient Greece and ancient Rome. Organized groups of people 
used terrorism as a means for political struggle in secular and reli-
gious life. It is widely used during periods of transition in social 
and political developments of society and the state. 

The first testimonies on the use 
of terrorist methods on the territory 
of the modern Middle East date back 
to the first century A.D. They per-
tain to a radical wing of the religious 
sect of Sicarii (from the Latin word 
sica - a short curved dagger that is, 
in accordance with ritual, used to 
kill opponents). During the years 66-
73 A.D., the Sicarii were active in 
the Roman province of Judea 
(southern Palestine), where they 
fought against Roman rule as well as 
representatives of Jewish aristocracy who collaborated with the 
conquerors. During the holidays, the Sicarii would mix into 
crowds where they would find and kill their targets, then hide, us-
ing the provoked panic

1
. 

In the Middle Ages, terrorist methods were actively used by the 
Asassini on Palestinian territory, instigating a number of myths 
and legends related to them. Their list includes several dozen kill-
ings of high-ranking political officials, religious officials, and 

                                                           
1 N. A. Cernyadyeva. International terrorism. The origin, evolution, actual issues of 

legal opposition : ʄonograph. 2016. P.10 

 

Source: http://nic-pnb.ru 
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eight rulers
2
. Such killings today would be qualified as political 

assassinations carried out by terrorists, who are ready to face death 
in the name of an idea. 

In the nineteenth century, terrorist methods began to be vastly 
used by anarchists and a number of nationalist organizations. In 
the 20th century, terrorism had already become a global problem. 
From the second half of the 20th century, terrorists had begun to 
adopt the latest scientific and technological developments, actively 
use the media, and then, with the emergence of the Internet, cyber-
space. 

Over the past few dec-
ades, the Middle East has 
been one of the most unstable 
regions in the world. There is 
the problem of Palestine, as 
well as unresolved territorial 
problems, border disputes 
that continually persist, the 
worsening issue of water re-
sources, and high population 
growth, in the context of the 

inability of the government to secure jobs for citizens capable of 
work. This causes the growth of radical attitudes in society, which 
terrorist groups use skillfully, and in this way equate themselves 
with active players in political processes. 

The beginning of the so-called Arab Spring is an obvious mani-
festation of the above. The protests held in Tunisia in December 
2010, concerning demands to improve the socio-economic situa-
tion of the population, turned into national revolutions in many 
Arab countries of North Africa and the Middle East, with the aim 
of political reforms and regime change. However, very quickly did 

                                                           
2 N. A. Cernyadyeva. International terrorism. The origin, evolution, actual issues of 

legal opposition : ʄonograph. 2016. Pp. 20ï21 

 
 
Source: http://www.tvc.ru 
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terrorist organizations çgrabè the national dissatisfaction and sub-
vert it to their goals. 

From the very beginning, some external forces believed that 
the activities of non-state actors engaged in armed struggle against 
the legitimate government could contribute to the achievement of 
their geopolitical goals. According to a number of sources, the 
United States and its allies from the European Union and the Mid-
dle East have provided financial and military-technical assistance 
to certain rebel groups and are helping to establish camps for the 
training of militants

3
. Often these funds were at the disposal of ter-

rorist organizations, and trained fighters ð in their service. 
This first weakened the ability of state structures to provide de-

fense to attacks by terrorists, and then began the process of dis-
mantling of a number of states in the region

4,
 
5
. In the Middle East, 

the largest losses were suffered by Syria, Iraq and Yemen. In 
North Africa ï Libya. 

Modern terrorist organi-
zations operating in the Mid-
dle East are no longer a group 
of poorly armed and poorly 
equipped people obsessed 
with an idea. They are well-
organized structures, with 
diversified international con-
nections, multi-million dollar 
revenues, internal divisions 
of responsibilities and areas 
of operation, with their own 

                                                           
3 Souad Mekhennet. The terrorists fighting us now? We just finished training them. 

The Washington Post. 2014. August 18. ð https://www.washingtonpost.com 
4 Brian Katulis, Peter Juul. U.S. Middle East Policy at a Time of Regional 

Fragmentation and Competition. Center for American Progress. 2014. June. ð 
www.americanprogress.org 

5 Fragmented visions of Middle East prevail on the last day of the Munich Security 
Conference. 2017. February 19. ð https://www.dw.com 

 
 

Source: life-pics.ru 

https://www.dw.com/
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recruitment systems, training camps, warehouses, workshops, 
medical facilities, laboratories for creating weapons, explosive ma-
terials and devices, chemical weaponry and poisons, their own 
means of communication and transportation, etc. 

Terrorist organizations are constantly looking for new forms, 
methods and techniques of action that allow them to carry out at-
tacks of enormous proportions and impact. They learn from each 
other, exchange experiences and try not to repeat the mistakes of 
their predecessors. Leaders of international terrorist structures 
have learned to effectively manage their terrorist networks, often 
located far from the Middle East region, using all available means 
of communication: from liaison agents to satellite communications 
systems and the global Internet

6
.  

 

 
 

                                                           
6 An introductory speech by the director of the FSB of Russia, the chairman of the 

National Anti-Terrorism Committee A.V. Bortnikov at the XV meeting of heads of spe-
cial services, law enforcement agencies. Bulletin of the RF National Anti-Terrorism 
Committee no. 2{15} 2016. P. 11. ð http://nac.gov.ru 
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MAJOR TERRORIST GROUPS 

 
 
 
 
The main non-state actors who use terror to achieve their 

goals in the Middle East, and who have played or continue to 
play an important role in the radical transformation of the region 
are: 
ï çAl-Nusra Frontè (Front of Victory), 

or çJabhat al-Nusra il Ahl al-Shamè (Victo-
ry Front for the People of the Levant) ï a 
branch of Al Qaeda in Syria (from July 
2016 ï çJabhat Fatah al-Shamè; on January 
28, 2017, the creation of the new çHayat 
Tahrir al-Shamè umbrella organization was announced, uniting the 
fighters of the çJabhat Fatah al-Shamè, çLiwa al-Haqqè, çJaysh 
al-Sunnaè and a number of others, a total of more than 70 groups); 
ï çIslamic Stateè (IS, also known as ï 

çIslamic State of Iraq and Syriaè, çIslamic 
State of Iraq and Levantè, çIslamic State of 
Iraq and al-Shamè); 
ï çMuslim Brotherhoodè (çAl Ihvan al-

Muslimè); and çIslamic Jihadè are also 
named on the special federal list of organi-
zations that the courts of the Russian Feder-
ation have declared as terrorist; 
ï çIslamic jihadè

7
. 

The Islamic group çJabhat al-Nusraè 
was formed in December 2011 in Syria as 
the Al Qaeda branch in the country. The founders were: Abu Mo-
hammad al-Julani (a Syrian citizen), Abdul Mohsen Abdullah Ib-
                                                           

7 Website NAC RF. ð http://nac.gov.ru 
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rahim al-Shariq (a Saudi Arabian citizen and a relative of Osama 
bin Laden), Hamid bin Abdallah al-Ali (a Kuwaiti citizen with a 
doctorate degree from the University of Edinburgh, Scotland) and 
Abu Yusuf Al-Turki (who came to Syria from the city of Bursa in 
Turkey). On June 20, 2012, al-Nusra announced its founding char-
ter on the Internet. They proclaimed that their main aim is to estab-
lish the rule of Allah in Levant

8
. 

The leader of the çJabhat al-Nusraè is Abu Mohammad al-
Julani (real name is Usama al-Hadawi). He studied medicine at a 
state university in Damascus. He quit his studies in 2005 and went 
to Iraq where he became a member of Al Qaeda and a close friend 
of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the future self-proclaimed caliph of the 
Islamic State. US forces in Iraq arrested Al-Julani in 2007 and held 
him in prison until 2008. He returned to Syria from Iraq in 2011 by 
the orders of Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, to organ-
ize an armed struggle against the regime of Bashar al Assad. Al-
Julani soon after founded al-Nusra. 

In 2011, al-Julani pledged loyalty to the leader of Al Qaeda, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri, and thus çJabhat al-Nusraè became an official 
branch of Al Qaeda in Syria

9
. 

Al Qaeda leaders have stated that the main goal of the organi-
zation in Syria is the overthrow of the legitimate government of 
the country and the creation of an çIslamic Emirateè on its territo-
ry. Terrorist methods and armed conflicts were selected for this 
purpose. The targets of attack were state institutions, state symbols 
and the state border. Ethnic and religious cleansing had become a 
common phenomenon. The country's constitution and laws ceased 
to be valid in the çJabhat al-Nusraè operation zone. Terms such as 
legitimacy, order, the state border and its regime were completely 
distorted. 

                                                           
8 Sami Moubayed. Under The Black Flag. 2015. P. 256 
9 Brian Arkton, Amateur Researcher. Why does ISIS hate al-Nusra // Quora. 2015. 

September 12. ð https://www.quora.com 
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Initially, çJabhat al-Nusraè was focused on armed conflict 
against the regime. When taking over new territories, it abstained 
from establishing control over local government and full control 
over the population. According to some Western experts, this was 
done to prevent an immediate rejection of the çJabhat al-Nusraè 
by other opposition groups and the local population. 

However, by as early as July 2014, the group had established 
governing bodies on territory that it held under its control, and 
took over resolving military, humanitarian, religious, financial, 
mediation and other issues. Shariat courts, religious police, and 
prisons appeared in numerous places. This resulted in the for-
mation of the so-called çadministration of liberated areasè (Idara-
tal-Manategal-Muharara) as a management structure in settle-
ments on territories that have been violently taken over by the 
Syrian government. Espe-
cially in Idlib and its neigh-
boring cities (Ariha and Jisr 
al-Shughur), the authorities 
that were formed by the 
çJabhat al-Nusraè directed 
their efforts at organizing the 
supply of electricity, water, 
and the removal of garbage. 
They also taxed the local 
population

10
. 

The exact number of çJabhat al-Nusraè formations is un-
known. According to certain data, the number of fighters within 
these formations reached 25,000 by August 2017, and they were 
active in more than 70 armed groups. According to data from the 
Headquarters of the Russian Armed Forces for August 2017, its 
ranks numbered about 15 thousand people at that point. In addition 
to Syrian citizens, there were also foreign fighters from around 80 

                                                           
10 Charles Lister. Profing Jabhat al-Nusra. Brookings Institution. 2016. ð

https://www.brookings.edu 

 
 

Source: É AP Photo 
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countries. According to the leader of the group Abu Mohammad 
al-Julani, the number of foreign fighters has reached about 30-50% 
of the total number in all the formations. 

Al -Nusra has been a branch and loyal member of Al Qaeda 
since its inception. In July 2016, Al Qaeda gave Al Nusra per-
mission to officially terminate their relations (to declare its in-
dependence) in order to achieve higher goals. Al-Julani subse-
quently announced the discontinuation of relations with Al 
Qaeda and the alteration of the name al-Nusra to Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham. The aim was to present al-Nusra as a legitimate rebel 
group and thus gains the support of the local population and ob-
tains unhindered funding from interested Gulf States. However, 
the change of name was to no avail ï even under a new name, 
al-Nusra remained an international terrorist organization con-
nected to Al Qaeda. 

The Islamic terrorist organization, which later became 
known as çIslamic Stateè (IS) has been forming from February 
2006 till October 2006 as a result of the merging of several rad-
ical Sunni formations led by the Al Qaeda branch in Iraq. Then, 
the name was çthe Islamic State of Iraqè (ISI), and the first 
leader was Jordanian al-Zarqawi. The founding charter, named 
çthe Announcement for Humanity on the Birth of the Islamic 
Stateè, was adopted at the same time. ISI had set itself the goal 
of taking over the Sunni part of Iraq and turning it into a milita-
rized Islamic state. 

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
(real name is Ibrahim Awwad 
Ibrahim al-Badri, a Sunni 
from Iraq), one of the leaders 
of Al Qaeda in Iraq, became 
the ISI commander in 2010. 
Al -Baghdadi studied Islamic 
studies at a state university in 
Baghdad and earned a PhD 
degree. He was captured by 
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the US Army in January 2004 and was imprisoned until December 
of the same year. 
In April 2013, the çIslamic State of Iraq and the Levantè 

(ISIL), led by al-Baghdadi, was created by the merging of al 
Qaeda branches in Iraq and Syria, the çIslamic State of Iraqè and 
çJabhat al-Nusraè. The aim of this organization was to create an 
Islamic state on the territories of Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. Howev-
er, al-Julani made an announcement that çJabhat al-Nusraè did not 
recognize al Baghdadi's leadership, but remained loyal to al Qai-
da's leader Ayman al-Zawahiri, after which al-Nusra continued to 
act independently. At the same time, al-Zawahiri announced that 
ISIL does not act as a branch of Al Qaeda, which led to the split-
ting of the jihadist movement in Syria to two groups that were of-
ten in armed conflict until the meeting of al-Julani and al-
Baghdadi in November 2014, when an agreement was reached 
about the termination of hostility. ISIL continued to operate in the 
territories of Iraq and Syria. 

In June 2014, ISIL terrorists launched a massive offensive in 
Iraq and took control of several oil fields and the cities of Mosul 
and Kirkuk. Several divisions of the Iraqi military, a plethora of 
30,000 people, fled to vastly inferior terrorists (according to data 
from Western sources, there were no more than 1,000 terrorists); 
they handed over their weapons which they had received from the 
Americans, including heavy artillery ï tanks, artillery, armored 
combat vehicles, anti-aircraft weapons and huge ammunition sup-
plies. 

On June 29th 2014, ISIL 
announced the creation of 
the çIslamic Caliphateè in 
the occupied territories of 
Iraq and Syria, and leader of 
the organization Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi was declared 
Caliph. At the same time, a 
decision was made to re-

 
 

Source: ReutersTV 
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name the group to the çIslamic Stateè. Al Qaeda condemned 
this act, marking the final break between them and ISIL, as well 
as the beginning of their struggle for primacy in the jihadist 
movement. 

There are significant differences in tactics between Al Qaeda 
and ISIL. Al Qaeda gave preference to a virtual war on the global 
scene against distant enemies, while ISIL leads a real war on the 
ground, focusing on internal enemies, primarily Shiite, Alawites, 
and others that are considered çinfidelsè in the opinion of the ji-
hadists. Ideologically, Al Qaeda is most influenced by the ideo-
logues of the çMuslim 
Brotherhoodè, such as Say-
yid Qutb and Abdullah 
Azam, while ISIL is a fol-
lower of the fundamentalist 
Wahhabi movement whose 
most prominent religious 
ideologists were Ahmad ibn 
Hanbal (8th century), Ahmad 
ibn Taymiyya (13th century), 
and Muhammed ibn Abd al-
Wahhab (18th century) in 
honor of whom this ideology was named. 

According to estimates cited by the CIA, the number of ISIL 
members during the period of its rise was about 30 thousand people, 

while Iraqi authorities declare 
that it was a figure of 200 
thousand. According to the 
estimates of the Ministry of 
Defense of the Russian Feder-
ation for December 2015, 
ISIL numbers counted to 60 
thousand people. At that time, 
citizens of more than 80 coun-

 
 

Photo: Beta/AP 

 
 

Source: Reuters 
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tries, including about 2,000 Russian citizens, fought in terrorist 
ranks. 

According to data for January 2018, the total number of ISIL 
members in Syria and Iraq is in a range of 20 to 30 thousand peo-
ple, evenly distributed between the territory of both countries, in-
cluding several thousand foreign fighters

11
.  

                                                           
11 UN report on ISIL, AQ and associated groups (July). ð 

http://undocs.org/S/2018/705 
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STATISTICS OF EXTREMISM  

 
 
 
 
The participation of foreign fighters in military operations of 

various terrorist groups is one of the reasons of longstanding civil 
wars in the territories of Syria and Iraq, as well as numerous civil-
ian casualties. 

 

 
 
Source: Conflict News, 28

th
 of November 2014  
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Unlike the local fighters in these terrorist organizations (who 
try to prevent the destruction of local settlements in which their 
relatives and friends live and who initially avoided participating in 
public executions) nothing stops foreign fighters. According to the 
disclosure of some fighters who came to Syria from Western Bal-
kan countries, they claim to have repeatedly witnessed the fierce 
cruelty of foreign fighters, which they did not even face during the 
bloody civil wars in former Yugoslavia

12
. Executors who cut off 

the heads of their victims in front of cameras were mainly citizens 
of foreign countries. 

The first foreign fighters appeared in Syria in 2012, and in Iraq 
much earlier. According to Western data for June 2014, only in 
Syria there were already about 12,000 foreign nationals from 81 
countries in various extremist groups, and in early 2016 ï about 
31,000 foreign fighters from 86 countries.  

 

 
 

Source: https://www.middleeasteye.net, 13
th
 of January 2016 

                                                           
12 Jovo Martinovic. Balkan Jihadis Return, Disillusioned with ISIS çCaliphateè // 

Balkan In-sight. 2017. August 11. ð www.balkaninsight.com 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/
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The number of foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq varies year by 
year. In the summer of 2014, almost half of them were individuals 
who came to the Middle East from France, Great Britain, Belgium 
and Germany. The marginalization of local immigrant communi-
ties, especially from North African countries, played a major role 
in the radicalization of young people and influenced their decision 
to join the jihad in Syria and Iraq. 

When it comes to the danger of returning fighters, it is neces-
sary to mention that they have a rich experience of war, including 
the production of hand-made explosive devices, as well as contin-
ued contacts with terrorist organizations. This category actively 
uses its çimageè of fighters against çinfidelsè and thus becomes 
the core of radicalization. 

A particular problem for which a solution has not yet been 
found is the children who went to Syria with their parents or were 
born there. For example, according to data for the autumn of 2018, 

there were about 80 children 
from Kosovo and Metohija, of 
which 30 were born in jihadist 
camps

13
. 

Regarding foreign fighters 
from countries of North Africa 
and the Middle East, Tunisian 
citizens were the largest contin-
gent, followed by the Saudis and 
the Jordanians. There were 
many citizens of Turkey, as well 

as a significant number of fighters from Morocco, Lebanon and 
Egypt. Among the countries of Southeast Asia, the most frequent 
were citizens of Indonesia and Malaysia. 

The Uighurs, who prefer to fight as part of their own for-
mations, keep to themselves. There are immigrants from Xinjiang 

                                                           
13 Serbeze Haxhiaj, Elvis Nabolli. Parents of Albanian ISIS çMartyrsè Abandoned 

to Grief // Balkan Insight. 2018. January 15. ð www.balkaninsight.com 

 
 
Source: https://www.pravmir.ru 
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Uygur Autonomous Region of China among them, as well as per-
sons from numerous Uygur diasporas living in various countries of 
the world.  

Uighur fighters in Syria are mainly members of the armed 
çEast Turkestan Islamic Movementè group. Their exact number is 
not known. Estimates vary from 2,000 to 5,000 fighters. Unlike 
other foreign fighters who joined al-Nusra or ISIL, the Uighurs 
established their own for-
mations. They worked sepa-
rately from other groups, but 
worked closely with other 
terrorist and anti-government 
formations.  

For example, in Aleppo, 
the formation çLiva Turke-
stanè fought on the side of Al 
Qaeda. In the fighting that 
took place in this city, the Uighurs lost about 300 fighters. Their 
citizenship and countries of origin have not been precisely deter-
mined. According to Syrian moderate opposition, there are Ui-
ghurs among them who are citizens of the Peopleôs Republic of 
China, as well as Uighurs from numerous foreign diasporas. Ac-
cording to the statements of these same representatives of the Syri-
an moderate opposition, some places appeared where Uighur fami-
ly members live compactly in the province of Idlib. 

Since 2014, the inflow of 
fighters from Russia, Azer-
baijan, Georgia, Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan and Uzbeki-
stan has increased. Mean-
while the number of foreign 
fighters from Russia is sig-
nificantly lower compared 
to European countries and 

 
 

Source: http://anna-news.info 

 
 

Source: http://rusnext.ru 
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many Muslim countries, including post-Soviet Republics states. 
By the end of September 2015, with the launch of the active 
phase of Russiaôs Air Force operations in Syria and with the 
preventive action of Russian special services, the number of 
fighters with Russian passports in Syria and Iraq began decreas-
ing drastically. 

In the beginning, it was mostly young people that came to 
Syria and Iraq to participate in military operations on the side of 
various extremist formations, and later came entire families

14
. 

According to the Eurasian Analytical Club, the main recruit-
ment networks in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and South Kazakh-
stan were the çKatibat al-Imam Bukhariè and çJannat Oshikla-
riè groups. They acted in the interests of the çMiramsha Taliban 
Sureè (based in North Pakistan) and çJabhat al-Nusraè (Syria). 

According to the 
General Prosecutor's Of-
fice of Tajikistan, during 
the first months of 2016, 
around 1,000 citizens of 
the country were in the 
ranks of extremist groups 
in Syria and Iraq. 
Gulmurod Khalimov, the 
former chief of the spe-
cial police units (OMON) 
was among them.  

According to data from the publication çCaravanseraiè, there is 
approximately the same number of emigrants from Uzbekistan. 
One of them, Abdulkadir Masharipov, killed 39 people and 
wounded more than 70 civilians on January 1, 2017 in a nightclub 
in Istanbul. In June 2016, more than 40 people were killed during a 

                                                           
14 International seminar çCountering IS: reliance on traditions and new youth initia-

tivesè. Orenburg, 2016. ð Materials of the Centre of Scientific and Analytical Infor-
mation, Institute of Oriental Studies RAS. 

 
 

Gulmurod Khalimov. 
Source: akhbor-rus.com 
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terrorist attack at an Istanbul airport. One of the three attackers was 
an emigrant from Uzbekistan. 

According to official data, about 600 people from Kyrgyzstan 
went to Syria and Iraq. From 2010 to 2016, only 431 inhabitants 
joined the terrorists from the region of Osh. 

According to the beginning of January 2017, in the province of 
Idlib there was a formation made exclusively by the Kyrgyz peo-
ple. They were well armed, possessing among other things weap-
ons with silencers, and riding in Japanese-made jeeps equipped 
with heavy machine guns. This formation was part of the çJabhat 
Fateh al-Shamè (former çal-Nusraè), which at that time changed 
its name to çHayat Tahrir al-Shamè. In order to fill their ranks, 
Kyrgyz leaders of the Idlib group actively used social media and 
video hosting services YouTube. 

Since 2014, the number of women recruited into terrorist 
groups has risen considerably. Correspondingly, according to 
2015, one third of about 500 Kazakhstani citizens who went to the 
Middle East, were women, mainly widows and divorced women, 
who remained alone with their problems. Additionally, they were 
not used only in support structures, but also as snipers and bomb-
ers. Unlike men, it was easier for women to present themselves as 
civilians. 

According to the situation for July 1, 2018, there were 120 
men, more than 250 women, and 500 underage children from Ka-
zakhstan in Syria and Iraq. Many of them were killed, and their 
wives remained with children in the Syrian-Iraqi zone and found 
themselves in very difficult conditions in closed camps and pris-
ons

15
. 

According to data from the European Union Institute for Secu-
rity Studies (EUISS), areas with a significant percentage of Mus-
lim population in the Western Balkans, such as Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Albania and the southern Serbian province of Kosovo and 

                                                           
15 Will the wives and children of Kazakhstani IS fighters be returned home. 2018 

September 25. ð https://www.zakon.kz 
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Metohija, belong to the top 
five çexporters of foreign 
fighters to the Middle 
Eastè

16
. According to the 

same source, about 1,000 
people from the Western 
Balkans have been found to 
be in the ranks of various 
armed groups in Syria and 
Iraq, primarily in IS and 

groups that follow the ideology of Al Qaeda. çBalkan jihadistsè 
are mostly unemployed young people between 20 and 35 years of 
age, originating from rural areas. 

An analysis made by E. Polakova of the College for Interna-
tional Security Studies at the 
National Defense University 
in Washington, regarding 
factors and motives that in-
fluenced the decision of 
33,815 foreign fighters from 
103 countries to go to another 
state to fight, testifies that the 
previously listed characteris-
tics are common to all of 
them

17
. 

The specificity of the 
Western Balkans is reflected in the fact that it is primarily about 
members of marginalized groups in a divided society, with the ex-
ample of the foreign fighters from other territories who went to the 
Western Balkans in the 1990s, primarily Bosnia and Hercegovina 

                                                           
16 Jelena Beslin, Marija Ignjatijevic. Balkan foreign fighters: from Syria to 

Ukraine. European Union Institute for Security Studies (EUISS). 2017. June. ð 
https://www.iss.europa.eu 

17 Elena Polakova. Driving Factors behind Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq. 2017. 
September 18. ð https://doi.org 
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Balkan fighters in Syria. 
Source: www.senica.ru 
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and Kosovo and Metohija, in order to fight against the ruling au-
thorities in Belgrade

18
. This includes fighters from Afghanistan 

and several Arab countries that fought in Afghanistan during the 
1980s. Many of them remain on the territory of the former Yugo-
slav republics, primarily in Bosnia and Hercegovina and Macedo-
nia, as well as in Albania. 

Most of the 1,000 fighters who went to the Middle East from 
the region of the Western Balkans between 2011 and 2016 came 
from the territory of Kosovo and Metohija (359 people) and Bos-
nia and Herzegovina (323 people), that presents the highest per-
centage per capita on the global level

19
. For example, in the same 

period about 400 foreign fighters were registered as comers from 
the territory of the Federal Republic of Germany

20
. Following Ko-

sovo and Metohija and Bosnia and Hercegovina was Macedonia 
(155 fighters), Albania (144), and Montenegro (23)

21
. One part of 

those who went were killed, another part returned home, and some 
others, according to the data for the end of 2018, were reported to 
have remained in the 
ince of Idlib in the ranks of 
irreconcilable Syrian opposi-
tion. 

According to data re-
ceived from the Kurdish Peo-
ple's Self-Defense Squads, 
after fighting for the city of 
Raqqa and destroying the 
detachment of the çIslamic 
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Stateè in that territory, they succeeded in capturing immigrants 
from some Balkan countries. They were mostly Albanians from 
Kosovo and Metohija, as well as fighters from Bosnia and Her-
zegovina. 

Taking into account the aforementioned specificities in which 
radicalization took place in the former Yugoslav republics, as well 
as the context of events, it can be assumed that these specifities 
contributed to an increase in the percentage of foreign fighters per 
capita from the Western Balkans. In addition, about 40% of for-
eign fighters from Kosovo and Metohija have previous criminal 
records, which are also the highest percentage among foreign 
fighters and can represent an additional motive for going to the 
Middle East to avoid criminal responsibility

22
. 

According to the Slovak In-
stitute for Strategic Policy, 
there are 250 people from the 
Western Balkans among the 
5,600 foreign fighters returned 
to their home countries

23
. A number of people from Western Bal-

kan countries are still in the Middle East. This is also confirmed to 
the Institute for Oriental Studies RAS by their Syrian partners. By 
the end of 2018, it was recorded that citizens of Western Balkan 
countries were active in the detachment of the irreconcilable Syri-
an opposition in the province of Idlib and in the territory controlled 
by the Kurdish People's Self-Defense Squads. Among them there 
are about 80 children from Kosovo and Metohija, 30 of them were 
born in Syria. According to verified data, at the beginning of 2018, 
more than ten women and children, members of families of foreign 
fighters who went to Syria from the Rashka area in Serbia, found 
themselves in camps in northeastern part of the country.  
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In accordance with the amended legislation in most of the 
countries of the Western Balkans, fighter-returnees from foreign 
battlefields are subject to criminal responsibility and are catego-
rized as terrorists. This was not the case with the fighters who 
had returned earlier. However, practice proves that it is extremely 
difficult to prove participation in the war, bearing in mind that all 
potential participants traveled to countries of the Middle East 
within the framework of various work or education arrangements. 
In other words, a significant number of returnees from the battle-
field is still beyond the reach of judicial or rehabilitation institu-
tions of the state system. An additional problem is the family 
members who were, often even against their will, taken away by 
fighters because they were in complete economic and other types 
of dependence on their relatives who were recruited. Family 
members, especially children, need support, primarily in the or-
ganization of their return. It is also necessary to provide support 
to fighting persons who have returned, because they may other-
wise represent the core of future radicalization. 

Focusing only on the application of legislation to returnees, 
without adequate or sufficient care of those who did not willingly 
find themselves in the war zone, and in the absence of a policy of 
deradicalization and rehabilitation, as well as the absence of eco-
nomic rights and opportunities, the basis for serious security 
challenges in the future can be formed. In line with the above, 
stronger cooperation is needed between countries, as well as 
among state institutions dealing with security, social support and 
protection issues, together with wider cooperation with local and 
international civil society organizations and religious institutions.  
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CAUSES OF RADICALIZATION  

 
 
 
 
The causes of radicalization vary from country to country. Ac-

cording to expert estimates, in the countries of the CIS and the 
Western Balkans, the main 
causes are the following fac-
tors: youth unemployment; 
corruption that is present in 
the government structures, as 
well as in enforcement bod-
ies; growing gap in the socie-
ty between the rich and poor 
(naturally angry) people. All 
of this presents a fertile 
ground for the emergence of 

radical ideas about the reorganization of society, which are as old 
as the world itself: çto take back what others have previously tak-
enè and çseize everything and divideè. 

Broken people are good material for those who (acting from 
the shadows), and under the pretext of the protection of Islam, use 
them to achieve personal and selfish goals, in order to gain unlim-
ited power in order to extract maximum profit. This applies not 
only to Syria, Iraq, Libya, but also to Kosovo and Metohija, 
Chechnya and other regions of the world. 

Where state authorities are weakened or generally ineffective, 
it is easier to create various çevil jobsè ï the production and sale 
of narcotics, human trafficking (modern slavery) and the traffick-
ing of human organs, looting and selling of cultural and archaeo-
logical artifacts, or illegal oil trading. The turnover of such a busi-
ness that takes place over bloodshed in Syria and Iraq reaches 
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astronomical sums. Al-Nusra, for example, kidnapped 13 nuns in a 
monastery in the ancient Christian city of Maaloula in central Syr-
ia in December 2013, and according to some reports it received 
$16 million for their ransom and release under Qatar mediation. 

Of course, the extremists project a very positive image about 
themselves. Their recruiters use traditional methods, as well as 
public media, blogospheres, and social media. At the same time, 
members of extremist ideologies clearly succeed in applying the 
propaganda principles of the Hitlerôs Germany: the more mon-
strous the lie, the easier it is to believe. Their order of things im-
plies opposing obvious facts ï insisting that black is white, and 
that white is black. 

Owing to terrorists the Internet has become the most important 
instrument for forming ultra-extremist views of the world. Web-
sites for almost all international terrorist organizations are active, 
and their materials of terrorist and extremist orientations is pub-
lished in more than 40 languages. Terrorists actively use new tech-
nologies and software products that allow them to encode commu-
nication and information transfer, thus ensuring their anonymity. 

The motives of people who want to join the extremists in Syria 
and Iraq are different: ideological and religious indoctrination, per-
sonal gain (as primary mo-
tives), or desire for adventure 
(there are those who, without 
realizing the essence of what 
is happening, come to the 
Middle East as romantics, 
and leave, if they are lucky 
enough to stay alive, as gang-
sters and killers who have 
smelled human blood believ-
ing that they will remain un-
punished). Among those who plan to go to Syria and Iraq, there 
are many criminals and pathological killers incapable of living 
normally without cruelty and violence against others. 
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In recent years, terrorist attacks in Western Europe have been 
carried out mainly by persons with criminal records who have 
been subjected to the process of Islamic radicalization in prisons. 
These are the cases with the attacker in the Jewish school in the 
French city of Toulouse in 2012, with one of the attackers in Paris 
in 2015, with the terrorist who attacked the Christmas market in 
Berlin in 2016, as well as with the terrorist who is responsible for 
the attack on the Christmas festival in Strasbourg 2018. 

According to the testimony of a fighter from Macedonia who 
was lucky enough to return from Syria alive, the main motive for 
his recruitment into the al-Nusra ranks and his departure to the 
Middle East was money. He had experience in fighting on the ter-
ritory of former Yugoslavia and he was therefore promised $2,000 
a month, as well as benefits from robbing the civilian population. 
The highest sum of money he earned was from the smuggling of 
cultural artifacts from Syria that he sold in Turkey. Members of his 
group were mainly citizens of Western Balkan countries and the 
Caucasus region. Their fundamental goal was identical ï to make 
as much money as possible

24
. 

West Point, US Military Academy, conducted a survey by pos-
ing the question: is religion the main motive for the departure of 
foreign fighters into the ranks of various terrorist organizations? 
1,200 people were surveyed from many countries that have been to 
the Middle East or are willing to go there. The vast majority re-
sponded that religion is not the main motive that influenced their 
choice. The leaders of terrorist organizations, in fact, prefer those 
who have a very vague idea of religion. 

A significant part of foreign fighters is those who for some rea-
son were offended in their homelands by corrupt officials, or lost 
their way in life, and thus believed in the justice and equal oppor-
tunities promised to them by the extremists. 
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Foreigners are most often used 
as çcannon fodderè. Many such 
examples can be cited. Islamic 
State leaders and field commanders 
from the Al Qaeda structures in 
Syria do not have much mercy for 
foreign fighters, especially for Ui-
ghurs and those who came from 
Central Asia and the Western Bal-
kans. An obvious example: during 
the battle for the Syrian city of Ko-
bane in the summer of 2014, at 

first, newly arrived CIS immigrants were treated by the field 
commanders like slaughter sheep. The result: dozens of dead. For 
ideologists-extremists, so-called infantry, including immigrants 
from the CIS and the Western Balkans, is plain wasted material. 
Unfortunately, this is not understood by those who are going to the 
Middle East to fight for the interests of others. 

Those who are beginning 
to realize that they are being 
exploited, and are trying to get 
out of the game, extremists 
subject to demonstrative exe-
cutions (including mass execu-
tions), proclaiming them as 
traitors and agents of foreign 
special services. They have 
punished people by cutting off their heads, arms, and legs, burning 
them and suffocating them. Furthermore, they did this not only in 
the çIslamic Stateè, but also in the groups that followed the ideol-
ogy of Al Qaeda. In Syria, terrorists from çJabhat Fateh al-Shamè, 
çAhrar al-Shamè and many others have been actively involved in 
public executions.  
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FUNDING OF THE JIHADIST GROUPS  

 
 
 
 

The financial and logistical 
support for the formation of 
çJabhat al-Nusraè was initially 
done through the IS

25
. After the 

breakup with the IS, Al Nusra se-
cured significant financial re-
sources from taxes, customs and 
fines imposed on local people, do-
nations from abroad, primarily 
from the Gulf countries, from the 

sale of oil, seizure of property of religious minority groups, as well 
as from robberies, abductions and smuggling. They also levied a 
tax on other rebel groups of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) that was 
paid in arms and ammunition. In this way, al-Nusra is believed to 
have appropriated about half of the ammunition and weapons sent 
to FSA in northern Syria by some countries from the West and the 
Gulf. 

Part of the money was transferred to agents in Turkey who 
bought weapons literally all around the world. The deliveries were 
made at the crossing points at the Turkish-Syrian border that al-
ready nominally existed

26, 27, 28
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