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This report FOREIGN FIGHTERS: Trends, Trajectories
& Conflict Zones is a very welcome contribution to
transatlantic efforts to better understand and
contendwiththepresentcriticalterroristchallenges
facingboththeEuropeanUnion(EU)andtheUnited
States.Itclearlyoutlinestherapidlyevolvingnature
and dynamic of the threat posed by expatriate
fightersfromandinbothEuropeandNorthAmerica
andoffersrelevanttacticalaswellasstrategicpolicy
prescriptions. Above all it demonstrates that this is
an area where we need to deepen the EUͲUS
Transatlantic Partnership in Countering Terrorism
and leverage different levels of cooperation and
instrumentsinaconcertedfashion.

Itisclearthatterroristtravelisalsoofgreatconcern
totheUnitedStatesandwehavemuchtogainfrom
enhancedcooperationonthisissue.

With the Treaty of Lisbon now in effect, the EU is
better able to further the coherence of its counterͲ
terrorism policies, especially with regard to the link
between internal Ͳ external policy. A major part of
my role is to outline the key counterterrorism
challengesfortheEU.InMay2010,inmyreportto
theEuropeanCouncilontheimplementationofthe
EU Counterterrorism Strategy, I underscored that
monitoring terrorist travel should be a key priority
fortheEU.
Firstly, as demonstrated in this Report, a not
insignificantnumberofradicalizedEUnationalsand
residentsaretravellingtoconflictareasorattending
terroristtrainingcampsandreturningtoEurope.
Secondly, the problem needs to be addressed in a
comprehensive way, by enhancing the coordination
between the relevant agencies within the EU, and
taking advantage of the improved possibilities to
define integrated policies offered by the Treaty of
Lisbon.


GillesdeKERCHOVE
EuropeanUnionCounterͲTerrorismCoordinator
22September2010



The United States and the European Union face
serious challenges in dealing with the flow of
radicalized Westerners travelling into jihadi conflict
zones. This report of the Homeland Security Policy
Institute and Swedish National Defence College on
this subject will be an important contribution to
understanding the dimensions of this flow andhow
theUSandEUmustfurthercollaboratetoconfront
thisincreasingthreat.
We saw alͲQaeda and affiliated networks increase
their efforts in the 2005Ͳ2006 timeframe in appeals
to US and European young Muslims to travel to
Pakistan, Yemen, East Africa, and elsewhere for
terroristtraining–especiallyintheuseofexplosives.
Today, alͲQaeda recognizes that to conduct attacks
successfully in the West, it must find radicalized
Muslims, including converts to Islam. It needs
individuals who understand Western culture; speak
fluentEnglishorotherWesternlanguages,andwho
canmovecomfortablyinWesternsocieties.
Its appeals have been conveyed through radical
Imams and other extremists, espousing alͲQaeda’s
violent extremist ideology to those residing in the
West. Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab and Najibullah
Zazi were examples of those who answered alͲ
Qaeda’s call; both plotted to kill hundreds of



PAGE2

Americans.  AlͲQaeda has had other successes;
dozens of young men from North America and
Western Europe, especially from the United
Kingdom, have found their way to the Federally
Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan and the safeͲ
havens of Yemen and Somalia. Many have received
trainingatalͲQaedaoraffiliatedcampsofthejihadi
network. Some Americans have fought in
AfghanistanandatleasttwoSomaliͲAmericanshave
“martyred”themselvesforalͲShabaabinEastAfrica.
Westernintelligenceandinvestigativeagencieshave
identified some of the Western jihadist fighters;
many,however,havenotbeenidentified.
Astronger,morecomprehensiveeffortbetweenthe
United States and the European Union is urgently
needed if we are to avoid serious attacks in the
West. Thwarting terrorist travel is of the highest
priority. Yet, more needs to be done. EU passenger
data, for example, that flows to the Department of
Homeland Security cannot be shared with US
intelligenceagencies.Moreprogressisneededifwe
aretoreachalevelofcollaborationthatgivesusthe
confidenceneededtotrackextremists,whowiththe
proper credentials and a ‘clean’ record can travel
globally.
FOREIGN FIGHTERS: Trends, Trajectories & Conflict
Zones is not only a vital addition to our
understandingofthisthreatbutwillbeavitalinput
into the thinking of policy officials responsible for
negotiating USͲEU travel agreements. We must
continue our search for ways to interdict travel of
individuals determined to do damage to Western
interests,eitherintheconflictzonesor,morelikely,
hereintheWestafterhavingreceivedtherequisite
training.
CharlesALLEN
FormerUnderSecretaryforIntelligenceandAnalysis,
DepartmentofHomelandSecurity;
FormerAssistantDirectorofCentralIntelligenceforCollection,
CentralIntelligenceAgency
22September2010

INTRODUCTION 1
Westernjihadiforeignfightersandthebridgefigures
thathelpinspire,radicalize,andmotivatethempose
asignificantthreattothesecurityofWesternstates,
andtotheircounterinsurgencyandcounterterrorism
missionsaroundtheglobe.Foreignfightershavethe
potential to bolster insurgent or terrorist factions
withinagiventheatreofconflict,bothoperationally
andmotivationally.
Foreignfightersandbridgefigurescanboostmorale
by lending credibility to the notion that all jihadists
arefightingforacallingthattranscendsanyspecific
timeandplace.Foreignfightersalsodrawattention
(especially from Western media) in ways that
indigenous fighters cannot.  Thus foreign fighters
serve to globalize local conflicts and promote the
jihadist narrative.  Bridge figures legitimize the
actions of foreign fighters and help recreate new
recruits among populations living in Western host
countries.
The present scale of foreign fighter training and
activity is significant and increasing.  However, the
phenomenon is not new.  A recent Congressional
Research Service report estimates that between
1,000 and 2,000 American Muslims engaged in
violent jihad during the 1990s.  These individuals
foughtinAfghanistan,Bosnia,andChechnya. 2 
Yet the phenomenon remains difficult to quantify,
and much of the known data is held by Western


1

ThispaperisanoutgrowthofareportbytheSwedishNational
Defence College’s Centre for Asymmetric Threat Studies (SNDCͲ
CATS), based upon a June 2010 conference, “The Trajectories of
WesternForeignFighters:ShiftsandImplications.”TheinvitationͲ
only event included speakers and participants from the
transatlantic intelligence, defense, law enforcement, and
academic communities, and was held under the Chatham House
Rule.Itemsinthispapernototherwisecitedmaybeattributedto
theunpublishedSNDCͲCATSconferencereport.


2 Bjelopera, Jerome P. and Mark A. Randol. 2010. “American
Jihadist Terrorism: Combating a Complex Threat.” Washington,
DC;CongressionalResearchService.
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security and intelligence services and thus
inaccessibletoacademicresearchers.
The insidious potential of Western foreign fighters,
the violent histories of some who have returned to
the West, and the genuine possibility that Western
securityservices’observationsonlytouchthetipofa
much larger, undocumented and undetected
problem, necessitates a greater understanding of
theglobalforeignfighterstrend.
What motivates these individuals remains an open
question – and there likely is no single answer.  A
2010UnitedStatesInstituteofPeacestudyof2,032
foreign fighters found that many were seeking
revenge, status, or simply a cathartic and defining
experience. 3    Regardless of their motives, the
actions of these individuals pose a grave risk to
Westerninterestsathomeandabroad.


AbdullahalͲFaisal

TheattacksofSeptember11,2001andJuly7,2005
illustrate the magnitude of the threat posed by
foreign fighters.  The 9/11 terrorists were led by a
core of educated, EnglishͲspeaking extremists who
resided for years in the West and trained with alͲ
QaedainAfghanistan.The7/7terroristswhostruck
London were Britons of Pakistani and Jamaican
descent motivated and radicalized by the teachings
of jihadists, including Abdullah alͲFaisal, a Jamaican
immigrant.Bothcontingentsparticipatedintraining
inSouthAsia.


3 Venhaus, John M. 2010. “ Why Youth Join alͲQaeda.” Special
Report236.Washington,DC;UnitedStatesInstituteofPeace

These infrequent eruptions of foreign fighterͲlinked
terrorismcatalyzedfarͲreachingeffectsthatchanged
the course of Western security and counterͲ
terrorismpolicies. 4
To clarify terms, “Western foreign fighters” or
simply, “foreign fighters,” refers to violent
extremists who leave their Western states of
residence with the aspiration to train or take up
arms against nonͲMuslim factions in jihadi conflict
zones.
Most of the foreign fighters discussed in this
document participated principally in the Federally
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) along the
AfghanistanͲPakistan border, in Somalia, and in
Yemen.Currently,thesearetheregionsofgreatest
concern to Western security and intelligence
services.Yet,foreignfightershavealsoparticipated
inconflictsinChechnya,Bosnia,Kashmir,aswellas
in Southeast Asia, Central Asia, the Maghreb, and
Sahel.   As is clear, the use of foreign fighters by
global jihadists is no longer limited to a particular
conflictzone. 5
The “foreign fighter” label fails to reflect the wide
rangeoffactorsanddynamicsdrivingindividualsand
groups to engage in foreignfighter activity across a
wide spectrum of conflicts and causes.  The term
hides the complexity of the phenomenon and the
fact that many of their actions and effects occur
withinWesternhostcountries.


4 Examples of single events achieving significant effects are
extensive. In 2004, the Madrid train bombings are widely
regardedtohavedirectlyaffectedtheoutcomeofSpain’snational
elections.The2003BaghdadCanalHotelbombingthatdestroyed
theUNfieldHeadquartersinIraqresultedinthecompletehaltof
UNoperationsthroughoutthecountry.The1983suicidebombing
of the US Marine barracks in Beirut led to the withdrawal of US
forces from Lebanon. Given the ability of a single foreign fighter
to have a significant political and propaganda effect, the risk
posed by even minimal numbers of experienced and trained
foreignfighterreturneestohostnationsissignificant.
5

Bergen,PeterandBruceHoffman.2010.“AssessingtheTerrorist
Threat.”Washington,DC;BipartisanPolicyCenter.pp.5Ͳ14
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Foreignfightersmayintendtofightabroad,butmay
instead be radicalized further, trained, and turned
back home to attack Western states.  This was the
casewithNajibullahZazi.
Zazi, an Afghan citizen and legal resident of the
United States, returned to Afghanistan with the
intentionofjoiningtheTaliban.TrainedbyalͲQaeda
inWaziristan,includingintheuseofexplosives,Zazi
was instructed to return to the United States in
January 2009.  In September of that year, he was
arrested.Zazilateradmittedthatheandtwoformer
classmates who had accompanied him to
Afghanistan(ZareinAhmedzayandAdisMedunjanin
– both US citizens) had planned to attack the New
York subway system.  The three planned to strap
explosives to themselves and bomb the Grand
Central and Times Square stations during rush hour
oneitherSeptember14th,15th,or16th(2009). 6 
ThecaseofAdnanGulshairelShukrijumahprovides
additionalillustrationofthepotentialthreat(though
not an example of a US resident or citizen who
trainedandreturnedtothecountry).BorninSaudi
Arabia, Shukrijumah is a naturalized US citizen and
spentmuchofhisyouthinNewYorkandFlorida.He
lefttheUStojoinalͲQaedainJune2001.Although
hestartedoffdoingmenialtasksattrainingcamps,
he has worked his way up.  Today, he is the senior
leader of alͲQaeda’s international operations and is
tied to many recent attempted attacks – including
Zazi’s. Given his knowledge of the US, this makes
himparticularlydangerous. 7 

Turning a foreign fighter toward homelandͲbased
attacks maintains the operational security of
overseas jihadist networks on one hand, while
dramatically increasing the chances for a successful
strike in the West on the other.  Foreign fighters
returningtotheirWesternhostnationsarmedwith
operational expertise, jihadist “street cred” based
upon their bona fides as mujahideen (those who
striveandfightinGod’spath),andthecapacityand
intent to orchestrate domestic attacks represents a
current and likely growing threat, especially as alͲ
QaedaͲlinked factions come under increasing
pressureabroad.Thesefighters’familiaritywiththe
targetstheyselectaddstotheseindividuals’capacity
to cause harm; and if they do not have a criminal
backgroundorknownaffiliationwithanyterroristor
extremist organization, their soͲcalled “clean skin”
alsofurtherstheirabilitytoevadetheauthorities. 8 
Althoughthethreatfromforeignfightersisnotnew,
itisnowquicklygrowinginsizeandprominence.A
fact recently noted by Peter Bergen and Bruce
Hoffman in their report on the current terrorist
threat:“Akeyshiftinthepastcoupleofyearsisthe
increasingly prominent role in planning and
operations that U.S. citizens and residents have
played in the leadership of alͲQaeda and aligned
groups, and the higher number of Americans
attaching themselves to these groups.” 9   The
comments of Bergen and Hoffman have been
echoed by U.S. Department of Homeland Security
SecretaryJanetNapolitano.





6 Gross, Samantha, David Caruso, and Michael Rubinkam. 2009.
“RadicalInfluencesAllAroundNYCTerrorSuspect.”NewYork,NY;
ABCNews.Wilson,Michael.2009. “FromSmilingCoffeeVendor
to Terror Suspect.” New York, NY; New York Times. Johnston,
DavidandWilliamK.Rashbaum.2009.“TerrorSuspectHadBomb
Guide,AuthoritiesSay.”NewYork,NY;NewYorkTimes.Marzulli,
John. 2010., “Zazi, Al Qaeda Pals Planned RushͲHour Attack on
Grand Central, Times Square Subway Stations.” New York, NY;
New York Times.  Hawley, Kip, Frank J. Cilluffo, and Sharon L.
Cardash. 2010. “Stopping Terror In and On Its Tracks.”
Washington,DC;TheHomelandSecurityPolicyInstitute

FBI says.” New York, NY; The Daily News.   Candiotti, Susan and
RossLevitt.2010.“FromdishwashertoalQaedaleadership:Who
isAdnanShukrijumah?”Atlanta,GA;CNN.Hirschkorn,Phil.2010.
“Who Is Al Qaeda Figure Linked to NYC Bomb Plot?” New York,
NY;CBSNews

7 Alfano, Sean and Corky Siemaszko. 2020. “Adnan Shukrijumah,
believed to be the new head of global operations for Al Qaeda,

8 Basham, W. Ralph, Sharon L. Cardash, Frank J. Cilluffo, and
Daniel J. Kaniewski . 2010. “No Longer On AutoͲPilot: Aviation
Security and Intelligence Reform.” Washington, DC; The
HomelandSecurityPolicyInstitute
9Bergen,PeterandBruceHoffman.2010.“AssessingtheTerrorist
Threat.”Washington,DC;BipartisanPolicyCenter.p.1
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Testifying before Congress in September 2010,
Napolitanosaidthefollowingaboutforeignfighters:
“In their roles as terrorist planners, operational
facilitatorsandoperatives,theseindividualsimprove
the terrorist groups’ knowledge of Western and
American culture and security practices, which can
increase the likelihood that an attempted attack
couldbesuccessful.” 10
Likewise, Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
Director Robert Mueller recently testified to the
following effect: “The fact that Zazi and his
associateshadaccesstotheUnitedStatesandwere
familiar with the environment here from an
operational security and targeting perspective
demonstrateshowalQaedacanleverageAmericans.
The potential exists for al Qaeda to use and train
otherAmericansforadditionalhomelandattacks.” 11
The intent of this paper is to shed light on and
contextualizethecomplexandvolatilephenomenon
offoreignfighters,whichisofincreasingconcernto
Western intelligence and law enforcement
communities.
Thispaperisnotastrictacademictreatisedesigned
to provide clear causal arguments.  Given the
complexity of this issue, such arguments would be
difficult at best.  Instead, it is a primer on an
emergentthreat,onecraftedinsuchamannerasto
provideabasicunderstandingofthechallengesand
opportunities at hand – from the perspective of
thoseentrustedwithstoppingit.

WESTERNFOREIGNFIGHTERS:ACOMPLEXSYSTEM
Western foreign fighters occupy a unique niche in
the contemporary landscape of nonͲstate threats.
Defined for the purposes of this paper as activists
thatleavetheirWesternhomestofight–ortrainto
fight – Islam’s perceived enemies, their challenge is
asmultifacetedastheirtypology.
The population of fighters includes struggling
novices, who view trips to the front as rites of
passage, and dieͲhard militants seeking mortal
combat and martyrdom against nonͲMuslim
militaries. 12
The aura of legend, lore and extreme commitment
that sometimes surrounds these militants bolsters
the radicalization process in a variety of ways, and
simultaneously undermines authority in Western
Muslim communities. 13  Furthermore, their travels
can cement and revitalize key jihadi logistics
networks. Even the oftenͲmodest training and
indoctrination these militants receive at the front
threatens Allied militaries and regional Muslim
communities–thelatteroftenbearingthebruntof
alͲQaeda’s violence, as we have witnessed in
Pakistan,Iraq,andSomalia.



Numbers on foreign fighters are hard to come by.
The data is difficult to collect in the field; many of
themostprecisefiguresareheldtightlybyWestern
intelligence communities; media reporting is often
unreliable; definitions of foreign fighters vary,
inhibiting uniform data collection; fighters
sometimesleavetheWest,fightortrain,thenreturn
withoutpublicity;moreoveritissometimeshardto
determine whether certain individuals from





10 Napolitano, Janet. 2010. "Nine Years After 9/11: Confronting
the Terrorist Threat to the Homeland." Statement of Secretary
Janet Napolitanobefore the United States Senate Committee on
HomelandSecurityandGovernmentalAffairs.Washington,DC;US
Senate

12 GartensteinͲRoss, Daveed. 2009. “Western Recruits in
Somalia.”Ontario,CA;NationalPost



11 Mueller, Robert S. 2010. Statement Before the Senate
Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs.
Washington,DC;USSenate

13 See, for instance, two of the seminal jihadist works on the
concept, obligation, and benefits of emigrating for combat and
training: Abdullah Azzam, Defence of the Muslim Lands and ‘Esa
alͲHindi’s (nom de guerre of convicted British terrorist and alͲ
QaedaͲlinkedforeignfighter,DhirenBarot)TheArmyofMadinah
inKashmir(Birmingham,UK;MaktabahAlAnsaarPublications).
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majorityͲMuslim diaspora communities in the West
havetravelledtovisitfriendsandrelativesfromtheir
families’countriesoforigin,oriftheirintentionsare
moresinister.
From a methodological perspective, most of the
more rigorous quantitative accounts of Western
foreign fighters only observe them within the
context of Western plots. Fighting in farͲflung
insurgenciesortraininginjihadistcampsoftengoes
unseen and thus unaccounted for in such reports.
For now, we are left to cobble together imprecise
figures that sketch only a rough quantitative
compositeofwhatqualitativeanalysestelluscould
beamuchmoresignificantissue.
Paul Cruickshank quantified one dimension of the
foreign fighter threat in his February 2010 report,
“TheMilitantPipeline.”Ofthe21postͲ9/11plotsin
Australia, North America and Europe, Cruickshank
classifies as “serious”—those which were intended
tokillatleast10peopleanddidnotrelyexclusively
on undercover law enforcement agents to provide
explosives – the majority (of the 21 plots) involved
37 Western residents who travelled to Pakistan’s
FATA, the central nervous system of global jihadi
activism. Other cases cited by Cruickshank involved
traininginYemen.
Brian Michael Jenkins’s 2010 RAND study, “WouldͲ
Be Warriors,” provides a perspective on American
foreign fighters.  Of the 46 “publicly reported cases
ofdomesticradicalizationandrecruitmenttojihadist
terrorism” between September 11, 2001 and the
end of 2009, Jenkins observes that 13 of these
involveforeigntraininganddirection.Aquicksurvey
of Jenkins’data shows that it actually includes over
60 individuals who qualify as Western foreign
fightersunderthedefinitionusedhere. 14


14AnalystLorenzoVidino,citingaformerFBIofficial,writesthat
during the 1990’s, “between 1,000Ͳ2,000 volunteers left the
United States to fight or train with various jihadist outfits
throughouttheworld,anumbercomparabletothatofEuropean
Muslims who left the continent during the same years.”  See,
Vidino, Lorenzo. 2009. “Homegrown Jihadist Terrorism in the

A June 2010 Washington Post story noted that
“foreign fighters in Somali number 300Ͳ1,200,”
including “at least 20 Somali Americans,” among
them the rising jihadist media personality and
alleged alͲShabaab field commander, Omar
Hammami, an Alabama native. 15   Several of these
individualshavebecomesuicidebombers–including
the first American (Shirwa Ahmed) to hold that
distinctioninmoderntimes. 16
In an attempt to arrest what US Attorney General
Eric Holder labelled a “deadly pipeline” of money
and fighters travelling from the US to alͲShabaab,
American officials have stepped up efforts to indict
and arrest US residents. 17   In June 2010, Mohamed
Alessa and Carlos Almonte, both US citizens, were
arrested at JFK Airport.  The two were recorded by
undercover officers of the New York Police
Departmentastheyplannedtotravelabroadtokill
Americans.  The two were stopped en route to
Somalia where they hoped to link up with alͲ
Shabaab. 18 Thiswas,infact,theirsecondattemptto
jointhefight.In2007,thetwohadgonetoJordan,
with the aim of fighting US soldiers in Iraq, but for
unknownreasonswerenotrecruited. 19


United States: A New and Occasional Phenomenon?” Studies in
ConflictandTerrorism32.London,UK;Routledge.pp.1Ͳ17
15Elliott,Andrea.2010.“TheJihadistNextDoor.”NewYork,NY;
TheNewYorkTimes
16 Hsu, Spencer S. and Carrie Johnson. 2009. “Somali Americans
RecruitedbyExtremists.”Washington,DC;TheWashingtonPost
17 Miller, Greg. 2010. “U.S. charges 14 with giving support to
Somaliinsurgentgroup.”Washington,DC;TheWashingtonPost
18 U.S. District Court, District of New Jersey. 2010.  U.S. v.
Mohamed Alessa and Carlos E. Almonte, Criminal Complaint,
Magistrate No. 10Ͳ8109 (MCA). Trenton, NJ; US Department of
Justice
19Finn,PeterandJerryMarkon.2010.“NewJerseyMenArrested
Are Latest From U.S. Tied to Terrorist Groups.” Washington, DC;
The Washington Post.  Sherman, Ted. 2010. “FBI Followed Every
MoveofTwoN.J.TerrorSuspectsforYears,CulminatinginAirport
Arrests.”Newark,NJ;TheStarͲLedger
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In a recent comprehensive openͲsource analysis of
American jihadi activism published to date,
Congressional Research Service’s September 2010
“American Jihadist Terrorism,” authors Bjelopera
and Randol note, “Fifteen of the (40) postͲ9/11
homegrown plots have featured individuals
exclusivelyseekingtobecomeforeignfighters…” 20 If
weincludethoseplotsfeaturingindividualsindicted
for“intendedoractualplottingortrainingabroad”—
another of the authors’ categories commensurate
with this report’s definition of foreign fighter
activity—thenumberjumpsto24. 21 
A2010reportfromDanishanalystsMichaelTaarnby
and Lars Hallundbaeck notes that at least 25
Americans, up to 40 Australians, perhaps 100
Britons, and maybe as many as 80 Scandinavians
(including more than 15 Danes), have fought in
Somalia. 22
The Swedish Security Service has officially reported
that around 20Ͳ30 nationals have travelled to
Somalia to fight for alͲShabaab and less than five
have died in battle. 23 This recruitment process is
facilitated by the fact that Fuad Muhammed Qalaf
(otherwise known as Fuad Shangole) is a SwedishͲ
SomaliandasenioroperationalfigureinalͲShabaab.

HISTORICALȱTHEMESȱ
Importantȱ lessonsȱ canȱ beȱ identifiedȱ fromȱ
historicalȱ precedentsȱ ofȱ foreignȱ fighterȱ activity.ȱȱ
Foreignȱ fightersȱ espousingȱ differentȱ causesȱ haveȱ
featuredȱ inȱ conflictsȱ rangingȱ fromȱ Spain,ȱ toȱ
Afghanistan,ȱtoȱtheȱBalkans.ȱȱAlthoughȱeachȱcaseȱ
remainsȱunique,ȱthereȱareȱthemes,ȱstrategies,ȱandȱ
tacticsȱthatȱareȱendemicȱtoȱeach.ȱ
Rhetoricȱ focusingȱ onȱ defensiveȱ mobilizationȱ hasȱ
beenȱ aȱ featureȱ inȱ nearlyȱ allȱ instancesȱ ofȱ foreignȱ
fighterȱactivity.ȱȱRecruitersȱconsistentlyȱappealȱtoȱ
foreigners’ȱ ideologicalȱ convictionsȱ andȱ seekȱ toȱ
alignȱ distantȱ conflictsȱ withȱ anȱ assaultȱ onȱ aȱ
commonȱidentity.ȱȱDuringȱtheȱSpanishȱCivilȱWar,ȱ
bothȱ Franciscoȱ Franco’sȱ nationalistsȱ andȱ antiȬ
fascistȱ republicansȱ framedȱ theirȱ respectiveȱ
strugglesȱthroughȱaȱdefensiveȱlensȱandȱappealedȱ
toȱ sympathizersȱ onȱ theȱ basisȱ ofȱ aȱ greaterȱ moralȱ
duty.ȱȱFiftyȱyearsȱlater,ȱtheȱobligationȱtoȱdefendȱaȱ
transnationalȱ identityȱ fromȱ anȱ existentialȱ
aggressorȱ wasȱusedȱ byȱ Abdullahȱ Azzam.ȱȱ Inȱ hisȱ
callȱforȱsupportȱfromȱMuslimsȱworldwideȱagainstȱ
Sovietȱ aggressionȱ inȱ Afghanistan,ȱ defenceȱ ofȱ
Islamȱ wasȱ aȱ dutyȱ incumbentȱ uponȱ allȱ asȱ partȱ ofȱ
theirȱ religiousȱ obligationȱ toȱ God.ȱ ȱ Inȱ theȱ 1990s,ȱ

Thesamenumberofrecruitsisseeninneighbouring
Denmark according to Somali community
representatives and the Danish Security and
IntelligenceService.However,inDenmark,aSomali
individual with alleged contacts to alͲQaeda in East
AfricaandalͲShabaabwerewithinsecondsofaxing


20 Bjelopera, Jerome P. and Mark A. Randol. 2010. “American
Jihadist Terrorism: Combating a Complex Threat.” Washington,
DC;CongressionalResearchService.p.26
21Ibid,p.25
22 Taarnby, Michael and Lars Hallundbaek. 2010. “Al Shabaab:
The Internationalization of Militant Islamism in Somalia and the
ImplicationsforRadicalisationProcessesinEurope.”Copenhagen,
DK;DanishMinistryofJustice
23 Stiernstedt, Jenny. 2010. “Svensk misstankt for terrorbrott.”
Stockholm,SE;SvenskaDagbladet

similarȱ languageȱ andȱ reasoningȱ wasȱ usedȱ byȱ
mujahideenȱ leadersȱ duringȱ theȱ Bosnianȱ Warȱ andȱ
theȱfirstȱChechenȱwar.ȱ
Inȱ theȱ historicalȱ examples,ȱ thereȱ areȱ importantȱ
cleavagesȱtoȱbeȱstudiedȱasȱwell.ȱȱForeignȱfightersȱ
whoȱ travelledȱ toȱ Afghanistanȱ inȱ theȱ nameȱ ofȱ
‘jihad’ȱ oftenȱ foundȱ themselvesȱ atȱ oddsȱ withȱ
nativeȱ Afghansȱ whoseȱ culture,ȱ geography,ȱ andȱ
tribalȱ societyȱ fostersȱ aȱ warinessȱ ofȱ outsiders.ȱȱ
Thisȱ lackȱ ofȱ acceptanceȱ ofȱ foreignȱ recruitsȱ wasȱ
prevalentȱ duringȱ theȱ Spanishȱ Civilȱ Warȱ asȱ well.ȱȱ
Foreignȱ fightersȱ oftenȱ foundȱ themselvesȱ treatedȱ
asȱ expendableȱ andȱ theirȱ sacrificesȱ viewedȱ asȱ
‘secondȬrate.’ȱ ȱ Thisȱ contributedȱ toȱ manyȱ
returningȱ homeȱ disillusionedȱ withȱ theirȱ ‘cause.’ȱȱ
Today,ȱ manyȱ ofȱ theȱ foreignȱ mujahideenȱ fightersȱ
whoȱsettledȱinȱBosniaȱnowȱfindȱthemselvesȱ
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to death the cartoonist Kurt Westergaard in his
homeinJanuary2010.

ostracizedȱbyȱtheirȱfellowȱMuslims.aȱ
Moreȱ historicalȱ backgroundȱ canȱ beȱ foundȱ inȱ theȱ

The heads of the US Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) and British Security Service (MI5) have raised
concerns about SomaliͲlinked foreign fighters.  CIA
Director Leon Panetta told reporters that such
individuals raise “real concerns about the potential
for terrorist activity” and “constitute a potential
threat to the security of this country.”  With more
than100UKresidentsnowfightingtraininginalͲ
ShabaabcampsinSomalia,JonathanEvans,the

followingȱselectedȱsources:ȱ
x

Kohlmann,ȱ Evanȱ F.ȱ 2004.ȱ AlȬQaidaȇsȱ Jihadȱ inȱ
Europeȱ theȱ AfghanȬBosnianȱ Network.ȱ Oxford,ȱ
UK:ȱBergȱPublishersȱȱȱ

x

Malet,ȱ

David.ȱ

2009.ȱ

Foreignȱ

Fighters:ȱ

Transnationalȱ Identityȱ inȱ Civilȱ Conflicts.ȱ
Dissertation.ȱ Washington,ȱ DC;ȱ Theȱ Georgeȱ
WashingtonȱUniversityȱ

Director General of MI5, recently argued that “it’s
onlyamatteroftimebeforeweseeterrorismonour
streets inspired by those  who  are  today  fighting
alongside  alͲShabaab.”  Evans’ sentiment was
echoed by the Chief of the UK’s Secret Intelligence
Service (MI6), John Sawers. 24   Evans’ concern was
highlightedlessthanaweekafterhisremarksbythe
arrestofaBritishcitizenofSomalidescentbyDutch
authorities as he attempted travel between
LiverpoolandUganda. 25

x

Malet,ȱ David.ȱ 2009.ȱ “Whyȱ Foreignȱ Fighters?ȱ
Historicalȱ Perspectivesȱ andȱ Solutions.”ȱ Orbis.ȱ
Philadelphia,ȱ PA;ȱ Foreignȱ Policyȱ Researchȱ
Instituteȱȱ

x

Moore,ȱ Cerwynȱ andȱ Paulȱ Tumelty.ȱ 2008.ȱ
“Foreignȱ Fightersȱ andȱ theȱ Caseȱ ofȱ Chechnya:ȱ Aȱ
Criticalȱ Assessment.”ȱ Studiesȱ inȱ Conflictȱ &ȱ
Terrorism.ȱLondon,ȱUK;ȱRoutledgeȱ

ȱ

Some British terrorism experts, and a study by the
United Kingdom’s Centre for Social Cohesion, point
to the fact that “seven of the eight major terrorist
plots in the UK included in their cells one or more
individuals who had attended terrorist training
camps; six of the eight of these had been in
Pakistan.” 26

aWolker,ȱ

Martin.ȱ 2007.ȱ “Establishedȱ Muslimsȱ Resistȱ

NeoȬSalafists.”ȱWebsite.ȱBerlin,ȱDE;ȱQantara.deȱ
ȱ




Even in 2007, press reports quoting British
government   officials suggested “up to 4,000
Islamicextremistshaveattendedterroristtraining


24 NortonͲTaylor, Richard. 2010. “MI5 chiefs warns of terror
threat from Britons trained in Somalia.” London, UK; The
Guardian.  Hsu, Spencer S. and Carrie Johnson. 2009. “Somali
Americans Recruited by Extremists.” Washington, DC; The
WashingtonPost
25 2010. “British terrorism suspect arrested at Amsterdam’s
Schipholairport.”London,UK;TheDailyTelegraph
26  Clarke, Michael and Valentina Soria. 2010. “Terrorism – the
New Wave.” RUSI Journal. London, UK; Royal United Services
Institute.pp.24Ͳ31

campsinAfghanistanbeforereturningtoBritain.” 27 
MI5’s Jonathan Evans voiced serious concern in
September 2010 about a “significant number of
British residents. . .training in camps run by the alͲ
QaedaͲlinkedalͲShabaab”and“thatasmanyas
100 Britons of Pakistani, Bangladeshi and West
AfricanbackgroundshadtravelledtoSomalia.” 28


27 Leapman, Brian. 2007. “4,000 in UK trained at terror camps.”
London,UK;TheDailyTelegraph
28 Gardham, Duncan. 2010. “Britain facing a new wave of
terroristattacks,MI5warns.”London,UK;TheDailyTelegraph
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Further, German officials have noted that there are
“hundreds”ofGermanresidents(mostfromTurkish
backgrounds) now fighting in Pakistan and
Afghanistan – primarily with the Islamic Movement
ofUzbekistanandtheIslamicJihadUnion.Thereare
even growing indications that a German contingent
of the Taliban has been formed. 29  The German
Federal Police (Bundeskriminalamt or BKA) stated
recentlythatthereisconcreteevidencelinking70
individuals to paramilitary training camps in
Pakistan’s FATA along the Afghanistan border and
that the agency has stopped 26 from going to
Pakistansinceearly2009.
Similarly,Frenchterrorismexpertsacknowledgethat
France is facing the most severe threat from alͲ
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) but estimate
that there are a total of 30Ͳ50 French nationals in
theFATA/Yemenareawith10Ͳ15participatinginthe
YemenitheatrewithalͲQaedaelements. 30
In other smaller EU states the pattern seems to
suggestfewernumbers.Austriahashadonecasein
2005when5peoplereceivedtraininginFATAwhile
the Netherlands have had two cases of individuals
going to Chechnya; one case in Iraq; two cases in
Kashmir; four arrests in Kenya hailing from the
HagueandtwoinYemen.
TheU.S.SenateForeignRelationsCommitteenoted
with concern in January 2010 that dozens of
Americansmaybeinvolvedinextremistactivitiesin
Yemen – including Anwar alͲAulaqi (alͲAwlaki), a
prominent YemeniͲAmerican jihadi theoretician
affiliated in some manner with alͲQaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP).  Media reports citing
Yemenisecuritysourcesnotethattensof
Westerners have been arrested in security sweeps

suspected of some level of involvement with
AQAP. 31 
Although the exact scale of the problem is illͲ
defined, the empirical evidence suggests that a
significant number of Western volunteers are
attracted to violent extremist milieus like
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Somalia and Yemen.  The
underlying phenomenon and threat these figures
highlight poses a grave threat to the security and
strategicinterestsofWesternnations.

THE“SPIN”MODELANDCOMPLEXSYSTEMS
ANALOGY
Theframingofthemultilayeredandevolvingnature
ofalͲQaedaandtheforeignfightersinitsserviceisa
major challenge. The interlocking relationship
betweenalͲQaeda“core”,itsaffiliatesandlocalized
cells is often not adequately captured by static
categories of alͲQaeda’s constituent parts or
changinggeographiccentresofgravity.Ausefulway
to conceptualize the complexity of alͲQaeda’s
interlocking components is offered by Arquilla and
Ronfeldt and their adaption of the soͲcalled SPIN
model: the notion that alͲQaeda resembles a
“segmented, polycentric, ideologically integrated
network.” 32




thisyear,includingUScitizensand Europeans





31 Majority Staff. 2010. “Al Qaeda in Yemen and Somalia: A
TickingTimeBomb.”Washington,DC;U.S.SenateCommitteeon
ForeignRelations

29 Smith, Nicola and Bojan Pancevski. 2010. “German militants
seeninTalibanborderunit.”London,UK;TheSundayTimes
30 Personal communication with JeanͲCharles Brisard and other
Frenchintelligencespecialists.

32DavidRonfeldtadaptedthismodelfromLutherGerlach’sstudy
in 1987 which focus on social movements in the 1960’s. See:
Ronfeldt,David.2008.“AlͲQaedaanditsAffiliates.”SantaMonica,
CA;RAND
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TheSPINmodelappliedtoalͲQaeda: 33
x

segmentary (composed of many diverse
groups, which grow and die, divide and
fuse,proliferateandcontract);

x

polycentric (having multiple, often
temporary, and sometimesͲcompeting
leadersorcentersofinfluence);

x

networked (forming a loose, reticulate,
integrated network with multiple linkages
throughtravelers,overlappingmembership,
joint activities, common reading matter,
andsharedidealsandopponents)


Morespecificallyitisusefultoapproachtheforeign
fighterphenomenonasacomplexsystem:aseriesof
interconnectedpartsandprocessesthat,asawhole,
ultimatelyexhibittelltaleproperties.
In this system, the most notorious characteristics
includeextremistcombatandtraininginlocalessuch
asSouthAsia,EastAfrica,andtheArabianPeninsula
aswellassporadiceruptionsofviolenceintheWest.
Like the illͲdefined boundaries of any complex
system,aforeignfighter’sagendaisastheoretically
open as the besieged ummah (a contested term
definingtheglobalcommunityofMuslims).
Travel to Pakistan, Chechnya, Somalia, etc. – lands
wherejihaditheoreticianslikealͲAulaqiexplainthat
fightingisnotonlylegitimatebutalsocompulsory–
presentalmostlimitlessoptionsforaspiringWestern
mujahideen.  The question becomes, how do they
choose?

their decisions include their ideological frame, the
processbywhichtheyareradicalized,selfͲinterested
choicesgoverningriskinactivism,anddiversesocial,
financial, and operational constraints.  Each and all
of these factors play a role in deciding not only
where,butalsowhen,how,andwhomtofight. 34 
Further,likeanycomplexsystem,externalpressures
and events affect regions of foreign fighter activity.
Militants ebb and flow to different geographic
regions in response to diverse and wideͲranging
catalysts.  These catalysts can include social and
politicalopportunitiesandconstraintsinthecombat
areas;increasedordecreasedsurveillanceeffortsin
and by the West; multinational intelligence agency
cooperation (or lack thereof); and even mundane
matters such as weather, travel restrictions, or
adequatekit. 35 
Even incremental developments can generate
disproportional effects in overall processes and
evolution.  Events such as Pakistan’s Red Mosque
siege, which cemented for some Western jihadists
theinfidelityofthePakistanistate;theinvolvement
of Ethiopian and African Union forces in Somalia;
andalͲAulaqi’spresenceandactivitiesinYemen,for
instance,appeartobemoreorlessisolatedevents.
Yet they also appear to have greatly influenced
aspectsofforeignfighterdecisionͲmaking.
Finally, even in the dynamic foreign fighter system,
the effects of collective memory are apparent.
Shifting preferences in combat areas (for example,
the apparent surge in Western foreign fighters in
EastAfricarelativetotheirdiminutioninIraq)andin
operational methods like suicide bombings and
targeting decisions amplify or dampen perceptions


The decisionͲmaking that governs Western foreign
fighters’ choices for travel are nested within and
affectedbyotherchoices.Elementsthatweighinto


33Gerlach,LutherP.2001.“TheStructureofSocialMovements:
Environmental Activism and Its Opponents.” In Networks and
Netwars: the future of terror, crime and militancy. John Arquilla
andDavidRonfeldt(eds.).SantaMonica,CA;RAND

34 On a social movement theory approach to understanding
framing processes and decisionͲmaking in jihadi activism, see:
Wiktorowicz, Quintan. 2004. “Framing Jihad: Intramovement
Framing Contests and alͲQaeda’s Struggle for Sacred Authority.”
InternationalReviewofSocialHistory.Cambridge,UK,Cambridge
UniversityPress.pp.159Ͳ177
35 Rotella, Sebastian. 2009. “AlͲQaeda recruits back in Europe,
butwhy?”LosAngeles,CA;LosAngelesTimes
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andaffectfuturechoices.Inshort,pasteventsand
memories of such affect the political and social
ecosysteminwhichtheforeignfightersoperate.
Examples of past choices affecting current
operations are not hard to find.  For example,
logistical networks that once supported fighters
moving between North America and Europe to
Afghanistan have also buoyed aspiring mujahideen
headedtoothervenues.Alternatively,manyofthe
sameWesternextremistsandassociatedonlinefora
that previously extolled militancy in Chechnya and
Afghanistan, for instance, have used comparable
ideological frameworks and methods to promote
violence and training elsewhere.  When these
individualsormeansgrowsilent,recantfromjihadist
activities, or become irrelevant, others will harness
comparable themes rooted in system history and
rise to prominence.  These themes are maintained
by a “jihadi culture’’ resident in the system—its
glue—which can be defined as the shared and
perpetually reinforced attitudes, values and beliefs
thatconstituteaframeworkforactioninitsideal. 36 
Foreign fighters—especially “bridge figures,” which
will be defined later in the paper—are among the
most eager consumers and progenitors of this
culture.

INTERCONNECTIONSACROSSTHEATRES
Training
Foreignfightertrainingisprimarilybasedoverseasin
or near conflict zones, though some does occur
within Western host nations. For example, training
activitieshavebeenobservedintheUK(especiallyin
rural areas including Wales and Scotland), designed
topreͲscreenandpreparepotentialrecruits.Jihadi
traininghasalsobeendiscoveredinCanadaandthe
UnitedStates.


36 Cozzens, Jeffrey B.  2007. “Approaching alͲQaida’s Warfare:
Function, Culture, and Grand Strategy. ” In Mapping Terrorism
Research.MagnusRanstorp(ed.).London,UK;Routledge

TrainingwithinWesternhostnationsisoftenadhoc
and low grade, and frequently with extremely
limitedaccesstoweaponryorexplosivematerials(if
any).Adhoctrainingoverlongerperiodsconsistsof
organizedphysicalexercisedesignedtoestablishan
esprit de corps and basic exposure to operating
within a relatively disciplined group environment
under a leadership figure—all against the backdrop
ofextremeideologicallearning.
ThiswasthecasewiththeVirginiajihadinetwork.In
2003, eleven men from Northern Virginia were
chargedwithprovidingmaterialsupporttoalͲQaeda
and LashkarͲeͲTaiba.  The men engaged in paintball
games as military training in preparation for jihad
againsttheWest. 37
Often these leadership and group activities, as
shown by Muhammed Siddique Khan and the 2005
London bombers, consists of paintball, whiteͲwater
rafting or camping which fuses the group closer
together and exposes critical elements of group
dynamics to the leader and any potential weakness
incommitmenttothecauseandoverallmission.
The primary goal of this rudimentary training,
however, may be to solidify the radicalization of
foreign fighters and to ensure commitment to the
groupandthecause.Manyaccountsoflifeinjihadi
training camps – including those from the primary
sources–supportthisnotion,indicatingthatsocially
reinforced religious learning and exercises focused
on inͲgroup cohesion represent a large part of the
trainingregimen.
The exploits of the soͲcalled Toronto 18 cell, which
trained in the Ontario woodlands in 2005Ͳ2006 are
instructive here. Like many other cells that train in
theWest,theimpactoftheexercisesconductedby


37AssociatedPress.2004.“Two‘Paintball’TerroristsSentenced.”
NewYork,NY;FOXNews.Markon,JerryandMaryBethSheridan.
2003. “Indictment Expands Va. ‘Jihad’ Charges” Washington, DC;
The Washington Post. US Attorneys' Office, Eastern District of
Virginia.2005.NewsRelease.Alexandria,VA;USDepartmentof
Justice.Markon,Jerry.2005.“MuslimLecturerSentencedtoLife.”
Washington,DC;TheWashingtonPost
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thegroup–includingobstaclecourses,callisthenics,
and multiple trips to a Tim Horton’s coffee shop to
escape the cold – were quasiͲcomical. Perhaps the
most crucial element of the training was simply
spending time together listening to alͲAulaqi’s
(originally Yusuf al 'Uyayree’s) “Constants on the
PathofJihad.”OnafrigidDecembernightinatent,
thislecturehithomeforthegroup,remindingthem
of their obligation to fight and die in God’s path,
theirstatusasatypeof‘persecutedchosen’,andthe
many ways in which the mujahideen find victory in
jihad.  In so doing, the ideological raison d’être for
theplanned“BattleofToronto”wassolidified. 38
Foreign fighter training camps solidify the
radicalization process by translating an individual’s
rhetoric and intention into action and experience.
The camaraderie of a small group under the
influence of a leadership figure is a key step in
deepening radicalization.  This helps prepare the
individual to carry out overseasͲ or homeͲbased
terrorist acts. The mere act of holding an illegal
weaponforthefirsttimeisnotedasbothanactthat
enhances selfͲconfidence and as a significant
psychological step across legal and personal
boundaries.
There is a significant capability difference between
rhetoric/intention and action. Training – no matter
thelevelofsophistication–bridgesthistransition.

JIHADISTȱCONFLICTȱTHEATRESȱ
Theȱ Westernȱ foreignȱ fighterȱ phenomenonȱ inȱ
jihadistȱ conflictȱ theatresȱ beganȱ principallyȱ asȱ aȱ
reactionȱtoȱtheȱSovietȱoccupationȱofȱAfghanistanȱ
inȱ theȱ 1980s.ȱ Althoughȱ theȱ clearȱ majorityȱ ofȱ
jihadistsȱfightingȱinȱAfghanistanȱduringȱthisȱtimeȱ
wereȱ ofȱ Arabȱ origins,ȱ aȱ minorityȱ wereȱ fromȱ
Europeanȱ statesȱ andȱ Northȱ Africa.ȱ Theȱ
mujahideen’sȱ perceivedȱ victoryȱ overȱ theȱ USSRȱ
generatedȱconfidenceȱinȱtheȱjihadistȱmovementȱ–ȱ
notȱ leastȱ becauseȱ itȱ ‘demonstrated’ȱ thatȱ Godȱ
rewardsȱ thoseȱ whoȱ fulfilȱ theirȱ obligationȱ toȱ
defendȱIslamȱandȱMuslimȱlandsȱ–ȱandȱcreatedȱanȱ
enduringȱ legacyȱ thatȱ helpsȱ fuelȱ theȱ conflictsȱ inȱ
Somalia,ȱ Yemen,ȱ andȱ (again)ȱ Afghanistan.ȱ Inȱ
eachȱ ofȱ theseȱ cases,ȱ endemicȱ problemsȱ suchȱ asȱ
resourceȱ

shortages,ȱ

lackȱ

ofȱ

governmentȱ

authority,ȱ weakȱ institutions,ȱ andȱ traditionalȱ
religious,ȱ tribal,ȱ andȱ ethnicȱ cleavagesȱ haveȱ
createdȱungovernedȱspacesȱwhichȱjihadistsȱhaveȱ
successfullyȱexploited.ȱ
Jihadistȱleadersȱhaveȱwovenȱtheȱpoliticsȱofȱtheseȱ
localȱ strugglesȱ intoȱ aȱ globalȱ fabric.ȱ Thisȱ
facilitatesȱ theȱ radicalizationȱ andȱ recruitmentȱ ofȱ
individualsȱ toȱ whatȱ jihadistsȱ portrayȱ asȱ
principledȱ Muslimȱ resistanceȱ againstȱ theȱ
imperialistȱambitionsȱofȱWesternȱforces.ȱForeignȱ
fightersȱ attractedȱ toȱ theȱ notionȱ ofȱ fightingȱ inȱ

Lifeinforeignandmobileterroristtrainingcampsis
not easy – a fact starkly underscored by AQAP’s
INSPIREmagazinepublishedinmidͲ2010.Theonline
Englishlanguagearticleaimedspecificallyatforeign
recruitsofferedsomebasicadvice–bringafriend.
INSPIRE noted that language barriers are difficult,
butcritical,toovercome;otherwiseindividualsmay
feel depressed and lonely. The article noted that
language issues can also result in an individual
missing out on operational details and make it
difficulttoeffectivelyblendintotheenvironment.


38Teotonio,Isabel.2010.“TheMujahideenin
Washago.”Toronto,CA;TheStar

supportȱ ofȱ aȱ transnationalȱ identityȱ groupȱ haveȱ
flockedȱtoȱtheseȱareasȱandȱmakeȱupȱanȱimportantȱ
andȱ growingȱ segmentȱ ofȱ theȱ jihadistȱ arsenal.ȱ Inȱ
addition,ȱtheȱ“IslamicȱMaghreb”ȱregionȱofȱNorthȱ
Africaȱ andȱ theȱ regionȱ ofȱ Centralȱ Asiaȱ haveȱ alsoȱ
shownȱ signsȱ ofȱ susceptibilityȱ toȱ jihadistȱ forcesȱ
bolsteredȱbyȱforeignȱfighters.ȱȱ
FATAȱ(FederallyȱAdministeredȱTribalȱAreas)ȱ
Mostȱyoungerȱgenerationȱforeignȱfightersȱjoiningȱ
theȱjihadȱinȱtheȱFATAȱzoneȱbetweenȱAfghanistanȱ
andȱ Pakistanȱ viewȱ themselvesȱ asȱ aȱcontinuationȱ
ofȱtheȱheroicȱmujahideenȱresistanceȱagainstȱaȱgreatȱ
power.ȱ (Theȱ criticalȱ roleȱ ofȱ USȱ supportȱ toȱ theȱ
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There are additional motivations behind INSPIRE’s
bringafriendsuggestion.Bringingacompanionand
friend to the foreign training camps may serve
multipleoperationalpurposes.Beingtogetherwith
a friend reinforces the focus of the mission and
reduces the chances an individual will turn back.
Furthermore it helps support group cohesion.
Additionally, it is a potentially useful safeguard
against a single foreign intelligence operative
infiltration (as two individuals may be easily played
off each other during random interrogation and
security checks). As testified by a BelgianͲFrench
group,whoarrivedinWaziristanin2008,theywere
“expectingatleastawelcomefor'ourbrothersfrom
Europe' and awarm atmosphere of hospitality" but
wereinsteadsubjectedtolengthyinterrogationsby
alͲQaedaofficials. 39 
Even before the publication of INSPIRE’s bring a
friend advice, foreign fighters have been observed
travellingingroups.ThefiveNorthernVirginiamen
(Uman Chaudhry, Ramy Zamzam, Ahmad Minni,
Waqar Khan, and Aman Hassan Yemer) who were
arrested in late 2009 by Pakistani officials had
travelled as a group from the United States in the
hopesofengaginginjihadagainstAmericanforcesin
Afghanistan. 40   Such was also the case with
Najibullah Zazi – who was accompanied by two
classmates(ZareinAhmedzayandAdisMedunjanin)
when he travelled from the US to Pakistan for
terroristtraining. 41 TheDanielBoydgroup,ajihadi
faction from North Carolina that trained in
Afghanistan and Pakistan allegedly pursued combat
inIsraelandthePalestinianTerritories(amongother
locations, including a planned attack against the

mujahideenȱagainstȱtheȱSovietȱUnionȱinȱtheȱ1980sȱ
throughȱ supplyȱ ofȱ antiȬaircraftȱ missilesȱ andȱ
fundingȱ isȱ ignoredȱ inȱ theȱ modernȱ antiȬWesternȱ
extremistȱnarrative.)ȱ
Inȱ theȱ initialȱ aftermathȱ ofȱ Operationȱ Enduringȱ
FreedomȱandȱtheȱoverthrowȱofȱtheȱTaliban,ȱsomeȱ
foreignȱ fightersȱ returnedȱ toȱ theirȱ Westernȱ
countriesȱ ofȱ origin.ȱ Theseȱ foreignȱ fightersȱ
returnedȱ withȱ extensiveȱ combatȱ experienceȱ andȱ
anȱ elementȱ ofȱ streetȱ credibilityȱ withinȱ extremistȱ
milieus.ȱ
AlȬQaedaȱ sufferedȱ heavyȱ lossesȱ dueȱ toȱ targetedȱ
operationsȱ thatȱ eliminatedȱ keyȱ leadershipȱ
figures,ȱ andȱ hamperedȱ theirȱ planningȱ andȱ
communicationsȱefforts.ȱAlȬQaedaȱlinksȱwithȱtheȱ
Talibanȱ haveȱ reportedlyȱ deepenedȱ dueȱ toȱ alȬ
Qaedaȱ supplyingȱ theȱ Talibanȱ withȱ weapons,ȱ
logisticsȱ

andȱ

training—includingȱ

religiousȱ

indoctrinationȱ andȱ useȱ ofȱ armsȱ andȱ explosives.ȱȱ
Theȱ deepeningȱ linkȱ isȱ reflectedȱ inȱ aȱ moreȱ
asymmetricȱ Talibanȱ strategyȱ thatȱ hasȱ reliedȱ
increasinglyȱ onȱ suicideȱ attacksȱ toȱ achieveȱ
maximumȱ internationalȱ mediaȱ impactȱ andȱ
undermineȱ theȱ localȱ population’sȱ confidenceȱ inȱ
theȱauthorities’ȱcapacityȱtoȱprovideȱsecurity.ȱȱAlȬ
QaedaȱforeignȱfightersȱalsoȱmarriedȱTalibanȱandȱ
tribalȱ daughters,ȱ therebyȱ furtheringȱ bondsȱ
betweenȱ andȱ amongȱ theseȱ entities,ȱ andȱ
benefitingȱ fromȱ consequentȱ inclinationsȱ toȱ
protect.ȱ
Directȱ alȬQaedaȱ activitiesȱ inȱ theȱ FATAȱ regionȱ
focusȱ largelyȱ onȱ propagandaȱ andȱ limitedȱ
operationalȱ support,ȱ whileȱ variousȱ Talibanȱ



entitiesȱ conductȱ mostȱ insurgencyȱ operations.ȱ
TehrikȬiȬTalibanȱ Pakistanȱ (TTP)ȱ isȱ consideredȱ toȱ

39 Rotella, Sebastian. 2009. “AlͲQaeda recruits back in Europe,
butwhy?”LosAngeles,CA;LosAngelesTimes

haveȱ anȱ internationalȱ agendaȱ andȱ strongȱ alȬ

40 Bjelopera, Jerome P. and Mark A. Randol. 2010. “American
Jihadist Terrorism: Combating a Complex Threat.” Washington,
DC;CongressionalResearchService.pp.70Ͳ71

Faisalȱ Shahzad’sȱ failedȱ Mayȱ 2010ȱ attemptedȱ

41USFederalBureauofInvestigations.2010.“TwoChargedwith
Terror Violations in Connection with New York Subway Plot.”
PressRelease.Washington,DC;USDepartmentofJustice

Qaedaȱ links.ȱ ȱ TTPȱ claimedȱ responsibilityȱ forȱ
bombingȱofȱNewȱYork’sȱTimesȱSquare.ȱȱShahzadȱ
testifiedȱ thatȱ TTPȱ hadȱ suppliedȱ himȱ withȱ
explosivesȱ trainingȱ andȱ orders.aȱ ȱ Moreȱ recentlyȱ
TTPȱ hasȱ reportedlyȱ shiftedȱ toȱ primarilyȱ
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Marine Corps base in Quantico, VA) offers yet
anotherexample. 42

propagandaȱ operations,ȱ aȱ factȱ thatȱ mayȱ reflectȱ
delicateȱ balancesȱ reachedȱ withȱ Pakistaniȱ

Yetbeinginagroupmaynotalleviatedifficultiesin
adjustment. The same BelgianͲFrench group
referenced above describes how in their training
camps they felt frustrated and “increasingly cut off,
bored,andfedupwiththeprimitivelivingconditions
intheirmountainshacks.Theyoftendidnotseemto
knowwhattheirnextorderswouldbeorwhere
their  handlers  would  take them.” 43  Additionally,
the group became more disillusioned when their
handlers did not deliver on repeatedly empty
promisestofightinAfghanistanandwhentheyhad
to partially pay for their travel, training and
weapons.
Overseas foreign fighter training courses are now
often very basic and serve more as a final phase of
indoctrination than as a phase of operation
preparation.  As Peter Nesser notes in one of the
more extensive treatment of European foreign
fighter training, today’s “second generation”
Western jihadis are not necessarily groomed to
become the mujahideen’s “special operators,” as
theyoncewereinthe1990’s. 44 

governmentȱforces.ȱȱ
LashkarȬeȬTaibaȱ(ȇArmyȱofȱtheȱPure,ȇȱabbreviatedȱ
LeT)ȱisȱtheȱlargestȱandȱmostȱdangerousȱextremistȱ
groupȱ inȱ Pakistan.ȱ Followingȱ theȱ 2009ȱ Mumbaiȱ
attacks,ȱtheyȱhaveȱincreasinglyȱadoptedȱaȱglobalȱ
jihadistȱ outlookȱ andȱ haveȱ expandedȱ theirȱ
operationalȱ focusȱ toȱ conductȱ attacksȱ againstȱ
ISAFȱforcesȱinȱAfghanistan.bȱȱȱ
Political,ȱ social,ȱ andȱ ideologicalȱ driversȱ ofȱ
varyingȱ levelsȱ ofȱ sophisticationȱ areȱ primaryȱ
catalystsȱ forȱ foreignȱ fightersȱ engagedȱ inȱ theȱ
FATA.ȱ
Interviewsȱ

withȱ

Westernȱ

jihadistsȱ

inȱ

combinationȱ withȱ aȱ wealthȱ ofȱ primaryȱ sourceȱ
literatureȱ andȱ publicȱ courtȱ transcriptsȱ indicateȱ
thatȱ manyȱ believeȱ deeplyȱ inȱ bothȱ theȱ spiritualȱ
andȱ temporalȱ politicalȱ benefitsȱ ofȱ fightingȱ nonȬ
Muslimȱ andȱ ‘apostate’ȱ forcesȱ inȱ theȱ FATAȱ
region.ȱȱȱTheȱregion,ȱsteepedȱinȱjihadiȱtraditionȱasȱ
theȱ graveyardȱ ofȱ communistȱ forces,ȱ alsoȱ carriesȱ
someȱ degreeȱ ofȱ eschatologicalȱ significanceȱ asȱ
Khorosan,ȱ makingȱ itȱ aȱ highlyȱ desirableȱ placeȱ toȱ
fight.ȱ ȱ Someȱ wouldȱ alsoȱ argueȱ thatȱ itȱ isȱȱ
ideologicallyȱ

“purer”ȱ

venueȱ

forȱ

combat,ȱ

untaintedȱ byȱ theȱ brutalȱ takfiriȱ tacticsȱ ofȱ Abuȱ
Musa’bȱ alȬZarqawi,ȱ whoseȱ activitiesȱ wereȱ
reminiscentȱofȱtheȱAlgerianȱGIA—aȱjihadiȱfactionȱ
thatȱ fellȱ outȱ ofȱ favorȱ withȱ binȱ Ladenȱ owingȱ toȱ



theirȱ wholesaleȱ excommunicationȱ andȱ slaughterȱ
ofȱinnocentȱMuslims.ȱ

42OfficeofPublicAffairs.2009.“SevenChargedwithTerrorism
ViolationsinNorthCarolina.”Press Release. Washington,DC; US
Department of Justice.  Office of Public Affairs. 2009.
“SupersedingIndictmentinBoydMatterChargesDefendantswith
Conspiring to Murder U.S. Military Personnel, Weapons
Violations.” Press Release. Washington, DC; US Department of
Justice
43Robertson,NicandPaulCruickshank.2009.“RecruitsrevealAl
Qaeda’ssprawlingspread.”Atlanta,GA;CNN
44Nesser,Petter.2008.“HowdidEurope’sGlobalJihadisObtain
TrainingfortheMilitantCauses?”TerrorismandPoliticalViolence
London,UK;Taylor&Francis.pp.234Ͳ256

Foreignȱ fightersȱ fromȱ severalȱ westernȱ countries,ȱ
especiallyȱ thoseȱ fromȱ Europe,ȱ areȱ extremelyȱ
activeȱ inȱ theȱ FATAȱ region.ȱ Germanȱ securityȱ
servicesȱhaveȱidentifiedȱ200ȱforeignȱfightersȱthatȱ
haveȱ linksȱ toȱ Germany.ȱ 65ȱ ofȱ thoseȱ identifiedȱ
haveȱreceivedȱtraining,ȱwithȱ90ȱbelievedȱtoȱbeȱinȱ
trainingȱ andȱ 30ȱ involvedȱ inȱ armedȱ hostilities.ȱ
Despiteȱ theirȱ activityȱ inȱ theȱ FATA,ȱ foreignȱ
fightersȱposeȱaȱgreaterȱthreatȱifȱtheyȱreturnȱhomeȱ
withȱexpertiseȱandȱcredibility.ȱȱThisȱwasȱtheȱcaseȱ
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withȱBryantȱVinas.ȱ
Vinas,ȱ anȱ Americanȱ Muslimȱ convert,ȱ wasȱ
chargedȱ byȱ USȱ officialsȱ withȱ providingȱ materialȱ
supportȱtoȱalȬQaedaȱandȱreceivingȱmilitaryȱtypeȱ
training.ȱ ȱ Inȱ theȱ FATA,ȱ Vinasȱ receivedȱ weaponsȱ
andȱ explosivesȱ training.ȱ ȱ Heȱ providedȱ alȬQaedaȱȱ
withȱdetailedȱinformationȱaboutȱtheȱLongȱIslandȱ
Railroadȱ systemȱ –ȱ whichȱ wasȱ thenȱ usedȱ toȱ helpȱ
planȱ aȱ bombȱ attackȱ againstȱ theȱ commuterȱ railȱ



system.ȱȱVinasȱwasȱarrestedȱbyȱtheȱFBIȱbeforeȱheȱ
couldȱcarryȱoutȱtheȱattack.cȱ

EricBreininger

Bothȱ theȱ Islamicȱ Jihadȱ Unionȱ (IJU)ȱ andȱ Islamicȱ

Beyond verifying that the wouldͲbe trainee is not a
spyforWesternintelligenceagencies,theemphasis
inthemajorityofcasesseemstobetopreparethem
either as suicide bombers, marginally effective
combatants,
or
occasionally
propaganda
showpieces.TherolesofEricBreininger,Adam

Movementȱ ofȱ Uzbekistanȱ (IMU)ȱ haveȱ extendedȱ
propagandaȱ

activitiesȱ

towardsȱ

Germany’sȱ

mainland.ȱ ȱ ȱ Ericȱ Breininger,ȱ aȱ youngȱ Germanȱ
foreignȱfighterȱkilledȱinȱWaziristanȱinȱMay,ȱ2010,ȱ
featuredȱ inȱ severalȱ IJUȱ videosȱ whereȱ heȱ
appealedȱtoȱGermanȱMuslimsȱtoȱjoinȱtheȱjihadȱorȱ
atȱleastȱsupportȱitȱfinancially.dȱ

Gadahn and Omar Hammami illustrate the latter
point.Indeed,typicaloverseastrainingissometimes
limitedtoonemonthinatemporarycamp.Foreign
fightersareoftentrainedinbasicbombmaking,with
limited knowledge of materials and methods.  This
was the pattern of training received by Daniel
Maldonado.  Maldonado, the first American
criminallyprosecutedforjoiningjihadistsinSomalia,
told authorities he was given an AKͲ47, uniforms,
and then participated in physical fitness, firearms,
andexplosivestraining. 45

Followingȱ hisȱ death,ȱ Breininger’sȱ memoir,ȱ Meinȱ
WegȱnachȱJannahȱ(MyȱWayȱtoȱParadise),ȱappearedȱ
onȱ aȱ numberȱ ofȱ jihadistȱ websites.ȱ ȱ Officialsȱ
fearedȱthatȱBreininger’sȱdeathȱandȱaccountȱofȱhisȱ
journeyȱ wouldȱ serveȱ asȱ motivationȱ forȱ otherȱ
potentialȱ jihadistsȱ toȱ attemptȱ toȱ engageȱ inȱ
foreignȱ fighterȱ activity.ȱ ȱ Theȱ IJUȱ andȱ IMUȱ haveȱ
provenȱ transnationalȱ agendasȱ linkedȱ withȱ alȬ
Qaedaȱ

thatȱ

focusȱ

onȱ

Uzbekistanȱ

andȱ

Afghanistan,ȱasȱwellȱasȱtargetȱtroopȱcontributingȱ
nationsȱ toȱ ISAF,ȱ especiallyȱ thoseȱ withȱ troopsȱ

Potentialrecruitsthatpassthroughsuchcampshave
very limited ability or time to improvise and adapt
information to different scenarios or unpredicted
events. This condition has in some instances
underminedjihadioperations.Itwasakeyfactorin
thefailureofaterrorplotinDenmark.

nearȱ theȱ Uzbekȱ border.eȱ ȱ Theȱ IJUȱ hasȱ alsoȱ beenȱ

In a Danish case, Hammid Khursid, a 22Ͳyear old of
Pakistaniorigin,hadspentconsiderabletimein

inȱ activitiesȱ acrossȱ theȱ entireȱ spectrumȱ ofȱ



linkedȱ toȱ aȱ plotȱ toȱ attackȱ USȱ militaryȱ forcesȱ inȱ
Frankfurt,ȱGermany.ȱ
Somaliaȱ
Theȱ conflictȱ inȱ Somaliaȱ includesȱ actorsȱ engagedȱ
warfare,ȱ includingȱ conventionalȱ warfare,ȱ urbanȱ
warfare,ȱ insurgency,ȱ rebellion,ȱ actsȱ ofȱ terrorism,ȱ
andȱviolentȱcrime.ȱTheȱsouthernȱSomaliaȱconflictȱ

45 US Attorney’s Office, Southern District of Texas. 2007. “US
Citizen Pleads Guilty to Training to Fight Jihad.” Press Release.
Houston,TX;USDepartmentofJustice

zoneȱ containsȱ small,ȱ highlyȱ mobileȱ forcesȱ
totalingȱ lessȱ thanȱ 30,000ȱ individuals.ȱ Foreignȱ
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Pakistan’s Red Mosque during a confrontation with
authorities in 2007.  He had been radicalized and
channelled to Jani Khel in Waziristan to attend one
of Abu Ubaid alͲMasri’s mobile training camps for
onemonth’sduration.
At the Red Mosque, where he spent considerable
time sleeping and ‘hanging out’ with his contact
facilitatortoalͲQaeda,hehadcopieddownoneof
the bomb manuals in Urdu, containing explosives
recipes and instruction on how to make a suicide
belt.
Khurshid showed great proficiency in secure
communications in public Internet cafes, having
established several ‘deadͲdrop’ Internet accounts
which he used to communicate with Muhammed
Ilyas Subhan Ali, a wellͲknown Saudi liaison and
logistics officer between ‘core’ alͲQaeda and
affiliatesandmembersaroundtheworld.
WhenarrivinghometoCopenhagenwiththebomb
manual, Khursid managed to manufacture some
triacetonetriperoxide(TATP)foratestexplosionbut
hehadgreatdifficultyimprovisingandreplacinga3
voltlightbulbtobeusedinthecircuitryboardwhen
theonehebroughtbackfromPakistanbroke.
Limits to improvisation mirrors frustration in some
UKcaseswherereturningfightersweredisappointed
in training levels as “they only practiced stripping
AKͲ47’s.” There are more advanced courses and
other UK cases point to opposite experience with
muchmoreadvancedtrainingcourses–enhancedin
some instances by the fact that there are training
campsinsidetheUKforpreͲselection.However,this
constitutestheexceptionratherthanthenorm.
Foreignfightersgainthemostsignificantexperience,
skills, and knowledge during actual fighting in
conflict areas. Often, fighting NATO’s International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) or foreign invading
forcesisaprincipalreasonforwhytheytravelledto
theseconflictzonesinthefirstplace.
Foreign fighters seek to “graduate” to this level in
order to prove their bona fides, especially with
impressionablemembersoftheirextendedsocial

fightersȱ areȱ aȱ relativelyȱ newȱ (yearȱ 2000)ȱ
phenomenon,ȱ andȱ makeȱ upȱ lessȱ thanȱ 5Ȭ10%ȱ ofȱ
theȱjihadistsȱinȱSomalia.ȱ
Theȱ jihadistȱ movementsȱ inȱ Somaliaȱ areȱ dividedȱ
intoȱ twoȱ main,ȱ clanȬbased,ȱ factions:ȱ Alȱ Shabaabȱ
andȱ Hizbȱ AlȬIslam.ȱ Asȱ inȱ Afghanistan,ȱ Somaliȱ
clan/tribeȱaffiliationsȱtakeȱprimacyȱoverȱideologyȱ
andȱ religiousȱ factors.ȱ Theȱ jihadistsȱ shareȱ aȱ
commonȱagenda,ȱbutȱlackȱrealȱcoordinationȱandȱ
evenȱdisagreeȱonȱideology.ȱ
Somalisȱ expatriatesȱ holdingȱ foreignȱ passportsȱ
areȱpresentȱonȱbothȱsidesȱofȱtheȱconflict—addingȱ
aȱ newȱ dimensionȱ toȱ theȱ foreignȱ fighterȱ
phenomenon—whileȱ foreignȱ fightersȱ withȱ noȱ
Somaliȱ backgroundȱ areȱ fewȱ inȱ number.ȱ Mostȱ
foreignȱ fightersȱ areȱ associatedȱ withȱ alȬShabaabȱ
(estimatesȱrangeȱfromȱ200ȱtoȱ1000ȱindividuals).ȱȱ
Someȱcontendȱthatȱtheȱmediaȱhasȱoverstatedȱtheȱ
impactȱ ofȱ foreignȱ fightersȱ inȱ Somaliaȱ andȱ hasȱ
understatedȱ theȱ troublesȱ theyȱ faceȱ integratingȱ
withȱ theȱ indigenousȱ forces.ȱ Itȱ isȱ arguedȱ thatȱ
foreignȱ fightersȱ inȱ Somaliaȱ areȱ generallyȱ
characterizedȱ asȱ “jihadistȱ tourists”ȱ byȱ localȱ
fighters,ȱ whoȱ alsoȱ questionȱ theȱ foreigners’ȱ
fightingȱcapacityȱandȱcompetence.ȱ
Yetȱ Jonathanȱ Evans,ȱ Directorȱ Generalȱ ofȱ MI5,ȱ
believesȱ foreignȱ fightersȱ withȱ connectionsȱ toȱ
Somaliaȱpresentȱaȱrealȱandȱgrowingȱdanger.ȱ
Withȱ moreȱ thanȱ 100ȱ UKȱ residentsȱ nowȱ fightingȱ
orȱ trainingȱ inȱ alȬShabaabȱ campsȱ inȱ Somalia,ȱ
Evansȱrecentlyȱarguedȱthatȱ“it’sȱonlyȱaȱmatterȱofȱ
timeȱ beforeȱ weȱ seeȱ terrorismȱ onȱ ourȱ streetsȱ
inspiredȱ byȱ thoseȱ whoȱ areȱ todayȱ fightingȱ
alongsideȱ alȬShabaab.”ȱ ȱ Evans’ȱ sentimentȱ wasȱ
echoedȱbyȱJohnȱSawers,ȱChiefȱofȱMI6.fȱ
Theseȱ concernsȱ onȱ theȱ partȱ ofȱ securityȱ servicesȱ
areȱ wellȱ founded.ȱ ȱ Accordingȱ toȱ Peterȱ Bergenȱ
andȱ Bruceȱ Hoffman,ȱ alȬShabaabȱ “hadȱ managedȱ
toȱ plantȱ alȬQaedaȬlikeȱ ideasȱ intoȱ theȱ headsȱ ofȱ
evenȱitsȱAmericanȱrecruits,ȱandȱhasȱshownȱthatȱitȱ
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groups and communities.  Those who cannot reach
thisphasemaymissoutonthe“rockstar”statusto
whichtheyaspireandinsteadfacehumiliation.
Duetotheirimageandtheirabilitytooperatewitha
degree of competence upon returning to their
Westernhostnation,veteranforeignfightersare
thustheprimaryconcerntohostnationsasopposed
to trained foreign fighters with no applied
experience.
There are foreign fighters that receive more
advanced training in camps over a longer duration.
ThecaseofUScitizenandconvertBryantVinas,who
between March and July 2007 attended three alͲ
Qaeda training courses in handling explosives and
weapons, is instructive of several elements of
training practices, rigorous security procedures and
how alͲQaeda adapts protectively against
increasingly effective Predator or Reaper strikes.
WhiletrainingintheFATA,VinasprovidedalͲQaeda
with detailed information about the Long Island
Railroadsystem–whichwasthenusedtohelpplan
a bomb attack against the commuter rail system.
VinaswasarrestedbytheFBIbeforehecouldcarry
outtheattack.
ManyofthepreviousalͲQaedatrainingcampswhich
usedtobestationary,largerscaleinstallationshave
been replaced by small, mobile   bivouac   training
camps  consisting  of reportedly around 300Ͳ500
Arab fighters divided into small units of around ten
recruitsineachandtheirtrainers.

isȱ capableȱ ofȱ carryingȱ outȱ operationsȱ outsideȱ ofȱ
Somalia.”gȱ
Westernȱ foreignȱ fightersȱ areȱ oftenȱ unpreparedȱ
forȱ theȱ harshȱ environment,ȱ limitedȱ medicines,ȱ
linguisticȱproblems,ȱandȱreligiousȱcleavagesȱtheyȱ
faceȱ inȱ Somalia.ȱ Also,ȱ racismȱ isȱ anȱ importantȱ
dividingȱ forceȱ betweenȱ Arabȱ andȱ Africanȱ
jihadistsȱ thatȱ runsȱ belowȱ theȱ surface,ȱ butȱ affectsȱ
theirȱ abilityȱ toȱ uniteȱ effectivelyȱ toȱ fightȱ inȱ
commonȱ cause.ȱ Dueȱ toȱ theseȱ factors,ȱ foreignȱ
fightersȱ haveȱ grownȱ disillusionedȱ andȱ returnedȱ
toȱ theirȱ hostȱ nationsȱ followingȱ onlyȱ aȱ limitedȱ
period.ȱ Theȱ fewȱ thatȱ haveȱ remainedȱ inȱ Somaliaȱ
haveȱ oftenȱ adoptedȱ anȱ advisoryȱ role,ȱ providingȱ
trainingȱ orȱ propagandaȱ work.ȱ Theȱ evolutionȱ ofȱ
tacticsȱregardingȱtheȱuseȱofȱimprovisedȱexplosiveȱ
devicesȱ stemsȱ fromȱ theȱ presenceȱ ofȱ moreȱ
experiencedȱ foreignȱ fightersȱ migratingȱ toȱ
SomaliaȱfromȱIraqȱandȱAfghanistan.ȱ
Eventsȱ suchȱ asȱ theȱ Ethiopianȱ interventionȱ intoȱ
Somaliaȱ orȱ perceivedȱ westernȱ interferenceȱ areȱ
recognizedȱ triggersȱ forȱ increasedȱ foreignȱ fighterȱ
activityȱinȱSomalia.ȱNevertheless,ȱtheȱnumberȱofȱ
foreignȱ fightersȱ hasȱ decreasedȱ sinceȱ theȱ peakȱ ofȱ
fightingȱ againstȱ Ethiopianȱ forcesȱ inȱ 2006/2007,ȱ
butȱ thereȱ isȱ worryȱ thatȱ alȬShabaabȱ mayȱ pushȱ
foreignȱ fightersȱ towardȱ hittingȱ softȱ targetsȱ
abroadȱ–ȱaȱrealȱconcern,ȱparticularlyȱinȱtheȱwakeȱ
ofȱ alȬShabaabȱ havingȱ pledgedȱ allegianceȱ toȱ alȬ
Qaeda,ȱ whichȱ bringsȱ withȱ itȱ theȱ needȱ toȱ
demonstrateȱalȬShabaab’sȱcapability.ȱ

These recruits, often introduced through referrals,
face rigorous background checks through several
forms specifing personal details. Handing over
passportsandadoptinganaliastogetherwiththeir
mobile  phones,  the recruits then travel around
livinginsafehousesandconductsmallarmstraining.
Iftheyprovetobegoodenough,theymaybegiven
more specialized courses in the construction of
suicidevestsandthemanufactureofimprovised
explosives.Muchoftheinstructionoccursnowadays
indoors and small arms training in small courtyards
orremotevalleys.Vinas’experiencewassimilarto

Yemenȱ
Theȱ presenceȱ ofȱ bridgeȱ figureȱ Anwarȱ alȬAulaqi,ȱ
theȱ attemptedȱ Christmasȱ dayȱ downingȱ ofȱ anȱ
airlinerȱbyȱUmarȱFaroukȱAbdulmutallab,ȱasȱwellȱ
asȱ continuingȱ evidenceȱ thatȱ Alȱ Qaedaȱ inȱ theȱ
Arabianȱ Peninsulaȱ (AQAP)ȱ operatesȱ withȱ
impunityȱ makeȱ Yemenȱ anȱ attractiveȱ destinationȱ
forȱ foreignȱ fighters.ȱ ȱ Indeed,ȱ bothȱ ofȱ theȱ twoȱ
successfulȱ postȬ9/11ȱ jihadiȱ attacksȱ inȱ theȱ Unitedȱ
Statesȱ haveȱ linksȱ toȱ Yemen.ȱ ȱ Abdulhakimȱ
Muhammad,ȱ whoȱ killedȱ aȱ USȱ soldierȱ inȱ
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that of a FrenchͲBelgian group who spent time in
Waziristanin2008.

Arkansasȱ inȱ Juneȱ 2009,ȱ wasȱ deportedȱ fromȱ
Yemenȱearlierȱthatȱyear.ȱȱFurther,ȱtheȱperpetratorȱ

TheentryofWalidOthmani,aFrenchrecruit,intoalͲ
Qaeda’s fold provides detailed insight into rigid
procedural protocols that alͲQaeda handlers and
trainers require to maintain discipline and security.
Beforebeingallowedtotrain,Othmaniwasrequired
to sign forms pledging absolute obedience to the
instructions of his recruiter and indicating whether
hewouldvolunteertobecomeashaheed,amartyr,
while at the end of the training the instructors
providewrittenevaluationofperformance. 46
Pipelines
Asillustratedby,“Themilitantpipeline,”areportby
PaulCruickshankfortheNewAmericaFoundation–
a link exists between jihadist conflict theatres and
homelandterrorism.

ofȱ theȱ Fortȱ Hood,ȱ TX,ȱ massacre,ȱ Nidalȱ Malikȱ
Hasan,ȱ wasȱ inȱ communicationȱ withȱ theȱ YemenȬ
basedȱalȬAulaqiȱpriorȱtoȱtheȱshooting.ȱ
Danielȱ Benjamin,ȱ USȱ AmbassadorȬatȬLargeȱ forȱ
Counterterrorism,ȱ

recentlyȱ

notedȱ

that,ȱ

“Terrorismȱ emanatingȱ fromȱ Yemenȱ isȱ aȱ majorȱ
securityȱ concernȱ forȱ theȱ Unitedȱ States.”ȱȱ
Benjaminȱ hasȱ highlightedȱ theȱ riskȱ posedȱ byȱ
AQAP.ȱ ȱ Heȱ contendsȱ itȱ isȱ determinedȱ toȱ strikeȱ
theȱUSȱhomeland.ȱ
Inȱ aȱ speechȱ toȱ Theȱ USȱ Instituteȱ ofȱ Peace,ȱ
Ambassadorȱ Benjaminȱ singledȱ outȱ theȱ threatȱ
posedȱ byȱ AmericanȬbornȱ Anwarȱ alȬAulaqi.ȱȱ
Benjaminȱ toldȱ theȱ audienceȱ thatȱ theȱ Americanȱ
citizenȱ “isȱ notȱ justȱ anȱ ideologueȱ butȱ someoneȱ
whoȱ hasȱ beenȱ personallyȱ involvedȱ inȱ planningȱ

The report surveys 21 “serious” terrorism plots
againsttheWestsince2004andhighlightsthe
current danger posed by terrorist safe havens in
Pakistan. In half the cases  studied,  the  plotters
either received direction from or trained directly
withalͲQaedaoritsalliesinPakistan.

terroristȱactsȱagainstȱAmericans.”hȱ
AQAPȱ hasȱ exploitedȱ theȱ Yemeniȱ government’sȱ
ineffectivenessȱ toȱ gainȱ tractionȱ andȱ support,ȱ
especiallyȱ inȱ theȱ Hadramout—theȱ ancestralȱ
homelandȱ ofȱ Osamaȱ binȱ Ladenȱ andȱ otherȱ
importantȱ jihadistȱ figures.ȱ ȱ Asȱ isȱ theȱ caseȱ inȱ

Foreign fighter support and control structures are
interconnected across jihadist conflict theatres.
AccordingtoBergenandHoffman,thisincreasesthe
dangerpresentedbyjihadigroups.Forexample,the
authors note “the danger of alͲQaeda comes not
only from its central leadership in Pakistan, but
through its cooperation with other likeͲminded
groups.” 47
Thisisoftentheresultofcommonnodescapableof
redirecting resources. Overlapping logistics and
fundingnetworkssupplymultipleconflicttheatres

everyȱ jihadistȱ conflictȱ zone,ȱ AQAPȱ hasȱ provenȱ
“adeptȱ atȱ aligningȱ grievancesȱ ofȱ Yemeniȱ
communitiesȱ withȱ itsȱ ownȱ narrativeȱ ofȱ whatȱ isȱ
wrongȱandȱwhoȱisȱresponsible.”ȱȱTheirȱabilityȱtoȱ
offerȱ“aȱcoherentȱnarrativeȱthatȱisȱconsistentȱwithȱ
theȱ coreȱ tenetsȱ ofȱ alȬQaeda’sȱ ideologyȱ butȱ
infusedȱ withȱ themesȱ thatȱ resonateȱ locally”ȱ
increasesȱtheirȱsalience,ȱcredibility,ȱandȱaudienceȱ
acceptance.iȱ
Yemen’sȱ locationȱ onȱ theȱ Arabianȱ Peninsulaȱ
posesȱ additionalȱ problems.ȱ ȱ Analystsȱ noteȱ thatȱ
theȱ country’sȱ accessȱ toȱ theȱ Babȱ alȬMandab,ȱ theȱ


46Robertson,NicandPaulCruickshank.2009.“RecruitsrevealAl
Qaeda’ssprawlingspread.”Atlanta,GA;CNN
47 Bergen, Peter and Bruce Hoffman. 2010. “Assessing the
TerroristThreat.”Washington,DC;BipartisanPolicyCenter.p.6

straitȱ ofȱ waterȱ whichȱ separatesȱ Yemenȱ fromȱ
mainlandȱ Africa,ȱ andȱ byȱ extensionȱ Somalia,ȱ isȱ aȱ
mereȱ 20ȱ milesȱ across.ȱ ȱ Thisȱ proximityȱ makesȱ
operationalȱcooperationȱbetweenȱalȬShabaabȱandȱ
AQAPȱaȱrealȱandȱseriousȱpossibility.ȱ
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and can readjust as necessary to reflect shifts in
prioritiesandresourcerequirements.

AsȱinȱSomaliaȱandȱAfghanistan,ȱbutȱtoȱaȱgreaterȱ
extent,ȱ Yemeniȱ culturalȱ normsȱ alsoȱ complicateȱ

Adjustments due to individual decision making add
to the complexity of recognized networks. This was
starkly revealed by David Headley (see also below),
who provided the advance reconnaissance for
Mumbai attack teams using GPS coordinates during
his multiple visits to the sites, as he later pursued
similar “casing” activity for an attack team against
theDanishJyllandspostennewspaperinCopenhagen
andotherpublictargets.Inthiscaseitappearsthat
this operational strand was semiͲindependent as
there seems to have been discussions and
disagreement about target priority with Ilyas
Kashmiri, one of the key operational leaders of
LashkarͲeͲTaibaandarchitectoftheMumbaiattack.
Connections and interactions between individual
foreignfightersandnetworksarealsomadethrough
widereachingorganisationssuchasAlͲUmmah(‘the
people’)andtheoverarchingconceptofglobaljihad
that binds nonͲaligned or even competing
organisations.Westernintelligencehasalso
encounteredcaseswhereforeignfightershaveeven
used the Tablighi Jamaat movement as a cover to
facilitatetravel. 48
There are no clear travel patterns to any single
identified jihadist conflict theatre, such as Somalia
beside neighboring Kenya. Travel through multiple
intermediary countries and cities is used as a tactic
byforeignfighterstocovertracesofactivityinorder
toreturnunmonitoredtotheirhostnations.
Itispossibletoestablishvarioustravelpatternsand
concealmentmethods,fromfacilitationnetworksin
TurkeyasaroutetotheFATAregion,andEastleigh
in Kenya as a route to Somalia, to Arabic language
instruction as cover in  Syria,  Egypt,  and  Yemen,
tonamejustafewpossibilities.

theȱtrueȱfusionȱofȱindigenousȱandȱforeignȱfighterȱ
jihadistȱ

elements.ȱ

Yemenisȱ

possessȱ

aȱ

longstandingȱ hostilityȱ toȱ outsiders—evenȱ thoseȱ
ostensiblyȱfightingȱonȱtheirȱbehalf.jȱ
Therefore,ȱ itȱ isȱ notȱ surprisingȱ thatȱ AQAPȱ hasȱ
statedȱ onȱ websitesȱ thatȱ theyȱ onlyȱ requireȱ
Westernȱforeignȱfightersȱwhoȱpossessȱspecializedȱ
skillsȱ thatȱ bringȱ addedȱ value.ȱ AQAPȱ leadersȱ
haveȱ requestedȱ potentialȱ Westernȱ foreignȱ
fightersȱ notȱ toȱ travelȱ toȱ theȱ conflictȱ areaȱ butȱ
insteadȱtoȱsupportȱAQAPȱbyȱsendingȱmoney.ȱAlȱ
ZawahiriȱhasȱbeenȱquotedȱasȱrequestingȱWesternȱ
followersȱtoȱ“contributeȱtoȱjihadȱatȱhome.”ȱ
Asȱ problemsȱ continueȱ toȱ mountȱ forȱ Yemeniȱ
authorities,ȱ AQAPȱ willȱ certainlyȱ attemptȱ toȱ
exploitȱ theȱ situationȱ forȱ itsȱ ownȱ propagandaȱ
purposes.ȱ ȱ Yemenȱ affordsȱ bridgeȱ figuresȱ andȱ
foreignȱ fightersȱ alikeȱ anȱ unchallengedȱ areaȱ ofȱ
operationsȱ whichȱ permitsȱ themȱ toȱ conductȱ
media,ȱ recruitment,ȱ training,ȱ andȱ planningȱ
operationsȱ withoutȱ fearȱ ofȱ reprisal.ȱ Yemenȱ alsoȱ
offersȱ aȱ varietyȱ ofȱ educationalȱ andȱ religiousȱ
centersȱ thatȱ seemȱ toȱ attractȱ Westernȱ Muslims,ȱ
includingȱ someȱ thatȱ haveȱ embracedȱ violentȱ
extremism.ȱIfȱnotȱaddressedȱsoon,ȱYemenȱhasȱtheȱȱ
potentialȱ toȱ becomeȱ anȱ evenȱ moreȱ seriousȱ sceneȱ
ofȱterroristȱandȱforeignȱfighterȱactivity.ȱ
TheȱCaucasusȱ
Recentȱ pressȱ attentionȱ hasȱ focusedȱ heavilyȱ onȱ
theȱ aforementionedȱ jihadistȱ conflictȱ zones;ȱ
howeverȱ theȱ Caucasusȱ remainȱ anȱ importantȱ
componentȱ ofȱ theȱ overallȱ jihadistȱ landscape.ȱȱ
Chechenȱrebelȱleader,ȱDokuȱUmarov,ȱhasȱsoughtȱ
toȱ distanceȱ theȱ insurgencyȱ fromȱ itsȱ originalȱ
statedȱ goalȱ ofȱ Chechenȱ independenceȱ andȱ
insteadȱalignȱitȱwithȱtheȱglobalȱjihadistȱnarrative;ȱ
aȱ narrativeȱ whichȱ supportsȱ theȱ establishmentȱ ofȱ



anȱIslamicȱemirateȱinȱtheȱCaucasus.ȱȱToȱthatȱend,ȱ

48 Interview with intelligence officers from EU states at the
EuropeanExpertNetworkonTerrorismIssues(ENER).

atȱusingȱtheȱInternetȱtoȱpostȱvideosȱofȱsuccessfulȱ

theȱ insurgentsȱ haveȱ becomeȱ increasinglyȱ adeptȱ
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The primary routes to the FATA go usually through
Turkey, Syria, Iran, Saudi Arabia or Egypt. While
travel facilitators provide fake passports and IDͲ
cards in Turkey, the routes go often through
BaluchistaninIranintoFATAareas.

attacksȱ onȱ Russianȱ militaryȱ andȱ securityȱ
personnel,ȱtoȱespouseȱaȱmessageȱofȱjihad,ȱandȱtoȱ
recruitȱnewȱfightersȱtoȱitsȱranks.kȱȱ
Inȱ Marchȱ 2010,ȱ Umarovȱ announcedȱ thatȱ heȱ hadȱ

Therearealsotwokindsoftravelfacilitators:firstly,
forprocurementofpassportsandIDͲcards;secondly,
thosecapableofprovidinghighͲtechequipmentand
organizingfinancialtransactionsfortravel.

orderedȱ theȱ Moscowȱ subwayȱ suicideȱ bombingsȱ

The Danish case of Ameer Saeed, an Iraqi refugee
from Turkmenistan, reveals the modus operandi of
travel facilitation which in 2006 and 2007 sent
around 30 men from Morocco, Saudi Arabia,
Denmark and Sweden via Syria to Iraq to conduct
suicide operations against Western troops.  Saeed
organised logistically the travel via Syria and
instructedtherecruitstoestablish‘electronicdeadͲ
drop’ eͲmails (using shared usernames and
passwords) for instruction and meetings with
facilitators. One such intercepted message from
2006read:“AtSaladdinsgrave,insidetheAlͲArnawi
mosque, there will be someone with a pack of
cigarettesandabottleofCocaCola.Theother
person will wear a black hat and will ask: where is
Nourelldine’s store? The other will answer: on the
other street.” 49  Saaed’s facilitation network also
organised the travel for Muhamed Moumou (Abu
Qaswarah), a MoroccanͲborn Swedish national who
rose to the position of secondͲinͲcommand after
AbuMusabalͲZarqawi.

conflictȱ intoȱ Russiaȱ proper;ȱ Umarovȱ warnedȱ inȱ

Geographic vicinity is no guarantee for facilitation
intoconflictzones.Forexample,accordingtoSpain’s
Guardia Civil, there is a bigger trend of trying to
travel to Pakistan than to the Maghreb theatres
(Algeria,MoroccoandtheSahelcountries).Inother
cases, the Chechen theatre has proven too difficult
togainentrytoandhaspushedinstead

whichȱ claimedȱ 40ȱ livesȱ andȱ injuredȱ overȱ 100.ȱȱ
Russianȱ authoritiesȱ haveȱ linkedȱ himȱ toȱ otherȱ
Chechenȱ suicideȱ attacksȱ asȱ well.ȱ ȱ Theyȱ worryȱ
thatȱjihadistsȱinȱtheȱCaucasusȱseekȱtoȱexpandȱtheȱ
videoȱ messagesȱ followingȱ theȱ subwayȱ attacksȱ
thatȱtheyȱwouldȱnotȱbeȱtheȱlastȱattacksȱaimedȱatȱ
Moscow.ȱȱȱ
Overȱ theȱ lastȱ year,ȱ publicȱ statementsȱ ofȱ supportȱ
forȱ Dokuȱ Umarovȱ andȱ otherȱ Caucasusȱ rebelȱ
leadersȱ haveȱ increased.ȱ ȱ Leadingȱ alȬQaedaȱ
mentor,ȱ Jordanianȱ Sheikhȱ Abuȱ Mohammadȱ alȬ
Maqdisi,ȱwroteȱinȱanȱopenȱletterȱinȱ2009ȱ“itȱisȱmyȱ
greatȱ pleasureȱ toȱ expressȱ myȱ alignmentȱ with,ȱ
patronageȱfor,ȱandȱsupportȱtoȱtheȱMujahideenȱofȱ
theȱ Caucasus.”lȱ ȱ Considerableȱ debateȱ ȱ remains,ȱ
however,ȱ overȱ toȱ theȱ extentȱ toȱ whichȱ Chechenȱ
rebelȱ leadersȱ agreeȱ withȱ Umarov’sȱ recastingȱ ofȱ
theȱconflictȱinȱaȱjihadistȱnarrative.ȱȱManyȱseeȱtheȱ
departureȱ fromȱ theȱ traditionalȱ nationalisticȱ
rhetoricȱofȱtheȱChechenȱrebelsȱtoȱjihadiȱlanguageȱ
asȱ anȱ opportunisticȱ moveȱ aimedȱ atȱ securingȱ
foreignȱ financialȱ andȱ materialȱ support,ȱ andȱ asȱ aȱ
sourceȱ ofȱ potentialȱ newȱ recruitsȱ whoȱ identifyȱ
withȱaȱtransnational,ȱIslamicȱidentity.ȱ
ȱ
aȱ

Kornblut,ȱ Anneȱ andȱ Karinȱ Brulliard.ȱ 2010.ȱ “U.S.ȱ Blamesȱ

Pakistaniȱ Talibanȱ Forȱ Timesȱ Squareȱ Bombȱ Plot.”ȱ Washington,ȱ
DC;ȱTheȱWashingtonȱPost.ȱȱMiller,ȱGreg.ȱ2010.ȱȱ“PakistanȱArrestsȱ
Manȱ Withȱ Militantȱ Tiesȱ Whoȱ Saysȱ Heȱ Aidedȱ Timesȱ Squareȱ
Bombȱ Suspect.”ȱ Washington,ȱ DC;ȱ Theȱ Washingtonȱ Post.ȱ USȱ
Attorney’sȱOffice,ȱSouthernȱDistrictȱofȱNewȱYork.ȱ2010.ȱ“Faisalȱ
ShahzadȱToȱAppearȱInȱManhattanȱCourt.”ȱPressȱRelease.ȱNewȱ
York,ȱNY;ȱUSȱDepartmentȱofȱJusticeȱ
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49 Maltesen, Bo. 2010. “Jakker eller selvmordsbombere.”
Copenhagen,DK;Politiken
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recruits,likeMohamedAttaandlatertheGerman
Sauerlandcell,totheFATAtheatre. 50

cȱBjelopera,ȱJeromeȱP.ȱandȱMarkȱA.ȱRandol.ȱ2010.ȱ“Americanȱ

JihadistȱTerrorism:ȱCombatingȱaȱComplexȱThreat.”ȱ
Washington,ȱDC;ȱCongressionalȱResearchȱService.ȱp.ȱ88ȱ

Without targeted investigations and the assistance
of thirdͲparty national security services, the final
destinations of foreign fighters can be difficult to
identify and monitor. Because of this, current
estimates on foreign fighter activity likely
underestimatethescaleoftheproblem.

dȱMusharbash,ȱYassin.ȱ2010.ȱ“GermanȱJihadistȱEricȱBreiningerȱ

KilledȱinȱPakistan,ȱGroupȱClaims.”ȱHamburg,ȱDE;ȱDerȱSpiegelȱ
eȱMoore,ȱCerwyn.ȱ2010.ȱ“TheȱRiseȱandȱFallȱofȱtheȱIslamicȱJihadȱ

Union:ȱWhatȱNextȱforȱUzbekȱTerrorȱNetworks?”ȱWashington,ȱ
DC;ȱTheȱJamestownȱFoundationȱ

A variety of decision making factors shape the
pipelines used. Which pipeline aspiring foreign
fighterselecttousedependsonaccess,opportunity
andideology–morethanorigin.

fȱNortonȬTaylor,ȱRichard.ȱ2010.ȱ“MI5ȱchiefsȱwarnsȱofȱterrorȱ

threatȱfromȱBritonsȱtrainedȱinȱSomalia.”ȱLondon,ȱUK;ȱTheȱ
Guardianȱ
gȱBergen,ȱPeterȱandȱBruceȱHoffman.ȱ2010.ȱ“Assessingȱtheȱ

While Iraq, for example, has become an unpopular
foreign fighter destination, the FATA, Somalia, and
Yemen are the most attractive conflict areas for
foreign fighters. In all cases, contacts within the
conflict areas are critical in order to facilitate
recruitment. All travel routes to conflict areas are
consideredviableforforeignfightersaslongasthey
haveconnectionstofacilitationnetworkswithinthe
jihadistconflictregionofchoice.

TerroristȱThreat.”ȱWashington,ȱDC;ȱBipartisanȱPolicyȱCenter.ȱ
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BridgeFigures

Bridgefiguresareprimaryactorsintheradicalization
process and serve as a major catalyst for
recruitment.  They play a noted role in developing
newtechniqueswhichtargetatriskpopulationsand


50 Steinberg, Guido. 2010. “Trial and Error: How a failed plot
revealed a movement.” Jane’s Intelligence Review. London, UK;
Jane’sInformationGroup

Gnehm,ȱJr.,ȱEdwardȱW.ȱ(2010)ȱȈAȱFocusȱonȱYemen.ȈȱTheȱ2010ȱ
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IMPACTOFINDIVIDUALS

As identified in studies conducted by the United
Kingdom’s Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre; key
individualsandleadershipfigureshavecometoplay
anincreasinglyimportantroleinforeignfighter
activity.   These ‘bridge figures’ play an important
part in radicalizing new recruits and sustaining the
jihadinetwork.
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aligninternationaljihadisteffortswithlocal
grievancesthusmakingthemmoresalient.They
alsoprovidelegitimacytotheactionsandaspirations
offoreignfighters.
Bridge figures possess transnational salience; this
makesthemappealingtoatͲriskpopulations.Often
theydrawontheirpastassociationswithlegendary
jihadiideologuesandmilitantfiguressuchasSheikh
Omar Abdul Rahman, Abu Qatada, Abu Hamza alͲ
Masriandothers.AcaseinpointisSaidMansour,a



PAGE22

veteran facilitator within Denmark who was
sentenced to prison (now released) for possession
and distribution of 3,000 CDs with vast amounts of
terrorist propaganda material. When arrested
Mansourhadalistofvisitsto73seniorjihadileaders
andmilitantsintheWestandtheArabworld.These
bridgefigureshaveanabilitytoactaskeyleadership
figures which adds a new and disconcerting
dimensiontotheforeignfighterphenomenon.
Bridge figures, characteristically speaking, are
eloquent, educated, often biͲ or multilingual, and
skilledatemployingthetoolsofaglobalizedworld.
Theyusetheseskillstoaccessspecificsubgroupsof
society – of which they typically have social and
cultural knowledge of – to aid in recruitment to
jihadicausesandtoimpartradicalideologies.Several
recent foreign fighter plots have featured such
leaders. Anwar alͲAulaqi, an American and Yemeni
citizen active in AQAP in Yemen, was in extensive
emailcontactwithUSArmyMajorNidalMalikHasan
priortohisshootingrampageatFortHood,Texas–
which left 13 dead and 32 others wounded.  AlͲ
AulaqialsoreportedlymetwithfailedChristmasDay
bomber, Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, in the fall
prior to his attempt to blow up Northwest Airlines
Flight253.
Abdullah alͲFaisal, a Jamaican, had ties to shoe
bomberRichardReidandFaisalShahzad,thesuspect
behind New York’s attempted Times Square
bombing in May, 2010.  Shahzad was reportedly in
contact with alͲAulaqi as well.  Both men have
suspected ties to dozens of terror plots where they
purportedlyprovidedmoralandspiritualguidanceto
thesuspects.

AlͲAulaqi and alͲFaisal have been characterized by
officials as adept at using technology, naturally
charismatic, and quite capable of framing their
extremist message in such a way that it is readily
accessible to Western audiences and their cultural
biases.  It was apparently the speeches of alͲAulaqi
that motivated Shaker Masri’s failed attempt to
enlistwitheitheralͲShabaaboralͲQaeda. 51
A Yemeni official familiar with counterterrorism
operationsinthecountrycommentedonalͲAulaqi’s
connections and recently characterized him as “the
most dangerous man in Yemen. He's intelligent,
sophisticated, InternetͲsavvy and very charismatic.
He can sell anything to anyone, and right now he's
sellingjihad.” 52
In regards to alͲFaisal, the head of the Islamic
Council in Jamaica and an old friend of the cleric’s,
Mustafa Mohammad, remarked that Faisal’s
eloquence caused people to naturally gravitate
towardshim.Thisultimatelyledthecounciltoban
him from preaching in island mosques for fear that
hewouldradicalizetheyouth. 53
Both alͲAulaqi and alͲFaisal remain active online.
Faisalrecentlylaunchedachatroom,themajorityof
whose regular members are believed to reside
withintheUnitedStates.
MoezGarsallouiisanotherinterestingbridgefigure.
Garsalloui, a Tunisian immigrant is married to the
widow of the man that killed Northern Alliance
leader Ahmad Shah Masoud. The widow, Malika alͲ
Aroud, was widely revered in militant circles as a
widow of a martyr, for her passionate support for


51 Bjelopera, Jerome P. and Mark A. Randol. 2010. “American
Jihadist Terrorism: Combating a Complex Threat.” Washington,
DC;CongressionalResearchService.p.66
52 Coker, Margaret. 2010. “Yemen Ties Alleged Attacker to al
Qaeda and U.S.ͲBorn Cleric.” New York, NY; The Wall Street
Journal


AnwaralͲAulaqi

53 TempleͲRaston, Dina. 2010. “Jamaican Cleric Uses Web To
SpreadJihadMessage.”AllThingsConsidered.Washington,DC;
NPR
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BinͲLaden’s jihad and for administering an ArabicͲ
language jihadi internet forum under the various
versionsofthenamealͲMinbar.
AlͲAroud’sjihadiwebsiteshaveservedasimportant
nodes for claiming responsibility for attacks and
disseminating propaganda.  The Islamic Movement
of Uzbekistan (IMU) has employed the Internet to
celebrate and promote its attacks.  Ayman alͲ
Zawahiri has used it to issue announcements.  The
first broadcast of Sout al Khalifah, a product of the
GlobalIslamicMediaFront;andtheGSPC(originally
known as the Salafist Group for Preaching and
Combat,nowalͲQaedaintheIslamicMaghreb)have
alsoemployedtheinternetasaconduitforreaching
massaudiences.

established with her husband, to attract the most
vulnerable surfers in an attempt to indoctrinate
them and then recruit them to participate in the
globaljihadledbyalͲQaeda.


MalikaalͲAroud

For some bridge figures, the internet is critical for
not only spreading their message, but directing
action,andmaintainingsupport.
Writing in French and known by her online pen
name Oum Obeyda, alͲAroud, together with her
husband Garsalloui, routinely and actively used the
web.  It served as the chief tool by which they
activelysoughtto“bullyMuslimmentogoandfight
and rall[y] women to join the cause.” 54  Garsalloui
used his wife’s websites to search for potential
recruits to join him to travel to Pakistan’s tribal
areas.
WhileGarsallouiisstillatlargewithalͲQaedacircles
in the FATA region, Belgian authorities arrested alͲ
Aroud in Brussels in December 2008, charging her
with inciting two French youths and four young
Belgians to go to terrorist training camps in
AfghanistanorPakistan.Describedbyauthoritiesas
an “alͲQaeda living legend”, a Belgian court
sentenced her in May 2010 to eight years in prison
for “creating, directing and funding the terrorist
cell.”Accordingtothejudges,MalikaElAourdused
the minbarͲsos.com website, which she had


54 Sciolino, Elaine and Souad Mekhennet. 2008. “For a jihadist
blogger, ‘Writing is also a Bomb.’”  New York, NY; The New York
Times

The question of how to handle identified key
leadershipfigureswhoaidradicalizationandforeign
fighteractivityisadifficultone.Itiscomplicatedby
thefactthatbridgefiguresinparticulararetypically
calculatedintheiruseoflanguageandoperateclose
to,butwithin,thelineofthelaw.
Overtmonitoringofsuchfigurescanitselfraisethe
individual’s credibility and potential reach within
their
community
–
thus
becoming
counterproductive.Asaresult,securityservicesand
police forces are faced with a dilemma; whether to
treatkeyidentifiedleadershipfiguresasprimarily
intelligencetargetsthatrevealwidernetworksorto
shut down these actors and protect the local
community. The necessary balance requires
calculationonacasebycasebasis.
AroundͲtheͲclock surveillance on key bridge figures
isdifficult,labourͲintensiveandcostly.Forexample,
in the 2007 Sauerland case, 300 officers worked
intensively for six months providing surveillance on
Fritz Gelowicz and his three accomplices. For every
targeted surveillance operation at least 20 officers
need to be allocated to sustain aroundͲtheͲclock
coveronthesuspect.Pressuresareaddedasformer
prisoners are released and require rehabilitation (if
ever possible) and intense surveillance in some
cases.
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Jihadist‘Rockstars’
Inadditiontothebridgefigurestherehasbeenthe
emergenceofaclassofjihadist‘rockstars.’Because
of their foreign fighter activity and experiences,
these individuals have celebrity appeal with atͲrisk
populations.
Thesefigurestypicallydonotpossesstheeloquence
or charisma of bridge figures, but they do resonate
withgroupsatriskforradicalization.Thesalienceof
their message rests on perceptions of a shared
identity.
Rockstars are critical to the cycle of radicalization;
they provide a living example to which individuals
canaspire.Thisinturnhelpsmotivateandfacilitate
therecruitthroughtheprocess.


OmarHammami

OmarHammami,anAmericancitizenfromAlabama
andconverttoIslam,travelledtoSomaliatojoinalͲ
Shabaab after his own radicalization.  His training
and experience helped seal his indoctrination of
extremist ideas.  Hammami rose through the ranks
oftheShabaabmilitia;hewasquicklyrecognizedby
leaders for his value as a propaganda tool.
Hammami’s operational and leadership experience
inthefieldimbueshimwithalevelof legitimacyin
theeyesofaspiringextremists.
InMarch,2009,athirtyͲoneminutevideofeaturing
thisAmericanwasreleasedwhichwasdescribedby
The New York Times as a “veritable homage to
Hammami.”  The video depicts him running in slow

motionfollowedbyagroupoffighters;ajihadistrap
songplaysinthebackground.Thesceneisfollowed
byanotherofhimreadingfromtheKoraninboth
English and Arabic. 55   It concludes with Hammami
offeringalectureincolloquialAmericanEnglish.
Analysts contend that Hammami’s identity as an
American cast against the backdrop of jihadist
activitiesprovidesatriskyouthwithanidealtypeto
whichtheymayaspire.
Cabdulaahi Ahmed Faarax presents a similar
‘rockstar’ case.  Faarax, a SomaliͲborn naturalized
American citizen, attended meetings in the
Minneapolis area where he encouraged others to
travel to Somalia and fight.  He lectured potential
recruitsthathisjihadhadallowedhimtoexperience
true brotherhood.  He assured them fighting would
befun,saidtheyshouldnotbeafraid,andpromised
theywouldgetthechancetousefirearms. 56
EricBreininger,aGermanconverttoIslam,offereda
narrative similar to Hammami’s.  Breininger joined
the Islamic Jihad Union in the AfghanistanͲPakistan
region and, like Hammami, was involved in combat
operations on the ground.  Although he was not
believedtohaveheldanoperationalleadershiprole
like Hammami he was featured in a number of
propaganda videos as a means of eliciting popular
supportamongotherpotentialforeignfighters.
Breininger was reported killed in May, 2010 in a
battle with Pakistani troops. 57   Following his death
an unfinished memoir he penned entitled “Mein


55 Cilluffo, Frank and F. Jordan Evert. 2010. “Hammami the
JihadistPopStar–BridgingWorlds:FromMobiletoMogadishu.”
Washington, DC; The Homeland Security Policy Institute.  Elliott,
Andrea. 2010. “The Jihadist Next Door.” New York, NY; The New
YorkTimes
56 Criminal Complaint, U.S. v. Cabdulaahi Ahmed Faarax and
AbdiweliYassinIsse,(D.Minn.2009).TempleͲRaston,Dina.2010.
“Jihadi Cool: Terrorist Recruiters' Latest Weapon.”  Morning
Edition.Washington,DC;NPR
57 Musharbash, Yassin. 2010. “German Jihadist Eric Breininger
KilledinPakistan,GroupClaims.”Hamburg,DE;DerSpiegel
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Weg nach Jannah” (My Path to Paradise) was
uncovered.DerSpiegelwrotethattheworkoffered
an “account of the dayͲtoͲday life of radical jihadi
fighting in the Hindu Kush and an intimate look at
the thoughtsof a radical who iscertain he is in the
right.” 58
Breininger’smemoiriswritteninsuchawaythatis
accessibletothosewhosharehisculturalandsocial
background.Byevokingpopular,culturalreferences
herelatestoforeignfighterrecruits:“Ifthebrothers
wouldbuyonedonerkebablessaweekitwouldbe
possibletobuyalmost20sniperbulletstofightthe
kuffar.” 59
The online publication of Breininger’s memoir –
riddledwithpopularreferencesandculturalnuances
–followinghisdeathhelpedreinforcehisstatusasa
jihadist rockstar.  Seen as a martyr in the eyes of
extremists, Breininger has been cast as a model for
futureforeignfighters.
TheFighter

death penalty) to conspiring with LashkarͲeͲTaiba
(LeT), a Pakistani terrorist group, in the 2008
Mumbai attacks in India.  Headley conducted
significanttargetsurveillanceinMumbaipriortothe
attacksincludingthescoutingofamphibiouslanding
zones.  He also compiled information and
surveillanceontargetsinCopenhagen,includingthe
Danish newspaper responsible for printing
caricaturesoftheProphetMuhammad. 60
Headley travelled with ease between the United
States, Pakistan, and India and reportedly received
specialized frogman training from members of the
Pakistani Navy, which allegedly supports LeT.
Headley also maintained contact with alͲQaeda
operatives in North Waziristan.  The revelation of
thesefactsfollowinghisarrestinOctober,2009cast
Headley as a capable and formidable operative.
Experts suggest that others seeking to emulate the
‘JamesBondsuperͲspy’lifestylewhichHeadleylived
may prompt other potential foreign fighters to go
abroadinsearchofadventureinthenameofjihad.

The foreign fighter himself – the target of bridge
figuresandtheindividualtowhomthejihadistrock
starappeals–playsapotentiallyindispensablerole
in inspiring and facilitating future foreign fighter
activity.
Attempts by individuals to travel to jihadist conflict
zones, whether successful or not, support the
foreign fighter movement.  By showcasing the
attempts by individuals who share a perceived
common identity, these efforts promote a sense of
community.  This feeling of a unity of purpose
perpetuates foreign fighter activity and reinforces
theradicalizationprocessofotherindividuals.
David Coleman Headley, an American of Pakistani
descent, was indicted and pled guilty (to avoid the


58 Musharbash, Yassin. 2010. “The Memoirs of a German
Jihadist.”Hamburg,DE;DerSpiegel
59 Hegghammer, Thomas. 2010. “Guest Post: The Story of Eric
Breininger.”Website.Washington,DC;Jihadica


DavidColemanHeadley

Thecaseofthe20Somalimenwholefttheirhomes
in Minneapolis, Minnesota and travelled to Somalia
with the intent to join alͲShabaab represents the
largest group of American citizens yet who have
attempted to engage in foreign fighter activity.


60 Johnson, Carrie. 2010. “U.S. citizen David Coleman Headley
admitsroleinMumbaiattacks.”Washington,DC;TheWashington
Post
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FIGURE1:MANUFACTURINGAFOREIGNFIGHTER– ANACTIONͲEXPERIENCERELATIONSHIP

Officialsassertthatthisfactaloneactsasapowerful
motivatorforotherlikemindedyouth.
TheseSomalis,someofwhomhavereportedlybeen
killed in the fighting, have the ability to resonate
within diaspora communities like the one in
Minneapolis.  Officials worry that other atͲrisk
populations will draw parallels between themselves
and these men; identifying common denominators
such as social pressures, economic hardship,
demographic divides, and a similar psychological
landscape.  There exists a real risk that others
seeking to assuage social pressures and serve a
greatercausewillfollowinthemen’sfootstepsand
become active fighters.  In August 2010, in helping
close down this network and end recruitment from
this community, the US Department of Justice
brought nineteen indictments against individuals
accused of supporting the provision of foreign
fighterstoalͲShabaab. 61


61

OfficeofPublicAffairs.2010.“FourteenChargedwithProviding
Material Support to SomaliaͲBased Terrorist Organization AlͲ
Shabaab.”  Press Release. Washington, DC; US Department of
Justice.  New York, NY; FOX News. Pantucci, Raffaello. 2009.
“American Jihad: New Details Emerge About alͲShabaab

Just as perceived success fuels additional attempts,
failure too offers potential motivators and breeds
followͲoneffortsbyothers.
The recent unsuccessful attempt by Zachary Adam
Chesser to travel to Somalia and join alͲShabaab
showcases some of the effects of failure.  Chesser,
who chose to go by the name Abu Talhah AlͲ
Amrikee,actedasajihadi‘cheerleader’maintaining
an extensive online footprint through Facebook,
Twitter, blogs, and website profiles.  Through these
mediums he engaged in open debate, including an
exchange about jihadism with Jarrett Brachman, a
former Director of Research at West Point’s
Combating Terrorism Center.  Chesser’s arrest has
called attention to his actions and makes him an
example to atͲrisk populations, similar to jihadist
rockstars.
Because figures like Chesser lack the operational
experience which accords significant legitimacy,
theirimpact,relativetorockstarsandbridgefigures
is limited.  Nonetheless, their exploits present a


RecruitmentinNorthAmerica.”Washington,DC;TheJamestown
Foundation
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danger and serve to fuel the foreign fighter
phenomenon.
Another failed operational attempt is found in the
caseoffiveVirginianmenwhotravelledtoPakistan
with the intent to engage in jihad.  Although the
men,Americancitizensages19to25,werearrested
by Pakistani officials after making contact with LeT
andthePakistanimilitantgroupJaishͲeͲMohammad
–theyneverengagedinanyforeignfighteractivity.
Like Chesser, however, their arrest brought to light
theireffortsatjihad.Thepublicitysurroundingthe
case risks their actions being perceived as noble
attempts to support a worthy cause.  Regardless of
whether or not the men engaged in violent activity
abroad, the perception of their intention to do so
provides legitimacy and rhetorical credence to
bridge figures and propagandists who can use it to
fuelthecycleofradicalization.

waybylawenforcementorintelligenceofficials–as
was the case with Shaker Masri.   As a result, only
minimally savvy recruits realize the opportunity to
becomeforeignfighters.
Thequestionofforeignfighters’ultimateintentionis
an area which requires further study.  Variations in
cases and a lack of statistical data make deducing
patterns difficult.  It remains unclear whether
foreignfighterstraveltojihadisttheatresofconflict
with the intent to engage in indigenous operations
or to acquire training, operational experience, or
some combination thereof and then return to their
homes to engage in hostilities.  Moreover, little is
knownaboutthepreciseinnerprocessesoftraining
foreign fighters while abroad, specifically the final
phaseofindoctrinationwhichcompletestheprocess
ofradicalization.Asaresult,itisnotclearwhether
recruits alter their original intentions to engage in
local operations upon completing training and
instead return home at the behest of leaders to
commitviolentacts.Asaresult,itremainsunclear
how best to detect, deter, and defend against the
dangerpresentedbyforeignfighters.
ForeignFighterVeterans



Returning foreign fighters are an issue of great
concern to law enforcement and intelligence
agencies.

ZacharyAdamChesser

ThefailuresofChesser,theVirginiafive,andothers
haveraisedtheissueofanimplicittestpresentedto
potential foreign fighters.  Those who attempt to
travel to jihadi conflict zones must exercise the
operationalsecuritynecessarytopassundetected.
The achievement of this level of operational
awarenessactsasavettingprocess.Thosewhofail
topassundetectedbysecurityservices orpoliceare
considered a threat to operational integrity of the
jihadinetworkandwilllikelybeturnedaway.
Individuals that trip security alarms do not proceed
far enough to successfully enter into the jihadist
theatre of conflict and make physical contact with
the organization or they are interdicted along the

Still, the issue demands closer examination.  Too
little is known about their effect on domestic
populations.Inaddition,opportunitiestousethem
to the advantage of security services, or to distill
lessons for protecting atͲrisk populations go
unrealized.
No definitive profile of returnee fighters has been
created.  Among the profiles that have been
produced, wide variations persist making
substantiveconclusionselusive.
Some officials contend that foreign fighters who
return home following operations, or attempted
travel,arelikelytobedisillusionedandweary.Asa
result, they argue, it cannot be assumed that
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returningfighterswillbeactiveinradicalizationand
recruitmentefforts.
Yet, regardless of whether or not such individuals
areactive,theirmerepresenceinthecommunityis
seen as a powerful motivating factor for atͲrisk
populations.
Veteranfighterswhoareactiveinfacilitatingforeign
fighters play a predominant role.  Their credibility
and charisma is a product of their exploits (real or
invented).  Stories of their time abroad serve to
bolster their appeal and notoriety.  Such tales also
legitimize and promote perceptions of the jihadi
struggle.
In fact, Germany’s Federal Intelligence Service
(Bundesnachrichtendienst or BND) and other
intelligence services within EU warned that
returneeshaveoftena tremendous reputation with
uncriticalandunconditionalsupportfromthosewith
whomtheycomeintocontact.
Developments in the Balkans are a major cause of
security concern. There are signs of a rekindled
theatre where old foreign fighters (veterans from
within the 7th Muslim brigade in the Bosnian army
who decided to remain locally), are mixing with a
pool of returning fighters who have been to the
FATA region for training. Recently Macedonian
officials warned they are monitoring “up to 50 alͲ
Qaeda volunteers recruited to fight in
Afghanistan.” 62  Additionally there is a parallel
concern over expansion of Wahhabi and Salafist
factionsfundedbySaudiorganisations.

RADICALIZATION
Inrecentyears,therehasbeenasignificantamount
ofresearchonradicalization,includingworkdoneby
the RAND Corporation and the New York Police


62Pancevski,Bojan.2010.“SaudisfundBalkanMuslimsspreading
hateoftheWest.”London,UK;TheSundayTimes

Department. 63  MI5’s behavioural science unit
trawled through hundreds of cases in the UK and
found that there were strikingly different
radicalization trajectories. What united these
different cases was that most individuals had some
vulnerability in their background that made them
receptive to extremist ideology and that it was
always influenced and driven by contacts with
others. 64
While drawing firm causal conclusions based on
clearevidenceremainsachallenge,itisnonetheless
possible to sketch a rudimentary radicalization
profileofforeignfighters,bothintermsofwhythey
travelandthepotentialimplicationsofthistravelon
theirdecisionmaking.
Akaleidoscopeoffactors,muchlikevectors,pushes
individuals towards radicalization and enables their
recruitment. Dutch research has shown that three
aspects play an important role in radicalization
processes: the individual process, the interpersonal
dynamic and the effectofcircumstance. 65 Research
into radicalization processes in Europe have
underscored the interplay between  individual
psychological disposition; social factors; political
factors;ideologicalandreligiousdimensions;cultural
identity; traumatic experience and other triggering
factors; and ultimately group dynamics (being the
realradicalization‘engine’). 66


63 Hoffman, Bruce, William Rosenau, Andrew Curiel, and Doron
Zimmerman. 2007. “The Radicalization of Diasporas and
Terrorism.” Santa Monica, CA:  RAND. Silber, Mitchell, and Arvin
Bhatt.2007.“RadicalizationintheWest:TheHomegrownThreat.”
New York, NY: The New York Police Department Intelligence
Division
64ThisMI5reportisextensivelyreferredtoin:Travis,Alan.2008.
“TheMakingofanExtremist.”London,UK;TheGuardian

65Meah,YousiffandColinMellis.2008.FinalReportͲEUProject
RecognisingRadicalisation(RECORA).Paris,FR;EuropeanForum
forUrbanSafety
66 2010. Understanding Violent Radicalisation. MagnusRanstorp
(ed).London,UK;Routledge
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Profilesofforeignfightershighlightculturalidentity
confusionandconflictatthecore,combinedwitha
superficial religious knowledge and political naivety
and other factors influenced by individual
circumstance. Conspiracy theory belief is another
commoncharacteristicofforeignfighters.Attraction
to convenient narratives centred on victimization
overanactualdesireforseekingtruthisindicativeof
an unquestioning character. It is important to
distinguish actual belief in an extremist narrative
over support for a conspiracy narrative purely as
provocation or sympathy to a cause. Individuals
taking part in foreign fighter training are often only
inspired to take part in action unlinked to a deeper
purpose of exploring the ideology, although the
ideologicalandsocialcomponentof“jihadiculture”
shouldnotbedismissedasmotivatingfactors. 67 
Boredom, intergenerational tensions leading to
rebellion against parents and local community,
individual search for greater meaning in life,
perceived adventure, attempts to impress the local
communityortheoppositesex,desireforincreased
credibility amongst peers and local community
granted by foreign fighters’ experience, desire to
‘belong’ and peer acceptance, revenge, misguided
conflict experience expectations, and promise of
marriage within conflict area, are all recognized
drivers of radicalization, though not all occur in
everyinstance.
Strong personal or family links to jihadist conflict
theatres increases individual or community
vulnerability to radicalization. Personal connections
toconflictareasservebothtoemotionalizereported
developmentsandactasastrongguideforselecting
ajihadistconflictzoneinwhichtofight.
The role such connections play is illustrated by the
success alͲShabaab has enjoyed in recruiting
individuals from the area around Minneapolis.  A


67 Cozzens, Jeffrey B. 2009. “The Culture of Global Jihad:
Character, Future Challenges and Recommendations.” Future
Actions Series. London, UK; International Centre for the Study of
Radicalisation

number of US residents, including Shirwa Ahmed –
thefirstUSsuicidebomber(inmoderntimes)–have
been recruited to fight in Somalia.  Others have
become willing to provide a US based network to
support such efforts.  Amina Ali, Hawo Hassan,
MohamudSaidOmar,AbdiweliIsse,andCabdulaahi
Ahmed Faarax have been identified by the US
Department of Justice as providing funds and
encouragementtopotentialrecruits. 68 
Individualsinvulnerableperiodsoftheirlivesareat
most risk from radicalization if these periods
correspond with meeting charismatic or extremist
personalitiesthatcanadoptaleadershiproleinthe
individual’s life. 69  In some cases, Somali
communities in the EU are vulnerable to social
pressures exercised within the community with
threatsofretributionagainstrelativesinSomaliaas
theultimatesanction.
Investigated domestic cases of foreign fighter
activities have included a direct or indirect foreign
link, such as InternetͲbased propaganda or support
information that has influenced foreign fighters’
decisionmakingwithinthehostnation.
Travelandradicalization
Beyondexaminingthedynamicandvariedprofilesof
those who become foreign fighters, it is of equal if
not greater importance to international security to


68 2010. “Al Shabaab’s American Recruits: Introduction.” New
York,NY;AntiͲDefamationLeague.OfficeofPublicAffairs.2010.
“Fourteen Charged with Providing Material Support to SomaliaͲ
Based Terrorist Organization AlͲShabaab.”  Press Release.
Washington, DC; US Department of Justice.  Associated Press.
2010. “Netherlands terror Suspect Fights U.S. Extradition.” New
York,NY;FOXNews.Cilluffo,FrankJ.andDanielKimmage.2009.
“HowtoBeatalQaedaatItsOwnGame.”Website.Washington,
DC; Foreign Policy. Pantucci, Raffaello. 2009. “American Jihad:
New Details Emerge About alͲShabaab Recruitment in North
America.”Washington,DC;TheJamestownFoundation
69 Weine, Stevan, John Horgan, Cheryl Robertson, Sana Loue,
AminMohamed,SahraNoor.2010.“CombatingtheRadicalization
of U.S. Somali Refugee Youth: A Psychosocial Perspective on
Counterterrorism.”DynamicsofAsymmetricConflict.London,UK;
Routledge
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examine the impact that travel itself has on the
radicalizationprocess.

their community and desire the same community
adoration.

First, travel from the West to a ‘zone of jihad’ for
combat or training results from and contributes to
theestablishmentoftheghazi(‘raider’or‘warrior’)
archetype—a concept that looms large in the
backdropofcontemporaryjihadi‘popculture’.The
British militant behind the infamous “Gas Limos”
plot, Dhiren Barot, wrote, “Simply interacting with
ghazis…canhelptoalterone’soutlookandinfluence
oneselftoprocureatasteforthisnoblepathintheir
blood,makingitakintotheirnature.” 70

Second,travelfortrainingorcombatalsoprovidesa
catalystwithintheradicalizationprocess.Byitsvery
nature, making the transition between an urban
WesterncontextandPakistan’sFATA,forinstance,is
a rite of passage—a liminal process wherein
identitiesarestrippeddown,interactionwithfellow
mujahideen takes place (supposedly) on an equal
footing,andideasaboutwhatonecanandshoulddo
are reformulated.  Given the overall power of this
experience, including the socialization with jihadi
networks involved in facilitating travel, training, or
combat,andthepotentialimpactoftheseactivities
on Western extremists—especially those ‘lucky’
enough to make it to the combat zones—
preconceived ideas about frontͲlines and legitimate
targetscanshiftquickly.Inotherwords,likethe7/7
bombers,whooriginallyseemedintentonfightingin
Afghanistan, a week spent praying in the ranks of
mujahideen and listening to hardcore global jihadis
discuss dar alͲharb (the ‘abode of war’) theory can
shiftthefocusoffightingbacktoEurope,evenifthis
was not the travellers’ original intent. Such is the
oftenͲoverlooked impact of entering into jihadi
battlefieldculture.

Ghazis,whoemigratefromthecomfortsofWestern
life on ribat—that is, in defence of Islam and its
borders—follow in the footsteps of their
predecessor mujahideen and continue a
generational migratory pattern that began with
Abdullah Assam and his contemporaries in the late
1970’s.  Fulfilling their perceived obligation to ‘lift
the siege’ on Islam in the face of overwhelming
Western military power, and now, increasingly
exchanging the keyboard for the assault rifle or
suicidevest,ghazisexemplifytostarͲstruckaspiring
fighters 71  supreme dedication, obedience to God
and transformational action when the rest of the
ummah is accused of slumber. 72    Given the lightͲ
speed qualities of online martyr biographies and
footage from the front, the power of ghazis to
inspire other Western militants cannot be
overstated. 73 This‘rockstar’factorleadstoacyclical
dynamic, where new recruits are often inspired by
the mere presence of returnee foreign fighters in


70 alͲHindi, Esa. 1999. The Army of Madinah in Kashmir.
Birmingham,UK;MaktabahAlAnsaarPublications.p.124.
71 For more on the impact of these “heroes” within the global
jihaditrend,see:Yousafzai,SamiandRonMoreau.2010.“Inside
AlQaeda.”NewYork,NY;Newsweek
72TheessayofSayfͲadͲDinAlͲAnsari(notitle)inMajallatalͲAnsar
(ed.)“TherealstoryoftheraidsonNewYorkandWashington”in
BookcommemoratesSeptember11'raid'.
73 Yousafzai, Sami and Ron Moreau. 2010. “Inside Al Qaeda.”
NewYork,NY;Newsweek

The explanation for the apparent contrast between
largenumbersofavailableextremistsandthesmall
number of individuals who become active foreign
fighters appears to be due to a set of inhibiting
factors:including,alackofindividualdetermination
to act beyond rhetoric, individual shortcomings, or
simplyalackofopportunityorresources.
Thepotentialforanexpansioninthescaleofcurrent
foreign fighters does exist, if jihadist networks can
discover new ways to reduce the impact of such
inhibitingfactors.
The case of German recruits is instructive to the
complexityoftheseissues.AsYassinMusharbash,a
veteran terrorist reporter with Der Spiegel has
observed, the German recruits have revealed two
insights:firstly,whileitwaseasytoconvincerecruits
through appealing recruitment videos, it seems
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these bonds are not firmly cemented by the
experienceinsitu.“Atleasttwoallegedfightershave
tried or succeeded in leaving their militant groups,
many more are believed by authorities to be
disappointed by the circumstances they met.”
Secondly, there appears to be no “typical foreign
fighter identity. While most of them are either
GermanconvertsorreͲbornMuslimswithaTurkish
background, they also include radicals with an
Eastern European, Kurdish, Arab, Iranian Shiite
background–inadditiontothefactthatquiteafew
of them chose to travel together with their wives
and even children. The only common denominator
seemstobearelativelyhomogenousagestructure:
few are younger than 20 or older than 30 years of
age.” 74
RecentFindings
In an attempt to identify patterns of key drivers of
radicalization,the United Kingdom’s Joint Terrorism
AnalysisCentre(JTAC)conductedastudyidentifying
extremist hotspots in the UK. The report, which
focused on 20 regional areas, provided useful
informationonthelimitationsofcurrentknowledge.
Furthermore, it reinforced existing beliefs regarding
theimportanceofbridgefigures.
A key finding of the study was this: there exists no
clear pattern to explain why extremism was
prevalent in some towns and not in others. In
addition,therewerenoconsistentpatternsbetween
urbandensityorsizeoftheMuslimcommunityand
identified locations of extremism. Moreover, the
study identified no correlation between community
deprivationoremploymentlevelsandextremism.
StudiesconductedinCanadafoundasimilarpattern.
Canadian cases of foreign fighters also showed no
connection between urban density or poverty and
higherrecruitmentratesofforeignfighters.


74 Personal communication with Yassin Miusharbash, 23
September2010.

WhattheUKandCanadianstudiesdidfindwasthis:
local perception of deprivation was a key factor in
radicalization.
Thesestudiesandothershaveidentifiedcommunity
leaders as a key factor capable of decreasing levels
ofextremismlocally.However,charismaticextremist
leadership figures were identified as a consistent
element present in all studied extremist areas of
concern, illustrating that community leadership is a
powerful tool for both sides. Thus, charismatic
extremist leadership figures are recognised as key
intelligence targets and points of intervention
againstbroaderradicalisation.
Media
TheInternetandvariousformsofsocialmediahave
played new and important roles in propagating
messagesofradicalism.Moreover,theirubiquityin
today’s world allows bridge figures to connect to a
widerangeofatͲrisksocietalsubgroups.
In the past, recruitment to radical causes was a
laborious process which required extensive oneͲonͲ
onetime.Now,theInternetandsocialmediaallow
bridge figures to target and indoctrinate recruits
muchmorequickly.
For bridge figures, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter,
blogs and message boards, audio recordings, DVDs,
and websites, have become vital tools in the
radicalization process. Often they operate hidden
discussion forums inside open social forums where
entry is regulated and entirely based on
introductionstoensuresecurity.
These tools provide forums through which bridge
figures can relate to social subgroups in a medium
thatisfamiliar,comfortable,andunderstoodbythe
targetaudience.
Electronic media, joined with bridge figures’
eloquenceandculturaladeptness,hasallowedsuch
figurestonavigatetransnationalboundaries,spread
their message, and recruit followers much more
effectively.
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Interestingly,thereisaselectivenaturetoextremist
exploitation of propaganda opportunities.  Many
suchopportunitiesareignored.
Acursorysearchrevealsalargepoolofpossibilities
forexploitationbyextremistscapableofgenerating
‘outrage’ and gaining recruits; including, cartoons
depicting the prophet Mohammad, controversial
politicalactssuchasthebanningofheadscarvesin
Frenchsecularschools,orforeignpolicyissuessuch
as participation in the Iraq or Afghanistan conflicts.
Potentialpropagandaislimitlessanduncontrollable,
as highlighted by recent Islamic ‘outrage’ over a
singleFacebookuserwebsiteentrythatencouraged
users to post cartoons of the Islamic prophet
Mohammad. The latter case led to wide scale
protestsandatemporarybanonFacebook.
A better understanding of why so many
opportunities for ‘outrage’ are ignored, and why
some succeed in capturing international attention
and reaction is needed. Possibilities or answers
include deliberate timing convenient to the politics
ofthemomentorsimplychance.
Radicalizationfromabroadisaprimaryandeffective
dynamic in which video propaganda often taken
directlyfromaconflictzoneisdeliveredthroughthe
Internet to vulnerable individuals inside host
western nations. The power of video and Internet
should not be underestimated, with trends
indicating growing sophistication and quality of
extremists’ multimedia skills and propaganda
products.AsPhilMudd,aformerseniorCIAandFBI
official, observed recently the velocity of
radicalization is today driven as much by ideology
(whichwasveryevidentindrivingthe9/11plotters)
as by alͲQaeda’s deliberate efforts to strike at
emotions through powerful war zone videos and
imagerydesignedtoinvokeintensemoralshockfor
mobilizationpurposes.
Currentresearchshortcomings
Radicalization is a key part of the foreign fighter
recruitmentcycle,butabetterunderstandingofthe
driversofradicalizationisnecessary.

A combination of limited empirical foreign fighter
dataandlimitedaccesstotheclassifieddataheldby
security services, hinders research opportunities for
academiaandoutsideexperts.
Furthermore, there is a recognised danger that
counterͲterrorism intelligence analysts are being
asked to fill anthropology and psychology research
roles for which they are not trained. Outside
cooperationwithexpertsinthesespecialisedareasis
thereforenecessary.
From a scientific perspective, even with full access
and sharing of data, the scale of recorded foreign
fighter activity limits the potential of analysis and
risks incorrect conclusions. With so little data, it
becomesdifficulttodifferentiateoutlyingcasesfrom
true patterns.  Because of the lack of evidence,
extreme care is needed when forming policy
recommendations.

FUTURETRENDSANDSCENARIOS
The proliferation and character of foreign fighterͲ
linked plots in the West in 2009Ͳ2010, in
combinationwiththetrajectoriesofdogged—andin
some cases, waxing—jihadi insurgencies in places
liketheFATA,SomaliandYemen,presentsasortof
windowforassessingthefuture.Whatisimportant
to know about tomorrow’s foreign fighter threat to
theWest?
1.Anenduringthreat.TheWestwillalmostcertainly
contend with the threat posed by Western foreign
fighters so long as Western states and their
perceived surrogates are involved in military
operationsinmajorityͲMuslimcountries.Indeed,the
narrative of foreign fighters revolves around
travelling to aid coͲreligionists perceived to be
suffering at the hands of nonͲMuslim forces.  The
phenomenon of violent Western extremists
attempting to attack Western countries will
therefore continue for the foreseeable future. Here
the United States is as vulnerable to attack as the
Europeantheatre–hencethereiscommonpurpose
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toaddressthischallengejointlybothintacticaland
strategicterms.
2. The lesser of two evils?  CounterͲradicalization
efforts in Western countries are primarily geared
towards preventing domestic attacks.  These
initiatives work handͲinͲglove with a preͲexisting
framework from Islamic jurisprudence (‘aqd alͲ
aman) that proscribes attacking the nonͲMuslim
state under which Muslims live in a “covenant”
relationship.  Even some jihadists share this
perspective. 75   However, the aspiration to fight
abroad in the perceived defence of Muslim lands is
an aspiration that generally accrues much greater
acceptance than fighting at home in segments of
Western Muslim communities. Indeed, not all
foreignfighterssharealͲQaeda’sworldview.Infact,
some Islamists interviewed by the authors who are
presently enlisted by Western states to bolster
domestic counterͲradicalization efforts will not
disavowthe“legitimate”obligationto“liberate”and
“defend” Muslims in foreign conflicts.  This
showcasesthedifficultiesinherentinaoneͲsizeͲfitsͲ
all approach to counterͲradicalization in an age of
jihadi insurgency against the perceived sources of
Muslim“oppression.”AsnotedinPoint2(above),
foreign fighters will find legitimacy so long as the
narrative of victimization is alive—despite apparent
successinWesterncounterͲradicalizationprograms.
This is a “wicked” problem that will endure for the
foreseeablefuture.
3. Theprice of success in the FATA. WhileWestern
forces are successfully pressuring ‘core’ hierarchical
networksassociatedwithalͲQaedaintheFATA,the
resultant atomization of these factions due to
various hardships creates other challenges.  First,
foreign fighters will be displaced to other jihadi
conflict zones, fomenting additional instability in
placeslikeSomaliaandYemen.Theirpresencelends
both legitimacy and operational capacity to jihadis


75 alͲTartousi, Abu Baseer. (accessed 27 July 2008). “Covenants
andSecurityinIslam.”Website.Muhammad,Omar Bakri.2004.
The World is Divided into Two Camps. London, UK; AdͲD’awah
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fightingregimesintheseareas,raisingthespectreof
future platforms for plotting against the West.
Second, Western foreign fighters will find travel to
the FATA increasingly challenging, raising the
possibility that they will choose to strike at home
rather than risk travel.  Third, given that mass
casualty plots against the West such as the 9/11
attacks require operationalspace, time and usually,
considerable training to develop—assets that are
likelyinshortsupplyforAlQaedaintheFATA—the
trend for plots against the West emanating from
thatregionwillbesmallerinscale,simplerindesign,
and increasing in frequency.  Western foreign
fighters will therefore be in increasing demand to
stage such attacks, given their greater mobility
(owingtotheirWesterndocuments,andinthecase
of converts, appearance), familiarity with targeted
areas and their knowledge of the cultural and
linguisticdimensionsoftheiroperatingenvironment.
4.TheMadrideffect.Thereisaloomingdangerthat
reͲdirected Western foreign fighters could again
foment the “Madrid effect” in a Western nation—
the process by which a catalytic terrorist attack
directly influences, or is perceived to directly
influence, a Western nation’s election and
subsequentforeignpolicy.ThishappenedinMadrid
in 2003.  It has been an issue with the German
contingent in IJU.  Germany has been identified as
the weakest link in ISAF – vulnerable to pressures
and threats in order to pull out of the coalition. As
such, there were pressures around the German
electionssimilartothatwhichoccurredinSpain.
The failure of jihadis to secure the upper hand in
insurgent theatres plus the widely discussed
cascading effects of the 2003 attacks in Spain risks
inspiring (along with other stimuli) a refocus of
foreignfighter(manyarecurrentlyfightingoverseas)
targeting and operations back to their Western
nations of residence.  Indeed, Ayman alͲZawahiri’s
original strategic paradigm for alͲQaeda—striking
the West to undermine regional regimes—was
developed after observing floundering and
ineffectivejihadiinsurgenciesinthemajorityͲMuslim
world.  The recent Times Square bombing attempt
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by an individual trained in Pakistan, supported by
TalibanͲassociated planners and funders may be an
early indicator of the reͲemergence of the Madrid
effect, as might some of the other plots associated
withalͲAulaqi’sinspiration.Fornow,mostdiscussion
of Western foreign fighters centers on their actions
“overthere”;thedangeristhatthediscussionmight
shiftstrategicallytotheiractions“overhere.”

ADVERSARYVULNERABILITIES&
RECOMMENDATIONS
Thoughtheprimaryintentofthispaperistodiscuss
thethreatposedbyforeignfightersandtochartthe
future trajectory of the phenomenon, a few brief
comments on the vulnerabilities of the foreign
fighternetworksareinorder.
First, though foreign fighter returnees pose a
significant radicalization threat in addition to an
operational threat, Western governments are not
doingenoughtohighlightthedisillusionedreturnee
foreignfighters.Thesefightersrepresentapotential
counter propaganda resource. Their story needs to
berelayedloudlyandpubliclyinhostnations.
Second, Western security services should not
overlookopportunitiestoinfiltratejihadistnetworks
whereverandwheneverthesejihadistnetworksrely
upon(orsimplyallow)foreignfightergroupstotrain
andfightalongsidetheirownmembers.Thisshould
be done to undermine and erode trust and foster
suspicionamongmembersofjihadistnetworks.
Third, Western governments might also consider
finding ways to advertise the lack of operational
impact foreign fighters have had in jihadist conflict
zones.Suchmightbeawaytoincreasethenumber
of individualswho, despiteholding extremist views,
electnottoactuponthoseviews.
Fourth, Western governments should invest in
voluntarytestimoniesfromformeralͲQaedarecruits
abouttheharshrealitiesoflifeinthetrainingcamps.
Thesetestimoniesshouldbebroadcastinthemedia
with a focus to deͲromanticize the notions of glory

and expectations of a triumphant welcome
reception. As testified by Walid Othmani, a French
recruittoWaziristan,“whatyouseeinvideosonthe
Net, we realized that was a lie…[our chief] told us
the videos . . . served to impress the enemy and
incitepeopletocomefight,andheknewthiswasa
scamandpropaganda." 76
Fifth, Western security services should consider
paying close attention to how jihadist networks
utilize homogenous groups of foreign fighters. If
jihadists consistently use such groups for missions
into thirdͲparty countries and on missions having a
low probability of success, it would present an
opportunity for Western security services to exploit
differences between the jihadist networks and the
foreignfighters.
Sixth, backlash reactions within communities when
oneoftheirowncommitsatrocitiesagainstinnocent
civilians—especially other Muslims—can provide
openings for authorities to support vulnerable
communities and improve relations. A case in point
is the 24Ͳyear old SomaliͲDane who carried out a
suicide bombing in a Mogadishu hotel during a
graduationceremonyinearlyDecember2009,killing
24 people including three Somali government
ministers. This ‘overkill’ created a backlash against
alͲShabaabrecruitmentinDenmarkandneighboring
states. It also creates positive atmospherics to
establish trust between minority communities and
authorities and increased willingness to support
vulnerableindividualsfromfallingpreytorecruiters.
Seventh, from a legislative perspective, all 27 EU
states should adopt the EU Framework decision on
terrorism incitement, training and recruitment into
their national legislation and where possible
implementappropriatelegalmeasurestovigorously
prosecuteindividualsviolatingthislegislation.Often
someEUstateswaitandobserveillicitflows–such
asterrorismfinancingefforts–anddonotintervene
asamatterofurgencyasthesecurityproblemisnot
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directed at them.  This needs to change.  EU states
mustdomoretoprosecutenotjustactsofterrorism
–butincitementandsupportforsuchaswell.
Finally, there may be patterns that emerge from
tracking common failures—specifically where most
individuals fall off the foreign fighter recruitment
cycle. If such were done across Western countries
for all of the jihadist conflict zones, it might reveal
actionable information for where future resources
mightbebestemployed.

CONCLUSIONS
The legacy of foreign fighter veterans returning to
hostnationsisthekeydangeroftheforeignfighter
phenomenon.Bridgefiguresandjihadiveteransare
alsoofconcern,becausetheyaremajorcatalystsin
the transformation and radicalization of individuals
into foreign fighters, including those that threaten
Western nation states. Foreign fighter socialization
withinextremistfacilitationandcombatnetworksis
also worrisome for its explosive potential, in the
event these turn their sights on the West, as is the
even rudimentary operational education some of
these individuals receive abroad. Foreign fighters
comprise a complex,   systemic   global threat that
needs to be more comprehensively apprehended
and appreciated and more aggressively researched.
To this end we offer the following concluding
observationsandsuggestions:
1. Academic research on Western foreign fighters
offers tremendous strategic value to Western
intelligence agencies. Western security services
requireabetterunderstandingoftheforeignfighter
threat both at the tactical and strategic levels. The
security services do not have an adequate grasp of
the “valueͲadded” of foreign fighters in particular
theatres, nor do they yet know the ceiling for
strategic scalability.  Such research should be
initiated internationally and across disciplines and
shouldbevigorouslysupported.
Keythemesidentifiedforfutureresearchonforeign
fightersinclude:

Whydoindividualschoosetofightabroad?Whatare
thetippingpoints?
Is foreign fighter intention shaped by emotive
incidents such as the Red Mosque incident or
prophetMohammadcartoons?Andtowhatdegree?
HowcanWesternlawenforcementandintelligence
serviceseffectivelyharnessandemploythenegative
(rather than glamorous) stories of foreign fighters
whofoundtheirexperiencesabroadtobelessthan
ideal? It seems these experiences might serves as
vital weapons in the fight to erode the culture of
jihadi activism at the community level in the
Westerncontext.
Capability and opportunity also remain key foreign
fighterdynamics.Facilitationnetworksandfunding
pipelines are therefore two very important factors
onwhichWesternintelligenceservicesshouldfocus.
2. Although the paper intentionally avoided a
lengthy discussion on radicalization, this is an
importantcomponentaffectingboththe“recruiting”
and “joining” processes inherent to the foreign
fightercycle.True,factorsdrivingradicalisationmay
beatriskofoverͲanalysis.Somearguethatboththe
ideological and psychological dimensions, for
example,areaccordedtoomuchweight.However,
it is evident that these factors and many others
apply as radicalization catalysts, and should be
thoroughly examined as they apply to the decisionͲ
makingofWesternforeignfighters.Indeed,drivers
include a mixture of social, generational, and
ideological dynamics that demand comprehensive
analysis by a range of experts. Extensive evidenceͲ
based transatlantic research is necessary to identify
potential universal factors or patterns of contrast
along the radicalization continuum across host
nations and communities.  Committed multiyear
researcheffortsofthisphenomenonwillalsoafford
astrategicperspectivethatonlytimeandextensive
data gathering can produce. Theory and best
guessesonthedriversandimpactofforeignfighter
radicalization and operational patterns need to be
groundedinsocialscientificmethods.
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3.Weneedtobetterunderstandthetacticalforeign
fighter threat as well as the strategic consequences
of currently limited levels of foreign fighter activity
in the West.  In other words, why do few of these
individuals represent a kinetic problem when they
return,whataretheydoingnow,andwhatdoesthis
data suggest?  What prompted these individuals to
disengage from violence upon their return home?
Further, how do Western foreign fighters make use
of and publicize their experiences and operational
learning acquired overseas?  When and where do
they share this material and why? The findings will
likely have important implications for counterͲ
radicalizationinitiatives,especiallyatthecommunity
level,andwillalsofurtherourunderstandingofthe
potentialseverityofthethreat.
4. The number and impact of Western foreign
fighters is limited, but remains essential to wider
jihadist movements and propaganda.  A significant
but undetermined number of these individuals are
converts,manyofwhomproceeddirectlytoviolent
extremism, as opposed to expressions of
“mainstream” Sunni Islam.  These are extremely
usefulaspropsintheglobaljihadis’propagandawar.
OtherconvertssuchasalͲFaisalaresignificantbridge
figures that dramatically impact the radicalization
process.
5. The legacy of accomplished and wellͲconnected
foreign fighter veterans returning to host nations is

onsidered the key danger and challenge of the
current foreign fighter phenomenon.  Ghazis often
bringcharisma,anearͲmythicstatusandsometimes,
operationalknowͲhowtoWesternextremistmilieus.
They impact the radicalization process significantly,
and are boons to the development of plots against
Westernstates.Fortunately,theredonotappearto
be too many of these individuals who make it back
to the West (for a variety of reasons), but this
dimension of the threat is exceedingly difficult to
quantifyandcannotbeoverlooked.
6.ThereisnosinglepathwaytobecomingaForeign
Fighter, nor is there a static profile of the fighters
themselves.  Ideology, social circumstances,
adventureͲseeking, political grievances, and so on.
all appear to impact individuals’ choices in this
regard.  Foreign fighters’ socioͲeconomic
circumstances also appear to be highly variable
while not altogether unimportant to understanding
whyandhowforeignfightersmakethechoicesthey
do.Pluggingthesevariablesintoasocialmovement
theoryapproachmightyieldinterestinginsightswith
respecttoforeignfighterdecisionͲmaking.
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