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Riyadh Hosts Three Cooperation 
and Development Summits
Consensus of Arab and Chinese 

Visions over Counter-Terrorism Cooperation

At the invitation of the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, and during the visit of 
the Chinese  President Xi Jinping, Xi Jinping to Saudi Arabia 
on 7–9 December 2022, Riyadh hosted three summits: the 
Saudi-Chinese summit, the Gulf-Chinese summit, and the 
Arab-Chinese summit. The summits focused on countering 
extremism and terrorism, and the final communiqués 
confirmed the consensus of Arab–Chinese visions over the 
importance of counter-terrorism cooperation, drying up 
terrorism financial wellsprings, and combating all activities 
threatening the security and stability of the region.

The Saudi-Chinese Summit
On 8 December 2022, the Saudi–Chinese Summit was held 
in the presence of the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and Chinese President 
Xi Jinping. The final communiqué asserted how both sides 
reaffirmed the rejection and condemnation of all forms 
of terrorism and extremism, the refusal to link terrorism 
to any particular culture, race, or religion, the refusal to 
use double standards in combating terrorism, and the 
importance of spreading moderation and tolerance. The 
two sides also praised the level of security cooperation 
between the two friendly countries in the field of combating 
terrorism and its financing.

The two sides agreed to boost joint international cooperation 
in defense and security fields, enhance information and 
expertise exchange to combat cross-border corruption 
crimes in all its forms, including terrorism crimes, prevent 
violence and extremism, coordinate efforts in intelligence-
sharing and early warning, evaluate security threats, and 
fight information crimes in the best interest of the two 
countries. 

Both sides agreed to enhance international cooperation 
in combating transnational corruption crimes, reinforcing 
transparency, integrity, and active communications 
between relevant anti-corruption apparatuses, taking 
anti-corruption principles endorsed by the G20 and the 
Riyadh Initiative of the Global Operational Network of Anti-
Corruption Law Enforcement Authorities (GlobE Network) 
into full consideration, prosecuting the corrupt, and 
recovering the proceeds of crime.

Regarding Iran, the two sides agreed on the importance of 
bolstering joint cooperation in order to ensure the peaceful 
nature of Iran’s nuclear program. The two sides also urged 
Iran to cooperate with the International Atomic Energy 
Agency, to maintain the non-proliferation regime, and to 
uphold the principles of good neighborliness and non-
interference in state affairs. 
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The Chinese side expressed its full support for Saudi 
Arabia’s efforts to maintain security and stability, as well as 
its rejection of any interference in Saudi affairs or attacks 
on Saudi citizens and interests. 

Gulf–Chinese Summit
On 9 December 2022, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
presided over the Gulf–Chinese Summit which called for 
efforts to achieve peace, security, and stability around the 
world, inter-state respect and cooperation, commitment 
to the principles of international law, international 
human rights, the UN Charter, good neighborliness, and 
international order that is underpinned by respecting State 
sovereignty, territorial integrity, political independence, 
and non-interference in internal affairs, neither using nor 
threatening to use force.
Leaders condemned terrorism and called for the necessity 
of drying up the wellsprings of terrorist financing, 
reinforcing regional and international counter-terrorism 
efforts, preventing terrorist financing, armaments, and 
recruitment of terrorist groups, and combating all activities 
threatening the security and stability of the region.
They also asserted the importance of an inclusive 
dialogue between countries of the region to address 
the Iranian nuclear issue and the destabilizing regional 
activities, to cut the support off terrorist and sectarian 
groups and illegitimate armed organizations, prevent the 
proliferation of ballistic missiles and drones, ensure the 
safety of international navigation and oil installations, and 
endorse compliance with UN resolutions and international 
legitimacy.
Moreover, leaders expressed their support of the Yemeni 
Presidential Leadership Council (PLC) headed by Dr. Rashad 
Al-Alimi and their hope for a political solution based on the 
Gulf initiative and its executive mechanisms, the relevant 
outcomes of the Comprehensive National Dialogue, and 
the UN Security Council Resolution No. (2216). They called 
upon Yemeni parties to promptly start a process of direct 
negotiations under the auspices of the United Nations, 

comply by the truce, and support the need for humanitarian,  
relief and developmental assistance to the Yemeni people. 
They also condemned the terrorist attacks carried out by the 
Houthi terrorist group against civil targets in Saudi Arabia, 
UAE, Yemen, waterways, and international navigation 
routes, and called upon all countries to fight such acts and 
comply with the arms embargo imposed by UN Resolutions 
2216 and 2624.

 The Arab–Chinese Summit
The Arab–Chinese Summit held on 8 December 2022 
emphasized the necessity of promoting dialogue among 
civilizations, respecting different cultures, denouncing 
hate and extremism outcries and the clash of civilizations 
between followers of different religions and cultures, 
and rejecting all forms of Islamophobia. The Summit also 
asserts that both Arab and Chinese civilizations contributed 
significantly to the progress of human civilizations, are 
keen on maintaining dialogue and communication among 
civilizations, protect the diversity of world civilizations, 
denounce discrimination and biases towards certain 
civilizations, and reject the Clash of Civilizations theory.
In addition, the Summit called for regional and international 
joint efforts to find political solutions to regional crises 
and issues based on international legitimacy resolutions, 
agreements and relevant references, particularly the 
conflicts in Syria, Libya, and Yemen, fight terrorist 
organizations operating on their lands, and support efforts 
made by Lebanon, Somalia, Sudan, as well as the UN and 
the Arab League to counter terrorism and to establish 
security, stability, development, and welfare.
The Chinese side reiterated its support for Arab countries 
in finding solutions to security issues in the region, as well 
as its support for Arab peoples in developing their own 
development plans.
The Arab side praised China’s diplomacy for its efforts to 
support Arab causes, find peaceful solutions to regional 
crises, and strengthen regional and international peace and 
security.  
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At 1:45 PM on 15 March 2019, a gunman attacked Al Noor Mosque in Christchurch, New 
Zealand, during Friday prayer, killing 51 and wounding 50 out of 300 worshippers.

During the indiscriminate shooting, the terrorist assailant had a camera fixed on his helmet 
livestreaming this horror on Facebook. The gunman, Brenton Tarrant, was a 28-year-old right-
wing extremist believing in white supremacy.

Terrorism Memory

Christchurch Terrorist Attack
Far-Right Terrorism Hits New Zealand

15 March 201
9Ch

ri
st
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ur
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 Terrorist Attack

 Editors

The Trial
The terrorist was held in pre-trial detention 
on 5 April before being committed to the High 
Court to stand trial. On 27 August 27 2020, 
Judge Cameron Mander sentenced New 

Zealand Mosque gunman Brenton Tarrant to 
life in prison without parole on 51 charges of 
murder. He was also sentenced to a lifetime 
in prison for committing a terrorist act and 
12 years for 40 counts of attempted murder. 
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It was the first time a court in New Zealand had sentenced 
a person to prison for the rest of their life without parole. It 
is the utmost penalty in the country. 

Auckland Law School lecturer Dylan Asafo wrote after the 
verdict: “But while we may celebrate the criminal justice 
system for giving the terrorist the strongest available 
punishment, which it has never given before, it might also 
be a good time for us to take a moment to think about how 
well our government has responded to the attacks; in 
particular, the steps it has taken to stop similar attacks of 
Islamophobic hate from happening again.  In other words, 
we need to ask ourselves: what laws and policies has the 
government implemented to protect Muslim communities, 
and peoples of colour in general, from future acts of 
extremist right wing, white supremacist terrorism? While 
these laws show that the government was willing and 
able to respond to the gun violence aspect, one cannot 
help but ask – what has been done to address the white 
supremacist, Islamophobic hate that drove the attacks and 
to stop these ideas from proliferating in the first place? 
Unfortunately, this is where our government is failing – and 
it’s not because it’s not able, but because it’s not willing”.

Media and Terrorism
Tarrant left behind a 74-page manifesto titled “The Great 
Replacement” that was posted online, in which he plotted 
for the attack 2 years prior and chose Christchurch as 
the target only 3 months before the attack. He warned 
against a potential invasion from India, China, or Turkey. 
He believed attacking Muslims shall receive maximum 
support and that they are one of the strongest groups with 
high fertility. He praised Pope Urban II who launched the 
first crusade against Muslims. He expressed his support 
for US President Donald Trump as a symbol of renewed 
white identity. When Trump was asked whether he saw 
white nationalists as a global threat, he answered, “I don’t 
really ... I think it’s a small group of people that have very, 
very serious problems, I guess ... But it’s certainly a terrible 
thing”.

The livestream posted by the terrorist spread on other 
streaming platforms, such as Live Leak and YouTube. 
Accordingly, the police, Muslim support groups and 
government entities called for taking down or reporting 
the video whenever anyone comes across it. Moreover, the 
Office of Film and Literature Classification (New Zealand) 
banned the livestream video of the attack, thus criminalizing 
any copying, display, or redistribution of it. However, several 
media houses in Australia and tabloids in the UK published 
parts of the livestream, including Sky News Australia.

The terrorist incident demonstrates how far-right 
extremists may use the internet to gather support across 
several platforms. It also shows how governments, security 
agencies, and tech companies are unprepared to deal with 
the mobilization of far-right extremism via the Dark Web.

Christchurch Call
Two months after the terrorist attack, New Zealand 
Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern met with French president 
Emmanuel Macron, 10 other Presidents, and senior 
officials from internet companies in Paris on 15 May 2019 
and launched the initiative of Christchurch Call to eliminate 
online terrorist and violent extremist content. The initiative 
was supported by over 50 countries, 3 international 
organizations, and 8 internet service providers. The Trump 
administration refused to sign the Christchurch Call 
Initiative, but Biden’s did in May 2021.

The initiative comprises a series of active and effective 
commitments made by states, facilities, and civil society 
to combat online violent extremist and terrorist content 
by cooperating, coordinating efforts, and respecting the 
internet core values of transparency, openness, and the 
protection of rights.

This unprecedented cooperation yielded good preliminary 
results. At the 74th session of the UN General Assembly 
in New York in September 2019, and after several 
rounds of negotiations with internet companies in Paris, 
San Francisco, and Seattle, the French President and 
New Zealand’s Prime Minister announced a number of 
measures, primarily:

• Structural and governance reform of the Global 
Internet Forum to Counter Terrorism (GIFCT).

• The creation of task forces for the GIFCT forum to 
conduct research on terrorist and violent extremist 
groups’ usage of the internet, and developing a 
common framework for data exchange that respects 
user privacy and fundamental rights.

• Developing a joint protocol for crisis management 
between states and facilities to counter any online 
terrorist attack or content effectively and promptly.

It is truly alarming that this type of terrorism and extremism 
is steadily growing. All European and US statistics and 
official reports show a gradual increase in the number of 
far-right terrorist attacks in recent years, which increased 
400% in the US between 2016 and 2017. The Global 
Terrorism Index (GTI 2019) confirms that attacks attributed 
to extremist far-right individuals or groups have tripled, 
which is the same rate of extremist far-right prisoners 
recorded in European countries in 2018. 
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Edit Schlaffer is an Austrian scholar of sociology known 
for her active work in combating extremism and terrorism. 
She has pioneering experiences and initiatives in the field 
far from military and security confrontation. She has 
emphasized the importance of Mothers’ responsibilities in 
the fight against extremism because they are the closest to 
their children, observe their behavior, and are capable of 
recognizing any early warning signs of deviation, in addition 
to their important role in guiding and instilling values and 
principles of tolerance, which develops a culture of love 
and peace among children rather than hate and violence.

From a Researcher to an Activist
Schlaffer started her career as a researcher in countries 
suffering from political turmoil such as Syria, Iraq, and 
Yemen, where she witnessed violence and brutality 
towards women and children refugees, which prompted 
a career shift as an activist advocating for women’s 
rights. Throughout her career, she observed how mothers 
immensely suffered when their children joined terrorist 
organizations. She investigated how they identified early 
warning signs of deviation in their behavior and discovered 
that the majority of them lacked the knowledge and 
experience to properly deal with their children. Schlaffer 
believes that educating mothers on how to deal with 
their children in such situations is essential, emphasizing 
that mothers are the much needed but missing ally for 
counterterrorism and the most important source for 
identifying the means of recruitment and the best solutions 
to the extremist dilemmas in question.

MotherSchools
Schlaffer launched several counter-extremism initiatives 
with the help of mothers. In 2001, she founded the Women 
without Borders (WwB) international nonprofit organization 
headquartered in Vienna, engaging women from around 
the world to combat the recruitment of young people into 
terrorist organizations. She believed that women are key 
agents of change and driving forces for stability in an 
insecure world. WwB collaborated with counter-terrorism 
experts in the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE). Given its counter-extremism efforts, WwB 
receives financial support from EU ministries and the US 
Department of State.

In 2010, MotherSchools worked across several countries 
as a pioneering experience for training mothers to face 
the risk of their children’s exposure to extremism and 
joining terrorist groups. The idea developed on a research 
mission to Tajikistan, where there is an increased number 

of children dropping out of school and leaving their homes 
to join extremist groups. 

MotherSchools enrolled mothers whose children had 
joined extremist groups after being lured by false material 
and moral temptations. Schlaffer designed the curriculum 
with the assistance of competent authorities to provide 
extensive training on self-confidence, how to monitor 
their Children’s, adolescents’, and youths’ psychological 
development, monitor their internet usage, recognize signs 
of danger and deviation, and learn the best approach to 
addressing the problem. Mothers attend MotherSchools 
once a week for ten weeks.

Following the huge success of the program, it became a 
global movement aiming to combat extremism through 
mothers. MotherSchools had reached some 3,000 women in 
16 countries, from Tanzania, Bangladesh, Austria, Belgium, 
Britain, Germany, India, Pakistan, Indonesia, and Nigeria. 
Germany was the first to have its first batch of graduates 
of trained mothers of Syrian and Algerian origins. Not only 
could they protect themselves and their children from 
extremism, but they also trained other women in their 
households or work environments for further benefit and 
awareness. 

Sisters Against Violent Extremism (SAVE)
Continuing to foster the responsibility of mothers in 
combating violent extremism, Schlaffer founded the 
world’s first female PVE platform, Sisters Against Violent 
Extremism (SAVE), in 2008 that aims to create a link 
between women and decisionmakers, and develop counter-
terrorism strategies. SAVE accomplished an array of 
projects in schools, universities, NGOs, and local women’s 
associations in various countries to counter violent 
extremism, such as “Yemen Hotline” that provides free 
social psychology services for families concerned about 
family members’ involvement in violent extremist acts. 

Schlaffer produced short films featuring women as 
agents of change. Her recent film, Your Mother, features 
the testimonies of mothers of sons who harmed others 
in the name of Jihad. The film is used as an educational 
tool to raise awareness in communities where extremism 
is propagated. Recently, WwB has not only worked on 
countering terrorism, but has also used this model to 
combat the issue of foreign fighters, particularly in Europe.

Certificates and Awards 
Schlaffer won several awards for her efforts in promoting 
women’s contribution to combating extremism, including 
the Soroptimist International Europe Peace Prize. Her 
work was named “best practice model” by UNESCO. 
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RETURNING FOREIGN FIGHTERS: 
A RENEWED GLOBAL THREAT

The phenomenon of returning foreign fighters has drawn 
the serious attention of those interested in combating 
terrorism around the world after terrorist ISIS has managed 
to recruit 40,000 foreign fighters from 80 countries to fight 
for the alleged state in lands occupied in Syria and Iraq in 
2014. The UN Security Council promptly issued Resolutions 
2178 (2014) and 2396 (2017) to fight this looming threat. 
Despite the defeat of ISIS and the demise of its self-
proclaimed state, the Russia–Ukraine war in 2014 and 
2022 reiterated concern over the phenomenon of foreign 
fighters, particularly given how the warring parties have 
competed over polarizing them to fight for them.
Given how the threats posed by those fighters often fester 
after they leave the battlefield, this issue tackles some 
aspects of this phenomenon. Mohammad Suwailmy 
discusses the Tunisian experience of countering the 
returning foreign terrorist fighters (RFTFs) phenomenon 
that has become an impasse for both states and societies. 
Handling RFTFs from hotbeds of tension and turmoil to 
Tunisia is yet ill-defined and the issue is still regarded from 
different perspectives. Thus, the situation requires prompt 
cooperation between state apparatuses, institutions, 
and civil society to develop a comprehensive policy and 
a concrete plan that entail meaningfully addressing and 
embracing the risks and relevant issues of returning 
fighters. Addressing the crisis does not only require a 
security approach, but also other means to embrace 
returnees and to purge them from the traces of deadly 
violence and subversive extremist ideology.
Abdul Sattar Abdul Rahman addresses an often-overlooked 
aspect of RFTFs, which is the association of the far right with 
foreign fighters who have been involved in recent decades 
with terrorist al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and terrorist ISIS in 
Iraq and Syria. The far right dates back further than these 
two terrorist organizations in encouraging foreign fighters 
to fight in different conflict zones, as in Greece (1821–

1829), the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), and Zimbabwe 
War of Independence/Rhodesian Bush War (1964–1979), 
then the Nicaraguan Revolution (1978–1990), the civil war 
in Yugoslavia (1991–2001), and finally in Syria and Ukraine.
Dr. Moin Yahya al-Qeely analyzes the legal dilemma 
of handling RFTFs and the international frameworks 
of treatment, either UN Security Council resolutions or 
regional and international initiatives. He calls for global 
cooperation regarding the RFTFs phenomenon, taking key 
relevant UN principles into full consideration, including the 
repatriation of foreign fighters to their countries for trial, 
rehabilitation, and reintegration into society. In addition, he 
emphasizes the importance of establishing an international 
court for the prosecution of detainees before repatriating 
them to their homelands.
Dr. Hany Ramadan Zarad sheds light on the European 
experience with foreign fighters returning from conflict 
zones based on a study made by Egle E. Murauskaite, who 
analyzes the European approach to handling returning 
fighters from the first Russia–Ukraine war in 2014 in terms 
of the profiles and patterns of those fighters, the threats 
involved and the openings available to them upon their 
return, and how to learn from the experience to avoid future 
risks.
Dr. Hamdy Bashir proposes an Arab security strategy to 
handle fighters returning from Ukraine based on promoting 
Arab cooperation to counter the phenomenon of returning 
foreign fighters from armed conflict zones, find solutions and 
develop policies and sustainable strategic plans to address 
this phenomenon, and develop counter-terrorism entities 
and their affiliated Arab and regional security initiatives 
and services. This is to provide recommendations and find 
solutions for decisionmakers to take comprehensive and 
active measures to address the phenomenon of returning 
fighters from armed conflict zones. 
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RETURN OF TUNISIAN FIGHTERS: 
A STATE AND COMMUNITY IMPASSE

11

 Mohammad Suwailmy
In the second decade of the 21st century, several Arab countries witnessed 
consecutive rapid changes following the Arab Spring revolutions and the 
subsequent collapse of security forces. Some failed to get a grip on their 
borders, and the consequences of these transformations continue to this 
day, causing chaos and security confusion.

 Researcher in extremism and terrorism, Tunisia.
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Highest Risk
The situation in Syria was probably the most serious, most 
evidently reflecting security vulnerability at the time. ISIS’ 
terrorist activity grew immensely over larger areas, from 
Mosul in Iraq to Raqqa and Idlib in Syria under the name of 
the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) or the alleged 
Caliphate State, polarizing thousands of recruits from 
various countries.

Despite the root or circumstantial causes of the emergence 
and empowerment of this terrorist entity, successive events 
have manifested its brutality and violent crimes against 
humanity that spare no one, young or old, in capitals and 
urban centers. This prompted the establishment of the 
Global Coalition Against Daesh in 2014, comprising 85 
countries. The coalition managed to hunt down ISIS and 
restore all lands usurped in Iraq and Syria, which prompted 
many of its members to flee back to their homeland or 
other more fragile countries where it may flourish again. 

However, the return of those fighters has become a huge 
pain for security services in many Arab countries and the 
whole world.  Returning foreign fighters pose a serious 
threat to the security of their own countries as they, most 
likely, become active factors behind the spread of violent 
extremism. Thus, governments must take prompt and 
serious action to prevent such a threat. Besides, among 
countries facing this challenge, Tunisia is even more 
serious given the crucial internal situation, economic crises, 
and political conflicts that wearied state apparatuses and 
institutions. 

Lack of Information
Examining the return of Tunisian fighters, there seems to 
be an intelligence issue regarding the absence of an official 
database of the numbers, names, and actions of Tunisians 
fighting for ISIS. That was mainly why security services 
failed to address the issue, which led to the incompetence 
of airport authorities, border services, and land crossings 
towards identifying returnees based on prior information. 
However, unofficial estimates indicated that nearly 7,000 
Tunisians joined ISIS in Iraq, Syria, and Libya, forming ISIS’ 
largest foreign fighters’ battalions. Many even became 
leading fighters on the front lines. 

Returning Tunisian fighters amounted to nearly 800 in 
2017. With the growing numbers in recent years and the 
probability of more returning, there are concerns over 
their capacity to create sleeper cells in Tunisia after 
having been involved in fighting, or North Africa in general 
becoming ISIS’ next hub, which requires a solid plan to 
address the issue. 

Waves of Violence
Tunisia has been hit by successive waves of violence in 
2011, when armed groups carried out several terrorist 
attacks that shook Tunisian security services and put them 
in a tight spot. 2015 witnessed multiple bloody crimes 
plotted by terrorist ISIS which claimed responsibility, 
including the Bardo museum heavy mass shooting in the 
Tunisian capital, killing 22 and injuring 50, mostly tourists. 
ISIS praised the attackers and how they managed to 
terrorize the Tunisian infidels and their crusader guests. 

Three months later, a young Tunisian man pulled out a 
Kalashnikov and opened fire on a beach in Sousse, Tunisia, 
killing 38 people and injuring 39 others. A suicide bomber 
killed 12 Tunisian presidential guards in November 2015. 
ISIS announced at the time that many Tunisians wanted to 
fight for ISIS, implying that ISIS has loyal followers in Tunisia 
who are willing to follow orders from ISIS leadership.

According to reports, fighters were trained outside of 
Tunisia. ISIS built up training camps for fighters and made 
explosives for terrorist attacks while Libya was in disarray. 
The extensive borders of Tunisia, notably with Libya, added 
to the vulnerability of the security situation. With the aid 
of trafficking organizations with significant influence in 
border regions, they were utilized by returning fighters 
as an illegal transit route. The movement of fighters from 
Libya to Turkey and subsequently to Syria was made easier 
by this very strategy. Returnees were able to plan and carry 
out terrorist activities due to lack of intelligence information 
and inadequate organizational capabilities.

Bitter Dispute
With the lack of expertise in addressing such growing 
terrorist groups and waves of violence in Tunisia, there 
have been discordant viewpoints on how to handle the 
crisis of returning fighters. Some believe they should be 
imprisoned and argue against their reintegration into the 
Tunisian society, believing that the psychological makeup 
of returning fighters poses a threat to social peace and 
security given how they have become experts in hit-and-
run tactics and camouflage since they have been involved in 
combat with terrorist groups. They have also been involved 
in killings, slaughters, and beheadings, and have believed 
in the alleged Caliphate State in Iraq and the Levant but 
have failed to make it a reality, and have thus returned quite 
discouraged. Hence, they are likely to pursue this dream 
in Tunisia, which means their presence as free citizens is 
considered a threat, especially under the current political 
and economic turmoil. Not holding retuning fighters 
accountable for crimes they committed may encourage 
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them to commit the same crimes in Tunisia. Other experts, 
however, believe that imprisonment may not yield the 
desired outcomes. They fear that in prisons terrorists 
may be able to polarize and recruit others by advocating 
terrorist and extremist ideologies to non-ideologized 
criminals. In addition, people join ISIS for different motives; 
some perhaps actively participate in terrorist acts, while 
others are only involved in minor, non-violent crimes. Some 
return to their homelands having been disappointed by the 
extremist ideology they believed in someday or to recruit 
others and expand on terrorist operations in their countries 
and abroad. This requires deciphering those returnees 
on an individual basis and bringing those convicted with 
serious crimes to justice.

Former Tunisian President Moncef Marzouki supported 
the second point of view. He proposed a legislation that 
would allow some returnees to reintegrate into society. 
This approach, however, received little support. The 
Tunisian parliament passed a counter-terrorism law in 
2015, allowing law enforcement authorities to prosecute 
anyone who committed terrorist acts outside the country. 
In practice, however, the approach has encountered 
significant legal challenges, as authorities frequently 
lacked clear evidence of suspects' terrorist activities in 
conflict zones.

Meanwhile, a third point of view argues for the necessity of 
isolating returning fighters in special centers and providing 
them with long-term psychiatric treatment for years until 
their supervisors are satisfied that they have abandoned 
the deviant, extremist, and takfiri ideologies in order to be 
reintegrated into society.

Tunisian Society
Another dilemma arises when handling returning Tunisian 
fighters regarding the willingness of Tunisians to assimilate 
or reintegrate those returnees. The dilemma is directly 
impacted by their return since they are part of their social 
structure, united by ties of blood or social relationships. 
It is society that can embrace them and facilitate their 
reintegration. Meanwhile, the problem with reintegration 
is that those fighters left the country and held aggressive 
stances against their people, joined a terrorist organization 

with extremist ideologies, values, relations, and practices, 
and engaged in a world of terror and deadly violence. Thus 
society—as in families, relatives, neighbors, and friends—
finds it hard to deal with, meet, and coexist with such 
returnees. 

There is another humanitarian aspect to this dilemma 
regarding returning women and children, where the 
potential risks associated with the returning men do not 
apply of course to children and most women. Accordingly, 
human rights organizations interfered, calling for the 
humane treatment of returnees, not condemning children 
for crimes committed by their fathers, and giving women 
their full rights to due legal process while in custody. 

They also called upon Tunisian authorities to exert their 
utmost efforts to retrieve children stranded in camps 
and prisons in Libya, Syria, and Iraq. Leaving them there 
evidently threatens Tunisia and other countries. Although 
the issue took a long time and successive statements by 
Tunisian officials emphasizing the great efforts made to 
retrieve those children, the authorities were accused of 
not handling the issue seriously enough, given that only a 
handful of children returned to Tunisia, whereas 44 children 
remain in prisons. Accordingly, civil society organizations 
cooperated with families to pressure the authorities to 
raise the issue and retrieve the children.

Conclusion
The best strategy for dealing with fighters returning 
to Tunisia from conflict zones is still undetermined. 
The problem continues to be examined from various 
perspectives. In order to build a comprehensive strategy 
and a practical plan that truly address and embrace 
the risks and pertinent issues of returning fighters, it is 
necessary that governmental apparatuses, institutions, 
and the broad spectrum of civil society work together as 
soon as possible. It must be stated that solving the problem 
requires more than just a security approach; it also calls 
for other strategies to welcome back refugees, cleanse 
them of the remnants of deadly violence and subversive 
extremist ideology that contradicts Islamic teachings, stop 
them from resuming terrorist activity, learn from various 
international experiences, and work together with them to 
address the issue. It is not only Tunisia's problem, but the 
problem of the entire world. 



Francisco FrancoAnders Breivik

FAR-RIGHT FOREIGN FIGHTERS:
A NEW WAVE OF TERRORISM

In recent decades, the concept of foreign fighters has been introduced to the media, law, and politics 
in relation to the terrorist organization al-Qaeda. It was then associated with terrorist organizations, 
specifically ISIS, which polarized over 40,000 foreign fighters from 80 countries to join them in Iraq 
and Syria.

 Abdul Sattar Abdul Rahman

 Journalist and Researcher at the Saudi Research and Media Group (SRMG).
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Historical Overview
In the Greek War of Independence(1821–1829), Europeans 
were the first to recruit foreign fighters. Over a century later, 
during the Spanish Civil War (19361939-), the extremist 
right-wing formed the "Corps of Volunteer Troops" (Corpo 
Truppe Volontarie) to fight alongside militant groups 
fighting for rightist General Francisco Franco against the 
Republican front. 

US extremist rightists joined military organizations in 
several countries. Members of the White Nationalist Party 
(WNP) volunteered to fight for the Rhodesian Security 
Forces in the Zimbabwe War of Independence/Rhodesian 
Bush War (1964–1979). During the Nicaraguan Revolution 
(1978–1990), US paramilitary groups, such as Civilian 
Material Assistance (CMA), recruited extremist rightists.

It was during this time that far-right groups in Italy, such 
as the New force and National Vanguard, maintained close 
relations with right-wing totalitarian regimes in Europe. 
Members of these groups travelled to Greece, Spain, and 
Portugal for training and to acquire skills necessary for 
terrorist attacks in Italy. During the civil war in Yugoslavia 
(1991–2001), extremist rightists, including Greek fighters 
from the extremist right-wing movement “Golden Dawn” 
and extremist rightist foreign fighters from Croatian military 
and paramilitary forces joined the Army of Republika 

Srpska (VRS) and engaged in the massacres committed 
against Bosniak Muslims, namely the Srebrenica genocide 
in 1995.

In recent years, far-right foreign fighters engaged in several 
conflicts, particularly in Syria and Ukraine. Observers 
assert that some of the far-right foreign fighters who fought 
in Syria and Ukraine (Russia’s annexation of the Crimean 
Peninsula in 2014) migrated to other conflict-inflicted 
countries. For example, flocks of those fighters now join 
groups engaged in the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh 
between Azerbaijan and Armenia. Moreover, members of 
the Imperial Legion, the militant branch of the extreme-
right Russian Imperial Movement (RIM), headed to Libya.

Warfighting Lab
Far-right foreign fighters use the conflicts in Ukraine 
and Syria as warfighting laboratories, raising concerns 
about these countries, particularly Ukraine, becoming the 
Afghanistan of the 1980s, breeding and training terrorist 
organisations in Central Europe.

The spread of white extremists on battlegrounds 
and their participation in combat provides them 
with significant experience in planning attacks and 
using arms and sophisticated warfare technologies, 
such as communications, encryption, and the use of 
cryptocurrencies for covert financing of their activities. 
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According to former FBI counter-terrorism agent Ali Soufan, 
“Even before the Taliban fully took over, various extremist 
groups were running training camps there, the way they 
did before 911/ ... For 12 years, we tried our best to ignore 
Afghanistan — until the horror of 911/ finally forced us 
awake”. That is exactly what right-wing fighters are doing 
now.  Jihadists took conflicts in Afghanistan, Chechnya, 
the Balkans, Iraq, and Syria as an opportunity to master 
combat tactics, employ technologies, perform actions, 
and enhance transnational networks. White supremacist 
extremists take Ukraine as a warfighting lab.

Following the outbreak of the Ukraine crisis in 2014, 
extreme rightists from neighboring countries joined 
both sides of the conflict. These organizations function 
in different ways. Some have connections directly to the 
government, while others have connections to independent 
paramilitary groups. 

Despite the lack of accurate statistics, some estimates 
indicate that since 2014 nearly 2,000 far-right foreign 
fighters joined the conflict, mostly from Belarus and some 
from Germany, Serbia, France, Italy, USA, Australia, Poland, 
and Georgia, to fight on the Ukrainian side. Meanwhile, 
RIM was the most active extremist right-wing organization 

in Donbas. It maintains strong ties with other European 
far-right organizations, such as the Nordic Resistance 
Movement responsible for the 2017 attack on a center for 
asylum seekers in Gothenburg, Sweden. In 2020, the US, 
followed by Canada in 2021, enlisted the movement as a 
terrorist organization.

Rightists in Syria
The far-right was involved in the war on terrorism even 
though some extremist rightists engaged in the same 
terrorism they claim to be fighting. The war in Syria has 
created a new battlefield for far-right fighters who flocked 
there to join various organizations, such as the Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG), and Christian militant 
groups aligned with the Syrian regime, such as the Assyrian 
Patriotic Party (APP), which traditionally represented 
the interests of Eastern Assyrians in the Khabur Valley 
along the Turkish borders; the Syriac Military Council in 
al-Hasakah Governorate in Syria; the Gozarto Protection 
Forces (GPF), an Assyrian militia based in Qamishli, Syria; 
and the Guardians of the Dawn, a coalition of Christian pro-
government militias active in Southern Syria. 

It is difficult to estimate the number of rightist foreign 
fighters in those organizations. However, some reports 
based on their profiles show that their average age 
is 32 and that only 3% of them are women. 73 out of 
108 US rightist foreign fighters who were interviewed 
used to serve in the US army. Rightist foreign fighters 
revealed their motivations for fighting in Syria, including 
their desire for adventure, animosity towards Muslims, 
the desire to defend Christian minorities, rejection of 
economic problems, and opposition to US foreign policy. 
Far-right foreign fighters supported al-Assad’s regime 
and fought for Syrian and Russian ally groups. Norwegian 
and Swedish foreign fighters received military training 
and equipment from the Russian armed forces in 2017, 
then were included in the pro-Syrian government forces. 
British and Spanish rightist fighters joined governmental 
and non-governmental organizations opposing ISIS.

The mutual support between al-Assad’s fighters and 
far-right foreign fighters has fueled the flow of foreign 
fighters to Syria. This alliance was supported by European 
right-wing organizations. For instance, CasaPound Italia, 
a former Italian neo-fascist political party, repeatedly 
announced its support for the Syrian President. Other 
far-right parties in Europe, such as the British National 
Party (BNP) and the National Rebirth of Poland/National 
Revival of Poland (NOP), also announced their support for 
al-Assad.
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Terrorist Figures
Many rightist foreign fighters abroad have become role 
models and examples to their peers who have not left 
their countries. For example, in his statement, Norwegian 
right-wing terrorist Anders Breivik, who carried out two 
terrorist attacks in Oslo and on the island of Utoya on 
22 July 2011, killing 70 and injuring 319, mentioned the 
war in Yugoslavia several times and praised the crimes 
and massacres committed by right-wing armed groups 
loyal to Serbia, stating that “Good becomes evil and evil 
becomes good. In Oslo, aggressive cultures like Islam will 
increasingly predominate, spreading like cancer”. 

Brenton Tarrant, the right-wing extremist who executed 
the Christchurch massacre against Muslim worshippers 
on 15 March 2019, referred to the war in Yugoslavia with 
racist slogans on his rifle. They were quoted in an extremist 
nationalist Serbian song celebrating Radovan Karadžić who 
committed terrible crimes of genocide against Muslims 
in Bosnia. These two examples demonstrate how the 
participation of far-right foreign fighters in conflict zones 
has generated heroes from the extremist right-wing. 

Future Risk
Counter-terrorism professionals and experts predict that 
those far-right foreign fighters shall cause a huge security 
crisis in the short or long run and that their return shall 
create a complex problem. There is much controversy 
among scholars and professionals over the most effective 
counter measures, taking into account the obstacles that 
still arise regarding the return of foreign fighters who 
fought with ISIS in Iraq and Syria. 

The discord stems from the legal definition of “foreign 
fighters”. UN Security Council resolution no. (2178) of 2014 
defines “foreign fighters” as “individuals who travel to a 
State other than their States of residence or nationality for 
the purpose of the perpetration, planning, or preparation 
of, or participation in, terrorist acts or the providing or 
receiving of terrorist training, including in connection 
with armed conflict.” This definition has become a bone of 
contention, where the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) argued that associating armed conflicts with 
terrorism might be wrong and may lead to categorizing all 
non-state actors as terrorist bodies.

The identity of foreign fighters is not the only source of 
disagreement. Other, more serious threats exist. When 
foreign fighters enter war zones, violence increases, 
particularly against civilians. They gain hands-on 
experience with weapons and military planning. Foreign 
fighters from various countries gather in conflict zones to 

form transnational links between individuals and extremist 
right-wing organisations. When they return to their home 
countries, they polarize others, form cells and networks 
that provide financial and logistical support to potential 
peer fighters, exacerbate social polarization, and promote 
lone wolf terrorism patterns. 

Other concerns also arise over the growth of extremism 
among upholders of extremist right-wing ideologies due to 
the rising numbers of rightist non-violent groups leaving the 
political sphere and using violence for political purposes. 
This is evident in USA, for example, where intelligence 
and law enforcement agencies warned against the huge 
threat of violent extremists who have racist and ethnic 
motives, particularly white supremacists. They revealed 
that in the past 4 years, the violence of foreign fighters has 
surpassed that of other terrorist groups and has become a 
predominant pattern of terrorism in the US. This prompted 
US President Joe Biden to develop a strategic plan to 
counter this domestic type of terrorism. 

Brenton Tarrant
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THE LEGAL DILEMMA
OF RETURNING FOREIGN 

TERRORIST FIGHTERS

 Researcher in international relations and Advisor at the Ministry of Education, Yemen.

With the exacerbating Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTFs) and as large 
numbers have joined extremist organizations, namely ISIS and al-
Qaeda, receiving training on using arms and explosives and all acts 
of violence, their return to their countries has been a security concern 
for most countries.

 Dr. Moin Yahya al-Qeely 
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Huge Dilemma
Policymakers and law-enforcement 
officials have had a hard time ap-
proaching returnees legally, given 
that some countries have no options 
but to accept them as their citizens. 
This prompted the search for a way 
out to handle the issue and, at the 
same time, achieve balance between 
law enforcement, establishing securi-
ty, and respecting ethics, thus sparing 
countries their risks in future.
     Proving that foreign fighters were 
involved in terrorist acts is one of the 
most difficult challenges that judi-
cial authorities in various countries 
face. The public prosecution can of-

ten prove individuals' departure 
from conflict zones, but not their 
affiliation to terrorist organiza-
tions or involvement in mili-
tant crimes. What complicates 

matters even more is the lack 
of legal foundations 

and a framework 
for identifying 
terrorist crimes. 
Even though cer-

tain provisions 
of the 

Crimi-

nal Code may be sufficient for a trial 
in some cases, the penalties are fre-
quently lenient and do not reflect the 
gravity of the threat. Furthermore, 
unlawful combatants are not subject 
to the same conditions as prisoners 
of war. They are not protected by the 
Geneva Conventions (III) on Prisoners 
of War. 
Here are some of the most important 
legislations, laws, resolutions, prin-
ciples, and conventions that regulate 
the legal framework approaching for-
eign fighters and their return to their 
homelands.

UN Security Council
Several resolutions and conventions 
regarding terrorism were approved. 
In this regard, the UN Security Coun-
cil resolutions bind Member State 
parties with the relevant laws within 
the framework of the national laws of 
each country. The UN Security Council 
passed the following resolutions: S/
RES/1373 (2001); S/RES/2178 (2014); 
and S/RES/2396 (2017). 
Resolution 1373 (2001), is the most 
comprehensive resolution through 
which subsequent resolutions are in-
terpreted; it was issued following the 
9/11 events and prompted a series of 
international conventions on fighting 
violent extremism and terrorism. 

Resolution 2178 (2014) defined For-
eign Terrorist Fighters as “individu-
als who travel to a State other than 
their States of residence or nation-
ality for the purpose of the perpe-
tration, planning, or preparation 
of, or participation in, terrorist 
acts or the providing or receiving 

of terrorist training, including 
in connection with armed 
conflict”. It calls on Member 
States to reinforce their ef-
forts that aim to stop the 
threat of foreign fighters 

through three approach-
es: (criminal laws, pen-
alties, and preemptive 

measures). 

Resolution 2396 (2017) encourages 
Member States to detect and interro-
gate returning Foreign Terrorist Fight-
ers (FTFs) and calls for interstate co-
operation and information exchange in 
this regard.

International Cooperation
Over the past 60 years, 19 count-
er-terrorism conventions and reso-
lutions were passed. In 1979, the UN 
General Assembly established the 
principles of combating international 
terrorism through the Declaration on 
Principles of International Law con-
cerning Friendly Relations and Coop-
eration among States in conformity 
with the UN Charter. In 1972, the Gen-
eral Assembly decided to establish an 
Ad Hoc Committee on International 
Terrorism, which set out an accepted 
definition of international terrorism. In 
1999, the General Assembly produced 
the Draft International Convention for 
the Suppression of Terrorism.
On 8 September 2006, the UN Gener-
al Assembly adopted the UN Global 
Counter-Terrorism Strategy to ad-
dress the FTF phenomenon. Even 
though the Strategy, unlike UN Secu-
rity Council resolutions, is not legal-
ly binding to Member States, it is a 
unique global instrument to enhance 
national, regional and international 
efforts to counter terrorism. Member 
States adopted the strategy by con-
sensus based on four pillars: 
• addressing the situations leading 

to the spread of terrorism; 
• preventing and countering terror-

ism; 
• building the capacities of coun-

tries to prevent terrorism; 
• and ensuring respect for human 

rights and the rule of law.
The UN approved a law-making meth-
odology which encouraged the con-
clusion of bilateral and multilateral 
agreements within the framework of 
regional and international organiza-
tions. These agreements attempted to 
dry up terrorism wellsprings and cut 
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financial support off violent groups. 
Moreover, developing means of de-
terrence became the responsibility of 
national criminal laws.
The legal framework for countering 
Foreign Terrorist Fighters included 
some initiatives that provided import-
ant recommendations and good prac-
tices that prompted Member States to 
enhance their response to the RFTFs 
threat. 
Some agreements are considered sig-
nificant initiatives in this regard:
1. The 1977 European Convention 

on the Suppression of Terrorism: 
This convention was signed in 
France in 1977, entered into force 
in August 1978, and was ratified 
in 2003. The convention estab-
lished an array of commitments 
for addressing terrorism and re-
turning foreign fighters. Adopting 
this convention, officials ensured 
the implementation of a twofold 
goal, first: the operationalization 
of the European Convention and 
its provisions; second: enhanc-
ing its effectiveness and ability to 
make some adjustments.

2. The Hague–Marrakech Mem-
orandum: This initiative was 
launched by Morocco and the 

Netherlands in 2014 in the 
framework of the Global Coun-
terterrorism Forum (GCTF) for 
policymakers and practitioners 
in various countries to exchange 
good practices of facing the se-
curity threats of Foreign Terror-
ist Fighters. The Memorandum 
set 19 good practices in line with 
the guidance provided by Govern-
ments to develop their own poli-
cies. In 2015, an Addendum was 
annexed to the Memorandum 
comprising seven recommenda-
tions on handling RFTFs.

3. Malta Principles for Reintegrat-
ing RFTFs: The Malta Princi-
ples for Reintegrating Returning 
Foreign Terrorist Fighters is a 
joint initiative launched in 2016 
between the Hedayah Research 
Center and the International In-
stitute for Justice and the Rule of 
Law (IIJ). This initiative proposed 
22 principles to guide Member 
States in their policies and pro-
grams on the reintegration of 
RFTFs.

4. Madrid Guiding Principles: On 
27–28 July 2015, the UN Security 
Council Counter-Terrorism Com-
mittee (CTC) held a special meet-

ing hosted by the Government 
of Spain in Madrid. Pursuant to 
their discussions, participants 
identified 35 Guiding Principles 
that were subsequently adopted 
by the Security Council in Decem-
ber 2015. These Principles build 
upon three major areas:

• Detection of, intervention against 
and prevention of the incitement, 
recruitment and facilitation of 
fForeign Terrorist Fighters. 

• Prevention of travel by foreign 
terrorist fighters, including 
through operational measures, 
the use of advance passenger 
information, and measures to 
strengthen border security.

• Criminalization, prosecution, in-
cluding prosecution strategies 
for returnees, international coop-
eration and the rehabilitation and 
reintegration of returnees.

With the defeat of terrorist ISIS, the UN 
Security Council’s attention shifted to 
the persistent threat posed by RFTFs, 
and called upon CTC in Resolution 
2396 (2017) to review Madrid Guiding 
Principles in light of the threat posed 
by RFTFs. At a special meeting of CTC 
on 13 December 2018 in New York, 17 
additional practices were added in an 
Addendum to the 2015 Madrid Guiding 
Principles to help Member States to 
stem the RFTFs phenomenon.
Regional Cooperation
The counter-terrorism legal frame-
work in the MENA region is associated 
with the improvements made by ma-
jor organizations, entities, and institu-
tions, including:
1) The Arab League: The Arab League 
approved the Arab Convention for the 
Suppression of Terrorism in April 
1998 and endorsed some recom-
mendations at the 26th Arab League 
Summit held in Egypt in 2015. Those 
recommendations addressed critical 
legal matters regarding the definition 
of terrorism, extradition, and letters 
rogatory.
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2) The Organization of African Unity 
(OAU): OAU passed counter-terrorism 
resolutions starting in 1992, regarding 
terrorism perpetrated by individuals 
and groups. In 1999, the OAU Conven-
tion on the Prevention and Combating 
of Terrorism was concluded in Alge-
ria, aiming to reinforce joint African 
counter-terrorism efforts.
3) The Organization of Islamic Coop-
eration (OIC): OIC issued the Code of 
Ethics for Member States involved in 
the fight against international terror-
ism, endorsed it in 1994, then adopted 
the OIC Convention on Combating In-
ternational Terrorism in 1999, which 
entered into force on 7 November 
2002. Individuals engaged in what is 
considered a legitimate armed strug-
gle for self-determination were not 
designated as terrorists under Article 
II of the Convention. Recognizing the 
challenges that hindered the imple-
mentation of the 1999 OIC Convention 
on the Prevention and Combating of 
Terrorism, OIC expressed its intent in 
2016 to propose further rules and up-
date the provisions of the Convention 
to reinforce current cooperations. 
4) EU Measures: Some European gov-
ernments seek to bring back their for-
eign fighters based on their individual 
situations, while many others are re-
luctant due to security concerns. EU 
countries adopted measures to pre-

vent the easy return of foreign terror-
ist fighters and to sue the ones who 
are still in conflict zones or detention 
camps as well as their families. 
Furthermore, relevant EU appara-
tuses help national authorities to 
coordinate investigations and legal 
prosecutions and to facilitate judicial 
cooperation in RFTFs cases by estab-
lishing a Unified Court Record (UCR), 
gathering information on legal proce-
dures in Member States, identifying 
possible correlations, and develop-
ing strategies addressing the RFTFs 
phenomenon. Established procedures 
include gathering incriminating evi-
dence against foreign fighters, such 
as photos of terrorist operations, fin-
gerprints on explosives, and relevant 
e-mails. The Memorandum published 
by the European Union Agency for 
Criminal Justice Cooperation (Euro-
just) in 2020 shows that despite the 
challenges faced when gathering such 
data, making sure they meet the cri-
teria of admissibility of evidence, it 
paved the way for bringing suspect 
terrorists to justice.
Judicial authorities in ten EU countries 
reported that since 2018 they have re-
ceived and used abundant information 
on foreign fighters in conflict zones 
through trial proceedings, such as 
mobile and credit card data. The Mem-
orandum also provided a set of rec-

ommendations to further develop the 
disclosure of evidence of identification 
on foreign fighters, such as reinforcing 
process relationships between judicial 
and law-enforcement authorities and 
other authorities, and border protec-
tion at the national and international 
levels. European countries, including 
Sweden, Germany, France, and the 
Netherlands, also seek to pass new 
terrorism laws that accept the return 
of ISIS foreign fighters while counting 
their crimes as international crimes 
that are punishable by long-term sen-
tences.

Conclusion
Regional and international coopera-
tion regarding the RFTFs phenomenon 
should be promoted, taking key rel-
evant UN principles into full consid-
eration, including the repatriation of 
foreign fighters to their countries for 
trial, rehabilitation, and reintegration 
into society. However, establishing an 
international court for the prosecution 
of detainees before repatriating them 
to their homelands remains an option 
that might ultimately come into action 
to bring justice based on legal and hu-
manitarian criteria. This phenomenon 
requires zero tolerance, because any 
lenience means further extremism, vi-
olence, and terrorism. 
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 Journalist and Researcher at Masarat Center for Studies and Research, Kuwait

The dilemma of foreign fighters returning from war zones like Chechnya and Afghanistan, as 
well as those associated with terrorist groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda and those participating 
in the first Russian-Ukrainian conflict in 2014, severely affected the majority of European 
countries. The problem has sparked a public and political controversy by fostering an 
atmosphere of uncertainty and insecurity. Having gained high combat skills and vast 
communications, most returning foreign fighters have a tendency towards violence. Some 
even committed terrorist crimes that shook the European society and the whole world. 

 Dr. Hany Ramadan Zarad 

Europe’s Experience with Foreign 
Fighters Returning from Conflict Zones

Benefiting from Past Crises 
to Avoid Future Threats
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Controversy Reignited
With the outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine war in February 
2022, controversy flared again over the fate of returning 
foreign fighters and its impact on Europe’s security, 
especially when both sides of the conflict seek to recruit 
the largest number of foreign fighters, and Kyiv having 
announced the formation of an international corps 
specifically for polarization. Reports show that 17,000 
foreign fighters joined either side of the conflict, which 
should trigger security alerts and prompt clear plans to 
deal with those fighters after their return.

In October 2020, the Vilnius institute for Policy Analysis 
focused on this issue and published a book by Egle E. 
Murauskaite, a researcher in political crises and their 
implications on Europe’s security, which tackled the 
European experience with foreign fighters returning from 
the first Russia–Ukraine war in terms of the profiles and 
patterns of those fighters, the risks of their return, and how 
Europe handled the risks. To learn from the experience and 
avoid future risks, here are some key highlights form the 
research.

Patterns of Foreign Fighters
Foreign fighters are categorized into four types:

1. Veterans with Historical Grievances: These are fighters 
who hold grudges against Russia and seek revenge for 
past defeats of their peoples. Among them are Chechen 
fighters who revived the “Sheikh Mansur” battalion that 
had fought earlier in Chechen wars against Russia, then 
scattered throughout Europe. They reunited in Ukraine 
to fight the Russians. Other Chechens joined “Aidar's” 
battalion, working directly for the Ukrainian 
Ministry of Defense. 

This particular group of foreign 
fighters, however, primarily came 
from Moldova and were motivated 
to fight for the pro-Russian side 
by anti-Ukrainian sentiment 
as a result of Kyiv's support 
for the Transnistrian enclave's 
independence in 1990 and its military 

intervention using volunteers and Cossacks. Notably, some 
Ukrainians who had emigrated to Europe and America 
and were motivated by anti-Russian sentiment made the 
decision to go back and fight the Russians there.

2. Disillusioned Ideologues: Right-wing fighters were 
pro-Ukraine, while left-wing, anti-West fighters were pro-
Russia. Rightists believe that Western governments and 
institutions failed to face dictatorships, as in Syria. Fighters 
from Lithuania, the Baltic, and Poland joined the Ukrainian 
side to stop the Russian expansion. Meanwhile, fighters 
from Sweden, France, Italy, Germany, and Austria came 
to fight on the pro-Ukraine side for the “survival of white 
people”.

However, the ideologically motivated foreign fighters on the 
pro-Russian side view the conflict in Ukraine as essential 
to ending NATO and the West's control over Russia's 
sovereignty in Eastern Europe. Due to their historical 
sympathies for communism in opposition to liberal Anglo-
Saxon globalism and the decadent West, fighters from 
France joined the pro-Russian side.

3. Opposition: The majority of the armed opposition joined 
the pro-Ukraine side in order to destabilize Putin's regime. 
Most of them fled their countries due to their political 
opposition to pro-Russian regimes or to seek retribution 
for themselves or their families who had been persecuted 
for their political beliefs. Others see no other way to achieve 
democracy in their countries than through external armed 
conflict, particularly after the domestication of internal 
opposition.

4. Fighting for the Sake of Fighting: This category includes 
experienced foreign fighters, who come to join one conflict 

after another, as well as civilian adventurers curious 
about fighting. 

Concerns and Lessons Learned
Here are some major concerns over foreign 
fighters returning from the Ukrainian war:

• Self-radicalization: This is less 
likely given that the Russia–Ukraine war is 

a guerrilla war or a hybrid war which has not 
witnessed any suicide bombings like those carried 
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out by extremist organizations. Furthermore, despite 
numerous arrests of returning foreign fighters, there 
are definitely no regional or international organizations 
in Ukraine identified as extremist organizations. 
Instead, most foreign fighters in Ukraine tended to 
already hold more extreme political views before 
joining the fight, and they were often already on the 
local law enforcement radar in their homeland. 

• Recruitment Figures: This concern stems from using 
returnees as heroic candidates for recruitment. This 
seems to be a somewhat valid risk in Ukraine given 
the huge influence of social media on recruiting many 
of those prominent fighters, who become role models. 

• Relationships Forged during Battle: The risk worth 
monitoring is the pattern of relations that arose as a 
result of the Ukrainian war. The failed 2016 coup in 
Montenegro was one example; the plot to assassinate 
the prime minister on election day included several 
right-wing extremists who had fought in Ukraine, 
as well as two GRU agents from Russia. Returning 
fighters in the disillusioned ideologues category would 
be of particular concern because they are more likely 
to engage in militant activity and networks, potentially 
leading to anti-government or anti-minority plots. 
Furthermore, pro-Russian fighters would be of greater 

concern if they had been recruited in other conflicts 
by specialized enterprises, such as Wagner, which is 
involved in conflicts in Russia, Libya, and Africa.

Past Experiences
Most European countries used punitive measures to deal 
with foreign fighters returning from Ukraine, ranging from 
reprimands and fines to lengthy prison sentences. Ben 
Stimson of the United Kingdom was the first EU citizen 
to face punishment for fighting in Ukraine; his support 
for the pro-Russian side was classified as assisting acts 
of terrorism, and he was sentenced to 5 years in prison. 
Some concerns have been raised about the discrimination 
between Russia's and Ukraine's supporters. The UK 
authorities responded that each case would be judged on 
its own merits, based on the actions of individuals on the 
battlefield and the evidence available.

Meanwhile, in the Czech Republic, some returning fighters 
were charged with terrorism for their involvement 
in Ukraine's pro-Russian separatist campaign, with 
sentences ranging from 5 to 20 years in prison. Spain was 
yet another prosecutor of its citizens fighting on the pro-
Russian side, apprehending eight foreign fighters in 2015 
on charges of possessing arms and explosives, complicity 
in murders, and endangering Spanish security. However, 
due to a lack of supporting evidence, most of these charges 
were dropped.

In 2015, Italy passed an anti-terrorism law that stipulated 
prison sentences ranging from three to ten years for anyone 
accused of fighting abroad. By 2018, up to 20 Italians 
had been arrested on suspicion of recruiting fighters for 
the Ukrainian conflict, mostly neo-Nazis fighting on the 
pro-Russian side, and 25 others had been detained for 
questioning. Italy appears to be treating these fighters 
selectively; among those prosecuted for fighting on the 
pro-Russian side were Lega Nord members. Meanwhile, 
Italians fighting on the Ukrainian side received legal 
protection from Ukraine based on their legitimate legal 
status during the fight.

In contrast, Belarus sued all returnees from Ukraine, 
both combatants and noncombatants, labelling them 
"mercenaries." This stance stems from the belief that 
the returnees are deemed "opposition" to the Belarus 
regime. Serbia had filed criminal charges against 45 men 
for fighting on the pro-Russian side by mid-2019. Given 
the diplomatic crisis between Serbia and Ukraine, the 
majority of the accused were sentenced to six months in 
prison before having their sentences reduced, dropped, or 
suspended.
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Poland has officially denied any presence of its citizens 
among the fighters in Ukraine, while at the same time 
prosecuting any returnees. Slovakia, however, denied any 
presence of Slovak fighters in Ukraine, but condemned 
such behavior. Meanwhile, the Baltic states handled 
returning foreign fighters differently. Estonia, for instance, 
extradited some of its ethnic Russian citizens to Ukraine 
on terrorism charges, and Latvia chose to prosecute its 
returnees for lesser charges. 
Overall, it is clear that official Western prosecutors' 
strategies for dealing with fighters who have just returned 
from Ukraine are marred by ambiguity and misalignment. 
This contrasts with the obviously adamant stance taken in 
pursuing the fighters who have returned from Syria or Iraq 
on terrorism-related offences. It is noteworthy that the 
majority of individuals apprehended by the prosecution 
were fighters who supported Russia. Pro-Ukrainian 
fighters' legal standing appears to be more murky, 
though, as some of them have served in battalions that 
are officially or unofficially commanded by the Ukrainian 
Ministry of Defense.

The Fate of Returning Foreign Fighters
Compared to the stories of their fighting experiences, 
the fate of returning foreign fighters is significantly less 
frequently documented. Since they typically maintain a 
low profile upon their return and would prefer solitude 
had they settled for good, it is challenging to learn about 
them through personal interviews. The social attitudes they 
typically encounter are as follows:

1. Marginalization: Returning foreign fighters, who 
fought for the Ukrainian or Russian side often suffer 
from marginalization. For example, an Australian fighter 
confirmed being constantly labeled as a potential threat 
to society by local authorities and society activists. The 
Georgian government with pro-Russian leanings had 
several fighters persecuted and subsequently relocated in 
Ukraine or elsewhere in Europe. 

2. Acquisition of Violent Skills: Some foreign fighters 
appear to have entered the battle with the express intent 
of developing the requisite abilities to commit violent 
acts. For instance, in 2017, two Swedish members of the 
neo-Nazi Nordic Resistance Movement, which is fiercely 
anti-immigrant, have reportedly gone into Ukraine to 
train with the pro-Russian side, and upon their return 
bombed a center for asylum seekers in Sweden. Another 
comparable case is an American white supremacist who 
traveled to Europe to celebrate Hitler’s birthday, where he 
met with members of the pro-Ukrainian Azov battalion, 
and subsequently returned to the US to assault protesters 
during the Charlottesville rally. 

3. Silencing and Terrorizing the Opposition: Some 
returning foreign fighters on the pro-Russian side are 
exploited to silence and terrorize the anti-Russian regime 
opposition. A notable example is a Slovak pro-Russian 
fighter who upon his return in 2016 started threatening 
local journalists with violence for criticizing Moscow for 
fighting in Ukraine. 

4. Social Support: The pro-Ukrainian Lithuanian warriors 
claimed that after their return, they received social support 
that improved their socioeconomic standing. Comparatively, 
the Serbian pro-Russian warriors who were not criminally 
charged were neither marginalized nor perceived as a 
threat in public discourse.

5. Forming Unions or Associations: Some foreign fighters 
formed unions or associations on the grounds of “volunteer 
opportunities from Open Arms Fellowship” such as the 
Union of Donbas Volunteers, Donbassforeningen (Sweden), 
and Coordinamento Solidale per il Donbass (Italy), among 
others. 

Conclusion
Ukraine, which has been dominated by extreme right-wing 
nationalists, has been haunted by the consequences of 
the first Russian-Ukrainian conflict. Active members had 
previously fought for fighter organizations like Azov, Aidar, 
Pravyi Sektor, and others. It is not an exaggeration to argue 
that this situation may serve as the catalyst for similar 
movements that may wreak havoc on European politics. 
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TOWARDS AN ARAB SECURITY STRATEGY TO ADDRESS 

FOREIGN FIGHTERS RETURNING FROM UKRAINE

 Dr. Hamd Bashir
Arab fighters in foreign countries who 
return to their homelands pose a serious 
and complex problem for security forces around the Arab 
world. It is a developing, rapidly changing threat to the security and 
stability of Arab countries, particularly given its potential to exacerbate armed 
conflicts and fuel terrorism.

As a result, security forces and policymakers have been developing security strategies and plans to 
combat this phenomenon. This necessitates that terrorism research centers address the updates 
and intensify their efforts to diagnose its nature and identify the causes, implications, and options for 
dealing with it. This is the goal of this article, which will also make recommendations on how to deal 
with the problem and its developments following the Russian-Ukrainian war.

 Researcher in security and terrorism, Egypt.
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Polarization of Fighters
Almost one month into the Russian aggression against 
Ukraine and the outbreak of war, both countries started 
recruiting foreign fighters from the Middle East and 
neighboring countries. The two sides compete over 
recruiting the largest number of armed groups and 
mercenaries. International reports confirm the rising calls 
for volunteering fighters in Ukrainian embassies abroad, 
namely in North Africa and some other African countries.

There are no exact estimates of the number of volunteers, 
but it is undeniably large. The available information on 
the number of foreign fighters polarized by the two sides 
is fraught with uncertainty. Russia declared the formation 
of a battalion of Middle Eastern foreign fighters. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin called for the polarization of 
those who wish to support separatists in Eastern Ukraine 
at a Russian Security Council meeting on 11 March 2022. 
According to intelligence reports, Russia sent nearly 
1,000 mercenaries to Ukraine and recruited even more. 
Furthermore, Russian Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov 
stated that if the West is keen on assisting Ukraine in 
recruiting mercenaries, Russia has 16,000 volunteers in the 
Middle East and Africa ready to fight. Wagner is reported 
to have moved thousands of mercenaries from Syria and 
Central Africa alone to the war zone. 

Meanwhile, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky 
declared the formation of an international battalion of 
almost 20,000 volunteering, very well-trained mercenaries 
from abroad to face the Russian mercenaries’ special 
operations. According to Russian intelligence reports, 
Ukraine enlisted and trained ISIS fighters at the Al-Tanf US 
military base in Syria before sending them to fight alongside 
Ukraine against Russia. 115 Nigerians and 36 Senegalese 
declared their enlistment in Russian forces, according to 
The Guardian Nigeria. 

Foreign Fighters' Profiles
According to international monitoring reports, pro-Russian 
and pro-Ukrainian fighters include Chechens as well as 
European, Arab, and African individuals. Wagner, which 
is utilized in combat zones all over the world to polarize 
foreign troops and mercenaries, is heavily exploited by 
Russia. For instance, Wagner has offices in 23 African 
nations. Since 2018, there have been around 2,000 Wagner 
elements in Central Africa, and there are almost 8,000 
elements in Mali, primarily in Sikasso and Mopti. In addition, 
there are armed fighters stationed in Nigeria, Mozambique, 
and Burkina Faso. According to reports, Wagner sent over 
4,000 mercenaries from the Central African Republic 

in January to assassinate Ukrainian leaders, primarily 
Ukrainian President Zelensky, as a prelude to seizing Kyiv 
the Ukrainian capital.

Mercenaries of many ethnicities were sought after by both 
sides. Russia polarized thousands of fighters by using 
its influence in Libya, Syria, and some African nations. 
Additionally, terrorist groups like al-Qaeda and ISIS made 
use of social media's crucial role in the polarization and 
recruitment of mercenaries. Social media are also used 
for the same purpose by security firms. For instance, the 
employment website Silent Professionals published an 
advertisement blatantly asking veterans who were fluent 
in various languages to secretly travel to Ukraine for a good 
sum of money.

Some researchers categorize foreign fighters against 
Russia according to their nationalities, political orientations, 
and military expertise. According to Ukrainian authorities, 
nearly 66,000 are dual nationals, people of Ukrainian 
origin who hold other nationalities. They regularly fight the 
Russians, as did their fathers and grandfathers in previous 
Soviet wars, for personal motives based on a family history, 
beside the desire for national independence and reaffirming 
Ukraine’s sovereignty compared to sprawling Russia. 
Members of this category do not have exceptional combat 
expertise. They took civilian professions, received varying 
degrees of education, and are highly enthusiastic to serve 
the national cause and fight for the Ukrainian sovereignty.

Describing the Phenomenon
Serious consideration and a thorough investigation of the 
phenomenon of returning foreign fighters from the Russia-
Ukraine war are required to address this issue.

1. Hybrid Warfare and the Rising Phenomenon of 
Foreign Fighters: Wars are no longer conventional 
wars between two regular armies, but have rather 
become battlegrounds for regular and irregular 
armies alike. This type of modern warfare (aka hybrid 
warfare) is, thus, associated with foreign fighters. 
These wars have caused terrorism and mercenaries 
to resurface and have led to the involvement of private 
military companies (PMCs).

2. The Involvement of Different International Agents 
in the Russia-Ukraine War: The crisis cannot be 
reduced to a war between Russia and Ukraine, nor 
can the phenomenon of foreign fighters be examined 
in isolation from its broader context. In actuality, 
the fierce international rivalry between Russia and 
its allies and the pro-Ukraine US and European 
nations could be considered the root cause of the 
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Russian-Ukrainian war. Even while Europe and the 
US refused any military intervention against Russia, 
they denounced the conflict and provided Ukraine 
with military assistance. They also secretly supported 
Russia's efforts to mobilize mercenaries and foreign 
fighters in the war against Russia.

3. Employing Irregular Military Forces: Warring rivals 
rely on various military forces, including PMCs, 
mercenaries, volunteering fighters, and fundamentalist 
and extremist groups. They try to polarize as many 
gangsters and volunteering fighters as possible, who 
fight for money or for a way out of their crisis-inflicted 
countries. 

Some experts believe that terrorist organizations’ decision 
to join the Russia-Ukraine war is motivated by a variety 
of factors. For example, in retaliation aganist Russian 
military attacks that weakened ISIL's influence in Syria, ISIL 
factions from Syria joined the fight for Ukraine, countering 
Russian resurgent influence. Chechen armed factions have 
also declared their intention to join the Ukrainian battalion 
in retaliation against Russia's aggression.

4. Recruiting Foreign Fighters: Conventional warfare 
has become excessively expensive for all parties. As a 
result, warring parties seek to reduce the financial and 
human costs of the conflict by recruiting mercenaries 
and PMCs. Western governments are keen on receiving 
foreign fighters who would fight for Ukraine in order to 

avoid direct confrontations and the high cost of war if it 
is prolonged by involving European armies, as well as 
to demonstrate support for Ukraine.

Potential Threats
Observers warn against the threat of returning foreign 
fighters from Ukraine to regional and international security. 
This is a new wave of returnees after the one from conflict 
zones in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. It poses a direct and 
indirect threat to Arab security:

 🔶 Direct Threat manifested in the return of fighters and 
mercenaries to Arab countries and armed conflict 
zones, such as Libya and Syria, with high combat 
capabilities, sophisticated arms, and spoils of war. 
This aggravates more conflicts, compromises security 
and stability in Arab countries, and causes terrorism to 
resurface as terrorist groups use their field presence 
to recruit new mercenaries to fight for them.

 🔶 Indirect Threat manifested in the return of fighters to 
neighboring areas rather than armed conflict zones in 
Arab countries, particularly to the Sahel region or the 
Horn of Africa. For example, fighters returning to the 
Horn of Africa pose a threat to the security of the Red 
Sea region and cause terrorist groups to resurface and 
take hold of the region, such as Al-Shabaab terrorist 
group in Somalia and ISIS in East Africa. There would 
even be greater risks had those fighters moved to the 
conflict-inflicted Yemen.
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Options for Arab Countries
The crisis of returning fighters, having been involved in 
armed conflicts outside their countries, remains a huge 
threat to regional security and stability. Crises never cease 
to exist after every war or armed conflict. Security forces 
are thus required to reassess the potential risks and to 
examine the response options. In this context, previous 
experiences should be examined to better address this 
phenomenon. Some countries managed to develop a legal 
framework and create programs to reintegrate returning 
fighters into society after educating them. Meanwhile, 
other countries failed to embrace and protect them from 
social stigma which made them join other terrorist groups, 
more ferociously than ever. 

Here we may propose to stop relying on security approaches 
solely in countering such a phenomenon. Rather, we must 
adopt a comprehensive countering strategic plan including 
the following procedures:

1. International Diplomatic and Legal Action: Arab 
nations should use their diplomatic influence with 
the UN and other international bodies to push for the 
criminalization of the recruitment of mercenaries and 
foreign fighters in armed conflicts since it jeopardizes 
both regional and global security. It should be 
emphasized as well that mercenary recruitment is 
a war crime punishable by deterrent measures and 
that countries that support such a phenomenon are 
neither safe nor immune from its risks.

2. Regional and Arab Security Coordination: There is an 
urgent need for security coordination not only among 
Arab countries, but also with neighbors sharing 
borders with Arab countries, which necessitates 
understanding and cooperation to ensure control 
in border areas and prevent foreign fighters from 
Ukraine and armed conflict zones from crossing the 
borders and exploiting political disputes between 
those countries.

3. Internal Confrontation: Arab countries must intensify 
their media efforts to raise awareness against the 
phenomenon of foreign fighters and their supporting 
foreign agencies. Moreover, Arab governments should 
continue their efforts to improve the economic status 
of marginalized groups, find solutions to the refugees’ 
situation, as well as reach Arab solutions to armed 
conflicts in the Arab world, to curb the phenomenon 
of returning foreign fighters. Scholars, advocates, 
sheikhs, and scholars of Islamic studies should also 
have a strong contribution to this media confrontation.

Concluding Recommendations
This article recommends promoting Arab cooperation to 
combat the phenomenon of returning foreign fighters from 
armed conflict zones and to develop solutions, policies, 
and long-term strategic plans to address this potentially 
recurring phenomenon as modern and hybrid warfare 
evolves. It also suggests rethinking the development of 
counter-terrorism departments or entities, as well as 
their associated Arab and regional security initiatives and 
services. They should include specialists and experts from 
all military, security, political, religious, and cultural fields 
to provide recommendations and solutions to policymakers 
so that they can take comprehensive and preemptive 
measures to address the phenomenon of returning fighters 
from armed conflict zones. 



He never thought as a right-wing party 

member he could ever become Muslim or 

visit the two Holy Mosques. 

In Pilgrimage, he found himself among 

believing hearts. He could not stop 

crying once he arrived at Mecca, where 

he spent the most beautiful moments 

and prayed to Allah that his tears would 

wipe away all his sins.

He found it difficult to embrace Islam, 

but his life before converting was like 

chasing the wind. After converting, he felt 

overwhelmed with tranquility.

He got carried away in his negative 

perspective of Islam because of the 

statements made by extremist politicians 

and media that passed false and 

groundless judgements on Islam. 

Arnoud van Doorn

ReviewsArnoud van Doorn:
From the Far-Right to Moderate 

Religion

 Author focusing on extremism at the Saudi Research and Media Group (SRMG), Riyadh.
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 Ayman Ahmed Al-Mahmoud 
Arnoud van Doorn grew up in a Christian family, then embarked on his 
political journey as a member of one of the most extreme, Islamopho-
bic, and anti-immigrant right-wing parties. He co-directed a film that 
abused Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), creating quite a stir and widespread 
condemnation, which made him reconsider his stance towards Islam and 
its Prophet (PBUH). His free mindset embraced new convictions that are 
neither swayed by whim nor grudges, nor influenced by desires or partisan 
or political pressures. He kept contemplating until he finally saw the light. 
Dutch politician Arnoud van Doorn was born in The Hague city, the Nether-
lands in 1967.   



Bitter Grudge
In his youth, Doorn joined the Party for Freedom (PVV), 
one of the most extreme right-wing political parties in the 
Netherlands and the ruling party at the time. The PVV held 
extreme grudges against Islam and Muslims so much that 
it based its electoral campaigns for the Dutch parliament, 
municipal or district councils on hostility towards Islam and 
on calls for deporting Muslims and foreigners. Doorn was a 
huge enthusiast and activist advocating for PVV ideologies 
and principles. He was in charge of the Youth Care party 
unit and gained proper political expertise that qualified him 
to become vice-chair to PVV chairman, Geert Wilders, who 
was known for his extreme grudge and hatred towards 
Islam and Muslims.  
In 2008, Wilders was determined to produce the film 
“Fitna”, which offends Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Doorn 
was quite interested in the message of the film, believing 
firmly in the PVV’s vision of Islam as a religion of negativity, 
totalitarianism, and adversity.

Responses
After the film was screened, there was a huge backlash 
from Muslims around the world defending their prophet, 
which prompted Doorn to reflect upon the reason behind 
this great love Muslims from all over the world, all races 
and nationalities, have for their religion and prophet. 

Doorn had a free critical mindset. His deeds were founded on 
personal convictions, little influenced by others. However, 
he found himself bound by the PVV. He was not allowed 
to even think beyond the far-right ideology or to criticize 
beyond the party’s principles. A yearning for liberation from 
partisanship started to grow, but it was not easy.

The Crack of Dawn
Doorn had an overwhelming urge to find the truth of Islam 
and Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Dozens of questions 
arose inside him waiting for clear and believable answers. 
He carefully studied and reflected upon the Quran and 
Hadith, and heeded the advice of a Muslim colleague from 
the municipal council to head to As-Soennah Mosque in The 
Hague. He went to the mosque with his 9-year-old adopted 
son Gamal. There he received interpretation and Prophetic 
biography books. He got to the heart of the truth and had 
answers to his doubts. Only two months later did he see 
the light at the end of the tunnel. He converted to Islam on 
27 February 2013 with conviction, faith, and a heart finally 
at ease.

A New Start
As word of his conversion to Islam had spread, and sceptics 
have expressed their doubts, Doorn tweeted the Shahada 
in Arabic, leaving no room for doubt, stating that he started 

a new phase in life, but gave no further details. Then he 
founded and headed the Party of Unity, based on Islamic 
teachings. He also became a member of the municipal 
council as a representative of the independent bloc of 
The Hague, and Ambassador of Celebrity Relations for the 
Canadian Da’wah Association in Europe. He was fiercely 
attacked for this transformation, but refrained from any 
bickering saying, “I am not a person who follows opinions 
of others without doing my own research and forming my 
own opinion. Therefore, I have actually started to deepen 
my knowledge of the Islam out of curiosity”. He believes 
that Islamophobia emanates from Western media and 
governments that strenuously attempt to portray a dark 
image of Islam. Doorn stated how he was captured by the 
Seerah (Prophetic biography) and by learning the truth 
about Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), mostly by how the 
Prophet was merciful with his enemies in the Conquest 
of Mecca despite Meccans’ earlier abuse, how they forced 
him to migrate form Mecca, and how he could have sought 
vengeance but granted them amnesty and pardon instead, 
saying “Go, you are free!” 

Apology of Action
After converting to Islam, Doorn planned to produce an 
international film on the greatness, ethics, and mercy 
of Prophet Muhammad to “repair the damage” he had 
previously caused in the film abusing the Prophet. At the 
same time, he is committed to Quran and Arabic lessons 
for more knowledge of Islamic teachings and beliefs. 
He also performed Umrah two months after converting 
and performed pilgrimage the same year in 2013. At the 
Holy Mosque, groveling and crying, he prayed to Allah 
for forgiveness. Then he headed to Medinah to visit the 
Prophet’s Mosque and his grave, where he felt a tranquility 
that sent him over the moon. He was celebrated in Saudi 
Arabia by officials in Medinah, Mecca, and Riyadh, and 
encouraged by Imams of the Prophet’s Mosque, Sheikh 
Salah al-Budair and Sheikh Ali al-Hudhaify. 

Inevitable Consequences
After converting to Islam, Doorn was not spared from 
abuse. Discrediting him, he was unfairly accused of plotting 
for the assassination of Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte 
since he was present coincidentally at a cafe the Prime 
Minister used to frequent. However, he was soon cleared of 
those charges and released the next day. Doorn stated that 
it was an evident violation of the law and of human rights, 
and decided to sue the security apparatus responsible for 
his arrest. A year into his conversion, Doorn’s son followed 
in his footsteps and embraced Islam too with conviction and 
faith at the Global Peace Summit Dubai. 
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ETA Separatist Group emerged on 31 July 1959 in the Basque Region on the 
borders of Spain and France. ETA is an acronym for Euskadi Ta Askatasuna 
(“Basque Homeland and Liberty”). It defined itself as the “Basque socialist 
movement of national liberation” that took arms and worked undercover. Its 
ideology was founded on three pillars: first, defense of the local language and 
Basque ethnicity; second, hostility toward the Spanish language; and third, the 
pursuit of Basque Country independence.

ETA Separatist Group
Forty Years of Terrorism

 Editors



The growth of separatism in the Basque region was 
manifested in the emergence of ETA. Separatism, which 
dates back to 1893, originated when the region’s leadership 
started to play on nationalist religious sentiment backed 
by racial discrimination and intolerance, and sought 
independence from Europe, particularly France and Spain. 
The first separatist cell known as the Basque Nationalist 
Party (PNV) was established, claiming that the Basque 
people were indigenous European people speaking a 
different European language. A sociocultural movement 
rose in the region and compiled encyclopedias of the 
history of the Basque region, revived the Basque heritage, 
tradition, and folk songs and ballads, namely birth hymns 
that were passed across generations, as well as music 
composition and Basque literature.

ETA Terrorism
A train transporting followers of the Spanish General 
Francisco Franco, who ruled Spain from 1939 to 1975, 
was the target of ETA’s first militant operation, which was 
carried out on 18 July 1961. When ETA’s political wing, 
Herri Batasuna, was founded in 1978, that did not prevent 
it from engaging in deadly militant activities. The worst 
decade was the early eighties, when 118 people were 
killed.

Over the course of 40 years, ETA’s casualties totaled 820. 
In 1980, ETA carried out 92 assassinations, 23 in 2000, 
and 51 in 2001. They not only killed police officers and 
government officials, but they also carried out terrorist 
bombings, including the 2006 attack on Madrid Airport. 
However, the Spanish government foiled another attack 
on the European Union summit in March 2002. Since 1994, 
ETA’s militant operations cost the Spanish government $11 
billion.

Counter-terrorism Efforts
The Spanish government combated ETA’s terrorist activity 
and its political affiliates. The Spanish Supreme Court 
issued a ruling to dissolve the Euskal Herritarrok party 
for supporting terrorism. The Spanish government signed 
a counter-terrorism charter with opposing parties to 
beleaguer ETA and its affiliates—individuals, associations, 
or parties—and freeze the assets of their leadership. 

The Spanish government did not respond to most of ETA’s 
demands given that in 1997 the separatist group kidnapped 
a local counsellor in return for the release of 460 of its 
members, which was rejected by the Spanish government. 
Accordingly, changes in the political landscape took place 

in the Basque region post ETA’s terrorist activity as a 
result of the rise of moderate parties. After the bombing in 
Madrid, the popular outrage felt by Spanish people against 
ETA’s terrorism, represented in the slogan ¡Basta Ya! 
(Enough is Enough!), resulted in PNV winning 33 of 75 seats 
in the Basque parliament and ETA only winning 7 seats in 
the 2001 elections.

Anti-terrorist Liberation Group (GAL) then emerged, 
targeting, kidnapping, and killing ETA’s militants or anyone 
suspected of immediate relevance to the separatist group. 
The Spanish government led strikes against ETA by arresting 
its masterminds. Most of the population repudiated the 
violence and armed action led by ETA, which resulted in 
a state of isolation and made its geographical separation 
impossible since 30% of the Basque region is French. 
Separation from the region became merely a cultural 
disposition rather than a political demand, especially with 
the rise of moderate parties that sought to maintain the 
cultural legacy of the region under autonomous rule rather 
than complete separation.
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In 1979, The Basque Country received its Statute of 
Autonomy and established its own parliament. The 
basic taxes are collected by its domestic institutions. 
Because of its high degree of autonomy, the region is 
able to exercise direct administrative control over the 
economy, transportation, housing, environment, education, 
healthcare, and public security. The Basque people now 
have the authority to declare their native tongue as the 
official one and to maintain their cultural practices.

After the 2008 French arrest of ETA’s military leader 
Garikoitz Aspiazu Rubina, also known by the alias 
«Txeroki,» ETA’s popularity dropped drastically. The first 
non-PNV government was created in 2009 under Patxi 
López’s socialist leadership as Basque nationalist parties 
lost their legislative majority in the wake of the Basque 
regional election.

The Spanish government took advantage of the global 
momentum regarding the war on terrorism post the 911/ 
events in 2001, and made changes in its laws to facilitate 
the social and political persecution of ETA members. It 
purported to further cooperation with the US, France, and 
the EU to combat terrorism. In the same year, the US and 
the EU enlisted ETA as a terrorist organization. In October 

2012, Spain, with the help of France, arrested some of 
ETA’s leaders, including Izaskun Lesaka in Eastern France 
in 2012 and Ibon Gogeascoechea in Northern France, who 
was suspected to be the chief of ETA’s military wing.

The End of ETA
ETA declared a temporary cease of its military operations 
in 1989 and entered into negotiations with the Spanish 
government. However in 1991, it resumed its military 
operations, and targeted King Juan Karlos in 1995 in a failed 
assassination attempt. After the failure of negotiations in 
1999, ETA mounted militant operations in 2001, carrying 
out 16 operations which killed 11 people.

On 22 March 2006, ETA declared a permanent cease 
fire, marking a preliminary phase to commence new 
negotiations with the Spanish government to attain the 
right to self-determination. On 20 October 2011, ETA 
declared the renunciation of armed operations of all forms 
and means.

As it prepared to dissolve after 40 years of terrorism and 
militant activities, ETA recommitted itself to negotiations 
and direct dialogue with the governments of France 
and Spain in 2012. The Spanish government, however, 

1968: ETA carries out its first known 
killing, shooting Meliton Manzanas, 
secret police chief in Basque city of 

San Sebastian.

1980: Killing 118 people.

1987: Bombing of a mall, 
killing 21 citizens.

1995: Failed plot to murder King 
Juan Carlos I during his holidays in 

Majorca.

1973: Prime Minister Luis Carrero 
Blanco is killed when his car drives over 

explosives planted by ETA in Madrid.

1974: Bombing of a cafe in Madrid, 
killing 9 people.

1998: Assassination of Manuel 
Zamarreño, new governor of the 

Basque Region. 

1987: Bombing of a mall, killing 
21 citizens.

2001: 16 operations killing 11 people.

1997: Assassination of Miguel Ángel 
Blanco, governor of Spanish Basque.

1999: Foiled bombing of several trucks laden 
with explosives crossing French borders.

Timeline of ETA's Major Terrorist Operations
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categorically rejected such initiatives and maintained 
that the group had to be added to the list of terrorist 
organizations and be completely disbanded.

ETA announced on 8 April 2017 that it would hand over its 
arsenal to the French government. Former French Prime 
Minister Bernard Cazeneuve reported that «around 3.5 
tons of weaponry, bombs, and other material have been 
found.» The Spanish Interior Minister called ETA’s decision 
to lay down its weapons a «media show» and urged it to 
apologize to the people it had wronged and to dissolve 
itself rather than engage in such behavior. He stressed that 
terrorists should never await for the Spanish government’s 
friendliness, believing that ETA sought political goals after 
being defeated.

On 3 May 2018, in a “Final Declaration” issued to the 
media, ETA declared that it completely dismantled all of 
its structures and totally ended its political initiative. On 
the one hand, it acknowledged direct responsibility for the 
excessive suffering in the North Basque region because of 
the kidnappings, torture, displacement, and serious damage 
resulting from its operations, and asserted its respect for 
the lives of those killed in and outside the region.

On the other hand, in a press conference in San Sebastian 
(the Basque city that experienced the most attacks) the 
Victims of Terrorism Collective (COVITE) demanded that 
ETA condemn terror, stop paying tribute to its activists 
after their release from prison, and provide a revelation of 
358 unresolved crimes. Moreover, the Spanish government 
refused any compensation for the dissolution of ETA. 
“Whatever it does, ETA will not find any flaws or impunity 
for its crimes”, said Prime Minister at the time, Mariano 
Rajoy. He added, “We owe it nothing and we do not have to 
be grateful for anything”.

The Spanish government officially declared the end of 
ETA Separatist Group. Moreover, the Spanish authorities 
declared the arrest of José Antonio Urrutikoetxea, known 
as Josu Ternera, the former leader of ETA on 16 May 
2019 in the Alpine Haute Savoie region in France with a 
detention warrant issued after having been sentenced to 
8 years in prison in France in 2017 and after spending 
16 years on the run. Ternera headed ETA from 1977 to 
1992 after joining it in 1970. He was appointed as the 
representative of the radical Basque nationalist group that 
was later dissolved.
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The Basque Region

The Basque Country extends 
across 20,000 km2, straddling the 
Western borders between France 
and Spain, with Bilbao as its capital. 
It includes the provinces of Álava, 
Bizkaia, Spanish Gipuzkoa, Lapurdi, 
Nafarroa Beherea, and French 
Zuberoa. 

Its population is 7% of the total 
Spanish population, distributed 
across three areas: the first, where 
the Basques account for 80% of the 
total population; the second, where 
the majority of the population 
is Spanish; and the third, in the 
south-west of France, north of San 
Sebastián, where the Basques 
account for less than 10% of the 
population.



 Mohammed Khalfan Al-Sawafi 

At the start of the American war in Afghanistan, Al-Qaeda was one of the major 
terrorist organizations that began kidnapping for ransom. With the rise of maritime 
piracy and the subsequent kidnapping of sailors and large ship captains for ransom, 
the phenomenon spread throughout the world and was identified as one of the primary 
sources of funding for terrorist organizations.

 Writer and researcher, UAE.

RANSOM KIDNAPPING 
AND ITS REPERCUSSIONS ON 

COUNTER-TERRORISM EFFORTS
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Organized Crime
Ransom Kidnapping has evolved into an organized crime 
or a full-fledged mafia, beginning with kidnapping, then 
negotiations and mediator interference. It now has political 
and social implications, as well as a significant economic 
aspect, which has revived the kidnapping for ransom 
business and phenomenon. This crime directly jeopardizes 
people's lives, hostages and abductees. Thus, addressing 
it has become a highly sensitive issue that requires 
exceptional precision and complex considerations. It is 
intertwined with other issues; some are objective, others 
are not, but specifically with popular attitudes and public 
opinion, particularly in countries where these factors 
influence government decisions. 

Thus, there is a dire need to reconsider and even denounce 
views that justify ransom payment under the pretext 
of protecting the abductee’s life. It is worth noting that 
these views often arise on the European scene more 
than anywhere else, specifically among academics and 
intellectuals, drawing upon the fact that refusing to pay 
ransom puts people’s lives at risk.

However, the vision is more accurate and balanced when 
it comes to the political aspect and government attitude. In 
other words, unlike academics, sentiment does not cloud 
the judgment and decisions of European politicians. One 
seminal book in this regard is Joel Simon’s We Want to 
Negotiate: The Secret World of Kidnapping, Hostages and 
Ransom. 

It is also crucial to investigate the aspects and implications 
of the ransom kidnapping phenomenon, which has resulted 

in many negative phenomena that complicate or undermine 
counter-terrorism efforts, particularly once it has become 
a profitable, stand-alone business. 

Regarding values and principles that supposedly govern 
policies and resolutions, the rise and persistence of 
ransom kidnapping ultimately creates ties between 
security services and terrorists. This means the absence of 
any animosity or fundamental conflict between terrorists 
and security services, which revokes the most important 
value in war.

Keys to Confrontation
Ransoms in general are a comparatively old phenomenon 
that started in the 1930s and flourished in the 1960s among 
European groups, such as ETA in Spain, the Red Army 
Faction (RAF) in Germany, and the Red Brigades in Italy. 
Undoubtedly, the resurgence of the phenomenon through 
al-Qaeda and ISIS is a sign that it needs to be addressed by 
all means without responding to terrorists or meeting their 
demands. Meanwhile, there are updates on the situation 
that must be addressed before it becomes difficult to 
manage, such as the rise of terrorist activity, particularly 
kidnappings, their concentration in specific regions such as 
Africa, Afghanistan, and Iran, as well as their targeting of 
a specific category of hostages. These updates adversely 
affect the counter-terrorism efforts, given that submitting 
to terrorists’ demands results in the continuance of such a 
phenomenon, failure of countering efforts, and growth of 
terrorist activity and scope as long as ransoms yield huge 
profits. 

Italy's Red Brigades  Group Executes former Italian Prime Minister Aldo Moro
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European governments are comparatively more responsive 
and lenient in relation to ransom payment than the US and 
Britain. Americans are not completely blameless, but they 
are more astute when it comes to ransom payments. They 
reach an agreement through mediators, especially when 
hostages are taken in Iran or during piracy.

Ransom kidnapping is increasingly regarded as an 
indirect route to terrorist organizations because it 
ensures their survival and promotes the formation of new 
ones, particularly in light of the high unemployment and 
declining economies in African countries. The advantages 
gained from getting in touch with security services in 
countries that negotiate hostage releases with terrorists 
create friendly relationships and understanding between 
terrorists and such security services. Ransoms may entice 
further terrorist groups to join the cause and access fresh, 
probably simpler funding sources. Many nations also think 
that by refusing to readily accept ransom payments, they 
are making life tough for terrorists.

Intertwining Aspects
The rise of ransom kidnapping in all its forms—the 
kidnapping of individuals, ships, or tankers—is inextricably 
linked to money. According to a 2014 UN report, ISIS 
earned between $35 and $45 million from kidnapping for 

ransom alone. Furthermore, between 2004 and 2012, $120 
million in ransom was paid to al-Qaeda, mostly in North 
Africa. There are several implications to such cash flows 
to terrorist organizations, especially with the complexities 
and difficulties that impede national and international 
counter-terrorism efforts, including: 

1. The failure of counter-terrorism and extremism 
efforts is primarily due to political and security flaws 
in laws or procedures in some countries, particularly 
in European countries. In this regard, the financial or 
economic aspect is important, where the limitation of 
laws and procedures in some countries is essentially 
regarded as a kind of leniency with terrorists, whereas 
combating terrorism requires power and decisiveness. 
What exacerbates the situation is some countries’ 
unwillingness to implement international resolutions 
and agreements aimed at cracking down on terrorist 
organizations within Europe itself. 

2. In some cases, governments are held accountable for 
kidnappings for ransom. Terrorist organizations are 
occasionally funded by legitimate and legal economic 
entities, some of which are non-profit organizations, 
such as licensed charity associations. The work of 
these organizations makes it difficult to track down 
terrorist financing sources. Furthermore, acquiring 
new financing sources introduces new challenges to 
tracking and surveillance, undermining international 
CTF efforts. 

3. Paying ransoms implies submission to terrorist 
organizations, which means that countries responding 
to such pressures act as if they are not involved in the 
fight against terrorism, or even pose as responsible 
international actors. This is especially astounding. 
So how are Arab and Muslim countries accused of 
supporting terrorism while some European countries 
openly do so? Despite the importance of protecting 
citizens’ lives, the increased kidnappings indicate 
that terrorists see these countries’ stances as a huge 
weakness that will serve their interests. 

4. There is a significant disparity in ransom amounts, 
indicating that terrorist organizations are managing 
this type of terrorism realistically. The amount 
demanded for ransom varies depending on the nature 
and importance of each hostage. Political or diplomatic 
hostages are not like ordinary citizens. Hostages taken 
in non-democratic countries differ from those taken in 
democratic or rich countries that value their citizens.

5. Terrorist organizations seek easier domains for 
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kidnapping in light of the extensive international 
counter-terrorism efforts. As a result, they travel to 
Africa, which has become their primary target. This can 
be attributed to the prosecution of those responsible 
for this phenomenon in the Middle East, African 
countries’ positive response to international counter-
terrorism efforts, and the stability and coherence 
of some political regimes; additionally, domestic 
conditions in Africa facilitate kidnappings for African 
terrorists or terrorists looking for a safe environment 
to carry out their crimes. As a result, the chances of 
success appear to be high.

What Next?
Kidnappings have progressed from a casual to a 
professional practice. Terrorist organizations are now 
competing for kidnappings, as ransoms have become a 
significant source of funding. The estimated proceeds of 
this crime in 2020 were $50 million. They enabled terrorist 
organizations to expand around the world, primarily in 
Africa. Furthermore, the process of paying a ransom gives 
terrorists political and moral authority. There is a certain 
level of implicit recognition when you negotiate with them 
as opposed to attacking them. Some countries logically 
deny paying any ransoms, which is partially true because 
they did so through mediation procedures rather than 
directly. 

Nonetheless, because terrorist organizations’ power is 
manifested in their economic capacities, the steady flow of 
financing them impedes counter-extremism measures.

Indeed, the rise in the number of kidnappings and 
terrorist organization’ attempts to find safe havens for 
their operations demonstrate that negotiations between 

terrorists and governments have transformed these 
activities from a crime to a trade that sometimes serves 
the interests of powerful figures in the mediation process. 

In addition to piracy on open seas and charges against 
charitable organizations, ransom kidnapping has grown to 
be a significant source of funding for terrorist groups; hence, 
rigorous adherence to globally endorsed counter-terrorism 
regulations is essential. Otherwise, these attempts will be 
fruitless for a number of reasons, including the fact that 
ransoms are enticing to terrorist groups and are one of the 
easiest ways to obtain finance. Terrorist groups like taking 
hostages from wealthy nations that are open to negotiating 
the release of their citizens. 

Given their worries about the public opinion in Europe and 
the possibility of allegations of weakness and failure in front 
of their governments, the implied rationale for European 
countries to comply with terrorist demands for ransom can 
be understood domestically. As a result, they quickly pay 
the ransom and decide that doing so is preferable to killing 
the hostage. Practically speaking, submission to terrorists’ 
demands is extremely serious as terrorism still afflicts 
countries that respond to terrorists. European citizens are 
even the most targeted.

As a result, Western countries in general and European 
ones in particular are faced with the moral dilemma of 
having to balance protecting the abductees’ lives with 
adhering to all international anti-terrorism commitments. 
The international community has no choice but to vigorously 
combat the phenomena in order to dry up one of the 
wellsprings of the sources of terrorist finance, ransoms, 
as giving in to the demands of terrorists and outlaws has 
never decreased terrorist crimes and threats. 
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With the outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine war in February 
2022, the ongoing fighting between the two sides, and 
their attempts to polarize foreign fighters to fight in their 
regular armies, concerns have grown among researchers 
and security experts over the possibility of recurring 
recruitment of foreign fighters in conflict zones due to the 
turmoil, violence, and terrorism the situation has inflicted, 
compromising security around the world. 

Foreign fighters were involved in many previous wars. 
Subsequent events have shown the risks of their return 
post conflict. There are two main aspects to this issue:

First: The FTFs phenomenon is relatively new. However, 
it has been growing and posing more threats over the 
past two decades. The Syrian conflict set a world record 
in the number of foreign fighters that surpassed previous 
conflicts in Afghanistan, Somalia, and Iraq. Around 40,000 
foreign fighters joined terrorist ISIS from 50 countries. 

Following ISIS’ defeat, a large number of foreign fighters 
fled to other countries, posing a serious threat. The concern 
is that they have received extensive military training, have 
been brainwashed and fed extremist ideologies, and have 
extensive connections, paving the way for them to spread 
extremism and commit terrorist crimes in their home 
countries. Major terrorist attacks were carried out in 
several countries, including France, England, and Tunisia, 
by returning terrorist fighters from conflict zones. This 
prompted some countries to refuse the return of their 
citizens who were foreign fighters engaged in combat, 
as well as to tighten border controls. In some countries, 
dual nationals may lose their citizenship after fighting for 
the terrorist organization ISIS in Syria. However, due to 
sustained international pressure on the return of those 
fighters to their homelands, both Arab and Western 
countries faced significant challenges in dealing with the 
returnees.

Second: The phenomenon of foreign fighters in wars and 
civil conflicts is quite old. According to a report issued 

by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime in 2021, 
foreign fighters were involved in 100 civil wars over the 
past two centuries, namely the Spanish Civil War (1936–
1939) that witnessed 50,000 volunteering foreign fighters 
from 50 other countries. 

In the currently ongoing Russia–Ukraine war, concerns 
arise over the empowerment of right-wing extremists 
and their combat expertise that they may use in racist 
propaganda. There are also concerns over foreign fighters 
who are members of terrorist al-Qaeda and ISIS, whose 
objectives run counter to the interests of their countries. 
This can contribute to the resurgence, expansion, and 
increased leverage of these terrorist organizations.

Experts believe it is unnecessary to overestimate the 
security threat posed by returning foreign fighters from 
regular warfare, or to compare them to fighters returning 
from Syria or other terrorist groups, given that most 
foreign fighters had combat experience before leaving their 
home countries, and that the majority of attacks against 
the EU were carried out by domestic terrorists who never 
left for conflict zones. According to a study conducted by 
the European Parliamentary Research Service, a large 
proportion of returning foreign fighters have no intention 
of carrying out any extremist acts. Instead, they have 
aided in the prevention of violent extremism. As a result, 
not all returning fighters should be considered potential 
terrorists.

Meanwhile, the phenomenon of foreign fighters continues to 
be a significant source of worry given the mounting security 
concerns and threats that demand maximum vigilance. 
In order to prevent provoking security and ideological 
consequences in conflict-torn nations, the original societies 
of foreign fighters, or other countries to which they may 
travel, there must be continuous tracking and monitoring 
of this phenomenon’s various amplifications, and petty 
interests that fail to recognize post-conflict consequences 
must be ignored. 
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