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			The European Foundation for Democracy is a Brussels-based policy institute dedicated to upholding Europe’s fundamental values of freedom and equality, regardless of gender, ethnicity or religion. We work with grassroots activists, media, policy experts and government officials throughout Europe to identify constructive approaches to addressing the challenges posed by radicalisation and extremist ideologies. Our goal is to ensure that the universal values of the Enlightenment – political pluralism, individual liberty, government by democracy and religious tolerance – remain the core foundation of Europe’s prosperity and welfare, and the basis on which diverse cultures and opinions can interact peacefully.
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Introduction

			Since a long time foreign fighters from all over the world – from North Africa to Central Asia, and from North America to China – have poured to Iraq and Syria to join the ranks of the Islamic State group. However, in hindsight, available data show that the majority of these fighters come from a fewer number of countries, namely Tunisia, Libya, Saudi Arabia, Belgium, France, the UK and Russia (especially Chechnya and Dagestan). Recent analyses also reveal that they mostly originate in or have some connections with specific areas or districts within each state. One can describe them as local/regional “hotbeds” of extremism. These hotbeds all have unique characteristics that drive the radicalization of their population. 

			For example, after the recent attacks in Brussels most of the media emphasized how the existence of “Muslim ghettos” acted as the incubators of Islamic extremism. As a matter of fact, it is within these spaces where police fear to tread, that crime and unemployment flourish and radical imams recruit young men to jihad. At the same time, while the term “hotbed” is increasingly abused by the media, it remains one of the most underexplored phenomena in the context of rising violent extremism. 

			Accordingly, this report aims at digging into the controversial relationship between radicalization and territory, contributing to a better understanding of the conditions and triggers of local radicalization processes within specific regional or urban spaces. By examining both the historical and cultural dimensions of radicalization within each country/area it offers an in-depth analysis of such dynamics within different contexts and continents.  

			The scientific use of the term “hotbed”, tying it to the phenomenon of the foreign fighters, was firstly introduce by the Ali Soufan Group. In the introductory chapter of this report, Ali Soufan and Daniel Schoenfel point out that significant geographic, demographic, and societal diversity exists in regions, cities and towns where hotbeds of the Islamic State’s recruitment strategy emerge. The drivers and processes involved in the radicalization and recruitment process are highly individualized and complex. Substantial academic research has effectively discredited the notion that there are any generalizable predictors for radicalization. Even within hotbeds that provide a significantly disproportionate number of jihadist recruits, there is a far larger proportion of the population with similar demographic characteristics that do not radicalize or join extremist groups. Nonetheless, the complexities and challenges involved in meeting global counterterrorism imperatives require an effort to isolate any discernable trends which can help explain why certain areas and neighborhoods provide a disproportionate number of recruits than others. 

			To get a better sense of both the differences and similarities amongst the various hotbeds, the report provides an overview of some of the largest contributors to Islamic extremists and foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq. To this aim, the report is divided into two parts: the first focuses on Europe and the United States; the second on the Middle East and the Caucasus.

			In the U.S., the Minneapolis area seems to be a new hub for IS recruitment. One hundred thousand East African Muslims live there. Some of them failed to assimilate into American culture, with radical mosques recruiting native born jihadists to fight for first al Shabaab in Somalia and now for IS in Syria. In their chapter, Lorenzo Vidino, Seth Harrison and Clarissa Spada note that, even though the size of the problem is substantially smaller than in most European countries, the United States has contended with increased jihadist activity since ISIS’s emergence. Although it is only America’s fifteenth largest metropolitan area, Minnesota’s Twin Cities (Minneapolis and St. Paul) have proven particularly fertile recruiting grounds. The authors attribute the continuity of jihadist currents in the Twin Cities to the multiple strands of motives for radicalization. In addition to the nationalist motives that initially drove al-Shabaab recruitment, religious and social drivers proved to be enduring factors in mobilizing these Minnesotans to fight abroad.

			In Europe the Muslim enclaves in various cities are also breeding grounds for Islamic radicalism and may pose a threat to Western security. For example, dozens of young people have departed to fight jihad in the Middle East from some Belgian towns and industrial suburbs, as Vilvoorde, Verviers or Molenbeek. Guy Van Vlierden explores the Belgian background, analyzing the driver of socio-economic deprivation and proposing the idea of reciprocal radicalization between the far right and violent Islamists.  

			By the same token, Doug Weeks investigates the radicalization process in the United Kingdom as a product of a long history of events that have challenged Muslim identity. For those who have radicalized, the journey has involved a complex array of influences. Second- and third-generation immigrants often find themselves caught between two worlds: the traditional ways, values, and expectations of their parents, and the society that they belong to. Although extremely heterogeneous, Muslim communities are located in various parts of London, Birmingham, and Bradford to name a few. Inside these areas the IS message seems to find resonance with those that seek identity, belonging, and meaning. 

			The Western Balkans have been often mentioned as a very significant hotbed. In the fifth chapter Florian Qehaja looks into possible links between certain locations of jihadists in this area, and explores their motivations. Nevertheless, the author argues that it is more accurate to refer to these regions as simply having more individuals who would identify with a Salafi ideology rather than referring to them as a hotbed or ghetto, due to the heterogeneous nature of these neighborhoods. The evidence shows that Gornje Maoče and Ošve are the two most prominent villages with the highest concentration of individuals belonging to conservative Islamic ideologies.

			Moving to North Africa, the radicalization processes appear to be connected with the long history of authoritarian regimes. In the sixth chapter Arturo Varvelli analyses the Libyan context. Here the city of Derna was held by the Islamic State until June 2015. This city is an old hotbed of jihadists: the majority of the suicide bombers used by al-Qaeda in Iraq were Libyans from Derna. For very different reasons – similar to the rise of IS in Iraq – the town of Sirte now appears to be a new IS hotbed. 

			Tunisia, just like Belgium in Europe, has the highest percentage of foreign fighters compared to its population. Within the country – as pointed out by Valentina Colombo in the seventh chapter – the towns of Kasserine and Ben Guerdane, but also some suburbs of Tunis, have become famous as suppliers of fighters to Syria. The mountains around Kasserine harbor terrorist training camps, and the Tunisian security forces have declared the area a closed military zone. Therefore, Tunisian radicalization seems to be the consequence of multiple layers of marginalization, including political, social and religious marginalization.

			In the eighth chapter Giuseppe Dentice focuses on the so-called “Sinai Problem”. The killing of the U.S. citizen William Henderson, the beheading of the Croatian inhabitant Tomislav Salopek, the multiple attacks against the Multinational Forces Operation at al-Jura, the largest offensive in Sheikh Zuweid and the shooting down of Russia’s Metrojet flight 9268 defined a change in the ideological and military paradigm of the local jihadists. This new hotbed appears to be a product of demands for autonomy by local Bedouins, poor economic conditions, the repressive policies adopted by the Egyptian authorities, and the lack of basic civil and political rights.

			In the Caucasus there are some of the most notorious hotbeds of violent extremism. The second Russian military campaign in Chechnya made things worse in the North Caucasus. For the past two hundred years Chechens from the mountain districts of Chechnya have migrated to settle in the Pankisi Gorge, a remote valley in the northeastern area. Due to a long extremist tradition, young jihadists from here – including Omar al-Shishani, a senior Islamic State commander – are increasingly traveling to Syria and Iraq to join terrorist groups.

			To conclude, each area has unique factors that lead to “exporting” fighters or creating new IS-controlled zones. With a view to understanding and countering the process of radicalization on a micro-level, the last chapter by Arturo Varvelli and Paolo Maggiolini revise the local contexts that have spawned more terrorist fighters than anywhere else to highlight how and to what extent common features can be found. Starting from the debate on the origin and nature of jihadist militancy that is dividing the most important scholars of Islam, the authors outline a broad spectrum of radicalization factors leading to the emergence of jihadists hotbeds, such as unemployment, juvenile delinquency, social, political and geographical marginalization, the role of Salafism, familial ties, search for identity. All these are important factors that seem to show how jihadism is the mixed result of two parallel socio-political crises: the one affecting Western societies and the one impacting upon the Islamic world.

			Paolo Magri

			Ispi Executive Vice President and Director

		

	
		
			
1.	Regional Hotbeds as Drivers 
	of Radicalization

			Ali Soufan, Daniel Schoenfeld

			The rise of violent extremist groups in the Syrian civil war and post-invasion Iraq has generated a massive wave of foreign fighters traveling to join the various groups that have taken root in the resultant anarchy. With the threat of foreign fighters leaving the battlefield and returning to their home countries looming heavily in the minds of global policymakers, much of the international attention surrounding events in Syria and Iraq has focused on stemming the flow of foreign fighters to the conflict. Though the presence of foreign fighters in civil conflicts is hardly a new phenomenon, the sheer scale and effectiveness of recruitment efforts by extremist groups such as the so-called Islamic State (IS) and al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra is unprecedented. Between 1980 and 2011, wars in Muslim countries drew between 10,000 and 30,000 foreign fighters cumulatively1. By comparison, in September 2015 United States intelligence estimates indicated that more than 30,000 foreign fighters from over 100 countries had traveled to Syria and Iraq over the course of the nearly five-year old Syrian civil war alone – the vast majority of whom joined the Islamic State2. In March 2016, the U.S. government increased that estimate to a total of 38,000 foreigners that had traveled to join the Islamic State3.

			Though foreign militants have been involved in the fighting since the early stages of the civil war, the rate of fighters traveling to Syria has not remained constant. In June 2014, The Soufan Group (TSG) estimated the total number of foreigners that had traveled to join extremist groups in Iraq and Syria to be approximately 12,000 from 81 different countries4. By December 2015 – just eighteen months later – TSG research indicated that the number had skyrocketed to between 27,000 and 31,000 from at least 86 countries, which was consistent with U.S. government estimates5. Despite a statement made by U.S. Air Force Major General Peter Gersten in late April 2016 suggesting that the number of foreign fighters traveling to join ISIS had dropped by nearly 90%, other high-ranking U.S. officials quickly walked back from the assertion of such a drastic reduction in the flow of foreign fighters6. Certainly, the rate of foreign fighters from the West and Europe has slowed as of late, with many official estimates often serving as lagging indicators due to the time it takes respective governments to tally and release foreign fighter data. Nonetheless, foreign fighters are still finding their way to the battlefields of Iraq and Syria, and evidence suggests that Libya is also becoming an increasingly popular foreign fighter destination.

			With citizens from over 100 countries traveling to fight in Iraq and Syria, the foreign fighter phenomenon is truly global in nature. Not surprisingly, the majority of recruits come from Syria and Iraq’s regional neighbors in the Middle East and the Maghreb region of North Africa. Fighters from Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Jordan are amongst the most highly represented nationalities in the conflict. Though a lack of reliable information makes it difficult to estimate the true number of fighters originating from countries in the region, estimates based on the best available data indicate that at least 16,000 fighters hail from the Middle East (including Turkey) and the Maghreb – roughly half of the total foreign fighter population7.

			Despite regional fighters filling a significant percentage of the Islamic State’s foreign fighter ranks, an extraordinary number of recruits come from outside the Middle East and North Africa. Western Europe is the source of more than 5,000 foreign fighters – the most highly represented geographic group outside the Arab world8. At least 4,700 fighters come from former Soviet Republics; Russian president Vladimir Putin has claimed the number to be as high as 7,0009. Southeast Asian countries have seen at least 900 of their citizens travel to Syria and Iraq, and at least 875 more fighters have been identified from countries in the Balkans – though that number is likely higher10.

			As more detailed data has come to light concerning where the Islamic State’s foreign recruits come from, it has become increasingly clear that the flow of foreign fighters is not uniform across regions or countries. Within those countries that are the sources of the largest numbers of foreign fighters, specific cities, towns, and even neighborhoods provide a disproportionate number of recruits as compared to other locations. Islamic State foreign fighter recruitment patterns in these areas are focused and localized, and recruits often consist of networks of known associates, friends, and family members, rather than a wider web of strangers.

			A number of the cities and towns known as hotbeds of jihadist recruitment held that reputation long before the rise of the Islamic State. Towns such as Derna in Libya, Ben Guerdane and Kasserine in Tunisia, and the Pankisi Gorge in Georgia have long been known as jihadist havens, and have supplied fighters to conflicts in Muslim countries for years. Similarly, Bosnia – once a destination for foreign violent Islamist extremists – has emerged as a hotbed of recruitment for the Islamic State.

			In addition to areas long known as jihadist incubators, a number of more surprising locations have emerged as some of the most fertile breeding grounds of foreign fighter recruitment. Though influential jihadist preachers and sympathizers have long had a presence in Western Europe, the Syrian conflict has seen Western European recruits flock to jihadist groups on an unparalleled and historic scale. Among the more than 5,000 recruits from Western Europe that have traveled to Iraq and Syria, nearly 3,700 of them were from just four countries. The Molenbeek district in Brussels has been the subject of significant international attention in light of the November 2015 Paris attacks and March 2016 Brussels attacks. In Belgium – which has the highest per capita rate of foreign fighters of any country in Western Europe – the vast majority of recruits have roots in Molenbeek.

			Significant geographic, demographic, and societal diversity exists between the various cities and towns that have emerged as hotbeds of Islamic State recruitment. The drivers and processes involved in the radicalization and recruitment process are highly individualized and complex. Substantial academic research has effectively discredited the notion that there are any generalizable predictors for radicalization. Even within recruitment hotbeds that provide a significantly disproportionate number of jihadist recruits, there is a far larger proportion of the population with similar demographic characteristics that do not radicalize or join extremist groups. Nonetheless, the complexities and challenges involved in meeting global counterterrorism imperatives require a responsible effort to identify any discernable trends that can be identified to explain why certain areas and neighborhoods provide a disproportionate number of recruits.

			Indeed, in looking more closely at the hotbeds of recruitment, various trends can be observed. The first and most significant is that local grievances and individual problems most often drive radicalization and recruitment. Though the plight of Sunni Muslims in Syria and Iraq and the atrocities of Bashar al-Assad’s brutal regime certainly serve as sufficient motivation for some, the majority of recruits flocking to Syria and Iraq – and specifically those recruits joining the Islamic State – seem to be doing so for far more personal reasons. The prospect of finding identity, purpose, belonging, and adventure seems to be more of a draw for many ISIS recruits than more theological motivations.

			Another common trend amongst the disparate hotbeds of recruitment is the presence and influence of one or more charismatic figures already committed to the jihadist cause. There are numerous examples of outspoken and influential Islamic State recruiters, particularly in European recruitment hotbeds. These charismatic leaders tend to prey on vulnerable target populations in the town or neighborhood they operate in, often targeting disillusioned youth and individuals with criminal records. Their presence and knowledge of the community and community issues, coupled with the peer-to-peer nature of their interactions with potential recruits, allows them to tailor their extremist message to address local grievances and thereby maximize effectiveness. Areas where there are close-knit groups of susceptible young people – regardless of the part of the world – are particularly attractive targets for jihadist recruiters, as this allows the recruiter to capitalize on a preexisting sense of lack of purpose or belonging. The confluence of peer-to-peer interaction coupled with the ubiquitous connectivity of social media creates the ‘perfect storm’ for recruitment, with prospective recruits able to directly connect with recruiters or friends already in the so-called Caliphate, and therefore well-positioned to provide first-hand accounts of the Caliphate’s ostensible appeal.

			To get a better sense of both the differences and commonalities amongst the various hotbeds of jihadist recruitment, the following will provide a brief overview of some of the largest contributors to the foreign fighter population in Syria and Iraq.

			Tunisia

			Tunisia is the single largest exporter of foreign fighters to Iraq and Syria – as well as an increasing number that have traveled to Libya. Official estimates put the number of Tunisians fighting for extremist groups in Iraq and Syria at 6,000; unofficial estimates suggest that the number may be higher than 7,00011. With a total population of 11 million, an astounding 55 out of every 100,000 Tunisians have traveled to join ISIS and other extremist groups in Syria and Iraq. At least 1,500 more Tunisians have crossed the border to join groups in Libya, including IS, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), and other al-Qaeda linked groups12. According to some estimates, Tunisians account for as much as 50% of the total foreign fighter population in Libya.

			Despite such a high number of Tunisians amongst foreign fighter ranks, the majority of them come from just a few areas of the country. Ben Guerdane, a southern coastal town not far from the Libyan border, has long had a reputation as one of the most fertile jihadist breeding grounds in the world. The town, which is best known as a major Tunisian smuggling hub for weapons and other contraband, has been a major exporter of jihadist fighters to Iraq since the early days of the second Gulf War. Radical Islam is so deeply rooted in Ben Guerdane that Abu Musab al-Zarqawi – founder of the Islamic State’s predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq – is said to have stated: “If Ben Guerdane had been located next to Fallujah, we would have liberated Iraq”13. In addition to supplying at least 15% of all Tunisian foreign fighters, Ben Guerdane is also home to the perpetrators of the March 2015 attacks at the Bardo Museum in Tunis and the June 2015 attack on the resort town of Sousse.

			Located in the southern part of the country, outside of the northern tourism hubs central to the Tunisian economy, the Tunisian government has historically largely ignored grievances and issues facing the people of Ben Guerdane. Lacking sufficient government funding, Ben Guerdane residents suffer from high levels of poverty and unemployment. Relatively isolated from broader Tunisian society and with highly limited possibilities for legitimate opportunity, residents of Ben Guerdane have proved comparatively susceptible to the call of jihadist ideology.

			The restive town of Kasserine, located near the border of Algeria in one of the poorest regions of Tunisia, has also long held the reputation of being a jihadist breeding ground. Extremists from Kasserine were amongst the most highly represented groups of Tunisians in Afghanistan during the Afghan jihad of the 1980s14. Kasserine’s proximity to the Algerian border and mountainous geography make it an attractive congregating point for jihadists from both sides of the border15. In Kasserine, like many other Islamic State recruitment hotbeds throughout the world, jihadist recruiters have capitalized on the vulnerabilities of a large and disillusioned youth population. IS recruiters have established footholds within neighborhood mosques throughout Kasserine, and drawn in susceptible targets by engaging in small group conversations about the allure of jihad16. The personal and direct nature of these interactions allows recruiters to infiltrate clusters of friends, neighbors, and family members, utilizing existing social networks to spread the jihadist narrative.

			The northern coastal town of Bizerte has also seen a significant number of fighters travel to join extremist groups in Syria and Iraq. It is estimated that nearly 11% of all Tunisian foreign fighters have come from Bizerte17. The trend in Bizerte is largely due to a network of jihadist fighters that had formerly been imprisoned until the 2011 revolution, and subsequently settled in the town.

			Libya

			The absence of an effective central government and resulting political vacuum in Libya have hindered efforts to accurately determine the number of foreign fighters from the country that have traveled to Iraq and Syria. The best available estimates suggest that at least 600 Libyans have traveled to join the Islamic State and other groups, though those numbers are likely far higher. In addition to exporting fighters, Libya has become a major foreign fighter destination, with the Islamic State actively encouraging recruits to travel to Libya rather than join the group in Iraq and Syria.

			The Islamic State’s main stronghold in the country is the coastal town of Sirte, which has served as the group’s Libyan capital since May 2015. Sirte is the hometown of former Libyan president Muammar Qaddafi and home to the Qaddafi tribe of which he was a member18. By incorporating a number of former Qaddafi loyalists into its ranks – much like it did with former Baathists in Iraq – the Islamic State has been able to turn Sirte into a highly fertile recruitment ground19. The town serves as the Islamic State’s Mediterranean and North African capital, and as the group faces increasing pressure in its primary territory in Iraq and Syria, Sirte will likely take on an increasingly important role in Islamic State operations.

			The Islamic State first gained a foothold in Libya by establishing a presence in the eastern city of Derna in the spring of 2014. Derna has historically been one of the largest exporters of violent extremism in Libya, and many of the at least 600 Libyan foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria come from the Derna region. Like Ben Guerdane and Kasserine in neighboring Tunisia, Derna was home to a high proportion of Libyan foreign fighters in Iraq during the second Gulf War, and before that sent many fighters to Afghanistan during the Afghan jihad against the Soviets20. An internal document circulated by al-Qaeda in Iraq operatives that has subsequently been uncovered revealed that the majority of the group’s suicide bombers were Libyans from Derna21. The foundations of the extremist presence in Derna date back to the 1950s, when persecuted members of the Muslim Brotherhood fled Egypt for the relative safety of eastern Libya22. Muammar Qaddafi’s subsequent repression of Islamist groups in the country further entrenched Islamist ideology in Derna and fueled the rise of violent militant groups throughout the 1980s and 1990s23. With such deeply rooted Islamist history, Derna was a natural fit for the Islamic State’s virulent ideology to take hold. Though the group was pushed from the town in June 2015, it’s legacy as a hotbed of jihadist recruitment continues to have long-term implications in the fight against the Islamic State.

			Egypt

			While the Egyptian government’s official count acknowledges around 600 Egyptian citizens that have traveled to join the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, other estimates indicate that number could be as high as 1,00024. Since the 2011 ouster of former president Hosni Mubarak, Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula has experienced increased levels of instability, which has allowed more space for violent extremist groups to operate. One of the preeminent Sinai jihadist groups that emerged in the aftermath of the fall of Mubarak was Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, which began operating on the peninsula in 2011. The core of Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis was primarily comprised of small segments of local criminal Bedouin gangs with a long history of smuggling operations25. In 2014, the group’s leader, Abu Osama al-Masri, pledged bay’ah (allegiance) to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, forming Wilayat Sinai and hence becoming the Islamic State’s affiliate in the Sinai26.

			Like so many other hotbeds of jihadist recruitment, local grievances and problems have allowed the Islamic State’s poisonous message to gain traction in the area. The appeal of violent extremist recruitment efforts is a direct result of latent anti-government sentiment amongst the local population. Having long been an area over which the Egyptian government has struggled to exert control, the local population of the Sinai has largely been cut off from economic and infrastructure development27. Though the majority of local residents have not fallen victim to jihadist recruitment efforts, Wilayat Sinai has served as a natural progression for some of the more violent Bedouin criminal gangs operating in the region, which have morphed into organized militants.

			Wilayat Sinai has been increasingly active over the past year. In July 2015, the group conducted a coordinated attack on approximately fifteen police and military outposts, killing nearly 70 Egyptian soldiers, policemen, and medical responders28. In its most prolific attack to date, the group claimed responsibility for bringing down a Russian airliner in the Sinai in late October 2015, killing all 224 people on board29. Despite sporadic successes against extremist groups operating in the Sinai, the Egyptian government has struggled to exert any sustained control over the area. And so Wilayat Sinai will likely persist for the foreseeable future, allowing the group to continue targeting susceptible segments of the local population for further recruitment.

			The Caucasus and former Soviet Republics

			In October 2015, Russian President Vladimir Putin announced that 5,000 to 7,000 fighters from Russia and the former Soviet republics had traveled to Syria to join the Islamic State. Based on its own investigation, The Soufan Group calculated that at least 4,700 fighters from the region had traveled to Syria and Iraq by December 2015. The vast majority of foreign recruits from the former Soviet republics come from the North Caucasus region – specifically Chechnya, the Pankisi Gorge, and Dagestan.

			The North Caucasus has long been a hotbed of violent Islamist extremism, which makes its emergence as a recruitment hotbed for extremist groups in Syria unsurprising. What began in the 1990s in Chechnya as a nationalist struggle for separation from Russia quickly morphed into a multi-ethnic Islamist insurgency throughout the Caucasus. Politicized Islamist and nationalist sentiment converged to generate two wars in Chechnya against the Russians, making Chechnya a foreign fighter destination throughout the 1990s. Local grievances have long fueled radicalization throughout the Caucasus. The Islamic Caucasus Emirate (ICE) was formed in 2007 by jihadists in the region with the aim of establishing an independent Islamic emirate in the Caucasus from which to wage jihad against Russia and its other opponents30. Historically affiliated with al-Qaeda, many members of ICE have now traveled to Syria to join the Islamic State or Jabhat al-Nusra, or have joined the Islamic State’s wilayat in the Caucasus, known as Wilayat al-Kawkaz31. The region’s sustained history of militancy coupled with continued repression by both Russian and Georgian troops have provided ideal circumstances for Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra recruiters to exploit.

			Though fighters from throughout the North Caucasus fill the ranks of extremist groups in Syria, the Pankisi Gorge – a remote valley region in northeastern Georgia – has provided a significant number of the recruits from the region. The Pankisi Gorge was home to high-profile former Islamic State commander Abu Omar al-Shishani, an ethnic Georgian who rose to the rank of IS defense minister. Shishani was reportedly killed in a U.S. airstrike in March 2016, but his legacy persists through the threat posed by the hundreds of Chechen fighters he helped recruit. Shishani was a highly visible figure in Islamic State propaganda, and his senior position in the group combined with his Chechen roots (his mother was an ethnic Chechen) gave Islamic State recruitment efforts in the North Caucasus a significant boost32.

			During the Chechen jihad, the Pankisi Gorge served as a launch point for fighters as they made their way to the conflict zones in Chechnya33. With the influx of mujaheddin to the valley came the increasing influence of Salafist Islam, which gained popularity with the local Muslim population, primarily composed of ethnic Kists34. This puritanical and more militant form of Islamist ideology took hold in the valley, and strong support for al-Qaeda linked groups has persisted in the region ever since.

			Belgium

			As of December 2015, Belgium – a country of just 11 million people – had seen at least 470 of its citizens travel to Iraq and Syria to join the Islamic State – the highest per capita outflow of foreign fighters amongst any Western European country35. A February 2016 high-end estimate indicated that the number of Belgians that had traveled to Syria and Iraq had risen to as many as 56236. Of the Belgian foreign fighters that have been individually identified, the vast majority is from Brussels37. On an even more granular level, the majority of Belgian foreign fighters from Brussels either grew up or spent considerable time in the Molenbeek district; a poor, primarily immigrant neighborhood with some of the highest levels of unemployment in Brussels.

			Demographically, Brussels is home to a large Muslim immigrant population. Historically, Belgium, like its neighbor France, has a notoriously poor record of integrating immigrant populations. With large North African and Middle Eastern immigrant communities pushed to the margins of society, second- and third-generation immigrant Muslim youths in Molenbeek grow up with little opportunity or hope for a better life. Often, these young populations suffer from serious identity issues. The lack of identity, coupled with many other factors that limit opportunities for immigrant young people in Molenbeek, has sparked widespread disillusionment within the community.

			These factors make vulnerable segments of Muslim youth in Molenbeek prime targets for charismatic jihadist recruiters. Among the most notorious charismatic recruiters in Molenbeek was Khalid Zerkani, also known as “Papa Noel”, who headed of one of the largest and most successful Islamic State recruitment networks in Europe. Zerkani, a Moroccan national who moved to Belgium in 2002, preyed primarily on vulnerable Muslim teens and young adults who already had criminal records38. Zerkani, who himself had been involved in petty crime prior to taking on the jihadist cause, lured young Muslims with criminal records to his network in large part by using Islamist ideology as a justification for continued criminal activity, rather than by lecturing recruits on Islamist theology39. For young and disaffected men who felt no attachment to the Belgian state or culture and had highly limited prospects for legitimate future opportunity within Belgian society, Zerkani’s message was extremely enticing. By convincing them their criminal exploits were actually in pursuit of a greater and morally just goal based on Islamist ideology, Zerkani radicalized a large criminal network throughout Molenbeek and surrounding areas. The network used the proceeds of petty crimes to finance the travel costs for Belgian recruits to travel to Syria.

			Of the approximately 300 Belgian foreign fighters that have been individually identified through open-source research, at least 45 of them have been directly linked to Zerkani’s network40. That number, which is likely much higher, includes Abdelhamid Abaaoud, the alleged ringleader of the Molenbeek-based cell responsible for the November 2015 attacks in Paris and March 2016 attacks in Brussels, who also played a central role in the Islamic State’s external operations branch. Additional members of the cell responsible for the European attacks have also been linked to Zerkani’s network, including Salah Abdeslam, and Najim Laachraoui, the cell’s suspected bomb maker who blew himself up at the Brussels airport on 22 March41. Zerkani was arrested by Belgian authorities in early 2015, and sentenced in July 2015 to twelve years in jail for his role in recruiting and radicalizing Belgian youth42. As evidenced by the attacks in Paris and Brussels, however, his legacy will continue to have long-term implications for European security.

			The social cohesion and familial ties of the Brussels cell responsible for the Paris and Brussels attacks is yet another key factor in European Islamic State recruitment. Many members of this cell were well known to each other beforehand. The network included multiple sets of brothers, including Ibrahim and Khalid El Bakraoui – two of the bombers in the Brussels attacks, and Salah and Ibrahim Abdeslam, both involved in the Paris attacks. Abdelhamid Abaaoud and Ibrahim Abdeslam reportedly spent time in prison with each other, and the majority of the known members of the cell had criminal backgrounds43. At least fourteen of the known members of the cell had direct ties to Brussels – many to Molenbeek, and at least eleven members of the cell were of Moroccan descent44. These commonalities are just a few examples of how tightly knit and community-centric this specific European jihadist recruitment network was. This pattern is consistent with research that suggests that individuals who radicalize often have close personal ties to other radicalized individuals, such as family members, friends, or acquaintances. Recruitment then extends from there, spreading throughout a network of known associates, rather than high levels of interaction between random or unknown strangers.

			United Kingdom

			At least 760 British citizens have traveled to Iraq and Syria to join the Islamic State and other jihadist groups since the beginning of the conflict. Though recent events have generated a massive amount of media attention to the unprecedented Islamic State-linked threat currently facing the European Union, networks of jihadist sympathizers have existed in Europe for decades. In June 2006 – a full eight years before Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi would proclaim the so-called Caliphate – scholars such as Peter Neumann of King’s College London were writing about Europe’s jihadist dilemma and were already calling Europe a nerve center for global jihad45. At that time, Neumann and others had already identified personal grievances and sustained crises of identity as some of the only more or less generalizable characteristics of individual jihadist sympathizers in Europe46.

			The presence of influential jihadist ideologues in Europe pre-dates the September 11, 2001 attacks in the United States. Throughout the 1990s, al-Qaeda – under the direction of Osama bin Laden and his deputies – ran numerous front organizations throughout Europe to assist both financing and recruitment efforts for the terrorist group. In a rather prescient example of historical irony, it was Europe’s lax immigration and asylum laws in the 1990s that allowed many influential radical Islamist clerics to flee to Europe in the face of persecution in their home countries47. Though most of the original radical clerics and preachers who headed networks of jihadist sympathizers in Europe have been rooted out since 9/11, they laid the groundwork and influence for the newer generation of charismatic jihadist leaders who have stepped up to fill the void48.

			One of the most prominent Islamist leaders in Europe prior to 9/11 was an Egyptian named Abu Hamza al-Masri. Abu Hamza, who moved to London in 1979, was a veteran of the Afghan jihad where he had direct contact with Abdullah Azzam, a mentor and close associate of Osama bin Laden49. After returning to London in 1993 to receive treatment for injuries sustained while fighting in Afghanistan – where he lost both his hands – Abu Hamza gained a reputation as one of the leading Islamist preachers in the United Kingdom50. In 1997, Abu Hamza became the de facto imam of the infamous Finsbury Park Mosque in London – a well-known hub of jihadist support51. Under Abu Hamza’s direction, the Finsbury Park Mosque served as a critical link between al-Qaeda operatives and prospective local recruits in Europe52.

			Another highly influential charismatic Islamist leader in the UK prior to 9/11 was Omar Bakri Muhammad. Bakri immigrated to Britain from Syria in 1980, where he received political asylum53. Like Abu Hamza, Bakri was well known in the UK as a radical Islamist preacher, and was the founder of the British-based jihadist group al-Muhajiroun. Though he fled to Lebanon after the 7 July, 2005 London transit bombings, Bakri’s influence left a lasting legacy that had direct impact on Islamic State recruitment efforts in the United Kingdom. One of Bakri’s principal disciples was Anjem Choudary, who became the leader of al-Muhajiroun, and has gained more recent notoriety as one of the most outspoken supporters of the Islamic State in Europe. Choudary, who was arrested in August 2015 on charges of inciting support for the Islamic State, is a highly charismatic Salafist preacher who directly motivated or influenced many of the at least 760 British Islamic State recruits to join the group54.

			Though Choudary has been the focus of significant media attention in recent years due to his open support for the Islamic State, the following he and Bakri cultivated in the early years of al-Muhajiroun is a prime example of the impact charismatic leaders have on the radicalization and recruitment process. Though social media certainly gave Choudary and other recruiters a boost, it was the specific appeal of Choudary’s tailored delivery of the message and the ability of prospective recruits to personally reach out and interact with him that underlined the effectiveness of the content Choudary and his network spread via social media.

			Bosnia

			The Balkans have historically been home to a small but still sizeable population of violent Islamist extremists. Bosnians account for a significant proportion of foreign fighters from the Balkans in Iraq and Syria; at least 330 of the total of 875 fighters from the region come from Bosnia55. Like Chechnya, Bosnia was a destination for foreign violent jihadists in the 1990s. In a manner very similar to what occurred in the North Caucasus, the war in Bosnia in the early 1990s brought a large influx of Muslim foreign fighters, who traveled to Bosnia to come to the aid of their persecuted Bosnian Muslim brothers. The fighters brought with them Salafist ideology, which took root in the country and persisted after the war in Bosnia ended.

			In the wake of terrorist attacks in the country in 2010 and 2011, the Bosnian government began cracking down on jihadist groups within the country56. This forced jihadist sympathizers to retreat to more remote areas of Bosnia, including the village of Gornje Maoče, which has become a stronghold of violent extremism in the country57. As jihadist sympathizers became dispersed throughout remote areas of the country, a highly influential preacher named Hussein “Bilal” Bosnic emerged as the unifying voice of the jihadist community in Bosnia. In many small and remote villages, Bosnic was viewed as the religious authority58.

			With the emergence of the Islamic State, Bosnic became the group’s most powerful and persuasive recruiter in Bosnia. He would reportedly visit prospective recruits at their homes, and would put considerable effort into engaging in one-on-one contact with vulnerable targets59. The extraordinarily high unemployment rate in Bosnia, coupled with a large Muslim youth population severely lacking in prospects for improving their lives, provided Bosnic with a highly susceptible pool of prospective recruits. In addition to radicalizing vulnerable targets, Bosnic was pivotal in facilitating travel arrangements for Bosnians hoping to get to Syria to take up arms with the Islamic State.

			Bosnic was arrested in 2014, and in November 2015 was sentenced to seven years in prison for his role in promoting jihad60. Despite his arrest, the foundations laid by Bosnic paved a path for the strong ties between Bosnian jihadist sympathizers and the Islamic State. In addition, the high level of sympathy for the Islamic State that Bosnic instilled has helped transform Bosnia into a transit hub for foreign fighters from other parts of the world attempting to travel to Syria61. 

			United States

			Compared to other countries around the world, the United States has experienced relatively few foreign fighters travelling to join extremist groups in Iraq and Syria – particularly in terms of per capita numbers. It is estimated that approximately 250 Americans have traveled or attempted to travel to Syria to join the Islamic State and other like-minded groups. With a total population of more than 320 million people, the scale and scope of jihadist recruitment in the U.S. is clearly far smaller than that seen in various parts of Europe, the Caucasus, and North Africa.

			Yet among those who have traveled to join the Islamic State, Minneapolis is home to many. Like so many other hotbeds of recruitment worldwide, Minneapolis has had a reputation as a fertile ground for violent extremist group recruitment for some time. Minneapolis hosts a large Somali-American community, and since the mid-2000s has seen a number of recruits travel to Somalia to join the al-Qaeda affiliate al-Shabaab. The rise of the Islamic State, however, has led to a shift in destination for many foreign fighter recruits from Minneapolis for whom Iraq and Syria have become more popular battlegrounds than Somalia.
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