This article was written prior to the strike on July 31, 2022 that killed Ayman al-Zawahiri.

Do jihadist terror organizations still represent a
serious threat? If so, do they pose a serious threat to

the West? The United States and Europe suffered few
attacks during the past decade, and yet more jihadist
groups are launching more attacks over a larger portion

of the world than ever before. They all trace their origins
and allegiances to al-Qaeda and its breakaway faction, the
Islamic State, also known as the Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria (ISIS).

The war in Syria was a boon to the global jihadist
movement. Together, ISIS and al-Qaeda can now field
between 100,000 and 270,000 armed combatants. While
the COVID-19 pandemic restricted travel, making it more
difficult for terrorist groups to infiltrate Europe and North
America, the jihadist movement flourished elsewhere. A
growing number of states in Africa, the Middle East, and
Asia now face the challenge of violent extremism.

Following the chaotic withdrawal of U.S. forces from
Afghanistan, President Biden declared that the war against
jihadist terrorism was over.l’ Numerous foreign policy
strategists agreed. But the war is not over, and several
U.S. intelligence officials have stressed the continued
threat to the homeland posed by both al-Qaeda and ISIS.

On October 26, 2021, two months after the American
withdrawal from Afghanistan, Undersecretary of Defense
Colin Kahl told the Senate Armed Services Committee
that Islamic State’s Khorasan group in Afghanistan “could
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potentially” develop the capability to launch external
attacks — including those targeting the United States
— within six to 12 months. Operating from its new safe
haven in Afghanistan, al-Qaeda could achieve that
same capability within one to two years.[™!

But is Kahl right to believe that the United States should
be more concerned about ISIS than al-Qaeda? Time
and time again, the West has underestimated the latter.
We may be about to make that same mistake again.
Al-Qaeda emerged victorious from the ashes of the
jihadist campaign in Syria. lts fighters remain embedded
in Syria’s northern territory, from which Europe’s large
cities can be reached by car. Meanwhile, al-Qaeda’s
leadership is poised to benefit from its newfound refuge
in Afghanistan.

THE STATE @F THE GL@BAL JIHAD

ISIS’s pseudo-state in Eastern Syria collapsed in March
2019. Since then, the organization has gained ground in
Afghanistan and reemerged as an insurgency in Syria
and Iraq, with branches in Africa and the Middle East.
ISIS likely boasts more adherents in Europe and the
United States than al-Qaeda, and it may now be the
richest terrorist organization in history.

Following the death of bin Laden, a schism in the
jihadist movement began to take shape. In late 2011,
bin Laden’s successor, Ayman al-Zawabhiri, dispatched



his top officials to Syria. He
directed them to build a jihadist
front organization to unify
regional jihadist fighter groups
against the Syrian government.
The organization became
known as Jabhat al-Nusra,
#M or the Nusra Front.™® Abu

.2 Mohammad al-Jolani, a high-
Abu Mohammad al-Jolani ranking al-Qaeda operative from
the Golan Heights, was appointed as the local emir
(leader). Answerable ultimately to al-Zawahiri, al-Jolani
held authority over all local jihadist groups, including
al-Qaeda in Iraq, a faction that now employs the title
Islamic State in Iraq (ISI).

Two years later, the emir of ISI, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,
declared that the Nusra Front was under his leadership.
He rebranded the merged organization as the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). This was nothing less
than a coup. Al-Jolani insisted that al-Nusra remained
loyal only to al-Qaeda’s emir, Ayman al-Zawahiri. An al-
Qaeda negotiator was dispatched to resolve the dispute,
but after ISIS dispatched a suicide squad to kill him,
open conflict broke out between the two organizations.
In February 2014, al-Zawahiri publicly disavowed ISIS.
He explained that he had ‘“little choice” but to expel the
group and criticized it for a failure in “teamwork” and for
displaying excessive violence.® In June of the same
year, ISIS shortened its name to the Islamic State (1S).
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Technically, that is still the group’s name, but that title
also refers to the pseudo-state that was controlled by the
organization. To avoid confusion, | will therefore continue
to refer to the group as ISIS, while using IS when speaking
of the pseudo-state.

The rift triggered ripple effects across the global jihadist
movement. Members of its various factions were forced to
choose sides. Some enlisted with ISIS under al-Baghdadi.
Others remained with al-Nusra under al-Jolani.l"" At its
height, the Islamic State (IS) occupied about a third of
Syria and 40 percent of Iraq. Its emissaries bribed and
cajoled local fighter groups to join up with the “caliphate.”
Soon, they would claim the affiliation of new “provinces”
throughout Asia and Africa.

THE AFRICAN MISSI2N

Al-Qaeda and ISIS both have affiliates in Africa, but those
associated with the latter have wreaked the most havoc.
They exploit local grievances, assassinate uncooperative
local authorities, plunder villages for food, extort taxes
from local business, profit from smuggling operations, and
abduct children as sex slaves and child soldiers. There
are at least a dozen ISIS affiliates, spread across three
continents. | will examine several of them below.

A group known as the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara
(ISGS) has established itself in Mali and neighboring
Burkina Faso and Niger. Initially, the group fought with the




French and Malian Soldiers during Opération Barkhane By TM1972 // CC BY-SA 4.0.

local al-Qaeda affiliate, but recently the two groups have
worked in parallel, extracting revenue from smugglers and
the local population.”®

In February 2022, France announced the withdrawal of
its military forces from Mali. This was
perceived as another loss in the war on
terror. French forces had been stationed
there for nine years as part of an allied
NATO counterterrorism effort aimed at
rolling back the jihadist presence in West
Africa.™® The French mission had been

a military success. AQIM, al-Qaeda’s
powerful local affiliate — which historically
operated in Algeria and in parts of the
desert regions of the northern Sahel — was
decimated and its leadership killed. But the
effort to promote political and economic
stability in Mali had utterly failed.®”

The withdrawal came after Mali’s military junta turned to
Russia for support, inviting the Wagner Group to establish
a base in its territory. This development received far less
attention than the withdrawal itself. The Wagner Group, a

mercenary company founded by Russian intelligence
officers, is linked to Vladimir Putin. Infamous for its
brutality, it has assisted Putin in establishing a power
base in Africa and elsewhere. lts employees prop up
corrupt regimes that strengthen Russia’s influence and
its access to mining licenses and natural resources.
Through these schemes, Russia also
gains new military bases.®" Today,
the organization supplies Putin with
an international corps of irregular elite
soldiers in Ukraine. Both the United
States and the European Union have
imposed sanctions on the Wagner
Group for its illicit activities.®?

Another important affiliate is the Islamic
State’s Central Africa “Province,” Wilayat
Wasat Ifrigiya. Established by Somali
militants who infiltrated the Democratic

Insignia patch worn by members of The Wagner Group Republic Of the Congo (DRC) the grOUp

has created insurgencies in the DRC’s neighboring
states (The Wagner Group has been involved there as
well). One offshoot, known as I1SIS-Mozambique, or
Ahlu Sunna wal-Jama’a (ASWJ), has made inroads in
East Africa, where jihadists previously had little to no



presence.® In March 2020, and again in August of the prison break was Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurayshi,

same year, the group attacked Mocimboa da Praia, a the leader of ISIS. On February 2, 2022, U.S. Special
coastal city and tourist hub in the Cabo Delgado province  Forces descended on a nondescript house in a small
of northern Mozambique, displacing 30,000 people. town in Syria to capture or kill al-Qurayshi.® Unwilling

The insurgents retained control until a joint operation by to be taken alive, he detonated a bomb, killing himself
Rwandan and Mozambican military forces retook the city =~ and several of his family members.®® In addition to his

a year later, in August 2021. other roles, al-Qurayshi had managed the distribution

of the organization’s secret money hoard to affiliates
In a dramatic operation in May 2021, the group and operatives further afield.®" John Godfrey, the State
attacked a large-scale natural gas plant run by a French Department’s acting coordinator for counterterrorism, said
multinational company in Palma, Mozambique.®The at the time of the raid, “the evidence of ties between the

facility had employed 2,500 local workers but was forced ISIS branch or network in Mozambique and the so-called
to shut down in the aftermath of the attack (though it has ISIS-Core in Iraq and Syria is quite incontrovertible.”®?
recently announced plans to resume activity).

This crisis demonstrated how quickly a small band of ISIS affiliates have claimed responsibility for attacks in
jihadists can destabilize a region when borders are Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines; however the
porous and the central government — in this case, strength of these groups remains dubious. Afghanistan is
located 1,800 miles to the south — lacks the ability to now the more important stronghold. The Afghan affiliate,
provide security. ISIS-Khorasan, also known as ISIS-K, won notoriety in the
final days of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan when
Like ISIS, al-Qaeda continues to operate affiliates one of its suicide bombers attacked Kabul airport amid the
in Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, the Caucasus, and chaos of the final evacuation, killing 170 civilians and 13
Southeast Asia. These include some of the familiar U.S. troops.®® ISIS-Khorasan specializes in particularly
names from the post-9/11 years: AQAP in Yemen; al- gruesome atrocities. One particularly heinous example
Shabaab, a Somali group that has spread into Uganda is an attack perpetrated in May 2020 on a maternity
and Kenya; hospital run by a
al-Qaeda in Western NGO in
the Islamic a majority Shiite
Maghreb N } \ \ \ neighborhood in
(AQIM), which L [ /1 xs w Y Kabul.® The U.S.
previously p W /\ military was so
operated on ’}»é concerned about
the coasts é T [ the capacity of
of Algeria, ISIS-K that the
Tunisia, and military started

The flag of ISIS.

Libya, but has The flag of al-Qaeda. g coordinate its

since moved south; and others. Al-Qaeda’s new face in strikes against the group with the Taliban. This may be the
the Sahel region is known as Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal oddest example yet of the shifting fortunes in the war on
Muslimin (JNIM). The group has a growing presence in terror.®® A recent United Nations report estimates that the
Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso, where it competes with group has upgraded its presence in Afghanistan to about
Islamic State affiliates for fighters and revenue sources. 4,000 fighters, drawing recruits from the Pakistani Taliban,
JNIM has recently moved into Senegal as well.l Al- Tehrik-e Taliban (TTP) (not to be confused with the Afghan

Qaeda affiliates generally avoid mass killings of civilians Taliban).[®
on the scale of those committed by ISIS affiliates, but

JNIM nonetheless killed 53 people in an attack on a Al-Qaeda’s return to Taliban-controlled Afghanistan is the
military camp in Burkina Faso in November 2021.18"] most significant recent development in the war on terror.
In 2014, Ayman al-Zawahiri, al-Qaeda’s emir, announced
- n with great fanfare the creation of a new regional affiliate,
-I;l-:l';e‘J*ll-i’A‘;?\lls,; al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS). The group
HEARTLAN has not yet established a presence in its target region

and is currently embedded within al-Qaeda groups in
Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda-aligned groups in the Caucasus
have also fought alongside the Taliban in Afghanistan and
iy against a Kurdish-controlled have had a strong presence in Syria. Tajik and Uzbek
i.+| prison that housed approximately fighter groups’are now relocating to Afghanistan to join up
W14 4,000 captured jihadist fighters s With al-Qaeda’s troops.
4 | This operation demonstrated

the extent to which ISIS has
rebuilt its offensive capacity. The

| ISIS’s core remains in Syria and
4] northern Iraq. In January 2022,
/| the group mounted an attack

Al-Qaeda’s leadership has longstanding bonds with the
Haqgqani Network, a Sunni militant organization founded
in the 1970s by Jalaluddin Haggani, a leading Afghan

Photo of al-Qurashi detained . .
at Camp Bucca in Iraq. alleged mastermind behind the
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Sirajuddin Haggani, reviews Afghan police recruits during ceremony in Kabul,
Afghanistan, March 5, 2022.

warlord during the Soviet-Afghan war in the 1980s. The
Network, based in North Waziristan, Pakistan, is also a
constituent part of the Taliban. (The U.S. Secretary of
State designated the Haggani Network a Foreign Terrorist
Organization on September 7, 2012.71) Haqgani’s son,
Sirajuddin Haqggani, is now the deputy leader of the
Taliban’s government in Afghanistan. bin Laden, his family,
and that of Ayman al-Zawahiri were taken in by villagers
associated with the network after al-Qaeda’s exodus

from Afghanistan in 2001.°8 Families have intermarried
and oaths of allegiance, known as bayat, have been
exchanged since the 1990s.

High-level consultations took place between and the
Haqggani network even as the Trump administration sat
down in Doha in early 2020 to negotiate peace with the
Taliban and seek assurances that al-Qaeda would not be
allowed to return to Afghanistan.® UN Security Council
researchers cite intelligence that bin Laden’s son Abdallah
(not a listed terrorist), visited Afghanistan in October 2021
for meetings with the Taliban. The implications of the visit
are unclear, but it suggests that another bin Laden son
may soon emerge as an al-Qaeda princeling (Hamza bin
Laden, who was groomed by his father to become his
successor, was killed in a drone strike in 2019).11%

THE NEXT ATTACK

For 30 years now, al-Qaeda has experienced cycles of
mobilization, attack, suppression, and revival. Will it make
another comeback?

After 9/11 and up until bin Laden’s death, al-Qaeda’s
campaign against the “far enemy” — the United States
and its Western allies — took the form of what became
known as “homegrown” terrorism. It was a faulty label
inspired by the role played by domestic-born Muslims
and converts as bomb carriers for al-Qaeda. The

2004 train bombings in Madrid and the 2005 London
Underground suicide bombings set the paradigm, and
while more plots followed, many were averted and
others simply failed. Few today remember the follow-
up attack to the July 7 London Underground suicide
bombings that failed due to defective backpack bombs.

In deep hiding, al-Qaeda’s top brass delegated the
management of attacks targeting the West to its affiliate
in Yemen, AQAP, and its charismatic American-born
internet evangelist, Anwar al-Awlaki. We know this

from documentary evidence recovered by U.S. Special
Forces from bin Laden’s compound in Abbottabad. Bin
Laden corresponded at great length with his underlings
and tried to micromanage attacks in the West.['*"!

Further evidence of bin Laden’s involvement in a
terrorist campaign targeting Europe has continued

to crop up in unexpected places. A group of German
militants who aligned themselves with the al-Qaeda
affiliated Islamic Jihad Union (IJU), an Uzbek group,
set up a colony in Waziristan. Calling themselves “the
German Taliban,” they planned attacks against U.S.
bases in Germany. The attacks were foiled, but during
the plotters’ trial, it was revealed that a member of

the group had been communicating directly with bin
Laden about more ambitious plans for attacks against
infrastructure in Europe and the United States.['%?
One unexpected source detailing al-Qaeda’s planned
European attacks was a memory stick seized from

the underpants of an al-Qaeda operative in 2012; it
revealed ambitious plans to attack cruise ships and
infrastructure in Europe.['®® Bin Laden’s last campaign
before his death involved a string of thwarted efforts to
attack a Danish newspaper that had printed 12 satirical
drawings of the Muslim prophet.

Since 2011, there have been only two al-Qaeda
directed attacks against the “far enemy,” both of which
were traced to AQAP. In January 2015, two French
brothers, Said and Chérif Kouachi, mounted a lethal
shooting attack against the editorial staff of satirical
magazine Charlie Hebdo. Two days later, their friend
and co-conspirator, Amedy Coulibaly, attacked a Jewish
supermarket on the outskirts of Paris. The three men,
it turned out, were part of a larger group that randomly
shot and killed additional civilians over the course of
several days. Seventeen people died.['*

We know al-Qaeda was involved, even if only
tangentially, because one of the brothers bragged that
he had been sponsored by AQAP in a call to a French
TV station, shortly before being killed in a shootout
with French police: “l was sent, me, Chérif Kouachi, by
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al-Qaeda of Yemen. | went over there, and it was Anwar
al-Awlaki who financed me. "% Al-Awlaki was killed in
2011, which means the Hebdo attack had been four
years in the making. Meanwhile, speaking to a radio
station, Coulibaly dedicated his actions to the Islamic
State.[1%6]

The second attack occurred on December 6, 2019,
when a Saudi cadet participating in a military exchange
program with the United States shot and killed three
U.S. sailors in Pensacola. Investigators who accessed
his iPhone determined that the cadet had been
radicalized as early as 2015, perhaps earlier. He had
been directed to join the Royal Saudi Air Force as cover
to perpetrate a terrorist mission in the United States.
He was in touch with his handlers from AQAP before
he arrived in the United States and continued to have
contact throughout his stay, up until the attack.['*”!

We now know that bin Laden and al-Qaeda plotted to
attacks against the West up until his death. Al-Qaeda
then appears to have dropped the war against the

“far enemy.” A number of reasons might explain this
tactical retreat. More than 30 al-Qaeda leaders and top
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operatives were killed in U.S. drone strikes over a period of
five years in 2013. The operatives responsible for planning
strikes against the West were among the dead.['%®!
Following bin Laden’s death in 2011, al-Zawahiri took over
leadership. Then, the Syrian civil war broke out.

From 2014, I1SIS took the initiative. In 2014, it directed an
attack at the Jewish Museum in Brussels. There followed
coordinated assaults on a sports stadium, sidewalk cafes,
a music hall in Paris on November 13—-14, 2015, and four
months later, suicide bombings in Brussels. Attacks killed
130 people in Paris and 32 in Brussels. The Brussels-
based ISIS network arranged at least 11 further attacks in
Europe (we are still learning more about their plans). Six
were successful. The command structure went all the way
to the top of ISIS and al-Baghdadi himself.

As ISIS lost ground in Irag and Syria, coordination and
initiative shifted to the affiliates. On Bastille Day, 2016,
87 people died when a driver plowed a truck through
celebrating crowds in Nice, France. The central Islamic
State took responsibility for the attack, but its plotters
behind-the-scenes were drawn from ISIS’s Tunisian
affiliate.l'*! Attacks followed in Berlin (12 dead), in




Manchester (22 dead), in Barcelona (13 dead). In
these cases too, the central command in Syria claimed
responsibility but operational initiative came from ISIS
affiliates in Tunisia and Libya.!'"®

More recent incidents attributed to ISIS range from mass
shootings to knife attacks, but the attackers have acted
with no clear lines to ISIS central command or even one
of the affiliates. The United States too has suffered do-it-
yourself attacks attributed by the perpetrators to ISIS but
the number of arrests has declined and are mostly not
connected to domestic attacks. They generally involve
people trying to go abroad to fight for ISIS or individuals
who were returned to stand trial in the United States for
crimes committed abroad.

WHY WE SH@ULD FEAR AL-SAEBA

Al-Qaeda stopped attacking the West six years ago when
leadership set up shop in Syria. Why? A plausible but
insufficient explanation is that once al-Qaeda gained safe
haven in Afghanistan, it opted for “strategic silence” so
as to not endanger the Taliban’s success.["""! Insufficient
because al-Qaeda stopped fielding attacks in Europe and
the United States years ago when it set up shop in Syria.

In an interview with Al Jazeera from May 2015 al-Jolani
said that al-Qaeda’s Syria branch — meaning al-Nusra
— had no intention to target the West unless “provoked.”

al-Qaeda high command — presumably al-Zawahiri — had
instructed him not to carry out strikes against the West.!"'?

The reason was that al-Qaeda (temporarily) suspended
the fight against the “far enemy.” The statement made it

plain that al-Qaeda chose not to stage attacks in the West.

Flag of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham.

In July 2016, al-Jolani changed the name of the al-Nusra
Front to Jabhat Fateh al-Sham and declared that it had
disaffiliated from al-Qaeda. Whether this split is genuine
remains a subject of debate among experts. A year later,
the group merged with several other fighter groups to

form Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), now the largest jihadist

organization in Syria. HTS is based in Idlib, a province
of northeastern Syria bordering Turkey and, in contrast
to the current Islamic State, it operates in the open as
the local governing authority.[''3! Al-Jolani has come to
an arrangement — whether it was negotiated or tacitly
arranged is not known — with Turkey to allow HTS to

control its territory south of a buffer zone controlled by the

Turkish Armed Forces.

Abu Mohammad al-Jolani is striving to distinguish
HTS’s image from that of al-Qaeda. In a February
2021 interview with PBS Frontline, he wore a blue suit
rather than his usual jihadist fighter outfit and went out
of his way to assure listeners that he was a freedom
fighter and had no intention of attacking the West.['"!
Attempting to furnish itself with a mirage of legitimacy,
HTS established an entity called the Syrian Salvation
Government as a front for the organization. The
charade reached new heights in early January 2022
when al-Jolani, donning a collared shirt and jacket,
appeared at a photo op with the pseudo-government’s
prime minister for a ceremony celebrating the opening
of a new road to Turkey.[""® No elections have taken
place and the so-called prime minister is a functionary
in al-Jolani’s organization. The UN Security Council
estimates that HTS possesses up to 15,000 fighters,
making it the single largest jihadist fighter group
outside of Afghanistan.!"® The U.S. government and
the UN Security Council continue to consider HTS a
front organization for al-Qaeda and assert that HTS’s
leadership still communicates with al-Qaeda’s high
command.'"”!

Some observers believe that HTS’s breach with
al-Qaeda is real. In this interpretation, al-Jolani’s
organization is a 2.0 version of jihadist aspirations and
has ditched bin Laden’s strategic vision of attacking

the “far enemy.”l""® Supporting evidence is that HTS
arrested the leaders of Hurras al-Din, a direct al-Qaeda
affiliate in Syria that is — or was — based in HTS-
controlled territory in Idlib.l'""® But HTS has a history of
tolerating other jihadist groups residing in Idlib, routinely
arresting their leaders only to release them again.[?"!

Even more than ISIS, al-Qaeda maintains the
operational capabilities to plan and execute complicated
terrorist operations. It has apparently given up attacks
on Western targets, but it is an open question whether
the course correction is a temporary measure, perhaps
designed to make ISIS take the heat, allowing al-Qaeda
room to strengthen its organization.

There are now two reasons not to attack the West: Syria
and Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda has had a good war. It still
has a presence in Syria and gained a new leadership
cadre and a new generation of fighters. The U.S.
withdrawal lent credence to bin Laden’s belief — one
that continues to motivate the movement globally —
that the West is weak and that jihadists are destined

to win a coming apocalyptic confrontation with heretics
and unbelievers. The jihadist takeover of Afghanistan is
also an operational boon to al-Qaeda. Fifteen Afghan
provinces, primarily in the eastern, southern, and
southeastern regions, now host al-Qaeda fighter groups
and their families.

Political willingness to invest in counterterrorism efforts
has historically cycled according to the frequency of
domestic attacks. When the threat wanes, so does



the attention and the resources allocated to the fight
against global terrorism. With the enormous challenge
of dealing with the Ukraine crisis, counterterrorism will
likely remain a low priority for the United States. Europe
will be more attuned to the threat because of the land
bridge to the jihadist hubs and the looming presences of
hundreds of returnees from the jihadist groups in Syria
and Iraq who have melted back into society.

Meanwhile, other problems demand attention: climate
change, the war in Ukraine, and great power competition
for control and influence in Asia and Africa are all higher
priority. But the jihadists’ global insurgency is not a
separate issue to be dealt with another day. It is a threat
to social cohesion, and the chaos created wherever
Jihadists pick up arms causes more destabilization and
economic distress, more bad governance, and more
refugees.
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