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“Global Policies on Countering Extremism: Lessons Learned from Syria and Iraq” 

September 3rd, 2019 

Radisson Blu Hotel – Beirut 

In cooperation with the Konrad-Adenauer-StiftungSyria/Iraq Office and the Wilfried Martens 
Centre for European Studies, Maison du Futur held a conference entitled “Global Policies on 
Countering Extremism: Lessons Learned from Syria and Iraq.” The conference aimed at 
drawing lessons from the international efforts to combat terrorism and extremism based on the 
unrest in Iraq and Syria, as well as identifying the policies and methods which have proven 
effective in countering terrorism and extremism. It also assessed counter-terrorism policies 
adopted by international key players, shedding light on their interests and strategies in the 
Middle East. The conference brought together decision makers, stakeholders and experts from 
Western and Middle Eastern countries, and was attended by President Amine Gemayel.  

President Gemayel delivered the opening remarks and noted that “the events which took place in 
Iraq and Syria in the past two decades were the most dangerous the region has witnessed since 
the 1948 war and the occupation of Palestine.”The common denominator in both countries’ 
plague wasthe proliferation of violent extremismand the emergence of non-state armed groups. 
He noted that terrorism has spread worldwide, portraying extremism asa dark ideology that 
loaded with communications technology, was able to spread like a pandemic, “plantingits elusive 
soldiers far and wide in a phenomenon that has become known as lone wolves.” He continued, 
“Terrorism has grown into one of the main scourges facing the world’s governments. it is 
anitinerant phenomenon that mutates. It begins with an ideology based on the hatred of others 
whose identity, nationality, race or religion is different and ends with violence to eliminate 
them.” 

He added, “The policies of states towards this dilemma remain ambiguous and hypocrite, 
especially those adopted by the great powers” for their flagrant double standards. While the 
mantra of these policies is countering terrorism and extremism, the great powers turn a blind eye 
to their root causes and pursue a pragmatic approach which sometimes forces them to directly 
cooperate with extremists. He stressed, “The solution to this problem requires a political 
approach that starts in holding meetings similar to the G7 and G20 aiming to address these 
leading causes through short, medium and long-term plans that do not rely only on classic 
security measures but are paired with softer measures focused on the humanitarian aspect, plans 
based on the principle according to which unless we work on state building, promoting 
democracy where liberalism, tolerance and acceptance of others prevail,extremism and violence 
in all their forms would continue to plague the twenty first century.” He pointed out “as the 
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ideologies– whether Socialism, Communism, Nazism or Fascism – had failed in the past century 
to address the humanitarian dimension, liberalism today is also failing in this respect. Justice that 
had only focused on economic concerns has widened the gap between societies and within the 
same society; more people are being marginalized, which undermines our chance fordemocracy, 
equality and justice and yields another reason for extremism and terrorism to grow.”He 
concluded by stressing that “extremism is as dangerous as a nuclear weapon, for it fissions 
toequally hit the executioner and the victim’s humanitarianism.” 

Panagiotis Tasiopoulos, Head of External Cooperation and Events Team at the Wilfried 
Martens Centre for European Studies, took the floor and said despite the decline in extremist 
attacks in Europe as confirmed by international reports, radicalism remains a source of concern 
for policymakers and people, and became a priority in the agendas of those running forelection in 
all of its countries. He added that 68 to 70 percent of Europeans believe that Europe is no longer 
safe because of this occurring danger, especially amid the emergence of otherserious issues such 
as the influx of refugees across the continent, andthe return of extremist foreign fighters. “We 
believe that eradicating extremism is an urgent need; it is a paramount step in the track towards 
alleviating crises in the Middle East and North Africa,” he continued. He concluded by pointing 
thatthe Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies was established in 2007 and has extended 
partnerships with organizations in Europe and the world. It believes in democracy and the 
promotion of dialogue as a means to tackle international issues, and has a network of partner 
organizations (20 partners) and yearly implements 120 programs in the world, using traditional 
and modern communication tools to deliver its message.  

For his part, Gregor Jaecke, the Head of the Syria /Iraq Office at Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, 
thanked Maison du Futur, President Gemayel and the Wilfried Martens Centre for European 
Studies for organizing the conference, andwelcomed the experts who will be discussing terrorism 
and extremism in Iraq, Syria and the world. He stressed the importance of this topic for Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftungas “a German foundation that supports democracy and the rule of law, and 
promotes public-private dialogue to shed light on humanitarian responsibilities.” He said, “I am 
confident that this intellectual exchange will pave the way for future solutions. We need new 
ideas, perspectives and creative approaches”. He added that until today, all efforts by the 
international community have not been able to fully eliminate terrorist and extremist groups. In 
spite of the defeat of ISIS, this terrorist group is currently resorting to other kinds of attacks, 
which confirms that it is still active and has financial resources. “The main challenge in 
addressing these threats is to adopt a comprehensive approach that focuses on eradicating 
extremism and radicalism, while thinking outside the box and adopting appropriate policies.” 

The first panel entitled “Combating Terrorism in the Middle East and North Africa” was 
called to order. Vanessa Hungeling, the panel’s moderator, introduced the speakers: Matthew 
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Bamber from the Graduate Institute in Geneva, Stephen Tankel from the American University 
in Washington DC, and Hanna Notte from The Sheikh Group.  

Bamber took the floor and pointed out that he would be speaking about adapting counter-
terrorism tools and policies through three axes: counter-terrorism legislation, the nature of such 
legislation, and a comparison between soft and hard approachescounter-terrorism legislation. He 
noted that the number of legislations passed to combat terrorism and extremism has significantly 
increased since 2014, with many international organizations focusing on the legislative 
component in tackling both phenomena. However, the main problem lies in the fact that these 
legislations were developed in a western environment; hence they have failed to take into 
account the specificities of the actual environments where extremism and terrorism are 
embedded. For example, by embracing the definition of terrorism adopted within the 
Commonwealth, Britain has found itself in controversy with other countries, which impeded the 
rise of an international commune action to counter terrorism. He continued: “This legislative 
architecture resulted in laws which often had negative repercussions,” stressing the need for 
updating these legislations. He noted that most countries enact such laws when they have a 
history in countering terrorism, yet they miss to update them which explain their failure to 
address the threats posed by nowadays terrorism environment. He added that legislations are a 
way to face extremist groups, especially when they bring pressure to bear on theconcerned 
governments, but they are often passed after being targeted by terrorist attacks, hence the need to 
amend them in light of the nature of these attacks. For example, The Islamic State of Iraq(ISIS) 
has been using social media for recruitment purposes, which pushedfor new counter-terrorism 
laws thattake this reality into consideration. Legislations are thus a reaction to the type and 
nature of terrorism and states have yet to adopt an approach that is not confine to a simple 
reaction.  

He noted that the modus operandi of terrorist groups is to spread fear and panic and expand its 
geographic reach. Although ISIS has lost territories, it remains present in Iraq and Syria; To meet 
the ISIS challenge, “a new counter-approach should be adopted”. It is therefore necessary “to 
focus on the relationship between governments’ forces and terrorist groups which can resort to 
practices to vanquish the state. We must adopt a hard, legislative approach to combat terrorism. 
A soft approach would only focus on the root causes of extremism and terrorism and is provided 
in many UK and EU projects,” he said. 

He concluded by saying that success to constrict ISIS’s hold on territory is primordial, however, 
“we equally must focus on the root causes that had led to the emergence of these terrorist and 
extremist groups. We should alsoreinforce the anti-ISIS discourse which is not, in Iraq for 
example, a priority.” He pointed out that many countries, especially in Europe, have yet to take 
tangible measures to prevent fighters who return from Syria and Iraq from establishing groups 
similar to ISIS. For this reason, ISIS still exists today in Iraq. In our fight against ISIS, we are in 
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a vicious circle and we will never achieve our short or medium-term goals if we do not take any 
measures to reintegrate fighters, develop liberated areas and provide education opportunities to 
the communities. The rhetoric of ISIS continues to attract many people who feel persecuted by 
the Iraqi state; they do hope thatISIS emerges victorious. The chances of ISIS returning in Iraq 
are still very high”. 

Stephen Tankel took the floor and noted that his intervention’s title, “Foreign Interests and 
Geographical Focus of Counterterrorism”, requires concentrating on domestic and 
international political dynamics. He explained that there are many factors which states take into 
account to engage in specific areas. These factors are ranked according to their importance and 
the risk they pose. Many believe that a common threat would trigger international cooperation to 
eliminate it; unfortunately, that is not the case, forstates may have other factors to consider and 
determine whether joining that effort would be in their interest or not. Although ISIS posed a 
threat to all countries, the decision to fight it was not unanimous. Many Western countries joined 
the Global Coalition against ISIS for reasons other than fighting terrorism and this terrorist 
group. Such reasons include the refugee and migrant crisis, economic interests and political 
alliances. Denmark, for example, joined the Coalition because it is a NATO ally and because it is 
a US-led effort. The same applies to Australia. 
 
He added that domestic politics play a pivotal role in international cooperation. Many Western 
countries are afraid to participate in the fight against terrorism because they worry about public 
opinion. This was the case of Europe when most countries stood against the return of foreign 
fighters. Sometimes, other interests come into play. This was the case in the US when the 
Department of Defence reviewed its defence policy in Central Asia and decided to withdraw 
from Afghanistan in response to the public opinion. Then ISIS emerged in Iraq making it 
impossible for the US to withdraw its soldiers. On another hand, several countries are unwilling 
to contribute financially to the fight against extremist groups. In the US for example, allocating 
money to ensure stability in the region is an unappealing topic.  

In conclusion, he noted that differences in states’domestic policies largely determine their 
handling of international issues, even when an issue is viewed as a common threat. 
Developments on the ground have made it clear that even when countries have the same interests 
or face a common threat, they do not necessarily fully and effectivelycooperate, because 
governments adopt different approaches in identifying and prioritizing threats to their national 
security. He gave the example of Saudi Arabia which was one of the first participants in the 
International Coalition against ISIS, only to withdraw a few weeks later because of the war that 
broke in Yemen, and because the Houthis represented a bigger threatthan ISIS to its national 
security.  
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He also spoke about the possibility of cooperation between countries that do not have common 
interests or that have tense relations. This is the case today between the US and Egypt; despite 
tensions in their relationship, the two countries cooperate on intelligence front. Similarly, despite 
the rivalry between Tehran and Riyadh, they joint efforts to curb the influence of al-Qaida in the 
region.  

He concluded by statingthat identifying the best practices to combat terrorism and extremism is 
not easy because of political complexities. Theoretically, states want to find a way to cooperate 
when faced with common challenges. However, no state wants to be the victim of this 
cooperation, “even if it is limited to training certain parties in exchange for the partner training 
others” to face the common threat. Burden sharing requires an active participation in counter 
terrorism efforts and finding solutions. This is what international relations are lacking today. 
Nevertheless, military cooperation surpasses other types of cooperation, as is the case today 
between the US and the Lebanese army and security services. “Nonetheless,no matter how 
important the role of the army is, and as the facts have frequently proven,the political factor 
remains far-reaching: ISIS lost geographically thanks to military cooperation, yet peace has not 
been achieved due to weak diplomacy.” 

Hanna Notte took the floor and said that, in her intervention, she would focus on Russia’s 
experience in combating terrorism. She pointed out that Moscow did not play a role in combating 
terrorist groups in Iraq; she would therefore focus on Russia’s experience in Syria, for it has put 
Russia’s counter-terrorism policy under scrutiny. All eyes are hawking today the battle in Idlib. 
The legacy of the war waged by Moscow against Chechnya affected its intervention in Syria. She 
stressed that from day one, this intervention sought to combat terrorism and not to support the 
Syrian regime. Russia’s counter-terrorism measures have two characteristics: its economic 
interests and equating between terrorism and political dissidence that threatens the regime either 
in Russia or in Syria.  

Regarding the legacy of Chechnya, she remarkedthat the second war was sparked by a series 
ofbombings that hitthree Russian cities, including Moscow, in September 1999. These attacks 
made countering terrorism a priority for Russian President Vladimir Putin. The conflict began in 
August 1999, when Islamist fighters from Chechnya infiltrated Russia's Dagestan region, 
declaring it an independent state; on October first, Russia invaded the Chechen Republic ending 
the de facto its independence and restoring Russian federal control over the territory. Putin 
linked the situation in Chechnya to Russia’s presence on the map when he stated; “What is 
happening in North Caucasus is a continuation of the Soviet Union collapse. If we do not act 
now, Russia will disappear.” She added that Putin believed the reason behind Chechnya's 
attempts at independence was the promotion of democracy by Western countries, mainly the US. 
She added, “I wanted to mention these events because I consider Putin's view at that point 
affected later Russia's view of terrorism and counter-terrorism in the Middle East.” In Chechnya, 
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Putin made no distinction between good and evil. For him, everyone was evil because he 
believed Russia was facing an existential threat. Russia adopted the same approach in Syria. It 
asserted from the beginning that there was no peaceful opposition. There are only foreign-backed 
terrorist groups pushing for Syria’s collapse. Russia carried out a major operation in Chechnya 
using heavy weapons. It did the same in Syria, especially in Aleppo and Idlib. Putin used this 
narrative to win Russian public opinion (55% of Russians support Russia's intervention in Syria). 
However, Moscow showed some flexibility in this narrative, especially in its behaviour towards 
Ahrar al-Sham and al-Nusra Front. For example, Russia accepted their participation in the 
Geneva and Astana talks, and the de-escalation agreements. Russia dominated the negotiations, 
particularly in Astana. It engaged pragmatically with the two groups, but it would always go 
back to using force on them when necessary. 

She added that when the Russian military operation in Chechnya ended, Russia reviewed its 
policy there. It adopted an iron fist policy on the one hand and provided a lot of money to the 
government of Chechnya on the other. She said; “I do not know whether Russia will adopt the 
same approach in Syria once the battle in Idlib is over.” 

When Russia intervened in Syria, it made sure combating terrorism was a task carried out by an 
International Coalition in which as many countries as possible participated. One should not 
underestimate the importance of Moscow’s economic interests and how it would resort to 
military action to achieve them. She noted that Russia sold millions and even billions worth of 
weapons and military equipment. Last year, wired and wireless devices used to maintain 
oppressive regimes in the Middle East and North Africa in power accounted for 50 percent of its 
exports. Russia earned money by selling weapons. It exports these weapons in exchange for 
security. Since 2012, Russia changed its rhetoric. It no longer differentiates between terrorism 
and opposition groups. Moscow's efforts therefore focused on suppressing all dissenting voices. 
It believed that ISIS and similar terrorist groups have become a threat as dangerous as the 
democracy preached by the West. This is how it linked terrorism to any opposition movement 
that aimsto change the regime. 

She stressed Russia's declared commitment to combating terrorism in Syria and Iraq, especially 
in its domestic rhetoric. According to Russia, militant and jihadist groups represent an existential 
and security threat. It is better to fight them in Syria than in Russia. The rhetoric evolved to 
emphasize a so-called Russian Progress. According to this approach, the weapons Russia uses in 
Syria were taken from ISIS. This approach is used as an example to highlight Russia’s 
achievements abroad considered as a source of pride. Speaking about the developments in Idlib, 
she said the Russian media outlets do not give much information. 

In conclusion, she noted that Russia's counter-terrorism policy has been successful because, and 
with the exception of a few attacks that took place in 2015 and 2017, no major attack has been 
carried out since the 2014 Olympics’ attempt. However, some risks must be noted, mainly the 
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return of foreign fighters and migrants. Regarding the US-Russian relations, she observedthat 
President Putin joined the US campaign against Pakistan following the 9/11 attacks. However, 
the situation has changed since 2003 with the start of the war in Iraq. It is unlikely that Russia 
and the US would cooperate, whether in Syria or Iraq, because their views are significantly 
different and because Russia believes the American policy further exacerbates extremism. 

As the discussion started, Tanker took the floor to respond to Notte. He clarified that there are 
three common points between the American and Russian counter-terrorism strategies: 

- Carrying out military actions against terrorist and extremist groups.  
- Combating extremist and terrorist groups abroad instead of having to deal with them 

inside the country, in a way to keep their danger away from national borders.  
- Fighting extremist and terrorist groups militarily through an international coalition.  

On the first and second points, it was proven that military action, as important as it has been, did 
not achieve the desired goal, namely eliminating terrorist and extremist groups. What is 
happening in Syria is like cutting grass, yet this grass keep growing and fast. For this reason, a 
lot of people in the US administration do not support President Trump's declaration of victory 
over ISIS. They say despite its geographical losses, ISIS remains present and has resources to 
change its combat strategy and it is still able to recruit. In addition, strengthening local 
governments’ military capabilities is as important as intelligence efforts. However, without a 
political reform, such efforts will yield no result.  

After President Bush's attempts and President Obama's partial push for political reform in Iraq, 
the US seems to have dismissed the issue under President Trump, and pulled out of the Middle 
East, leaving room for Russia to fill the vacuum. A lot of people in the US believe this was 
Washington’s biggest mistake. “Today, most governments in the region include opposition and 
civil society organizations within the terrorist groups. Societies are more at risk of repression 
than they ever were. This creates a fertile terrain for an acute type of extremism. The problem 
with today's terrorism resides in its nature. The elimination of terrorism is no longer restricted to 
the elimination of terrorist groups. Terrorism has become an ideology and a doctrine with 
followers even within the US, Europe and Russia. The risks of lone wolves’ attacks remain high. 
Terrorism has grown into a movement and this is a domestic threat. This refutes the argument 
calling for fighting terrorism outside national borders,” he continued. 

“Regarding the third point, when President George W. Bush took office, the policy of 
encouraging international actors to take part in the fight against terrorism and extremism was 
established,” he noted. “This policy has succeeded to some extent, but as I have 
mentionedbefore, the domestic policies of states determine the extent and level of their 
participation. One would be mistaken to believe that a common threat would lead to cooperation 
among states. The threat to Europe, for example, is greater than the one the US faces, yet 
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Europe’s efforts in counteringterrorism and extremism– especially military ones– account for the 
smallest share. Even within the same country, security services do not agree on the nature and 
size of such participation. This is the case in the US, for example, andthis is why the UShas 
reduced its financial contribution to counter-terrorism efforts, and European countries followed 
suit. I agree with Notte on the need to reduce tensions between Russia and the US.” 

 

The following questions were asked:  

Question by President Gemayel to Notte: “Regardless of Russia’s domestic problems and its 
war with Chechnya, there is one point you did not mention, namely the Astana negotiations and 
the cooperation between Russia and Turkey. This also includes their military cooperation in 
Syria. I would like to know more about the impact of the Astana negotiations and the military 
cooperation between Russia and Turkey on Syria. How would this cooperation affect counter-
terrorism efforts? Is there any communication with the US regarding any possible Russian-
Turkish military cooperation on Syrian territory?” 

Notte’s answer: “I believe thatthe negotiations in Astana were a tool used byRussia following 
the fall of Aleppo in 2017, especially to convinceTurkey to join the fight against terrorism. Over 
time, Turkey understood that its biggest threat emanates fromKurds and not the Syrian regime. It 
carried out Operation Euphrates Shield in northern Syria targetingISIS and the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), a US-backed Kurdish-Arab alliance in northern Syria. Russia did not 
criticize this operation. Talks in Astana led to a mechanism for de-escalation in some areas, 
allowing the Syrian regime to launch a military campaign in this area, to advance east of the 
Euphrates andliberate some territories. The Syrian regime also conducted Russian-brokered 
negotiations with some groups on the ground. This has affected the fight against terrorism in 
Syria. One should note here that for Russia, terrorism is not only about jihadist and extremist 
armed groups,it also includes opposition groups. Russia’s main concern is to eliminate this 
opposition under the pretext of protecting the State. When these talks were launched, an 
invitation to participate was sent to the US and was rejected. Russia used this to strengthen its 
relationship with the countries of the region and pushed them to take part in talks, which focused 
first on addressing security problems then on discussingpolitical issues. However, these talks did 
not promote coordination between the Troika and the West. Some states tried to bring the views 
of Western countries and those expressed in Astana closer, but their attempts did not bear fruit.” 

Question to Notte: “It is clear a military approach alone cannot eradicate terrorism. We need 
soft tools like intelligence, law enforcement, and socioeconomic development. We don't know 
much about Russia's soft strategy in Syria. Can you elaborate on that?” 
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Notte’s answer: “There is a difference between Russian, European and American approaches 
and their use of soft tools. Russia gives priority to the economy;this is why it is pushing for the 
return of refugees, reconstruction and the restoration of the regime’s control over its territories. 
Moscow believes that an economic recovery would improve the political situation. The most 
important soft tool for Moscow is boosting and reviving the economy. Beyond this, Russia does 
not use many of these soft tools on the ground, but rather focuses on reconstruction, making the 
Chechen example viable in Syria. On the other hand, the position of Western countries is 
different, as they consider political reform to be the starting point.” 

Question by Rend al-Rahim to Tankel: “I was surprised to hear you say that the Obama 
administration carried out reforms in Iraq.” 

Tankel: “No, I did not say that. I said that unlike Trump, Bush and Obama tried to introduce 
reforms but to no avail.”  

Al-Rahim: “In fact, before his second term, Obama abandoned the idea of political reform in 
Iraq. For example, he exerted little pressure on the Iraqi government to reform the judiciary. ISIS 
occupied Mosul and Washington did not act. It only responded when ISIS threatened the Kurdish 
region. Neglecting political reform and participation allowed ISIS to occupy large swathes of 
Iraq. There is also another problem that needs to be raised, namely the transfer of 30,000 ISIS 
prisoners from Syria to Iraq. How will the US address this, especially in the absence of an Iraqi 
judicial structure to deal with these prisoners? What is the best approach to resolve this issue as 
part of counter-terrorism efforts?” 

Tankel: “Undoubtedly,the Obama administration has been slow and short on political reform, 
but at least this subject was part of US policy in Iraq, under both Obama and Bush. With Obama, 
there was a decline in the promotion of democracy,however, political reform weighted in his 
policy. If we look at the US agreement in Iraq, we see that a lot of money has beenallocated to 
projects on political reform but these projects did not yield any results especially following the 
withdrawal of the US from Iraq.” 

As for the fate of foreign ISIS detainees transferred from Syria to Iraq, he said: “I have no 
answer to this question, and I do not think the US does either. Nevertheless,the US announced it 
would ensure the return of foreign fighters who are American citizens and asked other countries, 
particularly in Europe, to follow suit without being able to force them to do so. There are some 
efforts to prosecute or reintegrate those fighters in their own countries while improving the 
conditions of their detention. I understand that the US is seen as the biggest player, but it cannot 
alone – and I believeit should not – be solely responsible for the burden of foreign fighters. It 
could facilitate their prosecution in their countries. The main issue remainthe women and 
children of these fighters, and the solution is in the hands of the countries to which they belong.” 
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Bamber: “Europe’s reluctance to take back foreign fighters has gone so far as to withdraw their 
nationality, a step that I consider asirresponsible and short-sighted. The camps in which these 
fighters are being held are the worst camps that I have ever seen, and ISIS has a history of 
storming prisons and liberating its prisoners. So, in my opinion, this issue is a priority, andall 
partsshould realize that itis a time bomb that could explode at any moment affecting all of them.” 

Questions by Mona Alamah to all panellists: “What about the use of non-state actors to fight 
terrorism? What about the sectarian-based governmentalviolence prevailing nowadaysin Iraq? 
Ms. Notte said Russia has adopted a coordinated policy in Syria, unlike that of the US and the 
West accused of inconsistency and shifting attitudes. Do you believeRussia could change its 
policy, especially towards some non-state actors such as Hezbollah?” 

Bamber: “Thank you for that question. This is a very important question, especially the first 
part. Yes, there is sectarian violence, especially in Iraq, because sectarianism is present in Iraq 
more than Syria, particularly in certain areas where the Popular Mobilization Forces 
(PMA)ispresent. In my opinion, this is a big problem and the failure to solve it will lead to 
violent reactions that will allow terrorism to spread again in the country.” 

Tankel: “In fact, what seems to be an inconsistent US policy, especially in Syria, is caused by its 
quest to have the most effective ally and after altering allies, Washington found its target in SDF. 
The US support to SDF will therefore remain intact. Focusing on supporting non-state actors 
may become a common policy in the near future. However, I would not support such policy 
because it would cause a dilemma for political decision-makers. Yet, this is an idea with which 
Washington is toying, even though supporting non-state actors may impose legal restrictions on 
the US. Nevertheless, given the phenomenon of non-state actors and their influence in the region, 
such policy could become standard. The US military has worked closely with SDF, and the 
USneeds to have a good and serious relationship with these forces. But on the other hand, it also 
needs to have a good relationship with Turkey.” 

Notte: “In fact, Russia tried to strike a balance and avoid escalation. Putin is interested in 
portraying Russia as concerned about the interests of Israel as well as the interests of other 
players. Russia hopes that neither side will escalate. But there is only so much it can do. It cannot 
do more than what it is doing right now, namely calling for de-escalation. In the event of a war 
between Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon, Russia will not be able to take any action because Iran 
remains an important partner in Syria. I do not therefore see any change in the Russian 
approach.” 

Question by Bassemal-Shab to Tankel: “We have seen a change in US positions in the region: 
ISIS has been defeated and we do not know whether the US has an agenda beyond that. Does the 
US have any agenda? As the US presidential campaign starts, do you expect this agenda to 
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change? What if Democrats win? Will that agenda change? Or did the US, with its Republican 
and Democratic wings, abandon the Levant?” 

Tankel: “I cannot identify Washington's agenda for the region because the Trump administration 
itself has yet to set it. However, I do not think the US government believes ISIS has been 
defeated. There is an internal American divide on this issue. The US president focuses on 
defence and the sale of weapons, especially with the intention of establishing trade relations with 
countries that can afford such weapons. There are two elements that will not change: the 
commitment to state-building, and perhaps the commitment to freedoms and the rule of law. 
Certainly, confronting Iran and the sale of weapons could decrease if a democratic president 
wereto be elected. As for the relations between Turkey and the US, given the current situation, I 
think they are stuck in a failed marriage and they must find a way to improve those relations, 
especially as they are both members of NATO. I am not saying that the US would like to see 
Turkey outside NATO, but we are beginning to hear questions in Washington about the shattered 
bilateral relationas well as the effectiveness of keepingTurkeywithin the NATO.” 

The second panel entitled “Preventing RadicalizationOutside the MENA Region – Targets 
and Tools” began with the introduction of its moderator MohanadHage Ali from Carnegie 
Middle East Center and its panelists: Margarita Bizina from the Canadian Network for 
Research on Terrorism, Security and Society; Bibi Van Ginkel from GloCal Connection –
Platform for Shared Security; Friedrich Lindsey from Violence Prevention Network in Berlin. 
 
Bizina began her intervention by thanking the organizers of the seminar for the invitation. She 
stated that she will be identifying extremism characteristics by answering two questions: who is 
concerned with extremism and how? She stressed that she will be sharing a Canadian 
perspective, in addition to the position of Eastern Europe and Russia. 
 
Wonderingover the existence ofa specific path towards extremism, she noted: “A Canadian 
security agencyconsidersextremism to bean individual process where those concerned become 
convinced that itis the best solution due to a setof external factors, the influence of their peers 
and a set of ideas disseminated through the internet. They work out of a desire to change. In 
Russia (Dagestan), extremism is linked to a sense of identity and discrimination, in addition to 
the sense of nationalism felt by young people as it relates to their values in their family and 
society. Russian society looks at extremism differently than societies in North America, where 
personal motives and reasons prevail.” 
 
She added:“Extremists do not have specific characteristics. However, we must note that their 
extremism is aimed at a system they feel it does not represent them. This is why we find 
common elements between extremists in all societies: Young people with no criminal record; 
they are not poor; most are educated; however, they feel a lot of rage and most of them do not 
have friends and are looking for a purpose in life. Some suffer from family problems such as the 
divorce of their parents, a drug addiction problem or the extremism of one of their parents. We 
cannot overlook personal motives such as depression, an identity crisis or personal drama.” 
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She talked about an environment that incentivizes extremism, and among its main 
characteristics: family dysfunction; absence of family dialogue; young people do not know their 
relatives, they feel lonely and live in a virtual world; failure to integrate into society; living in 
consumer societies; absence of persons that could be a source of inspiration for young people; 
spread of drugs; generations of young people who do not feel a sense of national belonging and 
are living an identity crisis; and xenophobia.  
 
She also mentionedparties working on promoting extremism such as religious figures with 
charisma and online speeches, in addition to tools for promoting extremism that could be present 
inside the family (for instance if one of the parents is an extremist). Those targeted are mostly 
young people living in isolation and looking for an identity. They believe that western policies 
are anti-Muslim ones. These young people have a weak personality due to attacks and violations 
they were subjected to as a child.  
 
As for the recruitment mechanism, she mentioned face-to-face contact through social 
relationships, teaching extremism and mobilization for adopting a violent ideology. It is possible 
to adopt an extremist ideology without resorting and using violence. The motive of these people 
is often humiliation, the divorce of parents or the loss of a loved one. 
 
Regarding tools and financing, she observed that targeted persons are asked to sell all their 
belongings, save their salaries, even steal and raise donations online. Money is transferred either 
through remittances or virtual transactions by creating a special wallet that can only be logged 
into with a specific code known only to the owner. To this day, there are no means to track the 
money or its source. 
 
Van Ginkeltook the floor and stressed that her objective is not to analyze the legal counter-
terrorism framework, but to assess the efficiency of legislations recently developed in this 
regard, with a focus on the EU. 
 
She added; “First, we must identify which extremism we are talking about: Radicalization or 
violent extremism? There are several tools to counter extremism and terrorism, whether 
legislative, financial or other relevant tools. All efforts to counter terrorism and extremism must 
be targeted to be effective and we must choose the bestamong them. We must link between what 
is happening at the local and international levels: are we trying to prevent extremism using the 
same tools we have used for the past two decades i.e.oppressive legislations and criminalizing 
some activities that might lead to terrorist acts,or are we working on prevention by looking at the 
root causes of extremism and trying to address them? Preventing extremism presumes a focus on 
the profile of extremists because there are many similarities between them. They are mostly 
trying to face the exclusion they weresubjected to and the feelings of marginalization. In Europe, 
Islam is considered as a platform for turning to extremism that uses hate speech. Some are trying 
to convince others with extremist ideas online and on social media. The causes may be gaps in 
the education systems. There is also a link between crime and terrorism. Terrorist biographies 
indicate a criminal history such as weapon smuggling, drug dealing or forgery.” 
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She added: “We must focus on returnees because they are coming back with their networks and 
their anger due to the failure of the Caliphate State, the failure and defeat of ISIS. Therefore, we 
must think about criminalizing them or reintegrating them into societies. We need a diverse set 
of counter-terrorism tools, including military, intelligence, security and strategic tools. We also 
need further commitment and to enhance resilience. Concerned entities such as the European 
Council, must adopt a roadmap that all European countries can implement.” 
 
She continued; “Criminal laws in the EUcriminalize the preparation phase of the crime (funding, 
assistance in planning, supporting and inciting terrorism, despite theabsence of a unified 
definition for terrorism or the concept of incitement). A vast set of counter-terrorism tools were 
adopted and they were considered as a true copy of UN sanctions and FATF standards. 
Individual European countries also put in place pre-detention and post-detention measures 
following their release. The EU has put in place a strategy for prevention and dealing with the 
media but it is not binding. This is a thorny issue. Our recommendations include putting in place 
a system that compels countries to report on their efforts in this regard, while exchanging 
information.” 
 
Regarding foreign policies, she said that the neighborhood policy must be based on promoting 
peace, combating extremism and adopting the STRIVEprogram that assists countries in 
launching policies to prevent extremism and terrorism. At the national level, many countries 
have extremism prevention plans and multilateral initiatives. 
 
In conclusion, she pointed out that the international community in general, and the EU in 
particular,are now more aware of these phenomena and what can be done to address them. They 
consider that international cooperation is extremely important because the risk of extremism is 
transnational, stressing the need for monitoring and evaluation because they are not receiving the 
necessary attention. She added that European countries must focus not only on Jihadi extremism 
but also on rightwing extremism, which in turn is starting to constitute a grave risk. As for 
returnees, she noted that there is no unified policy in Europe concerning this issue. There has 
been failure in this regard in the absence of attention to the children of foreign fighters who will 
turn into ticking time bombs if their issue is not addressed.  
 
Lindsey took the floorand said that the topic of returning fighters is ripe with political 
controversy and is somewhat complicated. He added that the Violence Prevention Network is 
constituted of a group of civil society organizations working in this field. “Our history goes back 
to the period after World War II when we were working onsecuring a larger democratic 
participation in Germany. This is when we developed the concept of participation and 
cooperation between government institutions and civil institutions. This program included a 
number of participants from different backgrounds and expertise. We tried to cover all 
preventive acts and acts to eradicate extremism. The tools used differed according to targeted 
individuals. However, the ultimate objective remains providing advice to returnees and their 
families, by generating an idea that motivates a response from the targeted individual.” He 
added: “We are working with them on a voluntary basis and we are building a relationship with 
them based on listening and requesting and not on confrontation. We want to give them a space 
to think about their situation.” 
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Regarding challenges they are facing, he noted: “There are many challenges, notably the 
constant feeling of alienation and high degree of separation from society. They consider that they 
do not belong to the society that they came from and feel marginalized. He added: “Civil society 
organizations could play an important role in reintegrating these people in society. An extremist 
feels like he does not belong in society. He is self-destructive. He could destroy the entire 
reintegration process. This individual behavior could have an impact on his peers.” 
 
He mentioned another important factor, which is the media attention to this group, and the 
pressure returnees are under. He said: “We must have a dialogue with them and build trust with 
the individual. We must also be patient because this process takes a long time. We shouldnot 
forget that these people perpetrated the most heinous crimes. It is absolutely necessary to change 
their mind, because if they are released from prison without this change, they will pose a grave 
risk.” 
 
He added: “The other challenge is the reintegration of returning fighters into society. The 
difficult part could be that they are already labelled. Therefore, it will be difficult for them to get 
opportunities, and the reintegration process will not take place without these opportunities. Upon 
their release from prison, we must protect their identity and rebuild the social system they belong 
to. Families play an important role in this regard despite the dysfunction that could have affected 
family ties due to this extremism. We must rebuild these ties. This is an important first step 
towards social reintegration.” 
 
He added: “Other challenges include the shocks they are subjected to due to war and conflict, 
which makes them an even bigger security risk. The shock resulting from the experience of 
fighting leaves a big impact on the emotional stability of fighters. Those differ from extremists 
who did not travel to conflict zones and communication with them is far more intense. Therefore, 
it is necessary to subject them to a psychiatric treatment, given that the experience of fighting 
under the umbrella of extremist groups that perpetrated the most heinous crimes is enough reason 
to create a violent tendency.” 
 
Finally, he noted that returning fighters have different experiences but they also have things in 
common. He also wondered if this identifies the approach to be adopted and if the legal 
framework is influenced by these cases. Does it look at people as individuals or as a group? 
 
To answer this question, Van Ginkel said: “The laws are clear and must be apply to all 
regardless of personal motives or reasons that drove each individual to walk on the path of 
extremism. The societal perspective differs from the political perspective. Public opinion 
approaches differ from political approaches. Society believes that they have perpetrated a crime 
and theymust be put in prison. I do not know if this approach is effective and if prison is useful 
or not. Will this make them feel even more marginalized?” She added; “Personally, I believe that 
we must pay attention to the targeted category that is the most vulnerable to extremist ideas, in 
an attempt to firstly anticipate their engagement in extremismthat could lead them later to the 
path of violent extremism.” 
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Lindsey: “The individual approach is very important because they are human beings and they 
each have their own history and experience. Over 100 people among these extremist fighters 
returned to Germany. We must think about a way to address their situation. We cannot assume 
that they will pose a danger to society because they came back from war and they have become 
crueler. That is merely an assumption. We cannot build policies around an unverified 
assumption.” 
 
 
During the Q&A, the following questions were raised: 
 
Question: “Are all extremists Jihadis?” 
 
Lindsey: “Of course not. You have white extremists, anti-Semites, Jihadis and others influenced 
by ideologies that have nothing to do with religion and that lead to extremism. The difference 
might be in the degree of extremism and its transformation into violent extremism.” 
 
Question: “You spoke about a new era that drove these people to come out of isolation and 
made a shift in their life. Can you please explain this further?” 
 
Lindsey: “When I said new era, I meant modern communications technology, the internet and 
digital societies. In the past, intolerance used to be a local individual case. Today, with the 
internet and modern communications means, the Jihadi movement has become widespread. It has 
become a socio-political phenomenon, which goes beyond the individual and the local context. 
We are before a new digital generation that is more vulnerable than ever. The internet has given 
everyone a platform.” 
 
Question: “What approach do we need to adopt to put in place meaningful policies to combat 
extremism and terrorism?” 
 
Lindsey: “To be honest, I do not have a roadmap for meaningful policies because, as I have said, 
the cases before us are individual cases and at the end of the day, we are dealing with human 
beings. However, the first step begins with our deep understanding of what is happening prior to 
putting in place policies. I believe there is a third generation of migrants who could not integrate 
into the societies they emigrate to. Migration is no longer the way it used to be, in other words, to 
be almost completely cut off from the countriesimmigrantscame from. Today, they can easily 
communicate with their countries of origin, andthey have broughtto countries of destination their 
food, habits and ways to dress. All these elements prevent them from being fully integratedinto 
thehost societies.” 
 
Question: “If religion is not the main motive behind Jihadi extremism, then what is?” 
 
Lindsey: “The work and articles of Samir Kassir are inspiring in this regard. In his book 
“Considerations on the Arab Misfortune”, Kassir talks about the impact offoreign occupation 
on the region, from the Ottoman rule to French and British mandates, up until the Arab-Israeli 
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conflict and Arab alignments between the East and the West, as reasons that aborted 
modernization in the Arab World and led to the spread of dictatorships and oppression by ruling 
regimes. These factors createdfertile breeding groundfor extremism, and the Salafi society 
thought it was able to fill the gaps in societies left by poor governance. Add to that globalization 
and the internet, which made everyone vulnerable to intellectual manipulationbecause promoting 
false information has become easier online. The internet has a major role in spreading 
manipulative narratives for it constitutes a channel used by extremists to exploit deep-rooted 
grievances in oppressive societies to garner support.Religion is another keyfactor used by 
extremists to recruit. However, religious intolerance of extremists tends to be a result and not 
acause. The panoply of driversbehindextremism is wide and cannot be limited to the religious 
factor. Ultimately, I believe that it is more important to know the driversthat make an individual 
fragile to extremism, than to search about the common characteristicsthat typecastthe majority of 
extremists. I repeat: they are all human beings with their own history, experience, personality 
and person. We cannot deal with all of them as one group.” 
 
Question: “You pointed outthat extremism can include the far-right extremists as well as the 
Jihadis. You also mentionedthat any one of thosecould have been in the shoes of the other. Can 
you explain this idea?” 
 
Lindsey: “Absolutely! If thisindividual livedin a different environment that would have pushed 
him towards the other end of the spectrum, he would have undoubtedly walked down that path.” 
 
The third panel entitled “Assessing the Nexus between Preventing Radicalization and 
Counterterrorism: Lessons Learned and Recommendations” began with the introduction of 
its moderator Jana Jabbour and its panelists Yan St Pierre from MOSECON, Hishamal-
Hashimi from the Iraqi Advisory Board and Peter Romaniuk from the John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice.  
 
Jabbour said: “The two previous panels focused on combating terrorism and combating 
extremism separately. This panel will focus on both at the same time and on the linkages 
between them. It is important to highlight this interaction. The experience of the US in Syria and 
Iraq has shown that it is difficult for any country to prevent extremism without the right policies 
and strategies. Whydid states whichimplement programs for the eradication of extremism have 
failed to predict some of the most horrific attacks that took place on theirsoil? What is the 
required plan that has proven to be successful to put in place strategies to combat extremism and 
terrorism? Are there any success stories in this regard?” 
 
St Pierre started his intervention by answering one of Jabbour’s questions saying: “It is difficult 
to talk about prevention when discussing counter-terrorism strategies in countries that had its 
share of terrorist attacks.” 
 
He added; “Firstly we need to shed light over the proper meaning of countering terrorism. 
Whenever this topic comes up, our mind goes to the security dimension and security agencies. 
We also thinkof it as a matter that should be addressed by the government,for it is a national 
concern. In addition, we think that this process is a short term one, only referred to when terrorist 
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attacks occur, and herein lies the biggest risk to terrorism prevention policies. Finally, terrorism 
is considered as an external and foreign threat and we must disregard this idea if we want to 
combatthis phenomenon.” 
 
He added: “In their counter-terrorism policies, both the US and the UK relied on technology. 
They considered that surpassing terrorists in technology could create the necessary 
breakthroughto eradicate terrorism. In fact, the Anglo-Saxon world prefers outsourcingthis work 
to reduce the burden, especially in the US where the federal system and coordination between the 
different concerned agencies is not up to the required level. In Europe, they outsource this work 
by engaging civil society organizations. However, that process is not monitored. Concerned 
political partiesare many, particularly in the EU. This is a disaster because it leads to duplication 
and competition between these agencies and aborts the desired outcome of these efforts. In 
Russia, the situation is different. The process is more central and all orders come from the center 
in Moscow. There is no room for personal initiatives based on the fact that everything that has to 
do with security must be in the hands of the state.” 
 
When talking about common points between programs of prevention from extremism and 
terrorism, he notedthat “prevention is a civil matter that depends on NGOs. We must be 
preemptive because relying on time for this phenomenon to disappear is a big mistake. The 
problem here is the resources available to NGOs, because unlike other state institutions, they do 
not know in advance their annual budgets.” 
 
“Another issue would be to adopt an approach to curb extremism instead of eradicating it. 
TheUS and Britain focus on early warning systems. If you were in an influential position in 
society, you can identify difficult cases that could lead to extremism. Concerned partiesrely on 
the efforts of websites to prevent extremism such as Google and Facebook. These two companies 
played an important role in preventing extremism by blocking sites that incite extremism, 
promote hate speech or call for Jihad or terrorism.” 
 
He noted: “The EU relies on the personal approach and direct communication with concerned 
individuals, which is a good tactic. However, there is a very high degree of competition between 
institutions and organizations working on preventing extremism at all levels. Eachprogram that 
receives funding from the EU believes to be the best one, and we often face overlapping tasksand 
initiatives.” 
 
“As for Russia, prevention there means thwarting terrorist plots. This approach is very solid and 
depends on shows of force and the deep-rooted beliefthat intimidation keeps people away from 
joining terrorist groups. When terrorists are arrested, they are subjected to ill-treatment and they 
cannot expect but harsh measures. This happens in other countries but it stigmatizesRussia, 
especially when it comes to dealing with the Caucasus since Moscow believes it is the source of 
the problem.” 
 
He added: “The main obstacle before putting in place a strategy to prevent extremism and 
terrorism is the absence of standards. In fact, it is difficult to establish standards because 
prevention is a sort of jump into the unknown and relies on mere attempts. For instance, France 
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thought that eradicating extremism is essential for eradicating terrorism but that assumption was 
a useless illusion.” 
 
He concluded by saying: “A bad combination of these strategies goes back to the 
misunderstanding of the battle we are undergoing. However, it is important to integrate 
prevention into counter-terrorism policies and programs, because this would make a huge 
difference, provided that it is carried out in the framework of respect for human rights. That 
being said; any strategy that is not flexible or inclusive will be useless.” 
 
Hishamal Hashimi took the floorand said he will pick up where his colleague St Pierre left off: 
a bad combination of preventing extremism and combating terrorism. He added: “I will talk 
about the experience of Iraq following the defeat of ISIS. It was expelled from the geographic 
space it occupied, its sources of funding were dried up, foreign fighterswere prevented from 
flowing to Iraq and ISIS media were weakened in cooperation with the International Coalition. 
In 2017, Iraq declared a military victory over ISIS. This was supposed to be followed by 
measures to enhance stability. However, Iraq was not equipped and did not have any program for 
that. The only option was to import programs from Europe or the US.The first shock following 
the liberation of areas under the control of ISIS was that the residents of these areas felt as if they 
are witnessing another invasion akin to that of ISIS. This feeling was strengthened by the bad 
practices of the Kurds and the PMF. They came in as victors wishing to enjoy the spoils. Many 
minorities felt that they were victimized. Despite the large amounts of money spent, the Iraqi 
authorities did not put in place programs that provided tangible results. It was not due to 
corruption; it was due to the environment where these programs were implemented and to the 
fact thatresidents felt that the victors wanted to get their share of any money spent on reforms. In 
Iraq, there are about 116 camps for internally displaced persons where 172 thousand families 
reside, including 93 thousand ISIS families. Their number isnot low. Children constitute around 
72% of them with ages ranging between 6 months and 16 years, and they have been school 
dropouts for the last four years. Some women chose to abort because they were raped in 
exchange for some assistance; some know math so they have created a mobile school to provide 
some information; and some corrupt officers are taking advantage of kids and making them beg 
for money. All these practices have promoted hatred. There are not enough research and studies 
to find meaningful ways to deal with these IDPs.” 
 
He added: “The EU launched a study that suggested bringing them back to their areasof origin. It 
was a great failure after large amounts of money were spent on this project. Around 705 families 
returned, most of them women, children and elders. Tribes there retaliated against them. These 
isolation camps are a big risk and I am only talking about those who went to these camps 
because they ran out of money, while noting that we believe that ISIS families are around 7000. 
Contiguity has never been a solution for convergence and reconciliation. Sunni tribes lived next 
to Yazidis for hundreds of years, and as soon as ISIS arrived, they abandoned them. It would be 
difficult for thosewho killedtheir fellows in the community to be reintegrated into that same 
community. That being said; the discourse of Iraqi mosques continues to be radical and critical 
of the federal government. The reasons behind the rise of ISIS continue to exist,and people in 
some areas remain supportive of ISIS while considering the othersas being the enemy. These 
areas include 113 remote villages in the western region ofIraq, and the new generation there is 
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being completely isolated and raised on violent extremism. What we need today is to work on 
ending the isolation of these villages whereISIS continues to be active. To say the least, we have 
10 ISIS affiliated groups and each group includes 300 fighters, so we have around 10 thousand 
fighters. ISIS knows how to adapt to prevention methods as well as to defeat. The western Sunni 
region is facing a big problem, which is political Shiism: leaders of these regions are under the 
custodianship of Shia parties and the spread of political Shiism is wide, a problemthat the forces 
that defeated ISIS was not prepared to address.” 
 
Peter Romaniuk took the floor and said: “I will talk about lessons learned from counter 
terrorism and extremism programs and the recommendations issued in this regard by the United 
Nations, in addition to the work carried out by the US, Russia and the EU, and how to 
activatethese programs and strengthen cooperation between different governments to combat 
terrorism despite their different interests, in addition to possible future options in Syria and Iraq.” 
 
He added: “I am not an expert on the Middle East and I am specialized in prevention from 
violent extremism through a seriesof soft counter-terrorism tools such as social programs and 
programs to enhance abilities and skills. Preventing extremism differs from combating terrorism 
because it uses soft tools aiming at thwarting terrorist acts. Given that the culture of prevention 
has become much more widespread, we now have experiences and expertise in this regard from 
which we can learn a lot. In 2015, I wrote an article about the effectiveness of tools used to 
prevent extremism and I notedthat we first need to evaluate societies and identify concepts: What 
is extremism? What is terrorism? Governments invested in prevention but did not think about it 
from a policy perspective. In other words, they did not carry out any evaluation of the programs 
and policies they have used. We should have thought about these measures and their possible 
repercussions on today’s world. I believe that governments should learn quickly and realize that 
they will not be able to fully understand the problem in the absence of awareness.” 
 
He added: “Cases of violent extremism are specific and present in different areas around the 
world. They differ from one region to another and because of that, prevention must focus on the 
difficulty the governments face in identifying the drivers that haveled some persons to follow the 
road of violent extremism. We must also highlight the importance of evaluating programs for 
combating violent extremism.These programs are abundant as are the lessons learned, but 
implementing them in Syria and Iraq is going to be a challenge. Therefore, we first must identify 
potential programs based on the environment that we are working in. All these programs must 
take into account the characteristics of countries where they will be implemented. We must 
strengthen the capacities of program supervisors and enhance cooperation between different 
security and intelligence agencies in addition to engaging civil society and moving from hard to 
soft measures. The end goal remains to promote coexistence between different segments in the 
same society.” 
 
During the Q&A, the following questions were raised: 
 
Question from Jana Jabbour to the panelists: “When we talk about terrorism, it is impossible 
to formulate an effective response as long as we do not understand who the enemy is. There is a 
lot of debate on interpreting the nature and identity of ISIS: Some say it is the result of religious 
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extremism. They believe that Islam is the main source of extremism. Others say that the 
phenomenon of ISIS has put an Islamic face on extremism, in the sense that Islam is not the 
source of extremism. Where do you stand on this issue? Does Islam create a conducive 
environment for extremism? Do we need religious reform in the region? Who can carry out this 
task? Finally, is counter-terrorism possible without building countries?” 
 
Answer: “Why do we have to choose only between these two hypotheses to explain the reasons 
behind the rise of ISIS? There are other hypotheses and theories that you have not mentioned but 
the common denominator between them is the presence of a radical ideology that leads to violent 
acts that could either be religious or non-religious. Religions themselves do not call for 
extremism or the kind of terrorism and violence that we are witnessing today. However, 
interpreting a religion based on a rigid vision, or a Salafi vision in the case of ISIS, can make it a 
radical one. The way people practice their religious rites is always evolving, going up and down. 
In Australia for instance, we are currently witnessing a bigger attachment to practicing religious 
rites than back when I was a child. I do not want to assert that religion is back to being a main 
pillar in people’s lives, but as I have said, religious practice goes through periods of rise or 
decline. Today, it is on the rise.” 
 
Question from Rend al-Rahim to al-Hashimi: “We have sent to Mosul preliminary 
questionnaires to find out what its residents thought of intolerance and violent extremism. Many 
mentioned religious discourse and some spoke about economic and social factors. All those who 
participated in the questionnaire were not ISIS elements but they were from societies vulnerable 
to extremism. What will the Iraqi state do about it?” 
 
Question from Rend al-Rahim to Romaniuk: “I agree with you that Iraq is a testing ground for 
counter-terrorism programs; which reaffirms what Iraqis already feel, which is that the 
international community does not care about Iraq.” 
 
Question to al-Hashimi: “What about rape victims in Iraq? Is anyone paying any attention to 
them?” 
 
Question: “When it comes to role of religion in the rise of an extremist ideology, I believe that 
the Islamic discoursehas been influenced to a large degree by politics. Following the Iranian 
revolution and subsequent attempts to export it to the Arab world, Muslims today, particularly 
Sunnis, look at Islam from a Saudi perspective. Some religious institutions in Iraq refuse to say 
that Islamic ideology is the source of extremism and they interpret the phenomenon of ISIS as a 
Shia control of power, in addition to other socio-economic factors.” 
 
Al-Hashimi’s answer: “Last February, the Iraqi National Security Council has ratified a strategy 
to combat violent extremism leading to terrorism. It is based on 5 points and it has found its way 
to implementation. However, so far, it failed to strengthen stability. The plan began with 
establishing Committees of the Wise then aimed at highlightingthe cultural convergence between 
the various societalcomponentsin the curriculum. It also noted the issue of unifying the religious 
discourse and suggested a new reading of sacred Islamic tests. However, this process stalled 
because of the way Sunnis and Shias view Yazidis. They considered them pagans. The problem 
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is we cannot achieve progress in this regard without achieving democracy and the bigger 
problem is that Iraqis today no longer believe in the concept of democracy presented by the US 
in 2003, not because they are anti-democracy or because they are extremists but because of the 
many disappointments they have suffered. Add to that the failure to start the process of 
reconstruction in many areas.  
 
As for rape victims, there is a Dutch grant to strengthen the capacity ofsociology and psychology 
colleges and build medical facilities to address this issue. The problem lies in intellectual and 
cultural traditions and norms of different Iraqi components. All of them, despite their differences, 
believe that rape victims must be put to death. This is why we see that less than 70 Yazidi 
women admitted that they were victims of rape, although we know that their number is much 
higher unfortunately. Turkmen Shias threaten anyone who says anything about their women 
being rape victims and Kaka's followers sentence rape victims to death. This matter is an 
important humanitarian issue that has dangerous repercussions on society as a whole.” 
 
Romaniuk’s answer: “I said that Iraq is a turning point and not a testing ground; and I agree 
with you that no one cares about Iraq because putting in place policies and making decisions are 
both based on interests.” 
 
Gregor Jaecke, head of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung/Syria/Iraq Office, concluded the seminar 
by thanking all the participants on behalf of the Maison de Futur and the Wilfried Martens 
Center for European Studies. He commended the panelists on their fruitful interventions, 
reaffirming that this discussion will continue to reach practical and intellectual frameworks for 
combating extremism and terrorism, to be later submitted to decision makers. 
 


