
Terrorist situation 
outside the EU33

33 This section is largely based on open sources.

Western Balkan 
countries

None of the Western Balkan countries 
have reported acts of jihadist terrorism 
having taken place in their territories 
in 2017. Kosovo34 reported a decline 
in jihadist propaganda activities and 
no apparent cases of financial or 
logistical support of terrorist groups. 
The country shares its concerns 
about the possibility of returning FTFs 
from the conflict areas with EU and 
non-EU countries. In 2017 Kosovar 
authorities initiated a total of 54 
cases on suspicion of participation in 
terrorist activities in Iraq and Syria. 
These include cases in which there 
was no evidence of involvement of 
its nationals in fighting in the conflict 
areas. Arrests made in Kosovo were 
primarily based upon suspicion of 
engagement in propaganda activities.

34 This designation is without prejudice to positions 
on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and 
the ICI Opinion on the Kosovo Declaration of 
independence.

Members of Albanian, Bosnian and 
Roma minority communities are 
predominant in jihadist groups in 
Serbia. The country also reported 
propaganda activities being recorded 
in 2017, both through personal 
contacts in informal religious groups, 
from some informal religious venues 
as well as via the internet and social 
networks. These propaganda activities 
were aimed at the radicalisation and 
recruitment of new members for 
terrorist organisations. Increasingly 
women are being approached, as well 
as members of the Roma population. 
Spouses of radical Islamists are found 
to be very active in recruiting other 
women. 

However, in 2017 there was a 
significant decline in activities aimed 
at recruiting persons for terrorist 
organisations in Iraq and Syria. This 
decline was – apart from the military 
defeats and territorial losses of 
IS – at least in part caused by the 
arrest of a group of people in 2014 
who participated in the recruitment 
and dispatching FTFs to the Syrian 
battlefield. No new cases of foreign 
terrorist fighters were recorded in 
2017. 

Montenegro reports the presence 
of several radical groups in its 
jurisdiction, of which two groups are 
most exposed: takfiris and jihadists. 
Takfiris are seen as being very rigid 
in the interpretation of the basic 
Islamic postulates and perform 
religious rituals by strict Sharia rules. 
They distribute various propaganda 
materials via the internet but are not 

regarded a viable terrorist threat. 
The same applies to jihadist groups 
in the country, although some of 
their members, in particular returned 
FTFs, possess knowledge and skills 
that could be used for terrorist 
purposes. Moderate groups oppose 
violent methods and seek to distance 
themselves from radical elements in 
their midst.

Bosnia and Herzegovina asserts that 
up to December 2017 approximately 
300 persons had travelled from the 
country to Iraq and Syria. As per 31 
December 2017 an estimated 107 were 
still in Syria, of whom 61 men and 
46 women. It is believed that by that 
date 41 FTFs had returned to Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and that 71 FTFs 
had lost their lives. In 2017 only one 
(failed) attempt has been recorded of 
an individual attempting to travel from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina to the conflict 
areas. In Bosnia and Herzegovina 
there is little reporting to indicate 
that extremist groups susceptible 
to violence have an organised and 
systematic network structure. Indeed, 
there is evidence that within the 
extremist groups there are factions 
with different religious and ideological 
beliefs, creating opportunities for 
internal disagreement and disputes.
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North America and 
Australia

In 2017 the USA suffered a number 
of attacks for which IS claimed 
responsibility, without providing 
evidence of its direct involvement. Two 
attacks in New York City were clearly 
inspired by IS. On 31 October a 29-year-
old Uzbek citizen legally residing in 
the USA, drove a rented truck into a 
walkway in Manhattan, killing eight 
people and injuring 12 others. After 
crashing into a school bus, he exited 
the vehicle brandishing imitation 
firearms, before being shot and 
arrested. A note claiming the attack 
on behalf of IS was found in the truck. 
The perpetrator, who was known for 
minor offences, but not for terrorism, 
deliberately chose the date in order 
to target civilians during Halloween 
celebrations. In its weekly newsletter 
al-Naba’, IS described the perpetrator 
as an “IS soldier”, however no separate 

statement by the IS leadership claiming 
responsibility for the attack was issued.

On 11 December a 27-year-old 
Bangladeshi man legally residing in the 
USA detonated, probably prematurely, 
a person-borne IED (PBIED) in an 
underground passage in Manhattan. 
The blast injured three people. The 
perpetrator was arrested and admitted 
to carrying out the attack in support 
of IS and in protest against United 
States (US) policies, including in the 
Middle East. He began his radicalisation 
process in 2014 and appeared to 
have been influenced by IS calls on its 
supporters to perpetrate attacks in 
their countries of residence, should 
they be prevented from travelling to 
join IS. The attack was mentioned by 
IS in al-Naba’, but only by reference to 
Western media reports according to 
which the perpetrator stated that he 
was an “IS soldier”. However, IS failed 
to officially confirm this in any other 
way.

In Canada, a 30-year-old refugee from 
Somalia deliberately struck a police 
officer on traffic duty in Edmonton, 
Alberta, with a van on 1 October, 
before trying to stab him with a knife. 
The perpetrator initially fled on foot, 
then acquired another vehicle, with 
which he subsequently injured another 
four people, before being arrested. 
The attack was not referred to in IS 
propaganda. However, reportedly, an 
IS flag was found in the car used for the 
attack on the police officer. 

In Australia, on 5 June, a man took 

a woman hostage in an apartment 
building near Melbourne, after having 
killed another person at the building 
entrance. The perpetrator was shot 
and killed by police. He reportedly 
shouted “This is for IS. This is for al-
Qaeda”. IS claimed responsibility for 
the attack through a message issued 
by A’maq News, which described the 
perpetrator as an “IS soldier”. In an 
article in al-Naba’, the group claimed 
that the “caliphate soldier” killed one 
“crusader” and engaged in a fight 
with police officers, injuring three of 
them before being killed. The attack 
was also praised in Rumiyah. The 
perpetrator had been charged in 2010 
over an alleged terrorist plot but was 
acquitted. At the time of his death, he 
was on parole for offences unrelated to 
terrorism.

On 29 July 2017 two brothers of 
Lebanese origin were arrested on 
suspicion of plotting a major attack. 
They had planned to detonate an IED 
aboard an airliner flying from Sydney 
to Abu Dhabi in mid-July. The plot 
failed because they failed to check in 
a bag containing an explosive device 
for the targeted flight, on which a third 
brother travelled. They had received 
the explosive device from an IS 
contact via mail from Turkey. After the 
failure, the brothers started planning 
an attack using a chemical dispersal 
device, which was disrupted by their 
arrest. The brothers in Australia were 
in contact with a fourth brother, who 
allegedly was an IS commander in Syria.

Russia

On 3 April 2017 a suicide attacker 
detonated a bomb on a train in Saint 
Petersburg killing 14 people. The 
suicide bomber was identified as a 
22-year-old naturalised Russian citizen 
born in Kyrgyzstan. The bomb was 
reportedly an improvised explosive 
device using commercially available 
explosives. Another device, planted 
at another metro station, allegedly 
by the same perpetrator, was found 
and defused. The perpetrator is said 

to have had ties with radical Islamists. 
The attack was claimed by a hitherto 
unknown group using the name Imam 
Shamil Battallion, which alleged that 

the perpetrator followed guidelines 
given by al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-
Zawahiri. The claim was denied by a 
media outlet of the al-Qaeda-linked 
Caucasus Emirate.

On 19 August a man stabbed several 
passers-by in the Russian city of 
Surgut. In an A’maq News statement, 
IS described the perpetrator as an “IS 
soldier”. A video published three days 
after the attack by IS media outlet 
Furat showed the perpetrator pledging 
allegiance to IS, stating that he was 
happy to die as a martyr and calling for 
more knife attacks.
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Turkey

After a series of attacks in Turkey 
claimed by or attributed to IS in 2015 
and 2016, which culminated in the 31 
December 2016 attack on a nightclub 
in Istanbul that killed 39 people, no 
major terrorist attack was carried out 
by IS in Turkey in 2017, although the 
threat of lone actor attacks persists. 
Turkish security forces arrested 
hundreds of suspected IS members in 
Turkey, partly on suspicion of planning 
terrorist attacks throughout the year, 
including prior to the 2018 New Year 
celebrations. On 13 August 2017 a 
Turkish policeman was stabbed to 
death in Istanbul by an alleged IS 
member. According to Turkish media, 

the man suspected of preparing a 
bomb attack had been detained in a 
counter-terrorism operation. During 
his transfer to the police headquarters 
he was able to attack and kill the 
officer with a knife, before being shot 
dead by a fellow policeman.

IS propaganda in 2017 continued 
calling for the killing of members of 
the Turkish government, including 
Turkish President Receb Tayyip 
Erdoğan, Turkish religious institutions 
and Muslim groups which IS consider 
apostates. In addition IS accused 
Turkey of killing Muslim civilians, 
including children, and of collaborating 
with the “enemies of Islam” in Syria. 
Official IS publications featured 
pictures of Turkish soldiers killed in 
Syria.

Iraq and Syria

Two years after it reached the limits of 
its expansion in mid-2015, IS lost most 
of the territories that it controlled in 
Iraq and Syria.

In Iraq, after a military campaign that 
started in October 2016, Iraqi armed 
forces and allied militias took full 
control of Mosul in July 2017. More 
than 800 000 inhabitants fled the 
fighting, and it was reported that IS 
was deliberately targeting civilians. 
Tal’afar, located between Mosul and 
the Syrian border, was recaptured 
in late August 2017. Hawija, the last 
significant town under IS control in 
Iraq, fell in early October. In December 
2017 the Iraqi government declared 
that it had achieved victory over IS in 
Iraq.

Several hundred foreign IS members, 
including large numbers of women 
and children, were captured after the 
fall of IS-held territory in Iraq. Some 
foreign nationals were sentenced to 
death or imprisonment by Iraqi courts. 
By September 2017 1 400 foreign 
women and children of presumed IS 
fighters were held in a camp south of 
Mosul, according to media reports 
relying on sources in Iraqi intelligence. 

These included European nationals. 
They were said to have surrendered 
with their husbands to Kurdish forces, 
who then handed over the women and 
children to Iraqi authorities. Male IS 
fighters were said to have remained in 
captivity with the Kurdish forces.

In reaction to the offensive on Mosul, 
IS increased the number of large scale 

terrorist attacks in Iraq, targeting in 
particular the Shi’i majority population 
and Iraqi security forces and militias 
allied with it. The attacks aimed to 
increase the tensions between Sunnis 
and Shi’is in Iraq and to destabilise the 
fragile security situation in the country. 
By summer 2017 the rate of attacks in 
Iraq seemed to have diminished, but 
large-scale attacks continued to occur.

In late January 2017 IS propaganda 
started showing attacks allegedly 

carried out with unmanned aerial 
vehicles (UAV) commonly known as 
drones. Footage allegedly taken by 
these UAVs showed the apparently 
successful dropping of explosive 
devices on enemy targets.

In Syria IS also lost most of its territory 
in the course of 2017. Control of IS’s 
main stronghold in Syria, al-Raqqa, 
was achieved by the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF)35 by October 2017. Prior 
to the conquest, hundreds of Syrian 
IS fighters left the city according to 
human rights activists, while foreign 
fighters remained. Following an 
agreement with the SDF, IS fighters 
and their families left the city on 15 
October, retreating south along the 
Euphrates River. Between 200 and 
300 IS fighters reportedly remained 
in the city. On 17 November, the SDF 
declared that they had complete 
control of the city.

In early November the Syrian army 
and its allies with Russian air support 
reportedly expelled IS completely 
from the Dayr al-Zawr province. On 9 
November, the city of Al-Bukamal on 
the Iraqi border was taken by Syrian 
regime troops. IS fighters evacuated 

35 The SDF is an alliance of Arab and Kurdish militias 
dominated by the Kurdish Yekineyen Parastina Gel 
(YPG – People’s Protection Units) supported by the 
USA and other Western countries.
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the city. By the end of 2017 IS territory 
was reduced to a stretch of the 
Euphrates valley and the adjacent 
desert.

On the Lebanese-Syrian border, the 
Lebanese army launched an offensive 
against an IS enclave in late August 
2017, while Syrian army and Hezbollah 
forces attacked IS from the east. As 
part of the ceasefire agreement with 
the Syrian regime and Hezbollah, on 
30 August 2017, a convoy of IS fighters 
left the Lebanese-Syrian border area 
in direction of al-Bukamal. The convoy, 
which was escorted by the Syrian army 
and Hezbollah, was stranded in the 
Syrian Desert after anti-IS coalition 
airstrikes attempted to prevent it from 

reaching its destination.

In speeches published on the internet, 
the IS leadership called for supporters 
in Australia, Europe, Russia and the 
USA and elsewhere to perpetrate 
attacks in order to deviate its enemies’ 
attention from the “caliphate lands”. 
They also praised the achievements 
of IS affiliates in countries beyond Iraq 
and Syria, in particular the Philippines.

In Syria, relationships between 
al-Qaeda-linked factions and the 
rest of the Syrian armed opposition 
remained complex and, at times, 
tensions escalated into violence. In late 
January 2017 several fighting factions, 
including Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (the 
Levant Conquest Front), merged to 
form Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (the Levant 
Liberation Committee). The merger 
was an attempt to unite al-Qaeda-
linked factions and local groups of 
jihadist orientation. Hay’at Tahrir 
al-Sham was initially headed by Abu 
Jabir Hashim al-Shaykh, who defected 
from his position as senior commander 
in Harakat Ahrar al-Sham (the 

Levant Free Men Movement) for this 
purpose. Concurrently, other jihadist 
groups opposing the merger rallied 
around Harakat Ahrar al-Sham. This 
rearrangement led to the formation 
of two competing jihadist coalitions in 
northern Syria.

Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham also experienced 
splits in the course of 2017. Several 
factions declared that they left 
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham in protest 
at its aggressive attitudes towards 
other forces within the Syrian armed 
opposition. One of the most prominent 
was Harakat Nour al-Din al-Zinki 
(Nuruddin al-Zinki Movement), which 
broke away in late July in opposition to 
what it saw as unacceptable aggression 
against Harakat Ahrar al-Sham36. In 
early October former Jabhat al-Nusra 
and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham leader Abu 
Muhammad al-Jawlani succeeded Abu 
Jabir Hashim al-Shaykh as leader of 
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, showing Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham’s predominant position 
within Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham.

Among jihadist ideologues, however, 
opposition to Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 
also grew. Certain decisions taken by 
Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham were deemed 
to contradict jihadist principles. 
Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, a 
leading Jordanian jihadist ideologue, 
vehemently accused Hay’at Tahrir 
al-Sham of “diluting” jihad by 
compromising jihadist convictions, for 
example, by collaborating with Turkey.

The relation between Hay’at Tahrir 
al-Sham and al-Qaeda has been 
ambivalent since the beginning. 
Jabhat Fath al-Sham is the successor 
organisation of Jabhat al-Nusra, which 
publicly broke its ties with al-Qaeda 
in late July 2016, declaring that it was 
an organisation without ties to any 
external organisation. This public 
disassociation from al-Qaeda appears 
to have been accepted at the time by 
the al-Qaeda leadership under the 
promise that the relationship would 
be continued in secret. This was likely 
done to eschew being labelled as a 
proscribed terrorist organisation and 
facilitate the group’s cooperation and 

36 On 18 February 2018 Harakat Ahrar al-Sham 
and Harakat Nour al-Din al-Zinki announced their 
merger under the name Jabhat Tahrir Suriya (Syrian 
Liberation Front).

integration within the Syrian armed 
opposition. However, a significant 
faction of al-Qaeda loyalists rejected 
the break of relations with the mother 
organisation.

In 2017, rumours continued to spread 
that al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri 
never gave his agreement to Jabhat al-
Nusra’s severing of ties with al-Qaeda. 
Apparently, the al-Qaeda loyalist 
faction was planning to establish a 
new al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria since 
the declaration of Jabhat Fateh al-
Sham. The tensions escalated after 
the deployment of Turkish military in 
Idlib province in mid-October 2017, 
to which Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham had 
agreed. On 26 November 2017, Hay’at 
Tahrir al-Sham launched a large-scale 
detention campaign against al-Qaeda 
loyalists in areas controlled by it in 
the Idlib province, Syria. In an audio 
message published on 28 November 
2017 in the context of the detentions, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri confirmed the 
rumours that he had not agreed to 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham’s defection from 
al-Qaeda and asked Jabhat al-Nusra to 
renew its pledge of allegiance to him. 
He emphasised that this “breaking of 
the pledge of allegiance” did not lead 
to the aspired unity of the “mujahidin” 
in Syria and did not stop the USA from 
putting the new organisation on the 
terrorist list. Finally, Hay’at Tahrir 
al-Sham had to stop its campaign 
against the al-Qaeda loyalists due to 
heavy internal and external pressure, 
with several factions suspending its 
activities within Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 
and threatening secession. The events 
show the difficulty in accommodating 
global jihadist factions within a broader 
framework, which would entail the 
acceptance of compromise in rhetoric 
and deed. The events also show the 
continued influence of al-Qaeda leader 
Ayman al-Zawahiri through trusted 
middlemen on the ground.
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Egypt

In Egypt, two German female tourists 
were stabbed to death and four other 
people, including a Czech woman, 
wounded in a hotel in Hurghada on 14 
July. The Czech woman later died as 
a result of her injuries. According to 
media reports the attacker, a 28-year-
old student from northern Egypt, was 
tasked to attack foreigners by online 
contacts that claimed to belong to IS. 
He swam to the hotel beach, sat with 
the women and had a conversation 
in German, prior to the attack. He 
then swam to an adjacent hotel, 
where he also wounded two people, 
before being apprehended. According 
to German authorities, based upon 
information from the appropriate 
Egyptian counterparts, there was no 
evidence for a religiously motivated 
terrorist attack. 

On the Sinai peninsula, the fight 
against the local IS affiliate, the IS 
Sinai province, escalated in 2017, 
with terrorist attacks followed by 
violent repression. Numerous attacks 

targeted Egyptian military forces, 
Christians and Sufi mosques. A series 
of assassinations of Coptic Christians 
in the northern Sinai led hundreds 
of families to flee the peninsula. The 
assassinations were not claimed, 
but in propaganda messages IS Sinai 
province had previously threatened 
to kill Christians. In addition, one 
policeman was killed and three 
others wounded in a shooting on St 
Catherine’s monastery in the Sinai 
on 18 April, which was claimed by IS. 
In an attack on a Sufi mosque in the 
northern Sinai on 24 November, 305 
people, including many children and 
elderly people, were killed, according 
to the official count. The assailants 
reportedly carried IS flags, but no claim 
of responsibility was issued by the 
group.

Christians were also targeted in 
several attacks claimed by IS in 2017 
in different parts of Egypt outside the 
Sinai. For example, in Tanta, a city 
in the Nile Delta, a suicide attacker 
detonated his IED in a Coptic church 
during Palm Sunday service on 9 April, 
killing 27 people. Hours later a second 
attack which killed 17 people targeted 

the Coptic cathedral in Alexandria, 
where the service was led by the 
Coptic Pope who remained unharmed.

The security situation in Egypt’s 
western desert remained of concern 
to Egyptian authorities, due to its 
proximity to Libya. For example, on 
26 May an attack claimed by IS on a 
bus carrying Coptic Christians near 
Minya caused the death of at least 
19 people. In response, Egypt carried 
out airstrikes on targets in Libya, from 
where the attackers were said to have 
come. On 20 October according to an 
official statement, 16 policemen were 
killed in a shootout following a raid 
on a supposed terrorist hideout in the 
Bahariya Oasis.

North Africa

In Libya the competition between rival 
governments continued in 2017 despite 
the formation of the Government of 
National Accord (GNA) in March 2016, 
based on a Libyan Political Agreement 
signed in December 2015 in the 
Moroccan coastal town of Skhirat. 
The GNA, which is led by a Presidency 
Council and is the internationally 
recognised government of Libya, 
struggled to consolidate its position. 
Powerful militias and local warlords 
siding with either of the two other 
Libyan governments – the officially 
dissolved Government of National 
Salvation (GNS), mainly supported 
by Islamist factions, in Tripoli in the 
west of the country, and the House of 
Representatives and its government 
in Bayda in eastern Libya – continued 
competing for control of territory and 
resources.

In particular the Libyan National Army 
(LNA), led by Khalifa Haftar and linked 
to the Bayda government, continued 
to expand in 2017 its control over 
territory to the south of Benghazi. After 
seizing much of the oil-rich Gulf of Sirte 
in September 2016, it continued south 
taking control of the Jufra district in 
early June 2017. In addition, in July 
2017 the LNA announced that it had 
achieved victory over the factions 
controlling parts of Benghazi city.

Despite several attempts to 
international mediation to achieve 
a ceasefire between the parties, the 
military confrontations between the 
rival blocks increased in 2017 and were 
accompanied by accusations of war 
crimes committed by different parties.

The chaotic situation in Libya severely 
hampered counter-terrorism efforts. 
After the expulsion of IS from the 
coastal town of Sirte in December 
2016, which it had seized in early 

38TESAT 2018



2015 by forces linked to the GNA, 
remaining IS fighters retreated to 
desert areas. From there the group 
continued perpetrating attacks in areas 
south of Sirte and the Jurfa district. 
By late August IS had become more 
assertive again, staging checkpoints 
in the LNA-controlled Jufra district 
and perpetrating terrorist attacks in 
populated areas along the coast. These 
terrorist activities continued for the 
remainder of the year.

In late May 2017 Ansar al-Shari’a in 
Libya, a local ally of al-Qaeda, declared 
its dissolution, stating that others 
would need to continue the fight. The 
group’s decline, which had started 
in 2015, was probably linked to the 
growing influence of IS in the country. 
It is likely that former members of 
Ansar al-Shari’a joined jihadist factions 
in western Libya. The low profile 
adopted by al-Qaeda in Libya is in line 
with its official strategy of creating 
alliances with local groups.

Sahel and Nigeria

The security situation in Mali remained 
precarious in 2017, with frequent 
attacks by jihadist groups targeting 
Malian and foreign military forces 
present in the country. For example, on 
18 January 2017 77 people were killed 
in a suicide attack using a vehicle-borne 
improvised explosive device (VBIED) on 
a military camp in Gao during morning 
assembly. The camp housed Malian 
government soldiers and former rebel 
forces conducting mixed patrols under 
the Joint Operational Mechanism, a 
UN-brokered peace agreement. On 
the same day, a statement was issued 
by the al-Andalus Media Production 
Company, the official media outlet 
of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM), which specified that the 
attack was conducted by a member 
of the al-Murabitun brigade of AQIM. 
Al-Murabitun (those who are lined up 
[against the enemy]) had split in 2015 
into a faction pledging allegiance to IS 
and another one that remained loyal to 
AQIM.

In early March 2017 Ansar al-Din (also 
known as Ansar Dine, “supporters of 
the religion”), al-Murabitun and AQIM’s 
Sahara division merged under the 
name Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal-
Muslimin (JNIM, “group in support of 
Islam and Muslims”). In addition, the 
Fulani-dominated Macina Liberation 
Front joined the umbrella organisation. 
The main groups forming the alliance 
had already cooperated closely in the 
past37. The new formation was to be led 

37 Europol, EU Terrorism Situation and Trend Report 
(TE-SAT) 2017, 2017, p. 36.

by the leader of Ansar al-Din, Iyyad Agh 
Ghali, who in the foundational video 
pledged allegiance to the leaders of 
AQIM, the al-Qaeda central leadership 
and the leadership of the Taliban. The 
merger was subsequently endorsed 
in public statements by AQIM and 
the al-Qaeda central leadership. In its 
statement, AQIM linked the approval of 
the merger with hopes for new attacks 
in France.

To mark its autonomy and 
programmatic orientation, JNIM 
created a new online brand with a 
centralised media outlet, the al-Zallaqa 
Media Production Company, named 
after the Battle of Sagrajas (al-Zallaqa 
in Arabic) in Spain in 1086, in which 
Christian forces were defeated by a 
Muslim army.

The merger led to improved 
operational capacities and an increase 
in the number of casualties owing to 
terrorist attacks in the region. JNIM 
continued the violent activities of 
its predecessor organisations with 
several attacks on military targets, 
including the forces of French 
military in Operation Barkhane and 
United Nations Multidimensional 
Integrated Stabilisation Mission in Mali 

(MINUSMA) troops. These included two 
attacks on UN camps in Douentza and 
Timbuktu on 14 August which killed at 
least 19 people.

Foreigners continued to be targets 
of attacks or hostage taking. On 18 
June JNIM attacked a tourist resort 
in Kangaba near the Malian capital 
Bamako, which was popular with 
Western citizens. Five people were 
killed, including two French citizens and 
a Portuguese soldier working for the EU 
Training Mission Mali.

In a video published on 1 July albeit not 
under the al-Zallaqa Media label, JNIM 
declared that at that moment in time it 
held hostage six foreign nationals from 
Australia, Colombia, France, Romania, 
South Africa and Switzerland. These 
included a Colombian nun, kidnapped 
on 7 February in southern Mali close 
to the border with Burkina Faso. She 
remained in captivity throughout the 
year.

In addition, the faction of al-Murabitun 
that pledged allegiance to IS, now 
commonly known as the Islamic State 
in the Greater Sahara, continued to be 
active in the border region between 
Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger. On 4 
October 2017 it attacked a unit of 
Nigerien and US Army Special Forces, 
killing five Nigerien and four US 
soldiers38.

38 The attack was among a number of incidents 
claimed in a statement signed by the group’s leader, 
Abu al-Walid al-Sahrawi, which was sent to local 
news outlets on 12 January 2018. In a video released 
in early March 2018, the group presented footage 
taken from a camera on one of the US soldiers’ 
helmets.
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In Nigeria, despite repeated army 
claims to have defeated it militarily, 
the different factions of the jihadist 
militia known as Boko Haram 
(“Western education is unlawful [in 
Islam]”) continued to conduct large-
scale violence and abductions in 2017. 
Numerous attacks across north-east 
Nigeria and neighbouring countries 
Niger, Chad and Cameroon targeted 
military and police forces, mosques, 
markets and internally displaced 
persons (IDP) fleeing Boko Haram.

In 2017 an increased use of women 
and children in suicide attacks using 
person-borne improvised explosive 
devices (PBIEDs) was noted. Many of 
the women had been abducted by 
Boko Haram in previous years. These 
attacks led to a significant increase of 

fatalities caused by terrorism in 2017. 
Most attacks remained unclaimed.

In August 2016 Boko Haram split 
into two main factions, one led by 
Abubakar Shekau, who had pledged 
allegiance to IS in 2015, and another 
one led by the son of Boko Haram 
founder Muhammad Yusuf, using the 
nom de guerre Abu Mus’ab al-Barnawi 
(“Abu Mus’ab from Borno”), who was 
recognised by the IS leadership as 
the head of its West Africa province 
in August 2016. In 2017 the two 
factions operated in largely separate 
geographical areas. The IS West Africa 
province under al-Barnawi was based 
in the Lake Chad region. It acquired 
capabilities to conduct highly 
organised attacks. Abubakar Shekau’s 
faction was mainly active around the 

Sambisa Forest in southern Borno 
State and adjacent areas. Many 
suicide attacks targeting mosques and 
crowded places are attributed to this 
faction.

Arabian Peninsula

In Yemen, the civil war between the 
Houthi rebels, who refer to themselves 
as Ansar Allah (“servants of God”), 
and the internationally recognised 
government under President Abd-
Rabbu Mansour Hadi continued 
unabated. The Hadi government 
continued to receive support from an 
alliance of Arab Sunni countries led 
by Saudi Arabia, backed by Western 
states, which started conducting 
airstrikes in the country in 2015. The 
conflict created one of the greatest 
humanitarian catastrophes in Yemen’s 
history.

The Houthi militias, whose members 
belong to the Zaydi branch of Shi’i 
Islam, were allied with forces loyal to 
former Yemeni president Ali Abdullah 
Salih, who had been ousted in 2012 
in the wake of popular protests. After 
Salih declared that he had withdrawn 
from the alliance with the Houthis, he 
was assassinated by Houthi fighters 
on 7 December 2017 when he tried to 
flee the formal Yemeni capital Sana’a, 
which had been under Houthi control 
since 2014. The Houthis declared 
that he was killed on account of his 
treason.

The turmoil in Yemen allowed 
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) to continue building and 
expanding its popular support base, 
after being forced to withdraw from 
Mukalla in April 2016, by creating 
strong links with Sunni tribes, in 
particular in the eastern Hadramawt 
governorate, without attracting public 
attention. AQAP profited from the 
smuggling trade fuelled by the war 
economy.

Militarily, AQAP focussed its attacks 
on Houthi rebels and the Yemeni 
military. In its propaganda, AQAP 
portrayed its fight against the Yemeni 
army as an attempt to protect Sunni 
tribes in Yemen against their enemies, 
who in the group’s ideology comprise 
Western countries, in particular the 
USA, Arab countries involved in the 
war in Yemen, the Hadi government as 
well as the Houthi rebels. For example, 
after a USA raid on an alleged AQAP 
stronghold in Yemen’s Bayda province 
on 31 January, AQAP’s leader Qasim 
al-Raymi denounced the death of 
women and children in the raid, 
including a daughter of late jihadist 
propagandist Anwar al-Awlaqi, and 
expressed his sympathy with the Sunni 
tribe on whose territory the incident 
had occurred. He alleged that the 
USA was conspiring with the Houthi 
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rebels to fight the Sunnis in Yemen. On 
several occasions in 2017 AQAP also 
denounced Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) as deviating from 
Islam and collaborating with the USA 
in its alleged war on Muslims. The two 
Arab countries were accused of trying 
to corrupt the Yemeni tribes by inciting 
them to fight one another. The high 
civilian death toll inflicted by the Saudi-
led coalition and accusations of human 
rights violations perpetrated by both 
the Houthi rebels and forces linked to 
the Saudi-led coalition, in particular 
the UAE, are likely to increase the 
effectiveness of such arguments. AQAP 
warned local populations that, in case 
they joined the coalition side, they 
would become attack targets.

Contrary to AQAP, from late 2014 
armed factions in Yemen which pledged 
loyalty to IS sought integration into 
the local tribal structure to a far lesser 
degree and instead adopted a rhetoric 
aimed to deepen sectarian divisions 
in Yemen. Several bomb attacks 
and assassinations in Yemen were 
claimed by IS, mainly in the al-Bayda’ 
governorate and Aden. Videos showed 
training of fighters and idyllic scenes on 
life with IS. In mid-October 2017, a US 
airstrike targeted two IS training camps 
in al-Bayda’ province, killing dozens of 
IS members, according to the US army. 
The camps were allegedly used to train 
fighters in the use of different weapons 
and rocket launchers. In November 
2017 AQAP celebrated the defection of 
IS members in Yemen.

Saudi Arabia, which was among 
countries singled out in IS calls for lone 
actor attacks, continued to witness 
sporadic terrorist plots. For example, 
two men blew themselves up on 
21 January 2017 when confronted 
by security forces in Jeddah. Their 
affiliation was not disclosed. On 
23 June, according to authorities, 
a terrorist plot allegedly targeting 
security, pilgrims and worshippers at 
the Grand Mosque in Mecca was foiled. 
One of the suspects blew himself 
up when engaged in a fire fight with 
security forces at a hideout. Saudi 
authorities did not attribute the plot to 
a specific group.

Somalia

Somalia witnessed continued conflict 
and severe drought in 2017, the 
effects of which compounded to 
create the most severe famine in 
the country since 2011 affecting half 
the population. Harakat al-Shabab 
al-Mujahidin (HSM – “mujahid youth 
movement”), which still controlled 
rural areas in southern Somalia, 
continued launching assaults on troops 
of the African Union Mission in Somalia 
(AMISOM) and Somali forces. For 
example, on 27 January HSM fighters 
attacked Kenyan AMISOM troops at 
Kulbiyow in Somalia near the Kenyan 
border. The attack started with two 
VBIEDs driven into the military base, 
followed by a large number of HSM 
fighters attacking it. HSM claimed 
that they killed more than 50 Kenyan 
soldiers, a number denied by the 
Kenyan army.

Through such attacks and roadblocks 
on major routes, HSM constituted the 
greatest impediment to the delivery of 
relief to drought victims, in particular 
in areas under its control in the 
country’s south. In April a roadside 
bomb exploded 100m behind a moving 
World Food Programme (WFP) convoy 
in the outskirts of Mogadishu. HSM 
stated that the remotely controlled 

landmine targeted the WFP convoy and 
its escorting soldiers.

In 2017 HSM in particular targeted 
the capital Mogadishu, which suffered 
multiple attacks. These attacks were 
carried out mainly by remotely 
detonated VBIEDs, suicide attacks 
using VBIEDs or suicide assaults. 
They targeted military and police, 
populated areas and hotels. In 
addition, numerous attempts on the 
lives of Somali military, intelligence 
and government personnel as well as 
Somali journalists occurred.

Most but not all of these were claimed 
by HSM. In one of the deadliest attacks 
in Somalia in decades, VBIEDs hidden in 
two lorries exploded on a busy junction 
in central Mogadishu on 14 October. 
More than 350 people were killed. The 
attack was attributed to HSM but no 
claim of responsibility was published. 
The group may have hesitated to claim 
the attack due to the risk of the high 
civilian death toll alienating Somali 
citizens. Two weeks later, by contrast, 
HSM claimed responsibility for an 
attack in Mogadishu on 28 October 
in which 23 people were killed. The 
target was a hotel scheduled to host a 
meeting between the Somali Federal 
President and his five regional peers. 
After two VBIEDs detonated nearby, 
armed fighters assaulted the hotel. 
The attackers were reportedly killed 
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during the ensuing siege. These and 
other attacks may have aimed to 
disprove speculations about the group 
being weakened by the killing of an 
HSM commander in a US drone strike 
in the Lower Shabelle region in early 
August, who was believed to have 
been responsible for leading HSM 
forces operating in the Mogadishu and 
Banaadir regions and planning and 
executing attacks in Mogadishu.

An armed faction in Puntland which 
split from HSM in October 2015 and 
pledged allegiance to IS39 remained 

39 Europol, EU Terrorism Situation and Trend Report 
(TE-SAT) 2016, 2016, p. 33.

active in 2017. In October 2016 the 
group had taken over the town of 
Qandala in Puntland’s Bari region, 
declaring it the seat of an “Islamic 
caliphate in Somalia”, but was 
driven out in early December 2016. 
Its recruitment efforts reportedly 
targeted disaffected HSM members 
in southern Somalia. Despite its more 
international orientation compared 
to HSM, the group has been able 
to attract only a limited number of 
foreign fighters. On 8 February 2017 
the group’s fighters stormed a hotel 
in Bosaso, the economic capital of 
Puntland. On 23 May it carried out its 
first suicide attack, killing five people 

when a PBIED detonated at a police 
checkpoint near a hotel in Bosaso. 
In November the US military started 
conducting airstrikes targeting the IS 
faction in Somalia.

In Kenya in 2017 HSM concentrated 
its violent activities on the regions 
bordering Somalia, conducting several 
attacks on Kenyan security forces and 
local inhabitants.

South Asia

Afghanistan witnessed continued 
violence throughout 2017 from both 
the Taliban movement and IS Khorasan 
province. The Taliban claimed 
responsibility mainly for attacks 
targeting security forces, including 
NATO troops. IS claimed a high number 
of suicide attacks, often using PBIEDs 
in combination with firearms, on 
religious and civilian targets, including 
foreign embassies. On 10 January 
a twin bomb attack targeting the 
provincial governor’s office in Kabul 
killed 11 people, including five UAE 
diplomats, who were member of a 
visiting delegation. The governor and 
the UAE ambassador to Afghanistan 
were among those injured. On the 
same day, a twin bomb attack targeted 
the Afghan parliament. Both attacks 
were claimed by the Taliban.

On 31 May 2017 a large water tanker 

filled with explosives detonated at the 
entrance of the diplomatic quarter 
in Kabul after being denied access; 
more than 100 people died. The 
explosion took place near the German 
embassy, which was severely damaged 
and had to be evacuated. IS claimed 
responsibility for the attack, but 
Afghan authorities tended to attribute 
it to the Haqqani Network (HQN), 
which is linked to the Taliban.

IS targeted the Shi’i minority in 
Afghanistan in several attacks. Among 
other incidents, the group claimed 
suicide attacks on Shi’i mosques in 
Herat on 1 August, which killed at least 
29 people, and in Kabul on 25 August, 
which killed some 40 people.

Presumed IS members killed six 
Afghan employees of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross in 
northern Afghanistan on 8 February.

Several attacks were claimed by both 
the Taliban and IS, including an attack 
with nearly 50 rockets fired on Kabul’s 
main airport during a visit by the US 
Secretary of Defense and the NATO 
Secretary General on 27 September.

On 26 July, al-Qaeda announced the 
creation of Ansar Ghazwat al-Hind as 
a new affiliate operating in the region 
of Kashmir, which is disputed between 
India and Pakistan. The new entity was 
to be headed by a 23-year-old former 
Hizb al-Mujahidin (“Mujahidin Party”) 
member.

The Pakistan-based Taliban offshoot 
Jamaat-ul-Ahrar (“Group Of Free 
Men”) claimed responsibility for 
several attacks in in February 2017. 
IS claimed several bomb attacks 
killing more than a hundred people 
in Pakistan in 2017, targeting Sufi 
shrines, Christians, politicians. On 16 
February an attacker detonated his 
PBIED at a Sufi shrine in Sehwan in 
southern Pakistan. According to the 
authorities, 83 people died. IS claimed 
responsibility.

A series of attacks on 23 June in 
different regions of Pakistan, which 
killed at least 42 people in Quetta, 
Parachinar and Karachi, was claimed 
by both Jamaat-ul-Ahrar and IS. Other 
attacks remained unclaimed.

42TESAT 2018



Southeast Asia

In the Philippines in late May 2017 
at least 100 Islamist rebels attacked 
Marawi, a city of 200 000 inhabitants 
Mindanao Island. The clashes 
reportedly started when soldiers 
tried in vain to arrest Isnilon Hapilon, 
the leader of Abu Sayyaf, which had 
pledged allegiance to IS in 2014 and 
intended to unite all IS factions in 
the region. The attackers were said 

to consist of Abu Sayyaf and Maute 
members. According to a military 
spokesman, they were supported by 
fighters from other Asian countries, 
including Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Singapore.

IS used the success in the Philippines 
to project an image of invincibility. 
For example, in a comment on the 
22 May bomb attack on a concert in 
Manchester, an article in Rumiyah in 
early June stressed that the loss of 
territory would only result in future 
expansion, citing as an example the 
takeover of Marawi. In an IS video 
featuring the events in Marawi, which 
was published on 20 August, the group 
stated that the city was “liberated” 
on 23 May, almost two years after 
the mujahidin in Indonesia pledged 
allegiance to Abubakr al-Baghdadi. The 
video showed armed men storming 
a church and destroying statues and 
pictures of Pope Francis. A fighter 

threatened that “we will be in Rome, 
God willing”. Muslims in East Asia, 
especially in Brunei, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand were 
asked to come to Marawi and join jihad 
there.

In mid-October the Philippine army 
announced that it had killed Isnilon 
Hapilon and another IS leader, 
Omarkhayam Maute, in Marawi. On 
23 October the Philippine government 
declared that the battle against the 
terrorists in Marawi had ended.

Kidnappings

In 2017 Western citizens continued 
to become victims of terrorist attacks 
and kidnappings, mainly in and around 
conflict zones. During the reporting 
period, attacks and kidnap operations 
against westerners occurred in 
Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, Egypt, Mali, 
Nigeria and the Philippines. No such 
incidents were reported in Iraq, Libya, 
Syria and Yemen but the risk of EU 
citizens being attacked or kidnapped 
remained high. Moreover, a number of 
western citizens who were abducted in 
previous years by criminal or terrorist 
groups remained in captivity. Hostages 
have been used by their captors for 
propaganda and political pressure on 
local and foreign governments; financial 
gains via ransom payments; and 
prisoner exchanges. 

In Afghanistan, terrorist and criminal 
groups continued to pose a grave 
kidnapping threat for both locals and 
foreigners. The Haqqani Network 
(HQN) maintained the intent and 
capability to conduct kidnap operations 

against Western targets in both 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. The arrest 
of the HQN leader’s brother in 2014, 
and his subsequent death sentence 
in Afghanistan, led to the HQN 
making considerable efforts to kidnap 
westerners for use in negotiations. 
The rescue of an American-Canadian 
family in Pakistan in October, deprived 
the HQN of the opportunity to use 
them in a prisoner exchange. The HQN 
currently holds two Western hostages, 
an American and an Australian, 
professors at the University of Kabul, 
who were kidnapped in Kabul in August 
2016. In October 2017, HQN released a 
statement that the American hostage 
was in poor health and urged for a 
prisoner swap. In May 2017, an incident 
occurred in Kabul, in which unidentified 
militants attacked a guesthouse of 
Operation Mercy (a Swedish NGO) and 
killed a German woman and an Afghan 
guard and kidnapped a Finnish aid 
worker, who was later released.

In the Sahel region, militants of 
al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM) and IS continued their terrorist 
activities. A Romanian citizen kidnapped 

in April 2015 in the border area of 
Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali remained 
captive at the time of writing. He was 
abducted by an IS-affiliated branch of 
al-Murabitun and his last appearance 
was in a video posted online by AQIM 
in July 2017. Furthermore, a Swiss 
missionary has been held by AQIM 
since January 2016 when she was 
abducted from her home in Timbuktu. 
This hostage has featured in a number 
of AQIM videos in which the terrorist 
group demanded the release of its 
imprisoned fighters in Mali and of a 
member of Ansar Dine that was facing 
trial at the International Criminal Court. 
Her most recent appearance in one of 
these videos was in June 2017.

During the reporting period, two 
attacks targeting westerners also 
occurred in the same region. On 18 
June in a terror attack on a luxury 
resort in Bamako (Mali), a Portuguese 
soldier and two civilians with dual 
nationality (French-Malian and French-
Gabonese) were killed. AQIM claimed 
responsibility and its intention to target 
members of an EU military training 
delegation in Mali. On 14 August one 
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French national was killed during an 
attack at a Turkish restaurant popular 
with expatriates in Burkina Faso.

A Swedish citizen and a British-
South African citizen held by AQIM 
were released in June and July 2017 
respectively. They had been abducted 
from a restaurant in Timbuktu in 
November 2011 along with a Dutch 
citizen who was freed in 2015, and 
were held in different locations. In 
October an Italian catholic priest who 
was kidnapped in Benin City (Nigeria) 
by a criminal group demanding a 
ransom was released having been held 
for five days.

Libya experienced no kidnapping 
of EU citizens in 2017, but the 
security situation in the country 
has not changed; political instability 
and violent conflicts continued. In 
September 2017, there were reports 

concerning the death of one Austrian, 
one Czech, one Ghanaian and four 
Filipino hostages abducted by IS 
militants at al-Ghani oil field in March 
2015.

No kidnapping of EU citizens was 
reported in the Philippines in 2017. 
Nonetheless, in February the Abu 
Sayyaf Group (ASG) posted a video 
online showing the execution of 
a German hostage that they had 
abducted in November 2016. Western 
tourists in the Philippines continued to 
be an attractive target for kidnapping 
by local terrorist organisations, 
especially the ASG. In 2017 militants 
expanded their area of operation 
beyond the Mindanao province and 
the Sulu Archipelago. In April Filipino 
security forces thwarted an attack, 
probably aiming at kidnapping tourists, 
by a group of heavily armed ASG 

members in Bohol, a major tourist 
destination. The provinces of Cebu and 
Palawan were also considered to be 
within the reach of terrorists based in 
the south of the country.

Three EU citizens remained hostages 
in Syria in 2017: an Italian Jesuit priest 
kidnapped in July 2013 in Raqqa; an 
Italian businessman kidnapped in 
May 2016, who appeared in a video 
in November of the same year; and 
a British journalist held by IS since 
November 2012, who has featured 
in numerous IS propaganda releases. 
Their whereabouts and fate remain 
unknown at the time of writing. 
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