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GAME 

MUSLIMS IN EUROPE: FACTS & PERCEPTION 
The Power of Fear 

GOVERNMENTS ACROSS THE WEST are confronted with the spread of 
many forms of extremism including random acts of terror by home grown 
ISIS cells, ISIS as a magnet drawing youth to its ideology, ISIS cells among 
refugees or former ISIS fighters among returnees from Syria and Iraq, now 
dormant but poised to act either as “lone wolves” or when ordered to, 
Counterterrorism measures, including pervasive surveillance, mistakenly 
concentrate on short gap security measures that erode human rights in the 
name of protecting them, with insufficient attention to finding ways to 
understand the behaviors that incubate extremism. According to Chatham 
House fear of Muslim immigration is the main factor poisoning European 
politics & driving the rise of nationalisms. Brexit stands as a portent 
symbol. Across the ten countries surveyed by Chatham House, an average of 
55 percent wanted to stop further Muslim immigration into their 
countries.1  

Perceptions are driven by 
fear. Countries with the 
smallest Muslim 
populations were the 
most hostile.2 (In Brexit, 
communities with the 
smallest or no Muslim 
population recorded the 
highest proportions 
voting to exit the EU). An 
Ipos/MORI poll of 40 
countries in 2016 found 
public estimates of the 
size of Muslims in their 
populations to have little 
bearing on reality. In 
France, the public 
estimate was 33 percent, 
the actual size is 13 
percent; the estimate of 
what the size of the 
Muslim population would be by 2020 reached 4o percent. In Britain, the 
public estimate was 15 percent; the actual size was 5 percent.3 In the US, 
Trump’s warnings of the threat of Muslim migrants find resonance in large 
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segments of the population, again because of perceptions. According to the 
Ipos/Mori poll, Americans believe that Muslims comprise 1 in 6 of the 
populations, whereas in reality they comprise 1 in 100.4      

There are approximately 13 million Muslim immigrants living in the 
European Union (EU). On the basis of proportions of the population, the 
Netherlands has the highest, followed by Belgium and Finland. But in terms 
of sheer size, France and Germany head the count, France with 4.7 million, 
(7.5 percent); Germany with 4.8 million, (5.8 percent), followed by the UK, 
2.7 million, (4.8 percent). In France, Belgium and the Netherlands, the 
immigrant populations primarily came from their former colonies. 

The number of Muslims in the EU 
is projected to reach 8 percent in 
2030. 

Muslims in the EU are among the 
most deprived populations, with 
significantly higher rates of 
unemployment, less education, 
occupations in low paying service 
jobs, lack of access to housing, and 
higher incarceration rates. 

Muslim youth in the EU (15 to 24) 
years of age are dumped into labor 
markets that discriminate against 
them, for which they lack adequate 
qualifications, regard them as 
culturally different or their 

religious practices contrary to a secular Europe, or perhaps sympathetic 
to Islamic extremism. 

Social progress indices are harbingers of bleaker futures, their underclass 
status feeds on itself resulting in permanent disassociation from the 
mainstream. 

These youth share a number of commonalities: ***A great number will 
never work. *** Their lives lack purpose and meaning in the traditional 
sense of the terms. ***They have a diminished sense of belonging.  

Much of current social commentary postulates that they live in 
alienated, marginalized communities, with low levels of assimilation 
into the economic and cultural mainstreams, which makes some of 
them vulnerable to radicalization, often self-radicalization, extremism 
and hence their attraction to ISIS or like- minded groups that provide 
the ideological underpinnings that give coherence, structure, meaning, 
discipline, and purpose to their lives.
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"We're talking about third- and 
fourth- generation [immigrants]; 
these youngsters are born in 
Belgium, even their fathers and 
mothers are born in Belgium, and 
still they are open for these kind of 
messages. This is not normal -- in 
the U.S., the second generation 
was the President; here, the fourth 
generation is an IS fighter -- so 
that is really something we have to 
work on." 

-Interior Minister Jan Jambon 

Hence, too, the propensity 
of some to find themselves 
drawn to sophisticated 
extremist propaganda on 
the internet, to sympathize 
with advocates of 
extremist organizations 
such as ISIS or engage in 
“lone wolf” attacks at 
home and in groups’ 
unsynchronized terrorist 
threats to society.  

“The ideal of revolution as 
an irreconcilable 
opposition of classes,” 
writes Peter Marris in 
Loss and Change “has 
a…powerful appeal for 
those who have lost their 
sense of belonging.” It 
“relieves the threat of personal disintegration, because the structure of conflict 
offers a side to take, a reference for behavior, a meaning for the experience of 
loss: and with this reassurance life becomes manageable again.” ii 

The most recent issue of the New England Journal of Public Policy has five 
articles addressing different aspects of Islamic extremism and its multiple 
manifestations.5  These articles reflect the fact that for most of the last decade 
the west has associated extremism with Islam & counter extremism measures. 
But the current wave of nativism, driven in large part by Islamophobia & 
perceived threats of Muslim migration, is threatening the liberal order that has 
kept the peace in Europe since WW11. Political parties on the Alt Right are 
corroding the social fabric. In France, the Netherlands, Poland & Hungry its 
political power is breaching the dykes of the EU, and as they slowly erode the 
possible deluge of populism might yet sweep established political institutions & 
the values they represent under its torrential flow. In successive judgments in 
March 2017 the EU court ruled that member states were not obliged to issue 
visas to people who planned to seek asylum even if they were vulnerable to 
inhuman treatment or torture & banned the wearing of head scarves in the 
workplace.  

In the Netherlands right-leaning parties gained seven seats in the Dutch 
Parliament, giving them 57 percent of the 150 member body in this election, in 
contract to 52.6 percent in the last election when they had 79 seats, ensuring that 
migration measures will be more restrictive.  
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In “A Policy-Oriented Framework 

for Understanding Violent 

Extremism” Wael Hadaara cites 

two profiles of potential lone-wolf 

terrorists: the “disconnected-

disordered profile” and the 

“caring-consistency profile.” The 

former refers to “individuals with 

a grievance and weapons 

experience who are socially 

disconnected and stressed with a 

psychological disorder.” The latter 

refers to “individuals [who] have  . 

. . felt strongly the suffering of 

others and a personal 

responsibility to reduce or revenge 

this suffering.” 

Intertwining factors: the wars in Syria & 
Iraq, the largest refugee flow since WW11, 
ISIS emerging out of the detritus of Al Qaeda 
in Iraq, jihad in the post Arab Spring Middle 
East & north Africa, the multifaceted 
interface of grievances harbored by segments 
of Muslim populations in the EU where 
assimilation has in many cases proved 
difficult & socio/economic marginalization 
not uncommon – any one destabilizing, but 
collectively with a combustibility greater 
than the sum of their parts.      

This paper outlines some of the factors that 
have, on the one hand, fed the paranoia 
which creates the public & political spaces 
ripe for contamination. But we must also 
consider Muslim attitudes to EU as a 
contributing factor. 

****** 

The Paris bombings in November 2015 when 
130 people were killed in two well 
synchronized attacks by French-born, ISIS 
aligned, young Muslim people, and, again, 
injuring hundreds, by part of the same ISIS 
celliii, shook European governments and 
citizens alike when it emerged that these 
jihadists had spent time in Syria and 
subsequently made their way back to their 
home countries, trained as bomb makers, 
many prepared to engage in random acts of 
terror targeting civilians. Subsequent attacks 
in Brussels, Nice and Berlin were stark 
reminders of their vulnerability and relative 
impotence in the face of attacks when the lethal weapon may not be a gun or 
a bomb but an ordinary truck driven at high speed into unsuspecting crowds.  

Of even greater concern is the knowledge that there may be hundreds of 
terrorist networks spread across Europe. In the absence of hard intelligence 
as to where they are, when they are likely to attack, and where such lethal 
attacks may take place, the general consensus is that more attacks will be 
forthcoming and that Europe lacks the human intelligence to track likely 
suspects.  

More alarming is the fact that ISIS began planning to infiltrate Europe as far 
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“Europe has created the conditions for 
the resentment that drives the 
terrorists, but the vast majority of 
people in those conditions do not 
resort to terrorism." But it also 
doesn’t mean that simply destroying 
foreign terrorist threats like ISIS would 
get rid of the ‘Jihadi threat’ in Europe." 

Cas Mudde, an associate professor at the School 
of Public and International Affairs at the 
University of Georgia 

back as 2014.6 

In April 2016, U.S. Director of National Intelligence James R. Clapper Jr. was 
categorical when he said that ISIS was operating clandestine terrorist cells in 
Britain, Germany and Italy similar to the ones that carried out the Paris and 
Brussels bombings. 

Security services in Europe are playing catch up, as became painfully obvious 
after the Brussels bombings. Intelligence agencies have questions to which they 
lack answers: are jihadists home grown returnees from Syria who train others; 
are they self- radicalized in sprawling underclass Muslim neighborhoods; are 
they recruited while serving prison time; are they foreign born who came to 
Europe some years ago & are member of underground cells; are they from 
sleeper cells? Are cells connected & how? 

In 2016, the European countries 
with the most residents either 
fighting in Syria or Iraq, 
planning to go to fight or having 
returned were, according to best 
intelligence estimates, France, 
with about 1,800 to 1,850; 
Germany and Britain, each with 
roughly 750 to 800; and 
Belgium, with 
Belgium has contributed more per 
capita than any other EU country.7 
According to the International 
Centre for Counter-Terrorism, 
almost 30 percent of EU citizens 
who joined the fight in Syria had 
returned home.8 
Some returnees said they had 
plans to recruit others or commit 
attacks in their countries of 
departure.9 

Only 18 percent of Belgian fighters had returned, compared with 50 percent of 
those who had left from Denmark; Austria and Sweden followed in per capita 
terms. In absolute terms, France was the largest source country – at least 900 
persons had left to fight with ISIS.   
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Even before the Paris and 
Brussels bombings, EU 
attitudes toward their 
indigenous Muslim 
populations were largely 
intolerant. After the 
bombings, attitudes 
deteriorated dramatically, 
more damning of 
Muslims, more prone to 
see Muslims as a security 
threat, more likely to see 
them as alien to their 
culture and out of sync 
with its values. 

The huge migration of 
Muslim refugees from 

Syria, especially in 2015 when the deluge of refugees, overwhelmed the EU’s 
capacity to process & absorb them, exacerbated anti Muslim negativity.  

Over one hundred thousand refugees 
entered European countries, 
especially Germany, adding to a 
sense of foreboding, the fear that 
many jihadists may have been among 
their numbers. Europe has now 
resorted to drastic measures to curb 
the inflow & establish harsh 
guidelines for admission as refugees 
fleeing political persecution and 
imminent danger. 

Pew polling about Islamic extremism 
over the decade from 2005-2015 
indicates the dramatic increase in 
concerns in the West about rising 
Islamic extremism and why Muslims 
are increasingly alienated and 
marginalized. 

Since the bombings and the 
pervasive belief that more attacks are coming, multiple surveys suggest a 
hardening  of negative attitudes and increased levels of hostility to Muslims 
in general and Islam in particular. Brexit is, to a significant degree, an 
expression of that hostility. So, too, is the Alt- Right, eroding the political 
center in Europe and threatening to recalibrate the existing political order 
with overtones of fascism.     
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“Ten young Muslim men, bored by a mundane 

life in France and haunted by a feeling of 

“uselessness” were seduced by a leading 

Islamic State recruiter in 2013. Within months 

they were in Syria under the watchful eyes of 

hooded Kalashnikov-wielding militants doing 

pushups, fiddling with weapons and imbibing 

the ideology.”-New York Times, 27 April 2016 

About 20 percent of Europeans are 
Islamophobic while 54 per 
cent of Muslims believe that 
the West is out to destroy 
Islam.10   

A survey conducted in 2013 by the 
prestigious WZB Berlin Centre of 
Social Science found 60 percent of 
European Muslims agree that 
Muslims should return to the 
roots of Islam; 75 percent believed 
that there is only one 
interpretation of the Koran, and 
66 percent that Sharia is more important than the civil laws in the 
countries in which they live. 11  A 2013 ICM Research poll found that 16 
percent of French Muslims had a “favorable”view of Islamic State. More 
than 27 percent of those ages 18 to 24 said they viewed the extremist 
movement favorably, while 22 percent of 25-to-34- year-olds reported a 
favorable view.12

A Pew poll (May 2006) found that some justifications for suicide bombings 
among young Muslims (18 -24) ranged from 22 percent in Germany to 29 
percent in Spain, 35 percent in Britain and 42 percent in France.13   

The center right Policy Express Poll (2006) found that 28 percent of  British 
Muslims would prefer to live under Sharia law; 37 percent among 16 to 24 
year olds;14 Only 34% of British Muslims believe the Holocaust ever 
happened.15

Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe frequently hold diametrically 
opposing views of the “other.” Hence antagonism, fear, hostility, the drift 
to declaring states of emergency, is arrogating more powers to the State, 
subjugating human rights on the part of government and further alienation 
and exclusion on the part of those who become targets of such abrogation. 

After the Brussels bombings, a commentator for Politico Europe wrote:  
“Muslim integration into Europe societies is successful when Muslims are 
willing to give up the mental confinement of their home countries — 
countries, let’s not forget, which they left in search of a better life. As long 
as they refuse to adapt to a European state of mind, they will perpetuate 
resentment and a culture of violence.” 

Unfortunately, it is precisely this kind of thinking that aggravates the problem 
and makes the case for GAME. 

Majorities in all Western European countries agree that Muslims coming to 
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their countries want to be distinct from the larger country instead of 
adopting its customs and way of life. In several of these countries, two- 
thirds or more take that view, with Germany leading the list (88 percent). 
In France, nearly six-in-ten (59 percent) see a desire for distinctness while 
36 percent say that Muslims do not want to adopt French customs. Large 
majorities in all of these countries, (except Poland) feel that resident 
Muslims have at least a fairly strong sense of Islamic identity. The 
Netherlands has the highest level of consensus on this point, with 86% seeing 
Muslims residing in the Netherlands as having at least a fairly strong sense 
of Islamic identity. Better than three-quarters of the public in France, 
Germany, the Netherlands, and Spain view this propensity as a bad thing for 
their country. In Britain and Eastern Europe, smaller majorities agree. 16 

A majority in France and pluralities in Spain and Poland, cite the fear that 
this trend can lead to violence as their primary concern. In Germany and the 
Netherlands, the top worry is that greater Islamic identity will impede 
Muslim integration into the larger society (all surveys were conducted prior 
to the July terrorist attacks in London). 

In France, 74 of the non-Muslim population say 
that Islam is incompatible with France; 80 
percent think Islam is trying to impose its views 
on others; 43 percent see Islam as a threat to 
national security and 63 percent say they no 
longer feel safe in their own country. 

In the UK 56 percent of British say that Islam is 
a major threat to the country.17 Nearly half (46 
percent) of the Muslim population resides in the 
bottom 10 percent of the most deprived Local 
Authority Districts in England.18 48 percent of 
the British do not believe that Islam is 
compatible with the British way of life; 51 
percent believe that the growth of Muslim 
communities in Britain threatens the survival of 
the white British majority; and 56 percent 
believe that Islam poses a serious danger to 
Western civilization. Just 24 per cent thought 
Muslims were compatible with the British way 
of life – with nearly half of people disagreeing 
that Muslims were compatible; 19and 49 percent 
agree with the statement ‘there will be a clash 
of civilizations’ between Muslims and native 
white Britons.

20 Between 50 to 60 per cent of all 
religious hate crimes reported to police in 
Britain are now perpetrated against Muslims.

21

Belgium has 11 million people; about 6 percent 
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“There are people living in the 
shadow. And we have left them living 

in the shadow.” – Molenbeek Mayor Françoise

were Muslims in 2010, according to Pew Research. In Brussels they account 
for 15 percent of the population.22 Belgium’s path to radical Islam has its 
roots in the aftermath of the French wars in North Africa in the 1950s and 
1960s, when it was forced to withdraw from its colonial territories in North 
Africa. Thousands of north African-born Muslims and their descendants 
abandoned rundown French industrial areas and made their way to Belgium 
in search of work. They brought a legacy of violence with them. Belgium 
wanted cheap labor, but was unprepared for the cultural ramifications. 

Integration into Belgian life through language, education and employment 
was not treated as a priority, even after the Algerian civil war of the 1990s 
accelerated the growth of radical Islam. 

The federal 
government’s 
security services are 
underfunded and 
understaffed; the 
city of Brussels alone 
has six police 
departments, none 
known for its 
expertise in antiterrorism work. Bilingualism—Flemish and French—makes it 
hard for immigrants who only speak French to find work and assimilate. 
Governance is bifurcated due to the French/Walloon divide and deep distrust 
among officials. Things easily fall through cracks. 

French and Belgian nationals account for about a quarter of the Europeans 
who went to fight in Iraq in the mid-2000s  

Independent research data suggests that over 500 Belgians left the country, 
which would mean that Belgium contributed more fighters per capita to the 
fight in the Iraq and Syria than any other country in the west.23 

According to an analysis by the Royal Institute of International Affairs 
(Egmont) “the majority of Belgian jihadists are young (ages 20 to 24), have 
lower-than-average education levels and are mostly of Moroccan heritage.” 
The root causes of radicalization are “largely familiar: high unemployment, 
marginalization, discrimination and a sense of alienation from the wider 
society.” Jihadists, were” much younger than the generations who left to 
join al-Qaeda and other fundamentalist groups. Radicalization, it found, is 
driven less by religious fervor than by more local factors, and it is shaped 
also by ties to gangs and other criminal activity: “personal estrangement 
and motives as the primary engines of their journey.”24

On the 20th anniversary of German unification, President Christian Wulff 
affirmed that Islam is part of Germany. He became the target of widespread 
public criticism.25 Almost 70 percent of non-Muslims disagreed. 75 percent of 
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eastern German respondents endorsed restricting the exercise of Islamic 
beliefs in Germany and one in three suggested that Muslims should “go back 
to where they came from.”26 In 2012, only 29% of Germans agreed with 
Wulff’s statement. A relative majority, 47% of Germans, explicitly reject the 
idea that Muslims are part of Germany.1 One study found that more than half 
of the German population believes that Islam is prone to violence (64%); has a 
tendency toward revenge and retaliation (60%); is obsessed with 
proselytizing others (56%); and strives for political influence (56%).27 Fewer 
than 10% of the West Germans and 5% of the East Germans say that Islam is a 
peaceful religion.28

In a 2014 poll 
more than half of 
all Germans 
viewed Islam as a 
threat to their 
country and 
believe it does not 
belong in the 
Western world.29 
Forty percent felt 
like "foreigners in 
their own 
country" because 
of the perceived 
increase in the 
Muslim 
population. Fewer 
than 5% of the 
Germans think 
Islam is a tolerant 
religion, and only 
30% say they 
approve of the 
building of 
mosques & number approving the introduction of Muslim holidays is even 
lower. Only 36% of Germans believe that Christianity and Islam can live 
together peacefully side-by-side. Moreover, 53% think that there will always 
be serious conflicts between these two religions. Only 29% of Germans say 
they agree with the statement “The Muslims who live here are part of 
Germany." More than 80% of Germans agree with the statement, "Muslims 
must adapt to our culture." 72 percent of Germans believe Muslims in their 
countries do not want to integrate. 

1 Since the start of 2014, 6,175 have died on the crossing, which amounts to around one for every 54 
migrants who make it. 
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There were 1,613,000 Muslims in 
Italy in December 2014, according to 
interior ministry. They accounted for 
32.2 percent of all foreigners. Only 
50,000 Italian citizens are Muslim & 
even though Islam constitutes the 
second-largest religion after 
Catholicism, it is not recognized as an 
official religion, unlike Buddhism 
and Judaism, which have far fewer 
followers. This allows the government to control the number of mosques 
and prayer facilities that are built and registered, but it puts a brake on the 
integration into the larger society. It also allows authorities to more easily 
monitor the mosques. More than half of all Muslims live in the north of the 
country. The largest group, totaling 120,000, lives in Milan, which was a 
hotbed of Islamic militancy in the early 2000s. Although Italy has a 
population over 61 million and a Muslim population under 2 million, it 
ranked first in 2014 in ratings of EU countries having an unfavorable 
opinion of Muslims.30

Pew poll found that some 63 percent of Italians had negative views of 
Muslims, largely attributable to the huge surge in migrants crossing the 
Mediterranean from a largely lawless Libya, once an Italian colony, to 
Lampedusa & adjacent sites in southern Sicily. UNHCR figures suggest that 
some 25,000 people fled to Italy from North Africa in 2005, a number 
which dwindled to 9,573 in 2009.  

In 2011, this figure rocketed back to some 61,000, driven by the conflict in 
Libya. Over the course of 2014 & 2015, 320,000 crossed the 
Mediterranean to Italy.2  In April 2016 there were 106,000 arrivals 
waiting to be dealt with. The accumulating number of migrants and 
numbers to follow in the years ahead portend future problems. They will 
live, for the most part, in abysmal “settlements,” Because Italian law 
stipulates that children born of immigrants are not eligible for 
citizenship, (one parent has to be an Italian citizen), the children of 
intermarriage among immigrants will not have citizenship nor will the 
children of their children if that pattern of marriage continues to exist, 
this increasing demographic bulge living  in marginal circumstances with 
no fixed sense of identity & certainly with little sense of belonging will be 
a hive possibly prone to radicalization.      

The EU~Turkey brokered deal, which effectively cut off the migrant flow to 
Europe via Greece, resulted in a renewed resurgence of migrants from Syria 
arriving in Italy via the Libya route—Tunisia and Italy are a little over 130 
miles apart. A further 50,000 made the journey in 2015.31 The EU warned 

2
 Boat migration across the Central Mediterranean: drivers, experiences and responses 

Unraveling the Mediterranean Migration Crisis (MEDMIG) Research Brief No.3 September 2016 
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that up to 450,000 migrants could attempt to reach Europe during the 
summer 2016, as a result of the crisis in Libya.32 The extent of the migration 
& the threats it represents have fueled anti-Muslim resentment. 

In February 2014, ISIS released a video of the decapitation of 21 Egyptian 
Copts. Italians were alarmed by the title “A Message Signed with Blood to 
the Nation of the Cross”, and a warning from the jihadists that they were 
“south of Rome” – insinuating that their intended target was the Vatican. 
Earlier videos said that IS’s black flag would fly over St Peter’s. There are 
growing concerns that IS terrorists could be smuggling themselves into 
Europe among the migrants & mount the threatened attacks. The 
EU~Turkey deal may have cut off one source of migration, but there are 
growing concerns that the plan, which includes an agreement to send back 
all arrivals, will drive people to make the more dangerous crossing from 
north Africa instead. The threat from ISIS is linked to the surge in 
immigration from Libya of asylum seekers. Italians are acutely aware that 
an ISIS stronghold in Libya would present a fundamental threat to its 
national threat to their national security, more acutely because Italy is the 
European country -less than 200m miles from territory controlled by ISIS & 
navigable by sea



 

“Bosnia, [is] an excellent tactical base for 
espionage, fundraising, and terrorist 
activities . . . a major center for terrorist 
recruitment and fundraising . . . a place 
where recruits could train, coalesce into 
cells, and seek shelter from prosecution by 
foreign law enforcement” – Repubblica, 
Rome. 

The Balkans 
According to analyst Ioannis Michaletos, writing in Serbeenia, “There are three 
main nuclei of power relating to Islamic affairs in the Balkans: The first one is the 
so-called ‘Neo Ottoman’ one being directed by Ankara and from Istanbul in 
particular through the use of the Turkish ministry of foreign affairs and the 
myriads of supported government institutions and charities, aiming at creating a 
Turkish influenced Balkan territory mostly for nationalistic reasons and not 
exclusively related to religion per se. A second power block is the Middle Eastern-
Wahhabi one, which has been supported by Saudi Arabia and Kuwait especially, 
aiming for the ‘Islamization’ of the region en route for the Western European 
countries. A third and lesser player is Iran that still actively tries to gain 
footholds of influence mostly for purposes of maintaining a global reach and as 
deterrence against its perceived enemies from the West”.33

It took the Paris bombings for the EU to concentrate its mind on the 
migrants, with next to no vetting, crossing its borders in the thousands, 
most intent in making their way to Germany, and the very real possibility 
that jihadists who would become part of sleeper cells were among their 
teeming numbers. Migrants had come through Bulgaria, but mostly 
Macedonia; 95 percent were from Syria or Afghanistan. 

The main route went through 
Turkey, then with a ferry or boat 
to Greece, and then to 
Macedonia and Serbia through 
the border town of Preševo 
where the majority of the 
population is Albanian. Between 
300 and 500 people sought 
shelter every day in Preševo 
which meant that in July 2015 
alone about 15,000 people came 
from Serbia. 3 At the beginning 
of 2016, UNHCR estimated that 
more than 3,000 people were 
waiting to enter the refugee 
camp at Preševo.34  

The Serbian Ministry of Internal 
Affairs estimated that more than 
30,000 immigrants were on Serbian 
soil; that 1.5 million were waiting on 
the Turkish-Syrian border and that in 
the first 6 months of 2015, more than 
60,000 refugees crossed Serbia. 
Thousands more crossed the Turkish- 
Bulgarian border, which is not 

3
 For up to date statistics on conditions of migrants in Serbia, see: http://www.unhcr.org/en-

us/news/latest/2017/1/5888861b4/desperate-refugees-migrants-serbia-face-freezing-temperatures.html 



especially well policed because Bulgaria lacks the capacity to guard it. 

The Italian police reports that training camps for Islamists are being organized in 
Albania.35 

Groups of suspected Islamist radicals have been buying land in the northern 
region of Bosnia, a few miles from the border with Croatia at least since 2014. 
Croatia is not part of the Schengen area, but it is an easy crossing point into 
other Schengen countries, such as Hungary and Slovakia. The Salafi community 
in this region denies it has connections to Islamic terror groups in Syria. 
Security experts in the Balkans believe that ISIS special operation cadres are 
probably already 
in place to take 
advantage of the 
presence in 
Balkan countries 
of tens of 
thousands of 
Middle Eastern 
male migrants, 
geographically 
stuck and 
disgruntled that 
getting into the 
EU is either slim 
or impossible.36 

Security experts in the Balkans believe that ISIS special operation cadres are 
probably already in place to take advantage of the presence in Balkan countries 
of tens of thousands of Middle Eastern male migrants, geographically stuck and 
disgruntled that getting into the EU is either slim or impossible.37 

The threat to Europe was twofold: how to deal with the sheer numbers of 
migrants and how to detect who might be a jihadist, the wolf among the sheep. 
And there are two other threats: whether the Balkans becomes an Islamic 
destabilizing presence where most countries are vulnerable; whether the 
Balkans becomes an Islamic outpost for infiltrating jihadists deeper into the EU. 
A minority in the Balkans is connected to militant Islamist movements in the 
region, or subscribe to them. 
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However, transformative change or the proliferation of 
extremist ideologies is invariably the work of radical 
minorities which have assiduously worked to create the 
circumstances that spearhead their growth. The Balkan 
countries share, to one degree or another, indigenous 
Muslim populations, a transition from former autocratic 
socialist or communist governments, and a recent trend 
of foreign Islamist forces attempting to educate local 
Muslims, build mosques, provide public services, make 
investments, and otherwise build influence. 

The genesis of hard-line Islam occurred during the 
Bosnia/Serbia war (1992 to 1995). Hundreds of mostly 
Arab foreign fighters helped Bosnia’s Muslim led 
government resist dismemberment by Serbia and 
Croatia. And in Kosovo, a smaller number joined the 
ethnic Albanian rebels who fought for independence from 
Serbia. These fighters were Takfiris, radicals who 
embraced violence in rejecting secular politics, culture 
and other faiths. They wanted a return to the Prophet 
Muhammad’s “pure” Islamic rule.  They were backed by 
funds from Saudi Arabia and other U.S. Arab allies. Their 
proselytizing was reinforced by Islamist charities offering 
money, food and educational training in return 
for devotion to their hard-line practices. The foreigners 
left, but the charities stayed. With an abundance of cash 
in war-damaged societies, struggling not to become failed 
states, they won devotees by expanding aid programs, 
rebuilding mosques and constructing new ones. The 
charities were supported by officials who welcomed the 
money and the patronage of powerful Muslim countries. 
Iran and Saudi Arabia poured significant amounts of 
money into the region to build mosques and madrasas in 
which more extreme interpretations of Islamic doctrine, 
in the case of the Saudis, Wahhabi, are taught. The 
madrasas have broadened their influence through a 
variety of “NGOs” and “charities.” 

The seeds of Islamist ideology were planted. Today, 
SEERECON warns: “There is a new generation of Islamic 
preachers in Bosnia hailing the likes of Al-Baghdadi” and 
rooting for ISIS in Syria. Imams educated in Islamic 
universities in Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Syria [when it 
was a country], make it difficult to tell the difference 
between ‘imported’ and ‘local’ versions of Islam in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina anymore”38 

39

“Although Western 
intelligence 
agencies never 
labeled [the 
mujahedin 
activities] in Bosnia 
an al Qaeda jihad,  
it is now clear that 
is exactly what it 
was.” 

- Richard A. Clarke, 

Former National 

Coordinator for 

Security, 

Infrastructure 

Protection, and 

Counter-Terrorism. 

“Returning foreign 
fighters from Syria 
and Iraq – battle 
hardened, skilled 
in handling arms 
and explosives, and 
ideologically 
radicalized – pose a 
direct threat not 
only to the security 
of Bosnia & 
Herzegovina, but to 
the rest of the 
region & beyond.” 

- The Lure of the Syrian 
War: The Foreign 
Fighters’ Bosnian 
Contingent 
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“Without Dayton, Al-Qaeda would 
probably have planned the Sept. 11 attacks 
from Bosnia, not Afghanistan.” - Richard 
Holbrooke, President Obama’s Special 
Representative to Pakistan and 
Afghanistan (2009-2010) 

In June 2015, ISIS 
produced a recruitment 
video targeting the Balkans 
region and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in particular. 
The 20-minute film, entitled 
“Honour is in Jihad,” 
features several Bosnian 
ISIS fighters exhorting their 
fellow countrymen to join the battle in Syria or carry out opportunistic 
attacks on perceived enemies of Islam at home. “If you can, put explosives 
under the cars, in their houses, all over them. If you can, take poison and 
put it in their drink or food. Make them die; make them die of poisoning, kill 
them wherever you are. You can do it.” 

A large number of indigenous Islamic clerics funded by Iranian, Saudi, and 
Turkish organizations have studied in the Middle-East, making the Balkans 
increasingly inclined to adopt a more radical strain of Islam. Various 
reports suggest there are probably more than five hundred jihadis from 
southeastern Europe now in Syria.  

Bosnia and Kosovo have provided more Syrian jihadists (per capita) than 
other countries in the region. 40 41 

The Sarajevo news magazine Slobodna Bosna reports that there are thirty 
women alone from Bosnia who joined the Iraqi and Syrian jihads. 
Approximately thirty Bosnian veterans of the Syrian jihad may already 
have returned to Bosnia. 

Over the past three 
decades, militant Islamists 
in the 

 
sophisticated  consisting of 
four main components: a) 
local allies in political, 
security, and religious 
establishments; b) safe 
havens consisting of 
radical-controlled mosques 
and remote villages which 

provide militant Islamists places to recruit, organize, train and hide; c) 
NGO’s and financial institutions providing terrorists with cover identities 
and the ability to clandestinely transfer operational funds; and d) various 
electronic and print media promoting their extremist ideology. Such 
complex, multifaceted organization allows militant Islamist groups to 
sustain the occasional crackdown or arrest without substantial damage to 
their networks or infrastructure as a whole.” 

Balkans have created 

“In 2013 and 2014, 156 Bosnian men and 

36 women travelled to Syria, taking with 

them 25 children. Out of that number, 48 

men and three women had returned by 

January 2015” -The Lure of the Syrian 

War: The Foreign Fighters’ Bosnian 

Contingent. 
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According to SEERECON: “The growth of indigenous Balkan Islamist 
extremists is completing a circle in which natives are now taking the place 
of the foreign wave of extremists that moved into southeastern Europe in 
the 1990s. In recent years there has been a substitution of foreign Islamist 
terrorists for “second generation” 42 

As concerns grow about foreign jihad volunteers and the security threats 
they pose to their home countries if and when they return –one of the 
largest contingents of such foreign fighters come from the Balkans. 
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