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Foreword
 
 

With utmost delight, we announce the publication of Limen, a journal of migration 
studies published by the Migration Research Institute in Budapest. Within 
the spectrum of current journals of migration (some thirty journals published 
in various languages), there is a tendency to be disciplinary-focused (could be 
sociology, economy, political science or law oriented, depending on the editor) and/
or humanitarian-focused (embracing the narrative of migrants as victims). Limen 
follows a critical, realist and complex approach to migration. On the one hand, we 
endorse critical distance and views of migration insofar as migration flows express 
rational choices, motivated by social, political and economic interests. In line with 
this critical stance, our editorial line is focusing on the realities, the push and 
pull factors as well as the processes of migration. On the other hand, this journal 
is intended to be complex in terms of its scope, endeavouring an intersection of 
multiple research venues on migration in Europe, Africa and the Middle East. 
Furthermore, we encourage interdisciplinary insights grounded in field work; 
immediate sociology and history of migratory flows; the economic dimension 
of migration; the security challenges related to migration such as radicalisation, 
organised crime and anti-Semitism; the ways religious and political cultures shape 
migration, especially in the Middle East and Africa; challenges migration poses to 
national, European and international laws; and alternative narratives on climate 
migration. 
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Foreign Terrorist Fighters in the Islamic State
(Research Outline)

Tamás Dezső

Abstract

The European (and western non-European) secret services seriously struggle – and 
surely will in the long run as well – with identifying the foreign fighters from their 
countries who either died or disappeared on the side of the Islamic State. Their 
unresolved cases will continue to be a great concern to the analysts and the heads 
of services. This study attempts to explore the magnitude of this problem.

The jihadists who died in battles on the side of the Islamic State – were they 
western or local fighters – are admired as the first martyrs of a new heroic ethos 
in a significant part of the Sunni Islamic world.  These “heroes” and returning 
“veterans” will give the new example to be followed by the new generations of 
jihadists.

A great number of foreign terrorist fighters had already fought in various radical, 
jihadist Muslim organisations well before the proclamation of the Islamic State 
of 29 June 2014 in Mosul. It is enough to think of Afghanistan (the mujahideen 
already fighting against the Soviet troops, then the jihadists fighting on the side 
of the Al-Qaeda and the Taliban), or the thousands of volunteers fighting on 
the side of the Iraqi troops in the second Gulf War. News reports had already 
presented such cases before, but they became a mass security policy problem only 
after the appearance and expansion of the Islamic State, and its fall in its territorial 
dimensions and state structure in late 2017. The West has been concerned with 
the following issues ever since: 1) what should be done with the re5turning fighters 
(whether to criminalise or attempt to reintegrate them into society as if nothing 
has happened); 2) what should be done with their families (in particular with their 
sons); how to investigate 3) who died and 4) who disappeared from among the 
returning fighters.

The question arises whether the fighters from the West who had travelled to any of 
the frontlines of the Islamic State (primarily to Syria or Iraq) but failed to return to 
their countries of origin actually died, or still live their active or passive movement 
life as disappeared persons, ready for becoming active fighters of the ideology in  
a new war frontline or in the world of terrorism.
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If they happen to “repent of their sins” and return to their countries of origin, can 
one believe that they will live a peaceful civil life, and that they will not organise 
any further acts under the ideology of the Islamic jihad?

1. Introduction

A great number of foreign terrorist fighters1had already fought in various 
radical, jihadist Muslim organisations well before the proclamation of the 
Islamic State of 29 June 2014 in Mosul. It is enough to think of Afghanistan 
(the mujahideen already fighting against the Soviet troops, then the jihadists 
fighting on the side of the Al-Qaeda and the Taliban), or the thousands of 
volunteers fighting on the side of the Iraqi troops in the second Gulf War.2 
News reports had already presented such cases before, but they became  
a mass security policy problem only after the appearance and expansion of the 
Islamic State, and its fall in its territorial dimensions and state structure suffered 
with the recapture of Mosul on 9 July 2017 and of Raqqa on 17 October 2017, 
finally defeated in these terms on 23 March 2019 (losing the town of Baghouz).

At the outset it is important to make it clear that the concept of foreign terrorist 
fighter is still transitional, and better understanding requires much more systematic 
researches and foundations. The concept itself and the phenomenon are still in 
the stage of “fundamental researches”, and as David Malet, a theorist of the field 
remarked, the phenomenon still lacks a widely used term in the literature on 
political theory,3 adding that the “foreign nature” of the foreign terrorist fighter is 
just a matter of perspective: we try to judge these fighters as “foreign” from our – call 
it European – point of view in their welcoming jihadist environment, which we 
hardly understand anyway. Their “foreign nature” in the jihadist environment 
where they fight proves to be only temporary. According to Hegghammer,  
a foreign terrorist fighter is someone who (1) has joined, and operates within the 
confines of an insurgency, (2) lacks citizenship of the conflict state or kinship links 
to its warring factions, (3) lacks affiliation to an official military organisation, and 

1 This study uses the concept of foreign terrorist fighters (FTF), widely used in the international 
literature.
2 A relatively high number of foreign terrorist fighters fought in the following conflicts: Afghanistan 
(1978–1992): 5,000–10,000; Bosnia (1992–1995): 1,000–3,000; Somalia (1993–2014): 250–
450; Chechnya (1994–2009): 200–700; Afghanistan (2001–2014): 1,000–1,500 (Schmid 2015b, 
3; šikman 2016, 164, note 6).
3 For earlier studies of the issue, as a foundation see Malet 2010; Malet 2013; Hegghammer 
2010; Glušac 2015, pp 33–48.
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(4) is unpaid.”4 As it can be seen, this early definition seems to also be changing – at 
least with regard to point (3) and (4) –, since the forces of these fighters were 
regularised at the latest by the Islamic State, and they were also provided with 
various benefits.

Therefore, this study rather serves as a research outline, and supplements the 
continuously evolving professional discourse with the problems occurring after 
the fall of the Islamic State which could not be reflected yet in the previous 
literature.

As already presented above, the globalisation of jihad had commenced earlier; 
however,5 the Islamic State advanced it to the next level in terms of its volume 
and scope. The Islamic State opened a new era in the history of jihad, since it 
was predominantly able to unify Sunni jihadist groups – operating as isolated 
groups prior to the proclamation of the Islamic State and the caliphate – under 
the same flag. These groups had been involved in local battles in the past, and they 
had to fight to be recognised by the local society, so they could be considered as 
the prophets and real fighters of the jihad by the local communities. However, 
following the proclamation of the Islamic State and the caliphate, nearly all of 
these local jihadist organisations – except for certain troops of the Taliban, the Al-
Qaeda/al-Nusra Front/Hayat Tahrir al-Sham – pledged allegiance to the caliph, 
and lined up under the flag of the Islamic State. This gave them a legitimacy 
advantage, making clear for the local communities that such local organisations 
(from the Boko Haram in Nigeria, through the al-Shabaab in Somalia and the 
Sinai to Sri Lanka, the Philippines and even Bali) are the fighters of the same 
global jihad legitimised by the caliphate. It is how the jihad became global.

Though a central united will can be enforced only to a limited extent among these 
organisations after the territorial fall of the Islamic State, the spirit of the global 
jihad has been unleashed, and this development is hardly a reversible one. The 
surviving foreign terrorist fighters dispersed around the world, and will perpetuate 
the ideology in their own stories. A pantheon of heroes was born from the 50,000 
killed jihadist fighters who had given their lives for the “one true faith” under the 
flag of the caliph. Their “martyrdom” will mean the example to follow by the next 
generations of jihadists. They will be the role models – no matter dead or alive. 
They will be presented in the tales, they will be commemorated by the relatives 
and followers, their graves will become the places of worship. The West has to face 
the fact that something has changed for good.

4 Hegghammer 2010, pp 57–58.
5 Hegghammer 2010.
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However, the proclamation of the Islamic State in June 2014 and its exploding 
expansion in Syria and Iraq attracted thousands, even ten thousands of young 
people – many of them coming from western Europe, segregated communities 
with immigration background – who felt that joining and fighting in the “heroic 
war”, the Islamic jihad, and even sacrificing their life for the one true faith would 
give a meaning to their life seen miserable until that in their country of origin (in 
Europe or any state of the world).

Converts from the West could not make it too high on the career ladder of the 
Islamic State, since they were often considered as “new Muslims”, fresh converts 
solely impassioned by the outbreak of the war, and some kind of mistrust prevailed 
towards them whether they had been sent by the western services for any detection, 
intelligence or disruption purpose. As a result, foreign fighters had to prove much 
more than the fighters from local tribes, whose reliability was guaranteed by their 
family, clan or tribe.

We have to separately address the question of foreign fighters who came from 
Muslim countries, typically from North Africa, Inner Asia (from Chechnya 
to Afghanistan) or even from the Far East (from the Chinese Uyghur land to 
Indonesia and Malaysia). Their more authentic Muslim background (compared 
to the masses of volunteers from the West as newcomers to the true faith) enabled 
them to climb higher on the career ladder of the Islamic State. 

This study overviews the issues which concern the role of the foreign terrorist 
fighters in the Middle East, the European judgment of this role, the treatment 
of returning fighters, as well as the search for those who disappeared/were 
killed. Since the appearance and expansion of the Islamic State, and its fall in 
its territorial dimensions and state structure in late 2017, the West been facing 
with the following dilemmas: 1) what should be done with the returning fighters 
(whether to criminalise or attempt to reintegrate them into society as if nothing 
has happened); 2) what should be done with their families (in particular with their 
sons); how to investigate 3) who died and 4) who disappeared from among the 
returning fighters.

The literature on this issue had already undergone a massive growth in the first 
years of the Syrian and Iraqi conflict.6

In his recent study, Lorne L. Dawson summarised the questions which the past 
and future fate of the (then) foreign terrorist fighters of the Islamic State may give 
rise to, arranging them in the following 6 dimensions:7

6 Price 2015.
7 Dawson 2018, p 2.
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1) Assessment of the current situation 
2) Fate of the military staff
3) Question of the virtual caliphate
4) Failure of the prophecy and the survival of the Islamic State
5) The Islamic State as a global social movement
6) Realisation that the root causes of jihadist movements have not changed, 

and they are still present.

It has already become known in 2012 that numerous foreign terrorist fighters had 
been arriving across the 911-km Turkish-Syrian border to join the Syrian civil 
war and fight on the side of the rebels against the Assad regime. In the beginning, 
Turkey could consider them as proxies fighting against their common enemy, 
the Syrian government, and most probably supported this phenomenon. The 
foreign terrorist fighter gathering in safe houses in South Turkey were later taken 
across at some point of the long border by people smugglers. However, in late 
2013 when the international public also became aware that the majority of the 
foreign terrorist fighters coming to fight on the side of the “oppressed people” 
had finally ended up in Islamist organisations (Jabhat al-Nusra, then the Islamic 
State), the situation changed.8 Turkey was forced to reconsider its politics seeing 
the territorial expansion of the Islamic State in northern Syria and the rapidly 
spreading ideology of the Salafi jihad within the Syrian opposition. It was another 
fear that the spreading ideologies of the Salafi jihadists could create an internal 
competitor of the (otherwise also Islamic) Turkish government, posing the threat 
of radicalising a part of the Turkish society as well. It is clear that the process was 
explained by tactical and not religious-ideological reasons from Turkey’s point of 
view, which had been accused of assisting the transportation of foreign terrorist 
fighters.9 To the credit of Turkey, since travelling to the country does not require 
any visa for the citizens of most countries, and seaside resorts are highly attractive 
on their own, screening jihadists is a very challenging task. Therefore, the arrival of 
a foreign citizen to South Turkey could not necessarily give ground for suspicion 
in itself (without any secret service information). Consequently, screening each 
foreign citizen would have been a huge task for Turkey.10 Furthermore, it should 
be noted that a part of the foreign terrorist fighters arrived to Syria with aid 
organisations, where they were not engaged in any humanitarian work, but rather 
joined the opposition of the Assad regime – mainly Islamist groups – under an 
“armed humanitarianism” (see below).11

  8 In particular, as a result of criticism from the United States (Country Reports on Terrorism 
2013) and international pressure. Kardaş – Özdemir 2014a, p 17.
  9 Ibid
10 Ibid. 
11 Binder 2014; Lloyd – Christie-Miller – Evans 2014; Kardaş – Özdemir 2014a, p 17.
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The subtitle of this study is “Research outline”, justified by the fact that every 
aspect of the issue of foreign terrorist fighters explained in this study represents 
an independent research topic, which will be analysed in detail in future studies. 
This issue, unfortunately, appears today as an everyday security policy concern in 
Europe that needs attention right away. Hopefully, the issue of foreign terrorist 
fighters will be seen as a problem of the past in a couple of years.

2. Why did they come?

2.1 Historical framework and social background

The frustration of Islamic masses and states is rooted in political reasons on the 
one hand, and economic and social ones resulting from the former on the other 
hand. From the decline of the Ottoman Turkish power (the sultan was the caliph, 
the master of all (Sunni) Muslims) in the 18th century, the West could achieve 
an economic, military and political supremacy which undermined the chances 
of the Muslim world to openly confront with the colonial, then the modern 
western great powers. The West became dominant in terms of political, military 
and economic power, and has maintained its dominance to date. The states of the 
Islamic world play a key role in global chess games – in particular as suppliers of 
natural resources –, thus they continue to be in the centre of the West’s attention 
at all times, and also remain to be the territories of enforcing the interests of global 
political powers (USA, Russia, China) and regional political powers (Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt and Iran).

Beyond this exposure to political developments, these countries feature an 
internal social tension, prevailing in nearly all Muslim states of the world. The 
dramatic overpopulation witnessed in the last 60 years is expected to continue 
in the upcoming decades (Figure 1),12 resulting in severe internal social tensions. 
The dramatic overpopulation causes high unemployment rates, lack of resources, 
problems with making a living and hopelessness, all triggering armed conflicts 
(Iraq–Iran war), uprisings or mass movements (‘Arab Spring’)13 already in the 

12 Dezső 2018.
13 Along with the Syrian civil war, the (West’s) attempt to make the Sunni axis of the Islamic 
world jump over some stairs of history which it never ever experienced before to promptly get 
it to the level of western type plural parliamentary democracies (by making use of the local 
tensions) cost roughly 500,000 lives. As a result of the process, the autocratic secular regimes 
were almost successfully replaced with similarly autocratic, but at the same time religious (Islamic 
fundamentalist) regimes.
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past. No doubt that if we examine the 2011 demographic situation of the Arab 
countries concerned by the revolutionary events of the ‘Arab Spring’, we will find 
values similar to those elaborated by Huntington.14 This series of events – the 
first experimental revolution of the world organised online and on the Facebook 
(!) – logically impacted these groups of the society. Already prior to conducting  
a detailed analysis, the possibility arises that the tolerated, inspired or even 
supported migration of the “excess” population plays a key role in the European 
migrant crisis (see the composition of migrant groups).15

1955 2018 2050
Middle East16 89,870,570 478,120,358 722,557,421
Inner Asia17 47,952,374 163,701,250 201,097,436
North Africa 55,593,953 237,217,256 358,923,353
In total 193,416,897 879,038,864 1,282,578,210

Figure 1 Growth in the number of Muslims in the three examined regions 
of the Muslim world.

In the world described above we see civil wars (Afghanistan, Syria, Yemen) and 
mass demonstrations testing the boundaries of the systems, where the secular state 
power – often accused of corruption – can hardly address the social, economic and 
political tensions. This situation opens up the way for Islamic extremism. This is 
because Islam gives a consolation to the vulnerable Muslims that no matter how 
miserable they feel, they are the believers of the only faith that brings salvation, 

14 According to the principle elaborated by S. P. Huntington, in societies where the share of male 
population aged 18–25 (corresponding to the age of mandatory military service) reaches or exceeds 
20%, a war, revolution, war for freedom, civil war, war of independence or other armed conflict 
can be foreseen. Huntington brings as an example the Iranian Islamic revolution (1979–1980) 
or the Chechen war (but he had also predicted decades before that Egypt would get into such 
situation), but many analysts similarly refer to the Iraq–Iran war (1980–1988) as such, where 
the estimated loss of Iran and Iraq was 800,000 and 400,000 soldiers, respectively, a measure to 
“address” the problem of excess population. 
15 For instance, from among the 173,947 migrants registered in Hungary, 45,376 (26.1%) were 
Afghan nationals, including 37,535 men (82.6%), 6,609 persons (14.5%) aged 14–17, 23,707 
persons (52.2%) aged 18–34, and 2,457 men (5.4%) aged between 35–64. These data well illustrate 
that a modern population movement fuelled by social causes is hidden behind the migrant crisis, 
letting the dynamic part of the excess population leave the country as a logic well known from 
history. As a further motive, we can mention that the Afghans who settled abroad will transfer 
foreign currency to their relatives back home. It should be noted here that terrorist organisations, 
drug cartels and other criminal organisations also inspire “networking” migration.
16 With Afghanistan and Pakistan.
17 Turkey and the predominantly Turkish speaking inner Asian, former Soviet-Russian republics.
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and if they live by the religious rules and/or die for their faith, they will get to 
heaven. If they support the fight in the jihad, they can finally win, defeat the 
unbelievers, and can establish the ideal-typical world – taking the world of 7th 

century caliphs as a model – where the Muslims of the world (ummah) live as they 
did in their glorious times, by the rules of the Islamic law (Sharia) and under the 
control of the caliph, where corruption and social exclusion cease to exist, and 
where the heretics, unbelieving “crusaders”18 will be punished for their sins.

2.2 Role of the Islamic State

The Islamic State (Daesh) was born in a Middle East where antipathy towards secular 
regimes had opened up the way for thousand-year-old sectarian, denominational 
conflicts.

In Iraq, following the fall of the Saddam Regime in 2003, a Shiite civil group came 
to power with the support of the Shiite clergy, more accurately with the support 
of the Iranian Shiite clergy. Being unsatisfied with both the takeover of power by 
the Shiite and the overthrow of Saddam’s secular – but still Sunni Muslim – by 
the West (second Gulf War), the Sunni population almost immediately started  
a fight in a religious guise against the Shiite government forces and the “invading” 
U.S. troops. This organised and successful resistance (Al-Qaeda etc.) was the 
predecessor organisation of the Islamic State. Mosul had already been controlled 
by armed groups of various Islamist militias and brotherhoods before the Islamic 
State appeared in June 2014. This situation was supplemented by the appearance 
of the militants of Islamic State (Figure 2).

In Syria, the civil unrest against the rule of the Assad family escalating into mass 
demonstrations and armed conflict (“Arab Spring”) transformed – in the lack of 
effective support from the West – into a sectarian Sunni religious war against the 
Shiite Alawite minority, and indirectly against the Shiite dominance (similarly to 
Iraq).

The Sunni religious war occurring in both countries targeted the unbelievers (the 
colonial and exploitative “West”) and the heretical Shiite. The transformation of the 
conflict in the Middle East into a religious war (jihad) triggered increasingly widening 
support from the Sunni states representing approx. 85% of the Islamic world. The 
widely supported ideology of the jihad was provided by the radical Salafi (called 
also radical Wahhabi) wing. Its ideal-typical worldview was based on the modern 

18 Official term of the Islamic State used for the unbelievers.
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restoration of the moral, clean, successful and conquering era of the first caliphs of 
the 7th century – at least in terms of its spirit. A significant part of the Sunni believers 
think that the Islamic State has made the dream of all preceding Sunni jihadist 
organisations come true by starting a fight against the “unbelieving, decadent West” 
and the heretical Shiite communities. In the meantime, it also attacked the Christian 
and Yazidi communities that were stuck on its territory.19

This military success – unexpected for many in the beginning – which had played 
into the hands of the Sunni populated areas of Syria and Iraq, the proclamation of 
the Islamic State in Mosul (29 June 2014), and the implicit support received from 
the Gulf states made a broad spectrum of the Sunni world enthusiastic. It seemed 
like the new era had arrived, with the Islam shining again as in the 7-8th century. 
Some imams of the European Muslim communities were enthusiastic supporters 
of this sentiment, and encouraged others with passion to join the jihad  in their 
mosques. These effects together had led to a situation where the disappointed 
members of the European immigrant communities – in particular those living in 
segregation and facing integration problems recognised the opportunity to join 
the jihad, the only fight which promises salvation and victory.

Figure 2 Islamist groups and militias exercising control over Mosul districts (Mosul Eye 2014).

19 See the presentation of Tamás Dezső at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences: Frontline Archaeology. 
The destruction of the cultural heritage in Iraq and Syria by the Islamic State (15/12/2015); and the 2017 
research of the Migration Research Institute on the persecution of Christians in the Middle East.
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From the very beginning, the Islamic State called the Sunni Muslim youth of the 
world in its official English speaking platform (Dabiq)20 and the social media to 

1) join the jihad, 
2) come to Syria and Iraq, and fight on the side of the Islamic State for the 

one true religion and for the only faith that brings salvation against the 
unbelievers (Christians, Yazidis etc.) and the heretics (Shiites etc.); 

3) open a frontline in Europe and other countries of the West, and to “destroy, 
kill and terrorise the crusaders in their own streets and houses”21 – thereby 
dividing the west societies and distracting their attention from the necessity 
to intervene in Syria and Iraq; 

4) recruit fighters for the jihad.

The Islamic State became an unexpectedly successful system in terms of its military 
power. This came as a surprise for both the Syrian and Iraqi army and the western 
military analysts. The Islamists were well aware that an open armed confrontation 
with the West could have been somewhat successful in the form of asymmetric 
warfare (Syria, Iraq) and terrorism (western world). This can be successful if it 
is supported by the population. We have to admit that the Islamic State meant 
an alternative for the Sunni Arab population feeling oppressed against both the 
Syrian and the Iraqi state power. Consequently, during the early military successes 
(between June 2014 and late 2015/early 2016) – and even later – the Sunni 
Muslims of the world were right to be “enthusiastic” about the chance to finally 
achieve a breakthrough, do well against the heretics and crusaders, and to attain 
military successes, in the hope for restoring the glory of Islam at last. This was the 
inspiration that moved the Muslim young people who tend to grab a weapon not 
only in the Middle East, but also in the West.

The ideology of the militant jihad is supplied by one of the wings of Salafism, the 
jihadist Salafism, which claims that all states which are not governed by the principles 
of the Sharia qualify as illegitimate, unbelievers and must be overthrown.22

20 It is not surprising that the official online magazine of the Islamic State, Dabiq was named after 
the Syrian town where the last great apocalyptic clash between the “good” and the “evil” (Muslim 
Armageddon) will take place according to the Muslim belief.
21Dabiq no. 7. It should be noted that the Islamic State called the representatives of the western 
world as crusaders, the ancient medieval enemy both in its official and unofficial communication.
22 Stern – Berger 2015, p xii; Bakker – de Roy van Zuijdewijn 2015, p 2.
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2.2.1 The Islamic State as a prophetic movement and martyrdom23 

In the case of some foreign terrorist fighters, the reasons certainly included the 
prophetic nature of the Islamic State, the caliphate and the jihad, along with  
the possibility or desire of the fighters who died for their faith to become the 
martyrs of faith, and to get to heaven where eternal life waits for them.24 It seems 
that such an apocalyptic group effect was also a popular topic in the Syrian and 
Iraqi social media communication of the foreign terrorist fighters.25 However, we 
must call the attention to the well researched fact that the non-fulfilment of the 
prophecy does not either lead to the collapse of the apocalyptic groups or shake 
their faith.26 Therefore, we cannot expect the fall of the Islamic State, the caliphate 
and the non-fulfilment of the related prophecies to seriously shake the faith put in the 
jihad, or to lead to a mass disappointment or even an apostasy among the fighters of 
faith – including the foreign terrorist fighters – in the Islamic world and in the West. 
Among the reasons for this we find the fact that the Islamic State was not the only 
grantor of the jihad and the apocalyptic vision, and there is a great number of Sunni 
intellectual and religious movements – also present in European mosques – which 
keep up the faith, no matter whether the Islamic States exists or falls.

2.2.2 The Islamic State as a global social movement 

The researchers who study the issue of terrorism, radicalisation and jihad started 
to examine jihad as a global social movement in the recent decades.27 This social 
movement theory strives to answer how extremist groups mobilise the people, 
and how their personal problems are placed in the political coordinate system of 
radical groups.28 The ideological background of jihad can be traced back to the 
medieval (Ibn Taymiyyah), early modern (Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab) or 
mid-20th century (Sayyid Qutb) ideologists, but the anti-Western social roots of 
the modern jihad can be found in the colonial and postcolonial periods. In those 
period which still determine the political character of the Middle East to date, and 
explain the economic inequalities evolved in the world.

In Dawson’s system29 the jihad took the form of “resistance” in the European 
and American Muslim urban communities and the related activism.30 The 

23 Dawson – Amarasingam 2017, pp 191–210.; Dawson 2018, p 8.
24 Hafez 2007; Moghadam 2008.
25 McCants 2015; Wood 2015; Dawson 2018, p 8.
26 Dawson 2018, p 8.
27 Dawson 2018, p 9.
28 Wiktorowicz 2005; Moghadam 2008; Gerges 2009; Dawson 2017.
29 Dawson 2018, pp 8–9.
30 Mandaville 2012, pp 31–49.; Roy 2008; Dawson 2018, pp 8–9.
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intellectual or rather emotional background of this is dominated by a strong 
sense of injustice, collective opposition and commitment, urging the members of 
Muslim communities to do something against the factors which they blame for 
their excluded and failed situation.

This is accompanied by a frustration towards western societies, deriving from the 
different pace of technological development and the related sense of lagging behind. 
This frustration is mythologised, and it is no coincidence that it intends to achieve the 
state model of the ideal-typical Islam prevailing in the era of the first caliphs, when 
Islam was successful in all aspects, with military conquests truly threatening Europe 
and Christianity. This is mythologisation is reflected in the fact that the Islamic State 
called the western people “crusaders” in all of its official documents. This frustration 
in the Muslim world is in part directly explained by the fact that Muslims have not 
been able to achieve any military success against the West since the decline of the 
Ottoman Turkish Empire (caliphate) dating back to the late 17th century (perhaps 
since the siege of Vienna (1683) or the recapture of Buda (1686)) – maybe with the 
exception of Gallipoli –, and, knowing the balance of power, today’s chances for any 
military success converges to zero.

In this extremist Islamic jihadist organisation, the Islamic State – which we can 
consider to be a social movement under the above theory – was born a new 
mythology between 2014 and 2018. The estimated number of jihadist who 
lost their lives in Syria or Iraq is 50,000–60,000. They will be the heroes of the 
caliphate’s new pantheon, a ghost army, giving their life for the true faith. It has 
been a long time ago since true believers died in such number under the flag of 
faith – let alone in a formal war!

2.2.3 Professional jihadists 

Within the foreign terrorist fighters, professional jihadists represent a separate 
caste who moved from one place of an armed jihadist conflict to another over the 
past decade. They could fight in either the second Gulf War, Afghanistan, Bosnia, 
Chechnya, then in Syria and Iraq, or even North Africa. This lifestyle and source 
of income is partly explained by the religious, fanatic devotion, and the fact that 
an arrest warrant was issued against them in their own or other countries. Their 
number significantly increased in March 2016, when a disappointed jihadist leaked 
the names of several thousands jihadists fighting on the side of the Islamic State, 
thereby complicating their “peaceful return” to their home country.31 Therefore, 
these professional jihadists will continue to move from one jihadist conflict zone 
to another.

31 Schmid 2016, p 43.
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The activity of the Islamic State has made up step into the new era of Islamic 
terrorism. The methodologies of the western secret services to date – typically 
developed for the surveillance and neutralisation of relatively well-defined 
organisations and networks – prove to be ineffective against a world movement.

The phenomenon of foreign jihadist fighters is not new, and the Islamic State was 
not the first to attract masses of people from foreign countries longing to fight for 
the success of jihad. Masses of Muslims persecuted in their own countries due to 
their jihadist views arrived in different European countries in the 1980s and 1990s, 
in particular in Spain, Belgium and Great Britain. One of the best summaries in this 
topic was elaborated by M. M. Hafez, who analysed the phenomenon of foreign 
terrorist fighters fighting and committing suicide attacks in Iraq between 2003 and 
2006,32 including the ideological and philosophical background of martyrdom.33 
From among the 102 known jihadists committing suicide bomb attacks in this 
period, 15 were European (with North African origins predominantly). Out of 
the 413 foreign fighters caught after the collapse of the Taliban regime, 10 were of 
European and 59 of North American origin.34

2.3 Reasons for joining a jihadist organisation

Joining the jihad in general and specifically the al-Nusra Front or the Islamic State 
could have a number of reasons, and exploring these reasons have come to the 
centre of this research in order to contribute to preventing the future emergence of 
similar phenomena. In general, the reasons can be divided into two larger groups: 
1) the scope of personal reasons (in the case of which a private life crisis varies by 
person) can be very different, and their analysis cannot be performed systemically 
with the exception of specific case studies (e.g. disappointment in love, family 
role model, calling word of a relative etc.). The following personal/psychological 
reasons can also be called as systemic, typical reasons, but they do not the full 
spectrum of personal reasons. 2) The strengthening of the jihadist enthusiasm has 
systemic ideological reasons, which enable to draw much more general conclusions. 
These are the reasons which prevail not only on the individual’s level, but also on 
a broader group level. 3) Finally, we can briefly take account of the reasons which 
arise as goals formulated on the side of the jihadist organisations. And the jihadist 
organisations seek the tools with which they can achieve such goals.

32 Hafez classifies the philosophical/psychological driving forces behind suicide attacks into  
4 categories: „strategic logic, group competition, psychological trauma, and religious fanaticism” 
(Hafez 2007, p 181). However, the examination of this important issue would exceed the 
boundaries of this study.
33 Hafez 2007.
34 Hafez 2007, p 157.
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2.3.1 Personal/psychological reasons35 

Here we list some reasons behind the individual’s decisions which can be called 
typical personal, psychological reasons based on the conclusions drawn from case 
studies.

1) Expiation for sins. Where someone previously failed to live a devout life as  
a Muslim, or seeks forgiveness of his sins committed.

2) Disappointment, frustration. Disappointment in the fighters own unsuccessful 
life in the West; considering their situation as hopeless, pointless; frustration 
deriving from this situation; desire to quit the segregated community and 
the decadent western society.

3) Seeking a glorious matter Many new jihadists wished to quit their previous 
unsuccessful life by seeking a new goal for them in hope for a more 
meaningful life: left for fighting for a glorious matter. This glorious matter 
could be either secular (helping oppressed people e.g. in the Syrian civil war 
(see below) or religious (fighting on the side of the jihad in the spirit of their 
Muslim ancestors).

4) Armed humanitarianism. In the sense of mission shared by the foreign 
terrorist fighters travelling to Syria we can identify the so-called “armed 
humanitarianism”, the desire to protect the innocent civil population of 
the “democratic opposition” fighting against the Assad regime.36 Moreover, 
for the purpose of these commitments, even the umbrella of humanitarian 
organisations was exploited by them.37 Numerous studies have proved 
the key importance of those scenes presented in the news and on various 
online platforms in mobilising foreign terrorist fighters in the West which 
portrayed the horrors of the Syrian civil war, the attacks committed against 
the innocent, predominantly Sunni Muslim civil population etc.38 The 
Islamic State exploited the mobilisation potential of these platforms to 
recruit fighters39 under the flag of Salafi jihadism40 with propaganda videos, 
Facebook and Twitter activity.

5) Motivation fuelled by a desire for revenge. Getting revenge for the sins 
committed against the Muslim population in the civil war on the “direct, 

35 See also Borum – Fein 2017, pp 248–266.
36 Binder 2014; Anzalone 2015, p 14.
37 Binder 2014; Lloyd – Christie-Miller – Evans 2014.
38 Kardaş – Özdemir 2014A, p 11. See also Kardaş – Özdemir 2014b, pp 1–8.
39 Nearly 6,000 websites serve the goals of the Salafi propaganda. Kardaş – Özdemir 2014, 22.
40 Many studies have analysed the role of the social media in spreading the ideology of jihad. See 
Carter – Maher – Naumann 2014.
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close enemy” (e.g. on the Assad government in Syria) and the “direct, distant 
enemy” (western governments).41

6) Status seeking. The desire to break out of the everyday monotony, the 
segregated peripheries of the western societies. The desire of an individual 
to achieve a higher status in the battlefield (weapon, power, respect) and in 
the community back home via the Facebook/Instagram platforms.42

7)  Identity seeking. Similarly, the desire to break out of the everyday monotony, 
to join the fight for a glorious goal so the fighter can achieve recognition 
within its community at the battlefield and back home.43

8) Adventurousness.  The glorious militant lifestyle and the promise of fights on 
the side of the truth became attractive among many young people, carrying 
the promise of growing up and gaining recognition as adult persons.44

9) Promise of martyrdom. One of the most important reasons is the pursuit 
of afterlife happiness that can bring salvation after the sufferings on Earth. 
In this process, an unsuccessful life on Earth can get a new meaning in 
the afterlife eternal happiness through a glorious, self-sacrificial act. The 
promise of martyrdom and afterlife happiness plays a key role in the suicide 
attackers’ set of motivations.

2.3.2 Ideological reasons

It could be identified as an important phenomenon that those young people who 
had arrived to the battlefields of the Middle East for personal reasons – in many 
cases, for glorious goals – suffered ideological effects that either “developed” their 
motivation or “upgraded it to a higher level”.

1) Personalised Islam interpretations. The ideologists of the jihadist organisations 
in the Middle East – in particular, the Islamic State – perfected their skill 
to fanaticise everybody, and to persuade the people with personalised Islam 
interpretations to fight on the winners’ side, with a moral superiority.

2) The promise that someone can become (again) the strangers who are true believers 
(Ghuraba’). A significant part of the European foreign terrorist fighters were 
Muslims who returned to their ancestors’ religion, who explain their previously 
unsuccessful life with the fact that they had not lived a true life by the rules of 
Islam. At least this is what the jihadist agitators implanted in them.

41 Kardaş – Özdemir 2014a, p 12.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
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3) Eschatological/apocalyptical reason. The reasons include the eschatological/
apocalyptical expectation that placed the fight of the Islamic State into 
an apocalyptical context against the West (“crusaders”). For this purpose, 
the media of the Islamic State used names referring to the most important 
geographical units (portal Dabiq, news agency Al-Amaq), where true 
believers will fight their last great and apocalyptical battle against “Rome”, 
that is, Christianity.

4)  Obligation to become a mujahid. If someone finds the true faith again, then  
a fight for the faith can be attractive for that person. In addition, the 
mujahid movement gave birth to a substantial, legendary tradition both in 
Afghanistan and Iraq during and after the second Gulf War, with professional 
mujahid fighters who had fought in various jihadist conflicts all over the 
world as veterans.

5)  Acting in the name of the universal and unquestionable law created by God 
instead of human laws. This was one of the most attractive principles for the 
frustrated foreign terrorist fighters are often “in conflict” with the legal system 
of the western receiving societies, who could – with this holy authorisation 
– personally be the guardians of the one true moral order, and could fight 
against the decadent West which restricts the life of true believers and the 
application of the one true divine law with all kinds of constitutions, laws 
and regulations.

6)  Fighting for the caliphate. Many see as a reason of the present struggling of 
the Islamic world the fact that Kemal Atatürk abolished the institution of 
caliphate in 1924. The caliph as the master of all true believers (more than one 
billion 800 million people) could reunify the fragmented Muslim world, thus 
making the Muslims the leading power of the world again, as they were once 
in the era of 7th century caliphs. The differences in the balance of technological 
and economic power which made the West win could thus be neutralised.

7)  Finally, we need to mention the principle of Huntington according to 
which in societies where the share of young male population (e.g. aged 
15–25 or those falling in the age of mandatory military service) reaches or 
exceeds 20%, an armed conflict, war, “war for freedom”, “civil war”, “war 
of independence” or “religious war” can be foreseen. The Iranian revolution  
of 1979 is an example of this. This principle could have played its role in the 
outbreak of the “Arab Spring” in 2011, also exerting a substantial impact on 
the youth of the Muslim world, whose share may approach this critical level 
in their local, western communities as well.45

45 For the demographic trends of the Muslim world see Dezső 2018.
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2.3.3 Reasons relating to the organisation of power

Unfortunately, reasons for joining the jihad include many ones also categorised 
among the reasons and goals of the means “non-state terrorism” by the literature 
on terrorism theory.46 These reasons and goals are not the individual or systemic 
ideological ambitions of the specific foreign terrorist fighters, but should rather 
be interpreted along the ambitions of the terrorist organisations – supported or 
established by such fighters – in the organisation and exercise of power. These 
reasons and goals also include the personal reasons (e.g. revenge or alienation), but 
by upgrading them to a community level.

  1) Setting the revolutionary enthusiasm of the masses on fire.
  2) Getting free access to the world media platforms, since they always report 

on violence.
  3) Taking a revenge for the perceived or actual injustices suffered by the group 

with which the terrorists identify themselves.
  4) Resistance against the oppressive authoritarian regimes where it is perceived 

that achieving a political change is possible solely by means of violence.
  5) Objection to any foreign political intervention (intervention/occupation/

supporting local dictators).
  6) Provoking the segment of society from which it intends to recruit 

rookies.
  7) Alienation, marginalisation and humiliation.
  8) Reaction to the oppression of a minority group or a majority group in  

a minority position.
  9) Commencement of a deniable proxy war against the enemy.
10) Influencing the behaviour of the target group (not the victims) in a manner 

that best meets the interests of the terrorist organisation.

3. How many came?

The influx of foreign terrorist fighters had already begun prior to the appearance of 
the Islamic State. In Syria there were 8,500–11,000 foreign fighters47 who joined 
the fight against the government forces (local militias and the al-Nusra Front) 
already in 2013. According to data from that period, 74 countries of origin were 
known, and 80% of the foreign terrorist fighters came from other Arab states and 
Europe.48 In December 2013, 18% of the foreign fighters active in Syria were 

46 McAllister – Schmid 2011; Schmid 2016, p 16., Box 5.
47 Moreno 2016, p 4. (based on the data of the International Center for Counter-Terrorism).
48 Moreno 2016 p, 4., note 16.
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western European. The most important sending countries were France, Great 
Britain, Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands, all with significant Muslim 
population. However, if we compare their number to the total population of 
the countries of origin, the most affected countries were Belgium, Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, Norway and Austria. The most comprehensive estimates 
provided the following numbers for various times:

Time Number of 
countries

Number of 
fighters

Number of 
fighters in 

Europe

Share of 
European 
fighters

Organisation

December 2013 74 11,000 1,980 18% ICSR49

June 2014 81 12,000 2,400 20% Soufan Group50

January 2015 20,730 4,000 20% ICSR51

5,000 Europol52

May 2015 100 25,000 3,400 14% Strazzari 2016, 50
December 2015 86 31,000 5,200 20% Soufan Group53

December 2015 20 6,155 Schmid 2016, box 15
December 2016 15,000 Reed – Pohl 2017
March 2019 40,000 BBC News 2019

Figure 3 Foreign terrorist fighters in the Syrian civil war and the Islamic State.

The number of foreign terrorist fighters arriving to the battlefields of the Middle 
East shows a continuous and dynamic increase from 2013 to 2016. By September 
2016, however, the number of foreign terrorist fighters who crossed the Syrian 
border from Turkey fell to monthly 50 from the previous monthly 2,000.54 One 
of the most acceptable estimates calculates with 35,000–40,000 foreign terrorist 
fighters who turned up in the Syrian and Iraqi battlefields (not necessarily at the 
same time).

Over time the secret services of the world, the Interpol and the Europol become 
increasingly better informed about the exact number and identity of the foreign 
terrorist fighters who left their countries  to fight for the jihad, how many of them 
have returned, been killed, got captured or have gone missing (see below). We 
firmly believe this puzzle can be put together 90% in a couple of years, thereby 
giving a more accurate overall picture. Nevertheless, we will probably never reach 
an accuracy of 100%.

49 International Center for the Study of Radicalization.
50 Barret 2014.
51 Neumann 2015. Out of them, 1,200 came from France, 500–600 from Germany, 500–600 
from Great Britain, 440 from Belgium, 200–250 from the Netherlands, 150–180 from Sweden, 
100–150 from Austria, 100–150 from Denmark and 50–100 from Spain.
52 Teffer 2015.
53 Soufan Group 2015. Out of the more than 5,000 European fighters, 1,700 arrived from France, 
760–760 from Great Britain and Germany and 470 from Belgium. Moreno 2016, p 4.
54 Reed – Pohl 2017.
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4. Where did they come from?

According to the information known to date, this approximate number of 40,000 
foreign terrorist fighters came from at least 100 countries, of which country groups 
the share of foreign terrorist fighters coming from the West represents less than 
10%. The study of Alex P. Schmid and Judith Tinnes from 201555 already identified 
68 countries from which greater number of foreign terrorist fighters arrived. This 
table (Figure 4) also well illustrates that the overwhelming majority of foreign 
terrorist fighters came in the crisis zone from other larger Muslim countries.

Country Washington Institute Country Washington 
Institute

Afghanistan 50 Kosovo 232
Albania 90 Kuwait 71
Algeria 250 Lebanon 900 2,400
Australia 300 Libya 600 6,300
Austria 250 Madagascar 3+
Azerbaijan 104+ Malaysia 100
Bahrain 12 Maldives 200
Belgium 470 Morocco 1,200
Bosnia 330 Montenegro 30
Brazil 3 Germany 760
Bulgaria 1-2 Norway 80+
Denmark 125 Italy 87
South Africa 1+ Russia 2,400
United Arab Emirates 15 Pakistan 500
United Kingdom 760 1,350 Portugal 12
United States 150 Qatar 15
Egypt 600+ 3,300 Romania 1+
North Macedonia 146 Spain 133
Finland 70 Switzerland 57
France 1,700 Sweden 300
Philippines 100 Saudi Arabia 2,500 4,800
The Netherlands 250 Serbia 70
India 23 Singapore 2
Indonesia 700 Somalia 70
Iraq 247 Sudan 100
Ireland 30 Tajikistan 386
Israel 40–50 Turkey 2,100 900
Japan 9 Trinidad 50
Yemen 110 Tunisia 6,000 4,800
Jordan 2,089 3,300 Turkmenistan 360
Canada 130 New-Zealand 6
Kazakhstan 300 Ukraine 50
China 300 Uzbekistan 500
Kyrgyzstan 100
In total: 29,000+

Figure 4 Foreign terrorist fighters from all over the world (Schmid – Tinnes 2015, Table 5).

55 Schmid – Tinnes 2015.
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4.1 Arab foreign terrorist fighters

The same study presents an interesting data series (Figure 5) on the foreign terrorist 
fighters active in Syria. The data are from the Syrian government, but they clearly 
include the jihadist and opposition forces as well. It is clear that the conflict has 
a fully different interpretation from the perspective of the Syrian Alawite (Shiite) 
government. They – as showed by the numbers – perceive the war as an attempt 
of the Saudi, Chechen and Lebanese Sunnis to intervene in the Syrian civil war 
and the fight against the terrorism in Syria, since from the perspective of the 
Syrian government the conflict cannot be interpreted as a civil war, but they rather 
perceive the whole war as a fight against terrorism. Irrespective of this, the Saudi 
and Chechen focus can be easily detected in the Syrian conflict.

Country Foreign terrorist fighters Killed Missing
Saudi Arabia 12,000 3,872 2,689
Chechnya 14,000 3,691
Lebanon 9,000 2,904
84 further countries 19,000
In total 54,000

Figure 5 Foreign terrorist fighters in the Syrian civil war according to the data of the Syrian government 
(Schmid – Tinnes 2015, Table 3).

The next table (Figure 6) analyses the Muslim countries from where the most 
foreign terrorist  fighters arrived in the conflict zone. It is clearly visible that other 
sources indicate Egypt, Jordan, Libya, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia as the countries 
which sent the most foreign terrorist fighters.

Country Foreign terrorist fighters

Egypt 1,000
Jordan 1,500–2,500
Libya 700–6,000
Afghanistan 25
Lebanon 900+
Saudi Arabia 2,500–8,000

Figure 6 Foreign terrorist fighters from some Sunni Muslim states based on UN estimates 
(Schmid – Tinnes 2015, Table 5).

This Sunni Arab dominance explains the fact why the foreign terrorist fighters 
from the West could not make it too high on the career ladder of the Islamic 
State. Mapping how high the foreign terrorist fighters could get on the official 
career ladders is important from the aspect of assessing and understanding their 
role played in the military and “civil” administration of the Islamic State  The 
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western foreign terrorist fighters – except for Muslims from the Balkan56 – were 
in a disadvantaged position since they were typically “new Muslims” who had 
recently taken up their ancestors’ religion towards whom some kind of suspicion 
prevailed from the side of the local (Syrian and Iraqi) foreign terrorist fighters and 
those coming from other Arab countries. They were not seen as strong believers. 
That is why they had to prove more.

4.2. European foreign terrorist fighters

According to the available data – naturally, subsequently becoming more accurate –, 
Europe sent a total number of 6,155 foreign terrorist fighters to the battlefields of 
the Middle East.

Country Number of fighters

France 1,700
Germany 820
Great Britain 760
Belgium 470
Bosnia 330
The Netherlands 315
Austria 300
Sweden 300
Kosovo 232
Macedonia 146
Spain 135
Denmark 125
Albania 90
Italy 87
Norway 80+
Finland 70
Serbia 70
Switzerland 57
Montenegro 38
Ireland 30
In total 6,155

Figure 7 Distribution of EU foreign terrorist fighters by country in December 2015 
(Schmid 2015a, p 25; Schmid 2016, Box 15).

56 For information on the Albans fighting on the side of the Islamic State see šikman 2016, note 
26. For the early history of the foreignterrorist fighters fighting in the Bosnian jihad see Li 2014. 
Until 2016 a total number of 152 Albans could be identified (Albania: 23 persons, Kosovo: 49 
persons, Macedonia: 15 persons, Serbia: 1 person). For information on the Bosnians fighting on 
the side of the Islamic State see Shtuni 2015, 14. Until 2016 a total number of 300 Bosnians were 
identified, out of whom approx. 50 were killed.
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The 2016 ICCT Research Paper edited by Gigi van Ginkel and Eva Entenmann 
presented even more detailed statistics,57 which included the most detailed 
information then available on the foreign terrorist fighters who travelled from the 
specific EU states to the conflict zones to join jihadist organisations and fight in 
the armed conflict (Figure 7). This summary study provides a detailed picture on 
the ethnic and sociological background of the foreign terrorist fighters by country. 
Furthermore, it elaborates statistics on the number of foreign terrorist fighters who 
travelled to the conflict zones, returned, died or stayed in the respective country 
(Figure 7). It should be noted here that such statistics also include data on the few 
foreign terrorist fighters who travelled to fight against the jihadists (e.g. fighters 
with Syrian Alawite or Kurdish origins, but there were also some Europeans with 
non-immigrant background who volunteered to fight against the Islamic State).

Country Travelled 
out

Stayed 
in the 

respective 
country

Killed Returned Female Ethnics

Austria 230–300 130 34 >70 17 Chechen, Turkish, Balkan
Belgium 420–516 180–260 60–70 55–130 47 new Muslim 6%
Bulgaria 0–10
Cyprus 0 0 0 0 0 0
Czech Republic 0 0 0 0 0 0
Denmark 125 31 27 62 10% variable
United Kingdom 700–760 315 70 >350 increasing
Estonia 2
Finland 70 35 12
France >900 570 137 246 200 new Muslim 23%
Greece –
The Netherlands 220 140 42 40 increasing variable
Croatia 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ireland 30
Poland 20–40
Latvia 2
Lithuania 0
Luxemburg 6 1
Hungary –
Malta 0
Germany 720–760 >238 100 250 20% new Muslim 12%
Italy 87 57 18
Portugal 12 5 1 new Muslims
Romania 1
Spain 120–139 25 10% Spanish, Moroccan
Sweden 300
Slovakia 6 3
Slovenia 3

57 van Ginkel – Entenmann 2016.

Figure 8 Distribution of EU foreign terrorist fighters by country in early 2016 
(van Ginkel – Entenmann 2016).
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Van Ginkel and Entenmann find it a worrisome statistics that the majority of the 
foreign terrorist fighters who travelled to the battlefields of the Middle East between 
2011 and 2015 (low end estimate: 3,922, high end estimate: 4,294) arrived from 
four countries, Belgium, France, Germany and the United Kingdom (in total 2,838 
persons) to fight on the side of the jihad. In 2016, 47% of the foreign terrorist 
fighters still fought in the frontlines, 30% already returned, 14% were killed, while 
9% resided at an unknown place.58

These data series clearly show that different sources present somewhat different 
numbers at various times regarding both the total number of foreign terrorist 
fighters and their distribution by country. The same applies to the number of 
fighters who returned, died, got captured and those still fighting in the conflict 
zones, to be discussed in later chapters (see below). According to the current status 
of the research, naturally, we cannot have a final statistical assessment of a conflict 
that has not been fully closed. It is the task of the next years to elaborate an 
analysis which sheds light on the statistical aspect of the war conflict by using the 
growing number of details available.

However, it is already clear that the jihadist conflict (Sunni-Shiite war in both 
Syria and Iraq) escalating from the 2011 Syrian civil war is actually growing into 
a system with global mobilisation power (global prophetic and social movement, 
see above) which is able to mobilise approx. 40,000 foreign terrorist fighters 
from nearly 100 countries of the world where Sunni Muslims or sympathisers 
live. This phenomenon determines the future not only of the Middle East, but 
also of Europe and the whole world through the refugee crisis triggered and the 
following mass migration waves. Therefore, studying the conflict and its long-
lasting consequences must be in the focus of researches.

5. What happened to them?

One of the most important questions from the aspect of the European security 
policy is what happened to foreign terrorist fighters who had once fought in the 
Middle East (Syria and Iraq). There are at least three factors which make it difficult 
to clarify this issue: 

58 van Ginkel – Entenmann 2016, pp 49–50.
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1) The collapse of the Islamic State was a rapid process thanks to dominantly 
irregular and paramilitary forces, meaning that reliable data on foreign 
fighters who were either killed or captured are hardly available.59 

2) All fighters of the Islamic State had been given a movement name under 
which they were later buried if they died (and the burial was possible). If 
they were buried in a mass grave, no one will exhume and rebury them, 
because they had not given any last honours to the enemy they had killed 
either. The identity of the fighters buried under movement names could be 
established only with exhumation and DNA analyses, which currently seem 
to be nearly impossible. 

3) In addition, the fighters who survived the fights but have not returned to 
their countries of origin could rather successfully hide, and there is hardly 
any information about their possible place of residence.

Consequently, reliable information can hardly be obtained from the Middle East 
on the foreign terrorist fighters and on what happened to them, which can cause 
serious problems for the secret services of the West. The data series of previous 
jihadist conflicts (Afghanistan, Chechnya, Bosnia) that are already processed show 
that roughly one-third of the foreign fighters were killed, one-third of them settled 
in a Muslim-majority country, while one-third of them returned to their countries 
of origin.60 In his study of 2013, Thomas Hegghammer concluded that the foreign 
terrorist fighters involved in the above conflicts preceding the proclamation of the 
Islamic State travelled to the respective countries with no intention to return, and 
only one out of nine intended to commit acts of terrorism in the West.61 Others 
(de Roy van Zuijdewijn) claim that62 this number is one out of eleven.

Another significant difference is that the majority of the foreign terrorist fighters 
who had fought in previous radical Islamist conflicts returned home after the 
conflicts were closed, the local community celebrated them as heroes, and though 
the western security agencies registered their return, also interrogated them, and 
sometimes even placed them under surveillance, there were hardly any procedure 
commenced against them. In contrast, the violation of law can be more clearly 
proven in the case of the foreign terrorist fighters who fought on the side of the 
Islamic State, they basically returned when the conflict was not yet closed, and 

59 The author of this study met four Peshmerga generals during his research trip to Iraqi Kurdistan 
in September 2018, who had no official data on the foreign fighters who either died or got captured 
on the frontline of once 1,050 km maintained with the Islamic State.
60 Dawson 2018, p 3.
61 Hegghammer 2013, p 10.
62 de Roy Van Zuijdewijn 2014.
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their legal prosecution has a much more concrete relevance than regarding the 
jihadist conflicts preceding the Islamic State.63

In the following chapters we examine what happened to the foreign terrorist 
fighter who had travelled to Syria then Iraq from 2011 and 2013. Among them, 
there were fighters who:

were killed (5.1),
were captured (5.2),
stayed in the respective country (5.3) or
returned (5.4).

5.1 Fighters who were killed

This conflict has been the bloodiest jihadist conflict where a large number of 
jihadists were killed (more than 60,000 according to estimates). As another clear 
experience, only very few fighters were caught in the battlefields. Similarly to the 
Islamic State, its enemies did not show any sign of mercy either, and the jihadists 
who were still standing in the battlefield rather decided to fight until their last 
breathe. Those who had retreated from the battle and did not give their lives 
voluntarily, or wanted to escape home from Syria or Iraq, were later caught and 
executed by the security forces of the Islamic State. We have information of such 
a case from December 2014 where 100 foreign fighters were arrested only in the 
Syrian Raqqa, and were later executed on either above ground.64

The fact that there were groups of foreign terrorist fighters who fought until the 
end beyond those defecting is well supported by the statement of Iraqi Lieutenant 
Colonel Abdul-Salam al-Jubouri (of 24 April 2017) in which he named the 
“Uzbek battalion”, the “Uyghur battalion” and the French-speaking Arab “Tarek 
ibn Ziyad battalion” as the toughest enemies during the siege of the west coast 
part of Mosul (Old Town).65 These foreign terrorist fighters – left behind in Mosul 
with the promise of “martyrdom” and the slogan of “standing until the end” by 
the military staff of the Islamic State – suffered the greatest losses in addition to 
the local population.66 They – as evidenced by the example of the foreign terrorist 
fighters captured by the SDF – could not hide among the refugees and get through 
the checkpoints (in contrast to the local fighters). Their escape was made difficult 
by their appearance, their foreign dialect (if talked any Arabic at all), and the fact 

63 Dawson 2018, p 3.
64 Mamoun 2014d. See also Mamoun 2014c.
65 Mostafa 2017b.
66 Mostafa 2017a.
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that they either had foreign documents (passport) or documents issued by the ISIS 
(where their original foreign documents were seized from them as the case may 
be), with the latter entailing the risk of getting promptly revealed. As we will see, 
pursuant to Section 4 of the Iraqi Anti-terrorism Act, joining the Islamic State 
qualifies as a capital offence in itself, and hundreds of decisions on death sentence 
were issued – and are still issued today. Therefore, the foreign terrorist fighters thus 
trapped in Mosul fought until their last bullet.

4,000 ISIS fighters lost their lives in a single operation launched for the recapture 
of the eastern part of Mosul (left coast of river Tiger) between October 2016 and 
15 December 2016, including 2,100 who died in airstrikes.67 Iraqi prime minister 
Haider al-Abadi had announced the recapture of Mosul in a press conference in 
July 2017, while in December he announced the defeat of the Islamic State  
in Iraq. This was the time when he announced that not less than 25,000 (!) 
Islamists had been killed in the Mosul operation, in particular in the fights in 
the areas surrounding the western coast old town and Mosul.68 Unfortunately, 
we have no information how many of them were foreign terrorist fighters. But 
if we consider the above mentioned news reporting that a significant part of the 
fighters trapped/left behind in the surrounded Mosul were – beyond the local 
jihadists from Mosul – foreign terrorist fighters, we can assume that the liberation 
operation took the lives of many of them, too. According to the UN data referred 
to in the press conference of António Guterres on 5 August 2019, around 25% of 
the 40,000 foreign terrorist fighters who had once joined the Islamic State were 
killed (approx. 10,000 persons).69

The losses of the Kurdish Peshmergas in the war against the Islamic State (June 
2014–December 2017) reached approx. 2,000 casualties and 9,000 injured 
persons.

The large disproportionality seen in the losses (the number of those killed was as 
much as five times higher on the side of the ISIS compared to the alliance against 
the ISIS) was not exclusively explained by the determination lasting until the 
very last moment, the glorification of heroic death as the most important way to 
salvation, but also by the dispropotionality expressed in the technical background 
of warfare: the airstrikes carried out by the alliance caused tremendous damages 
and losses to the Islamic State. The overwhelming majority of the forces of the 
ISIS were killed by the airstrikes, and not the land operations. According to 

67 Mostafa 2016: Press conference of Najim al-Jubouri, commander of the Mosul operation.
68 Mostafa 2017e.
69 United Nations 2019.
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official U.S. data, the air force of the alliance had conducted 29,826 airstrikes 
on the positions of the ISIS between September 2014 and June 2018,70 which 
number grew to 32,870 strikes by 23 March 2019 (13,582 in Iraq and 19,288 
in Syria).71 If we look at the numbers of the bombs dropped by the aircrafts of 
the coalition led by the United States, the air force of the alliance dropped 6,023 
bombs in 2014 (September–December), 28,696 in 2015 over 12 months, 30,743 
in 2016 over 12 months, and 32,801 bombs in the first eight months of 2017 on 
ISIS positions and targets.72 The total number of nearly one hundred thousand 
(98,263) bombs does not include the attacks carried out with armed drones and 
helicopters. The efficiency of the destruction (70% of the buildings of Mosul 
and Raqqa were destroyed) was further enhanced since nearly all the bombs were 
remote-controlled precision bombs.

Beyond the air force of the alliance led by the United States, the Russian airforce 
also took its part in the air attacks against the ISIS in Syria. According to the data 
released by the Russian ministry of defence in August 2018, the Russian air force 
flew 39,000 missions in Syria from 2015, destroyed 121,000 “terrorist targets”, 
and killed 5,200 ISIS fighters.73

There were also some major battles among land operations such as the second 
battle of Kirkuk in late March 2015 between the Kurdish Peshmergas and the ISIS 
fighters, where the Peshmerga forces pushed back the jihadists from the suburbs 
of Kirkuk and the oil refinery and gas plant of Kirkuk to the southern side of the 
channel located south from Kirkuk, and even pushed the frontline further south 
by crossing the channel at the village of Miriam Beg. 89 Peshmerga and 185 
jihadist figters were left killed in the battlefield after the battle.74 The number of 
foreign terrorist fighters among the ISIS fighters could not be established in the 
lack of personal documents.

Though it may come as a surpirse, it is an evident fact that the coalition forces 
fighting against the Islamic State were also keen to see foreign terrorist fighters 
dead rather than alive.75 Some countries attempted to track what happened to 

70 Rudaw 2018.
71 BBC News 2019. Of these, 3,285 airstrikes were suffered by Mosul, 6,039 by Raqqa, while 
Hajin and Abu Kamal suffered 3,652 airstrikes.
72 Losey 2017.
73 BBC News 2019.
74 Data provided by the Peshmerga general who commanded the battle.
75 This is how the Russians thought of the Chechens and other fighters coming from former Soviet 
republics, but the British foreign minister was also keen to see them dead rather than alive (Vale 
2017).
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their citizens who sided with the Islamic State. According to the announcement 
of Manuel Walls then French prime minister on 11 September 2016, nearly 700 
French citizen jihadists fought on the side of the ISIS for example in Syria and 
Iraq, including at least 200 women. Approximately 200 French citizens died in 
the fights, in particular in the coalition’s airstrikes.76

According to news of 24 September 2017, Magat Gulijev, head of the Azerbaijani 
secret services estimated the number of Azeris who had joined the Islamic State 
since the outbreak of the war to be around 900. Beyond them 85 Azeris were 
arrested, being accused of an intention to join the Islamic State, and citizenship 
was withdrawn from 195 fighters. Those who joined the Islamic State often took 
their families with them, too. Of the Azeri citizens, 300 died until the given date 
(including children) according to Azeri information.77

From among the foreign terrorist fighters, perhaps the Uyghurs caused the 
biggest surprise. Not only because they had come from China, but they also 
fought hard, and many of them were killed. The Uyghurs78 are Turkish speaking, 
predominantly Sunni Muslim people living in Northwest China (Xinjiang 
Province) whose jihadist fighters were first placed on the map of terrorism 
in 2001 when the fighters of their Islamist party, the East Turkestan Islamic 
Party (ETIM) appeared in Afghanistan on the side of the Talibans. However, 
according to specific information, they had already entered into an alliance with 
Osama bin Laden in 2000. The fighters of ETIM turned up in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan on the one hand, but the fighters of one of its groups, the Turkestan 
Islamic Party (TIP) – also known as the Turkestan Brigade – fought in Syria as 
well on the side of Jabhat Fateh al Sham (JFS), an umbrella organisation of the 
Al-Qaeda, and further Uyghurs fought in the troops of the Islamic State, both 
in Syria and Iraq. Unfortunately, several extremist acts can be associated with 
them, like the desecration of churches or the execution of Christians.79 Training 
child fighters was one of the most known activities of the TIP.

The internal tension between the Uyghurs is demonstrated by an event of 2016 
when one of the leaders of the ETIM, Abdul Haq al-Turkistani – who had been 
previously supposed to be dead – called the Uyghurs fighting on the side of 
the Islamic State in a video message to desert the Islamic State, since it was not 
legitimate, it had been proclaimed too early, and was not supported by the ummah 
(community) and Islam leaders. Instead, he called them to fight on the side of the 
Al-Qaeda-affiliated TIP in Syria. This message was a clear statement from Uyghur 

76 Adel 2016.
77 Mostafa 2017d.
78 Clarke – Kan 2017, pp 1–18; Kasznár 2015; Migration Research Institute 2019b.
79 Clarke – Kan 2017, p 5; Vagneur-Jones 2017, p 6.
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party leadership, being an ally of the Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
Since many of its leaders had been killed, the control of the TIP troops was taken 
over by Ibrahim Mansour in 2016. The Uyghurs are closely connected to Turkey 
since they speak a language that belongs to group of Turkish languages, a country 
where a greater number of them could seek shelter, while the Uyghurs staying 
and still fighting in Syria can continue the fight as Turkish proxies.80 However, 
Turkey accepts Islamist Uyghurs with reservations, fuelled by the fear that they 
can radicalise the Uyghur refugees living in Turkey.

At a Chinese business forum in May 2017, the Syrian ambassador answered 5,000 
to a question inquiring the number of Uyghurs fighting on the side of the jihadists 
in Syria. In contrast, the official Chinese figure was 300. Syria obviously tried to 
increase the magnitude of the threat in hope for more support from China, while 
the Chinese figure went for decreasing the weight of the problem.81 One of the 
most reliable sources estimates the number of Uyghur foreign terrorist fighters 
fighting in Syria near Idlib to be 2,000.82 Other sources estimate their number to 
be only 100.83

One of the greatest problems for western services is that no one knows how many 
people died, and who they were exactly. There are many fighters whose families 
were notified by friends or fellow fighters, somebody uploaded the death of them 
to a social media platform, or they were simply removed from one day to another. 
Nevertheless, there were many who had not been that openly present on the web, 
thus their families were not aware of their death either.

As already mentioned above, their passports were often taken away by the Islamic 
State when they arrived to the battlefield, or they burned them themselves 
demonstratively as a sign of rebellion and separation from their previous life. 
Instead, they were given/they chose a movement name which stayed with them 
during their career as jihadists. If they got killed, their fellows could bury their 
bodies, the movement name was written on the monument, which, in the lack of 
any records, was not suitable to determine the owner foreign citizen to whom it 
had belonged to.84

80 Clarke – Kan 2017, p 10.
81 Clarke – Kan 2017, p 3 – with further Reuters references.
82 Clarke – Kan 2017, p 5; Botobekov 2016.
83 Allen – Ebrahimiam 2016.
84 Moreover, the most famous foreign terrorist fighters and ISIS leaders were buried in secret places 
so nobody could harasse their graves. Therefore, for instance, we do not know the resting place 
of one of the British members of the “Beatles”, “Jihadi John” (known as Mohammed Emwazi, 
infamous for his cruel beheading videos), or ISIS chief propagandist Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, 
or military chief Abu Omar al-Shishani.
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The fighters arriving to the battlefield in the Middle East, Syria or Iraq almost 
immediately lost their old identity, and were given a “movement” or “war” name 
(nom de guerre). This was partly explained by the ideology of “letting go” and 
integration, according to which the foreigners (also) gave up their old, often secular 
and debauched identity, and were awarded a new, glorious identity on the land 
where Islam had been born and had achieved its very first successes. They were 
admitted under these names in the collective memory, pantheon of the fighters of 
jihad, either dead or alive. On the other hand, however, there were some security 
reasons as well: they could prevent their own and their families’ identification and 
any subsequent punishments. The acts committed under these “covered names” 
(qualifying as crime under western values) became harder to prove. The names 
typically started with the prefix Abu, followed by a personal name (often one of  
a hero from the past), often ending with a suffix used for identifying the stranger. 
Such suffix or adjective could be either an indication of the country from where 
the fighter arrived (e.g. al-Britani (British)) or the Arabic version of the adjective 
“strangers” (ghuraba’) or “immigrant” (muhajir).

The graves, including unmarked mass graves, will not be excavated and the bodies 
will not be exhumed either85 in order to attempt to determine their identity 
subsequently, with any costly DNA tests. If no documents appear from the existing 
or non-existing archives of the Islamic State that credibly prove which movement 
name belonged to whom, and which fighters are still alive or got killed, today it 
is almost impossible to estimate the number of fighters who died, “disappeared” 
or live under cover in Syria or Iraq and how many of them have joined groups 
fighting in other battlefields of the global jihad. There could be several hundreds 
of those who “disappeared”, and, in possession of a new identity somewhere in the 
world, are currently waiting for the right time to continue the fight.

85 The majority of ISIS fighters killed in its the offensive period (2014–2015) could be buried 
by their fellows in regular funeral ceremony (e.g. a cemetery like this is located in the centre 
of Fallujah where hundreds of jihadists rest in their graves, buried under the rules of Islamic 
ceremony). However, the bodies of the fighters killed in the lost areas in the defensive period of the 
ISIS (2018–2018) were obtained by the government troops, who 1) buried them in mass graves 
dug with bulldozers, or 2) did not necessarily bury them according to the rules of Islamic funeral 
ceremony, or their bodies 3) were left under the ruins of Raqqa or Mosul, or 4) “became the prey 
of desert dogs”. For example in Dhuluiya, an Iraqi town located on the bank of river Tiger local 
anti-ISIS Sunni militias bulldozed the bodies of jihadists into mass graves instead of throwing 
them into the river because they did not want to destroy the water they and their animals drank. 
“They had been preparing for heaven, the garden of delights, and look where they finally got: into 
a mass grave” – said a local peasant. Karim – al-Mounes 2017. However, we have to add that ISIS 
showed similar enthusiasm in bulldozing their victims into mass graves, in particular the innocent 
civil victims whose sin was that they refused to convert to Islamic faith (for example, the Yazidi).
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No doubt that the high number of cases that cannot be closed is a true “nightmare” 
for the western services. The high number of cases where the owner has not returned 
yet, has not appeared on the horizon of services, and it is unknown whether the 
fighter has died in the fights, or is currently waiting for the right time to turn up 
again and continue the fight (even after years).

No exact data is available about the losses of the Islamic State, including the 
foreign terrorist fighters who were killed. According to the recent estimate of 
UN Secretary-General António Guterres approx. 10,000 foreign terrorist fighters  
(a quarter of all fighters) lost their lives in the fights to date (see above). According 
to the previously referred sources, 25,000 jihadists got killed in the fights in Iraq.86 
According to a report of 25 March 2016, 20,000 ISIS fighters were killed in the 
coalition’s airstrikes (10,809) by December 2015.87 During its 4-year existence 
and fights, the Islamic State lost 50,000–60,000 jihadist fighters. The number of 
injured persons is unknown.

This means a huge loss for the global jihad. It lost a significant part of its fighters 
who were willing to grab a weapon and travel to the Middle East upon the first call 
to fight and to even give their lives for the caliph and the “holy mission” of Islam. 
However, in this extremist Islamic jihadist organisation, the Islamic State – which 
now we can call one based on a social movement (see above) – was born a new 
mythology between 2014 and 2018. Those who were killed will be the heroes of 
the caliphate’s new pantheon, a ghost army, giving their life for the true faith. It 
has been a long time ago since true believers died in such number under the flag 
of faith – let alone in a formal war! Their “martyrdom” will mean the example 
to follow by the next generations of jihadists. They will be the role models, they 
will be presented in the tales, they will be commemorated by the relatives and 
followers, their graves will become the places of worship. The West has to face the 
fact that something has changed for good.

5.2. Fighters who were captured

We have actually no information about those who got captured despite the above. 
This was classified information not only during the fights against the Islamic State, 
but hardly any data has been disclosed ever since on the number, place of residence 
of the jihadists captured, including the number of foreign terrorist fighters among 
them.

86 Mostafa 2017e.
87 Glenn 2016.
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According to the news of the NBC News of 30 August 2018,88 the government 
of the United States was considering the idea to take the major ISIS fighters to 
Guantanamo from among those captured in Syria and Iraq, while the others  
to a special prison in Iraq. Among the key prisoners are two British citizens, 
Alexanda Amon Kotey and El Shafee Elsheikh, accused of assisting in the brutal 
execution of western citizens – including the journalist James Foley – as the 
members of an ISIS cell of 4 known as “The Beatles”.89

The mentioned prisoners may come from among those captured in Syria by 
the fighters of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) led by the Syrian Kurdish 
supported by the U.S. The several thousand ISIS soldiers captured by the SDF 
include 800–1,000 foreign terrorist fighters,90 ranging from ordinary soldiers to 
senior military officers. There are also many ISIS fighters kept imprisoned by the 
Iraqi security forces. According to the latest UN data, the number of jihadists 
captured in Syria and Iraq approaches 55,000 (approx. from 50 countries).91 This 
data seems to be a bit exaggerated.

The SDF lacks proper security background and resources to keep imprisoned such 
high number of ISIS prisoners. In addition to them, estimates say 1,000 foreign 
terrorist fighters were captured by the Kurdish Peshmergas, the government forces 
of Bagdad and Shiite militias.

As for the background of the decision, the United States has been trying to 
convince its allies to readmit their own citizens from among the foreign ISIS 
fighters captured. The U.S. already called the states at the summit of ministers 
of defence in Rome in February 2018 to readmit their own citizens, and to 
proceed against them. The U.S. government wrote a letter to nearly four dozens 
of countries – including Great Britain, France, Germany and the Gulf states – in 
which it requested the removal of their own citizens. The letter included all data 
available on their citizens captured.

In the beginning no positive answer had come, and the reactions had been 
‘mixed’. In recent months, however, the United States successfully convinced 
some governments of the repatriation of their citizens. Macedonia has taken 
over 7 fighters, while Lebanon has readmitted 8. Kazakhstan and Tunisia also 

88 Rudaw 2018.
89 The most infamous member of the cell was Mohammed Emwazi (aka Jihadi John) who video-
recorded the beheading of his prisoners, including two U.S. citizens, James Foley and Steven 
Sotloff, and was later killed in a drone strike in 2015, while the fourth member, Aine Lesley Davis 
is kept in a Turkish prison.
90 BBC News 2019.
91 United Nations 2019.
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present some willingness to take their citizens back home. Tunisia would readmit 
150 persons kept imprisoned, but expects some compensation in exchange. 
Nevertheless, other countries did not show such willingness to cooperate.

The situation of the several hundred women and 2,500 children92 – the families 
of foreign terrorist fighters who were captured or killed – causes another problem, 
currently waiting in refugee camps for a decision about them. Their countries of 
origin are not really open to readmit them, because they have a concern that these 
children can potentially radicalise later,93 or the things they previously experienced 
would give rise to serious mental problems. As for the women, it is feared that 
they can radicalise in the future as fighters. The western states show some signs of 
considering the repatriation of children who are their citizens without uncertainty 
or who are entitled to citizenship and are full orphans, i.e. they lost both parents.

The Al Asad airbase in Anbar Province is foreseen to be designated as the Iraqi 
prison, where the Iraqi army will be able to ensure the circumstances so the 
imprisoned persons persons will not be able to escape. This place is also more 
favourable since the countries which were not willing to enter Syria to collect their 
citizens will be more open to transport them from this strictly guarded transit 
base. However, it should be noted that though the United States delivers the local 
fighters to the Iraqi prison – along with the foreign terrorist fighters who are 
not readmitted by their own countries, it reserves the right to interrogate and 
prosecute them.

Anyway, the situation is problematic from a legal aspect. 1) Pursuant to Iraqi laws, the 
authorities may interrogate and prosecute only those ISIS fighters who committed 
the crimes attributable to them on the territory of Iraq or against Iraqi people.  
2) Though the Human Rights Watch and other human rights organisations support 
the interrogation and prosecution of ISIS prisoners, but only on grounds permitted 
under international law. This is how they object to keeping imprisoned or to 
delivering the foreign terrorist fighters to countries (Iraq and Lebanon, respectively) 
where they may be subjected to forced interrogation or perhaps sentenced to death. 
3) The threat also prevails that they will remain in (preliminary) imprisonment for 
an unlimited period. 4) The fact that the U.S. takes key imprisoned ISIS fighters to 
Guantanamo gave rise to debates in itself. 4/1) An issue in this regard is the dilemma 
to decide what procedure should be applied to the two British citizens, Kotey and 

92 BBC News 2019.
93 The boy children of foreign terrorist fighters above the age of 10 were mandatorily trained (see 
7. Child fighters), and the experience remains with them for the rest of their lives that their fathers 
died or got captured in the fight for the true faith, under the flag of the caliphate, meaning that 
they qualify as heroes for several hundred million Sunni Muslims.
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Elsheikh. The United States applied to the British ministry of interior by means of 
a request so they can condemn them under U.S. law, even sentence them to death. 
Ben Wallace (Minister of State for Security) replied to the request, claiming that the 
persons in question are not British citizens (their British citizenship had allegedly been 
withdrawn), and the government of the United Kingdom adopted a rare decision 
that it requested no guarantees from the United States that the two aforementioned 
prisoners would not be sentenced to death.94 4/2) According to the argument of 
Democratic Senator Jeanne Shaheen (New Hampshire), those who killed American 
people should not be taken to Guantanamo where indefinite imprisonment and 
martyrdom wait for them, but rather should be sent to a U.S. federal court trial where 
they can be held liable for their crimes. In contrast, Republican Senator Lindsey 
Graham claims that ISIS prisoners of high rank should be sent to Guantanamo – 
even if temporarily – prior to bringing them to a court.95

To these debated questions an U.S. government source (spokesman of the U.S. 
National Security Council) cited by the NBC answered that the president of the 
United States would consider all possible solutions, and would select the most 
favourable scenario from the aspect of his country’s security.

However, the majority of foreign terrorist fighters and local Islamists captured 
and imprisoned by the SDF and the Iraqi government troops in Syria and Iraq 
stayed there, and the Syrian SDF delivered a significant part of them to the Iraqi 
authorities in February 2019. They were basically handed over since they were 
jihadists who had escaped or had been “pushed out” from Iraq to East Syria, 
captured on the Syrian side of the Iraqi-Syrian border, but the likelihood that they 
had committed crimes in Iraq, against Iraqi citizens was high.

As a result of the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Syria in October 2019, and the 
later Turkish attack aimed at establishing a 20-mile security zone in Northeast 
Syria, the security of Syrian detention camps controlled by the SDF deteriorated. 
According to then data, the number of foreign terrorist fighters kept imprisoned in 
detention camps already reached 2,000, with 8,000 local ISIS fighters and approx. 
70,000 women and children in addition, who are known to be the relatives of 
the ISIS fighters still alive or killed. In the al-Hol camp alone 70,000 people got 
blocked up, including 11,000 family members of the foreign terrorist fighters.96 
785 ISIS fighters could escape from the Ain Issa detention camp located along the 
border on 13 October 2019.97 

94 Kube – De Luce – Lederman 2018.
95 Ibid.
96 Ghafuri 2019a.
97 Ibid.
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As a result of this, the spokesman of the Iraqi ministry of foreign affairs announced 
on 20 October 2019 that Iraq is ready to accept the ISIS prisoners and their 
relatives of Iraqi origin imprisoned in Syrian detention camps by the SDF, as well 
as to conduct the criminal proceedings against them in Iraq.98

No exact data is available on the number of prisoners kept in Iraq charged with 
ISIS membership. Experts estimate this number to be 20,000.99 However, an 
August 2019 report by the Iraqi High Commission for Human Rights put the 
number of people held on broader terrorism charges in Iraq at 18,306.100

We have absolutely no idea how many of them are foreign terrorist fighters. As 
already mentioned, SDF forces captured approx. 1,000 foreign terrorist fighter in 
East Syria. 14 French fighters of them were handed over to Iraq on 25 February 
2019.101 Since a significant part of the ISIS fighters captured in East Syria had also 
been pushed out from Iraq to Syria, they can be prosecuted in Iraq for joining the 
Islamic State and committing acts of terrorism (as they might have committed 
such crimes in Iraq). The 14 French fighters handed over were granted consular 
assistance for the court procedure; nonetheless, pursuant to Section 4 of the Iraqi 
Anti-terrorism Act,102 3 French were sentenced to death by hanging on 26 May 
2019,103 followed by another French with the same judgment on the next day, 
27 May.104 The number of French fighters sentenced to death grew to 7 on 29 
May.105 By referring to AFP, a Kurdish news source reported 11 French to have 
been sentenced to death on 3 June.106 Though the French government announced 
that its citizens caught in Syria or Iraq should be put on a trial locally, they also 
emphasised that they would do the steps necessary to avoid the execution of death 
sentences. At the same time, France respects the independence of the Iraqi judicial 
institutions. Of course, the Human Rights Watch condemned this practice by 
claiming that the French government “outsourced” sentencing that would be 
uncomfortable to countries (Syria and Iraq) where the defendants could be even 

98 Ghafuri 2019a.
99 Ebraheem 2019c.
100 Ghafuri 2019b.
101 Ebraheem 2019b.
102 According to this provision, the fact of joining a terrorist organisation is sufficient for a death 
sentence, fighting with weapon is not a requirement. AFP 2019.
103 Ebraheem 2019c.
104 Ebraheem 2019d: 37-year-old Mustapha Merzoughi.
105 Ebraheem 2019e.
106 AFP 2019; Ebraheem 2019f.
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tortured and sentenced to death.107 The Iraqi news sources separately named  
a Belgian citizen, Morocco-born Tarek Jadoun – known as Abu Hamza al-Baljiki 
in the movement – who was sentenced to death for fighting with weapons on the 
side of the Islamic State, and he was a training officer of the Islamist group made 
up of children, “the young lions of the Caliphate”.108

Iraqi courts have already condemned 500 foreign terrorist fighters since early 
2018.109 The overwhelming majority of court proceedings commenced against the 
jihadist members of ISIS were and are still conducted at the Mosul Municipal Court 
as the competent local court. Between 27 June 2014 (the occupation of the city 
by ISIS) and December 2017 (the recapture of the city from the jihadists by Iraqi 
government troops), Mosul was the Iraqi capital of the Islamic State. Within two 
weeks more than 10,000 locals joined the 1,500–2,000 ISIS fighters crushing the 
city in June 2014, supporting the previously already known fact that Mosul had 
been the centre of Sunni jihadist resistance (see Figure 2). Therefore, following the 
liberation of the citiy, the local court qualified as the most competent to conduct 
the jihadist litigations. According to the statistics, the court rendered a total number 
of 815 judgments between early 2018 and 18 April in Islamist litigations, including 
212 death sentences and 150 life sentences.110 By 5 June 2018, 150 ISIS jihadist 
sentenced to death were taken from Mosul to Bagdad for the execution of their 
death sentence.111 The Bagdad Central Criminal Court also played a role in first- 
and second-instance decisions, judging death sentences as well.

The first death sentences were executed in April 2018, when the Iraqi Ministry of 
Justice announced that 13 ISIS terrorists were executed by hanging.112 According 
to a report by the Amnesty International, in 2018 a total number of 52 death 
penalties were executed in 2018. This number has grown with further 100 executions 
since January 2019,113 and the number of death sentences has also increased. An 
officer of the Iraqi High Commission for Human Rights, Hemin Bajalan said that 
the number of death sentences has risen to 8,022 since January 2019, which is  
a massive growth compared to 285 persons on death row in 2018.114

107 AFP 2019.
108 Mostafa 2018d.
109 AFP 2019.
110 Mostafa 2018a.
111 Mostafa 2018e.
112 Mostafa 2018b.
113 Ghafuri 2019b.
114 Ghafuri 2019b. Iraq ranks 4th in the world in the number of death sentences and executions.
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These statistics put into a totally different context the requests towards the countries 
of origin of the foreign terrorist fighters to readmit their former citizens, as well 
as make hopeless the future prospects of the ISIS members kept imprisoned by 
the SDF in Syria, and since the foreign terrorist fighters among them are not 
readmitted by any country either, they will be handed over to the Syrian central 
government  sooner or later, which will most likely act similarly towards them.

However, the Syrian and Iraqi authorities were not only confronted with the issue 
of male jihadists. Similarly to the above Syrian case, the jihadists’  family members 
left behind or escaping were captured in great numbers also in Iraq. According 
to media news of 24 September 2017, an official of the Iraqi Ministry of Labour 
and Social Affairs, Abeer al-Chalabi said that they tried to send back 500 women 
to their former countries of origin, all wifes of foreign terrorist fighters left alone. 
He could not even estimate the number of women and children left on their 
own, he only added that the 1,400 family members of the fighters of the Islamic 
State left alone had also surrendered to the Kurdish Peshmergas in the offensive 
against Mosul (Nineveh).115 In the government troops’ offensive of September 
2017 against Nineveh (plains nearby Mosul), 30 family members of foreign 
terrorist fighters left alone were captured at Tal Afar (13 Turkish women and one 
“Russian” woman with 16 children). Before this, already approx. 1,000 foreign 
women had left Tal Afar with their children (they were from Turkey, Tajikistan, 
Russia, Azerbaijan and China). They were taken to the Hammam al-Alil refugee 
camp located south from Mosul.116

However, women were captured by the Iraqi government troops or Kurdish 
Peshmergas not only as family members. In July 2017 many ISIS women fighters 
were also captured in Mosul, including 5 German citizens. One of them was Linda 
W., a 18-year-old girl from Saxony, serving as a sniper in the organisation.117 The 
Iraqi authorities condemned large number of both local and foreign women for 
joining the Islamic State. In February 2018 15 Turkish women were condemned to 
life sentence, the Bagdad Central Criminal Court condemned 13 Turkish women 
to death, followed by further Turkish, Azeri and Iraqi women. In April 2018 
another 6 Turkish women were condemned to death on the charge of joining the 
Islamic State.118 In the last weeks of April the Bagdad Central Criminal Court 
judged in 10 further cases of women who had joined the Islamic State. 5 of them 
(2 Azeri and 3 Kyrgyz women) were condemned to death, and 5 other defendants 

115 Mostafa 2017d.
116 Mostafa 2017c.
117 Elmanzalawy 2017.
118 Mostafa 2018a.
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were given life sentence (3 Russian women and 1 Azeri and 1 French woman).119 
The number of women condemned to death grew to 28 by 3 May.120

Nevertheless, the greatest mental burden prevails in the case of children left as 
semi-orphan or full orphan. The repatriation of semi-orphan or orphan children 
seems to be a hard task, too. How is it possible to uproot them from a tradition 
that will be nurtured by the jihadist communities, claiming that they are the 
descendants of the true heroes, bound by the heroism of their fathers, their family 
tradition. It is the responsibility of the country of readmission to integrate them 
all into the receiving society by separating them from this family tradition. The 
family and the Islamist communities will see them as the promise for the future. 
Especially those underaged boys who could even have been provided with military 
training (see below). We cannot know whether the western psychologists or the 
family/Islamic tradition will win the fight for the soul of the orphans.

5.3 Fighters who stay and keep fighting

In light of all this, the share of those foreign terrorist fighters who stay in the Muslim 
world can be rather high, who will either live under cover or continue the fight in 
the jihad at the frontline of another country (e.g. Afghanistan, Yemen or Libya).121 
However, a new strategy is needed there. The weakness of central governments 
creates room not only for the Islamic State, but also for other jihadist networks 
which qualify as traditional in such countries. In Libya the successes of the local 
filial of the Islamic State achieved in Sirte were short-lived (2015–2016), since 
they were soon pushed back by the local militias supported by the western allies 
and itself supporting the Presidency Council. It was another factor in their success 
that the troops of the Islamic State gathered in Libya comprised predominantly 
foreign fighters and not Libyans, making the confrontation against them kind of  
a “national” issue as well.122 The Al-Qaeda is traditionally a very strong and substantial 
competitor of the Islamic State in Yemen. Following a strategy differing from the 
Libyan example of the Islamic State, Al-Qaeda’s success in Yemen is ensured by the 
fact that it could successfully recruit and integrate local fighters into its troops, and 
refrains from carrying out the local fight with foreigners.123

The SDF (Syrian Democratic Forces) coalition launched the attack at the town of 
Al-Susah (on the east coast of the Euphrates in Deir ez-Zor Province) in September 

119 Mostafa 2018b.
120 Mostafa 2018c.
121 Schmitt 2018; Dawson 2018, p 5.
122 International Crisis Group 2017; Zelin 2018; Dawson 2018, p 5.
123 Hoffman 2016; Schmitt – Al-Batati 2017; Dawson 2018, p 5.
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2018, aimed at liquidating the last East Syrian fortress of the Islamic State and at 
the same time the last coherent area where the Islamic could still exercise its power 
in its core territory. According to the news, approximately 3,000 ISIS fighters got 
trapped “in the pocket”, the majority of whom were foreign terrorist fighters.124 
This estimate counted with a number of foreign terrorist fighters in this pocket 
exceeding 1,000. Later they became the foreign terrorist fighters who got captured 
(see above).

A significant part of the foreign terrorist fighters who do not return will be 
obviously absorbed by the already existing Middle Eastern, mainly Syrian125 and 
Iraqi jihadist networks. As Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, the spokesman of the 
Islamic State said, the Islamic State will return to its past state where it was so 
successful: it will become a rebel group again engaged in guerilla fight.126 As long 
as Sunni tribal fighters see the ruling of the Shiite governments in Syria and Iraq 
as an oppression, the fire of resistance and jihad will burn. 

Although the Islamic State ceased to exist in its territorial dimensions, the reasons 
for its birth have not been eliminated, and we can meet their actions, offenses 
nearly every day.127 If we wish to quantify the activity of the Islamic State following 
its fall, according to the official data received from the Iraqi Kurdish Peshmerga 
Ministry after the discussion with the minister, in 2017, in the short period after 
the territorial fall of the Islamic State 17 ISIS attacks were registered with 9 victims 
among the Iraqi security forces and the population. In 2018, 459 attacks and 131 
kidnapping cases were registered, with a total number of victims of 2,261. The 
corresponding numbers for 2019 so far are 178 attacks and 84 kidnapping cases 
with 1,020 victims altogether.

In order to assess the magnitude of the threats prevailing afther the fall of  
the Islamic State, we bring here some data. According to the information of the 
coalition forces, in July 2018 there were still 15,000–17,000 ISIS fighters in Iraq 
and 13,000–14,000 in Syria. According to a UN report of mid-August 2018, the 

124 Suleiman 2018a; Suleiman 2018b.
125 For instance the Hayat Tahrir ash-Sham (previously Jabhat al-Nusra), Ahrar ash-Sham, Nur ad-
Din al-Zenki, Faylaq ash-Sham or the Turkestan Islamic Party (Dawson 2018, p 5).
126 Loveday 2017; Dawson 2018, p 5.
127 In September 2018, in the border area of the territories controlled by Iraqi Kurdistan and the 
Baghdad government forces at the cities of Tuz Khurmatu and Sifre, a firefight took place between 
the Kurdish Peshmergas and the militants of the Islamic State. On 26 September 2018, while 
bombing 20 ISIS positions in Mount Qarachogh, the air force of the coalition destroyed an ISIS 
armory and killed 3 ISIS militants nearby Makhmour in Iraqi Kurdistan (http://www.rudaw.net/
english/kurdistan/270920182).



44

Tamás Dezső                      Limen 1 (2020/1)

Islamic State still had 20,000–30,000 militants in Iraq and Syria.128 6-month-
older but still valid statistics continue to show very high numbers, well illustrating 
the threat the ISIS poses even “dead” to the peace of the world. According to the 
news of 13 February 2019, the head of the of United Nations Counter-Terrorism 
Office announced that the Islamic State means a threat despite its territorial 
fall and losses, because the coalition estimates the number of its militants still 
residing in Iraq and Syria to be 16,000–18,000.129 This data was confirmed by UN 
Secretary-General Guterres, who said that 14,000–18,000 remained, including 
3,000 foreign terrorist fighters.130In March 2019, U.S. Special Representative for 
Syria Engagement Special Envoy, Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS, James Jeffrey 
similarly estimated the number of armed ISIS fighters still hiding sporadically in 
Syria and Iraq to be 15,000–20,000.131 The threat posed by the afterlife of the ISIS 
is reflected by the fact that approx. 15,000 armed ISIS fighters are present in Iraq 
and Syria sporadically, under cover, while in specific zones in masses, including 
3,000 foreign terrorist fighters potentially.

Four-star general Joseph Votel, former commander of the United States Central 
Command warned before his retirement that “it is essential to keep up the offensive 
against the ISIS which mostly dispersed and fell apart by today, but managed to 
keep its leaders, fighters, supporters and resources, along with an ideology that 
still fuels its efforts”.132 According to specific estimates, the annual revenues of 
ISIS ranges between USD 50–300 million in the form of funds sent in cash.133 If 
the pressure on the remaining parts of ISIS is not upheld, the organisation will be 
reborn in 6–12 months, and will acquire territories in the Euphrates middle river 
basin – said a senior official of the U.S. Department of Defence.134 The strategy 
of the ISIS is clear after its territorial loss and defeat. According to the statement 
of Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, the spokesman of the Islamic State referred to 
above, the Islamic State will return to its past state where it was so successful: it 
will become a rebel group again engaged in guerilla fight.

According to French sources, from among the 1,700 French citizens who have 
travelled to fight in Syria and Iraq since 2013, approx. 400–450 have been killed, 
and 250 have returned to France. According to the statement of Jean-Yves Le 
Drian French foreign minister of 8 December 2017, approximately 500 fighters 

128 Ibid.
129 China Daily 2019; Gulf News 2019.
130 BBC News 2019.
131 Ibid.
132 Ibid.
133 Ibid.
134 Ibid.
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are still present in the Syrian battlefiields (Idlib, border region of South Syria), 
but they will have serious difficulties in returning to France. However, the place 
of residence of 500 persons is still unknown.135 Many of those “disappeared” are 
hiding on the Balkan, waiting for the right time. News reported that at least 80 
Moroccan, Russian, Saudi and Yemeni jihadists joined the jihadist group Abu Sayyaf 
fighting in the south of the Philippines.136 News came as well from the province 
of Jowzjan in North Afghanistan that a group of French-speaking jihadists settled 
nearby recently.137 Further conflict zones where the foreign terrorist fighters may 
find asylum and work: Libya, Somalia, Yemen and Nigeria.

Consequently, according to the above estimates, approx. 3,000 from among the 
40,000 foreign terrorist fighters who arrived Syria and Iraq are either still fighting at 
any of the frontlines of the jihad which has become global or waiting for the moment 
under cover when they can continue the fight in either Europe or any battlefield. 
In his mentioned recent communication, UN Secretary-General António Guterres 
estimated the share of “disappeared” foreign terrorist fighters to be 15% (appr. 6,000 
persons).138 Hundreds – even a thousand – of them might have European origin, who, 
as already mentioned, add to the number of cases that cannot be closed by the western 
services in the lack of exact information whether the given foreign terrorist fighter was 
killed or still keeps hiding and fighting somewhere, to turn up in Europe at any time 
to meet the expectations towards them.

5.4 Fighters who returned

Unfortunately, the issue of foreign terrorist fighters is an issue concerning the analysis, 
assessment and aftercare of an unclosed conflict. It is obvious that the ideology of the 
jihad earned a visibility that has made the “holy mission” better known than ever and 
more popular among the Sunni Muslims than ever in the whole world, irrespective 
of what happened to the “caliph”, his death on 27 October 2019, and of the survival 
of the Islamic State of any form in Syria and Iraq (e.g. al-Adnani’s statement on the 
return to a rebel group engaged in guerilla fight, see above). Therefore, returning 
fighters must be differentiated as well, dividing them into activists who serve for 
the “holy mission” with weapons and activists who promote the community on 
online platforms. We witnessed a tremendous online dissemination of this ideology 
(websites, online news portals, social media) in recent years139 that played a key 

135 Rudaw 2017.
136 Ibid.
137 Ibid.
138 United Nations 2019.
139 Berger – Morgan 2015; Klausen 2015, pp 1–22.; Bloom – Tiflati – Horgan 2017; 
Dawson 2018, p 7; Winter 2018a, pp 103–121.
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role in recruiting foreign terrorist fighters and radicalising Muslims struggling with 
integration in the western societies.140 The phenomenon may be called virtual 
caliphate briefly,141 which will pose at least the same level of threat as the Islamic 
State with its physical dimensions, since this virtual caliphate is almost impossible to 
destroy.  Despite all efforts by the global social media service providers of the world, 
the virtual caliphate is alive and well, largely thanks to the foreign terrorist fighters 
coming from the western societies who serve the mission of jihad not with weapons, 
but with communication and IT knowledge. They will be those who, once returned 
from Syria and Iraq, will continue the fight in the virtual sphere in another part of 
the world that is safe for them, radicalising thousands, ten thousands or hundred 
thousands of people on their online platforms.

The return of foreign terrorist fighters is a complex issue. A better understanding 
of the issue requires the recognition that the return of foreign terrorist fighters was  
a multi-phase process. Among the various phases we can see substantive philosophical 
and motivational differences. Therefore, the issue of fighters returning in various 
phases should also be addressed with different methods.

5.4.1 The first phase (2014–2016) was explained by the continuous erosion, 
whereby 

1. the disappointed foreign terrorist fighters, those who had become fed up 
with the fights, or those even fleeing the fights as such returned unidentified 
in recent years either officially with a passport or by hiding in the refugee/
migrant influx; or

2. these fighters were sent home on this route intentionally for the purpose of 
network building or direct terrorist attacks.

The majority of those who returned the Europe used this wave.

5.4.2 The second phase (2017–2018) corresponds to the very last period of the 
Islamic State when

3. the cadres of the Islamic State destined to fall in its territorial dimensions 
started to run away.

4. The last group of foreign terrorist fighters is made up 1,000 fighters who got 
trapped, and were finally captured by the SDF in East Syria. The number 
of foreign terrorist fighters imprisoned in Syria could be roughly the same. 

140 With regard to joining the holy war in Syria and Iraq, committing acts of terrorism, as well as 
with regard to spreading the ideology of jihad in Europe and building and maintaining the global 
network of sympathisers.
141 Winter 2015; Dawson 2018, p 7.; Bloom – Daymon 2018; Winter 2018b.
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The chance for their return is rather low, since their original country is not 
willing to readmit them – or even withdraws their citizenship.

5. The last group includes the foreign terrorist fighters who were not killed in 
the fights but whose current place of residence is unknown and, without any 
information on what happened to them (see the previous chapter).

Only very few foreign terrorist fighters returned in this period.

5.4.2.1 Disappointment in the fights could have a number of reasons. One of them 
was the reduction of the foreign terrorist fighters’ military pay by the Islamic State 
in 2016. In January 2016 the Islamic State halved the foreign terrorist fighters’ 
military pay, due to which their number fell greatly, and no further replacement 
was received from Raqqa either.142

The counterattack conducted by Kurdish Peshmergas and Baghdad government 
troops in spring of 2015 in the Anbar Province of Iraq. The ISIS fighters demoralised 
by the permanent and accurate airstrikes leaked away from the battlefield.143

At the end of an operation conducted in January 2016, Shiite militia Al-Hashd al-
Shaabi killed a number of foreign terrorist fighters (including Chinese and Saudi 
fighters) in its operation in the al-Daluwijia region of Iraq. Among those killed, 
the share of foreign terrorist fighters (foreign Arabs and other nationalities) hardly 
reached 10% by that time. The remaining fighters were recruited from the local 
Iraqi Sunni Arab villages.144

The foreign terrorist fighters who proved to be coward in the fights, abandoned the 
battlefield, defected their troop or refused the command faced death penalty. Such 
news were leaked from the territory of the Islamic State in great number, which 
did not even try to hide these cases, and – in line with its traditions – executions 
were carried out in the public. According to press news, 100 foreign fighters 
were arrested only in the Syrian Raqqa, and were later executed on either above 
ground in such a pogrom already in December 2014.145 Press news of the next 
day – based on confidential information leaked from Raqqa and Mosul occupied 
by the ISIS – suggest that the foreign terrorist fighters attempted to get in contact 
with their family members to obtain information on the possibilities of returning 
without being prosecuted. In addition, it was known that tensions also existed 

142 Sarhan 2016a.
143 Local Shiite leader Sami Messaoudi said the following: „Intelligence sources of Wadullah forces 
confirmed a mass escape of foreign fighters among ISIS from Anbar province, while Iraqi fighters 
of ISIS are asking for amnesty.” Sarhan 2015c.
144 Sarhan 2015c.
145 Mamoun 2014d. See also Mamoun 2014c.
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among specific ethnic groups of the foreign terrorist fighters with regard to the 
possession of resources.146

5.4.2.2 We know many cases where jihadists committed terrorist acts in Europe 
who were returning foreign terrorist fighters or jihadists from the Middle East, and 
were trained in Syria, Iraq or elsewhere in the Middle East. Some of them came 
to Europe with the inflow of refugees.147 The following short compilation presents 
the known cases where the jihadist acts of terrorism were committed by terrorists 
who had been the battlefields in the Middle East, and had returned to Europe in 
the first wave of return with the clear intention to commit such acts (Figure 9).

5.4.2.3 As the offensive launched by the Kurdish Peshmergas for the recapture 
of Mosul – but finished by the Baghdad government troops148 in late 
2017 – developed, the senior cadres of the Islamic State gradually “withdrew” (i.e. 
escaped) from Mosul, and, according to media information, they left behind the 
foreign terrorist fighters to defend the city as long as possible, even to the death.149  
A significant share of these cadres disappeared from the authorities’ horizon.

5.4.2.4 The fate of several thousand ISIS fighters – including approx. 1,000 foreign 
terrorist fighters – captured by the SDF troops in East Syria and of other approx. 
1,000 foreign terrorist fighters captured in Iraq seems to be clear: they will be 
prosecuted at local courts. As discussed in detail in the previous section, the original 
countries of the foreign fighters are not really willing to readmit these people, their 
citizenship is often withdrawn as well, so their return is hardly probable.

5.4.2.5 In addition to the foreign terrorist fighters who have already returned, 
the threat prevails that those thousands who were lost sight of – without any 
information whether these persons were killed or keep fighting in any of the 
jihadist organisations – will once return. The western services will not be able to 
close their cases in the foreseeable future, which entails a great security risk.

David Eells has summarised the three key problems concerning the return 
of foreign terrorist fighters already in 2016: 1) what happens if they return  

146 Sarhan 2014.
147 ‘Mohamed Ahmed’, an attacker in Paris on 13 November 2015, for example through Budapest.
148 On 19 February 2017 Iraqi prime minister Haider al-Abadi announced the commencement of 
the offensive for the recapture of the western part of Mosul (the right bank of river Tiger). Adel 
2017.
149 Adel 2017. A statement by military spokesman Jawad al-Talibawi from Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq,  
a member organisation of al-Hashd al-Sha’abi (Popular Mobilisation Forces).
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Date Name Nationality Location Victim(s) Place of 
training

11/03/2012

Mohammed 
Merah

Algerian 
French

Toulouse Shot down 1 French 
paratrooper

Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Al-
Qaeda, 2011

15/03/2012 Montauban Shot down 2+1 French 
paratroopers

19/03/2012 Toulouse
Shot down 1 rabbi and 
3 children in a Jewish 
school

08/2012
1 Chechen, 1 
Dagestani, 1 
Turkish

Spain preparation of act of 
terrorism

Afghanistan/
Pakistan

06–09/2013 9 persons Spain joining the Syrian 
jihadists Syria

late 2013 numerous 
arrests

France, 
Belgium, 
Germany, the 
Netherlands, 
United 
Kingdom

joining the Syrian 
jihadists Syria

05/2013

Michael 
Adebolajo, 
Michael 
Adebowale

Somali Woolwich, 
London

ran over and stabbed 
British soldier Lee Rigby

05/2014 Mehdi 
Nemmouche

Algerian 
French Brussels shot 4 people in the 

Jewish Museum
Islamic State, 
Syria

07/01/2015 Cherif Kouachi, 
Said Kouachi Paris editorial office of Charlie 

Hebdo, 12 victims dead
Yemen, Al-
Qaeda

08/01/2015 Amedy 
Coulibaly

Paris shot down a policeman Islamic State, 
Syria09/01/2015 Port de 

Vincennes
shot down 4 customers in 
a Jewish shop

01/2015
13 captured 
terrorists and 2 
shot to death

Verviers, 
Belgium

preparation of act of 
terrorism Syria

2015 Ayoub el-
Khazzani Moroccan Train Thalys 

Paris-Brussels mass murder attempt Syria

13/11/2015

Omar Ismail 
Mostefai, Samy 
Amimour, 
Fouded 
Mohamed 
Aggad out of 9 
terrorists

Algerian, 
Moroccan Paris, Bataclan 130 dead Syria

Figure 9 Actual or attempted terrorist acts associated with foreign terrorist fighters.150

150 Bakker – de Roy van Zuijdewijn 2015, pp 3–7.
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unnoticed;2) if they are successfully identified, but we still do not know their 
intentions; 3) if we identify and capture them, it still remains hard to prove the 
crimes they might have committed several hundred kilometres far away.151 Then it 
was foreseen that the severity of the problem of returning foreign terrorist fighters 
would moderate due to the continuous military attacks and the large number of 
suicide attackers emerging from among them. However, he considers it as a limit 
of military solutions that the states – for human right reasons – cannot bomb 
their own citizens without any restriction. Nevertheless, he is uncertain about 
the alternative solutions. Can we give amnesty to those who voluntarily return 
from the Islamic State with disappointment? Can we offer various repatriation, 
reintegration programmes? How should we separate them from their loyalty to the 
Islamic State where imprisonment waits for them at home? Should a plea bargain 
be offered for them? Wells adds that applying such solutions may trigger heavy 
indignation in the public. However, joining the Islamic State or other jihadist 
organisation qualifies as a crime under any circumstance, giving ground for  
a number of judgments made in Europe, and – in contrast to Well’s argument – 
military solution still remained a strong and viable option later, since the British 
foreign minister was also personally among those who wished to see the British 
citizens who had travelled to fight on the side of the jihad dead rather than see 
them return.152 Moreover, none of the countries would have readmitted their 
citizens following the fall of the Islamic State who were captured in the fights on 
the side of the Islamic State, currently waiting for a decision to be made about 
them in Syrian and Iraqi detention camps (see above).

The best summary of nearly all aspects of the discourse on returning foreign terrorist 
fighters and the whole issue is still provided by the book edited by Amandine 
Scherrer.153 This includes some data series which analyse the number of foreign 
terrorist fighters who had left certain European countries and then returned there 
(Figure 10). Out of the 4,558 foreign terrorist fighters they estimate, 1,192 have 
returned. If we look at the data series of the global aspect, out of the approx. 
40,000 foreign terrorist fighters who had travelled to the battlefields of Syria and 
Iraq 5,600 returned to their countries of origin.154 (Figure 10)

Three aspects are essential upon the analysis of foreign terrorist fighters who returned 
to Europe. 1) The legal framework for action against the returning fighters, 2) the 
possibilities of repatriation, and 3) the security risks associated with their return.

151 Wells 2016.
152 Vale 2017.
153 Scherrer – Ragazzi – Walmsley 2018.
154 BBC News 2019.
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Left their countries Returned Average
Europe total 4,558 1,192 26%
Belgium 413 125 30%155

Denmark 145 67 46%156

United Kingdom 850 425 50%
France 1,910 225 12%
The Netherlands 280 50 18%
Germany 960 300 31%157

Figure 10 Data on the returning of European foreign terrorist fighters 
(Scherrer – Ragazzi – Walmsley 2018, 32).158

1) Legal liability.159 The discourse on the possibilities of legal action against 
the foreign terrorist fighters fighting in the Islamic State (or other jihadist 
organisations) – along with whether it makes any sense – has intensified recently 
in a number of (predominantly western) countries around the world. The author is 
not a lawyer, therefore this study concerns only the key elements of this issue, with 
a thought-provoking intention. The most important points of reference could be 
UN Security Council Resolution 2170/2014160 and 2178/2014,161 along with the 
national laws deriving from them,162 urging actions against the foreign terrorist 
fighters. In addition, there were a number of forums which sought to address the 
phenomenon of foreign terrorist fighters in a political, security policy, legal and 
sociological aspect. An example of this is “The Hague – Marrakech Memorandum 
on Good Practices for a More Effective Response to the FTF (Foreign Terrorist 
Fighters) Phenomenon”, whose recommendations were also incorporated by the 
Global Counterterrorism Forum. The Hague – Marrakech Memorandum also 
includes of 19 best practices, arranged in thematic blocks.163 Some NGOs claim 
that164 1) it is a mistake to criminalise everybody; 2) general provisions endanger 
the personal freedoms of individual foreign terrorist fighters; 3) general provisions 
might have a destructive effect in the civils controlled by foreign terrorist fighters; 

155 A further third of them are supposed to be killed, and another third of them presumably stayed 
in Syria and/or Iraq. Scherrer – Ragazzi – Walmsley 2018, p 32.
156 35 of them stayed there according to Danish information. Scherrer – Ragazzi – Walmsley 
2018, p 33.
157 150 were killed according to estimates. Scherrer – Ragazzi – Walmsley 2018, p 32.
158 Scherrer – Ragazzi – Walmsley 2018, p 32.
159 Mehra 2018a. The study is a good summary of the international and national legal possibilities 
for prosecuting the foreign terrorist fighters.
160 15 August 2014 http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/2170.
161 24 September 2014 http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/2178.
162 One of the best summaries of the topic (covering the period up to 2016) is provided by van 
Ginkel – Entenmann 2016, pp 60–61, Fig. 7, including the accurate name of national laws.
163 Glušac 2015, p 42.
164 Dowding – McKeon 2016, pp 1–31.
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4) they damage the credibility of the state if the desired effects does not come;  
5) such provisions may alienate larger groups of people, and thus favour terrorists; 
and finally, probably the most important and most often case is where the general 
withdrawal of citizenship along administrative principles fails to meet the principle 
of proportionality, making people stateless and preventing them from the chance 
of fair judicial proceedings.165 Irrespective of all this, the overwhelming majority 
of the states concerned – including Great Britain – consistently apply the tool of 
decolonisation.166

These human rights organisations object to the practice that, for example, the 
foreign terrorist fighters captured by the SDF in Syria 1) are handed over – or 
rather, back – to countries where they will not face a fair procedure, and may 
be even sentenced to death; 2) or to countries like Iraq where they might have 
committed crimes belonging to the category of genocide – or might have otherwise 
been involved in such crimes or might have supported them –, and where death 
penalty is applied. Indeed, Iraq employs its possibility to impose death sentence.

Under European law, however, even despite the “counterterrorism” laws considered 
as too strict and general by human rights organisations, it is extremely difficult to 
prosecute – or eventually condemn – the returned foreign fighters. Beyond the fact 
of joining a terrorist organisation, hardly any crime may be proven in the judicial 
proceedings (identification of the perpetrator, seeking witnesses and bringing them 
to the trial etc.). Therefore, it is not surprising that none of the countries of origin are 
willing to readmit the foreign terrorist fighters who have not returned – including 
approx. a thousand fighters imprisoned by the SDF organisations in East Syria. In 
addition to the difficulties in prosecuting them for crimes, the countries are not 
willing to the readmit the foreign terrorist fighters fighting until the end and to be 
readmitted now due to the terror risk posed by them.

Foreign – e.g. European – courts may proceed in the case of charges of war crimes, 
crimes against humanity or genocide where 1) the perpetrators were their own citizens 
(active nationality principle), 2) where the victims were their own citizens (passive 
nationality principle); or where 3) the given crime was committed in the territory of 
the country concerned (territoriality principle). Similarly, law shall be used in cases 

165 Gibney 2015; van Waas 2016, 469–487; Dowding – McKeon 2016, pp 1–31.
166 Pursuant to Section 40(2) of the British Nationality Act (1981) – and its amendment of 2006 –, 
the official withdrawal of citizenship is not conditioned upon preliminary judicial proceedings, but 
a decision by the government (minister of interior, minister of foreign affairs). As a justification 
of such decision, the withdrawal of citizenship must benefit the community. The decision may be 
appealed subsequently before the court. Dowding – McKeon 2016, pp 28–30.
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where somebody plans to commit an act of terrorism, or makes preparations for this 
purpose, or if he or she travels to Syria or Iraq to join a terrorist organisation. In 
some exceptional cases of very serious crimes, the courts may even proceed where 
neither of the three circumstances prevail.167

A number of judicial proceedings were launched before European courts in the 
subject of the three crimes, but the mass influx of asylum-seekers and migrants168 
meant another challenge for the courts. On the one hand, asylum-seekers/migrants 
arrived who themselves committed crimes, and, on the other hand, some of them 
were victims or witnesses of crimes committed by Islamists.

It is the responsibility of the European/national services to investigate the activity 
of foreign terrorist fighters in the front countries and the related risks. However, 
it is a substantive obstacle to prosecuting the fighters that the prosecutors were 
not able – and in many cases are still not able – to conduct any investigation at 
the venue. It is neither clear whether data collected by others – in particular, by 
NGOs169 – can be used in such proceedings. With their decisions, various UN 
forums set up frameworks which can help to investigate the crimes committed.170

Finally, we need to state with a heavy heart that the western literature and 
public discourse pays much more attention to the legal situation – in particular, 
protection – of some dozen, hundreds or thousands (1,192) returned foreign 
terrorist fighters than to the religious and ethnic minorities persecuted by those 
fighters (Yazidis, Syrian and Iraqi Christians, Shabaks etc.), thousands of whom 
were killed, and ten thousands and hundred thousands of whom lost their homes. 
And as a result, masses fled to Europe for example, where the Muslims similarly 
persecute them in the European refugee camps, and the authorities are shocked 
when any of them applies to them and seeks protection as a Christian. Because being 
a persecuted Christian in the western part of Europe does not receive automatic 

167 If the country where the given crime was committed is unwilling or unable to proceed. Under 
international contractual law, the states are obligated to proceed in crimes like torture, and under 
international customary law, they have the right to proceed in crimes like war crimes, crimes 
against humanity or genocide.
168 Between January and October 2017, 339,000 Syrian and 156,000 Iraqi asylum applications 
were registered in Europe (Mehra 2018).
169 In Syria for example: Syria Justice and Accountability Centre, the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights and the Violations Documentation Center in Syria, while in Iraq the National Institute for 
Human Rights and the Hammurabi Human Rights Organization.
170 OPCW-UN Joint Investigative Mechanism (JIM) (UN Security Council Resolution 
2235(2015)); International Independent Commission of Inquiry (CoI) (UN Human Rights 
Council); International, Impartial and Independent Mechanism (IIIM) (UN General Assembly 
Resolution 71/248 (2016)).
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understanding, nor wakens any special empathy in the offices. As Syriac Orthodox 
Archbishop of Mosul, Mar Nicodemus put into words: “In Europe frogs have 
more rights (enjoy greater legal protection) than the persecuted Christians”.

2) Reintegration programmes. There are some countries (Scandinavian states, 
especially Denmark) which attempts to reintegrate the foreign terrorist fighters171 
into the society who – in the lack of any crime or proof – are exempted from any 
legal liability.

However, the problem with the foreign terrorist fighters is not solely whether their 
countries of origin criminalise their activity (already condemning them for the fact 
of joining or for other concrete crimes that are attributable to them in a proven 
manner), or whether they attempt to “repatriate” them, assisting them with various 
programmes in reintegrating into the society where once they belonged to. No matter 
the purpose of return, the foreign terrorist fighter personally and the receiving society 
also have to face with some predominantly psychological problems which make the 
reintegration difficult, greatly affecting their remaining life, while questioning the 
success of reintegration programmes from the perspective of the society, along with 
whether they make any sense at all. Let’s see some of these, just as examples. 

1) Posttraumatic stress. The phenomenon has been widely known for decades 
among the veterans who fought in frontlines, with very rich literature 
available. It was a mass phenomenon among the U.S. soldiers who fought 
in Vietnam, or the two Gulf Wars or Afghanistan. The different face of the 
world (compared to what they had been used to in their normal civilisation 
circumstances), the stress they had experienced there and the cruelties they 
had witnessed changed their life so greatly that they were no longer able to 
reintegrate into the family and society which they had once left behind.172 

2) In the West, one way of reintegration was where the veteran remained to 
serve in the army, or took a job in another armed body. Of course, this 
solution is not an option in the case of jihadists who returned to the West. 

3) The situation is made worse by the fact that the basic experience of the 
returning foreign terrorist fighters remains that 1) they pledged to a “holy 
goal that entails exclusive salvation” in the Islamic State which they truly 

171 In addition to voluntarily and happily joining an extremist jihadist terrorist organisation 
(Islamic State, al-Nusra Front etc.), then returning from the frontline, no other suspected crimes 
were brought up in connection with them, or at least they could not be proven.
172 The ancient empires – for example the Assyrians – let their soldiers (phase of detachment) during 
their expeditions in foreign countries, conducted in the world of chaos (phase of intermediate 
existence) in special ceremonies, and when the expeditions ended, special ceremonies were used 
for their reintegration into the normal life of the empire (phase of return).
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believed in and for which they gave up their previous life, 2) had weapons, 
3) had power, 4) belonged to a strong community which was popular in 
many places all over the world, and 5) were respected members of this 
solidary community. 6) They were the heroes of Islam, the followers of the 
true faith of 7th century caliphs. 

4) No matter how disappointed they were, they exactly know that nothing will 
remain from these privileges and glory after returning from the Caliphate to 
often segregated communities on the periphery of society where they had 
previously lived their life they considered as unsuccessful. Moreover, they 
remain to be unreliable in the eyes of the western society and authorities for 
good. This “unreliable status” will push them back to the environment from 
which they should break away.173 

5) It is natural that they will seek the company of similar people. These solidary 
communities will keep the flame alive either intentionally or unintentionally 
which may easily flare up at any time, and the reintegrating former fighter 
may return again, having their repressed memories come to the surface again 
and thus being radicalised. 

6) In the meantime the Islamist organisations operating in western countries will 
be hunting for them as authentic fighters, in order to integrate them into their 
organisations for their purposes – be them Muslim associations organising 
around mosques or even Islamist political or terrorist organisations. 

7) From the point of view of their family and community living in the western 
society, the basic experience of their perception and respect will remain to 
be the fact that once they fought for the “true mission”, so they will still be 
important points of reference. 

8) Will there be developed any reintegration programmes, or will they have to 
attend group therapy discussions which the western society – which they 
consider decadent – uses for treating addictions (alcoholism, drug addiction) 
considered by the Islam as deadly sins? Because the fighter will inevitably 
raise the question he feels justified: What am I doing here?

Despite all this, it should be not forgotten about for a single moment that the 
ideology of the Islamic State and those who joined it and fought for it were 
operating the most brutal terrorist state of the 21th century which trampled over 
each and every human right founding the western world, in the name of the 
superiority of an extremist religious philosophy. One by one. The number of 
victims of the fanatic destruction by the Islamic State is hardly ever talked about.

173 Glušac 2015, p 39.
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If the ideology had won, the foreign terrorist fighters recently returned would have 
remained its most dedicated followers, and would have committed religious and 
ethnic genocides and crimes against humanity without hesitating for a minute.

We have already presented the “anomalies” which violate the western norms of 
personal freedoms placed in the foreground by the modern western thinking – even 
superseding the rights of communities –, such as gender equality or the protection 
of minors.174 We should note once again that the different cultural/religious/
societal norms shall not exempt anyone from being held liable for violating the 
moral and legal norms of the western law. This needs to be emphasised because 
lesser and lesser attention is paid in the discourse on judging the acts of foreign 
terrorist fighters (and on the future of these fighters) to the rights of the individuals 
and communities abused by these fighters or any terrorist organisations supported 
by them175 (Islamic State and other jihadist terrorist organisations). In addition, 
too little attention is paid to the weight of crimes and the suffering – including the 
intentional persecution or genocide of religious or ethnic minorities like the Syrian/
Iraqi Yazidi Kurdish176 and Aramaic Christians – which have been unprecedented 
in the last decades of contemporary history, and would test the judgment of the 
international court (ICC), for example, in the case of judging genocide.

6. Terrorism, foreign terrorist fighters and migration

It was clear right in the earliest phase of the refugee – then migration – crisis that 
the influx of large, typically uncontrolled masses to Europe will also be exploited by 
jihadist terrorist organisations and other, typically criminal organisations. According 
to statistics from early 2016, for example out of the refugees arriving to Germany, 
25–30% had valid travel documents, and the German police could take the 
fingerprints of only 10% of those arriving.177 The situation is further worsened by 
that, for example, according to the data of the German Federal Office for Migration 
and Refugees, 400,000 refugees/migrants were then in the country whose identity 
was unknown, and approx. 130,000 people disappeared from the country.178

174 Migration Research Institute 2019a.
175 Persecuted, blackmailed, killed. 
176 From the Yazidi mass graves, human remains of 3,000 people massacred innocently solely for 
their religious belief have so far been revealed, 1,500 Yazidi women have committed suicide after 
being defiled as (sex) slaves, and 1,500 Yazidi women were still missing in early 2018. During 
further fights and escape, thousands of Yazidis were killed in the fury of the Islamic State, which 
Islamic State considers every unbeliever as inferior.
177 Sennels 2015; Schmid 2016, pp 8–9.
178 Schmid 2016, p 44.
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Anyway, the Islamic State had already threatened Europe at the onset of the crisis 
to flood the Union with half million migrants through Libya,179 and to send 4,000 
jihadists to the continent through Turkey.180 They received help for this purpose, 
because they could obtain a great number (250,000 pcs) of blank passports and 
tools for producing further passports in the government offices of East Syria and 
the occupied Iraqi territories.181 As then French minister of interior, Bernard 
Cazeneuve also referred to the fact the Islamic State issued passports on a large scale 
from these blank passports for its own people (in a statement made the terrorist 
attack in Paris on 13 November 2015).182 The Interpol informed its member states 
already in October 2016 about the available details of the 6,000 passports which 
had been issued in the territory of the Islamic State, and had presumably been 
used by many terrorists for their journey.183

In addition, millions of people fled their homes to more peaceful parts of their 
own country (internally displaced people) and to abroad184 – both from Syria and 
Iraq, which continuous flow of people made it easy for the jihadists to.185

L.L. Dawson classified the returning foreign terrorist fighters into three threat 
levels deriving from their reasons for return and their circumstances (Figure 11). 
The scale and action plans that the individual countries can use the most efficiently 
for the measurement and administrative management of terror threat is presented 
in an ICCT Research Paper of 2016 by Bibi van Ginkel and Eva Entenmann.186

The Europol analyses the current trends of terror threat of the EU in annual reports. 
These reports (TE-SAT 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018) provide a comprehensive picture 
of the terrorist acts committed, investigated and prevented in the EU, and analyse 
the relating arrests, prosecutions and court decisions. The following tables present 
the data series which fall into the religious/jihadi motivated category and not the 
separatist, left-wing or right-wing or other terrorist acts according to the Europol’s 
categories.

179 Roberts 2015; Schmid 2016, p 8.
180 Funk – Parkes 2016, 2; Mullins 2016, 2; Schmid 2016, p 8.
181 Schmid 2016, p 9.
182 Ross – McPhee – Ferran 2016.
183 Calcuttawala 2016.
184 Out of the 12 million Syrian refugees, 7 million were internally displaced persons and nearly  
5 million who fled abroad, while in Iraq the latter amounted to 4 million. Out of the Syrian refugees, 
2,620,553 found shelter in Turkey, 1,069,111 in Lebanon, 245,533 in Iraq (Syrian Kurdish and 
Yazidi Kurdish fled to Iraqi Kurdistan), 637,859 in Jordan, and 118,512 in Egypt until 2016. Mercy 
Corps 2016; Schmid 2016, p 10. UNHCR estimated the number of Syrian refugees to be 4,194,554 
in the summer of 2015 (UNHCR. Mid-Year Trends 2015. Geneva: UNHCR, 2015, pp 4–6  
& Annex Table 1, pp 21–24’ http://www.unhcr.org/56701b969.html; Schmid 2016, p 11).
185 See for example the case of Ahmed H. who was captured in Hungary.
186 van Ginkel – Entenmann 2016, Annex 4.



58

Tamás Dezső                      Limen 1 (2020/1)

Status Reason Threat level
Disappointed Escaped from the fights Less dangerous
Demobilised, but not disappointed Detached from their units Dangerous
Operational Were sent home intentionally to commit terrorist acts Most dangerous

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
216 395 687 718 705

Figure 12 Number of people arrested in the European Union for charges of jihadi 
terrorism in 2013–2017.187

Figure 11 and 12 also well represents the substantial increase of jihadi terrorism 
relating to the escalation of the Syrian civil war due to the appearance of the 
Islamic State. Compared to 2013, the number of people arrested during jihadi 
terrorist acts committed in the territory of the EU had nearly doubled by 2014, 
then more than tripled by 2015, 2016 and 2017. If we look at the detailed data in 
breakdown by country, it immediately becomes visible that more than half of the 
suspects arrested in the European Union on the charge of jihadi terrorism were 
– and are still – arrested in France. The exposure of France to jihadi terrorism are 
also well reflected in other statistics, in particular in the number and high share of 
foreign terrorist fighters. We can identify a similar trend in the increasing number 
of court decisions concerning jihadi terrorism. The number of decisions from  
99 in 2014 grew in two years to nearly four times large, 358 by 2016. These data 
series – in particular, the pace of growth – well supports the worsening sense of 
security of the European people relating to terrorism.

Hungary is mentioned in the report on 2016 (TE-SAT 2017). According to this, 
a decision relating to right-wing terrorism and a decision relating to “undefined” 
terrorism was issued in Hungary.188

In its 2017 annual report, the Europol forecast a growing number of foreign terrorist 
fighters returning to Europe in consequence of the fall of the Islamic State. However, 
this prediction did not come true,189 which can be explained by the already analysed 
fact that many fighters were either killed in the fights (Mosul and Raqqa) or captured 
and imprisoned in detention camps, then brought to court in Iraq, since as the ring 
of the coalition became tighter around the jihadist areas, the foreign terrorist fighters 
were no longer able to slip through the strict controls (see above).190 

187 de Bolle 2018, Fig. 8.
188 Wainwright 2017, p 52.
189 Scherrer – Ragazzi – Walmsley 2018, p 5.
190 They were seemingly foreigners, if they were Arabs they spoke with a foreign accent, and – unlike 
the Syrian and Iraqi jihadists – did not have any authentic local, civil documents, only held foreign 
passports or documents issued by the Islamic State.

Figure 11 The returning foreign terrorist fighters of the Islamic State can be divided into three larger groups 
(Dawson 2018, 3–4).
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Arrest Conviction
2014191 2015192 2016193 2017194 2014195 2015196 2016197 2017198

Austria 30 48 30 46 2 29 25 18
Belgium 71 60 62 50 35 120 138 81
Bulgaria 21 21 5 14 – – – –
Cyprus – 1 – – – 1 – –
Czech Republic 1 1 1 1 1 – – 3
Denmark 1 – 8 14 3 1 6 4
United Kingdom –199 –200 –201 –202 –203 –204 –205 –206

Estonia – 2 – – – – 2 2
Finland 4 3 – 9 4 – 4 2
France 188 377 429 373 33 5 68 114
Greece – – 15 3 – – – 2
The Netherlands 17 20 36 28 5 17 32 37
Ireland – – 1 3 – – – –
Poland – 4 5 2 – – – 4
Lithuania – – – – 2 – – –
Luxemburg 1 – – – – – – –
Hungary – – – 2 – – – –
Germany 16 21 25 52 10 11 28 27
Italy 11 40 28 26 2 – 11 23
Portugal – – – 1 – – 1 1
Romania – 11 1 2
Spain 34 75 69 78 2 13 38 31
Sweden – 3 2 1 – 2 4 3
Slovenia – 1 – – – – –

395 687 718 705 99 198 358 352

Figure 13 Number of people arrested and condemned in the European Union for charges of jihadi 
terrorism in 2014–2017.

191 Wainwright 2015, p 41.
192 Wainwright 2016, p 45.
193 Wainwright 2017, p 50.
194 De Bolle 2018, p 55.
195 Wainwright 2015, p 43.
196 Wainwright 2016, p 47.
197 Wainwright 2017, p 52.
198 De Bolle 2018, p 58.
199 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 132 people were arrested for terrorism.
200 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 134 people were arrested for terrorism.
201 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 149 people were arrested for terrorism.
202 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 412 people were arrested for terrorism.
203 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 115 people were arrested for terrorism.
204 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 106 people were arrested for terrorism.
205 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 89 people were arrested for terrorism.
206 The data series for the United Kingdom are not broken down in types of terrorism (jihadi, 
separatist, left-wing, right-wing). 125 people were arrested for terrorism.
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According to the 2018 report by Europol, though the phenomenon of terrorism 
using “irregular migration” as a source of replacement or infiltration can still be 
observed, the report does not consider it systematic/frequent.207 One form of 
the terrorist threat endangering Europe is the issue of returning foreign terrorist 
fighters, the subject of this study. Nevertheless, the “old jihadists” coming from 
Syria and Iraq, or a North African Muslim country perhaps represent an even 
greater threat. The difference between the “old” and “new” jihadists may be best 
grabbed if we consider the fact that the majority of European foreign terrorist 
fighters are “new Muslims”, i.e. Muslims having recently taken up their ancestors’ 
religion, while the jihadists from the Arab world lived their life and exercised their 
faith in one Muslim state. That is why the European foreign terrorist fighters 
could not climb too high on the career ladders. These positions were taken by old, 
but reliable Muslims.

However, these reliable jihadists from the Muslim world are hardly known by the 
European secret services. While the European authorities possess all personal data 
of the European foreign terrorist fighters, the “new jihadists”, the same services do 
not have a single information about the majority of the “old jihadists”. They have 
never even applied for a visa in any European country. Therefore, they could enter 
in Europe by hiding among the refugees/migrants, the European services had 
hardly any chance to detect or identify them. If someone could still be identified, 
the given person was busted by a secret service information made available by  
a Muslim country or perhaps obtained by the U.S., or someone simply recognised 
him during his stay in Europe (refugee camp or travelling around) and reported 
him (see the case of Hassan F. captured in Hungary). 

We know many terrorist attacks where the attacker had arrived as a refugee in the 
destination country where he committed the attack later:208

Jihadist Date Type Location Refugee background
Abdel Majid 
Touil 18/03/2015 shooting massacre Bardo Museum, Tunis Returned from Italy

2 Parisian 
attackers 13/11/2015 armed attack Several locations in 

Paris (e.g. Bataclan)
arrived as refugees with fake 
Syrian passport

Walid Salihi 07/01/2016 knife attack Paris, police 
department

Arrived from Recklinghausen 
(Germany)

Nabil Fadli 12/01/2016 explosion
Square Sultan Ahmet, 
Istanbul, 10 German 
tourists

arrived to Turkey as refugee

Figure 14 Some terrorist acts committed by a perpetrator with refugee/migrant status from the peak 
period of the refugee/migration crisis.

207 de Bolle 2018, p 28.
208 Aktivitäten 2015, p 8; Mullins 2016, p 25; Schmid 2016, p 44.
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According to a western narrative, the number of terrorists hiding among the 
refugees/migrants is rather low, thus it cannot be regarded as a serious threat. 
To support this, Alex Schmid bring data from the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom, according to which out of the 59,000 asylum applicants in the 
Netherlands 30 people were charged for war crimes, while out of the 25,000 
Algerian seeking asylum in the United Kingdom since 1980 44 people were 
prosecuted for terrorism.209 P.R. Neumann in 2016 still wrote a study of this issue 
with the title “The refugees are not the problem”. He based this argument on the 
fact that out of the 600,000 Iraqi and Syrian refugees who had arrived in Germany 
in 2015 only 17 were prosecuted for suspected acts of terrorism.210 In mid-January 
2016 even the Europol believed that „there is no concrete evidence that terrorist 
travellers systematically use the flow of refugees to enter Europe unnoticed”.211

In addition, a 2013 fundamental study by one of the best known experts of the 
issue, Thomas Hegghammer – written on foreign terrorist fighters – proved with 
statistical data that out of nine returning foreign terrorist fighters involved in 
conflicts by that year one returned with the purpose of committing terrorist attack 
against the West.212 Furthermore, Figure 15 also shows that the returning foreign 
terrorist fighters (veterans) played a key role in the committed attacks. This is 
especially true for the actually executed and deadly terrorist attacks.

Total attacks Attacks with veterans Attacks without veterans
Total attacks 106 49 (46%) 57 (54%)
Executed 24 14 (58%) 10 (42%)
Deadly 12 8 (67%) 4 (33%)

Figure 15 Correlation between the jihadist attacks committed between 2010 and the presence of foreign 
terrorist fighters (veterans) (Hegghammer 2013, Table 5)

Notwithstanding this, even if lower in relative terms, the absolute number of 
fighters who might have returned/return is quite high. 425 jihadists have returned 
to Great Britain from the Islamic State.213 However, their accurate status is not 
known. There is hardly any information available about them. In 2016 spokesman 
of the Ministry of Interior, Lord Keen of Elie said in the House of Lords that 
400 British citizens had returned from the Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State since 
2012, out of whom 54 were subjected to proceedings and 30 ending up in being 
prosecuted.214 The others – obviously in the lack of data, charges or proofs – were 

209 Schmid 2016, p 44.
210 Neumann 2016, p 35.
211 Changes 2016, p 3.; Schmid 2016, p 50.
212 Hegghammer 2013, p 10.
213 Barret 2017; Dawson 2018, p 4.
214 Mendinck 2016; Dawson 2018, p 4.
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“absorbed” in the society.215 Unfortunately, hardly any further data has been 
available since 2016.

According to data from the Program on Extremism of the George Washington 
University, out of the 12 identified returning jihadists 9 were subjected to proceedings 
in the United States.216 Nevertheless, the case seems to be that the U.S. shows  
a different pattern with regard to the returning jihadists compared to the western part 
of Europe. Based on the data from the just mentioned Program on Extremism, it 
can be stated that out of the 12 returned jihadists only 1 returned with the intention 
to commit jihadist attack, and none of the people who committed jihadist attack 
between 2011 and 2017 had previously been to Syria or Iraq to join a jihadist 
group.217 What is more, if a returning jihadist joined the preparation of an attack 
between 1990 and 2017, he greatly increased the likelihood that the plan of attack 
was busted, since he was under surveillance by the security bodies.218 It should be 
noted once again that the United States shows a completely different pattern with 
regard to both the number and playing field of the returning fighters compared to 
western Europe.

Anyway, the proportion of a few tenths of a percent is certainly negligible,219 but 
if – in contrast to Hegghammer – we count a proportion of 0.1 percentage, i.e. 
out of 1,000 people 1 can be accused of an activity related to terrorism, then out 
of the 1.5 million migrants who arrived in Germany 1,500 fall into this category, 
which exceeds the acceptable number no less no more by 1,500. This is because 
1,500 terrorists mean a huge number in absolute terms, represent an inestimable 
source of threat, not to speak about the western Muslim extremists who were born 
and later radicalised in the given countries, out of whom the local secret services 
keep several ten thousands under surveillance.

6.1. Global jihad

The entire world was taken by surprise by the scale of the internal social tensions 
and dissatisfaction that swoop over the Muslim world – and in particular, its 
North African and Middle Eastern regions – in 2011 in the form of the “Arab 

215 Dearden 2017; Dawson 2018, p 4.
216 Meleagrou-Hitchens – Hughes – Clifford 2018; Dawson 2018, p 4. It might sound 
bizarre that the returned fighters were awarded more lenient sentences in the lack of proof than the 
50 U.S. citizens who were judged for 14 years (!) on average for joining the Islamic State.
217 Meleagrou-Hitchens – Hughes – Clifford 2018; Dawson 2018, p 6.
218 Wright 2018; Dawson 2018, p 6.
219 Schmid 2016, p 44: „Such figures of 0.2 percent or less indicate that fears about „refugee 
terrorists” are largely unfounded”.
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Spring”. The demographic trends that influence the present and future of the 
Muslim world – ranging from Tajikistan to Morocco – and – through the migrant 
crisis – also the future of Europe had a role in this (see above, Figure 1).220

What surprised the world even more, however, was the popularity of the Islamic 
State – spawned from the Syrian civil war caused by the “Arab Spring” and 
the quasi-civil war situation in Iraq –, which surpassed all expectations.221 No 
terrorist organisation – even a Muslim one – has ever been (1) so popular in 
such a wide scope, (2) able to reach so many people (through the media and the 
mosques), (3) convince and win for the cause so many followers, (4) call so many 
people into arms, and (5) achieve such military victories. (6) No Muslim terrorist 
organisation has ever been able to build up, coordinate and control – formally and 
informally – such a global network. This changed how we see Muslim terrorism 
forever. The ancient Muslim state ideal (the early caliphate) gained old/new 
philosophical and political substance, which cannot be handled with the legal, 
political and military methodology that had been fitted to traditional terrorist 
organisations.

The huge number of foreign terrorist fighters streaming into the Middle Eastern 
conflict zones and the almost 100 countries from which they have come clearly 
shows that the jihad has become global not only in reaching potential fighters 
and activists, but also in actual mobilisation. Even if the “Al-Qaeda” did not, 
the Islamic State has (1) expanded its influence to several jihadist organisations 
operating independently of each other across different continents; (2) increased 
the effectiveness, fame and size of the foregoing by magnitudes; (3) created new 
cells and organisations; (4) coordinated and continues to coordinate them with 
just the minimum degree of central control (a “franchise” system strengthened 
with oaths of loyalty); and (5) ultimately called 40,000 foreign terrorist fighters 
and at least twice as many local Sunni Muslim fighters in Syria and Iraq to arms. 
That a significant portion of them (approximately 50,000 to 60,000 frontline 
jihadist fighters) have fallen could, it seems, mitigate the pressure of global 

220 Dezső 2018.
221 In the West, barely any (published) public opinion polls were made – or maybe none at all – in 
this topic, as an unexpected (?) result could have shaken the credibility of the Western identity of 
almost unlimited inclusion. The 23 November 2015 issue of the British paper The Sun published 
the result of a poll on the front page (https://twitter.com/TheSun/status/668558458069889024/
photo/1), according to which, at least 1 out of 5 British Muslims (20% of British Muslims) is 
sympathetic towards the Islamic State. The paper became subject to many attacks as a result of 
the shocking experience (https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/mar/26/ipso-sun-print-
statement-british-muslims-headline; https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/no-one-in-five-
muslims-do-not-support-isis-a6745206.html ).
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jihadist terrorism on the Western world and values temporarily, but it is clear 
that their death is, even on the short term, a mobilising power among those who 
have remained passive so far and the rising generations equivalent to the first 
mobilisation that called 100,000 jihadist combatants to arms under the banner of 
the Islamic State.

And by declaring the foundation of the caliphate in just the right moment, instead 
of the various earlier local (terrorist) organisations with uncertain legitimacy, the 
Islamic State raised the level of organisation, and above all else, its base of legitimacy 
to the highest level. This did not only make jihad global, but also created a majestic 
abstraction reaching, addressing and mobilising a much wider range of Sunni 
Muslims as compared to the local jihadist organisations. With its partial successes, 
the Islamic State has shown a positive example to the Muslims scattered around 
the world (following the Salafi ideology) regarding that it is possible to restore the 
old glory of the Islamic caliphate.

It does not bode well for the future either that typically, the secular Muslim 
governments can only experiment with technical solutions (e.g. creating jobs) 
in order to mitigate the many internal social tensions of the Muslim world that 
already became explosive in 2011 for which they, apparently, did not have the 
necessary internal resources, and it is also uncertain whether they will have them 
in the future. They have not even really cleaned up the wreckage of the years-long 
Syrian and Iraqi wars yet,222 and we do not know whether they are going to get 
external help for this or the stream of migration towards the richer regions of the 
world, mainly Europe, will continue.

At the same time, however, the radical Muslim organisations – including 
terrorist organisations – will give simplistic emotional and moral responses to 
these problems, calling the secular governments corrupt and proposing return to 
their – superior – Muslim moral and political standards as the only viable solution. 
And they will continue to be popular with this message. Moreover, if the western 
part of Europe continues to lure for example the Syrian intellectual elite from 

222 At a conference held in autumn last year, Mustafa al-Hiti, the head of an Iraqi reconstruction 
agency announced (http://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/08122018) that the reconstruction 
of Iraq after Iraq’s war with the Islamic State would cost 88.2 billion dollars, for which amount 
they had only been given promises of loans. This amount (approximately 80 billion euros) is 
equal to the amount spent by Germany on the sustenance and integration programmes of the 
approximately 1.5 million refugees/migrants who arrived in the country in the span of four years. 
This amount would be enough to restore the destroyed infrastructure, create a huge number of 
jobs and revitalise the economy of Iraq. This would result in a significant decrease in the rate  
of migration from Iraq to Europe.
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Syria (a tool of modern imperialism) at the present rate,223 this will essentially 
decapitate the Syrian social pyramid, depriving the country from the – typically 
secular – intellectuals who could protect the masses from and stand in the way – or 
at least slow down the spreading – of religious extremities.

7. Excursus: Child fighters

The wives and children returning home also cause serious concern in the 
communities receiving them, since a significant portion of women have become 
radicalised and played an active part in the everyday life of the Islamic State (see 
above), while a significant portion of the male children of foreign terrorist fighters 
were given ideological and military training in the “lion cubs of the Caliphate” 
units. On this note, I should briefly discuss the issue of child fighters, who are 
unfortunately present in a quite high number among the ranks of the Islamic State. 
They are trained warriors of the future jihad, who are raised in their childhood 
– the time when one is most susceptible to influence – with the notion that they 
would one day be the defenders of the faith. The purpose of their recruitment and 
training is clear: to prepare and train the generations of future jihadists who will 
carry on the idea of jihad, spread it in an even wider scope, and make it triumph 
in the end.

The deployment of child fighters for destroying the enemy was a well-known 
method even before the appearance of the Islamic State. For example, during the 
Syrian occupation of Lebanon, on 27 November 1985, a high-school girl called 
Hamida al-Taher from the Syrian city of Raqqa crashed a car loaded with 280kgs 
of explosives into the entrance of a South Lebanese military base, killing at least 
20 Israeli and Lebanese soldiers. The government’s propaganda made the little girl 
– who had been a member of the youth league of the Syrian Ba’ath party – into 
a martyr, naming schools, parks and events after her.224 The Iraqi branch of the 
Ba’ath party also produced child fighters, including for example Saddam Husein’s 
“lion cubs”.225 The ideological training of child soldiers and the glorification of 
their sacrifice was built into the Ba’athist education system of both Syria and Iraq 
and given wide publicity in the media. An education system that was entirely 
secular. Nevertheless, and in an ironic twist of fate, it were these same secular 

223 By 2018, there were 3,370 Syrian medical doctors working in Germany, helping to improve 
situation of German healthcare.
224 Almohammad 2018, p 3.
225 Singer 2003.
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regimes – despised by jihadists – that served as example for the recruitment of the 
child fighters of the Islamic State.226

Regardless of several early examples, however, the modern Islamist terrorist 
organisations started the recruitment and ideological and practical training of 
child fighters along entirely different dimensions.

It can be established preliminarily that the children living in the former territory 
of the Islamic State, (1) while in Syria, participated in/suffered/witnessed violent 
acts such as attacks and bombings by the government’s forces, etc., which resulted 
in many deaths. (2) On the other hand, they also witnessed public acts of violence 
organised by the Islamic State, such as public punishments, mutilations, executions, 
etc. Thus, the everyday encounters with violence changed the stimulation threshold 
of these children growing up in a wartime environment, making the various 
forms of violence almost acceptable to them, an integral part of their everyday 
experience.

The literature studying the subject227 generally differentiates between two types of 
recruitment. (1) predatory and (2) structural.

(1) Predatory. This recruitment method offers a masculine training outside the 
family – giving them a sense of adulthood – mainly to children who are otherwise 
disadvantaged (grew up in a broken home, orphan, neglected or abused by their 
parents, etc.). They are the most vulnerable to this recruitment method, and they 
are the ones who want to break free from their former life.

The important scenes of predatory recruitment included the schools of the Islamic 
State – which acted as places of both recruitment and training – and mosques, 
where children gathered in large numbers independent of their family bonds. The 
task of the recruiters was to segregate the children from their family both physically 
and psychologically, offering the heroic martial community of the Islamic State as 
their new family. The preachers in the mosques also assisted in this.

(2) Structural. The Islamic State took over and built up its (own) school system 
in the territories under its control, and exploited all possibilities of the media 
controlled by it to promote the Salafi ideas and to provide physical, ideological 
and military training to the children. The children who attended the schools of 
the Islamic State did not have much chance to avoid being drafted. The locals were 
also aware of this danger.

226 Benotman – Malik 2016.
227 Almohammad 2018, with further literature.
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The school system of the Islamic State classified children into four groups: (1) local 
Syrian children, (2) Middle Eastern and North African children, (3) foreigners, 
(4) orphans.

The training of foreign children only differed from the local ones’ until they 
learned the English language. After that, they had to listen to the same lectures as 
the others.

Children over the age of 10 were given physical and basic military training 
(knowledge and use of weapons), and special attention was paid to the practice of 
executions and maintaining hate towards unbelievers.

The children drafted by different means were, prior to being taken to a military 
training camp, gathered in the mosques, where they signed the application form. 
These had to be approved by Abu Talha al-Magribi, the emir of the caliphate 
responsible for child soldiers. As opposed to the earlier practice, by 2017, a referral 
from an ISIS member was not a condition of application.228

With respect to our topic, the most important rule was that after the death of  
a foreign fighter, it was mandatory for his widow to send her male children over 
the age of 10 to training camps.229 If they refused to send them voluntarily, the 
Islamic State took them by force. Moreover, it was expected from the foreign 
fighters to have their male children drafted voluntarily. If they failed to do so, Al-
Hisbah, the vice division of the Islamic State took them away. One of the leaders 
of the programme was Abu al-Mughirah al-Tunisi.230 The Al-Hisbah also had the 
power to imprison children who resisted drafting.

Among the child soldiers, a separate group was formed from the children who 
declared at the time of drafting that they were willing to carry out a suicide 
attack.

The duration of the preliminary preparation was less than 40 days. At least 10 
days of this consisted of the sharia course, at the end of which the children took 
an exam. After the exam and two days rest, they were taken to the military training 
camps. If after the two-day rest, the child failed to show up at the drafting centre 
in order to be taken to the training camp for any reason, his parents were arrested 
and the child was taken away with force.231

228 Almohammad 2018, p 17. 
229 Ibid.
230 Almohammad 2018, p 18.
231 Almohammad 2018, p 19.
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The most important components of the training of child fighters carry the biggest 
threat: constant physical and emotional brutality, bearing constant hardships, 
advanced indoctrination, enhancement of solidarity and commitment, building 
up loyalty and discipline, getting them rid of any averse feelings towards violence, 
and military training.

The military training consisted of the following elements:232 (1) one week of 
training in weapons knowledge (assembly, disassembly and maintenance of AK47 
rifles), three-day marksmanship training (the most talented were selected and sent 
to sniper training); (3) three-day training in the use of hand grenades. In the 
course of these three phases, the children underwent intensive physical training, 
where their endurance was strengthened (they had to make do without food and 
water for two days) and they were also taught the rules of battlefield movement; 
(4) In the fourth phase of the training, they were taught to prepare and use suicide 
belts and improvised explosive devices (IED). Those who could not endure any 
phase of the training were trained by the Islamic State as suicide attackers. In 
the training camps, there were designated rooms where the instructors strove to 
convince these children how good martyrs will have it in heaven. These children are 
called inghimasi.233 These children are kept under constant psychological pressure 
and conditioned to commit suicide attacks via propaganda videos, speeches and 
promises of all the earthly delights awaiting them in heaven.234

It is astonishing that there were long queues for being allowed to commit a suicide  
belt/vest or car suicide attack. The use of children as suicide attackers was 
undoubtedly a pressure on the forces fighting against the Islamic State, and 
promoted the image of the Islamic State’s war as a revolt by the people in the 
propaganda.

According to the propaganda videos, it was a practice in several camps that at 
the end of the training, the children had to kill people (most of the time, tied-up 
prisoners).

As the territory of the Islamic State decreased, it became more and more common 
to deploy child soldiers for internal order roles: street patrol, vice control tasks, 
etc.

It was, however, not a unique privilege of the Islamic State to employ child fighters 
in their ranks. The Human Rights Watch accused certain member organisations 

232 According to the protocol of the Bin Laden camp by Deir ez-Zor, though a similar protocol was 
established in the Abu Musab al-Zarqawi camp too. Almohammad 2018, pp 19–21.
233 Almohammad 2018, pp 19–20.
234 The name of the team is al-Adiat. Almohammad 2018, p 21.
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of the Kurd-led Syrian Democratic Forces, one of the most vicious enemies of the 
Islamic State in Syria, with that they were recruiting child soldiers from the most 
vulnerable groups, i.e. children living in the refugee camps. The high command 
of the SDF ordered an immediate investigation, and banned the recruitment of 
fighters under the age of 18.235

The most important question of our time in relation to child fighters is what fate 
the world will want for them and their living parents (typically their mothers). If 
they are citizens of a country that is willing to take them back (e.g. the Scandinavian 
states), they will undergo reintegration programmes. If they are from a country 
that denies them (and their parents) their citizenship, their fate is uncertain.

The scope of reintegration programmes planned is broad. The Global Center on 
Cooperative Security and the International Center for Counter-Terrorism – The 
Hague already published a policy brief in December 2016,236 in which they laid 
down the core principles of the reintegration of radicalised child fighters.237 These 
included areas of intervention such as the individual, personalised assessment of 
the threat level with regard to every child via a holistic interview; assessment of the 
degree of radicalisation for establishing personalised solutions; taking records for 
follow-up; prohibiting punishment and criminalisation; “correctional” programmes 
and training of the relevant staff; enabling visits and closeness of the family, 
choosing mentors from among “credible” people, psychological preparation of the 
mentors, preparation of deradicalisation programmes for example through arts and 
recreational activities; launching training and education programmes; as well as 
follow-up and career tracking. It is, however, unfortunate that these core principles 
can only be embraced in the legislative framework of the developed Western world. 
The countries of the developing world – where a significant portion of child fighters 
come from – will not put this much effort into solving the problem. In those 
countries, the family and life will solve this issue.

The interests of Islamic radicalism, however, are entirely different than those of the 
highly developed western child protection systems.238 By training child soldiers en 

235 http://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/syria/090920181.
236 Lefas – Nozawa 2016, pp 1–11.
237 The core principles were developed based on the following: Managing Juveniles in Detention 
Initiative established by the Global Counterterrorism Forum’s Detention and Reintegration Working 
Group; Neuchâtel Memorandum on Good Practices for Juvenile Justice in a Counterterrorism 
Context.
238 Sadly, these western child protection systems have difficulty even just handling the differences 
between the western and eastern standards of adulthood. One example of this is how they see 
young boys between the ages of 15 and 18, who, according to the western view, are entitled to child 
protection, even though they were deployed as real fighters.
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masse, the Islamic State intended to achieve the medium and long term objective 
of ensuring that the jihad will have cadres trained by them in the future, who will 
pass on the knowledge planted into them via the brainwashing. The children who 
survived the war returning – for example – to Europe will face the following:

1) In contrast to the reintegration efforts of the European child protection 
systems, the local Muslim communities will do all in their power to prevent 
this reintegration.

2) These children are jihadists trained by the caliphate – meaning that they are 
heroes who deserve respect.

3) They had been trained by fighters of the faith, and many of them sacrificed 
their lives for the sacred cause.

4) They will be the most credible leaders of a future jihad.
5) The faith put into them must be maintained because that represents the 

guarantee of the credibility of a future jihad.
6) The child soldiers trained by the Islamic State are heroes who fulfilled visions 

that many European Muslims did not dare to, and therefore they deserve 
unconditional respect and protection.

As a consequence of all of the above, a serious fight is about to begin for the 
souls of the child fighters between the western governmental bodies (the child 
protection services and the services monitoring the fate of the children) and the 
some Muslim communities who honour the child fighters as living legends of the 
one true faith.
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Burden Bearing, Burden Exporting: The Global Compact for 
Migration as Seen from the Arab World

Abdessamad Belhaj

Abstract

Although The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM) 
is not a treaty, and, therefore, not a legally binding document, its endorsement 
by the United Nations (152 of its members voted in favour of the Compact on 
19 December 2018) put it on the agenda of international affairs. Particularly, 
the Compact is likely to justify pro-migration global actions to dismantle further 
the national policies in matters of migration, creating a context in which illegal 
migration will be more tolerated, if not encouraged. For this reason, it is set to 
play a pivotal role in the debates on migration in the years to come. However, 
because of its stated globalist political nature, and showy ideological character, the 
document sparked criticisms, scepticism and protests from different countries, on 
different continents (The United States, Hungary, Australia, Brazil, etc.).

1. Introduction

In order to illustrate this political-ideological engagement of the document in 
favour of migration suffices it here to quote the following statement:  “we learned 
that migration is a defining feature of our globalized world, connecting societies 
within and across all regions, making us all countries of origin, transit and 
destination”.1 The least that could be said about this statement is that it is a red 
herring: the nature of legal migration regulated by national and international laws 
should be distinguished from the problem of illegal migration, which is closely 
related to smuggling, and generally treated as a burden, if not a  threat, by receiving 
societies. 

Since the issue at stake is whether the Western countries (usually being the host 
countries of migration) would accept the Compact, and consequently migration 
or not, attention was turned to the attitudes of these countries: a clear rejection 
by some countries, caution from others, or enthusiasm for the Compact on behalf 
of other countries. In general, West European countries are prudent, and if their 
governments do not reject the Compact all at once, they delegate the matter to the 
parliaments for deliberations.

1 The united nations 2018. 
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Thus far, there have been no studies which investigate the attitudes of countries 
which export migration, particularly those in the Middle East and North Africa. 
Yet, such investigation would allow us to inform the reader and the decision-
makers on some views of the Global Compact for Migration as embraced in the 
MENA region. Additionally, analysing these attitudes within Middle Eastern and 
North African contexts will help us understand better the political and economic 
use of migration by these governments to export their deficiencies in sharing 
resources and good governance. In the pages that follow, we will give an account 
of attitudes of some Arab countries towards the Compact, discussing the interests 
of these countries in supporting or criticizing the Compact. We will inspect the 
positions of two supportive Arab governments (The United Arab Emirates and 
Tunisia) and two critical Arab governments (Algeria and Lebanon) before and in 
the aftermath of the United Nations Intergovernmental Conference on the Global 
Compact for Migration in Marrakech, Morocco (10-11 December 2018). 

2. Tunisia: A Compact with benefits

Tunisia’s official position was expressed by Radhouane Ayara, the Tunisian Minister 
in charge of migration and Tunisians abroad who announced Tunisia’s adoption of 
the Global Compact for Migration.2 The Tunisian Minister said that “Tunisia was 
convinced that migration had been a manifestation of positive communication 
between societies”.3 

Ayara stated that the successful management of migration “is a collective 
responsibility that requires active and effective participation by all countries and 
other actors in the international community”.4 He asserted that the principle of 
shared responsibility should lay the foundations for international cooperation “to 
protect the lives and rights of migrants and to make optimal use of migration 
and to address the risks and challenges they pose to individuals and communities 
in countries of origin, transit and destination”.5 Ayara also called to address the 
real causes of illegal migration, stressing “the need to strengthen legal migration’s 
channels and to create suitable conditions for the integration of migrants in the 
host countries”.6 In addition, the Tunisian government organised, in July 2018, 
a high-level informal dialogue on the Global Compact for Migration, a sort of 
“prequel” to the Conference of Marrakech, involving 18 countries.7 

2 Achahed 2018. 
3 Mosaiquefm 2018. 
4 Achahed 2018. 
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Zied 2018.
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Thus, Tunisia embraces wholeheartedly the Compact, and even the vocabulary 
used by Ayara is borrowed to the document, emphasising the migrants’ rights, 
shared responsibility, the benefits of migration, and the regularization of illegal 
migration. No criticism of the document has been expressed. This attitude is 
typical of the Arab states that supported the Compact, usually taking advantage 
from mechanisms of cooperation with the EU to control migration from the 
Middle East and Africa to Europe.

Since 2018, Tunisia has benefited from another EU fund of 90.5 million euros to 
help North African countries (especially Tunisia and Morocco) managing borders 
and migrant flows through the Mediterranean routes. The fund allows Tunisia to 
save migrants in the sea, control the maritime borders and fight smugglers. This 
type of actions illustrates “shared responsibility” and privileged partnership thought 
of by the engineers of the Global Impact for Migration as exemplary.8 Seen from 
Tunisia, whose economy and political stability largely depend on its partnership 
with the EU, support to the Compact reflects its policy of adherence to the EU’s 
migration strategy. The reward of “shared responsibility” is “shared benefits”; as 
expressed by Johannes Hahn, the Commissioner for European Neighbourhood 
and Enlargement Negotiations,  this partnership assures the good of Europe, that 
of the migrants and the partner countries.9

Concomitant to this partnership is the gradual acceptance by Tunisia to become 
a host society of African migrants. However, locals and African migrants live in 
constant tension10 (and this in spite of a voted law against racism11 and initiatives 
by the civil society to encourage co-existence12). Lorena Lando, Head of Mission 
at the International Organization for Migration (IOM) in Tunis estimates the 
number of Sub-Saharan migrants currently in Tunisia to be 75 500.13

These, however, are make-ups of a failed society and economy.14 1.3 million 
Tunisians (out of 11 million) are migrants abroad, including 81 % who live in 
Europe. 3073 illegal Tunisian migrants arrived in Italy in the first half of 2018. 
Tunisia was ranked first in 2018 in terms of arrivals of illegal migrants in Italy 
(more than Eritrea).15 The number of illegal immigration operations intercepted 
from the beginning of January to the middle of December 2017 reached 307 
operations.16 Despite this active policy of interception, Kerkennah Islands, Zarzis 
and Bizerte are centres of daily illegal migration to Italy, under the eyes of police 

8 Qardud 2018. 
9 European commission 2018. 
10 Verdier 2018. 
11 Bobin 2018. 
12 Galtier 2018. 
13 Diasporaenligne 2018.
14 Cordall 2018.
15 Diasporaenligne 2018.
16 Ben mansour 2018. 
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and coastal guard.17 Some 30 000 young Tunisians have illegally immigrated to 
Italy since 2011.18 Official Tunisian sources announced that 29 000 Tunisians were 
prevented from leaving the country during 2017. Tunisia, particularly accused by 
Italy of exporting its illegal migrants, including criminals and terrorists, and of 
reluctance to readmit its citizens, faces increasing pressure.19

Thus, while Tunisia supports the Compact, it exports the burden of its unemployed, 
marginalised (both geographically and socially) and unqualified youth.20 Certainly, 
the Compact benefits its migration policy, despite concessions to host Sub-Saharan 
Africans (at least in a form of a temporary residence for African immigrants). In this 
regard, Tunisia is willing to conclude a “comprehensive” agreement on migration 
with the European Union, to manage the migratory flows, as announced by the 
Tunisian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.21

3. United Arab Emirates: Support the Compact, less the 
Rights

Nasser Bin Thani Al Hamli, the UAE’s Minister of Human Resources and 
Emiratization, participated at the Marrakech conference where he affirmed his 
country’s support for the Global Compact for Migration, focussing on policies 
governing labour relations and interim contractual work as one of the largest 
countries hosting temporary contractual employment.22 For Al Hamli, the Global 
Compact for Migration provides a “framework for international and bilateral 
cooperation that will contribute to enhancing transparency, ensuring the rights 
of both parties to the labour relationship and promoting development benefits 
from the mobility of labour for sending and receiving states”.23 He declared that 
“the UAE will participate fully and effectively in the implementation and review 
of the agreement in the future based on the reality of national legislation in line 
with international principles and standards related to labour issues in parallel with 
strengthening the governance of the contractual work…through bilateral and 
multilateral dialogue with the sending countries”.24

He also called to take into account “regional differences in terms of the challenges 
of this governance which differ from region to region, and which requires the 

17 Gaveriau 2018; El Sirgany and Vonberg 2018.
18 Ben Mansour 2018. 
19 Euronews 2018; Crétois and Lafrance 2018. 
20 Gaveriau 2018.
21 Rtbf 2018.
22 Albayan 2018. 
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
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sending and receiving countries to work in accordance with the specificity of 
each region to develop partnerships and cooperation between them”.25 Finally, 
he emphasised the role of the private sector “in the governance of the contractual 
work, which will ultimately contribute to the achievement of the objectives of the 
Global Compact for Secure, Organized and Regulatory Migration and ensure the 
sustainability of this Agreement”.26 According to Al Hamli, The UAE commits to 
further improve the standards of contractual labour governance.27

That said, no commitment was made with regard to illegal migration, solidarity, 
“migration as a human right”, etc. Even more, the UAE’s support for the Compact 
is conditioned, and if looked at closely is pragmatic, as it refers constantly to its 
national laws and policies in terms of imported labour. What also stands out from 
his statements is that the private sector and the specificity of the Gulf region will 
shape the form and content of work contracts with migrant workers in the UAE. 
In other words, the UAE supports the neoliberal framework of smuggling cheap 
labour (through global migration) to rich countries, sustained and regularized by 
the Compact, but still the UAE wants to keep control over these flows to protect 
its political sovereignty and the economic power of its own citizens. 

The UAE’s economy is migration-based, growing from a GDP of around $2.5 billion 
in 1971, when the country called in migrant workers, to $370 billion in 2015.  
In 2015, “89 percent of the UAE population of 9.3 million were migrant workers, 
and an overwhelming majority of these workers were semi-skilled or unskilled 
from South Asian countries”.28 The United Nations estimated in 2013 that India  
(2 852 207), Bangladesh (1 089 917), Pakistan (953 708), Egypt (711 708) and 
Philippines (477 139) are the five top countries which provide the UAE with 
cheap labour force.29 They earn in average $372 a month compared to $5000 
for the average Emirati citizen.30 Moreover, The UAE offers only short term 
work contracts of up to three years and does not open permanent residency or 
naturalisation processes for these workers, who live constantly under the fear of 
deportation.31

This system of contractual cheap and short term labour is called kafala 
(sponsorship) denounced by some as exploitation and others as modern slavery. 
In its report of 2018, the Human Rights Watch asserts that “[T]he kafala (visa-
sponsorship) system continues to tie migrant workers to their employers. Those 
who leave their employers can face punishment for ‘absconding,’ including fines, 

25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 Hassan 2018.
29 Malit and Al Youha 2013.
30 Hassan 2018.
31 Ibid.
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prison, and deportation. The UAE’s labour law excludes domestic workers, who 
face a range of abuses, from unpaid wages, confinement to the house, workdays 
up to 21 hours with no breaks, to physical or sexual assault by employers, from 
its protections”.32 Recently, some reforms were initiated without abolishing the 
kafala system. Moreover, The Global Slavery Index 2018 notes that the estimated 
absolute number of victims of modern slavery in the UAE elevates to 15 000.33

4. Algeria: Reservations on the The Global Compact for 
Migration

Algeria is one of the leading Arab countries to have expressed reservations on the 
Global Compact for Migration adopted in Marrakech. Algerian Interior Minister 
Noureddine Badawi stressed that “Algeria considers that the final text does not 
distinguish between legal and illegal immigrants, especially in what pertains to 
basic services and integration, and that the lack of distinction between these two 
categories in a text of an international character is not appropriate because it does 
not contribute adequately to the fight against illegal migration”.34 

Noureddine Badawi further uttered Algeria’s attachment to the principle of 
sovereignty declaring that “we consider that the mechanism of the implementation 
and follow-up of the document should be subject to the prior approval of States, 
taking into account the specific reality of migration in each country, avoiding 
the exploitation of immigration to interfere in the internal affairs of States”.35 He 
added that “the text of the agreement did not effectively include practical measures 
in the area of prevention, management of armed conflicts, political crises, famine 
and drought as it is not feasible to address the effects of illegal migration without 
confronting and eradicating its real causes”.36 

With regard to the argument of solidarity, Algerian Interior Minister said that 
“his country does not object to the solidarity dimensions of this agreement, but 
defends the right of states in shaping their national policies in migration issues, 
recognising the essential role of states in the implementation and the follow-up 
of the Agreement, and its non-legally binding nature, together with the equitable 
sharing of responsibilities and burdens, as well as respect for human rights and 
international cooperation”.37

32 HRW 2018.
33 The global slavery index 2018.
34 Lahyani 2018. 
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
37 Ibid.
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According to Badawi, “the large and continuous flow of migrants towards Algeria 
has had negative repercussions on order and security, which pushed us to take 
measures to contain these flows and reduce their size … including the deportation 
of illegal immigrants in agreement with their countries of origin”.38 

Presently, Algeria is a source of migration, as well as a transit and a host country 
of mainly Sub-Sahara African migrants. It is the latter dimension that seems to 
put more pressure on the Algerian government, in terms of providing services and 
returning populations to Niger and Mali, while the Algerian economy faces major 
hardships. Thus, Algeria’s own migration crisis explains its reservations on the 
Global Compact for Migration.

Sub-Saharan Africans constitute a major political issue in Algeria as well as a cause of 
social conflict as daily tensions erupt between local populations and Sub-Saharan 
Africans. Some 100 000 illegal migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa are estimated 
to live on the Algerian territory.39 Algerian law criminalizes the entry or leaving 
the territory illegally with prison from two to six months in addition to fines, and 
illegal migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa are quickly expelled towards Mali and 
Niger. For example, the Algerian authorities have expelled within the last three 
years 18 000 citizens of Niger.40

The Algerian government justifies its restrictive policy with the involvement of 
illegal migration in the networks of drugs and crime. In this regard, Algeria used 
an agreement it had signed with Niger to return approximately 10 000 children 
from its southern neighbour who worked for a criminal network as beggars.41 
Thus, establishing order and security motivates Algeria’s policy, which costs the 
government 25 million euros yearly and attracts pressure from NGOs criticizing 
Algeria’s management of Sub-Saharan Africans, and actively providing services to 
these migrants on the Algerian territory. 

Furthermore, Algeria is a source country of migrants embarking to Europe. 
Algerian shores, especially of Annaba, Oran and Aïn Témouchent Province, 
acquired importance recently in the Western and the Central Mediterranean 
routes. Algerian coastal guards daily prevent attempts of illegal migration from its 
shores to Spain, arresting hundreds of illegal migrants monthly, although others 
make it to the European coasts.42 In her visit to Algeria in September 2018, Angela 
Merkel convinced the Algerian government to receive back 40 000 illegal Algerian 
migrants who live in Germany.43

38 Lahyani 2018.
39 Piratu 2018. 
40 Ibid.
41 Radioalgérie 2018. 
42 SPA 2018.
24 AE 2018. 
43 Dellal 2018.
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5. Lebanon and the Syrian quagmire

Gebran Bassil, the Lebanese Minister of Foreign Affairs and Emigrants, participated 
in the Marrakech conference, delivering a noteworthy critical speech of the Global 
Compact for Migration. He particularly drew attention to the confusion within 
the Compact between the category of refugees, displaced persons and migrants, 
between legal and illegal migrants, and the confusion between human rights and 
the sovereignty of the state and the national interests. A refugee, as he said, “has his 
human rights without giving him rights over states or their sovereignty”.44 Bassil 
agrees with the Algerian position previously discussed and with the other critics of 
the Compact within Europe, and beyond, namely on the necessity to distinguish 
between legal and illegal migrations, which is in line with the sovereignty of nations 
to decide about the number and the profiles of migrants they would accept, and 
according to specific legal modalities. Moreover, Bassil insisted on the “Lebanese 
uncompromising position on the non-binding nature of this document and its 
respect for the sovereignty and specificities of the state in defining its national 
policies and immigration priorities”.45

All political correctness kept aside, Bassil said that “Lebanon has the highest rate 
of asylum and displacement in the history of mankind, reaching 200 refugees in a 
kilometre square, which cost Lebanese economy hundreds of billions of dollars”.46 
The Lebanese Minister of Economy, Raëd Khoury estimated that the cost of 
the Syrian refugees for Lebanon was 18 billion dollars.47 Bassil believes the only 
solution to the mass migration of Syrians “is the safe, dignified and sustainable 
return of displaced Syrians to their country, and any other solution will keep the 
dagger in the heart of Lebanon and the knife on your necks”.48 The Lebanese 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and Emigrants also stressed that “Syria is safe today, 
most of the regions are safe, most of the Syrian refugees want to return if we help 
them and allocate them money to encourage them to return to their country and 
not to remain in their misery”.49 

The problem of Syrian refugees in Lebanon explains largely Lebanon’s critical 
attitude.50 All involved actors in the question of the Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
agree that the political situation allows the return of Syrians to their homes, and 
indeed some of them already did. While 88 % of the Syrian refugees in Lebanon 

44 NNA 2018a.  
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 L’orient 2018.
48 NNA 2018a.
49 Ibid.
50 In addition to the problem of the Palestinian refugees which is unsolved yet and flows of economic 
migrants who look for opportunities in Lebanon such as the Egyptians and the Ethiopians.
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would like to go back to their country, according to Mireille Girard, UNHCR 
Representative in Lebanon, UNHCR “make them wait about practical obstacles to 
their property, identity papers and legal status in their homeland”.51 This hesitation 
frustrates the Lebanese government, and the more time passes, the more risks 
of Syrian settlement in Lebanon are real, an outcome that the Global Compact 
for Migration encourages. In a country based on sectarian distribution of power 
and resources, more than a million Syrians, mostly Sunnis, would be fatal to the 
Christian minority, as Raëd Khoury, the Lebanese Minister of Economy, has 
estimated in 2017 the rate of Syrians in Lebanon to be 40 %.52

Economic connectivity is another dimension that increases the risk of Syrian 
settlement in Lebanon, namely that of the transformation of Syrians into a working 
class. This is in particular the case in the construction industry as “Syrian refugees 
make up an estimated 70-80 % of construction workers in Lebanon”.53 Other 
sectors such as agriculture and waste collection depend entirely on the Syrians. 
A new study by the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre (BHRRC) 
published in November 2018 shows the importance of the Syrian refugees in 
the Lebanese economy as well as the exploitation of their fragile conditions by 
Lebanese and Western companies.54 

6. Conclusion

Both critical (Algeria and Lebanon) and supportive Arab states (Tunisia and the 
United Arab Emirates) of the Global Compact for Migration agree on the principles 
of specificity, sovereignty, and self-interest. Each of these states puts forward the 
specificity of its economy, demography or geography to claim an adaptive migration 
policy to its own context, even if some of these countries formally support the 
Compact. Moreover, all these states assert their sovereignty in the implementation 
or interpretation of the Compact according to their own national laws. Finally, 
all discussed Arab states promote their own interests, supporting the Compact in 
exchange of benefits, or criticizing it in the name of their security interests. 

Whenever these states refer to cooperation, partnership or shared responsibility, they 
consider it as an opportunity to obtain help from the EU or other organisations to 
manage refugees (Lebanon) or migrants without being able to solve the migration 
of their own citizens (Tunisia and Algeria), or as a negotiation strategy to maintain 
the condescending kafala system (the United Arab Emirates). In particular, Tunisia 
and Algeria, although they share a common background, differ in their reactions 

51 NNA 2018b.
52 L’orient 2018.
53 Barnett 2018.
54 Ibid. 
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to the Compact. Algeria’s authoritarian regime refuses to let the EU influence its 
decision-making, benefiting from its oil and gas resources to defend its sovereignty. 
Conversely, Tunisia depends on the EU economically and politically, and aligns its 
policy on the EU’s migration policy.

The engineers of the Global Compact for Migration used the slogan “[I]t is 
important that migration unites rather than divides us”, but, seen from the Arab 
world, migration is a consequence of divisions and inequalities. The current Arab 
regimes consider migration a blessed window to outsource their inability to solve 
the inequalities between regions, classes and an unbearable rate of unemployment 
and demography. 
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The Economic Impacts of The Migration Wave in Europe
Szabolcs Janik

Abstract

Economic arguments appear more frequently in connection with the current 
migration wave. Some politicians and economists in West Europe see the 
phenomenon as a future “silver bullet” solution to the demographic and economic 
problems of the European Union, while others rather as a factor seriously 
endangering the sustainability of Member State social systems. This study 
overviews the academic works, data available on this topic, and assesses the general 
past experience with regard to migration. Results show that migration could be  
a useful tool in managing labour market frictions prevailing between countries in 
the past, and on an aggregate level could enhance welfare (the free movement of 
workers as a key achievement of the EU exploits this, too). However, it is clearly 
visible that winners and losers were always part of the game: benefits and losses 
were not evenly distributed between the sending and receiving countries, and the 
migrants themselves. As a number one condition of reaching a positive overall 
impact, those arriving must successfully integrate into the labour market of the 
host country. Nevertheless, this key condition was not completely fulfilled in the 
past in every case either, even where the share of highly qualified workers was 
significantly higher than in the current wave. The present influx of migrants to 
the EU shows several differences compared to previous ones. The integration of 
migrants with different culture and supposedly low qualification arriving in masses 
foresees disproportionately high government spending and several-decade efforts 
paved with gross social conflicts on the side of the EU and the Member States. 
In the current process the sending countries suffer significant losses, the migrants 
find themselves in a vulnerable situation, while Europe faces disproportionately 
large burdens, by far without any guarantee of exploiting the expected benefits.

1. Introduction

The mass migration pressurising Europe since the last year makes the continent face 
significant economic challenges even in the short run, and these are to stay also in 
the long run due to the political and economic instability of the sending regions, 
and the wars ongoing there with varying intensity. Upon the assessment of the 
economic context, multiple aspects need to be analysed: the effects of migration 
can be examined either from the aspect of the sending and receiving countries 
or the migrants themselves, regarding the development of economic growth, 
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employment or government spending. Moreover, the recently experienced, rather 
prolonged and painful global financial real economic crisis highlighted once again 
how negative political, economic and social consequences are brought about by  
a declining GDP and a booming unemployment. It is not a coincidence that both 
Europe and the world have a sustained interest in these issues still today.

Migration impacts the economy of receiving countries and the EU as a whole from 
several closely connected aspects. However, the comprehensive analysis of how these 
effects work is hindered by the fact that the EU is an integration of 28 Member 
States, in many aspects a close one, but at the same time similarly loose in others; and 
though the crisis management included steps towards a harmonisation of economic 
policies to a certain extent, they still basically remain in national competence.1 
Member States characterised by individual labour market features, regulations, 
budget policies, economic incentives etc. cannot be treated as a homogenous 
block. The analysis is further made difficult by the lack of information on the 
accurate future dynamics of migration, and similarly, no one knows how and to 
what extent will the specific Member States be affected.2 

This study focusses on the macroeconomic level, and assesses the economic 
mechanisms and how they work in the sending and receiving countries by 
relying on the economic theory and past experiences (greater emphasis is put on 
the receiving countries, in line with the subject of our analysis). Labour market 
developments serve as the starting point, since changes occurring in this regard 
largely determine other consequences (budgetary situation, economic growth). 
Following this, a migratory movement that has been lasting for 25 years as at 
today will be presented based on an IMF study released in summer 2016, which 
will then be compared to the mass irregular migration wave to Europe ongoing 
since last year. The findings provided at the end of this analysis – due to the 
above methodological difficulties – should be rather seen as a thought experiment, 
elaborated in the hope of enriching the academic and everyday discourse on 
migration. This study is primarily focussed on the economic aspects of migration, 
thus the terminology used follows the same logic: any differentiation between those 
arriving to Europe – as a group comprising both economic migrants and refugees 
– is made only where justified by economic considerations. General conclusions 
drawn in the analysis apply to economic migration in the first place.

The economic mechanism behind migration is determined by multiple factors in 
both the sending and receiving countries, of which the first ones to mention are 
the qualification and age composition of migrants, the balance of emigrants and 

1 Harmonisation primarily aimed at the planning and monitoring of budget processes, and a more 
efficient enforcement of the Maastricht criteria.
2 Furthermore, economic immigrants arriving in the hope of a better life have strong preferences 
for the desired target countries, thus it is highly uncertain how their employment could materialise 
in light of the demand and supply at a Member State level (not to mention the lack of appropriate 
qualification or the gap in language-cultural backgrounds).
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immigrants, and the macroeconomic structure of the countries concerned. The 
most popular economic argument in favour of migration sounds as follows: the 
free movement of workers enhances the aggregate level of welfare. However, one 
should note that in practice the benefits and negative consequences are not evenly 
distributed between the sending and receiving countries (and not even within 
them). Furthermore, no clear-cut, quantified balance of these can be drawn. 
Consequently, no one should be surprised to see heated social, professional and 
political debates over the issue of migration as a whole. Naturally, a low-qualified 
employee in the host country facing a decreasing wage as a result of the arrival of 
immigrants will see migration in one way, and a holder of capital experiencing an 
increasing income – and thus a rising welfare – in another.

2. Sending countries

The economics of migration puts great emphasis on assessing developments in the 
sending countries. Losing a part of the labour force (what emigration practically 
means) has significant consequences: emigration – among others – decreases the 
group of active workers, and since this entails a rise in the dependency ratio, the 
pressure on the budget strengthens, while the leaving of highly qualified workers 
brings about the negative effects of brain-drain, as well.3 The former also implies 
a worsening demographic situation, which foresees a weakening sustainability of 
state social systems (if there are any). Active and often young – and thus more 
mobile – emigrants directly decrease the human capital of the sending country, 
leading to a shrinking productivity and aggregate GDP level, and a deteriorating 
budget balance.4 Logically, the higher number and qualification level of workers 
leaving, the stronger the corresponding consequences.

Emigration of workers causes a change in the capital-labour ratio in the sending 
country, making labour relatively scarce. This pushes up the wage of workers with 
similar level of qualification and job who remain in the given country (meaning 
that emigrants and workers staying in the country are substitutes to each other); 
however, those engaged in an activity either based on the jobs of leaving workers or 
in a complementary one – since the demand for them drops – are expected to face 
decreasing wages.5 Of course, the development of wages in practice depends on 

3 IMF 2016, p 183; Collier 2013, p 203.
4 The deterioration of fiscal balance is largely explained by the fact that the young, qualified workers 
leaving paid more taxes than what they used in the form of social services prior to emigration (see 
IMF 2016, p 192).
5 Doctors mean a good example: the wage of doctors remaining in the country is expected to go 
up, while nurses pursuing a complementary activity are likely to face a decreasing wage (Elsner 
2015, p 3). In practice wage adjustment is facilitated by the fact that the labour force becoming 
scarce in consequence of emigration finds itself in a better bargaining position (since emigration is 
a viable option for them, too).
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the qualification composition of emigrants and the labour market characteristics of 
the sending countries (in particular on the – till that unused – capacities available 
to replace them). The aggregate wage effect tends to be low, but the occupations 
and sectors of the sending country concerned by emigration usually experience the 
presented mechanism more pronouncedly.6 The development of general wage level 
is affected by indirect affects as well: the emigration of highly qualified workers, 
for instance, erodes the growth potential of the sending economy, and deteriorates 
its competitiveness, leading to a general decline in wages in the long run.7

Beyond labour market effects, other consequences of emigration in the sending 
countries are also worth analysing. According to past experiences, typically younger 
and more qualified workers left their countries in the hope of a better life.8 Logically, 
this adversely impacts the economic outlook of the respective sending country. One 
of the most important consequences is the deteriorating budget balance, because 
the country concerned loses actual and potential taxpayers (and simultaneously, the 
thus lost contributions of the former mean a burden, while the disappearing service 
obligation towards the latter means an ease on the social systems of the sending 
country). Emigration of active workers can – due to the decreasing revenues from 
taxes and contributions – trigger an increase in the ratio of social expenditures,9 
which is further enhanced by the slowing pace of economic growth (since a lower 
GDP as a base ceteris paribus implies a higher ratio of social expenditures). The study 
by IMF analysing migration from East Europe (see below in detail) found the overall 
deterioration of budget balance minor in the sending region, but its findings support 
the restructuring of the budgets concerned: declining tax revenues from income 
were accompanied by increasing tax revenues from consumption, with a hike in 
the ratio of social expenditures.10 Rising consumption could have been caused by 
the workers’ remittances. Remittances ease the budgetary constraints faced by the 
emigrants’ families so they can result in increased savings – and thus investments –, 
and can also contribute to the deepening and improvement of the financial system, 
indirectly strengthening economic growth in the sending countries concerned.11 
In some countries remittances represent a substantial revenue to households both 
absolutely and relatively (i.e. as a share of the GDP).12 Nevertheless, the already 
mentioned IMF study claims that remittances can at the same time encourage the 
beneficiary household members to stay away from the labour market, and can boost 
reservation wages,13 as well.14 

  6 The emigration of Mexicans to the United States is a good example (see Hanson 2007, p 325).
  7 Atoyan et al. 2016, p 20.
  8 Collier 2013, p 117.
  9 Atoyan et al. 2016, p 23.
10 Ibid.
11 Ruiz-Arranz 2009, p 151.
12 For the list of the largest beneficiaries see World Bank 2016.
13 Reservation wage is the wage for which the worker is willing to enter the labour market.
14 Atoyan et al. 2016, p 17.
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The change in the economic growth of sending countries due to migration depends 
on a number of factors. Emigration in itself increases the likelihood of a decreasing 
total output in the economy, since active and potential labour force leaves the 
country. However, its impact on GDP per capita is ambiguous: according to the 
model calculations of the study assessing the effects of migration from East Europe 
to West Europe following the EU enlargement of 2004, the corresponding figure of 
the sending EU-10 countries slightly grew due to emigration (i.e. its contribution 
was positive in this regard).15 Accordingly, the algebraical sign of the change in 
output is highly determined by the qualification composition (and productivity) 
of those leaving, the durability of migration movements, and the development 
of the ratio of production factors (capital/labour) in the given sending country. 
Where masses of qualified workers leave, the increase in GDP per capita can be 
more moderate, too.

The effects of emigration on sending countries are diverse and complex, and 
are hard to measure, thus the quantification of benefits and losses can never be 
fully comprehensive. Migration processes will always have losers and winners. 
It is important to stress that though general correlations exist, each migration 
movement is unique; the results of various researches show that the qualification 
composition of migrants is what matters in the very first place when assessing the 
effects of migration. Economic theory states that the sending economy adjusts over 
time, and returns close to its equilibrium in the long run – but if emigrants cannot 
be replaced from internal or external sources in practice, the given economy can 
permanently lag behind its potential growth trajectory.

3. Receiving countries

In the past a number of analyses and researches strived to explore the effects of 
migration on receiving economies. As we proceeded above with sending countries, 
we should start with assessing the labour market context also this time. Immigration 
– since it increases labour supply in the economy – puts a downward pressure on 
wages in the receiving economy (though capital adjustment takes time). This will 
particularly affect the segment of domestic workers which sees the greatest influx 
of new labour force. In the case of immigrants with a lower general qualification 
level, high-skilled domestic workers benefit, since their position appreciates as  
a result of their decreasing relative weight in the labour market, which – due to the 
growing demand for them – makes their wages go up.16 Nevertheless, experience 
suggests that the aggregate impact on the wage level of the receiving country is 
usually not significant: according to a study analysing the German labour market, 

15 D’Auria et al. 2008, p 9.
16 Holders of capital in the receiving country (companies, entrepreneurs) also benefit in this 
situation, since employing cheaper (physical) labour force ceteris paribus means higher income.
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a 10 percent increase in the share of migrants among workers results in a wage 
decrease of less than 1% for the native labour force.17

Beyond the development of wages, it is noteworthy that OECD labour market data 
indicate higher unemployment and lower activity and employment rates among 
immigrants compared to native workers born in the receiving countries, and this 
holds true for every OECD state.18 It is not surprising that the same applies to EU 
Member States.19 This implies that aggregate labour market activity falls back in the 
receiving countries, to an extent depending on the number of migrant workers. As 
another general phenomenon, immigrants arriving specifically for work purposes 
find job significantly sooner than those granted international protection or those 
coming under family reunification.20

Based on research results, the aggregate impact of migration on the employment 
situation of the receiving country is usually neutral. Overall, researches to date 
could not evidence any substantial crowd-out effect in the labour market, 
despite the fact that usually both the similar qualification profile and the relevant 
replacement effect prevail in practice. This situation is often typical among low-
qualified immigrants, who create competition for similarly low-skilled native 
workers and previously arrived immigrants.21

The net effect on the host country’s budget is primarily determined by the success 
of the immigrants’ labour market integration.22 Naturally, the development of 
the fiscal balance is also affected by the characteristics of the given country’s tax 
system and social welfare system, and by the number of inactive family members 
(children, elderly people) who arrive with the immigrants. In the beginning, 
immigrants heavily rely on state transfers due to the time needed to find a job, 
which logically means a burden for the budget of the receiving country. Empirical 
studies show that the net fiscal effect of immigrants usually remains small, and 
their age and qualification level are decisive in this regard: the younger and more 
qualified the immigrant is, the more positive contribution he or she can make.23 
According to a study on the fiscal impact of immigration to Great Britain in the 
period 1995–2011, immigrants coming from the European Economic Area overall 
contributed positively to the British budget, while those coming from other third 
countries negatively.24 The authors of the study claim the latter to be explained 
by the higher number of children, which required higher education spending in 

17 Bonin 2005, p 18.
18 OECD database.
19 Eurostat database.
20 OECD 2015, p 13.
21 Kerr – Kerr 2011, p 24.
22 OECD 2013, p 161.
23 OECD 2013, p 162.
24 Dustmann – Frattini 2013, pp 26–27.
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the early phase of the integration; however, they add that immigration after 2000 
contributed significantly positively to the British budget (i.e. those coming from 
abroad paid in more than what they received). It is telling that according to the 
researchers who made the robust estimate presenting the British case, the positive 
effect on the budget would have not been realised if the immigrants had not 
basically obtained their qualification already in their own countries, meaning that 
no money from British taxpayers was needed to be spent.25

The development of the migrants’ employment – in addition to its impact on 
the budget – also affects the economic output of the receiving countries. As the 
employment of immigrants progresses, migration naturally becomes a positive 
contributing factor to the GDP growth of the countries concerned, since active 
workers earn (additional) income, pay taxes and expand their consumption.26 The 
extent of this growth effect is largely determined by the qualification composition 
of immigrants: in the case of higher general qualification level they are given 
the chance to take up jobs where higher value added is created, thus the welfare 
effect may be stronger in the receiving country. According to the results of a study 
analysing the effects of the EU enlargement of 2004 on the EU-15 countries, GDP 
growth rate in the old Member States was up by 0.38 percentage point between 
2004 and 2007, though GDP per capita decreased slightly (by 0.12 percentage 
point) in these countries due to migration.27 The authors of the study explain the 
latter phenomenon with the lower productivity of the 1 million mass of emigrants 
from East Central Europe who left their countries for work purposes, lower real 
wages, and with the growth of labour relative to capital. The researchers also 
performed an alternative calculation, in which – in contrast to the case presented 
here – they involved the fact that nearly two-thirds (63%) of the labour force 
flowing from the new Member States took low-skilled jobs; this was a multiple 
of native workers’ corresponding share (19%).28 The results in this case show that 
the additional growth in the total output of the receiving EU-15 countries caused 
by migration slightly decreased (to 0.31 percentage point), while GDP per capita 
showed a somewhat higher moderation (by 0.18 percentage point). Consequently, 
the improvement of the immigrants’ level of qualification – where coupled with 
jobs corresponding to the same – has a positive effect on the receiving country’s 
GDP per capita.

In addition, the research just referred estimated the additional growth resulting from 
the outflow of workers from new Member States for the whole Union (meaning 

25 Dustmann – Frattini 2013, pp 26–29.
26 The demand generated as a result of government spending on the arrived migrants – e.g. language 
and other courses – has an additional growth effect, too.
27 D’Auria et al. 2008, p 9.
28 The authors add that the dominance of low-skilled among the members of this group does not 
necessarily reflect the lower level of qualification of immigrants from the EU-10 countries: in 
many cases migrants are overqualified for the given jobs (see the phenomenon called brain waste).
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an aggregate additional output growth including both receiving and sending 
countries). The result showed an additional GDP growth of 0.3 percentage point, 
which corresponds to a total income of EUR 30 billion for the EU as a whole 
between 2004 and 2007. A similar conclusion was drawn by another research, 
which analysed 24 OECD countries.29 According to the study, a 1 percent increase 
in the number of immigrants caused a 0.69 percentage point decrease in the host 
country’s GDP per capita; model calculations assuming a 1 percent increase in the 
share of skilled migrants resulted in an output per capita 0.27 percentage point 
higher, though this improvement was not enough either to give the value of the 
overall effect a positive sign.

Overall, we can conclude that in the past employment and wage conditions did 
not significantly change in the destination countries in consequence of migration, 
though one should note that the process always produced relative winners and 
losers, depending on the qualification composition of the immigrants who entered 
the given labour market. As regards to growth effects, the increase in labour supply 
(by raising the human capital available) boosts the total output level in the receiving 
economy, but GDP per capita is likely to slightly moderate. This can somewhat 
improve where the share of skilled immigrants is higher. In addition, the results of 
the study on the migration processes evolving after the EU enlargement of 2004 
indicate that the free movement of workers triggered a positive aggregate growth 
effect for the EU as a whole.

The already mentioned IMF study published in July 2016 assessed the economic 
effects of the migration of workers from the Central, Eastern, and Southeastern 
Europe (CESEE) region, predominantly from the aspect of the sending region.30 
The International Monetary Fund gave an estimate on the consequences of 
emigration from the region of 21 countries to the West over the past 25 years. 
According to the study, a total number of 20 million people (i.e. 5.5% of the region’s 
population) left. This still ongoing migration movement is unique in terms of its 
speed, the number of people involved and its durability, and is characterised by  
a large share of young and skilled workers (see brain-drain). The study argues that 
the receiving countries clearly benefit from the process, but sending countries face 
negative effects (already presented above in part). Among others, we can mention 
the loss of human capital, the moderating return on capital and labour, or the 
deteriorating total factor productivity.31 The consequences are clear-cut: beyond 
the negative demographic effect, the activity of the private sector falls back, the 
competitiveness of the economy deteriorates, economic growth decreases, and  
the process of income convergence loses its momentum. Overall, the sending region 
saw a minor deterioration of the budget balance and a hike in government debt 

29 Orefice 2010, p 21.
30 Atoyan et al. 2016.
31 Total factor productivity means the potential output that can be reached by using all production 
factors available in the economy.
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as a result of emigration. Nevertheless, the most important negative consequence 
was the deterioration of the level and quality of human capital, and the additional 
economic growth lost due to migration. As a key statement, the study claims that 
the EU as a whole and the emigrants themselves benefited from the process: the 
advantages and benefits – despite the limitations of the estimates – seem to be 
clear-cut.

4. The present migration wave

What is the difference between the current mass migration wave and the movement 
presented above? To what extent do the above macroeconomic effects prevail? 
Debates are ongoing in multiple dimensions (humanitarian, security, economic 
etc.) in the European discourse on the migration crisis. No sufficient time has 
elapsed in order to assess short- and long-term economic effects, but some cautious 
statements can already be made. This calls for an overview of the characteristics of 
the mass migration wave that are relevant from the topic of this study.

According to Eurostat statistics available since 2008, the number of asylum 
applications submitted in the European Union has been on the rise for years.32 
The weight of the migration pressure on Europe since the last year is well reflected 
by the fact that the number of applications more than doubled from 2014 to 
2015; the number one destination country is still Germany (both in relative and 
absolute terms). An increasing volume of migration to developed countries is also 
indicated in OECD data: an all-time high number of applicants (4.8 million) was 
recorded last year in the OECD countries.

The number of applications in the EU expected for this year can reach 1 million 
again after 2015, and as at today there is no sign of a future moderation in the 
migration pressure on Europe for the next years.33 The intensive migration of 
refugees and economic immigrants from the Middle East and North Africa is 
expected to continue, since the elimination of conflicts and the improvement of 
economic situation in source regions will likely take a long time. Looking forward 
in more decades’ time other factors need attention as well: for instance, climate 
change has the potential to destabilise the African and Asian regions concerned, 
and may add to the potential pool of people planning to leave for Europe.34 
Therefore, the EU has to count with the sustained challenges of migration. 

The present migration wave is a mixed one, meaning that both economic immigrants 
and refugees arrive to the continent, though it is not possible to determine the 

32 Eurostat database.
33 The Central Mediterranean route appreciated in consequence of the EU-Turkey Statement.
34 Werz – Hoffman 2016, p 147.
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accurate share of the two groups. Those coming for better living opportunities 
also submit asylum applications, which was not a mass phenomenon before in 
the history of international migration.35 As already seen from past experience, 
the composition of the mass arriving to Europe is key from the aspect of labour 
market integration (and thus in the wider macroeconomic context). According 
to Eurostat data, among the asylum-seekers who arrived in the last year 73% 
are men (their share is 67% to date this year). With regard to their age, most of 
them are economically active: in total 70% of the asylum-seekers applying for 
protection in 2015 belonged to either of the age classes 18-34 or 35-64 years (used 
by Eurostat). Their corresponding share shows a very similar value so far also this 
year (69%). Therefore, the EU typically hosts active male migrants. In theory the 
high share of young migrants would be beneficial for the receiving economies, 
since the long remaining working life promises a larger fiscal return. However, 
the other decisive factor, the immigrants’ level of qualification requires a revision 
of this picture, even despite the fact that no comprehensive, accurate statistics are 
available in this regard. According to the statistics brochure of the German Federal 
Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF), the qualification background of those 
who arrived in Germany last year shows a mixed picture, but the actual situation 
may be worse in practice, because the data were provided in self-declarations, 
and the authority asked the highest level of education in which the respondents 
participated, and not the actually attained qualification.36 It is noteworthy – and 
at the same time foresees difficulties in labour market integration – that 7% of 
the migrants have no formal schooling, nearly one-fourth of them attended only 
elementary school, and less than 20% took part in higher education.

Moreover, the educational systems of the sending countries are different from 
those in Europe, so it is questionable whether their already possessed knowledge 
can be exploited in the European labour market, especially in light of the language 
barriers. According to the BAMF survey, only one asylum-seeker out of three speak 
a specific level of English, and only 2% have any German language knowledge, 
while 35% lack any work experience.37 The absence of key preconditions for the 
aggregate welfare effect identified in the case of previous migration movements 
can be overcome only at extremely high costs, and efforts of years (decades?). 
Furthermore, the economic success of immigration is now also hindered by the 
growing concerns in the society related to migration prevailing in the majority of 
EU Member States. 38 In the debate on the current immigration to Europe other 
aspects emerge as well, such as the preservation of cultural identity, the deterioration 

35 The total number of applications in the EU under processing firmly stood over 1 million in every 
month of this year up to August. Source: Eurostat database.
36 For the results of the collection of data see BAMF 2016.
37 The figure is nearly the double among women: roughly two-thirds of them did not ever work 
before.
38 The Project28 survey examined the attitudes of EU Member States’ citizens in the field of 
immigration and three other dimensions.
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of public security or the increase of terror threat; therefore, in contrast to previous 
migration movements, the current wave is not primarily about economic benefits, 
but is rather dominated by social tensions.

IMF dedicated a separate analysis for the current migration wave to Europe.39 The 
study emphasises that the migrants received in the past from the countries concerned 
already had difficulties in integrating in the labour market of the receiving countries. 
The lack or slow pace of integration is not merely a result of the low qualification of 
immigrants: in light of the experiences presented above, the integration of migrants 
– in particular where a high number of people in actual need of international 
protection are among them – is a priori a slow process of several years, which is also 
hindered by the latent discrimination prevalent in a number of societies.40 In the 
short run migrants typically have real chance to apply for low-skilled jobs, thus the 
competition can intensify in this labour market segment, inducing a minor decrease 
in wages. However, in developed European economies built on jobs creating high 
value added migration means a competition not only for the low-skilled “natives” 
of the host country, but as experiences show immigrants have to fight for such jobs 
with their previously settled fellows, as well.41 Since for the time being the share 
of recently arrived migrants – despite their high absolute number – remains low 
relative to the active EU population, no significant distortion in the labour market 
is expected in the short run with regard to the EU as a whole. Nevertheless, if we 
consider that the settlement of those arriving to the continent – despite all efforts 
by the EU – will not evenly affect the Member States, and also suppose that the 
dynamics of immigration will sustain in the next years, we have to count with the 
emergence of distortive effects measured in previous studies (e.g. rechannelling 
of income to more qualified groups). Language and qualification differences and 
shortages mean a barrier to the successful labour market integration of immigrants 
which requires substantial budget expenditures even in the short run. Accordingly, 
the barriers to successful labour market integration are much more significant in the 
present migration wave compared to previous movements.42

As a result of the slow and costly labour market integration, migration can give rise 
to budgetary and political tensions in EU Member States. The costs of supplying 
and integrating asylum-seekers are determined by the number and composition 
of people arriving. According to a January estimate by IMF, the expenditure-to-
GDP ratio resulting from the most recent wave of asylum-seekers can be rather 
high in the three most effected EU Member States: Austria can spend 0.31% of 
its GDP on these purposes, while the corresponding share is 0.35% in Germany, 
and 1% in Sweden, respectively.43 According to media reports, in Germany – as the 

39 Aiyar et al. 2016.
40 UNHCR 2007, p 2.
41 Baas et al. 2010.
42 Beyer 2016, p 31.
43 Aiyar et al. 2016, p 12.
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number one destination country in absolute terms – immigrants are expected to 
cost EUR 94 billion up to 2020, based on an estimate by the Ministry of Finance.44 
Accordingly, compared to the above presented past experiences of migration, the 
funds to be spent on social transfers and trainings are expected to be considerably 
higher in the present wave. In order to elaborate accurate calculations, one should 
note that destination countries will face further budget expenditures when family 
reunifications – currently restricted in specific countries – will be permitted again.

It is important to address the growth effects of the current migration wave, as 
well. In the short run migration can have additional growth effects, in particular 
as a result of increased public spending on migrants (meaning a hike in aggregate 
demand), including costs of education, provision of social services etc. which 
naturally relate to the slow pace of labour market integration. According to IMF 
estimates, this can mean a moderate additional GDP growth of 0.1 percent in 2016 
on an EU level.45 Whereas the pace of future growth connected to immigration is 
determined by the speed and extent of the newcomers’ labour market integration. 
Based on past experience, GDP per capita is expected to decrease in the host 
countries, since many immigrants are low-qualified. Upon assessing the overall 
effects one should note the importance of missed opportunities: government funds 
spent on low-skilled masses of immigrants with low human capital can result in 
either the non-implementation or postponement of other productive investments 
or programmes which would actually improve the economic growth and/or the 
general level of welfare in the given receiving country.

5. Conclusion

Based on past experience and seeing the characteristics of the present migration 
processes, a concluding remark can be made that immigration to Europe does not 
in itself improve the welfare of receiving countries, but rather places a significant 
burden on their government finances. According to our knowledge, therefore, the 
expectation that migration will solve the demographic and economic problems of 
the EU is not merely a simplification, but is also likely to be strongly mistaken. The 
balance of expected costs and benefits will be determined by how the employment 
of immigrants will progress over time. However, the preconditions necessary 
for exploiting the economic benefits of migration – which prevailed in past 
decades – are missing in the case of those currently arriving to the continent. The 
present immigration wave is – by nature – disadvantageous for both the sending 
and receiving countries, and for all migrants – not speaking the language of the 
host country and lacking appropriate qualifications – who were not forced to leave 
their homelands for reasons of persecution or war.

44 Reuters 2016. This information has not been rebutted by the ministry to date.
45 Aiyar et al. 2016, p 14.
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Climate Change, Africa and Migration
Viktor Marsai

Abstract

In recent decades, the issue of climate change and global warming appeared not 
only in the academic and political field, but also among everyday topics. The 
majority of researchers agree that climate change will, either directly or indirectly, 
generate a number of conflicts in the coming decades, which will potentially force 
ten millions – or in extreme cases billions – of people to leave their homes. The 
transformation of climate is especially visible in the case of the African continent, 
which suffers the heaviest consequences of climate change currently for various 
reasons.

1. Basic premises

The discourse on the phenomenon covers a wide spectrum, and has fundamentally 
transformed in recent years. As part of this the views denying climate change – or 
at least that it is caused by humans – became gradually marginalised, giving room 
for more authoritative approaches which predominantly focus on the risks and 
threats entailed by the process. Though some approaches attempted to highlight 
the positive consequences of climate change as well (e.g. the emergence of new 
agricultural areas, Arctic passages and better access to mineral resources), the 
majority – including the researcher of the Migration Research Institute – see  
a dominance of risks and threats in the phenomenon.

It is important to stress that the analysts who emphasise the risks entailed by 
climate change do not say either that climate change is the only thing to blame 
for the conflicts of the 21th century, or that it would be the most dominant factor 
out of the various drivers behind specific crises. This approach rather reflects the 
fact that the security aspects of climate change became more prominent, placing 
the interpretation of national and international challenges into a new perspective. 
Consequently, specific crises are now seen in a context which – perhaps due to the 
dominant political, economic and social focus of researches – was not subject to 
assessment.

This clarification is justified because the critics of analyses presenting the 
consequences of climate change in a negative context stress that climate change 
– or the accompanying droughts, or even floods – do not cause any cataclysm 
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or conflict by themselves, or, approaching the subject of this study, migration. 
This chronologically later approach challenges the direct logical relationship 
between climate change and its social, security policy consequences. This is well 
reflected by the classic examples of resource conflicts, such as the case of the Easter 
Island (Rapa Nui) or Darfur, which long served as an unquestionable model for 
armed conflicts generated by climate change and water scarcity. According to the 
traditional interpretation, Easter Island’s population reduced to a third by the 18th 

century as a result of large-scale deforestation, the accompanying environmental 
changes and the thus triggered social conflicts, while Darfur is often referred to as 
a textbook example of water conflicts. However, those who doubt these – like John 
Flenley – call the attention to the greater complexity of the phenomena: social and 
political circumstances – such as the clan system in the case of the Easter Island or 
the ethnic disagreements in Darfur – play at least as important role as the climate 
change. According to Flenley, “the case of the Easter Island offers a perfect model 
for understanding the case of the Easter Island”.1 Consequently, we cannot draw 
any generally applicable conclusion that climate change would obviously cause 
cataclysms.

Nevertheless, it should be mentioned in connection with the above approach 
that the literature seeing climate change as something basically surrounded by 
risks – such as the analysis by the Environmental Justice Foundation2 – does not 
either state that warming causes, for instance, armed conflicts exclusively. However, 
an increasing number of analyses are being published which claim that climate 
change – primarily through the fight for resources – significantly contributes to 
deepening, manifesting and spreading the already existing tensions.3 Moreover, 
as already mentioned, incorporating the phenomenon of climate change into 
the interpretation framework of conflicts enriches the process with additional 
dimensions, which facilitates not only a better understanding of the dynamics of 
crises, but also helps in addressing them.

In understanding the actual triggers of or other contributing factors to specific 
conflicts, one should note that no one can confidently decide whether political, 
economic or social drivers play the dominant role. Since is there anyone to decide 
whether the Rwandan genocide of 1994 was basically caused by ethnic (tutsi-hutu 
conflict), political (which group should lead the country after the decolonisation?), 
historical (the colonisers emphasised the tutsis’ dominance over the hutu), or 
socio-economic (a shortage of lands evolved as a result of overpopulation) reasons? 
It is much more expedient to include the impact of all these factors in interpreting 
what could lead to this cataclysm.4 

1 Peiser 2005, p 521.
2 Beyond Borders 2017, p 18.
3 Burke – Hsiang – Miguel 2015, pp 577–617.; Carleton – Hsiang 2016, pp 1112–1127.
4 For the circumstances of the Rwandan genocide see Biedermann 2015.
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Accordingly, the author of this study also believes that though climate change does 
not – or does rarely – cause any social or political cataclysms concerning larger 
communities in itself (at least as at today), no doubt it amplifies already existing 
crises, tensions. In this approach, global warming becomes an unequivocally negative 
phenomenon, with clearly visible effects today.

A further element also adds to the ambiguity of the debate on climate change and 
its consequences (something that sceptics warmly embrace): the complexity of 
the climate system which it makes almost impossible to predict the consequences 
of specific changes – we are kept in the dark as the case is many times. The so-
called East Africa climate paradox is a good example of this. Based on climate 
researchers’ models, the precipitation reaching the region should be on the rise 
due to the climate phenomenon El Niño, while the region suffered from severe 
droughts in recent years.5 

But before we could breathe a sigh of relief, it is worth pointing out that not the 
process itself is debated, but its elements only. In April 2017 the atmospheric 
carbon dioxide concentration reached a level unseen in the preceding 3 million 
(!) years. In the past decade the percentage of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere 
grew at a 100–200 times greater pace compared to the last ice age transition.6 All 
these represent a serious shock to the ecosystem. The weight of the process is well 
reflected by the fact that out of 8,835 natural disasters recorded between 1970 
and 2012 3,496 occurred in the period of 2001–2010. Though the numbers after 
2010 fell, the specific anomalies became even more destructive: it is enough to 
think of August 2017 when two category 4 hurricanes, Harvey and Irma reached 
the shores the United States with a week difference, something not witnessed in 
last centuries.7 These two natural disasters together caused a total damage of USD 
150–290 billion (according to various estimates).8 The latter figure is more than 
double the GDP of Hungary.

2. Africa and climate change

The transformation of climate is especially visible in the case of the African 
continent, which suffers the heaviest consequences of climate change currently 
for various reasons: according to data from 2015, four out of the world’s ten most 
affected countries – Mozambique, Malawi, Ghana and Madagascar – were in 
Africa.9 The adverse effects are much more clear-cut in the case of the continent: 

5 Oxfam 2017. 
6 Beyond Borders 2017, p 9, p 40.
7 Ibid. 10.
8 Abcnews 2017.
9 Kreft – Eckstein – Melchior 2017.
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since 60% of its territory is characterised by arid or dry climate, minor changes 
also substantially affect the local ecosystem.10 In this regard, the fact that small 
farmers making their living from farming still make up 70% of the continent’s 
population is of key importance,11 which group has minimal resources to adapt 
to the changing circumstances. In the last decades, 25% of the damages caused 
by climate change in the countries of the developing world were suffered by the 
agricultural sector, and while the losses of the cereals sector due to droughts had 
been 6,7% between 1964 and 1984, this percentage jumped to 13,7% in the period 
of 1985 and 2007.12 Moreover – despite the spread of large farms, foreign import 
and aids –, small farmers supply 80% of the population with food. (Globally this 
means that 500 million small farmers supply roughly 2 billion people). According 
to a 2010 estimate by UN specialised agency IFAD (International Fund for 
Agricultural Development), a total number of 75–250 million people will not 
have access to sufficient water only in Africa up to 2020 due to warming, which 
will seriously affect food security, too.13 Taking account of large-scale droughts 
of recent years, these numbers are not unrealistic: the drought in East Africa 
occurring between 2011 and 2012 affected 13.3 million people, and led to the 
death of 260,000 people;14 in consequence of the drought of 2015, 8.3 million 
were in need of assistance; 15 in 2016, as a result of the droughts accompanying 
climate phenomenon El Niño, 50 million people were in need of food assistance 
throughout Africa.16 This number was still 38 million, concerning 17 countries.17 
In certain states – like Somalia or South Sudan – half of the total population 
needed assistance. Though human factors like armed conflicts (Somalia, South 
Sudan) or an inappropriately operated planned economic system (Eritrea) played 
a significant role in food shortage, countries with relatively flexible and appropriate 
conditions (such as Kenya or Ethiopia) also struggled with serious challenges.

Droughts and subsequent deprivation were never rare in Africa, especially in dry 
regions similar to the Sahel. As Fagee-Tordoff points out, “if no sufficient precipitation 
falls in two or three consecutive years – which actually happens at least once in every ten 
or twenty years – , this always leads to a famine and epidemic. However, as the case seems 
to be, in the past these were not as destructive as today. Population was much lower due to 
high infant fertility and short life expectancy, thus the authorities had to take care of less 
ill, old and young people. Consequently, communities were smaller and more mobile, and 
since fewer people had to share lands, it was easier for them to find new territories to settle 
temporarily or permanently, if their homeland had suffered any disaster.”18 Moreover, 

10 Pilander 2008, p 312.
11 AGRA 2017.
12 Beyond Borders 2017, p 18.
13 IFAD 2018.
14 Journal 2012.
15 Al-Jazeera 2015.
16 Guardian 2016.
17 Irinnews 2017.
18 Fage – Tordoff 2004, p 429.
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Fage and Tordoff highlight that “lands also better resisted droughts before the 20th 

century – that is, the era of large population boom and “developments” –, since pastures 
were not overgrazed, less trees were cut for firewood, building material. (...) Therefore, 
forests and woody savannahs were much more able to regenerate.”19 

With the above we have arrived at the issue of overpopulation, a phenomenon 
often referred to among the problems of the continent, which highlights the 
interconnectedness of the specific factors: if Africa was still populated by 70–100 
million people as at the beginning of the 20th century, climate change would probably 
not cause any problem. However, the population of Africa grew to 1.2 billion in 
one hundred years. According to 2015 UN statistics, the continent is expected to 
be home to 2.5 billion people by 2050, and 4.4 billion by 2100. Moreover, almost 
half of the current population are younger than 15 years.20 Though the young 
population brings fresh dynamics into stimulating the economic processes, the 
provision of food, jobs and social services to such a huge number of people means 
great challenges for the African states.

The biggest problem of the system is that it often lacks reserve resources due to the 
pace of overpopulation and slow technological development. In specific African 
countries, GDP growth barely exceeds the pace of population growth. A typical 
example is Nigeria where population grows by 2.5% annually – that is a net annual 
growth of 5 million (!) –, while GDP growth practically stagnated in the last two 
years.21 The “green revolution” has not occurred yet – or is currently evolving – in 
many countries in the continent, which meant the mechanisation of agricultural 
production and the introduction of intensive agricultural technologies elsewhere 
in the world – and thereby multiplying average production.22 The majority of 
African farmers still use the same techniques and methods in production which 
they used centuries ago. It was shocking to see that peasants in the Ethiopian 
Highlands still use cattle for ploughing the fields, or Kenyan farmers simply use 
hoe to cut drains into the ground from the rivers towards their lands, causing 
tremendous evaporation and leakage losses. As could also be heard in December 
2017 in the conference organised jointly by the Migration Research Institute and 
the Centre for Strategic and Defense Studies of the National University of Public 
Service (NUPS), though innovations took root in the continent, they spread slowly 
due to the lack of funds, inappropriate education and cultural resistance (“my 
grandfather cultivated lands this way, too”).23 András Domonyai, a professional 
engaged in agricultural production and research in East Africa for many years 
now, emphasised both in his discussion with the author of this study and during 

19 Ibid. p 429.
20 UN ESA 2015.
21 Tradingeconomics 2018.
22 Ngungaidafuka 2013, pp 5–18.
23 NUPS 2017.
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the mentioned conference how difficult it is to introduce new plants and crop 
growing, cultivation methods among people living in rural areas.

All these have their rational reasons as well, since this is about maintaining fragile 
systems which developed for centuries. This is perfectly reflected by the case of 
Malawi, where the “green revolution” presented quite positive results – in particular 
with the spreading use of fertiliser – in the beginning. The new magic plant, maize 
crowded out traditional crops described by low harvests with its high average 
production, ensuring a decent income for families. However, this model became 
unsustainable by the millennium as a result of the growing world market price of 
fertiliser and the climate change induced reduction in precipitation, since maize 
was not able to survive in the lands of Malawi without fertilisation. Nevertheless, 
the population lost its collective knowledge of how to cultivate traditional crops 
in a couple of decades. All these brought the country to the brink of famine.24 
The damages caused are well reflected by the fact that Malawi remains “one of the 
worst performing countries in food security”.25 

At the same time these all highlight the significant exposure of African agriculture 
to the consequences of climate change. Therefore, changed circumstances require 
much greater adaptivity from the side of the population in the long run. In many 
cases this will not simply mean new technologies, but even the necessity to change 
their previous lifestyle – for instance, to give up nomadic or semi-nomadic stock 
farming and go for settled farming –, as already is the case in many places. No 
further explanation is needed how difficult this task will be, and how traumatic it 
will be to the societies concerned.26 

But even if the economy grows basically at a considerable pace, specific climate 
anomalies impose an intolerable burden on best performers, too. Ethiopia is a 
great example of this. Thanks to the EPRDF party alliance being in power since 
1991 – and foreign donors –, the country contributes to the mitigation of social 
consequences of draughts with a meaningful and widespread network, the so-
called Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP), by ensuring an annual GDP 
growth of around 8-10% at the same time. PSNP supplies food and a minimal 
amount in cash to roughly seven million people hit by droughts by channelling 
them into various large state infrastructural programmes.27 However, Addis Ababa 
was not prepared either for a permanent drought to be witnessed by various parts 
of the country from 2015: first in its northern regions, followed by others in 
Southeast Ethiopia. And while the country could relatively smoothly cope with the 
challenges posed in the first year, over time – running out of central resources – it 
became increasingly exposed to the mercy of external donors.28 

24 Interview with Dr. Zoltán Tiba, FAO associate in Kenya. Nairobi, February 2012.
25 Juhász 2017, p 131.
26 Hiiraan 2018a.
27 World Bank 2018.
28 Reuters 2016.
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3. Climate change and African migration

As already mentioned in the introduction, though it would be an oversimplification 
to claim that people start to move in the hope of a better life exclusively due to the 
climate change – disregarding the political, economic and social context –, global 
warming will certainly play a dominant role in these processes. The fact that the 
political-ethnic crisis has just culminated recently in the mentioned Ethiopia is 
difficult to separate from the draught prevailing for years, from the decreasing 
resources, and from the fight arising over them. This was not the only reason why 
the Oromos and Somalis living in the country attacked each other in autumn 
2017, but the permanent drought, the hike in food prices, and the loss of livestock 
all impelled the parties to ensure their living to the detriment of the neighbours by 
recalling their old grievances. These are all worrisome because while the number 
of people killed remains around a couple hundred, estimates by the International 
Migration Organisation (IOM) indicate one million people who left their homes 
in recent months.29 The domestic political crisis faced by Ethiopia also swept away 
the prime minister, which is a strong sign in a practically one-party country (but, 
at the same time, also a promising step indicating that the government alliance is 
aware of the weight of the problem, and takes efforts to face it). A country of 100 
million, Ethiopia plays a crucial role in ensuring stability in the entire East African 
region, taking part in addressing crises like South Sudan or Somalia. Therefore,  
a long-lasting crisis in the country would bring devastating consequences not 
simply for the region, but also for Europe.

This is not a unique case, which is reflected in the rise of violence due to draught 
across East Africa. Laikipia County in Kenya faces an increasing number of 
armed clashes between settled farmers and nomadic livestock keepers, with the 
latter grazing animals over to the farmers’ lands, and in many cases expelling the 
legitimate owners with weapons.30 The complex but still existing relationship 
between climate change, armed clashes and migration is reflected by the example of 
Somalia, where the jihadist organisation called Al-Shabaab gained support among 
the people with distributing food in areas severely affected by draught, and various 
aid organisations could engage in food distribution under the supervision of its 
militants, while these organisations were required to pay a “registration fee” for 
the rebels. As a result, Al-Shabaab could prove “good governance” in the occupied 
areas, and could obtain resources for funding its further operations at the same 
time.31 These all fuelled the armed fights across the country, forcing ten thousands 
of Somalis to leave the Horn of Africa.

29 Hiiraan 2018b.
30 Economist 2017.
31 Electronic interview with an employee of a Somalian NGO, May 2017.
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Assessing the effects of this complexity, it is not a coincidence that specific analyses 
expect up to 1.4 billion people who will be forced to leave their homes by 2060 
globally, and 2 billion by 2100.32 With regard to the Sub-Saharan region, the 
forecast analysing the global trends, prepared by the UK Ministry of Defence in 
2014, mentions 60 million people, who will be forced to leave their homes by 
2020 due to desertification, predominantly towards North Africa and Europe.33 
Although such a volume of people cannot be seen in the continent currently, 
numbers are expressed in millions, and one cannot forget about the growing 
number of uncertainty factors for the future: a complete or partial collapse of 
a “large” African country – be it Ethiopia, Nigeria or Egypt – can trigger new 
dynamics in the movement of people both within and from the continent. But 
caution is also justified when talking about small states, since no one thought in 
2011 that South Sudan – as a newly born independent state – will send 2 million 
people to the neighbouring countries already by the end of 2017 in consequence 
of the civil war from 2013, which number does not include a similar volume of 
internally displaced persons.34 Though South Sudanese people have not headed 
for Europe or the Middle East yet (in the lack of the necessary financial resources), 
they still put a substantial burden on the receiving states in an inherently unstable 
region.

The phenomenon of climate change is expected to erode the cohesion in specific 
states, societies of the African continent in the decades to come, undermining 
stability and fuelling, deepening political, economic and social conflicts which 
will force millions of people to leave their homeland. Though state building 
seems to be a dynamic process in a historical perspective, in light of the current 
challenges it is rather slow, which – along with the demographic boom – results 
in overloaded social and economic systems in the continent. This is why no 
meaningful reserve resources are available, and even smaller anomalies can 
have devastating consequences. These – despite the emergence of a responsible 
African elite, substantial economic growth, and an increasing attention from 
external donors – can be addressed only in part: negative consequences can be 
cushioned or mitigated, but cannot be prevented completely. Therefore, African 
migration – driven by, among others, climate change – will be one of the key 
challenges of the 21st century, for both the continent and Europe.

32 Geisler – Currens 2017, pp 322–330. 
33 UK Ministry of Defence 2014, p 34.
34 UNHCR 2017.
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“Stuck in One Place”
Hanga Horváth-Sántha – Bianka Speidl

Abstract

Hanga Horváth-Sántha and Bianka Speidl, senior researchers of the Migration 
Research Institute, visited Belgrade on 8 February 2017 to investigate the latest 
developments regarding the accumulation of migrants in the Serbian capital. The 
aim of the visit was to understand the motivations, perceptions, and networks of 
migrants heading towards Western Europe through interviews conducted with 
the migrants, journalists working in the field and representatives of NGOs. The 
researchers owe special thanks to Attila Muci, local correspondent of the Hungarian 
public service television.

1. Background

The countries concerned took several measures over the last year in order to 
block the Western Balkan route, or to make it less accessible. As the borders of 
Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia and Slovenia got closed, migrants got stranded in  
a number of locations, and their onward journey became challenged due to the 
enhanced border controls and the restrictive measures regarding their entry and 
processing their asylum applications in the destination countries. In this respect, the 
most important location in 2016 was Idomeni in northern Greece, where fourteen 
thousand migrants got held up in the open field right before the Macedonian 
border following the closing of the border in early March.1 The Greek authorities 
abolished the temporary camp made up of thousands of tents at the end of May, 
and the migrants were transported to nearby reception centres.

According to a statement by Serbian Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić from 
July 2016, Serbia is primarily a transit country, and “cannot be a parking lot for 
Afghanis and Pakistanis whom nobody wants to see, let alone admit into their 
country”.2 Vučić expressed that his country shows solidarity with those who apply 
for asylum, and those who would not apply will be deported as soon as possible by 
the Serbian law enforcement agencies.3 

1 Migration Research Institute 2016.
2 b92.net 2016a.
3 b92.net 2016a.
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Similarly to Idomeni, in Belgrade despite nearby official reception centres, the irregular 
migrants still choose to stay in locations near the border, hoping that the borders will 
soon open up again, or that they will be led towards new routes by human traffickers. 
According to local experts, migrants were also encouraged by radical activists not to 
go to official reception centres, because the inhumane circumstances prevailing at the 
warehouses impose a more urgent call for action on Europe.4 

Over the past few months (from autumn 2016) about 1,150, mostly Afghan and 
Pakistani migrants moved into the crumbling and abandoned warehouse premises 
located behind the bus station in central Belgrade over the past few months. It 
is hard to estimate the exact numbers as they are not staying in official reception 
centres, and the majority of them would not cooperate with the authorities, 
fearing deportation. Moreover, certain mobility can be experienced among the 
migrants; some leave for western Europe, and new ones arrive to replace them. 
According to data from Médecins Sans Frontières, about 2,000 migrants inhabited 
the warehouses in early January 2017.5 Serbian authorities opened the seventeenth 
Serbian reception centre in the Obrenovac barrack near Belgrade in the middle of 
the month, where about 750 people are staying at the moment. 150 of them are in 
reception centres near the Croatian border, another 300-400 people are squatting 
in abandoned warehouses, buildings and forests in the borderland near Subotica.

4 The Guardian 2017.
5 Ibid.

Figure 1 Rubbish piles up along the crumbling warehouses. 
Photo: Migration Research Institute.
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The crowd that got stuck in Belgrade in autumn – which at that time made up 
only a few hundred people – begun a protest in early October, and demanded 
the opening of the Serbian-Hungarian border. As a result of the protests, clashes 
developed between the different migrant groups; one group criticised and later 
assaulted those who refused to participate in the protests. During the riots, several 
migrants attacked the office of Serbian NGO InfoPark, which had been supplying 
them with information on asylum applications as well as organised English and 
German language courses but got closed after the events.6 

According to journalists reporting from the region, it was No Borders – an organisation 
promoting anarchist ideologies – which sparked the protests in Belgrade and had 
been engaged in organising similar actions previously in the European countries 
concerned. About 300 men set off towards the Hungarian border after the riots. 
However, due to the cold and rainy weather, the majority of them turned back at 
Opazova, about 30 kilometres from Belgrade.7 According to an interview published 
by a local  news portal B92 with an InfoPark’ employee, the group of men mostly 
aged thirty or less were encouraged by the activists of No Borders to leave. According 
to press information, this was the same organisation which incited the first protesting 
migrant march towards the border in July 2016.

6 b92.net 2016b.
7 D. Katanić 2016.

Figure 2 No Borders’ poster on the wall of a building operating as a kitchen. 
Photo: Migration Research Institute.
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2. The situation in early February, 2017

The number of migrants stranded in the Balkans is estimated to be around one 
hundred thousand, of which 60-70 percent are waiting in Greece. According 
to the Serbian office of UNHCR, about 85 percent of them presently staying 
in Serbia are in official reception centres. About 6,700 people are contained in  
17 official reception centres throughout the coutry, and few hundreds are waiting 
near the border zone. It is hard to estimate the exact number of migrants present in 
Belgrade as many are settled in hotels, hostels and in private properties. Based on 
information from local correspondents and the employees of the Serbian InfoPark 
in Belgrade, the majority of the more than thousand migrants dwelling in the 
warehouses are under 30, but many of them are 15-16 years old – they are so-
called unaccompanied minors. Most of them have been staying in the crumbling 
warehouses for two-three months despite the winter and the inhumane conditions. 
Their meals are provided – regardless of warnings from the city authorities – by an 
NGO called Hot Food Idomeni, which offers hot food once a day. Previously, they 
granted so-called Ramadan packages to the migrants stranded in Idomeni (on the 
Greek side of the Greek-Macedonian border) last year.

Figure 3 “Borders kill” – propagates the graffiti on the wall of a warehouse. 
Next to it: “Allah’s sword” (Saif ullah). Photo: Migration Research Institute.
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Based on the information and advices from human traffickers, people staying in 
the warehouses refuse to go to refugee camps as they are afraid of immediate 
deportation to Macedonia. The determined young men stay voluntarily in the 
warehouses behind the station in hope of continuing their journey soon towards 
the desired Western European (primarily German and Swedish) destinations.

Figure 4 Mattresses divided by cartons, drying clothes in the hangars. 
Photo: Migration Research Institute.

Figure 5 Warming up and cooking around the fire. 
Photo: Migration Research Institute.
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3. Personal motivations

The people interviewed can be classified based on their motivations (seeking 
adventures, life at risk, hopeless financial situation). However, personal life 
stories give us a more minute insight. Among the interviewed persons there was a  
16-year-old Afghan boy who comes from a wealthy family and started his journey 
because he wishes to complete secondary school in the UK. An Afghan man in his 
twenties, speaking fluent English with an American accent, decided to leave due 
to the numerous atrocities and threats against those who – just like him – used to 
work for the American armed forces during the years of occupation. The promised 
American humanitarian visa was not granted. A Pakistani young man wants to 
try his luck in Europe leaving behind the tribal war and the hopeless situation 
in his homeland. Their hopes are fed by the continuous promises of the human 
traffickers and the few success stories of which they get informed immediately 
through social media.

Despite several failed attempts to cross the border, they are still determined 
firmly believing that they have the right to cross to Europe, and success will 
come over time. Many cover the fee of smugglers from loans. Admitting failure 
by returning, indebtedness and shame are no options for them. As understood 
from the conversations, their perseverance is greatly based on the assistance of 
organisations with no clear backgrounds, agitation by anarchist groups (e.g. No 
Borders), and the promises and intimidation by the smugglers. The warehouses 
are crumbling hangars with collapsed roofs and boarded-up windows. Choking 
smoke from numerous small bonfires fill the halls, sounds of chatting via modern 
communication platforms (WhatsApp, Messenger and Viber) can be heard from 
all around. Instead of burning plastic objects and pieces of clothes – which posed 
serious health and respiratory contamination risks before – they now use wood to 
make fires. Matrasses and blankets spread on the ground to serve as beds, which 
are separated from each other by cartons. More ingenious migrants occupied the 
abandoned and warmer offices. The migrants inhabited the buildings according to 
ethnic background, as mass fights and insults are not rare.

From the interviews conducted with Afghan and Pakistani migrants in the field, 
we could conclude that they were aware of the difficulties of the journey, however, 
the reality they experience is much worse than what they expected. Meanwhile, 
they do not report to their families either about the difficulties, threats and the 
mostly inhumane circumstances, or about the borders being closed. Instead, some 
of them take photos of each other with the cars in the parking lot in front of the 
warehouses, and send the photos home to their families. They also told us that they 
do not inform their relatives about their failures, so we can assume that the news 
of the difficulties and restrictions do not reach their countries of origin, therefore, 
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their dissuasive impact is achieved only slowly, if at all. In contrary, the few success 
stories – positive experiences of those few who managed to cross the Hungarian 
or Croatian border – spread like wildfire and forwarded in the messages sent 
home. Despite the unbearable smoke and heaps of rubbish, the majority of the 
interviewed men clearly strive for hygiene. They cook on improvised “stoves”, play 
cricket with wooden sticks and balls found in the garbage, they play card games 
and keep dreaming during the long days of waiting. Being ready to leave day and 
night, they are waiting for signals from the smugglers because as they believe they 
are “only one border away from their goals”, meaning that they only need to cross 
to Austria, and from there the road is open towards other western countries.

4. The road leading to Europe

People arriving from Afghanistan and Pakistan arrived to Serbia predominantly 
on the Iran-Turkey-Bulgaria route. As it was revealed in one of the interviews, 
the journey from Kabul to France costs EUR 11,000. The money is collected by 
family members, but it can come from selling lands or from loans (family members 
staying home are the guarantee for the repayment of these). Generally, migrants 

Figure 6 Demands and protests: “The problem is borders.” “We need food/water/doctor!” 
Photo: Migration Research Institute.
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carry smaller amounts of cash with themselves which they receive through Western 
Union from relatives at home or already living in the West.

A number of the interviewed migrants attempted illegal border crossing towards 
Hungary, but failed repeatedly. The Hungarian border restrictions are reflected 
in the tariffs of human smugglers: prices to be paid are considerably higher and 
migrants need to acquire the wire cutters for cutting the fences by themselves. 
Among the interviewed persons the Croatian border is the preferred route 
currently.

5. Human-trafficking networks

Networks are formed hierarchically and organised on a linguistic and tribal 
basis. Migrants are passed on “from hand to hand” region by region, and human 
smugglers can be contacted at agreed locations after successfully crossing the 
border. To the question concerning the language they use with people smugglers, 
most people replied that they can speak their mother tongues (Pashtun, Urdu 
etc.). Leaders working in the field are typically local citizens while smugglers who 
speak the languages of the migrants are the mediators. Some of these latter were 
once migrants themselves, however, they found that being part of the networks 
is safer and more profitable for them. The “brokers” of human trafficking are 
based in bigger centres and luxury hotels from where they direct the movements 
of smugglers and migrants in the concerned area or region. The links of these 

Figure 7 Queuing up for food along the volunteers. Photo: Migration Research Institute.
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coordinators to fundamentalist and Islamist (Wahhabi) religious movements is 
apparent from their clothing and their long and characteristic beard styles.

From the conversations a human trafficking network got crystallised  which 
works on an ethnic basis, and it is also related to Islamist ideologies. According 
to local sources, some organisers in European centres are asylum-seekers deported 
from Western Europe, who make their living by joining the network. Similarly, 
according to local sources, on one of the coldest days a charity related to one of the 
Gulf monarchies handed out cash to the desperate migrants to “keep them going”. 
Western European Salafist organisations are also present and contact migrants as 
NGOs. The representatives of these organisations can travel to Serbia without any 
restriction as they are western European nationals.

6. Conclusion

For the vast majority of the nearly one hundred thousand migrants stuck on 
the Balkans, returning to their country of origin is not an option. The image 
of Europe is not changing despite the restrictions introduced in the recent past. 
Based on the interviews, it is likely that the volume of mobility towards Europe 
can be decreased only temporarily (if at all) with a comprehensive media campaign 
targeted at sending countries and with corresponding statements from politicians. 
In light of the attacks and the disorder created in Europe in the past two years, it 
is a principal task for security policy makers to investigate the role of organisations 
with Wahhabi and Salafi background in human trafficking.
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Immigration and Antisemitic Incidents: An Overview 
of West and North Europe

László Bernát Veszprémy

Abstract

Our study analyses the extent of antisemitic incidents in West and North Europe 
and their links to immigration, covering France, the United Kingdom, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, Norway and Denmark. According to the majority of media 
analyses and statistics concerning the countries covered in the study, the extent of 
antisemitism and the number of antisemitic incident are on the rise. The number 
of incidents has been increasing in the United Kingdom, Germany and Denmark 
since the outbreak of the migration crisis, while the Netherlands – following several 
moderations – witnessed a relatively high number in 2017 compared to previous 
years. As regards to the background of perpetrators, a significant part of them come 
from the immigrant community. It can be assumed that the actual number of such 
incidents is somewhat or much higher in practically all countries.

1. Introduction

A debate seems to be emerging today as to whether there is any connection between 
modern-day migration to Europe and antisemitism and antisemitic incidents 
witnessed in West Europe. The international Jewish and Israeli press paying special 
attention to the issue regularly reports antisemitic incidents committed against 
Jews and Jewish communities in West Europe, and warnings made in this regard 
by western European Jewish leaders.1 In the following we discover: (1) the scope of 
data used in media reports on antisemitism in West and North European countries 
highly affected by immigration by assessing the surveys of known governmental 
and non-governmental  organisations working with such data; (2) whether one 
can talk about rising antisemitism in the countries concerned since the outbreak 
of the migration crisis; (3) whether perpetrators with immigrant background are 
overrepresented among the perpetrators of antisemitic incidents; and (4) how the 
Jewish communities of the specific countries see the potential connection between 
immigration and such incidents. We analyse the situation of France, the United 
Kingdom, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, Norway and Denmark. 

1 Some articles from major Jewish journals, only from this year: Phillips 2018a; Sitbon 2018; 
Esman 2018.
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2. Methodological notes

According to German historian and sociologist Günther Jikeli: “while most 
researchers accept antisemitism prevailing among Muslims as a relevant factor 
in today’s European antisemitism, some kind of gap can be experienced in the 
researches in connection with the Muslims”.2 However, the lack of data is only 
one difficulty out of the many underlying researches in the topic. In the course of 
our research we had to face the fact that many European countries – supposedly 
for cosmetic purpose – distort the statistical number of antisemitic incidents with 
specific methods. For instance, German and Swedish government data associate 
the majority of incidents with far-right perpetrators, while opinion surveys 
conducted among the members of local Jewish communities indicate that far-
right people represent a minority in this regard.3 For example, the German police 
treats nearly all attacks on Jews as right-wing inspired, while it does not record  
a part of anti-Israeli attacks among antisemitic incidents, but simply collect them 
in a column named “anti-Israelism”.4 Interestingly, however, a survey by the 
German police also classified an arson attempt against a German synagogue in 
the latter category.5 A similar methodological problem arises in connection with 
a 2018 survey covering five countries (conducted with German-British funding), 
which completely separated anti-Israelism and antisemitism.6

Our study relies on the data of government and non-governmental organisations 
monitoring antisemitic incidents in the given countries. However, we must stress 
that official data were subject to criticism by the literature, while in other cases no 
such data were available at all. For this reason, we followed a study by Due Enstad 
published by the University of Oslo in 20177, and analysed the opinion of the 
Jewish community and the media on the background and identity of antisemitic 
perpetrators as a reference. Where such data are not available, we put forward  
a qualitative approach following the methodological notes8 by Rabbi Andrew 
Baker, Director of International Affairs at the American Jewish Congress.

2 Jikeli 2014, 32. 
3 See footnote 69 of this study.
4 See footnote 59 of this study.
5 Ibid.
6 For this methodological problem see Enstad 2017, p 18–2. For the methodological critique of 
the 2018 University of London-EVZ survey see Baker 2018.
7 Enstad 2017, p 20–21. 
8 Baker 2018.
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3. Number of antisemitic attacks after 2015

Growing antisemitism in West and North Europe is seen by several media outlets 
as an issue subject to political debates.9 The ongoing media discourse shows that  
a number of significant newspapers, portals and organisations claim that the extent 
of antisemitism has increased after 2015 in all countries covered herein – or at 
least it raises concern. This holds for France,10 the United Kingdom,11 Germany,12 
the Netherlands,13 Sweden,14 Norway15 and Denmark.16 In many cases we also 
get to similar findings by examining quantitative analyses. Nevertheless, it is 
necessary to test this popular statement in light of statistical data. An appropriate 
interpretation of data requires first information on the Jewish population in the 
individual countries. 

Jewish population of the analysed countries in 201617

France 460,000
United Kingdom 290,000
Germany 117,000
Netherlands 29,900
Sweden 15,000
Norway 1,300
Denmark 6,400

3.1 France

In France the records of antisemitic incidents are kept by the Jewish Community 
Protection Service (Service de la Communauté Juive – SPCJ). The organisation 
registered 311 cases of this type in 2017, and 335 in 2016. The corresponding 
numbers were 851 and 808 in 2014 and 2015, respectively. In the 2000’s the highest 
number was recorded in 2004 (974).18 It is also a known fact that the number of 
violent incidents grew in 2017. The number of such attacks was 92, which means 

9 For some up-to-date and important articles see Phillips 2018b; von der Brelie 2018; France24  
2018; for the Hungarian context: Hidas 2018. 
10 DW 2014.
11 Khomami 2018.
12 Snyder 2018.
13 The Digital Ambassador Club 2018. 
14 Carlbom 2017.
15 Gerstenfeld 2017.
16 Bergman 2016.
17 Based on data from the Berman Jewish Data Bank of November 2016.
18 See the data of 2016 along with previous figures: Service de Protection de la Communauté 
Juive 2016, 20. Data of 2017 cited by (though by referring to data of the ministry of interior, 
in conformity with SPCJ data all along): European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 
2018a.
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28% jump compared to the data of 2016.19 Beyond these data, attention should 
be paid to the opinion provided by an organisation established by former French 
police officers (Bureau National de Vigilance Contre l’Antisémitisme – BNVCA), 
which states that such incidents are often not recorded by the authorities as 
antisemitic attacks.20 This is relevant for us since SPCJ also uses statistics from the 
ministry of interior. BNVCA criticised the corresponding data collection practice 
of French authorities many times, for instance in connection with the murder of 
Sarah Halimi in April 2017.21

3.2 United Kingdom

In the United Kingdom the Community Security Trust (CST) collects the number 
of antisemitic incidents, and then analyses them. While an all-time high number 
of 1,168 incidents was recorded in 2014 (explained by CST with the then ongoing 
conflict in Gaza), the corresponding number was 924 in 2015. The number of 
attacks was 1,309 in 2016, and 1,382 in 2017.22 The chief executive of the Trust 
says “hatred is rising and Jewish people are suffering as a result”.23 According to 
the Trust’s data, violent incidents showed the most significant increase:  the figure 
grew by 34% compared to 2016 (108 incidents vs. 145 in 2017). Though the H1 
report of 2018 presented a more moderate number compared to the last year (727 
vs. 786 cases in the first six months of 2017, which latter had been a record high 
number until then), it still means the second highest figure in the Trust’s history,24 
while in the meantime the CST neglected several hundred reported cases which it 
did not regard as antisemitic crimes.

3.3 Germany

The records of antisemitic attacks in Germany are kept by the competent office of 
the German police (Kriminalpolizeiliche Meldedienst in Fällen Politisch motivierter 
Kriminalität – KPMD-PMK). The number of antisemitic incidents developed as 
follows in Germany: 1,596 in 2014, 1,366 in 2015,25 1,468 in 2016, and 1,504 
in 2017,26 respectively. As already mentioned in the methodological part, several 
experts consider the police’s classification as unreliable. (According to the reports 

19 Sitbon 2018. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid.
22 The Times of Israel 2017.
23 See the annual reports by CST on antisemitic attacks: Community Security Trust 2015a; 
Community Security Trust 2016; Community Security Trust 2017; Community Security 
Trust 2018a; Community Security Trust 2018b.
24 Khomami 2018.
25 Community Security Trust 2018b. 
26 For the data of 2014 and 2015 see Bundesministerium des Innern 2015. For the data of 2016 
and 2017 see Bundesministerium des Innern 2018b.
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referred to herein, practically all antisemitic incidents can be associated with the 
far-right).

3.4 The Netherlands

The records of antisemitic incidents in the Netherlands are kept by the Centrum 
Informatie en Documentatie Israël (CIDI). According to the Centre’s data, the totals 
of incidents were as follows: 171 in 2014, 126 in 2015, 109 in 2016, and27 137 
in 2017,28 respectively. Some members of the CIDI expressed their critique that 
Dutch Jews “are tired of reporting”.29

3.5 Sweden

In Sweden the crime prevention organisation named Brottsförebyggande rådet 
(Brå) is responsible for recording antisemitic incidents. Statistics disclosed by Brå 
are compiled from criminal cases which the police considers to be motivated by 
antisemitism. Brå publishes a survey in every two years from 2016, thus its data 
for 2017 were not public upon the preparation of this study. The number of 
antisemitic attacks in Sweden was 182 in 2016, 277 in 2015, and 267 in 2014, 
respectively.30

3.6 Norway

The country is home to a smaller Jewish community, and lacks any organisation 
which would publish regular reports on antisemitic incidents. Enstad’s report 
covering the period up to 2015 overviewed the development of antisemitic incidents 
in Norway based on media sources and data from the Norwegian police.31 It is 
particularly visible that according to the report no such cases were recorded in the 
country in the period concerned. Beyond these, it should mentioned that the small 
Jewish community suffered a synagogue arson and a machine gun attack in 2006, 
meaning that extremely violent incidents are not unprecedented in the northern 
country’s post-millennial history either. A survey delivered for the municipality 
of Oslo in 2011 claims that every third student of Jewish schools reported 2-3 
“negative incidents” per month, suffered as a result of their Jewish origin.32  
A similarly telling example was when a Jewish-Muslim dialogue group was set up 

27 For these and previous data see Centrum Informatie en Documentatie Israel 2017.
28 Centrum Informatie en Documentatie Israel 2018.   
29 Veszprémy 2017.
30 Brå 2018a; Brå 2018b.
31 Enstad 2017.
32 For all supplementary data on Norway see the action plan of the Norwegian Ministry of Local 
Government and Modernisation for 2016–2020: Norwegian Ministry of Local Government 
and Modernisation 2016.
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in the country in 2015 in response to the “harassments and attacks”.33 Though 
Enstad’s data were used in this study unchanged, we must particularly stress that 
the specific attacks were not reported, attacks still happened.

3.7 Denmark

The report of November 2018 by the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) 
contains the official statistics of the Danish police on antisemitic incidents. 
According to these the following can be stated: no data is available for 2014, while 
13 attacks were reported for 2015, 21 for 2016, and 38 for 2017, respectively.34 
Though it is not an official data source, the report of a Danish Jewish organisation 
mentions 54 antisemitic incidents committed in 2014, 26 in 2015, 22 in 2016, 
and 30 in 2017, respectively.35 For Denmark, we regarded official figures as 
authoritative.

Number of reported antisemitic incidents 
in West and North Europe since the outbreak of the migration crisis36

2014 2015 2016 2017 2015–2017 (total) murders, 2015–2017
France 851 808 335 311 1,143 537

United Kingdom 1,168 924 1,309 1,382 3,615 0
Germany 1,596 1,366 1,468 1,504 4,338 0
Netherlands 171 126 109 137 372 0
Sweden 267 277 182 n/a 726* 0
Norway 0 0 n/a n/a 0** 0
Denmark n/a 13 21 38 72*** 138

* Without data for 2017.
** Without data for 2016 and 2017.
*** Without data for 2014.

Overall, we can conclude that among the countries with full data availability the 
United Kingdom, Germany and Denmark have witnessed a continuous growth in 
the number of antisemitic incidents since the outbreak of the migration crisis in 
2015. All the three countries showed a rise in the numbers during the Gaza conflict 
in 2014, followed by a drop in 2015. Later, the number of antisemitic incidents 
started to go up again in the United Kingdom, Germany and Denmark (with  
a slight difference of some dozen cases in 2016 and 2017), while the Netherlands 

33 Ibid.
34 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2018a, p 34.
35 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2018a, p 35.
36 The table includes data for 2014 as well, in order to enable comparison.
37 In January 2015 Muslim attackers killed 4 Jews in a kosher store in Paris, while in April 2017  
a Parisian Jewish lady was thrown out of her upstairs apartment by a Muslim attacker. Outside our 
period under analysis, another French Jewish person was murdered in March 2018.
38 In February 2015 a Jewish guard was shot dead by a Muslim attacker in a Copenhagen synagogue. 
See BBC 2015.
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faced a moderation in 2016, to be followed by a growing number of such cases 
in 2017, including extremely violent incidents (stabbing, fight in the downtown). 
France witnesses a continuous downtrend in the number of incidents. In Sweden one 
cannot talk about a continuous downtrend seeing a rise in 2015 and lacking most 
recent data. No sufficient data for analysis is available for Norway, while Denmark 
suffered the only fatalincident in 2015 in addition to France. Naturally, it can be 
assumed for all countries – and in the case of the United Kingdom, Germany, 
France and the Netherlands, there are reasonable grounds for assuming – that the 
actual number of incidents is somewhat or even significantly higher.39

4. Share of immigrants within the perpetrators of antisemitic 
attacks

4.1 France

The French National Consultative Commission on Human Rights (Commission 
nationale consultative des droits de l’homme – CNCDH) examined the origin of 
perpetrators of antisemitic on a percentage bases between 1994 and 2007. The 
share of “Arab-Muslim” perpetrators developed well beyond 30% in this period. 
Their share had been extremely low in 1997–1998 (10% share of Arabs and/or 
Muslims among the perpetrators concerned), whereas it reached an extreme height 
(80% of the antisemitic attacks were associated with them).40 From 2008 and 
2012 CNCDH disclosed the “origin” of the perpetrators of individual incidents, 
differentiating between right-wing, Arab-Muslim and unknown perpetrators.

Background of perpetrators of antisemitic attacks in France41

Right-wing Arab-Muslim Unknown
2008 33 11 56
2009 20 14 138
2010 31 20 80
2011 19 15 95
2012 0 10 167

39 As already mentioned in the main text, CST processed less incidents than the total reported 
ones; in Germany researchers, in France alternative Jewish organisations claim that official data 
should be viewed critically, while associates from the Dutch CIDI believe that Jews are simply 
“tired of reporting” such incidents.
40 Cited by Jikeli 2014, p 35.
41 Cited by Jikeli 2014, p 36. For the latest reports see Commission Nationale Consultative Des 
Droits De L’homme 2015; Commission Nationale Consultative Des Droits De L’homme 
2016.; Commission Nationale Consultative Des Droits De L’homme 2017; Commission 
Nationale Consultative Des Droits De L’homme 2018. These documents do not provide 
information on the identity of antisemitic attackers. 
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Unfortunately, we have no recent data, though these statistics help in analysing 
how the share of perpetrators with various background developed. Looking at the 
full available data series (1997–2012) it is visible that Muslims had not committed 
any attack in the very first years, then took a firm position among the perpetrators. 
Following their effective dominance in the early 2000’s, the number attackers with 
right-wing background fell back to a few dozens, and in 2012 no such person 
was recorded among the perpetrators. Data practically show the swapping of 
the communities’ positions, though one should not forget about the significant 
differences between individual years, and the fact that the number of unknown 
perpetrators doubled in the period of 2010 and 2012. 

Marc Knobel, researcher of the Conseil représentatif des institutions juives de France 
(CRIF) also drew the conclusion in his own research that “Muslims played a key 
role” in antisemitic incidents in France between 2000 and 2012.42

It is typical that the French government agency stopped collecting data on the 
background of antisemitic attackers during the refugee crisis.

4.2 United Kingdom

Statistics from previous years indicate that immigrants are overrepresented among 
antisemitic attackers in Great Britain, members of the majority society still 
represent more than half of the perpetrators. A survey prepared by Paul Iganski, 
Vicky Kielinger and Susan Paterson for the British Institute for Jewish Policy 
Research analysing police data from the period between 2001 and 2004 found 
that “Arabic Egyptian”, “African Caribbean” and “dark European” perpetrators 
were highly “disproportionately” represented behind antisemitic attacks. However, 
white Europeans still made up 56.9% of all attackers.43 

Recent data from CST indicate the strengthening of these trends. CST summarises 
the ethnic background of attackers where such information is known.

Background of antisemitic attackers in the United Kingdom between 2014 and 201744

White 
(North 

European)

White 
(South 

European)
Black South 

Asian

Far-Eastern 
or South 

East Asian

Arab or 
North 

African
Unknown In total

2014 148 5 26 127 not available45 34 828 1,168
2015 192 15 46 77 3 27 564 924
2016 274 21 75 96 2 31 810 1,309
2017 225 13 77 74 1 30 962 1,382

42 Knobel 2013, p 37. 
43 Iganski − Kielinger − Paterson 2005.
44The table includes data for 2014 as well, in order to enable comparison. See the annual reports by 
CST on antisemitic attacks: Community Security Trust 2015a; Community Security Trust 
2016; Community Security Trust 2017; Community Security Trust 2018a. 
45 This category was introduced by CST from 2015.
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These figures reflect an underrepresentation of white British (North Europeans) 
relative to their share in the whole population between 2015 and 2017 (53%, 
55% and 54%, respectively), and though South European whites are also 
represented to some extent, overall, individuals from Muslim countries are by far 
overrepresented. Although the text does not mention any religious background, 
CST’s annual overview of 2014 (which is not identical to the annual report on 
antisemitic incidents) states that “where a  perpetrator’s description was given, 
around half appear to have been from sections of Muslim communities around 
the country”.46 CST highlighted in its 2014 report on antisemitic incidents that 
during the Gaza conflict the number of attackers with immigrant background had 
gone up, while that of whites had dropped.47

4.3 Germany

In their research delivered for the Berlin-based Zentrum für Antisemitismusforschung 
in 2002, Werner Bergman and Juliane Wetzel state that “the physical attacks against 
Jews, and the desecration and destruction of synagogues [sic] were predominantly 
committed by young Muslims, mainly of Arabic origin”.48

The German KMPD-PMK publishes the background of attackers by classifying 
them into the following four categories: right-wing, left-wing, foreign and “other”. 
The literature criticises this categorisation methodology, because “classical” far-
right acts may also be popular among Muslims.49 German and Dutch media also 
reported, for instance, that young Muslims and refugees had praised the leaders 
of the Nazi Germany or the Holocaust.50 According to the own categories of the 
German police, right-wing acts can include any “racist” ideology,51 which can also 
naturally hold true for Palestinian or pan-Arab nationalism.

Background of antisemitic attackers in Germany, 2014-201752

Right-wing Left-wing Foreign ideology Other53 In total
2014 1,342 7 176 71 1,596
2015 1,246 5 78 37 1,366
2016 1,381 2 48 37 1,468
2017 1,412 1 41 20 1,474

46 Community Security Trust 2015b.
47 Community Security Trust 2015a, p 7.
48 Cited by Jikeli 2014, p 33. 
49 Enstad 2017, p 18–19. 
50 Stanley-Becker − Rojkov 2017.
51 Based on the police’s description of definitions, perpetrators fall into this category who cannot 
be classified by other criteria. See Bundeskriminalamt 2016, p 9. 
52 The table includes data for 2014 as well, in order to enable comparison. For data of 2014 and 2015 
see Bundesministerium des Innern 2016. For the full data series of 2016 see Bundesministerium 
des Innern 2017. For data of 2017 see Bundesministerium des Innern 2018a. For the data 
including 30 further antisemitic incidents see Bundesministerium des Innern 2018b.
53 Based on the police’s description of definitions, perpetrators fall into this category who cannot 
be classified by other criteria. See Bundeskriminalamt 2016, 10.
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Several specific factors make the interpretation of data difficult. Two separate reports 
by the ministry of interior provide to different for the final number of antisemitic 
attacks in 2017 (1,474 and 1,504, respectively). In the case of politically motivated 
criminal cases, the German police usually treats the religious extremisms as an 
independent category, though this category was not indicated in this case.54 “Foreign 
ideology” is not listed here, but it covers non-religious foreign ideologies by the 
police’s definition, and the nationality of perpetrators is irrelevant in these cases..55 
It is similarly problematic that anti-Israeli incidents are classified by the German 
police into a separate category, sometimes including synagogue arsons, as well.56 
Nevertheless, German police statistics indicate that while the number of attacks 
committed by left-wing and foreign persons continuously decreased between 2015 
and 2017, the number of those committed by right-wing perpetrators – except for 
the year 2014 preceding the outbreak of the migration crisis – continuously rose.

Indeed, it can happen that Muslims are underrepresented in specific crime types. 
According to the data of the German ministry of interior for 2001–2010, Jewish 
grave vandalism can nearly exclusively be associated with right-wing perpetrators.57 
However, also bearing in mind the poor quality of data, Jikeli claims that Muslims 
are clearly overrepresented in the incidents relative to their share in the total 
population.58

The practice of the German police to keep separate records of anti-Israeli attacks 
should be addressed here. In a lecture held at the Stanford University in 2004, 
French-Iranian sociologist Farhad Khosrokhavar stressed the presence of the 
Israeli-Arab conflict in the European context. Although his researches refer to 
Arab and Muslim people imprisoned in France, his words are also relevant in 
a wider European context: “Since they [the prisoners] identify Palestinians with 
“Arabs” (including French Arabs), French Jews are practically the same as Israeli 
Jews, which therefore justifies attacking French Jews, harassing people wearing 
kippahs, and damaging Jewish cemeteries or synagogues and setting them on fire”.  
Thus, according to Khosrokhavar, “for many Muslim prisoners Palestine is not 
a issue far away”, they believe “Jews can be attacked anywhere”.59 Accordingly, 
Khosrokhavar claims that an attack alleged to be anti-Israeli can also easily be an 
antisemitic one.

54 Ibid.
55 Ibid. pp 9–10.
56 Enstad 2017, pp 18–19.
57 Cited by Jikeli 2014, p 38.
58 Jikeli 2014, p 38.
59 Khosrokhavar.
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4.4 The Netherlands

In the assessed period CIDI did not register the background of perpetrators of 
antisemitic incidents,60 but a 2009 report by the organisation was quoted by Israeli 
Haaretz as follows: “antisemitic physical harassments, intimidations and attacks 
were mostly committed by perpetrators of North African origin”.61 An analyst 
of the organisation shared the following telling thoughts in a 2017 interview 
for Hungarian Jewish journal Szombat: the difference between the low number 
of antisemitic incidents in Hungary and the high figure in the Netherlands is 
associated with the “composition of the population”.62

4.5 Sweden

Previous reports by the Swedish Brå included specific attacker categories for 
antisemitic incidents, but this practice was rather selective already then. For 
instance, its report for 2004–2005 contained the information that 32.4% of the 
antisemitic attacks were committed by followers of the “white power” (vit makt),63 
but this categorisation was not included in its reports for the years subject to our 
overview. Furthermore, this document lacks any information on the background 
of the remaining attacks, meaning that they could be committed even by Muslim 
persons.

4.6 Norway

In Norway no records are kept on the background of perpetrators of antisemitic 
attacks. In previous years falling outside the scope of our overview, numerous 
violent attacks were committed by Muslims in the country.64

4.7 Denmark

Similarly, no records are kept on the background of perpetrators of antisemitic 
attacks either. However, it is a known fact that the person who committed the 
antisemitic murder in 2015 was a radical Muslim.65

60 CIDI’s reports can be downloaded at the following link: CIDI 2010a.
61 Liphshiz 2009. The full 43-page 2009 report is no longer available on the organisation’s website, 
only a 2-page summary is accessible: CIDI 2010b.
62 Veszprémy 2017.
63 Brå 2006.
64 Enstad 2017, pp 18–19.
65 BBC 2015.
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5. Share of immigrants within attackers as perceived by the 
Jewish community

5.1 France, United Kingdom, Germany, Sweden, Netherlands, Denmark

For the above countries we can use the data of the EU Fundamental Rights Agency 
(FRA) for 2018, which examined the presence of immigrant among antisemitic 
attackers by surveying local Jewish communities. Please note that the data on 
attacks analysed here are reported by the communities, and not figures from 
official statistics.

Background of antisemitic attackers as perceived by the victims66 *

Progressive left-wing Radical Islam Radical Christianity Far-right
France(n = 65) 21 33 4 7
United Kingdom (n = 61) 25 22 3 11
Germany (n = 72) 16 41 5 20
Netherlands (n = 64) 18 35 5 6
Sweden (n = 88) 27 40 3 18
Denmark (n = 72) 27 34 1 10

* The following question was asked: “Still thinking about that incident: where somebody attacked or 
threatened you because you are Jewish, who did this to you?”

The above data reflecting the opinion of Jewish communities differ from the data 
on antisemitic incidents in every respective country. In Germany and France far-
right attackers should be in a majority also in the victims’ opinion. By contrast, 
they name Muslim attackers as the majority in every case. In the United Kingdom 
black people and/or Muslims should be overrepresented according to the above 
statistics, but surprisingly progressive left-wing perpetrators were named in most 
cases. Though we have no information whether the attackers in Sweden not 
specified by the Brå were from the far-left or Muslims, the numbers indicated here 
are not coherent the above cited 32.4% share of white nationalists, since the Jewish 
community named even progressive left-wing people more frequently than far-
right ones. One should notice that the opinion of victims completely differ from 
the data supplied by state authorities in two countries (Germany and France), 
while in Sweden the survey conducted among attacked Jews indicated a higher 
number of incidents associated with Muslim or Muslim and far-left perpetrators 
than suggested by known data. With the exception of the United Kingdom, a 
majority of the Jewish community of every country analysed in this study associate 
the attacks with the followers of radical Islam. It is also worth noting that victims 
in every country examined herein (except for Germany) believe that the number 
of extremist left-wing attackers exceeded that of right-wing ones.

66 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2018b.
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5.2 Norway

In contrast to the countries involved in the FRA survey, we have very little data 
on what the victims think about the background of their antisemitic attackers. 
Accordingly, in the following we will basically rely on the qualitative approach.

In 2004 Christine Mohn, head of the Norwegian Association against Antisemitism 
believed that “[antisemitic] harassment largely comes from Muslims and far-left 
people”.67 In 2010 the Norwegian public media broadcasted a report on schools in 
Oslo, where teachers and Jewish parents shared the Jewish students’ experiences of 
verbal – and sometimes physical – insultations from the side of Muslim students.68 
According to a work titled Det som er jødisk and authored by Norwegian Holocaust 
researchers Cora Alexa Døving and Vibeke Moe, 10 out of 21 Norwegian Jews 
reported personal experience of antisemitism from Muslims, and nearly half of 
them also claimed to be victim of violent acts.69 

6. Summary

The above presented media analysis well reflects the strengthening of antisemitism 
in all countries concerned. In specific cases this is supported by statistics on 
antisemitic incidents, as well. Nevertheless, a continuous uptrend could only be 
observed in the United Kingdom, Germany and Denmark since the outbreak 
of the migration crisis, while in the Netherlands – following a several-year 
downtrend – 2017 witnessed a relatively high number of attacks. In the meantime, 
France saw a continuously decreasing number of attacks, whereas Sweden was the 
country where the number of attacks hiked right in the year of the outbreak of the 
migration crisis. Aside from the number of general attacks, a sudden growth in the 
number of violent incidents is clearly visible in France and the Netherlands.

With the exception of Sweden, all countries saw an all-time high number of 
antisemitic incidents in the year of the 2014 Gaza conflict, exceeding all levels 
both up to and after that year. Data from the British CST indicate that the 
number of attacks committed by people with immigrant background showed the 
most significant rise in that year. This makes the conclusion quite logical that the 
escalation of the conflict in the Middle East was accompanied by the radicalisation 
of people with immigrant background identifying with the Palestinian issue 
and the hatred extrapolated to the local Jewish community. Although no direct 
connection can be experienced between the migration crisis and the growth of 
antisemitism, the above presented correlation itself also supports the significant 
role of immigrant communities in committing antisemitic incidents. 

67 Cited by Enstad 2017, pp 20–21.
68 Ibid.
69 Ibid.
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We have no recent and comprehensive data with regard to the perpetrators’ 
background in the specific cases, but the developments evolving over the past years 
– along with media reports – suggest that a substantial part of attackers came from 
immigrant communities. Examples of this include France, Norway and Denmark. 
A similar situation is taking shape in the Netherlands according to the analyses 
by CIDI and statements by its associates. We have detailed and up-to-date data 
from the United Kingdom, which indicate a strong overrepresentation of attackers 
from immigrant communities. Though no detailed conclusions can be drawn for 
Germany and Sweden due to the weak reliability and incompleteness of data, the 
outstanding share of right-wing perpetrators is well visible.

Fortunately, the 2018 FRA survey reflecting the perception and opinion of the 
Jewish community provides a rather up-to-date database, and sheds light on 
a substantial difference between the opinion of attacked Jews and the data of 
various government and non-governmental organisations as to the involvement of 
people with immigrant background in antisemitic attacks. Attacked Jews named 
extremist Muslims as the group responsible for the largest number of attacks in all 
countries assessed by FRA and mentioned herein (except for the United Kingdom). 
According to less representative Norwegian surveys, the local Muslim community 
plays an important role in antisemitic attacks and harassments. The small size of 
the local Jewish population and the low number of recorded incidents do not 
necessarily relate to the lack of violent incidents. Though Denmark and Norway 
witnessed relatively few incidents, they were often rather violent (in Denmark even 
a murder occurred). It can be assumed that the actual number of such incidents is 
somewhat or much higher in practically all countries.
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Closing the Doors – Paradigm Shift 
in the Danish Migration Policy 

Márk Vargha

Abstract

Along with Sweden and Norway, Denmark belonged to the group of North 
European countries which intended to overcome labour shortage emerging after 
World War II by fostering immigration from outside the West. The guest workers, 
however, did not return home after the economic downturn and stayed in the 
country, and were later followed by their families, as well. The size of the population 
with different language and cultural background was further increased by people 
fleeing various armed conflicts. In response to this development, the anti-immigrant 
Danish People’s Party could increase its popularity, which could successfully 
enforce its ideas as an external supporter of right-wing-liberal governments, and 
finally transformed from an extremist political power into a mainstream one. As 
a reaction to the public opinion arising in consequence of the migration crisis in 
recent years, the Social Democrats gave up their open door policy consistently 
followed before, and took a harder stance on immigration. This political paradigm 
shift led to the new – and in the EU, also unique – paradigm that the state now 
aims to settle the refugees arriving in Denmark only temporarily, and to return 
them to their homelands, instead of offering them a permanent settlement and 
full-scale integration. 

1. Introduction

Throughout the seven decades following World War II, the situation of non-Danish 
people accepted in the country and the progress of their integration were subject 
to debate in nearly all Danish election campaigns. Nevertheless, the chances are 
good that this will no longer be the case in the next one. The public opinion on 
immigration changed primarily in response to the outbreak of the migration crisis 
in 2014-2015, a development still exerting its effects on Europe. Not only the 
right-wing liberal Venstre (party letter: V)1 – the leader of one of the two political 
blocks – reacted with a restrictive stance, but also the Social Democratic Party 
(Social Democrats, party letter: A). This came as a surprise for both the public and 
the media, but it was a key factor in the party’s win in the elections of 2019.

Denmark was the first country among the “old” EU Member States (i.e. with 
a history of membership dating back before the Eastern enlargement of 2004) 

1 In Denmark all parties receive a letter upon registration, which are also indicated in this study. 
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where the political elite visibly drew the conclusions from the migration processes 
of decades, and reached a nearly full consensus on the policy of closed doors and 
assimilation. This is especially interesting since we are talking about a country 
which followed the most liberal immigration policy 60-70 years ago, but by today 
has become the most restrictive one. In the meantime, it also pays attention to 
fulfilling its voluntary obligations undertaken in the field of asylum: for instance, 
in 2020 it repeatedly joins the UN resettlement programme.2 This study overviews 
the factors leading to this situation, the numbers referred to by state authorities 
based on which they claim that this new path started a couple of years ago is 
successful, as well as the future prospects in this regard.

2. Historical framework

Taking a look at the ethnic composition of the Kingdom of Denmark, the country 
could be described as a homogenous society up to the late 1960’s.3 The history 
of migration policy started with the recruitment of guest workers in 1967. The 
sending countries were Turkey, Pakistan and the former Yugoslavia at that time. 
Turkish arrived in the greatest number, who headed to North due to a temporary 
slowdown in the economic growth of the Federal Republic of Germany, in the 
first wave to Denmark,4 where the economy just started to boost then, which 
tendency lasted up to 1973. Beyond the rapid infrastructure developments and 
the improvement of the quality of education, this period resulted in the birth 
of the well-known and envied welfare state model. A significant labour shortage 
also emerged, in particular in jobs which do not require any qualification. In 
order to prevent a hike in inflation – fuelled by increasing wages – and thus the 
deterioration of the country’s competitiveness, then decision makers intended to 
overcome labour shortage from abroad. In the beginning this was not opposed 
by the Danish people, because public opinion held that once the industry will no 
longer need foreigners, they will return home. The government and the employers 
were particularly happy with this new situation.5 (Of course, there were others 
already then who sounded an alarm bell and warned about the substantial impact 
of guest workers to be exerted by guest workers on the homogenous Danish society, 
living with small-sized ethnic minorities.6) 

2 The Local 2019d.
3 Foreigners had already arrived in the country by that time for the purpose of permanent 
settlement, it is enough to think of the Hungarians fleeing to the West after the revolution and 
war for freedom of 1956.
4 When Denmark closed its doors they went to Sweden, then to Norway. Thus no one should be 
surprised that, for instance, out of three cousins from the same large family originating from an 
Anatolian village one lives in Copenhagen, one in Stockholm, and another one in Oslo.
5 Rezaei – Goli 2020, p 4.
6 For a similar opinion by Kaj Westergaard see Rezaei – Goli 2020, p 7.
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In the beginning trade unions were against guest workers, because they had to 
fight for higher wages and better working conditions for the Danish workers. It 
was right the employment of guest workers which hindered wage increases and 
the improvement of working conditions. Moreover, the latter were much more 
mobile than their Danish fellows (they were predominantly young and single 
males at that time). Accordingly, in possession of the overwhelming moral support 
of the population, they launched an intensive campaign with the slogan “same 
terms” (in Danish: samme vilkår). The goal was to reach that guest workers fulfil 
the same obligations (registration, payment of social security and labour market 
contributions etc.), and have same rights (decent wage, housing, other employee 
entitlements etc.) as their Danish fellows. After legislation finally caught up 
with the trade unions’ demands, an unlucky turnaround occurred: most guest 
workers were fired upon the outbreak of the oil crisis. With this their competitive 
advantage was irrecoverably lost, and ethnic background came to the forefront of 
debates. Debates were no longer centred around the world of work, but rather 
social cohesion, the ability or inability to live together in harmony.

From late 1973 such debates were fuelled by two developments: the authorisation 
of family reunification for first-generation immigrants (since the right to a family 
is fundamental), and the arrival of large numbers of refugees as a result of regime 
changes and armed conflicts outbreaking one by one all across the world in the 
following decade (Vietnam, Chile, Iran, Afghanistan, Lebanon, Somalia). The 
Immigration Act was adopted in 1983, which was followed by the acceptance of 
another great number of foreigners in the country: those leaving their homeland 
due to the Iran-Iraq war, Palestinians, and later people fleeing the Yugoslav war (or 
the possibility of being held responsible for it) in the 1990’s. 

From 2002 mass family reunifications were not allowed any more, then the 
country opened its labour market to the citizens of newly accessed EU Members 
States. (Denmark became a destination country primarily for Polish and 
Romanian workers.) These two measures together greatly changed the character 
of immigration. 

No manifest campaign was conducted by the parties or trade unions against those 
coming from East European countries. The overarching goal of this group is to 
work, and even if they cannot find a suitable job, they are ready to leave the 
country and get on in another Member State – something very unusual to most 
Danish people.7 

It is obvious that cultural and external physical similarity both support the 
integration of East Europeans. They do not demand the protection of their 
cultural rights, their everyday behaviour shows no difference compared to the 

7 Rezaei – Goli 2020, p 10.
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Danish society, and they are not stigmatised for their appearance.8 However, their 
number remains far below that of non-Western immigrants: they are slightly more 
than a quarter million, compared to slightly more than a half million (Table 1). 

3. Characteristics and political explanation of the paradigm 
shift

The Danish political system is a traditional two-bloc one. The proportional 
electoral system and the corresponding 2% threshold create the possibility of a 
diverse Folketing, with two large political powers, Venstre in the right-wing-liberal 
block, and the Social Democratic Party on the left. In the country’s most recent 
history, with a few exceptions, either of these two parties gave the prime minister, 
and they are supported in the parliament by smaller parties belonging to their 
respective block as a coalition partner or an external supporter.

The Danish People’s Party (Danske Folkeparti, party letter: O) also started as such 
a small party. We think it is important to present the background and history of 
this political power to enable a better understanding of the later developments. In 
1972 a lawyer specialised in taxation, Mogens Glistrup founded the neoliberal-
populist party called Progress Party (Fremskridtspartiet, party letter: Z). It set 
three objectives:9 the elimination of income taxes, deregulation and the reduction 
in bureaucracy. Glistrup’s proposals also added a touch of humour; for instance, he 
auctioned Greenland and the Faroe Islands. These novel, fresh messages and style 
met the preferences of many voters, and the party tended to receive more than 
10% from elections to elections in the 1970’s. 

However, the mainstream right-wing block – though in a more moderate 
form – realised many of his neoliberal economic policy ideas in government,10 
thus Glistrup, in order to recover the loss of popularity, had to find a new issue: 
it was anti-immigration. In 1980 he campaigned with the slogan “for a Denmark 
without Muslims!” In 1983 he was sentenced to a three-year imprisonment for 
tax fraud. During his imprisonment Pia Kjærsgaard was elected as the party’s 
president. By that time two fractions had developed within the organisation: the 
pragmatists who were willing to cooperate with right-wing mainstream parties, and 
the fundamentalists who refused any such cooperation. After his release in 1987 
Glistrup was not able to create unity from the two rival groups. In 1991 he was 
expelled from the executive body of the party to which he responded by leaving 
the party. In 1995 Kjærsgaard also quitted with some party members and founded 

8 Rezaei – Goli 2020, p 11.
9 FRP 2020.
10 These are they years of Ronald Reagan’s and Margaret Thatcher’s reforms, and Denmark always 
showed particular interest in and learned from Anglo-Saxon countries. 
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the Danish People’s Party. The backbone of his programme was the restriction of 
the migration policy. “Hardcore” libertarians remained in the Progress Party, and 
in the lack of any charismatic leader Glistrup was readmitted in 1999, who was 
already a politician by that time using so radical communication (e.g. “Muslims 
must be interned and expelled”) which prevented him from being elected into the 
parliament in 2001.11 

The elections of 2001 can be deemed as a true milestone, since the Danish People’s 
Party could, despite its short history, achieve a good result, and was accepted by 
the right-wing bloc as an external supporter. This meant that Kjærsgaard’s strategy 
gave the People’s Party the opportunity to deliver its key programme points, and 
thus to come closer to the centre from the far-right. The result was explained by 
the fact that immigration had become the number two issue by that time among 
Danish voters (following the traditionally first welfare), coming right before 
economic issues (Table 2). 

Thus the pattern has been as follows since 2001: where Venstre and its smaller 
coalition partners needed support from the People’s Party – in particular to adopt 
the next year’s budget –, they had negotiate about what the latter requests in 
exchange for such support. The People’s Party usually requested law amendments 
in the issues of migration and integration, as the party’s key policy.   

This was especially case after 2015, during the years of Lars Løkke Rasmussen’s 
second term as prime minister. That was the year of the outbreak of the European 
migration crisis, an issue which also dominated the campaign agenda of the 
parliamentary elections held in June, bringing along the People’s Party’s historical 
result, as well (Table 3). Venstre largely incorporated the party’s anti-migration 
manifesto, it submitted 144 restrictive measures to the parliament during the term, 
and the governing party also used a political rhetoric focussed on the protection 
of Danish values. This politics was represented by Inger Støjberg, minister for 
immigration. She celebrated the adoption of the 50th restrictive law with a cake, 
and proudly disclosed the Muhammad cartoon – triggering hot debates a decade 
ago – by referring to the freedom of speech (she even set it as a wallpaper on his 
iPad). Among others, she stated: “With the migration we are seeing to Europe, it is 
not a question of whether it will change Scandinavia and Denmark, it is a question 
of how much we will allow ourselves to be changed. It is not just a question of 
how many people are coming. This is also very much about the people who are 
here now and how much they accept Danish norms and values and can provide for 
themselves.”12 Nevertheless, this was not still a political paradigm shift. Rather, it 
was the recognition by Mette Frederiksen, new president of the Social Democratic 
Party that the left-wing bloc has a chance to get into power in the next elections 
only by taking an critical approach on migration. Accordingly, the representatives 

11 In the last elections the Progress Party supported the New Right.
12 Barrett 2019. 
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of the Social Democratic Party voted for the majority of proposals submitted by 
Venstre, and switched over to a rhetoric largely unusual from West European 
parties, and they also made tough proposals, for example on the processing of the 
applications of African asylum-seekers in North African hotspots.13 

No one can know for sure whether this turnaround was motivated by changing 
ideas or pragmatic reasons, in any case the latter is supported by a survey which 
found that the voter base of the People’s Party takes a radical right-wing position 
in the so-called value issues, while in policies rather goes for left-wing orientation.14 
Frederiksen realised that if social democrats promise the continuation of restrictive 
policy in the campaign, and will not surrender to the pressure of minor parties in 
this regard, the People’s Party will not be able to campaign with value issues, while 
in policy issues the Social Democratic Party will be able to send more credible left-
wing messages to the voters of the People’s Party, especially those who had previously 
left the social democrats because of their loose migration policy.  The party could 
successfully take away or bring back voters, the People’s Party was weakened, and 
the right-wing bloc lost in part due to this (Table 3). Only in part, because the 
Social Democratic Party – along with its allies – could successfully deliver their 
messages connected to the issue of climate change and exploit the negative public 
mood that had emerged as a result of a documentary presenting the poor conditions 
in nurseries and kindergartens, disclosed in the late campaign period. Frederiksen 
became a prime minister again, and in January 2020 – six months after the elections 
– it seems that social democrats keep their promises made in the issues of migration 
and integration. There were speculations that if the Social Democratic Party had 
been forced to ease their restrictive approach by more leftist small parties, it would 
have rather opted for a grand coalition with Venstre.15

4. Key changes in legislation adopted during the term of the 
Rasmussen cabinet

At the beginning of the decade, in 2010 a total number of 5,115 asylum applications 
had been submitted in 2010, and it increased to 21,316 in 2015 in consequence 
of the crisis. This fell to minimal levels in the next years: the authority accepted 
5,717 asylum applications in 2016, 3,500 in 2017, 3,559 in 2018 and 2,241 in 
2019, respectively.16 

The number of decisions granting international protection developed similarly. The 
record year was 2015 with 10,849 decisions, reducing in the next years as follows: 

13 The Local 2019b
14 See Tables 4 and 5 here: Andersen 2003, p 19.
15 Frank 2019.
16 Thomassen 2019, p 7. and DST 2020a.  
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7,493 in 2016, 2,750 in 2017, 1,652 in 2018, and 1,777 in 2019, respectively. 
Most decisions granted refugee status.17

The 98 municipalities have important responsibilities in Denmark with regard to 
the immediate provision of accommodation to refugees, as well as their involvement 
in the integration programme. Since in Denmark the state allocates those granted 
protection among settlements based on a quota determined in accordance with the 
individual’s competences and local labour demand. Therefore, upon the arrival of 
large numbers of refugees in a short period, municipalities notified the Rasmussen 
cabinet of the insufficiency of their resources to perform their expanded tasks.18 
In March 2016 the government made an agreement with them on the increase of 
their funding. The presentation of all changes to the legislative environment in 
detail and covering all aspects would overstretch the scope of this study, thus we 
now restrict ourselves to presenting the most important ones.19

1) An amendment to the Aliens Act in 2015 introduced the legal institution of 
temporary protection. In February 2019 another amendment was adopted, making 
the refugees and their family members’ residence permit temporary, too.20 This is 
the most significant amendment, the public sees this measure as the paradigm 
shift in migration policy. This conforms to the result of a poll conducted in 201521 
which found that 63% of Danish adults say refugees should be helped, but at the 
same time 61% of them also believe they should return to their countries of origin 
once the threat why he or she fled is gone.22

2) Rules for family reunification were also tightened at several points. Refugees 
with temporary residence permit may not exercise this right for three years. 
(Asylum-seekers have no such right at all). 

17 OECD 2019, p 9. The 55% recognition rate of 2010 – as can be seen from the data – jumped 
to 85% in 2015, followed by a downtrend. Similarly to other European countries, since that was 
the year when the largest number of Syrians arrived in the continent, gradually replaced by other 
nationalities later. Today, for instance, predominantly Afghan and Sub-Saharan African immigrants 
arrive via the Eastern Mediterranean and Western Balkan route. See MRI 2020.
18 Copenhagen has its own integration strategy which it calls the Copenhagen Model, based on the 
national one but more extended. The competent persons from the City Hall meet the appointed 
refugee already during the asylum procedure, who is assigned to one of the capital’s companies as 
an apprentice within 1 month, where he or she is mentored, and the refugee is also provided with 
a permanent residence within 6 months, as well as a comprehensive medical examination. OECD 
2019, p 17.
19 Thomassen 2019, pp 25–28.
20 The Ministry of Immigration and Integration may also provide asylum-seekers with severe 
physical or mental illness with temporary residence permit on humanitarian grounds, if they 
lacked the chance to receive appropriate healthcare upon returning to the country of origin. But 
the number of permits issued on this ground remains low. OECD 2019, p 30. 
21 The survey was conducted between 8 and 10 September 2015 by asking 1,681 persons (margin 
of error: +/- 2.9%).
22 DR 2015.
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3) The two most important restrictive measures on settlement: the term of the 
integration programme is 1 year, which can be extended four times at most,23 
and the appointed municipality where the refugee is entitled to settle shall be 
responsible for promoting integration throughout the term of the integration 
programme.24 The refugee concerned has the right to move to another place during 
the programme, but if the municipality of his or her new residence is not willing 
to continue the provision of funds for the individual’s integration programme, the 
given refugee will lose the right to the social benefits granted.

4) The municipality is not obligated to provide the refugee with a permanent 
residence, he or she is required to reside at the temporary accommodation until he 
or she becomes able to rent an own apartment from his or her income. The rules on 
reclassification into temporary accommodation were eased. (The asylum-seekers 
are required to stay in the reception centres, in specific cases they are authorised 
to settle outside.)

5) Deciding on the provision of regular medical examinations has been the 
discretion of municipalities since 2016. Refugees and asylum-seekers are eligible 
to use acute healthcare services. 

6) The refugees are not automatically eligible to take part in vocational training 
free of charge.

7) From 2016 those who lived in Denmark for less than 7 years in the last 8 years 
receive decreased social benefits. This has been followed by further restrictions ever 
since.

8) In the case of unaccompanied minors the personnel of the reception centre, 
in order to enforce the house rule, was authorised, among others, to withhold 
“pocket money” or to use physical force (for preventive purpose). 

5. The integration strategy of the Frederiksen cabinet

Although the Rasmussen cabinet switched over to a more moderate rhetoric from 
the previous more offensive one, the  social democratic one-party government led 
by Mette Frederiksen made only four – rather symbolic than substantial – changes 
with regard to the content of its restrictive policy up to January 2020: 

23 If the person does not pass a very basic language exam and is not employed at the end of the  
1 year long term.
24 Important to note that the name of the programme changed to Selvforsørgelses- og 
hjemrejseprogrammet og introduktionsprogrammet as of 1 July 2019. It has two parts: the self 
support and home travel programme is for newcomer refugees and their families, while the 
introduction programme is for other family reunifications. See UIM 2019.
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The following changes were adopted under the external support agreement 
entered with three small parties, the Radikale Venstre (party letter: B), the Socialist 
People’s Party (Socialist Folkeparti, party letter: F) and the Red-Green Alliance 
(Enhedslisten, party letter: Ø):25

1) First, after three years Denmark will accept UN quota refugees again (see point 6), 

2) second, it will not open the prison facility on the abandoned Lindholm island, 
planned by the previous cabinet for detaining asylum-seekers committing crimes,

3) third, the asylum-seekers committing crimes will be separated from their 
innocent peers in the town of Kærshovedgård where they were forced to live 
together,

4) four, the families awaiting repatriation will be moved to into better conditions 
in the town of Sjælsmark.

The cabinet emphasises how important it is to continue the comprehensive 
inclusion in the world of work, in particular the work and training programme (in 
Danish: Integrations-GrundUddannelse, IGU).26 As a key point of the programme, 
the recently arrived refugee first gets a social benefit27 and learns basic skills in 
32-37 hours a week, thus earning experience at an assigned market workplace, 
so he or she will have real chance to get a “regular” job later. During the second, 
“apprentice” period the refugee receives a wage of around DKK 12,000.28 (By 
comparison: the average salary is DKK 27,166.29) The programme considered as 
successful was extended in February 2019 to June 2022.

According to plans, language education should be made more flexible and even 
more labour-market-oriented, for instance, by enabling courses to be held at 
the workplace or outside the working hours. IGU was specifically designed to 
enable a customised combination of work and learning by means of an individual 
agreement with the employer. 

Finally, the new cabinet aims to eliminate the ghettos by 2030. They intend to 
spend DKK 10 billion for this purpose between 2019 and 2026. An official map 
of them has been published since 2010, last updated in late 2019.30 Ghetto shall 
mean any inhabited area with a population of at least 1,000 to which three of the 
following five criteria apply:

25 The Local 2019c.
26 The Local 2019a.
27 The amount depends on his or her family status. Who raises a child alone gets DKK 12,283 gross 
a month, while a single who is not 30 years old yet gets DKK 2,646 gross. See Borger 2019.
28 1 DKK = 0.13 EUR.
29 DST 2020b. In contrast to Hungary, in Denmark there is no fixed statutory minimum wage.
30 The Local 2019e.
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1) at least 40% of its population aged 18-64 years are unemployed or not engaged 
in education in an educational institution on average in two years’ time,

2) more than 50% of its population have non-European nationality or origin,

3) at least 2.7% of its population were condemned for arms- or drug-related crimes 
(on average in two years’ time),

4) 50% of its population lack any or have only a basic-level educational 
attainment, 

5) the net income of its population aged 18-64 fall short of 55% of the regional 
average.31

6. Challenges spanning government terms

The report prepared for the European Parliament – used as a source of this 
study – indicates positive developments in the field of employment.32 In 2015 Q3 
the employment rate of refugees living in the country for at least three years was 
29% among males and 7% among females. This is far less than the corresponding 
rates of previously arrived non-European immigrants, which were 48% and 43%, 
respectively.  

In 2018 Q3 these rates more than doubled, and stood at 57% among males and 
20% among females. Men could even pass over their previously arrived non-
European peers, whose rate was 56% at that time, but women fell far behind the 
47% rate of their immigrant peers. 

Five problems were registered with regard to those arriving:33 the low level of 
qualification; the lack of Danish and English language knowledge; traumatisation 
as a barrier to their labour or – in a wider sense – social integration; the lack of a 
connection network that could help them getting on in everyday issues; and the 
completely different social, cultural and religious background.

Similarly, five problems were identified with regard to the integration process:34 
municipalities can have other priorities, thus not all of them perform the assigned 
integration tasks sufficiently; communication on refugees between the reception 
centres and municipalities is not always efficient; less emphasis is placed on other 
factors facilitating integration beyond the labour market; the boundaries between 

31 Refugees are not included.
32 Thomassen 2019, p 9. 
33 Thomassen 2019, p 10.
34 Thomassen 2020, p 17.
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the responsibilities of municipalities and the business and35 non-governmental36 
sector may become blurred in the course of their essential cooperation; less 
attention may be paid to immigrants who had come to the country prior to the 
present migration crisis, whose integration has yet to be finished.

7. UN quotas and EU opt-out

The UN Refugee Agency has been operating its resettlement programme for 
decades, with Denmark on board from the very beginning. In the 2010’s – up to 
the year 2016 – this meant the acceptance of approximately 500 people a year. The 
rules on these refugees selected37 in two ways are the same as those applicable to 
the refugees submitting application after crossing the country’s border, their rights 
and obligations are fully identical. They are thoroughly assessed right before their 
arrival, and the Danish state has the right to refuse by referring to the result of the 
assessment, as well.

In 2016 the Rasmussen cabinet – by referring to the lack of free capacities due 
to managing the situation of those arriving into the country during the crisis – 
suspended its participation in the programme for an indefinite term. (Another 
key measure was justified by referring to increased burdens: the reintroduction of 
border controls.) No EU quota refugee was arrived in the country over the past 
three years, while in 2020 a similar number of them is expected.

As for the crisis management carried out by various EU bodies, in particular the 
Commission, Denmark is only watching it from the sidelines. Upon the signing 
of the Maastricht Treaty, the country was granted opt-outs in four fields: common 
currency, EU citizenship, common defence policy and common justice and home 
affairs. The former two are rather symbolic today, since on the one hand the Danish 
krona is pegged to the euro, and on the other anyone can travel to countries 
outside the EU with a Danish passport similarly as holding an EU one. It is only 

35 In the case of approx. one-third of municipalities, companies gradually introduce refugees to 
work processes requiring increasingly complex professional knowledge during courses (industry 
packages, in Danish: Branchepakker). No official assessment of the programme has been disclosed. 
Thomassen 2019, p 16.
36 The Danish Red Cross and the Danish Refugee Council launched a programme (Friends pave 
the way, in Danish: Venner Viser Vej) which pairs up refugees with local volunteers upon their 
arrival to the municipality where he or she will live. The two persons are free to develop the content 
of assistance, ranging from the contribution to learning the language to the assistance in doing 
the shopping. The funding of the programme – today operating in nearly all municipalities – is 
ensured up to 2022. Thomassen 2019, p 17.
37 The officers of the Immigration Office travel to the refugee’s temporary place of residence, and 
either based on the interview conducted there or upon the UN’s written call, they decide upon the 
accelerated admission of people with severe illness.
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the left-wing liberal small party, Radikale Venstre38 which is a traditional and fully 
committed supporter of making opt-outs into opt-ins, other parties are sceptical 
more or less. It can be assumed that the opt-in would fail in a referendum on all 
the four questions asked together, thus governments attempted to ask the people 
on the issues one by one in the last decades. All referendums saw the failure of 
opt-in, for the last time on 3 December 2015, when the Rasmussen cabinet asked 
the Danish on the common justice and home affairs package, including asylum 
issues. In the year of the outbreak of the migration crisis ‘no’ votes significantly 
exceeded the ‘yes’ ones, (53% vs. 47%), thus Denmark remains to pursue a fully 
independent immigration policy. Thus, for example, it is not required to join 
the relocation mechanism by mandatory quotas, and has the right to order the 
immediate repatriation of asylum-seekers arriving from specific countries in the 
course of an accelerated procedure on the ground of obvious unfoundedness.

It may seem as a contradiction that where such a strong Euroscepticism prevails, 
how is it possible that the EU enjoys trust among 63% of the Danish population.39 
In this regard one should highlight the fact that EU membership itself is widely 
supported, and the Danish rather refuse to give further competencies to Brussels. 
For example, to the question whether it is necessary to adopt rules ensuring gender 
equality on the Community level only 24% gave a positive answer. 

However, we should note that opinions have appeared since 2015 claiming that 
small countries will not be able to tackle large masses of migrants in the event 
of a great migration crisis in the lack of European coordination, which could 
be an argument in favour of opt-in. Nevertheless, seeing the inadequate crisis 
management by the Commission led by Jean-Claude Juncker in the practice, this 
argument today would not be enough anymore (or yet) to turn the shares of votes 
cast in the referendum. 

8. Summary

The small North European country seems to leave behind the decades of debates 
on immigration with the fight against climate change, Denmark’s new national 
minimum, and the consensus in the issues of migration and integration developed 
in the centre of the political elite, placing the emphasis on self-sustainment and 
return instead of integration. It is a fact that population decline remains to be 
remedied by immigration, since Danish natives contributed the growth of the 
country’s population in 2018 (+24,891) only slightly (6.8%). Many people arrived 

38 Current vice president of the European Commission Margrethe Vestager was president of this 
party. In the Juncker Commission Vestager was the commissioner for competition, while in the 
von der Leyen Commission she is responsible for digitalisation.
39 EC 2019.
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from Romania (11.2%), Ukraine (6.6%), Syria (6.0%), India (5.1%), Poland 
(5.0%) and Lithuania (4.2), as well.40 

Naturally, unsatisfied remain who are not afraid to vote for new parties: in the 
elections of June the party named the New Right (Nye Borgerlige, party letter: 
N) following the narrative and rhetoric of Pia Kjærsgaard was voted into the 
parliament, while the Hard Line (Stram Kurs, party letter: P) – which did not 
make it into the Folketing this time – carries on the legacy of Mogens Glistrup. It 
is a question of the current parliamentary term whether the two new parties will be 
able to preserve their support at its present level, or their growing popularity will 
send another signal to the mainstream elite that deeper changes are necessary.

It is a further interesting question whether this “steady state” can be preserved even 
where another migrant wave reaches Europe, and Denmark has to tackle an all-
time high number of people, and in this regard whether they become pressurised 
by supporters of relocation in order to turn back Denmark on its current path, one 
which it has stepped on only recently. 

Table 1 Population of Denmark by origin as at 1 January 2019
(source: OECD 2019, 15.)

person % of the total population

Non-Western41 origin 506,570 8.7
of which immigrant42 351,424 6.1
 of which descendant 155,146 2.7

Western origin 287,031 4.9
of which immigrant 256,198 4.4
of which descendant 30,833 0.5

Total immigrants 793,601 13.7
Danish origin 5,012,480 86.3

Total population 5,806,081 100

40 OECD 2019, p 19.
41 Danish statistics use this category, since they classify immigrants from Canada, the US, Australia 
and New Zealand (along with European immigrants) jointly as “Western”.
42 Someone born outside Denmark without Danish citizenship.
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Table 2 Survey conducted on the severity of specific problems 
 and election results of anti-migration parties, 1973-2001

(source of tables: ANDERSEN 2003, 18.)

Problem 1973 1975 1977 1979 1981 1984 1987 1988 1990 1994 1998 2001

Economy43 42 78 75 79 78 67 49 44 57 41 19 13
Environment 4 1 3 6 2 3 15 9 10 8 9 4

Welfare 14 4 13 7 8 13 15 6 20 38 47 51
Immigration - - - - - - 4 2 4 8 14 20

Foreign affairs44 3 1 1 1 2 9 3 15 3 3 5 4
Other 37 16 8 7 10 8 14 24 6 2 6 8

In total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Progress Party 15.9 13.6 14.6 11.0 8.9 3.6 4.8 9.0 6.4 6.4 2.4 0.6

Danish People’s Party 7.4 12.0

Question asked: “In your opinion, with which problem should politicians mainly deal with?” 

Table 3 Results of parties in the Folketing elections of 2015 and 2019
(data source: Ministry of Interior of Denmark)

Party Party letter Bloc Result of 2015 
%

Result of 
2019 %

Change %

Social Democratic Party A left-wing 26.3 25.9 -0.4
Danish People’s Party O right-wing 21.1 8.7 -12.2
Venstre V right-wing 19.5 23.4 +3.9
Red-Green Alliance Ø left-wing 7.8 6.9 -0.9
Liberal Alliance I right-wing 7.5 2.3 -5.2
Alternative Å left-wing 4.8 3.0 -1.8
Radikale Venstre B left-wing 4.6 8.6 +2.0
Socialist People’s Party F left-wing 4.2 7.7 +3.5
Conservative People’s Party C right-wing 3.4 6.6 +3.2
Christian Democrats K right-wing 0.8 1.745 +0.9
New Right N new party - 2.4 -
Hard Line P new party - 1.846 -

43 Unemployment, other economic issues, taxes issues jointly.
44 Including defence issues.
45 No seat gained.
46 No seat gained.
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The Political Expansion of Islam
Hanga Horváth-Sántha – Bianka Speidl

Abstract 

The Migration Research Institute has published a longer study on the political 
expansion of Islam in Europe. The present study aims to analyse the realisation 
of interests and adaptation strategies of West European Muslim communities, as 
well as to learn the continuously developing religious legal regulations, provided 
to Muslims living in minority. An abbreviated version of the study is available on 
the Institute’s website. 

1. Introduction

According to the European democratic rules of play, seeking and entering into 
alliances cover strategies of obtaining and maintaining power. However, making 
alliance with any non-Muslim entity or political power is possible for Muslims 
living in minority only as much as it is essential for expansion, if the community 
is too weak to represent and enforce its interests on its own.

According to estimates, 43 million Muslim immigrants lived in Europe in 
2010, representing 10% of the continent’s total population, but their number is 
expected to reach 70 million by 2050.1 We have no accurate data on the number of 
European Muslims, because the national laws of many Member States prohibit data 
collection by ethnicity or religion,2 and thus Eurostat – which receives its statistics 
from Member State authorities – does not keep records of the religious affiliation 
of European citizens.3 The EU rules of procedure applicable to censuses do not 
require either the collection of any data on the ethnic or religious composition 
of the population, or by language groups.4 Consequently, the predominantly 
Western European countries hosting significant Muslim populations factually 
cannot realise that Muslim communities are seeking more social and political 
influence – either by joining already existing parties or founding their own 
ones – due to a nearly infinite pool of Muslims ensured by demographic trends, 

1 Pew Research Institute 2015.
2 The French Act on Censuses in force since 1872 prohibits the registration of ethnicity and 
religious affiliation by the authorities. The Act was confirmed by French legislators in 1978.
3 Patacchini et al. 2015, p 176.
4 The minimum scope of data to be collected and the methods of data collection in censuses are 
specified in Regulation (EC) No 763/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 9 July 
2008 on population and housing censuses and Commission Regulation (EU) 1201/2009 of 30 
November 2009.
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the strengthening of Muslim identity and political consciousness, and the ongoing 
migration. Notwithstanding, it is not a mere assumption but rather a reasonable 
expectation that European Muslim communities will be key players not only in 
shaping demographic trends, but also in shaping European politics.

2. Interest representation model of European Muslims

Usually 3-4 influential Muslim organisations operate in countries hosting large 
Muslim minorities, which conduct active lobbying and interest representation as 
well as possess meaningful political networks. Their membership includes those 
committed and religious Muslims who intend to influence the government’s policies 
relating to Islam.5 The Muslim Brotherhood is the most influential organisation 
among them, rooted in Egypt but has transformed into a global network by today. 
Originally the Muslim Brotherhood started recruiting and institution building by 
addressing the Islamists living in Europe whose aim was to overthrow Arab secular 
regimes, and to establish Islamist systems in place of them. Following the terrorist 
attacks of 11 September 2001, the Brotherhood defined itself as an intermediator 
between European authorities and Muslim communities and gave key positions to 
its members in the Muslim Councils set up for controlling the communities. The 
organisations connected to the Muslim Brotherhood conducted an intensive lobbying 
and networking activity in EU institutions, such as the European Parliament, and 
launched cooperation with various European alliances and organisations, engaged 
predominantly in economic, social and human rights issues.6

The “self-appointed” organisations referring to themselves as moderate were 
actually conservative in their ideology, and their aspirations were further amplified 
by the fact that governments sought Muslims who are willing to cooperate, and 
with whom – as designated representatives of the community – they could work 
together on fostering security and repressing radicalisation. This was the way how 
the Muslim Brotherhood could successfully establish alliances based on mutual 
obligation in a number of western countries, on both local and national levels. 
Under such agreements, the Brotherhood typically commits to mobilise voters 
in exchange for financial support and political influence. It became a regular 
practice that various associations print brochures, and then send them to the 
members of Muslim communities. These provide guidance on the voting process, 
offer assistance in registration and transportation to the polling stations, and also 
make suggestions regarding which candidate is worth to support. For candidates 
competing in electoral districts with a high share of Muslims, cooperating with the 
community is essential for the victory.7 

5 Euro-Islam.Info 2010.
6 Dahroug 2013.
7 Vidino 2010, p 107.
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In recent years the Belgian, Dutch and German internal security services 
found that these organisations basically aim to establish and preserve a strongly 
politicised Muslim identity, to exert influence over sports, religious and cultural 
associations, and to position themselves before opinion makers and government 
institutions as the number one representatives and organisers of the Muslim 
communities.8 However, at the same time they strive to enforce strict Islamic 
laws, as well as to impose conservative principles on the  members, either by 
convincing or psychologically pressurising them.9 Recognising this duality, the 
German Constitutional Protection Office (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz) 
identified conservative, latent Islamist groups as a significant threat to German 
social cohesion already in 2005.10 

3. The majority of European Muslims vote for left-wing 
parties

The majority of Muslims belong to the lower middle class in Western Europe, and 
unemployment is also high among them.11 These communities were traditional 
target groups of labour and social democratic parties enjoying popularity in middle 
classes.12 

In recent years several European countries witnessed a specific ideological and 
structural crisis of these parties, which led to a dramatic drop in their popularity 
among native voters.13 Therefore, it is not surprising that the socialists and social 
democrats, and the green parties of the new left all took a pro-immigration 
position. This situation gave Muslim organisations the opportunity to enter 
alliances of interests, which connect politicians, recruiting voters, and their parties 
with Muslims pursuing greater social-political influence, or in other words: those 
supporting settlement and benefits with those bringing voters. Under this strategy 
the parties, on the one hand, make promises and allowances which reinforce the 
communities’ autonomy – for instance by legalising specific elements of the Sharia, 
or by taking the rules of Muslim lifestyle into account –; on the other hand, they 
embrace Muslims considering themselves as moderate into their parties.

Winning the support of Muslim voters became a key element of campaign strategies 
in Western European countries. In his election manifesto of 2012, François 
Hollande promised that non-French citizen immigrants living in the country at 

8 Vidino 2010, pp 54–55.
9 Ibid.
10 Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz 2005, pp 192–195.
11 BBC 2005.
12 Vidino 2010, p 57.
13 Lévesque 2016.
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the time of local elections of 2014 would also have the right to vote, and at the 
same time foresaw amnesty for the nearly 400 hundred thousand illegal Muslim 
immigrants residing in the country. None of the promises were fulfilled, but this 
tactic proved to be sufficient for Hollande to earn the support of 86 percent of 
Muslim voters in the second round of the presidential election.14 

The Swedish Social Democratic Party back in the late 1990’s entered a cooperation 
agreement with one of the then most important national Muslim organisations 
(Sveriges Muslimska Råd – Swedish Muslim Council) in order to strengthen the 
involvement of people with Muslim background in Swedish politics, and thus 
to ensure more voters for their party,15 a step which enjoys popularity among 61 
percent of Muslim voters according to a survey conducted in 2015.16 Staying in 
Sweden, a politician with Turkish background from the Green Party was appointed 
as a minister in the incumbent government despite his manifestly extremist anti-
Jewish views expressed for years, who drew a parallel between European radical 
Islamists fighting on the side of the Islamic State and Swedish volunteers serving 
in the Finnish Winter War of 1939, as well as had connections with the Turkish 
extremist Islamist organisation called Grey Wolves.17 

German trade unions recruited members from among immigrants already in the 
1960’s, thus it is not surprising that social democrats and greens were the first 
to support dual citizenship for the Turks.18 In the German federal elections of 
2013, nearly 64 percent of voters of Turkish origin voted for SPD, the German 
social democratic party.19 The second and third most popular parties among this 
group of voters were the Greens (die Grünen) and the Left (die Linkspartei), each 
receiving 12 percent from voters of Turkish origin.20 According to a poll conducted 
by news portal Welt Online in February, the followers of SPD and the Greens 
were the number one supporters of granting non-EU citizens voting right (63 and 
64 percent, respectively).21 

In Great Britain the Labour Party has been striving to win Muslim votes since 
the 1980’s, which already back then had significant political weight at that time 
in cities like Bradford, Leicester, Birmingham, or in specific districts of London.22 
The same trend prevailed in the 1990’s as well, and estimates suggest that 4 out of  

14 Zennou 2013. 
15 Website of Swedish social democratic politician Thoralf Svensson.
16 Blog of Swedish political scientist Magnus Hagevi.
17 Minister for housing and urban development Mehmet Kaplan left his office in late April 2016 
because of his connections with the Turkish Islamist movement.
18 Laurence 2013.
19 Bundestagswahl 2013.
20 Ibid.
21 Welt Online 2017.
22 Vertovec 2001, p 29.
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5 Muslims voted for the Labour in the elections of 1997.23 According to a 2011 survey 
conducted among Muslims living in Great Britain, 37 percent voted for the Labour 
in the elections of 2010, while 12 percent cast their votes for the Conservative 
Party.24 The umbrella organisation called the Muslim Council of Britain had 
been established in the first months following the appointment of Tony Blair as 
prime minister (2005) with the government’s support. The leaders of the country 
regarded the Council as a guarantee for obtaining immigrant votes, thus they 
tried to establish the strongest possible ties with the organisation. As an outcome, 
they officially supported the report by Runnymede Trust on Islamophobia,25 and 
adopted a law on the state support of Muslim schools.26 

Socialist and social democratic parties associate integration exclusively with social 
mobility and employment.27 In a 2010 summary on immigration policy, SPD 
blamed the lack of equal opportunities – prevalent in education and employment – 
for the difficulties of integration. According to the definition used in the document, 
integration is not a cultural or religious asset, but merely a social one.28 

A number of socialist politicians in western Europe named repression by the 
West, colonisation, poverty in the Middle East, and the “structural discrimination 
and institutionalised racism” towards Muslims living in Europe as the reasons 
behind the rise of the terrorist organisation named Islamic State.29 At the same 
time they tend to interpret Islamist-driven radicalisation among second- and 
third- generation Muslim immigrant young people as a “generational rebellion”, 
or sometimes as a social revolution.

4. Centre-right parties and Muslim immigrants

Centre-right governments in power between 2002 and 2006 made much effort 
to integrate Islam into the framework regulating the relationship of the state 
and churches. These parties typically support the self-organisation of Muslim 
communities, the free practice of their religion, and the building of mosques. In 
the hope that extremist tendencies can be detected and prevented through tighter 

23 Azam 1997.
24 Ashcroft 2012, p 44.
25 The Runnymede Trust 1997.
26 The Muslim Council of Britain 1998.
27 Laurence 2013.
28 SPD 2010.
29 Cottee 2016.
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control, it was the leading politicians of centre-right parties in France, Germany 
and Italy who forged agreements with Islamists who claimed to be moderate.30 

The first ministers with Muslim background were appointed in France by politicians 
from the centre-right, Jacques Chirac and Nicolas Sarkozy.31 Sarkozy supported 
the establishment of the French Council of the Muslim Faith (Conseil français du 
culte musulman) in 2003 as the minister of interior in the centre-right Rafarrin 
cabinet.32 He explained his support by claiming that a visible Islamic representation 
is better than one which operates and spreads “in the dark”.33 In Italy the centre-
left government had mandated the ministry of interior with establishing a Muslim 
council in 1998, though it was a Christian democrat minister of interior who finally 
signed the agreement on the set-up of the Islamic Council (Consulta Islamica) in 
2004. A similar situation could be observed in Germany, where the Greens started 
to elaborate the concept of the “German Muslim” as well as played a significant 
role in developing the new Citizenship Act of 1999. Nevertheless, again it was  
a Christian democrat minister of interior who approved the establishment of the 
German Islam Conference (Deutsche Islam Konferenz) in 2006.34 

Centre-right parties usually favour a more cautious immigration policy, subject 
benefits to stricter conditions and put more emphasis on security aspects. However, 
their policies in practice hardly differ from those pursued by left-wing parties, which 
is also reflected by the migration policy of the German CDU-CSU coalition: it is 
the justification of the specific measures what rather differs, and not the decisions 
themselves. Emphasising religious values in theory offers a platform which brings 
Muslim interests closer to right-wing ideas, but their material wellbeing is better 
served by the benefits and social assistance ensured by the left. This opinion is justified 
by the fact that while only 5 percent of the Muslims living in Great Britain feel that 
the Conservative Party represents their interests, 26 percent of them perceive a close 
proximity between their values and those represented by the conservatives.35 

European politicians typically make two serious mistakes in their interpretation 
of Islam. On the one hand, they do not understand the role and importance 
of religion in Muslim communities, they fail to recognise that faith and politics 
cannot be separated in Islam, thus religion cannot be restricted to the private 
sphere. On the other hand, they approach various religious and ethnic groups 
from the aspect of cultural relativism, meaning that they consider all cultures as 
equal, and no criticism is allowed vis á vis any cultural practice.

30 Laurence 2013. 
31 Ibid.
32 Taras 2012, p 152.
33 Ibid.
34 Laurence 2013.
35 Ashcroft 2012, pp 45–46.
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5. Islamist parties – for the time being – are not potent

Muslims strive to enforce their interests by using already existing political 
channels, and partly by establishing new organisations. In the Netherlands the 
party called Denk (“Thought”) was founded in 2014 by two politicians of Turkish 
origins, Tunahan Kuzu and Selçuk Öztürk, who had previously been elected 
into parliament as the representatives of the Dutch Labour Party. They had left 
the Labour Party because they disagreed with the surveillance of the Muslim 
community, though they kept their parliamentary seats, and could even gain one 
more in the recent elections.

In many countries of Western Europe parties taking up names with reference 
to their Islamic background – and predominantly sharing Islamist ideas – were 
registered, as well. In Finland converts founded the Finnish Islamist Party (Suomen 
islamilainen puolue) in 2007, which set objectives like the legalising the Islamic laws 
of animal slaughter (halal), the exemption of Muslim children from music and 
physical education, and securing acceptance for Sharia law.36 The Danish Muslim 
Party (Dansk Muslim Parti) set as an objective in 2008 to make Denmark the first 
Muslim country of Europe.37 The Islamist parties typically stress the slogans of 
fighting negative discrimination and a moral revival, and they campaign for 
the introduction of Sharia as the legal system that would ensure optimal control 
over the society. This aspiration is expressed by the so-called Sharia4 movements, 
which popularise militant interest enforcement beyond the boundaries of political 
activism.38 

6. Justification of political expansion from a religious law 
aspect

The majority of Muslim jurists believe that Muslims are obligated to change 
the power relations in the politics of the host countries, practically meaning the 
participation in elections and a conscious, disciplined voting behaviour. As the late 
Mohammad Hussein Fadlallah, former spiritual leader of Hezbollah stated, moving 
to the West is an opportunity for propagating Islam. A Muslim can never pledge 
allegiance to an unbeliever, however they can live in their country.39 Working in 
the state apparatus and the public administration is advised if it serves the Islamic 
objectives.40 He also gave his followers a tactical advice, namely to enforce their 

36 Yle 2007.
37 EuroNews 2008.
38 Vidino, 2015.
39 Fadlallah 2004, p 89.
40 Fadlallah 2004, pp 92–93.
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interests by “looking for the gaps”, rather than by confrontation.41 He explained 
this idea as follows: “we can forge an agreement with a candidate in the general 
or municipal elections whereby we give our votes, and he or she in exchange will 
support us in our daily issues in the given country, or help us in exerting pressure 
for the interest of our countries of origin... ’Be essential for them, and they will 
respect you.’ Therefore, we should strive to become indispensable from political, 
economic, security, communication or scientific aspect.”42 

According to an Iraqi Sunni jurist a prominent leader of Iraqi Muslim Brotherhood, 
Muhammad Ahmad al-Rashid, Muslims act “wisely” if they accept the legal system 
of the unbeliever (kafir) country, and take part in its political life, once this serves 
the interests of Muslims, and helps to prevent anything that would pose a threat 
to the community. It is useful in the “land of war” – the traditional name of 
territories which do not fall under the authority of Islam – if a Muslim decides 
to become a candidate in the parliamentary elections to strengthen the rights of 
Muslims, and to protect them from any threat. If there are no sufficient Muslim 
voters to elect a Muslim candidate, a non-Muslim candidate should be voted who 
is expected to protect the interests of the community.43 

According to the head of the European Council of Fatwa and Research seated 
in Dublin, ShaykhYusuf al-Qaradawi, that candidate should be backed – with 
funds and votes – who agrees to serve the interests of Islam and Muslims. Muslim 
votes are often decisive at elections between the two main competing political 
platforms. This greatly increases the weight of Muslim votes, and it is something 
to be exploited. Muslims can participate in public life, but only where this does 
not weaken their religious identity. This must serve the spread of Islam, and the 
aim here is to reinforce Muslim presence in non-Muslim countries through an 
active participation in public life.44 

7. Conclusion

The alliance of interests entered by a part of the western European elite with 
Muslim communities is only one arena of Islam’s political expansion in Europe, 
and thus cannot be interpreted as an unparalleled development. The most efficient 
way of enforcing Muslim interests in Europe is making politics in established 
parties – becoming politicians, creating Muslim “divisions” within them, and 
climbing up the ladder of a party career. The expansion of Islamism would be 
unimaginable without the cultural relativism which, in order to grow its voter base, 

41 Fadlallah 2004, p 147.
42 Fadlallah 2004, pp 169–170.
43 Islamicfatwa.wordpress.com 2009.
44 Al Jazeera 2004.
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neglects the fact that specific Muslim social practices collide with European values. 
This cultural relativism usually pushes aside the national security risk posed by 
radical Islamists, and with its passivity and flawed lenience it has also contributed 
to develop and cement parallel societies.
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A Peculiar Alliance: Progressive Parties and Muslim Voters in 
Certain Western European Countries

László Bernát Veszprémy

Abstract

Our study examines the strategies followed by certain Western European left-wing 
parties to win Muslim votes and the political preferences of Muslim voters, with 
particular attention to the British Labour Party and the situation in England. 
In preparing our study, we devoted special attention to examining the modern 
antisemitic rhetoric as a tool of establishing relations between the progressive left-
wing and Muslim voters.

1. The competition among left-wing parties ‘for Muslim 
votes’

Gudrun Krämer German historian and Islam-researcher found that ‘in the field of 
Islamic studies, today we can hardly find a topic more sensitive and contradictory 
than the issue of Muslim antisemitism’ which ‘researchers have been hesitant to 
approach’ on account of its political aspects.1 The issue of the Western European left 
wing and that of winning over voters with a Muslim background, along with the 
resulting progressive antisemitism is still contested, in spite of the fact that, during 
overseas elections, there is open talk about ‘ethnic votes’,2 and despite political 
sciences literature examining changes in ‘Catholic votes’3 and ‘Jewish votes’,4 
and detailed studies are available even on the voting tendencies of Hungarians 
living in Transylvania.5 Some studies even contest the very existence of ‘Muslim 
votes’6, while other experts–such as French sociologist Vincent Geisser–argue that 
‘Muslim votes’ are a social construct.7 Although ‘Muslim votes’ are considered  
a ‘sensitive topic’8 in the daily European media, this is not enough a reason–again, 
with Krämer’s words–‘for researchers to remain silent, especially when other people 
have fierce public disputes on the issue’.9 According to Donley T. Studlar British 

1 Krämer 2006, p 243.
2 Bird 2015, pp 249–279.
3 Vergani 2016, pp 1885–1903.
4 Troy 2017.
5 Kiss 2017.
6 Bouyarden 2013, p 116.
7 Geisser 2007.
8 Khemilat 2017.
9 Krämer 2006, p 243.
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political scientist, the existence of ‘ethnic votes’ can be actually established during 
elections where ‘an ethnic group forms part of those eligible to vote, a part large 
enough’ for the end result of the elections to depend on them.10

Is it possible that, seeing the growing population in Europe with an immigrant 
background, Western European progressive parties drew the conclusion that the 
traditional left-wing representation of those oppressed needed to be extended to 
immigrants? Just to refer to a finding in daily press: Has the left wing ‘replaced’ the 
working class for immigrants?11 The set of problems has definitely been identified: 
In 2011, David Miliband, a prominent representative of the British Labour Party, 
blamed the defeats of the party at the time on the ‘excessively close’ relations 
maintained by the left wing with immigrants. According to him, ‘the working 
class has left social democracy’, as ‘they consider immigration a huge problem, and 
the left wing is at least suspicious but rather guilty of that’ [that is, of supporting 
immigration].12 

Left-wing parties have given several types of response to the phenomenon, only 
one of these being the extension of immigrants’ voting rights. According to 
American political scientist Han Kyung Joon, the more left-wing a political party 
is in Europe, the more liberal an immigration policy it follows.13 For example, 
the extreme left-wing Spanish Podemos has declaredly proposed the extension 
of Spanish voting rights to win the support of freshly arrived immigrants.14 
The proposal relies on rational considerations: Italian surveys have shown that  
a vast majority of freshly arrived immigrants supports the left.15 The activisation 
of Muslim leaders is also a known method in election campaigns. According to 
political scientist Rafaela Dancygier from Princeton University, ‘from London 
through Brussels to Rotterdam, elections often depend on who has more relied 
on clan leaders and imams’.16 According to a research analysing British elections, 
between 2002 and 2010 the British Labour Party appointed Muslim candidates in 
a targeted manner in areas where the ratio of Muslims was outstandingly high.17 
As the Labour Party rarely interferes in the selection of candidates centrally, 
rather they issue general principles to their local organisations, the survey results 
suggest a general expectation.18 In the territories where they want to reach both 
the progressive camp and the Muslim community, they appoint an outstanding 
proportion of Muslim women as candidates: they serve the causes of both female 

10 Studlar 1983, p 92.
11 The Economist 2018b.
12 Cited by Dancygier 2013, p 1.
13 Joon 2015, 602. 
14 Rocchetti 2018, p 26.
15 Zincone 1992, p 255.
16 Dancygier 2018.
17 Dancygier 2013, p 2.
18 Dancygier 2013, p 3.
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representation and the representation of minority interests. The latter strategy is 
particularly characteristic of Austria and Germany and, to a slightly smaller extent, 
in Belgium and the United Kingdom.19

If, according to certain political scientists − such as Dancygier − there is such a 
thing as a strategy followed by progressive parties targeted to reach Muslims, then, 
in light of the results, this strategy can be considered successful from their own 
point of view. In the United Kingdom, based on the data of the BRIN (British 
Religion in Numbers) project of Manchester University, 85% of Muslims voted 
on the Labour Party at the 2017 parliamentary elections.20 According to BRIN 
data and also other researchers, this same trend could be detected between 2005 
and 2015 as well.21 As Dilwar Hussain, researcher at Coventry University put 
it in his study on the political activism of British Muslims in 2004, ‘[British] 
Muslims are traditionally enthusiastic supporters of the Labour Party’.22 In the 
United Kingdom, we can talk not only about the left-wing sympathy of British 
Muslims but also their integration into the British left and political decisions 
influenced by them. From the 1960s, Muslims started to participate in the 
island’s political life in several ways: they have appointed candidates in political 
parties, formed lobby groups, had councillors in the local council, and they have 
also established their own political party23. The first British Muslim councillor 
was elected in 1970 and, according to data from 2000, there were already 219 
Muslim councillors in the country, 166 of them Labour. (Apart from them, the 
literature knows about 27 liberal democrats, 20 conservatives and 6 councillors 
with other political affiliations).24 The British ‘Vote Smart’ movement, supported 
by Muslim organs (Q-News, Muslim News) and the Muslim Council of Britain, the 
umbrella organisation of British Muslims, was already known in the beginning 
of the 2000s. The movement focused on calculating the maximum number of 
council mandates attainable based on the Muslim population, and encouraging 
for strategic voting.25

Among British Muslim councillors, left-wingers were strongly overrepresented also 
during the last two local elections. In 2014, 84% of all British Muslim councillors, 
while in 2018, 89% of them were members of the Labour Party. Muslim councillors 
made up 6.5% and 8.6% of all councillors in 2014 and 2018, respectively. The 
number of council seats, by the way, was significantly reduced between the two 
elections, but not even that could influence the increase in the ratio of Muslim 

19 Dancygier 2018.
20 Clements 2017.
21 Clements 2017. Hussain 2004, p 390.
22 Hussain 2004, p 390.
23 Islamic Party of Britain, 1989. The party’s best result was 3% on an interim local election, then 
it soon collapsed. For the starts of British Muslims entering politics, see Hussain 2004, p 389.
24 Hussain 2004, p 389.
25 Hussain 2004, p 390.
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councillors.26 The question still remains why the British Labour Party targeted its 
messages towards the immigrant population; however, why the immigrants prefer 
the Labour Party, is a known fact according to Hussain: due to its tolerant slogans 
and their links to the trade unions allied to the party.27

Table 1: Number of British Muslim councillors by parties

Appointing party 2014 2018

Labour Party 277 341
Conservative   19   20
Liberal democrats    7   18
Other   24    1
In total 327 380

Source: http://muslimnews.co.uk/newspaper/home-news/400-muslim-councillors-elected/ (last download:  
1 November 2018)

Surveys in further two Western European countries with a large immigrant 
community show similar results. From France, data supporting the left-wing 
affection of French Muslims are available already from 1988.28 Jocelyne Cesari, 
political scientist from Birmingham University, published her research results 
in 1991, confirming the inclination of French Muslims to support progressive 
parties.29 Claude Dargent, sociologist from Paris University, reached the same 
conclusion in his study in 2003.30 Of the results of the 2007 French presidential 
elections, concrete statistics are available: in the first round, 64% of Muslim 
voters voted on socialist candidate Ségolène Royal, 19% on centre-right candidate 
François Bayrou and 1% on right-wing candidate Nicolas Sarkozy.31 In the second 
round, 95% of Muslim voters supported Royal’s camp.32 All this supported the 
conclusion drawn by French political scientists Sylvain Brouard and Vincent Tiberj 
in 2005: in their book, they talk about the ‘massive left voting of Muslims’.33

Elections in Belgium show a similar picture. In the 2004 regional elections, 45.7% 
of the Muslims eligible to vote supported socialists, 13.3% the liberals and only 
7.1% the Christian Democrats.34 According to Belgian sociologist Fatima Zibouh, 
the 2007 parliamentary elections confirmed the theory of the ‘close left-wing 
commitment’ of Muslim voters: at the time, 42.3% of Muslims eligible to vote 
voted on socialists, 16.7% of them on Christian Democrats, 14.7% on liberals 

26 Buaras 2018.
27 Hussain 2004, p 391.
28 Muxel 1988, pp 925–940.
29 Cesari, 1991, pp 42–53.
30 Cited by Zibouh 2013, p 23.
31 Ajala 2010.
32 Zibouh 2013, pp 20–21.
33 Brouard ‒ Tiberj 2005, p 21.
34 Zibouh 2013, p 21.
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and 12.2% on Ecolo (green party).35 Belgian sociologists Céline Teney and Dirk 
Jacobs concluded that the voting trends of young Muslims in Belgium will not 
change in the future either: according to their survey prepared before the 2007 
elections focussing on secondary-school students with an immigrant background, 
young people with a Moroccan or Turkish background were planning on voting 
on socialists.36 Another fact confirming the political affiliation of Belgian Muslims 
to the left-wing is that, between 1989 and 2009, the majority of the Muslim 
members of the parliament in the Brussels Capital Region were socialists in every 
year when the summary was prepared.37 In 2003, when about 25% of Brussel’s 
population under the age of 18 was Muslim, Zibouh found that ‘they represent  
a group of voters that cannot be ignored in the future’;38 now, this statement is 
even more true as their proportion has nothing but grown since then.

2. The Western European Muslim population and left-wing 
values

Sara Silvestri, a political scientist from City University, London, specialising in the 
integration of Muslim women, had an interesting finding in a study in 2009. After 
analysing several proposals submitted by various political groups in the European 
Parliament on the extension of Islamic religious rights, she found that ‘as a general 
trend, the Muslim-friendly approach is outstanding among European green and 
left-wing parties’. Silvestri added that these same parties are outright hostile to 
other religions, such as Catholicism.39 Her results might as well confirm the 
assumption that progressive parties show particular attention and understanding 
towards Islam, which, otherwise, is not necessarily compatible with their values.

All this is especially interesting as, since the European Muslim population often 
holds the same views40 as the extreme right-wing Europeans in certain issues–such 
as abortion, opinion about Jews, or gay rights–then the question arises: why these 
Muslims do not support the right-wing instead, and is not there some kind of  
a Muslim overrepresentation in the conservative camp? According to Jytte Klausen, 
a political scientist from Brandeis University, the literature does not support the 
idea that religious Muslims would be right-wingers.41 Although some Muslim 
politicians are known to be members of the Dutch anti-immigrant parties or the 

35 Ibid.
36 Teney ‒ Jacobs 2009, p 21.
37 Zibouh 2013, p 23.
38 Zibouh 2013, p 28.
39 Silvestri 2009, p 1225.
40 Referred to by Klausen 2005, p 66.
41 Klausen 2005, p 65.
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French National Front, their number is insignificant if compared to the number 
of Muslim politicians choosing other parties.42

According to Klausen’s interviews, Muslim politicians were discouraged from the 
right mainly by its elements emphasising Christian identity: ‘The Muslims who 
would otherwise have supported conservative parties, did not feel accepted by the 
right wing, mainly due to its element considering Christian identity as a part of 
national identity’. At the same time, the left wing may be a contradictory choice, 
too: ‘French Muslim [politicians] bitterly complained about the impatience of 
the Socialist Party towards religious expression’ and the left wing’s openness to 
abortion and gay rights.43

A survey on the importance of religion involving 165 European Muslim politicians 
and leading activists has found that even the Muslims considering the Islam ‘not 
important’ are very underrepresented among right-wing parties, while the Muslims 
deeming the Islam ‘somewhat important’ represent an even higher proportion in 
green44 and left-wing parties, which is similarly true for politicians considering 
the Islam ‘very important’. Within the latter two groups, politicians considering 
the Islam important to some extent were particularly overrepresented in green 
parties.

Table 2: Personal importance of the Islamic religion according to political affiliation

Islam is not important Islam is somewhat important Islam is very important

Right-wing 11.4% 6.3% 5.7%
Centre (green) 31.5% 53.1% 64.8%
Left-wing 57.1% 40.6% 29.5%

Source: Jytte Klausen: Europe’s Muslim Political Elite: Walking a Tightrope. World Policy Journal, 22:3 
(autumn 2005), page 65

Dancygier expressed this contradiction as follows: left-wing parties are ‘secular and 
progressive, while European Muslim communities are not. Muslim communities are 
much more religious, are conservative in social issues, and are patriarchal regarding 
gender stereotypes’. At the same time, it is these very, most conservative, Muslim 
communities that are able to bring their members to the ballot boxes on a massive 
scale, so, if left-wing parties do not reach out to them, they ‘expose themselves to 
losing Muslim votes and, with these, the elections as well’.45 Therefore, strongly 
religious Muslims seem to be unavoidable factors for the Western European left 
wing in reaching out to Muslim voters. And even the critics, coming from various 

42  Klausen 2005, p 66.
43 Ibid.
44 The author categorised green parties (i.e. those placing environment protection at the forefront) 
as ‘centre’ parties. She justified this terminology here: Klausen 2005, pp 61–68.
45 Immigration Policy Lab 2017.
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sides, of the party under review in a narrower sense – the British Labour Party – 
agree that the tolerance for radical Islam smuggled some antisemitism into the 
rows of British progressives.46

3. Muslim antisemitism and the left-wing

Accordingly, the following conclusions were reached above: the Western European 
left wing has a conscious strategy to win Muslim votes. According to relevant 
surveys, the vast majority of Western European Muslim voters prefer left-wing 
parties. In this mobilisation, a key role is played by strongly conservative Muslims 
who, despite all their religiousness, prefer secular, progressive parties. At this point, 
it is worth shortly addressing how the British left wing has become one of the 
most anti-Zionist progressive groups in today’s Europe, from a former supporter 
of Zionism. Another question worth examining is whether the (now infamous) 
antisemitism47 of the British left wing has anything to do with integrating the 
Muslims into the party and/or with its strategy for winning Muslim votes.

Israel – as a country emerging from the horrors of the Holocaust and working 
on the basis of socialist agricultural collectives (kibbutzim) – was considered the 
’sweetheart’ of the Western left-wing up until the end of the 1960s. The Six-Day 
War in 1967 revealed not only the vulnerability but also the military power of 
Israel. It was at this time that many religious Jews first started to feel sympathy 
for Israel, but there were mobilisations on the ‘opposite’ side, too: according to 
sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset, the alliance between the left wing and Israel 
has definitely ‘ended’ by 1969 and, as he added, ‘is not probable to resurrect’.48 
According to Belgian writer Michel Feher, on account of the ’67 war, ‘the Jews lost 
their place in the anti-Western front [envisaged by progressives]’, ‘leaving them in 
an instable situation, now as part of the oppressors’.49 According to Efraim Sicher, 
a historian at Ben-Gurion University, another factor strongly contributing to the 
developments of British antisemitism was ‘joining the anti-Zionist platform’ and, 
parallel to that, the ‘alliance with the radical Islam’. According to the historian, 
this is how the shocking images visible during left-wing–Arabic demonstrations 
on London’s streets can be explained: ‘This is a peculiar alliance: the Labour 
Party, British Muslims and the Neturei Karta’s50 anti-Zionist orthodox Jews’ 

46 Cohen 2018; The Economist 2018a; Seaton 2018; Deech 2016. 
47 The clearest expression of this being an event in the summer of 2018 when the largest British Jew 
organisations arranged a joint demonstration on account of the Labour Party’s antisemitism and 
Corbyn’s relating responses: Judah 2018.
48 Lipset 1969, p 128.
49 Feher 1994, p 268, p 278.
50 A good introduction for the orthodox Jewish group Neturei Karta is provided by: Sugarman 
2017.
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demonstrating together against Israel.51 According to Colin Shindler, professor at 
the School of Oriental and African Studies University of London and an authority 
on the history of Zionism, it was primarily in relation to the Palestinian question 
that left-wing British organs started to sympathise with pan-Arab and Muslim 
interests.52 A similar position was occupied by Paul Bogdanor and Robert  
S. Wistrich, two British historians researching Jews.53 The latter highlighted that 
the most fiercely antisemitic statements of the British left wing can be linked to 
Muslims in the Labour Party.54 As Austrian anthropologist Matti Bunzl put it: 
‘Earlier, [antisemitism] wore the mask of extreme right-wing nationalism, now it 
wears the clothes of extreme left-wing anticolonialism, anti-capitalism and anti-
globalism’.55

On some occasions, the most extreme antisemitic actors actually played a role in 
the left-wing mobilisation of Muslim voters. 2010 saw a scandal in the United 
Kingdom when it was revealed that two Labour Party politicians, Harriet Harman 
and Ed Miliband spoke at the same event with Azad Ali, a known extremist and 
spokesperson of the Islamic Forum of Europe (IFE).56 According to the article of 
the British Jewish Chronicle in 2010, the IFE website displayed lots of antisemitic 
content. Their site referred to Israel as a ‘Zionist terror state’, while Ali himself 
publicly expressed his support for Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh.57 In 2004 Ken 
Livingstone, the Labour Party candidate for Mayor of London, invited Muslim 
religious speaker Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the notoriously homophobic and antisemitic 
member of the Muslim Brotherhood, to deliver a speech in his campaign.58 
Livingstone himself called Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Saron a ‘war criminal’ in 
200559, and has not been free from antisemitic scandals in recent years either 
(now as an ex-Mayor). Since his retirement, he has repeatedly expressed his 
view – already voiced in the 1980 – that German dictator Adolf Hitler was  
a ‘Zionist’.60 As a lawyer, the current Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, member of 
the Labour Party and having a Pakistani origin, defended Louis Farrakhan Afro-
American Muslim religious speaker – banned from the United Kingdom due to his 
extremist views – in 2001; even in spite of his extremely anti-Jewish statements, 
Khan did not consider the orator as antisemitic.61 As Mayor, he took some steps 
to contain the ever-growing antisemitism in London (banning of Hezbollah flags, 

51 Sicher 2011, pp 10–11.
52 Shindler 2003, pp 157–177.
53 Bogdanor 2013, pp 65–94.; Wistrich 2015, pp 402–424.
54 Wistrich 2015, pp 410–414.
55 Bunzl 2005, p 499.
56 Harper 2010.
57 Bright − Rocker 2010.
58 Muir 2004.
59 Livingstone 2005.
60 Frazer 2016; Merrick 2018. 
61 Doyle 2016.
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removal of the posters slandering Israel)62, however, at the same time, the British 
press revealed many of his former relations with extremist Islamists.63

Then, the last two years can be characterised as ‘the years of antisemitic scandals’ 
of the British Labour Party. In August 2016, the Labour Party had no choice but 
to dismiss one of its MPs, Naz Shah, a politician of Pakistani origin, because she 
proposed on her social media page that British-Israelis should be ‘deported’ to 
America.64 In 2017, the Labour Party sent Shah to the Parliament again, and in 
July 2018 they made her their shadow Minister of State for Women and Equalities. 
In March 2018 the party’s leader, Jeremy Corbyn was revealed to be a member of  
a left-wing social media group supporting the Palestine cause, where classic antisemitic 
pictures and conspiracy theories were shared.65 In that same month, Corbyn was 
revealed to have spoken against the removal of an antisemitic graffiti in a social media 
post in 2012.66 In May 2018, the Israeli press reported that Corbyn has maintained 
contacts with historian Paul Eisen, a well-known holocaust denier, for 10 years. 
Corbyn and Eisen also attended a conference together, commemorating the Arab civil 
victims of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.67 August 2018 saw the public disclosure of 
one of his speeches from 2013, in which he explained that ‘British Zionists’ ‘do not 
get British humour’ ‘in spite of having lived here for generations’, and he promised 
that they will ‘make them understand’ both the British humour and history.68 The 
link between the party’s antisemitic scandals and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is 
also demonstrated by the fact that, between 2016 and September 2018, the Labour 
Party was not willing to accept the antisemitism-definition of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, which involved drawing a resemblance between 
Israel to the Nazis. Eventually, the Labour Party was willing to completely accept 
the definition after advocating the ‘Palestinian freedom’, with express opposition by 
Corbyn, according to the press.69

In 2016, the Labour Party initiated an internal inquiry into the issue of 
antisemitism in the party. The inquiry was led by Shami Chakrabarti, a member 
of the House of the Lords of Bengali origin, a ‘close friend’ of Corbyn’s according 
to the British press, who found that there was no antisemitism in the party, on the 
other hand, the party’s political opponents had stolen the expression ’Zionist’ and 
were using it for Jews in general.70 So, according to Chakrabarti, not antisemitism 

62 Forward 2017; Schofield 2018.
63 Oakeshott 2016.
64 Stewart 2016.
65 Elgot 2018.
66 BBC 2018.
67 Mendick 2017.
68 Labour Briefing 2018.
69 Sabbagh 2018.
70 For the report see The Shami Chakrabarti Inquiry 2016. For the assessment of the report and 
Chakrabarti’s relation to Corbyn see Stewart ‒ Sparrow 2018.
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but Zionism was the problem. Corbyn had a similar response to the accusations: 
he ‘did not check’ the graffiti ‘thoroughly enough’, he ‘did not see’ the antisemitic 
posts in the social media group, and he ‘was not familiar with’ Eisen’s views. The 
largest British Jewish community, the Board of Deputies of British Jews, published  
a communication in March 2018 saying that Corbyn is ‘repeatedly found alongside 
people with blatantly antisemitic views, but claims never to hear or read them’.71 
A survey among the British Jews in September 2018 found that 85% of them 
considered Corbyn antisemitic.72 

4. Summary

As seen above, the ‘Muslim vote’ as a political concept fits into the known category 
of ‘ethnic vote’ (or religious-minority vote). According to the literature, left-wing 
parties in Western Europe apply specific strategies to appeal to Muslim voters 
and maximise their votes (appointing Muslim candidates, winning over strongly 
religious community leaders). From their own point of view, their strategies have 
proved successful as, based on British, French and Belgian data, a vast majority 
of Muslim voters preferred left-wing parties in the significant elections of the past 
few years. According to British data, the majority of Muslims taking on political 
activism also are in the camp of left-wing parties. As seen from literature references, 
all this is contrary to the declaredly secular values of progressive parties. In spite 
of that, also the majority of strongly religious Muslim politicians are active in 
progressive parties. In parallel to winning over Muslim voters, the British left-wing 
started to use a rhetoric that was increasingly Israel-critic and sometimes openly 
antisemitic. This is particularly characteristic of the leadership of the British Labour 
Party and its politicians with an immigrant background. The leader of the party, 
Jeremy Corbyn was not able to provide satisfactory explanations to the presence 
of antisemitism within his party. According to recent surveys, the vast majority of 
Jews in Britain consider the leader of the British Labour Party antisemitic because 
of that.

71 Shirbon 2018.
72 Kerstein 2018.
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A Snapshot of the Migration Situation in Finland
Márk Vargha

Abstract

Although, according to various surveys, the Finnish society is rather divided 
on their attitude towards the migration developments that have unfolded since 
2015, the mainstream political elite has, all in all, come out in favour of a liberal 
immigration policy, substantially treating migration as a process to be managed, 
and handling the integration of newcomers as nothing else but a task to be solved. 
Although some restrictions have been adopted as a response to massive influx, 
the liberal Finnish immigration model has not changed substantially since 2015. 
The Finns Party, the only one to oppose massive immigration, did not manage to 
obtain a position in the government (in spite of their good election results).

1. Historical outlook

After the Bolshevik Revolution, Finland has become a target country for people 
in North-East Russia; consequently, approximately 20 thousand Russian refugees 
were living in its territory in 1922. A dramatic number of 430 thousand refugees 
arrived from the territories attached to the Soviet Union during the Second World 
War, who were resettled in the less densely populated areas of the country. There 
were also 63 thousand Ingrian Finns arriving to the country who, however, were 
sent back to the Soviet Union after the war. Up until the early 1990s, the country 
followed a strict migration policy; they only accepted a few hundred refugees from 
Chile and Vietnam in the 1970s.1 

Between 1990 and 1994, 5 thousand people were granted refugee status, with 
the majority of them arriving at Finland after fleeing from the Yugoslav wars and 
the Somali war. Due to family reunifications, their number grew to 18 thousand 
by the end of the decade, and the Ingrian Finns were also granted permission to 
settle, with 30 thousand of them actually exercising such permission within two 
decades.2

All in all, between 1990 and 2014, the number of immigrants grew from 37 to 
320 thousand, that is, from 0.8% to 5.9% of the total population.3 This is much 
lower than in the neighbouring Sweden (16.5%) and Norway (15.2%).4 30% of 

1 Sarvimäki 2017, p 3.
2 Ibid.
3 Sarvimäki 2017, p 4.
4 OECD 2017, 4.
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the asylum applications were submitted by Iraqi, Somali and Afghan citizens, with 
a 60% success rate.5   

2. Employment, salaries and benefits in figures before the 
migration crisis

Employment can be measured in one of two ways. In a narrower sense, the 
category of employed people includes those having a job at the end of the year 
and, in a broader sense, it includes people who have any kind of income from 
work. Regarding immigrants, both methodologies lead to a similar pattern:

(1) In the period between 1990 and 2013, the employment gap between immigrants 
and native Finns shows a substantial contraction.

(2) In the 1990s, there was a huge difference between the employment rate of 
those from OECD countries, post-Soviet countries,6 the former Yugoslavian 
states, Turkey and other countries, on the one hand, and Finns, on the other; 
which gradually decreased and, by 2013, the employment rate of the former group 
stabilised at 52–58%. 

(3) The employment rate of people from Iraq, Afghanistan and Somalia is substantially 
lower (only 20–26% on average, with an extremely low rate among women).

(4) It is true for all groups that those arriving earlier have a higher probability of 
employment than those arriving later.7

Although the passing years see improvements in the employment rates of the 
individual immigrant groups, the differences still remain, even after decades. For 
example, the employment of Iraqi men lags behind that of Finnish men of a same 
age by 70 percentage points in the year of their arrival and, after 10 years, there is 
still a 48 percentage point difference. The difference is the same in the case of Somali 
men, and slightly better in the case of Afghans (37% at the end of the 10th year).8 

In terms of sectors, commerce is particularly important among both men and 
women. Entrepreneurial spirit is most characteristic of Turkish people, with 37% 
of them carrying out this type of activity, which is more than three times the ratio 
in the Finnish mainstream society (11%).9

5 Sarvimäki 2017, p 4.
6 Mainly Estonians and Russians. The former group had a 17% and the latter a 41% unemployment 
rate. See Heikkilä 2016, p 8.
7 Sarvimäki 2017, pp 10–11.
8 Sarvimäki 2017, pp 13–14.
9 Heikkilä 2016, p 8.



198

Márk Vargha                      Limen 1 (2020/1)

As for salaries, people from OECD countries are dominant over other immigrant 
groups: with more hours of employment and/or higher wages. Just as in the case 
of employment, the Iraqi, Somali and Afghan group is falling behind also in terms 
of wages. At the end of the first full calendar year, Iraqi men only made 4% of the 
salary of Finns of same age and, even after a decade, this proportion was still below 
25%. At the end of the 10th year, the relevant ratio was 28% in the case of Somali 
people and 38% in the case of Afghans.10 

As for social benefits, the Iraqi, Afghan and Somali group receives the highest 
amount (in per capita terms, about twice as much as Finnish people), and the 
OECD group is at the bottom of the league (receiving 75% of the amount of 
benefits received by Finns). With the increase in the salaries of post-Soviet and post-
Yugoslavian citizens, the per capita benefits decreased in these groups; however, 
this phenomenon cannot be detected in any other group: even with higher wages, 
benefits still stagnated or even grew.11

3. Immigration from the start of the migration crisis until 
today – crisis management 

Between 1990 and 2014, an average of 2,700 asylum applications were submitted 
each year, with the highest number in 2009 (5,988). The year 2015 can be considered 
an extreme outlier, with the corresponding number amounting to 32,477, nearly 
nine times the previous year’s value. Such an influx was without precedence in the 
country since the Second World War. This led to the Finnish Migration Service 
assessing a record number (28,208) of asylum applications in 2016, finding them 
justified and making a positive decision in every fourth case (27.5%).12 By 2018, the 
number of applications has significantly decreased (4,548), however, the proportion 
of positive decisions has substantially increased (to 43%). 

It is important to note that, currently, the rules of procedure permit repeated 
application after a final and binding rejection. This led to nearly half of the 
applications (2,139 in 2018) being submitted by people – mostly Iraqis – who 
were not new applicants. This phenomenon suggests playing out the loopholes in 
the system, as most applicants refer to two ‘new circumstances’ in their repeated 
application: converting to Christianity and their homosexuality – where, as for the 
first, they converted to it while their first application was being assessed and, as for 
the second, they did not dare to admit their orientation in the first proceeding.13 

10 Sarvimäki 2017, p 15.
11 Sarvimäki 2017, p 18.
12 Positive decisions include: granting refugee status, subsidiary protection, humanitarian protection. 
13 Migri 2019. 
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As regards the number of people arriving from the respective countries of origin, 
Iraqi citizens have occupied first place continuously since 2015; that year, 20,484 
of them applied for asylum. Afghans and Syrians are also in the lead every year, in 
slightly changing positions, however, their number is much lower than that of Iraqis. 
As for the success rate of recognition, the order was right the opposite in 2017, far led 
by Syrians: 95% of them received positive decisions, while only 41% of the Afghans 
and 33% of Iraqis got the ‘green light’. This latter figure is especially interesting in 
light of the fact that, in the beginning, the Finnish authority automatically granted 
refugee status to the asylum-seekers coming from certain regions of Iraq, however, 
this practice was later reviewed.14 By the way, having faced the hostile weather 
conditions, language and job-seeking difficulties, as well as the refugee regulations 
in the country, one of every seven Iraqi applicants withdrew their applications and 
returned to Baghdad on a special aircraft at the Finnish state’s cost.15

In recent years, the majority of asylum applicants has fallen to the young age 
group of people aged 18–34 (2,368 people in 2018). They are followed by the 
middle-aged group of people aged 35–64 (999 people) before minors of 13 years 
or younger (949 people), with an insignificant number of people aged 14–17 and 
over 65 (182 and 41 persons, respectively). As for the ratio of positive decisions, 
however, the young and middle-aged group are at the bottom of the league with 
36–39%, as older people and minors are more probable to be granted some kind 
of status (48% and 56%), while teenagers can have even higher hopes for a positive 
assessment (71%). 

The majority of the multitude came to Finland from the direction of Sweden in 
2015, however, in the winter of 2015–2016 the world press was flooded with the 
news of many people entering the country on lousy bicycles or in sagging cars 
from the direction of Russia. This happened because Russian border protection 
rules prohibit crossing the Finnish border-crossing points on foot, and also because 
the neighbouring Norway, after having experienced a similar phenomenon, has 
introduced stricter control.16 The sudden increase of pressure has ended by the 
spring of 2016. Even without a thorough knowledge of the geopolitical situation, 
a scenario where Russian authorities were unaware of the illegal border crossings, 
can be ruled out. The first underlying factors are assumed to consist in simple 
corruption, however, later on, letting through migrants might have been a potential 
weapon of hybrid warfare in the hands of Russian leaders.17 Eventually, following 
intervention by Finnish ministers, the Prime Minister and then the President of 
the Republic, asylum-seekers were stopped at the Russian borders; however, this 
action had the result that now the Finns know: Russian border guards can easily 
‘look the other way’ again.

14 Schouten, 2015. 
15 O’Grady 2016.
16 Taylor 2015.
17 See Piipponen – Virkkunen, 2017.
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The government took serious material, legislative and infrastructural efforts in 
response to the challenge. Between August and December 2015, the number 
of reception centres was raised from 22 to 144, while the headcount of the 
Immigration Service from 365 to 508,18 and then to 900 by 2018.19 Furthermore, 
they stopped issuing residence permits on the ground of ‘humanitarian protection’, 
and declared certain areas of the three main countries of origin safe, opening up 
the opportunity to return part of the applicants (claiming that they have the 
opportunity to live in a safe area within their own country). The rules of family 
reunification have been restricted and social benefits cut back on: according to the 
new rules, newly arriving refugees and those under subsidiary protection can only 
apply for family reunification if they have sufficient income. (For example, one 
who wants to ‘bring’ a spouse and two children, has to make at least EUR 2,600 
net per month.)20 

On 8 September 2016 the government adopted its Government Integration 
Programme21 with 4 focus areas and 70 indicators. The four focus areas include:22

(1) channelling the cultural resources of migrants into Finnish innovation,

(2) integration overarching the various areas of life (education, work, family, free 
time),

(3) the smooth accommodation of the migrants who have been granted settlement 
permit and have been accepted as part of the quota, in cooperation with the 
municipalities,

(4) countrywide dialogue on the issue of migration, by rejecting racism.

In 2016, the state launched the so-called SIB model programme through the 
employment offices. The first target group consisted in the job-seeking refugees 
and those under subsidiary protection who have registered with the offices and had 
settlement permits. In 2017, due to the small number of applicants, the programme 
was extended to all immigrants. The objective of the programme, ending in 2019, 
is for 2,500 immigrants to find employment at companies on the market after 4-6 
months of language and integration training. After the 3-year programme (from 
2020) the state provides compensation to companies: it is envisaged to be less than 
the total of the tax income from employment and the unemployment benefits 
saved together. Up until the end of June 2018, 826 persons were selected into the 
programme and 257 found employment, mainly in the metropolitan region and 
on the West Coast. Successful graduates typically found blue-collar work in the 

18 Sarvimäki 2017, p 7.
19 Report 2018, p 18.
20 Sarvimäki 2017, p 7.
21 Report 2018, p 30.
22 Report 2018, pp 30–31.
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area of tourism and hospitality, transport, logistics and warehousing, cleaning and 
construction.23

There is another integration programme titled Kotona Suomessa (‘At Home in 
Finland’) which has two sub-projects. The ‘Good Path’ sub-project is designed 
to increase the efficiency of regional and local integration services (for example, 
the employees involved distribute integration-related information or map best 
practices). Part of the workers of the ‘Good Start’ sub-project provides advice, 
vocational training and civic orientation courses to newly arriving migrants, and is 
working on a country-level model based on the experience gathered. Another part 
of them assists migrants who have successfully completed the integration training 
but are unemployed, and a third part helps those who are unemployed and did not 
participate in the integration training either.24

The project titled Sylvia focuses on the financial, information and training support 
of the municipalities accepting refugees and those under subsidiary protection.25

Two programmes have been launched to improve the mental health of asylum-
seekers: PALOMA and TERTTU. In the former, the various actors getting in 
contact with asylum-seekers are provided a detailed manual on the resources and 
risk factors related to mental health, while the latter is designed to improve the 
uncovering of traumatic experiences and to speed up their treatment.26

The 2017–2019 comprehensive ‘Fundamental and Humanitarian Rights National 
Action Plan’ aims to decrease social aversion against immigrants (in areas like 
human rights, equality, self-determination, anti-discrimination, education). The 
action plan launched by the Ministry of Education and Culture in 2016 aims to 
prevent hate speech, while the Ministry of the Interior coordinates the ‘Action 
Plan for Preventing Violent Radicalisation and Extremism’, also launched in 2016. 
That same year, the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Economic Affairs 
and Employment launched the TRUST initiative to eliminate the discrimination 
experienced in municipalities and regions.27 

Finally, the government had a manual prepared titled ‘Welcome to Finland’, offering 
the basic knowledge for inclusion in 13 languages for the immigrants arriving at 
the country.28

23 Report 2018, pp 32–33.
24 Report 2018, pp 33–34.
25 Report 2018, p 34.
26 Report 2018, p 39.
27 Report 2018, pp 39–41.
28 For the manual, see Welcome, 2018.
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4. The challenges of the immigrants’ labour market 
integration

The 2015 labour market situation can be described with the following facts:29

(1) the unemployment rate was 9.4%,

(2) 6% of those employed were low-skilled workers,

(3) in the previous 10 years, only 13% of the immigrants were guest workers (the 
corresponding ratio in Great Britain, for example, is 40%), 

(4) within the OECD, Finland has the highest rate of 15–34 aged people with an 
immigrant background not in employment, education or training,

(5) a massive amount of people arrived from countries with a low level of education, 
often lacking even the basic skills or only having a formal qualification that could 
not be utilised on the Finnish labour market.

In the summer of 2016, the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment – in 
cooperation with the OECD – held a comprehensive workshop reviewing the 
issue of asylum-seekers’ integration and the possible solutions as regards 6 topics. 
In the summary of the workshop, the following challenges were expressed:

(1) Coordination of the actors of integration: the holistic knowledge of the actors 
and agencies is missing; the bulk of information that is to help navigating in 
the system is fragmented and, as a consequence, lots of incorrect or falsified 
information spread across migrants; certain sections of the integration plan are 
realised later than planned.30

(2) Language and early integration support: the employment service is overloaded 
(in certain regions 400 cases fall on 1 administrator); mothers caring for their 
babies and inactive persons are not involved in the integration trainings; the 
efficiency of the integration process is lower due to the delay in language trainings 
(in 2014, in the metropolitan regions there were delays of up to 6-8 months).31

(3) Validity and recognition of qualifications and foreign diplomas: there are 
multiple bodies engaged in recognition, which makes the procedure less transparent; 
bridging courses are not sufficiently developed and are time-consuming; 
competence based qualifications are only based on professional areas.32

29 OECD 2017, pp 6–7.
30 OECD 2017, pp 8–9.
31 OECD 2017, pp 10–11.
32 OECD 2017, pp 12–13.
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(4) Labour demand and contact with employees: there is limited information 
available to potential employers on the skills and qualifications of immigrants; 
legal regulations strongly protect the employees, employers have a low willingness 
to take risks; in the public sector, the requirement of high-level Finnish and 
Swedish language skills practically excludes the employment of immigrants; 
their employment for a probation period is prevented partly by legal and partly 
by administrative hardships; any they barely participate in supported wage 
programmes.33

(5) Discrimination: employers are influenced by stereotypes; anti-discrimination 
laws are hard to apply, as discrimination is hard to prove; implicit discrimination 
has many forms (the requirement to have unnecessarily high language skills leads 
to effective discrimination); although equal opportunity plans need to be regularly 
updated, neither such frequency nor sanctions are determined.34

(6) School integration: there is no primary education in every municipality; the 
disadvantages formed in the beginning hurt the chances of further education; 
teachers cannot contact parents regularly enough; many arriving immigrant 
children are close to the end of compulsory schooling age; there are no teachers 
with an immigrant background, and so there are no role models.35

The amendment36 of the immigration policing act that entered into force on 1 June 
makes it easier for employees coming from foreign countries to switch workplaces. 
Persons having worked in Finland for over a year will not be subject to restrictions 
in the future; it will not be required to examine whether there is also a domestic 
employee suitable for the position applied for. At the same time, three further 
changes entered into force as well:

(1) when submitting a new refugee application after the rejection of an asylum 
application, the applicant has to make a statement as to why, in the previous 
application, he or she did not mention the reason indicated in the new 
application; 

(2) in case of rejection of the asylum application, the immigrant no longer has 
right to work; 

(3) Finnish authorities have the right to take away the documents authorising the 
person who has applied for refugee status to travel, and withhold such documents 
until the completion of assessment of the application or until the applicant leaves 
the country.

33 OECD 2017, pp 14–15.
34 OECD 2017, pp 16–17.
35 OECD 2017, pp 18–19.
36 Yle 2019b. 
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5. Summary, prospects

In 2015, a large number of immigrants arrived in Finland from Iraq, with only 
about one third of them receiving refugee status. The fate of rejected applicants is 
rather unsettled. There is no exact data on repatriations but, based on European 
experiences, only a small part of decisions is followed by deportation – which is very 
costly and, partly because of the non-cooperation of the Iraqi government,37 hard 
to organise – or voluntary return (supported with up to EUR 5,000 per capita38) 
or, in some cases, leaving to other non-European countries. The vast majority of 
rejected migrants remain in Finland or within the EU, in an undocumented and 
often untraceable manner. The previous (centre-right) government acknowledged 
that these people pose significant security risks and they themselves are also exposed 
to the risk of exploitation.39 There was no intent to provide them with residence 
documents, as this might have encouraged migration. Without documents, 
however, they can have no legal existence in the country, and the state has no 
obligation to provide for them. Thus, ultimately, the government that has recently 
stepped down had grounds to expect migrants to leave to other countries in the 
Schengen area. This, however, contradicts to the ‘principle of solidarity’ voiced by 
Brussels and several Member States, due to the violation of which Hungary, too, 
got caught in the crossfire of the European mainstream.

Personal communication40 by the Migration Services staff confirmed that the 
integration of the masses, mainly coming from Iraq, takes huge efforts but yields 
little result. According to a survey on a small sample, out of the qualified people 
with good English skills, 91% would like to integrate and 9% assimilate (none 
of them wants to separate or be marginalised), have a positive attitude towards 
employment and is grateful for the benefits received.41 However, even among 
them, differences between them, on the one hand, and the citizens of the northern 
countries, on the other, can be seen in terms of attitudes (in addition to language 
differences, which are obviously very hard to bridge). For example, they reject 
equal rights for women,42 fail to understand alcohol consumption habits,43 are 
unable to make mid-term plans covering several years,44 and are uninformed as 
regards work culture.45  

37 Migrant Tales 2017.
38 Foreigner 2018.  
39 Yle 2017. 
40 The author visited Helsinki in February 2019, and met the General Director and staff members 
of the Services.
41 Yijälä – Nyman 2017, pp 83–84. p 88.
42 Yijälä – Nyman 2017, p 103.
43 Yijälä – Nyman 2017, p 92.
44 Ibid.
45 Yijälä – Nyman 2017, p 112.
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As seen above, at the same time the Finnish administration launched several 
programmes to manage migration, assisting the foreign minority in fitting in and 
strengthening the positive attitude of mainstream society. Of the actors of Finnish 
politics, only the Finns Party talks about stopping migration. Earlier, the party’s 
representatives said multiculturalism and Islamification were a ‘nightmare’ and it 
was due to these representatives that Finland abstained in the vote on compulsory 
quotas;46 although, eventually, the country (along with Malta) proved an honour 
student in the implementation of the same.47 In the meantime, earlier the left-
wing parties in opposition and the governing centre-right centrist parties handled 
as isolated cases and non-interlinked phenomena those crimes that had virtually 
shocked the Finnish society: for example, the stabbing attack in Turku, where two 
people died, and which was registered as the first terrorist act in the country, the 
assaulting of women in Helsinki at New Year’s Eve48 – similarly to the incident in 
Cologne – or the dozen rapes committed against minor girls in Oulu.49 Due to 
the crimes linked to immigrants, extreme right-wing groups also appeared on the 
Finnish streets, which also caused fear in society.50

In spite of the efforts of the previous government, public opinion is still divided 
on the issue of migration. According to a large-sample survey prepared in March 
2019, 47% of the respondents were pro-migration (in the sense that they did not 
consider it a negative phenomenon),51 41% of them were against migration and 
12% were insecure. The Finns draw a line between the various forms of migration, 
as 80% supports the arrival of students from other EU Member States, and 75% 
would also be happy to see further employees arriving from other EU countries. 
At the same time, half of the respondents would decrease the number of asylum-
seekers and refugees. The participants of the survey prefer immigrants from Europe, 
and they like immigrants from the Middle East and Africa the least.52

In April 2019 parliamentary elections were held in the country, where the Finns 
Party came close second to the winning Social Democratic Party.53 The head of 
state asked the social democrats’ candidate, Antti Rinne, to form a government, 
and soon it became clear that, in the new five-party government, neither the 
National Coalition Party (belonging to the European People’s Party and acting as 
the governing party so far), nor the Finns Party (sitting in the new group in the 

46 BBC 2015.
47 Eriksson 2017. 
48 Orange 2016. 
49 There were 10 cases in November 2018, see Teivanen 2018. Further cases were also revealed, see 
Teivanen 2019. 
50 Rosendahl – Forsell 2016. 
51 Among Green Party voters, this ratio is 79%.
52 Yle 2019a.
53 See the result in the table at the end of the study.
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European Parliament, Identity and Democracy,54 established by Matteo Salvini), 
would have any place at all. 

In his speech presenting the government’s programme in the Parliament, the new 
Prime Minister did not at all use the words ‘migration’, ‘migrant’ or ‘refugee’, and 
did not mention the issue, not even in a broader context. He specified competence 
development, education and research as the priority areas. As key objectives, 
he mentioned the balance of the budget, raising the employment rate to 75% 
by 2023, increasing pensions, reforming social security, and achieving carbon 
neutrality by 2035.55 With the Finns holding the EU Presidency in the second 
half of 2019, they might as well set this objective for the whole of Europe for 
2050,56 and they also promised to work on the European response to the challenge 
of migration.57 In his opening speech for the presidency at a plenary sitting of 
the European Parliament, Prime Minister Rinne did not make concrete proposals 
for the solution, but used rather general terms: ‘Europe’s economic growth has 
slowed. This has led not only to growing unemployment and inequality, but it 
is also paving the way for the rise of populism and extremism. In this regard, 
we need to find long-term and comprehensive solutions to migration.’ Later on, 
he mentioned the issue of migration in the speech again, but only in a single 
context: ‘We also believe that to be able to tackle the challenges of climate change, 
population growth and migration management, it is essential for us to support 
stability and development in Africa.’58

Of the 230-page programme of the new government, only 1 page is dedicated to 
the issue of refugees.59 It emphasises the importance of the reform of the Dublin 
scheme and quotas as best practices to be applied in a wide scope, the raising of 
the number of UN quota refugees, the necessity of a joint European solution, 
the review of stricter immigration policing measures, the facilitation of voluntary 
return (and, with a view to that, concluding agreements with countries of origin), 
the use of tracking devices instead of detention, and facilitating the situation of 
those whose asylum application was rejected but were able to find a job in the 
country. 

At other places, the government programme mentions60 legal assistance to be 
provided to asylum-seekers in official proceedings,61 the continuous provision of 

54 ANSA 2019. 
55 Rinne 2019a.
56 Morgan 2019.  
57 Review 2019. 
58 Rinne 2019b. 
59 Government Programme 2019, pp 86–87.
60 Ibid. p 91. p 146. p 180. 
61 According to the table attached to the government programme, costs are estimated to amount to 
EUR 1.3 million between 2020 and 2023.
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high-quality legal information, the integration process to be launched in reception 
centres, and the kindergarten education of asylum-seeking children.

Although, according to various surveys, the Finnish society is rather divided on their 
attitude towards the migration developments that have unfolded since 2015, the 
mainstream political elite has, all in all, come out in favour of a liberal immigration 
policy, substantially treating migration as a process to be managed, and handling 
the integration of newcomers as nothing else but a task to be solved. Although 
some restrictions have been adopted as a response to massive influx, all in all, the 
liberal Finnish immigration model has not changed substantially since 2015. The 
Finns Party, the only one to oppose massive immigration, did not manage to obtain 
a position in the government (in spite of their good election results); however, on 
account of the negative consequences of migration (difficult and lengthy integration, 
deterioration of public safety etc.), they may be able to stabilise their support in the 
short term, thereby gaining a basis for their future growth – even if immigration 
figures remain at a relatively low level as compared to 2015.

Table 1: 2019 parliamentary election results in Finland
(source: Ministry of Justice)

Party Result in percentage Change on 2015 Role

Social Democratic Party of Finland 17.7 +1.2 governing
Finns Party 17.5 -0.2 opposition
National Coalition Party 17.0 -1.2 opposition
Centre Party of Finland 13.8 -7.3 governing
Green League 11.5 +3.0 governing
Left Alliance 8.2 +1.0 governing
Swedish People’s Party of Finland 4.5 -0.3 governing
Christian Democrats of Finland 3.9 +0.4 opposition

Table 2: Asylum applications in Finland between 1 January 2015 and 30 April 2019
(source: Finnish Migration Services)

2015 2016 2017 2018 Jan-Apr 2019

All asylum-seekers 32,477 5,647 5,047 4,548 1,432
Iraqi 20,484 1,247 1,453 1,556 465

Syrian 877 602 744 111 0
Afghan 5,214 754 420 284 123
Somali 1,981 432 130 371 131
Russian 190 192 405 490 93
Other 3,731 2,420 1,895 1,736 620
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