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Abstract 

The aim of this Master´s thesis is to examine the securitization discourse used to 

construct the security threat coming from the veteran effect of the Islamic State´s foreign 

fighters in Europe, and to see what kind of policies were adopted to counter it so far. The 

phenomenon of departing European citizens, who are becoming foreign fighters in the Syrian 

conflict, joining the ranks of the Islamic State, and then return back to their country of origin 

after having acquired combat experience or other training, has become a hot topic of 

discussion not only for academics, but also for politicians and ordinary citizens. To precise, 

this thesis is working with three main case studies, whose securitization discourse and 

security policies are analysed. These are: European Union, United Kingdom and France. The 

author was interested in finding out what similarities and differences can be found between 

the analysed countries, plus, whether there is some pattern of influence between the 

European Union and its member states in this area. The author of this thesis chose to use a 

comparative case study as a research design. It is useful to realize a contrast of contexts and 

therefore to discover specifics of the analysed cases. Two tables were created in order to 

clarify the operationalization of the analysed policies and their comparison. The results of 

the research show that the European security policies are in general focused on prevention 

in countering the veteran effect. The UK and France even demonstrate an unwillingness to 

accept a possible return or extradiction of their foreign fighters back to their country of 

origin. 

 

Abstrakt 

Cílem této magisterské práce je prozkoumat sekuritizační diskurz použitý při 

konstrukci bezpečnostní hrozby veteránského efektu zahraničních bojovníků Islámského 

Státu v Evropě, a také zjistit jaké politiky byly již přijaty s úmyslem této hrozbě čelit. 

Fenomén evropských občanů odcházejících s cílem stát se zahraničními bojovníky v 

Syrském konfliktu, vstupujíc do řad Islámského Státu, a následně se vracejících do jejich 

krajiny původu s novými znalostmi nabytými při bojích nebo jiném tréninku, se stal horkým 

tématem diskuze nejen mezi akademiky, ale také mezi politiky a běžnými občany. Pro 

upřesnění, tato práce se zabývá třemi případovými studiemi, u kterých je analyzován jejich  

sekuritizační diskurz a bezpečnostní politiky. Jsou jimi: Evropská unie, Velká Británie a 

Francie. Autorka se snažila najít podobnosti a rozdíly mezi analyzovanými zeměmi, a také 



případnou přítomnost nějakého vzoru ukazujícího na vliv mezi Evropskou unií a jejími 

členskými státy. Autorka této práce si jako výzkumný dizajn zvolila komparativní 

případovou studii. Ta je totiž užitečná při vytváření kontrastu kontextů, a tedy při odhalování 

specifik analyzovaných případů. Za účelem zpřehlednění operacionalizace analyzovaných 

politik a jejich srovnání byli vytvořeny dvě tabulky. Výsledky tohoto výzkumu ukazují, že 

evropské bezpečnostní politiky čelící veteránskému efektu se soustředí především na 

prevenci. Projevy Velké Británie a Francie dokonce odhalují jejich všeobecnou neochotu při 

nutnosti přijmout spět svoje zahraniční bojovníky při jejich návratu nebo vydání zpátky do 

domovské krajiny. 
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Introduction 

Even though Europe lately experiences a seemingly high number of terrorist attacks 

in its territory, catching extensive attention of politicians, media and citizens, the terrorism 

as a security threat is not a new phenomenon in this continent. There are several dimensions 

of this threat, one of them being foreign fighters and their return. The first accounts of 

European citizens fleeing the continent in order to join foreign armed conflicts do not only 

date back a few years, but a few decades. However, a significant rise in a number of 

Europeans joining an abroad fight, who are at the same time connected to radical Islamism 

and terrorism, starts somewhere in 1990s. As the first plots and successfully executed 

terrorist attacks emerged in Europe, either by returned foreign fighters- veterans, or by 

domestically radicalized individuals, local security policies needed and started to be 

adjusted. The refugee crisis which began to be misused by the Islamic State to infiltrate 

foreign fighters back to the European territory made the protection of European security even 

more challenging. 

The activity of the institutions and security agencies both on the level of the European 

Union and also on the level of nation states increased significantly, pushed by the 

circumstances. Many measures focused on dealing with the phenomenon of foreign fighters, 

including the returning veterans, have been adopted. This diploma thesis is going to focus 

on three research questions. First, we are going to explore: How is the veteran effect of 

foreign fighters from the Islamic State securitized in Europe? Moreover, we are going to 

examine: What security measures and policies have been adopted in relation to the perceived 

threat coming from the veteran effect in Europe? And finally, we are going to attempt finding 

a response to the question: Why have been these security policies adopted in the analysed 

cases and their specific environments? 

This diploma thesis is going to be composed out of seven main parts, divided into 

chapters. The first one is going to provide a theoretical framework, summing up the basic 

nomenclature needed for this work, overviewing the veteran effect phenomenon as such, 

including identification of the magnitude of this threat, as well as the securitization theory. 

The second chapter is going to present the methodology of this thesis. It will explain and set 

the use of the research method of the thesis, which is going to be the comparative case study. 

The focus of this work is going to balance between an examination of the securitization 

discourse and the policies adopted as a reaction to it. 
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 Consequently, the third chapter is going to introduce the securitization of veteran 

foreign fighters in Europe and beyond, including a basic outline for security policies. From 

the fourth to the sixth chapters, included, the singular case studies are going to be introduced. 

They are going to comprise both the securitization of the veteran effect in the respective 

cases and the policies adopted to cope with it. Consequently, in the seventh chapter of the 

thesis, we are going to evaluate and compare the securitization discourses and policies of the 

examined cases according to the criteria chosen in methodology. Finally, conclusion of the 

thesis is going to be proposed. It is expected to find many similarities among the analysed 

cases, as they are of relatable character. However, we may anticipate that even in such case, 

the securitization discourse and the policies adopted are going to vary interestingly, 

mirroring the various backgrounds and natures of the cases. 
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1. The veteran effect, the Islamic State, and Europe 

The veteran effect phenomenon has become increasingly interesting for scholars of 

social sciences only during the recent years. It is closely connected to the term of foreign 

fighters (FFs), which is a denotation used for people who leave their home country in order 

to join an armed conflict in a foreign country. Even though such aspirations could have been 

traced in many conflicts across human history, the current popularity of this phenomenon is 

caused by an ongoing crisis and civil war in Syria and Iraq, and its consequence in form of 

refugees fleeing to Europe (Ditrych, 2016). Political elites in Europe framed this topic as 

one of the most important security challenges for the upcoming years. 

The current era is variously being marked as a one of terrorism, or even a one of 

migration. To explain, the migration is interesting for this work in two points of view. First, 

there is the emigration of European citizens who are becoming foreign fighters. Second, the 

migration flows of people from various countries, endangered by conflict or other threats 

(such as consequences of climate change), aiming to Europe are partly our point of interest. 

The danger for the European internal security lies in a proven exploitation of the 

aforementioned immigration flows by the Islamic State (IS) which uses them to secretly send 

the foreign fighters back to Europe (Schmid, 2016). For example, 16 out of 30 men 

participating on the Paris attacks in 2015 were veteran foreign fighters from Syria or Iraq 

and at least two of them crossed European borders through refugee processing centre in 

Greece (Cragin, 2017). The IS itself even publicly threatened Europe to flood it with 

immigrants, aiming to include 4000 of its fighters in the flow of immigrants (Schmid, 2016). 

Once back, they can present a serious threat to European citizens' security, more on which 

is going to be elaborated later in this thesis. 

1.1 Nomenclature: defining FFs, veteran, veteran effect, FFs in Europe 

In order to understand what are these institutions talking about, we need to clarify 

the meaning of the veteran effect itself. 

The veteran effect, sometimes also called blowback effect, is simply a process of 

return of foreign fighters from the country of their participation in a conflict abroad, back to 

their homeland. Or as Roel Meijer put it, these are foreign fighters returning from the ranks 
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of armed groups advocating a Salafist1 ideology of radical jihadism (Ditrych, 2016). The 

veteran effect phenomenon as such makes the countries of origin of the foreign fighters 

afraid of their return. These countries fear that the veterans are fanatic jihadists who will 

bring some part of the holy war to their homeland (Fellous, 2015). 

Veterans are therefore foreign fighters who come back to their country of origin from 

the battleground that they previously joined in a foreign land. As Hegghammer (2013a) puts 

it simply, “a “veteran” is a domestic fighter with prior foreign fighter experience.”2 

In order to complete our explanations for the basic nomenclature needed for this 

thesis, we need to define foreign fighters as well. The literature provides us with many 

various definitions of the foreign fighters. Hegghammer (2013a) defines a foreign fighter as 

“someone who leaves or tries to leave the West to fight somewhere else”3 This label is in 

contrast with domestic fighters, who execute (or try to do so) attacks directly in the West. 

Malet (2013) defines a foreign fighter, even though he would prefer to denominate 

such person as a transnational insurgent, as “noncitizens of conflict states who join 

insurgencies during civil conflicts.”4 Generally, foreign fighters have to make an individual 

effort in order to join the foreign insurgency, usually by illegally crossing borders. Also, they 

are typically not offered financial compensation for their actions. Foreign fighters became a 

noticeable phenomenon for states as they understood that these people not only fight for 

some cause, same as the local fighters in a foreign conflict, but they also break laws and 

norms of citizenship by crossing borders to join a conflict. That is why they are getting a 

special attention and treatment by state security officials, as we could have seen in the case 

of the United States (US) when granting amnesty to local militants in Afghanistan, while 

focusing on foreign fighters in this conflict by subordinating them to detention and more 

intense interrogations (Malet, 2013). We can add that foreign fighters are willing to join a 

conflict abroad to defend some kind of higher cause. The ISIS offers them an identity, hope, 

or personal and religious fulfilment (McCabe, 2015). 

Another definition for foreign fighters can be found in the Briefing paper of the 

European Parliament from March 2016, describing them as “individuals who join 

                                                           
1 The term “Salafism” comes from the Arabic word “salaf” which means pure, or the right one, making a 
reference to the Prophet and calls for the return of the authentic original Islam (Fellous, 2015). 
2 Hegghammer, T. (2013a), p. 4 
3 Hegghammer, T. (2013a), p. 1 
4 Malet, D. (2013), p. 9 
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insurgencies abroad and whose primary motivation is ideological or religious rather than 

financial.”5 

In one of its resolutions, the United Nations Security Council talks about foreign 

terrorist fighters (FTFs) as of “individuals who travel to a State other than their States of 

residence or nationality for the purpose of the perpetration, planning, or preparation of, or 

participation in, terrorist acts or the providing or receiving of terrorist training, including in 

connection with armed conflict“6 (United Nations, 2014). 

As we can see, the definitions of foreign fighters vary, but for the purpose of this 

thesis, we can sum up and simplify that, generally, foreign fighters are individuals who have 

decided to leave their country of residence in order to join a conflict abroad, for a variety of 

reasons. 

The work of Bakker, Entenmann, & Paulussen (2013) is speaking concretely about 

the European foreign fighters who are heading to Syria, which is exactly the specific focus 

of this diploma thesis, and frames them as jihadi foreign fighters, also called mujahidin, as 

“those who regard it their duty to participate in what they believe to be a jihad of the sword, 

a holy war against the regime of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad and its Shiite allies, and 

who join local or foreign groups with a jihadist political agenda.”7 (Bakker, Entenmann, & 

Paulussen, 2013). In fact, the utopian ideal of the world inspired by the Prophet connects 

foreign fighters with other individuals or groups, both networked and directed or not, which 

all use strategic hybrid warfare as a means of reaching it. Such connected, even though 

fragmented, efforts create some kind of a globalized pattern of identity politics. The 

aforementioned utopia sought by the Islamic State is based on an establishment of a new 

world order obeying a strict interpretation of the Koran and the rule of Sharia law 

(Hopkinson & Lindley-French, 2017). 

As Bakker, et al. (2013) develop it, such individuals become a security threat if they 

decide to return to their country of origin, carrying with themselves a newly acquired combat 

experience, contacts or even more radicalized opinions (Bakker, Entenmann & Paulussen, 

2013). However, it is important to note that not all returnees are automatically dangerous 

(Van Ginkel & Entenmann, 2016). After ISIS declared the creation of caliphate in the 

                                                           
5 Bakowski, P., & Puccio, L. (2016), p.2 
6 United Nations (2014), p.2 
7 Bakker, E., Entenmann, E., & Paulussen, C. (2013), p.2 
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territories which it controlled in Syria and Iraq in June 2014, its spokesperson at that time, 

Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, called for Muslims living all over the world to come and pledge 

allegiance to this new establishment. This request was obligatory. As a consequence, 

remarkable numbers, greater than ever seen before, of foreign fighters came to Syria and 

Iraq. More than 30 000 only by November 20158 (Cragin, 2017). Such number was reported 

also by the UN Monitoring Team (Schmid, 2015). To precise, these 30 000 foreign fighters 

came from more than one hundred countries since 2012 (Schmid, 2016). Plus, the IS gave 

its sympathizers a second possibility of how to support it. If they could not have come to 

Syria and fight for it personally on the ground, they were asked to execute attacks in the 

West, in their countries of residence. This is how the so-called phenomenon of “lone wolfs” 

came to higher occurrence in Europe during the last few years (Cragin, 2017). Plus, over 

time, ISIS changed its rhetoric due to fear of incapacity to protect its territory on ground 

which it previously gained in Syria and Iraq. Two members of this organization revealed 

that already before 2015's Paris attacks, there was a meeting of the ISIS leadership where it 

decided to turn its focus on Europe by sending back foreign fighters to execute attacks there. 

The fight was to be moved inside the enemy's territory, being called a next generation of 

global jihad (Chulov, 2016). As the Islamic State started to loose territory in a dramatic 

dimension in 2017, the trend of returning foreign fighters increased considerably. European 

countries understood quickly that ISIS losing ground in Syria and Iraq will reflect in a 

massive exodus of its fighters, including many who will return to their European homelands. 

“French officials have said privately that they would rather that nationals who travelled to 

join Isis died on battlefields and have no plans to support those who now want to return. 

Other European states have expressed similar sentiments.”9 (Chulov, 2017a). 

Daniel Byman (2016) called Syrian war an “incubator for terrorism”10 which makes 

the US and also European security officials afraid of the returning fighters who have already 

showed the reality of danger that they pose to society- for example through the killings in 

Paris that included former foreign fighters as members of the team which prepared and 

executed the attack (Byman, 2016). 

It is important to note that, in terms of their effectivity as local operatives, veterans 

pose a greater danger to the security of European states and their citizens than lone wolfs. 

                                                           
8 Cragin, R. K. (2017), p.4 
9 Chulov, M. (2017a) 
10Byman, D. (2016), p.69 
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Even though only a minority of foreign fighters actually return (according to Hegghammer, 

it is one in nine individuals, or less), these small numbers are enough to cause a great damage. 

Presence of a veteran in a terrorist plot increases the effectiveness of the executed attacks. 

29 % of plots organized by or with an involvement of a veteran actually happened and 16 % 

caused victims on life. To compare, if veterans were not helping with the plot, only 18 % of 

them were executed and only 7 % of them caused fatalities (Hegghammer, 2013a). However, 

if we take another point of view, there are circumstances which could make lone wolfs more 

dangerous operatives under specific conditions, different from those described previously 

by Hegghammer. For example, lone wolfs are supposedly performing “hard-to-detect, low-

tech attacks”11 (Gill & Corner, 2016). This differentiates them from larger terrorist cells or 

veterans, who are easier to detect due to their more significant trace left behind by their 

foreign travel and fight experience. These are factors which turn on the red light at security 

agencies, but are missing in the case of lone wolfs. Christopher Wright (2016) also supports 

this point of view. He argues that the presence of a returned foreign fighter in a plot of a 

future terrorist attack is counterproductive because he is already being monitored by security 

officials due to his former battle experience abroad. Therefore, his presence, on the contrary, 

decreases a likelihood of a successful terrorist attack, as it is more likely to get detected 

before execution (Wright, C. J., 2016). 

Plus, the growing number of terrorist attacks executed by ISIS-inspired lone wolfs is 

showing a new tendency. It seems that these attacks are becoming more impulsive than 

before, adding to their unpredictability (Gill & Corner, 2016). This is not to say that lone 

terrorist actors are impossible to trace. It is only needed to use other than traditional police 

methods. The Internet is an important source of information for lone actors, thus also for 

security agencies to trace them (Brynielsson, Horndahl, Johansson, Kaati, Martenson, & 

Svenson, 2012). 

An interesting point came out as a side effect of the foreign fighter phenomenon. 

European countries need not only to decide what to do with returning veteran fighters, but 

also with their women and children who were born in the self-proclaimed caliphate. The 

estimates claim there to be around five thousand of such women. These women and their 

children are pushed to the edge of a local society in the Middle Eastern refugee camps, so 

they try to claim their statehood to the countries of origin of their dead husbands and fathers. 

                                                           
11 Gill, P. & Corner, E. (2016), p.1 
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The response of concerned European countries has not been clear so far, but some expressed 

an idea to grant ISIS foreign fighters' children a chance, while refusing to accept their 

mothers who intentionally committed a crime when leaving (Chulov, 2017b). 

1.2 Theory of securitization 

 As the title indicates, this thesis is going to work with securitization of the veteran 

effect and therefore, we need to define the securitization theory as well. This will be helpful 

for the research realized in the thesis. For that reason, we are now going to examine the 

securitization theory, in order to implement it well later in the thesis. 

 The securitization is presented as the main concept of the so-called Copenhagen 

School. Origins of this School date back to the 1970s and 1980s Europe to the discussion 

about what constitutes security and the need to define it and frame it. The securitization 

theory can be labelled as quite practical, since it serves political representatives or other 

officials in their speeches addressing the public. It is useful in understanding the discourse 

of public figures thanks to the examination of their linguistic practice. How exactly is 

political discourse introducing a threat created? As Woever (2004) puts it: “In security 

discourse, an issue is presented as posing an existential threat to a designated referent object 

(traditionally, but not necessarily the state). The designation of the threat as existential 

justifies the use of extraordinary measures to handle it. The invocation of security has been 

the key to legitimising the use of force, and more generally opening the way for the state to 

mobilise or to take special power”12. It is important to point out that the process of 

securitization does not serve to find some kind of objective security threat. Quite the 

opposite, the speech act is employed to construct the threat subjectively (Woever, 2004). We 

may say that without the securitization discourse, the threat does not exist in its nature. This 

is a so-called philosophical approach to securitization. However, Balzacq (2011) adds that 

securitization is not entirely constructing the threat, but only creating it. He tried to develop 

the original philosophical approach by arguing that not only the speech act needs to be made, 

but the security threat has to be accepted by the public in order to be created. He thus 

understands the securitization as a sociological practice (Balzacq, 2011). 

 Interestingly, the Copenhagen School perceives securitization as a consequence of 

incapable politicians who are not able to adopt new security policies before the security 

                                                           
12 Woever, O. (2004), p.9 
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threat is too dangerous to be resolved by ordinary legislation. If politics was able to adopt 

measures to prevent problems, the negative aspect of securitization of a specific existential 

threat would not be needed (Woever, 2004). 

 This thesis is going to use the abovementioned knowledge of securitization theory 

and mechanism in order to analyse the securitization discourse and the construction of threat 

in the case studies. This will serve us to see what security measures were adopted to counter 

the constructed threat of foreign fighters and veteran effect. In the case of this thesis, the 

threat which is being constructed is the veteran effect and the reference object which needs 

to be protected are European citizens, or citizens of a concrete country analysed in our case 

studies.  

1.3 Why are FFs dangerous for Europe? 

As European continent already has its own experience with former lethal terrorist 

attacks, like bombings in London in 2005 and many more since, local politicians and security 

officials use this knowledge to evaluate the presence of this new kind of security threat and 

create security policies and measures to counter it (Van Ginkel & Entenmann, 2016). There 

seems to be a general consent, both among researchers and policy-makers, that returning 

jihadist foreign fighters pose a threat to the European security. As Reed et al. (2017) put it, 

European governments are afraid that the returning veterans return more radicalized and 

capable of executing terrorist attacks. During their stay abroad, the departed foreign fighters 

learn not only how to handle arms and explosives, but also other techniques, such as 

beheadings, which are popular for making IS videos, or suicide bombings. 

As the European Parliament (EP) explained in its briefing in 2016, returning foreign 

fighters are perceived a security threat because of their further radicalization or obtaining 

combat experience abroad, which makes them able to execute terrorist attacks causing high 

casualties once they return to their European homeland. Such was for example the case of 

November 2015 Paris attacks, where some of their organizers were returnees from Syria. 

However, the EP points out that the real risk coming from returned veteran foreign fighters 

depends from case to case because only part of them returns with an intention to perform 

terrorist attacks or spread extremist ideas. Some of them do not even return, as they may die 

in the conflict, get arrested or simply want to stay living abroad. Others, even when returning 

to Europe, choose to get back to their normal lives as their experience abroad made them 

disillusioned for further extremism (Bakowski & Puccio, 2016). To have a more complex 
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understanding of the security threat posed by returned veterans from Syria, apart from the 

aforementioned abroad radicalization, combat experience and others, we may indicate some 

more newly acquired skills of theirs, such as manipulation, or a knowledge of using ordinary 

objects as weapons. Moreover, veterans can be dangerous due to suffering from post-conflict 

trauma or other mental disorders (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). On top of that, veterans 

who do not intend to execute terrorist attacks by themselves can lead or participate in 

logistical or financial cells, recruitment activities, extremist groups, develop strategies, or 

help newly aspiring foreign fighters to travel (Reed et al., 2017). 

 Byman (2016) proposes a five-step model describing the process which makes the 

foreign fighters to become returnees who pose a threat of terrorism. First, an individual 

makes a decision to join a foreign conflict, predominantly not from a religious cause. 

Secondly, the person actually travels abroad, while getting in touch and subordinating 

himself to an insurgency group. The third step is the actual training and fighting experience, 

gaining not only new skills, but also a sense of loyalty to their group. Importantly, new 

coming foreign fighters are being indoctrinated. Fourthly, the foreign fighters return to their 

country of origin, keeping their contacts from abroad. The fifth and final step is for the 

veteran to start planning a terrorist attack or recruiting and radicalizing new people, from his 

newly-acquired position of an experienced returnee (Byman, 2016). 

However, it is important to note that only a minority of foreign fighters actually want 

to come back to Europe. Also, majority of veterans who return want to get back to their 

normal lives as they perceive their Muslim duty to be fulfilled by their participation in 

fighting in a war (Bakker, Entenmann, & Paulussen, 2014). For example, European 

Radicalization Awareness Network recognizes two generations of returnees. The first 

generation consists mostly from men who travelled to join the fight against the Assad regime, 

or had humanitarian intentions to do so. These people tend to return freely, disillusioned, 

and not significantly violent. On the other hand, the current second generation of returnees 

is characteristic by its battlefield experience, more intensive ideological attitude, and its 

members are likely to return with destructive purposes, such as an intention to hurt European 

citizens (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). However, the fact that some foreign fighters 

return to Europe without an aim to execute terrorist attacks does not mean they are 

automatically not dangerous. There is a group of returned veterans which can return 

disillusioned, but not completely detached from the terrorist group they established relation 
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with and fought with abroad. These veterans only returned out of pragmatic reasons, for 

example for simply being exhausted from the fight, but they continue to pursue a dangerous 

jihadi ideology (Reed et al., 2017). 

As we could have seen, not all veteran foreign fighters in Europe are dangerous, or 

intend to be so. The remorseful ones are not harmful. But we need to keep an eye on the 

unstable and unsafe veterans which came back to continue causing physical harm and to 

decompose the European society. Even though there are not many of them, Europe and its 

countries have to adjust to this situation and generate new security policies which would be 

able to deal with them. Whether it be a prevention13 or dealing with veterans after their 

return. 

It is important that the politicians creating new security policies intended to counter 

the threat of FTFs consider such measures wisely before their adoption. They could 

unintentionally start to apply policies which would be counterproductive, causing 

discrimination of some communities, which could be then easily led to radicalization. Such 

were for example findings of the United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism. It conducted 

dialogues with some former FTFs who have taken part in the Syrian conflict, part of whom 

claimed that they did not initially intend to travel to Syria and become foreign fighters, but 

this position changed due to restrictive and discriminatory policies in the country they were 

living in. One of them mentioned a refusal to renew his passport without proper explanation 

as an example. This caused him to have problems with labour market, as it was suddenly 

impossible to find work, or an inability to buy property, start own business and get married. 

Such process made him to leave and seek a better life in Syria, which he did not found and 

thus returned. Other cases of too harsh or imperfect security policies aimed against foreign 

fighters, but affecting regular people as well, can be whatever kind of security harassment, 

an unfair allocation of state benefits, discrimination at labour market or confiscation of 

passports. The UN Office of Counter-Terrorism suggests that even though the security threat 

of the FTFs and their returnees have risen to one of the highest positions in political agendas 

during the recent period of time, the security policies adopted tend to be defective due to 

                                                           
13 If we prevent European citizens, individuals, to radicalise in the first place, they will not become foreign 
fighters. Therefore, European security agencies will not have to be dealing with them once they return to 
Europe with some acquired battlefield experience, possible higher level of indoctrination and an intention to 
either recruit new members or even execute or plan terrorist attacks on European soil. 
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politicians' lack of knowledge about and understanding of the reasons why individuals 

become FTFs and why they return (United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism, 2017). 

Important to mention, there is another interesting trend introduced by the Islamic 

State. That is a use of so-called virtual plotters who direct individuals willing to execute a 

terrorist attack in the name of ISIS. They give them advice on how to execute the attacks, 

help them to prepare it, all from behind the curtain of anonymity provided by the internet 

and encrypted communication channels. These virtual recruiters and coaches are then hard 

to detect by security agencies, as even the attackers do not know them personally and cannot 

provide investigators enough of useful information in case they get arrested. This kind of 

cooperation with a virtual planner facilitates the entire process of preparing a terrorist attack, 

as the individual willing to execute it does not have to travel abroad to receive proper terrorist 

training. In several cases of terrorist attacks in Europe, but also in other countries and 

continents, which were at first considered to be executed by lone wolfs, it showed up that 

they were directed by these virtual plotters during investigation (Callimachi, 2017). This 

kind of operation of the IS, which discovered one more way of how to export terrorism 

through the internet, even underlines the efforts of European governments to detect and 

monitor terrorism-related content and communication channels on the internet. 

Hegghammer (2013a) explains the variety of points of view which can rise when one 

tries to estimate the threat posed by foreign fighters. It is difficult to develop a counter-

terrorism policy aimed at internal security which is based on individuals leaving the territory 

in question. Some people may perceive foreign fighters as free individuals expressing their 

will to support and fight for a right cause in a foreign country, while others may see them 

right-away as people intending to undergo a terrorist training with an intention to return and 

kill. Plus, there is also a question of finance, as counter-terrorist operations tend to be pricey. 

Therefore, no policy maker wants to fail by exposing the citizens to casualties, nor inflate 

the budget unnecessarily much (Hegghammer, 2013a). 

Thomas Hegghammer (2013c) also argues that the high number of foreign fighters 

joining Syria is caused by the easy access they have. The border and airport controls are not 

strict enough to prevent the flow of foreign fighters. Moreover, as he says, European 

countries are too tolerant towards returning veteran foreign fighters. “Thus far, few if any 

European countries seem to be systematically prosecuting foreign fighters returning from 
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Syria, although some E.U. officials have called for stricter legislation.”14 Hegghammer 

recommends governments to accept measures to restrain the FFs' flow. However, it is 

important not to over-do it. If the prosecution of returned veterans would get too aggressive, 

it would be probably counterproductive. He proposes various measures to be taken by 

different categories of countries. Transit countries, predominantly Turkey in this case, 

should invest in its border protection and should also share its information of passing foreign 

fighters to their countries of origin. And the countries from which the fighters come from 

and leave should introduce preventive (such as information campaigns, reaching out to 

potential recruits, or shutting down websites providing guidance on travel), obstructive (such 

as requirement of parental consent for travel of youth, or confiscation of travel documents15) 

and selective punitive (such as confiscation of social support, or simple prosecution of 

veterans or recruiters) measures. (Hegghammer, 2013c). It will be interesting to see later in 

this thesis, whether the case studies analysed will show to apply the measures recommended 

by analysists. 

1.4 How many FFs went to and returned from Syria and Iraq? 

As we have mentioned earlier in this work, the IS itself proclaimed a plan of sending 

4000 of its fighters to Europe by their incorporation in the flow of immigrants. Of course, 

we are not going to rely on numbers given by a terrorist organization itself, so let's take a 

look at some more reliable numbers in order to estimate the magnitude of the threat posed 

by returning IS foreign fighters to Europe. 

 According to the latest Global Terrorism Index, the Islamic State is more effective in 

attracting foreign fighters than any other terrorist group. Numbers are impossible to precise 

and estimates vary quite widely from 40 000 to even 54 000 of foreign fighters (not only 

from Europe, but generally). Majority of them even comes from non-European countries, 

such as Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, or Turkey. France, Germany and United Kingdom (in this 

exact order) are listed as the top foreign fighters' providers among European countries (The 

Institute for Economics & Peace, 2017). 

As recorded in the research made by the International Centre for Counter-Terrorism 

(ICCT), estimated numbers of foreign fighters in Europe ranged from 3922 to 4294 until the 

                                                           
14 Hegghammer, T. (2013c). 
15 This is something that, for example, Britain already does. Concretely, the CTSA 2015 introduced such 
security measure. 
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October 2015. Importantly, vast majority of these originated in only four EU member states- 

Germany, United Kingdom, France and Belgium. ICCT suggests that only around 30 % of 

foreign fighters are returning to their countries of origin (Van Ginkel & Entenmann, 2016). 

Bakker, et al. (2013) are adding also Netherlands to this group of member states. 

For the period between 1990 and 2010, Hegghammer (2013a) estimated that 263 

domestic fighters resided in Europe, while 63 of them were returned veterans. To compare, 

the numbers of foreign fighters from Europe reached around 25 times of those of the 

domestic fighters at maximum. However, he also points out that these estimates are rather 

vague and unreliable as he encountered several obstacles during his research. Based on these 

numbers, however, Hegghammer argued that for the given time period, European jihadists 

preferred to become foreign fighter joining a conflict abroad than to execute attacks at home. 

As possible explanations for their choice, he listed greater difficulty of home-terrorism, need 

of training and fighting experience, or fighters' perception of legitimacy of the fight 

(Hegghammer, 2013a). 

Gérard Fellous (2015) counted that around 3500 foreign fighters with origins in 

European Union´s member states joined ISIS until the middle of 2014. In addition to these, 

other European states have also been source of foreign fighters. Estimated numbers (until 

the end of 2014) say that around 380 foreign fighters came from Ukraine, Switzerland, 

Kosovo, Bosnia and Albania. In the case of France, around 1400 foreign fighters are 

estimated to have left the country between 2013 and beginning of 2015, while around 215 

of them returned (Fellous, 2015). 

Schmid & Tinnes (2015) claim that more than 30 000 foreign fighters originating 

from more than 100 countries joined conflict in Syria until the end of 2015. The call for 

foreign fighters of the Caliph of the IS caliphate officially established in mid-2014 was 

important impulse for this migration.16 Some who visited the IS may even claim that these 

estimates do not reach high enough (Schmid & Tinnes, 2015). More than 6000 fighters were 

said to come from Europe. Their incoming to the Syria and joining the fighting forces also 

had a side effect- pushing more local inhabitants to flee and become refugees aiming to 

Europe due to fearing violence and terrorism. After serving their duty, as these foreign 

                                                           
16 The number of incoming foreign fighters to Syria evidently started to increase rapidly in 2014. In 2011 
there were altogether 1200 foreign fighters, increasing to 3500 in 2012, 8500 in 2013, jumping to 18000 in 
2014 and 30000 in 2015. 
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fighters perceive it, 1500 out of these 6000 European foreign fighters returned (Schmid, 

2016). 

The Soufan Group expressed its concern after providing results of its own research 

showing that the number of departing foreign fighters from the Western Europe has more 

than doubled between June 2014 and December 2015, despite implementation of countering 

policy measures. It showed that the return rates balances between 20 % and 30 %, making it 

a real security challenge. What is interesting, almost 3700 out of estimated 5000 departing 

foreign fighters from the Western Europe came only from four countries- France, UK, 

Germany and Belgium. And even though the exact impact of veterans in recruiting processes 

of new fighters in Europe is, according to the Soufan Group, unknown, it certainly plays a 

role, as these veterans can add a personal experience to encourage individuals in person. 

Moreover, they have an influence and thus may put pressure on their family members or 

friends (The Soufan Group, 2015). 

Věra Jourová, the European Commisionner for Justice, Consumers and Gender 

Equality pushed the estimates of numbers of European foreign fighters in between 5000 and 

6000 in 201517. 

To consider more actual numbers, according to the 2017 European Union Terrorism 

Situation and Trend Report provided by Europol, more than 5 000 individuals with their 

origin in the EU, plus another 800 from the Western Balkans travelled to Syria or Iraq with 

an aim to join local fighting. They were mostly joining the Islamic State. The report suggests 

that the numbers of foreign fighters took a decreasing trend since the beginning of 2016, but 

it also acknowledges that there is a probability of so-called dark number of unidentified 

travellers, going both ways. The report also identifies the UK, France, Germany and Belgium 

as the main source of these people, confirming the words of Van Ginkel & Entenmann. 

Belgium holds the overall primacy of leaving individuals per capita, while Germany and 

Italy contravene the aforementioned decreasing trend (Europol, 2017). 

 The fall of the Islamic State's last stronghold, Raqqa, in October 2017 is on one side 

a positive news, but on the other side it needs to be taken with cautiousness. Even though 

the Islamic State lost control over its previously wide territories, plus over the Caliphate´s 

capital city of Raqqa, the organization itself was not destroyed. The threat posed by IS's 

                                                           
17 Pravda. (2015) 
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affiliates, returned fighters and inspired individuals to Europe is going to escalate in much 

greater dimensions due to the fall of the Caliphate. Large numbers of ISIS veterans are being 

expected in Europe, even though this trend did not occur in such dimensions yet (Burke, 

2017). 

Europol expects the number of returning IS veterans to rise. As it puts it in the report 

from 2017: “There is a decrease in the numbers of individuals travelling to the conflict zones 

in Syria/Iraq to join the jihadist terrorist groups as foreign terrorist fighters. The number of 

returnees is expected to rise, if IS, as seems likely, is defeated militarily or collapses. An 

increasing number of returnees will likely strengthen domestic jihadist movements and 

consequently magnify the threat they pose to the EU.”18 

After providing the numbers (or rather their estimates) of the European foreign 

fighters joining the war in Syria and Iraq, and of the returning veterans, we can now proceed 

to the examination of the securitization of the veteran effect phenomenon by the European 

security bodies- institutions, agencies and also by national governments. Before proceeding 

to that, we are going to present the research design used in this thesis. 

2. Research Design 

2.1 Research Method 

The aim of this diploma thesis is to analyse the securitization of the veteran effect of 

Islamic State´s foreign fighters in Europe and the security policies which are adopted to 

counter it. As the thesis is going to analyse more than two cases and make their comparison, 

a suitable method to be used is a comparative case study. There are altogether three research 

questions which are going to be searched answers for in this thesis. These are: How is the 

veteran effect of foreign fighters who have joined the IS in Syrian conflict securitized in 

Europe? What security measures and policies have been taken in relation to the perceived 

threat coming from the veteran effect in Europe? And why have been the concrete security 

policies adopted in the analysed cases and their specific environments? The first and the 

second questions are supposedly going to be answered by the third to sixth chapters. The 

third research question is going to be answered in the seventh chapter thanks to the final 

comparison and evaluation of the cases. 

                                                           
18 Europol. (2017), p.7 
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The research going to be performed in seven main parts, dividing the thesis into 

chapters. The first chapter introduces the topic of the veteran effect by providing the 

literature framework. This enables not only to set the nomenclature in order to understand 

the veteran effect phenomenon, but also to explain why is it a cause for concern. Also, we 

can find there an introduction to the securitization theory, which is useful as this thesis is 

partly focused on it Moreover, the magnitude of this threat is approximately set by using 

estimated numbers of departing European foreign fighters and their returnees. The second 

chapter of this work is the current one, explaining the research design of the thesis. The third 

chapter focuses on generally introducing the securitization of the veteran effect in Europe 

and beyond, and the security policies which are or should be adopted to counter it. The 

fourth, fifth and sixth chapters are going to introduce the concrete case studies analysed in 

this thesis, one case study per chapter. These case studies are going to be compared in the 

consecutive, seventh chapter. Finally, a conclusion is going to be proposed. 

The comparative case study, or simply called a comparative study, belongs among 

the most popular qualitative research methods used in politology and international relations 

(Karlas, 2008). However, it is not unusual for a comparative case study to use a combination 

of qualitative and quantitative data in order to get the best results (Goodrick, 2014). It is a 

somehow expanded version of a typical simple case study which analyses only one case, 

such as for example a concrete phenomenon. Comparative case study enriches it by not 

focusing simply on one case, but on two or more cases, and making a comparative analysis 

of these numerous cases. We need to distinguish it from a simple comparison, which can be 

made inside one case, by comparing various observations of this one case. However, a 

comparative case study does so in at least two cases, as we have already mentioned (Karlas, 

2008). 

The research framework of a comparative case study is quite similar to the one of a 

simple one-case study. From an epistemological point of view, the comparative study is able 

to combine an interpretative research with an explaining research. This is because we can, 

at the same time, find out specific characteristics of the cases studied, plus, to discover 

whether there is a causal effect of independent variable across cases (Karlas, 2008). To add, 

the comparative case studies tend to combine how and why research questions. This can for 

example help to understand how and why some policies or programmes are or are not 

successfully functioning (Goodrick, 2014). 
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We are now going to explain the specific research framework, or research design, 

used in this thesis. This includes defining the aim of the research, the subject, the methods 

used, the variables and their operationalization, as well as the cases chosen to be studied. 

First of all, there are three types of aims usually used for comparative case study. 

This thesis is going to work on so-called contrast of contexts, which is an empirically 

oriented research. It is rather an analysis of cases instead of testing an already-existing or 

coming up with a new theory. Those are the other two possible aims (Karlas, 2008). The 

contrast of contexts is good for disclosing resemblances and diversities, or even a pattern, 

among the analysed cases (Goodrick, 2014). In other words, it serves the researches to 

discover specifics of the analysed cases. This type of comparative study primarily tries to 

understand, more than to explain. When choosing the variables to be used in a comparative 

case study, it is recommended to prevent falling into a common problem of choosing too 

many variables for a little number of cases. As generally, the number of cases analysed in 

comparative case studies in not large (Karlas, 2008). However, this thesis is interesting by 

combining the comparative case study with securitization of some phenomenon at the same 

time. The aim of the thesis is not to examine causal relations in the given case studies. On 

the other hand, this thesis focuses on comparing and finding the contrast between 

securitization discourses as well as security policies adopted as a response to them. 

Therefore, we are not going to focus on choosing independent and dependent variables. 

In order to choose the right cases for comparative study, we need to consider the 

method which will be used. In this case, we are going to get inspired by one of the classic 

Mill´s methods. We do not need to choose many cases for this. It is only important to choose 

such cases, which are going to be well comparable by their characters. Their good 

comparability can be based, for example, on their geographic proximity (Karlas, 2008). That 

is as well applicable on the cases chosen for this thesis. We can find not only geographic, 

but also political similarities among them. 

2.2 Operationalization 

As the securitization theory explains, the policies adopted in order to counter some 

concrete threat are based on its construction by prominent individuals. The knowledge of 

this securitization aspect is going to be used in our case studies. After presenting the 

securitization discourse in the cases, each case study will be able to proceed towards 
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examination of the security policies aimed to counter the threat constructed by the 

securitization discourse. Each case study is then going to be evaluated in its final part. 

Concretely, in the analytical part of this thesis, four cases are going to be outlined, 

and three of them are going to be analysed in depth in order to make their comparison. To 

explain, the four cases are: United Nations, European Union, United Kingdom and France. 

The case of the United Nations (UN) not going to be included in the final comparison 

because the author focuses on Europe. However, it was necessary to include the UN, as 

several European policies/action plans/security strategies were referring to some of the UN 

Resolutions concerning the issue of foreign fighters and their returnees. There was an evident 

connection which the author did not want to neglect and leave out. Rather, its short overview 

gives the reader an opportunity to get a better understanding of the topic. The case of the EU 

was chosen to give us a possibility to go a little beyond simply comparing legislations of two 

or more European countries, but to also confront them with the union which they are part of. 

The cases of France and UK were chosen as they are both geographically similarly situated, 

both are liberal democracies, and they both belong among the greatest generators (from the 

European countries) of foreign fighters who have gone to join the Syrian conflict in the ranks 

of the Islamic State. 

It needs to be acknowledged that the nature of the cases examined in this thesis is 

diverse. The UN is an international organization, the EU is a union integrating 28 member 

states, while the UK and France are countries belonging among these member states. The 

author is aware of this difference and is going to work with the cases according to it. Because 

of this, the final comparison of the cases is going to be mostly focused on working with the 

two countries, France and UK. The case of the UN is, as it has already been mentioned, only 

complementary, to provide the reader with a complex picture. Therefore, it is not going to 

be used in the final evaluation. The case of the EU is going to be evaluated, even though a 

little less attention is going to be given to it. It is however important, as it may provide us 

with some interesting points. The author will be interested in finding out whether we can see 

some kind of pattern in the policies adopted by the EU and those adopted by its two powerful 

member states. Whether there is some influence, and if so, from which side is it coming: 

upwards or downwards? 

In order to precise, the three case studies structure is going to be a little different as 

well, due to their different nature. Generally, the key used for constructing the case studies 
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of countries is firstly going to present the case by specific numbers concerning the FF 

phenomenon, combining it with the securitization of the country. Subsequently, the 

securitization by country's officials is going to be provided. Then, the examination of 

concrete security policies and their measures is going to follow. If possible, time sequence 

will be applied. Finally, the case study is going to be ended by its evaluation. However, this 

scheme is a little different in the case of the EU. As the nature of the case is different, the 

same applies for the data used. The difference between official communication and policies 

is harder to differentiate in the case of the EU. The evaluation is still going to be at the end 

of this case, but the previous parts are going to be slightly mixed together. To add, the case 

of France is going to have a short separate part of the executed terrorist attacks, as it is more 

targeted by the Islamic State and the consequences for the country, its security discourse and 

policies are in many ways more tightly connected to them. This was found out during the 

examination of the case.  

Another important point for a comparative case study would be to clarify 

operationalization of variables and explain the choice of data (Karlas, 2008). In this thesis, 

we intend to analyse the different interventions (=policies) which are taken with the same 

aim (=countering the threat of the veteran effect of IS foreign fighters in Europe). Therefore, 

we may say the dependent variables are going to be the policies which are adopted within 

the cases chosen. However, as it was already explained, no independent variable is going to 

be chosen as this thesis does not aim to examine causal relations, but rather compare 

securitization narratives and policies. For operationalization of the security policies, we need 

to choose criteria which will be used for their evaluation. These criteria were in majority 

chosen based on the first chapter of this thesis which framed the veteran effect and the theory 

of securitization theoretically. First, the author was inspired to set two criteria based on the 

Woever's explanation of the securitization theory which clarified that a designation of a 

security threat can serve to explain public an introduction of some extraordinary measures, 

such as use of military power. Therefore, one criterion which is going to be used will analyse 

whether and to what extent are the concrete policies adopted and perceived as extraordinary 

measures. This would mean such measures, which are adopted quickly or for a given amount 

of time and which are not representing a new permanent legislation. Also, the author will be 

interested in examining whether and to what extent are the adopted policies militarized. This 

area of interest can include both military activity in the homeland of the case in 
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consideration, but also abroad, if such activity in a foreign country is aimed to countering 

the threat of the veteran effect in Europe. 

The third criterion for evaluation is going to be individualization of the policies. To 

detect this, we are going to examine whether concrete policies are trying to approach the 

returnees individually, adapting to someone's personal and specific situation and 

background, such as his or her original environment, reasons for becoming a foreign fighter, 

concrete abroad experience, state of mental health, or else. Moreover, if a policy will focus 

on the veteran's family and close ones as well, and consider them somehow included to the 

process of handling the FF phenomenon, it will be as well considered as an individualized 

approach. Also, special focus of a policy on youngsters can be considered to fulfil this 

criterion. A fourth criterion for evaluation is going to detect whether the policies intend to 

somehow cooperate with civil society of even the ordinary citizens of state in order to 

counter the threat connected to the veteran effect. These two criteria were not exactly found 

in the theoretical framework provided in the first chapter of the thesis, but they were drawn 

from some of the points or worries pointed out by academics. The criterion of 

individualization was inferred based on the works of Bakker, et al. (2014), Bakowski & 

Puccio (2016), and Van Gikkel & Entenmann (2016) which explained that not all, or actually 

the majority of veteran foreign fighters do not return dangerous, but rather disillusioned and 

wanting to get back to their ordinary lives. Therefore, the author of this thesis got interested 

in finding out whether the security policies adopted to counter the veteran effect are 

individualized, reflecting this fact. Then, the criterion of cooperation of the state with civil 

society or public came to the author's mind after presenting the ideas of countries' security 

policies preventing the veteran effect to sometimes be actually too harsh or discriminative, 

leading them to be counterproductive. This warning originated in the works of the United 

Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism (2017) and Hegghammer (2013c) which can be found 

in the first chapter of this thesis. The author supposes that such imperfect policies and actions 

could be prevented if the state was consulting the civil society, its citizens, or some groups 

among them. 

To add, three more criteria were inspired by Hegghammer (2013c) who expressed a 

need of European countries to adapt their legislation in order to be able to counter the veteran 

effect phenomenon effectively. He mentioned three categories of suitable policies: 

preventive, obstructive, and selective punitive. Some examples of measures which fulfil 
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these criteria were given by Hegghammer and could have been seen above, in the first 

chapter which included an examination of his work. The author of this thesis has added some 

more examples of security measures taken to counter the veteran effect, which turned up 

while writing about concrete policies adopted by the cases studied in the consecutive 

chapters. They serve to get a more complex overview and a more precise analysis of the 

concrete policies based on given criteria. These measures can be found in various policies 

examined in this thesis. They were then assigned to concrete criterion which they match. In 

some cases, the measures can fulfil more than one criterion. In others, it is also possible that 

the measures which were found in some of the security policies could not have been 

specifically related not even to one criterion. This is not a problem, as the author prioritized 

to let it like this, with a possibility to include these measures in the final evaluation of the 

cases, instead of mistakenly and forcefully ascribe them to some of our criteria. The above-

mentioned evaluation scheme is summarized in Table 1 (see below), in order to provide the 

reader with an understandable summary of how the author used the information gathered in 

the case studies for her final comparison and evaluation. 

The evaluation of the seven given criteria is going to be made at the end of each case 

study itself. Then, their comparison is going to be proposed in the last part of the thesis, the 

seventh chapter. To do this, the author is going to compose a tabular representation of the 

policies in the concrete cases (see the Appendix 1). 
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Table 1. Author´s representation of security measures and criteria for evaluation. Source: Chapter 1 

and Chapters 4-6 of the thesis. 

 

Measure

prevent/monitor the flow of FFs; inhibit FFs' travel preventive obstructive

border controls preventive obstructive

international cooperation preventive selective punitive

information exchange/sharing preventive selective punitive

adress terrorist financing preventive selective punitive

role of technologies, internet (recruitment or inspiration) preventive -

prevention of radicalization/recruitment preventive -

work with already radicalized individuals preventive selective punitive

focus on individuals and communities cooperation -

target/counter propaganda preventive -

counter violent extremism (which can lead to terrorism) preventive -

counter incitement to terrorist acts preventive -

promote political and religious tolerance preventive -

promote economic development preventive -

promote social cohesion preventive -

ending/resolving foreign (armed) conflicts militarized -

facilitate deradicalization/rehabilitation and reintegration of FFs - -

prevent misuse of refugee status by FFs preventive -

CT activity with respect to HR and international law - -

bringig detected FFs to justice (police and law enforcement) selective punitive -

protect probable targets of terrorist attacks preventive -

competent response to executed terrorist attacks - -

establish stronger legal framework - -

cooperation with civil society/public cooperation -

cooperation with religious associations/ provide veteran with 

non-radical religious support
cooperation -

education cooperation -

focus on youth individualized -

focus on families individualized -

cooperation of local authorities - -

prison treatment selective punitive -

specialized staff for prison treatment selective punitive -

special prison wings selective punitive -

rememberance of victims of terrorist attacks - -

health/social care of individuals which could become easily 

radicalized
preventive -

tailored approach to the returnee/aspiring FF individualized -

mental health/ threat/risk evaluation of the returnee individualized -

military activity home militarized -

military activity abroad militarized -

information campaigns for public preventive cooperation

taking away citizenship obstructive -

Criterion/Criteria Fulfilled
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2.3 Data & shortcomings of the research 

The theoretical part of this thesis, covered in its first chapter, focused predominantly on 

academic sources, like researches and studies. In the part trying to estimate the real 

magnitude of the veteran effect, they got complemented by numbers and researches made 

by various research institutes or agencies. This is going to slowly change over the third 

chapter which will start to incorporate also official countries' or organizations' 

communication and media sources. 

Getting further to the case studies, two kinds of data are going to be used for 

securitization part of the cases: 1) official discourse of the union or the country drawn from 

its charters, action plans, security strategies, reports, or similar communication outputs; 2) 

political discourse of the union's or country's leading representatives. In the latter part, the 

author will try to find and work with statements of either political figures (such as presidents, 

prime ministers, ministers of security-related areas, politicians) or professionals working in 

the area which has something to do with security or terrorism (such as representatives of 

police, intelligence services, academics and researchers). The concrete choice will of course 

depend on accessible information. The part presenting the policies is going to use mostly 

official information channels of the governments, country's legislation framework. This 

information can be as well driven from media sources. 

Regarding the possible shortcomings of the thesis, we may state that this comparative 

case study is working with two similar countries and thus, their comparison to the case of 

the EU may give us an imprecise image of their relationship. It is possible, or even likely, 

that choosing different pair of countries for case studies would give us a different result. 

Therefore, this thesis can be said to focus on prominent Western EU member states, which 

have as well several similarities in relation to the veteran effect phenomenon. 

3. Securitization of the veteran effect in Europe, in the world, 

and policies to counter it 

 Western governments like to inform their citizens about successfully prevented 

terrorist attacks in their countries, as this kind of a display of their capability is gaining them 

popularity among electorate and, at the same time, it can prevent execution of further attacks 

by other terrorists (Hegghammer, 2013a). Also, as it was for example in the case of the UK, 

this kind of information can be used as a motivation for ordinary people to help national 
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security agencies. As assistant commissioner Mark Rowley informed, UK's public helped in 

approximately one third of investigations of terrorism-related cases and also in prevention 

of some of the thirteen terrorist attacks thwarted in the UK since June 2013 until March 2017 

(BBC, 2017b). 

However, RAN explains possible imperfections in the EU approach to returnees by 

stating that: “As the population of returnees within the European criminal justice systems is 

still small, no specific safety and security measures have been developed for this target 

group. However, in recent years, a lot of effort has been channelled into designing specific 

safety and security measures for violent extremist and terrorist offenders in general.”19 In 

the following chapters, we are going to explore the security measures and strategies in 

Europe, more concretely those in the European Union generally, and United Kingdom and 

France, to see how they cope (or not) with the veteran effect. 

The scope of the security challenge connected to combatting terrorism that lies ahead 

European policy makers is very large and complex. It is fragmented into many pieces, such 

as direct threat from foreign terrorism and violence on Europe, domestic terrorist threat, 

regional evolution of response to terrorism, or connections to the recent refugee crisis (as 

migration flow was proven to be exploited by Islamist terrorists) (Hopkinson & Lindley-

French, 2017). 

 To begin with, Hegghammer (2013b) warns that any threat assessment based on 

somehow calculated return rate used for creation of counter-measures destined to deal with 

returning foreign fighters cannot be perfectly reliable as we do not know the exact number 

of departing individuals. However, even the estimates of both departing and returning 

foreign fighters per country can tell us which countries will need to spend more money than 

others in countering the veteran effect´s threat (Hegghammer, 2013b). 

 Generally, the security policies adopted in Europe which focus on foreign fighters 

seem to prioritize, or talk more, about prevention. This kind of measures focus on their travel, 

so that they do not even join the conflict, or target prevention of radicalization, including 

provision of support for families and vulnerable communities. The author of this thesis 

argues that this is probably caused by the fact that the threat of returning foreign fighters, on 

one hand, did not yet attain great dimensions in their numbers, and on the other hand, the 

                                                           
19 RAN Centre of Excellence. (2017), p.40. 
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time frame since the fall of the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq is too short for European 

democracies to issue concrete counter-measures oriented on veteran effect. The creation and 

adoption of new policies generally takes time, usually more than just these few months since 

the October 2017. 

 Tom Keatinge, the Director of the Centre for Financial Crime and Security Studies 

at RUSI, argues that security authorities have previously focused too much on such security 

policies which target social media in their hunt for foreign fighters. Keatinge suggests that 

monitoring the traces left behind by foreign fighters in banks and credit card companies, 

under a form of transaction data, should not be neglected anymore. The banks have the well-

needed information to investigate and detect the foreign fighters, whether left or present back 

home, as well as an experience with investigation of financial crimes, such as fraud. This 

kind of data could lead not only to the foreign fighters but also to the wider network of the 

Islamic State that they are part of. Therefore, he concludes that policy-makers should give 

the bank sector legal basis and powers to help them counter the foreign fighter and veteran 

phenomenon (Keatinge, 2015). 

 In September 2014, a Global Coalition against Daesh, which is another name used 

for the Islamic State, was formed. It currently comprises of 75 member states and pursues a 

total defeat of Daesh. This aim is to be achieved by a combination of actions: military 

conquer, dismantle its financing, restrain the cross-border flow of foreign fighters, hinder IS' 

propaganda and provide support needed in liberated areas (Global Coalition, n.d.). 

3.1 United States 

Even though this thesis does not focus on American counter-terrorism policies, we 

will marginally mention the position taken here, as it influenced the spread and awaited 

return of foreign fighters. How? In May 2017, the US Defence Secretary James Mattis 

framed American tactics in the fight against the IS as a one of annihilation, which was not 

only intended to fight and disintegrate the self-proclaimed caliphate, but also to kill the 

foreign fighters who joined the local fight and prevent their return to their homelands 

(Solomon, 2017). However, the BBC uncovered that instead of fighting until killing the last 

IS' man in Raqqa, the US closed a deal with the British-led coalition and with the Syrian 

Democratic Forces (SDF) which saved lives of anti-IS fighters in exchange of lives of 

hundreds of Islamic State's fighters and their families. A convoy which transported them 

secretly from Raqqa was set up, including dozens of foreign fighters who were thus 
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practically set free. An interviewed driver of one of the lorries from the convoy witnessed 

that around 250 IS fighters and 2500 members of their families were transported altogether 

(Sommerville & Dalati, 2017). 

3.2 International response: United Nations 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) adopted a Resolution 2170 in 2014, 

which is more generally looking at the terrorist threat and its forms, but it also partly 

addresses what is interesting for this thesis. The Resolution 2170 is expressing concern over 

the flow of foreign terrorist fighters (FTFs) who are joining the Islamic State in Syria and 

Iraq, as they are prolonging the conflict. The UNSC is asking states for adjusting their 

national laws in order to repress the flow of FTFs both ways: to and from the conflict area. 

This should be achieved through improved border controls, enhanced cooperation and 

information exchange. Terrorist financing and support of weapons need to be addressed as 

well. It also pointed out an increasing role of new technologies which are getting misused 

by terrorist organizations with an intention to recruit or inspire new supporters, or also to 

acquire financing and planning attacks. Moreover, prevention is pointed out as an important 

step to address the threat of FTFs and their returnees. Member states are asked to focus more 

on individuals and communities, living in their territories, which are liable to radicalization 

and recruitment (UNSC, 2014b) 

An informal briefing held by the UNSC´s Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC) on 

8 November 2017 focused on foreign terrorist fighters and their returnees. It underlined the 

significance of border protection, control of the so-called Dark web, and of a use of 

information databases and information sharing in order to do so effectively (United Nations 

Security Council Counter-Terrorism Commitee, 2017). However, an important breaking 

point in international recognition of an increasing threat coming from FTFs came already in 

2014, in UNSC Resolution number 2178. This resolution stressed an urgent need to address 

the threat of FTFs, which is mixed. It consists out of various aspects: individuals travelling 

to foreign countries with an intention to participate in or plan terrorist attacks, or to receive 

terrorist training. The FTFs also contribute to an intractability of foreign conflict, putting in 

danger not only the country of interest and its neighbourhood, but also their country of origin 

where they may want to return later. These individuals also promote terrorism, spread 

extremist ideology, or extend terrorist networks. In order to fight this security threat, the 

UNSC specified that an international cooperated effort, including an emphasis put on 
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information sharing, is needed and it “requires comprehensively addressing underlying 

factors, including by preventing radicalization to terrorism, stemming recruitment, inhibiting 

foreign terrorist fighter travel, disrupting financial support to foreign terrorist fighters, 

countering violent extremism, which can be conducive to terrorism, countering incitement 

to terrorist acts motivated by extremism or intolerance, promoting political and religious 

tolerance, economic development and social cohesion and inclusiveness, ending and 

resolving armed conflicts, and facilitating reintegration and rehabilitation”20. The Resolution 

2178 also underlined a need to prevent a misuse of refugee status by FTFs. Moreover, it 

stressed a need to lead all of the counter-terrorism activities with respect of human rights, 

international law and the UN Charter. Also, once the FTFs are detected, they need to be 

brought to justice (UNSC, 2014a). 

 The aforementioned Resolution also acknowledged and supported counter-terrorism 

efforts of INTERPOL, aimed at countering the foreign terrorist fighters' threat. In this area, 

INTERPOL uses secure communication channels, databases and informational notices for 

protected and reliable global information sharing. In addition to this, it has competences 

established to track and identify stolen or fake travel documents (Interpol, n.d.). 

 Moreover, the UNSC adopted a Resolution 2249 in November 2015 as a reaction to 

the November 2015 Paris attacks, which occurred only 7 days before, and to a few other 

terrorist attacks executed during previous months in other regions. Their common 

denominator was the organizer: the Islamic State21. The Resolution 2249 encourages states 

to escalate their activities in restraining the flow of foreign fighters heading to Syria and 

Iraq, and to disrupt their financing. It specifically labelled the IS as a threat to the 

international security and peace, one of which reasons being exactly the training of FTFs 

that it provides and which consequently stretches the thread beyond the actual area of conflict 

(UNSC, 2015). 

 As we are now going to analyse the securitization and security policies adopted to 

counter the veteran effect, or generally the phenomenon of foreign fighters and terrorism, 

the three main case studies of this thesis are going to be presented below in separate chapters. 

4. European Union 

                                                           
20 UNSC Resolution 2178. page 2. 
21 The UNSC calls it also the Islamic State in Iraq and Levant (ISIL) or Daesh. 
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As it was set and explained in the second chapter of this thesis, the case study of the 

EU is going to be a little differently executed than the two other ones, due to its different 

nature. As we know, the EU is a union of sovereign states which have decided to delegate 

some of their competences and decision making to this common body, in exchange for the 

benefits of such cooperation. However, the area of security belongs among the most sensitive 

issues, which explains why the EU member states (MSs) keep a significant part of it to 

themselves. As we are going to see in this chapter, the EU serves rather as a role model and 

supporter for its MSs. The security policies intended to counter terrorism, foreign fighters 

and veteran effect phenomenon are therefore predominantly of recommendatory and 

supportive nature. Therefore, this case study is not going to draw a too strict line in analysing 

its official communications apart from policies, in order to make them better comparable to 

the other two cases. 

4.1 Securitization and policies 

The European Union Counter-Terrorism Strategy from 2005 forms a basis of EU's 

counter-terrorism efforts. As well as the UNSC' Resolution 2178, it was an important 

breaking point in a multilateral coordinated fight against terrorism. 

The Counter-Terrorism Strategy itself is based on four pillars: to prevent 

(radicalization and recruitment to terrorism), protect (probable targets of terrorist attacks), 

pursue (members of terrorist organizations) and respond (competently to executed terrorist 

attacks). These pillars support the overall strategic commitment, which aims “to combat 

terrorism globally while respecting human rights, and make Europe safer, allowing its 

citizens to live in an area of freedom, security and justice”22. The first pillar of prevention is 

relatable to the interest of this thesis. The Strategy recognizes that globalization, and mostly 

the internet, facilitates the spread of terrorist networks and ideas, recruiting new members. 

To counter radicalization and travel of European citizens to conflict zones, the Strategy 

suggests “community policing and monitoring travel to conflict zones … limiting the 

activities of those playing role in radicalisation; preventing access to terrorist training; 

establishing a strong legal framework to prevent incitement and recruitment; and examining 

ways to impede terrorist recruitment through the internet”23. Moreover, focus needs to be 

made also on propaganda and on spread of extremist ideas. This problem should be 

                                                           
22 Council of the European Union (2005), page 3. 
23 Council of the European Union (2005), page 8. 
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addressed by working with civil society and faith associations and spreading European views 

(Council of the European Union, 2005). 

The Strategy recognizes that the EU is there only to help its member states in a fight 

against terrorism, but the primary responsibility stays on their shoulders. The EU identifies 

four ways it can help. Fist, the EU strengthens national capabilities by sharing its knowledge 

and experience with combatting terrorism. Secondly, it facilitates cooperation of its member 

states by providing them with systems of information sharing, which includes assistance to 

cooperation among national judicial or police bodies. Thirdly, the EU develops a collective 

capability to respond to the terrorist threat, making sure it creates a collective policy response 

and a good use of its bodies and agencies, such as Europol, Eurojust or Frontex. Fourthly 

and finally, the EU encourages cooperation beyond the EU borders with third countries and 

international organizations, such as the United Nations, in order to reinforce counter-terrorist 

initiatives on even a wider scale and contribute to international standards of fight against 

terrorism (Council of the European Union, 2005). 

The European Commission founded Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) 

which focuses on prevention of radicalization and on work with already radicalized 

individuals and their reintroduction in the mainstream society. It was established in 2011 

and consists out of several working groups, each of them oriented on specific areas of 

addressing violent extremism and radicalisation. These are: 1) communication and narratives 

(focused on challenging propaganda); 2) education; 3) EXIT (focused on deradicalisation 

and reintroduction in society´s values); 4) youth, families and communities; 5) local 

authorities (and their cooperation in information sharing); 6) prison and probation (focused 

on reintegration programmes and on how to approach sentenced terrorists); 7) police and 

law enforcement; 8) remembrance of terrorism's victims; 9) health and social care (about 

individuals which could easily become radicalized) (European Commission, n.d.). In July 

2017, RAN issued an around-hundred pages long manual specifying what response should 

be given to the phenomenon of returning foreign fighters and their families. First, we should 

consider the first contact with the returned foreign fighter. According to RAN, a four step 

process is suitable for this, consisting out of: 1) the veteran needs to be identified and 

questioned about his foreign actions and the terrorist group he was a member of; 2) then, an 

evaluation of what threat he poses to the society needs to be made; 3) afterwards, steps 

towards lowering this threat needs to be prepared by national level multi-agency team; and 
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4) finally, a tailored approach needs to be prepared by local multi-agency cooperation group 

in order to adapt it to the concrete circumstances and supposed threat posed by the concrete 

returned individual (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). 

RAN even advices to start police investigation of foreign fighters who are known for 

leaving to join fighting in Syria already after their departure, while waiting for their possible 

return. This is due to three reasons. First, there is a possibility that the departed foreign 

fighter will try to get in touch and recruit people who are close to him back at homeland. So 

such police oversight will prevent further recruitment of European citizens for fighting 

abroad. Secondly, the police should try to establish some kind of relationship with the family 

of the FF while he is left, in the case the family did not know he was going to leave. As the 

police succeeds to establish a trustworthy relationship with people close to the departed FF, 

it creates a base for a future assistance with reintegration and resocialization of the FF once 

he returns. Thirdly, such relationship with FF's family can also serve police for getting to 

know and understanding the circumstances that the FF lived in before leaving. As many 

returnees go back to their original surroundings, knowing it will not only help to control his 

return process, but also to estimate how can he affect it, including vulnerable individuals in 

it, after his return (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). 

The investigation itself should start by interviewing and interrogating the foreign 

fighter. It is highly advised to include a mental health consultation of the returned FF with 

experts as early as possible24. The criminal investigation and the threat evaluation which we 

have already mentioned, should also cover an analysis of physical and psychological needs 

of the veteran. Not only police, but also security and intelligence services should be involved 

in it. In a matter of risk assessment methods to approach returned FFs, there can be hardly 

any found which would be proven as effective. However, there exist three basic models of 

risk assessment: 1) professional judgment based only on his experience and knowledge; 2) 

checklist of risk indicators; 3) so-called Structured professional judgment, which is, simply 

put, a combination of the first and the second tool. Using these models brings some guidance 

and clarity to the investigation, as there are more agencies involved which need to somehow 

cooperate. There are also four well-recognized risk assessment tools: ERG+22 (by the UK), 

IR46, VERA-2, TRAP-18. RAN came up with its own risk investigative tool called RAN 

CoE Returnee 45, which is specifically focused on work with returned FTFs, unlike the 

                                                           
24 For example, returnees from war areas tend to suffer from PTSD. 
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previously mentioned and developed tools. The Returnee 45 is “a framework for general 

investigation into the motivation, levels of commitment and other risk factors throughout the 

FTF process – from leaving to returning”25. We need to distinguish two levels of approach 

to returned FFs. The coordination at the national level consists of police and intelligence 

work, risk assessment of the returnee, his rehabilitation, and his potential prosecution. 

However, if the veteran is not prosecuted and is set free, the local level, in form of local or 

regional multi-agency team, embraces control over his case. It aims to resocialize the 

returnee and make him again part of the society. This is also why the multi-agency team 

should cooperate with some NGOs, which can help to build trust with the veteran during his 

resocialization. The police should only be included in the process of returnee's 

resocialization if there are concerns over security connected to his person. Also, the national 

and local levels should coordinate, which is a task for a national point of contact for 

returnees, that should be established in every European country experiencing the problem 

with FFs' departure and anticipating their return (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). 

The returned FTFs bring various challenges to the European justice system and 

judicial processes. There is a lack of specific nomenclature to reflect differences of extremist 

or terrorist offences in national laws of the European countries. Individuals sentenced for 

terrorism-related offences represent various levels of threat to the society. For example, the 

actual travel of the foreign fighter and joining fight in Syrian conflict needs to be 

differentiated from an attempted travelling FF who got stopped at the borders. Moreover, it 

is difficult for European judicial system to work with or even to gather sufficient or reliable 

evidence about FF's activities during his stay abroad. This could even cause an early release 

of the veteran and his too soon return to the mainstream society would be risky, as there 

would not be enough time for his deradicalisation while serving his sentence in prison. Plus, 

the judicature is insufficient in terms of dealing with female returnees, which mostly only 

have more simple roles in the caliphate (family figure or spread of propaganda), but they 

have also fighters or planners among their ranks. On top of that, it is important to handle 

well the treatment of the veteran in prison. The approach towards the prisoner with an 

intention to his prison safety and rehabilitation programme is based on his pre-trial risk 

assessment, but it can be modified over time, as it is highly recommended to repeat the 

veteran´s risk assessment from time to time while he is in prison. His risk profile can change, 

                                                           
25 RAN Centre of Excellence. (2017), p.30 
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showing, for example, the progress and effectivity of his deradicalisation and rehabilitation 

programme. Also, it is important to monitor the happenings in prison, to detect whether 

recruiters are active in the prison community. To add, it is advised for the EU countries to 

invest in training of a specialized staff which would be resistant to attack, recruitment, or 

manipulation by returnees that they take care of in prison. It is not an unusual practice for 

returnees to be put in special prison wings (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). 

 Majority of European countries use a returnee process worked out by Dutch national 

security and counterterrorism coordinator (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). This approach 

is rather simple, consisting out of four steps: 1) travel, 2) return, 3) arrival, and 4) individual 

approach. The first step is based on a cooperation between local and national authorities in 

the country in search for people who are planning on becoming foreign fighters. If they 

successfully identify such individual, his/her case needs to be carefully evaluated and case-

specific measures preventing the travel should to be adopted. These can be for example, 

confiscation of travel documents, or use of European Arrest Warrant. Secondly, the return 

of a foreign fighter needs to be identified as soon as possible. This is supported by a 

cooperation on an international level, as wherever in Europe the veteran is detected, he can 

be escorted to his original country. This step puts European international information 

exchange and security databases to a good use. Third step, after the returnee´s arrival, he is 

subjugated to a criminal investigation and the magnitude of the threat he poses is evaluated. 

Fourthly, a multidisciplinary case management team determines an individual approach 

which is going to be applied to the returnee, with an intention to reduce a potential threat he 

poses for European society. Such tailored approach can vary greatly by the measures taken 

from criminal prosecution, through restraining order, to care programme or deradicalisation 

programme (National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism, 2017). RAN also 

added, that during investigation of a returnee, his financial footprint should be checked by 

police as well. There is a likelihood of financial transfers with the terrorist organization the 

foreign fighters joined (RAN Centre of Excellence, 2017). 

Eelco Kessels, the Executive director of the Global Centre on Cooperative Security 

points out that improved counter-terrorism measures resulting in their greater effectiveness 

in identifying, investigating and imprisoning terrorists come hand in hand with a new 

challenge for prison systems. With a growing number of convicted terrorists, which include 

returned foreign fighters, the focus needs to be strengthened in the area of their management, 



36 
 

rehabilitation and reintegration in society. In general, it is important to clearly define the 

policy to be implemented and its aims (disengagement or deradicalisation). In accordance to 

the veteran foreign fighters, they need to be addressed by a special treatment, as their past 

experience from armed conflict is much different from other terrorist convicts. Such 

distinction is supposed to be based on a risk and needs assessment of inmates (Kessels, 

2017). 

 According to what has been described above, it is obvious that the prevention and 

handling of the veteran effect require a lot of activities from many various actors at 

supranational, national and local levels cooperating. As a result, all of these inputs and work 

are costing countries, in fact their taxpayers, a lot of money. According to RAN Centre of 

Excellence (2017), treatment of returnees, both in prisons and after their release, with 

deradicalisation and integration programmes are not perceived as worth it by general public. 

Due to this, it tends to be difficult to allocate the necessary finances for such programmes, 

even though they are important for protecting citizens' security. Also, no concrete 

rehabilitation programme for returnees which could be used in Europe has been developed 

so far. But in general, any rehabilitation plan should be tailored for a concrete returnee, based 

on his needs, requests and risk assessment, and developed by a group of professionals. While 

the veteran is serving his sentence in prison, the activities which are suitable to be provided 

with an intention of his reintroduction into society after his release are work, education, or 

free time activities. Other type of a useful activities are one-on-one dialogues (between the 

veteran and an expert in the area of extremism and ideologies; for example, some countries 

introduced mentoring programmes) and group dialogues. These dialogues are intended to 

change the returnee´s worldview and extremist mindset. Moreover, providing the religious 

support to returnees which are interested in it is positive, as it can show them a new 

perspective, a non-extremist side of the religion. It is also important to keep in mind that in 

case of returned foreign fighters, their families and friends often do not understand their 

motivations and decisions. It is therefore important to help them to re-build their relationship, 

which will help to reintegrate the veteran in mainstream society, preventing him to return 

back to the terrorist networks. Interestingly, there is an option of including former veterans 

in the deradicalisation and rehabilitation process with the new returnees. Their experience 

as a foreign fighter can provide a new returnee with a different point of view and a feeling 

of understanding. However, this kind of connection between a former deradicalized veteran 

with a recent returnee needs to be well monitored by authorities to make sure that he has no 
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undercover intentions to secretly spread extremist ideas, propaganda and recruitment efforts. 

Generally, the resocialization process of a returnee when he is freed to reintegrate into 

society, needs to be: 1) tailored to the individual, 2) highly supervised by national and local 

authorities which are sharing information among themselves, 3) taking into account the 

veteran's history and addressing his strong indoctrinated beliefs through mentoring and 

counselling, 4) observing his close ones and their security as well, 5) considering a possible 

need of mental or physical health care for the veteran, 6) well communicated to the media 

and public, ideally with a help of communication experts who advise a strategy for this, 7) 

explained to the community where the returnee is intended to be integrated to (RAN Centre 

of Excellence, 2017). 

In 2015, the European Parliament (EP) held a briefing about foreign fighters, which 

got later updated in 2016. It recognized that foreign fighters represent a serious security 

threat to the EU and citizens of its member states and that the dimensions of this threat 

enlarged significantly due to the Syrian civil war and rise of the Islamic State (Bakowski & 

Puccio, 2016). The briefing summed up some of the EU actions taken to counter this threat, 

which we are taken a closer look at in the other paragraphs of in the study of this case. 

European Union also quickly reacted to the November 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris. 

It identified these attacks as violation of European values and human rights. FTFs were 

addressed in this reaction as well. First of all, the role of Frontex as an agency responsible 

for protection of the EU external border was underlined. The EU ordered Frontex to 

strengthen these controls, of course in cooperation with the EU MSs, in order to notice travel 

of FTFs or smuggle of firearms. The Council also determined an enhancement of member 

states' cooperation in a matter of law enforcement in several areas. Two of them are 

important for us: 1) EU MSs are obliged to enter any useful data about suspected FTFs into 

the Schengen Information System (SIS) II; 2) the Council informed about a launch of a new 

body under Europol, the European Counter Terrorist Centre (ECTC) as of 1.1.2016, which 

will serve as a platform for the MSs to cooperate in areas of information sharing, monitoring, 

and investigating the FTFs, or also trafficking of firearms and terrorist financing (Council of 

the European Union, 2015a). 

On 12-13 March of 2015, a Justice and Home Affairs Council was held. It partly 

focused on fight against terrorism and its development. Priorities which were set by the 

Ministers to fight terrorism in Europe were: 1) systematic checks at the external borders of 
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the Union (until June 2015); 2) asking EUROPOL to set up a new agency, EU Internet 

Referral Unit, until the July 2015, which will help to address terrorist propaganda and 

recruitment on the internet; 3) battle trafficking of firearms; 4) improving information 

exchange (Council of the European Union, 2015c). We can infer from it, that at least the 

strengthened checks at external border may have impact on the veteran effect, as they can 

prevent foreign fighters both from leaving and returning to the EU. 

In its first yearly report, the EU Internet Referral Unit (EU IRU) argued that, 

regarding the terrorist threat, Europe has gone through its most intensive period during the 

last ten years. This is supposedly caused by the increasing role of internet and the ways that 

terrorist groups, such as the Islamic State, learned to effectively use it to spread its 

propaganda, to recruit new members and fighters, for radicalization, or planning attacks. One 

of the three strategic goals set by the EU IRU is exactly aimed at detecting and countering 

internet sites serving for terrorist recruitment or radicalization. It is providing EU member 

states with support in an investigation in this area by providing them not only with expertise, 

but also with technology (Europol, 2016). Hindering recruitment is one of the preventive 

measures which we may label as being important in handling the veteran effect. If we are 

able to detect and shut down internet sites spreading terrorist propaganda and calling new 

foreign fighters to join a conflict abroad, we are thus able to prevent the flow of returning 

veterans in the future (as there will be less of the FFs in general). Also, monitoring internet 

fora on the so-called dark web, can help to detect conversations between, for example, new 

recruits and veterans, who are providing them with a useful knowledge- whether it would be 

a know-how on how to construct an explosive or some military training for the action. 

Later on, in March 2017, the EP and the Council of the EU issued a Directive 

2017/541 on combatting terrorism and replacing Council Framework Decision 

2002/475/JHA and amending Council Decision 2005/671/JHA. These older decisions 

harmonised definitions of terrorist offences in national legal frameworks, enhanced 

transnational cooperation and information exchange. The new directive states right away 

that the terrorist threat has changed over time and that nowadays, the greatest risk is posed 

by the foreign terrorist fighters, as several terrorist attacks executed recently in the EU have 

been connected either to the returned veterans, or to the individuals living in the EU who got 

either inspired or directed for a terrorist activity from abroad. The directive demands all 

member states to renovate their legal frameworks in order to adjust them to the evolution of 
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the nature of terrorism, primarily to include FTFs, terrorist financing, and role of the internet. 

The Directive 2017/541 strongly supports and enhances cooperation, both among member 

states and also among them and the EU agencies and bodies (importantly, Europol and 

Eurojust). The Directive concretizes several terrorism-related offences which should be 

made punishable under law in every member state. Several of these recommendations are 

related to the FTFs, including veterans. The acts that should be criminalised are: 1) 

glorification or encouragement for terrorism; 2) receiving training for terrorism26, not only 

its provision as it was applied before; 3) travelling for the purpose of terrorism itself, or even 

its planning, facilitation, or attempt; 4) terrorist financing27 (not only of attacks and groups, 

but also of recruitment, training and travel); 5) recruitment for terrorism; 6) making of or 

usage of fake identity documents for terrorist activities. The Directive also points out that in 

cases under consideration, an intention of one of the abovementioned actions has to be 

proven in order to treat it as a criminal offence. Also, providing help and encouragement to 

these terrorist criminal offences should be punishable as well. Regarding the scale of legal 

penalties, the Directive states that in case the person in question states to abandon terrorist 

activities and provides investigators with useful information, it can be considered as 

mitigating circumstances which will lower the length of that person's sentence. A separate 

article in the Directive also focuses on the internet propaganda used by terrorist groups. The 

EU member states should follow the internet content and be able to block or take down any 

content which is trying to incite public to terrorism. The transposition period set for the 

Directive 2017/541 is until 8.9.2018 (European Parliament & Council of the European 

Union, 2017). 

On the 1st February 2018, Frontex announced an introduction of a new mission 

Themis. It is a naval operation which is going to change the previous approach to migrants 

that were being found and saved in the waters of the Mediterranean Sea. People travelling 

on boats towards Europe will no more be considered, by the units under this operation, only 

as victims and migrants running away from war. The EU is, from this operation on, 

considering these people a possible security threat, as foreign fighters, other terrorist 

suspects or criminals may be infiltrated among them. Personal data gained by Themis 

                                                           
26 A person is considered to receive training for terrorism both if acting in a group or alone (=self-study). To 
specify, this include getting new knowledge and skills. However, acquiring new knowledge related to 
terrorism is not evaluated as criminal offence in case these materials serve for academic or other research. 
27 The collected finances do not have to be actually used. It is enough for the money to be acquired with an 
intention to use it for terrorism-related activities to be considered a criminal offence. 
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mission's officers will be provided to the Europol, as well as to Italian authorities, so that it 

can start investigations to prevent future terrorist attacks (Nielsen, 2018). According to its 

Risk Analysis for 2018, Frontex itself estimates that in the years to come, there is a 

possibility of the thousands of foreign fighters of European origins to return back, as the 

Islamist extremists abroad suffered a significant defeated on the ground. Frontex thus 

recognizes that this threat has become more decentralized and it expects a misuse of travel 

documents, both false and original ones but belonging to someone else than is using them at 

the border checks, to increase. It is also expected that terrorists that will increase their 

movement, are going to improve or change the false documents which they are using in order 

to catch up with the technological development of the EU external border management 

capabilities as well (Frontex, 2018). 

To add, media informed in the end of April 2018 that Europol has launched a two-

day long operation which targeted IS's websites, servers, agencies and radio channels. 

Supposedly, this operation successfully aimed on channels used by the IS to spread its 

propaganda. Europol gained data which will serve to further investigation, possibly leading 

to a discovery of who stands behind the ISIS propagation and radicalization media efforts. 

This operation was supported by involvement of the UK, France, Canada, Netherlands, US, 

Bulgaria and Romania (Grierson, 2018). 

The Renewed European Union Security Strategy for 2015-2020, which is currently 

in validity, named three main security threats for the EU and its citizens for the next five 

years. These are: 1) terrorism, mostly FTFs, then 2) organized crime and 3) cybersecurity. 

The first point serves our interests in this thesis. The areas defined to be handled better in 

2015-2020 are terrorist financing, radicalization, recruitment, and general dealing with and 

a prevention of terrorism. Moreover, a need to reinforce the controls of external borders 

including a use of relevant databases is signalled (Council of the European Union, 2015b). 

This security strategy is however mostly general and does not address the threat of FTFs and 

the veteran effect any deeper. At least, we can point out that terrorism as such, with an 

underlined problem with the foreign terrorist fighters, is perceived as one of the tree main 

security threats during the actual period of time and for the upcoming years. 

4.2 Evaluation of the case 

 European Union is aware that it is a union integrating its member states, and that 

those are responsible for their security in the first place. The EU thus cannot enforce its 
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opinions about the right security measures to counter the threat of foreign fighters and 

veteran effect on its MSs. This is already acknowledged in the security strategy issued in 

2005. However, we could have seen that the EU tries to provide its MSs with a wide support 

to handle the situation. The EU's bodies conducted briefings, constructed the threat, and 

adopted thoroughly worked-out recommendations for security policies. RAN manual is a 

good example of that, as it is very detailed in how veterans could and should be addressed 

and treated. 

 We cannot say that the policies or recommendations for them are militarized. 

According to our data, none of them is. Why? First of all, the EU does not have some kind 

of army at its disposal. This is only a privilege of its sovereign member states. Therefore, 

the EU cannot adopt a measure which would deploy military personnel, as it is dependent of 

resources that its MSs decide to provide it with for common operations. However, the second 

criterion of individualization of policies, which we want to evaluate in this study is already 

visible in the EU case, concretely in three policies. In reality, we can find it only in the RAN 

mission, its official manual and the process recommendation by the Dutch CT coordinator, 

which it introduced and probably inspired itself from. To speak concretely, these policies 

focus on youth and families (RAN) and advocate introduction of a tailored approach to 

recruits and veterans, as well as mental health assessment and risk evaluation (RAN manual, 

Dutch returnee process). The author argues, that this seemingly low number of 

individualization of the policies focusing on the veteran phenomenon is probably caused by 

its relative novelty and the fact that the EU bodies did not have time to address it in depth in 

many more cases. For example, the RAN manual where this factor was found is of a non-

distant date of issue in the year 2017. 

Passing to the third criterion, the extraordinary measures. Some kind of extraordinary 

measure can be identified in the Council conclusion which reacted to the Paris attacks in 

2015. It was extraordinary by the quick time of reaction, which was only in a matter of seven 

days, and also by actually doing something (strengthening border controls by Frontex, 

commanding MSs to use SIS II, and announcing a creation of a new body, the ECTC). 

Considering the dimension of the EU and its competence to intervene in security policies, 

this is seemingly a strong enough extraordinary measure. Then, the fourth criterion of 

cooperation with civil society and public is present in three cases- the EU Counter Terrorism 

Strategy, the RAN and the RAN manual. Both the CT Strategy and RAN manual support 
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the focus on cooperation with civil society, as well as with religious associations, plus the 

relationship-building with FF's family advocated by the RAN manual. To add, RAN 

generally stresses the importance of support in education. 

 Furthermore, it was interesting to find out that all of the eleven analysed EU policies 

are preventive in their nature, at least in some, but some of them also in more aspects. Five 

of these policies (the EU CT Strategy, Dutch returnee manual, JHA Council, Council 

Conclusions from 2015 and the Renewed Security Strategy for 2015 - 2020) are focused on 

protection of borders and prevention of FFs' flow through them. Then, a combination of six 

of them stresses the importance of international cooperation and information exchange to 

face it (again the CT Strategy, Dutch returnee manual, JHA Council, Council Conclusion, 

renewed strategy, plus the 2017´s Directive), three address the terrorist financing, four do so 

in case of recognizing the important role of technologies and internet in this entire problem. 

Moreover, four of them aim to prevent radicalization and recruitment, three target 

propaganda, one (RAN) advocates working with already radicalized individuals. Also one 

policy (the Operation Themis) is aiming to counter a misuse of the refugee status by the 

returning foreign fighters, another one (EU CT Strategy) aims to prevent possible targets of 

terrorist attacks to get hurt. And finally, one policy (RAN) wants to provide individuals who 

are prone to radicalization with a health and social care as a preventive measure of the 

veteran effect. 

 Moreover, we have found five policies in this case which are obstructive. The policies 

protecting borders and preventing the flow of FFs from and back to Europe are fulfilling this 

criterion. These are the EU CT Strategy, the Dutch returnee manual, JHA Council, Council 

Conclusions and the Renewed Security Strategy. Finally, we have also found a majority- 

nine out of eleven policies fulfilling the criterion of being selective punitive. The only two 

which do not have this feature are the EU IRU report and the Mission Themis. Others 

variously fulfil the factors of international cooperation to face the veteran effect, information 

exchange, addressing terrorist financing, work with already radicalized persons, judging the 

confirmed criminals in this area, or developing a special prison treatment with extraordinary 

wings, or trained staff. 

As the case of the EU is specific by not being a sovereign state, its legislation is 

different than those which are going to be analysed in the next chapters about the UK and 

France. Also, as we have already mentioned, the EU cannot invade the national security 
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measures and policies of its member states as it is one of the most sensitive areas. We are 

now going to examine the two other cases and, in the final evaluation in the Chapter 7, to 

see whether these countries got some visible similarities to the guidance provided by the EU. 

5. United Kingdom 

5.1 Numbers & securitization by the country 

After analysing the case study of the EU, let's now proceed to the second case study, 

examining one of the EU member state- the United Kingdom (UK). 

The current British government´s National Security Strategy, which was issued in 2015 

and planned for 5 years ahead, recognizes terrorism, predominantly Islamist terrorism, as 

one of the main threats to its security for the current and upcoming years. It recognizes the 

departed British citizens who went to Syria or Iraq to become foreign fighters in the local 

conflict and the threat they pose if they return home. Terrorists who are directed or inspired 

by the Islamic State are dangerous, as various latest attacks have shown. The Islamic State 

is skilled in using internet for spreading its propaganda, recruiting new members and 

encrypted communication channels to plan attacks. Therefore, the national strategy plans to 

increase financing, numbers of trained staff, and reinforce the UK armed forces in order to 

be able to counter the threats facing the country, including terrorism, and specifically the IS 

and the returning FFs (HM Government, 2015a). 

However, the United Kingdom's Strategy for Counter Terrorism (CONTEST) report 

for 2014 actually concretizes what lies in the threat posed by returning foreign fighters to 

the UK: their combat experience or having receiving terrorist training. The threat of veterans 

to execute attacks in the UK territory is mentioned as well. The report explains that 

CONTEST is based on four basic policies of 1) pursue, 2) prevent, 3) protect, 4) prepare; to 

address the terrorist threat. The report explains that the work on prevention is important to 

keep new recruits of the Islamic State willing to go to fight abroad, often young, from 

emerging. If the UK fails to prevent its citizens from travelling to Syria and Iraq with a 

purpose to join terrorist network, a coordination in regards of handling veterans' presence 

once they return is needed (HM Government, 2015b). 

However, the United Kingdom's Strategy for Counter Terrorism (CONTEST) report 

for 2015 already speaks in numbers about 850 UK nationals who have left to join the Islamic 
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State since the beginning of the conflict in Syria and Iraq, less than half of which have 

already returned. 15 % of these FFs are believed to have died in the war. The Report also 

recognized the November 2015 Paris attacks28 as a demonstration of IS' ability to plan and 

execute complex terrorist attacks with mass casualties. One of the 130 victims of these 

attacks was a British citizen. As regards the year 2015, the UK considered the Islamist 

terrorism, specifically the Daesh, to be its most serious security threat. According to the 

report, the UK government is satisfied with CONTEST performance during past years. Even 

though the threat level in 2015 warned about a high likelihood of a terrorist attacks, there 

were 6 plots successfully prevented by Britain's security officials. The Report also 

acknowledges a promise of a planned growth in cross-government spending on counter-

terrorism measures by 30 %. The extra finance should be directed to police, security 

agencies, intelligence and to British military for counter terrorism purposes, but also on 

increasing aviation security (HM Government, 2016). 

Moreover, the CONTEST report for 2015 names some concrete policies adopted in 

the UK to address the threat of terrorism and veteran effect. There is the Counter-Terrorism 

and Security Act 2015 which was adopted with an aim to obstruct both ways of foreign 

fighters' travel out and back into the UK. In 2015, CTSA already prevented 150 intending 

FFs from leaving the UK. The prevention of people falling into terrorism was supported by 

several programmes, such as Channel, the National Offender Management Service (NOMS), 

or Educate against hate, which are focusing on prisoners, parents, schools, faith institutions, 

and vulnerable communities. The National Border Security Centre prevented 1000 suspected 

individuals from entering the UK thanks to the new scheme under CTSA 2015 (HM 

Government, 2016). These concrete policies are going to be examined more closely in the 

next paragraphs. 

5.2 Securitization by the officials 

Back in 2014, the then-British Prime Minister David Cameron spoke about the 

British nationals who have become foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria. He expressed a strong 

will to introduce new security measures in order to prevent citizens from leaving to the 

combat front, but also to prevent their return if they would want to do so. He also wanted to 

address the problem of radical preachers, adding, that the Islam as a religion itself is not 

                                                           
28 Which were partly organized by veteran FFs in Europe, as the author will examine more in depth later on, 

in the case of France. 
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dangerous, the Islamist extremism is (Reuters, 2014). The current British Prime Minister 

Theresa May warned from the danger of the IS fighters' return to Europe as well. As the IS 

loses territory, the threat that it poses changes. She underlined the importance of international 

cooperation efforts in defeating the Islamic State on the ground. She expressed a will to help 

surrounding countries to stop the flow of ISIS fighters, so that they cannot return to the UK, 

adding, that the return of women and children should be possible. May also addressed the 

problem with the terrorism content on the internet and a need to target it not only by shutting 

down websites, but to even prevent its upload (Stevens, 2017). May also invited G7 summit 

attendants to cooperate with the countries or the region where the FFs travel to, and provide 

them with information or technologies needed to monitor the movement of the FFs, possibly 

leading to their arrest or extradition (Christian, 2017). 

In October 2017, the chief of the British intelligence service MI5, Andrew Parker, 

proclaimed that due to the increased and diversified activity of the Islamic State, the United 

Kingdom currently faces an unprecedented scope of security threat by Islamist terrorism. He 

expects this threat to be translated into arising number of executed terrorist attacks. A greater 

weight is given to this public statement because of a rarity of such appearance by this 

institution. Parker also addressed the threat coming from the veteran effect, disclosing that 

100 UK foreign fighters who joined ISIS have died in fight and up to 850 of them are 

expected to return from the battlefield to Britain. Due to ISIS ground losses in Syria and 

Iraq, the threat from returning foreign fighters is likely to rise. He warned that even though 

MI5 was doing the best it can to prevent future terrorist attacks in the UK, a 100 % success 

rate is impossible to achieve. Parker stressed the importance of cooperation and information 

sharing among European security services as a means to face the terrorist threat successfully 

(Dodd, 2017). 

 The secretary of state for defence, Gavin Williamson, chose a much more assertive 

tone when expressing his opinion that British foreign fighters who have joined ISIS should 

be killed in operations targeting the group in Syria, so that they could not even try to return 

back to Britain. According to Williamson, denying terrorists the access to the country equals 

to eliminating the terrorist threat they pose (Elgot, 2017). Shashank Joshi, a senior research 

fellow at the Royal United Services Institute, disagreed with Williamson, stating that 

purposeful killing is not a lawful way to handle the security threat coming from the veteran 

effect. He labelled Williamson's statements as “oversimplifying a complex legal and political 
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issue to score cheap points”29. As Joshi explains, the international humanitarian law and the 

laws of war do give an opportunity to kill IS' fighters if an intention to execute attacks in the 

UK would be proven to them, or if they would be killed in fighting the Anti-IS coalition 

forces which the UK is part of. However, it is not possible to kill them if they are injured or 

captured, nor if they left the territory of Syria and Iraq and there would not be an evidence 

of them planning an attack on the UK. Being members of the Islamic State would not be a 

sufficient argument to “hunt them down”, as Williamson planned to. Joshi suggests to focus 

on legitimate retention of returning veterans´ passports at British borders and their subjection 

to judicial process. Arrested veterans cannot continue to make part of global jihadi network 

(Joshi, 2017). Dan Jarvis, a British MP and former army mayor in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

holds similar opinion, arguing that fighting terrorists by unlawful means would degrade Brits 

to their level. Extrajudicial killing as proposed by Williamson would be not only illegal, but 

also immoral (Jarvis, 2017). However, despite the US call for every country to deal with 

their citizens who have become foreign fighters for ISIS, Williamson declined to accept a 

return of two of them which were caught in Syria in February 2018. It stays questionable, 

how will countries deal with their foreign fighters, hundreds of which were arrested by the 

US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) (The Associated Press, 2018b). 

 Britain´s anti-terror watchdog argues that Britain should make an effort to reintegrate 

its young citizens who were so naïve that they left to become foreign fighters in the ranks of 

the Islamic State. This position is being justified on the ground that if their prosecution is 

given priority, Britain would suffer from a loss of a generation of young British citizens who 

have left brainwashed, but are returning from the conflict with disillusionment, as Max Hill, 

an independent reviewer of British anti-terrorist legislation, points out (Cecil, 2017). 

 A former chief of the British Scotland Yard’s CT command recently also addressed 

the threat of the returning British foreign fighters. He even enlarged it, as he pointed out that 

not only British nationals, but every other EU MS' nationals who have joined the IS fight 

abroad and return back are representing a danger to the UK, due to the freedom of movement 

through the borders, once they get in Europe. He was speaking about thousands more of 

veterans (Bentham, 2018). 

 In order to include popular opinion to this debate, we can mention the survey from 

2014 which shows that UK citizens consider the possibility of terrorist attacks executed by 

                                                           
29 Joshi, S. (2017) 
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current or former UK citizens to be the greatest security threat. 69 %30 of them thinks so. 

This threat got ahead of terrorist attacks executed by foreign citizens or immigration 

(YouGov, 2014). Even though this data is from 2014, which was the time before the fall of 

the ISIS, this only underlines the importance of policy makers' focus on security measures 

being adopted to handle the veteran effect. 

5.3 Policies 

In 2011, the UK adopted a Strategy for Countering Terrorism (CONTEST). It was a 

third version with included updates to keep the country's counter-terrorism policies actual, 

as the terrorist threat changed over time. It divides UK counter-terrorism measures under 

four channels: pursue, prevent, protect and prepare. Pursue focuses on tracking down the 

possible terrorists as soon as possible in order to prevent the attacks from happening. 

Prosecution of offenders is important as well. Cooperation of national police, security and 

intelligence officials is needed. The second string of prevent focuses on radicalization, 

countering terrorist narratives. This is named to be a crucial part of the entire CONTEST 

policy, as a successful countering of radicalization of vulnerable individuals will prevent a 

need to arrest the actual attackers in the future. Importantly, CONTEST recognizes that the 

prevent part needs to be based on cooperation of the state with a wide range of areas, 

including education, faith, criminal justice, charity, internet and health. The third area of 

CONTEST policy is protect, which focuses on strengthening borders, securing transport 

channels and infrastructure, or crowded locations, from terrorist attacks. The fourth and the 

last area of prepare aims to increase capabilities to react accordingly and to recover from 

terrorist attacks which were not prevented (HM Government, 2011). Over the time, with the 

rise of the IS, the Prevent programme started to focus on this organization and its recruitment 

activities. Its finances are used widely, for example for a purchase of security cameras, or 

deployment of various counter-radicalization programmes aimed at diverse groups of 

society. The programme is however highly criticized due to its possible bias against British 

Muslim community. However, government stands behind it (Graham, 2017). According to 

the latest report about the performance of the Prevent programme, 6093 individuals were 

reported, 19 % of them being evaluated as suitable, between 2016 and 2017. If needed, the 

individuals who are evaluated as vulnerable to radicalization are voluntarily subjected to a 

                                                           
30 The survey had a sample size of 2141 British adults and it was executed between 22-23 September 2014. 
(YouGov, 2014, p.5) 
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Channel programme. It is based on providing these people with support by a multi-agency 

approach. This engages local authority, delegates from health and educational spheres, 

community, police, or prison services. The final approach decided upon to be used needs to 

be tailored to the concrete individual in treatment. Channel programme is only used for 

people vulnerable to radicalization to terrorism. The referrals pointing out potentially 

radicalization-vulnerable individuals in the British society vary from education and police 

sectors on the first places, to local authorities, friends and family members (Home Office, 

2018). 

The UK legal order also recognizes special powers of the Royal Prerogative. It is a 

tool historically used by the king, but whose powers shifted in many ways to the government 

and its ministers nowadays. Under the Royal Prerogative, the UK Home Secretary has 

powers to withdraw or cancel citizens' passports (Bartlett & Everett, 2017). Its use was 

updated in 2013 by then-Home Secretary Theresa May, as she redefined the criteria for what 

is a public interest which enables the use of Royal Prerogative in this manner. She specified 

that: “This may include individuals who seek to engage in fighting, extremist activity or 

terrorist training outside the United Kingdom, for example, and then return to the UK with 

enhanced capabilities that they then use to conduct an attack on UK soil.”31 (McGuinness & 

Gower, 2017). In this sense, it was used 23 times in 201532, 24 times in 201433, and 14 times 

in 2013 since its update in April34. 

UK will try to prevent the return of its foreign fighters who have joined the Islamic 

State in the Syrian conflict. This should not be a problem in case of two thirds (which equals 

to around two hundreds) of these fighters, as they are identified to be either dual nationals, 

or even citizens of a foreign country who have been only living in the UK before joining the 

IS. In fact, British nationality of those departed FFs who have double nationality can be 

taken away from them. Considering the remaining approximately 100 FFs with solely British 

citizenship, the UK authorities cannot do nothing else than monitor whether they return to 

their homeland. Consequently, they can arrest them and subject them to a fair trial where 

they will face charges of terrorism-related criminal offence. These people cannot be stripped 

of their citizenship, as it is their only one (Hamilton & Simpson, 2018). This idea started to 

                                                           
31 McGuinness, T. & Gower, M. (2017), p.12 
32 HM Government. (2016), p.10 
33 HM Government. (2015b), p.11 
34 HM Government. (2014), p.10 
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be publicly more discussed in connection to the case of Alexanda Kotey and El Shafee 

Elsheikh, two British citizens who were arrested by the SDF. These men were part of so-

called Beatles cell in Syria, participating in torturing and killing ISIS detainees, sharing 

videos of their crimes as part of IS' internet campaign. Their case started a debate about the 

fate of arrested Western foreign fighters in Syria among the UK, US and Syrian Kurds. The 

Kurds want the Western countries to take their citizens back and try them at home, in order 

to lower the big load currently generated on their prisons (The Associated Press, 2018a). The 

US also pushes for countries to take their citizens for a fair trial back home. Also, as these 

men do not have a second citizenship, such action would be illegal. However, it seems that 

the UK government is keeping its stance so far and we will have to wait for a final resolution 

of this diplomatic debate (Dearden, 2018). According to the review of the use of current law 

about deprivation of British citizenship, there was a significant increase35 in using this 

measure after 2013 in cases of individuals who left UK and became FFs in Syria. The power 

to deprive British citizen of its citizenship belongs to the Home Secretary, as stated in the 

British Nationality Act 1981 amended by The Immigration Act in 2014. He/She can do so if 

this action serves public good, if it was obtained by false representation, or if the behaviour 

of that person was dangerous for UK's interests. There is a condition not to make the person 

stateless by this move. In the case of British FFs, the deprivation orders were often made 

during their stay abroad. As James Brokenshire, then Minister of State for Immigration, 

explained during a debate in House of Commons, depriving departed British nationals of 

their citizenship while abroad may look bad, but it is a good measure which prevents their 

return to the UK, thus lowering the security risk to the country (McGuinness & Gower, 

2017). Even though the British government argues that it officially supports its FFs to be 

brought to justice, its actions of revoking citizenship and stating that due to an absence of 

consular connection with Syria, it cannot take care of its citizens who travelled there are 

showing an opposite direction. It seems that generally, the UK but also other home countries 

of the ISIS FFs detained in Syria by the SDF, do not want to take care of their citizens 

because it is likely to be problematic to find a sufficient evidence about their activities in 

Syria and Iraq, which can easily end up in home trials setting them free among the 

mainstream public in their homeland. That is of course dangerous and something that 

Western countries want to prevent (Manson & Bond, 2018). This argument can be evaluated 

                                                           
35 In 2011 and 2012, it was only used 6 times. Then 18 times in 2013, 23 times in 2014 and 19 times in 2015. 
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as valid in the case of the UK, as the numbers show very low prosecution rates of ISIS 

veterans who have returned to the country from Syria or Iraq. Numbers from 2016 show this 

is only one out of eight, which is 54 individuals (Matharu, 2016). 

 To add, as we could have seen the generally supportive stance of UK security 

officials and policy makers for its citizens who became FFs for ISIS in Syria and Iraq to be 

killed right there in the previous part, such approach was applied in reality as well. For 

example, we can mention one concrete case of UK national Junaid Hussain, who became an 

important member of the Islamic State in Syria as a hacker, who also helped spreading 

group´s propaganda on the internet. He was killed by a planned airstrike, coordinated by the 

US and Brits themselves. As British government confirmed, they agreed on this operation 

and are willing to apply the same approach on more of its citizens who became IS foreign 

fighters and participate in terrorism in Syria and Iraq (Tamura, 2015). 

 The Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 (CTSA) sets various measures 

focused on combatting terrorism, some of them are being specifically directed towards the 

threat of returning veteran foreign fighters of the IS. Its second Chapter specifies a possibility 

to deny return to the country to individuals who are suspected from having participated in 

terrorist activity abroad, by a so-called temporary exclusion order with a validity of two 

years. These persons are described as those who own British passport, so British citizens. 

This is a measure said to be preventing terrorism threat towards the UK citizens. The 

temporary exclusion order can be replaced by a permit return to individuals, who comply 

with specified conditions. For example, they can be obliged to notify police about place of 

residence, attend appointments, or report themselves at police stations. Also, as a prevention 

of UK foreign fighters even leaving the territory in the first place, CTSA 2015 gives authority 

to seize travel documents to persons who are suspected of intending to travel abroad in order 

to join terrorism-related activity (Counter-Terrorism and Security Act, 2015). 

An interesting activity to mention is that UK security officials try to encourage 

citizens to help them with investigation and prevention of terrorist attacks. They claim a 

public support in a form of providing them with useful information is a necessary part of 

their work. This gains even more importance as the UK security administrators are aware 

that ordinary people are not too keen or confident in cooperating in terrorism-related issues, 

unlike in some other policy fields. That is why the UK came up with various campaigns, 

such as “It´s probably nothing, but” and “Action Counters Terrorism” (ACT), to encourage 
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its citizens to do so (Parker, Pearce, Lindekilde & Rogers, 2017). The “It´s probably nothing, 

but” campaign was issued to mark a start of 2015´s Counter Terrorism Awareness Week. It 

urges citizens to report suspicious activity, for example on anti-terrorist hotline established 

for these purposes, while providing them information that policy is working daily on their 

protection from terrorism (National Counter Terrorism Security Office, 2015). 

The ACT platform provides public with an internet report form where people can 

report any suspicious activity. They can also do so by contacting police, promising them 

anonymity. To make it clear, ACT gives examples of what behaviour could disclose a 

potential terrorist. Aside practices connected to some general planning of a terrorist attack, 

such as taking pictures of security cameras at some place, buying and storing dangerous 

substances or weapons, or someone odd hiring a vehicle, the ACT also gives hints which 

seem to be connected more specifically to identify an aspiring foreign fighter. These are: 

someone´s unusual or frequent travelling, ownership of various or numerous travel 

documents, browsing dark web and showing interest in internet propaganda, or even 

glorification of terrorism. Apart from this, ACT also provides information and advice on 

what to do during an attack in a campaign called Run, Hide, and Tell. A special version of 

this campaign, which included cooperation with some famous people, was created to address 

the youth. Materials for education facilities and parents were issued as well, to increase the 

security and awareness of children (HM Government, n.d.). Furthermore, ACT also focuses 

on providing e-learning with an intention to raise public awareness about terrorist threat, 

methods of identification and response to someone´s suspicious behaviour, a suspicious 

item, or what to do during an actual terrorist attack (National Counter Terrorism Security 

Office, 2018). 

Britain uses a system of threat level from international terrorism, which indicates a 

likelihood of a terrorist attack to occur in its territory in the near future. There are five levels: 

low, moderate, substantial, severe and critical. The actual threat level from international 

terrorism and its changes are made by Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre. UK threat level 

serves for national police and security officials to act accordingly, but also to let the ordinary 

citizens know. This level changed five times since 2014. On 29 August 2014, it changed to 

severe, which means an attack is highly likely to occur (Security Service MI5, n.d.) Theresa 

May, then Home Secretary, explained this was due to developments in Syria and Iraq which 

suggest attacking the West, specifying that an involvement of FFs who left Britain and other 
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European countries with a purpose to join Syrian conflict are expected to be involved in 

these potential attacks (Travis, 2014). Later, on 23 May 2017 the threat level was raised even 

one position higher to critical. This means that a terrorist attack is expected (Security Service 

MI5, n.d.). This change was connected to the Manchester terrorist attack, executed by a 

suicide bomber in Manchester arena during a concert, killing 22 and injuring further 59 

people. Due to this change of threat level, some extraordinary measures were taken (Perkins, 

2017). Theresa May, then Prime Minister, launched Operation Temperer, which is a 

government plan for deployment of up to 5000 armed military personnel to UK streets in 

order to protect key locations and big happenings, such as concerts and sport events. May 

declared she was asked for this kind of help by the national police (Rayner, 2017). As 

investigation showed, the attacked from Manchester was Salman Abedi, a young Muslim 

born in Manchester, with parents´ origins in Libya. He had a foreign experience from a travel 

to Syria, where he radicalized, established ties with the Islamic State, and returned with an 

aim to execute this terrorist attack (Evans, Ward, & Medick, 2017). This threat level was 

lowered down back to critical four days later, as some arrests of suspects connected to the 

attacker were made in connection to the Manchester attack (Dodd, Halliday, & Pidd, 2017). 

 Later, on 15 September 2017, Theresa May declared the threat level raising 

again to critical due to a terrorist attack in London. Operation Temperer was activated for 

the second time as well (Prime Minister´s Office, 2017). This was a reaction to a bombing 

attack in London metro station, executed by a teenager asylum seeker who came to the UK 

in October 2015 and was living with foster parents in Surrey. He was supposedly several 

months trained by the IS. In March 2018, he was sentenced for at least 34 years in prison 

(Cobain, 2018). The threat level returned to severe two days after the attack, staying there 

until now36 (Security Service MI5, n.d.). 

 Also, as it was mentioned in the Strategy for Counter Terrorism report for 2015, the 

UK government really allocated some extra finance for counter-terrorism activities. As 

promised, since 2015 to 2017, the spending in this area was increased by 30 %. In December 

2017, another funding of 50 million pounds was announces. It will be used by police for 

increasing intelligence and surveillance capacity, but also to watch over public space and 

protect citizens´ security. Police officials are also supposed to work with communities in 

order to counter terrorism threat (The Guardian, 2017). 

                                                           
36 April 2018. 
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 According to a review of managing Islamist extremism in prisons, the UK is aware 

that its prisons and probation systems are facing a threat from Islamist extremists, but claims 

that the National Offender Management Service (NOMS) is able to handle it. It also 

recognizes that this threat is rising. This trend is expected to continue, due to the hundreds 

of citizens who have left to join terrorist networks in the conflict in Syria and can return, part 

of them being imprisoned because of participating in terrorism abroad. These individuals are 

dangerous due to their ability to radicalize other prisoners, as they are mixed with them in 

prisons. Furthermore, ISIS veterans can be dangerous and threaten the staff in prisons. Most 

of the individuals imprisoned for terrorism-related activities are sent to the High Security 

Estate, which are eight in numbers in the UK, and they are distributed using a policy of 

dispersal which is supposed to prevent their influence in prison. However, this method was 

not invented to address Islamist extremists and returned FFs, so it is questionable whether it 

is sufficient in this case. The review of the prison system in the matters of its capability to 

address the threat of returned FFs generally stated that there are many insufficiencies which 

need to be addressed by new legislation, such as training of staff, clarification of how to 

handle Islamist extremists and terrorists, consider safe ways to let prisoners practice Muslim 

faith in a non-radical way, or improve cooperation of NOMS and other security agencies 

(Gov.uk, 2016). 

 UK Department of Education and Home Office created an online portal called 

Educate against hate. It is part of the preventive measures taken to counter radicalization, in 

this case aimed towards children. They are perceived to be highly vulnerable to being drawn 

into extremism, as they are only in the process of forming their identity, religious stance, 

and belonging in some group in society. This website thus provides support and information 

to teachers and parents to help the state to prevent youth radicalization and recruitment 

(Educate.against.hate., n.d.). 

 In the matter of the UK border security, Ministers started to consider how to fill in 

the holes which can serve returning FFs to get back without being detected. Concretely, they 

are speaking about little ports and airfields which are not well covered by the official Border 

Force of the country. The current proposal states that volunteers could be positioned there 

as a support. This measure would respect the budget by not increasing it, but is criticized for 

wanting to use unexperienced and untrained staff for such an important issue as border 

control is. Final decisions for this proposal were not made yet (Rawlinson, 2017). 
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In February 2018, the UK announced that it came up with a new technology which 

is supposedly able to detect a dangerous terrorist content on the internet. According to the 

evaluation of the system that was made so far, it was able to discover 94% of the internet 

content posted by the Islamic State with an impressive precision of 99,995%. The technology 

can be spread to smaller companies in order to help them delete terrorist content from their 

internet sites (Home Office & Rudd, 2018). As we already know, one of the risks of the 

veteran effect is an activity of returned FFs in means of recruitment of new individuals, so 

this strategy should be able to help prevent this pursuit from happening. Or at least make it 

harder. 

5.4 Evaluation of the case 

 It showed that the UK has a wide scale of security policies which are aimed to counter 

terrorism and the foreign fighter phenomenon. Mostly the newer securitization and 

legislation constructs the threat of returning veterans of the Islamic State from the battlefield 

in Syria and Iraq. Unlike the EU, the UK as a sovereign country has its own army and it also 

uses it to counter the veteran effect and terrorism threat in general. We could have seen that 

the militarization of the examined UK security policies, which is the first criterion to 

evaluate, is present, and even on two levels. Military measures are used both in the homeland 

(Operation Temperer) and in the foreign battlefield (case Hussain). The representatives of 

the country involved in the security domain are not at all afraid to express their willingness 

to target its citizens, the departed FFs, while still abroad. They are perceived as their war 

adversary. 

 The second criterion to evaluate is individualization of the policies. This criterion can 

be found in three of them. If the Prevent programme detects potentially interesting 

individuals, it transfers their cases to the Channel programme to evaluate them case-by-case. 

The Channel programme is showing high presence of individualization by the way it treats 

the person in question, being an individual which can become easily radicalized and 

recruited. Then we have the ACT platform and Educate against hate programme focusing on 

youth, which is identified as likely to get recruited. The third criterion is interested whether 

there are some extraordinary measures taken. This is the case, as we could have seen with 

the implementation of Operation Temperer and the special state under an increased threat 

level. They sure both get beyond the lines of normally running UK, as the first one deploys 

thousands of military personnel to the streets and the second one introduces exceptional 
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conditions as well. That makes two out of the matrix of sixteen policies analysed. We can 

also find policies showing off signs of intention to cooperate with civil society or public. 

There are six of these. It comprises three information campaigns which are trying to 

encourage members of ordinary public to report suspicious activity and individuals to the 

UK officials, helping to discover potential recruits and foreign fighters. Moreover, the 

Channel and the Prevent Programmes are there to cooperate with the community in detecting 

and treating ISIS recruits. We also count here with the official threat level announced in the 

country, as it serves, among other points, to inform public and make it understand some 

restrictions taking place, counting on their understanding and assistance. Then we also have 

the sixth, the volunteer addition to the Border Force. However, this last point is only potential 

as it is currently under the process of political negotiations. 

 According to the fifth criterion, it is interesting that all of the UK policies considered 

are of preventive nature, in its various forms. Five measures are focusing on protection of 

borders and prevention of the flow of the FFs (CTSA's exclusion order or seizure of travel 

documents, Royal Prerogative's power to cancel them, CONTEST, Border Force and two 

other laws giving powers to deprive British nationals of their citizenship while serving 

abroad as a FF). Other preventive measures are characterized by general prevention of 

radicalization or recruitment to become FFs (in seven cases), including providing the 

vulnerable individuals with special care, acknowledging the increasing role of technologies 

and internet, underlining the importance of international cooperation, targeting and 

countering propaganda, protecting possible targets of terrorist attacks, and also running 

information campaigns. 

Five policies are fulfilling the criterion of obstructive measures, as the border controls 

(performed and strengthened by the Border Force and CONTEST) and the restriction of 

travel, for example by taking away person´s travel documents or FF´s citizenship (Royal 

Prerogative, two laws admitting the deprivation of citizenship and CTSA), are an obstruction 

for the FFs to leave or veterans to return to the UK.  

Finally, NOMS and CONTEST fulfil the criteria of selective punitive measures, by 

simply bringing the veterans to justice. We can also add here the UK's strategy of attacking 

the IS forces including its FFs, knowing to target British citizens as well, executed with an 

international cooperation with the US. 
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Generally, the case of the UK has shown to be focused vastly on prevention of the 

veteran effect, whether it be prevention of their emergence or return, rather than facing the 

threat of their presence back in the homeland. All of the analysed policies covered prevention 

in some way. Then proceed eight cooperative measures, five obstructive, three punitive and 

individualized, and two militarized and extraordinary. We can thus well see which areas are 

focused on more and which less. Also, the UK prison system does not seem to be well 

adapted to the veteran phenomenon yet, as there are no special wings for veterans or recruits 

in prison and thus further radicalization or recruitment keeps being possible. 

6. France 

6.1 Numbers & securitization by the country 

France holds several undesirable primacies. Firstly, it is the greatest provider of FFs 

to Syria and Iraq among other EU states. Secondly, it was also the most often targeted 

Western country by terrorists in the time period from March 2012 to August 2017. And 

thirdly, it has been reported that French returned veterans are more active than in other 

countries. To precise, 10,6 % of them participates in terrorist activities after their return to 

France, compared to only 3 % of the average of other Western countries (Bindner, 2018). In 

addition to this, France also holds the primacy among European countries in the proportion 

of women among its foreign fighters in Syria. They represented around one third of FFs who 

left in 2015 (Rubin, 2018). 

The official website of the French government published a section compiling French 

position towards the threat of terrorism in the country. It officially recognized the still-

changing threat which needs to be battled both inside and outside France. The variability of 

the threat is well illustrated by the attacks in January and November 2015 in Paris, plus the 

one in Nice in 2016, which is visible by the different tactics or weapons used, profiles of 

attackers, their radicalization processes, or preparation of the attack. The statement specifies 

that a possible return of some of 2147 French citizens or stranger residents of France, who 

are known to have left to Syria or Iraq with an ambition to join the fight, makes them an 

important part of the terrorist threat. Not only for France, but for the entire Europe. As it was 

specified, 680 adults of these French nationals are still in Syria, 187 have died or are still 

active in the conflict. There are also 420 children, 18 of them being proven to have fought 

in the conflict. 179 individuals are being transferred to either a third country or back home, 
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and 203 have already made it back to France. As examination of their cases showed, almost 

one quarter of these individuals has just recently converted, being vulnerable to the extensive 

recruitment internet propaganda. The last important number to mention is 10 500- which 

marks the number of people assigned with the so-called card S, labelling individuals who 

are threat to national security. The government says it responded to the threat and recent 

terrorist attacks by accepting new measures in several areas: police, justice, army, and also 

intelligence services (Gouvernement.fr, 2017). 

 The French Strategic Review of Defence and National Security of 2017 officially 

recognizes terrorism as an important security threat to its security. The 26th paragraph 

underlines the attacks of 2015 which have shown the seriousness of this issue. Exceptionally, 

the November attacks showed the magnitude of harm that militarized and trained jihadists 

can cause to the Western societies. It was added, that not only the threat of jihadist terrorism 

comes from abroad, but also from the inside, in form of attacks executed by inspired 

individuals. As the Strategic Review stated, France quickly responded to these event by 

introducing a military operation Sentinelle, which is unprecedented by the time of its effect 

and by its quantity (Ministry for the Armed Forces, 2017). 

6.2 Securitization by the officials 

In 2013, then-time French Minister of Interior, Manuel Valls, officially stated that he 

perceives French citizens leaving to fight in Syrian conflict a significant security threat 

(Bakker & Zuijdewijn, 2015). The current French president Emmanuel Macron set, in his 

speech three months after entering the office in May 2017, the need to protect country's 

security, and indicated the fight against Islamist terrorism as the main aim of his foreign 

policy. He expressed a will to continue and even enlarge French position in the war in Syria, 

fighting the Islamic State. He said it was French enemy as well (Irish & Pennetier, 2017). 

In October 2017, when the fall of Raqqa was very close, Florence Parly, the French 

Minister for the armed forces, was a host in an interview. She was questioned about French 

position or possible security measures to handle the veterans returning to France. She stated 

that “If there are jihadists who die in fight, that is even better. And if they get in hands of the 

Syrian forces, they will be dependent on their jurisdiction.”37. Adding, that “We cannot do 

                                                           
37 The original statement of M. Parly was written down and translated by the author by this thesis. The original 
statement goes as follows: „S´il y a des djihadistes qui périssent dans ce combat, eh bien, je dirais que c´est 
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anything to prevent their return, as the only thing we can do is continue this fight in order to 

neutralize the possible maximum of jihadists. This is what we have been already doing for 

months.”38 (Agence France Presse, 2017). 

The former president François Hollande expressed also a will to fight its FFs in Syria 

and Iraq, as he said, the same way France fights anyone else in this battlefield. If they succeed 

to return back to France, they will be arrested and brought to justice. Hollande added that in 

case of FFs´ children, he is willing to take them back and take care of them, deradicalizing 

them (Pineau, 2017). Even previously, in 2015 after the November Paris attacks, Hollande 

addressed French parliament in a speech stating that the country is from then on in the state 

of war with the Islamic State and will have no mercy with its members, which he labelled as 

jihadist terrorists. He did not mention the Islam religion nor Muslims in the speech 

(Litchfield, 2015). 

 After the fall of Raqqa, having a symbolic value for French as the Paris attacks were 

directed from this city, the French permanent representative to the UN, François Delattre, 

confirmed French efforts to continue the fight against ISIS. 688 French citizens who were 

then acknowledged to be gone in Syria, plus 244 adult returnees and 59 children who have 

already returned in France are, according to Delattre, a reason for concern. He also 

underlined the importance of international cooperation, which is conditional to face the 

returnees FFs threat effectively. Adding, that French officials have been updating its security 

measures to counter the FTFs phenomenon and veteran effect since 2014, responding to the 

UN Resolution 2178 (Permanent mission of France to the United Nations in New York, 

2017). More on these measures will be elaborated in the next paragraphs.  

On behalf of the French government, its spokesperson Benjamin Griveaux declared 

that France supports the idea of French jihadists women who were arrested in Syria by Kurds, 

to be subjected to a trial right there. The only condition posed by France would be a fair trial. 

This statement was a reaction to the case of Émilie König and around thirty similar ones (Le 

Point, 2018) that started to resurface after IS´s loss of territory, more on which will be 

elaborated later. The current French president Emmanuel Macron expressed his preference 

                                                           
tant mieux. Et s´ils tombent entre les mains des forces syriennes, eh bien, ils dépendront de la juridiction des 
forces syriennes. “ 
38 The original statement of M. Parly was written down and translated by the author by this thesis. The original 
statement goes as follows: „Nous ne pouvons rien faire pour empêcher ce retour puisque ce que nous 
pouvons faire c´est poursuivre ce combat pour neutraliser le maximum des djihadistes. Ce que nous faisons 
déjà depuis des mois. “ 
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to approach French ISIS FFs´ women and children case by case. However, he insists that 

France officially recognized the Iraqi state and therefore, there is no problem for the arrested 

FFs and their families to be judged there. France is providing Iraq with supportive 

information and is prepared to accept the local judicial processes´ results about French 

nationals. The case to case approach will only be applicable for the families of the fighters. 

He therefore does not count with extradition of French FFs back to the country. In case the 

returnees make it to France, they are going to be subjected to the local justice system and 

approached with a special mental and medical care (Le Figaro, 2017). 

6.3 Attacks 

The ICCT gathered basic information and summarized all of the attacks, both foiled 

and executed, perpetrated or somehow related to returned foreign fighters in Europe until 

October 2015 when this report was issued. These started to occur in 2011, but the very first 

successful terrorist attack perpetrated by a veteran FF who have been to Syria was executed 

by a French national with Algerian origins, Mehdi Nemmouche, in Brussels. He attacked at 

local Jewish museum, killing four people. After his arrest, the investigators found out that 

Nemmouche have joined the Islamic State abroad. The attacks in France in 2015, one aimed 

at the redaction of Charlie Hebdo magazine and the other one at a Jewish supermarket, were 

mistakenly labelled by media as being executed by returned foreign fighters from Syria, 

which turned out not to be true. And also in 2015 in August, a man with Moroccan origins 

residing in France or Spain for the past 8 years at that time, with a foreign fighter experience 

in Syria, tried to attack by shooting in a train on a route between Brussels and Paris. He was 

arrested and charged. An important statement after the attacks at Charlie Hebdo and the 

Jewish supermarket were made by Manuel Valls, underlining that France is not in conflict 

with Muslisms and Islam, in order to protect local Muslim population against possible 

discrimination or even attacks. Of course, reactions to terrorist attacks vary and depend on 

political orientation of the individual. Some politicians profit from fear or negative feelings 

towards Islam religion, such as Marine le Pen in France (Bakker & Zuijdewijn, 2015). It is 

admirable and at the same time necessary for European politicians and security officials to 

give the security threat of terrorism and veteran FFs the right name/face, in order to prevent 

unnecessary tension in society. 

In November 2015, the worst terrorist attack with a greater magnitude than ever 

before in France, occurred in Paris and was officially claimed by the IS. It was even the first 
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terrorist attacks when suicide bombs on French ground. The attack was very well prepared 

and complex, dividing the attackers in three groups which operated at local football stadium 

Stade de France, in the music club Bataclan and in streets. The result were 129 dead civilians 

(Vinocur, 2015a). Investigation confirmed that at least six of these men have travelled to 

Syria, thus they probably acquired foreign fighter experience. One of them have tried to do 

so, but got stopped at Turkish border and returned back to Europe. Two men are believed to 

be of Syrian origin but this is only an assumption as the travel documents found with their 

bodies were fake. Six men are French nationals and three are Belgian. At least three of the 

men are confirmed to arrive to Europe through Greece/Balkan route infiltrated in the flow 

of immigrants (BBC, 2016, & Stevenson, 2017, & Vaudano, 2015). This confirms the 

worries of European security officials that veteran foreign fighters are able to help with 

organization or execution of terrorist attacks on European soil while also making them 

considerably effective/deadly. It also validates the supposition that migrant flow is a good 

way for European FFs to come back to Europe unrecognized. 

Naturally, the November Paris attacks generated a massive reaction among 

politicians, security officials and general public. French President François Hollande named 

it as an act of war from the side of the Islamic State. Considering security measures, he 

quickly declared national state of emergency and imposed more intense controls of passports 

at French borders. The Paris attacks as such confirmed previously named concerns of French 

security officials with hundreds of French nationals who left to Syria to become FFs, as they 

become exceptionally dangerous due to their experience in war (Vinocur, 2015a). Manuel 

Valls, who was a Prime Minister of France at the time of attacks, confirmed president´s 

words of being at war with the IS from then on. According to him, the war will be led on 

two levels, both in France and in Syria. He also expressed a will to consider all possible 

options for handling this situation, as he reacted to proposal given by one of French 

politicians, Mr. Wauquiez, who suggested to imprison all individuals who are classified as 

so-called file S, detected to be radicalized (Le Monde.fr, 2015). Valls also expressed a will 

to took French citizenship away from those, who disregard French values. This was however 

in conflict with current legislation (Vinocur, 2015b). Even before Paris attacks of 2015, Valls 

stated that veterans are “the greatest danger that we must face in the coming years.”39 

(Zaougui & Van Ostaeyen, 2014). In November 2017, the Parisian prosecutor Mr. Molins 

                                                           
39 Zaougui, Ch. E. & Van Ostaeyen, P. (2014). 
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stated that around 690 French citizens, including women and youth, are still present in the 

region of Syria and Iraq. However, he believes that majority of them do not want to return 

anymore (Franceinfo, 2017). 

Mohamed Abrini, a suspect from both November 2015 Paris attacks and another 

terrorist attack at Brussels airport, is arrested and investigated by both of these countries. We 

can see an effort of both countries to cooperate, as Belgium sent Abrini to France for one 

day to be at disposal for interrogation by local investigators (Stevenson, 2017). 

6.4 Policies 

Once the French citizens were not prevented to leave and became foreign fighters 

abroad, joining a terrorist organization, there is a law issued in 2012 (la loi du 21 décembre 

2012), which officially recognizes this crime. So far, it has opened 300 trials against 1200 

French nationals who have joined violent jihad groups (Stop-Djihadisme.Gouv.fr, n.d.). In 

April 2014, French Minister of Interior presented the Plan to combat violent radicalization 

and terrorist networks40 as a reaction to growing numbers of detected departing individuals, 

aiming to Syria and joining terrorist networks. This plan is a recognition of the threat of their 

possible return and consecutive execution of attacks in France. It recognizes, that in order to 

counter this veteran phenomenon, two-sided approach, based on both repression and 

prevention. Four aims of the plan are set as crucial: 1) Reinforcing border controls to prevent 

the flow of FFs, both on their way to and from Syria. Also, travel documents can be taken 

away from their owners to prevent their travel. 2) Jihadist recruitment cells in France will be 

targeted more intensively. The ways that security services will use to detect and monitor 

them are for example systematic controls of suspicious individual ad their families, or 

intensification of search on internet, which also counts on cooperation at European level. 3) 

Intensified cooperation with third countries and transit countries. France wants to, along with 

its partners and the EU, provide humanitarian help to liberated areas in Syria, to prevent 

terrorists from taking advantage of people living there. 4) So-called hate preachers will be 

targeted by special measures. Also, support will be given to families of radicalized 

individuals in form of a newly established a national centre for prevention of radicalization 

and guidance for families (Minister of Interior, 2014a). This centre was established six days 

later, providing families of radicalizing or radicalized individuals, most importantly young 

                                                           
40 Translated from the original „Le plan de lutte contre la radicalisation violente et les filières terroristes“ 
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ones, with a hotline and website. After the first contact through these channels, the cases will 

be filtered and advanced for a concrete, tailored approach. That can be, for example, a special 

education programme, prevention of radicalization which includes the family in the process, 

an introduction of a trustworthy religious figure. The process can include referents from 

various areas, such as social work, education, police, local mission, or employment, as long 

as it is in sake of the best individually adapted process possible for the person and family 

concerned (Minister of Interior, 2014b). 

 Another counter-terrorism law was issued on 13 November 2014. It is aimed to 

prevent aspiring foreign fighters from France to leave the country, by confiscating their 

travel documents and ID cards for six months, which can be expanded to two years. This 

prevents them to acquire battle experience abroad and return as more dangerous veterans. 

This law also expands the list of punishable terrorism-related offences by preparation of 

terrorist acts, even for individuals, not only cells. The repression of the apology for terrorism 

is strengthened by imprisonment boundary going up to seven years and 100 000 euros, and 

French administration can now ask internet providers to shut down websites with content 

apologizing or inciting terrorism (Stop-Djihadisme.Gouv.fr, n.d.). 

To add, France is militarily involved under Operation Chammal since 2014 in the 

attacks of the coalition against ISIS in Syria and Iraq. The Islamic State however also uses 

this as a reason for further recruitment and terrorist attacks (Bindner, 2018). 

France focused also on mosques and foreign imams. According to French Interior 

Minister Bernard Cazeneuve, 40 imams were deported from France since 2012 until mid-

2015 because of having spread hatred. He promised to continue to do so with any radical 

preachers in future as well. Investigations also started in case of several mosques. If 

spreading terrorist ideas will be confirmed, they will be closed. This measure was taken after 

a radical Islamist beheaded one man, displayed his head with flags and send a selfie to his 

friend who have left France to Syria. Even though investigation showed a personal motive 

and this attacker was not a veteran, Minister Cazeneuve argued that even symbolism of such 

horrendous attack is enough to introduce new security measures to intensify French fight 

against radicalization, which is a cause of many French citizens leaving to become FFs in 

Syrian conflict (Agence France Presse, 2015). 

Another security measure taken to prevent future terrorist attacks is operation 

Sentinelle, which send French troops to streets in order protect possible targets. It started in 
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January 2015, as a reaction to the attacks at Charlie Hebdo and the Jewish supermarket, 

which we have already mentioned. This mission was intensified after the November 2015 

Paris attacks, raising the number of troops to 10 000. 6 500 out of this number is allocated 

to Paris only. Interestingly, this made Sentinelle the biggest French military operation 

anywhere in the world (Chrisafis, 2016). 

France also addresses the problem concerned about possibility of radicalization in 

prison. As we have examined previously, we know that veteran FFs can as well be dangerous 

when in prison as they can try to recruit other prisoners for violent jihad and becoming 

members of a terrorist organization. France prevents this by isolating the group of 

imprisoned recruits and converts from the other prisoners. Concretely, in prison, there is an 

entire wing only for convicted radical islamists. Four more such wings were planned to be 

established until February 201641. In case of maladjusted behaviour of these detainees, they 

are sent to solitary room. The number of employees under prison intelligence specialized in 

handling violent jihadists and recruits was increased from 72 in 2012 to 185 in 2016. Five 

specific research actions were planned intending to increase capability to detect 

radicalization while it is happening and partly focusing on young adepts prone to it 

(Gouvernement.fr, 2015). 

In May 2016, an Action plan against radicalization and terrorism42 was issued. This 

plan introduced 80 security measures, 50 of them being new. The actions planned to be taken 

can be divided in seven areas of operation: 1) early detection of radicalization paths and of 

terrorist cells; 2) monitor and disassemble terrorist cells; 3) counter terrorism also on 

international level; 4) strengthen instruments that prevent radicalization to ensure individual 

approach; 5) develop applied research to counter discourse and mobilize Islam in France; 6) 

protect vulnerable targets of terrorist attacks better; 7)  be prepared to react to any kind of 

terrorist attack and show-off the strength of the nation. The Action plan also revises older 

legislation and its successes. It mentions that thanks to the Plan from 2014, which we have 

already examined above, already 1600 young people and 800 families are voluntarily part of 

the treatment of radicalization programme. The 2016 Action plan claims itself to be a good 

way to see and evaluate new counter-terrorism legislation of the past two years, see its 

effectiveness, consider the changing nature of terrorist threat, in order to adapt government´s 

                                                           
41 The analysed material was issued by French government in November 2015. 
42 „Plan d’action contre la radicalisation et le terrorisme“ in original. 
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response to terrorism, make it continue consistently and enforce it where needed. The threat 

of terrorism needs to be addressed on all levels and by all means possible, focusing 

predominantly on violent radicalization, as, according to this Plan, it is the very cause that 

is making terrorism possible (Prime Minister, 2016). 

 A new law from June 2016 reinforcing the fight against organized crime and 

terrorism gave greater powers to the French judges and procurators. They can use some new 

measures to fulfil their work better, such as making searches during night, using technical 

tools of investigation, or providing witnesses with better protection. But what is the most 

interesting for us in this thesis, this law makes controls of identity and of returnees from 

conflict zones with terrorist activity more effective (Stop-Djihadisme.Gouv.fr, n.d.). 

To prevent recruitment of new French foreign fighters by ISIS, French officials came 

up with a concept of counter-terrorism communication campaigns. The first such campaign, 

called #StopDjihadisme, started in 2015. It was focused on countering the positive image 

that the Islamic State presents to the possible new recruits abroad, called also pull effect. The 

campaign put this image in contrast to a reality of life in the self-proclaimed caliphate in 

Syria and Iraq, promising hell on earth and a lonely death. A second campaign, which was a 

set of two, called #ToujoursLeChoix43 was launched in 2016. They were more focused on 

the fact that individuals who are tempted by radicalization and called in the ranks of foreign 

fighters in Syria should be aware that they can always stop, take a step back and return to 

their normal life, staying in France. The latter two campaigns were only partly satisfying for 

French security officials and government. To mentions the positives: 1) they had a great 

reach to public, being viewed many times; 2) they showed to have a good effect in terms of 

providing useful information about radicalization and recruitment on general public and, 

most importantly, on families and friends of individuals either at the early stage of being 

radicalized/recruited or just likely to get radicalized/recruited; 3) they inspired French 

government to enhance involvement of civil society in similar campaigns in the future. On 

the other hand, the government was not pleased by the inefficiency of those campaigns in 

two aspects. Firstly, as they were trying to show their point by comparing the ISIS 

propaganda to the truth state of affairs, they were not only spreading this message, but the 

recruitment propaganda itself. Secondly, the members of French jihadist community did not 

                                                           
43 These campaigns can be translated to English as „Stop Jihadism“ and „Always a choice“. 
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embrace the information given. Right the other way, some of them perceived the campaigns 

indifferently, others even saw it as an offensive mockery (Bindner, 2018). 

Moreover, apart for verbally condemning the Paris attacks of 13 November 2015, as 

we have already mentioned, French then-president François Hollande declared national state 

of emergency to be in validity from the day after (Décret n° 2015-1475, 2015). Under this 

state of emergency, security measures are intensified in order to prevent further chaos and 

terrorist attacks. To be concrete, the measures are: establishment of special areas where 

movement can be prohibited; banning a person who could pose threat to public to stay at 

specified areas; requisition a private person or property; prohibiting public gatherings; 

performing administrative searches (Stop-Djihadisme.Gouv.fr, n.d.). Since then, the state of 

emergency was prolonged six times, being valid almost for two entire years. Afterwards, it 

was replaced by a new French anti-terrorism law (BBC, 2017a). In spite of being target of 

criticism for a possible restriction of human rights, specifically those of French Muslim 

community, the law has the support of the public44 and of the government which pointed out 

that thanks to the previous state of emergency more than thirty terrorist attacks were 

prevented (Hartmann, 2017). So what are exactly the extraordinary measures taken under 

this law? According to the Article 1, in case of emergency and identified possible threat, 

police prefect can establish a security circumference area where the entry and movement of 

persons and vehicles are regulated. Article 2 regularizes a possibility to shut down cultural 

places which prove to spread extremist ideas, supporting violence, discrimination or even 

emphasize execution of terrorism. Even excusing terrorist attacks is a sufficient reason to do 

so. Searches of places where a terrorist offender or important documents and other evidence 

could be gathered are allowed under Article 4 (LOI n° 2017-1510, 2017). 

A story of Emilie König, a woman of French origins who have left to Syria and joined 

ISIS, becoming one of its valued members not only in fight, but also starring in its 

propagandist videos and helping with recruitment, have recently emerged. She expressed a 

will to come back to France, apologizing for her past actions to her family and country. 

Currently she is being held in a prison camp in a Kurdish region in Syria. President 

Emmanuel Macron previously expressed his will to consider each case of women and 

children returning from Syria separately. The problem is that, even though France generally 

                                                           
44 According to a poll conducted in October 2017, 80 % of the general public expressed their approval about 
this law. 
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supports the possibility of French citizens arrested abroad for terrorism-related activities to 

be judged abroad as well, this is not possible if the criminal is being held by Kurds as they 

do not have their own state officially recognized by law. Plus, the Kurds do not even want 

to try them by themselves. This case shows somehow general unwillingness of European 

countries to extradite their citizens back to Europe and handle their returnees, either at courts 

or by monitoring them after integration into society (Rubin, 2018). In fact, after the fall of 

the city of Raqqa, around twenty families asked the French president to allow the women, 

who have left France to join the IS in Syria, and their children back to France. This way they 

want them to escape judicial process for terrorism-related offences in Syria, as the death 

penalty is being exercised there, unlike in France, and to get the children back. But, as we 

have already mentioned above, Macron only allowed the assessment of their cases 

individually (Boutry, 2017). 

6.5 Evaluation of the case 

 France has obviously developed its legislative framework in order to be able to 

respond to the security threat of terrorism in its territory. We could have seen, that this 

legislation and as well the construction of the threat is trying to adjust to its changing nature 

and to focus more on foreign fighters and returning veterans. According to the information 

provided, we could expect that France should be more active in this area than the UK, as we 

know that it is the most targeted and at the same time the greatest provider of foreign fighters 

to Syria and Iraq among the EU member states. We are going to evaluate this in the next 

chapter, when comparing the case of the UK to the French one. 

 France seem to focus on a broad spectrum of topics which should help it to target the 

threat of terrorism, focusing as well importantly on the ISIS foreign fighters and veterans. 

French government's official communication channels recognized the changing nature of the 

threat as well as a need to fight it not only at home, but also abroad, to do so effectively. This 

approach is visible also in reality, in its policies. We have found two militarized policies, 

one of them executed on French soil (Operation Sentinelle) and the other one abroad, in 

Syria (Operation Chammal). The first out of our criteria is therefore already found out and 

underlined. Then, considering the individualization of French policies combatting veteran 

effect of the ISIS fighters from Syria and Iraq, seven out of fifteen policies considered in this 

case are characteristic by it. That is already a seemingly one of the prominent features of the 

French security policies in this area. The Plan to combat violent radicalization and terrorist 
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networks from 2014 had quite a wide reach, trying to remember many thing considering the 

departing FFs and the threat from their return. It spoke about border controls, monitoring of 

the internet, or importance of international cooperation, but in consideration of individual 

approach, it was important that the Ministry of Interior gave an impulse to create a special 

centre in this regard. The National centre for prevention of radicalization and guidance for 

families already pushed the prevention to a whole new, and concrete, level. It aimed to 

individually approach and focus not only on the returned veterans, but also on the potential 

recruits, their families, youth, special education, or religious figures. Other traits of 

individualization can be found in special prison treatment in France, Action plan from 2016, 

the two mentioned campaigns for public (Stop Djihadism and Always A Choice), or the 

König case. 

 To proceed, the third criterion identifying extraordinary measures can be in the case 

of France found in two policies- Operation Sentinelle and Décret n° 2015-1475 from 2015 

which implemented a national state of emergency as a quick reaction to November 2015 

Paris attacks. In this case, it was interesting that the state of emergency lasted, or more 

precisely it was prolonged, for two years, which is an unusual feature of an emergency 

measure. However, it still was extraordinary as the exceptional conditions of life in France 

were kept during that entire time, making it often a target of criticism. Fourthly, the 

cooperative nature of policies aimed towards ordinary public or civil society was found in 

four French policies. The National centre, as it has already been mentioned, wants to 

cooperate with families, educational facilities, and religious representatives to prevent 

radicalization and emergence of new FFs. The two information campaigns for public belong 

here for obvious reasons, given by its target audience. To add, the Décret from 2015 issued 

by then-president Hollande has an informative nature for French public, to understand the 

special measures and possible restriction of their ordinary lives, demanding their 

understanding and cooperation. Just as the threat level system in the UK. 

 Furthermore, the criterion of prevention is significantly present in the French 

policies, being used the most times, in 13 out of 15 policies. The only two of them which did 

not focus on prevention were the law from 2012, as it only focuses on punitive measures, 

and the Konig case which is primarily presenting an approach of current French decision 

making towards its veterans. The sixth, obstructive, criterion was only found in three 

policies: the Plan to combat violent radicalization and terrorist networks, the Counter 
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terrorism law from 2014 and the law from June 2016. These measures focused, therein, for 

example on taking travel documents away from aspiring FFs, prosecution of the returnees 

and their control and investigation, prosecution of the radical preachers, expanding the 

punishable actions as well as the magnitude of punishment under the law. Finally, the 

selective punitive nature can be found in nine of the analysed policies. Five of them want to 

bring veterans or people contributing to this phenomenon to justice, three other focus on 

international cooperation which can help to detect and punish them. But importantly, French 

legislation showed to have thoroughly approached the prison treatment and its adjustment to 

the problem with recruits and veteran foreign fighters in the prison system, for example by 

establishing isolated wings in these buildings or training a competent staff for handling them. 

 Overall, the analysis of the French case showed this country's focus on prevention 

with 13 out of 15 policies analysed focused on this. This is followed by 9 punitive policies, 

7 individualized, 4 cooperative, 3 obstructive and 2 military and also extraordinary measures.  

7. Final comparison of the cases 

This final comparison of the three case studies analysed in this thesis is based on a 

wide set of information and data acquired. It is not only going to use the contents of the 

previous chapters, but also the Table 245 which was created by the author, as it was already 

advised in the methodology in the second chapter. This table is going to be valuable as a 

structured summary of the findings, making the final comparison and the readers' 

understanding easier. 

As it was already explained in the methodology, the comparison is going to be 

predominant for among the two countries, and trying to find some similar or different pattern 

in their comparison to the EU. This is to respect the different nature of the case studies under 

consideration. 

7.1 UK and France 

7.1.1 Securitization discourse 

We are thus first going to compare the case study of the UK with the French one. The 

securitization narratives of these two countries showed both similarities and differences. The 

                                                           
45 The Table 2 can be found in the Appendix 1 at the end of this thesis. 
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official numbers stating the number of the FFs provided by each of these countries differ 

radically. The UK admitted that around 850 of its citizens went to Syria and Iraq to become 

foreign fighters in this abroad conflict. In the case of France, it was 2147 citizens, which is 

more than twice as much. The securitization discourse provided to the public by the official 

countries' channels agreed in both cases that: the (Islamic) terrorism is an important threat 

to their security; that it is a changing threat; the veteran effect is dangerous for the society of 

the respective state; the threat does not only come from returning FFs, but also from inspired 

individuals; the internet is partly a source of the problem, as it serves for radicalization and 

recruitment of more individuals. Both the UK and France also pointed out that they are 

continuously adopting new security measures in order to adjust to this constructed threat. 

We can thus conclude, that the official countries' securitization discourse is highly similar. 

The securitization discourse of the countries' officials already shows some more 

differences. To start off with the similarities, both the UK and French representatives 

recognize and construct the Islamist terrorism, Islamic State and their returning citizens with 

foreign fighter experience in the Syrian conflict as a threat to their security. However, it is 

underlined in both countries that the religion of Islam is not responsible for the problems, 

the Islamist extremism is. They both stress the importance of international cooperation, 

including information-sharing, as a means to counter this threat. Both countries expressed 

their willingness to be part of the fight abroad, in order to participate in defeating the IS, but 

also to kill its men, including its European citizens. This version of dealing with FFs is being 

preferred over dealing with the veterans back home. In both countries we could have also 

identified the preference of their arrested citizens to be subjugated to a fair trial in the country 

where they were captured, rather than having to judge them back in their homeland. Brits 

yet even officially declined to accept some of them. This has led to a greater debate about 

what to do with captured Western ISIS foreign fighters, which has not yet come to a 

conclusion. Furthermore, both the UK and France focused their securitization discourse 

partly on FFs' families which want to come back. Generally, both of them agree, more or 

less, that these women and children should get a chance to return. The FFs themselves were 

shown no mercy. However, the discourse of the French President Macron has already 

displayed a slight difference from the UK, as he wants to approach this question with caution, 

case to case. Other French opinion preferred to try the women in the country of capture. On 

the other hand, the similarity in the approach towards children of the foreign fighters was 
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kept. The Brits would like to let the youth return and reintegrate them into society. The 

French want to do the same and deradicalize them. 

To proceed to further and more visible differences in the countries representatives' 

discourses, in the UK case, we have also found criticism of the approach of killing the 

country´s national in the Syrian battlefield, unlike in the case of France. A significant 

difference was found in the securitization discourse of one British representative, warning 

that the success in challenging the threat cannot and will not be 100 %, and one French 

representative stating that there is nothing France can do to prevent the back flow of its FFs. 

This may give us a clue about a greater willingness of the UK to address the threat on various 

levels, while France is probably going to show to be more military-oriented. To add, the case 

of the UK showed more focus to be made on the role of internet in the entire problem with 

FFs and returning veterans, than in the case of France. However, if we take a look at the 

actual policies, both UK (invention of a new technology) and France (counter-terrorism law 

from 2014, and Plan to combat violent radicalization and terrorist networks from the same 

year) pay attention to this area. 

7.1.2 Policies 

After comparing the securitization part, comprising both securitization discourse and 

threat construction by the countries themselves and its representatives or other experts, we 

can now proceed to the comparison of the concrete policies adopted in the UK and France 

to counter the threat. 

If we take a look at the Table 2, we can easily see and compare whether and to what 

extent are the singular criteria fulfilled by the security policies adopted in the UK and France. 

The number of policies analysed in the case of the UK is 16, in the case of France it is 15. 

Even though not being exactly the same amount, it is close enough to serve as a well 

comparable matrix of policies. First to compare is the criterion of militarization of policies. 

In both cases, we got two policies which fulfil it. Also, these two militarized policies are in 

both countries divided in one being performed at home (Operation Temperer in the UK, 

Operation Sentinelle in France), while the other one abroad (both countries participating in 

the fight against the Islamic State abroad; France under Operation Chammal). To compare 

even more closely, the operations which were deployed on home soil, sending armed military 

troops to the streets, Operation Temperer in the UK deployed 5000, while France 10 000 

soldiers. We may deduce that France is more militarily oriented in its policies, not only in 
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the discourse of its representatives, but also by its actions, probably due to the fact that it is 

the greatest provider of the FFs heading to the Syrian conflict from Europe, plus it has been 

the most targeted by terrorist attacks. 

Another criterion which is being covered seemingly equally by the UK and France is 

the one of extraordinary measures. In this aspect, we found that both of these countries have 

a system of threat level or emergency level in the country, signalling an introduction of 

extraordinary measures, monitoring, searches, or increased police competences, as a reaction 

to the perceived threat. These levels normally change over time, for example after terrorist 

attacks, but we discovered that France is extraordinary in this regard, as it kept prolonging 

the state of emergency introduced after the Paris attacks in 2015 for two years, until adopting 

a stricter legislation (LOI n° 2017-1510) to counter the threat of terrorism and recruitment. 

The operations Sentinelle and Temperer which were described in the paragraph above also 

fulfil the criterion of extraordinary measures, but we do not need to develop it any more here, 

as they were already described and compared. 

According to the Table 2, we can now see that the extent of the coverage of the other 

criteria varies in these two case studies. Speaking of individualization of policies, there are 

only three such policies in the UK, in comparison to seven of them in France. Such 

significant difference obviously shows that French legislation is trying to address the threat 

of the veteran effect and the connected phenomenon of foreign fighters in detail, focusing 

on individuals (whether returnees, or those who are prone to radicalization and becoming 

FFs) more than the UK. Three French policies focus on a need of a tailored approach to be 

implemented to a returnee or aspiring FF, in comparison to one in the UK. The focus of 

policies on youth is more or less the same in both countries (2 in the UK, 3 in France), but 

only French policies, and actually five of them, show an inclination to focus on families of 

the FFs or radicalized individual. Therefore, we can sum up that France not only pays more 

attention to the individualization of its policies, but that it makes so in more areas than the 

UK. 

 On the other hand, the UK shows to be more prone to cooperation with civil 

society/public/communities while facing the threat of veteran effect. Eight policies focus on 

this in the UK, while only four in France, which is a significant difference. After taking a 

closer look, the UK has more information campaigns, it is willing to include volunteers to 

the protection of borders, and it is more focused on education. The only point among the 
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measures fulfilling the criterion of cooperation where the UK is beyond France, is the one 

focusing on religious aspects. 

 The preventive criterion is being the most fulfilled in both countries considered. 

However, there is a slight difference. All 16 of the UK policies are preventive in some form. 

In the case of France, only13 out of the 15 policies analysed are fulfilling this criterion. To 

deduce, however, both countries show their clear inclination towards prevention of the 

veteran effect. This also agrees with the security discourse which indicates the same. Then, 

in the case of obstructive criterion, the cases fall in number to 5 such policies in the UK and 

3 in France. Such lower number of obstructive policies is not surprising, as this type of 

measures is kind of specific and harsh. Both countries are focused on preventing the flow of 

FFs more or less in the same way (4 policies in the UK and 3 in France). The same applies 

for underlining the need of good border protection (2 policies in the UK, 1 in France). It is 

important to mention that, in the sake of inhibiting the travel of the FFs, both the UK and 

France have an established legislation permitting them to take travel documents away from 

their citizens. However, the UK goes even further than this by having a law which makes 

deprivation of British citizenship of recognized FFs possible. To conclude, France and the 

UK have a similar legislative framework focused on obstructing the FFs, while the UK is 

more courageous in this area. 

 Finally, the criterion evaluating the extent of punishment measures in the country´s 

legislation, is significantly more present in France. It has nine policies adopted which are 

selective punitive, in contrast with the UK, which only have three of them. Some of the 

policies in both cases only focus more generally on stressing the importance to pursue, arrest 

and judge FFs, recruiters, or others who incite the veteran effect. But we are going to show 

off the important observations and differences in this view, present in the legislation 

frameworks in these countries. Firstly, both the UK and France support the approach of 

attacking the FFs during their stay abroad. This was visible in actions like coordinated 

airstrike aimed at British citizen, J. Hussain, or in Operation Chammal which France is a 

part of. The actions of this kind show us a compliance of countries' securitization discourse 

which have shown that the representatives are willing and preferable to use force on its 

citizens abroad. Another important point is the vast difference in prison systems. France has 

a thoroughly developed approach to veterans or other dangerous Islamist extremists in the 

area of prison treatment. Specialized staff is trained in order to be able to handle these 
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individuals in prison. Also, there are several prisons in France where special wings are 

designated for veterans, in order to keep them away from other inmates, to prevent a further 

spread of radicalization and recruitment. On the other hand, the UK only somehow 

recognizes the problems arising from veterans in its prisons, stating that NOMS is able to 

handle them. But the actions do not prove it. The veterans or recruiters and extremists are 

mixed with other inmates in British prisons. Also, the training of specialized staff is not 

adequate, so the veterans are often sent to the prisons with high security or even solitary 

cells, which does not respond competently to the problem and does not really try to resolve 

it. To sum up, in the area of punitive policies, especially the prison system and treatment, 

the UK has a lot to learn from France. 

Now, after comparing the case studies of the UK and France, we can proceed to their 

comparison to the case of the EU. As it was explained previously, due to the different 

character of this case study, we are primarily going to look for some pattern between the EU 

policies and those of its member states. 

7.2 Contrast with the EU 

Unlike the case studies of the two countries, the EU does not have one single 

militarized policy. We have already explained it previously in the evaluation of the EU case, 

but to remind ourselves, this is due to an absence of a common European army. When we 

turn towards the policies which fulfil the criterion of individualization, the EU has three of 

them, the same amount as the UK, but less than France. RAN and the RAN manual worked 

out an approach advised to be used by the EU MSs. In the area of individualization, the UK 

shows to be significantly less inspired by it than France. The latter country, as we have 

already mentioned, focuses more on approaching youth, families, as well as working on a 

tailored approach to individuals. However, it is interesting to point out that the measure 

recommending the establishment of a mental health profile and risk assessment of the 

returnee in the RAN manual is not present in any of the other two case studies. 

 Proceeding to the criterion of extraordinary measures, we have identified one in the 

EU case, the Council Conclusions (2015a). Compared with two which are present in both of 

the other cases, this does not seem to be a great difference, but the nature of the policies is 

different. In the countries, there are some emergency states declared or military personnel 

deployed, while in the EU, the Council adopted a rather informative document, about what 

should be done by the MSs and what will be done by the EU. But, the little amount of time 
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which the EU used for taking this conclusion was impressive. We cannot speak of any 

inspiration between the EU and the MSs in this part. 

 Next, the criteria evaluating an enhancement to cooperation with the civil society and 

public is present in three EU policies. This criterion is more actively approached by both 

France and the UK, even though the latter one realized it more extensively, in half of its 

policies. Interestingly, even though the EU policies do not specifically demand focus on 

concrete communities, the UK and France each have two of them. The countries thus show 

their own creativity in countering the threat. But, the EU policies stress the importance of 

the cooperation with the civil society and also with religious associations in two of its 

policies, which is represented variously in the other cases. The UK being stronger in the first 

one, while lagging behind France in the second one. To sum up, the countries are seemingly 

more creative in the area of cooperation with civil society, communities and public. The 

author argues this is understandable, due to the nature of the cases. Again, the country can 

reach its nationals better by being closer to them, than a union which an ordinary citizen 

often perceives as some kind of unclear and distant set of institutions. 

Moreover, the preventive criterion is as popular in the case of the EU as in the cases 

of the UK and France. It is by far the most present one, in all of the policies adopted (eleven). 

Such was also the case of Britain, with sixteen policies. Only France lagged behind with 

only thirteen out of fifteen policies to fulfil this criterion. The comparison of all of these 

cases thus proved that the EU as well as its MSs prefer to prevent the veteran effect, rather 

than face the returned FFs back in their homelands. This is done by using a various scale of 

measures. 

The obstructive criterion is represented in five EU policies. The same applies for the 

UK, while three of them are found in France. If we consider that the complete number of 

policies analysed per each case, the EU is proportionally the most active in the area of 

obstruction. However, its activity in this area focuses on strong border protection and other 

means to prevent the flow of migrants, while the UK is going beyond by stripping their 

nationals of citizenship. Also, the UK and France both are open to confiscate their nationals´ 

travel documents to prevent their travel abroad, while the EU does not focus much on this 

possibility (only the Dutch returnee process which is given as example by RAN). If speaking 

about travel documents, the EU rather targets the possibility of a use of fake ones with an 

intention to pass stealthily through the borders. 
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Finally, we are getting to the last criterion of selective punitive policies. This is the 

second most represented criterion in the EU policies, being identified in nine of them. France 

has the same number, while the UK lags behind with only three. As we have already seen in 

the comparison of France with the UK, the latter is far beyond having wide punitive scope 

in its legislation, mostly in the prison system. We can thus state than similarities between 

the UK and the EU are not found. On the other hand, France and the EU seem to have more 

alike framework in this area. All three cases show to have some policies which speak 

generally about a need of international cooperation and a need to bring detected returnees to 

justice. In the area of information sharing and addressing terrorist financing, the EU 

comprises it more, the countries do not focus on them in their policies. However, they focus 

on it in their securitization discourse which we have analysed. An important difference is 

seen in the prison treatment, as it was expected. The UK´ legislation does not cover this, 

while the EU´s RAN and RAN manual is compatible with the French law in the matter of 

prison treatment, establishment of special separated wings for returnees and extremists, as 

well as an important to train special staff for managing them. 

 Some more points which deserve attention caught author´s attention while working 

with the case studies. These are going to be mentioned as well, as they give us more insight 

on similarities found between the EU and its member states. 

RAN states that it is not easy to assemble reliable and at the same time sufficient 

evidence of the activities which a foreign fighter performed during his stay abroad and fight. 

This is then causing a great problem for European countries as, if they get to handle their 

citizens arrested as foreign fighters abroad and extradicted back to their homeland, because 

under a fair trial in Europe, lacking satisfactory evidence can lead to a release of a dangerous 

Islamist extremist into society. According to information gathered for our analysis, we can 

deduce that this is what we could have observed as a reality in the case of France and the 

UK. These countries both expressed a preference of their nationals, FFs in Syria and Iraq, to 

be either killed or judged right there abroad, instead of handling them on their own by their 

judicial system. Also, RAN stresses that it is difficult for countries to allocate necessary 

resources to countering the returnee phenomenon, as generally, the counter-terrorism 

activities ten to be pricy. Even though France and the UK expressed their willingness to 

allocate finances to face the problem with their FFs effectively, we could have observed that, 

for example Britain is at the same time willing to include untrained volunteers from the 
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public to strengthen protection of its borders, due to insufficient funding for a trained staff. 

To add, RAN also speaks about a need to well communicate a resocialization of returnees to 

the general public and local media. However, the case of the UK and France showed that the 

securitization of officials is rather more radical, prioritely speaking about annihilating their 

citizen FFs rather than methods and cases of their reintegration. 

Furthermore, the EU Directive 2017/541 asked its members states to update and 

strengthen their legislation as the terrorist threat is changing over time, bringing us the 

phenomenon of foreign fighters. It seems that in this point, both analysed countries adhere 

to it, expressing their will to do so according to their securitization discourse. Another 

similarity found was between the four main points of the EU CT Strategy from 2005 

(prevent, protect, pursue and respond) and the UK CONTEST (prevent, protect, pursue, 

prepare). Only one of them is different, offering a sign of inspiration being taken by the UK 

from the EU. 

Not to neglect, there were some measures identified in the policies which could not 

have been assigned to one of the seven criteria, as we have already explained previously in 

the second chapter. We are now going to take a look at those and see, whether some pattern 

and similarities are found. Three of these measures were only found in policies adopted by 

the EU, but not in any of the case studies of the countries. These were facilitation of 

deradicalisation or reintegration of FFs (even though this point was found in both countries´ 

securitization discourse of their representatives), CT activity with respect to the human rights 

and international law, and remembrance of victims of terrorist attacks. This suggests that the 

EU positions itself in the role of a bearer of values and tries to serve as a role model for its 

MSs. However, if the countries did not have these measures in their legislation, it does not 

mean that they are missing in society. For example, we all know that after the attacks in 

Paris, the entire French society stood courageously and remembered the victims vastly. This 

movement spread also across other countries. 

On the other hand, there are some similarities found in the extra criteria. Calling for 

a competent response to attacks can be found in one case in the EU, as well as the UK, and 

three times in the French legislation. The need and establishment of a strong legal framework 

to counter the perceived threat was found in three policies of the EU, of France, but not in 

one policy of the UK. Finally, call for a cooperation of local authorities among themselves 

can be found in three policies of the EU, two British ones, and one French one. 
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To finish this part, we may add an acknowledgement that the focus of the thesis 

shifted a little more to the policy part than the securitization part. However, that is not a 

defect as, according to the securitization theory, the policies themselves are being created 

based on threat construction through the securitization discourse. Both of these areas are 

therefore interconnected. 

Conclusion 

 The threat of terrorism is one of changing nature over time. By developing, it 

introduces some new phenomena, bringing new challenges to security. Such is also the case 

of the veteran effect, which names the process of returning foreign fighters to their country 

of origin. Even though being quite knew, it does not lower its seriousness. During the past 

few years, Europe experienced several lethal terrorist attacks organized by the Islamic State, 

which showed to be organized or otherwise supported by veteran foreign fighters. 

Subsequently, European political elites and security agencies started to react, as they 

understood the threat of the veteran effect needs to be met with effective counter-measures. 

 There is a general consent among academics, security experts, and policy makers that 

European foreign fighters who have joined the ranks of the Islamic State in Syria or Iraq 

pose a threat to the security of European citizens after their return. The estimates of the 

magnitude of this threat vary, but they are speaking about more or less 5000 to 6000 

European foreign fighters who left to join the Syrian conflict. The return rates are around 20 

% to 30 %. However, an increase of the number of returnees is expected to rise due to the 

fall of the Caliphate in Syria in the end of 2017. 

 This thesis analysed the securitization discourse which was used for construction of 

the existential threat posed by the returning foreign fighters of the Islamic State from Europe, 

and the policies adopted to counter it. The research method used in this work was a 

comparative case study, enabling to discover similarities and differences between the case 

studies thanks to the contrast of contexts. The three case studies chosen for examination were 

the European Union, the United Kingdom, and France. 

 In general, the threat posed by the IS' veterans is complex and thus requires a complex 

response. The veterans are dangerous from various reasons, ranging from combat 

experience, further radicalization, having contacts established with other terrorists, acquiring 

knowledge like in handling arms and recruit, to suffering from mental health problems. 
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European policy-makers face several problems when adopting new legislation to counter the 

veteran effect. They need to construct the threat well, so that the public accepts adoption of 

extraordinary security measures. Also, they face restricted finances, possibly insufficient 

knowledge of the threat, and challenge of implementing the right measures in order to 

prevent their counter-productivity. 

 The results of the analysis accomplished in this thesis showed, that the threat of the 

veteran effect is quite similarly constructed by the EU, France, and UK. They all see the 

problem as one of the greatest dangers to their security, both currently and for the upcoming 

years. The EU asked its members to adopt new legislation in order to counter the problem 

of foreign fighters and their returnees effectively. According to the discourse of France and 

the UK, they make efforts to push their legislative frameworks into handling this complex 

and changing threat. The EU also highly recommended to enhance international cooperation, 

sings of which we have found in the discourse and actions of both countries. 

The UK and France are also quite active in the fight abroad. As the analysis 

discovered, both of these countries seem to prefer dealing with the veteran effect before it 

can reach their land. They do not show mercy with their foreign fighters (maybe except their 

families), they are willing to kill them as part of the military actions in Syria and Iraq, or 

letting the trials judge them abroad. France and the UK also have very similar extraordinary 

measures which can be put in place if needed. France even used it for an unusually long 

amount of time, after being targeted by lethal terrorist attacks in 2015, where ISIS veterans 

played a significant role. France showed to be more militarized, both in its discourse and 

policies. On the other hand, the UK policies are more oriented on cooperation with the public 

and civil society in handling this phenomenon than the French ones. 

To sum up, prevention showed to be the most important feature in the European 

policies in their efforts to counter the veteran effect. It was the strongest characteristic found 

across all of the analysed cases. Also, the EU itself cannot be proclaimed to be a leader in 

the security issues towards its member states. As it expressed by itself, its role is more of a 

supportive nature, but its countries need to take care of the security of their citizens primarily 

by their own. The research on this thesis demonstrated that in many areas, the EU member 

states are either more creative than the EU, or simply have and use more powers in 

countering the threat of the veteran effect. 
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  The benefit of this thesis is that it contributes to the discussion about the veteran 

effect phenomenon, and possibly on two levels. Firstly, the academic discussion about this 

phenomenon is growing and may be experiencing a boom, but there are not many researches 

conducted with its observance. At least if we compare it to other concepts which are already 

much more thoroughly examined. Moreover, this thesis could help and ordinary person to 

understand this topic better or even simply to get to know it, as the members of public tend 

to be predominantly exposed only to incomplete or biased information from the media.  
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Introduction of the topic 

Terrorism as a security threat is not a novelty. In 1990s, Europe started to recognize a new 

phenomenon of foreign fighters as some of its citizens, radicalized jihadists, began to flee. 

Europe also had to start dealing with the domestic fighters, some of them veterans, after it 

experienced the first domestic plots and attacks (Hegghammer, 2013). However, the last 

decade seems to be the most turbulent one. Europe has undergone quite a considerable 

number of terrorist attacks in the last years. It also suffered from a refugee crisis of great 

dimension that is often alleged to have a connection with them, as the Islamic state uses the 

refugee flow into Europe to allow its foreign fighters to return to Europe without being 

noticed (Schmid, 2016). 

The flow of foreign fighters heading to Syria started after 2011's protests that led to an 

outburst of the Syrian civil war, quickly becoming the world's most prominent jihadist 

battleground. As the number of European citizens who left to Syria with an intention to 

become a foreign fighter, very often joining the so-called Islamic state, have arisen 

dramatically, European policymakers became highly interested in this issue. Only a minority 

of these foreign fighters want to and actually do come back to their European homeland. 

And most of these desire to return to their normal lives after going through the horrors of 

war, which they perceive as fulfilling their Muslim duty (Bakker et al., 2014). Islamic state 

itself prefers its radicalized followers to personally join their fight in Syria rather than 

becoming lone wolfs (Cragin, 2017). However, even a small number of returning veterans 

is able to cause great damages in their homeland if they decide to pursue the global jihadi 

movement and to become domestic fighters, threatening citizens' safety (McCabe, 2015). 

Either by executing a terrorist attack directly, or becoming a part of local radical Islamic 

cells where they can provide their military experience, know-how and help with plots 

(Cragin, 2017). As the number of veterans representing a potential threat is rising, European 

governments and security agencies securitize this issue putting it among the top ones on their 

security agenda and adopt various extraordinary security measures in order to handle it 

(Council of the European Union, 2005 & 2017). 

Dealing with the veteran effect and the threat it represents is challenging. It is hard to monitor 

the numbers and identities of European citizens who are travelling to Syria and of the foreign 

fighters who are later returning back to their homeland. International cooperation is key in 

several spheres: on the ground in Syria; providing support to foreign fighters' families and 
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to veterans after their return; monitoring internet and social media; or sharing experience 

among European nations with handling veterans and terrorists (Bakker et al., 2014). Not only 

prevention, but also reintegration is important to face the veteran effect in Europe (Bakker 

et al., 2013). Keeping in mind that this politically sensitive issue is challenged by the 

questions of what is the right solutions out of so many proposals and of who should govern 

the international cooperation that is indispensable for dealing with the ISIS veterans. 

 

Research question 

This diploma thesis plans to answer the following questions: 

1. How is the veteran effect of foreign fighters from the Islamic state securitized in 

Europe? 

2. What security measures and policies are being taken in relation to the perceived 

threat coming from the veteran effect in Europe? 

3. Are these measures effective? 

 

Methodology 

This diploma thesis is going to be divided into three main parts. The first part is going to be 

rather based on theoretical literature review. It is going to define and explain the veteran 

effect phenomenon, which has become a very popular security topic connected with a 

terrorist threat to the safety of Europe and its citizens. In order to provide a full context, the 

background of the Syrian civil war and the Islamic state are going to be outlined as well.46 

The second part of the thesis is going to be based on an analysis of as many sources as will 

be possible, dealing with the way the returning foreign fighters who have joined the Islamic 

state are being securitized in Europe. It is undeniable that foreign fighters and terrorism have 

worked their way significantly up as a security topic on the agenda of the European countries 

during last few years. The author of this thesis is going to be interested in the reasons why 

the veterans are perceived as a security threat, whether this concern is supported by some 

evidence, what is the real magnitude of the threat, how is this topic presented to the general 

public in Europe and whether it is politicized. In order to reach a wide level of knowledge 

                                                           
46 From the sources examined so far, Cragin (2017), Ditrych (2016), Malet (2013), and Stern & Berger (2015) 
are going to be used for this literature review. 
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on this issue, various sources are going to be examined. Such as official statements from the 

European Union and its representatives, security agencies, European nation states and their 

representatives, professional surveys, academic articles or mainstream media.47 To be a bit 

more specific at this point considering the first research question, the veteran effect definitely 

is securitized as an important issue in Europe. All of the sources that are listed in this diploma 

thesis project generally agree on this. The European Union Counter-Terrorism Strategy from 

2005 along with the Resolution 2178 issued by the United Nations Security Council could 

be labelled as important breaking points. The EU strategy seems to have a wide impact on 

several researchers who are interested in this topic, as it is being often mentioned in their 

works. It provided a basis for the way policymakers in Europe think about the returning 

foreign fighters' phenomenon as the recommendations often agree on the prevention, for 

example by fighting propaganda, emergence of various assistance programmes, focus on 

potential focal point communities for producing radicalized individuals, and enhancing 

international cooperation in order to face the veteran effect and foreign fighters challenge 

effectively. This diploma thesis is going to elaborate further on this issue. 

The third part is going to present concrete measures which have been accepted in the 

European countries with an intention to face the perceived security challenge.48 It is also 

going to evaluate whether these measures were effective and whether they helped to increase 

and protect safety of European citizens. In connection to this, image of the actual situation 

in Europe is going to be offered. As part of the evaluation of the adopted security measures' 

effectiveness, the author is going to try to point out their weak points and eventually she is 

going to present her own recommendations in the final part of the thesis. As Veselý & Nekola 

(2007) explain, evaluation of effectiveness of a policy is a process studying relation between 

policy inputs and long-term policy impacts. We are going to be interested in evaluation of 

the effect that concrete security policies have (or do not have) over time. For this purpose, 

various concrete policies are going to be detected. Until now, the author found out about 

prevention of radicalization, protection of potential targets, strengthened border control, 

enhanced international cooperation and information sharing, or stricter legal response and 

                                                           
47 From the sources examined so far, Bakker et al. (2013 & 2014), Byman (2016), Hegghammer (2013), and 
Obe & Silverman (2014) are going to be used for the securitization topic development. 
48 From the sources examined so far, Bakker et al. (2013 & 2014), Boutin et al. (2016), Council of the European 
Union (2005 & 2017), Bąkowski & Puccio (2016), McCabe (2015), Obe & Silverman (2014), United Nations 
Security Council (2014), and Speckhard et al. (2017) are going to be used for study of concrete security 
measures taken. 
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treatment of terrorism-related crimes' perpetrators during the examination of the sources 

cited below. Therefore, for the evaluation of effectiveness of the policies which have been 

and will be found, it will be important to determine the right indicators and expectations. All 

of this is going to be specified during the process of writing the thesis. 

 

Anticipated outline of the thesis 

1. Theoretical introduction to the topic- clarifying veteran effect phenomenon, 

background to the Syrian civil war and to the Islamic state 

2. Securitization of the veteran effect in Europe 

3. Consequences of the securitization- security measures to face the threat by veterans 

of the Islamic state 

4. Evaluation of the security measures and their effectivity 
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List of Appendices 

Appendix no. 1: Summary of the security policies fulfilling criteria (table) 

 

Table 2.: Summary of the security policies fulfilling criteria. Author's representation was made based 

on the findings or the research. 

case policies militarized individualized extraordinary measure

cooperation 

with civil 

society/public/

communities

preventive obstructive selective punitive

EU CT Strategy ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

RAN ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

RAN manual ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dutch returnee process ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

JHA Council ✓ ✓ ✓

EU IRU report ✓

Mission Themis ✓

Council Conclusions (2015A) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Directive 2017/541 ✓ ✓

Europol operation in April 2018 ✓ ✓

Renewed EU Sec. Strategy 2015-2020 ✓ ✓ ✓

TOTOAL (x out of 11) 0 3 1 3 11 5 9

CONTEST ✓ ✓ ✓

Prevent Programme ✓ ✓

Channel Programme ✓ ✓ ✓

Royal Prerogative ✓ ✓

deprivation of citizenship (2 laws) ✓ ✓

annihilate FFs in Syria ✓ ✓ ✓

CTSA ✓ ✓

It´s probably nothing, but ✓ ✓

ACT ✓ ✓ ✓

threat level ✓ ✓ ✓

Operation Temperer ✓ ✓ ✓

extra funding ✓ ✓

NOMS ✓ ✓

Educate against hate ✓ ✓ ✓

Border Force ✓ ✓ ✓

new technology ✓

TOTOAL (x out of 16) 2 3 2 8 16 5 3

Loi du 21 décembre 2012 ✓

Plan to combat violent radicalization 

and terrorist networks (2014)
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

National centre for prevention of 

radicalization and guidance for 

families (2014)

✓ ✓ ✓

Counter terrorism law (2014) ✓ ✓

Operation Chammal (2014) ✓ ✓ ✓

mosques and imams (2012-15) ✓ ✓

Operation Sentinelle (2015) ✓ ✓ ✓

prison treatment (2015) ✓ ✓ ✓

Action plan against radicalization and 

terrorism (2016)
✓ ✓ ✓

Law (June 2016) reinforcing the fight 

against organized crime and 

terrorism

✓ ✓ ✓

Stop Djihadim (2015) ✓ ✓ ✓

Always A Choice (2016) ✓ ✓ ✓

Décret n° 2015-1475 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

LOI n° 2017-1510 ✓ ✓

König case ✓

TOTOAL (x out of 15) 2 7 2 4 13 3 9

criteria

EU

France

UK


