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European Officials Expecting Terror Attacks, Even As IS Weakens
Terrorism experts say the collapse of the Islamic State terrorist group in Syria and Iraq may not reduce its efforts to spread in Europe.

European officials remain concerned that the group will continue to gain and radicalize European followers. They also say it may not reduce so-called "lone wolf" attacks in Europe.

Kurdish-led forces supported by the United States are close to removing Islamic State forces from the Syrian city of Raqqa. The terror group has used the city as its headquarters in Syria. But French and Belgian officials do not believe killings will stop in Europe for the next few years.

Experts say territory held by the Islamic State helped the group gain fighters from other countries. They say it also helped the group show it was different from the terror group al-Qaida which opposed the creation of the Islamic State, or IS.

Al-Qaida’s leaders criticized Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi for naming himself caliph, or leader. Experts say one way for IS to show it still has power is to carry out attacks on targets in the West like al-Qaida did.

Last month, al-Baghdadi released a recording in which he criticized the United States. It was the first time he had spoken publicly in 11 months.

In the recording, he called on jihadists to attack the Syrian government. And he said IS still exists although it has lost much of the territory it had captured. He repeated the words of IS propaganda chief Abu Mohammad al-Adnani. He said holding territory was less important than the desire to fight. Al-Adnani is now dead.

Al-Baghdadi also praised attacks on the West. He said “America, Europe and Russia are living in a state of terror."

French president says terrorism a top priority
French President Emmanuel Macron spoke about terrorism in August. At the time, IS had been ousted from the Iraqi city of Mosul and Kurdish-led forces began their attack on Raqqa.

Macron said the fight against Islamic terrorism is France’s “top priority.” He said it would remain so for some time.

Since 2015, a series of terror attacks has killed more than 240 people in France. The country has 350 Islamic extremists in prison and nearly 6,000 militants under surveillance.

Belgium also has supplied an unusually large number of fighters to IS and other jihadist groups.

French and Belgian officials say IS is very innovative. They say efforts to reduce the group’s activities on the internet have not been very successful. The group makes changes to its messages often to target possible recruits.

It tests new ideas, much like companies that sell products do.

Charlie Winter recently published a study on IS for the International Center for the Study of Radicalization and Political Violence. The research center is based in King’s College, London.

Winter says the media war has always been as important for IS as victories in Syria and Iraq. He wrote that, for IS, “propaganda production and dissemination is at times considered to be even more important than military jihad.”

Winter says that although IS has lost much of its territory, it can still take part in information warfare and recruit and incite. And he says “the international community must be equally as creative and strategic-minded in its approach towards counter-communications.”

Officials and experts warn that radicalization remains a serious problem. Former French Prime Minister Manuel Valls has called radicalization “a deadly social model.”

France is not alone in struggling to understand radicalization and to develop effective ways to fight it. Western governments still do not know how people are radicalized and why they take part in deadly attacks.

Farhad Khosrokhavar is a sociologist and professor in Paris, France. He is concerned that governments still consider radicalization only a national security problem.

He says governments should understand radicalization as part of other long-term problems. These include problems of stigmatization, social exclusion and delinquency.
He says experts are only beginning to understand how the internet and closed social media groups can help form jihadist groups.

He said they can be used to create the cult of what he calls the “negative hero.”

At a conference in London last year, Khosrokhavar said a number of jihadist attackers in the West had been diagnosed with depression or other mental illnesses.

But political leaders facing public demands to stop violence often resist efforts to increase understanding of radicalization.

Former French Prime Minster Valls once said he was tired of social and cultural excuses used to explain jihad.

“To explain is to excuse,” he said.

Both France and Belgium have struggled to create programs that reduce radicalization. Earlier this year, an effort to create de-radicalization centers in France ended because of differences over how to run the programs.

I’m Bryan Lynn.

And I'm Anne Ball.
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Words in This Story
radicalize – v. to cause someone to become more extreme, especially in politics

jihadist – n. someone who joins or supports a holy war against non-Muslims

priority – n. something that is considered more important than other things

innovative – adj. having new ideas about something; creative

dissemination – n. the spreading or sharing of something

strategic-minded – n. a person’s ability to think imaginatively or systematically

stigmatization – n. the act of describing something in a way that shows strong disapproval

social exclusion – n. the act of making groups of people feel unimportant

delinquency – n. actions that are in competition with or opposition to accepted behavior

cult – n. a system of religious beliefs
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