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I. The Status Quo: A Long War by any other Name 

 

The status quo coalition strategy against ISIS poses few risks for Allied powers, and is therefore more 

than politically feasible as a course of immediate action. Effectiveness, on the other hand, remains 

an elusive goal. From across the military, strategic and academic world, experts have lined up to 

deride the inefficacy of the current US-led international effort against ISIS, which focuses on 

providing air support for Iraqi ground forces and selective targeting of militant strongholds in Syria, 

alongside training support missions for Iraqi and Kurdish Security Forces. John E. McLaughlin, former 

deputy director of the CIA, believes that ISIS victory in the region is not beyond the pale, in the face 

of a relatively modest Allied military campaign. Notable Harvard professor of international relations, 

Stephen M. Walt, has compared current efforts to a strategy of diplomatic containment, unable to 

“degrade and destroy” the terrorist organization, whose grip on conquered territories is likely to 

coagulate—not diminish—over time. According to Drs. Kimberly and Frederick Kagan from the 

Washington-based Institute of the Study of War, the current strategy is not only insufficient 

militarily, but fails to account for the geopolitical and ethnic complexities of the region that have 

initially contributed—and continue to contribute—to the rapid and unpredictable rise of ISIS.  

 

Echoing these and other perspectives, former UK chief of the Armed Forces, Lord David Richards, has 

most recently referred to coalition efforts as “woefully insufficient,” merely “firing up the problem 

rather than dealing with it.” From a geopolitical and security standpoint, Richards’ damning report 

issues a starkly dim prognosis. Already as a tactic of combat, airstrikes have deteriorated in value, 

with militants rapidly adapting and exchanging conventional armed advances with unpredictable 

guerilla warfare tactics in busy urban streets. Over time, the selective targeting of militant 

strongholds and weapons depots will become even more impractical, serving merely to slow the 

growth of ISIS metastasis, versus restoring order to the legitimate instruments of the Iraqi and Syrian 

nation-states. Indeed, the current strategy amounts to a long and arduous Ermattungskrieg—an 

attempt to “bleed out” militant activity through the surgical removal of select and often-remote ISIS 

cores of power, relying primarily on the brute chance of success in Falluja, Mosul, and other urban 

environments of an ill-equipped Iraqi Security Forces, and a bitterly divided Syrian “opposition 
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party” frontline, within which al-Qaeda operatives are not in short supply. Politically, a drawn-out 

struggle merely reinforces the “normalcy” of daily life under an imposed siyasa sharʿiyya system, 

inuring citizens to the daily sight of beheadings, and averting local resistance against imposed 

governance. In every respect, the chosen elixir sets Allied powers on a slow path to victory within a 

decade or more. 

 

The following analysis will suggest an alternative strategy, nestled deep in the doctrine of inter-state 

warfare. As a starting point, it acknowledges that ISIS is a growing cancer, whose violence not only 

affects the denizens of the Middle East but also places the various citizens of Allied nation-states at 

great risk. The most recent atrocity perpetrated by militants—a suicide bombing targeting NATO ally 

Turkey in the town of Suruc—illustrates the global ambitions of the terrorist organization, not 

content to stay within its current Iraqi-Syrian borders.  

 

Although self-characterization as a 

pseudo-state does not mask its vile 

substance, the following report 

acknowledges that ISIS is not 

merely a terrorist organization; a 

hierarchical militant structure, with 

over 25,000 fighters headed by al-

Qaeda veteran “officials” and 

former officers in Saddam 

Hussein’s command, complete with self-sustaining financial capabilities, imposed taxation, control of 

oilfields, ownership of agricultural terrain, and a de facto government administration, combine 

together to form the prodromes of a functioning—albeit wholly illicit—terrorist state. Against this 

unprecedented “Frankenstein” threat, the following analysis proposes a concentrated and sweeping 

assault on all nodes of ISIS power—military, financial and political—in the form of a traditional 

Niederwerfungskrieg against a full state actor. 

 

ISIS military and administrative hierarchy. Source: CNN/ Terrorism Research and 

Analysis Consortium. 
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Finally, the report suggests that contemporary political conditions have conspired to provide a rare 

opportunity for UK leadership within the Allied community. Although written accordingly, the 

tactical maneuvers and political policies proposed are not necessarily exclusive to the UK, and can be 

utilized by other coalition and Allied powers willing to demonstrate headship. This secondary 

recommendation applies in particular to the Canadian government, whose current operational 

impact in coalition efforts closely mirrors that of the UK. 

 

II. Why British Military Leadership? 

 

Political sentiment in the US prevents a more 

full-scale assault against the ISIS threat, 

although alternative strategies are in no 

short supply. If the most recent plan to cut 

40,000 active troops and 17,000 civilian 

employees from the US Army is any 

indication, budgetary constraints have also 

placed the US in a perilous position of 

military overstretch. Recent escalations in 

the South China Sea have threatened 

America’s Japanese ally, while Putin’s ongoing assault against Eastern European territories has 

forced the American hand into continental affairs for the first time in over 25 years. Tellingly, the 

recently-published 2015 National Military Strategy of the US begins by stressing the dangers of 

“multiple, simultaneous security challenges,” and broad multi-cephalous conflicts against many state 

and sub-state actors. The not-so-subtle implication behind the text is an increasingly difficult balance 

of capacity and capability. 

 

The situation is much different in the UK and for other continental allies. For one thing, the ISIS 

threat is much more pertinent and present, with anywhere between 700 and 2000 British citizens 

According to one poll, one in seven UK youth support the Islamic 

State, with a great number of citizens fleeing to join militant groups 

in Syria and Iraq. Source: Carl Court/ AFP; The Telegraph, March 7, 

2015. 



 
 

 
 

5 
 

having fled their native land to fight overseas. With conservative estimates showing 12 British 

fighters per million citizens, current figures surpass the number of militants arriving from Middle 

Eastern powers like Libya, Egypt, and Afghanistan—no strangers to local ISIS activity. The UK 

numbers, matched by Allied powers Germany, France and the Netherlands, dwarf the relatively low 

number of foreign fighters from the US, approximately 150 in total, or one in one million. At the 

social and political level, a shocking poll conducted by Populus late last year confirmed that nearly 

one in seven, or 14 percent, of young UK citizens under the age of 25 sympathize with the activities 

of the Islamic State. Clearly, the dangers of ISIS are a British problem, and the UK government has 

already begun to address it with due diligence. 

 

Nearly 800 British soldiers are currently 

stationed in support and reconnaissance 

roles across the Middle East, with 200 

providing training to Iraqi troops in 

bases in Baghdad and Erbil. Up to 60 

British SAS (Special Air Service) soldiers 

with previous experience in Afghanistan, 

as well as RAF Chinook helicopters and 

snipers are already participating in 

combat operations, having been 

deployed in highly-effective guerrilla 

tactic raids against militant encampments in western Iraq. Regional operations are managed by 

Lieutenant General Tom Beckett and Major General Bob Bruce, well-regarded officers with previous 

experience overseeing the UK combat mission withdrawal from Basra in 2009. With existing theatre 

involvement, British troops could deliver additional assistance in the reclamation of ISIS-controlled 

territory, providing weapons, military intelligence and even tactical guidance for the Iraqi Security 

Forces, of a much-superior quality than most other coalition fighters. 

 

Current UK deployments in the Middle East. Source: The Telegraph, July 20, 

2015. 
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Lord Richards’ damning review of the UK’s current strategy was recently reiterated by Home 

Secretary Theresa May (“…we need to do more in Iraq and Syria if we’re going to defeat Isil…”), as 

well as by the Prime Minister (“I want Britain to do more”), while Defence Secretary Michael Fallon 

has pledged to increase the total number of UK troops stationed in Iraq by year’s end. Political and 

public cues point to the necessity of a Parliamentary debate on a greater leadership role for the 

country. 

 

III. Recommended Military Operations 

 

i) Iraqi Theatre 

The aerial cover strategy currently employed by coalition forces in Iraq—previously utilized if not 

perfected during the NATO assault on Tripoli in 2011—presupposes the existence of a capable, well-

trained and well-armed Iraqi Security Forces, willing and ready to reclaim Islamic State territory. 

According to Barry Posen, MIT’s director of Security Studies, such an army “no longer exists.” Of the 

Iraqi Army’s fourteen known divisions, three to five have been destroyed by militants in Mosul, and 

the rest appear to have “deteriorated into a collection of local militias and palace guards.” Posen 

notes that only one division stood to protect the vital city of Ramadi earlier this year, with 

reinforcements failing to arrive to defend the city “deemed critical to the defence of Baghdad itself” 

despite a struggle with terrorists lasting many months.  

 

Worse than mere disinterest, the widespread lack of local resistance is largely the result of Iraq’s 

geopolitical and sectarian makeup. When Shiite militias from Baghdad gathered at the outskirts of a 

besieged Ramadi earlier this May, local tribal leaders pushed them back, warning of the threat of 

civil war that might arise from the presence of predominantly- Shi’a armed troops in the Sunni 

province of Al-Anbar. 
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As militants swept from Falluja into 

Baghdad’s neighbouring towns of 

Saqlawiyah and Karma in early July, the 

Iraqi Forces announced another major 

attempt to retake Anbar. This time, 

without the official assistance and 

sanction of the various Sunni tribal 

leaders in the region, the remaining Iraqi 

troops face danger from both known 

militants and fellow radicalized citizens. 

The most immediate task for Allied troops in Iraq should therefore be the unification under a 

coalition banner of the various Sunni Arab tribes, from whom ISIS draws most of its local recruits.  

 

It is no mere coincidence that fully-controlled ISIS territory as well as areas under Islamic State 

influence exist only throughout the Sunni-majority provinces of Anbar, Nineveh and Salah al-Din. 

Betrayed by the sectarian policies of the Shi’a Nouri al-Maliki government, the Sunni communities of 

Iraq have long-rejected the Iraqi Security Forces as a foreign force, seeing themselves as a 

persecuted minority (or madhloumiya) within an oppressive environment. Surrounded by Shi’a -

friendly Bashar al-Assad and Ali Khamenei in Syria and Iran, respectively, Sunni Iraqis feel threatened 

from every direction. As early as 2006, the Iranian-backed Badr Corps, operating from within the 

legitimate Iraqi Ministry of the Interior, ordered the mass execution of hundreds of Sunni civilians 

every month, fuelling a bitter sectarian civil war. Today, many Badr Corps militiamen continue to 

wield positions of power within the Iraqi Security Forces. 

 

With many alienated Sunnis opting to resist the Iraqi government, whether alongside al-Qaeda in 

Iraq—as during the coalition occupation of 2004 to 2011—or else alongside newer organizations like 

ISIS, the Sunni communities must be persuaded once and for all to support a unified Iraqi front, 

against an unprecedented evil. The ISIS creed, after all, is itself a foreign import—a Salafist-jihadist 

 Islamic State militants approaching Ramadi. Source: The Huffington Post, 

June 21, 2015. 
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ideology, with roots in Saudi Arabian Wahhabi extremism—advocating zero tolerance for moderate 

Sunni and Shi’a alike.  

 

The central government of Fuad 

Masum cannot be trusted to rally the 

Sunni tribes, nor will Sunni citizens 

necessarily trust the word from 

Baghdad. In advance of the Iraqi 

Forces’ march on Anbar, SAS soldiers—

already deployed in the west of Iraq—

could work to identify Sunni sheiks and 

local guerrilla forces willing and able to 

cooperate with the Iraqi Forces’ 

overthrow of ISIS, in exchange for key 

political positions within the Masum government, and prestigious positions within the Forces 

themselves. Meanwhile, existing UK forces in Baghdad must take the lead in pressuring the official 

government to replace high-ranking Shi’a ministers with new Sunni leaders, as well as purge the ex-

Badr Corps militiamen from officer rankings within the Forces. By galvanizing, training and equipping 

local tribes behind enemy lines, SAS soldiers would not only provide a mass fresh source of new 

recruits for the dwindled Iraqi Forces, but would de facto create encampments and reconnaissance 

positions within close proximity to militant strongholds. 

 

Any attempt by Baghdad to march back into Anbar, Nineveh or Salah al-Din with current capacity will 

be a fool’s errand by sheer strength of opposing numbers, regardless of how well coalition forces 

have trained local troops. With the current poor state of the Iraqi Army, the Institute for the Study of 

War estimates that approximately 25,000 US ground forces would be required across Syria and Iraq 

in order to successfully help local forces flush out militants in both countries. Without the rapid-

rebuilding of the Iraqi Army, this figure will only increase over time. The Sunni population is an 

untapped and unprecedented resource that can help reverse the numerical tide, yet one that has so 

Ethnic & geopolitical breakdown of Iraq.                                                                            

Source: Institute for the Study of War (ISIS area of influence); International 

Crisis Group. 
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far been callously neglected, setting Allied nations down the unfortunate yet foreseeable path of 

unilateral engagement with militant forces once local soldiers have truly become “non-existent.” 

 

ii) Kurdish Theatre 

Although Kurdish independence would not be an ill development for the region in the longue durée, 

the US has been slow to arm and support the semi-autonomous nation for fear of alienating the 

official Iraqi government. The $1.6 billion Iraq Train and Equip Fund (ITEF) passed through the US 

Congress in late 2014 designated approximately $353.8 million for the armament of the Kurdish 

Peshmerga. Yet since funds were not dispersed directly to the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) 

but must first pass through Baghdad’s authorities, "hardly any made in USA equipment has arrived.”  

 

The US is wise to support the Iraqi 

Forces over Peshmerga soldiers, which 

refuse to fight in non-Kurdish regions, 

and cannot be trusted to help liberate 

key cities like Mosul or Sinjar in the Iraqi 

mainland. Yet the dearth in Kurdish 

military equipment is also problematic, 

as the Peshmerga is currently the only 

force manning a 1,000-kilometre 

vanguard against militants. 

 

Here, the UK government—which has already supported the training of Kurdish fighters since 

October of last year—can help fill the vital gap, providing weapons and technology alongside 

ongoing infantry and IED diffusion training. So far, the German and Italian governments have 

delivered the greatest amount of equipment, with Germany providing over 16,000 assault rifles, 

4,000 sets of body armour, 700 radios, and 270 light anti-tank weapons. Yet with dozens of major 

Kurdish border (over 1000 km) with the Islamic State. Source: CIA / 

Bloomberg Visual Data. 
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assaults and suicide attacks every week, the Kurdish militias continue to rely upon foreign airstrikes, 

unable to defend many ground positions with less-than-adequate supplies.   

 

iii) Syrian Theatre 

The destruction of ISIS should not 

preclude the removal of notable war 

criminal Bashar al-Assad. Indeed, the 

explosion of sectarian violence in Syria 

has not only led to the rise of ISIS, but to 

the empowerment of various other al-

Qaeda affiliated Salafist-jihadist groups 

in the region, including Jabhat al-Nusra 

(JN) and Ahrar al-Sham (HASI), as well as 

no-less-dangerous pro-Assad Lebanese 

Hezbollah cells and various unaccountable Iraqi Shi’a militias. The unspeakable violence of the al-

Assad regime, and the horrors of a now-four-year-long civil war, provide a more sound and just 

casus belli against Damascus—under the Responsibility to Protect doctrine—than a United Nations 

Security Council Resolution à la Resolution 1973 on Libya (2011). Yet due to the aforementioned vast 

number of opposition actors on the ground, and the very real danger of a post-Assad vacuum of 

power soon occupied by ISIS or JN affiliates, an Allied airstrike against Damascus cannot proceed 

without first reclaiming Islamic State territories in the northern and north-western Aleppo and Idlib 

provinces, while also arming and preparing moderate members of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) to 

overtake Damascus. 

 

Although continued coalition airstrikes against ISIS strongholds can help facilitate the first task, by 

proxy of opposition parties—the common jihadist ontology of JN and ISIS has not prevented 

cutthroat extremist infighting—the second more-vital task of identifying, legitimating and spurring a 

moderate transitory successor to the Syrian government would be impossible without Allied 

intelligence on-the-ground. The necessity of war has conjoined the FSA and JN in many theatres of 

The destruction of ISIS should not preclude the removal of notable war 

criminal Bashar al-Assad. The Syrian civil war is a direct progenitor of the 

rise of the Islamic State. Source: Louai Beshara/AFP/Getty Images. 
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combat, including, most recently, in the southern territories surrounding the cities of Bosra al-Sham 

and Daraa, where various moderate and extremist factions have worked together—sharing convoys, 

strategy and weapons—to overtake Assad strongpoints. 

 

SAS operatives in theatre—at most a few 

thousand troops—would therefore be 

initially required to help identity and 

conjoin moderate elements within the 

FSA as well as willing civilian leaders 

from the Sunni majority and Alawite 

minority, to constitute a designated 

government heir apparent. Allied 

powers should slow or even stop the 

delivery of weapons and technology to 

all opposition parties across Syria, until at least the prototypical elements of this “government-in-

waiting” are identified.  

 

Following, Special Forces could begin the rapid training and equipping of the new “moderate army” 

in rebel and Kurdish-controlled territory within the Kobani – Ain Issa – Ras al-Ayn triangle, 

immediately south of the Turkish border. Removed from the threat of Allied casualties, Ain Issa is 

nevertheless only 30 kilometres from the ISIS capital of Raqqa, providing the perfect distance for 

rapid medical evacuation in case of emergency. 

 

The mass-provision of tactical intelligence and military assets should facilitate the moderate army’s 

takeover of Islamic State and al-Qaeda-affiliated territory, under the umbrella of a collaborated 

Allied aerial bombardment of key Islamic State, JN and other non-moderate opposition weapons 

stocks and leadership positions. The deployment of a battalion-sized Quick Reaction Force (QRF) 

would help spear the initial reclamation of territory, providing emergency backup to struggling SAS 

FSA fighters pose after overtaking Brigade 52 base in Daraa. Source: 

Reuters/ Alaa Al-Faqir, June 9, 2015. 
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and moderate army units when required. A sizable brigade stationed in temporary bases would be 

necessary to help sustain the QRF battalion at all times.  

 

The subsequent overthrow of the al-

Assad regime should be swift and 

concentrated. An Allied bombardment 

of the seat of power would precipitate 

the final march south to Damascus. 

During the initial takeover of Islamic 

State cities in the Aleppo and Idlib 

provinces, as well as during the final 

assault against al-Assad, multiple 

brigades of Allied troops should stand at 

the ready alongside the Bab al-Salameh and Bab al-Hawa opposition-controlled Turkish border 

crossings into northern Syria, as well as alongside the Jordanian border near Bosra al-Sham, in case 

aerial cover and superior weapons and tactics still cannot deliver the coup de grâce.  

 

A final yet crucial point: although the assistance of Iraqi Security Forces in the Syrian theatre would 

ostensibly create for a favourable fighting advantage, this possibility should be avoided at all costs. A 

radicalized Sunni Arab civilian population would be inclined to view the Iraqi Forces as pro-Assad 

“invaders” as opposed to anti-ISIS “liberators,” and in turn, join the fight alongside JN, HASI and 

other al-Qaeda affiliated opposition groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Institute for the Study of War (control); Satellite image by Landsat 

via Google Earth. 
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IV. Recommended Political Policies 

 

i) Financial Warfare 

Although taxation of oppressed 

citizens, control over oilfields, and vast 

expanses of arable land have allowed 

ISIS to become financially self-

sufficient—as much as $1 million a day 

is gained from the illegal sale of stolen 

Iraqi oil alone—the vast majority of 

funding for the Islamic State, as well as 

other Salafist terrorist groups, including 

the Taliban and al-Qaeda, comes from 

private unaccountable donors in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and other Gulf states. Over the past four 

decades, anywhere from $10 to $100 billion (£64.4 billion) of private donations have moved through 

Saudi currents alone to export the extremist Wahhabi ideology into Afghanistan, Pakistan, Egypt, 

Syria and Iraq. According to EU intelligence, roughly 20 percent of this funding is then diverted to 

buy armaments and equipment for militant organizations, usually through various front companies 

posing as charities to gain donations from clueless Saudi statesmen. A Wikileaks cable from 2009 

quotes then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton confirming that “donors in Saudi Arabia constitute the 

most significant source of funding to Sunni terrorist groups worldwide.”  

 

Qatar is the second largest player, having donated over $3 billion USD as well as over 70 military 

cargo flights to various Syrian rebel groups over the past two years, including JN. Although well-

meaning in its initial support of anti-Assad forces, the cavalier backing of a multitude of new and 

unaccountable groups, as well as the inevitable conquering of smaller by stronger opposition groups, 

has meant that a vast majority of official Qatari state funding and equipment has inadvertently 

wound up in the hands of the Islamic State.  

Although Saudi Arabia and Qatar have provided fighter jets to US-led efforts 

against ISIS, private Gulf citizens continue to sponsor the Islamic State, JN, 

and al-Qaeda in the region with relative ease. Source: Reuters. 
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Despite providing a small number of fighter jets to the coalition air campaign, Qatar and Saudi 

Arabia have also largely failed to crack down on straying citizen donations. In 2013, after the Islamic 

State declared war on its Wahhabi ideological progenitor, rejecting the “apostasy” of the House of 

Saud, the Saudi government passed a law prohibiting the private funding of the Islamic State. Yet 

even after ISIS militants claimed responsibility for a number of suicide bombings at Saudi Shi’a 

mosques this past May, and despite its new legislation, private money from the capital of Riyadh 

continues to pass through circuitous sources, such as faux-charities and “humanitarian aid” groups, 

into the hands of ISIS. Worse, the Qatari and Kuwaiti governments have failed to even attempt to 

prevent the flow of private capital into terrorist coffers—avoiding the question of prohibitive 

legislation altogether—for fear of alienating powerful and influential local families and dynasties 

with known Salafist-jihadist proclivities. 

 

For political reasons, the US government 

is limited in the amount of pressure it 

can place on Gulf States to crack down 

on wealthy radicalized donors. The UK 

government, on the other hand, does 

not hold the same level of political 

alliance with these nations, and can 

leverage economic links to send a 

powerful message. The UK currently 

imports approximately 14 million barrels 

of oil from Saudi Arabia each year, and a total of 41 percent of its crude oil from OPEC countries, 

largely beholden to Saudi influence. With the cheap price of oil, the threat of decreasing imports 

from Gulf nations, while buying larger sums from Norway, would hardly be an empty one.  

 

An additional recommendation: Turkey has recently called for an international blockade of its 

porous border with Syria, which the US has decried as an unnecessary measure of security. Yet a 

 ISIS militants have taken control of the Najma and Qayara oil fields near the 

northern city of Mosul, exporting barrels through the porous Turkish border. 

Source: Reuters. 
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tight border policed with Turkish and other Allied units would help prevent the black market sale of 

ISIS-extracted oil. Approximately 9000 barrels of oil are exported by the Islamic State every day, at 

prices as low as £15-£27 a barrel, moving through the permeable border with the unscrupulous help 

of Kurdish and Turkish middlemen.   

 

ii) Psychological Warfare 

ISIS derives its popular legitimacy at both the regional and international levels from a perverted 

interpretation of Islamic law that uses violence as a means of proselytization. Muslim clerics from 

across the world have decried its bloodshed, and some notable Islamist scholars have even written 

legal fatwas against the self-proclaimed Caliphate. Yet contrary to popular opinion, such public 

denouncements from within the religious community-at-large are unlikely to diffuse already-

radicalized populations, who merely view moderate leaders as corrupted apostates (takfir).  The key 

then, is to focus on limiting the reach of existing propaganda, and to prevent the radicalization of 

new populations.  

 

The largest “at risk” group of potential 

new Islamic State recruits is the existing 

Sunni population within the Iraqi and 

Syrian states. According to William 

McCants, director of the Project on US 

Relations With the Islamic World at the 

Washington-based Brookings Institution, 

the atrocities perpetrated in the name of 

ISIS have an almost-legitimizing effect on 

a desensitized Iraqi population that has 

suffered both through the strife of civil-sectarian conflict in recent years, and through decades of 

state-sanctioned violence under Saddam Hussein. But while ISIS boasts about its violence against 

Shiite Muslims, local Christians, and various minority groups like the Yazidis, it has naturally kept 

quiet about the routine violence inflicted upon Sunni tribes in its public relations and social media 

Official ISIS propaganda showcases violence against Shi’a and other minority 

groups, but hides routine violence committed against Sunni tribes. Revealing 

these latter war crimes can turn the Sunni tide against ISIS. 
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campaigns. For this reason, the international community should begin scrupulously documenting 

war crimes against Sunni towns and villages, with UK forces in Baghdad and Erbil using modern aerial 

and satellite surveillance technology to capture violent scenes and images otherwise concealed by 

militants. 

 

After beginning to engage with Sunni tribal leaders in Iraq, and with moderate fighters in Syria, UK 

forces would do well to publicize atrocities committed against Sunni communities as a method of 

counter-propaganda. Not only would this decrease the amount of new ISIS recruits, but would draw 

many citizens to cooperate with the Iraqi Forces and moderate Syrian army. 

 

To attract foreign fighters from the 

Western world, select violence also plays 

a crucial role in cultivating a self-

perpetuating public relations prophecy 

for the Islamic State. Posed images of 

proud militants overlooking their latest 

victims draw in new recruits, who see 

smiling fighters alongside “victories” 

against apostates as proof of divine 

providence. Yet potential recruits would 

be dissuaded by knowing the high risk of violence that often occurs against their own kind. News 

sources report that notable former UK resident and ISIS militant, Mohammed Emwazi, or “Jihadi 

John,” has now fled the same sword that he once ardently carried against innocent journalists. This 

is not a remote case, but often the norm amongst young foreign-born militants struck by the brutal 

realities of terrorist tactics, including suicide bombings and the mass execution of fellow believers, 

far removed from publicized videos with banners and flags. And although most ex-militants flee from 

a life of jihad for selfish reasons, a rare few will find themselves to be increasingly sceptical of 

extremist ideology over time, eventually seeking to reconcile with the rest of the world. 

 

Many foreign-born militants try to flee and return back home, after the 

realities of violence do not match with carefully-crafted ISIS propaganda. 

Source: ZUMA Press Inc/Alamy; The Guardian, Oct. 13, 2014. 
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Existing NATO counter-terrorism research reveals that it is these former members of extremist 

groups, now disavowed, who regularly provide the most effective message of anti-radicalization for 

at-risk populations. For years, governments across Southeast Asia have recruited former members of 

the al-Qaeda affiliated Jemaah Islamiyah group to work closely with local anti-radicalization 

programs, to great avail. The UK Government should begin to explore the possibility of running 

similar efforts from within its existing Channel program for identifying at-risk populations. A select 

handful of former defectors who have subsequently escaped the Islamic State, and now wish to 

return to the UK, for example, should be allowed re-entry into the country following strict 

psychological and security evaluations, and conditional upon becoming public anti-ISIS spokesmen 

while serving reduced penal sentences. Other ex-radicals could be utilized in a more covert fashion, 

infiltrating social circles and subsequently dissuading many members from further action—providing 

a tragic glimpse into the realities of foreign jihad. 

 

V. Conclusion 

The current international efforts against the Islamic State amount to the limited disruption of 

peripheral activity. Intended to "bleed out" the enemy, air campaigns will become increasingly 

ineffective over time, with militants having already moved into key urban centers, exchanging 

traditional warfare with guerilla tactics. Any strategy that does not reclaim key cities from militants 

(including notable strongholds Fallujah and Mosul in Iraq, as well as Raqqa in Syria) merely provides 

additional time for ISIS to strengthen its control over such environments, while building a quasi-

legitimate state administration, and recruiting from a vast supply of radicalized Sunni tribesmen. An 

effective strategy would bring the fight to the militants, targeting both the core and periphery of 

structural power.  

 

A final word. According to UK General Jonathan Shaw, former Assistant Chief of the Defence Staff 

and counter-terrorism expert, military success against the Islamic State would not address “the 

fundamental problem of Wahhabi Salafism as a culture and a creed, which has got out of control and 

is still the ideological basis of Isil – and which will continue to exist even if we stop their advance in 

Iraq.” In other words, Allied military success is necessary but not sufficient for the long-term 
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degradation of ISIS, whose Salafist-jihadist ideas may persist for many years after the physical 

destruction of its organizational apparatus.  

 

This is an accurate assessment; long-term success in the region will require the cultivation of a 

moderate, pluralistic and democratic environment, in which such extremist ideas are cut off at birth. 

Broadly speaking, this requires the full cooperation of the Gulf States, hitherto the chief 

propagandists of a Wahhabi ideology which time and time again has come to bite back the hands 

that have nourished it. Iraq must also consolidate its various ethnic communities into a single 

functioning state, with popular legitimacy amongst both Sunni and Shi’a tribesmen. Only this will 

prevent the fracturing of the Iraqi Security Forces against a future threat. Iranian-sponsored Badr 

Corps members must be purged from the Iraqi government and Forces ranks if Iraqis are ever to 

learn to trust their neighbor, regardless of religious creed. Syria must function by means of popular 

democracy, its government receiving the support of both Alawite minority and Sunni majority.  

 

The aforementioned comprehensive strategy offers a basic plan of action to tackle each of these 

required areas, but it is by no means a complete analysis. Additional areas which need to be 

considered include: contingency plans; short and long term consequences of military operations, 

foreign and domestic policies; ISIS “grand strategy,” and tactical responses within particular theatre 

contexts; mistakes to avoid; a democratic feasibility analysis within Parliament and amongst UK 

citizens; and finally, of course, all of the minute specifics of theatre operations which are too 

complex to detail in any summary document.  

 

All of this is easier said than done, but nevertheless needs to be said before any steps can be taken. 

Failing to address the ISIS threat seriously would be a grave disservice to the safety of the 

international community, cultivating a permanent state of bloodshed in Syria, Iraq, and beyond. 

Without necessary political and strategic conditions, a long war will necessarily devolve into an 

endless one. Unless resolved, the preponderance of ISIS control will prompt a perpetual and endless 

series of future Allied military interventions in the region. The purpose of a full scale war against 
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militants is to prevent these developments, by targeting the enemy from all fronts—military, 

political and financial—before the ISIS cancer is further allowed to metastasize. 
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Event: NATO And The Resurgence Of Ideology 

 

Date: Tuesday, 10th November 2015, 09:00-17:00  
Luncheon and evening drinks reception (dress: lounge suits/ladies’ equivalent)  
 
Venue: The Honourable Artillery Company, Armoury House, City Road, London, EC1Y 2BQ  
 

Speakers:  

 Prof Brian Holden Reid, Dept. of War Studies, King’s College London 

 Prof John Louth, Director: Defence, Industries & Societies, RUSI 

 Stephen Covington, Strategic Intl. Affairs Adviser to SACEUR 

 H. E. Sir Adam Thompson KCMG, UK Perm. Rep. to NATO 

 The Rt. Hon. James Gray MP, House of Commons Defence Committee 
 

Website: www.atlanticcounciluk.org  
Contact: andreas.stradis@atlanticcounciluk.org  
Conference Director: Dr Andreas Stradis, Senior Research Fellow, ACUK 

Cost: Please note that the registration fee for the event is £50 (£30 for students) which includes 
luncheon and drinks and is Payable via Paypal, Cheque or Bank Transfer 
(http://www.atlanticcounciluk.org/#!support/ct9q) 

 

More Info: http://www.atlanticcounciluk.org/#!nato-and-the-resurgence-of-ideology/c1a1y  
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