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Abstract

This paper examines the foreign fighter phenomenon as it pertains to Canadians leaving
to join ISIS and other Sunni extremist groups. It provides an overview of ISIS as an
organization, including its ability to recruit foreign fighters from around the world,
including Canada. It also delves into the foreign fighter phenomenon, providing an
insight into the motivations and consequences of foreign fighters, providing specific
Canadian case study examples. This paper also examines the Government of Canada’s
response to the foreign fighter phenomenon. Finally, this paper will provide policy
recommendations building on the newly-elected Liberal Party’s platform. This paper
argues for a three-pronged approach based on prevention, de-radicalization, and

legislation to address the foreign fighter phenomenon.



Introduction

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), as
of September 2015, over four million Syrians are registered refugees.’ These individuals,
fleeing war, violence, suffering and death are a symptom of the instability and conflict in
the region. Yet, as thousands continue to desperately flee the region daily, there are those
that choose to leave the relative comfort and security of their home countries to join a
terrorist entity causing death, destruction, and instability. For many people, it is
unconceivable as to why anyone would willingly choose to not only travel to places
experiencing crises on this scale, but also actively contribute to the death and destruction.
However, according to the International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and
Political Violence (ICSR), over 20,000 foreign fighters have joined Sunni militant
organizations in Syria and Iraq, including the so-called Islamic State (ISIS). Of that
figure, 100 are estimated to have come from Canada.’

This paper will address the foreign fighter phenomenon from a Canadian policy
perspective. It begins with an introduction on ISIS, beginning with a brief history of the
organization, and an examination of ISIS’s ability to radicalize and recruit foreign
fighters. The terrorist entity has been defined as much by its ability to attract fighters as
it has by its brutal, ruthless and inhumane acts.

The next section provides an overview on foreign fighters, paying specific

attention to ISIS and other Sunni extremist groups operating in Syria and Irag. It delves

L UN High Commissioner for Refugees, "Syria Regional Refugee Response," UNHCR, November 3, 2015.
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php.

Z Peter R. Neumann, "Foreign fighter total in Syria/Iraq now exceeds 20,000; surpasses Afghanistan
conflict in the 1980s," ICSR, Department of War Studies, Kings College. January 26, 2015.
http://icsr.info/2015/01/foreign-fighter-total-syriairag-now-exceeds-20000-surpasses-afghanistan-conflict-
1980s/.



into research on foreign fighter trends, motivations, and potential consequences of
importance to security and policy officials. Legislators across the globe have been
particularly concerned about the effect returning foreign fighters may have on their home
countries. This will be followed by a section of example case studies of Canadian foreign
fighters who have left Canada to join Sunni extremist groups in the Middle East.

The fourth section will describe the Government of Canada’s response to the
foreign fighter threat. This paper was written during the 42" federal Canadian election,
and if the newly elected Liberals deliver on their promise of change, Government of
Canada response to foreign fighters may evolve in the near future.’

This paper will then offer policy recommendations that build on the Liberal
platform. It will advocate for a three-pronged approach, based on prevention, de-
radicalization and legislation. It will also touch on Canada’s international
responsibilities. Finally, this paper will end with a conclusion that draws together the
research in this paper and the policy recommendations.

For the purpose of this paper, radicalization is defined by the Government of
Canada as:

Radicalization is the process whereby individuals abandon otherwise moderate,

mainstream beliefs and at some stage adopt extremist political or religious

ideologies. Radicalized individuals may advocate violent extremism or mobilize to

become engaged in violent extremism.*

Additionally, this paper adheres to Public Safety’s definition of terrorism:

% A draft of this paper was submitted two days following the 2015 federal election, and the final submission
within a month of the draft. This paper would have been well served by additional time to analyze the topic
in the context of an unexpected Liberal majority win, as well as terror attacks in Paris and Beirut less than a
week ago.

* Canadian Security Intelligence Service, "2013-2014 Public Report,” CSIS-SCRS, May 14, 2015.
https://www.csis-scrs.gc.ca/pblctns/nnlrprt/2013-2014/index-en.php.



The Criminal Code defines terrorist activity to include an act or omission
undertaken, in or outside Canada, for a political, religious or ideological
purpose, that is intended to intimidate the public with regard to its security,
including its economic security, or to compel a person, government or
organization (whether in or outside Canada) to do or refrain from doing any act,
and that intentionally causes one of a number of specific forms of serious harm.”
It should be noted that although the so-called Islamic State is known by a variety
of names and acronyms including DAESH and ISIL, for continuity and consistency, this
paper will refer to the terrorist entity as ISIS, which is in line with the Government of
Canada’s language in describing the organization.® This paper will also use the term
“foreign fighters” to be consistent with Government of Canada terminology on the topic.
It should also be noted that there is limited literature on the topic of foreign
fighters joining ISIS in the Canadian-context, which is the value-added of this paper. An

examination of the current situation, as well as policy recommendations will inform and

aid the discourse on a situation requiring urgent, yet careful, handling.

> Public Safety Canada, 2014 Public Report On The Terrorist Threat To Canada," Government of
Canada." May 13, 2015. http://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/2014-pblc-rpr-trrrst-thrt/index-
eng.aspx.

® For a list of names ISIS is also known as see Annex.



ISIS

We do not understand the movement, and until we do, we are not going to defeat
it... We have not defeated the idea. We do not even understand the idea.

- Maj. Gen. Michael K. Nagata, commander of American Special
Operations forces in the Middle East

ISIS poses a unique problem to the international community. The organization,

which has been called “the oxygen of terrorism,””’

is able to appeal and recruit an
unprecedented amount of individuals from around the globe, including those appearing to
live in relative comfort and conventionality in Canada. However, to understand how ISIS
is able to successfully appeal and recruit followers, it is first necessary to understand the
history behind the organization.

Although ISIS has only captured the world’s attention in the last few years, the
terrorist organization dates back to the 1990s, and has undergone several name changes
since its creation. In the early 1990s, the organization was created in Jordan under the
name Bayat al Imam. In 1999, the group became associated with Al Qaida’s Core
leadership, and in 2001 fought alongside Al Qaida Core and the Taliban during US
strikes in Afghanistan. In 2004, after transferring to Iraq, the organization was formally
renamed Al Qaida in Iraq (AQI). After nine years, the group renamed itself the “Islamic
State in Iraq and the Levant” (ISIL), which was followed by the group’s most recent
name change a year later in June 2014, to the “Islamic State.”® 1SIS has rebranded itself

several times over the last decade, and today it is still known by several different

alternative names.

"' Scott Atran, "Jihad’s fatal attraction,” The Guardian, September 3, 2014.
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/04/jihad-fatal-attraction-challenge-democracies-isis-
barbarism.

8 public Safety Canada, "Currently Listed Entities," Government of Canada, March 24, 2014.
http://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/ntnl-scrt/cntr-trrrsm/Istd-ntts/crrnt-1std-ntts-eng.aspx.



ISIS’s lack of organizational continuity has not diminished its popularity or
notoriety. The organization has made a name for itself through committing atrocities,
such as beheadings, burning people alive, engaging in sex slavery, stonings, destroying
historic archaeological monuments, seizing towns and cities, instilling terror, and
inspiring terrorist acts around the world. However, ISIS’ barbaric crimes and atrocities
are not the only feature of the group that set it apart from other terrorist organizations.
There are non-state terrorist entities around the world committing atrocities on a daily
basis, such as Boko Haram, Al-Shabaab, and Al Qaida. While people have been leaving
their homelands to fight for a cause or group throughout history, ISIS is unique in its
ability to attract foreign fighters, particularly those from Western countries. ISIS has
employed “sophisticated...foreign recruitment strategies,” opting to recruit via the
Internet, rather than through radical mosques, as was past practice with Islamic militants
groups prior to 1SI1S.°

ISIS has been particularly effective in utilizing the power of social media to entice
men and women to uproot their lives and join the terrorist organization. Social media,
which provides any individual with an internet connection and a point to make the ability
to broadcast messages live to anyone willing to listen over the internet, is a relatively new
dimension to war and conflicts. Since the invention and proliferation of and increased
access to the internet, governments no longer have a monopoly on broadcasting mass
messages, making a once asymmetrical system much more even. Social media is the
medium through which many individuals, and in particular youth, communicate.

According to the Pew Research Center, 74 percent of adult internet users belong to social

° Kjel Anderson, "Portrait of a Foreign Fighter,” Open Canada, October 22, 2014.
https://www.opencanada.org/features/portrait-of-a-foreign-fighter/.



media networking sites. This number increases to 89 percent of internet users when
looking at the 18-29 year old demographic.”® There is no shortage of individuals using
social media that can serve as a potential audience for ISIS’s messages of propaganda.
According to Laith Alkhouri, a senior analyst at the consulting firm Flashpoint Global
Partners, ISIS “literally revolutionized how it produced, distributed and translated its
message very quickly. The production value is very high.”™* ISIS is able to direct their
Internet content to Western audiences with “pop-culture savvy colloquial English>*?

ISIS is also able to employ its knowledge of Western language and culture
through a number of publications, including its digital magazine, Dabiq. The English-
language magazine’s title is the name of a town in northern Aleppo, Syria, where the
Ottomans had a decisive victory that lead to the “consolidation of the last recognized
Islamic Caliphate” and where “Rome” (i.e. the West) and Muslims are prophesized to
have one final battle.”® The digital magazine plays up the importance of its title’s
symbolism, glorifying historic and prophetic battles against the West. Dabiq
romanticizes past battles and victories over the West, and recruits Westerners for one
final, glorious battle against the West in order to once again establish an Islamic
caliphate.

In fact, much of the substance of ISIS” messaging has followed this apocalyptic
battle theme. This narrative distinguishes the terrorist organization from its

contemporaries, such as al-Qaeda, who paid little attention to the end of the world. For

19 pew Research Center, "Social Networking Fact Sheet." Pew Research Center, October 10, 2015.
http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheets/social-networking-fact-sheet/.

' Michael S. Schmidt, "Canadian Killed in Syria Lives On as Pitchman for Jihadis," The New York Times,
July 15, 2014. http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/16/world/middleeast/isis-uses-andre-poulin-a-canadian-
convert-to-islam-in-recruitment-video.html.

'2 Anderson, Portrait.

3 Harleen K. Gambhir, "Dabiq: The Strategic Messaging of the Islamic State," Institute for the Study of
War (2014): 2.



example, Osama bin Laden rarely spoke of the apocalypse, and on instances when he did,
he implied that it would occur long after his death.** Conversely, ISIS’s messaging has
made it clear that “it considers itself a harbinger of—and headline player in—the
imminent end of the world.”*> Unlike Christianity, which has the Book of Revelation in
the Bible, Islam has no agreed-upon document concerning the end of the world. This has
left an opening for the leaders of ISIS to interpret and manipulate their own narrative of
the apocalypse and any final battles for their organization’s interests.'® ISIS’s leader,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, has made it clear that he believes I1SIS will be involved in the
final battle. In his Ramadan message, al-Baghdadi called for Muslims to “rush to join
ISIS, and stated that if they followed his advice they would “conquer Rome and own the
world, if Allah wills.”*” Al-Baghdadi has continued to perpetrate the warped narrative
that ISIS and the West, or “Rome,” will meet in an apocalyptic battle, in a bid to draw
more foreign fighters to Syria and Iraq for a prophesized doomsday battle.

The substance of ISIS’ message to potential followers and the world at large has
also been one of attempting to legitimize the organization and an Islamic Caliphate."
ISIS has created a narrative space through Dabiq and social media posts. The narratives
perpetrated by ISIS attempt to legitimize its authority, as well as distinguish itself from

other terrorist organizations, such as al-Qaeda. Bin Laden saw “his terrorism as a

14 Graeme Wood, "What ISIS Really Wants," The Antlantic, March 2015.
Psttp://WWW.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-isis-realIy-wants/384980/.

Ibid.
1¢ James Fromson, and Steven Simon, "1SIS: The Dubious Paradise of Apocalypse Now," Survival 57, no.
3(2015): 28.
7 Umberto Bacchi, "Iraq: 1SIS Ramadan Message - 'We Will Conquer Christian Rome,™ International
Business Times, July 1, 2014. http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/irag-isis-ramadan-message-we-will-conquer-
christian-rome-1454924,
'8 Michael J. Williams, "ISIS As A Strategic Actor: Strategy and Counter-Strategy," Mackenzie Institute,
April 15, 2015. http://www.mackenzieinstitute.com/isis-strategic-actor-strategy-counter-strategy/.



prologue to a caliphate,” and was correct in predicting that he would not see such a
caliphate in his lifetime.” In contrast, 1ISIS makes a case for its political and religious
authority for the creation of a caliphate. In doing so, ISIS has been careful to only select
verses from the Quran and major and most trusted hadiths—reports or accounts claiming
to quote the prophet Muhammad.?® Using only “trusted” sources lends to ISIS’s
reputation as the true authority over the so-called Islamic Caliphate among its followers
or potential followers.

Furthermore, the prevalence of propaganda posts and publications, as well as the
ease and speed at which they can be posted, reposted, and shared poses a challenge for
policymakers and law enforcement. It is nearly impossible to stop individuals from
sharing propaganda material online, or even to remove these posts before others can see
them. The Brooking’s Institute “ISIS Twitter Census” found that Twitter accounts
supporting ISIS have on average, 1000 followers each,” while the average Twitter user
only has an average of 126 followers.?? The Brookings Institute also found that Twitter
accounts supporting ISIS were “considerably more active” than non-ISIS supporting
accounts.” It takes seconds to create a new social media account and to post terrorist
propaganda, while it takes longer to find and delete the offensive content. The

Brooking’s Institute’s found that between September 2014 and December 2014, at least

¥ Wood, What ISIS.

% Gambhir, Dabig, 2.

21 .M. Berger and Jonathon Morgan, "The Twitter Census: Defining and describing the population of 1SIS
supporters on Twitter," The Brookings Project on U.S. Relations with the Islamic World (2015).
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2015/03/isis-twitter-census-berger-
morgan/isis_twitter_census_berger_morgan.pdf.

22 Charles Arthur, "Average Twitter user has 126 followers, and only 20% of users go via website," The
Guardian, May 29, 2009. http://www.theguardian.com/technology/blog/2009/jun/29/twitter-users-average-
api-traffic.

% Berger, The Twitter.



1000 Twitter accounts supporting ISIS were suspended by Twitter, a mere drop in the
bucket considering that at least 46000 Twitter accounts were used by ISIS supporters.*
ISIS and its supporters are not only extremely active on social media, but their online
communication strategies are also extraordinarily effective and sophisticated. The
terrorist organization has been successful in balancing quantity and quality, with an
output of an average of 38.2 “unique propaganda events” each day.* The proliferation of
ISIS-supportive content and the ease at which new accounts can be created or replaced
make it difficult for to curtail the online promotion of terrorism and ISIS.

ISIS has demonstrated an understanding of how to engage susceptible Westerners
with its use of professional video editing propaganda videos. The terrorist organization
has been producing high-definition, professional quality videos, with impeccably spoken
English, French, and German narration*®—perfect for recruiting Westerners to the
organization. In fact, ISIS’s propaganda, in both its message and targeted audience, is
skewed towards foreign fighters.”” These videos are specifically targeted and designed
for Western audiences, and like the social media posts, are designed to drive support for
the terrorist entity, including through the attraction of new foreign fighters.

ISIS is even using Canadian foreign fighters in their videos. In July 2014, ISIS’s
media centre, Al Hayat, released a video entitled “The Chosen Few of Different Lands,”
in which Canadian fighter Andre Poulin played a starring role. Poulin described his life

in Canada over a backdrop of what appeared to be stock footage of Canada, stating:

* Berger, The Twitter.

% Charlie Winter, "Documenting the Virtual 'Caliphate,” Quilliam Foundation (2015).
http://www.quilliamfoundation.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/FINAL-documenting-the-virtual-
caliphate.pdf.

% Berger, The Twitter.

" Ibid.
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Before Islam | was like any other regular Canadian. | watched hockey. | went to
the cottage in the summertime. I loved to fish.... I was an everyday, regular
Canadian before Islam... “Life in Canada was good,” he says. “But at the end of
the day, it’s still Dar al Kufi [Land of Disbelief] ... "
ISIS is flagrantly using foreign fighters to recruit more foreign fighters. When foreign
fighters arrive, their first task is to make a video “for posterity,” which are posted online
on the occasion of their deaths in battle.®® Who better to relate to men and women
wavering on whether to depart their country and join the terrorist organization than a
Canadian who has made the journey to Syria to fight for ISIS? These videos are
successful in appealing to potential recruits in the West,* who may be swayed by their
shared experiences and ideologies.

ISIS’s ability in successfully disseminating propagandistic material is not only
due to its advanced capabilities, but also due to the failure of the West to respond and
mitigate this threat. 1SIS has made tactical errors that those fighting the propaganda war
against ISIS have failed to exploit. Western countries have failed to use ISIS’s notorious
brutality against the organization. While there are those who may tolerate violent attacks
against Westerners, even these individuals may have limits to what brutality they can
tolerate. For example, in 2014,a video was released by al-Arabiya, an Arabic news outlet

in the Middle East, showing members of ISIS binding and then stoning a woman to

death. This video included a scene showing the woman’s father picking up a large rock

% Colin Freeze, “Canadian killed in Syria shown in new propaganda video,” The Globe and Mail, July 16,
2014. http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/canadian-killed-in-syria-shown-in-new-propaganda-
video/article19578172/.

 CBC News, "Andre Poulin: dead Canadian jihadist used in ISIS recruitment video,” CBC News. July 12,
2014. http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/andre-poulin-dead-canadian-jihadist-used-in-isis-recruitment-video-
1.2705115.

% 1bid.

11



to propel the fatal blow to his daughter.®* 1SIS may have not released the video due to the
backlash these stonings were receiving in Syria, a backlash which Western countries
failed to use to their advantage.® There are acts that are even to heinous, such as the
stoning of a Muslim woman by her Muslim father, that even ISIS’s sympathizers will not
tolerate. Instead of reporting on these brutalities, Western media have paid little attention
to these events, “and may represent wasted opportunities to puncture [ISIS]’s self-
projected image of righteousness.”® By not releasing videos of some of its most brutal
acts, ISIS has demonstrated that it recognizes that even its supporters and sympathizers
have limits of what they can tolerate, a fact that Western media and officials do not
appear to have grasped.

ISIS has taken advantage of the innovations and trends in communications
technology, including the proliferation of social media and high definition video
capabilities. ISIS has also found a way to connect with potential Western recruits, using
not only perfect English, but colloquial and culturally-relevant phrases and expressions.
ISIS has also made the most of the foreign fighters it has already recruited by using them
for propaganda videos, allowing them to not only to serve a purpose on the battlefield,
but also to sway potential recruits who can identify with those purporting that they join

ISIS as well.

#'Muhammad al-'Ubaydi et al., “The Group That Calls Itself a State: Understanding the Evolution and
Challenges of the Islamic State," Counter Terrorism Center (2014). https://www.ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-
g:zontent/upIoads/2014/12/CTC—The—Group-That-CaIIs-Itself—A—State-December20141.pdf.

Ibid.
% Ibid.
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Foreign Fighters

ISIS is indeed a veritable time bomb inserted into the heart of the Middle East.

But its destructive power is not as commonly understood. It is not with the ‘March

of the Beheaders’; it is not with the killings; the seizure of towns and villages; the

harshest of “‘justice’—terrible though they are—that its true explosive power lies.

It is yet more potent than its exponential pull on young Muslims, its huge arsenal

of weapons and its hundreds of millions of dollars®*

- Alastair Crooke

While the concept of foreign fighters is not new, ISIS’s unparalleled success in
recruiting has caught the attention of governments around the world. A country can no
longer respond that a conflict is “someone else’s war” when its citizens are travelling to
conflict zones to fight in wars in which the country is not a direct party. In the context of
ISIS, the term “foreign fighter” has a negative connotation, as is to be expected of any
term associating individuals to a terrorist entity. Foreign fighters can also be known
under a variety of different names, even within the Government of Canada. The 2014
Public Report on the Terrorist Threat to Canada uses the term “extremist travellers”
interchangeably with foreign fighters,* while the term “foreign terrorist fighters” appears
in several places on the Government of Canada website.*®* While the term may vary, the
concept of a foreign fighter, defined by Thomas Hegghammer is “someone who leaves or
tries to leave the West to fight somewhere else,”® remains consistent.

Whatever the term, the fact remains that foreign fighters are not a homogenous

group of people. Despite the motivations and personal circumstances that differentiate

% Alastair Crooke, "You Can't Understand ISIS If You Don't Know the History of Wahhabism in Saudi
Arabia," New Persepctives Quartlery 32, no. 1 (2015): 63.

* public Safety Canada, 2014 Public.

% Government of Canada, "Stopping the flow of foreign terrorist fighters," Government of Canada, April
27, 2015. http://international.gc.ca/world-monde/security-securite/isis-eiis/foreign_fighters-
combattants_etrangers.aspx?lang=eng.

%" Hegghammer, Thomas. "Should I Stay or Should | Go? Explaining Variation in Western Jihadists'
Choice between Domestic and Foreign Fighting." American Political Science Review 107, no. 1 (2013): 1.
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individual foreign fighters, there are still commonalities and patterns among foreign
fighters. In Public Safety’s 2014 Report on the Terrorist Threat to Canada, it identifies
“many of these individuals [as] exploiting conflicts to engage in terrorism-related
activities.”*® This can be interpreted as individuals who are looking to engage in
terrorism, and see conflicts as opportunities to do so, rather than being drawn by specific
a specific cause or conflict.

The “Hemingway effect” appears to corroborate this theory. According to
Hegghammer, the theory contends that the motivation for foreign fighter recruits is a
search for adventure, and those who engage in conflicts abroad can survive and fight
longer than those who fight domestically and are arrested or killed after only “one shot.”*
Fighting abroad offers those searching for adventure and war sustained participation,
whereas those who try to bring the war to the West are taken down shortly after the first
“shot.” Cases, such as that of Michael Zehaf-Bibeau, the shooter who killed Cpl. Nathan
Cirillo and then stormed Parliament Hill on October 22, 2014, demonstrate that the
adventure those committing domestic terrorism acts may be seeking will be short-lived.
Fighting in a conflict as part of a terrorist organization increases the odds that a terrorist
thrill-seeker will live long enough to fight another fight.

Another theory that attempts to explain the motivation for foreign fighting, not
mutually exclusive from the Hemingway effect, is the “norms hypothesis.” This theory
suggests that some militants view foreign fighting as more “legitimate” that domestic
fighting.* This theory is particularly applicable to the case of ISIS, a terrorist entity that

has not only emphasized the symbolism of historic and prophesized battle sites, but has

% public Safety Canada, 2014 Public.
% Hegghammer, Should, 6.
0 Hegghammer, Should, 7.
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also gone to painstaking efforts to stake claims as the legitimate religious and political
authority in the region. Seeing Canadian foreign fighters in well-produced videos
discussing why they left Canada to join ISIS can only reinforce this notion. As norms
push potential foreign fighters into leaving Canada, the broadcasting of the words and
apparent experiences of Canadian foreign fighters already in Syria or Iraq draw them in
to joining ISIS.

Past conflicts can also lend themselves to researchers analyzing patterns and
trends among foreign fighters. Daniel Byman and Jeremy Shapiro used expert arguments
and the past experiences of foreign fighters to create a schematic model of foreign fighter
radicalization, consisting of five steps: (i) Deciding to join a conflict; (ii) travelling to the
conflict zone; (iii) train and fight; (iv) return home; and (vi) plot domestic attacks.*
While the Hemingway effect and the norms hypothesis can account for why many
foreign fighters decide to join a conflict, they do not account for all of the steps in Byman
and Shapiro’s model.

The second step in the Byman and Shapiro model, travelling to the conflict, is a
seemingly obvious step in a model describing foreign fighter radicalization. In this step,
new fighters are put in contact with the organization, and vetted and assessed, and
assigned a task.*” As was discussed in the previous section of this paper, one of the first
task new foreign fighters are assigned to do is to make a propaganda film for ISIS.

During this step, fighters are also trained in combat, educated in “urban warfare” and how

*! Daniel Byman and Jeremy Shapiro, "Be Afraid. Be a Little Afraid: The Threat of Terrorism from
Western Foreign Fighters in Syria and Irag," Foreign Policy at Brooking, no. 34 (2014): 7.
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2014/11/western-foreign-fighters-in-syria-and-
irag-byman-shapiro/be-afraid--web.pdf.

“ Ibid., 5.
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to operate weapons.* This is particularly troubling for security officials and
policymakers, who may worry that foreign fighters will complete steps four and five —
returning to their home countries and plotting domestic terror attacks — with their newly
acquired war and combat skills.

The concern over returning foreign fighters and their newly acquired urban
warfare savvy is not something to be taken lightly. The 2014 Public Report on the
Terrorist Threat to Canada acknowledges that the foreign fighter threat is multifaceted,
including the threat the foreign fighters may pose when they return to Canada. The report
states that foreign fighters may return with:

knowledge, skills and experience gained in terrorist operations and training

camps...some have the credibility to encourage and recruit aspiring violent

extremists in Canada and it is possible that some returnees could plan and

carry out terrorist attacks in Canada.*

The “veteran effect” supports this concern. In his research, Hegghammer finds that
returned foreign fighters are deadlier operatives than their counterparts who have not
fought or trained abroad.” Returning foreign fighters also have what Byman and Shapiro
call “street cred,” the admiration and prestige that can help convince potential recruits to
follow their steps abroad.*® Returning foreign fighters are not only deadlier in carrying
out acts of terrorism, they are also better able to recruit more foreign fighters. While the
threat of returning foreign fighters cannot be ignored, it must be put into perspective.

Hegghammer found that at most, one in nine fighters returned home to carry out attacks

in West.*” While one in nine is still cause for concern, it must be understood that not all

** Byman, Be Afraid, 5.

* Public Safety Canada, 2014 Public.
** Hegghammer, Should, 6.

“¢ Byman, Be Afraid, 6.

*" Hegghammer, Should, 7.

16



foreign fighters will return, and most who return will not carry out terrorist attacks in
their home countries.

It should be noted that foreign fighters are not a homogenous group with aligned
motivations and aspirations. There is no profile and formula that can determine whether
someone will engage in terrorism, or leave his or home country to fight in conflicts
abroad. While there are some trends and patterns in foreign fighters, they should not be
seen as indicators of whether an individual will leave their home country to fight for a
terrorist organization. Jihadi foreign fighters in Syria are typically male and between 18
and 29 years old, although there is no shortage of exceptions.”® This is younger than in
past “Jihads,” such as in Afghanistan, in which the average foreign fighter was 25 to 35
years old.” There is also a disproportionate number of converts among Western foreign
fighters, who tend to be more enthusiastic and less knowledgeable about the to which
religion they have recently converted.® Many foreign fighters joining ISIS have little to
no prior connections to Syria.>* The typical Western foreign fighter is young, male, not
very knowledgeable about his new religion, and eager for battle.

The typical foreign fighter joining ISIS also seems to be lost at a transitional stage
in his life. In his research, Scott Atran found that Western foreign fighters tend to be
“immigrants, students, between jobs or girlfriends, having left their homes and looking
for new families. For the most part they have no traditional religious education and are

‘born again’ to religion.”* For these young men, ISIS is offers a sense of belonging, as

*8 Jessica Stern and J.M. Berger, "ISIS and the Foreign-Fighter Phenomenon,"” The Atlantic, March 8, 2015.
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well as a purpose and direction, however misguided it may actually be. 1SIS also offers a
(perceived) glory and recognition, especially for individuals who are seeking validation
and recognition. Most foreign fighters are more motivated by the “thrilling cause and
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends” than the words of the
Quran or any religious teachings.® In short, ISIS offers foreign fighters the opportunity
to fill important needs they may have,> whether it be a sense of direction, a sense of
belonging or a search for glory.

While most foreign fighters are male, there are women who leave their home
countries to join ISIS. Female foreign fighters offer an interesting dimension to the
foreign fighter phenomenon, as there may be additional motivations for women travelling
to Syria. As with young men, there are women who are seeking to help create and live
under a new Islamic state. However, in the case of ISIS in particular, there have been
considerable efforts to romanticize the life of a Jihadi bride. Using a “combination of
violence and domesticity,” ISIS presents a “Disney-like” picture of women battling for
the creation of a an Islamic caliphate, while at the same time romanticizes the notion of
being a bride of an ISIS fighter, preying upon the young women’s “naive romanticism”
or war and warriors.®® Most of these women do not become fighters, but become wives
and mothers in communities of terroristic fighters. Like their male counterparts, some of
these women are young, the youngest being 13 years old.>” The manipulation of young

women into becoming young wives of ISIS fighters and the mothers of their children is a

> Ibid.

> Stern, 1SIS.
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concern for policymakers, although “it’s [one] among many potential threats coming out
of Syria.”*®

Governments cannot ignore the flow of foreign fighters from their own countries
into conflict zones abroad. Foreign fighters can exacerbate a conflict, and have been
found to be responsible for higher levels of violence.® Foreign fighters increase the
brutality of a conflict, and appear to be “overrepresented...among the perpetrators of the
[so called] Islamic State’s worst acts.”® Foreign fighters are not sitting on the sidelines
passively watching ISIS fighters commit atrocities. Rather, they are among the worst
perpetrators of ISIS’s trademark ruthless atrocities. Furthermore, foreign fighters may
have lasting impacts on prolonging the crisis in Syria and Irag. Foreign fighters tend to
be more ideological than the average Syrian rebel, making them less likely to
compromise or agree to ceasefires, potentially prolonging and hardening the conflict. An
increasing influx of foreign fighters into Syria and Iraq may not only continue to escalate
the barbarity of the conflict in the short run, it may also serve to make the conflict
increasingly challenging to resolve in the long term.

Canada, as with other Western countries, has seen its citizens leave to join ISIS in
Syria and Irag. There is a difficulty in determining the exact number of foreign fighters
engaged in conflicts abroad. Borders, especially those between Syria and Turkey, are
porous, allowing individuals to slip into Syria with relative ease and little to no

documentation. As of early 2014, the Government of Canada was aware of more than
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130 Canadians allegedly involved in activities related to terrorism.®* Over 3000
individuals from Western countries have left their home countries to take part in the
conflict in Syria and Iraq, with over 200 Belgians, over 70 Americans, 150 Americans,
and a staggering 700-plus French individuals exploiting the Syrian-Iraq conflict.*®
Although 130 Canadians may not appear to be a significant number relative to the
Canadian population or to the number of fighters ISIS has, Canada does not want its
citizens to be perpetrating terrorist acts, exacerbating conflicts, and diminishing the odds
of reaching some sort of resolution or ceasefire in the near future. Furthermore, Canada
does not want these foreign fighters to recruit more foreign fighters, or to return to

Canada to potentially carry out acts of lone actor terrorism.
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Canadian Foreign Fighter Example Case Studies

While the Government may be aware of over 130 Canadians who have gone
overseas to join terrorist organizations, including ISIS, relatively little is known about
those individuals and their journeys from normal Canadian lives to engaging in terrorist
activities abroad. Often, the Canadian public does not learn the names of these
individuals until they have died in their respective conflicts.®® In some cases, the
identities of those suspected of joining Sunni-extremist groups in Syria and Iraq are not
revealed, protecting the identity of the unwitting family members left behind in Canada.
This makes discerning publically available information on Canadian foreign fighters
difficult, especially information on the lives of foreign fighters before they left Canada.

Many Canadian foreign fighter cases follow familiar trends: average Canadians,
many of them converts to Islam, narrowing and radicalizing their views on Islam and the
world, and eventually leaving or attempting to leave Canada to wage Jihad abroad.
Often, the family and friends of these individuals are taken by surprise when they learn
that their loved ones have abruptly departed to fight for a terrorist organization in a war-
zone. Those we know the most about are those whose family and friends have spoken
out about their shock and grief, many with the desire to spare other families the agony of
losing a loved one to extremism.
Damien Clairmont

One case | have chosen to highlight, that of Damien Clairmont, is a tragically

typical case of Canadians who have left to join ISIS. Born into a Catholic Calgary
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family, Clairmont grew into a troubled teenager, seeming to only find peace after
converting to Islam. Clairmont formed a study group at a downtown Calgary mosque,
where the group learned about “companions of the prophet”