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Abstract

Amid increasing terrorist violence in and beyond European countries, concerns have been raised about
connections between illegal migration and terrorism. Regional armed conflicts in the Middle East have led to
the massive migration of people in search of safe heavens and better livelihoods, pressing upon frontline
countries in the Mediterranean and throughout the EU. Multiple government and intelligence agencies
report that human smuggling networks have been identified as providing a readily available conduit through
which terrorist groups such as the Islamic State and Al-Qaida can enter Europe and the U.S. These criminal
travel networks are said to rely on highly effective transnational alliances involving service providers within
source, transit and destination countries. There is also widespread consensus in the intelligence circles that
terrorist groups rely on the practice of smuggling for financing of terrorist activity.

Nonetheless, despite the region’s geopolitical significance and its demonstrated potential for spillover
effects, scant systematic field research has been conducted by independent researchers to understand the
purported nexus between terrorism and human smugglers within the Middle East into the Mediterranean.
This constitutes a severe gap in knowledge which our study will address.

In this paper, we debunk the nexus human smuggling-terrorism by comparing the Islamic State’s logistics
with human smuggling networks’ modus operandi and organizational structures. Based on a mixed research
approach that combines the analysis of a unique date-set (U.S. Special Forces) and an empirical research
carried out among smugglers and migrants in the Middle East and across the Eastern Mediterranean route?
over the past two years, this paper will tackle the alleged connection between human smuggling and terrorist
groups. What will be argued is that smuggling networks and terrorist networks have fundamental operational
and structural differences. These operational and structural differences need to be taken into account in
order to deconstruct harmful stereotypes on irregular migration® and, consequently, develop adequate
responses to analytically distinct phenomena.

1. Introduction

The influx of migrants fleeing war-torn countries and seeking better livelihoods has generated a state of
emergency in Europe over the last few years. Smuggling networks have thrived in this environment.
According to recent statistics, the facilitation of irregular migration has become a booming business with 90%
of transits to the EU being facilitated by these networks.* In the popular rhetoric around migration, smugglers
are typically depicted as greedy bogeymen organized in criminal cartels making a profit out of despair and
suffering. Concerns have been raised about connections between illegal migration and terrorism amid
increasing terrorist violence in European countries.® Terrorism and immigration feature respectively as the
first and second most pressing issues in the European public opinion in 2017.5 However, anxieties over the
conflation of human smuggling with terrorism have interested other regions of the world. Already in the
fifties, US authorities have expressed preoccupations about the possible associations between these criminal
actors. 7 Especially after September 11, these concerns have escalated, boosting the security and
enforcement imperatives that have guided the border policies implemented in the United States and Europe.



Recently, a strand of academic research has backed the idea that collusions between human smuggling and
terrorism are not only plausible but even undisputable for the growing tendency of transnational organized
crime organizations to generate economies of scale integrating different illicit activities or, to put it with
Shelley’s words, “dirty entanglements”.® If smuggling is a business open to all, its networks can be utilized by
anyone who can afford them, including terrorist fighters. Even more worryingly, smuggling networks might
quickly become economic and logistical assets readily available to organizations such as Al-Qaida and the
Islamic State (IS) to finance and execute their operations.® In other words, terrorist groups could thrive thanks
to the abundant revenues generated by their involvement in human smuggling. And these are conspicuous:
in 2015 alone, EUROPOL estimates that criminal networks involved in the facilitation of irregular migration
have had an income of between EUR 3 — 6 billion — a turnover that “is set to double or triple if the scale of

the current migration crisis persists in the upcoming year” .1

Nonetheless, despite legitimate fears of terrorism, the vast majority of writing on the collusion between
smuggling and terrorism suffers from a serious lack of solid empirical data, relying more on conjecture and
accepted truth than on scientific investigation, which ultimately work to reinforce harmful stereotypes on
irregular migration more than actually unveil its dynamics. A more careful scrutiny reveals that the
convergence of human smuggling and terrorism that many studies observe is a fiction evoked through the
obsessive repetition of anecdotal information and few disconnected episodes rather than a proven
connection. As lzcara Palacios observes, “the cases involving terrorists and migrant smugglers are almost
always the same. These examples, extracted from official reports, are cited again and again; so that repeating
the same data so many times creates the impression that there is a symbiosis between human smugglers

and terrorists, and that the collusion is ubiquitous”.*

Here, we agree with De Ming Fan!? and Saux®® that such constructed connections amplify a distorted
imaginary, which is a product of the securitization of migration and asylum issues.** While successful at

igniting “moral panic”?®

and justifying the progressive criminalization of irregular migration, media accounts
and policy reports have not adequately addressed the inner dynamics of human smuggling and provided an
adequate understanding of the relationship between smugglers and terrorists. Indeed, among raising
concerns over the likelihoods of terroristic attacks, the step from humanitarian approaches to the
militarization of borders has been short: tackling irregular migration has soon become a matter of national
security in Europe as elsewhere.?® Small wonder then that fears of terroristic infiltration have further
exacerbated migration control policies, for instance with the temporary suspension of the Schengen
Agreement in many European countries, notably following the series of attacks that targeted Paris on

November 2015.7

By contrast, this study sits on a body of ethnographic research that has put forward a different set of
arguments, backed by solid empirical data, to demonstrate the implausibility of the convergence between
human smuggling and terrorism.'® Both Zhang'® and Andreas?, for example, show how the operational
structure and interests of smuggling groups and terroristic organizations are irreconcilably different.
Whereas the former actively avoid drawing attention and maximize financial gain, the latter seeks visibility
in the pursuit of their political goals.

Despite this growing body of scholarship, as today, no systematic field research has been conducted by
scholars to investigate the purported nexus between terrorism and human smugglers operating in the Middle
East and the Eastern Mediterranean.?! This constitutes a gap that our study seeks to address. This paper is
precisely aimed at understanding and eventually debunking the smuggler-terrorist analogy on the grounds



of a series of empirical and analytical considerations.?? To do so, we combine a review of secondary sources
— largely based on the IS’s documentation retrieved by the US military forces — with an empirical research
largely based on interviews with irregular migrants — mostly Syrian asylum seekers — and smugglers
themselves held in Europe and the Middle East between 2015 and early 2017%3. What will be argued here is
that the nexus — or rather its absence — human smuggling/jihadist terrorism can be explained with the
fundamental operational and structural differences between the flexible groups that coalesce around the
category of human smuggling, on one side, and the centralized bureaucracy and rigid hierarchy of the Islamic
State, on the other side.?® These fundamental differences allow us to rule out a twofold nexus: 1) the
aforementioned terrorist groups rely on the practice of migrant smuggling for financing their own activities;
and 2) smuggling networks offer terrorist groups a channel to infiltrate fighters in European countries.?

2. The political economy of the Islamic State

It is an article of faith that the smuggling and trafficking of human beings are “an easier and more lucrative
business than kidnapping foreigners [and] a natural evolution of any kidnapping enterprise”,?® which has
become “the favorite tactic of the Islamic State (“ISIS”) ... [and its] largest sources of income”.?” This type of
statements, however, seems to be oblivious of the complexity of irregular migratory systems and the political

economy of terrorist groups such as the Islamic State.

As a matter of fact, migrant smuggling is not included in the criminal portfolio of the IS in Syria and Iraq.
Financial records captured by U.S. and Iragi forces provide an insider’s look into the administrative structure
and the coffers of the organization, which reportedly managed to generate $1-3 million per day by
September 2014.%8 The huge size of revenues is evidence for a predatory political economy that thrived on a
wide array of criminal practices — oil and gas smuggling, antiquities and bank looting, kidnapping for ransom,
extortion, taxation, delivery of water and energy services — to sustain prolonged and sophisticated military
operations on several battlefronts. Contrary to the Al-Qaida network, the Islamic State financing primarily
does not rest upon private donations; rather, it raises funds locally by seizure of territory and control of cross-

border informal economies in order to be financially independent.?®

Disaggregated data show indeed a diversified mechanism of revenue generation, which proved to be resilient
even to territorial losses with a 11% increase in the theoretical value of its assets by the end of 2015.3° Whilst
the sale of natural resources (notably oil and natural gas, and to a lesser extent phosphate, cement, and
agricultural products) was by far the largest source of revenue, accounting for 80% and 62% of the total
volume in 2014 and 2015 respectively,®! the Islamic State resorted to a variety of criminal practices as
complementary means of financing.3? The records outline a broad range of economic activities that involve
a number of external, profit-motivated intermediaries (such as truckers, traders, and cash couriers) who are
taxed of passage fees and custom duties to move goods across the areas under the Caliphate’s de-facto
jurisdiction. Yet, smuggling of migrants is never mentioned in the budgetary documents.

The absence of direct involvement into the smuggling of migrants on the parts of the Islamic State seems to
be confirmed by our research informants. Many Syrian asylum seekers that we interviewed in 2015 along
different steps of the so-called Eastern Mediterranean route claimed to have reached Turkey through the
land border, near the village of Khirbat al-Joz in the northern Syrian governorate of Idleb. Others were
smuggled by boat from the Syrian ports of Latakia and Tartus. Both routes were extremely dangerous and
expensive as asylum seekers had to travel across areas controlled by armed groups. Either ways, they often
required the services of independent drivers and the guides (dallala), who left them at the border with



Turkey. More recently, the journey seems to be made either independently or with the help of fellow
travelers with cars who reportedly charge each passenger up to around USD 900 for the trip.3* In Lebanon, a
research informant who was involved in human smuggling confirmed that Da’ish let him and his collaborators
operate in exchange for money: “we just help people coming from Damascus to Idleb. [...] Syria is a total
mess. There is no difference anymore between the opposition and the regime. There is no justice, there are
no good and bad. People want to leave, and we provided them with an opportunity. We deal with the FSA,
al-Nusra, Daesh3® or the regime in the same way: if you have money and wasta [connections], they let you
cross their territories”.

In sum, although the Islamic State has imposed taxes on trade and border crossing, it has not consistently
entered the smuggling of migrants as a means of financing. Why?

As we shall see in the following section of the article, this is in part explained by the specific organization and
modus operandi of smuggling networks. Here, however, we want to shed some light on the organizational
culture of the Islamist militia. The specific approach of the Islamic State vis-a-vis smuggling — with its rationale
of looting stock resources and taxing flows rather than manage them — has its roots in the origin of the
organization. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s circle did not become the wealthiest terrorist group worldwide out of
nowhere. The organization took the first steps in the early 2000s, when Abu Musab al-Zarqawi established
an Al-Qaida branch in Irag (AQl). Since the onset of the Sunni insurgency in the wake of Saddam Hussein’s
downfall, AQl increasingly filled the political vacuum created by the collapse of the Ba’athist regime in Iraq
and the outbreak of civil war in Syria at a later time. In so doing, it gradually took hold of the taxation schemes
that had been established already in the 1990s under the UN embargo with the deep involvement of many
Ba’athist officers. The latter joined the ranks of Salafi jihadist brigades such as AQl after Hussein’s ousting
and the disbandment of the Iragi military to escape from the de-Baathification purges undertaken by the
Shiite-led transitional governments.*®

In this sense, it should be noted that, first, al-Zarqawi and, then, al-Baghdadi’s quests for power leaned on a
specific war economy, which has been expanding in Iraq since the 1990-1991 Gulf War on the wave of
Saddam Hussein’s “tribal policies”. By allowing tribesmen to trade livestock and goods without paying custom
duties, the black-market routes crossing the Irag-Syria border have historically played a pivotal role in
securing the prosperity of western Iraq and eastern Syria.3® With the imposition of economic sanctions after
the first Gulf War, however, the “taxation” of cross-border trade became even more important to the
Ba’athist regime, which “moved from being a security agency to a regulatory agency (...) with sanctions
reserved for those traders who attempted to move cargo across the border without first acquiring the
necessary protection”.?” These licit and illicit networks connected Iragi communities — particularly in the
Anbar desert — with neighboring countries, shaping an assemblage of tribal fiefdoms, warlords’ racket
activities, and authorities’ complicity.>® When the former Ba’athist members pledged allegiance to AQI, they
brought to the organization the same modus operandi and taxation schemes.

Rising from the ashes of AQl and the convergence with former officials of the Iraqi Ba’athist regime, the
Islamic State asserted itself as a proto-state over a contiguous area stretching between Syria and Iraq by
retaking control of informal economies in both countries and securing a stream of cash flow to financially
support the proclamation of the Caliphate in June 2014. Casting itself as a state-like authority, the
organization chose to regulate the economy, rather than replace pre-existing enterprises and institutions.
Under Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s leadership the group went through “extensive structural reforms”, expanding
its presence in Sunni areas in northern Irag, as well as across northern and eastern Syria.3° Besides a



composite military command, al-Baghdadi oversaw the creation of a parallel bureaucracy to implement
state-like functions in the territories under his jurisdiction, as well as manage finances, personnel, and day-
to-day activities accordingly with standard procedures of reporting and auditing. The Islamic State took Al-
Qaida organizational model to a next level by territorializing the same hierarchical design at different
geographical scales (from governorate to district level) and “separating revenue-collection activities from
disbursements and management”.*’ Such specialized administrative structure has been in charge of raising
financial and material resources by taxing economic activities, looting spoils of war, facilitating trade, and
providing social services to put local communities on the Caliphate’s payroll and sustaining a war machine of
about 20,000 to 31,500 fighters in late 2014 according to CIA estimates.

In brief, collecting custom duties and road tolls from smugglers, imposing a broad range of taxes, and looting
resources allowed the Caliphate to purchase legitimation and maximize its financial self-sufficiency. It has
been stressed that “the most important lesson from ISI’s revenue-raising practices is that insurgent groups
do not need external backers if they can tax the economy”.** Accordingly, passage fees have been levied on
smuggling routes: for instance, “Turkish smugglers reportedly ‘rent’ a specific portion of the border in half-

hour segments from an Islamic State official in order to facilitate the movement of people”.*?

3. Smuggling networks: organizational structure and modus operandi

If the jihadist insurgency has not been funded through irregular migration, even less plausible are the
likelihoods that the Islamic State could have established a network of smugglers outside Syria either as an
extra-curriculum activity to finance their own activities or infiltrate their operatives to other countries.

Smuggling networks are non-hierarchical, structured on an ad-hoc basis, and also relatively accessible — all
these characteristics cannot be attributed to the Islamic State and other militias fighting across Syria and
Irag. Researchers have highlighted how these networks might evolve in highly organized and hierarchical
business-based groups that run a number of other illicit businesses alongside human smuggling — most
notably drug, human and arms trafficking. ** This notwithstanding, criminological models have often
overestimated the extent and dimension of these organizations.** Other studies have indeed shed light on
how smugglers are often part of migrants’ social and familial networks* and that large, highly structured
organizations usually are not involved in migrant smuggling.*® More importantly, recent studies have
dismissed the even existence of major crime syndicates who presides over the entire smuggling process in
the Eastern Mediterranean Sea."’

Human smuggling in the Eastern Mediterranean corridor involves a very different modus operandi and the
structure depends on the origin of the smugglers, the client group, the smuggling route, and the complexities
of border crossing. Smuggling groups can be situated somewhere in the continuum between single-service
providers and multi-service networks.*® The former are small groups that run the sea crossing and often have
solid roots in the local community. They do not have ties within the migrants’ countries of origin, and the
recruitment happens through intermediary groups. These groups generally serve migrants who travel alone,
mostly legally, for a large part of the journey. Migrants would recur to smugglers only to cross a specific leg
of their journey. At the other end of the spectrum, there are larger and wider-ranging networks that have
offshoots in migrants’ countries of origin. These are bigger organizations that operate either land, air or sea
routes and provide customers with a variety of services that range from border crossings to detention center
releases. These types of migrant-smuggling services are often used by migrants who are barred from legal
entry in the transit countries. Their journeys occur through a ‘pre-organized, stage-to-stage’ process.*® A



chain of independently but closely interacting ‘stage coordinators’ organizes the migration process by
outsourcing certain smuggling activities to local coordinators — often individuals with solid ties in the local
community of transit countries. The latter, in turn, subcontract the border crossing to the local service
providers.*®

Most of our research informants who fled the areas under control of the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq
claimed to have been smuggled to Europe via Turkey by single-service providers. Those who sought, more or
less successfully, to reach Europe crossed into Turkey illegally by taking the inland route — via the Syrian-
Turkish border — or by sea from the Syrian coastal cities. Once in Turkey, the vast majority indicated that they
had reached Greece on board of rubber dinghies from the isolated areas near the Turkish port of Izmir and
Bodrum. From Greece to Europe, displacement patterns varied considerably depending to the fast-changing
scenarios of border control. In 2015, Balkan countries’ policy vis-a-vis refugees and migrants veered toward
a facilitation of irregular migration by issuing temporary transit papers for asylum seekers and migrants
crossing their territories.” These permits entitled migrants to move freely and to use public transportation
for a period of time that ranged from a few days to several months, depending on the issuing country and
the migrant population. The situation has changed since early 2016. The EU-Turkey agreement on March 20
and the decision of many Western Balkan countries to seal their borders in winter 2016 have considerably
stemmed the flow of people.*? Different sources report that effectively blocking smuggling networks only
redirected unauthorized migration flows on different routes — most notably the Central Mediterranean and
Western Mediterranean routes.>

It is worth pointing out, however, that even wide-ranging networks do not have that sturdy hierarchical
structure that researchers have observed within military or larger criminal organizations. The groups
operating in the Mediterranean rather consist of a system of flexible and independent groups, which might
enter into partnerships with one another but only for short periods.>* These groups have a few recurring
figures that can be pinpointed — such as the group coordinator, intermediaries, recruiters, guides, and so on.
However, the complex organigram of smuggling groups should not lead us to think that they share the same
structural features that can be attributed to highly centralized and rigid structures as those of armed groups
engaged in warfare. On the contrary, these groups involve a differentiated yet flexible structure whose roles
are not integrated into rigid hierarchies. Different positions within the groups can be covered by the same
person, and people are not bound by life-term agreements. For example, a person in charge of recruiting
prospective clients might also work as a cashier by collecting money if needed. In another case, the captain
of a group operating in the area quit overnight after a two-year involvement in the business. Although the
pay was good, the risk proved too much for him.

The considerable instability of the current irregular migratory flows explains the type of structure. Human
smuggling involves flexible and adaptive networks that can deal with a market characterized by fast-changing
scenarios and great insecurity. Indeed, it would hardly be possible for a single centralized organization to
carry out all services alone along a route that comprises journeys of several thousand kilometers and in a
market characterized by high levels of instability and unpredictability.>®

Small and loose groups are not only more adaptable and functional but also appear to be more desirable
than larger and highly hierarchical organizations. Critical scholarship on smuggling has stressed that these
groups “are often community initiated” and “constitute a form of human security from below”.%¢ The
establishment of smuggling networks on an ethnic basis along migratory routes would serve to reinforce
what llse Van Liempt aptly calls ‘chain of trust’ — ethnic solidarities between smugglers and migrants that



tend to fade the further migrants are from their country of origin.>” The groups that we encountered along
the Eastern Mediterranean route were often based on pre-existing kinship and friendship connections. This
sociomoral proximity and the protracted condition of illegality facilitated a blurring of roles. Asylum seekers
and labor migrants might work as recruiters, guides, or intermediaries—positions that were often covered
by the same person. They might escort immigrants across the border because of their own first-hand
knowledge of the route. They might recruit clients because they share the same ethnic networks. They would
provide the various services needed to the migrants (food, accommodation, and so on) because of their long-
term relationship with local communities in the transit countries. They would do all this to pay the required
fees or have a decent livelihood.

4. Dismantling the thesis of unitary facilitation networks and transit routes

A fundamental objection may be raised on the alleged lack of connections between human smuggling and
terrorism. It might still be argued that these lJihadist militias could rely on these networks to evade
government security controls in order to carry out terrorist acts in Europe or elsewhere. The case of foreign
fighters is particularly relevant here. The assumption is straightforward: terrorist groups might take
advantage of murky and illegal smuggling networks to infiltrate into nameless masses of refugees, moving
human resources under the radar of security apparatuses and border controls.

As legitimate this claim could sound, however, there is no evidence of a systematic exploitation of migration
routes by terrorist groups.®® Despite few isolated cases, returning foreign fighters “typically do not rely on

the facilitation services offered by migrant smuggling networks”.°

At least two related findings support this argument. First, tracking of foreign fighters reveals that legal
channels of migration — especially air travel — have been the most effective way to reach and return from the
Caliphate unnoticed. In most cases, Turkey became the last destination for would-be jihadists, usually after
several stopovers at intermediate points and a variety of itineraries, before crossing the Syrian porous
frontier and joining the Islamic State outposts. To take a well-known example, Hayat Boumeddiene, wife of
the French gunman Amedy Coulibaly who was responsible for the Montrouge shooting in January 2015, flied
from Madrid to Urfa via Istanbul to get smuggled over the border through the Syrian town of Tal Abyad, at
that time under the Islamic State control, where she went off the grid. Likewise, the Spanish recruiter
Abdeluahid Sadik Mohamed travelled by air from Morocco to Turkey, where he entered Syria along the so-
called “jihadist highway”, a two-way breach in the north-west of the country that allowed the Islamic State
to recruit a massive influx of foreign fighters with the Turkish government turning a blind eye on it. One year
later he got back into Turkey with the intention of flying to Amsterdam, albeit without success.

These were not exceptions. Being Turkey the primary transit country, foreign fighters preferred air travel
over the Balkan land route and sea routes across the Mediterranean, which have been at most
complementary.® Regardless of the spiraling of conflict in Syria, the travelling modus operandi barely
changed over time. After all, flight connections are safe, legal, and reliable channels for EU passport holders.
On the contrary, “illegal travel options carry the risk of detention and/or of being taken to another country
rather than the intended destination, and therefore remove the element of control from the terrorist’s
hands”.®! As the EU counter-terrorism coordinator Gilles de Kerchove emphasized, it is therefore very
unlikely that terrorist organizations may be willing to infiltrate highly trained militants among asylum seekers,
thus putting major operations at risk,®? especially with the tightening of border surveillance.



Second, data produced by the Islamic State and retrieved by U.S. Special Forces details a peculiar facilitation
network to recruit, smuggle, and deploy foreign fighters pledging allegiance to the organization. From the
analysis of over 4,600 unique Islamic State personnel records covering a short but significant timeframe,® a
clear pattern emerges with “six border crossing points [accounting] for at least 93% of all border crossings in
the dataset”.%* All of these points of entry lie on the northern Syrian frontier in proximity of key border towns:
(in order of decreasing frequency of passages) Tal Abyad, Jarablus, Atimah, Azaz, Al Rai, and an unspecified
location in the Latakia governorate. What is most interesting is that few gatekeepers were in charge of
facilitating recruits to cross the border. Among them, Abu Muhammad al-Shimali, “the Islamic State’s Border
Chief and an important figure in the group’s Immigration and Logistic Committee”,®®> smuggled 31.3% of the
fighters recorded in the dataset. Compared to AQl, the “logistic pipelines” leading to the Caliphate-held
territories appear to be “more geographically dispersed”, “redundant”, and articulated around a hierarchy
of key facilitators.5®

This is a further element that recommends disentangling vertically integrated terrorist organizations from
horizontally shaped smuggling networks. The latter may even share the same trails but remain fundamentally
distinct. As we said earlier, the Islamic State took advantage of cross-border informal economies along the
Euphrates River operated by independent professional smugglers and tribes. However, when it comes to the
transfer of fighters, military equipment, and money the organization resorted to separate facilitation
networks run by high-profile senior militants.®’

With the consolidation of the Islamic State, the centralization of facilitation networks in the hands of the
organization’s upper cadres has been further strengthened. Whereas AQI key facilitators used also local
dwellers — who were not necessarily sympathetic with the jihadist group — to mobilize resources across
Syria, ® the Islamic State maintains a stronger top-down control on any level of its multi-dimensional
organization in order to prevent infiltration and defection among its ranks. Some analysts suggest that
cooptation of former Iraqi intelligence officers rewired the Islamist group’s organizational approach towards
a “layered internal security apparatus to insulate its core leadership from provincial officers, and vice
versa”.% The relevance of trust-based relationships, the specialization of labor inside the group, the evolution
of a peculiar facilitation system, and the need for a constant supply of foreign fighters make it doubtful that
the terrorist group would outsource its logistics to unaffiliated freelancers smuggling migrants out of the
Caliphate. It is not by chance that al-Baghdadi’s forces took over several villages and towns on the Turkish
southern border to secure safe passages for foreign recruits.”® In other words, whereas the Islamic State has
been collecting custom taxes and fees from smugglers transporting goods and persons, it built its own short-
range mobilization infrastructure to move operatives in and out Syria with the twofold purpose of reducing
dependency from external service providers and increasing adaptability to volatile war conditions. This
consideration also applies to foreign fighters returning to Europe. As emphasized above, those few returnees
who have been effectively involved in attacks predominantly used the organization’s transnational brokers
to slip back into Europe.” The circumstance that al-Shimali was implicated in plotting the 2015 large-scale
attacks in Paris corroborates this view. Hence, posing as refugees to enter Europe might be an episodic tactic
for “expendable footmen” only.”? In this sense, it should be also considered that the pool of fighters in Syria
and Iraq appears rather disposable — “one-time use products” whose reward does not go beyond their
sacrifice.”®

On the other hand, the Islamic State’s coordination of terrorist acts outside the Syrian-Iraqi theatre should
not be overestimated. Even though the multiple shootings and bombings in Paris (November 2015) and
Brussels (March 2016) were among the deadliest attacks in Europe since the end of the IIWW and



documented a surge in the exportation of jihadist violence, the recent record of terrorism in the West shows
asteady trend in “lone wolf” attacks. Western countries are increasingly on target of homegrown lone actors,
that is to say unaffiliated and self-radicalized Western nationals carrying out indiscriminate attacks without
being steered by any jihadist network. Europol draws a distinction between directed and inspired terrorist
acts, and clarifies: “the majority of attacks claimed by IS appear to be masterminded and perpetrated by
individuals inspired by IS, rather than those who work with the organization directly”.”® As tragic events
occurred in Europe (Ansbach, Wirzburg, Nice, Berlin, London, Stockholm — to mention a few) and North
America (San Bernardino, Orlando) spotlight, the high impact of lone actors has come to prominence over
the last couple of years. Hence, in the eyes of the jihadist group, online recruitment through propaganda is
a much remunerative tactic that comes at no risk.

5. Conclusions

Especially after the 9/11 attacks, irregular migration and international terrorism have been viewed in the
West as interrelated threats to the territorial sovereignty of nation-states. The IOM puts it bluntly in a specific
report on this issue: “international terrorism is, because of its cross-border dimensions, a migration issue”.”®
The IOM later softened its position by stressing that “when migration and terrorism are linked too closely, or
in a simplistic causal manner, there is a risk that policy prescriptions will be misguided or could even backfire

78 and more recently acknowledging

by increasing community tensions and compromising social cohesion
that foreign terrorist fighters “are not necessarily a major migration problem”.”” However, the general
understanding represents migrant flows as dangerous carriers through which terrorism is likely to diffuse

with the complicity of ruthless smugglers.

Our study demonstrates, instead, that a perception of a grey area where clandestine, trans-border, and trans-
national activities are in a condition of reciprocity is largely biased. If research on the interactions between
armed militias and human smugglers in the Middle East is certainly needed, a closer look at the Islamic State
documentation shows that the organization never exploited migrant smuggling either to finance the
insurgency or move fighters. The comparison with jihadist branches in other geographic contexts, such as Al
Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb and affiliates in the Sahel, adds empirical strength to this pattern.”® Whereas
reports have warned of the possible relationship between smugglers and terrorist groups such as Hamas,
Hezbollah and the Egyptian Islamic Jihad in Latin America,’® the existence of these ties, nevertheless, has
been dismissed by studies supported by primary sources.®°

Today, despite recent military setback and heavy losses, which left the Islamic State with a few scattered
pockets of resistance across Syria and Iraq, the argument presented above still holds. Despite a shrinking
income base and a decimated workforce, the group remains vertical, hierarchical, territorially structured,
with a rigid division of labour. The Caliphate has neither entered human smuggling nor used smugglers to
infiltrate their operatives — and it is unlikely it will do it in the future — because this is not economically
remunerative, entails risks, and is not strategically suitable for the organization. It might be argued that
smugglers can be an indirect source of revenue since militants levy taxes on any (licit and illicit) cross-border
economic activity, including migrant smuggling. However, passage fees seem to constitute only a negligible
part of the IS income, which are less and less significant since the territorial model was no longer
unsustainable after the loss of the majors strongholds in Ragga and Mosul and the group reverted to
clandestine low-intensity insurgency. Hence, without extensive and effective territorial control, the prospect
of entering smuggling operations is even less plausible. Most importantly, the two organizational models
underline glaringly different purposes: whereas the hierarchical bureaucracy of the Islamic State is geared to



sustain a prolonged military effort by predating and regulating war economies, horizontal smuggling

networks “operate on a short timescale, responding to changing problems with flexible solutions”

In conclusion, deconstructing the “artificial link”#2 between international terrorism and irregular migration
has relevant policy implications. First, it supports the idea that targeting migrant smugglers and irregular
migration at large does not degrade terrorist organizations, neither financially, nor logistically. On the
contrary, the militarization of border control generally exposes migrants to greater dangers. Since studies
have demonstrated that terrorist attacks increase out-migration from an affected country,® the tightening
border control is itself a source of violence by forcing refugees and asylum seekers to rely on unsafe travel
options. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, linking the occurrence of terrorist violence in Europe with
migration flows is not only a flawed assumption, but it is a dangerous statement that might ultimately prompt

the behavior that seeks to prevent.?*

We should not forget that Islamic State’s statements about jihadist
hordes sailing towards the European shores disguised as migrants should be read as well-calculated
propaganda to further polarize Western societies over the refugee issue and exacerbate the fortification of
European cultural and physical borders. Growing anti-Islam rhetoric and rallies are proof of such
polarization.®> This perception of insecurity fuels, indeed, a narrative of fear and a politics of exclusion that,

in our opinion, constitute the actual center of gravity of the Caliphate’s captivation.
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