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Two years ago exactly, Belgium was struck by the worst terrorist attack in its history. The cell
behind these deadly attacks was mostly composed of foreign fighters returning from Syria - the
so-called “returnees”. Since 2016, few fighters have returned, but the threat remains. This
commentary looks into the evolution of the Belgian response to this phenomenon and evaluates
the challenges ahead.

This article was first published at RUSI (https.//rusi.org/commentary/how-belgium-overcame-
threat-returning-foreign-terrorist-fighters)
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HOW BELGIUM OVERCAME THE THREAT FROM
RETURNING FOREIGN TERRORIST FIGHTERS

Two years have passed since terrorists struck at the heart of Brussels, and Belgium has done well
in dealing with the threat. However, complacency may be setting in.

Thirty-two people were killed on 22 March 2016 when terrorists exploded bombs
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-35869985) at Brussels’ international airport and at
a busy underground station. It was Belgium’s worst ever terrorist incident, causing as many
fatalities and injuries as all 140 previous attacks over the past 45 years.

Although the Brussels terrorist cell was small, its members were part of a larger network, which
was also responsible for the carnage of the coordinated attacks in Paris, in November 2015.

Salah Abdeslam (https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/05/paris-attacks-suspect-
salah-abdeslam-goes-on-trial-in-belgium) is their most notorious member, and one of the few
survivors; his arrest on 18 March 2016 most probably triggered the Brussels cell to change its
plans and strike earlier than envisaged. The original plot may have been far deadlier.

In 2012, Belgium was the first European country to connect the dots and warn its European
counterparts that youngsters had started travelling to Syria in growing numbers

All members of the Brussels network identified with Daesh (also known as the Islamic State of
Iraq and Syria, IS1S) and most of them had joined the group in Syria, some for a short while, but
others for over two years. Except for Abdeslam and one of the underground suicide bombers, all
were returning foreign terrorist fighters - ‘returnees’, as they are known.

In 2012, Belgium was the first European country to connect the dots and warn its European
counterparts that youngsters had started travelling to Syria in growing numbers. In early 2013,
the head of the Coordination Unit for the Threat Analysis
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(http://www.comiteri.be/index.php/en/39-pages-gh/306-what-is-the-coordination-unit-for-
threat-assessment) publicly raised the alarm about the potential risk from radicalised and
trained terrorists.

Belgium would also become the first Western country to be struck by a returnee, when French
citizen Mehdi Nemmouche attacked the Brussels Jewish museum in May 2014
(https://www.thejc.com/news/world/all-three-brussels-jewish-museum-shooting-suspects-
must-stand-trial-judge-rules-1.457439), killing four people. Belgium also witnessed the last
successful plot perpetrated by returnees in Europe, on 22 March 2016.

Over the past four years, Belgian authorities have sought to craft a coherent response to the
returnees’ challenge. As the authors wrote in a report published last month by the Brussels-
based Egmont Institute (http://www.egmontinstitute.be/returnees-assessing-policies-on-
returning-foreign-terrorist-fighters-in-belgium-germany-and-the-netherlands/), the Belgian
approach was mostly ad hoc and improvised when the first returnees showed up between 2013-
15.

Anyone returning from the Levant now faces pre-trial detention and a three-five-year (and
sometimes longer) prison sentence

During 2015, notably in the aftermath of a failed plot in the Walloon city of Verviers in January
2015 (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-europe-30845243/belgium-verviers-plot-aimed-
to-kill-police) and the November 2015 Paris attacks
(https://edition.cnn.com/2015/12/08/europe/2015-paris-terror-attacks-fast-facts/index.html),
a more systematic and comprehensive policy response was progressively developed, combining
law enforcement and prevention.

Anyone returning from the Levant now faces pre-trial detention and a three-five-year (and
sometimes longer) prison sentence. In jail, they are spread among the general prison population
with individual security measures and monitoring, as well as constant assessment of
radicalisation behaviour by trained staff and special units.

Moreover, inmates are offered tailor-made disengagement programmes and probation
measures to facilitate their return to society. The security services and local agencies receive
relevant information from the prison authorities to ensure continued monitoring and adequate
counselling.

This is all a still work in progress, and there are still several weaknesses. Prisons, for instance, are
still radicalisation hot-spots. It is estimated that a significant proportion of returnees might leave
prison without leaving violent extremism behind. The transition to post-prison life remains one
of the most challenging dimensions of the Belgian response to returnees.

Paradoxically, fewer people - about a dozen families with children - have returned since 2016 to
pift thAsenbiseaetrie the vestyrvea Hingethrfereted onauswebsitaVeyof sertiimiede sfohiowing<Ddkaitsne
collapse did not materialise. thatyou arehappy withit. Ok



Since late 2017, Brussels has started to develop a more comprehensive approach to handling
these (mostly very young) children, balancing childcare and security measures

However, about 150 Belgian fighters are still thought to be alive - some of them prisonersin Iraqg
and Syria - and a number of these could still return. There are also about 130 Belgian children,
mostly born there, who will return sooner or later.

Since late 2017, Brussels has started to develop a more comprehensive approach to handling
these (mostly very young) children, balancing childcare and security measures, in anticipation of
a potential wave of juvenile returnees.

Foreign fighters will thus remain a major security challenge for years to come, whether they
serve their time in prison while remaining involved in jihadi networks, or whether they remain
abroad and continue to act as recruiting agents for giobal jihad.

Nevertheless, Belgium was the first (and only) Western country to lower its threat level in
January 2018, from three to two on a scale of four. It now considers there to be threat, but
attacks less likely.

The temptation to divert resources towards other threats and issues will now intensify, as fears
of jihadi attacks appear to have waned

This should come as no surprise. The history of jihadism ebbs and flows, with phases of
expansion and increased threats alternating with contraction and reduced terrorist danger.

The temptation to divert resources towards other threats and issues will now intensify, as fears
of jihadi attacks appear to have waned. Several programmes are supported by exceptional funds
and are the most vulnerable to shifting priorities.

The experience and expertise acquired over the past years should be consolidated and
sustained. Law enforcement and intelligence endeavours need sustained care and investment
since they constitute the last barrier to terrorist attacks.

But this is also true in the relatively new field of (local) prevention, where good practices and
novel approaches have emerged over the past four years. The respite offered by Daesh’s collapse
presents a new chance to address the conducive environments that have allowed jihadism to
constantly re-invent itself.

Were these efforts by local and national authorities to be neglected, a new generation of
youngsters risks falling under the spell of a fresh jihadi wave, if and when a new opportunity
arises. Belgium and Europe have already paid too high a price to let this opportunity slip away
again.

Banner image: A Belgian soldier stands guard outside Brussels Jewish museum after a terrorist
attack in 2014. Courtesy of NEWZULU/OLIVIER GOUALLEC
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