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A C T I V I T Y  R E P O R T  

 

The Future of IS Provinces and 
Affiliates: Survival or Decline? 

KAS AND ISSAM FARES HOLD CONFERENCE ON POSSIBLE SCENARIOS FOR 

IS ’S PROVINCES AFTER THE DEFEAT OF THE CORE ORGANISATION     

The ideology of the so-called Islamic 

State (IS) has, from the outset, includ-

ed a clear message of territorial expan-

sion and worldwide domination. Seem-

ingly, this terror group has since turned 

its rhetoric into action: in 2014 and 

2015 alone, IS declared a total of 20 

new provinces (wilayat), stretching 

from North and Sub-Saharan Africa to 

Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, 

with the imminent military defeat of 

the core of IS in Iraq and Syria, the fu-

ture of the IS branches, provinces and 

affiliates seems unclear. To discuss 

these post-IS scenarios, as well as 

their impact on the host countries and 

Europe, the KAS Syria/Iraq office in 

cooperation with the KAS Afghanistan 

Office and the KAS Regional Pro-

gramme Security and Political Dialogue 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SIPODI) and the 

Issam Fares Institute at the American 

University of Beirut organised a two 

day conference on 21 and 22 March 

2017 at the Issam Fares Institute enti-

tled “The Future of the ‘Islamic State’ 

Provinces and Affiliates: Decline or 

Continued Impact After the Fall of the 

‘Caliphate’ in Iraq and Syria?” This con-

ference brought together international 

experts, academics and researchers 

from 14 countries, including from the 

Middle East, North Africa, Sub-Saharan 

Africa and Europe to discuss these crit-

ical issues. 

The keynote speech was given by Dr Ole 

Schröder, the Parliamentary State Secretary 

at the German Federal Ministry of the Inte-

rior. Schröder began by stressing the ne-

cessity for a continued joint effort in the 

fight against IS, both militarily and in par-

ticular, ideologically. He highlighted the rel-

evance of this struggle for Germany in light 

of recent attacks and the fact that 900 

fighters from Germany have gone to fight 

for IS. From a European perspective, he 

stressed that IS’s provinces are of critical 

relevance, as they constitute potential ba-

ses for attacks against Europe and could 

cause increased refugee flows.  

The first panel was entitled “The Islamic 

State’s Core: Syria and Iraq” and was 

chaired by Ali Al-Mawlawi, head of research 

at the Al-Bayan Center. Aymenn Jawad Al-

Tamimi from the Middle East Forum gave an 

overview of the current military situation in 

Syria and Iraq. Using IS documents found in 

liberated areas, he detailed the general 

structure of IS military units. According to 

him, IS has a conventional military struc-

ture, but its strength has declined in recent 

months, which is evident from its use of 

administrative personnel on the battlefield 

and its recent publication of materials to 

mobilise and motivate fighters. In terms of 

a timeline, he expects that IS will complete-

ly lose its territory in Iraq within the next 

year, and following this, it will likely revert 

to an insurgent group. He detailed the 

change in IS’s ideology, and explained that 

it is moving away from its emphasis on the 

physical caliphate and more towards the 

caliphate as an idea.  

Mara Revkin, from the Abdallah S. Kamel 

Center for the Study of Islamic Law and Civ-
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ilization at Yale Law School, spoke about IS 

administration of the provinces. IS’s strate-

gy regarding the establishment of provinces 

includes capturing and co-opting existing 

institutions and personnel, dispatching spe-

cial teams from the core territories to the 

provinces, and implementing rotation pro-

grammes for administrators and judges be-

tween the core territories and Libya. IS has 

also released videos and propaganda docu-

ments to mobilise populations and to pro-

vide advice and guidance for those trying to 

establish IS provinces. She underlined that 

while its administration is in theory central-

ised, in practice, it is decentralised and its 

control of the different provinces varies. 

There was substantial territorial control and 

a complex bureaucratic system in Libya, 

which is the most important province to the 

IS leadership, however, institutions in the 

Sinai are only rudimentary. She estimates 

that it will only be possible for economically 

independent provinces to survive after the 

core’s military defeat.  

Guido Steinberg, from the German Institute 

for International and Security Affairs, out-

lined the ideological foundations of IS and 

the reasons for its attractiveness, among 

which include a physical state modelled af-

ter the caliphate during the time of the 

Prophet and its uncompromising application 

of Shari’a law. This holds true for young Ji-

hadists, as well as members of other terror 

groups, as more than 80% of foreign fight-

ers joined IS after leaving other terror 

groups. Steinberg also compared IS to al-

Qaeda, and stated that IS’s ideology is 

much more extreme than that of the latter. 

Because of this, the ideological hegemony 

of the extreme Salafi version of current Ji-

hadism has been established, which will re-

main whether or not IS is defeated. He also 

mentioned that IS’s security forces include 

remnants of the former Iraqi regime, and 

that it is very similar to the German Stasi.  

The second panel dealt with the IS threat in 

Iraq and Syria’s neighbouring countries, 

namely Lebanon, Turkey and the Gulf, and 

was chaired by Dr Bashshar Haydar from 

AUB. George Fakhry, from the University of 

Massachusetts, Boston, outlined the reasons 

why IS has failed to gain a foothold in Leb-

anon. He pointed out that despite the feel-

ing of vulnerability and marginalisation 

amongst the Lebanese Sunni community, 

these factors are not as strong as they are 

in other countries where IS has been more 

successful. According to him, this is due to 

the fact that all sects have a stake in the 

political process, and are able to check the 

power of others, which is a result of the 

confessional system of government estab-

lished by the Taif Agreement after the civil 

war. He also mentioned that socioeconomic 

grievances affect all Lebanese sects, and 

therefore does not substantially marginalise 

one community at the expense of another.  

Dr Umut Koldaş from the Near East Institute 

detailed the evolution of IS attacks in Tur-

key. In his view, IS has moved from selec-

tive attacks against Kurds and Kurdish 

groups in Turkey to attacking Turkey as a 

whole, including government targets, as 

well as tourists and foreigners. He also 

spoke about IS propaganda in Turkey, 

which he said is an attempt by IS to punish 

Turkey for its involvement in the anti-IS co-

alition, and it relies heavily on social media 

and Turkish-language Jihadist websites and 

magazines to disseminate its message. He 

expects that attacks in Turkey will intensify 

as IS loses territory in Iraq and Syria.  

Dr Abdullah bin Khaled al-Saud from the 

International Centre for the Study of Radi-

calisation spoke about IS activities in the 

Arabian Peninsula, and outlined IS’s overall 

goals in Saudi Arabia, which include expel-

ling any foreign presence from the Kingdom 

and setting prisoners of the Saudi state 

free. He also explained that IS seeks to con-

test the religious legitimacy of the Saudi 

state, as IS is not able to claim a monopoly 

on legitimate Sunni religious interpretation 

and accordingly, a legitimate religious state, 

if the Saudi state is also viewed as such. 

According to al-Saud, IS seeks to accom-

plish this by excommunicating religious 

scholars within Saudi Arabia. He also stated 

that he expects that attacks in the future 

will be more scattered and less violent, and 

IS will exist as a terror threat only, as op-

posed to an organised group with territory.  
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The third panel dealt with IS’s provinces 

and attractiveness in North Africa, namely 

Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. It was chaired by 

Canan Atilgan, Head of the KAS Regional 

Programme Political Dialogue and Regional 

Integration South Mediterranean (PolDiMed) 

in Tunis. Emna Ben Arab, from the Tunisian 

Institute for Strategic Studies, presented 

the preliminary results of a study based on 

extensive interviews with imprisoned male 

and female Tunisian IS fighters. She pointed 

out that “the main pattern is the absence of 

a pattern”, and that, when it comes to their 

individual radicalisation process, there were 

“as many trajectories as there were inter-

viewees”. However, they have several as-

pects in common: (1) a strong feeling of 

(perceived) injustice, (2) a deep-seated ha-

tred towards police and security forces, (3) 

frustration with political authorities, (4) no 

sense of belonging to Tunisia, (5) the failure 

of the education system, (6) the experience 

of domestic violence, especially among fe-

male fighters, and (7) hatred of and/or lack 

of trust in the West. Ben Arab stressed 

strongly that defeating IS will only tempo-

rarily deprive radicalised individuals of a 

destination, but that there will be no real 

change without combatting the strongly 

radicalised milieu in which they live, as fam-

ilies and friends are often very supportive of 

the fighters.  

Mohamed Eljarh, from the Rafik Hariri Cen-

ter for the Middle East at the Atlantic Coun-

cil, made a similar point concerning Libya, 

stating that there is a vacuum in the society 

which will be filled by another organisation 

if IS is defeated. He added that “Libyans 

have never had a discussion about what it 

means to be Libyan”, making a similar point 

as Ben Arab about the lack of a (national) 

identity as a precondition for radicalisation. 

Eljarh pointed out that the IS province in 

Libya was extremely important to the core; 

contrary to other provinces, fighters in Lib-

ya had started to set up actual government 

structures. He argued that despite the de-

feat, the Libya province still holds potential 

as a fall back option due to the vast, largely 

ungoverned areas in Libya’s south (the so-

called Wilayat Fazzan), where IS could po-

tentially withdraw in order to regroup.  

Jasmine El-Gamal, from the Brent Scowcroft 

Center on International Security at the At-

lantic Council, pointed out that in Egypt, 

contrary to many other provinces, the Wila-

yat Sinai actually receives tangible support 

from the IS core, such as funding and train-

ing. El-Gamal stressed that the Wilayat Si-

nai, ideologically presented as Moses’s Land 

and an ideal base for a future fight against 

Israel, also provides a “target-rich” envi-

ronment for IS, with security forces and 

Christians being the main focus of the brutal 

attacks in the area. While she acknowledged 

that the overall security situation in Egypt 

has improved, El-Gamal underlined that the 

Egyptian security forces currently lack a co-

herent strategy needed to take on the rela-

tively small presence of 1000-1500 fighters 

in the remote Sinai. Contrary to Libya, she 

said that the fighters operating in the Sinai 

were not working on establishing institu-

tions, “only an incredible culture of fear”.  

The fourth panel dealt with the Khorasan 

Province in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and 

was chaired by Matthias Riesenkampff, head 

of the KAS Afghanistan office. Khalid Gha-

ranai, a research associate at the KAS Af-

ghanistan office, spoke about the aim of IS 

in establishing the Khorasan Province, as 

well as the propaganda techniques it em-

ploys to gain recruits. According to him, IS’s 

goals are to drive the Taliban out of Afghan-

istan and absorb its fighters, as well as to 

expel all foreign actors from the country. 

Along this line, IS uses the presence of US 

and NATO forces as a propaganda tool, stat-

ing that they are “occupiers”, and that the 

Afghani government is a “US puppet re-

gime”. He stated that IS propaganda tech-

niques, such as the use of an FM radio sta-

tion known as “Voice of the Caliphate”, so-

cial media platforms, and Dari and Pashtu 

language videos, are very advanced and 

effective, and outmatch those of the Tali-

ban.  

Said Intizar Khadim from the Voice Welfare 

Foundation in Kabul spoke about the ad-

vantages that IS has in Afghanistan, among 

which include sympathy from other terror 

groups, access to resources, and a porous 

border that allows for expansion. He also 

underlined the fact that poverty and unem-
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ployment are the main causes of insurgen-

cy, and as 7 million people are unemployed 

and 41% live under the poverty line, Af-

ghanistan has these conditions for the 

emergence of insurgency.  

Dr Zafar Nawaz Jaspal, the head of the 

School of Politics and International Relations 

at Quadi-i-Azam University in Islamabad, 

spoke about the conditions in Pakistan that 

allowed IS to expand and recruit. He men-

tioned that IS has three types of  sanctuar-

ies in Pakistan; propagandistic , as they are 

able to disseminate their messages without 

interference,  territorial, as they are mainly 

located along the Afghani-Pakistani border, 

and political, as politicians turning a blind 

eye and their refusal to accept responsibility 

has allowed for IS to gain a foothold in the 

country. As for the future of IS in Pakistan, 

he said that he is both optimistic and pes-

simistic, as the government’s military ef-

forts have been successful in clearing 95% 

of IS-held territories and that efforts at 

countering IS’s ideology have been equally 

successful, however, the political landscape 

has not improved.  

The fifth panel dealt with the allegiance of 

West African terror groups to IS and the 

threat posed by them, namely Boko Haram 

in Niger and Nigeria and the Islamic State in 

the Greater Sahara (ISGS) in Mali. This 

panel was chaired by Tinko Weibezahl, head 

of the KAS Regional Programme Security 

and Political Dialogue Sub-Saharan Africa 

(SIPODI) in Abidjan. Maman Aminou Ama-

dou Koundy, a magistrate from Niamey, Ni-

ger, attributed the initial motivating factors 

for Boko Haram’s foundation as an initially 

non-violent radical group to their perceived 

failure of local governance and economic 

deprivation. Koundy outlined the changes in 

strategy undertaken after Boko Haram’s al-

legiance to IS, namely concerning its image, 

with Boko Haram mimicking IS videos and 

producing more professional material, as 

well as more sophisticated warfare focused 

on holding territory and internationalising 

the conflict. He stated that before its alle-

giance, Boko Haram had very little interest 

in controlling sizeable territory and merely 

focused on indiscriminate attacks against 

civilians. Koundy pointed out that, from the 

very beginning, Boko Haram was divided 

concerning its pledge to IS, which was ex-

acerbated by the ousting of its leader 

Shekau in 2016. Despite this split, he men-

tioned that IS fighters were sent to this re-

gion to train and advise Boko Haram fight-

ers. Koundy considers it very likely that 

Boko Haram will soon be militarily defeated; 

however, he warned about the possibility of 

Boko Haram fighters withdrawing to the 

Wilayat Fazzan in southern Libya in order to 

regroup with IS fighters.  

Lt Col Souleymane Sangare, a military en-

gineer from Bamako, Mali, pointed out that 

ISGS’s capabilities in Mali are often over-

stated, as it comprises only around 100 

fighters with little local support – to this, he 

attributed the fact that IS waited one year 

before accepting ISGS’s pledge of alle-

giance. Sangare stressed that there is no 

evidence of any direct connection to IS, and 

he expects it to change its banner again af-

ter the defeat of IS and join al-Qaeda in the 

Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), which remains the 

main threat in Mali.  

Yaya Bio Bawa from the Institute for Securi-

ty Studies in Addis Ababa, pointed out that, 

contrary to what the panellists said con-

cerning North Africa, a radicalised, ideologi-

cal environment is not as much the problem 

in Western Africa, as issues related to gov-

ernance, discriminatory policies, distribu-

tional conflicts and economic reasons, more 

than ideology, are driving people towards 

terrorist groups. Unless these are ad-

dressed, Bawa stressed, the conflicts in 

Western Africa will continue. As the groups 

operate largely independent from IS, he 

claimed that the only real effect of IS’s de-

feat would be a loss of prestige for Boko 

Haram. Bawa mentioned the possibility of 

IS regrouping in West Africa, but expressed 

doubts about IS’s ability to establish strong 

headquarters there, as African countries 

have established their own security struc-

tures and are now much more prepared for 

the fight against terror groups.  

The sixth panel dealt with IS terror net-

works in Europe. It was chaired by Dr Kris-

tina Eichhorst, Coordinator for Counterter-

rorism and Conflict Management at KAS in 
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Berlin, who started the panel by stressing 

the severe implications that these networks 

have on EU security. Dr Florence Gaub from 

the European Union Institute for Security 

Studies stressed the need to put radicalisa-

tion into a European context, as motivating 

factors are different than for people from 

the Middle East or other regions. She out-

lined the profile of the majority of French 

and Belgians who go to Iraq and Syria, or 

who are also radicalised, but remain in Eu-

rope. These characteristics include: 30% 

women, second generation Arab immi-

grants, youth (between the ages of 15 and 

25), and those with petty criminal records. 

She characterised this radicalisation effect 

as the “Islamisation of criminality”. She also 

reported that since the rise of IS in 2014, 

1900 French and 500 Belgian citizens have 

gone to Iraq and Syria.  

Florian Wätzel, researcher at the Institute 

for Security Policy at Kiel University high-

lighted three factors that are contributing to 

radicalism in Germany; returning foreign 

fighters, home grown radicalisation and ref-

ugees. He explained that IS’s overall goal in 

Europe is the elimination of the “grey zone”, 

which IS views as moderate Muslims living 

amongst a European community. IS seeks 

to polarise European society through their 

terror attacks, by fostering Islamophobia 

and driving these moderate Muslims “into 

the arms of IS”. He also mentioned two 

types of attacks that IS carries out in Eu-

rope; those by trained fighters sent and 

supported by IS who enter Europe disguised 

as refugees, and those carried out by “lone 

wolves” who have never been a part of the 

organisation, but are nonetheless advised 

by IS.  

The third panellist, Mubaraz Ahmed, an 

analyst at the Centre on Religion and Geo-

politics, detailed the structures and organi-

sation of IS cells in the UK. He emphasized 

the fact that the UK must be placed in a dif-

ferent context than the rest of Europe, as 

the UK has not suffered a major terror at-

tack, and the majority of its immigrants are 

South Asian as opposed to Arab. He spoke 

about the main IS cells in the UK, the Wal-

sall Cell and Al-Muhajiroun, whose objec-

tives are to overthrow the government, im-

plement Shari’a law and establish a cali-

phate. His expectation is that IS cells will 

continue to operate even after the defeat of 

the core territories, and in this light, he rec-

ommended that the government monitor 

their activities, isolate the influencers in 

such networks, engage with the ideological 

foundations that motivate these networks, 

and also to understand the interaction be-

tween non-violent and violent extremism. 

Dr Nelly Lahoud of the International Insti-

tute for Strategic Studies gave the final 

wrap-up discussion. She began by quoting a 

statement by IS Caliph Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi from Nov. 2016 in which he stated 

that IS fighters could go to one of the prov-

inces if territory in Iraq and Syria is lost; 

thereby highlighting the importance of the 

provinces to IS’s future. Dr Lahoud summa-

rized the points of all of the speakers, and 

drew several conclusions regarding IS’s ide-

ology, its relationship with the provinces, 

and lessons that policy-makers can draw 

from al-Qaeda and other terror groups. She 

stated that IS’s weakening ideology is un-

likely to heavily impact it, however, she 

emphasized the need for a better under-

standing of the ideology of terror groups, 

and which ideological points they emphasize 

in order to justify violence. In terms of the 

future of IS’s provinces, she noted that the 

only condition under which these provinces 

will be able to remain a part of IS is if it has 

a caliph, and in the event that al-Baghdadi 

is killed, the IS administration will have to 

select a new leader, which is a difficult pro-

cess. She also mentioned the possibility of 

power struggles within the provinces. As to 

lessons learned, she stated that future stud-

ies should focus on what divides and unites 

terror groups, and reiterated a point made 

by several of the speakers, “If not IS, then 

another terror group”.  
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