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Over the night of 26th and 27th October 2019, the United States Central Command 

conducted Delta Force operations in the town of Barisha, Syria, along the Syrian-Turkish 

international border. Operation Kayla Mueller resulted in the death of the world’s most 

wanted man – Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, Daesh’s self-proclaimed caliph. The notorious leader 

of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant killed himself through the use of a suicide vest, 

killing with him two of his children. The United States Forces present on the scene cordoned 

off and searched his compound for operational intelligence and captured two surrendering 

militants. With the search and seizure concluded, the compound was promptly removed from 

existence through airstrikes. 

Over the two decades of its existence as an insurgent organisation, Daesh began to make 

headlines back in 2013 when the group engaged in raids on several state prisons in Iraq and 

Syria, freeing jailed militants who had previously fought Americans in Iraq after being 

disbanded from Saddam’s army. The Syrian regime had also previously released several 

jihadists back into its general population with the looming threat of western interference in its 

civil war. Sectarian tensions in the region were alarmingly high, with the former Sunni masters 

having to bow down to the new Shia government that was put in place by the Americans in 

Iraq. Daesh appeared to the divided population as an army of Sunni liberators – a welcome 

sight to those who felt oppressed by the smaller but politically powerful Shi’ite sect.  al-

Baghdadi had called upon Muslims across the world to travel to the region and join the fight, 

which was about to begin, to enforce the establishment of a worldwide caliphate – an Islamic 

state. Jihadists, radical Islamists, even mercenaries looking for a fight came from all across the 

world. From Russia to Belgium, China to the United Kingdom travelled to the region to join 

Daesh. Reports claim that the number of terrorists in its cadres could have been as high as 

200,000, which in 2014 ruled over an area the size of the United Kingdom (Cockburn 2014). 

Daesh went into a state of war with every state and non-state actor in its vicinity. Unlike most 

terror organisations, Daesh had taken the route of quasi-state and through several campaigns 

had gained control over much of Iraq and Syria. Side by side, Daesh also established footholds 

in several other destabilised/vulnerable regions across the world – from the Maghreb to 

Chechnya and the Philippines. By 2015, the caliphate had reached its peak controlling all of 

Western Iraq up till Iraqi Kurdistan and much of Northern and Eastern Syria, hours away from 

the capital cities of Baghdad and Damascus. However, it only went south from there for Daesh, 

with the formation of the United States-led Combined Joint Task Force – Operation Inherent 

Resolve. As per information from March 28, 2017, in the efforts to crush Daesh, the coalition 

had conducted a total of 19,300 strikes in Iraq and Syria, of which the United States conducted 

a bulk (15,258) of the sorties (U.S. Department of Defense 2017). In the second half of 2015, 

Daesh began to lose the ground it had gained control of; major cities such as Tikrit, Ramadi, 
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Fallujah, Palmyra and eventually Mosul began to be liberated from Daesh’s oppression by the 

coalition forces (which included the Iraqi government but not the Syrian). In 2017 and 2018, 

leaders across the region and the world began to declare victory over the caliphate. Iraqi Prime 

Minister Haider al-Abadi, Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, Iranian Supreme Leader Ali 

Khamenei, Quds Force Commander Qassem Soleimani, as well as Russian President Vladimir 

Putin, declared the victory of their forces over the scourge of Daesh. In 2018, President Donald 

J Trump also declared Daesh to have been defeated through the actions of the coalition. 

However, comparatively smaller-scale operations continued to carry on well into 2019 and 

2020, of which Operation Kayla Mueller was one such instance. 

The death of Daesh’s caliphate was subsequently followed by the selection of Abu Ibrahim al-

Hashimi al-Qurashi as the second caliph of the organisation/caliphate. However, the 

termination of al-Baghdadi is now said to have had little impact on Daesh’s conduct of 

operations and command structure. 

“While ISIS capabilities remain restricted, the DoD, United Nations, and analysts 

reported that ISIS sustained its structure and was continuing to terrorize the local 

population in north-eastern Syria, despite the death of ISIS leader Abu Bakr al 

Baghdadi during a U.S. raid in north-western Syria in October 2019. … CJTF-OIR 

reported to the DoD OIG that al Baghdadi’s death did not result in any degradation 

of ISIS capabilities in Syria, and ISIS likely retains an intact command and control 

structure, and a presence in rural regions of Coalition operating areas in Syria” 

(U.S. Department of Defense (IG) 2020) 

While Daesh’s home-front stands crippled and demolished, its several tiny provinces and lone-

wolf affiliates continue to remain a menace across Asia, Africa and Europe. Daesh’s central 

command over these units and said provinces, however, might remain in a jam. For instance, 

the raising of a Daesh flag alongside the Pakistani national flag does not imply the presence of 

a controlled structure in the region but may imply the presence of sympathisers and self-

proclaimed affiliates. As per the US Department of Defense, Daesh’s central command under 

al-Qurashi continues to use subordinate branches and provinces to further its propaganda and 

the conduct of attacks, and at the same time, new branches and affiliates also cause some forms 

of disruption. Daesh has also, since a long, long time, been struggling with the threat of 

exploding from within with internal issues and discrepancies, such as the issue of Takfir2. 

There are largely two bipolar discourses on the issue within Daesh, between Extremists who 

believe that Takfir must be enforced more absolutely, against Moderates who believe it to be a 

sensitive topic for individual discussion. Therefore, al-Qurashi bears upon himself not only the 

pressure of rekindling Daesh to its former state of glory as it was in 2015 under al-Baghdadi 

but also faces internal ideological rifts and the need to mend the command structure over the 

several provinces and sleeper cells of the organisation. 

Daesh has degenerated from being a quasi-state in 2015 to return to more ‘traditional’ roots of 

terrorist organisations with sleeper cells. While the Shi’ite sect continues to hold power in the 
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capitals and maintains relations with the West, the Sunni-majority areas in the region still 

provide shelter to thousands of Sunni (Daesh et al) terrorists, sleeper cells and mercenaries. In 

Northern and Eastern Syria, the sleeper cell attacks have risen by 63 per cent. There were 83 

documented attacks in November 2019, compared with 51 in September; of which as much as 

85 per cent of attacks were claimed by Daesh and its affiliates (Subramanian 2020). 

“In the wake of the Turkish attacks, it’s become clear that ISIS feels revitalised in 

the chaos the invasion has created. On the other hand, despite the continuation of 

joint SDF and coalition raids, they have not maintained their previous consistency. 

Much of the progress made in the months following the territorial defeat of ISIS in 

Baghouz has been reversed, with the numbers of attacks having dramatically risen 

in the nearly two months since Turkey invaded north and east Syria” (Subramanian 

2020). 

The loss of territorial control and the death of its leader have had little impact on Daesh’s 

financial reports, remaining the single wealthiest terror organisation the world has seen. 

Revenues on its balance sheets could very well be over a billion US dollars. At its peak in 2015, 

the terror organisation made over 500 million USD in oil sales and over 300 million USD 

through the taxation of subjects und its territorial occupation. The group also earned over 

another 500 million USD through the loot and plunder from Bank vaults it captured in its sieges 

of Iraqi cities (NDTV 2015). All this income has ensured that while Daesh is plunged to its 

knees by the global coalition, the terror organisation will have available its vast financial 

network to enable it to stand back up. Perhaps the group may be unable to recover the capture 

territories which the West liberated from their oppressive rule; however, these financial 

resources will ensure a return through the deployment of sleeper cells across the world, from 

Paris to Manila. 

Several sleeper cells are being arrested across Europe. In the second quarter of this year, 

Spanish police arrested the UK’s most wanted Daesh affiliate – Abdel Majed Abdel Bary. They 

also arrested an unnamed Moroccan who was suspected of plotting to carry out a lone wolf 

attack. Abdel Bary has been linked to dead British-origin Daesh executioner Jihadi John, is 

thought to have reached Spain by boat from Algeria. He had sickening images of himself 

holding a decapitated head in Syria in 2014, on social media, after joining the caliphate 

(Couzens 2020). 

Daesh has also begun to ascend onto the Indian peninsula through the radicalisation of 

vulnerable and fundamental populations in India and its neighbourhood. Previously, attacks in 

Jammu & Kashmir claimed by Daesh were carried out by the Khorasan Province, which is 

based in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Pakistan occupied Kashmir. However, in May 2019, Daesh 

claimed to have established a province in India. As per the 26th report of the Analytical Support 

and Sanctions Monitoring Team, the Indian subcontinent group reportedly has between 150 

and 200 militants from India (significantly from Karnataka and Kerala), Pakistan, Bangladesh, 

and Myanmar. Previously, Indian nationals have been reported to be member of the Khorasan 

Province. The presence of Daesh in India can play a key role in riling up communal tensions 

across the country and can seriously impact the harmony. During the CAA riots in India, 

communal tensions had peaked, which could provide foreign terror modules with the grounds 
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to radicalise the vulnerable youth. Former Inspector-General of Karnataka – Gopal Hosur, 

remarked that: 

“The sleeper cells have always been there, but they always wait for an opportunity 

to raise their heads. The prevailing situation in the country with regards to protests 

has possibly given them an opportune time to act”  

Colonel Ramani Hariharan (Retd.), a noted strategist for C3S and former Military Intelligence 

– South Asian desk, added that: 

“With advances in web and mobile communications, the IS recruits and remains in 

contact using social media. So, regrouping in the traditional sense may not be there, 

as the IS now prefers ‘lone-wolf’ attacks by fewer terrorists” (Swamy 2020) 

In August 2020, a Daesh operative was arrested after a shootout involving the National Security 

Guard (NSG) and bomb detection & defusal units in Dhalua Kuan area of Delhi. Abdul Yusuf 

Khan, who is believed to have intended to carry out a lone wolf attack at the behest of Daesh, 

was arrested with Improvised Explosive Devices and a .30 bore pistol in his possession. 

Meanwhile, in Bangalore, Abdur Rahman, a medical doctor by profession, was arrested by the 

NIA on the charges of maintaining connections with operatives of Daesh outside of India’s 

borders. NIA claims he visited a Daesh medical camp in Syria in early 2014 for treatment of 

caliphate terrorists and stayed with Islamic State operatives for 10 days before returning to 

India (Bopanna 2020). 

Daesh has been consistently spreading its venom into India through social media and internet 

mediums for purposes of radicalising the Indian youth. Several states across the country, from 

north to south, have recorded arrests of Daesh sympathisers and affiliates. While this paper has 

aimed at discussing the situational report on Daesh, other organisations such as Al-Qaeda are 

also gaining a foothold in India, with the recent arrest of nine individuals in West Bengal and 

Kerala. The National Investigation Agency has arrested several Daesh sympathisers from all 

over India, including states such as Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Delhi and Uttar Pradesh, 

among others. However, comparing the statistics, the number of Daesh terrorists of Indian 

origin are relatively low as compared to terrorists of European origin. Most of Europe, with the 

exception of Germany, is disinterested in repatriating the 5,000+ Europeans who left their 

homes to join the caliphate in earlier years during the rise of the caliphate. As per surveys 

conducted in France, 89 per cent of respondents are against the return of adult jihadis and 67 

per cent oppose the repatriation of children of those jihadists; 82 per cent of those who gave 

the survey also agreed with letting Iraqi authorities try these terrorists without interference from 

the European governments (Odoxa 2019). European lawmakers wouldn’t dare to defy public 

opinion in such sensitive matters, in light of the several times the continent has burned and bled 

at the hands of these lone wolf entering the region hidden in the disguise of refugees. 

In America, Daesh was recorded as being one of the most successful terror organisations in 

mobilising sympathisers, surpassing Al-Qaeda. The Chicago Project on Security and Threats 

(CPOST) conducted a study which examined 112 cases of individuals who perpetrated Daesh-

related offences. Those indicted for attacking or conspiring to conduct an attack in the US are 



  

CENTRE FOR SECURITY STUDIES  OCTOBER 2020   5 

 

as likely to be US-born converts to Islam as to be from established Muslim communities. 51 

per cent were recent converts to Islam while 49 per cent were from established Muslim 

communities. Daesh propaganda videos played a central role in the radicalisation of those 

convicted. 83 per cent watched Daesh propaganda videos, including execution videos and 

lectures by terrorist leaders (Pape, et al. 2017). As of August 2020, 209 individuals have been 

arrested by American authorities for association with Daesh and allied charges. 

A mere paper or brief may not be enough to elaborate how necessary it is to emphasise the 

importance of governments across the world to work towards policies aimed at countering 

radicalisation and ensuring all fields of human security to vulnerable sects of population. 

Several attempts have been made in this area, including a policy brief by the Centre for Security 

Studies at Jindal School of International Affairs, which highlights the counter-radicalisation 

policies and mechanisms currently in place in India and rightly recommends the establishment 

of specialised rehabilitation centres and the reintegration of vulnerable sects of society 

(Karmakar, et al. 2020). 

The future of the terrorist organisation has, however, not yet been brought to a halt. While it 

suffers tremendous losses in the levant, the various provinces of the caliphate in Africa continue 

to wage war. Before its collapse in Iraq and Syria, Daesh faced backlashes in Afghanistan and 

the Philippines, where their provincial groups were unable to stake any long-lasting territorial 

claims. However, the terrorist organisation began to gain ground all across the African 

continent – from Mozambique to Libya. In Africa, Daesh’s three most significant provinces 

are the Islamic State Sinai Province in Egypt; Islamic State Central Africa Province (ISCAP) 

in Democratic Republic of Congo and Mozambique; and the Islamic State West Africa 

Province (ISWAP) in Nigeria, Niger, Chad, Cameroon, Burkina Faso, and Mali. Daesh also 

has a Somalian Province which had captured towns and territories in 2016 and 2017. However, 

since then the province has been weakened due to constant attacks from both state and non-

state adversaries. The group was weakened by attacks coming from US drone strikes, Somali 

national and regional militaries, as well as from Al-Shabaab i.e. Al-Qaeda in Somalia. Even 

the Libyan Province lost considerable influence in its region of operations and has since 

reached a stage of near state of being defunct. ISCAP and ISWAP continue to remain strong 

players in their respective regions of operations. The two groups have been actively conducting 

attacks and hold control over territories and their populations. In Mozambique, the Wagner 

Group has been deployed to conduct counter-terror operations alongside the national army and 

police forces. In Nigeria, the ISWAP remains a strong player in the North-eastern region of the 

country and also holds presence in surrounding neighbour-states such as Chad. The provincial 

group faces a threat from both the military, as well as from a revived Boko Haram led by the 

former leader Shekau, who has taken up arms against al-Barnawi, the leader who replaced 

Shekau. In March 2020, the group faced an offensive led by the Chadian military, which led to 

the death of at least 92 Chadian soldiers. The President of the Sahelian state claimed that he 

could tell the world that he personally saw his military ‘destroy at least 90% of Boko Haram’. 

President Deby also stated in an address that “our troops have died for Lake Chad and the 

Sahel. From today, no Chadian soldiers will take part in a military mission outside Chad” 

(Shaban 2020). 
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While enmity soars between the Al-Qaeda and Daesh in West Asia and East Africa, reports 

suggest that the two enemies may be working hand-in-hand in the Sahel. This could be a typical 

example of my enemy’s enemy is my friend. Radical Islamist fighters in the region have 

decided to form a pact and carve up the territorial gains among each other, while fighting the 

government forces alongside, gaining a strong hold over the region in countries such as Mali, 

Niger and Burkina Faso. Major General Dagvin Anderson of the US Special Forces’ Africa 

Command was quoted saying: 

“What we’ve seen is not just random acts of violence under a terrorist banner but 

a deliberate campaign that is trying to bring these various groups under a common 

cause. That larger effort then poses a threat to the United States.” (Paquette and 

Warrick 2020) 

The states in the region are relatively ill-equipped as compared to other government forces, and 

as such require immediate attention and assistance. Lack of satisfactory budgetary allocation 

for defence, in these countries, imply the shortage of troops as well as ammunition and 

equipment. An overall state of poverty among these countries also means that these states will 

be unable to finance anti-radicalisation policies. Groups such as Daesh and Al-Qaeda tend to 

be able to provide money for its fighters more often than their own government is able to 

provide for its citizens; hence, giving justifying in the minds of citizens to take up arms against 

their local governments and against the West. In order to prevent the Daesh-Qaeda duo from 

gaining strongholds in the region, powers such as France and America must take immediate 

and decisive action to cut uproot the weed before it grows any further. While foreign troops 

are deployed in the region, be it under the banner of the United Nations or that of France or the 

United States, mere intelligence gathering, and drone ops may not prove to be enough. Standing 

by any further may eventually return the world to where it was in 2015-16 with the creation of 

another Joint Task Force to counter the growing threat. 

Back in the Levant, what is truly amazing is that the top-brass of the caliphate were able to 

prevent complete collapse through intra-caliphate dispute and deterred the threats of the power 

vacuum left by the death of its leader. The group has preserved its structure and also its 

communications with overseas provinces across Asia and Africa, while also mounting pressure 

on Europe through the constant threat of attack. President Trump may have declared victory 

over the group, but his decision to withdraw American boots from the region may have undone 

all the efforts his administration has made to defeat the group. By withdrawing, reducing 

pressure and reducing airstrikes, the American-led coalition is giving Daesh all the space it 

needs to re-emerge as a power player in the region. There is a large possibility that the caliphate 

may re-emerge from its ashes, which could exploit very-well the security vacuum left behind 

by Washington. With the availability of vast financial reserves and the lessening military 

pressure on the group, it could be but a matter of time before we witness a resurgence in its 

terror operations. However, despite all these factors, the chances of Daesh returning as a 

caliphate that rules over vast tracts of territories would be less. It can still achieve success in 

the more ‘traditional’ conduct of terrorist activities across continents. 
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