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I would like to thank the Chairperson of the Ministers’ Deputies for inviting a representative of the Assembly 
to contribute to the thematic debate. We, the Assembly see it as a sign of the will to step up dialogue 
between the two statutory organs of the Council of Europe. It is particularly important bearing in mind the 
subject matter for this thematic debate. 
 
I would also like to thank Secretary General Thorbjørn Jagland for presenting a proposal of the Council of 
Europe Action Plan to combat extremism and radicalisation leading to terrorism. 
 
The tragic events in the Bardo Museum in Tunis yesterday, just as those in Paris and in Copenhagen earlier 
this year, and brutal killings of hostages by the so called “Islamic State”, remind us that the threat of terrorism 
is there more than ever. 
 
Terrorists not only put in danger, and even take away, the lives of innocent people. They attack the very 
foundations of our democratic societies – our freedoms, our institutions, the fundamental principles upon 
which our societies are built, and which our Organisation is meant to protect. 
 
While doing so, terrorists seek to take advantage, for their criminal purposes, of these same freedoms which 
democracy offers, just to destroy it. 
 
That is why the role of the Council of Europe, as guarantor of the values of democracy, is essential in 
shaping a comprehensive democratic response to terrorism. 
 
Unfortunately, over the last fifteen years, the Assembly has had to address this issue too often. As the 
political organ, it has reacted to, alas too many, dramatic acts of terror committed in Europe and beyond. 
 
Just at our last session in January, the Assembly held an urgent debate on the terrorist attacks on Charlie 
Hebdo and Hyper Casher supermarket in Paris. The Resolution and the Recommendation on Terrorist 
attacks in Paris: together for a democratic response have been sent to the Committee of Ministers and I am 
confident that the message contained in these documents will find an appropriate response from you. 
 
On this occasion, I should recall a number of cornerstone Assembly Resolutions and Recommendations 
which express a principled position of the Assembly on terrorism. To mention but a few, Resolution 1258 
(2001) Democracies facing terrorism, Resolution 1400 (2004) Challenge of terrorism in Council of Europe 
member States and Resolution 1840 (2011) Human rights and the fight against terrorism. 
 
The Assembly has always insisted on a number of fundamental points when it comes to addressing the 
challenge of terrorism: 
 

. condemnation of terrorism in all its forms, regardless of the reasons given, aims pursued, methods 
used or demands made by the terrorists; 
 
. respect of human rights and fundamental freedoms while fighting against terrorism; 
 
. the need for joint resolute action by all States, and consolidation of the international legal 
framework; 
 
. the need to address root causes of terrorism, and the importance of prevention. 
 

We are encouraged that the Action Plan to combat extremism and radicalisation leading to terrorism 
presented today by Secretary General Jagland is firmly based on these fundamental principles and seeks to 
strengthen Council of Europe action, in particular, as regards legal framework and prevention. 
 
Some of the Assembly texts which I mentioned earlier have contributed to concrete action by the Committee 
of Ministers and brought about tangible results – I refer, for instance, to the 2005 Council of Europe 
Convention on the Prevention of Terrorism which the Assembly had called for since 2001. 
 
The Assembly regrets that not all member States have joined this Convention, and other Council of Europe 
legal instruments related to the fight against terrorism. I reiterate here: the Assembly calls on Council of 
Europe member States, and neighbouring countries, to do so as a matter of priority. 
 
In this context, we follow closely the on-going process of the drafting of the Additional Protocol to this 
Convention, and we expect a bold and innovative instrument to address the new worrying phenomena 
known as “Foreign Fighters”. 

2 

http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-DocDetails-EN.asp?fileid=16943
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-DocDetails-EN.asp?fileid=16943
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-DocDetails-EN.asp?fileid=17261
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-DocDetails-EN.asp?fileid=18036


AS/Pol/Inf (2015) 10 

 
On this particular issue, in my capacity as Assembly Rapporteur on “Foreign Fighters in Syria”, a motion 
which I tabled in June 2014, I would like to contribute to this debate by sharing with you some thoughts and 
views, including those gathered at the hearing which we organised on 16 March in Paris in the framework of 
the meeting of the Committee on Political Affairs and Democracy. 
 
As you may know, the conflict in Syria has attracted an estimated 20 000 foreign fighters from at least  
90 countries, including about 3 400 Europeans. 
 
While foreign fighters are not a new phenomenon - Osama Bin Laden is probably the most famous former 
foreign fighter - the scale, pace and geographic scope are unprecedented and the context is different. 
 
It is important to have a firm legal framework to ensure prosecution of those committing or preparing to 
commit terrorist acts. However, all experts are sure that repression alone will not work. Preventive measures 
against radicalisation and violent extremism are just as important. That is why we must understand the 
phenomenon in order to find appropriate steps and measures to address it. 
 
While it is not possible to establish a clear profile of a typical foreign fighter, today's foreign fighters are 
extremely young and their knowledge of Islam is generally quite superficial. 
 
The current foreign fighter phenomenon is part of a youth subculture that has developed against the 
backdrop of a very specific social and international context. For a significant number of them, drugs, petty 
crime and street violence have been a part of their former life. One gets the impression of solitary individuals, 
estranged from family and friends who at a certain point become angry as a result of their estrangement. 
Going to Syria is one of a number of possible outlets for their anger. 
 
The General Intelligence and Security Service of Netherlands (AIVD) compared the suddenness, speed and 
scale of the departures to a 'swarm': highly decentralised, with numerous individual and largely autonomous 
elements that collectively, however, maintain a cohesion and direction. 
 
In the absence of a strong hierarchy and leadership structures, the main driving force within the movement is 
the horizontal influence by friends, relatives, neighbours and other like-minded individuals, in both the online 
and offline world. 
 
Contributing factors may also be found in the intense media exposure and the very professional use of social 
media by the ‘Islamic State’. What we can learn from historical conflicts like Afghanistan is that the risk of 
foreign fighters being further radicalised by their participation in conflicts is very real. The training in handling 
weapons and explosives may be used for carrying out terrorist attacks upon their return to Europe. 
 
Available data confirms the so-called "blowback" effect, namely that foreign fighter mobilisation serves as an 
important recruitment pool for terrorist groups. 
 
Of all jihadist terrorists who have been convicted of terrorism-related activities in Europe between 2001 and 
2009, about 12% had been abroad prior to the attack, either for ideological, military training or participation in 
foreign conflicts. Absolute numbers are rising and with that the chance of an attack. 
 
It is a priority to prevent jihadist travel, and to contain the potential risks posed by individuals returning from 
conflict zones. United Nations Security Council Resolution 2178 already requires States to criminalise 
travelling abroad for terrorist purposes. However, there is a concern that its implementation may lead to 
human rights abuses, in particular due to overly broad notions of terrorism that covers legitimate forms of 
dissent. 
 
Measures such as the introduction of powers to withdraw passports or to strip citizenship from dual nationals 
suspected of terrorism raise significant human rights concerns. There is a need for safeguards, including 
judicial oversight. We also need to be mindful of the danger of discrimination and racial profiling. 
 
We also have to take into account some new aspects of the foreign fighters’ phenomenon. For instance, how 
to deal with European fighters combatting on the side of Kurdish militias to fight the “Islamic State”? 
 
On the other hand, according to some experts, the very young Europeans with no combat experience do not 
participate in the fight but are rather used for auxiliary tasks. Shall we call them “fighters” as well? 
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Moreover, there are reported cases where entire European families leave their countries of habitual 
residence to join the “Islamic State”, but not in order to fight – merely to live there as, so to say, “Caliphate 
civilians”. How do we deal with them if and when they return? 
 
In addition, the terms that we use in this given context are not unanimously accepted. There are, for 
instance, doubts as to whether we should add the qualification “terrorist” between “Foreign” and “Fighters”. 
We know that this is the UN Security Council Resolution language. However, some experts believe that this 
is a misleading shortcut. The term “radicalisation” is also not clear enough. 
 
But, the above is semantics, the key questions we need to respond are “Why?” and “What shall we do?” We 
are at the initial stage of our reflection yet it is clear that no easy answers exist on both these questions. 
 
Maybe one of the keys for a solution lies in the action to be taken at local and community levels. There seem 
to be some promising examples of dealing with both would-be foreign fighters and returnees in Denmark and 
Belgium. In particular, ‘repentant’ returnees may play an important role in countering radicalisation and 
preventing new departures, as is mentioned in the proposed Action Plan. 
 
To conclude, let me thank again the Committee of Ministers for the invitation, and hope that our dialogue on 
these topical issues will go on. 
 
The Assembly and the Committee of Ministers must continue to work hand in hand and join efforts in 
addressing challenges to European societies, and make sure that the Council of Europe is up to its tasks to 
protect democracy, human rights and the rule of law in Europe. 
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