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OPERATIONS 

ISIS, like traditional terrorist groups, aims to undermine the legitimacy of the ruling regime, 

destabilize the security, weaken political institutions and armed forces, and generate power to 

control entire communities. Some of the tactics used are violence, suicide attacks, criminal 

behavior, and targeting civilians. However, ISIS did not only use these techniques to instill fear 

in the population, it has upgraded them. It is trying to expand its control over territories and 

maintain direct rule over them as it aims to create a Sunni heartland to cut off the “Shia 

Crescent” that links Iran to Iraq, Syria and Hezbollah in Lebanon. ISIS has already declared its 

aim to expand its control to cities with Sunni majorities in Iraq and Syria, including the goal of 

controlling Baghdad.
1
 

ISIS is not the only force behind the takeover of this large territory. There is a coalition of nearly 

80 Sunni tribes, known as Military Council of the Tribes of Iraq. This coalition has a strong 

presence in the Sunni areas especially Fallujah, Salah Al Din, Ramadi, Ninawa. The coalition has 

about 41 armed groups, including soldiers from the former Iraqi army of Saddam Hussein. In 

addition, there is the “Army of the Men of the Naqshbandi Order” which is a group allegedly 

headed by former Iraqi vice president Izzat Al Douri. The group consists of thousands of former 

members of the Baath party, Sufi, and Muslim Brotherhood oriented fighters. This group is 

strong in numbers and has strong social roots in the community, and according to some reports 

may even pose a challenge to ISIS. Tensions have already appeared between the groups since 

they have little in common. The Baathists consider ISIS to be religious extremists while ISIS 

considers the Baathists as infidels. After taking over Mosul, ISIS issued a 24-hour ultimatum to 

the Naqshbandis to remove the posters of Saddam Hussein that they put up in the streets, and 

demanded that no other armed group issue a statement regarding the events happening on the 

ground. The Sunni tribes and the former Baathists previously stood by the government against 

extremists in 2007 and 2013, but the unwillingness of the government to work with them has led 

in a way to their alliance with ISIS.
2
 

In the areas conquered by ISIS, it has supported the appointment of former Baath official to 

political positions such as the election of Ahmad Abd Al Rashid as governor of Salah Al Din. It 

                                                           
1 http://www.carnegie-mec.org/2014/07/08/isis-terrorism-upgraded/hfd6 
2 http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2014/06/17/more-than-isis-iraq-s-sunni-insurgency/hdvi 

http://www.carnegie-mec.org/2014/07/08/isis-terrorism-upgraded/hfd6
http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2014/06/17/more-than-isis-iraq-s-sunni-insurgency/hdvi
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has received the support of important Iraqi religious authorities such as the Grand Mufti of Iraq, 

Rafie Al Rifai, and the Association of Muslim Scholars.
3
 

The Naqshbani has helped ISIS with its most important military victories, including the capture 

of Mosul; in addition to the political credibility it has locally. They are not natural allies; 

however, ISIS needs the legitimacy of the Baathists while the Baathists need the muscles of ISIS. 

ISIS wants to remove Iraq’s current borders while the Naqshbandi is a largely secular movement 

that wants to regain its lost power in the country. This relationship may be shaky at the moment 

since several signs point to the growing divide between the two groups. Days after the fall of 

Mosul, there was a shootout between fighters of both groups which left 17 people dead. In 

addition, ISIS fighters were seen abducting about 60 former Iraqi officers and Baathists to an 

unknown location because they opposed the establishment of an Islamic caliphate. Furthermore, 

after the persecution of the Christians and Yazidis by ISIS, the Naqshbandi appeared to be 

distancing themselves from the terrorist group and indirectly condemned these actions. 
4
 

Media, Social Media and Propaganda  

ISIS seems to be operating like a multinational company, using the latest technology to recruit 

members. In addition to their efficient usage of social media, ISIS members have developed a 

smart phone app that spreads its messages though the hundreds of thousands of users. This app is 

called “Dawn of Glad Tidings” which automatically distributes ISIS tweets and images to twitter 

accounts. The app was taken down by Google later on. ISIS also publishes an annual report 

which highlights the attacks they did and the number of people they killed. All this makes ISIS 

more attractive to young people.
5
  

Every time ISIS takes control of new areas, it uses multiple marketing tools, including social 

media, to take pride in its victories and to market these advances as evidence of credibility. This 

strategy is used to attract jihadists from Syria, Iraq, and non-Arab countries as well. After taking 

over Mosul, ISIS poured its social media channels, including hundreds of Twitter accounts, with 

videos and statements about how it is realizing the vision of creating a caliphate.
6
 

                                                           
3 http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/06/17/to-beat-isis-exploit-its-contradictions/hdwa 
4 http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/08/21/the_re_baathification_of_iraq 
5 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iraq/10911412/Isis-operating-like-a-multinational-company.html 
6 http://carnegie-mec.org/2014/06/12/what-takeover-of-mosul-means-for-isis/hdmm 

http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/06/17/to-beat-isis-exploit-its-contradictions/hdwa
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/08/21/the_re_baathification_of_iraq
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iraq/10911412/Isis-operating-like-a-multinational-company.html
http://carnegie-mec.org/2014/06/12/what-takeover-of-mosul-means-for-isis/hdmm
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ISIS uses the power of social media better than any other jihadist group. It has created a brand, 

circulated an appealing narrative, and used an attractive representation. However, this also 

decreases the control over the way the narrative is presented. Due to the presence of smart 

phones, individual fighters can upload their opinion, images, and videos without giving it too 

much thought
7
. There have also been some leaks regarding the internal structure, names of 

council members, and fundraising ploys. This is why ISIS has warned its members regarding 

their activity online. ISIS recognizes the necessities of using social media to promote the group, 

spread its image as a vanguard, and reply to criticism; however, it also recognizes the dangers of 

having individual fighters with unlimited access to social media. Therefore, the challenge in the 

future is not how they use the internet, but how they can manage it.
8
 

Recruitment & Human Resources  

The widely held belief that Iraqi recruits join ISIS to earn higher wages due to the bad economic 

conditions in Iraq is disproved by financial records. The average ISIS foot soldier earns a base 

salary of $41 per month while unskilled jobs in Iraq such as a bricklayer makes $150 per month. 

In addition to this low pay, in 2005 and 2006, Islamic State fighters were 47 times more likely to 

die than the general men’s population aged 18 to 48. This indicates that salaries have been 

purposefully made low to make sure that only the most ideologically committed jihadists will 

join the movement.
9
 

ISIS relies on highly motivated members with strong bonds between them, and quick action to 

exploit the weaknesses of the opponent. It is very invested in acting like a state, and that is why it 

demands public vows of allegiance (bay’ah) to the caliphate and the caliph. In Syria, it also pays 

close attention to managing the areas under its control; this is done by ensuring the supply of 

basic services, regulating prices, and transferring parts of the income when needed. While in 

Iraq, these tasks are given to the Sunni partners while keeping control over politics, security, and 

justice based on Sharia law. To gain legitimacy, it calls Muslims to jihad, labels the West as 

crusaders, and demands a free Palestine. ISIS is also very dependent on societal balances in the 

Iraqi Sunni community who are very cohesive. The consideration for this balance is clear when 

                                                           
7 For example, a Spanish fighter in ISIS promised his followers a video of the crucifixion two men in Manbij, Syria who were 

accused of alleged apostasy. He only uploaded photos of the act because “the leadership forbade anyone from filming it”. 
8 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/16/terrifying-rise-of-isis-iraq-executions 
9 http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2014/06/23/231223/records-show-how-iraqi-extremists.html 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/16/terrifying-rise-of-isis-iraq-executions
http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2014/06/23/231223/records-show-how-iraqi-extremists.html
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ISIS calls on Muslims to wage jihad in the Levant; it invites them to do that in Syria, but not 

Iraq. This shows the fragmentation of Syria’s rebel society which has a weak ability to resist the 

penetration of foreign fighters into the conflict whereas in Iraq, the cohesiveness of the Sunni 

tribal community allows it to resist the presence of foreign jihadists. For example, a Chechen 

fighter commands ISIS forces in Syria but cannot do so in Iraq.
10

 

Hierarchy and Organization 

ISIS local cells are required to send up to 20 percent of their income from local activities 

(kidnapping ransoms, extortion…) to the next level of leadership. Higher ranking commander 

would decide on the redistribution of the money to provincial or local subordinates that needed 

additional money to perform attacks. Similar to the administrative annoyances of running a 

business, members have to send in excuses for delay in writing reports. These excuses are hand-

couriered to escape any electronic interception. ISIS has also proven flexibility and quick 

adaptation in response to unanticipated threats.
11

 

To maintain control over the large territories, ISIS uses Wilayat system that divides the territory 

in Syria and Iraq. Wilayat are divided into sectors which divide the territory even more.
12

 

A set of rules have been put by ISIS in areas under their control and publicized heavily by all 

means.
13

  

Raqqa in Syria is a central city in ISIS’s territorial network because it the first city that is 

exclusively under ISIS control and it will offer the most developed example of the Caliphate 

vision on the ground.  

                                                           
10 http://carnegie-mec.org/2014/07/24/isis-global-islamic-caliphate-or-islamic-mini-state-in-iraq/hhuq 
11 http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2014/06/23/231223/records-show-how-iraqi-extremists.html. An example of this flexibility is the 

ISIS reaction to the “Sons of Iraq” campaign where the US military recruited Sunni tribesmen to combat extremists and that was 

considered a counterterrorism success; ISIS set up a new agency in its governing structure to bring back the Sunni leaders to its 

side. The meetings conducted were recorded by bookkeepers to keep track of the money, Qurans, and other gifts given to the 

leaders who were referred to as “VIPs” before writing reports to higher ranked members about the attitude of the tribes 
12 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, 14 
13 http://www.businessinsider.com/isis-rules-2014-6; Some of the main rules and messages publicized are: “Women should dress 

decently and wear wide clothes and should only go out if needed.”, “Our position on Shrines and graves is clear. All have to be 

destroyed.”, “Gathering, carrying flags (other than that of Islamic State), and carrying guns is not allowed. God ordered us to stay 

united.”, “For the police, soldiers, and other Kafir institutions, you can repent. We opened special places that will allow you to 

repent.”, “No drugs, no alcohol, and no cigarettes allowed.”, “We warn tribal leaders and Sheikhs not to work with the 

government and be traitors.”, “We ask all Muslims to perform prayers on time in the mosques.”, “Money we took from the 

Safavid government is now public. Only Imam of Muslims can spend it. Anyone who steals will have his hands cut”. For those 

asking who are you? We are soldiers of Islam and took on our responsibility to bring back glory of the Islamic Caliphate.”, 

“People tried secular rulings (Republic, Baathist, Safavides) and it pained you. Now it is time for the Islamic State of Imam Abu 

Bakr El Qurashi.” 

http://carnegie-mec.org/2014/07/24/isis-global-islamic-caliphate-or-islamic-mini-state-in-iraq/hhuq
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.businessinsider.com/isis-rules-2014-6
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A system of governance has been put in place which includes religious, judicial, educational, 

security, humanitarian and infrastructure projects. After almost a year of internal rebel fighting, 

ISIS was able to consolidate complete control over the city. A large military parade was 

performed to showcase its capabilities, which included tanks and US Humvees captured in Iraq. 

Strict checkpoints were set up around every entrance to prevent other factions from entering and 

to make sure people are following the Sharia Law.
14

 

ISIS divides governance into two large categories: Administration and Muslim Services. The 

administrative category includes humanitarian aid, bakeries, electricity, and water. Muslim 

services include Islamic outreach, elementary education, law enforcement, Sharia institutes, 

courts, recruitment, and tribal relations. Governance programs depend on the size and strategic 

location of the area. Rural and less important areas are provided with temporary and less 

resource intensive governance. Urban areas have more advanced governance programs
15

.  

When a new territory is conquered, ISIS establishes an Islamic Administration of Public Service 

(IAPS) to take care of bakeries, sanitation, electricity, and transportation. Videos published by 

the IAPS show huge operations of repairing water mains, fixing power lines, manning hospitals, 

operating bread factories, cleaning debris from roads, conducting traffic, and other activities. 

Complex infrastructure projects were also pursued which need heavy machinery, cranes, 

bulldozers and skilled workers to operate these. This expertise was either provided by recruiting 

international workers or by local laborers who may have volunteered or forced to work.
16

 

Humanitarian aid is also provided in the form of food, clothes, gasoline, or medical services. 

This creates a dependency of the population on ISIS, and may lead to a monopoly over critical 

needs of the population such as controlling all bread factories and production in a certain area. 

Furthermore, in areas of enduring ISIS presence, specific convenience stores were opened to sell 

cheaper food and items for the poor and needy families. This reflects the control over means of 

production, direct subsidy, or threats to business owners
17

. Another service is providing water 

and electricity. ISIS control three dams and two power plants, and they are considered as “vitally 

                                                           
14 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, pp.9,13 
15 For example, in the part of the Latakia province that is under its control but is vital strategically and has a small population, the 

main focus during the fall of 2013was on humanitarian aid and one time religious outreach programs; whereas in Aleppo (largest 

Syrian city and has access to several border crossings), ISIS created a large organization to perform major infrastructure projects.  

Even though ISIS did not fully control Aleppo, it created program such as an electricity and traffic office. 
16 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, pp.20,21 
17 Allegedly, the bakery of IAPS in Aleppo was able to produce more than 10,000 flatbreads per hour. The bread is distributed to 

areas nearby, and the bakeries’ purpose is to provide food for the population. 

http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
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important locations”. ISIS has invested significant effort and money in managing these 

facilities.
18

 

ISIS also performs religious outreach when entering new territory
19

. Sharia institutes are the 

most common institutions in the territory controlled by ISIS. They teach Muslims about their 

religion, and there are special institutes only for women. Religious police (Al Hisba) aims to 

make sure the people are following the rules of Islam
20

. The reports are sent to the Wilayat 

leadership on a weekly basis. ISIS averaged about 10 religious patrols each day. These patrols 

directly interfere in people’s lives and punish them if they do not abide by the rules. This 

devotion of resources to a special force that applies Sharia shows that ISIS wants to maintain 

religious legitimacy. The local police and the religious police are completely different entities, 

and they do not have any common personnel.
21

 

Education is another important aspect of ISIS’s governance program because it is very effective 

in influencing children. It is based on Islamic sciences and the study of the Quran, rather than 

physics and mathematics. There is no evidence that the schooling system goes beyond 

elementary level.
22

 

ISIS courts are based on Sharia and it will work in the future on establishing Islamic courts even 

in areas it does not completely control
23

. ISIS claims to have established 5 courthouses in Aleppo 

while in Raqqa, the strengthening of the judicial system led to more severe forms of punishment 

where public executions in the main city square are sometimes performed on a weekly basis. 

ISIS also established a “Court of Grievances” where people can submit a claim regarding any 

discontent against ISIS fighters or local emirs. 
24

 

                                                           
18 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, pp.21,22 
19 This takes the form of Da’wa events in tents, where Quranic recitations and religious sermons are done to educate the 

population about the core ISIS beliefs. It can also take the form of distributing pamphlets or small study sessions at the mosques. 

An Armenian Church has been transformed into a Da’wa center in Raqqa. 
20 They were filmed reminding Muslims to attend Friday prayers, prohibiting business transactions during prayer time, and 

supervise the destruction of “polytheistic monuments” such as statues. They also respond to suspected stashes of drugs, and 

document alleged violations of Sharia in order to find suitable solutions. 
21 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, pp.15,16 
22 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, 17; For example, a study program in 

northeastern Aleppo focuses on creed, jurisprudence, and life of the Prophet. The educational program needs consistent human 

and material resources; therefore, it is only implemented important areas otherwise, children will go through a one-time Da’wa 

event. 
23 An ISIS judge in Al Dana, Idlib stated that ISIS was able to fill a huge gap in the area after establishing a court system. He 

added that when ISIS entered the area, looting and crimes were a big problem, but after rulings from the court there was a huge 

drop in the crime rate. 
24 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, pp.18,19 

http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
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ISIS also has a local police that performs the rulings of the courts. Its main function is to “serve 

as the executive body for the court”. They also maintain internal security by performing regular 

patrols in the towns, and are given specific vehicles and uniforms. ISIS maintains several 

recruitment offices for military services where candidates go through “Sharia and military 

preparation” before being sent into combat. There are also training camps specific for children
25

; 

ISIS openly broadcasts the locations of these camps because it views itself as state recruiting 

citizens for the army rather than a terrorist organization. Furthermore, it uses forced conscription 

and intimidation tactics to recruit males.
26

 

Behind the cover of impartial courts and officers of the law lies a brutal organization that 

arbitrarily detains civilians and political opponents. There are large detention centers that hold 

common criminals, in addition to the political opponents, activists, and even children as young as 

8 years old. The brutal treatment of activists and civilians led to an online campaign known as 

“Raqqa is Being Slaughtered Silently”. It aims to show the crimes and violations committed by 

ISIS against the people of Raqqa. The main reason for protest is the detention facilities that 

contain more than 1000 Syrian prisoners in Raqqa as of April 2014. ISIS responded harshly to 

this movement and other activists. It is unclear whether this group has significant local support or 

not. As ISIS expands into more territory in Syria and Iraq, it will likely follow the same strategy 

of governance.
27

  

Even though most minorities, especially Christians, fled from the areas under ISIS control, the 

remaining population lives under a Dhimmi pact. They are not allowed to repair or build new 

houses of worship, cannot display any religious symbols in public places, cannot undervalue 

Islam in any way, and have to pay a jizya twice per year to be allowed to live in the city.
28

 

The general hierarchy of ISIS seems to give preference for Iraqi, Saudi, and Tunisian 

military/religious figures in top positions. Egyptian, European, Chechen, and Syrian fighters are 

given positions of secondary importance
29

. But there are certainly exceptions to this hierarchy
30

. 

                                                           
25 One of these camps is called “Cubs of Zarqawi” in Eastern Ghouta in Damascus. 
26 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, 20 
27 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, 23 
28 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, 16 
29 For example, the head of the Electricity Office in Raqqa is Sudanese and a hospital is run by a Jordanian, both of whom report 

to an Egyptian manager. The fighters occupying checkpoints in the city are from KSA, Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya. 
30 The emir of the Raqqa province and the top religious official in the city are both Syrian. 

http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
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Foreigners, such as Chechen fighters and other nationalities, are moving into the Raqqa province 

with their families, and setting up schools and grocery stores which indicates that they do not 

feel there is an external threat to the city. The foreign fighters live in an upscale neighborhood 

and are separated from the local population because of the huge backlash from the Syrian 

population towards them.
31

 

There are strong signs that ISIS has been following this same strategy of governance in Ninawa, 

Anbar, and Mosul. It offered humanitarian aid in Ramada, established courthouses, local police 

force, and repairing water lines… However, it seems inevitable that ISIS governance will start 

facing an increasing public discontent. It is already struggling to provide clean water and 

electricity for more than 4 hours per day in Raqqa. Similar difficulties are also seen in Mosul 

where it struggles to keep electricity running. These shortcomings will be more evident when 

ISIS takes on large and technically demanding projects.
32

 

 The transition from war to state building will be a significant challenge to long term success, 

and to sustaining the control over the vast territories controlled. 

Sustainability of Control 

ISIS faces serious challenges to keep it control over the areas it has occupied. One factor is the 

Sunni militias and tribes who facilitated ISIS’s swift occupation of these lands. The strength of 

this alliance is not quite clear; however, some tensions have already appeared (different aims, 

ideological conflict, and local dissatisfactions…) and ISIS will have to take serious steps to keep 

these alliances in place. Another factor is that these Sunni militias and tribes, who are armed, 

will demand to be part of the political and military decisions. This is why ISIS is demanding that 

these local fighters swear allegiance to the caliphate and put down their weapons. A third factor 

is to be able to defend and keep control of the large territories it captured. A fourth factor is 

properly running the caliphate. It needs administrators and experts in many fields of work. It may 

be possible to find skilled individuals who are attracted to this announcement, and it depends on 

the willingness of the group to compromise and build alliances.
33

 

                                                           
31 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, pp.23,24 
32 Caris/Reynolds, 2014, ISIS Governance in Syria, Middle East Security Report 22, 25 
33 http://www.cato.org/blog/dear-isis-welcome-state-building 

http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/ISIS_Governance.pdf
http://www.cato.org/blog/dear-isis-welcome-state-building
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ISIS currently controls about 40-50% of Iraq (Anbar, Ninawa, Salah Al Din, large part of 

Kirkuk, and portions of the Diyala and Babel provinces). Iraq hasn’t performed a national census 

since 1987 which makes it difficult to estimate the population living under ISIS control; however 

based on pre-conflict surveys, it seems that 25-35% of Iraq’s population (9-13 million) live in 

ISIS controlled areas. The economic situation is very bad in these areas. Even though they 

contain about 11% of Iraq’s oil and gas reserves, they are underdeveloped, and it will require a 

lot of time, investment, and expertise to be able to produce a significant amount of oil and gas 

from these fields. Refining the oil is also a challenge because of low maintenance, the Bayji 

refinery which is the largest refinery in ISIS territory is very inefficient, and it produces an 

excessive amount of heavy fuel oil which few electrical generators in the ISIS territory can use. 

Exporting the oil is also a challenge because going north to Turkey through areas controlled by 

the Kurds or going south to the Persian Gulf through Baghdad controlled areas is not an easy 

task.
34

 

Even though ISIS also controlled at a certain time the two largest hydroelectric dams, they have 

a lot of problems; the Mosul Dam needs daily infusions of cement to remain standing while the 

Haditha dam does not get the needed flow of water which decreases the electricity production. 

This lack of electricity from both sources stops the running of refrigerators and air conditions in 

an area where the average temperature in the summer is 40°C may lead to a health crisis. It has 

been reported that ISIS spent tens of thousands of dollars to install massive diesel generators in 

conquered areas to be able to provide electricity to the people.
35

 A food shortage is unlikely to 

happen because farming is a major activity (33% and 40% of employment in Anbar and Salah Al 

Din respectively). Irrigation is from the Euphrates River and the complexity of managing water 

flows have been disrupted by the chaos of the ISIS takeover. Reduced food production is likely 

since irrigation water may be diverted to those with better political connections. The Euphrates 

River originates in Turkey and flows through Syria before reaching Iraq. Tension or hostility 

between ISIS and Turkey, can lead to an increase in the diversion of the water flow by Turks and 

Kurds. This decrease in the water reaching Iraq may also lead to a decrease in food production. 

                                                           
34 http://www.fpri.org/articles/2014/07/isil-invasion-iraq-economic-winners-and-losers 
35 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iraq/10962160/Iraq-oil-bonanza-reaps-1-million-a-day-for-Islamic-

State.html 

http://www.fpri.org/articles/2014/07/isil-invasion-iraq-economic-winners-and-losers
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iraq/10962160/Iraq-oil-bonanza-reaps-1-million-a-day-for-Islamic-State.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iraq/10962160/Iraq-oil-bonanza-reaps-1-million-a-day-for-Islamic-State.html
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Increased industrial waste and water pollution may end up making the Euphrates’ water unusable 

for agriculture as well.
36

 

Residents were afraid of a reign of terror after Mosul fell under ISIS control, but one month later, 

most of the people complain about the lack of electricity rather than excess violence. Sunni 

residents are more fearful of the government military response than of the militias in the 

neighborhoods, and they seem to prefer to live under ISIS rule than under their oppressive 

government.
37

  

FINANCES 

In its early years, ISIS received funding mainly from wealthy donors in Kuwait, Qatar, and other 

Gulf countries
38

; some believe that KSA turns a blind eye towards private Saudi financing of 

terrorist groups, including ISIS. However, Riyadh closely monitors the formal financial sector in 

order to block any suspected donations, and that is why the donors send their money to Kuwait 

which is known to be one of the most allowing environments for financing terrorism.
39

 

On the other hand, there is a complex double game between ISIS and the Syrian regime. Western 

intelligence officials and Syrian rebels/defectors say that the regime deliberately released 

militant prisoners in order to strengthen the extremists at the expense of the more moderate 

rebels. This was done to show the West that the opposition is composed of Islamist extremists 

and Al Qaeda. Western intelligence reports also indicate that the Syrian regime of Bashar Al 

Assad has financed ISIS by buying oil and gas from wells under their control, even though they 

are still hostile to each other and the relationship is opportunistic.
40

  

High ranking US military officials who were deeply involved in Iraq over the past decade 

believe Iran funded Sunni extremists to enter into Lebanon, Iraq, and Syria in order to present 

itself as the only protector from these forces that it helped grow. They also believe that the 

                                                           
36 http://www.fpri.org/articles/2014/07/isil-invasion-iraq-economic-winners-and-losers 
37 Testimonies of people who have experienced living under ISIS rule give an interesting insight to people’s perceptions: 

http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2014/06/17/more-than-isis-iraq-s-sunni-insurgency/hdvi; 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/06/26/isis_is_not_isis_kurdistan_iraq_refugee_camps; 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2013/10/04/everyone_is_scared_of_isis_syria_rebels; 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/19/smuggled-video-testimony-harsh-rule-of-syrian-islamista-raqqa; 

http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/iraq-turmoil/what-life-iraqs-city-mosul-under-isis-rule-n151461 
38http://complex.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2014/06/16/isis_uses_mafia_tactics_to_fund_its_own_operations_without_help_from_

persian_gulf_d 
39 http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/saudi-funding-of-isis 
40 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/syria/10585391/Syrias-Assad-accused-of-boosting-al-Qaeda-with-

secret-oil-deals.html 

http://www.fpri.org/articles/2014/07/isil-invasion-iraq-economic-winners-and-losers
http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2014/06/17/more-than-isis-iraq-s-sunni-insurgency/hdvi
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/06/26/isis_is_not_isis_kurdistan_iraq_refugee_camps
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2013/10/04/everyone_is_scared_of_isis_syria_rebels
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/19/smuggled-video-testimony-harsh-rule-of-syrian-islamista-raqqa
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/iraq-turmoil/what-life-iraqs-city-mosul-under-isis-rule-n151461
http://complex.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2014/06/16/isis_uses_mafia_tactics_to_fund_its_own_operations_without_help_from_persian_gulf_d
http://complex.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2014/06/16/isis_uses_mafia_tactics_to_fund_its_own_operations_without_help_from_persian_gulf_d
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/saudi-funding-of-isis
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/syria/10585391/Syrias-Assad-accused-of-boosting-al-Qaeda-with-secret-oil-deals.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/syria/10585391/Syrias-Assad-accused-of-boosting-al-Qaeda-with-secret-oil-deals.html


Understanding ISIS  September 2014 

 MEIRSS 12 
 

origins of ISIS (Ansar Al Islam) came from Iran through Iraqi Kurdistan to Mosul before 

reaching Al Sharqat and then Tikrit. During the reconciliation program the US did in Iraq 

between Sunni and Shiite militia groups, intelligence reports stated that Iran was funding any 

group that would help keep Iraq chaotic.
41

 

However, it is believed now by most observers that the group currently finances the majority of 

its recruitment, weapons purchases, and attacks without outside help. After having sufficient 

money to finance the group, Baghdadi may have decided to shift the focus of the group towards 

capturing land.
42

  

ISIS had secured huge cash revenues from the oil fields it controls in East Syria. It also made 

money from smuggling raw materials stolen in Syria, and valuable antiquities from archeological 

digs. It is reported that ISIS stole $36 million for Al Nabuk, an area in the Qalamoun Mountains, 

including antiquities that are up to 8000 years old.
43

 

ISIS fighters, after invading Mosul earlier this year, stole tens of millions of dollars from a bank. 

This indicates the group’s growing ability to finance its own operations through bank heists, 

extortion, kidnapping, and other tactics similar to those use in mobs than violent extremists. 

This shows that ISIS has enough money to fight on for years. They also work on their 

sustainability on the long term; they raided the banks in the Iraqi cities they took over and looted 

hundreds of millions of pounds. ISIS is using the money from its revenues to pay its fighters, 

compensate the families of deceased members, buy more weaponry, and bribe Sunni tribal 

leaders to earn their support in the fight against Maliki. ISIS has also managed to steal the US 

weapons left for the Iraqi military which decreased its need to spend its own money to buy 

arms.
44

 

Estimates regarding the amount of cash that ISIS currently has ranges between 100-500 million 

dollars, and the number is likely to increase as more territories fall under their control. 

Furthermore, “taxes” imposed on small and large businesses in areas of their control bring in 
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about $8 million in revenue each month, in addition to 30 to 50 million dollars per month from 

oil revenues.
45

 

Once ISIS controlled more territory in South Mosul, it directly tapped into the oil pipeline and 

looted the storage facilities. The crude oil is filled in trucks at a cut-price of $20 to 25 per barrel 

to Iraqi traders, who resell it to Kurdish smugglers. It is then sold to Kurdistan, Iran, and Turkey. 

ISIS quickly formed and upgraded its smugglers network; it now sells about 100 trucks of oil 

daily for around $9000 each which makes up nearly $1 million per day.
46

 Recently, ISIS has 

developed its fleet of tankers in Iraq which helped increase the price to $50-60 per barrel.
47

 

The oil production methods used by ISIS are reported to be primitive which indicates that they 

are not extracting crude oil at the maximum possible rate. For example, the Syrian oil field of 

Omar has a maximum capacity of 80,000 barrels per day while ISIS has been able to produce 

about 20,000 barrels per day.
48

 

Furthermore, oil revenues only constitute one part of ISIS’s income sources. Protection rackets, 

local taxes, extortion, and different forms of smuggling bring in millions of dollars. The US State 

Department’s point man in Iraq, Brett McGurk, stated to Congress than even before capturing 

Mosul, ISIS was earning $12 million dollars from illegal activities there.
49

 

Prior to the killing of American journalist, James Foley, ISIS demanded a $132 million ransom 

for his release. It also sent a list of demands for the release of the remaining US and UK citizens. 

The demands include money, and prisoner swaps including the liberation of Aafia Siddiqui who 

is an MIT trained Pakistani neuroscientist with tie to Al Qaeda currently imprisoned in Texas. 

The execution style used was to force the victims to wear orange jumpsuits, a mocking reference 

to the clothes worn by the prisoners in Guantanamo Bay. This shows the significant amount of 

money that kidnappings and ransoms bring in for ISIS. 
50
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MILITARY STRATEGY 

In accordance with IS/ISIS’s plan of the creation of a Sunni heartland, the use of asymmetric and 

unconventional warfare appears, which may imply that conventional terrorism is due. However, 

IS/ISIS has recalibrated these strategies, presenting unprecedented challenges to the regional and 

international community. The ISIS grand long-term strategy to realize its vision mainly involves 

military conquest for the establishment of control over terrain that include hard power assets, 

depending largely on the element of surprise and followed by governance set up to reinforce this 

control and derive core legitimacy from providing services.
51

 

Map of ISIS spread and levels of control, according to ISW
52
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ISIS did not become efficient all of a sudden, as its power and efficiency have been increasing 

steadily since in rebirth in 2010 under Baghdadi notably with too facilitating factors: the US 

withdrawal from Iraq and the Syrian civil war. The latter has developed his own style of 

command and operations, with a “centralized command and decentralized execution” which 

enabled ISIS to execute synchronized car bombings in 20 different cities and long organized 

campaigns like “Soldiers Harvest” (July 2013 – June 2014) aiming at the assassination of 

security forces members and the destruction of their homes. Baghdadi gathered a large number 

of foreign fighters who had extensive combat experience in Bosnia, Chechnya and Afghanistan 

and managed to institutionalize and refine their learned lessons in training camps
53

.  

The Iraq offensive of June 6, 2014 was a benchmark in the transformation of ISIS from a 

terrorist group into a full blown army, with the capture and systematic use for the first time of 

heavy weaponry (armored vehicles – tanks – artillery – anti-aircraft – etc…). The developed 

Iraqi road network facilitated the mobility and speed movement of reinforcements coming from 

Syria’s ISIS controlled areas to join the local ISIS cells and the forces of the large array of Iraqi 

allies. “Mobility and deception allowed ISIS forces to achieve local superiority in numbers 

despite their smaller strength in comparison to state armed forces… [that was] lacking 

intelligence analysis skills, wide area surveillance capabilities or local night vision aids”. In its 

further attacks on Kurdistan ISIS attached two to five armored vehicles to its traditional platoon-

sized raiding columns. Such reinforced column was able on July 24
th

 to overrun the thin 

Pashmerga defense line and achieve a 10 mile deep insurgence, reaching a State Company for 

Pharmaceutical Supplies. However the most frequently used tactic of ISIS remained different 

forms of coordinated suicide bombings (trucks, cars, belts) like the August 11
th

 attack that 

shattered Pashmerga forces in the town of Jalula
54

.  

In the vast areas controlled in Iraq, ISIS holds an estimated force of 10 to 15,000 men, including 

an offensive strike-force of around 3000 men, while the main power controlling the ground 

especially outside the hot crust of Mosul, Tel Afar, Tikrit, is handled by the local allied forces. 

To consolidate its control, ISIS is cleansing the captured regions from any non-Sunni non-Arab 

populations, and strongly exploiting tribal needs, anti-Kurdish sentiments, and hatred to Maliki’s 
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government as a tool to keep these allies close, however the extent to which this alliance is 

robust is not clear. ISIS is also implementing defensive measures (earth ditches, roadside bombs, 

extensive booby-trapping, destroying bridges, flooding lowlands, and some anti-tank defense, 

etc…). This kind of defenses proved solid enough to stop ill-prepared attempts to recapture land 

by Peshmerga and/or Iraqi Security Forces (supported by Shiite Militias). However it is expected 

that it will not be enough to stop an organized offensive operations on a large number of 

carefully selected and coordinated battlefields, supported by US Intelligence, Surveillance and 

Reconnaissance (ISR) assets especially as ISIS is losing momentum, stretching its capabilities,  

suffering leadership casualties, and fighting mainly in Kurdish and Shiite populated regions.
55

  

Factors of Strength 

The different analysis and reports that have explored ISIS’s main Strengths factors have focused 

on the following
56

: 

- The control of territory; It is exceptionally organized and disciplined. ISIS has “demonstrated 

remarkable strategic mobility”, “operational speed” and the element of surprise in a series of 

tactical offensives across its operating areas in Iraq and Syria. It also has demonstrated its 

aptitude of “integrating deception operations with movement in order to seize its objectives”
57

. 

These have included the following examples
58

: Control over more resources such as Syrian 

government installations, including gaining more control over the Syrian oil business; 

Projecting its power outside Sunni areas, such as Shiite Arab areas of Baghdad through car 

bombs and suicide bombings. This also includes several offensives such as “against the left 

flank (at Jalula, near the Iranian border) and right flank (at Sinjar and the Mosul dam, in the 

Syria-Iraq-Turkey tri-border area) of the Kurdistan Regional Government's (KRG's) defense 

line”
59

. 

- Providing a variety of social services to populations, such as electricity and water through the 

administration set up described above.  
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- The projection of a positive vision of the future for Sunni Muslims; Within its operating areas, 

instead of alienating Sunni tribal leaders, encompassing them instead, “presenting itself as a 

reliable defender of Sunni communities and as a vital partner to Sunni tribal leaders”
60

, 

therefore making it more successful in cities with Sunni majorities. It then proceeds to override 

national identities with religious sectarian affiliation (specifically Sunni Islam) and imposes a 

hierarchical, socio-religious rule on it, using Islamic Sharia law. Declaring the reestablishment 

of the Islamic Caliphate, al-Baghdadi designated as the caliph, is an attraction to extremist 

fighters everywhere, not counting jihadists who shift their allegiance from other fundamentalist 

and Islamic extremist groups to the flourishing ISIS
61

. “One of its great strengths at the 

propaganda level is that it is not the client of a foreign power”
62

; It can truthfully represent 

itself to its constituency, those who lie under its governance and supporters, both active and 

passive (mainly the oppressed Sunnis in Syria and Iraq) as “a guardian of their interests”
63

. 

- Wealth: as ISIS is considered one of the wealthiest terrorist organizations, facilitating 

recruitment and training, salaries, acquisition of weapons, and services; 

- A large number of Western fighters- estimates include 3,000 holding Western passports out of 

10,000 IS fighters, with an advantage of those holding European passports, who can move 

freely throughout most of the European Union due to absence of border controls. 

- Bombs Technology: While ISIS is not known for being skillful with bombs, it could depend on 

the support of several groups such as Yemen-based al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula and its 

world leading bomb-making experts Ibrahim al-Asiri, which announced its support for ISIS
64

. 

“In early July the International Atomic Energy Agency disclosed that in June, militants linked 

to the group Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) seized a large quantity (88 lbs./40kg) 

of “uranium compounds” from Mosul University in northern Iraq. The unspecified material 

was described by the IAEA as “low grade” nuclear material”
65

. A “Dirty Bomb” is the 
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“simplest and most primitive terrorist nuclear device”
66

. It requires very little technology, 

making it simpler to acquire once the substances are attained. It is very probable that ISIS 

already has acquired such substances and thus radiological dispersal device (RDD) or even 

biological and/or nuclear “Dirty Bombs” may be a real imminent threat.
67

  

- The regional and international community has not dealt with similar strategies, hampering an 

effective rapid response. This unprecedented experience has been exacerbated by the 

unwillingness of the word leaders to act and directly interfere in preventing the proliferation of 

the ISIS phenomena. 

- Negotiations have been used extensively to support military actions and conquests, by sending 

envoys to “negotiate a deal in which local fighters surrender, pledge allegiance to Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi, and implement Sharia, and in exchange the Islamic State spares residents from any 

harm”
68

. Its terms tend to vary with respect to different areas, and it does not always tighten its 

grip, allowing areas autonomy while still holding overarching military and political command, 

leaving its communities to run day-to-day affairs. These negotiations allow the capture of areas 

without any loss of resources, man-power, artillery, and the like, which can be considered a 

major success.  

- Extensive and proper use of social media and propaganda; Although ISIS may practice a 

“seventh-century version of fundamentalist Islam”, it demonstrates “modern sophistication” 

when it comes to using social media, particularly Twitter and other sites like WordPress and 

Tumblr
69

, which has worked very much in the group’s favor
70

.  It has been using these outlets 

to stir emotion and to charge jihadi sentiments in its supporters, making ISIS’s primary 

strength is its troops’ morale and experience
71

. On the other end, this propaganda is used as a 
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psychological warfare to terrify its enemies, and civilians in a way that serves the 

abovementioned negotiation efforts
72

.  

- Finally, ISIS has an advantage in that the states they operate within do not have a firm grip and 

strong governing system, such as the lack of border control, and inability to provide services 

their populations with services. While the size and strength of the Iraqi Army surpasses ISIS’s, 

“the Iraqi Army's problems involve leadership and morale”
73

. The failure of these authorities 

enables ISIS to “forge a common political identity that could be the basis of political 

community”
74

.  

Factors of Weakness 

In opposition of the above strength, the following factors of weaknesses can be identified:  

- Visibility is a clear weakness that ISIS started to suffer from, at the moment it decided not to 

comply with conventional terrorist strategies which usually rely on hit-and-run warfare. The 

latter would disallow ISIS to seize and hold on to territories which complies with its aim of 

expansion and the acquisition of more regions. Their vulnerability lies in this particular aspect, 

as their location can be easily identified hindering their mobility as a result, giving an 

advantage to regular armies in direct confrontation. In addition to having a known fixed 

location, their plan of action is also overtly stated, including their prospective locations 

allowing target areas to equip and take preventive measures. Breaking this predictability could 

have been one of the reasons that lead ISIS to attack Irbil instead of the expected effort to 

capture Baghdad.  

- Weapons Shortage: While ISIS does have some heavy weapons (armor, artillery, anti-tank 

weapons, etc.)
75

, especially after the capture of significant machinery from the Iraqi army 

bases, they are still short compared to opponent (traditional) armies. With the absence of an 

outside patron/supplier, it becomes difficult for ISIS to reserve a long-term position in the 

geopolitical map of the Middle East
76

.  
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- Human Resources/Recruitment: In spite of ISIS’s ideological appeal to individuals around the 

world, its financial ability to fund recruitment and compensate families of deceased, and its 

policy of forced conscription, it is expected that ISIS will have difficulties controlling and 

managing the vast territories it has captured. Furthermore the administration and maintenance 

of oil refineries, dams, electricity facilities and machineries present a special challenge to find 

the needed expertise. It seems that the rate of incoming fighters has recently decreased, but it 

will need a great unified international effort to actually stop it completely.  

- Uniting Opponents: ISIS surge has the exceptional ability to unite the majority of the Middle 

East players against it. The list of opponents theoretically includes the Syrian Regime, Iran, 

and Russia on one hand
77

 and the Kurds, USA, and the EU on the other, with Turkey and Saudi 

Arabia drifting away further from ISIS every day after an initial time of mutual cooperation. 

ISIS’s foreign relations will be discussed further below, but it is important to say here that this 

unity seems still farfetched due to the complexities of each of these countries’ position and 

their contradicting hidden agendas towards the “Arab Spring”, and the events of each Arab 

country. Practically it can be safely said that international cooperation/intervention the key to 

both ISIS’s growth and they key to its downfall. 

FOREIGN RELATIONS 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) has had a controversial relationship with different 

Islamists groups, since the battle of Sabilla (1929) in which Salafi Islamists (Wahhabi) supported 

Ibn Saoud and the British against the Ikhwan rebellion
78

. Recently, and specifically in Syria and 

Iraq it has become more difficult to distinguish the Saudi supported Salafi groups from the 

Ikhwan as they have in these two countries found in Shiite/Alawite regimes supported by Iran a 

common enemy
79

. Prince Bandar Bin Sultan as the intelligence chief in KSA played major role a 

strategy in supporting Jihadists to threaten the Iranian backed Assad regime in Syria. After the 

increase of ISIS threats in Syria and lately in Iraq, KSA made a clear position against ISIS 

dangers in the region. A new law decreed by King Abdullah in February 2014 criminalizing 
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various forms of support to certain groups. A list naming these groups was released in March 

2014, included both the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) and Jabhat al-Nusra, al-Qaeda's 

Syrian affiliate. Few days after King Abdullah announcement, Council of Senior Scholars 

announced it was establishing an interactive platform in which religious leaders will engage 

citizens to combat terrorist rhetoric aimed at luring youths into fighting abroad and Mufti of 

Saudi Kingdom described ISIS as an evil
80

. In August 2014, King Abdullah called the world to 

fight ISIS quickly and efficiently as it represents a serious threat to international peace and 

security. In parallel to these public actions, many changes occurred in the Saudi Intelligence, 

National Security Council and security hierarchy notably among the people dealing with the 

Syrian and Iraqi files.  On the other hand, domestically this change in policy and the divergence 

from supporting Islamist groups can be a real threat to Saudi Arabia, turning Salafism into 

a “revolutionary political ideology rather than the pro-regime bulwark it has usually been in 

Saudi Arabia”
81

. That is why the regime is trying to distinguish between its continuous support to 

anti-regime Islamist groups and ISIS or other Qaida related groups, a distinction that is not 

obvious.  

Qatar 

One of the major issues in Syrian and Iraqi crisis is the media’s discussion of Qatar’s support for 

the ISIS. Since the beginning of the Arab Spring, Qatar contrary to KSA supported the 

revolutions and played a major role in supporting the Libyan insurgents.  This policy was also 

initiated toward Syria where Qatar was a main supporter for the Syrian rebels against the Assad 

regime. Qatar was accused for financially aiding hardliner Islamic groups such as Jabhat Al 

Nusra and ISIS that are ideologically affiliated by Al Qaeda. One of the discussed strategies for 

Doha’s security and foreign policy is to a wide range of regional and international actors in order 

to help shelter Qatar from an equally broad range of potential threats. This strategy has included 

providing generous support to Islamists, particularly the Muslim Brotherhood but also other 

organizations such as the Taliban. Allowing local fundraising for radical Islamist groups abroad 

forms part of this approach. Qatar was accused to help in the transfer of hundreds of ISIS 

militants from Libya to Syria through the Turkish border. It is clear that Qatar as an oil wealthy 
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country and an Islamic conservative Islamic state has different relations with Islamic fractions. It 

played a role in the negotiations between USA and Taliban, supporter for Muslim Brotherhood 

in Egypt, and a negotiator between the Lebanese state and Jabhal Al Nusra for the release of the 

Syrian Nuns and the Lebanese Shiite hostages in Azaz before it. Qatar denied its financial 

support for IS and other Islamist militias repeatedly. There is no clear evidence that the Saudi 

government or the Qatari government is directly supporting the group. ISIS has certainly drawn 

support from individuals in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, both in terms of volunteers and 

monetary contributions. Both the Saudi and the Qatari governments have poured lots of money 

into the Syrian opposition; it is possible that some of that money ended up with ISIS.
82

 

Turkey 

By opening its borders to the Syrian opposition, Turkey allowed all sorts of groups to organize 

and establish lines of supply. None has been able to succeed to the level that ISIS has. Turkey 

was a main contributor for ISIS and for the different Islamic groups in their battles against Assad 

regime
83

. Its most important action has been to keep open its 910 Km border with Syria. This 

gave ISIS, al-Nusra and other opposition groups a safe rear base from which to bring in men and 

weapons. The border crossing points have been the most contested places during the rebels’ 

‘civil war within the civil war’. Most foreign jihadists have crossed Turkey on their way to Syria 

and Iraq
84

. Furthermore, it is clear that the Turkish government has been turning a blind eye to 

(not to say supportive of) the activities of the Humanitarian Aid Foundation (IHH)
85

 and other 

activities notably in the city of Reyhenli.  
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In the early months of ISIS’ operations in Syria, the relation with Turkey passed through some 

tensions which were more of ground testing that both parties used to clarify the limits of the 

relation and the rules of engagement
86

. Among these incidences were the cross border shelling 

by ISIS in the summer of 2013, until the Turkish forces retaliated severely on January 29, 2014 

and destroyed three ISIS armed vehicles
87

. Since then very few incidences of cross border 

shelling have occurred. Another very significant incidence was the conflict over the Suleiman 

Shah shrine
88

 that was threatened to be destroyed by ISIS in March 2014. The tension peaked as 

300 Turkish soldiers and 12 armed vehicles crossed the border to protect the shrine until an 

agreement was reached in which the Turkish forces returned home safely and the Shrine was 

spared by ISIS
89

. This incidence proved that ISIS deals pragmatically with Turkey and is not 

willing to upset the Turkish Government even if this means disregarding the ideological 

conviction of destroying all shrines, and showed on the other hand that Turkey is willing and 

capable of interfering and protecting its interests whenever it wishes.  

The latest expansion of ISIS into Iraq and its further assault into Kurdistan have put the relation 

between ISIS and Turkey again to the test. Upon the capture of Mosul in June 2014, 49 Turkish 

citizens were taken hostages by ISIS, 32 of them were released on July 3
rd

 after an agreement 

with the Turkish authorities
90

. News reports mentioned that the deal included the release of ISIS 

prisoners from Turkish prisons, and a large ransom
91

. These facts contradict with Lebanese and 

Turkish news reports that latest ISIS expansion was in close cooperation with and support from 

Turkey, Jordan and the USA
92

.  
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The Kurdish factor is also a very significant factor in the relation between ISIS and Turkey. 

Turkey’s Syria and Iraq policies since the Syrian uprising have been mainly driven by concerns 

over its Kurdish problem. After Syrian President Bashar al-Assad ceded control of strategic 

border areas to the Democratic Union Party (PYD) 
93

 in retaliation for Turkey’s support for the 

Syrian opposition and to neutralize the Kurdish front to focus on other battlefields, the PYD 

became Ankara’s number one annoyance. Turkey responded by supporting Jihadi groups in 

Syria to keep the PYD in check
94

. Across the border, Turkey has forged with the Kurdish 

Regional Government (KRG) under the leadership of Barazani a special relationship and a 

strategic economic, political and military alliance. While Turkey supported ISIS in its clashes 

against the PYD in Syria, it has stood firmly by the side of the KRG against the attempts of ISIS 

to expand further into Kurdistan and threaten its capital Irbil. As further chaos awaits Syria and 

Iraq, Turkey seems to be banking on the alliance it has forged not only to feed its energy-hungry 

economy but also to create a Kurdish buffer zone against a growing ISIS threat
95

.  

Another factor to be taken into consideration is the wide range of common allies that Turkey and 

ISIS share. It is clear that ISIS received a great support from a number of militant groups in its 

conquest of northern and central Iraq. These include according to reports the General Military 

Council of the Iraqi Tribes, Ansar Al Islam, the Mujahideen Army, the Islamic Army, the 

Phalanges of the 1920 Revolution, and the Army of the Men of the Naqshbandi Order. Many of 

these groups have a close relation with Turkey and have represented the backbone of the Sunni 

militant activity in Iraq.
96

  

From all of the above, it becomes clear that Turkey and ISIS have had a very pragmatic 

relationship benefit from what each other can offer. The Turkish Government have used ISIS to 

undermine its internal and regional enemies and achieve significant interests, while ISIS have 

benefited from the Turkish open border to import fighters and equipment and to export oil and 
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natural resources. However, this mutual interest is not on all files and in all circumstances, as 

Turkey has dealt carefully with ISIS and has changed its approaches depending on the matter at 

hand. ISIS in return has sought to diversify its foreign support from other regional countries and 

not to depend fully on one partner. Furthermore, and even if reports from the Turkish border say 

ISIS is no longer welcome and if ISIS has been listed on Turkey’s list of Terrorist organizations 

(along with Jabhat An-Nusra)
97

, with weapons taken from the Iraqi army and the seizure of 

Syrian oil and gas fields, ISIS may no longer need so much outside help.  

Iran and the Syrian Regime 

Theoretically, the newly formed Islamic State (ISIS) is, and before all, a legitimate son of what 

we call the “Salafi Jihadi” school of thought, that was established on the theoretical basis by the 

Egyptian Islamic thinker Sayyed Qutb. Linking the group to its theoretical basis, is an essential 

step to try to define any possible, past and/or present, relation with the Iranian revolution and its 

bodies, like the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and Hezbollah. 

It’s beyond doubt, that Hezbollah and the IRGC were established on the “Dynamic Islam” idea, 

through the mediation of one of the founders of “Al Da’wa” party, Grand Ayatollah Mohammad 

Hussein Fadlallah, and his books, especially “The Islamic Dynamism” (Al Harikiyya Al 

Islamiyya), and “Islam and the Logic of Power” (Al Islam Wa Mantiq Al Quwwa). Fadlallah 

wrote nothing new in these two books, he simply cast Qutb’s ideas into a Shiite mold, making a 

usable copy of Qutb’s thoughts, to be used with Shiite Islamic militants. The link between the 

Iranian Revolution, its bodies, and even its current supreme leader, with the Jihadi Salafi school 

of thought, is even more profound: Khamenei translated all Sayyed Qutb’s books to the Persian 

language, in a way we can clearly see that Qutb and his ideas were the ideals that moved 

Khamenei’s thoughts and desires. If Qutb’s books gave birth to Osama bin Laden, then their 

copies in the Shiite world gave birth to Hassan Nasrallah, Qassem Suleimani and Hassan Abbasi 

etc… So the first line of contact between IS and the Iranians is on the theoretical ground of 

Jihadi Salafi school (Remember the video were Nasrallah calls for an Islamic State in Lebanon 

and that it’s the solution? This is clearly similar to Baghdadi’s desire of forming an Islamic State, 

which he formed lately). 
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Theologically, and even if the two sides differ by one being Sunni and the other Shiite, they 

converge on the Mahdavi-Apocalyptic version of the end of the world. This convergence could 

have happened on the Syrian battlefield if the Americans did bomb and invade Syria as they 

threatened to do after the Chemical attack by Assad’s forces on civilians. It would have created a 

mutual benefit alliance between these two groups, similar to what happened in Iraq after the 

American invasion. Not bombing Assad, seen from this angle, was a smart move by the 

American authorities. The apocalyptic view is expressed openly in ISIS’ new magazine “Dabiq”. 

The title of the magazine series has symbolic meaning. Dabiq is a small town in northern 

Aleppo, Syria, where, according to a well-known hadith about Armageddon, Muslims and 

“Rome” (generally interpreted to mean the West) will clash. The location also has parallel 

historical significance as the site of a decisive battle in 1516 between the Ottomans and the 

Mamluks, which led to Ottoman victory and the consolidation of the last recognized Islamic 

Caliphate. To reiterate the location’s importance, both the first and second editions of the 

magazine’s table of contents are preceded by a quote from al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) founder Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi, saying that “The spark has been lit here in Iraq, and its heart will continue to 

intensify — by Allah’s permission — until it burns the crusader armies in Dabiq.” 

However, as history taught us, theoretical and theological lines of rapprochement are not enough 

to define a clear active and dynamic relationship between these groups (IS, IRGC, Hezbollah). 

Because so many groups which are close in a way or the other to each other, were in fact 

warring, rather than uniting and establishing a mutual benefit relationship (as the battles between 

Al Nusra and ISIS show). So indulging deeply in the day-to-day events, is a clearer way to see 

what was, and maybe still, going on between IS, Iran and its affiliates. 

Practically, the connection of ISIS with the Syrian leadership, and hence with Iran, raises serious 

questions. It was noted several times that President Assad released ISIS operatives from his 

prisons and for the most part spared it from attacks by the Syrian army.  

In the days of President George W. Bush, Syria would send al-Qaeda operatives to Iraq to attack 

US forces. Subsequently relations cooled and Syria incarcerated these fighters. But after the 

revolt began, Syrian intelligence again took an interest in them, and freed them – in full 

coordination with Iran – so that they could infiltrate the ranks of the Salafis now fighting in 

Syria. Once free, they broke into Iraqi prisons (Abu Ghrayb was the major operation where 
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nearly 500 operatives were released and transported safely out of the prison’s area) to liberate 

their comrades, thereby creating the basis for expanding ISIS. Many important names were 

released form Assad’s and Al Maliki’s prisons, like Abu Mus’ab Al Souri (Mostapha Al Sett 

Mariam), the most important Al-Qaeda theoretician and the number one on the American most 

wanted list. The daily al-Hayat published a report claiming that a USB flash drive, captured by 

the Iraqi army during the battle for Mosul from one of the ISIS leaders, “Abu Hajr,” had revealed 

the identity of many ISIS members who were indeed among those Syria had sent to fight the US 

Army in Iraq. For example, “Emir of Al Raqqah” also known as Abu Lukman, had been 

imprisoned in Syria but was released by the Syrian regime immediately after the outbreak of the 

Syrian revolt. The release of jihadi prisoners became a pattern. Syrian rebels and defectors say 

the regime also deliberately released militant prisoners to strengthen jihadist ranks at the expense 

of moderate rebel forces. The aim was to persuade the West that the uprising was sponsored by 

Islamist militants including al-Qaeda as a way of stopping Western support for it.
98

 An ISIS 

defector, who was known as Abu Ammara, claimed that suicide bombers believed they were 

attacking Syrian military positions only to find out late on that it was a mission to target other 

rebel factions instead. He added that they could have taken over many locations from the Syrian 

Army without sustaining losses, but they were ordered to retreat. Many journalists also reported 

that Syrian government advisors said that fighting ISIS was not a priority in the war because it 

helps with the propaganda of labeling all rebels as terrorists.
99

 

Furthermore, the case of Iraqi Christians falls within the same logic as the fact show it is mainly 

a propaganda tool that benefits Christian religious figure, more than a genocide or a war against 

Christians. ISIS used the rules of Quran in what relates to “Ahl Al Kitab” and killed no 

Christian, however, the bishops and Christians clergymen close to Assad, and adopting the 

Minority Alliance idea, are using the case for the propaganda, to prove that Assad must remain in 

power to help fight against terrorism and that he is better than the devil called ISIS. Add to this, 

the personal benefit that some Christian clergymen are getting from support campaigns for 

Parishes that are decreasing in number of parishioners steadily since 2004. 
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On the other hand, the US Department of the Treasury also released a statement designating the 

Iranian Ministry of Intelligence and Security (MOIS) as a supporter of international terrorist 

organizations (the US document, published on February 16, 2012, specifically stated that the 

Sunni “al-Qaeda in Iraq” was provided with money and weapons by the Iranian ministry. Within 

14 months al-Qaeda in Iraq would be renamed ISIS), the relation between Iran and Al-Qaeda 

dates back to at least 1993 when Ayman Al Zawahiri trained his Jihadists in IRGC and 

Hezbollah camps in Beqa’, and when Imad Mughniya met Osama Ben Laden in Sudan in the 

same year. To the relation between Iran and Al-Qaeda, we cannot disregard the fact the Ben 

Laden’s son, daughter and son-in-law, and one of the most important Al-Qaeda operatives, were 

given safe houses in Iran. Going back to the 9/11 Commission Report, it has already been 

established that Iran even “facilitated the transit of al-Qaeda members into and out of 

Afghanistan before 9/11, including future hijackers. Iran, according to the report, wished to 

conceal any past evidence of its cooperation with Sunni terrorists’ associated with al-Qaeda,” but 

these connections continued. Other evidence of the Iranian regime’s involvement with ISIS 

includes the discovery of official documents and passports issued by the Iranian authorities at 

ISIS‘s headquarters in rural western Aleppo earlier this year, said Syrian journalist Mohammed 

Abdullah. These documents include Iranian passports and several other documents belonging to 

fighters from Chechnya and Kazakhstan, in addition to many Iranian SIM cards, he said. As for 

the oil selling from IS’ captured refineries, the Syrian regime is a major buyer, probably in 

exchange of not bombing ISIS’s positions and bases. 

All these evidence point with great certainty, that it was at least a mutual benefit relation 

between IS and the “Axe of Resistance”, where the former can pursue its dream of an Islamic 

Caliphate, and the latter can demonize the Sunni community and the Syrian Revolution, in a way 

to circumvent any possible Western intervention to topple Assad, and to make of themselves, 

partners in the so-called “War on Terror”. But to what extent, this relation is still on going? 

If we want to assess it clearly, we must first of all, note that a rift occurred between ISIS and Al-

Qaeda since the quick evolution and successes of Jabhat Al Nusra in Syria. Al Nusra, despite 

being a group of ISIS, sent to Syria by Baghdadi to be the arm of the state in the Syrian territory, 

took different routes, and thought that the “announcing infidelity” (Takfir) used by ISIS isn’t 

useful in the Syrian case, because it’ll demonize the effort of the Sunni rebellion to topple Assad. 

Al Zawahiri entered the arena and sided alongside Al Nusra, because he feared the independent 
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Baghdadi and his rise to be a more important hub for international Jihad. Once ISIS conquered 

Western Iraq this June, a video released by ISIS showed the cause of the major rift between Al 

Zawahiri and Baghdadi: it was about announcing infidelity (takfir) of the Shia and sidelining Iran 

from the Jihadi attacks. In a response to Al Qaeda Emir Ayman al Zawahiri’s latest attempt at 

reconciliation with the Islamic State of Iraq and the Sham, ISIS spokesman Abu Muhammad Al 

Adnani made a startling admission: Al Qaeda has ordered its fighters and branches to refrain 

from attacking the Iranian state in order to preserve the terror group’s network in the country. 

The recent events also show a major rift between the groups on the theological basis, evident in 

the questions and responses between IS’ Al Adnani, and major Islamic Salafi ideologues like 

Abou Qatada Al Falastini. Take for example the case of the “Ayzidiyyin”: Al Qaeda ideologues 

and theologians say that these people have “a suspicion of being Ahl Kitab” so we must not 

consider them as infidels, and we must apply the rule of the Dhimma on them (pay Jizya, convert 

to Islam, or leave), in contrast with IS’ ideologues who consider Ayzidiyyin to have Shiite 

leanings, and this makes them infidels and should be killed.  

The control of the Iraqi territory transformed ISIS from a “weapon for sale” and a toy in the 

hands of intelligence agencies, into a somehow independent entity seeking to implement a 

defined objective. Past Ba’athist military strategists are behind ISIS’s military planning (the most 

prominent was Hajji Bakr who was killed in January 2014). ISIS now has a steady source of 

income, especially from oil selling to Turkey, Jordan, Syria and Iran. IT is building a state’s 

infrastructure, and have a good PR body in a try to reach Sunni tribesmen in Iraq and the global 

Sunni community. A steady call is always issued by IS to Sunni educated men (Doctors, 

Engineers, Scientists…) to come and join the effort
100

. It seems that ISIS acquired dangerous 

stockpiles of chemical or biological weapons, and wants to use their expertise in weaponizing 

them. 

Looking at the bigger picture, we can say that IS now is working against the Iranian strategy in 

the region. The Sunni rebellion in Western Iraq, where ISIS is a major player, is a newly formed 

roadblock between Tehran and the Mediterranean Sea. The logistical routes linking the IRGC to 
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 One of the striking cases, was their effort behind the scene to trade Aafia Siddiqui for the American reporter (James Foley) 

they beheaded last week (Lady al Qaeda: The World's Most Wanted Woman who The Taliban wanted to trade Bergdahl for her) 

Educated in the United States -- she studied at M.I.T. and received a doctorate from Brandeis -- Siddiqui was arrested in 2008 in 

Afghanistan carrying sodium cyanide, as well as documents describing how to make chemical weapons and dirty bombs and how 

to weaponize Ebola. 
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Assad and to its affiliates in the Levant, are now closed, thanks to the IS expansion and the Iraqi 

Sunni rebellion. This may give the Americans a bargaining chip on the negotiation table with 

Iran, forcing it to make concessions and give some of its playing cards. One of the major results 

of this Iranian failure was the dismissal of General Qassem Suleimani (Commander of the Quds 

Force, the External Operations arm of the IRGC) from the Iraqi file, and the appointment of Ali 

Shamkhani in his place. Shamkhani worked with Iraqi Shia politicians and clergymen, especially 

Sayyed Ali Al Sistani, to remove Al Maliki from his position and appoint Al Abadi instead. 

 Based on this reading, it is clear that the beast fed and released by Assad and the Iranians is now 

out of their control, and they cannot do anything about it. Thus, we can say to a good certainty, 

that the USA will not engage in serious attacks against ISIS, at least not before November 2014, 

the final deadline at which the final nuclear deal with Iran should be reached. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

ISIS is a new generation of Terrorist organizations that has built on all the successes of Al Qaida 

and has pushed all its techniques a step further. Among these successes are: the usage of social 

media for recruitment, propaganda and scare tactics; the attraction of foreign fighters from all 

around the world to the land of Jihad; allying with the local population and claiming to carry 

their grievances; using suicide bombing as a tool of war; implementing in the areas under their 

control a severe form of Sharia laws. This means that terrorist organization are developing with 

the world developments and their threat is growing along. 

Baghdadi took the strategic decision that Ben Laden and after him Zawahiri have avoided, which 

is declaration of the Islamic state and the consolidation of his control over large part of land. This 

made Baghdadi move from the local level to become a player on the international level, which 

will bring on positive and negative reactions from the array of international players and the 

vortex of their interests.  

ISIS has gained enough control over resources and has enough regional cooperating partners to 

create a sustainable financial income. This financial sustainability need to be dried out if ISIS is 

to be put under control. But what makes this control difficult is that the cooperating partners are 

on both sides of the war with ISIS oil being sold to the Syrian Regime on one hand and to 

Turkey, Jordan, and the Kurdish Regional Government on the other.  
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Militarily, declaring a state and capturing large territories forced ISIS to change its usual military 

tactic that depended on mobility, speed and surprise into a more structured tactic that not only 

faces the difficult challenge of controlling what is captured but also enduring counterattacks by 

the several enemies on the different fronts. 

In controlling its captured territories, ISIS depends on local partners from the Sunni community 

and claims to carry their grievances. Breaking this partnership requires all concerned parties to 

take significant step to strengthen and incorporate moderate Sunni political leadership in the 

political process and take their fear and frustrations seriously into account, notably in the 

countries that are under Iranian influence i.e. Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.  

ISIS like all other revolutionary powers in Syria has benefitted for a long time from political, 

technical and financial support of several countries like KSA, Qatar, Kuwait, Jordan, and 

Turkey. However, ISIS always differentiated itself has grown beyond the control of its nurturers. 

Regardless of the conspiracy theories of whether this growth was facilitated or intended or 

intentionally disregarded, ISIS today presents a serious threat to international peace and security 

and needs to be controlled. However, it is not expected that any international player will do 

anything to terminate ISIS as its presence still serve several purposes and political interests 

except that of the people under its hammer.  

The KSA continuously accused of supporting Islamists terrorists, wants to refute this image and 

present a more moderate form of Islamism and Sharia, but it is unlikely that KSA would want to 

see ISIS destroyed and to see Iranian supported regimes in Iraq and Syria relieved from it.  

Qatar has used its close connections with Islamists groups to impose itself as a regional player 

and a partner in any negotiations over the future of the region. Thus, Qatar would not be willing 

to let go one of its main tools of power.  

Turkey has been ISIS’ closest practical partner. Most of ISIS fighters and equipments have 

crossed through the Turkish border and most of ISIS’ exported oil, resources and trafficked 

products cross the same border. Turkey did set some limits for ISIS and have know how to 

enforce these limits, but it is very unlikely to see Turkey involved in serious efforts to destroy 

ISIS, and let go of this important tool that can be used in internal and regional politics. 



Understanding ISIS  September 2014 

 MEIRSS 32 
 

Iran and the Syrian Regime have found in ISIS a very good tool to demonize the Syrian 

revolution and the Iraqi Sunni resentment. They have facilitated ISIS growth at the expense of 

other opposition players. This gamble may have started to backfire, and have forced Iran to 

amend its policies in Iraq, however, it seems that it is still serving its aim in Syria and Lebanon. 

Russia, enjoying a recent growth in international presence and roles by default of any other 

international leadership, has managed to stick to the survival of the Assad Regime and impose 

itself as an ace player in the region. As long as it is not causing any particular threat to Russia’s 

interest, it is not likely that Russia will be directly involved in fighting ISIS, notably with the 

high number of Chenchen Islamists who are falling as casualties alongside the organization. 

Regardless of the validity of the theories that they may have turned a blind eye on their Islamist 

nationals leaving for Jihad in the Arab World hoping to get rid of them, or that they are enjoying 

a long term Sunni-Shiite conflict in the Arab World that will weaken both and benefit Israel, the 

USA, and other western countries, have started to feel the threat of ISIS. However, it has become 

very clear that none of these states is willing to interfere extensively or pay any significant price 

to fight ISIS and they will probably be satisfied if it is controlled but continued to play a 

balancing role to the role of Iranian supported militias in the Levant.   

In conclusion, it is not realistic to disregard ISIS or think little of its threat, but it is also wrong to 

oversize its threat and give it priority over other eminent threats. All moderate force should be 

actively engaged in diplomatic and political efforts to control the phenomenon of ISIS by: 

- Allying with moderate Muslim leaderships to highlight the tolerant, peaceful and positive 

interpretations of Islam and the Quran 

- Pushing for stronger state building processes that involve all components of every country/ 

society in free and democratic governments without the hegemony of any group over others 

- Pushing for the protection of minorities and involving them in the political process as 

indigenous inhabitant of the land and carriers of a unique heritage 

- Calling upon Turkey to control its border and limit the access for ISIS and other extremist 

organizations and supporting the local opposition and moderate Islamic forces instead 

- Calling on the international community to take its responsibility in protecting civilians and 

minorities by all means available 
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