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Abstract

This article is about the repatriation of migrants to ISIS by
four countries of the Western Balkans: Albania, BiH, Kosovo
and Republic of North Macedonia. The main research
question is: under which conditions States are prone to
repatriate their nationals in ISIS? It is argued that the
likelihood of undertaking such a step is higher where there is
a constellation of strong internal (number of migrants,
secular-oriented Muslim population, government messages,
suitable legislation, interinstitutional and intersectoral
cooperation, participation of civil society) and external
incentives (desire to prove oneself as a reliable international
partner, membership in international organizations,
international cooperation in repatriation operations).
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Methodology and terminology

Recently, the issue of repatriation has become relevant in the context
of the military defeat of ISIS. The terrorist organization emerged from the
remnants of al Qaeda in Irag (AQI), and its transformation into pseudo-State
(Caliphate) led to a huge concentration of foreign fighters, which, although
impressive, is far to be the first. (Donnelly, M, Sanderson, T. & Fellman, Z.,
2017). Historically, the question how to call the foreigners in violent conflicts
was never asked. In ISIS, however, they belong to different categories. To refer
to personalities who took part in armed activities, we will use the term “foreign
fighters” or “foreign terrorist fighters”, as both are related to the practice of the
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UN Security Council and international humanitarian law. This concept is also
used by the OSCE: “While the definition and scope of the term ““foreign terrorist
fighter” (FTF) is controversial, in recent years it has been commonly used to
refer to individuals who have travelled from their home states to other states to
participate in or support terrorist acts, including in the context of armed conflict,
especially in Irag and Syria” (OSCE, 2018). Along with them, there were also
males and females employed in the civilian sphere, such as doctors, engineers,
experts in Islamic law, telecommunications, etc. Several male militants and
non-militants left for the Caliphate with their wives and children. We will call
“migrants” all persons in the territory of the Islamic State of non-Syrian and
non-Iraqi origin, regardless of their gender, age, and occupation, who joined it
and, voluntarily or compulsorily, for certain time, obeyed its laws. (Dronzina,
T. & Medikhanova, A., 2021).

Currently, huge number of migrants are detainees in the prisons and
camps of Syria and Irag. Most countries are reluctant to repatriate their citizens.
Four small nations from the Northern Balkans - Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina (BiH), Kosovo, Republic of North Macedonia are among those
that did so. Why did they decide to take such a step despite of serious economic
and political challenges they face, while other States with consolidated
democratic systems and much more resources did not? We argue that the
decision of repatriation is made under the impact of a constellation of strong
internal (number of migrants, secular-oriented Muslim population, government
messages, suitable legislation, interinstitutional and intersectoral cooperation,
participation of civil society) and external incentives (desire to prove oneself as
a reliable international partner, membership in international organizations,
international cooperation in repatriation operations). It is not our purpose to
analyze in depth any of these variables — there are abundant resources
developed by national and international scholars and research teams. In our
paper, they are presented rather schematically. What we aim is to identify their
impact on the decision of repatriation.

Who are the persons who were and — hopefully - will be repatriated?
Refugees? Internally displaced persons? Prisoners of war? Unlawful
combatants? Detainees? The answer to this question — when it comes to the
Islamic State — is neither simple, nor evident. International law can help, but it
does not resolve all the doubts — “the answer to TAC [international armed
conflicts] detention questions is necessary grounded in policy, not law” (Jenks,
2016).

Those who are supposed to be foreign terrorist fighters are imprisoned
in several facilities without reliable mechanisms to distinguish between people
who have taken part in the atrocities of ISIS and persons whose guilt has not
been proven. During a visit in a prison in 2019, a journalist of the National
Public Radio wrote that the facility director was not even sure who all the
inmates were, since most of them had not even been interrogated (Arraf, 2019).
The Washington Post stated that there is much that is not known about these
prisons. (Berger, 2019). Envisaging the conditions in the places of detention,
the French journalist Nicolas Hénin wrote for the US Institute of Peace web
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page the following: “...some argue that vengeance is justified, in part to protect
ISIS’ victims. As a former ISIS hostage painfully familiar with that brutality, I
must reply that our only viable path is to bring these fighters home to face
justice in courts of law” (Hénin, 2021).

Family members of foreign fighters and male foreigners practicing
civic professions are often qualified as refugees or displaced persons. The UN
gives a clear definition of this category of people: “the term ‘refugee’ shall
apply to any person who...owing to wellfounded fear of being persecuted for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group
or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or,
owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that
country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his
former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such
fear, is unwilling to return to it” (Refugees and Displaced Persons 62 (1), 1946).
The 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol give States the right to
designate persons who fall under the category of refugees following their own
legal systems (UNHCR, Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of
Refugees, 1951, 1967). The Geneva convention (IV) contains an article
specifically devoted to refugees and internally displaced persons (article 44, p,
33). (Geneva Convention (1V) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in
Times of War, 1949). Additional Protocol | (1977) (Protocol additional to the
Geneva conventions of 12 august 1949, and relating to the protection of victims
of international armed conflicts, 1977) provides that refugees and stateless
persons enjoy protection in accordance with Sections I, Ill, and IV of the
Convention. Refugees “should be assisted by international action, either to
return to their countries of nationality or former habitual residence, or to find
new homes elsewhere” (Constitution of the International Refugee
Organization, 1946). Migrants to ISIS can hardly be defined as refugees in the
proper sense of the word - they escape a conflict in the territory of a pseudo-
State that does not exist anymore. Some of them remain loyal supporters of the
terrorist group and would take any opportunity to work for its restoration, if
such an opportunity appears. And finally, we still do not know if Baghuz exit
was an exit of civilians from the atrocities of the war, or calculated decision to
preserve the safety of foreign fighters’ families and organization’s capabilities.

By the same token, it is difficult to bring family members under the
common denominator of internally displaced persons, defined by the Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement as “persons or groups of persons who have
been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual
residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed
conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or
natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally
recognized State border” (Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, 1998).
This definition fully applies to the detained families of Syrian and Iraqi fighters
(since the camps are located on the territory of these countries), but does not
apply to the migrants of other nationalities who have joined the Caliphate — it
was never recognized as a State despite the fact that, for first time in the last
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100 years, it violated the territorial status quo established by the Sykes—Picot
Agreement (Pre-State Israel: The Sykes-Picot Agreement, 1920)

Are foreign fighters prisoners of war, defined as “combatants who have
fallen into the hands of the enemy, or specific non-combatants to whom the
status of prisoner of war is granted by international humanitarian law” (Geneva
Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (Third Geneva
Convention), 1949)? The predominant position in international academic
debate is that ISIS fighters do not cover these criteria. This does not mean,
however, that they should be deprived of all human rights. By ethical reasons,
we do not resort to the term unlawful combatants, used to refer to a person
belonging to an armed group in the context where that person or group does not
meet the conditions for combatant status. The term was coined by the
administration of US President George W. Bush in the context of the "global
war on terror" to designate individuals who they believed were neither
combatants nor civilians but belonged to the third category of individuals who
have been involved in hostilities and may be detained indefinitely without trial.
We share the conviction that such an approach violates international
humanitarian law and potentially diminishes the confidence in the international
antiterrorist efforts.

Perhaps the most correct term to use to refer to the prisons’ and camps’
population is “detainees”, meaning persons who have been subject to custodial
deprivation of their liberty (Casebook, 2011). This is the term we are going to
use further in the paper.

Lessons Learned from History

What currently happens in camps where families of foreign fighters are
detained, has its historical precedents. One of them is Guantanamo. It was
chosen deliberately to bring detainees out of U.S. court jurisdiction. This
allowed the Bush administration, in response to a lawsuit by several detainees,
to declare that U.S. courts have no jurisdiction over them, even if they are
tortured or executed without trial or investigation. Detainees taken in
Afghanistan and elsewhere far from the conflict area were interrogated, without
access to the family or a lawyer, and without much hope of release. (Shackled
detainees arrive in Guantanamo, 2002). Recidivism reached 21,2% (HRF,
2017), which raised reasonable doubts about the efficiency of such an approach.

Another example is the Abu Ghraib prison where, between October and
December 2003, several detainees became victims of blatant criminal abuses
by staff members who were poorly trained and disoriented by contradictory
instructions. When, on 24th of April 2004, photos became public, they
provoked an international scandal. Five lessons have been learned from that sad
experience: 1) any moral ambiguity about torture leads to more torture - nothing
but the absolute, unequivocal condemnation of cruel interrogation methods can
prevent it; 2) Torture cannot be cabined; 3) Torture is (mostly) ineffective; 4)
The use of Torture is harmful to the United States (in a broader sense - to all
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who implement it); 5) The future debate about torture must consider its
definition (Strauss, 2004).

Camp Bucca, located near the city of Basra in southern Irag, not far
from the border with Kuwait, is another example. Its history shows that, if
vicious practices are changed, prisons can stop being Jihadi universities and
instead become places of de-radicalization and disengagement. This became
possible due to the following measures, introduced by the camp management:
perfect maintenance of the facility; separation of extremists from the
moderates; identification of motives — as a result it became clear that for most
part the participation in the insurgency was a way to get extra money. Being
aware who are the inmates, the camp command, in cooperation with the
Ministry of Education, offered vocational training to help the detainees find job
after being released: courses in Arabic and English language, Islam, Math, etc.
Prisoners were also given the chance to improve their behavior and be released
earlier. In a year, 40% of all camp population were released and recidivism fell
below 1% (Tasikas, 2009).

Based on these examples, the conclusion can be drawn that detention
places contribute to radicalization when: 1) they are badly managed and do not
provide proper living conditions; 2) they do not dispose of well trained
personnel; 3) no separation between radicals and moderates is made; 4)
motivation for joining the terrorist organization is not properly identified; 5) no
educational opportunities and other activities which would facilitate the de-
radicalization and disengagement are offered by the camp’s management; 6)
violence, torture and other violations of human rights are committed; 7) the stay
of the detainees is too long and they do not have the chance, through their
conduct, to shorten it.

Camps and Camps Population after the Military Defeat of ISIS

The Islamic State has created one of the largest concentrations of
migrants, estimated at 41,490 from about 80 countries around the world; 75%
out of them are men, 13% - women and 12% - children. Of the 7366 repatriates,
79% are men, 4% - women and 17% - children (Cook,J. & Vale,J., 2018). After
the surrender of Baguz, the last stronghold of the Islamic State's resistance in
Syria, the anti-terrorist coalition declared the military defeat of the Caliphate.
More than 67,000 have fled the city area since early January, including 5,000
jihadists arrested during the surrender (Seldin, 2019). Civilians, mostly
members of jihadist families, were transferred to camps in Iraq and Syria.

There is almost no research on the detainees in Irag; the government is
reluctant to provide information on this issue. Unlike Syria, Iraq continued
lawsuits against foreigners on charges of ISIS membership or aiding a terrorist
organization, as well as illegal entry into the territory. Such persecution affects
men, women, and children over the age of nine; there is no information about
their number. It is known that not only combatants are sentenced to death, but
also civilian personnel (Houry, 2020). It seemed that Iraq was ready to transfer
children and women to countries of origin, but since January 2018, changed its
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approach and began sending foreign females en masse to prosecutions. Many
women were sentenced to 20 years in prison or to death penalty just because of
being married an IS fighter or for having received a monthly allowance from
IS after the death of their spouses (Abdul-Zahra, Q. and George, S., 2018).
Cases are known of children condemned to five years in prison for ISIS
membership and up to 15 years for involvement in violent activities (HRW,
2018).

After the liberation in the summer of 2017 of Raqqga, the surviving ISIS
militants and their families fled to northwest Syria. Most of the males were
detained and many are still in temporary prisons under the control of the
Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces. By the end of 2019, about 10,000 men
(Debeuf, 2019) were being held in a separate network of pre-trial detention
centers; about 2,000 are not Syrians or Iragis. They are in seven prisons around
Raqqga or further south in Syria. The families were placed in three camps: Al-
Hol, Roj, and Ayn Issa. The largest, Al-Hol, has a population of about 70,000;
30,000 are Iragis and 11,200 are foreigners of 54 different nationalities. Ninety
percent are women and children; by the end of January 2021, their number
amounted to 27,000 (Aljazeera, 2021). Roj is a refuge for about 1,700 people,
1,200 of whom are foreigners. Ayn lIssa, 45 km north of Raqga, had a
population of 12,900, including 950 non-Syrians. In 2019, about 3,000 children
there were unaccompanied (ICG, 2019).

Al Hol covers all the conditions for a place of radicalization, which we
formulated in the previous section. From the point of view of living conditions,
it is @ humanitarian disaster. The camp was badly damaged by the Turkish
invasion, which destroyed part of a primitive water supply and sanitation
system; (MédecinsSansFrontieres, 2020). As a result, less than 10% of health
care needs are met today, and sexual violence against women and children is
well documented (UNSecurityCouncil, 2021). The camp population at highest
risk are the juveniles. The facility is not suitable for the long-term stay of
children. The majority, about 23,000, do not go to school (Taylor, 2019) and
develop high aggression as a result of the camp atmosphere (Bloom, 2015).
Paradoxically, the seemingly positive fact of freedom of movement for children
inside the camp, contributes to their radicalization, since they can be subjected
to harmful radical influences. Probably some of the children were the subject
of ISIS's educational program “The Lion Cubs of the Caliphate” (Bloom, 2015),
whose goal was to socialize adolescents in total intolerance and violence (UN
human rights office of the high commissioner. Syria: UN experts urge 57 States
to repatriate women and children from squalid camps, 2021).

In the Joint Statement of January 21, 2021, on the deteriorating security
in Al Hol, United Nations Resident Coordinator and Humanitarian Coordinator
in Syria, Imran Riza, and Regional Humanitarian Coordinator for the Syrian
Crisis, Muhannad Hadi (OCHA, 2021), Al Hol is called just a camp, not a
refugee camp. This is not by chance. It, just as other places of detention, run by
the Kurdish authorities, can be called a refugee camp only conditionally. It does
not possess trained personnel. The small number of unskilled guards cannot
control the huge population of the camp and the processes that take place within
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it. Female staff are under a constant threat. The reduction of the US military
presence allowed ISIS ideology to spread unhindered outside and within these
detention facilities with unclear status and hybrid nature, where women and
children are deprived of any rights, basic services, or protection that UN camps
offer.

Disorder, chaos, fear, insecurity, and indiscriminate violence have
transformed Al Hol into a place of arbitrary actions of wives of the most
determined supporters of the Islamic State. Half a year after the battle of
Baghuz, IS-styled religious police was established in the ninth sector (Al-
Kassab, 2021) of the camp called Hisba[h]. It enforces the established by the
terrorist organization dress code, bans the smoking and brutally punishes
women who share information with the staff and journalists. Burning tents,
beating, killing, and dismembering the disobedient are among usual sanctions
(Murdock, 2019). Female IS enforcers throw rocks and teach their children to
throw rocks as a way of attacking; they have been trained and dispose of arms
(Gardner, 2020).

In September 2019, Al Baghdadi called ISIS fighters to help re-
establish the Caliphate inside the camps and to convert them in an epicenter of
the Islamic State's resurgence. This gave reason to The Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights to conclude that Al Hol has transformed into a mini-state
(“Women’s Hisbah” in al-Hol, between reality and media “propaganda” in light
of the constant alert within the camp which is the home to tens of thousands of
ISIS families, 2019), practically controlled by radicals (Rosen, 2021). These
and other facts prove that the prolonged existence of such kind of detention
facilities leads to further radicalization and an uncontrolled process of
expansion of the influence of terrorist organizations. Practitioners and scholars
widely agree that the best solution is the repatriation. In what follows, the
experience of the four nations is presented.

Albania
Internal incentives

Number of migrants: Since the beginning of the conflict, around 100
nationals joined Daesh. In 2017, about 90 out of them were still with the Islamic
State (Barret, 2017). Forty-five people returned, 26 allegedly died, 73 remain
at the site of the conflict. (Balkan Daesh Fighters in Numbers, 2020). Before
the Turkish operation "Spring of Peace" (2019), about 50 children were in
Syrian camps; their number is difficult to determine, even though Turkey is
exchanging information on this with the Albanian government (Balkan Daesh
Fighters in Numbers, 2019). The difficulty in researching Albanian fighters has
to do with the fact that ethnic Albanians from all the countries formed a kind of
diaspora (Mejdini.F., 2019). As it can be seen, the number of Albanian
nationals to be repatriated is not huge; the number of foreign fighters is even
smaller.

Secular-oriented Muslim population: Compared to other societies in
the Western Balkans, the Albanian one has peculiar characteristics. It is known
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for its high tolerance and secular character, as well as the prevalence of secular
values over religious ones. A study on “Religious Tolerance in Albania” shows
that although almost 37% of Albanians consider to be believers, less than 10%
describe themselves as ones who believe in God and regularly practice all
religious rituals (IDM, 2018). Moreover, all religious groups are perfectly
integrated, so that none of them is a victim of isolation or marginalization. The
general attitude of Albanians of all religions towards terrorism is extremely
negative (IDM., 2015), which is why it was believed that the likelihood of
terrorist attacks in the country was absent, although experts did not rule out the
appearance of “lone wolves” (He tried to kill his father, the 28-year-old is
arrested in Korga, 2016).

Government messages: At the beginning of 2019, the country's Interior
Minister stressed that the goal for Albania is to return all children home in the
next few months (Thorpe, 2019). The government first planned to repatriate
dozens of citizens in August 2019. However, the process was suspended by
certain changes in the geopolitical situation in Syria after the military
operations of Turkey and the partial withdrawal of US troops in October 2019.
It resumed under pressure from relatives and friends of migrants. Fifteen other
Albanians were rescued from Al Hol and then transferred to another camp,
which is believed to be safer for them. (Euronews Albania secures footage
filmed inside Al-Hol camp in Syria. Euronews Albania, 2020). Despite its
modest scale, the repatriation operation was indicative of Albania's transition
to an active approach to the repatriation and de-radicalization of its citizens.
(Sahinkaya, L., Hussein, R. & Bllaca, E., 2020)

Suitable legislation: Since 2014, Albania has taken active measures to
counter and prevent the recruitment of its citizens as foreign fighters in conflicts
abroad. Following amendments to the Criminal Code that criminalize acts of
participation and recruitment in armed conflicts out of the country, the number
of Albanian citizens participating in Syria and Irag dropped to zero (Vurmo,
2018). At the same time, any repatriate will meet the court justice upon his or
her return home.

Interinstitutional and intersectoral cooperation: The adoption in 2015
of the National Strategy and Action Plan against Violent Extremism, the
campaign for raising public awareness, the engagement of Albanian Muslims,
and numerous civil society initiatives to prevent violent extremism have all
contributed to keeping the risks of violent extremism under control over the
past two and a half years (Vurmo, 2018). Albania has developed a government
rehabilitation program in which relatives, psychologists, teachers, and medical
doctors participate.

Participation of civil society: Civil society got from the government
and international donors strong financial support for de-radicalization projects.
However, many of NGO do not possess the necessary institutional capacity and
trained staff to implement them. Religious authorities have their special role in
developing counter-narratives to violent extremism (Shehu, 2018). Finally,
relatives of ISIS fighters whose families are still in Syria, exercise pressure on
the government (Mejdini, 2020).
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External factors

Desire to prove oneself as a reliable international partner: Since the
very beginning, Albania joined the anti-terrorist coalition and according to its
possibilities, supported Kurdish forces with sending 22 million 7.62mm rounds,
15,000 hand grenades and thousands of artillery shells only in 2015
(Andersson, J. & Gaub, F., 2015). This support continued during the whole
conflict.

Membership in international organizations: As a member state of
NATO and a country applying for full membership in EU, Albania followed
the course of both organizations.

International cooperation in repatriation operations: An operation was
carried out to repatriate four children and one woman associated with Albanian
militants. They were evacuated from the Al-Hol camp as a result of the
mediation of the Syrian Arab Red Crescent; the Honorary Consul of Albania in
Beirut Mark Ghraib also played an important role (Semini, 2020). The
preparation took 12 months. According to the Special Anti-Corruption
Prosecutor's Office of Albania, the woman will be investigated for participating
in terrorist attacks during her seven years stay in Syria. Later, the Italian
government, the Red Cross, and the Red Crescent worked actively with the
Albanian side to repatriate an 11-year-old Albanian orphan boy, whose father
lives in Italy.

Bosnhia and Herzegovina
Internal incentives

Number of migrants: Bosniaks represent the largest number of foreign
fighters from the Western Balkans; In 2015, BiH has the second largest number
of foreign fighters per capita in Europe after Belgium (Strategy of Bosnia and
Herzegovina for Preventing Terrorism, 2015). According to Bosnian
intelligence, between 2012 and 2016, 241 adults and 80 children left Bosnia or
the Bosnian diaspora for Syria and Irag, where another 150 children were born.
At least 88 people were killed or died. About 50 people returned to Bosnia on
their own, including seven children (Sito-Sucic, 2019). By 2019, about 260
Bosnian citizens were sent in camps in Syria, including about 100 men and 160
women and children. There are no registered citizens of BiH who tried to travel
to the conflict zone in 2019 and afterwards (Country Reports on Terrorism
2019: Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019). For its population of 3 765 000, the
number of migrants is significant.

Secular-oriented Muslim population: The predominant opinion among
scholars is that Bosnian Islam is peaceful and with secular orientation, despite
the impact of Saudi Arabia, which became especially strong during and after
the conflict in former Yugoslavia. A 2013 Pew Research Center study shows
that Bosnians and Albanians are among the most liberal Muslims in the world
(Akyol, 2019). The same are the conclusions of a report of Konrad Adenauer
foundation, stating that Bosniaks’ understanding of Islam is based on
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liberalism, desire for peace, reconciliation, and openness to the world” (Susko,
2017).

Government messages: At the end of the conflict, the government made
it clear that it was ready to accept ISIS fighters. The first step was taken in
March 2019, when two people were repatriated with the help of the American
side; one returned successfully (Balkan Daesh Fighters in Numbers, 2020). He
is suspected of committing criminal acts in organizing a terrorist group,
illegally forming, and joining foreign paramilitary or parapolice groups, and
terrorism. Sentenced to 4 years in prison. There is no information about the
second suspect (Bosnia To Bring Back, Put On Trial Two Nationals Suspected
Of Joining IS In Syria March, 2010). Meanwhile, the government continued to
negotiate to identify other Bosnian citizens in Syrian detention facilities. Bosnia
has been preparing since October 2019 to return and prosecute nine suspected
of fighting on the side of ISIS in Syria, but their repatriation has been delayed
twice since Turkey invaded the northeast of the country (Former ISIS fighters
under investigation after repatriation to Bosnia, 2019). On November 11, 2019,
Bosnia's Security Minister Dragan Mektic announced that Sarajevo would
accept all Bosnian citizens accused of involvement in Daesh but would bring
legal action against them. (Lacroix, 2019).The repatriation operation took place
on December 19, 2019. Twenty-five former ISIS fighters, women, and children,
some of them orphans, returned to their homeland. Seven men were handed
over to the state prosecutor, while 6 women and 12 children were taken to the
reception center for further examination and medical assistance. The
repatriation of the remaining Bosnian women and children has been postponed
indefinitely due to the coronavirus pandemic (Bosnia Sentences Former IS
Fighter To Four Years In Prison, 2019).

Suitable legislation: In 2014, Bosnia became the first in Europe to
impose prison terms for its citizens who fought abroad. The militants, 46
people, who have returned from Syria and Iraq over the past few years, have
been brought to justice and, in most cases, have been sentenced to prison
(Former ISIS fighters under investigation after repatriation to Bosnia, 2019);
the sentences, however, are significantly shorter than in EU countries (Balkan
States Find Prosecuting Terrorism a Challenge, 2020). Although little progress
has been made in the area of rehabilitation and de-radicalization, various civil
society groups such as the Interfaith Council have made notable efforts to
prevent and counter radicalization and terrorist recruitment (Country Reports
on Terrorism 2019: Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019).

Interinstitutional and intersectoral cooperation: The interinstitutional
cooperation in ByH is especially difficult because of heavy and ineffective
government mechanisms, established by the Dayton agreement, and
contradictory legislation. To strengthen the process of re-integration, the
government has established a multi-stakeholder coordinating body, including
the Ministry of Security and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Lopes, M. &
Dukic, S., 2019). International institutions have sent two main
recommendations to the country: create and develop de-radicalization programs
in the penitentiary system, and support clerics who oppose extremism, engage

248 Balkan Social Science Review, Vol. 17, June 2021, 239-265



Repatriation of migrants to ISIS: The experience of four states ...

them in the process, and produce messages to reach those who seek non-
extremist interpretations of Islam (Lacroix, 2019).

Participation of civil society: International organizations assess
positively the role of civil society in preventing and fighting violent
radicalization but emphasize that they need to improve their institutional
capacity and staff (OSCEPA, 2018).

External incentives

Desire to prove oneself as a reliable international partner: US
authorities asked BiH in February 2019 to take back jihadists captured in the
fight against Islamic State. BiH accepted, but not until the Council of Ministers
sets up an operational body to investigate potential returnees, to determine their
exact identity and connections in BiH. After the creation of such a body, the
Minister of Security, Mr. Mektic, said the country acts in fulfillment of its
international obligations: " We are obliged to do so due to international
conventions” (BiH returns its citizens who fought for Daesh, 2019).

Membership in international organizations. Although there is no
explicit relation between repatriation and the aspiration of BiH to full
membership in the EU, it could be supposed that EU has impacted the relevant
decision. It is not by chance that precisely in the year of repatriation, EU
appointed a new special representative for BiH, who will also take over the role
of head of the European Union Delegation in Sarajevo. Its mandate is based on
the following objectives of EU policy in Bosnia and Herzegovina: continuous
progress in the stabilization and association process; ensuring a stable, credible,
peaceful, multiethnic and united state living in peaceful cooperation with its
neighbors; guarantee that the country has irreversibly embarked on the path to
EU membership (BjH EU appointed a special representative, 2019).

International cooperation in repatriation operations. There is little
information about international cooperation in repatriating BiH nationals,
except for the case of Ibro Kufurovic, who repatriated from Syria with US
assistance (RadioFreeEurope, 2019). Although there is no reliable information
about other cases, it could be supposed that USA and other states or
international organizations have taken part in the process.

Kosovo
Internal incentives

Number of migrants: In terms of the number of fighters per capita,
Kosovo ranks first in the world. Since 2012, more than 300-355 Kosovars have
traveled to Syria and Iraqg. In 2018, 413 remained in the place of the conflict.
Compared to other countries in the Western Balkans, Kosovo ranks second in
the number of women migrants (Tota, 2017). The total number of adult
repatriates reached 250; 98 died in Syria, and dozens remained missing
(Sahinkaya, E., Hussein,R. & Bllaca, E., 2020). The percentage of women who
returned was almost three times lower than that of men. This is probably due to
the fact, that for women physical movement is more difficult, and that after the
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death of their husbands, female migrants are given as wives to other fighters.
As for children, it is reported that about 76 were born in areas under the control
of the Caliphate (Clingendael, 2020).

Secular-oriented Muslim population: After the independence, Kosovo
Muslims became known for their pro-Western and secular views. This is due
partly to the atheistic regime of J.B. Tito, who "repressed™ all religions, not just
Islam; partly to the immense respect towards the USA and personally to
President Bill Clinton, whose administration did a lot for the liberation and
independence of Kosovo. Today, Kosovo is a secular state that bans religious
education in public schools and does not impose any restrictions on religious
freedom other than a ban on radical Islam.

Government messages: In February 2019, the Prime Minister, Ramush
Haradinaj sent a message that Kosovo is ready to repatriate all those who fought
for the Islamic State in Syria and Irag (Kosovo ready to repatriate citizens who
fought for IS - PM, 2017). The administration of this small country has
repeatedly stated that they consider women and children "innocent victims"
lured by their husbands and fathers into the conflict zone. It was said that if
returned, they would not be convicted, although this was later changed. The
government carried out a repatriation operation on April 20, 2019. 110 people
were repatriated, including four militants, 32 women, and 74 children,
including nine unaccompanied; 30 Kosovar fighters, 49 women, and 8 children
are still in the conflict zones. Most of them are in camps in northeastern Syria
(Kosovo repatriates over 100 fighters and families from Syria, 2019). Women
and children were returned to their families and communities after an initial 72-
hour waiting period for physical and mental health checks (Country Reports on
Terrorism 2019: Kosovo, 2019). The court ruled to place the women under
house arrest based on credible suspicion that they have fomented or participated
in foreign conflicts. Upon their return to Albania, the men were arrested and
soon brought to trial.

Suitable legislation: Several factors influenced the government
decision to repatriate its nationals from Syria and Iraqg: changes in legislation
(2015), existence of a strategy and plan for countering violent extremism (2015-
2020); existence of a special body - the Department for the Prevention and
Reintegration of Radicalized; appointment of a national coordinator and
creation of specific projects aimed at de-radicalization of repatriates. At the
same time, Kosovo has certain experience of litigating Islamist extremists.
Since 2014, more than 150 IS supporters have been arrested and more than 80
sentenced to punishment. Based on seven years of experience, it can be argued
that when released, they pose a “controlled threat” (Hein, M., Felden, E., &
Cani, B., 2019) - “a small number of repatriates (5 people) is still very radical”
(Sahinkaya, E., Hussein,R. & Bllaca, E., 2020). In 2015, Kosovo passed a law
according to which participation in foreign conflicts is punishable by
imprisonment for up to 15 years.

Interinstitutional and intersectoral cooperation: The Kosovo Strategy
and Action Plan to Fight Violent Extremism (2015-2020), with its
comprehensive character, provides a five-year roadmap for countering the
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threat of terrorism, highlighting the critical role of local stakeholders and civil
society. An inter-agency working group is developing a revised strategy to
combat terrorist radicalization and recruitment to focus on the re-integration of
returnees (Sahinkaya, E., Hussein,R. & Bllaca, E., 2020). The government
established the Prevention and Reintegration Unit, an inter-ministerial agency
dedicated to supporting repatriated women and children, to coordinate,
collaborate, communicate, monitor, and evaluate the re-integration process; its
task is to prevent the radicalization of young people and other groups, as well
as to assist in the re-integration of those who have returned from conflict zones.
Its approach is based on community efforts at the local level, combined with
broader national efforts.

Participation of civil society: A unique project to rehabilitate ISIS
repatriated families has begun in Kosovo. Within its framework, women and
children participate in special training sessions and receive vouchers for food
and clothing. Those in prison also take part in de-radicalization programs,
caried out with the participation of psychiatrists, family therapists, imams, and
female preachers called Mualim. Mualim are a kind of a bridge between women
and society; they visit female returnees and help to understand the true value of
Islam for them and help them re-integrate. At the same time, they are working
with local communities to accept these women and children, since Kosovar
society tends to stigmatize migrants to/from ISIS. For this reason, part of the
rehabilitation project includes regular meetings with neighbors and villagers in
their communities. Since returnees suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder
and depression, the mental health program designed for them includes home
visits, individual and family sessions, outdoor activities, and a process of re-
integration into society through school and training courses. Twenty
psychologists visit the homes of repatriates and communicate with their
neighbors, while for treatment sessions, the repatriates are taken out of the
house (Hein, M., Felden, E., & Cani, B., 2019). As a result, all children around
the age of six were able to start a successful new school year in September.

External incentives

Desire to prove oneself as a reliable international partner: Kosovo is
a member of the Global Coalition to Defeat Daesh. It declared independence
only in 2008 and is still lacking full recognition from the international
community. Currently, it is in a process of difficult negotiations with Serbia,
which continues the question over its legitimacy. Seeking to contribute to the
image of Kosovo as a reliable international partner, Kosovan Justice Minister
Abelard Tahiri said: “As Kosovo, we cannot allow that our citizens be a threat
to the West and to our allies.” (Bytyci, 2019).

Membership in international organizations: Last September, the
dialogue between Serbia and Kosovo was broken. More than once, EU sent to
both parties the message that they must resume talks with each other to make
progress on EU membership. It is logical to assume that Kosovo, which needs
very much international support, would take steps — as for example, repatriation
—which would be positively assessed by the UN and EU. The U.S. Embassy in
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Pristina issued a statement in which it is said: “With this repatriation, Kosovo
has set an important example for all members of the Global Coalition to Defeat
ISIS and the international community to follow. We applaud their compassion
in accepting the return of this large number of civilians” (Bytyci, 2019).

International cooperation in repatriation operations: The operation
was carried out with the help of the United States, which, on behalf of the
Kosovo side, negotiated with the Syrian Democratic Forces the details of the
repatriation operation (Hein, M., Felden, E., & Cani, B., 2019).

Republic of North Macedonia
Internal incentives

Number of migrants: According to a report of the Extremism Research
Forum (2017), at the beginning of 2018, the number of Daesh fighters from
North Macedonia reached 140 men and 14 women (Becirevi¢, E., Halilovic,
M., & Azinovi¢, V., 2017). According to other sources, at least 156 citizens of
North Macedonia joined terrorist groups in Syria and Irag. Thirty-five people
died, about 38 remained on the conflict field, and 83 people returned to their
homeland (Country Report on Terrorism 2018 - Chapter 1 - North Macedonia,
2018). North Macedonia has the second-largest return of fighters.

Secular-oriented Muslim population: Islam in the Republic of Northern
Macedonia is rather moderate and secular despite of the penetration of some
radical trends in it (Marusich, 2008). As early as the beginning of 2014, the
head of the Islamic Religious Community in Macedonia warned Muslims in the
country not to get involved in the sectarian conflict raging in Syria (Marusic,
2014). This position has been kept till the end of the conflict.

Government messages: North Macedonia ranks second in militant
returns. Thirteen convicts are currently serving sentences of imprisonment.
Only 3 of them are not ISIS returnees, meaning they were not on the front lines
in Syria and Irag, but were convicted of recruiting, funding, and ensuring the
departure of volunteer fighters. In addition, one more person is in jail
(Vanchoski A, 2020). In August 2018, North Macedonia repatriated and
detained seven citizens from the custody of the Syrian Democratic Forces for
investigation, becoming one of the first countries to do so successfully (Country
Report on Terrorism 2018 - Chapter 1 - North Macedonia, 2018).

Suitable legislation: In North Macedonian criminal law, terrorism is
punishable by a prison sentence of ten years to life imprisonment. In 2014, an
article was added to the Criminal Code that deals with hostilities abroad. It
provides a minimum sentence of four years imprisonment for any citizen who
takes part in an unauthorized foreign military, police, paramilitary, or
parapolice group (Rovcanin, R., Mejdini, F., Kajosevic, S., Bami,X., & Marusic
S., 2020). Equally important were the cross-financing measures for terrorist
organizations. In 2019, the government passed the necessary by-laws to the
Restrictive Measures Act, including the Guidelines for the Application of
Financial Restrictive Measures against Terrorism and the Proliferation of
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Weapons of Mass Destruction; the decision to create a coordinating body to
control the implementation of restrictive measures; and a set of rules for
maintaining a list of designated individuals against whom financial measures
have been taken concerning terrorism (Rovcanin, R., Mejdini, F., Kajosevic,
S., Bami,X., & Marusic S., 2020).

Interinstitutional and intersectoral cooperation: The repatriation
operation became possible thanks to the creation of an anti-terrorist structure
deployed in the country. To prevent radicalization, the government of North
Macedonia presented two strategies in March 2018 - the Prevention of Violent
Extremism and the updated Counter-Terrorism Strategy (Balkan Daesh
Fighters in Numbers, 2019), which became fundamental to the policy in the
fight against terrorism and violence radicalization. The Parliament of North
Macedonia adopted a comprehensive rehabilitation and re-integration plan as
part of an effort to return home some 40 citizens (mostly women and children).
With political, financial, and technical support from the international
community, the plan also extends to terrorists who are soon to be released from
prison. (Selimi, K., & Stojkovski, F., 2020). This plan meets several challenges:
the need for staff training, lack of awareness of civil servants outside the
security sector about the problems of repatriates, inter-institutional cooperation,
etc. (Rosand, E., Ellis, H..,& Weine S., 2020). The changes that Macedonia
introduced for the repatriation helped the country to better prepare for the de-
radicalization of many convicted terrorists, who were sentenced to short terms
in 2012 and afterwards, and will soon be released, as well as of the 83 of the
156 North Macedonian citizens who went to Iraq and Syria have already
returned home. According to security officials the likelihood of recidivism
among them exists, but it can be controlled (Rosand, E., Ellis, H..,& Weine S.,
2020).

Participation of civil society: In the rehabilitation and reintegration
plan, the participation of civil society is especially emphasized (Selimi, K., &
Stojkovski, F., 2020). Another expression of the civil society engagement is the
activity of the relatives of the migrants, who insist for their repatriation and are
ready to cooperate in the de-radicalization process.

External incentives

Desire to prove oneself as a reliable international partner: The
readiness of the Republic of North Macedonia was noticed. The repatriation
operation was highlighted by the US Department of Defense as a positive step
that could serve as an example for other countries (Munos, 2018).

Membership in international organizations: As a recently accepted
member of NATO, and a candidate for EU membership, the Republic of North
Macedonia feels the conditionality of these organizations — their power to
impact decisions and acts of the national institutions.

International cooperation in repatriation operations: Macedonian
government took advantage of the willingness of international partners and
Kurdish forces to help carry out such an operation. Seven militants were
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previously in the custody of the Democratic Forces of Syria (Country Report
on Terrorism 2018 - Chapter 1 - North Macedonia, 2018). In collaboration with
partners from the Global Coalition Against Terrorism and the Syrian
Democratic Forces, they were arrested and handed over to Macedonian law
enforcement. This was highlighted by the US Department of Defense as a
positive step that could serve as an example for other countries (Munos, 2018).

Who in the Western Balkans repatriates ISIS fighters?

As it can be seen, all the States have secular-oriented Muslim
populations and suitable legislation that assures that all who return will meet
justice in the legal courts. All governments have sent clear messages that were
listened to by the migrants and correctly decoded by them. Albania, Kosovo
and Northern Macedonia had effective interinstitutional and intersectoral
cooperation. Due to its complex administrative structure, BiH needed more
time to consolidate such a cooperation. It rejected starting the repatriation
before creation of a coordination agency, which delayed the repatriation. A
conclusion could be drawn that the internal readiness and existence of a social
anti-terrorist infrastructure influenced positively the decision-making process.

The impact of external variables also deserves a deep analysis. We
identified interdependence between the repatriation operations and the strength
and the urgency of the need for international support. The first in undertaking
repatriation was the Republic of North Macedonia (08/2018). It repatriated
relatively small number of people - 7, but all of them were male terrorist
fighters; around 83 returned on their own. Macedonia was a new State, which
at that moment needed a lot of international support — first, for the change of its
name (February 2019), because the veto of Greece was the most serious barrier
on the way to the EU, and second, for the membership in NATO to which it
integrated in March of 2020. Kosovo was the second (04/2019). It repatriated
110 persons, but only 4 of them were terrorist fighters. Around 250 persons
have already returned on their own. Kosovo is a new state, approximately 90
countries do not recognize its sovereignty, 5 out of them — from the EU.
Moreover, it is in long and heavy negotiations with Serbia. Kosovo needed
international support; it chose to return great number of women and children,
which contributed to its positive image, what was met with approval by its
international partners. The small number of men returned can be explained by
the great number of fighters who got home by themselves — eventually, a great
bulk of militants can challenge and even seriously damage national security.
BiH (12/2019) repatriated 25 persons; 7 of them were male terrorist fighters.
The number of people who returned on their own was relatively low — 50. At
that moment BiH didn’t need urgently international support — it was still far
from NATO and EU membership. This could partly explain why the country
was not in a hurry to take back its militants; another explanation has to do with
the complex administrative structure and political system, which require time
to produce any viable decision. Albania was the last (10/2020). It did not
repatriate any males, only women and children. The number of the returnees
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was 45. Albania is an old state, member of the international community since
many years. In 2019, when the UN and the USA called for repatriation, Albania
was already a member of NATO and still far from EU membership. It didn’t
need urgently international support.

The variable “membership in international organizations” has also
some impact. Countries for which membership in NATO or the EU was an
immediate perspective, were more prone to carry out repatriation. Countries
that were already members, or the membership was a long-term perspective,
did not seem to be impacted by this factor. UN, OSCE and the Council of
Europe are the international organizations that called for repatriation. USA also
urged European countries to take back their nationals and did it include in the
meetings of NATO (for instance, the NATO Leaders Meeting in London in
2019), even though the Alliance never included such a call in its official policy.
EU and NATO never used the strong leverage of conditionality to impact
decisions in regard to repatriation, except, probably implicit reaction of the
European Union which, after the repatriation effectuated by BiH, appointed a
new special representative for the country, who also took over the role of head
of the European Union Delegation in Sarajevo and had to monitor the
continuous progress in the stabilization and association process. However, this
could be only a coincidence; it is possible that both events are not related by
any causal tie.

Finally, the analysis and assessment of the operations of repatriation
shows that these are complex diplomatic, humanitarian and security operations
that cannot be successful without the international coordination among
governments, humanitarian organizations, key stakeholders in the stage of the
conflict, and anti-terrorist coalitions.

Conclusions

Four small states of the Northern Balkans, which do not possess the
resources of economically powerful and politically stable European countries,
have repatriated their nationals from Iraq and Syria. Despite the lack of
experience, heretofore they have been successful in the efforts towards de-
radicalization and disengagement of foreign fighters and their families.
Albania, BiH, Kosovo and Republic of North Macedonia have been pointed out
as positive example by many international, humanitarian, and other
organizations. Only time will show whether these are sustainable outputs or just
intermediate results that are not indicative of the positive advance of the
process. Our research shows that when there is a suitable constellation of
internal and external drives, this generates enough political will as to carry such
a risky act as repatriation of terrorist fighters and their families. The fact that
NATO and the EU never made of repatriation their policy and, thus, never used
conditionality to motivate respective countries, demonstrates that again
national interests of the member states have proven to be stronger than the
collective ones.
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