KEY POINTS
Europe is confronting an increasingly dangerous Islamist terror threat. Over the last year, ISIS-linked
attack plots in Europe have unfolded at a rate of nearly two every month. There have been at least 35 ISISlinked plots to launch attacks across Europe since 2014, including the November 2015 Paris and March 2016
Brussels attacks; 22 of these plots have been executed or disrupted within the last 12 months.1
Thousands of Europeans who joined Islamist extremists in Syria and Iraq since 2011, some of whom are
trained and intent on committing acts of terror, are filtering back into the continent. As many as 5,000
European Union (EU) citizens have traveled to Syria and Iraq, according to Europol.2 More than 1,000 of them
have already returned to just four countries – the U.K., France, Germany, and Belgium.3 Europol Director Rob
Wainwright has warned of a related “black hole of information” regarding European foreign fighters.4 Syria
returnees were involved in both the deadly Brussels and Paris attacks.
European security services have identified thousands of potential terror suspects within their borders.
German authorities have identified 1,100 suspected radical Islamists.5 They are actively pursuing 130
counterterrorism investigations focused on almost 200 jihadists, including returnees from Syria. 6 Authorities in
France have identified at least 2,000 of their citizens or residents connected to jihadist networks.7 At least 16
French and Belgian nationals – many of them previously known to authorities – were part of the broader
network behind the recent terror plots in Brussels and Paris.8
The magnitude of the threat in Europe is unprecedented and it is overwhelming security services. The
operatives behind the Paris and Brussels attack plots reportedly operated across at least nine EU countries –
France, Belgium, Germany, the U.K., Greece, Austria, Italy, the Netherlands, and Hungary. 9 A Belgian
counterterrorism official warned only days before the March 22 attacks in Brussels, “…we don’t have the
infrastructure to properly investigate or monitor hundreds of individuals suspected of terror links, as well as
pursue the hundreds of open files and investigations we have…It’s literally an impossible situation and,
honestly, it’s very grave.”10
The European ISIS network has remained an active, widespread threat in the wake of last month’s
Brussels attack. Just two days after the bombings in Brussels, French authorities disrupted a major ISIS-linked
attack plot and discovered “an arsenal of weapons and explosives of an unprecedented size.”11 Nearly 20 ISISlinked suspects have been arrested in five EU countries since then.12 German intelligence official Hans-Georg
Maasen cautioned that while European agencies “may, in fact, have information about dangerous individuals
saved in our databases…we might fail to notice that they are here because they enter with false identities.”13
ISIS terror operatives have exploited the largest flow of refugees and migrants since World War II to
infiltrate Europe undetected. EU member states reported nearly 2 million instances of illegal border crossings
involving around 1 million people last year.14 Two of the ISIS-linked operatives behind the November 2015
Paris attack snuck into Europe by posing as Syrian refugees.15 At least one of the March 2016 Brussels attackers
reportedly posed as a Syrian refugee in Greece.16 The head of Germany’s domestic intelligence agency warned
this year “we have repeatedly seen that terrorists…have slipped in camouflaged or disguised as refugees. This is
a fact that the security agencies are facing.”17
European jihadists are also attempting to radicalize and recruit refugees settling in the continent. Over
one million individuals from the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia arrived in Europe in 2015.18 In Germany
alone, the domestic intelligence service identified 300 instances of radical Islamists recruiting within the
refugee population.19
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