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In the last four years since the emergence of the foreign terrorist fighters (FTF) crisis, 

the Western Balkan countries have come a long way from the closed, securitised and 

fragmented, mostly country-based approach to dealing with violent extremism to a 

more open, cooperative, whole society resilience building to preventing radicalisation 

and countering violent extremism. 

In spite of the obvious negative security and broader implications of the emergence of 

the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS), which regardless of its defeat 

continues to affect the Middle East and beyond, the FTF crisis was a turning point for 

the transformation of the Western Balkan countries’ approach towards tackling 

radicalisation and violent extremism. 

The FTF crisis exposed a number of vulnerabilities on how the countries of the 

Western Balkan region understood and responded to the phenomena and provided 

them with the opportunity for revising their policies, tools and approaches to dealing 

with the problem. 

In this presentation I will make a brief review some aspects of the problems that come 

out as a result of the outbreak of the FTF crisis and what the region has learned by 

trying to respond to and tackle the problem. 

 

1. Understanding the scale and gravity of the problem 

 

The first major thing that the FTF revealed was that the degree and scale of 

penetration of the societies by the radical influence.   

The emergence of ISIS and its ability to recruit thousands of people took by surprise 

the whole Europe. However, while the motivation to join ISIS by Western Europe 

fighters could be rather easily explained with the frustration of young people from 

migrant families who felt marginalized and estranged with the context in which they 



lived, in the Western Balkan countries radicalization and recruitment were driven by 

the imported Salafi-jihadist ideology and networks inspired by Salafi clerics. 

While the presence of such ideology and networks was known by the countries of the 

region, as well as the threat they posed to the social cohesion and security, none of 

the countries of the region was able to grasp and anticipate the breadth and depth of 

their influence. 

Between 800 to 900 fighters from the Western Balkan countries travelled to in Syria 

and Iraq with Albanians and Bosniaks forming the largest groups. In terms of number 

of fighters per capita Kosovo, Bosnia and Hezegovina, Albania and Macedonia were 

among the European countries with the largest numbers of jihadists. 

In this respect the overall preparedness of the countries of the region to face the 

problem of radicalization was very low as well as the effectiveness of the policies and 

institutions in charge. Secluded communities which operated almost entirely or partly 

under Sharia law such as Ovše and GornjeMaoce in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Hani 

iElezit and Kaçanik in Kosovo, the Tutunzus mosque in Gazi Baba in Macedonia, or 

the tens of so called illegal mosques in Albania, which were left to their own and 

radical imams were only expanding their influence without being disturbed. 

By 2012, according to a survey conducted by Pew Research Center,1 12% of 

Albanian Muslims, 20% of Kosovars and 15% of Bosnians supported making Sharia 

the official law in their country, while 6% of Albanian Muslims, 11% of Kosovars and 

3% of Bosnians considered that suicide bombing is often justified in the defence of 

Islam. 

These figures, which are much higher than the per capita number of foreign fighters 

that joined ISIS, show that extremist religious ideology was very influential in the 

societies of the region but nonetheless no action was taken. Without the outbreak of 

the foreign fighters’ crisis perhaps the rhythm and scale of penetration by radical 

networks could have continued undisturbed. 

 

2. That women and children are exposed and to radicalisation  

 

While traditionally violent extremist groups were regarded as an exclusive domain of 

men, the figures show that around 15% of those citizens from the Western Balkans who 

joined ISIS in Syria and Iraq were women. The foreign fighter crisis showed that 

radicalization doesn’t affect exclusively men but women and children also, the former as 

                                                 
1Luis Lugo, Alan Cooperman, James Bell, Erin O’Connell, and Sandra Stencel. "The World’s Muslims: Religion, 

Politics and Society." Washington: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2013 



either active members or victims, while the later as victims but potential active 

members. 

Until the outbreak of the FTF crisis there was no discussion on this dimension of 

radicalization and therefore no policies, measures or actions to prevent were in place. 

This crisis has enabled the WB countries and societal actors to expand the scope of 

activities to include women and children in both prevention and countering activities and 

programs. The scale and success varies on a number of local factors such as CSOs 

activism, level of cooperation of societal and institutional actors, but the bottom line is 

that all countries now have moved to the next level in this respect. 

The fact that women participated, either actively or as supporter to FTF, showed that 

they are vulnerable to radicalization but on the other hand their involvement showed 

that women can play an important role in prevention and countering violent extremism 

also. 

Studies, with policy recommendations and concrete projects that target radicalisation 

and recruitment of women are now been carried out and implemented at country and 

regional levels. 

 

3. That building of societal resilience is needed to tackle radicalisation  

 

The FTF crisis showed that the approach of the countries of the region to tackling the 

problem was inadequate. The countries lacked coordinated, multi-agency response to 

the issue and the scope of action was limited to the intelligence and police roles.  

While mosques run by radicals were part of the neighbourhoods, no action was taken at 

community levels as people didn’t consider that they had the right to know and have a 

say on what was happening inside them.In the case of Albania, even the Muslim 

Community officials didn’t bother to visit or control the activity of those mosques.  

Over the last couple of years the governments of the region have understood that 

building resilience to preventing violent extremism by engaging individuals, groups and 

communities at the local level and to empower them by providing them with the right 

tools and skills is one of the most important engagements towards the solution of the 

problem. 

 

4. The results of the intervention depend on the interaction and cooperation 

among governmental and broader societal actors 

 



Preventing radicalisation and countering violent extremism cannot be achieved by 

national government agencies alone. National authorities need to collaborate with the 

local government, law enforcement need to exchange information with non-security 

related institutions, security practitioners need to engage with broader academia, think 

tank and non-government actors. 

One of the immediate implications of the FTF crisis was that preventing and countering 

radicalisation and violent extremism moved up to the top of the governments’ priorities. 

The governments of the region have understood that countering and preventing 

radicalisation and violent extremism requires continued, coordinated and specialized 

efforts, which involve government and non-government actors at different segments and 

levels of the society.  

In order to address this phenomenon, local actors, youth organisations, families, 

community members, religious, and education leaders need to be empowered and 

enabled to adopt tailored approaches. 

Depending on the resources and scale of the problem governments have created 

intervention programmes that target affected communities, vulnerable groups and 

individuals or institutions such as schools and prisons.  

Countries have revised their policies and strategies and conceptually these documents 

approach has shifted from the predominantlyrepressive approach that involved 

executive and judicial action, with little or no community involvement, to documents 

where the dominant concept isthe wholistic approach which combines prevention, 

repression and redress through whole society involvement and resilience building.  

In terms of government action, there is a visible improvement of cooperation among 

government agencies and institutions, and an expansion of the institutions involved, 

particularly in the preventive action. 

 

5. Preventing radicalism and countering violent extremism cannot be achieved 

without an effective regional cooperation 

 

For nearly 20 years, since the end of the Yugoslav wars, achieving regional cooperation 

among the Western Balkan countries as a means of reconciliation, peace and security 

building, and for ensuring sustainable economic development by creating an investment 

friendly environment, has been one of the main objectives of the international 

community.  

While a lot of progress has been made, through a number of regional cooperation 

initiatives and platforms, regional cooperation, continues to be hampered by unresolved 

national issues such as Serbia and Kosovo relations, the relations within communities in 



Macedonia and Bosnia and Hercegovina that spill over to affect cooperation between 

Albania and Macedonia or Serbia and Bosnia and Hercegovina. Cooperation on 

security matters is the area which is more affected and hampered by this legacy. 

As a reminder of the conflicts of the 1990s, the divisions along religious and ethnic lines 

continue to run deep even today, and the war narratives continue to shape the current 

discourses and are maliciously feed into the radicalisation narratives, creating pressures 

on political constituencies and thus shaping political discourses and policies through 

electoral processes.  

This setting makes cooperation on radicalisation and violent extremism more sensitive. 

Nonetheless, the FTF crisis seems to have created a new opportunity for improving 

cooperation among the countries of the region in order to face this common challenge. 

Within the Western Balkans Counter-Terrorism Initiative supported by the EU in the 

framework of IPA II, the RCC has established the SEE Regional Platform for Countering 

Radicalization and Violent Extremism leading to Terrorism and Foreign Terrorist 

Fighters. 

All the counties have established CVE points of contact and the SEE Group of National 

Focal Points on CVE & FTF has been established as a part of the RCC’s Regional 

Platform for Countering Radicalization and Violent Extremism.  

The objective of the platform is to strengthen coordination and cooperation at national 

and regional levels. The National Focal Points Group meets regularly to discuss 

progress and issues on CVE & FTF at national and regional levels.  

In the spirit of the whole society approach the regional cooperation has been expanded 

to include a combination of actors, such ascivil society organisations, government 

agencies at national level, international organisations and EU institutions, best 

illustrated by the Western Balkan Counter-Terrorism initiative. 

However, as these efforts constitute above all a learning process, challenges remain on 

aspects such as improvement of implementation of the cooperation frameworks, sharing 

of information, streamlining of activities, etc. 

 

6. The vulnerabilities and potential of the internet and social media 

 

A large body of empirical research literature shows that social media has a great 

potential for the mobilization of collective action. Social media rely heavily on the 

influence of personal networks to incite and motivate participation in collective action. 

Through social media individuals are solicited by people in their online networks through 

messages that inform them and invite to contribute to a common cause or action.  



While social media is often used for so called low threshold participation, such as 

organising a group of friends to join a social event or join a party, to high participation 

thresholds, such as attending public demonstrations and protests. The success of major 

events such as the Arab Spring or the Ukrainian colour revolution is largely attributed to 

the mobilising power of the social media. 

This potential of the social media has also been skilfully and effectively exploited by the 

radical groups and networks for recruiting fighter from this region also. Through 

communication and outreach via social media pages and platforms individuals from 

diverse social and economic backgrounds were brought together to create virtual 

communities that transcended geographic limitations.  

The efforts of the security and law enforcement agencies, but of the society at large 

also, were outmanoeuvred and outpaced radical propagators and recruiters ability to 

exploit the potential of the social media to reach out, radicaliseand recruit people.  

Using social media as a source to map and understand radicalisation strategies and 

pathways, but also as channels to feedback counter radicalisation narratives and 

messages, is being now mainstreamed as part of the overall combined counter 

radicalisation efforts. 

 

7. Conclusion  

 

It is obvious that the Western Balkan countries have made a lot of progress since the 

emergence of the FTF crisis in both cognitive aspects – there is a better understanding 

and knowledge on the causes, pathways, consequences and implications of 

radicalisation – and in terms of preparedness to take actions to preventing and 

countering radicalisation and violent extremism.  

However, this is only a beginning of a long term battle with this phenomenon, and those 

same radicalisation factors are still at play, and are as imaginative and persistent into 

achieving their objectives, as we are.  

Apart from preventing radicalization that leads to violent extremism, and ultimately 

terrorist actions, attention should be given also to counter the activities of movements 

and organizations which regard Islam not only as a faith but as means of political 

mobilization also, and whose ultimate goal is to form a social and political cleavage 

based on Islamic norms. 

This dimension of the phenomenon is more difficult to prevent and to counter because 

these movements take advantage of the democratic processes to advance radical 

ideologies embedded in political demands and countering them may lead to actions that 

undercut democratic processes.  
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