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One Year since the Establishment of the Islamic Stex

Al-Baghdadi’'s Successful Gamble, Thus Far
Yoram Schweitzer

The Islamic State, now marking its first anniveysas an autonomous entity controlling
a considerable geographical area within the tewyritd Irag and Syria, two countries of
major importance in the Middle East. Assessingfitst year of his tenure as caliph of
the Islamic State, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi can crousndgamble a success, at least in the
meantime.

Over the past year, al-Baghdadi has managed taveuev number of assassination
attempts, and the Islamic State (IS) project hat aotlapsed, despite international
pressure. Although the string of conquests thaabdgllowing the establishment of ISIS
(Islamic State of Irag and Syria) in April 2013 whaalted, the Islamic State can still
nonetheless claim some new territorial gains, kangple Ramadi in Iraq and Palmyra in
Syria Despite the extensive casualties sufferedth®y Islamic State in those two
countries, the flow of new recruits to its rankss ot stopped. According to reports
published in the West, their number has grown dieadd already exceeds the overall
number of volunteers who in the 1980s joined timksaof the mujahidin in Afghanistan
to fight the Soviet army.

The military action in Irag and Syria by the intational coalition against the Islamic
State was manifested over the past year primanlair strikes and consulting and
training for Iraqi forces; it still has not resudtén the organization’s defeat. Thus, the
absence of significant achievements in this reatochtae weakening of the international
and inter-Arab coalition have allowed al-Baghdadiraintain his image of success and
resilience in the eyes of his supporters. This inlags been reinforced by an aggressive
media strategy, implemented in a centralized amhistcated manner by Islamic State
operatives, and in a decentralized manner by stgmsacsround the world using a variety
of social media outlets.

Al-Baghdadi has also succeeded in establishingthisding within the global jihad world
following the coup d’état he staged through hi$-appointment as caliph, which placed
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him in a supreme position, above Ayman al-Zawaltie, leader of al-Qaeda. As a result
of the split, different organizations and group®tighout the world declared their loyalty
to the Islamic State in order to join its rankssabordinate partners. Although the major
groups belonging to al-Qaeda’s network of alliangesluding al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, thedbiam Shabaab, Jabhat al-Nusra, and
AQIS (al-Qaeda in the Indian subcontinent) did switch alliances, other organizations
such as Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in the Sinai Penin®éko Haram in Nigeria, and groups
in Afghanistan, the Caucuses, and the Philippireese talready sworn allegiance to the
Islamic State and to al-Baghdadi, the caliph.

Furthermore, the Islamic State has taken advardgbgfee anarchy and weakness of the
central government in Libya, Yemen, and Tunisiagha wake of the Arab Spring, in
order to send groups of trained fighters from asks to join local rebel groups and form
effective military coalitions. After these forcesta&blished their control in large areas
within their respective countries and set up gowemt districts \{ilayat) in the spirit and
image of the Islamic State, they too swore alleggaand joined its ranks. In this manner,
Libya, where the areas under the influence of shemic State continue to expand, serves
the Islamic State as an arena for training andgesfand in the future — in the event of the
Islamic State’s significant loss of control oves ferritory in Iraq and Syria — may serve
as an alternative region of control.

During its second year in existence, the IslamateStan be expected to continue fighting
its enemies. In Iraq, these include the Iraqi arthg,popular Shiite militias, (al-Hashd al-
Shaabi), and the Kurdish forces that are curreopgrating with the support of the
international coalition forces and the Iranian Rationary Guards. These forces will
continue to work to liberate important areas caguby the Islamic State, most
prominently the city of Mosul and parts of westérag. At the same time, the Islamic
State will be influenced by developments in thelanar in Syria. If Assad’'s regime
collapses, the Islamic State will attempt to setpatrol of central areas through a
struggle with the different opposition forces opieig within Syria, including Salafist
jihadi elements such as Jabhat al-Nusra and itatd6 in the Jaysh al-Fatah coalition. If
it succeeds, this will help establish its status asgnificant regional actor. At the same
time, it is extremely likely that such a situatould prompt a significant increase in the
military activity of the international and inter-&b coalition against the Islamic State
aimed at its eradication, due to the implicatiotesrening from its control over such a
central region of the Middle East.

Another major issue that may impact on the futdréhe Islamic State is a concern that
has troubled the leaders and security services edt¥vh nations regarding the Islamic
State’s intentions to launch terror attacks witthigir territory. Most of the attacks that
have taken place thus far in Europe, North Ameragal Australia have been based on
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the local initiative of individuals or pairs of agsts acting out of identification with the
Islamic State, and in some cases, in its name,owithaving actually been sent by its
commanders or directly operating under their aespi&till, there is concern that the
Islamic State could use international terrorismat@nge the activities of the coalition
operating against it, and undermine its unity dre@robilization against IS. The fact that
many young Westerners, particularly Europeans, l@neady made their way to Syria
and Iraqg, been trained in terrorist and guerrillfare, gained combat experience in the
course of the fighting, and been the subject o&f&sljihadi indoctrination threatens to
manifest itself in Western countries in future ¢eist activity either inspired or
dispatched by the Islamic State.

The strategic plan drawn up by General John Alllea,special US presidential envoy to
the international and inter-Arab coalition with than of halting the expansion of the
Islamic State and bringing about its defeat, caexypected to present it with a challenge
that is much more serious and complex than whatreoted it during its first year in
existence. The plan includes five primary effortstitary activity aimed at reducing the
territory controlled by the Islamic State in ordersever the territorial contiguity; action
aimed at cutting off the Islamic State from econgrfinancial, and natural resources; the
creation of protected areas and safe havens faf pmpulations, to enable them to lead
regular daily lives; a halt to the flow of foreidighters arriving in Syria, primarily via
the Turkish border; and concerted activity, bothysatal and rhetorical, against the
dissemination of the Islamic State message andageopla around the world. The
campaign must be carried out by a broad internatigoalition that includes Muslim
elements.

The terrorist attacks that were carried out lastkv@ Tunisia, Kuwait, and France are
sharp new indicators that the campaign to defeatlstamic State can be expected to
exact a heavy price in human casualties in diffel@rations around the world, not only
in Iraq and Syria. However, the fact that the idgglbehind the Islamic State’s activity
is such a blatant challenge to the moral, sociad], l@gal codes and norms of human
society in the twenty-first century requires a massffort toward the group’s total
defeat. If it is not stopped soon, we can expeetitoesses many similar atrocities in the
years to come and the growth of Islamic State exfae, particularly among Salafist
groups.

Israel, which monitors vigilantly the events alatgyborders and regards itself as a part
of the international effort against the Islamict8tamust take into account that it too will
be a future target of Islamic State attacks orck#idy Islamic State partners, both along
its borders, and abroad. Therefore, it must aasidtsupport, to the best of its ability, the
international efforts to defeat the Islamic Staad take preemptive intelligence and
operational measures to thwart any potential astacined at Israel and Israeli citizens,
and strike those behind the attacks when they occur
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