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ABSTRACT 

More than thirty-thousand individuals from over eighty countries joined the conflict in Syria and 

began returning once the group lost its strongholds in Iraq and Syria. Based on literature review, 

empirical studies and official statements, the thesis has explored the response of the Netherlands 

and Saudi Arabia in dealing with foreign fighters and foreign fighter returnees. The first sub-

question analyses the motivations of the foreign fighters for joining the conflict in Syria and the 

dangers that their return poses to the national security of their home country. The second sub-

question assesses the response of multiple countries in dealing with returnees, including such 

policy options as repatriation, prosecution, citizenship revocation and reintegration. The third sub-

question explores the specific strategies employed by the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia in dealing 

with foreign fighter returnees while evaluating the effectiveness of their respective reintegration 

programs. Many factors motivate Western foreign fighters including social, economic, and 

institutional but religion does not play a clearly defined role in radicalization. Furthermore, pan-

Islamic ideals figure more prominently among Saudi foreign fighters. The success of citizenship 

revocation approaches is debatable although several countries including the Netherlands have such 

provisions. In contrast, Saudi Arabia appears to prefer repatriation of its citizens while most EU 

countries including the Netherlands are reluctant. The prosecution is harsh in the Netherlands 

including maximum security detention and solitary confinement. However, Saudi Arabia 

reportedly executes terrorism convicts and undertakes pre-trial detention with reports of secrecy 

surrounding its efforts. The reintegration programs of the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia share key 

features and offer valuable alternatives and low recidivism rates in dealing with terrorism convicts. 

Nonetheless, reintegration programs can benefit from further research and better policy designs.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The rise of Muslim foreign fighters is a recent phenomenon, and its roots can be traced back to the 

Soviet invasion in Afghanistan, circa 1979-1989. The Taliban emerged as the mujahideen or 

Islamic warriors to resist the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan (Laub, 2014). However, standard 

explanations, including US-Saudi backing of the Afghan Mujahideen, the rise of Islamism, and 

the spread of Wahhabism, do not sufficiently explain the rise of transnational Muslim fighters. 

According to Hegghammer (2010) a pan-Islamic identity movement better contextualizes the rise 

in global war volunteering that developed emphatically in the Arab world. Arabs involved in the 

Afghan Jihad were able to enlist militants in the name of inter-Muslim solidarity owing to the 

popular pan-Islamic rhetoric and networks. The Arab-Afghan mobilization resulted in a foreign 

fighter movement, which continues today as a phenomenon independent from al-Qaeda. 

The emergence of franchises, paradoxically, weakened the core of Al-Qaeda, and one of 

its off-shoots, AQI (Al-Qaeda in Iraq), became a pertinent phenomenon as IS between 2011-

14. According to Barrett (2017), approximately 27,000 to 31,000 people from at least 86 countries 

traveled to Syria and Iraq to join the Islamic State. The report further adds that more than five 

thousand EU citizens have traveled to Syria (Barrett, 2017, p. 12). The majority of foreign fighters, 

however, originate from the Middle East; Saudi Arabia ranks as the country with the second-

highest number of ISIS foreign fighters, approximately 3,244 (Cook & Vale, 2019, p. 35). The 

foreign fighters’ home countries see their return as a security threat because of their past activities. 

This is evident, for instance, in the case of three returnees from Syria that had been part of the 

March 2016 Brussels attacks. The Belgian and French citizens that carried out the November 2015 

Paris attacks were also identified as returnees from Syria (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017, p. 3). 

Furthermore, an analysis of the plots linked to IS between 2014 and 2016 reveals that “nearly all 
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of them involve returning foreign fighters” (Nesser et al., 2016, p. 9). It is against this background 

that the rehabilitation of foreign fighter returnees is incumbent, and countries have put several 

programs in place to deradicalize terrorists. 

 

1.1 Return of Foreign Fighters 

Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, commonly referred to as ISIS, is an Islamic militant group that is 

fundamentalist in its approach and grew out of a perceived clash between Islam and modernity. It 

gained following as conflicts between the west and the Islamic world became more pronounced, 

particularly after the war in Iraq and local demands for social change culminated in the Arab 

revolutions and the subsequent civil war in Syria (Oosterveld et al., 2017, p. 5). Radical fighters 

joined ISIS to fight against Western countries and ISIS enemies in Syria and Iraq (Klor & 

Benmelech, 2016, p. 1). Despite the disruption of the Islamic State network in Iraq and Syria, 

which constituted key battlegrounds for IS, the threat of terrorism around the world has not abated. 

Some foreign fighters periodically return to their home countries under their government-issued 

passports and use their specialization in terrorism tactics and related connections to carry out terror 

plots at home (Klor & Benmelech, 2016, p. 1). Foreign fighters who return to their home countries 

are known as foreign fighter returnees (Govier & Boutland, 2020, p. 93). Since the collapse of 

ISIS, returning foreign fighters are considered a significant threat to national security in many 

countries. European countries, especially, are having a hard time contemplating the motives of 

returning foreign fighters and fear that imprisoned returnees will produce the next breed of 

radicalized jihadis.  
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1.2 Issues in the Reintegration of Foreign Fighter Returnees: Comparing the Approaches 

of the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia 

Countries worldwide use various techniques for dealing with the problems posed by foreign fighter 

returnees and their violent ideology (Lister, 2015). States must contemplate several interrelated 

issues: national security, diplomatic considerations, legal and judicial mechanisms for pursuing 

justice, ethical and logistical questions around the obligations of states to facilitate their citizens’ 

return, and the possibilities for rehabilitation and de-radicalization. Researchers reduce these issues 

to three broad categories of policy formulation: (1) whether or not, and if so how, to facilitate the 

repatriation of foreign fighters, (2) whether or not, and if so how, to prosecute foreign fighter 

returnees, and (3) how to rehabilitate returnees to reintegrate in society (or not). A comparative 

analysis of different states and their strategies can yield valuable insights into the effectiveness of 

various policy and procedural approaches. In order to keep such an analysis manageable, the 

strategies of the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia will be covered.  

The Netherlands is considered a prime case for analysis given its controversial court rulings 

and public discourse over the repatriation of foreign fighters (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018b; Hofstee, 

2020), its adoption of a comprehensive framework to address radicalization (Schoof et al., 2017), 

and its tailored rehabilitation and reintegration strategies for returnees (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a). 

On the other hand, Saudi Arabia has a unique history of reforming and reintegrating foreign 

fighters and plays a central role as the “home of Islam” in shaping religious interpretation (Meijer, 

2009).  

 

1.3 Research question 

The primary research question addressed in this paper will be: 
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“How have the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia dealt with foreign fighters who want to return 

or have returned?”  

The research body will address the following three sub-questions: 

1. What are the motivations of foreign fighters, and to what extent do they pose a risk 

to the national security of their home country?  

2. In what ways have countries dealt with foreign fighter returnees? 

3. How effective have rehabilitation or reintegration programs for foreign fighters 

been in Saudi Arabia and the Netherlands, and what variables in their respective 

approaches might explain the systematic differences in outcomes? 

 

1.4 Structure of the Paper  

The paper is divided into eight chapters. Chapter 1 will lay down a comprehensive introduction on 

the emergence of Islamic radicalization and its evolution into worldwide terrorist threats. Chapter 

2 will delineate a methodology for carrying out research. The research methodology will center on 

primary and secondary resources such as research and journal articles, books, academic reviews, 

and government websites of respective countries’ institutes and aftercare programs, focusing on 

deradicalization. Chapter 3 will focus broadly on jihadist radicalization and motivations to become 

a foreign fighter. It is also essential to differentiate between the motives of foreign fighters in the 

Middle East and those in Western Europe participating in jihadist activities. The focus will then 

be on foreign fighters’ motivations in pursuing jihadist activities and their eventual return to their 

home countries.  

Chapter 4 will briefly highlight various strategies undertaken by a host of countries to deal 

with foreign fighter returnees, covering issues such as repatriation, prosecution, citizenship 
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revocation, reintegration, and rehabilitation programs. Then, the analysis will focus on the 

reintegration model by highlighting the importance of reintegration and its long-term benefits 

instead of the hardline approach of trial and punishment of foreign fighter returnees. 

Chapter 5 will focus on foreign fighter returnee programs, aiming at the Netherlands’ and 

Saudi Arabia’s strategies for dealing with returnees, including integration programs. The chapter 

will examine how the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia analyzed domestic threats of terrorism by 

foreign fighter returnees and consequently developed these programs. It will discuss the design of 

the program developed by the Netherlands’ National Coordinator for Security and 

Counterterrorism (NCTV) in collaboration with the Dutch Probation Service and the 

Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN). Following this, an examination of Saudi Arabia’s 

reintegration strategy, the Prevention and Aftercare program (PRAC), will be undertaken. 

Chapter 6 will examine the general problems and discuss common issues that underline the 

design and implementation of reintegration programs. Furthermore, the chapter will discuss the 

outcomes of the Netherlands’ and Saudi’s reintegration programs, respectively. It will discuss the 

difficulties these specific programs faced in deradicalizing and reintegrating foreign fighter 

returnees and their relative merits and shortcomings. The comparative efficacy of the Netherlands’ 

and Saudi Arabia’s strategy in deradicalization will be assessed by, inter alia, focusing on their 

low recidivism rates and other positive aspects.  

Chapter 7 will provide an elaborate conclusion that will sum up the results of the paper, 

providing brief answers to the research questions. Finally, Chapter 8 will discuss the limitations 

of the research study, providing suggestions for further research and several policy 

recommendations for coupling traditional security measures of counterterrorism with the soft 

measures of reintegration programs. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

The thesis attempts to identify how the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia have dealt with foreign 

fighters who want to return or have returned to their home countries. In order to address this 

question, this research aims to understand the motivations of foreign fighters, how countries deal 

with the returnees and assess the efficacy of rehabilitation and reintegration programs of both the 

Netherlands and Saudi Arabia. In its Terrorist Threat Assessment conducted in 2021, NCTV 

maintains the threat level at 3 (on a scale of 1 to 5) and considers the Dutch jihadist movement the 

primary terrorist threat in the Netherlands (NCTV, 2021). Meanwhile, in 2020, the US Department 

of State assessed Jeddah, considered the economic and tourism capital of Saudi Arabia, as a “high-

threat location for terrorism” where ISIS and al-Qaeda were considered serious risks (OSAC, 

2020). The Global Terrorism Index measures the impact of terrorism on a scale of 0 (no impact) 

to 10 (high impact). The index ranks Saudi Arabia’s score at 5.0 and the Netherlands at 2.6 

(Institute for Economics & Peace, 2020, p. 8). As evident from the report, ISIS remains globally 

active and, with radicalization on the rise, academics and practitioners agree that further research 

is required to understand the “dynamics between radicalization, violent extremism and terrorism” 

and develop effective counter-measures (Pisoui & Ahmed, 2016).  

With the exploratory nature of this paper, the interdisciplinary nature of the phenomenon 

of terrorism, and the complex process of radicalization, the methodology of this paper relies 

exclusively on a literature review. Academic research papers, journals, think tanks, newspaper 

articles, books, research reports, and government websites of respective countries’ institutes and 

aftercare programs, focusing on deradicalization, have been examined to understand the cause of 

jihadist extremism. Researchers and academics from Europe, particularly the Netherlands, with a 
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background in security challenges, disengagement, and rehabilitation programs for jihadist 

militants in the Middle East have produced most of the scholarly work.  

The thesis examines articles on Saudi Arabia’s deradicalization program with caution as 

there is limited independent research available. Moreover, it is essential to mention that the author 

resides in Saudi Arabia and faced severe limitations in accessing the information available online 

due to censorship and surveillance systems in the Kingdom (Freedom House, 2019, 2021). The 

Kingdom is intolerant of criticism, and there is government censorship of the content available. 

Thus, less critical information is available for Saudi Arabia’s PRAC program, its efficacy, 

recidivism rate, and religion's role in radicalization. However, recidivism is not always a reflection 

of the deradicalization in mindset or conduct. Disengagement is a behavioural shift in which an 

individual or movement ceases to utilize violence (Veldhuis, 2012, p. 1). Deradicalization, on the 

other hand, involves a profound shift in psychological and cognitive processes. As a result, 

disengagement is usually a temporary measure, whereas deradicalization relates to long-term 

transformation. Nevertheless, examining papers by Western authors whose work specializes in 

security and deradicalization programs in the Middle East is the primary focus of the literature 

review. 

 

Chapter 3: Foreign Fighters 

The third chapter deals with sub-question (1): What are the motivations of foreign fighters, and to 

what extent do they pose a risk to the national security of their home country? Sub-section 3.1 

traces a brief history of the origin of foreign fighters, including secular transnational insurgents. 

The remainder of the section outlines the development of Muslim foreign fighters. Following that, 

sub-section 3.2 examines jihadist radicalization and the motives for individuals from the Middle 
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East and Western Europe to become foreign fighters. In sub-section 3.3, the focus shifts to the 

return of foreign fighters and the national security risk they pose upon return. 

 

3.1 Foreign Fighters and Jihadist Activities – A Background 

Albeit often associated with jihadist activities, the term 'foreign fighters' generally refers to 

insurgents who cross borders to join violent activities in countries other than their own. According 

to Malet (2013), foreign fighters travel to a new country, where they are not citizens, to join an 

insurgency or civil war. The phenomenon happened in multiple scenarios worldwide, from the 

International Brigades’ recruiting of communist volunteers to join the Spanish Civil War to 

westerners joining the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) during the 

Colombian conflict (Bakker & De Bont, 2016). In contemporary times, public and academic 

attention has focused on foreign jihadist fighters moving to Iraq and Syria to join radical Islamist 

groups such as the Islamic State (IS).  

The contemporary phenomenon of foreign jihadist fighters developed at the beginning of 

2000. Individuals or groups started to leave their home countries to join the violent jihad in 

Kashmir, Afghanistan, Iraq, Chechnya, and Somalia (Bakker & De Bont, 2016). In 2013, the Dutch 

intelligence noted that the number of Dutch citizens traveling to Syria had substantially increased 

towards the end of the prior year; the majority joined the jihadist group Jabath al-Nusra and the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Levante (ISIL) (Weggemans et al., 2014). Saudi foreign fighters made 

their way towards Syria as well. An analysis conducted at The International Centre for the Study 

of Radicalisation showed that well-off individuals traveled to other countries before entering Syria, 

while others had only crossed nearby countries to reach their destination (bin Khaled Al-Saud, 

2019, p. 16). In 2013, Foreign Policy reported that the foreign fighters in Syria exceeded 5000 
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people, of which 1000 came from Western countries (Hegghammer, 2013). After that year, the 

number of foreign fighters who fought the Syrian Civil War has only increased. According to a 

2015 report, an additional 2500 Saudis had joined the previous 12,000 fighters in Syria and Iraq 

(Klor & Benmelech, 2016). As of 2018, more than 310 individuals had traveled from the 

Netherlands to those lands as well (General Intelligence and Security Service, 2018). The sharp 

increase in foreign fighters leaving for Syria and Iraq can partially be ascribed to the broad media 

attention to the Syrian conflict at the time (Bakker & De Bont, 2016). 

Researchers have also focused on the country of departure of foreign fighters. A dataset 

constructed by Perliger and Milton (2016) shows the majority of (Western) foreign fighters leave 

from France, Belgium, and the UK, followed by Germany and the Netherlands. However, the vast 

majority of foreign fighters involved in the Syrian war were not Western. Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, 

Jordan, and Morocco are among the countries with the greatest numbers of foreign fighters, 

followed by Balkan countries such as Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo (de Roy van Zuijdewijn, 

2014; Perliger & Milton, 2016).  

With this phenomenon increasing, academics have inquired into the nature of the foreign 

fighter phenomenon. Foreign fighters do not adhere to a specific profile; nevertheless, research 

highlights several trends. According to Bakker and De Bont (2016), most foreign fighters leaving 

the Netherlands and Belgium were born or had parents born in Morocco but legally resided in 

European countries. As for Saudi jihadists, they mainly originated from a specific province, al-

Qassim, in central Saudi Arabia, although many activist campaigns also took place in the city of 

Buraydah (bin Khaled Al-Saud, 2019, p. 9). The average age of a foreign fighter is around 23 years 

old, but with significant variations in age, and 81% are usually males. Most of the fighters 

demonstrated signs of religious radicalization well before traveling to Syria and Iraq, such as in 
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clothing, praying more frequently, studying religious texts, and following a stricter dietary 

regimen. The majority were either unemployed before leaving or still students (Bakker & De Bont, 

2016). 

 

3.2 Motives of Foreign Fighters: Iraq and Syria 

In this section, the research will focus broadly on jihadist radicalization and motivations to become 

a foreign fighter and analyze the motives of foreign fighters in the Middle East and those in 

Western Europe for participating in jihadist activities. The focus will then be on foreign fighters’ 

motivations in pursuing jihadist activities, their eventual return to their home countries and the 

national security risk they pose there. 

In academia, theories on radicalization present three major approaches for explaining why 

people mobilize and decide to join violent groups. The first approach focuses on human and 

material capital, with either a positive correlation (the higher the human and material capital, the 

more likely an individual is to join an insurgency) or a negative correlation (the smaller the material 

and human capital, the higher the probability of individuals joining insurgencies). However, this 

approach is limited in scope as social and personal factors may influence one's decision to join an 

armed fight (Perliger & Milton, 2016).  

The second approach focuses on the ideology and identity of the mobilized individual. In 

this case, early exposure of the subject to specific ideological (or religious) values and their general 

affinity with a particular ideology facilitates their decision of joining an insurgency later. Early 

indoctrination also falls under such an approach (Perliger & Milton, 2016). The role of religion in 

recruiting foreigners in the ranks of IS and Al-Nusra is highly questionable. For example, only half 

of the foreign jihadist fighters studied by Bakker and De Bont (2016) grew up as Muslims. Leaked 
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ISIS recruitment forms also show that many recruits, especially Belgian, were not particularly 

religious, concluding that religion was not essential, although helpful in justifying the violent acts 

later (Cottee, 2016, p. 9).  

The last approach focuses not only on the recruits themselves but also on the group's ability 

to 'attract' needed individuals to join their ranks. Such an approach is 'instrumental' in nature, as it 

puts the recruit's will and agency on a secondary level. For example, the group may recruit highly 

educated individuals for positions that require specific skills, whereas it recruits less educated 

people for shorter positions that require a higher number of members to carry out certain acts 

(Perliger & Milton, 2016). ISIS' calls for specific workers, such as doctors, suggests that 

instrumental approaches are partially correct, as the burden lies not solely on the fighter but also 

on the whole structure put in place for the fighter to join the insurgency. In reality, a combination 

of factors, including the accessibility of the warzone (Hegghammer, 2013), is likely to play a role 

in the decision-making process of the individual foreign fighter. 

In academic research about migration, it is also common to speak of push and pull factors 

that motivate individuals to move. Bakker and De Bont (2016) analyzed the movement of Muslims 

fighters from Belgium and the Netherlands. The push factors include analysis of youth in deprived 

neighbourhoods facing school difficulties, issues with authorities, and traumatic experiences. They 

also note that some jihadist fighters reserved strong dissatisfaction for their ethnic group's position 

within Dutch society, making them consider their prospects in the Netherlands or Belgium as 

limited and bleak. The assertion also holds for fighters coming from a less deprived background, 

who are also victims of discrimination, real or perceived. Bakker and De Bont (2016) concluded 

that personal feelings of frustration, estrangement, or apathy could be relevant push factors that 

motivate individuals to join the fight abroad. 
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For the pull factors, Bakker and De Bont (2016) note that media discourses surrounding 

the relevant conflicts play a crucial role. The media portrayal of the Syrian conflict during the early 

stages of its development, with crude images of the atrocities committed by al-Assad's regime and 

Western non-intervention, moved some to take up arms. Some groups supporting the jihadist fight 

also promoted such discourse and highlighted the Sunni-Shiite divide, depicting al-Assad 

repressing the Sunni population (Bakker & De Bont, 2016).  

Adhering to the instrumental approach, Bakker and De Bont (2016) also note that ISIS was 

incredibly successful in spreading its message, presenting a 'romantic' view of the caliphate and 

the global jihad. Some Dutch foreign fighters mentioned the appeal of living in a caliphate, abiding 

by Islamic law as a motivation to move to Syria (Bakker & De Bont, 2016). However, religion is 

not the main reason for joining the armed fight in Syria and Iraq. ISIS also called for people with 

specific, non-military backgrounds to join the group, suggesting that one did not need to stay in 

the frontlines of the fight to support the caliphate. According to Bakker and De Bont (2016), this 

can explain the varied pool of individuals joining ISIS during the Syrian conflict. The impact of 

the War on Terror, which left around 25,000 civilians dead between 2003 and 2019, may also have 

influenced the individuals to join ISIS, especially people affiliated with the countries that fell 

victims to the war (Whitehead, 2019). 

Social dynamics also play a role in the motivations of foreign fighters. The total isolation 

from society and personal circles and an increase in contact with like-minded individuals facilitate 

the adoption of radical ideologies (Weggemans et al., 2014). Soon-to-be foreign fighters interact 

with a new network or old friends who are part of terrorist networks. In some cases, the 

radicalization process is done collectively, perhaps through organizations that promote jihadist and 

anti-democratic ideas. Thus, critical social dynamics are at play in catalyzing the decision to join 
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an armed group (Weggemans et al., 2014). Peer pressure, groupthink, and 'chain migration' from 

already knowing someone in ISIS' territory are also crucial to the mobilization of the individual 

(Bakker & De Bont, 2016). 

Albeit research on the motives of Middle Eastern foreign fighters is not as developed as its 

Western counterpart, research by Hegghammer (2008) on Saudi foreign fighters in Iraq between 

2003 and 2005 suggests that motives and social dynamics at play are not so different. Pan-Islamism 

ideology, however, does play a more significant role in the reasons for the mobilization of Saudi 

fighters. Pan-Islamism stems from a feeling of 'blood ties with other fellows Muslims around the 

world and the concept of a unified Islamic nation.’ In this framework, Western violence against 

Muslims is likely to prompt a response from the Islamic world, particularly Saudi Arabia 

(Hegghammer, 2008). Hegghammer (2008) argues that historical and political reasons for the case, 

specifically the role Saudi Arabia assumed in the past as a 'sponsor' of pan-Islamism and as a 

protector of persecuted Muslims abroad, sometimes even actively supports Muslim resistance 

movements around the world. There is more than one reason why Saudis took part in jihadist 

movements. According to the International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation (2019), 82 per 

cent of the surveyed individuals had volunteered to fight in Syria, while only 9 per cent signed up 

to be suicide bombers (bin Khaled Al-Saud, 2019, p. 27). Bin Khaled Al-Saud (2019) notes that 

this group did not suffer from “lack of opportunities” as they were not academically 

“underachieving”, but rather, their radicalization was triggered more from a “greater political 

turmoil and instability and the heightened sectarianism in the region” as opposed to a religious 

ideology or socioeconomic issues. Thus, traveling abroad to protect pan-Islamic ideals is not a 

foreign concept for many Saudis (Hegghammer, 2008). Therefore, many Saudis joined IS forces.  
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Overall, motives and reasons to leave the home country and join the violent jihad may vary 

from person to person. Push and pull factors seem to have been substantial for joining ISIS, 

meaning that the sole desire of an individual to join the Syrian battlefield is likely not to be enough 

to mobilize. Pull factors, or ISIS' active call of foreigners and attraction narrative, also play a role 

in the decision-making process of the fighters. Accessibility, history, and social dynamics are also 

important factors for 'why' one decides to mobilize. Notably, most academic research on the 

motives for mobilization deals with Western European foreign fighters and their motivation to go 

abroad. Motives behind Middle Eastern foreign fighters are disproportionally under-researched.  

 

3.3 Return of Foreign Fighters and its Implications 

The 'homecoming' of foreign fighters is a highly controversial topic, and the approaches countries 

and academics take on the matter differ significantly. With Bashar al-Assad regaining control over 

most of the Syrian territory and ISIS losing its terrain, circumstances forced many fighters to return 

home. The disturbing question for politicians and law enforcement was whether these returnees 

posed a terrorist threat upon return and if their capacity of carrying out attacks had increased due 

to their tactical experiences on the battleground (Greenwood, 2019). The returnees from the Syrian 

combat zone pose an unprecedented threat, as per the large numbers and high heterogeneity of the 

fighters involved in the conflict (Greenwood, 2019).   

Therefore, as the Syrian conflict de-escalated, many countries were faced with the foreign 

fighters' dilemma. Since foreign fighter returnees are more skilled, connected, and trained to fight, 

they may pose a considerable risk for security (Byman, 2015). Thus, states ought to think of 

strategies to minimize such risk. The debate then touches upon legal, moral, and security issues 

(Hofstee, 2020). First, it is legally hard to prove for the courts that people did engage in violent 
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acts and were not merely present in the contested territories. Second, some Western policymakers 

called for the courts in Iraq or Syria to try the fighters, where punishments are likely to be harsher, 

possibly including the death penalty. The approach of overseas convictions raises clear moral 

concerns, as most Western countries do not stand for such severe punishments. Lastly, security 

concerns arise from the possible threat these fighters would represent once repatriated, tried, and 

released from prison, given the possible light sentences they receive in Western countries (Hofstee, 

2020). Therefore, approaches regarding the treatment of FF returnees remain a matter of debate. 

However, implications extend beyond security considerations, policymaking, and law 

enforcement.  Research conducted by Greenwood (2019) highlights how the re-adjustment to 

'normal' life can be difficult for the fighters themselves. Adrenaline levels decrease drastically, and 

recognition and praise received in abundance during their time away give way to fear and 

exclusion. In the interviews, Greenwood (2019) conducted, the returnees all highlight a degree of 

apathy and isolation in returning to their countries, and they still hold to the motivations that moved 

them to Syria. The return home for foreign fighters is a controversial and highly delicate matter. 

Returnees may feel even more alienated from society than when they left while also having 

received military training and having meaningful connections to terror networks and affiliates. 

 

3.4 Sub-conclusion 

The earlier indoctrination of the mobilized individual makes the decision of joining an insurgency 

easier, and religion does not necessarily, by default, play a factor in the individual being susceptible 

to recruitment. Motives of foreign fighters may vary from person to person. It is also essential to 

differentiate between the motives of foreign fighters in the Middle East and those in Western 

Europe participating in jihadist activities, mainly because most academic research on the motives 
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for mobilization deals with Western European foreign fighters and their motivation to go abroad. 

In contrast, motives behind Middle Eastern foreign fighters are disproportionally under-

researched. Foreign fighter returnees raise security concerns in their home countries, and their 

repatriation remains a matter of debate. Moreover, the return of foreign fighters and readjustment 

to everyday life remains a challenge.  

 

Chapter 4: Countries’ Approaches towards Foreign Fighter Returnees 

The following section will answer the second sub-question: How have countries dealt with foreign 

fighter returnees? Sub-section 4.1 provides a background to the policy options related to returnees. 

Sub-section 4.2 deals with the various strategies that countries have adopted for dealing with 

foreign fighter returnees. Sub-section 4.3 describes the process of repatriation, sub-section 4.4 

describes prosecution and its challenges, sub-section 4.5 describes citizenship revocation, sub-

section 4.6 describes rehabilitation and reintegration, and sub-section 4.7 provides a brief overview 

of the chapter. 

 

4.1 A Background to the Chapter 

Throughout the last decade, researchers have widely discussed the issue of foreign fighters due to 

its connection with the Syrian and Iraqi civil wars. Data shows that more than 40,000 individuals 

worldwide have left their countries to join these conflicts (BBC, 2017). The states’ national 

security faces challenges associated with the return of these foreign fighters. However, the 

returnees did not receive the warm welcome they might expect (Schuurman & Heide, 2016). The 

likelihood that foreign fighters are receptive to extremist ideologies and violent lifestyles is very 

high and creates reasons for deep fear and concern.  
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Although the largest contingent of foreign fighters in Syria came from the Middle East and 

North Africa (MENA), the war has attracted hundreds of people who lived in EU Member States 

(Schuurman & Heide, 2016). According to a study conducted in July 2017 by the Radicalization 

Awareness Network (RAN), more than five thousand residents from 33 countries had gone to Syria 

and Iraq and returned home (Barrett, 2017). Furthermore, out of the 5000 departees from the EU, 

approximately thirty per cent had returned by July 2017 (Barrett, 2017, p. 10). Similarly, one of 

the Middle Eastern countries with the highest number of fighters, Saudi Arabia, has seen 762 

citizens out of 3244 returning to the Kingdom (Hassan, 2021). 

When it comes to men and women returning from a country plagued by the daily brutalities 

of ISIS forces, it is reasonable to suspect that they might have engaged in serious crimes while 

abroad. Dealing with foreign fighter returnees is not as easy as simply welcoming them back, 

especially if they took part in violent acts while abroad. Rory Stewart, the U.K. Minister of 

International Development, said that the only way of dealing with foreign fighter returnees was to 

“kill them” (Dyer, 2017). Similarly, Brett McGurk, the special envoy for the fight against ISIS 

under Obama and Trump, stated that the administration's goal was to ensure that foreign fighters 

die in Syria (Dyer, 2017).  

Alternatively, knowing that former ISIS combatants can circulate freely in society may fuel 

fear among public members (Dyer, 2017). Returning jihadis may have gained skills, experience, 

and contacts overseas that they can utilize to recruit or inspire people for home-grown terrorism. 

They may also be involved in terrorist funding, assisting others in traveling, or even plotting 

attacks in their homelands. For this reason, government authorities must pay attention to the way 

returnees are dealt with once they reach their homeland. According to Dyer (2017), discussions 

focus on whether to attack jihadis on the battlefield, prosecute them in court, or allow them to 
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return home. However, it is impossible to convict a returnee without clear evidence of what 

happened on the battlefield.   

 

4.2 Common Strategies of Countries for Dealing with Foreign Fighters  

Of the 100 countries from where foreign fighters originated, none has agreed to repatriate 

everyone. The challenge was to assess the extent to which fighters could pose a risk to themselves 

and their surroundings once they returned to their homeland. Allowing every citizen to re-enter 

without understanding what they did during the war is a risky approach. According to Bakker et 

al. (2014), authorities assessed each fighter’s return to the country by gathering the following 

information: 

(a) their reason(s) for going to Syria; (b) the organizations they were with in Syria; (c) the 

location and type of activities they undertook in Syria; (d) the reason(s) for returning from 

Syria; (e) the simple fact that they returned and where they returned to (Bakker et al., 2014, 

pp. 19–20) 

Answering these concerns was difficult for European authorities since much information 

regarding the activities of foreign jihadi militants was unavailable. Bakker et al. (2014) have 

addressed the comprehensive strategy, which is one of the techniques adopted by European 

countries to address the issue of returning combatants. This strategy required local police forces, 

intelligence services, and even religious leaders to engage with people and families in a friendly 

manner to dissuade them from re-joining jihadist groups. On the other hand, other nations have 

chosen harsher legal actions, such as seizing passports or prohibiting involvement in foreign civil 

wars (Govier & Boutland, 2020). 
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Another challenge related to managing Syrian returnees relates to the so-called governance 

problem. Calls for stricter actions have politicised the public discourse in many European 

countries, making it difficult for government authorities to provide the assistance returnees need. 

The topic of foreign fighters has become politically sensitive and a polarizing issue in many 

countries, thus affecting the way policies are implemented. For example, during the 2019 election 

campaign in Canada, members of the Liberal party argued that discussing any returnees' 

reintegration plans is not in their interest (Govier & Boutland, 2020). Even though public attention 

has slightly shifted away from foreign fighter repatriations, this problem did not disappear. Many 

foreign fighters and affiliates remain in Iraq and Syria in precarious conditions (Marone, 2021). 

Jordan handled returnees differently. It applied a strict censorship policy on publications 

of information that was deemed embarrassing or inappropriate. Unlike Middle Eastern countries, 

Europe’s exit strategy focused on providing tailor-made de-radicalization and disengagement 

programs to help foreign fighters leave the path of violent extremism once and for all. Returnees 

came back to their countries for different reasons and in different states of mind. Therefore, they 

had to be adequately assessed to see if re-socialization suited them or if they needed to be 

prosecuted right away (Schuurman & Van der Heide, 2016). In other words, European returnees 

were treated from a national security point of view and also as individuals with social, 

psychological, and moral issues. 

 

4.3 Repatriation 

Most of the countries with fighters in Iraq and Syria were reluctant to repatriate their citizens. 

Except for children and women, seen as victims, welcoming back terrorist fighters could 

jeopardize the country's entire social and political structure (Schuurman & Van der Heide, 2016). 



REINTEGRATION OF FOREIGN FIGHTER RETURNEES    20 

 

One of the countries that conducted very few repatriations is Germany. In December 2020, 

Germany approved the re-entry of only three women and twelve children from Syria, while ISIS 

returnees went to trial and faced 10-year sentences for joining a terrorist group (Hassan, 2021). On 

the other hand, Turkey did not criminalize travel to Syria or Iraq unless the authorities could prove 

a clear intent to join ISIS (Hassan, 2021). In 2019, Kosovo became one of the countries that 

repatriated 110 of its citizens that were involved with IS, including men, women and children 

(Avdimetaj &1 Coleman, 2020). According to a Voice of America report, there have been 660 

ISIS-affiliated repatriations in 2021 so far, with the highest number being 736 in 2019 (Abdullah 

& Omer, 2021). However, according to 2021 reports Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) holds about 

2,000 foreign fighters and 13,000 foreign women and children linked to ISIS fighters (Kaliyev, 

2021). Kazakhstan took an entirely different approach and has repatriated 700 of its citizens, 

including 520 children (Kaliyev, 2021). Additionally, with approximately 400 foreign fighter 

departees, Belgium has recently repatriated six mothers and ten children (BBC, 2021). 

Furthermore, Prime Minister Alexander de Croo stated that Belgium would "do everything" to 

repatriate children under 12 (BBC, 2021). 

 

4.4 Prosecution 

Counterterrorism authorities usually detain and charge adults following repatriations while 

sending children to care facilities (BBC, 2021). Individuals suspected of leaving their country to 

fight or support ISIS are monitored by authorities while abroad. Monitoring makes it easy for 

authorities to identify fighters if and when they attempt to return home. As Coolsaet and 

Renard (2018) have pointed out, this type of investigation is a way to prosecute a person in 

absentia, i.e., before they return. Authorities in Belgium and the Netherlands applied this method. 
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If a returnee was suspected of terrorism or deemed unsafe for the public, they could be questioned 

and potentially held in pre-trial detention indefinitely (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018b). One main 

advantage of this approach is that early criminal investigation facilitates the State’s ability to 

collect enough evidence about individuals suspected of terrorism-related crimes  (Scherrer, 

Ragazzi & Walmsley, 2018). However, this method also presents a drawback, as authorities cannot 

easily locate fighters residing in a conflict zone, thus making the due process of trials in absentia 

less feasible. Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and United Kingdom all 

investigate criminal offences in absentia. However, Germany is the only country that does not 

prosecute in absentia. 

Turkish citizens convicted of affiliation with a terrorist organization receive a prison 

sentence of five to ten years (Hofstee, 2020). However, an individual cannot be detained and 

investigated unless there is solid proof of criminal intent. Therefore, returnees are monitored in 

several ways, depending on how unsafe they can be to society and the strength of available 

evidence.  According to the European Parliamentary Research Service (2018), the practices against 

foreign terrorist fighters are now changing as evidence becomes available from within the conflict 

zone (Scherrer et al., 2018). Social media has played a significant role in providing data to fill the 

evidence gap of returnees’ cases, primarily through vast collections of photos and videos (Scherrer 

et al., 2018). Despite the benefits of surveillance and detention, these strategies are still 

questionable, both ethically and for violating civil rights.  

Another issue related to prosecuting returnees involves the risk of radicalization in prison. 

According to Govier and Boutland (2020), prisons are vulnerable places where radicalized 

ideologies are more likely to continue and spread among groups. Many cases are associated with 

potential radicalization in prison, including the fatal attack at a Jewish Museum in Brussels in 2014 
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(BBC, 2019). Mehdi Nemmouche, the French national who opened fire on an open crowd killing 

four people, is believed to have been first radicalized after spending five years in prison in Belgium 

for robbery (BBC, 2019). The Brussels shooting is only one of many examples that demonstrates 

how imprisonment can have severe repercussions for the mental state of a foreign fighter returnee 

and society’s safety. Several countries have also opted for the detention of suspected returnees 

without criminally charging them, though this still raises concerns about the reliability of the 

criminal justice system itself. As Coolsaet and Renard (2018a) have stressed, detaining suspected 

persons indefinitely without a criminal charge is both legally and morally questionable.  

Alternatively, countries choose to prevent radicalization in the prison setting by restricting 

offenders convicted of terrorism-related offences in separate cells and blocks to limit their 

interaction with other prisoners and increase the duration of solitary confinement. However, many 

sentenced individuals will eventually either receive parole or complete their sentence outside the 

prison system. Therefore, policymakers must pay more attention to how these individuals re-enter 

society, making sure they do not follow an extremist mentality that may threaten public safety. 

 

4.5 Citizenship Revocation 

A study of the European Parliament Research Service (Scherrer et al., 2018) highlighted different 

legal approaches of member countries vis-à-vis the returning fighters. A few of these countries 

deprive their citizens of their nationality even without a criminal conviction (the Netherlands and 

the United Kingdom), whereas others retain the right to withdraw or refuse to issue passports of 

ex-foreign fighters (all six countries). The only countries in which authorities have stripped 

returnees of their nationality are the Netherlands, Denmark and the United Kingdom (Scherrer et 

al., 2018, pp. 83–84). 
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They revoke citizenship as a strategy that focuses on countering the re-entry of foreign 

terrorist fighters and impose restrictions on their movements. These measures range from 

invalidating or refusing to issue identity cards and passports in Belgium, Denmark, Germany, 

France, the Netherlands, and the UK to mandatory police approval before travel to certain areas, 

as in Denmark (Scherrer et al., 2018). However, Belgium, Denmark, and France require a formal 

conviction before depriving an individual of their citizenship (Schuurman & Van der Heide, 2016). 

In other words, if the Belgian, French, and Danish authorities want to prevent their citizen, who is 

a foreign fighter returnee, from returning to his or her homeland, a criminal investigation and 

successful prosecution in absentia will have to precede before revoking his or her citizenship. The 

Netherlands and the United Kingdom do not impose such preconditions; however, Germany does 

not deprive German foreign fighters of their citizenship (Scherrer et al., 2018).  

The fear that returning fighters may flood in back to their home countries has prompted 

many states to expand their denaturalization legislation and apply further restrictions. According 

to the Global Database on Modes of Loss of Citizenship (GLOBALCIT, 2017), more than 130 

countries worldwide have such legislation on the books to reduce security threats and deter those 

considering travel to conflict zones or perpetrating terrorist offences. In other words, if a citizen 

reneges their obligations, they should no longer be entitled to the protection of the state. 

Citizenship revocation laws have had questionable effects, so much so that many wondered if they 

worked (Banulescu-Bogdan & Benton, 2019). However, depriving someone of citizenship may 

not prevent them from either re-entering or joining terrorism and radicalization.  

According to Banulescu-Bogdan and Benton (2019), there is not enough evidence to 

suggest that barring a potential perpetrator from returning is a practical approach. In addition, 

citizenship revocation may not even help deter individuals who are considering fighting abroad. 
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Malet (2013) has pointed out that many extremist groups capitalize on the vulnerability of many 

individuals, especially young people, who may be unaware of the implications of losing their 

citizenship. Although much information regarding this matter is not available in the public domain, 

it suffices to say that losing citizenship may not necessarily save an individual from the dangers 

of radicalism, rather, it could even push them further underground. 

 

4.6 Reintegration/Rehabilitation  

Reintegration is when a victim or offender is enabled to rejoin society and become an active and 

productive part of their community (CJR, 2021). Through employment, accommodation, training 

and education as well as building community and family relationships, offenders are less likely to 

fall into recidivism (APA, 2016).  

Rehabilitation is the process of helping inmates evolve and change and giving them the 

opportunity to detangle and disconnect themselves from the environmental factors that led them 

to criminal behavior originally. The aim of  “rehabilitation is to reintegrate the offender into society 

after a period of punishment, and to design the content of the punishment so as to achieve this” 

(Hudson, 2004, p. 26). 

Reintegration and rehabilitation programs deal with the question of reintegrating 

radicalized individuals into society safely and effectively. However, countries have approached 

the reintegration of returnees in different ways. In Somalia, for instance, religious re-education is 

regarded as pivotal, and government-selected imams oversee the program (Schuurman & Van der 

Heide, 2016). Reintegrating returnees entails dealing with various people, including supporters 

with a history of perpetrating violence to potential radical recruiters, youth, and children (Govier 

& Boutland, 2020). Each rehabilitation program must be tailored to a specific group and must 
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involve different strategies. Authorities must treat disengagement and deradicalization separately. 

Disengagement is a behavioural shift in which an individual or movement ceases to utilize violence 

(Veldhuis, 2012, p. 1). Deradicalization, on the other hand, involves a profound shift in 

psychological and cognitive processes. As a result, disengagement is generally a tactical 

manoeuvre, whereas deradicalization refers to long-term transformation. 

States such as Denmark and Germany promoted very constructive reintegration and 

rehabilitation programs for returning citizens. Notably, the six EU countries analysed all reserve 

rehabilitation and reintegration programs for the returnees and their families (Scherrer et al., 2018). 

The previous sections have focused on hard-line approaches of trial and punishment for foreign 

fighter returnees. The following paragraphs will focus on the reintegration and rehabilitation of 

returnees, discussing the characteristics of these programs, what countries have adopted them, and 

any potential drawbacks.  

Denmark has adopted an interesting reintegration approach through the so-called Danish 

Aarhus approach. As Braw (2014) has explained, Denmark intended to include Danish ISIS 

supporters back into the country without making them feel excluded, allowing them to re-build a 

decent life for themselves. The Danish authorities designed the Aarhus program to challenge and 

refute the idea that fighting is the only option remaining for these citizens and that violence and 

crime is their last resort and saw them as distressed by their harrowing experiences in the warzone 

(Bakker et al., 2014). However, the Aarhus program was only a disengagement program tailored 

for those who did not engage in acts of violence while supporting ISIS abroad, but it was not meant 

to de-radicalize those who agreed with radical and violent ideologies. 

Contrary to other Western countries, Kosovo responded to the issue of foreign returnees 

differently, allowing only certain people to be repatriated directly into the country: women and 
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children. In 2017, the Kosovo Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA) established the Division for 

Prevention and Reintegration to address the many challenges associated with returnees' 

repatriation (Avdimetaj & Coleman, 2020). According to Perteshi and Ilazi (2020), most men 

out of the 242 returnees to Kosovo were prosecuted or convicted, while MIA diverted women and 

children to reintegration programs. The reintegration approach aimed to provide psychiatric 

treatment, housing, and education to returnees and more specific programs addressing detention, 

counselling, and rehabilitation (Avdimetaj & Coleman, 2020). In Kosovo’s case, primary attention 

was given to women and children, in supporting them and facilitating their reintegration. 

 

4.7 Sub-conclusion 

With the collapse of the Islamic State’s dominion, governments had to cope with the fate of 

radicalized nationals who wished to return to their countries with their families. Some countries 

have opted for more hard-line approaches of trial and punishment, while others focused on re-

integrating returnees back into society by deradicalizing them from toxic ideologies. Governments 

face four main challenges in dealing with radicalized nationals: repatriation, prosecution, 

citizenship revocation and reintegration. The challenge of returning foreign fighters has affected 

many states globally. The above shows that countries face challenges in formulating appropriate 

measures to deal with returning foreign fighters and their families. Counterterrorism initiatives 

must prioritize rehabilitation and reintegration programs for victims to eradicate extremist 

mindsets, prevent violent conflict and minimize threats to national security. 
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Chapter 5: From the Perspective of the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia 

Chapter 5 will focus on sub-question 2: In what ways have countries dealt with foreign fighter 

returnees? The chapter will analyse the foreign fighter returnee programs of the Netherlands and 

Saudi Arabia, including repatriation, prosecution, citizenship revocation, and reintegration. The 

subsequent sections will examine how the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia analyzed domestic threats 

of terrorism by foreign fighter returnees and consequently developed these programs. The 

discussion will explore the Netherlands' National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism 

(NCTV) reintegration design launched in collaboration with the Dutch Probation Service and the 

Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN). Following this, an examination of Saudi Arabia's 

reintegration strategy, the Prevention and Aftercare program (PRAC), will be undertaken. 

 

5.1 Jihadist Radicalization in the Netherlands 

Members of two major radical Islamist groups were among the first wave of jihadists to travel to 

Syria from the Netherlands, namely, Behind Bars and Shariah4Holland (Weggemans et al., 2014). 

Throughout the last 25 years, many Dutch nationals have expressed a desire to join militant groups 

in other Islamic nations such as Afghanistan, Somalia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bakker & 

Grol, 2015, p. 1). More than 150 Dutch residents had joined the conflict in Syria, siding with 

jihadist outfits such as the Islamic State or Jabhat al Nusra (Bakker & Grol, 2015, p. 1). The data 

from 2018 indicates that approximately 280 nationals from the Netherlands traveled to Iraq or 

Syria since 2012, and only 50 returned to their homeland (Scherrer et al., 2018, p. 33). 

Since that first wave, the Dutch government has imposed stringent restrictions and 

inspections on anyone suspected of traveling to Iraq or Syria to prevent people from traveling to 
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war zones. The "Comprehensive Action Program to Combat Jihadism," a document outlining 

actions against anyone suspected of traveling to Syria or other violent conflict zones, is a 

remarkable example (Bakker & Grol, 2015). The goal of this strategy was to quickly identify 

anyone who wanted to leave the country and take steps to prevent them from undertaking the 

journey. 

Understanding the roots of radicalization is a difficult task. Many European nations have 

tried to deter potential jihadists from traveling to Syria by recognizing early signs of radicalization. 

As Weggemans et al. (2014) have pointed out, the legal instruments available to investigate the 

underlying causes of radicalization are limited, and it is not always apparent where or when to 

search for symptoms of radicalization. In other words, a lack of understanding of the phenomena 

will prevent authorities from discovering more about radicalization. 

 

5.1.1 Characteristics, Causes, and Motivation of Dutch Foreign Fighters 

Group discussions and peer settings have played a key role in catalyzing discussions on Islamic 

radicalism and altering the moderate views of individuals in the Netherlands. Many private 

settings, such as outdoor events and living room discussions, were reported in 2012, which led to 

the development of radical ideas and jihadist perspectives (Bakker & Grol, 2015, p. 4). The public 

discourse is rife with the ramifications of the jihadist discussions even today. In one of his recent 

studies, De Koning (2021) stated that the radicalization of Muslims in the Netherlands relies on 

pre-existing discourses and debates that blend dialogues centered on the concept of migrating away 

from non-Muslim lands and striving to establish a just Islamic society through jihad. In 2009, a 

group of young adults from the Hague formed the Behind Bars network. Later, the organization 

launched a website called DeWareReligie (The True Religion), which published news about the 
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Dutch volunteers in Syria (de Koning, 2021). However, the radicalization perspective alone fails 

to offer an accurate assessment of the rise in political violence. The critical role played by the state 

machinery in catalyzing the resort to violence also deserves serious attention (Fadil et al., 2019).  

 Beyond the optics of IS brutality (FRIIS, 2015), larger thematic narratives underlay the 

ventures towards Syria and the resort to violence as a means of achieving political objectives. 

Another analytical perspective considers the fighters in Syria to constitute a distinct concept of 

self and communal identity that was a pronounced response to the tense majority-minority relations 

in Western Europe, including the Netherlands and the social isolation of Muslims (Alloul, 2019). 

Therefore, Syria provided the opportunity for a new home and freedom to express their suppressed 

identities. Thus, extremism and radicalism reflect the forced reconstitution of selfhood rooted in 

rituals that took on a violent form to symbolize the goal of homecoming and acquiring selfhood 

(Alloul, 2019). Similarly, research analyzing the Bosnian jihad of the 1990s describes the process 

of embodying universal and common characteristics that reflect tensions and dysfunction with the 

existing political arrangements (Burgat, 2020). Therefore, the jihadist identity appears to be an 

alternative universalism that relies on a transnational identity and an inherent contradiction with 

Western definitions and expressions.   

When examining the reasons for supporting jihad, the following concepts provide valuable 

insights: real and perceived social exclusion and discrimination (Weggemans, Bakker & Grol, 

2014). However, the primary motivations for foreign fighters from the Netherlands go beyond 

mere societal hardship. In order to properly comprehend Dutch jihadist radicalization, it is first 

critical to understand why Dutch citizens traveled to Syria in the first place. Between December 

2013 and March 2014, the Centre for Terrorism and Counterterrorism of Leiden University 

conducted a study where six participants (Dutch citizens) were interviewed about their life stories 
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and why they decided to participate in the Syrian conflict. According to Bakker and Grol (2015), 

of all the information obtained throughout the semi-structured interviews, the Centre found three 

main motives why these individuals left: 

1. In several cases, there were religious motives behind this movement. It was a way 

to live up to a higher duty to help other Muslims in need. 

2. Some regarded the migration to Syria as an opportunity to start a new life by 

battling against the Assad regime while helping their families or people in need. 

3. Networks have played a significant role in reinforcing a radical ideology, thus 

propagating jihad. 

Until 2017, as many as 280 citizens from the Netherlands had migrated to Syria and Iraq 

to join and fight alongside jihadist groups (Scherrer et al., 2018, p. 33), with the plurality of alleged 

terrorists being young adults aged 18 to 25 (Bakker & De Bont, 2016). The Center's study was 

explorative in nature, but it provided a much deeper understanding of why these seemingly 

harmless citizens end up joining one of the most dangerous radical groups in modern eras (Bakker 

& Grol, 2015). According to 2018 data, the Netherlands received 50 returnees from a pool of 280 

departees, the second-lowest in the EU area after France (Scherrer et al., 2018, p. 33). However, 

in absolute terms, Netherland ranks seventh as a source of Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTFs) 

(Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a, p. 55). 

 

5.1.2 Foreign Fighters Returning to the Netherlands  

The possible return of foreign fighters presented a novel policy challenge in the Netherlands. 

Returning to the motherland has not been easy for Dutch fighters. Many of those who adopted the 

jihadist ideology had developed a tendency to reject society and distrust their inner circle, focusing 



REINTEGRATION OF FOREIGN FIGHTER RETURNEES    31 

 

only on those who had gone through similar experiences as returnees (Bakker & Grol, 2015). As 

of 2017, more than 310 individuals had gone from the Netherlands to war zones such as Iraq and 

Syria and only about 13 percent of these were converts (Geelhoed et al., 2019, p. 2). The 

government raised many policy questions about what to do if those citizens would decide to return 

to their country of origin (Hofstee, 2020). Should the Netherlands repatriate them? If so, what 

would be the implications for the country's public safety? The Netherlands has been struggling 

with these questions from the very end of the so-called caliphate.  

 

5.2 Foreign Fighter Returnee Strategies in the Netherlands  

What to do with foreign fighters? 

The inquiry involving the possible return of foreign fighters has called many fundamental values 

into question. For example, even though the Netherlands opposes capital punishment and has 

signed international human rights treaties, some Dutch politicians have advocated for fighters to 

be arrested and tried in Syria or Iraq, where they will almost certainly face execution (Hofstee, 

2020). Therefore, in a context when the death penalty had been considered the "ultimate destiny" 

of a fighter, the legal complexities of prosecution became much more challenging to discuss. 

Children's cases are even more sensitive, as they cannot be held liable for their parent's 

actions. In this situation, the government owes them a moral responsibility to try to repatriate them. 

According to Hofstee (2020), a mix of denial and readiness characterises the Dutch government's 

reaction to the return of foreign fighters. On the one hand, the country's officials have been utterly 

strident in their rejection of responsibility for these militants and their constitutional rights. On the 

other hand, despite the denial, the nation has been prepared for the possible return of foreign 

fighters (Hofstee, 2020).  
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5.2.1 Repatriation 

When it comes to repatriation, the Dutch government has continuously taken a firm approach that 

the authorities will facilitate neither men nor women or children in their repatriation to the 

Netherlands. However, in 2019, a court in the Netherlands ruled that the country must “do 

everything within reasonable limits to repatriate the children” born within IS territories from 

women who decided to join the group (Hofstee, 2020). As the new court ruling was issued, 

additional issues arose, such as whether the state would be held accountable for the war crimes of 

its citizens. Is the government responsible for radicalized citizens? Questions like these gave rise 

to articulated legal debates, which illustrated the complexity of the problem surrounding the return 

of foreign fighters (Mukhtar et al., 2016). The government appealed the ruling, and the court 

concluded that the state was not legally bound to repatriate its foreign fighters. The state's appeal 

relied on the assertion that the court did not consider international affairs or national security 

(Hofstee, 2020).  

In 2019, lawyers for the 23 women who joined IS argued in court that the state must 

repatriate them and their 56 children (Hofstee, 2020). The ultimate judgement did not impose such 

a duty and instead urged the state to do everything possible within reasonable bounds to repatriate 

the children. However, the decision was overturned and approximately “50 Dutch foreign fighters 

and 90 children remain in camps in Syria and Iraq” (Hofstee, 2020). In 2021, approximately 220 

Dutch-national children still reside in Syria or Turkey, with 75 per cent of them being under the 

age of four. According to Dutch authorities, approximately 75 girls and boys with their mothers 

are also present in Kurdish-run camps in Syria, with a few more in the Syrian province of Idlib 

(News Wires, 2021). Another 30 women and 15 men of Dutch origin also reside in Kurdish-run 
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camps. However, as an exception, only two minors were repatriated in 2019, and another four 

individuals, including a Dutch woman and her two children and another 12-year-old girl, were 

repatriated from Syria in 2021 (News Wires, 2021).  

 

5.2.2 Prosecution 

When it comes to prosecution, anyone suspected of fleeing their home country to fight or assist 

ISIS was under surveillance while overseas. The monitoring made it easy for authorities to track 

down combatants who wanted to return home. As Coolsaet and Renard (2018a) have pointed out, 

this sort of inquiry allows for a trial in absentia, and the Netherlands used this approach. An FTF 

suspect of terrorism, or an FTF deemed unsafe for the public, could be questioned and potentially 

held in pre-trial detention indefinitely (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a). An early criminal investigation 

aided the state in collecting sufficient evidence about suspects of terrorism-related offences. 

However, this technique has a disadvantage, such that combatants who live in a battle zone are 

difficult to identify, rendering the due process for trials in absentia less viable. 

Most nations have dedicated provisions in their criminal process rules for terrorism-related 

offences (Zelman, 2001). The jurisprudence related to terrorist offences is relatively new and still 

developing. Clause 134 (a) of the Dutch Criminal Code deals with the charge of terrorism training. 

The definition of training is expansive and learning a language related to a terrorist organization 

could be construed as falling under the definition of training. However, in Prosecutor v. H, 31 May 

2016, the Dutch Supreme Court upheld that the Prosecutor must prove a direct link between the 

act and an affiliated terrorist objective (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a, p. 67). The second legal 

challenge arises from Article 205 of the Dutch Criminal Code that deals with recruiting for 

terrorism. According to the ruling by the Court of Appeal and the District Court, in the case of 
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Prosecutor v. Shukri F., the two courts maintained that marriage did not constitute an offence 

under Article 205 of the Criminal Code as the prosecution could not establish that the defendant 

married to recruit their spouses to join a terrorist organization (Van Schaack, 2019, p. 22).  Thirdly, 

the charge of "inciting to terrorism" under Article 131 often interferes with the right to freedom of 

speech or religion (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a, p. 67). Out of the total 50 returnees in the 

Netherlands, the courts convicted seven, and only an additional eight were merely prosecuted 

(Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a, p. 61). However, no criminal charges were found or filed against the 

remaining 35 returnees. 

The Netherlands follows a policy of convicting terrorists and placing them along with 

suspects of terrorism-related offences in a high-security detention centre known as the Terrorist 

Ward (TA) (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018b). The goal of super-max detention is to isolate these 

individuals and prevent them from influencing and recruiting other prison inmates. Furthermore, 

these inmates have very restricted rights and spend long durations in solitary confinement. 

Authorities screen visitors and physically search the inmates after each visit (Coolsaet & Renard, 

2018a). A team of caretakers regularly interacts with the inmates. The team includes psychologists, 

spiritual leaders, and medical specialists. The team aims to disengage the incarcerated individuals 

from violent behaviour (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a). Although the incarceration regime appears 

harsh, however, the courts uphold the same. 

Meanwhile, the Terrorist Ward attempts to diversify its policy to differentiate between the 

various types of inmates accused of terrorism-related offences and adjust their incarceration 

regime appropriately. Data from April 2019 shows that the prisons contained several dozen 

jihadists in the two TA units, although not all were foreign fighter returnees (van der Heide & 

Kearney, 2020). However, the TA has operationalised the differentiation in containment policies, 
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with the most crucial distinction being that of a follower and terrorist leader (van der Heide & 

Kearney, 2020, p. 8). 

 

5.2.3 Citizenship Revocation 

Similar to the discussions that have taken place in other countries, as discussed in paragraph 4.5, 

discussions have taken place on citizenship revocation in the Netherlands. These procedures 

ranged from invalidating or refusing to issue identity cards and passports in the Netherlands to 

mandatory police authorization before traveling to sensitive locations (Scherrer et al., 2018, pp. 

82–84). Article 14 of the Nationality Act defines the process of citizenship revocation (Bolhuis & 

Wijk, 2020), and the Minister of Justice and Security makes the decision. However, citizenship 

revocation cannot end in statelessness as per Article 14(8) and thus only applies to dual citizens. 

Before 2010, authorities could only revoke citizenship if it was gained via concealment of essential 

information or fraud, although participation in foreign armed conflict could result in possible 

“loss” of citizenship (Bolhuis & Wijk, 2020). However, the Minister of Justice and Security never 

invoked this clause against suspects of terrorism offences earlier. Nonetheless, since 2010, three 

amendments to the Nationality Act have been enacted, broadening the scope of the deprivation 

(Bolhuis & Wijk, 2020). 

In 2010, an amendment added Clause 14(2) to provide the basis for revocation once the 

courts had irrevocably convicted an individual of certain crimes that affected the security of the 

state and viability of international relations (Bolhuis & Wijk, 2020). Thus, crimes including  

terrorism and recruitment for armed aggression were punishable by imprisonment of up to 8 years 

and possible denaturalization (Bolhuis & Wijk, 2020). The scope of terrorist offences covered was 

further enlarged in 2016 to include preparatory activities for terrorist crimes (Bolhuis & Wijk, 
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2020). In March 2017, a new subsection 14(4) allowed the revocation of the nationality of a citizen 

aged 16 and residing outside the country (Bolhuis & Wijk, 2020). The citizenship could be 

revoked without a conviction, “in the interest of national security,” if the conduct of the 

individual demonstrated that he had become a member of an organization that participates in a 

national or international armed conflict and poses a potential threat to national security (Bolhuis 

& Wijk, 2020). Since 2017 there have been 23 citizenship revocations; however, seven decisions 

have been reversed (Bolhuis & Wijk, 2020). Out of the total 16 revocations, only one is related to 

a terrorism-related offence (Bolhuis & Wijk, 2020).   

 

5.2.4 Reintegration Design of the Netherlands’ National Coordinator for Security and 

Counterterrorism 

For terrorism-related offences, the Netherlands maintained a danger assessment of category 4 

(significant) until 2019. Finally, in 2019, the danger assessment of a terrorist attack was reduced 

to category three (possible) (van der Heide & Kearney, 2020, p. 3). As a result, governments take 

a guarded and rigorous approach to the return of foreign combatants. However, it appears that 

rejecting repatriation, cancelling citizenship, and holding trials in other nations create distinct and 

almost insurmountable obstacles. As a result, most nations have established and refined various 

procedures and norms for the deradicalization of returned foreign fighters. Authorities thoroughly 

evaluate returning combatants to identify the threats and risks they represent to their host nation. 

As a result, only the most innocuous returnees who show evidence of reformation have been 

allowed to return. Consequently, the far more logical strategy is determining guilt and perhaps 

imprisoning the accused.  
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In 2012, the Dutch National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism, in 

collaboration with the Dutch Probation Service, began a thorough rehabilitation initiative for 

offenders accused of affiliation to jihadi or militant organizations. The Netherlands' efforts toward 

foreign returnees focused on assimilating combatants back into society using a program based on 

disengagement and deradicalization principles (Schuurman & Bakker, 2016). It aims to reduce the 

chance of recidivism by helping returnees find a job, schooling, housing and address any 

psychological problems (Schuurman & Van der Heide, 2016). In addition, the program includes a 

deradicalization component, which relies on the help of external consultants to convince returnees 

to renounce supporting violence. Policymakers think that interacting with society and family 

members would positively contribute to improving the returnees’ lifestyles (Scherrer et al., 2018). 

The prison authorities hand over the inmates to the Probation Service upon release. The 

Probation Service undertakes a multistakeholder and multidisciplinary deliberation of the case 

under the guidance of the mayor. The activity seeks to accurately assess the individual's mental 

state and devise an appropriate intervention strategy (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a, p. 66). Therefore, 

the Probation Service adopts tailored rehabilitation and reintegration strategies for returnees 

(Coolsaet & Renard, 2018b, p. 4). The Exit Facility focuses on reintegrating individuals into 

society. It is a voluntary program based on a buddy system that coaches individuals who want to 

reject the jihadist ideology (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a, p. 66). The program facilitates 

reintegration by helping returnees find adequate employment, housing, and counselling services. 

The deradicalization component of the program utilizes the services of counsellors to convince the 

returnees to renounce violence. The Family Support Network aids the families of radicalized 

individuals to help them deal with the situation and offer appropriate guidance on interaction with 

the radicalized individual (Coolsaet & Renard, 2018a, p. 67). These actions are motivated by the 
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belief that regular societal and familial interactions would help the returnees recognise the inherent 

value of societal norms and promote positive attitudinal changes.  

The NCTV strategy emphasised distancing individuals from their hard-line social groups 

and ideologies. Furthermore, the program entrusted the Radical Awareness Network (RAN) with 

keeping an eye on the individuals to prevent them from returning to extremist groups. Through the 

employment of external experts, alternative readings of the Holy Quran, and the presentation of 

non-extremist views through discussion, the deradicalization strategy aims to persuade individuals 

to assess their worldview honestly.  

The efficacy of the program will be discussed in detail in chapter 6, however, when 

reviewing the different programs launched by the Netherlands to reintegrate jihadist returnees, it 

is clear that the focus has been on pure reintegration, concentrating on psychological assistance, 

coaching, and training.  

Despite a plethora of challenges, the case deliberation system reflects the success of the 

current Dutch reintegration policy. The multistakeholder approach brings many relevant actors 

together to formulate a personalized strategy for the radicalized individual. With time, the key 

actors have become acquainted with the procedural demands and adapted to facilitate the smooth 

flow of information. In the Dutch Model, the community policeman plays a pivotal role in 

preventing radicalisation as they are the primary point of contact for the individual and the 

radicalizing environment (Reynolds et al., 2015).  

The Netherlands' reintegration strategies involve a board of certified individuals who play 

a particular role in preventing extremism and radicalization. These stakeholders include 

Prosecutor's offices, members of youth services, affiliates from the probation service, the secret 

service, NCTV, Police and the Mayor's office (Minks, 2021). For instance, any associated 
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authority might notice an individual who recently took a firearms lesson and plans to travel through 

Syria (Minks, 2021). Because both of these activities raise red flags, this person would be placed 

on a watch list by these authorities pending further action. The monitoring of citizen activity is a 

viable tactic. However, it involves multistakeholder integration and information sharing, as it is 

vital for all stakeholders to be aware of potential threats and red flag activities (Minks, 2021).  

 

5.3 Jihadist Radicalization in Saudi Arabia 

Analysing the origins of the terminology is a good place to start when trying to comprehend the 

role of radicalization in Saudi Arabia. “Radical” is derived from the Latin word "root" and has two 

meanings: returning to the roots or following a transformation that begins at the roots. The 

subsequent stage involves the political arena and defines a radical as someone who seeks drastic 

change in the social order through revolutionary and often violent means (Zelin, 2014). The failure 

of political institutions in delivering good governance, lack of stable institutions for delivering 

justice, limited access to social services and a fragmented community enhance the appeal of radical 

ideas and measures (Pagano & Aviles, 2020). One of the most influential extremist groups 

attracting young Arabs is the so-called "Islamic State". As Pagano and Aviles explained, there are 

two main reasons why ISIS became so powerful:  

1. It established a significant territorial presence (the caliphate). 

2. It described the idea of a worldwide society that meets the needs of every Muslim. 

In 2014, 203 Saudi fighters from diverse regions were killed in Syria (Zelin, 2014). 

Although substantial information about these organizations' operations is lacking, the most robust 

network of jihadist recruiting appears to be concentrated in the country's center or along the 

coastlines, where population density is low (Pagano & Aviles, 2020).  
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5.3.1 Characteristics, Causes, and Motivation of Saudi Foreign Fighters  

As of late 2017, Saudi officials discovered that 2500 Saudis had left the Kingdom to fight against 

the Bashar al-Assad government in Syria (Bremmer, 2017). However, the question regarding the 

motivation of the Saudi nationals that prompted them to adopt a new radical ideology and leave 

the Kingdom remains unanswered. As Zelin (2014) points out, Saudis have never faced travel 

restrictions, thus going to the Syria zone was considerably straightforward. Social isolation, an 

absence of community affiliation, hostility against authority, and aggressive inclinations are all 

factors worth considering. According to Hegghammer (2008), altruistic motives to liberate fellow 

Muslims and the desire to achieve martyrdom compel the Saudis to join the jihad in far off lands. 

In a similar manner, the political events surrounding Abu Ghraib and Fallujah also played an 

essential role in catalyzing Saudi participation in the Iraq conflict (Hegghammer, 2008). 

Furthermore, Al-Osaimi (2016) asserts that most of the ISIS affiliates from Saudi Arabia are under 

thirty and are deradicalized through online groups on social media.  

However, studies into the motivations of Middle Eastern combatants affiliated with ISIS 

are primarily underdeveloped compared to their Western counterparts. Nonetheless, lack of solid 

institutional processes, high levels of unemployment, and political instability all contribute to 

radicalization (Campante & Chor, 2012). 

 

5.3.2 Foreign Fighters Returning to Saudi Arabia  

Despite the deaths of almost 300 Saudis, the most significant number of fatalities among foreign 

nationals, the Saudi Interior Ministry claimed in 2014 that 25% of Saudis who traveled to war 

zones had since returned (Zelin, 2014). Nonetheless, because travel to Syria is easy, it is difficult 
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to identify whether foreign fighters have been participating in any terror incident, making 

determining whom to arrest more difficult (Zelin, 2014). According to the International Centre for 

the Study of Radicalization (ICSR), the report identifies 3,244 foreign fighter affiliates and 762 

returnees belonging to Saudi Arabia as of July 2019 (Cook & Vale, 2019, p. 18). 

 

5.4 Foreign Fighter Returnee Strategies in Saudi Arabia   

Saudi Arabia handled returnees differently compared to some Western countries. Due to its long 

history as the "home of Islam", Saudi Arabia relied on religion to reform the mind of returnees 

influenced by the Syrian experience (Boucek, 2008). There were three suicide blasts in Saudi 

Arabia in 2016 (Al-Osaimi, 2016). There are more than 3000 reported Saudi fighters that fought 

alongside ISIS in 2016 (Cook & Vale, 2019). More importantly, ISIS affiliated extremists 

undertook more than thirty terror attacks in Saudi Arabia between 2014 and 2016 (Al-Osaimi, 

2016). Therefore, Saudi Arabia has experienced threats from extremists returning home from 

foreign conflicts. However, Saudi Arabia was more interested in bringing the ISIS affiliated 

fighters back in order to disrupt their networks within Saudi Arabia, overcome radicalization, and 

limit the exposure to foreign military training (Al-Osaimi, 2016). Saudi Arabia followed a strategy 

of repatriation of a limited number of citizens including two young boys (Al Arabiya, 2019). 

Furthermore, a senior Saudi minister unveiled designs to bring back 50 Saudi men situated in 

Kurdish camps with connection to ISIS (Savage & Schmitt, 2019). Al-Osaimi (2016) narrates that 

the Saudi courts tried former jihadis including a former military officer. Furthermore, accounts 

affiliated with terrorist financing was frozen and several terrorist organizations were listed by the 

Saudi authorities.  According to reports from BBC (2017), the returnees, many of whom are 

imprisoned or disappear upon return, will continue to pose a security issue for the foreseeable 
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future. Nevertheless, the following sections will attempt to decipher the Saudi strategy related to 

foreign fighter returnees from the limited information available in the public domain. 

 

5.4.1 Repatriation 

Saudi Arabia has 3,244 individuals affiliated with ISIS (Cook & Vale, 2019, p. 35). However, 

according to the director of Human Rights Watch, “Saudi Arabia’s track record on ISIS-related 

repatriation is murky” (Hassan, 2021). Therefore, Saudi Arabia regularly censors the publication 

of embarrassing information and therefore, no data explaining Saudi repatriations exists. In 

contrast, Saudi Arabia had actively sought to repatriate and prosecute its citizens detained in 

Guantanamo Bay (Boucek, 2007). Saudi authorities have maintained that when the Saudi nationals 

detained at Guantanamo return to the Kingdom, they “will be subject to Saudi laws and justice” 

(Boucek, 2007). However, secrecy veils Saudi Arabia’s efforts related to the repatriation and 

prosecution of ISIS-affiliated individuals. According to remarks by a senior Saudi official, the 

Kingdom agreed to repatriate 50 Saudi men housed in Kurdish camps (Savage & Schmitt, 2019). 

Furthermore, the Kingdom made efforts to bring back children from terrorist groups abroad 

including the return of two young boys who were abducted by their father for joining ISIS and 

returned by the daring efforts of Saudi authorities (Al Arabiya, 2019).  

 

5.4.2 Prosecution  

Saudi nationals who take part in international hostilities face jail sentences ranging from three to 

twenty years, as maintained by the Royal Decree issued in 2014 (Hassan, 2021). According to 

Human Rights Watch, Saudi returnees can avoid charges by enrolling in rehabilitation and 

aftercare programs (Hassan, 2021). However, no data related to the exact number of prosecutions 
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could be obtained. Similarly, Awadallah (2019) argues that the lack of transparency in Saudi 

Arabia and Jordan’s efforts is doubly problematic considering their close cooperation with the 

United States and centrality to security issues in the region. A 2016 report by the Human Rights 

Watch states:  

Saudi Arabia’s 2014 counterterrorism law and related royal decrees consider “contact or 

correspondence with any groups, currents [of thought], or individuals hostile to the 

kingdom” to be terrorist acts, along with “attending conferences, seminars, or meetings 

inside or outside [the kingdom] targeting the security of society, or sowing discord in 

society” (Tayler, 2016, p. 464) 

Furthermore, the report notes excessive and long periods of pre-trial detention. Saudi 

Arabia's counterterrorism legislation, enacted in 2014, provides for incommunicado detention of 

suspected terrorists for 60 to 90 days, limits the suspect's access to legal counsel, and permits one 

year of pre-trial detention with unlimited extensions upon court order (Tayler, 2016, p. 

475). Additionally, the anti-terrorism legislation in Saudi Arabia empowers the Kingdom's 

terrorist tribunal to ban the accused or their counsel from participating in the hearings. 

Furthermore, counterterrorism laws impose harsher punishments, including the death penalty, for 

terrorism-related offences than common criminal laws, even in case of similar actions. In 2016, 

Saudi Arabia, owing to its expansive definitions of terrorism and terrorist actions, executed 47 

individuals convicted of terrorism-related offences via execution (Tayler, 2016, p. 478). 

 

5.4.3 Citizenship Revocation  

The apparent unwillingness to share information on Saudi Arabia’s part might signal a more 

rigid attitude towards ISIS-affiliated combatants (Awadallah, 2019). However, despite the 
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presence of approximately 2500 Saudi citizens in Syria, no information regarding the revocation 

of their citizenship exists (Hassan, 2021). The author of this thesis has calculated the figure of 

2500 remaining citizens by subtracting 762 returnees from 3,244 affiliates, although the author 

could not find a specific number for the remaining Saudi citizens (Barrett, 2017, p. 13). However, 

according to Ministry of Interior Affairs reports, Saudi citizens are prohibited from traveling to 

Syria until further notice (Saudia, 2021).  

 

5.4.4 Reintegration Program of Saudi Arabia: Prevent and Aftercare Program  

Saudi Arabia implemented a "soft" counterterrorism policy in its efforts to rehabilitate foreign 

fighter returnees and allow them to be part of their society once again. Saudi Arabia has based its 

policy on the acronym PRAC – Prevention, Rehabilitation, and Post-Release Aftercare. A specific 

historical event triggered the formation of PRAC: the 2003 fatal terrorist strikes in the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia. Following the attacks, authorities launched a wide range of counterterrorism 

efforts, the majority of which aimed to combat the intellectual and theological reasons for jihadism 

(Boucek, 2008). Saudi Arabia's "soft" measures were an alternative to the punitive approach 

adopted elsewhere since they were directed not just at individuals who had returned from Syria 

and Iraq but also aimed at a better understanding of the intellectual underpinnings for violent 

extremism before they became entrenched in the minds of Saudi citizenry (Brzuszkiewicz, 2017).  

In order to combat the spread of extremist ideologies, the authorities structured the PRAC 

strategy into three related programs:  

(a) deterring individuals from becoming involved with extremist ideologies 

(b) promoting the rehabilitation of whoever was involved with radicalism 
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(c) providing aftercare programs upon custody release to facilitate reintegration into 

society 

The realization that repressive methods alone would not suffice to combat violent 

extremism motivated this soft approach. According to Boucek (2008), the PRAC program is rooted 

in Saudi traditions, including ideas like reasoning, restorative justice for criminal offenders, and 

the employment of religious leaders inside the prison system. Inmates are sent to the rehabilitation 

facility after completing their sentence in prison, where they interact with psychiatrists, Islamic 

jurisprudence experts, and imams who determine if they may be freed on a terrorist charge or sent 

back to prison (Brzuszkiewicz, 2017). Those accused of terrorist offences are sent to the 

Muhammad Bin Nayef Counselling and Care Center if they are released. 

Saudi Arabia followed a detailed disengagement, deradicalization, and reintegration 

approach to eliminate recidivism among returnees. Saudi Arabia’s government focuses on foreign 

fighter returnees through the DDR (demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration) program, a 

“promising feature of its first-generation deradicalization programs implemented in the Middle 

East” (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017). The program entails a comprehensive counterterrorism strategy 

based on disengagement, deradicalization, and reintegration (Pagano & Aviles, 2020) of foreign 

fighters or those convicted of terrorist crimes (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017).  

The DDR program focuses mainly on providing specialized programs for women and 

children and focuses strongly on community participation in reintegration (Holmer & Shtuni, 

2017). The purpose of this program is to break the individual commitment to an extremist group 

by providing returning citizens with emotional support, a safe zone via a community, vocational 

training, education, and even financial incentives (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017). Nevertheless, 

recidivism measures reflect disengagement instead of deradicalization (Rabasa et al., 2010, p. 39). 
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Therefore, the Saudi approach redefined its priorities to focus on behavior changes rather than 

ideological change. Direct funding, including one-off cash payments, has also been made to ex-

combatants to facilitate behavioral change and reduce the likelihood of recidivism (Pagano & 

Aviles, 2020, p. 7). However, direct cash transfers are temporary measures and present more 

challenges in the long term. Therefore, although the Saudi program still relies on religious 

dialogue, there is a renewed focus on economic incentives and societal obligations. 

All these components are part of Saudi Arabia’s efforts to reintegrate radicalized 

individuals by fostering social and community relations. Unfortunately, as Porges  (2011) explains, 

some Saudi detainees still ended up joining radical militias, and this deeply hurt the Saudi 

program’s reputation. Although the Saudi government has not applied strict restrictions to deter 

travel to Syria, several proactive measures have been implemented to prevent returnees' recidivism 

after returning home (Bremmer, 2017). The Saudi government used television programs such as 

Humumana to persuade foreign fighters to talk about their experience among the Syrian rebel 

groups. One of the policies employed by the Saudi government to tackle foreign fighter returnees 

was to allow religious figures to engage with prisoners, whether to promote repentance and piety 

or to organise Quranic recitation lessons (Casptack, 2015). The authorities have employed the 

practice of engaging suspected militants with religion and theological remonstration since the 2003 

attacks, as it was a way to encourage returnees to confess their actions and eventually cooperate 

with authorities (Boucek, 2008). 

Saudi Arabia also distinguished itself for launching a series of programs aimed at 

deradicalizing convicted jihadist militants. According to Casptak (2015), these programs were part 

of the "soft" approaches to foreign returnees, consisting of in-prison counselling and religious 

education by Islamic clerics. These clerics' duty was to persuade convicts that their militant reading 
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of the Qur'an was inaccurate. Religious re-education initiatives seek to counteract the notion that 

Saudi Arabia is anti-Islamic and westernizing Islamic culture through its relationship with the West 

(Pagano & Aviles, 2020, p. 15). Deradicalization’s effectiveness depends on diminishing jihadist 

groups and reverting radical attitudes, whether via discussion of their conduct or teaching them 

about Islam's morality (Casptack, 2015). As a result, while the Saudi program continues to rely on 

theological discussions, there is a renewed emphasis on economic incentives and civic duties. 

The Saudis took a comprehensive approach to design and implement their programs. The 

efforts rely on a three-pronged strategy dealing with affective, pragmatic and ideological factors 

(Holmer & Shtuni, 2017, p. 8). The "affective options" are characterised by policies that evoke 

emotions and help foster community and social responsibility (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017). The 

"pragmatic" aspect incorporates logistics dealing with financial capacity, skills development, 

vocational training, and education. The ideological aspect seeks to break an individual's 

ideological commitment to the terrorist organization and its goals.  

These efforts include professionals from a broad spectrum of disciplines possessing a wide 

array of skills utilized to provide support to detainees and their families (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017, 

p. 8),and credible interlocutors for the provision of psychosocial support, economic assistance, and 

job training. The Saudi program utilizes cultural norms and traditions, including familial 

obligations and notions of honour, to discourage individuals from violence. Another important 

aspect is that the counterterrorism strategy is based on disengagement, deradicalization, and 

reintegration (Pagano & Aviles, 2020, p. 19). The Saudi Strategy incorporated many components 

to reintegrate radicalized individuals by fostering social and community relations. 
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5.4.5 Sub-conclusion 

Preventing terrorism, radicalism, and the foreign fighter dilemma is at the forefront of many 

countries' policies, which have gained momentum in the last several decades. This chapter aimed 

to provide insight into foreign fighters returning to two countries, the Netherlands and Saudi 

Arabia, by evaluating the foreign fighters' characteristics, motives, and roles and the severity of 

their threat to the host countries. The Netherlands program focuses on prosecution, imprisonment 

in maximum security facilities, probation services, Exit Facility and tailored reintegration 

programs. One of the essential solutions found by the Saudi government to tackle the return of 

foreign fighters was the DDR program involving demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration. 

This different approach involves a comprehensive counterterrorism strategy centered on the 

reintegration and re-education of returnees and those convicted of terrorist acts upon their return. 

The DDR program aims to provide returning citizens with education, emotional support, 

vocational training, and economic incentives to break all ties with violent extremist groups. 

 

Chapter 6: Analysis of Respective Reintegration Programs 

The sixth chapter will answer the sub-question 3: How effective have rehabilitation and 

reintegration programs for foreign fighters been in Saudi Arabia and the Netherlands, and what 

variables in their respective approaches might explain the systematic differences in outcomes? The 

chapter will begin with a general overview of the issues and problems present in the 

implementation and design of reintegration programs. Furthermore, the chapter will focus on the 

outcomes of the Netherlands' and Saudi’s reintegration programs, respectively. It will discuss the 

difficulties these specific programs faced in deradicalizing and reintegrating foreign fighter 

returnees and their relative merits and shortcomings. The comparative efficacy of the Netherlands’ 
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and Saudi Arabia’s strategies in deradicalization will be assessed by, inter alia, focusing on their 

low recidivism rates and other positive results.  

 

6.1 General Problems with Effectiveness and Evaluation of Reintegration Programs 

Returning foreign fighters represent a novel security challenge as they are trained in the use of 

arms or explosives and possess the hypothetical ability to overcome moral inhibition against the 

taking of a life. According to Greenwood, readjustment to everyday life is an arduous journey. The 

habitual exposure to high-risk environments in conflict zones radically alters the brain's adrenal 

and dopaminergic systems such that most individuals might perceive everyday life to be mundane 

and boring (Greenwood, 2019, p. 31). More importantly, the terrorist's cost-calculus repeatedly 

considers the fleeting nature of their life and the genuine possibility that they might not make it.  

The constant brush with death and associated risk shape behavioral and attitudinal changes 

such that the individuals become more prone to living on the edge and are therefore more inclined 

to engage in repeat offences. Furthermore, antipathy and loneliness replace the solidarity generated 

by living and dying for a common cause upon return to their naturalization countries. The 

returnees' recalcitrant attitude towards repentance reflects the strong affiliation with these 

rationalizations and justifications (Greenwood, 2019). Public repentance would mean 

disrespecting their previous decisions and values, which would not be a viable option without 

aggravating their existential crisis. Therefore, Greenwood (2019) argues that many refuse to repent 

publicly, even though that may lessen their severe jail sentences. Similarly, reintegration programs 

often involve repentance and distancing themselves from the ideals that brought the returnees to 

fight in the first place, suggesting that this may hamper the reintegration process. Therefore, 

Greenwood (2019) recommends not including demands for repentance in reintegration programs.  
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For the fighters, repentance means acknowledging that their life choices were terrible and 

that their version of truth and reality is not an absolute truth. Therefore, understanding and 

recognising this fact will lead to substantial introspection and reflection (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2013). 

However, acknowledging guilt will destroy the rationalizations that the fighters have formulated 

to distance themselves from the negative consequences of their actions and ease their conscience. 

Thus, repentance is a direct refutation of their earlier beliefs, acknowledging that their logic was 

flawed and eventually recognising that their actions cannot be justified. Eventually, this means 

transitioning from the role of a victim to that of an offender; therefore, taking responsibility and 

dealing with the consequences of the shift in their identity. Programs of re-education and 

rehabilitation of foreign fighter returnees show more promise (Byman, 2015). The remainder of 

this section will explore and assess general issues with reintegration programs and strategies. 

Effective deradicalization requires understanding the individual's motivation for joining an 

extremist organization, contextual and situational variables underlying the decision, and dealing 

with barriers to change. If an individual has been radicalized by continuous acts of violence and 

holds a specific ideology, they may disengage from the violence but retain the ideals they were 

taught during their time as a member of the terrorist cell. Deradicalization does not include 

abandoning all beliefs; rather, it entails going through a lengthy process of cognitive change in 

order to challenge the ideological foundations that drive the use of violence (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 

2013, p. 110). Therefore, cognitive change must overcome the biases of cognitive dissonance and 

reactance. Thus, effective deradicalization involves circumnavigating the individual's mental 

defences, weakening the cognitive defences through alternative views and interjections, and 

maintaining subtlety (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2013). Forced cognitive reconstruction is a dubious 
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strategy, and this often leads to speculations that the authorities design the programs to gather 

intelligence and information for counterterrorism operations (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017, p. 8). 

Furthermore, most re-education efforts rely heavily on theological and ideological 

dialogue, which is not necessarily the appropriate strategy for encouraging introspection and 

building critical thinking skills (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2013). Additionally, many of these programs 

rely on the cooperation of alleged former extremists and clerics and they are tasked with building 

trust and moderating violent ideations and tendencies. However, this approach appears problematic 

as these individuals often hold orthodox views and focus on disengagement rather than an 

overarching overhaul of the underlying extremism (Sim, 2013).  

The suicide bomb attack in 2016 in Jakarta involved two militants who had previously 

served time for terrorism-related offences (Ismail & Sim, 2016). Furthermore, according to data 

from 2013, the Indonesian National Counterterrorism Agency BNPT reported that twenty-five out 

of the three hundred terrorists released from rehabilitation centers had returned to extremist activity 

(Ismail & Sim, 2016). According to  Ismail & Sim (2016), there is a 15% possibility of recidivism 

in terrorism-related offences alone. Their overview of 47 cases from Indonesia reveals that most 

offenders returned to terrorism within two years of their release, and many took more active roles 

than before, notably by recruiting other criminal offenders (Ismail & Sim, 2016). Moreover, social 

relationships and financial pressures played an essential part in catalyzing the offender recidivism. 

Most of these problems can be attributed to the lack of aftercare facilities, effective 

deradicalization and integration policies, including employment and skills development. Many 

governments lack the financial resources to invest in rehabilitation institutions.  

Furthermore, most of the program designs do not include clear metrics for measuring 

program effectiveness and claims of low recidivism rates. The absence of objective and transparent 
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metrics creates challenges for evaluating recidivism and the effectiveness of deradicalization 

programs  (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017, p. 8). Schuurman & Heide (2016) attribute the challenge of 

accurate assessments to the lack of evaluation research. Schuurman & Heide (2018) have also 

discussed several issues and point towards the "enduring scarcity" of objective "assessments". 

The planners base the reintegration programs on sound principles. However, these are not 

without problems. According to Zeuthen (2021), an analysis of programs in several countries 

reveals that despite the increase in counterterrorism initiatives, there is insufficient information 

regarding the  effectiveness of such programs;therefore the efficacy of such strategies remains 

largely unmeasured. Furthermore, most program designs lack precise criteria for assessing 

program performance and analyzing assertions of low recidivism rates. The lack of reliable and 

accessible measures make measuring recidivism and the success of deradicalization initiatives 

challenging (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017, p. 8). 

 

6.2 Effectiveness of the Netherland's Policies 

On the dimension of recidivism, the work by Schuurman & Bakker (2016) provides insights into 

the results of a one-year evaluation study conducted for the period 2013 to 2014 in the Netherlands. 

The authors first identified the assumptions underlying the effectiveness and practical feasibility 

of the Dutch reintegration initiative (Schuurman & Bakker, 2016, p. 6). After deciphering the 

program's underlying logic, the authors conducted three rounds of interviews with the Dutch 

National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism (NCTV) and the Dutch Probation Service 

(RAN) to gauge their perception regarding the effectiveness of the measures taken. Due to 

technical and operational difficulties, it was impossible to maintain a control group of terrorists 

and extremists who were not involved in the initiative. According to the study results, the NCTV 
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was confident that it had lowered the possibility that the individuals would commit a terrorist attack 

or other extremism related offence (Schuurman & Bakker, 2016, p. 7).  

The NCTV approach focused on detaching individuals from their extremist social circles 

and ideas. Furthermore, the RAN was tasked with monitoring the individuals to prevent a return 

to extremist circles. The deradicalization approach focused on convincing the individuals to 

critically explore their worldview through the use of external consultants, alternative 

interpretations of the Quran and Sunnah1, and interjecting non-extremist ideas through dialogue. 

However, the practice of utilizing external consultants came under scrutiny in 2015 when 

allegations emerged that many of these consultants themselves held orthodox views 

(Kouwenhoven & Rengers, 2015). Therefore, the credibility of the external consultants came under 

question because they were considered unlikely to encourage broad changes in beliefs or ideology. 

The consultant's sympathy with extremists' values and belief structure made them more likely to 

engage in appeasing behaviour and therefore facilitate disengagement so that the accused may gain 

leniency in court sentences. Such an approach would likely be counter to the desired goal of 

deradicalization.  

The two-tiered approach focused on both disengagement and deradicalization. To reduce 

prison sentences, two clients managed to feign a fundamental shift in their ideological and 

extremist radicalism. However, the two clients used this as an opportunity to deceive their 

supervisors and leave for Syria in 2015 (Schuurman & Bakker, 2016, p. 12). The other three clients 

showed better progress compared to the relapsers. However, the authors argue that the general rate 

 
1 In Islam, Sunnah is the tradition and practice of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), comprising of a model for 

Muslims to follow.  
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of recidivism in the Netherlands is 50%, and therefore, the progress of three offenders cannot be 

used as an effective benchmark for the indictment of the program's overall effectiveness. 

In another study, Heide & Schuurman (2018) evaluated in-depth the specialized 

reintegration initiative within the Dutch Probation Service, focusing on individuals suspected or 

convicted of terrorism-related offences, although not all were foreign fighters. The authors 

conducted 72 interviews with program staff and clients to evaluate the program's effectiveness 

from 2016 to 2018, the work built on the earlier study by Schuurman and Bakker (2016). The 

previous study had dealt with only five clients; the current program supervised 189 clients (Heide 

& Schuurman, 2018, p. 206). 14% of the total clients were foreign fighter returnees. The program 

reported a recidivism rate of 4.2% for terrorism-related offences and 5.8% overall (Heide & 

Schuurman, 2018, p. 221). However, the authors qualify these results to warn that recidivism is 

only tracked as long as the client is under RAN supervision. 

Moreover, the clients have an incentive to display good behaviour to influence the trial. 

Many of these offenders carry multi-year probationary periods, which demands a cautious outlook 

about the future. Therefore, the program's success depends much more on the recidivism once the 

RAN stops monitoring them. Furthermore, recidivism is necessarily not reflective of the 

deradicalization in the client's attitude or behaviour. Nevertheless, the preliminary results suggest 

a low risk of recidivism for terrorism-related offences in individuals subject to the team TER 

(Terrorism, Extremism and Radicalization) program (Heide & Schuurman, 2018, p. 224).  

 

6.3 Assessing the Efficacy of the Saudi Strategy 

Saudi Arabia designed the Prevention and Aftercare program (PRAC) to reform and reintegrate 

foreign fighters in 2004 (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017, p. 7). The success of the PRAC can be gauged 
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from the fact that no PRAC graduate was involved in a terrorist attack inside Saudi Arabia. 

However, Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula was formed by two PRAC graduates in 2009 (Fink 

& El-Said, 2011). 

Claims about the success of Saudi deradicalization programs are often countered by the 

fact that many Saudi detainees in Guantanamo Bay returned to terrorist activities upon release 

(Rabasa et al., 2010, p. 19). Reportedly, 20% of such detainees have relapsed (Rabasa et al., 2010, 

p. 34). Although the Guantanamo prisoners are not returnees from Syria, this casts doubt on the 

overall success of the Saudi reintegration programs. However, Saudi officials report the recidivism 

rates among the non-Guantanamo radicals at 9% (Rabasa et al., 2010, p. 34). Therefore, despite 

some failures, the Saudi program is viewed favourably, and the Obama administration reportedly 

considered sending the Yemeni detainees at Guantanamo to Riyadh for rehabilitation (M. L. 

Porges, 2009).  

However, the success of the Saudi initiative can only be determined from official 

pronouncements. There is a lack of empirical evidence to assess the efficacy of the Saudi initiative. 

US officials provide a mixed assessment of Saudi attempts to deal with returned combatants but 

do not say much about ISIS-specific operations (Awadallah, 2019). According to interviews 

conducted by Awadallah (2019), a former U.S. intelligence official with significant Middle Eastern 

experience lauded Saudi Arabia's deradicalization efforts and maintained that they were still 

working as effectively as ever.  

According to Awadallah (2019), other American officials remain cautious in their 

assessments and maintain that the situation is still a "work in progress." The same authorities 

verified that Saudi Arabia's Mohammed bin Nayef Center is still operational, but possibly not on 

the same scale as in the past (Awadallah, 2019). According to Al-Osaimi (2016), Saudi Arabia 
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spent more than 360 million dollars on deradicalization programs and enrolled more than fifteen 

thousand people between 2007 and 2016. Furthermore, the reported recidivism is 15% for these 

individuals (Al-Osaimi, 2016), although their ISIS affiliations are not clear. In 2017, the Saudi 

authorities allowed Western scholars and reporters to travel to Saudi Arabia to speak with Al 

Qaeda members who had completed the reintegration program (Anuj, 2017). However, the 

administration has been silent on its treatment of repatriated ISIS soldiers (Awadallah, 2019). 

According to Williams and Lindsey (2014), despite the inherent difficulties related to 

measurement, cross-national comparisons of terrorist risk reduction programmes might provide a 

rough approximation of the success of the Saudi program. However, Saudi Arabia has not released 

the latest information regarding the programme or the country's counterterrorism and 

deradicalization initiatives. According to U.S. Senate (2020), despite some Saudi successes the US 

officials are sceptical about programs aiming to counter violent extremism (CVE). The report also 

criticizes Saudi support for extremist and anti-Shia versions of Islam as being responsible for 

enhancing the appeal and recruitment to ISIS. However, such programs offer valuable and cheap 

options for community engagement and prevention of terrorism-related instances.  

 

6.3 Sub-conclusion 

This chapter has explored the effectiveness and scope of the deradicalization and reintegration 

efforts in general and of the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia in particular. The discussion has shown 

that several vital ingredients underlie these programs although several issues with program design 

and evaluation have also been identified. Empirical data for the evaluation of the Netherlands’ 

programs exists and shows success with recidivism rates of 5%. However, the success of the Saudi 

program can merely be gleaned from official statements. There is a lack of empirical data for 



REINTEGRATION OF FOREIGN FIGHTER RETURNEES    57 

 

analyzing the effectiveness of the Saudi program. Nonetheless, as per official accounts, the earlier 

Saudi programs displayed a commendable success of less than ten percent recidivism in 

individuals convicted of terrorism related offences though not related with ISIS. 

 

Chapter 7: Conclusion  

More than 30,000 foreign fighters from around the world traveled to Iraq and Syria at the height 

of the conflict. These foreign fighters were motivated by various factors. However, the military 

defeat of ISIS in the strongholds of Iraq and Syria led to the repatriation and trial of foreign fighters 

in their host countries. Under the shadow of the genuine possibility of domestic terrorism, lone 

wolf attacks, copy-cats and ISIS-inspired radicals, most countries saw the return of these fighters 

as a threat to their national security. The initial disdain and refusal to repatriate foreign fighters 

were eventually replaced by policy debates that explored measures for the deradicalization and 

reintegration of these returnees. The paper investigated the responses of the Netherlands and Saudi 

Arabia to foreign fighters and their return. Three sub-questions delved further into the debate's key 

points.  

1. The first sub-question examines the motives of foreign fighters to join the conflict in Syria 

and the risks that their return poses to their home country's national security.  

2. The second sub-question examines different nations' responses to returnees, covering 

policy choices such as repatriation, prosecution, citizenship revocation, and reintegration.  

3. The third sub-question delves into the precise tactics used by the Netherlands and Saudi 

Arabia in dealing with foreign fighter returnees, emphasising the efficacy of their different 

reintegration programmes.  
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A literature review is used to back up the research's assertions and arguments. 

Occasionally, qualitative data has been supplemented by quantitative data and empirical research, 

particularly for the policy assessment chapter of reintegration programmes. The thesis used a 

qualitative study approach to overview the Netherlands’ and Saudi Arabia's deradicalization and 

reintegration programs, compare their efficacy and discuss the general shortcomings of 

reintegration projects in achieving the stated policy objectives of deradicalization.  

The thesis has taken a broad overview of the factors that motivate individuals to join 

terrorist organizations, the reality of the threat these returning fighters pose to national security, 

and the policies countries have adopted to manage the repatriation of these fighters. The 

phenomenon of Muslim radicalism and extremism emerged in the aftermath of the Afghan "jihad". 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan proved to be the precursor for a radical transformation of Islam 

which considered the foreign occupation of Muslim lands as a legitimate target for the armed 

opposition. The pan-Islamic ideology rooted in the concept of a "larger Ummah" collectively 

resisting the evil forces also provided the necessary ideological motivation to foreign fighters. The 

notion rapidly evolved to include more radical elements and organizations. The West and its allies 

were the biggest targets for terrorist organizations as they were seen as the source of all evil. The 

radical ideology displays continuity and change in this regard as the notion of resisting foreign 

occupation and expulsion of foreign forces from Muslim lands eventually culminated into a full-

scale bid to establish a Muslim caliphate under the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). ISIS 

attracted foreign fighters from more than 120 countries, including the Netherlands and Saudi 

Arabia.  

The exploratory research detailing the motivations of foreign fighters shows that media 

publicity, unemployment, young age, and religious radicalization figured in the decisions of the 
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foreign fighters. However, research is conflicting on the analysis of material and human capital, 

with several authors showing a positive correlation to radicalism while others demonstrating a 

negative correlation.  Another group of scholars focuses on the role of ideology and identity with 

a theoretical understanding that identity rooted in religious fundamentalism plays a prominent role 

in encouraging an individual to join a terrorist organization. However, Bakker and De Bont (2016) 

have shown that only half of the jihadist fighters under study were raised as Muslims. Lastly, the 

instrumental approach argues that terrorist organizations seek individuals with specific skill sets 

to fill the associated positions and therefore, these factors, including accessibility to the war zone, 

play a fundamental role in the foreign fighters' decision-making analysis. However, it is essential 

to note that motivations cannot be studied in isolation from the contextual and social factors of the 

individual. Social isolation, lack of social connection, the antipathy of the authorities and violent 

impulses also deserve consideration. However, research on Middle Eastern fighters' motives is 

relatively underdeveloped compared to its Western component. Nevertheless, lack of sound 

institutional mechanisms, unemployment and political instability, all play a role in radicalization. 

Regarding the threat perception of home countries, the acquisition of arms and explosives, 

training and the real possibility of being active combatants in hostilities make these returning 

foreign fighters appear dangerous in an already volatile security environment. The threat 

assessment is exacerbated by the fact that most countries remain alert to the possibility of domestic 

terrorism and have been affected by terrorist activities at one point or another. The Netherlands 

maintained a threat perception of level 4 (substantial) until 2019 for terrorism-related offences. 

Foreign fighter returnees in the EU number around 1192 (Scherrer et al., 2018) and more than 700 

for Saudi Arabia (Cook & Vale, 2019). Therefore, countries maintain cautious and strict 

approaches to the repatriation of foreign fighters. Most countries pursue four major approaches for 
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dealing with foreign fighters including repatriation, citizenship revocation, prosecution and 

reintegration. 

Returning fighters are carefully assessed to determine the dangers and risks they pose to 

their host country. Therefore, only the most benign returnees displaying prospects for reformation 

are allowed to return. The most coherent approach involves prosecuting the offenders for a 

determination of their guilt leading to possible imprisonment. Most countries have dedicated 

provisions in their criminal procedure codes related to terrorism offences with possible prison 

sentences ranging from 3 to 20 years. Furthermore, convicts of terrorism-related offences are 

housed in maximum security detention centers. However, the politicization of the issue and 

governance problems present additional challenges related to prosecution. Nevertheless, research 

has shown that denying repatriation, revoking citizenship, and prosecution remain incomplete 

without the requisite capability and capacity to readjust and integrate these individuals once they 

have served their sentences. Thus, most countries have developed and evolved various 

mechanisms and protocols for the deradicalization of foreign fighter returnees. European countries 

developed tailor-made deradicalization programs to facilitate the reintegration of the returnees. 

Meanwhile, other countries rely on aftercare facilities and incentives for disengagement to 

convince the foreign fighters to shun violence.  

The Netherlands’ strategy involves all of these four elements. The Netherlands developed 

a comprehensive action program to prevent citizens from traveling to Syria and other conflict 

areas. The Netherlands received approximately 50 returnees from a pool of 280 departees. The 

Netherlands court has upheld that it is not the government’s responsibility to repatriate foreign 

fighters, women or children situated abroad due to national security and other international 

concerns. However, as an exception six individuals in total have been repatriated to date. 
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Furthermore, the Dutch Criminal Procedure Code deals with crimes related to terrorism. However, 

changes in the modus operandi of the Prosecution Service allow for trial in absentia in which 

evidence is gathered against individuals who have traveled to Syria to speed up the prosecution. 

Additionally, dangerous combatants can be held in pre-trial detention owing to the risk they pose 

to society. The returnees convicted of terrorism-related offences are concentrated in one of the two 

max security prisons considering their role in the terrorist organizations.  

The Netherlands has also modified the Nationality Act to broaden the conditions that can 

lead to citizenship revocation. The Justice Ministry can revoke the citizenship of an individual 

convicted of certain crimes, including preparatory activities for terrorism-related offences and in 

the interest of national security if the conduct of an individual became a part of national or 

international armed conflict. There have been 23 citizenship revocations since 2017, with seven 

reversals and only one being related to terrorism-offences. 

The Netherlands has also developed a participatory reintegration program. The 

deradicalization and reintegration efforts include many stakeholders and professionals, and aim to 

defuse the violent tendencies and rebuild respect for social norms among offenders. Additionally, 

the Dutch Counterterrorism efforts focus on protecting, preventing, pursuing, and responding to 

terrorist threats.  

Radicals in Saudi Arabia expressed the desire to go back to the roots of Islamic teachings 

and principles. More than 3200 individuals from Saudi Arabia joined ISIS, and over 700 had 

returned (Cook & Vale, 2019). The Saudi fighters had greater access to Syria and were, in turn, 

motivated by the desire to rebuild a greater Muslim community. There are no reported instances 

of citizenship revocation by the Saudi authorities. In fact, the Saudi authorities encouraged a 

repatriation of their citizens for effective deradicalization at home. However, the prosecution in 



REINTEGRATION OF FOREIGN FIGHTER RETURNEES    62 

 

Saudi Arabia is harsher than other countries with prison sentences between three to twenty years, 

pre-trial detention and possible execution in extreme cases. However, the Saudi strategy also 

include a reintegration and deradicalization component. The Saudi authorities relied on religious 

re-education and remonstration to convince the returnees to confess their sins, renounce their 

earlier activities and rebuild a strong relationship with their community and country. Despite 

several significant failures, the Saudi program has attracted international attention because of its 

efficacy in reducing recidivism.  

The Saudi deradicalization program follows a three-pronged strategy focusing on affective, 

logistical, and ideological changes. Furthermore, adequate provisions are made to ensure 

sustainable employment and other therapeutic services to facilitate rebuilding ties with society. 

The policy relies on Prevention, Rehabilitation, and Post-Release Aftercare (PRAC). The Saudi 

approach was softer in its stance and relied on deterring individuals from joining radicals, 

rehabilitating the returnees, and ensuring sustainable aftercare.  

A general overview of literature on the efficacy of reintegration programs reveals that 

policy evaluations measuring the success of deradicalization programs are limited and often 

fraught with problems related to the metrics used in the measurement. However, two studies 

discussed in the paper cover the policy evaluation of the Netherlands’ reintegration initiatives from 

2013-2014 and 2016-2018. The first study included 5 participants who were enrolled in the 

deradicalization program. Nonetheless, two of these individuals managed to deceive their 

supervisors and join the war in Syria. In comparison, the second study included 189 individuals. 

However, the second study showed significantly lower levels of recidivism for terrorism-related 

offences (4.2%); but these studies are subject to post-release challenges including the impact of 

non-monitoring on recidivism as well as other factors including a larger timeline.  
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The challenges encountered by the Netherlands’ reintegration program can be summed up 

as follows: Firstly, no control group exists to compare and measure the efficacy of the 

deradicalization program. Furthermore, there is no method to predict that the participants will not 

relapse in the future. Secondly, the recidivism periods cover the stage when the participants were 

under RAN observation and had an incentive to feign reformation to lower their sentences. 

Therefore, measures of recidivism suffer from subjectivity bias. Thirdly, there is no objective 

method for differentiating between recidivism and disengagement. Probably, participants in the 

deradicalization program are merely disengaging from participating in active hostilities without a 

fundamental change in their underlying beliefs and ideologies. However, despite these challenges, 

the multiple actor approach to assessing radicalized individuals and formulating a plan for 

deradicalization allows for a comprehensive overview that deals with and addresses the various 

psychosocial, economic, and ideational challenges.  

The analysis of the efficacy of Saudi reintegration initiatives suffers from serious 

limitations. There is a lack of independent policy evaluations and assessments on the efficacy of 

the Saudi strategy. The author of this paper could not find a single study measuring the 

effectiveness of Saudi reintegration programs in dealing with ISIS affiliated returnees. However, 

official statements paint an optimistic picture and report low recidivism levels of approximately 9 

per cent. More importantly, no past graduate from PRAC has ever been involved in a domestic 

terrorism incident within Saudi Arabia. However, two graduates from PRAC launched the Arabian 

chapter of Al-Qaeda. The Saudi approach shares similarities with the Dutch model as it also utilizes 

the services of professionals and interlocutors to facilitate cognitive change.  

The Dutch model relies on understanding secular human values, whereas the Saudi 

approach bends towards religious re-education. Furthermore, the Saudi aftercare program shares 
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similarities with the Dutch Exit Program as both plans focus on skills building, provision of 

employment and rebuilding of community and social linkages. The Saudi counterterrorism 

approach focuses on disengagement, deradicalization and reintegration. Disengagement involves 

drawing an individual away from active hostilities and the use of violence.  

 

Chapter 8: Discussion 

The present research has shown that most programs share standard features, including a mix of 

preventive, rehabilitative and aftercare measures. However, the problems identified in the existing 

policies call for careful introspection and the development of better policy options.  

 

8.1 Methodological Limitations 

The research methodology undoubtedly suffers from various limitations, including a lack of access 

to relevant material and information from Saudi Arabia, blocked access to sensitive information, 

a dearth of quality research, and limited policy evaluations of the measures taken by various 

countries. More importantly no participant interviews or surveys could be conducted for the sake 

of this study. There is limited literature that explores the motivations of Saudi fighters for joining 

ISIS, their characteristics and motivations. Most importantly, exact figures related to prosecution, 

repatriation and reintegration are not available in the public domain. Therefore, research on the 

question of Saudi foreign fighters and their return suffers from serious lack of primary data and 

relies heavily on secondary research and statements from government officials who are likely to 

paint the efforts of their government in a positive light. Thus, the generalizability and cross-

comparison with the Netherland’s strategy has suffered acutely. In comparison, research on Dutch 

foreign fighters is highly developed and two policy evaluation exercises have offered valuable 
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insights into the success and limitations of their approach. Nevertheless, the present study has 

identified important gaps in the current literature offering novel areas for further research. 

Additionally, the research has provided valuable insight into the motivations of foreign fighters 

and helped identify the scope of strategies for dealing with returnees.  

 

8.2 Suggestions for Further Research 

Considering the methodological limitations, it is important that researchers must collect first-hand 

information. Therefore, with the improvements in the security situation in Syria, researchers must 

conduct in-depth interviews with Saudi foreign fighters situated in Kurdish Camps and elsewhere 

to understand their perspectives and life histories. Furthermore, efforts must be made to convince 

the Saudi government to provide data about the scope and nature of its current deradicalization 

and reintegration programs. Researchers must be provided access to rehabilitation facilities and 

inmates for the purpose of evaluation as well as exploratory research. The motivations of Saudi 

foreign fighters in comparison to their Western counterparts will provide novel insights and 

interesting case-study for analysis. The analysis of the existing rehabilitation services, facilities 

and experts will also help understand the possible long-term prospects of recidivism. Thus, the 

impact of post-release and aftercare facilities in preventing recidivism needs to be studied. 

However, all of these research agendas depend on access to the conflict zone, repatriated or 

convicted fighters and the rehabilitation facilities.  

 

8.3 Policy Recommendations 

The research has shown that there are several possible areas for improvement. Clear metrics 

must be built into the programs to facilitate evaluation research. Additionally, governments must 
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provide access to independent researchers and organizations to evaluate the success of 

deradicalization and reintegration programs. Furthermore, governments must fund policy 

evaluation exercises to gauge the effectiveness of their efforts and make timely adjustments 

(Maxfield & Babbie, 2015, p. 365).  

Governments must oversee the development of adequate monitoring programs to track the 

activities of individuals convicted of terrorism-related offences, including placing their names in 

scheduled lists. Furthermore, such individuals must seek prior permission for travel to sensitive 

locations and abroad. The activities of such individuals must be closely monitored, and all 

suspicious activities must be promptly flagged and reported to the relevant authorities for action. 

Parole officers must stay in constant contact with the convicts and identify any behavioral changes 

that might suggest returning to radical ideation or returning to the former lifestyle. Most 

importantly, individuals convicted of terrorism-related offences must be barred from owning and 

buying weapons. All other individuals accused of terrorism-related crimes must undergo more 

extensive scrutiny before buying a weapon. All of these actions are aimed at reducing the 

likelihood of an individual convicted or accused of terrorism-related offences from engaging in 

domestic acts of militancy and extremism.  

Countries must partner with international organizations and public sector stakeholders to 

build sustainable and effective aftercare programs. Individuals who lack the requisite skills and 

opportunities to transition towards a peaceful change, including a lack of adequate employment 

and housing, are more likely to relapse. The public and private sectors must arrange funding to 

support the rehabilitation and deradicalization initiatives including employment and housing 

initiatives. Furthermore, because radicalism and foreign fighter returnees are a constant and 

developing issue, nations that offer inconsistent rehabilitation programs should ensure permanent 
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rehabilitation programs are put in place through cooperation with national and international 

partners. Finally, nations with rehabilitation programs should guarantee that they offer therapy and 

social facilities so that former militants feel a connection to society and have ample opportunities 

to build alternative social circles.  

Governments have concluded that radicalization must be addressed at "root causes", 

whether by using "soft methods" or more repressive measures. Two critical elements that must be 

understood with regards to radicalization are push factors and pull factors. The former includes all 

conditions conducive to terrorism and violent extremism such as cultural, political, religious, 

marginalization, lack of employment, and corruption. On the other hand, pull factors include a 

sense of identity, family support, economic incentives, sense of duty, or self-worth. These traits 

directly impact an individual's psychosocial and personal traits, thus making them more prone to 

join terrorism and violent extremism. 

Deradicalization programs must consider the context, environment and psychological 

parameters of an individual to develop custom intervention strategies. There is no one-size-fits-all 

solution for dealing with deradicalization, and therefore a multi-actor approach is needed. Scholars 

and psychologists must be utilized to circumnavigate the cognitive defences of the offender and 

initiate a rethink of their radical beliefs (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2013). Disengagement must be clearly 

distinguished from deradicalization  as disengagement refers to a behavior change whereby an 

individual or movement stops the use of violence (Veldhuis, 2012, p. 1). Meanwhile, 

deradicalization is a fundamental change in psychological and cognitive processes. Therefore, 

disengagement is often temporary and involves a tactical manoeuvre, whereas deradicalization 

refers to lasting change.  
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A multistakeholder and multidisciplinary approach involving teachers, counsellors, 

scholars, religious leaders, artists and civil society organizations must collectively assess the needs 

of the individual and take steps to rectify the contextual factors that facilitate the acceptance and 

adherence to extremist ideologies. In dealing with reintegrated offenders, the emotional appeal of 

the jihadists' ideology must be reduced in the eyes of returnees. If anything, authorities should 

collaborate with civil society to combat terrorism and support reintegration. Recognizing foreign 

fighter returnees as prospects rather than threats would assist countries in gaining first-hand 

knowledge of extremist ideology (The Carter Center, 2016). Rehabilitation is essential in the 

disengagement cycle since there is no benefit in disengaging a terror group member if they lack 

adequate opportunities and social connection upon return. 
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