
ISIS: European Operations Increase in Scale and Complexity
Since declaring its so-called “caliphate” in 2014, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
has exploited European travel laws, organized teams of returning European foreign fighters, 
and radicalized individuals already in Europe to conduct multi-operative attacks. This 
capability limits law enforcement’s ability to detect and interdict attacks such as in Paris last 
November and in Brussels in March.  

•	 In 2013-15, Abdelhamid Abaaoud, a key facilitator in the Paris attacks, moved freely 
between Syria and Europe, evading border checkpoints in Turkey. In December 2015, 
Salah Abdeslam, the last surviving Paris attacker, traveled to Belgium without detection 
and planned additional operations—including the attacks in Brussels—from Molenbeek, 
a Brussels suburb. 

•	 According to Belgian police, a hybrid coalition of returning foreign fighters from various 
terrorist groups in the Middle East, including ISIS, as well as extremists radicalized in 
their own countries, has become rooted in Europe. 
For example, Abaaoud received training and guidance 
from ISIS in Syria and after returning to Europe, he 
identified, recruited, and trained other individuals to 
carry out the attacks in Paris. 

•	 The attacks in Brussels and Paris demonstrate ISIS’s 
ability to leverage operatives familiar with target 
locations. These individuals are embedded within 
local neighborhoods and can evade law enforcement 
detection during an operation’s planning phase. For 
example, ISIS operatives received shelter, supplies, 
and financing from local sympathizers in Molenbeek 
prior to the attacks in March at Brussels International 
Airport and at a Brussels metro station.
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ISIS’s Campaign in France and Belgium, 2014 to Present

Key Players

Abdelhamid 
Abaaoud

An ISIS operative tasked 
with coordinating attacks 

in Europe. He planned and 
executed the Paris attacks 
and had direct ties to the 
Brussels attackers. French 

authorities killed Abaaoud in 
a raid on November 18, 2015. 

Salah 
Abdeslam 

The last known surviving 
Paris attacker with ties to the 
Brussels operatives. He was 
arrested four days before the 

Brussels attacks.

Mohamed 
Abrini 

An operative in the Brussels 
International Airport attack. 

He was an accomplice in 
the Paris attacks and had 
ties to Abdeslam. Belgian 

authorities arrested Abrini on 
April 8, 2016. 

Information cutoff: May 11, 2016

2014 Present

November 13, 2015: Nine ISIS-directed 
assailants, including Abaaoud and 

Abdeslam, conduct a series of attacks in 
Paris at seven locations, killing 137 and 

injuring over 350.

April 19, 2015: Sid 
Ahmed Ghlam, who 
was associated with 

Abaaoud, fails to attack 
a church in Paris.

February 11, 2014: French 
authorities arrest Ibrahim 

Boudina, a French national 
of Algerian descent, who 

ISIS sent to Europe to 
conduct attacks.

March 22, 2016: Five 
individuals linked to the 

Paris attacks target Brussels 
International Airport and a 

metro station, killing 32.

August 21, 2015: 
Ayoub el-Khazzani, 

who had ties to 
Abaaoud, opens fire 
on a train in France, 

but passengers 
subdue him.

May 24, 2014: Mehdi 
Mennouche attacks 
the Jewish Museum 
of Belgium, killing 
four. Mennouche 

communicated with 
Abaaoud months 
before the attack.


