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ISIS Losses in Iraq and Syria Could Spur 
More External Operations

In the year ahead, mounting setbacks threaten 
to undermine the Islamic State of  Iraq and 
Syria’s (ISIS) position in its primary areas of  

operation. In 2016, ISIS suffered a series of  territo-
rial and leadership losses, as well as declines in online 
media production and foreign fighter recruitment. 

ISIS has lost approximately 40 percent of  its terri-
tory since late 2015. In October 2016, the Iraqi Army 
and its allies began an offensive to retake Mosul, ISIS’s 
territorial stronghold in Iraq. Additionally, in Novem-
ber 2016, the United States and its allies launched a 
military offensive to push ISIS out of  Raqqa, Syria—
the group’s de facto capital and hub for external op-
erations. 

Last year, ISIS lost roughly 120 leaders, including 
second-in-command and head of  external operations 
Abu Mohammad al-Adnani and propaganda chief  
Abu Mohammad al-Furqan. According to the Com-
bating Terrorism Center at West Point, ISIS from 
2015-16 endured a 75-percent decline in online media 
production, which includes videos and photographs.

According to the US Intelligence Community, from 
2014-15, ISIS experienced a drop in foreign fighter re-
cruitment—from 2,000 fighters arriving in Syria every 
month on average to about 50. In May 2016, more-
over, the FBI Director stated that in the first half  of  
2015, six to 10 people per month traveled from the 
United States to join ISIS, but by late 2015 that num-
ber had shrunk to one on average. He added the flow 
has remained at this level.

To compensate for battlefield and recruitment 
losses, ISIS is pushing followers to conduct at-
tacks in the West, including in the United States. 
Since October 2016, the group has adopted a refined, 
detail-oriented strategy to inspire homegrown violent 
extremists, in part to remain relevant in the eyes of  
followers and financial benefactors.

Between October and December 2016, ISIS claimed 
responsibility for seven inspired attacks in six coun-
tries, including most recently at Ohio State University, 
where Abdul Artan drove his vehicle through a crowd 
and struck fellow students with a knife, injuring 11.

In October 2016, ISIS’s English-language magazine 
Rumiyah offered details on appropriate knives for at-
tacks, which body parts to strike, and the types of  vic-
tims. The November 2016 issue of  Rumiyah identified 
the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York 
City as an “excellent target” for a vehicle attack. In the 
same month, ISIS released a video with step-by-step 
instructions on how to construct a bomb with house-
hold materials.

Since mid-2014, about 
100 individuals arrest-
ed in the United States 
viewed or drew terror-
ist inspiration from ISIS 
propaganda.
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In November 2016, al-Qa’ida in the Arabi-
an Peninsula (AQAP) cited the bombings in 
New Jersey as a model for future attacks in 

the United States, the first time the group has 
highlighted New Jersey in its English-language 
magazine Inspire. This 16th edition of  Inspire also 
noted the attacks in New York City and Minnesota, 
continuing AQAP’s longstanding trend of  capitalizing 
on events it views as successful to motivate home-
grown violent extremists (HVEs) in the West. 

In the same edition, AQAP referred to the New Jersey 
and Minnesota attackers—Ahmad Rahimi and Dahir 
Adan—as “heroes of  the Lone Jihad” and declared 
their efforts as “a new form of  operations and a new 
form of  tactics.”

AQAP uses Rahimi as an instructive case study 
on how to improve planning and execution in fu-
ture terrorist operations. Inspire discusses the timing, 
targets, and methods Rahimi used, offering that a re-
mote-controlled device is more effective than a timer 
because the operator has more control over detona-
tion. The Seaside Park bomb, which was on a timer, 
detonated in advance of  runners gathering for the 
start of  the race.

Despite no deaths in New Jersey or New York, Inspire 
claimed “the American citizen will definitely feel and 
live in a state of  fear and instability,” and the United 
States was “exhausted by a single operation.”

AQAP remains a persistent threat to the West be-
cause of  its proven ability to incorporate, train, 
and deploy operatives abroad; the group also has 
maintained a territorial foothold in Yemen, giv-
ing it space to plan and finance operations. AQAP 
has not attempted to attack the United States since 
2012, when a foiled plot against a US-bound airliner, 
conceived by the group’s chief  bombmaker Ibrahim 
al-Asiri, was disrupted.

The group last struck in the West in January 2015, 
when brothers Cherif  and Sa’id Kouachi killed 12 and 
injured 11 at the offices of  Charlie Hebdo in Paris after 
receiving weapons training in Yemen. 

While occupying the Yemeni port city of  Mukalla 
from 2015 to April 2016, the group reportedly raid-
ed a city bank of  $100 million and collected approxi-
mately $2 million per day in “taxes” on goods entering 
the port. 
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AQAP: Using New Jersey Bombings to Inspire Others 

AQAP’s Inspire magazine highlighting 
the bombings in New Jersey.

AQIS: Threatening New Jersey
In April 2016, a group claiming affiliation with al-Qa’ida in 
the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) threatened an NJOHSP 

official on Facebook. One month prior, a Bangladeshi pro-
AQIS Facebook page urged militants in the United States 

to attack 10 US-based universities, including Princeton 
University (Mercer County).



23 2017 Terrorism Threat Assessment

New Jersey faces a minimal threat from re-
turning jihadists because of  the compar-
atively small number of  US citizens who 

traveled to join ISIS and the likelihood individuals 
join other terrorist groups abroad. A comparative 
review of  the 1980s conflict in Afghanistan, where an 
estimated 150 Americans joined the precursor to what 
would become al-Qa’ida, demonstrates that many 
American fighters did not return to the United States 
because of  security or chose to fight elsewhere. 

Since 2011, approximately 270 Americans—120 
of  whom have been arrested—either traveled or 
attempted to travel to Iraq and Syria, according 
to the National Counterterrorism Center. This is a 
low number compared to the estimated 4,200 foreign 
fighters from Europe. The number of  known Amer-
icans who attempted to travel or successfully traveled 
to join ISIS has decreased since last year, from 32 in 
2015 to seven in 2016, according to an NJOHSP na-
tionwide review.

Intelligence sharing with coalition partners helps iden-
tify individuals attempting to travel or return to the 
United States from Iraq and Syria. In 2015, authorities 
abroad detained New Jersey residents Tairod Pugh 
and Nader Saadeh for attempting to join ISIS.

Tairod Pugh (left) and Nader Saadeh (right)

Returning Jihadists Pose Low Threat

The number of  known Americans who 
attempted to travel or successfully trav-
eled to join ISIS decreased from 32 in 
2015 to seven in 2016.


