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The number of foreign terrorist fighters (FTFs) joining Daesh, otherwise known as Islamic State, in Syria and Iraq has increased by 
71% since mid-2014, according to the UN committee monitoring sanctions against al-Qaeda.

Over the past year, the UN Security Council (UNSC) has responded by passing resolutions 2170, 2178 and 2199 concerning Daesh 
FTFs and counterterrorism financing. The resolutions include requirements for member states to adopt national measures to stop 
FTF travel, prevent arms and funds movements to Daesh, and report relevant individuals to the sanctions committee. They’ve also 
encouraged members to engage with citizens at risk of radicalisation and violent extremism. The resolutions complemented the 
UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy, which was accepted by consensus by the UN General Assembly in 2005.

In March 2015, ASPI hosted a roundtable of diplomatic representatives, academics and Australian national security officials on 
the topic of FTFs and counterterrorism financing. The roundtable stemmed from a shared concern about increasing extremist 
violence, and aimed to discuss the UN resolutions and regional approaches to managing the movement of FTFs and terrorist 
finances. The discussion was conducted under the Chatham House rule. Therefore, the following views and opinions are not 
attributable to any specific participant; nor do they reflect an ‘official’ ASPI view. 

This paper presents key recommendations drawn from the roundtable discussions covering five areas: practices to limit FTF travel, 
knowledge sharing, legislative tools, capability enhancement, and avoiding collateral damage. 

Developing practices to limit FTF travel
Our region—defined here as Australia and Southeast Asia—is contributing to the FTF problem in Syria and Iraq. The Australian 
Government says at least 100 Australians are fighting there and nearly 300 potential fighters have been stopped at the border.1 The 
Indonesian Counter Terrorism Committee indicates that around 500 Indonesian citizens have joined Daesh. Media reports claim 
that 40 Malaysians had been recruited and two are thought to have left from Singapore. The number from the Philippines may be 
greater—perhaps around 200 as of August 2014—although the Philippines Government is unable to verify this number.2 

So there’s a strong need to determine what might help to limit opportunities for FTFs to travel. 

The problem of individuals fighting in countries that aren’t their own isn’t new. However, the power of Daesh’s narrative and its 
sophisticated and persuasive use of online tools and social media are a growing concern. Governments aren’t always keeping up.

The roundtable saw great value in a new style of case management for potential and returning FTFs. That’s because there’s no 
one-size-fits-all approach to dealing with those considering or already engaging in extremism. Assessing each individual when 
they’re identified and ‘triaging’ them according to risk might be best.

Possible management tools for individuals at risk of radicalisation—or inclined towards joining Daesh—include diversion 
programs. Such programs might draw on relevant aspects of the UK’s Channel program and Germany’s Hayat program as models. 
The latter may be broadly useful in Southeast Asia because it provides family and close friends with support to help turn the at-risk 
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individual away from radicalisation and travelling to fight overseas. Another possible model is Denmark’s Aarhus program, which 
uses whole-of-community support such as housing, education, employment and psychological treatment to reintegrate at-risk 
people. There may be lessons that all countries could take from these and other programs, although implementation should 
rightly take very local forms.

Regional states need to examine options for dealing with those who return—a problem that worried all roundtable participants. 
While many FTFs are likely to die overseas and some may have no desire to return, others will, although it’s difficult to say 
how many.

Individual assessments of returning FTFs will be needed. Some may be hardened through their experiences and possess combat 
skills. There’s a risk that they might commit acts of terrorism on home soil or perhaps encourage others to go overseas to fight. 
These people will need to be carefully managed. It may not be appropriate or possible to prosecute all returnees or keep them 
under constant surveillance; regional states will have different laws and capacities for this type of action. 

In addition to potential threats, there may be other types of returnees. Some may be psychologically traumatised, and therefore 
not fit for prosecution. Psychologists may need to be brought into the process and work with returnees to identity and treat 
mental illnesses, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, which have the potential to cause harm to returnees and their families. If 
the prosecution route isn’t taken, adapting the diversion programs discussed above to support reintegration could be a useful way 
to manage this problem.

Another way regional states can help each other is to share knowledge of the problem and possible strategies more effectively.

Knowledge sharing
There was enthusiastic support for establishing information-sharing options about counter-radicalisation and limiting the ability 
of FTFs to travel. 

One participant mentioned approaches to countering terrorism funded by the European Union’s Community Research and 
Development Information Service (CORDIS).3 Within that program, the Odyssey project is researching indicators and approaches to 
radicalisation and countering it.4 So too is Australia’s Monash University.5

The international Hedayah institute in the United Arab Emirates was also mentioned as a global centre that could play a substantial 
role in building knowledge about extremism. It aims to conduct research and promote dialogue on strategies to counter violent 
extremism.6 

One organisation that could create similar (and broader) programs closer to home is the Jakarta Centre for Law Enforcement 
Cooperation (JCLEC). JCLEC hosts training on the analysis and management of serious crime in Australia and Southeast Asian 
countries, including many dealing with FTFs. In addition to existing offerings on cybercrime and transnational crime, the centre has 
already conducted programs on FTF matters. While it’s already busy, there are more opportunities to use JCLEC to deliver tailored 
education, discussion and networking opportunities for officials—including those from agencies not engaged in law enforcement—
involved in countering terrorism financing and limiting FTF travel.

Regional states need to examine options for dealing with those who 
return—a problem that worried all roundtable participants. 
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Other international information-sharing efforts might also be rationalised. The UN Security Council currently manages a number 
of sanctions committees that apply arms embargoes, freeze assets and restrict the travel of listed individuals. Rationalising these 
groups could be useful, as would better coordination between committees and relevant states as a way to restrict vital resources 
and mechanisms that enable terrorist networks.

Legislative tools
An early point made at the roundtable was that all countries need to implement their obligations under the UN Security Council 
resolutions related to FTFs and counterterrorism financing. 

Despite those obligations, there’s still some debate about whether to stop fighters leaving their home countries or to let them go, 
and whether to let them return home. These differences create inconsistencies across the region. While the ‘stay or go’ debate will 
be had in each country, there’s a need to ensure that all understand the dreadful impact FTFs are having not just in Syria and Iraq, 
but also in transit countries such as Turkey.

All nations should consider legislative tools that prohibit fighting on either side of the conflict or travelling to declared areas 
without a proven family or humanitarian reason. 

Passports, and what governments should do when they identify a potential FTF, are other areas of inconsistency. While Australia 
has cancelled passports and prevented the travel of individuals suspected of planning to join Daesh, not all states have the same 
legal mechanism. Some argue that possession of a passport is a ‘right’ and cannot be taken away. We need to ask whether the 
obligation to prevent terrorism trumps FTFs’ freedom of movement. Consistent legislation on passport restrictions may assist 
states in keeping suspected jihadists within their jurisdictions, rather than allowing them to travel overseas where not much can be 
done about them. 

Following that, states shouldn’t make it impossible for these individuals to return. Australia, for example, is obliged to let a citizen 
re-enter, even if they’ve destroyed their passport. Regional neighbours implementing similar measures would help each country 
do its part to reduce the international FTF problem. As discussed above, allowing citizens to return will enable states to prosecute 
or rehabilitate FTFs where appropriate. 

Capability enhancement 
Greater cooperative efforts are vital to enhancing the different capabilities of government agencies countering FTFs and 
terrorism financing. 

The roundtable saw great value in promoting the ability of all relevant government departments and agencies to work with 
others within their own countries and with like agencies in others. That’s because individual agencies may struggle if working in 
isolation to counter the FTF threat. They need to know their roles and the roles of others, what tools are at their disposal and how 
cooperation might close any gaps in abilities. 

Further targeted international aid is likely to be critical to achieving higher levels of cooperation and, ultimately, enhanced regional 
counterterrorism efforts. Donors, including Australia, could usefully review their priorities for development assistance with 
countries most at risk from FTF movements and provide more capability assistance in this area. 

There’s already a strong and growing tradition of law enforcement cooperation and real-time information sharing in the region, 
although improvements could be made. It might be time to reconsider the ‘multinational operational support team’ concept 
trialled in Indonesia last decade to assist with real-time information sharing, and see whether the past limitations could be 
addressed with new technology or an even stronger sense of need. 
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Avoiding collateral damage
When introducing new measures countering terrorism, there’s a need to avoid collateral damage. 

The remittance sector is one that has felt significant impact domestically. Australia is an attractive host to expat workers, who 
send an estimated $30 billion to their families in 157 countries each year.7 There’s a perception that Australian banks have severely 
restricted their services to remittance agencies recently, leaving customers without a viable alternative for sending money 
overseas reliably. This may result in a human cost in states such as Somalia, which lacks a formal banking sector, and in the 
Philippines, which relies heavily upon remittances. 

We need to work carefully when implementing frameworks so as to distinguish between legitimate and criminal operations, 
ensuring that the legitimate are not discriminated against and the criminal are disrupted and dismantled.

Australia could use its current presidency of the Financial Action Task Force to prioritise measures that both counter terrorism 
financing and bolster the integrity of the banking and remittance sectors in places where their legitimacy is compromised. That 
organisation is also well positioned to engage with the private financial sector to maximise capabilities. 

Greater emphasis should be placed on counter-narratives. This is a priority that emerged from the Washington Conference on 
Countering Violent Extremism, and it will be a theme of the regional meeting to be hosted by Australia in July 2015. Promoting 
social cohesion will also be an aim. 

Using community actors in diversion and rehabilitation adds a voice of authenticity, making the process more attractive and 
convincing. This may be more effective in enticing targeted individuals away from joining Daesh and thoroughly de-legitimising the 
group’s actions.

Stopping FTFs doing harm is critical to international security 
While the roundtable was only a short meeting, it reached a strong consensus. All agreed about the importance of stopping FTFs 
harming civilians and creating turmoil in Syria and Iraq. All acknowledged the harm that actual and potential FTFs are causing both 
at home and in transit countries.

The UN’s Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy states that terrorism in any form constitutes one of the most serious threats to 
international peace and security. Measures adopted by the international community to address this scourge must respect 
human rights, fundamental freedoms and international law, particularly the UN Charter and the prohibition on the threat or use 
of force in a manner inconsistent with its purposes and principles. International cooperation is essential for success in the fight 
against terrorism.

Just as notably, there were also different views about what should and could be done. While the five areas outlined above were 
generally accepted, there are various opinions on how the overall effect could be achieved. Dilemmas also remain: Stop FTFs 
travelling or let them go? Stop them coming back or actively seek their return? Eliminate all risk or manage risk? Ultimately, 
answers to these dilemmas will be found in local situations, but the roundtable contended that some consistency is vital. The 
alternative is the continued exploitation of the weakest legal regime, the laxest oversight measures and the best conditions from 
which FTFs can launch their ventures.

Information sharing stood out as perhaps the key priority, and a regional 
effort to share information about countering violent extremism will be 
very valuable. 
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Information sharing stood out as perhaps the key priority, and a regional effort to share information about countering violent 
extremism will be very valuable. Building networks of relevant officials, perhaps as a by-product of training, would also help in 
what could be a long battle against Daesh.
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