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The	report	explores	 the	natural	histories	of	Al	Qaida	and	 ISIS	members	as	well	as	
their	 social	 network	 structures	 leading	 up	 the	 November	 2015	 Paris	 and	 March	
2016	 Brussels	 attacks.	 It	 also	 gives	 details	 of	 how	 the	 attacks	 unfolded	 and	 the	
current	state	of	ISIS	external	operations	capabilities.	The	information	in	this	report	
is	a	culmination	of	face-to-face	interviews	with	1)	AQ	and	ISIS	members	who	were	
directly	 or	 peripherally	 involved	 in	 the	 events	 and	 networks	 described,	 2)	 their	
lawyers,	 friends,	 family	 members,	 and	 acquaintances,	 3)	 Belgian,	 French,	 British,	
and	Spanish	counter-terrorism	police,	federal	prosecutors,	interrogators,	4)	various	
CVE	 officials,	 mayors,	 social	 workers,	 teachers,	 community	 leaders,	 imams,	
journalists,	 anthropologists,	 historians,	 and	 researchers	 of	 the	 places	 from	where	
the	networks	emerged,	and	5)	over	10,000	pages	of	court	documents	and	hundreds	
of	pages	of	police	files	and	interrogation	transcripts	regarding	AQ	and	ISIS	networks	
spanning	over	20	years.		

	
Belgium	Overview	

The	small	country	of	Belgium	is	located	in	the	North	West	of	Europe	and	is	made	up	
of	11.5	million	people.	Despite	its	small	size,	it	would	become	the	country	with	the	
highest	per	 capita	 rate	of	 foreign	 terrorist	 fighters	 (FTFs)	venturing	 toward	Syria.	
Local	radical	networks	since	the	early	1990’s	would	carry	out	or	facilitate	attacks	in	
many	parts	of	Europe.	Most	recently,	a	small	network	of	friends	from	the	Molenbeek	
commune	 of	 Brussels	 would	 make	 up	 the	 core	 members	 of	 the	 November	 2015	
Paris	and	March	2016	Brussels	attacks	that	took	165	lives	and	injured	713	others.	
Before	 understanding	 the	 underlying	 networks,	 it	 important	 to	 understand	 the	
socio-historical	context	of	the	country.		
	
The	 country	 has	 three	 official	 languages:	 French,	 Flemish,	 and	 German	which	 are	
spoken	 in	 the	 regions	 of	 Wallonia,	 Flanders,	 and	 Eastern	 Belgium,	 respectively.	
Though	the	capital,	Brussels,	is	located	in	Flanders	it	is	primarily	a	French-speaking	
city.	 The	 country	 experienced	 its	 first	 large	 wave	 of	 immigrants	 from	 Muslim	
majority	 countries	 in	 1964	when	 it	 signed	 bilateral	 agreements	 with	 Turkey	 and	
Morocco	 to	 bring	 in	 guest	 workers.	 These	 workers	 were	 originally	 brought	 in	 to	
work	in	the	coal	industry	but	they	soon	moved	to	other	labor	areas	such	as	iron	and	
steal,	construction,	and	transportation.	To	decrease	worker	mobility	(from	moving	
to	 other	 EU	 countries)	 and	 to	 reduce	 immigrants	 sending	 their	 earnings	 back	 to	
their	 home	 countries,	 family	 reunification	 laws	 were	 passed	 which	 allowed	 the	
mostly	male	immigrant	work	force	to	bring	their	wives,	children	and	some	extended	
family	members	to	Belgium.		
	
While	 Turkish	 and	 Moroccan	 immigrants	 generally	 lived	 in	 nearby	 but	 different	
neighborhoods	 they	were	 also	 spread	 out	 in	many	 cities	 throughout	 the	 country.	
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Today	 the	 Belgo-Turkish1	population	 is	 about	 two-thirds	 of	 the	 Belgo-Moroccan	
population;	 in	 numbers,	 they	 are	 estimated	 to	 be	 280,000	 and	 430,000	 people,	
respectively.	Both	populations	are	considered	to	be	of	lower	social-economic	status.	
However,	 jihadist-linked	 violent	 radicalization	 has	 disproportionately	 affected	 the	
Belgo-Moroccan	 community.	 Belgo-Moroccans	 were	 the	 highest	 per	 capita	 ethnic	
group	 to	 be	 radicalized	 and	 Belgo-Turks	 were	 one	 of	 the	 lowest.	 In	 fact,	 Belgo-
Moroccans	 were	 20	 times	 more	 likely	 to	 become	 a	 Syria-bound	 FTF	 than	 Belgo-
Turks.	 Belgo-Turks	were	 buffered	 from	 jihadist-linked	 radicalization	 due	 to	 three	
characteristics:	1)	they	already	had	political	causes	they	were	committed	to	which	
were	mutually	incompatible	with	current	strands	of	violent-jihadism		(i.e.	most	are	
Erdogan	Nationalists,	Gullenists,	 or	Kurdish	 separatists),	2)	 they	had	 strong	 social	
identities	as	either	Turkish	or	Kurdish	and	not	Belgian	(i.e.	their	lack	of	integration	
and	clear	identification	with	ethnicity	of	origin	was	a	protective	factor),	and	3)	high	
social	cohesion	within	a	very	organized	community	(i.e.	most	Belgo-Turks	are	part	
of	multiple	associations	for	businesses,	students,	religion,	political	leanings	and	they	
have	more	cohesive	family	units).	In	essence,	the	Belgo-Turkish	community	already	
had	 what	 most	 extremist	 groups	 could	 offer;	 that	 is,	 strong	 values,	 identity,	 and	
belonging	 to	 a	 brother/sisterhood.	 However,	 this	 only	 buffers	 them	 from	 current	
strands	of	violent-jihad	linked	to	ISIS	and	AQ,	it	does	not	mean	that	they	couldn’t	be	
motivated	 to	 violence	 in	 defense	 of	 Turkish	 nationalism,	 Gullenism,	 Kurdish	
separatism,	or	a	variety	of	other	resonating	causes.		
	
By	contrast,	the	Belgo-Moroccan	community	is	much	more	fractured.	Survey	studies	
showed	that	Belgo-Moroccans	had	higher	integration	and	less	ethnic	insularity	than	
Belgo-Turks	 in	 that	 they’re	more	 likely	 to	marry	 a	 non-Moroccan,	 more	 likely	 to	
work	 for	 non-Moroccans,	 more	 likely	 to	 socialize	 with	 non-Moroccans,	 primarily	
speak	 French	 or	 Flemish,	 and	 more	 likely	 to	 include	 “Belgian”	 in	 their	 identity.	
However,	 they	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 an	 example	 of	 failed	 integration	 as	 they’re	 not	
cohesively	 part	 of	 the	 broader	 Belgian	 society.	 They	 live	 in	 marginalized	
neighborhoods,	have	high	delinquency	rates,	perceive	themselves	to	be	outsiders	in	
Belgium,	and	do	not	identify	as	fully	Belgian	or	Moroccan.	In	addition,	according	to	
social	 workers	 familiar	 with	 both	 communities,	 Belgo-Moroccans	 have	 more	
fractured	 families.	 Specifically,	 there’s	 often	 tension	 between	 sons	 and	 fathers.	
Young	Belgo-Moroccan	men	often	don’t	see	their	fathers	as	good	male	role	models	
as	the	fathers	are	often	out	of	work	and	spend	much	time	out	of	the	house	drinking	
tea	with	friends.	Young	men	then	also	spend	lots	of	time	out	of	the	house	but	instead	
their	friends	are	more	likely	to	be	involved	in	criminal	networks	where	aggressive	
alpha-male	personas	are	valued.	The	delinquent	and	aggressive	behavior	of	the	sons	
often	 leads	 to	 clashes	 with	 their	 immigrant	 fathers.	 Every	 family	 member	 I	
interviewed	 of	 a	 young	male	 Belgian	 ISIS	 or	 AQ	member	 reported	 this	 fractured	
father-son	relationship.			
In	addition	to	 fractured	family	units	 the	communities	as	a	whole	are	not	cohesive.	
Belgo-Moroccan	 communities	 do	 not	 have	 as	many	 organizations	 as	 in	 the	Belgo-
																																																								
1	They	are	referred	to	as	Belgo-Turks	and	Belgo-Moroccans.	These	labels	refer	to	country	of	
emigration	rather	than	ethnic	group	therefore	Belgo-Turks	includes	Kurds.	
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Turkish	 community.	 The	 organizations	 that	 do	 exist	 are	 not	 part	 of	 highly	
interconnected	 networks	 and	 have	 low-membership.	Most	 young	 Belgo-Moroccan	
men	 don’t	 spend	 time	 at	 these	 organizations.	 Instead	 young	 men	 from	 this	
community	 congregate	 on	 the	 streets	 in	 small	 inter-connected	 bands	 of	 friends	
which	overlap	with	criminal	networks.	Disconnected	from	the	broader	society,	from	
family,	with	uncertainty	about	 their	 identity	 and	 future,	 these	young	men	become	
vulnerable	to	action-oriented	anti-establishment	movements.	This	social	pattern	is	
particularly	noticeable	in	districts	like	Molenbeek	in	Brussels.		

	
Origins	of	networks	in	Belgium,	France,	Germany,	and	UK	

Between	 1992	 and	 1994,	
members	from	various	factions	
of	 the	 Armed	 Islamic	 Group	
(GIA)	 made	 their	 way	 from	
Algeria	 into	 Europe.	 One	 such	
person	was	 one	 of	 the	 leaders	
of	 the	 GIA	 faction	 eventually	
called	 the	 Salafist	 Group	 for	
Preaching	and	Combat	 (GSPC),	
Mohamed	 Bensakhria	 (GSPC	
would	later	become	Al	Qaida	in	
the	 Islamic	 Magreb	 (AQIM)	 in	
2007).	 He	 made	 his	 way	 to	
Frankfurt,	 Germany	 and	 then	
Milan	and	eventually	set	up	the	
Meliani	 Cell.	 It	 has	 been	
reported	 that	 Bensakhria	 had	
close	personal	ties	with	Osama	
bin	 Laden.	 The	 Meliani	 cell	
became	 a	 logistical	 cell	 rather	

than	an	operational	cell.	It	connected	members	of	other	operational	cells	throughout	
Europe,	facilitated	materials	and	individuals	for	attacks,	and	helped	send	recruits	to	
AQ	training	camps	in	Afghanistan	and	other	places.	It	seems	that	many	members	of	
disparate	 jihadist	 groups	 in	 Europe	 came	 in	 contact	 via	 the	 Meliani	 cell.	 A	
noteworthy	 observation	 is	 that	 attacks	 in	 Europe	 where	multiple	 networks	 were	
involved	always	led	to	being	thwarted	(e.g.	1998	World	Cup	FIFA	attack,	2000	NYE	
Strasbourg	 Cathedral	 attack).	 Whereas	 attacks	 where	 there	 was	 just	 one	
autonomous	cell	involved	generally	succeeded	(e.g.	5	separate	attacks	in	Paris	1995-
1996).	Perhaps	as	more	networks	are	 involved	the	higher	the	chances	are	of	 their	
plans	being	detected	(more	communication,	more	travel,	more	individuals,	etc.).	But	
a	small	autonomous	network	will	signal	fewer	red	flags	which	allow	them	to	carry	of	
their	attacks	more	successfully.		
	

GIA	linked	cells	and	attacks	
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While	Bensakhria	is	setting	up	his	Meliani	cell	in	Frankfurt,	
a	 naturalized	 Belgian	 from	 Tunisia,	 Tarek	 Maaroufi	 is	
building	 a	 network	 in	 Brussels.	 In	 1992	 and	 1996	 the	
Tunisian	 government	 requested	 Maaroufi	 be	 extradited	
from	 Belgium	 on	 charges	 that	 he	 was	 part	 of	 a-Nahda,	 a	
revolutionary	 Tunisian	 Salafist	 Islamist	 group.	 In	 March	
1995,	 he	 was	 arrested	 with	 12	 other	 GIA	 members	 on	
European	 “terrorism	 conspiracies”	 and	 was	 released	 in	
December	 1996	 with	 3	 years	 probation.	 There	 are	 some	

connections	 between	 Maaroufi	 and	 the	 GIA	 linked	 networks	 that	 carried	 out	 the	
1995	 and	 1996	 Paris	 metro	 bombings	 but	 these	 seem	 to	 be	 1	 or	 2	 degrees	
separated.	How	Maaroufi	became	radicalized	is	not	clear.	But,	according	to	CT	police	
from	that	time	who	were	interviewed	by	me,	he	was	handing	out	Islamist	literature	
on	the	streets	and	inviting	people	to	attend	Islamist	meetings	since	the	late	1980’s	
and	early	1990s.		
	
Maaroufi	attracted	the	notice	of	police	due	to	his	vocal	nature	but	others	were	more	
discrete.	One	of	these	men	was	another	Tunisian	by	the	name	of	Amor	Sliti.	He	was	
slightly	 older	 and	 had	 lived	 in	 the	 UK	where	 he	 spent	 time	 under	 the	 tutelage	 of	
radical	 preacher	 Abu	 Qatada.	 While	 Maaroufi	 bridged	 the	 Brussels	 cell	 with	 the	
Meliani	cell	and	the	Frankfurt	group,	Sliti	bridged	it	with	Abu	Qatada’s	network	in	
the	 UK.	 The	 combination	 of	 these	 networks	would	 help	 lay	 the	 physical	 pathway	
taken	by	Belgian	recruits.	In	the	1990’s,	some	Belgians	traveling	to	receive	training	
by	AQ	would	drive	 to	Frankfurt	 then	 fly	 to	London	before	 taking	another	 flight	 to	
Islamabad	and	then	ground	transportation	in	Afghanistan.	This	would	be	the	route	
taken	by	eventual	Ahmad	Shah	Massoud	assassin,	Dehmane	Abd	El	Sattar.	
	

El	 Sattar	 moved	 from	 Tunisia	 to	 Belgium	 in	 1987	 to	
attend	 the	Université	 Catholique	 de	 Louvain	where	 he	
completed	 his	 PhD.	 It	 was	 there	 that	 he	 met	 fellow	
Tunisian	 Adel	 Tebrouski.	 It’s	 not	 clear	 when	 or	 how	
they	both	started	to	radicalize	but	at	some	point	in	the	
1990’s	 they	 connected	 with	 fellow	 Tunisians	 Sliti	 and	
Maaroufi.	 By	 1998,	 their	 cell,	 which	 included	 other	
members,	 was	 firmly	 established	 as	 the	 Chechen	 war	
was	still	waging.		
	
	

Generally,	the	cell	recruited	volunteers	to	Al	Qaeda’s	training	camps	in	Afghanistan	
and	provided	forged	or	stolen	documentation	for	all	sorts	of	Islamist	terror	activity.	
Maaroufi	 provided	 the	 ideological	 and	 spiritual	 guidance	 for	 recruits	 while	 other	
members,	such	as	Mohammed	Sliti,	would	provide	logistics,	passports,	and	funds	for	
recruits	 to	 go	 to	 Jalalabad,	 Afghanistan	 to	 train	 with	 AQ.	 But	 they	 helped	 and	
encouraged	 individuals	 to	 join	any	 theatre	of	 jihad.	Sometime	 in	1998	or	1999,	El	
Sattar	 himself	 tried	 to	 get	 into	 Kosovo	 to	 fight	 the	 Serbs	 but	 had	 to	 return	 to	
Brussels	 after	 failing	 to	 gain	 entry.	 Around	 the	 same	 time,	 Maaroufi	 was	 holding	

Dahmane	Abd	El-Sattar	
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exhibitions	in	Molenbeek	about	Chechnya	and	encouraging	young	would-be	foreign	
fighters	to	venture	there.	
	

Despite	the	cell	members	living	elsewhere,	it’s	not	surprising	
that	Molenbeek	was	chosen	as	a	location	to	target	vulnerable	
youth.	Molenbeek	youth	were	getting	increasingly	politicized	
around	the	same	time	due	in	part	to	the	existence	of	Cheikh	
Bassam	Ayachi’s	Centre	Islamic	Belge	(CIB)	which	opened	in	
1997.	 Ayachi	 Immigrated	 to	 the	 south	 of	 France	 from	 Idlib,	
Syria	 in	1968.	In	1976,	he	spent	time	in	Saudi	Arabia	where	
he	 became	 more	 Salafi.	 In	 1979,	 he	 was	 imprisoned	 for	 8	
months	in	Saudi	Arabia	due	to	his	association	with	the	1979	
siege	 of	 mecca	 jihadists	 but	 was	 released	 on	 insufficient	
evidence.	 He	 moved	 to	 Molenbeek	 in	 1996	 to	 evade	 back	
taxes	 in	France	 for	a	restaurant	he	owned.	When	he	was	an	

Imam	in	Aix-en-Provence,	he	preached	fundamentalist	but	non-political	ideas	to	his	
mostly	older	congregation.	When	he	opened	the	CIB	in	Molenbeek	in	1997,	he	had	a	
young	and	politicized	audience.	He	gave	firebrand	speeches	about	defensive	jihad	in	
Bosnia	 and	Chechnya.	Many	 young	people	 fell	 under	Ayachi’s	 tutelage	 including	 a	
young	woman	by	the	name	of	Malika	El	Aroud.		
	
El	 Aroud	 emigrated	 from	 Morocco	 to	 Belgium	 at	 the	 age	 of	 five.	 She	 claims	 she	
radicalized	 as	 a	 reaction	 to	 rightwing	 xenophobia	 in	 Belgium	 and	 said	 she	 was	

treated	like	a	"dirty	foreigner".	She	was	expelled	from	high	
school	 for	 physically	 attacking	 a	 teacher	 for	 allegedly	
making	racist	remarks.	As	a	young	woman,	she	was	a	party	
girl	indulging	in	sex	and	drugs.	Her	religious	parents	were	
disappointed	 in	 her	 but	 the	 feeling	was	mutual	 as	Malika	
felt	her	father	played	the	role	of	the	docile	immigrant	who	
too	readily	accepted	the	discrimination	that	came	his	way.	
As	 an	 adult,	 she	 could	not	 find	work	which	 led	 to	 serious	
financial	 problems	 and	 eventually	 depression.	 This	
hedonistic	party	lifestyle	caused	her	to	reach	a	point	of	self-
disgust	when	she	attempted	to	commit	suicide.	But	instead,	
at	32	years	old,	a	 single	mom,	divorced	4	 times,	 she	came	

back	 to	 Islam	 looking	 for	 redemption.	 She	 says	 she	 heard	 the	 azan	 on	 the	 radio	
which	touched	her	and	then	she	started	reading	the	Quran.	After	her	revelation,	she	
started	attending	Ayachi's	CIB.	Ayachi	became	her	mentor	and	guided	her	religious	
transformation.	
	
El	Aroud	would	become	a	devoted	disciple	of	Ayachi	and	her	 reputation	as	a	 true	
believer	would	spread.	So	much	so	that	El	Sattar	would	come	to	hear	word	of	her.	
After	passing	her	on	many	occasions,	he	would	eventually	build	up	the	confidence	to	
approach	her	at	a	tram	stop.	Things	escalated	quickly	from	that	first	hello	and	in	the	

Malika	El	Aroud	

Bassam	Ayachi	
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spring	 of	 1999,	 El	 Sattar	 and	 El	 Aroud	were	married	 at	 the	 CIB	 by	 Ayachi2.	 They	
bonded	 over	 politics	 and	 religion.	 They	would	watch	 Bin	 Laden’s	 videos	 and	 talk	
about	how	the	West	is	oppressing	the	Muslim	ummah,	she	said	"I	felt	the	same	pain	
he	felt,	seeing	our	brothers	and	sisters	massacred	and	killed.	I	felt	such	anger	that	I	
wanted	 to	 take	 up	 arms	myself."	 El	 Sattar	was	 clearly	 planning	 something	 but	 he	
met	with	 the	cell	members	away	 from	El	Aroud,	often	near	a	mosque	 in	St.	Gilles.	
One	day	El	Sattar	revealed	to	El	Aroud	that	he	would	go	to	Afghanistan	to	train	for	
jihad	and	she	said	 that	she	would	 join	him.	El	Sattar	 left	 in	 the	spring	of	2000	 for	
Jalalabad.		
	
As	stated	earlier,	El	Sattar’s	journey	to	Jalalabad	would	take	him	by	car	to	Frankfurt	
then	 flights	 to	London	and	 Islamabad	with	eventual	ground	 transport	 through	 the	
Khyber	 pass.	 He	was	 driven	 to	 Frankfurt	 airport	 by	Abdelhouaid	Aberkan,	 a	man	
who	would	play	 a	 crucial	 role	over	 a	decade	 later	 in	 ISIS	networks	 in	Molenbeek.	
Once	 El	 Sattar	 arrived	 at	 Heathrow	 airport,	 his	 passport	 was	 detected	 as	 a	 fake.	
While	detained,	he	claimed	that	a	fake	passport	was	the	only	way	to	escape	Iraq	(or	
Tunisia	 depending	 on	 the	 report)	 where	 he	 was	 being	 politically	 persecuted	 and	
asked	for	British	asylum.	He	was	taken	to	the	low	security	area	of	Heathrow	where	
the	asylum	office	was	located.	From	there,	he	was	able	to	just	walk	out	a	door	and	
escape	 into	 London	 (some	 reports	 say	 he	was	 taken	 to	 an	 office	 in	 Leeds	 and	 he	
escaped	from	there).	He	was	harbored	in	London	from	May-August	of	2000	while	a	
new	 fake	 passport	 was	 being	 created	 for	 him	 in	 Brussels.	 It	 is	 not	 clear	 whose	
network	 harbored	 El	 Sattar	while	 in	 London.	 The	most	 likely	 possibility	 is	 that	 it	
was	 Abu	 Qatada’s	 network.	 Abu	 Qatada	 mentored	 various	 members	 of	 both	 the	
Belgian	and	Meliani	cells.	Sliti’s	daughter	recounted	to	me	how	her	family	stayed	the	
night	with	Abu	Qatada	in	London	with	other	extremists	before	making	their	journey	
to	Afghanistan.		
	

I	know	my	dad	really	looked	up	to	Abu	Qatada	because	he	was	someone	
who	had	a	lot	of	knowledge	about	Islam	and	he	was	a	sheikh.	Everyone	
listened	to	him.	So	I	remember	they	were	all	different	men.	So	I	was	nine	
years	old	so	 I	was	allowed	to	stay	with	 the	men	at	 the	moment.	There	
were	 a	 lot	 of	 different	 men	 and	 Abu	 Qatada	 was	 the	 center	 of	
everything.	He	was	talking	and	everyone	was	listening	to	him.	So	I	think	
they	looked	up	to	him	and	because	he	could	speak	about	the	Quran	and	
the	hadith,	they	all	looked	up	to	him.	And	he	talk	so	well,	he	was	really	
well-spoken.	So	[Sliti]	liked	to	listen	to	him.		

	
El	 Sattar	 received	 his	 fake	 passport	 in	 London	 and	made	 his	way	 to	 Jalalabad	 by	
September	2000.	El	Aroud	joined	him	in	January/February	2001	at	the	AQ	Derunta	
camp	where	he	was	training.	At	the	camp,	El	Aroud	was	not	allowed	to	be	present	
during	the	daily	meetings	between	Rachid	El	Ouaer	(also	from	the	Belgium	cell)	and	
																																																								
2	Media	reports	claim	that	El	Sattar	was	also	a	disciple	of	Ayachi	and	was	even	financially	supported	
by	him.	But	El	Aroud	claims	this	is	false	and	that	they	only	met	on	two	occasions;	the	first	when	El	
Sattar	asked	Ayachi	if	he’d	marry	them	and	the	day	of	the	marriage	itself.		
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El	Sattar.	 Several	months	after	her	arrival	El	Sattar	 told	her	 that	he	got	a	 job	as	a	
journalist	and	was	being	sent	 to	an	area	controlled	by	 the	Northern	Alliance	 for	3	
weeks	where	he	eventually	died	by	participating	in	the	assassination	of	Ahmad	Shah	
Massoud.	Two	days	later	September	11th	takes	place.	Following	the	NATO	invasion	
of	 Afghanistan,	 Massoud’s	 Northern	 Alliance	 members	 detained	 El	 Aroud	 but	
Belgian	authorities	arranged	her	safe	passage	back.		

	
European	networks,	attacks,	and	key	individuals	from	1994	to	2001	

	
In	the	months	and	year	following	9/11,	many	arrests	took	place	across	Europe.	The	
Belgian	 and	 Meliani	 cells,	 along	 with	 their	 associated	 cells,	 were	 taken	 down.	 El	
Aroud	is	arrested	in	2002	for	her	involvement	in	the	Massoud	killing,	along	with	22	
others.	 	 They	 are	 all	 put	 on	 trial	 in	 20033.	 Despite	 Maaroufi	 being	 the	 veritable	
ringleader	 of	 the	 group,	 during	 the	 trial	 he	 reveals	 many	 details	 and	 essentially	
throws	other	cell	members	under	the	bus.	It’s	not	clear	if	he	negotiated	a	plea	deal	
for	his	testimony	because	he	still	spent	close	to	10	years	in	prison	and	was	stripped	
of	his	Belgian	citizenship	in	2009.	Shortly	after	the	Tunisian	revolution	he	returned	
to	 his	 country	 of	 origin.	 He	 now	 considers	 himself	 a	 repented	 jihadist	 and	writes	
poetry.	 Many	 of	 Maaroufi’s	 cell	 members	 wanted	 to	 see	 him	 dead	 for	 snitching,	
including	 Amor	 Sliti.	 But	 Sliti	 would	 make	 his	 way	 back	 to	 Tunisia	 after	
imprisonment.	Now,	most	of	his	family	has	disavowed	him	except	for	one	daughter.	
He	 is	believed	to	have	 to	 travelled	 to	Syria	 to	 join	 ISIS	sometime	 in	mid	2014.	His	
daughter	 joined	 ISIS	 as	well	 claiming	 to	 have	 gone	 there	 to	 search	 for	 her	 father.	
She’s	now	being	held	in	a	Kurdish	prison	camp	for	ISIS	family	members.		
	
Bassam	 Ayachi	 would	 have	 his	 CIB	 shutdown.	 His	 son	 was	 tried	 in	 absentia	 for	
running	a	website	 from	Syria	between	2006	and	2009	that	 tried	to	recruit	 foreign	
fighters	 to	 wage	 jihad	 in	 Iraq	 and	 Afghanistan.	 That	 same	 son	 would	 die	 as	 a	
member	of	moderate	jihadist	group	linked	to	the	FSA	in	Syria	in	2013.	Shortly	after	
																																																								
3	One	individual,	Adberamane	Ameuroud,	who	was	convicted	for	facilitating	the	Massoud	
assassination	from	France,	would	show	up	again	after	the	2016	Brussels	attack	as	part	of	a	thwarted	
attack	by	an	individual	sentenced	during	the	Zerkani	trial,	Reda	Kriket,	near	Paris.	
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his	son’s	death,	Ayachi	went	to	Syria	and	became	an	Islamic	judge	for	courts	linked	
to	Ahrar	 al-Sham	and	 FSA.	 ISIS	made	 at	 least	 two	 attempts	 on	 his	 life	 and	 one	 of	
those	 assassination	attempts	 caused	him	 to	 lose	 an	arm.	 In	October	2016,	he	was	
arrested	by	al-Nusra	as	they	took	back	parts	of	Idlib.	In	early	2018,	he	travelled	to	
Turkey	to	get	a	prosthetic	limb	made	but	he	was	deported	to	France	where	he	was	
arrested	in	April	2018.		
	
Malika	El	Aroud’s	journey	would	take	a	slightly	different	turn	than	others.	She	was	
cleared	 in	 the	 2003	 trial	 as	 she	 claimed	 she	 was	 doing	 humanitarian	 work	 in	
Afghanistan	and	knew	nothing	of	her	deceased	husband’s	 activities.	Despite	being	
cleared,	 El	 Aroud	 gained	 cult	 status	 in	 the	 jihadist	 community.	 She	met	 Tunisian-
born	Moez	Garsallaoui	(described	as	a	short,	meek	man	with	a	neatly	cropped	beard	
and	glasses,	shy	and	courteous)	on	an	online	jihadi	chat	room	and	they	married	in	
2004	 and	move	 to	 Fribourg,	 Switzerland.	 Together,	 they	 created	websites	 (his	 in	
Arabic,	hers	in	French)	for	promoting	jihadist	views	online.	Her	website	was	called	
Minbar-SOS	and	that’s	where	she	developed	the	pseudonym	Oum	Oubeyda.		
	
On	her	website,	she	voiced	support	 for	AQ,	and	others	posted	videos	of	attacks	on	
US	troops	in	Iraq.	The	site	had	more	than	1400	full	time	members.	Though	it	seems	
she	did	not	disseminate	material	 aid	 (e.g.	bomb	making	materials),	 she	 supported	
and	 inspired	 others	 with	 posts	 such	 as	 the	 following	 about	 the	 wars	 in	 Iraq	 and	
Afghanistan:	
	

Vietnam	 is	 nothing	 compared	 to	 what	 awaits	 you	 on	 our	 lands…	 Ask	
your	mothers,	your	wives	to	order	your	coffins…Victory	is	appearing	on	
the	horizon,	my	brothers	and	sisters.	Let’s	intensify	our	prayers.	

		
Her	website,	her	posts,	her	book	(Les	Soldats	de	Lumière),	and	her	media	interviews	
all	 solidified	 her	 as	 an	 inspirational	 figure	 within	 the	 jihadist	 world.	 This	 led	
authorities	 to	 try	 to	 shut	 down	 her	 influence.	 In	 2007,	 El	 Aroud	 and	 Garsallaoui	
were	convicted	in	Switzerland	for	their	online	activities	but	only	Garsallaoui	served	
time,	 El	 Aroud	 had	 a	 suspended	 sentence.	 That	 same	 year,	 they	 move	 back	 to	
Brussels	 and	 are	 put	 under	 surveillance	 for	 their	 online	 activities.	 El	 Aroud	
continues	to	have	run-ins	with	the	law	but	evades	them	all.	In	December	2007,	she’s	
arrested	 in	Brussels	along	with	13	others	 for	a	plot	 to	 free	an	AQ	prisoner	and	 to	
attack	Brussels	but	is	released	on	insufficient	evidence.	In	2008,	she’s	detained	then	
released	on	suspicion	of	a	terrorist	attack	on	British	Prime	Minister	Gordon	Brown.	
	
Some	 time	 in	 2007-2008,	 Garsallaoui	 escapes	 to	 tribal	 regions	 of	
Afghanistan/Pakistan	 to	 train	with	AQ.	While	 there	he	recruits	other	Belgians	and	
French	who	 go	 and	 then	 return	 to	 Belgium	 and	 France.	 Belgian	 authorities	 claim	
these	recruits	were	inspired	by	El	Aroud	more	than	Garsallaoui.	He	soon	connected	
with	 senior	 al	 Qaeda	 operatives,	 including	 Abu	 Leith	 al-Libi,	 the	 group's	 Libyan	
military	chief,	and	became	acquainted	with	several	al	Qaeda	recruits,	 including	the	
American	Bryant	Neal	Vinas.	They	recruited	lots	of	people	with	Libyan	connections.	
He	 likely	trained	and	ideologically	guided	Mohamed	Merah	in	Miranshah,	Pakistan	
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in	 September	 2011.	 Mohamed	 Merah	 was	 part	 of	 the	 Artigat	 network	 which	
included	 brothers’	 Fabian	 and	 Jean-Michele	 Clain	 (who	would	 be	 instrumental	 in	
ISIS’s	 EMNI	 operations	 including	 the	 Paris	 attacks).	 El	 Aroud’s	 and	 Garsallaoui’s	
online	recruitment	efforts	were	vast	and	many	people	can	be	traced	back	to	them.	In	
2009,	police	arrest	the	returnees	from	Garsallaoui’s	training	camps	and	El	Aroud	in	
the	 roundup.	 Garsallaoui	 was	 killed	 on	 October	 10th	 2012	 in	Mir	 Ali	 in	 Northern	
Waziristan	by	a	US	drone.	El	Aroud	was	 imprisoned	in	2010	(Garsallaoui	was	also	
tried	and	convicted	in	absentia	during	this	trial)	and	sentenced	to	8	years	in	prison.	
In	December	2017,	she	was	released	from	prison	after	being	striped	of	her	Belgian	
citizenship.	On	October	12,	2018	she	was	stripped	of	her	Belgian	residency	permit	
and	 is	 currently	 being	 held	 in	 a	 closed	 center	 where	 she	 awaits	 potential	
deportation	to	Morocco	and	the	threat	of	being	tortured	there.		
	

The	Aberkan	Connection	
In	the	time	between	El	Aroud’s	marriage	to	El	Sattar	and	her	imprisonment	(1999-
2010),	she	would	 find	herself	connected	to	a	 family	 that	would	be	 instrumental	 in	
the	 Paris	 and	 Brussels	 attacks.	 As	 stated	 earlier,	 Abdelhouaid	 Aberkan	 was	 a	
member	 of	 the	 Belgian	 AQ	 cell	 along	 with	 Maaroufi	 and	 El	 Sattar.	 In	 fact,	
Abdelhouaid	 drove	El	 Sattar	 to	 the	 Frankfurt	 airport	when	he	 left	 to	Afghanistan.	
Abdelhouaid	along	with	other	members	of	the	Belgian	AQ	cell	and	Malika	El	Aroud	
were	all	tried	in	2003	for	their	involvement	in	the	assassination	of	the	Massoud.	El	
Aroud	claims	that	she	never	met	Abdelhouaid	until	her	trial	which	is	believable	as	
she	admits	to	meeting	other	members	of	 the	cell.	Abdelhouaid	was	sentenced	to	2	
years	 imprisonment	 in	 2004.	 In	 December	 of	 2007,	 Abdelhouaid’s	 sister,	 Fatima	
Aberkan,	was	arrested	along	with	El	Aroud	and	11	others	on	suspicion	of	trying	to	
break	 out	 Nizar	 Trabelsi,	 a	 former	 professional	 German	 soccer	 player	 turned	 AQ	
operative,	from	prison.	Fatima	had	slipped	Trabelsi	a	phone	in	prison	which	led	to	
the	suspicion	that	they	were	planning	on	breaking	him	out.	At	the	time,	Fatima	says	
of	 El	 Aroud:	 “Malika	 is	 a	 source	 of	 inspiration	 for	 women	 because	 she	 is	 telling	
women	to	stop	sleeping	and	open	their	eyes”.	This	 is	 the	first	reported	 incident	of	
Fatima’s	involvement	with	radical	networks.	It	has	been	claimed	that	Fatima	was	El	
Aroud’s	 closest	 friend	 and	 served	 as	 a	 digital	 go-between	 for	 El	 Aroud	 and	 her	
husband	Garsallaoui	when	he	was	in	Pakistan,	but	El	Aroud	denies	this.	Instead,	she	
insists	 that	 she	 met	 Fatima	 because	 Naima,	 Fatima’s	 sister,	 asked	 to	 borrow	
Garsallauoi’s	car	so	Fatima	could	drive	it	to	the	prison	to	meet	her	son,	Yassine,	who	
was	in	the	cell	next	to	Nizar	Trebelsi.	

She	 claims	 that	 Yassine	was	 in	 prison	 for	 killing	 someone	who	 entered	 his	 home	
during	a	burglary.	She	also	claims	that	she	met	Naima	at	Ayachi’s	CIB.	She	said	that	
she	met	Fatima	circa	2006	or	2007	and	that	Naima	wanted	to	marry	Nizar	Trebelsi.		
But	she	did	not	have	a	high	opinion	of	either	sister.		
	
Fatima	would	later	go	on	to	be	dubbed	the	“mother	of	jihad”.	She	had	7	children	in	
total.	 At	 least	 3	 of	 her	 sons	 went	 to	 Syria	 (Yassine	 Lachiri,	 Abdelmouneim	
Lachiri,	Soufiane	Alilou).	Abdelmouneim	Lachiri	achieved	emir	status	 for	 leading	a	
Belgian/French	unit	in	Syria.	Fatima	travelled	to	Syria	herself	in	2013	with	her	two	
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daughters	of	14	and	16	years	old.	It	has	also	been	reported	that	she	went	to	Syria	a	
second	time	in	2014.	Allegedly,	there	are	pictures	of	Fatima	in	Syria	brandishing	a	
Kalashnikov	 which	 she	 supposedly	 was	 trained	 to	 use	 by	 the	 unit	 of	 her	 son,	
Abdelmouneim.	
	
In	2013	and	2104,	when	Fatima	wasn’t	in	Syria,	she	spent	time	in	Turkey	where	she	
supposedly	was	arranging	logistics,	such	as	goods	and	money,	for	those	trying	to	get	
into	Syria.	In	her	2015	trial	with	Khalid	Zerkani,	the	judgment	discusses	her	actions	
in	Turkey:	“She	often	facilitated	their	travel	and	she	took	care	of	the	finances	of	the	
little	colony	of	expats	that	she	had	created	there…	She	was	a	passionaria	of	the	hijra	
and	 the	 jihad.”	In	 spring	of	2016,	 she	was	 convicted	and	 sentenced	 to	15	years	 in	
prison	 but	was	 released	 in	August	 and	 then	 re-imprisoned	 on	October	 19th	 2016.	
Fatima	and	Abdelhouaid’s	other	sister,	Naima,	was	also	sentenced	for	10	months	in	
prison	for	transferring	funds	to	jihadists.		

El	Aroud	and	Fatima	shared	 the	same	 lawyer	who	defended	both	of	 them	 in	 their	
respective	 trials.	 He	 insists	 that	 El	 Aroud	 and	 Fatima	 had	 very	 different	 levels	 of	
intellectual	 engagement	 in	 their	 respective	 choices:	 “What's	 fascinating	 is	 that	
[Fatima]	 was	 more	 or	 less	 the	 same	 age	 as	 Ms.	 El	 Aroud	 but	 they	 conveyed	
completely	different	messages;	Ms.	Aberkan	acted	more	on	an	 immediate	reaction	
basis,	she	didn't	analyze	the	news	when	watching	the	media	whereas	this	was	not	
the	 case	 with	 Ms.	 El	 Aroud.	 [Ms.	 Aberkan]	 was	 very	 much	 based	 on	 the	 instant	
reaction,	 no	 analysis,	 no	 personal	 experience.	 That	 wasn't	 the	 case	 with	 Ms.	 El	
Aroud.”  

Their	 mutual	 lawyer	 posited	 that	 it	 could’ve	 been	 Fatima’s	 sons	 who	 were	 the	
driving	 force	 of	 the	 family’s	 travels	 to	 Syria:	 “Her	 two	 older	 kids,	 Soufiane	 and	
Abdelmouneim	and	whose	dad	got	arrested	and	released	afterward,	for	them	it	was	
different	as	they	were	consciously	seeking	to	take	weapons	to	fight	for	a	cause.	They	
initiated	 travels	 and	 prepared	 themselves.	 They	went	 to	 Saudi	 Arabia,	 Egypt,	 and	
took	selfies	with	big	stones	behind	them	on	which	they	wrote	they	wanted	to	go	[to	
Syria].	And	their	mother,	Ms.	Aberkan,	just	went	there	to	join	her	two	sons	with	her	
two	daughters.	A	third	one	went	there,	and	has	came	back	since.	Another	one	died	
there,	 and	 the	 last	 one	 got	 arrested,”	 adding	 that,	 in	 contrast	 to	 El	 Aroud,	 “Ms.	
Aberkan	doesn't	think	at	all,	she	just	simply	repeats	what	her	sons	told	her…so	she	
went	to	prison	as	well.”	
	
In	January	2016,	Soufiane	Alilou,	one	of	Fatima’s	sons,	was	convicted	along	with	his	
uncle	Abdelhouaid	and	a	fourth	brother,	Tariq	Alilou,	for	being	recruiters	of	foreign	
fighters	 for	 Syria.	 During	 his	 trial,	 Soufiane	 stated:	 “I	 wanted	 to	 help	 the	 Syrian	
people	 and	 fight	 against	Bashar	 al-Assad's	 army.	 I	 did	not	have	a	 job.	 I	wanted	 to	
become	 important."	 Tariq	 Alilou	 was	 a	 friend	 of	 Paris	 attacker	 Chakib	 Akrouh.	
According	to	those	I	interviewed	who	are	familiar	with	the	case,	Tariq	and	Soufiane	
were	 instrumental	 in	 the	 radicalization	 process	 of	 Akrouh	 who	 in	 turn	 was	
instrumental	 in	 the	 radicalization	process	of	 the	 rest	 of	 core	of	 the	Paris-Brussels	
attack	 network.	 The	 current	 thinking	 is	 that	 Tariq	 introduced	Akrouh	 to	 Soufiane	
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who	 began	 the	 grooming	 process.	 It’s	 not	 clear	 if	 their	 uncle	 Abdelhouaid	 was	
involved	 in	 that	 grooming	 process	 but	 Tariq,	 Soufiane,	 and	 Abdelhouaid	were	 all	
tried	together	as	a	recruiting	team.	Akrouh	and	Soufiane	both	travelled	to	Syria	but	
it’s	not	clear	if	Tariq	did	as	well.	Though	there	were	other	individuals	who	played	a	
role	in	Akrouh’s	radicalization.		
	
According	to	an	official	in	Brussels’	security	services	whom	I	interviewed,	his	father	
acknowledged	 that	 there	 was	 an	 elderly	 Moroccan	 individual	 (not	 Zerkani)	 who	
would	come	to	the	family	house	and	speak	with	Akrouh	privately.	His	father	knew	
that	 this	man	was	 radicalizing	 Akrouh	 and	 yet	 served	 him	 tea	 and	 left	 him	 alone	
with	this	son.		His	father	told	the	security	official	that	although	he	disliked	what	this	
elder	man	was	doing	to	his	son,	he	nonetheless	felt	an	obligation	to	treat	him	with	
respect	due	to	his	age	and	scholarly	wisdom	with	regards	to	Islam.	When	it	became	
clear	to	the	father	that	his	son	was	planning	on	leaving	to	Syria	he	did	not	stop	him	
but	 did	 give	 him	 one	 piece	 of	 advise:	 whatever	 your	 plans	 are,	 don’t	 forget	 the	
values	 that	 I	 raised	 you	 with	 and	 don’t	 violate	 them	 in	 your	 future	 endeavors.	
Akrouh	 would	 end	 up	 going	 to	 Syria,	 killing	 many	 in	 Paris	 on	 the	 night	 of	 the	
Bataclan	attacks,	and	dying	with	his	friend	Abaaoud	in	a	shootout	with	police	days	
after	the	Paris	attacks	in	a	flat	in	the	poor	Parisian	suburb	of	Ville	Saint	Denis.		
	

	
Aberkan	network	

	
	

The	so-called	Zerkani	network	
Khalid	 Zerkani	was	 born	 on	 September	 23,	 1973	 in	 coastal	
town	of	Zenata,	Morocco	just	north	of	Casablanca.	Not	much	
is	 known	 about	 Zerkani’s	 first	 29	 years	 of	 life.	 There	 are	
suspicions	 that	 he	 may	 have	 been	 involved	 in	 smuggling	
activity	 between	 Morocco	 and	 Europe	 but	 there’s	 been	 no	
confirmation	 of	 this.	 According	 to	 those	 I	 interviewed	 who	
met	 him,	 his	 father	 was	 involved	 in	 contraband	 smuggling	
and	may	have	gotten	Zerkani	involved	in	it	as	well.	It	has	also	

Khalid	Zerkani	
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been	 reported	 that	 he	 spent	 time	 in	 Spain	 and	 the	Netherlands	before	 arriving	 in	
Belgium.	 He	 became	 a	 Belgian	 resident	 in	 2002.	 It	 is	 not	 clear	 what	 relationship	
existed	between	Zerkani	and	Bassam	Ayachi.	When	Zerkani	arrived	in	Brussels,	the	
Centre	 Islamique	 Belge	was	 still	 active	 and	we	 know	 that	 Zerkani	was	 connected	
with	members	of	the	CIB	but	a	direct	relationship	between	Zerkani	and	Ayachi	has	
not	 been	 established.	 In	his	 early	days	 in	Brussels	 he	was	 involved	 in	 some	petty	
crimes	like	shoplifting.		
	
It	is	unclear	how	or	when	he	radicalized	but	investigators	who	worked	on	his	case	in	
Brussels	 think	 he	 may	 have	 attended	 jihadist	 training	 camps	 abroad,	 perhaps	 in	
Pakistan.	One	report	states	that	he	was	a	veteran	of	 the	Afghan	 jihad	(presumably	
post	 9/11).	 He	 demonstrated	 counter-surveillance	 skills	 such	 as	 using	 coded	
language,	never	texting,	and	using	multiple	phones	under	others’	names.		
	
Ayachi	 had	 a	 learned	 understanding	 of	 Islam	 and	 used	 theological	 arguments	 to	
groom	 people	 towards	 an	 orthodox	 Islamist	 and	 defensive	 jihadist	 ideology.	
Zerkani,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 seemed	 to	 have	 a	 more	 superficial	 understanding	 of	
Islam	and	used	tidbits	of	knowledge	to	justify	channeling	criminal	behavior	towards	
jihadist	ends.	Far	from	condemning	criminal	behavior,	he	encouraged	it.	Zerkani	had	
a	 principle	 of	 “braqueur	 pratiquant	 la	 ghamina"	 meaning	 the	 practice	 of	 stealing	
from	 non-believers	 to	 finance	 jihad.	 The	 funds	 acquired	 from	 the	 crime	 of	 his	
network	would	be	used	to	fund	travel	to	Syria	and	perhaps	other	battlegrounds	of	
jihad.	He	gave	away	money	and	allowed	his	 followers	 to	keep	part	of	 the	spoils	of	
their	 thievery	 for	 themselves,	 which,	 along	 with	 his	 portly	 physique,	 led	 to	 his	
nickname	of	Papa	Noël	(Santa	Claus).	One	report	states	that	he	gave	€4,500	to	each	
person	who	agreed	to	go	to	Syria.	He	showed	little	to	no	income	(his	last	declaration	
of	income	was	€3,500	in	2009).	Yet	during	his	arrest	he	was	found	with	€4,397	and	
$1,235	 as	 well	 as	 currency	 from	 8	 other	 countries	 and	 multiple	 passports,	
cellphones,	computers,	and	a	device	to	thwart	shoplifting	alarms.	He	claimed	to	have	
made	income	by	selling	odd	items	yet	surveillance	teams	stated	they	did	not	witness	
him	selling	anything.	Zerkani’s	embracing	of	criminal	behavior	made	him	relatable	
to	the	petty	criminal	community	within	Molenbeek	who	would	already	use	the	term	
“gangster	Islam”.		
	
Belgian	authorities	opened	an	investigation	of	Zerkani	in	April	of	2012	and	moved	
in	to	arrest	him	in	early	2014.	During	the	trial	of	him	and	his	network	in	the	spring	
of	2015,	only	13	of	the	32	accused	were	present	with	the	rest	of	the	19	assumed	to	
be	fighting	or	have	died	in	Syria.	By	May	of	2016,	over	60	suspected	members	of	the	
so-called	 “Zerkani	 network”	 had	 been	 indicted	 by	 Belgian	 authorities.	 However,	
estimates	of	how	many	were	 in	his	network	and	how	many	he	 sent	 to	Syria	vary.	
Some	 estimates	 state	 as	 many	 as	 72	 foreign	 fighters	 in	 Syria	 were	 recruited	 by	
Zerkani	 himself.	 It	 is	 commonly	 reported	 that	 the	 core	 members	 of	 the	 Paris-
Brussels	 attack	 network	 were	 part	 of	 the	 Zerkani	 network.	 In	 July	 2015	 he	 was	
sentenced	to	12	years	in	prison	but	in	April	2016	his	sentence	was	extended	to	15	
years.		
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However,	much	of	 this	may	be	 a	 convenient	myth.	According	 to	 court	documents,	
those	who	met	Zerkani,	his	 lawyer,	and	 the	parents	of	 those	whose	children	were	
part	 of	 his	 so-called	 network	 all	 paint	 a	 different	 picture.	 Firstly,	 as	 alluded	 to	
earlier,	 Zerkani	was	 not	 a	 person	who	would	 command	much	 respect.	He	was	 an	
older	petty	criminal	with	little	knowledge	of	Islam.	His	appearance	was	disheveled,	
his	 personality	 crass	 and	 uncharismatic.	 “Unimpressive”	 was	 one	 of	 the	 most	
commonly	used	adjectives	to	describe	him.	Some	even	preferred	the	terms	“a	joke”	
or	“buffoon”	to	characterize	their	impression	of	him.	When	combing	through	court	
records	and	timelines	of	those	who	were	supposedly	part	of	his	network	it	became	
increasingly	clear	that	Zerkani’s	primary	role	was	that	of	a	facilitator.	According	to	
his	lawyer,	Zerkani	first	became	known	to	would-be	foreign	fighters	after	he	helped	
a	 young	 girl	 cross	 into	 Syria	 from	 Turkey	 because	 he	 knew	 a	 smuggler	 there	
(presumably	someone	 from	his	contraband	smuggling	days).	Once	news	spread	of	
this	 connection	 he	 became	 a	 magnet	 for	 other	 foreign	 fighters	 who	 wanted	 to	
venture	 there.	 From	 then	 on	 his	 main	 attribute	 was	 his	 ability	 to	 provide	
documents,	 funds,	and	smuggling	connections	 into	Syria.	He	became	the	person	 in	
Molenbeek	people	would	get	in	contact	with	once	they	were	ready	to	leave.	There’s	
no	evidence	to	show	that	he	radicalized	anyone.		
	
He	was	more	of	a	middleman	than	the	network	leader	as	he’s	been	described.	In	his	
trial	 there	seems	to	be	some	ambiguity	over	how	federal	prosecutors	saw	him.	On	
the	one	hand,	he	was	charged	for	having	“participated,	as	a	manager,	in	an	activity	of	
a	 terrorist	 group,	 including	 the	providing	of	 information	or	material	means	 to	 the	
terrorist	group	or	by	any	form	of	financing	an	activity	of	a	terrorist	group,	with	the	
knowledge	 that	 such	 participation	 contributes	 to	 the	 commission	 of	 a	 crime	 or	 a	
crime	of	the	group	terrorist”.	Such	a	charge	is	consistent	with	a	middleman.	On	the	
other	 hand,	 in	 the	 documents	 he’s	 labeled	 as	 a	 “mentor”	 and	 a	 “guru”.	 The	 only	
evidence	presented	to	back	up	this	claim	is	 that	he	had	many	documents	and	files	
that	were	about	salafist	and	jihadist	ideology	in	his	possession.	He	had	contact	with	
at	 least	 18	 people	 who	 went	 to	 Syria	 or	 tried	 to	 go	 to	 Syria	 (including	 Fatima	
Aberkan,	 her	 sons	 and	 daughters,	 and	 Paris	 attackers	 Akrouh	 and	 Abaaoud)	 but	
there’s	 no	 evidence	 to	 that	 he	 played	 any	 role	 in	 their	 radicalization.	 The	 only	
slightly	 suspect	 activity	 is	 that	 in	 some	 cases	 he	 met	 eventual	 FTFs	 on	 multiple	
occasions	 (one	 person	 he	 met	 28	 times).	 Multiple	 meetings	 is	 common	 when	
someone	 is	 playing	 role	 of	 a	 guru	 but	 it’s	 perfectly	 plausible	 that	 one	 could	meet	
with	a	facilitator	this	many	times	too.	Thus	referring	to	a	“Zerkani	network”	seems	
inaccurate	and	calling	him	a	recruiter	only	works	if	one	uses	the	term	to	primarily	
mean	facilitating	those	to	go	abroad	who	have	already	been	radicalized.		
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European	networks,	attacks,	and	key	individuals	from	2002	to	2011	

	
Early	Recruits	of	Paris-Brussels	attack	network	

The	 social	 thread	 of	 the	 Paris-Brussels	 attackers	 radicalization	
begins	through	one	of	their	friends,	Gelel	Attar.	On	April	11th	2012,	
police	began	surveillance	on	a	suspicious	meetings	taking	place	in	
his	Molenbeek	apartment.	Attar	was	a	close	friend	of	Akrouh	and	
Abaaoud.	He	was	born	in	Castel	San	Giovanni,	Italy	and	moved	to	
Molenbeek	 in	December	2011	(he	 likely	moved	to	Belgium	much	
earlier	than	this	as	he’s	a	Belgian-Moroccan	dual	national).	He	met	
Zerkani	in	2012	and	Attar	even	housed	him	from	April	to	mid	July	
2012.	That	house	became	an	office	 space	 for	Zerkani	 to	offer	his	
facilitation	 services	 but	 the	 attendees	 seemed	 to	 have	 already	

been	 radicalized	 and	 were	 part	 of	 Attar’s	 network	 of	 friends	 rather	 than	 pre-
established	 acquaintances	 of	 Zerkani.	 Conversations	 overheard	 there	 were	 talks	
about	 the	 need	 to	 attack	Western	 nations	 and	 discussions	 about	 how	 to	 acquire	
weapons	and	explosives	for	this	purpose.	These	were	meetings	where	aspiring	FTFs	
planned	 attacks	 and	 were	 given	 logistical	 advice	 and	 aid	 for	 traveling	 to	 Syria.	
According	 to	 court	 documents,	 after	 a	 dispute	 with	 Attar,	 Zerkani	 left	 Attar’s	
apartment	in	mid	July	and	moved	in	with	another	eventual	FTF	to	Syria.			
	
Attar	travelled	to	Syria	on	January	4th	2013	and	returned	via	Germany	on	May	28th	
2013.	During	 his	 short	 stay	 in	 Syria	 he	 originally	 fought	with	 the	 al-Nusra	 before	
joining	 ISIS.	 He	 was	 part	 of	 the	 Katibat	 al-Muhajireen	 (the	 Salafi	 foreign	 fighters	
brigade	 which	 was	 dominated	 by	 Chechens).	 Testimonies	 and	 photographs	 show	
that	he	received	training	and	participated	in	battle	while	 in	Syria.	After	his	return,	
he	travelled	to	Morocco	by	June	2013	(via	the	Netherlands).	A	warrant	was	put	out	
for	his	arrest	in	November	2014.	He	was	tried	in	absentia	in	the	July	2015	Zerkani	
trial	(sentenced	to	5	years	in	prison)	and	was	arrested	in	his	mother’s	house	in	the	
El	Alia	quarter	of	Mohammedia	near	Casablanca	on	January	15th	2016.	He	seems	to	

Gelel	Attar	
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have	lived	a	quiet	and	recluse	 life	when	in	Morocco	and	worked	for	5	months	in	a	
French	call	center.	Coworkers,	neighbors,	and	family	saw	he	was	not	approachable.	
A	 few	months	 before	 the	 Paris	 attacks	 he	 left	 his	 call	 center	 job	without	 giving	 a	
reason.	 Though	 he	 was	 considered	 “the	 right	 hand	 man”	 of	 Zerkani	 by	 Belgian	
prosecutors,	his	 involvement	 in	 the	planning	or	coordination	of	 the	Paris-Brussels	
attacks	 has	 not	 been	 established.	 He	 definitely	 played	 a	 role	 in	 the	 radicalization	
process	of	one	of	the	attackers.		
	

When	 Attar	 originally	 travelled	 to	 Syria	 in	 January	 2013,	 he	 was	
accompanied	 by	 his	 friend	 and	 eventual	 Paris	 attacker,	 Chakib	
Akrouh.	 Akrouh’s	 family	 testified	 that	 Akrouh	 confessed	 to	 them	
that	 it	 was	 Attar	who	 convinced	 him	 to	 travel	 to	 Syria.	 Akrouh,	 a	
Moroccan-Belgian	dual	citizen,	was	born	in	Belgium	and	grew	up	in	
Molenbeek	 and	 lived	 near	 the	 Abdeslam	 brothers.	 He	was	 a	 close	
childhood	 friend	of	Abaaoud.	While	Akrouh	 travelled	 to	Syria	with	
his	 friend	 Attar	 it	 seems	 that	 he	 had	many	 hands	 involved	 in	 his	
radicalization	process:	 the	 two	sons	of	Fatima	Aberkan	 (Tariq	and	
Soufiane	Alilou),	 the	elderly	gentlemen	his	 father	 talked	about	and	

Attar.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 consider	 that	 these	 may	 have	 been	 co-radicalization	
relationships	where	each	peer	contributed	to	each	other’s	radicalization	rather	than	
any	one	person	grooming	the	other.		
	
Akrouh	was	childhood	friends	with	one	of	Fatima’s	sons,	Tariq	Alilou.	As	mentioned	
earlier,	Tariq,	his	uncle	Abdelhouaid	(who	drove	Massoud	assassin,	El	Sattar,	to	the	
airport),	 and	 brother	 Soufiane	 were	 all	 tried	 together	 for	 being	 recruiters	 in	
Zerkani’s	network.	There’s	no	 indication	yet	 that	Tariq	went	 to	Syria	but	Soufiane	
travelled	to	Syria	5	times	and	was	intercepted	only	once	in	Turkey	and	arrested	in	
Belgium	on	 this	 fifth	 return	 (he	was	 sentenced	 to	7	years	 in	prison	 in	2016).	 It	 is	
suspected	that	Tariq	 likely	 introduced	Akrouh	to	Soufiane	who	helped	arrange	his	
travels	 to	 Syria	 along	 with	 Attar.	 Both	 Attar	 and	 Akrouh	 joined	 Katibat	 al-
Muhajireen	in	Syria.	Soufiane	also	seemed	to	be	part	of	the	group	as	all	three	men,	
and	other	members	of	the	brigade,	would	use	the	same	Syrian	mobile	number	to	call	
their	families	in	their	respective	countries.		
	
Akrouh	was	 sentenced	 to	5	years	when	 tried	 in	absentia	during	 the	2015	Zerkani	
trial.	 It	 is	 not	 clear	when	 and	how	he	 re-entered	Europe	before	 the	Paris	 attacks.	
Abaaoud,	 his	 cousin	 Hasna	 Aitboulachen,	 and	 Akrouh	 all	 died	 in	 a	 Saint	 Denis	
apartment	 5	 days	 after	 the	 Paris	 attacks	 when	 police	 raided	 the	 apartment	 and	
Akrouh	detonated	his	suicide	vest.		
	
Unlike	 his	 friends,	 Akrouh	 has	 no	 previous	 criminal	 record	 (Attar	 also	 had	 no	
criminal	 record).	 Belgian	 authorities	 said	 given	 his	 low	 profile	 that	 he	 was	 an	
unremarkable	 character.	 Akrouh’s	 cousin	 remembers	 him	 as	 a	 man	 “who	 was	
finishing	his	studies	and	was	very,	very	reserved.	Not	at	all	known	in	Molenbeek.	His	
character,	was	very	calm.	If	you	asked	him	for	something,	he	did	it	directly.	Someone	
very	helpful,	 the	 first	 to	help	out.	 It's	someone	I	never	 imagined	to	go	to	Syria.	He	

Chakib	Akrouh	
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left	a	long	time	ago.	In	the	street,	people	did	not	see	him	anymore.	He	was	an	easy	
guy	to	live	with,	and	that	may	have	been	his	defect.	He	had	his	mind	warped."	
	

Before	 leaving	 to	 Syria,	 Akrouh	 frequented	
Loqman	 mosque,	 which	 was	 labeled	 as	 “radical”	
by	 the	 Belgian	 federal	 prosecutor’s	 office.	
According	 to	 court	 documents,	 Zerkani	 and	
Akrouh	 had	 a	 meeting	 there.	 Other	 members	 of	
the	 Paris-Brussels	 attack	 network	 have	 been	
reported	to	spend	time	at	the	mosque	such	as	the	
Abdeslam	 brothers,	 Abrini,	 and	 Abaaoud.	 In	
addition,	 the	 Thalys	 train	 attacker,	 Ayoub	 El	
Khazzani,	 also	 frequented	 the	 mosque	 (Khazzani	

was	 trained	by	Abaaoud	 in	Syria	before	being	sent	back	 to	carry	out	his	 thwarted	
attack).	 The	 mosque	 was	 put	 under	 surveillance	 for	 one	 year	 and	 closed	 in	
November	 2016	 but	 only	 for	 violations	 of	 city	 planning	 regulations	 related	 to	
construction	of	its	façade.		
	

While	 Akrouh	 was	 getting	 pulled	 into	 the	 Molenbeek	
radical	 milieu	 with	 Attar	 and	 the	 Alilou	 brothers	 on	 the	
streets	 of	 Molenbeek,	 one	 of	 his	 childhood	 friends	 may	
have	 taken	 a	 different	 path.	 Abdelhamid	 Abaaoud	 is	 the	
oldest	 of	 6	 children	 and	 a	 third	 generation	 dual	 Belgian-
Moroccan	 national.	 Abaaoud,	 unlike	 Akrouh,	 had	 a	 long	
track	 record	 of	 criminal	 activity.	 Though	 he	 attended	 an	
elite	middle	 school	 at	 the	 age	 of	 12	 for	 one	 year,	 he	was	
soon	kicked	out	 for	disruptive	behavior	and	failing	grades	
and	 this	 began	 his	 decent	 into	 the	 criminal	 underworld	
where	 he	 would	 meet	 many	 future	 Molenbeek	 jihadist	
recruits.	He	had	a	series	of	run-ins	with	the	law	including	at	

the	age	of	19	in	2006	when	he	was	arrested	for	hiding	stolen	goods,	in	2010	he	and	
Salah	 Abdeslam	were	 arrested	 for	 trying	 to	 break	 into	 a	 garage,	 in	 2011	 he	 was	
sentenced	to	18	months	in	prison	for	theft	and	violence,	and	in	2012	he	was	sent	to	
jail	again	for	hitting	someone.			
	
According	 to	 Abaaoud’s	 father,	 it	 was	 after	 he	 was	 released	 from	 prison	 in	
September	2012	that	his	signs	of	radicalization	were	becoming	evident.	He	grew	out	
his	beard	and	cut	 certain	 social	 ties.	 	 It	 is	not	 clear	 if	he	 started	his	 radicalization	
process	in	jail	or	if	he	quickly	got	pulled	into	the	radical	social	circle	of	Akrouh,	or	
others,	 after	 his	 release.	 According	 to	 court	 documents,	 a	 witness	 testified	 that	
Zerkani	 and	 Abaaoud	 “without	 a	 doubt”	 knew	 each	 other.	 But,	 again,	 this	
relationship	could	have	been	more	Zerkani	 facilitating	Abaaoud’s	 initial	 journey	to	
Syria	rather	than	radicalizing	him.		
	
Abaaoud	made	multiple	trips	to	Syria.	His	first	departure	was	with	6	other	people	in	
February	or	March	2013	and	he	supposedly	reentered	Europe	in	September	2013.	

Loqman	mosque	

Abdelhamid	Abaaoud	



Paris-Brussels	Attack	Network	Analysis	–	Nafees	Hamid,	Artis	International	

	 17	

There	 are	 reports	 that	 Gelel	 Attar	 had	 contact	 with	 Abaaoud	 in	 Syria.	 Given	 that	
Attar	and	Akrouh	went	 to	Syria	 in	 January	2013	and	Attar	 returned	 in	May	2013,	
that	 means	 Abaaoud	 and	 Attar	 must	 have	 connected	 there	 sometime	 between	
March-May	 2013.	 If	 so,	 it	 would	 mean	 that	 Abaaoud	 may	 have	 been	 part	 of	 the	
Chechen	 dominated	 Katibat	 al-Muhajireen	 as	 well.	 Abaaoud	 was	 also	 found	
communicating	 with	 his	 fellow	 recruits	 on	 the	 Facebook	 page	 of	 Katibat	 al-
Muhajireen.	Most	Belgians	joined	Katibat	al-Muhajireen	prior	to	2014.	In	2014,	the	
group	 allied	 itself	 with	 al-Nusra	 and	 at	 first	 the	 Belgians	 joined	 but	 then	 most	
switched	allegiances	to	ISIS.		
	
In	September	2013,	Abaaoud	is	seen	walking	around	Molenbeek	with	a	person	who	
later	travels	to	Syria	(supposedly,	Abaaoud’s	parents	were	in	Morocco	at	the	time).	
“He	 remained	 very	 discreet	 and	 does	 not	 appear	 on	 our	 radar,”	 a	 police	 report	
states.	On	January	20th	2014,	he	is	controlled	at	the	Cologne,	Germany	airport	with	
his	brother,	Younes	who	was	13	years	old,	and	another	man	of	Malian	decent	(who	
later	 dies	 in	 Syria).	 He	 took	 his	 brother	 out	 of	 school	 and	 brought	 him	 to	 Syria	
without	 his	 parents	 knowing.	 At	 the	 time,	 Younes	 was	 considered	 the	 youngest	
European	member	of	 ISIS.	On	February	28th	2016,	 Interpol	 intercepted	a	message	
from	Younes	to	his	sister	in	Molenbeek	stating	“I	arrive	at	10am”,	this	follows	other	
messages	that	indicated	that	Younes	would	return	to	Europe	to	avenge	his	brother’s	
death.	There	is	concern	that	Younes	made	his	way	back	and	is	somewhere	in	Europe	
but	no	further	evidence	of	his	return	has	been	reported.		
	
In	February	2014,	police	state	that	Abaaoud	is	an	undeniable	soldier	of	ISIS.	In	June	
2014,	Abaaoud’s	father	has	his	last	telephone	contact	with	his	son.	In	March	2014,	
Abaaoud	 posts	 a	 video	 of	 him	 on	 the	 frontlines	 pontificating	 about	 the	 hardships	
and	 rewards	 of	 battle.	 Soon	 after	 a	 video	 emerges	 of	 a	 smiling	Abaaoud	dragging	
mutilated	Free	Syrian	Army	soldiers’	bodies	behind	a	pick	truck	in	Syria.		The	video	
was	 found	 on	 a	 cell	 phone	 that	 was	 captured	 by	 rebels	 and	 sold	 to	 a	 French	
journalist	 who	 posted	 the	 video.	 Abaaoud	 posted	 a	 Facebook	 message	 stating	
“Those	 videos	were	 stolen	 by	 an	 apostate…	 You	 should	 know	 that	 there	were	 no	
civilians	 in	 it.	 All	 the	 dead	 were	 apostate	 rebels,	 encouraged	 to	 fight	 us	 by	
disbelievers	of	the	whole	world.	They	were	killed	by	the	anger	of	Allah.” In	August	
2014,	an	international	arrest	warrant	was	issued	for	him.		
	
Some	time	 in	mid-late	2014,	Abaaoud	seems	 to	have	 joined	 the	Libyan	dominated	
Katibat	 al-Battar.	 He	 and	 many	 other	 French	 and	 Belgian	 fighters	 were	 closely	
associated	with	this	group.	It’s	possible	that	Abaaoud	met	fellow	Paris	attacker	Bilal	
Hadfi,	 an	 electrician	 from	 Brussels,	 in	 Katibat	 al-Battar.	 In	 October	 2014,	 an	 al-
Battar	member	 released	 the	 names	 of	 recently	 killed	 group	members	 on	 Twitter.	
Abaaoud’s	name	was	listed	as	one	of	the	deceased.	It	is	presumed	that	he	faked	his	
death	in	order	to	be	able	to	go	back	and	forth	between	Europe	and	Syria	undetected.	 
	
On	 January	15th	2015,	Belgian	police	carry	out	a	 raid	on	an	apartment	 in	Verviers	
where	 they	 had	 been	 monitoring	 a	 cell	 that	 planned	 to	 carry	 out	 an	 attack.	 The	
ensuing	shootout	between	police	and	3	men	in	the	apartment	would	be	the	largest	
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firefight	 on	Belgian	 soil	 since	World	War	 II.	 Two	 of	 the	 cell	members	were	 killed	
while	a	third	was	captured.		Inside	the	apartment	were	materials	for	making	TATP	
bombs,	Kalashnikovs,	and	police	uniforms.	 	The	group	was	on	the	verge	of	a	large-
scale	coordinated	attack.	A	total	of	16	people	were	tried	related	to	the	attack	with	9	
of	 them	 in	absentia.	Many	of	 the	 cell	members	were	Syrian	war	veterans.	Further	
intel	 indicated	 that	 the	 cell	was	 being	 coordinated	 by	 someone	 in	 Athens.	 By	 the	
time	the	dragnet	collapsed	around	the	location	in	Athens	where	the	coordinator	was	
operating	from,	he	had	slipped	back	into	Syria.		
	
In	February	2015,	an	 interview	with	Abaaoud	 in	 ISIS’s	English	 language	magazine	
Dabiq	revealed	that	he	was	part	of	the	Verviers	attack,	which	indicated	that	he	was	
the	Athens	coordinator.	In	the	interview,	Abaaoud	boasted	about	being	able	to	slip	
back	and	forth	between	Syria	and	Europe.	Abaaoud’s	exact	role	within	ISIS	external	
operations	 is	 not	 clear.	 Many	 experts	 do	 not	 believe	 he	 was	 the	 “mastermind”	
reported	 in	 the	 media.	 Instead,	 they	 argue	 that	 he	 was	 more	 in	 charge	 of	
recruitment	and	logistics	with	higher	ups	in	ISIS	external	operations	being	in	charge	
of	designing	the	plots.		
	

ISIS	External	Operations	
ISIS’s	 external	 operations	 are	 carried	out	under	 the	EMNI	
or	 al-Amnyah	 in	 Arabic,	 which	 translates	 to	 “gained	
intelligence.”	 The	 EMNI’s	 responsibilities	 include	 internal	
and	 external	 intelligence	 gathering	 and	 carrying	 out	
external	 operations.	 In	 US	 terms,	 it	 would	 be	 a	 mix	 of	 a	
police	 internal	 affairs	 division,	 the	 FBI,	 CIA,	 and	 a	 covert	
military	 direct	 action	 group	 like	 Delta	 Force.	 ISIS	 is	 a	
hierarchical	 organization	 with	 leader	 (perhaps	 only	
symbolically)	 Abu	 Bakr	 al-Baghdadi	 at	 the	 top	 and	 his	
shura	 council	 beneath	 him.	Members	 of	 the	 shura	 council	

head	various	sub-divisions	of	ISIS.	Until	his	death	in	August	2016,	Abu	Mohammad	
al-Adnani	was	the	head	of	the	EMNI	and	ISIS	spokesperson.	External	operations	 is	
just	one	division	within	EMNI	and	 it	 is	called	Amn	al-Kharji.	Within	Amn	al-Kharji	
are	different	branches	 such	 as	 a	European	affairs	branch,	 an	Asian	 affairs	 branch,	
etc.	 Within	 these	 branches	 are	 branch	 heads	 and	 lieutenants	 under	 them	 who	
recruit,	 train,	 and	 handle	 logistics	 of	 operators.	 According	 to	 reports	 from	 ISIS	
defectors,	 the	 EMNI	 was	 the	 most	 prestigious	 wing	 of	 ISIS	 to	 belong	 to	 with	
members	enjoying	more	authority,	freedom,	and	funds	than	others.		
	
The	 EMNI	was	 part	 of	 the	 original	 plans	 for	 an	 Islamic	 State	 created	 by	 a	 former	
colonel	in	Saddam	Hussein’s	intelligence	services	in	the	Air	Defense	Force,	Haji	Bakr	
(Samir	Abd	Muhammad	al-Khlifawi). Haji	Bakr	was	held	 in	Abu	Ghraib	and	Camp	
Bucca	 along	 with	 other	 former	 top	 Saddam	 Hussein	 officials,	 high	 ranking	 AQI	
members,	and	Baghdadi	from	2004	to	2008.	It	is	suspected	that	it	was	here	that	the	
alliance	was	 formed	with	 high-ranking	 Baathists	 and	 jihadists	 that	would	 lead	 to	
ISIS.	Haji	Bakr	was	part	of	the	small	AQI	contingent	that	made	its	way	into	Syria	in	
late	2012.	He	was	killed	by	a	Syrian	rebel	group	in	2014	but	had	already	passed	on	

Abu	Mohammad	al-Adnani	
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the	 architectural	 plans	 for	 ISIS,	 which	 included	 an	 internal/external	 intelligence	
services	(supposedly	inspired	by	Saddam	Hussein’s	intelligence	services).		
	
Given	the	regional	focus	of	external	operations	branches	of	Amn	al-Kharji,	recruits	
are	grouped	by	nationality	and	language.	They	are	selected	by	recruiters	who	have	
freedom	to	recruit	from	any	division	within	ISIS.	Operators	trained	and	selected	for	
an	attack	may	not	meet	 each	other	until	 the	 eve	of	departure	 abroad	 (which	may	
constitute	a	structural	weakness).	According	to	one	German	defector,	they	had	hard	
recruiting	 German	 and	 English	 fighters	 to	 return	 to	 their	 homeland	 and	 had	 an	
abundance	of	French	fighters	willing	to	do	so.		
	
Intelligence	 officials	 suspect	 that	 hundreds	 of	 Amn	 al-Kharji	 members	 have	 been	
sent	into	Europe	and	Turkey	over	the	last	few	years.	Some	European	recruits	were	
only	in	Syria	for	a	few	days	or	a	week	before	being	sent	back	with	minimal	training	
(another	weakness).	The	purpose	of	the	quick	send-back	was	to	not	alert	European	
authorities	as	the	fighters	could	claim	they	were	in	Turkey	for	a	short	vacation.	This	
strategy	 also	 had	 negative	 consequences	 as	 some	 Amn	 al-Kharji	 fighters	 were	 ill	
prepared	to	carry	out	attacks	when	they	returned.	For	example,	Sid	Ahmad	Ghlam,	
spent	 a	week	 in	 Syria	 being	 trained	 by	Abaaoud	 but	 had	 to	 abort	 his	 attack	 after	
shooting	himself	 in	 the	 foot	when	he	 tried	 to	 carry	out	 a	 church	 shooting	outside	
Paris.	Another	example	is	Ayoub	Khazzani	who	attempted	to	carry	out	a	shooting	on	
a	 Thalys	 train	 from	 Amsterdam	 to	 Paris	 but	 was	 tackled	 by	 3	 Americans	 and	 a	
Frenchmen	after	his	gun	jammed	and	he	was	unable	to	unjam	it.		
	
While	many	sleeper	cells	have	been	 taken	down	 in	Europe	by	early	2018,	 there	 is	
still	 concern	 for	 many,	 perhaps	 hundreds	 of,	 European	 Amn	 al-Kharji	 operatives	
laying	 low	 in	 Turkey.	 It	 is	 not	 known	 what	 the	 exact	 number	 of	 successful	 or	
thwarted	Amn	al-Kharji	led	attacks	there	have	been	in	the	past.	According	to	French,	
Austrian,	 and	 Belgian	 authorities	 in	 2016,	 28	 Amn	 al-Kharji	 operatives	 deployed	
from	 Syria	 carried	 out	 successful	 or	 thwarted	 attacks.	 However,	 other	 French	
records	show	that	over	20	operatives	were	deployed	to	France	alone	before	2015.	
Most	of	these	would-be	attackers	came	in	alone	or	in	pairs.	The	foiled	Verviers	plot	
was	 the	 only	 large-scale	 coordinated	 attack	 planned	 before	 Paris.	 Out	 of	 all	 the	
operatives	 sent	back	only	one	was	 successful	 and	 that	was	Mehdi	Nemouche	who	
attacked	 a	 Jewish	 museum	 in	 Brussels	 in	 2013.	 Nemouche,	 like	 several	 other	
francophone	 operatives,	 has	 been	 in	 contact	with	 Abaaoud	 before	 the	 attack.	 But	
Abaaoud	 was	 not	 part	 of	 the	 upper	 echelon	 of	 the	 European	 branch	 of	 external	
operations.		
	
	

Senior	Lieutenants	of	Amn	al-Kharji	
Two	 	 senior	 lieutenants	 of	 Amn	 al-Kharji	 whose	 names	 appeared	 multiple	 times	
related	 to	 the	Paris	and	Brussels	attacks,	as	well	as	other	Western	operations,	are	
that	Abu	Souleymane	al-Faransi	and	Abu	Ahmad.	Little	is	known	about	Abu	Ahmad	
but	he	seems	to	be	the	more	senior	of	the	two.	According	an	Algerian	would-be	Paris	
attacker	that	was	apprehended	in	Austria,	Abu	Ahmad	is	a	Syrian	man	between	the	
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ages	 of	 38	 and	42.	He	was	 in	 communication	with	members	 of	 the	Paris-Brussels	
attack	network	via	a	Turkish	telephone	number	that	was	found	on	two	of	the	men.	
However,	audio	files	of	recorded	calls	made	by	Brussels	attacker	Najim	Laachraoui	
and	Abu	Ahmad	(recovered	from	Laachraoui’s	destroyed	computer	after	the	attack)	
show	 that	 Abu	 Ahmad	 not	 only	 speaks	 French	 but	 also	 uses	 French	 slang,	 which	
called	into	question	his	true	ethnicity.		
	

There	is	growing	consensus	that	Abu	Ahmad	is	Oussama	Atar,	
the	cousin	of	two	of	the	Brussels	attackers.	Atar	is	a	Moroccan-
Belgian	dual	national	born	in	1983	or	1984.	He	first	travelled	
to	Syria	and	Iraq	in	2002	and	has	been	accused	of	joining	the	
insurgency	 against	 the	 Americans	 after	 the	 2003	 Iraqi	 war.	
The	Iraqi	ambassador	to	Belgium	stated	that	he	was	affiliated	
with	 AQI	 via	 a	 group	 called	 al-Fatah	 which	 operated	 out	 of	
Syria	 using	 the	 front	 of	 a	 humanitarian	 aid	 organization.	 In	
February	 2005,	 he	 was	 arrested	 in	 Ramadi	 for	 illegally	
entering	the	country	and	was	sentenced	to	10	years	in	prison.	

He	spent	time	in	various	Iraqi	prisons	such	as	Abu	Ghraib	and	Camp	Bucca	where	he	
allegedly	met	Baghdadi.		
	
While	 still	 in	 prison,	 Atar	 had	 a	 colon	 infection	 that	was	misdiagnosed	 as	 cancer.	
Various	 NGO’s	 and	 human	 rights	 groups,	 including	 the	 Red	 Cross,	 lobbied	 for	 his	
release	 from	 Iraqi	 prisons	 so	he	 could	 get	medical	 attention	 in	Belgium.	Atar	was	
released	and	returned	to	Belgium	in	September	2012.	After	a	routine	interrogation,	
the	Belgian	authorities	released	him	back	into	Belgian	society.	In	2013,	he	traveled	
to	Tunisia	but	he’s	asked	to	leave	due	to	his	stay	at	Abu	Ghraib.	Instead	of	returning	
to	Belgium,	he	travels	to	Turkey	where	he	then	disappears.	Some	suspect	that	after	
Adnani’s	 death,	 Abu	 Ahmad	 has	 taken	 over	 as	 head	 of	 the	 entire	 EMNI	 or,	 at	 the	
least,	is	in	a	more	senior	position.		
	

Abu	 Souleymane	 al-Faransi	 has	 been	 identified	 as	Abdelilah	Himich.	
Himich	 was	 born	 in	 Rabat	 in	 1989	 but	 moved	 with	 his	 family	 to	
southern	French	town	of	Lunel	in	teens.	In	2008,	at	the	age	of	19,	he	
joined	 the	 French	 Foreign	 Legion	 and	 gained	 combat	 experience	 in	
Afghanistan	where	he	 served	with	distinction	 for	6	months	 (he	may	
have	 even	 received	 a	 national	 and	 NATO	 decoration).	 In	 2010,	 he	
went	 AWOL	 to	 attend	 his	 father’s	 funeral	 and	 was	 arrested	 a	 year	
later	 in	 Paris	 for	 transporting	 $55,000	 worth	 of	 cocaine	 from	
Rotterdam.	 In	2013,	he	was	sentenced	to	3	years	of	prison	for	drug-

related	charges	but	only	served	5	months.	In	early	2014,	he	made	his	way	to	Syria	
by	driving	through	Italy,	Greece,	and	Turkey	and	originally	linked	up	with	al-Nusra	
before	switching	to	ISIS.		
	
Himich	seems	to	have	been	radicalized	in	Lunel,	a	town	that	came	to	be	known	as	
the	French	Molenbeek.	Lunel	is	a	small	town	near	Montpelier	that	is	characterized	
by	a	large	ghettoized	North	African	population.	At	least	2	dozen	people	travelled	to	

Oussama	Atar	

Abdelilah	Himich	
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Syria	from	this	town	via	recruitment	networks	that	groomed	and	provided	logistics	
for	 the	 journey.	 Much	 like	 in	 Molenbeek,	 these	 recruits	 were	 a	 mix	 of	 siblings,	
cousins,	 and	 childhood	 friends.	 They	 raised	 funds	 for	 their	 journey	 by	 taking	 out	
consumer	 loans	 with	 each	 man	 borrowing	 up	 to	 €10,000	 from	 various	 credit	
institutions.	 A	 chief	 recruiter	 has	 not	 been	 identified	 yet	 for	 this	 group.	 Many	
members	frequented	a	Tablighi	Jamaat	mosque	but	there’s	no	proof	that	the	mosque	
played	a	role	in	their	radicalization.		
	
Himich	seems	to	have	played	up	his	military	experience	upon	arriving	in	Syria	and	
was	given	nicknames	such	as	“the	sniper”	and	“Abdel	the	Legionnaire”.	He	rose	up	
the	ranks	quickly,	by	August	2014,	he	was	already	an	emir.	It	seems	that	Himich	was	
one	 of	 the	 chief	 architects	 of	 the	 Paris	 and	 Brussels	 attacks.	 During	 the	 Bataclan	
attack,	 hostages	 heard	 one	 attacker	 say	 to	 the	 other	 “should	 we	 call	 Abu	
Souleymane”.	On	the	same	computer	that	contained	audio	files	of	Abu	Ahmad,	other	
audio	files	were	recordings	of	calls	with	Abu	Souleymane	which	reveal	that	he	gave	
the	orders	to	carry	out	the	Brussels	attacks.	It	is	suspected	that	after	the	success	of	
the	Paris-Brussels	attacks,	Himich	was	put	in	charge	of	Amn	al-Kharji.		
	

	
European	networks,	attacks,	and	key	individuals	from	2012	to	2017		

	
Other	Paris-Brussels	attackers	

Oussama	 Atar	 is	 suspected	 having	 radicalized	 his	 two	
violent	 criminal	 cousins	 Khalid	 and	 Ibrahim	 el-Bakraoui.	
The	 Bakraoui’s	 had	 a	 long	 history	 of	 carjacking,	 bank	
robberies,	and	possession	of	weapons	(Kalashnikovs).	While	
they	 were	 serving	 sentences	 in	 two	 separate	 prisons	 in	
2013,	Atar	made	a	total	of	20	visits	to	them.	Ibrahim	pledged	
allegiance	to	ISIS	in	November	2014	and	tried	to	enter	Syria	
via	Netherlands	then	Turkey	 in	2015.	He	was	apprehended	
in	 Turkey	 and	 sent	 back	 to	 the	 Netherlands.	 Turkish	

authorities	 warned	 the	 Dutch	 authorities	 of	 his	 intention	 to	 enter	 Syria	 but	 the	
Dutch	did	not	pass	on	the	message	to	the	Belgian	authorities	when	he	was	sent	back.	

Khalid	&	Ibrahim	el-Bakraoui	
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Ibrahim	would	blow	himself	up	 in	the	Brussels’	airport	and	Khalid	would	do	so	 in	
the	metro.		
	
Najim	 Laachraoui	 was	 another	member	 whose	 named	 showed	 up	
druing	 the	 so-called	 “Zerkani	 network”	 trial	 but	 it’s	 not	 clear	 how	
close	he	was	with	Abaaoud,	and	others,	before	joining	the	network.	
He	 travelled	 to	 Syria	 in	 February	 2013	which	 is	 around	 the	 same	
time	frame	as	Akrouh’s	hijra	(January	2013)	and	Abaaoud’s	(March	
2013).	While	 in	 Syria	 he	 gained	 extensive	 training	 in	TATP	bomb-
making	skills.	Forensic	evidence	and	audio	recordings	reveal	that	he	
made	 the	 bombs	 for	 both	 the	 Paris	 and	 Brussels	 attacks.	 In	
September	 2015,	 he	was	 stopped	 on	 the	Austrian-Hungary	 border	
with	 fellow	 attacker	 Mohamed	 Belkaid	 in	 a	 car	 driven	 by	 Salah	 Abdeslam	
(presumably	 after	 he	 picked	 them	 up	 as	 they	 reentered).	 Laachraoui	 and	 Belkaid	
had	 fake	 IDs	 (Soufiane	 Kayal	 and	 Samir	 Bouzid,	 respectively)	 made	 by	 veteran	
document	forger	Jamal	Eddine	Ouali.			
	

Belkaid	 was	 an	 Algerian	 who	 had	 lived	 illegally	 in	 Brussels	
before	 traveling	 to	 Syria.	 His	 entry	 file	 was	 found	 in	 ISIS’s	
leaked	docs	which	show	he	listed	his	address	to	be	in	Sweden	
and	 that	he	wanted	 to	be	a	 suicide	bomber	and	not	a	 fighter.	
His	understanding	of	Sharia	was	listed	as	“basic”	by	ISIS	intake	
personnel.	 Laachraoui	 and	 Belkaid	 both	 quarterbacked	 the	
Paris	 attacks	 from	 Brussels	 via	 phone	 calls	 and	 message	 to	
attackers	 to	 coordinate	 their	 actions.	 It	 was	 Belkaid	 who,	 on	
Nov	 17,	 2015,	 wired	 €750	 to	 Abaaoud’s	 cousin	 Hasna	
Aitboulahchen	 to	 get	 the	 Ville	 Saint	 Denis	 safe	 house	 for	

Abaaoud	and	Akrouh,	where	they	died,	he	likely	also	led	her	to	where	Abaaoud	and	
Akrouh	were	hiding	in	the	woods	of	Aubervilliers.	Belkaid	died	3	days	before	Salah	
Abdeslam’s	 capture	 when	 their	 bomb-making	 house	 in	 Forest,	 a	 town	 outside	 of	
Brussels,	was	raided	by	police.	Forensic	evidence	showed	that	Salah	and	Mohamed	
Abrini	were	 in	 the	 house	when	 police	 approached	 but	 Belkaid	 gave	 them	 time	 to	
escape,	via	jumping	rooftops,	by	engaging	police	in	a	drawn-out	gun	battle	where	he	
eventually	died.	Laachraoui	died	as	one	of	the	Brussels	airport	bombers.		
	
Mohamed	Abrini	was	a	childhood	friend	of	the	Abdeslam	brothers	and	
grew	up	in	the	next-door	apartment.	He	was	also	part	of	the	network	
of	Abaooud	&	 co.	 and	 travelled	 to	 Syria	 some	 time	 in	2014	or	 2015	
(this	 was	 unknown	 to	 authorities	 until	 they	 found	 his	 will	 on	
Laachraoui’s	recovered	computer).	His	younger	brother,	Souleymane,	
died	 in	 Syria	 as	 a	member	 of	 a	 unit	 under	 Abaaoud’s	 command.	 He	
admitted	 to	 authorities	 that	 he	 took	 reconnaissance	 pictures	 of	
football	stadiums	in	Manchester	in	July	2015.	He	helped	Salah	rent	out	
apartments	 in	Paris	prior	 to	 the	attack	 there	and	was	recorded	with	
Salah	driving	to	Paris	on	the	eve	of	the	attacks.	He	became	known	as	“the	man	in	the	
white	hat”	 based	on	 surveillance	 footage	of	 him	making	his	 getaway	by	 foot	 after	

Najim	Laachraoui	

Mohamed	Belkaid		

Mohamed	Abrini	
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dropping	off	the	Brussels	attackers	at	the	airport.	He	was	arrested	17	days	after	the	
Brussels	attack	in	the	same	city.		
	

Growing	up	in	Molenbeek,	Brahim	and	Salah	Abdeslam	were	closer	
to	 each	 than	 their	 2	 sisters	 and	 older	 brother,	 Mohamed.	 They	
owned	a	grocery	store	together	and	Salah	helped	run	Brahim’s	bar.	
The	bar,	Les	Béguines,	was	a	known	a	drug	den,	however,	they	used	
the	 location	 for	 some	of	 their	meetings	 regarding	 travels	 to	 Syria.	
Even	 during	 their	 radical	 days	 they	 would	 smoke	 pot	 and	 drink	
alcohol	 there	and	 in	other	places.	Both	had	petty	 criminal	 records	
and	 Salah	was	 arrested	with	 Abaaoud,	 a	 childhood	 friend	 of	 both	
brothers,	in	2010.	Brahim	was	married	in	2006	but	his	wife	left	him	

after	stating	all	he	did	all	day	was	sit	around	the	house	smoking	pot.	According	to	
their	family	lawyer,	both	brothers	only	stopped	the	alcohol	and	drugs	shortly	before	
the	Paris	attacks.	
	
Brahim	was	the	only	one	of	them	to	travel	to	Syria.	He	did	so	sometime	in	2014	and	
2015	but	may	not	 have	 stayed	 long.	 Police	were	 uncertain	 of	 this	 at	 the	 time	but	
after	 the	 Paris	 attacks,	 ISIS	 released	 footage	 of	 him	 conducting	 target	 practice	 in	
what’s	presumably	Syria.	In	2015,	Turkish	authorities	apprehend	him	and	sent	him	
back	to	Belgium	claiming	that	he	had	travelled	to	Syria.	But	Brahim	denied	this	and	
said	that	he	was	on	vacation	in	Turkey.	Since	there	was	no	evidence	of	his	being	in	
Syria	at	the	time,	Belgian	authorities	let	him	reenter.	
	

From	2009	to	2011,	Salah	worked	as	mechanic	until	he	was	fired	
for	prolonged	absence.	The	absence	was	due	to	his	5	month	prison	
sentence	(though	his	girlfriend	says	he	only	served	a	month)	from	
when	 he	 and	 Abaaoud	 were	 arrested	 in	 2010	 for	 attempted	
burglary.	 Afterwards,	 he	 received	 government	 benefits	 and	 co-
owned	 a	 grocery	 store	with	Brahim	and	helped	him	 run	his	 bar.	
Both	 brothers	 were	 known	 not	 only	 for	 their	 alcohol	 and	 pot	
consumption	 but	 also	 were	 labeled	 as	 “party	 animals”	 by	 their	
friends	and	family.		

	
The	most	 interesting	 insights	on	Salah’s	 life	comes	from	his	ex-fiancée.	He	had	the	
same	girlfriend	since	2008	(he	was	18,	 she	was	16	years	old)	and	she	became	his	
fiancée	in	2010,	though	they	never	married	they	remained	engaged	until	his	death.	
She	 states	 that	he	was	not	drinking	and	partying	when	she	 first	met	him	but	 that	
changed	as	a	result	of	Abaaoud’s	negative	influence	on	him.	She	said	Abaaoud	was	
one	 of	 his	 best	 friends	 but	 that	 Abaaoud	 had	 no	 respect	 for	 anyone	 (herself	
included).	Abaaoud	and	Salah	hung	out	or	partied	on	almost	a	nightly	basis.		
	
She	said	Salah	was	the	jealous	type	and	not	romantic	but	was	very	protective	of	her.	
He	had	a	 tough	demeanor	on	 the	 street	 and	 that	he	 commanded	 respect	 from	his	
peers,	also	that	he	would	ignore	her	around	his	friends.	She	says,	he	did	that	protect	
her	 from	 his	 friends	 because	 he	 didn’t	 want	 them	 interacting	 with	 her.	 Their	

Brahim	Abdeslam	
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engagement	 was	 pushed	 by	 Salah’s	 parents	 after	 they	 found	 out	 about	 the	
relationship.	After	that,	everyone	knew	about	their	relationship.	
	
When	he	was	sentenced	in	2011,	it	was	his	first	criminal	offence.	His	ex-fiancée	says	
he	 spent	 only	 one	month	 in	 prison	 and	 that	 it	 didn’t	 radicalize	 him	 as	 the	war	 in	
Syria	 had	 not	 kicked	 off	 by	 then.	 When	 asked	 why	 petty	 criminals	 with	 prison	
backgrounds,	like	Salah	and	Abaaoud,	radicalize	she	responded:		“I	think	they	want	
to	have	the	power	in	their	hands.	They	want	to	have	power	over	those	who	used	to	
have	power	over	them.”	Besides	that	one	 incident,	Salah	did	not	seem	to	have	any	
other	arrests	and	worked	odd	jobs	along	with	his	and	Brahim’s	businesses.		
	
According	 to	 the	ex-fiancée,	 it	was	 the	 talk	of	 the	 town	when	Abaaoud	and	others	
went	to	Syria	in	2013.	When	the	video	emerged	of	Abaaoud	dragging	the	dead	FSA	
bodies	behind	his	truck,	everybody	was	sharing	and	discussing	the	videos	 in	all	of	
Molenbeek.	She	says	 that	Salah	was	 in	contact	with	Abaaoud	during	 this	 time	and	
that	Abaaoud	was	trying	to	persuade	him	to	come	to	Syria.	It’s	not	clear	if	Zerkani	
had	any	direct	contact	with	Salah.	
	
She	 says	 that	 Salah	 would	 often	 talk	 about	 going	 to	 Syria	 and	 the	 first	 time	 he	
discussed	it	was	in	late	2014:	“He	started	talking	about	it	when	we	were	in	the	car	
together,	or	if	we	were	going	to	eat	something	or	do	something.	He	was	convinced	
that	we	had	to	move,	that	it	would	be	better	for	us	as	a	married	couple,	and	that	our	
children	would	have	a	better	 future	too.	He	always	had	an	explanation	ready.”	She	
also	mentions	that	she	did	not	go	to	Syria	out	of	 love	for	her	mother,	but	had	that	
not	been	a	factor	show	might	have	gone	out	of	love	for	Salah	and	“not	for	religious	
or	ideological	reasons.”	
 
She	 feared	that	he	would	go	on	his	own,	and	Salah’s	mother	told	her	that	she	was	
their	 last	 hope	 for	 keeping	 him	 from	 going	 (which	 reveals	 that	 his	 parents	 were	
aware	 of	 his	 radicalization),	 which	 made	 her	 feel	 “rather	 heavy:	 as	 if	 all	
responsibility	 was	 put	 on	 my	 shoulders”.	 After	 the	 Charlie	 Hebdo	 and	 Verviers	
attacks	in	January	2015,	she	said	she	felt	that	“the	pressure	on	me	was	too	great:	his	
mother	constantly	asked	me	to	persuade	him	to	stay	here”(this	highlights	the	need	
for	community	based	programs	that	aid	non-radical	friends	and	family	members	in	
intervening	in	the	pathway	of	a	potential	recruit).	The	pressure	was	not	only	great	
on	her	but	on	Salah	as	well.	She	said	a	few	months	before	the	attack,	“Sometimes	he	
cried	-	a	 few	months	before	the	attacks	-	 that	he	was	not	a	man,	 that	he	could	not	
accept	his	responsibilities	to	me	and	my	family.”		
	
She	 says	 that	 in	 early	 2015	 he	 mysteriously	 and	 abruptly	 stopped	 talking	 about	
wanting	to	go	to	Syria.	 It	seems	that	the	plot	to	carry	out	an	attack	in	Europe	may	
have	already	been	underway	by	then.	A	few	months	before	the	attacks	she	says	he	
started	to	act	normal	and	became	more	calm	and	friendly.	They	met	for	dinner	on	
November	10th,	3	days	before	the	attack,	he	didn’t	eat	or	say	much.	She	told	him	that	
she	was	worried	about	their	future	together.	He	began	to	cry	and	told	her	that	if	he	
could	not	marry	her	in	this	life	that	he	would	do	so	in	paradise.	When	she	inquired	
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further	 he	 changed	 subjects	 and	 kept	 repeating	 that	 everything	was	 fine.	He	 then	
abruptly	ended	dinner	and	had	to	leave	quickly.		
	
When	Brahim	came	back	 to	Belgium	 in	2015	 from	his	 “vacation”	 in	Turkey,	 Salah	
was	called	 in	 for	questioning	by	police.	He	was	asked	questions	about	his	brother	
and	about	Abaaoud.	Salah	denied	any	radical	activities	of	his	brother	and	stated	that	
he	disagreed	with	Abaaoud’s	 life	choices	and	claimed	to	have	no	contact	with	him.	
But	we	know	that	in	the	months	leading	up	to	the	Paris	attacks	he	made	visits	to	at	
least	6	countries.		
	
On	 August	 4th	 2015,	 he	 took	 a	 ferry	 from	 Greece	 to	 Italy	 with	 Ahmad	 Dahmani	
(logistical	 accomplice	 from	Molenbeek	 and	 arrested	 the	 day	 after	 Paris	 attacks	 in	
Turkey	trying	to	get	smuggled	into	Syria).		At	least	9	of	the	Paris-Brussels	network	
entered	Europe	via	the	Leros	Island	of	Greece	by	posing	as	refugees	in	the	migrant	
flows.	On	August	30th,	he	makes	a	road	trip	to	Hungary	to	pick	up	Bilal	Hadfi	(Stade	
de	 France	 attacker).	 On	 September	 9th,	 he	 was	 stopped	 at	 the	 Austrian-Hungary	
border	with	Najim	Laachrauoi	and	Mohamad	Belkaid		(the	latter	two	used	fake	IDs).	
On	 September	 17th,	 he	 makes	 another	 trip	 to	 Hungary	 to	 pick	 up	 Omar	 Ismail	
Mostefai,	 Samy	 Amimour,	 and	 Foued	 Mohamed-Aggad	 (Bataclan	 attackers).	 On	
October	3rd,	he	was	stopped	in	Ulm,	Germany	with	“Amine	Choukri”	(arrested	with	
Salah	on	March	18th	2016)	and	Osama	Kareyem	(accomplice	to	the	Brussels	attack)	
both	men	re-entered	Europe	via	Leros.	On	November	9th,	he	rented	two	cars	in	his	
name	that	were	used	to	transport	the	attackers	to	Paris.	The	stage	was	now	set	to	
begin	the	Paris	attacks.		

	
Recruitment	networks,	ISIS	hierarchy,	and	social	connections	of	attackers	
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The	Paris	Attacks	
	
All	 10	 attackers	 arrived	 in	 Paris	 two	 days	 before	 the	 attacks.	 They	 rented	 an	
apartment	in	the	Parisian	suburb	of	Bobigny	where	they	prepared	the	bombs.	Back	
in	 Brussels,	 Naajim	 Laachraoui	 and	 Mohamed	 Belkaid	 were	 quarter-backing	 the	
attack.	
	
Some	 time	before	9pm	on	November	13th	2015	the	10	attackers	made	their	way	
into	Paris	proper.	They	were	split	between	three	cars.	The	first	car,	a	Renault	Clio,	
was	driven	by	Salah	Abdeslam	and	contained	passengers	Bilal	Hadfi	and	two	Iraqi	
nationals	who	had	made	their	way	into	Europe	weeks	earlier	via	Greece	by	posing	
as	Syrian	refugees.	By	the	time	they	arrived	at	Stade	de	France	–	the	soccer	stadium	
where	 Paris	 Saint	 Germain	 plays	 –	 the	 game	 had	 already	 started	 with	 80,000	
spectators	 inside	 including	the	President	of	France,	Francois	Hollande.	Some	 time	
around	9pm,	Salah	Abdeslam	drops	off	his	three	passengers.	It’s	not	clear	why	they	
arrived	 late	 for	 the	game.	They	also	did	not	seem	to	have	 legitimate	 tickets	which	
indicates	 poor	 planning.	At	 9:05pm,	 a	 security	 guard	 reported	 to	 police	 that	 he	
stopped	one	of	the	attackers	4	times	from	trying	to	trick	his	way	into	the	stadium.	
An	 eyewitness	 claimed	 seeing	 three	 attackers	 talking	 to	 each	 other	 after	 being	
refused	entry.	At	some	point	after	dropping	off	the	3	attackers,	Salah	drove	away.		
	
At	9:20pm,	the	Iraqi	who	tried	to	sneak	in	4	times	blew	himself	up	outside	Gate	D,	
killing	one	person.	A	fake	Syrian	passport	would	be	found	near	him.	At	the	time	of	
the	blast,	 surveillance	 footage	shows	Bilal	Hadfi	on	 the	phone	 in	a	 call	 that	would	
later	be	traced	to	show	that	he	was	talking	with	Abdelhamid	Abaaoud.	Abaaoud	was	
driving	 the	 second	 car,	 a	 Seat	 Leon,	 with	 his	 two	 childhood	 friends,	 Brahim	
Abdeslam	and	Chakib	Akrouh.		
	
At	9:25pm	Abaaoud’s	car	was	blocked	on	the	road	by	a	car	in	front	of	it	near	Place	
de	 la	République.	One	of	 the	assailants	got	out	of	 the	car	and	shot	5	bullets	at	 the	
other	 car	 and	 killed	 the	 driver.	 Then	 all	 three	 men	 stepped	 out	 of	 the	 car	 and	
screamed	“Allahu	Akbhar”	and	started	spraying	bullets	 from	their	Kalashnikovs	at	
the	Petit	Cambodge	and	Carillion	cafes,	killing	13	people.			
	
At	9:30pm	a	second	blast	occurs	at	Gate	H	of	Stade	de	France.	Bilal	Hadfi	detonated	
his	suicide	vest	but	did	not	kill	anyone.	After	this	second	blast	was	heard	inside	the	
stadium,	President	Hollande’s	security	team	began	his	evacuation.		
	
At	 9:32pm	 Abaaoud’s	 team	 opens	 fire	 at	 patrons	 at	 the	 Casa	 Nostra	 and	 Bonne	
Biere	cafes	just	next	to	the	Place	de	la	République,	killing	5	people	before	racing	off.	
At	9:36pm,	they	arrive	in	front	of	La	Belle	Équipe	café	in	the	11th	arrondissement.	
They	get	out	of	the	car	and	begin	shooting	at	the	patrons	sitting	in	the	terrace	and	at	
cars	passing	by,	killing	19	people.		
	
At	9:40pm,	Abaaoud	drops	off	Brahim	Abdeslam	at	the	Comptoir	Voltaire	café	near	
Place	de	la	Nation	and	then	leaves	with	Akrouh.	Brahim	was	walks	back	and	forth	in	
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front	of	the	café	making	himself	conspicuous	given	his	large	coat,	layers	of	clothing,	
and	hood	which	seemed	excessive	even	for	a	November	evening.	He	then	enters	the	
café,	apologizes	to	the	patrons	for	interrupting	their	dinner,	and	then	blows	himself	
up	but	kills	no	one.	Meanwhile,	Abaaoud	and	Akrouh	drive	to	the	Montreuil	suburb	
of	Paris	where	they	abandon	their	car.		
	
At	 about	 9:40pm,	 the	 third	 car	 of	 assailants,	 a	 Volkswagen	 Polo,	 parks	 near	 the	
Bataclan	 concert	 hall.	 Inside	 are	 all	 three	 French	 citizens	 Omar	 Mostefai,	 Samy	
Amimour	 and	 Foued	 Mohamed-Aggad.	 At	 9:42	 pm,	 one	 of	 them	 sends	 a	 text	
message	 to	 a	 phone	 traced	 back	 to	 Brussels	 (investigators	 believe	 it	 was	 sent	 to	
Naajim	 Laachraoui	 and	 Mohamed	 Belkaid)	 that	 says	 “We’re	 getting	 going,	 we’re	
starting”.		
	
That	Samsung	phone	was	then	dumped	in	a	garbage	can	nearby.	That	phone	sent	a	
total	 of	 21	messages	 to	 the	 phone	 in	 Brussels,	 the	 latter	 of	which	went	 active	 24	
hours	 before	 the	 attacks.	 Investigators	 believe	 that	 Laachraoui	 and	 Belkaid	 used	
multiple	 burner	 phones	 that	 night	 and	 were	 in	 constant	 communication	 with	 all	
three	 attack	 teams	 as	 they	 quarter-backed	 the	 night’s	 events	 from	 Brussels.	 The	
Samsung	phone	had	the	Telegram	app	downloaded	on	it	which	may	have	been	used	
to	communicate	with	the	“message	self-destruct”	feature.	Earlier	that	day	at	4:39pm,	
that	phone	had	floor	plans	of	the	Bataclan	concert	hall	downloaded	on	it	and	there	
were	searches	of	the	“Eagles	of	Death	Metal”	band	that	was	playing	there	that	night.	
Again,	 this	 indicates	 that	 some	of	 their	preparations	 for	 that	night	were	done	 last	
minute.	
	
Shortly	after	9:42pm,	two	of	the	gunmen	entered	the	Bataclan	from	the	front	doors	
and	immediately	opened	fire	at	the	concertgoers	while	the	band	was	still	playing	on	
stage.	The	attackers	showed	battlefield	experience	from	their	time	in	Syria;	as	one	
reloaded	 the	 other	 fired	 in	 order	 to	 maintain	 a	 constant	 barrage	 of	 bullets.	 The	
attackers	were	able	to	make	use	of	their	downloading	the	floor	plans	to	the	concert	
hall.	As	concertgoers	tried	to	escape	through	an	emergency	exit	they	found	a	third	
gunman	waiting	for	them	who	shot	his	way	in	from	there.	A	total	of	89	people	would	
lose	their	lives	in	the	concert	hall	that	night.		
	
At	9:53pm,	the	second	Iraqi	member	of	the	network	and	last	remaining	attacker	at	
the	Stade	de	France	detonates	his	vest	next	 to	a	McDonald’s,	400	meters	 from	the	
stadium.	 He	 injures	 over	 50	 people,	 including	 7	 seriously,	 but	 kills	 no	 one	 but	
himself.	
	
Back	inside	the	Bataclan,	the	three	attackers	are	threatening	the	injured	by	saying,	
“Anybody	who	moves,	I’m	going	to	kill	you”.	They	tell	those	clutching	for	their	lives	
that	they	were	dispatched	by	ISIS	 in	Syria	to	avenge	French	airstrikes	on	them.	At	
one	 point	 they	 start	 searching	 for	 the	 band	 members	 by	 saying,	 “Where	 is	 the	
singer?	Where	are	those	Yanks?	It’s	an	American	group,	you’re	bombing	us	with	the	
Americans,	 so	we’re	 going	 to	hit	 the	Americans	 and	you”.	According	 to	witnesses,	
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one	of	 the	 attackers	 gets	on	 stage	and	 starts	playing	 the	 xylophone	and	 “laughing	
sadistically”.		
	
At	10pm,	two	police	officers	enter	the	concert	hall	armed	with	only	handguns.	They	
manage	 to	 shoot	 Amimour,	who	was	 on	 stage.	 As	 he	 fell,	 he	 triggered	 his	 suicide	
vest.	Mostefai	and	Aggad	start	shooting	at	 the	police	who	 leave	 to	 take	cover.	The	
two	assailants	then	herd	some	of	the	remaining	survivors		into	an	L-shaped	corridor	
inside	the	building.	They	also	start	confiscating	cellphones	from	the	hostages.		
	
By	 10:45pm,	France’s	 rapid	 response	commandos	 (RAID)	arrived	at	 the	Bataclan	
and	started	negotiating	with	Mostefai	and	Aggad	via	cellphone.	The	two	assailants	
demanded	 a	 signed	paper	 promising	 that	 France	would	 leave	Muslim	 lands.	 They	
said	 that	 if	 it	was	not	delivered,	 they	would	 start	 executing	hostages.	Eye-witness	
inside	the	concert	hall	hear	one	of	the	attackers	say	to	the	other	“should	we	call	Abu	
Souleymane?”	 in	 French,	 the	 other	 attacker	 then	 sounded	 like	 he	 scolded	 him	 in	
Arabic	and	they	continued	in	on	Arabic.	All	the	while,	Abaaoud	had	made	his	way	to	
the	 Bataclan	 after	 parking	 his	 car	 in	 the	 suburbs	 and	 riding	 the	metro	 back	 into	
town.	A	witness	 saw	him	barking	orders	 into	 a	 hands-free	 cellphone	 and	 a	police	
trace	on	the	phone	located	him	near	the	police	barricade	around	the	concert	hall.		
	
Around	11pm,	Salah	Abdeslam	calls	a	friend	in	Brussels,	Mohammed	Amri,	asking	
him	to	come	pick	him	up.	A	few	hours	later	Amri	and	another	friend,	Hamza	Attou,	
would	arrive	to	pick	up	Salah.	After	Salah	dropped	off	the	Stade	de	France	attackers	
earlier	 in	 the	night	 he	parked	his	 car	 in	 the	18th	 arrondissement	 and	dumped	his	
suicide	vest	in	a	garbage	can.	After	his	capture	Salah	told	interrogators	that	he	was	
supposed	 to	 blow	 himself	 up	 at	 Stade	 de	 France	 but	 backed	 out.	 However,	 this	
seems	like	a	fabrication.	In	the	prerecorded	audio	message	released	after	the	attack	
by	 Fabian	 Clain,	 the	 18th	 arrondissement	 was	 named	 as	 a	 location	 of	 one	 of	 the	
attacks	even	though	no	attack	occurred	there.	Given	that	Salah	parked	his	car	and	
dumped	 his	 suicide	 vest	 there	 it	 stands	 to	 reason	 that	 he	was	 supposed	 to	 blow	
himself	up	in	the	18th		arrondissement.	This	version	of	events	was	corroborated	by	
Salah’s	 cousin,	Abid	Aberkane	 (no	 relation	 to	 Fatima	Aberkan),	who	was	 arrested	
for	housing	Salah	after	 the	attacks.	He	alleged	 that	Salah	 told	him	 that	he	 tried	 to	
blow	himself	up	in	the	18th	as	planned	but	the	suicide	vest	malfunctioned.	According	
to	 police	 forensic	 investigations	 the	 suicide	 vest	 was	 indeed	 deemed	 to	 be	
malfunctioned	and	could	not	have	been	detonated	on	the	night	of	the	attacks.	
	
At	 12:20am	 (Nov	 14th),	RAID	 commandos	 enter	 the	Bataclan	 and	 gun	 down	 the	
two	 remaining	 assailants,	 both	 of	 who	 activate	 their	 suicide	 vests.	 At	 this	 point,	
three	attackers	are	still	at	large,	Salah	Abdeslam,	Abaaoud,	and	Akrouh.	The	cell	had	
rented	a	house	in	the	suburb	of	Bobigny	but	none	of	them	returned	there.		
	
At	9am	the	next	morning,	the	car	containing	Salah,	Amri,	and	Attou	is	stopped	in	the	
French	 town	of	Cambrai.	All	 of	 them	give	 their	 real	 IDs	 to	police	who	check	 them	
and	let	them	go	on	their	way.	Police	would	not	flag	Salah	as	a	suspect	until	later	that	
day	after	they	discovered	that	the	Volkswagen	Polo,	used	by	the	Bataclan	attackers,	
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was	rented	by	him.	The	three	men	would	make	there	way	through	three	police	stops	
before	arriving	in	Brussels.	When	Amri	and	Attou	were	arrested	later	that	day	they	
said	 they	 said	 they	were	 just	helping	a	distraught	 friend	and	 then	he	disappeared	
into	the	city	after	arrival.		
	
On	November	 14th,	 a	pre-recorded	audio	message	was	distributed	by	 ISIS	online	
supporters	 where	 ISIS	 claimed	 responsibility	 for	 the	 attacks.	 The	 voice	 on	 the	
message	 was	 that	 of	 Fabien	 Clain,	 a	 convert	 from	 Reunion,	 who	 was	 part	 of	 the	
Artigat	cell,	which	included	Mohamed	Merah,	from	near	Toulouse.		
	
Some	time	on	the	night	of	 the	attacks,	after	Abaaoud	and	Akrouh	abandoned	their	
car,	Abaaoud’s	cousin,	Hasna	Aitboulahcen,	started	receiving	calls	on	her	cellphone	
from	 a	 number	 in	 Belgium.	 Perhaps	 it	was	 Laachraoui	 and	 Belkaid	 calling	 her	 or	
another	 member	 of	 the	 logistics	 cell.	 According	 to	 friends,	 the	 26-year-old	
Aitboulahcen	was	in	 love	with	her	cousin	Abaaoud.	On	November	15th,	she	and	a	
friend	drove	out	of	Paris	on	a	freeway	to	a	remote	spot	and	pulled	over.	It	was	there	
Abaaoud	came	out	of	the	bushes	and	joined	them	in	the	car.	According	to	the	friend,	
he	 revealed	 that	 he	 and	 about	 90	 other	 ISIS	 fighters	 made	 their	 way	 back	 into	
Europe	via	migrant	streams	from	Syria.		The	friend	stated	that	Abaaoud	claimed	to	
be	the	leader	of	these	fighters	and	that	he	was	sent	to	lead	the	Paris	attacks	due	to	
failures	in	the	past.		
	
Abaaoud	and	Akrouh	would	spend	a	total	of	3	night	and	4	days	in	the	bushes	while	
Aitboulahcen	 brought	 them	 food	 and	water.	 Abaaoud	 revealed	 to	 her	 that	 he	 and	
Akrouh	would	 carry	out	 further	attacks	and	he	needed	her	 to	buy	 them	suits	 and	
dress	 shoes.	 Their	 target	would	be	 the	 bustling	 business	 and	 shopping	 area	 of	 La	
Défense.	She	was	sent	€5,000	from	ISIS	networks	via	Western	Union	and	a	hawala	
exchange	system.		
	
In	the	early	morning	of	November	18,	Abaaoud,	Akrouh,	and	Aitboulahcen	were	
in	 an	 apartment	 in	 the	 Saint-Denis	 suburb	of	 Paris.	 Aitboulahcen	had	 secured	 the	
flat	the	previous	night	as	the	landlord	did	not	require	receipts.	That	morning,	police	
raided	 the	 third	 floor	 apartment.	 The	 amount	 of	 gunfire	 unleashed	 on	 the	 flat	
eventually	 caused	 the	 floor	 to	 collapse	 from	underneath.	Forensic	evidence	would	
show	that	 it	was	 the	suicide	vest	explosion	unleashed	by	Akrouh	 that	claimed	 the	
lives	of	the	three	inhabitants.		
	

Paris	Attacks	Aftermath	
Within	 the	7	days	 following	 the	attacks	a	 series	of	drastic	 international,	domestic,	
and	 policing	measures	were	 taken.	 On	 the	 day	 of	 the	 attacks,	 President	 Hollande	
declared	a	state	of	emergency	which	gave	wide-ranging	powers	to	the	government	
to	 arrest	 and	 detain	 suspected	 terrorists.	Within	 two	 days	 of	 the	 attacks,	 France	
stepped	 up	 its	 airstrikes	 in	 Syria,	 including	 in	 Raqqa.	 Within	 3	 days,	 President	
Hollande	presses	parliament	 to	 extend	 the	 state	of	 emergency	and	pass	new	 laws	
that	 would	 strip	 suspected	 terrorists	 of	 their	 citizenship	 and	 make	 it	 easier	 to	
deport	them.	Within	7	days,	the	French	Prime	Minister,	Manuel	Valls,	declares	that	
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over	793	 searches	have	 taken	place	with	174	weapons	being	 confiscated	and	107	
detentions.	
	

The	Hunt	for	Salah	Abdeslam	
After	Salah	Abdeslam	was	dropped	off	 in	Brussels	by	his	 friends	 the	day	after	 the	
attacks,	the	trail	for	him	went	cold.	For	4	months,	authorities	searched	for	the	most	
wanted	man	 in	Europe	 and	pooled	 the	 intelligence	 resources	of	 all	Western	 allies	
and	 yet	 could	 not	 find	 him.	 Some	 suspected	 that	 he	 was	 still	 in	 Brussels,	 while	
others	 felt	 he	 was	 being	 moved	 around	 Europe	 through	 a	 series	 of	 ISIS	 support	
networks,	others	yet	were	waiting	for	a	video	to	be	released	by	ISIS	showing	him	in	
Syria.	Yet,	no	leads	appeared.	
	
However,	a	clever	piece	of	detective	work	would	put	police	back	on	the	right	track.	
When	Salah	Abdeslam	was	 stopped	with	Najim	Laachraoui	 and	Mohamed	Belkaid	
on	 September	 9th	 2015	 on	 the	 Austrian-Hungary	 border,	 Laachraoui	 and	 Belkaid	
provided	false	IDs	to	authorities.	After	the	attacks,	police	thought	that	perhaps	there	
were	other	members	of	the	attack	network	that	also	used	false	IDs.	So,	they	decided	
to	comb	through	the	police	files	of	fake	IDs	that	had	been	seized	in	other	operations	
against	counterfeiters.	At	the	time,	no	connection	between	any	of	the	counterfeit	IDs	
had	been	linked	to	terrorism.	Yet	as	police	looked	at	each	ID,	one	by	one,	they	came	
across	a	picture	that	looked	familiar.	An	ID	for	a	man	named	Mehdi	Vandenbus	who	
looked	 strikingly	 similar	 to	 Khalid	 el-Bakraoui	 who	 had	 already	 been	 tied	 to	 the	
Paris	attacks	in	a	logistical	role.		
	
They	then	started	to	check	if	someone	by	the	name	of	Mehdi	Vandenbus	had	been	
tied	 to	 any	 utilities	 for	 properties	 in	 Belgium.	 The	 asked	 55	 water	 suppliers,	 29	
telephone	companies,	and	27	gas	and	electricity	providers	to	check	their	customer	
databases	 for	 the	 name.	 They	 got	 one	 hit.	 On	 December	 1st	 2015,	 a	 gas	 and	
electricity	contract	had	been	taken	out	on	a	house	in	the	Brussels	suburb	of	Forest	
at	 address	 Driesstraat	 60.	 On	 January	 10th	 2016,	 the	 contract	 was	 cancelled	 and	
within	a	month	the	gas	and	electricity	had	been	cut	to	the	unit.		
	
When	police	arrived	at	the	address	at	11:00am	on	March	15th	2016,	they	thought	
the	unit	would	be	abandoned	given	that	the	gas	and	electricity	to	the	unit	had	been	
shut.	 It	 was	 for	 that	 reason	 that	 the	 9	 agents	 (7	 Belgians,	 2	 French)	were	 lightly	
armed	 when	 they	 went	 to	 inspect	 the	 premises.	 On	 the	 ground	 floor	 of	 the	
apartment	 building,	 residents	 told	 them	 that	 on	 the	 top	 floor	 resided	 an	 elderly	
couple	and	on	the	second	floor	was	a	unit	where	young	people	hung	out.	The	police	
knocked	 on	 the	 second	 floor	 unit	 but	 did	 not	 get	 a	 response.	 They	 then	 used	 a	
battering	ram	to	open	the	door.	When	the	door	opened	they	were	met	with	the	sight	
of	 a	 man	 holding	 a	 Kalashnikov	 at	 hip	 level	 inside	 a	 bathroom	 passageway.	 He	
opened	fire	on	them,	injuring	3	police	officers.		
	
The	police	regrouped	outside	and	awaited	the	equivalent	of	a	SWAT	team	to	arrive.	
When	the	new	highly	armed	team	tried	to	enter	the	building,	they	were	met	with	a	
barrage	 of	 gunfire	 from	 the	 second	 story	 window	 and	were	 forced	 to	 retreat.	At	
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4:45pm,	 the	 team	 tries	 to	 enter	 again	 and	 yet	 again	 is	 pushed	 off	 by	 the	 heavy	
gunfire	unleashed	upon	 them.	At	 6:12pm,	 the	gunman	makes	a	 fatal	mistake	and	
lifts	his	head	up	to	the	window	whereupon	he	is	taken	out	by	a	sniper.	When	police	
enter	 the	 flat	 they	 find	 the	 lifeless	 body	of	Mohamed	Belkaid	 lying	 in	 a	 salon	 just	
behind	the	bathroom.		

	
It	 soon	 became	 clear	 Belkaid	 was	 not	 the	
only	 person	 inside	 the	 residence	 that	 day.	
Neighbors	 told	 police	 that	 they	 saw	 two	
men	 escape	 through	 a	 back	window.	 They	
also	saw	the	men	go	behind	another	house	
where	 police	 would	 find	 that	 they	 left	
behind	 a	 Kalashnikov	 with	 2	 rounds	 of	
ammunition.	 A	 neighbor	 would	 take	 a	
picture	of	what	would	be	identified	as	Salah	
Abdeslam	 jumping	 a	 fence	 behind	 the	
building.	 Footprints	 on	 the	 roof	 of	 the	
building	 where	 they	 escaped	 from	 would	
match	those	of	the	footwear	worn	by	Salah	

and	Soufiane	Ayari	when	they	were	arrested.	Forensic	investigations	would	uncover	
the	DNA	 of	 Salah	 and	 Ayari	 in	many	 places	 of	 the	 residence	 to	 confirm	 that	 they	
were	the	other	two	occupants.			
	
Though	Salah	was	able	to	escape	before	police	could	catch	him,	he	would	not	get	far	
before	 his	 trail	 was	 picked	 up	 again.	 Salah’s	 cousin,	 Abid	 Aberkane	 (again,	 no	
relation	to	Fatima	Aberkan)	was	a	known	extremist	and	his	house	had	been	under	
round	the	clock	surveillance	for	a	long	time.	On	the	same	day	of	the	Forest	raid,	at	
4:54pm,	informants	would	witness	with	their	own	eyes,	Salah	and	Ayari	walking	up	
to	Aberkane’s	door	and	ringing	the	bell.	No	one	was	home	so	they	left	and	returned	
at	8:58pm,	 this	 time	Aberkane’s	wife	handed	Salah	her	husband’s	phone	number.	
They	walk	away	and	Salah	calls	to	leave	a	message	on	Aberkane’s	phone:	“Hey,	fatso.	
Where	are	you?	I’m	near	your	place.	Come,	and	you’ll	see	me”.	At	9:15pm,	Aberkane	
drives	his	car	into	his	garage	with	two	other	men	in	the	car	but	they	are	not	visible	
to	investigators.	At	10:09pm,	Aberkanke	leaves	his	garage	in	his	car	again	with	two	
men	in	it	who	are	not	clearly	visible.	Over	wiretap,	police	listen	in	on	a	call	made	by	
Aberkane’s	wife	to	her	mother-in-law	telling	her	to	get	her	house	in	order	as	her	son	
is	 bringing	 someone	over	but	 she	didn’t	want	 to	 reveal	who,	 saying	 “not	over	 the	
phone”.		
	
Authorities	 then	 began	 surveilling	 the	 house	 of	 Aberkane’s	mother’s	 house	 on	 79	
Rue	des	Quatre	Vents	 in	Molenbeek.	A	pizza	boy	 is	 seen	delivering	many	boxes	of	
pizza	to	the	house	which	was	further	indication	that	others	beside	the	mother	must	
be	 in	 the	 house.	 The	 plan	was	 to	 raid	 the	 house	 on	 a	 Saturday	when	 the	 nearby	
school	would	be	empty.	But	when	police	got	wind	that	French	media	were	going	to	
release	 that	 Salah’s	DNA	had	been	 found	 in	 the	 Forest	 house,	 they	 feared	he	may	
attempt	to	flee.	So	they	made	their	move	on	Friday	March	18th.	Police	surrounded	

Salah	Abdeslam	escaping	his	Forest	hideout	
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several	houses	at	around	4:30pm	as	part	of	a	large	multi-site	raid.	At	6pm,	Salah	
came	rushing	out	of	the	house	where	he	had	been	holed	up	in	the	basement.	He	was	
shot	in	the	leg	and	taken	into	custody.	 
	

Brussels	attacks	
While	 many	 accomplices	 were	 arrested	 on	 the	 same	 day	 as	 Salah,	 some	 core	
members	 of	 the	 cell	 still	 remained	 at	 large.	 Najim	 Laachraoui,	 Mohamed	 Abrini,	
Ibrahim	 and	 Khalid	 el	 Bakraoui,	 and	 Osama	 Krayem	 were	 planning	 their	 next	
operation.	As	the	drag	closed	in	on	them,	they	knew	they	had	to	move	fast	and	act	
locally.		
	
Around	 7am	 on	 March	 22nd	 2016,	 Najim	 Laachraoui,	 Ibrahim	 el	 Bakraoui,	 and	
Mohamed	 Abrini	 are	 picked	 up	 from	 a	 residence	 in	 the	 Schaarbeek	 district	 of	
Brussels.	The	taxi	driver	would	 later	report	they	brought	so	many	bags	with	them	
that	they	could	not	fit	 them	all	 in	the	taxi	and	had	to	 leave	one	behind.	The	driver	
would	also	say	that	the	car	smelled	very	bad	(TATP	is	known	to	have	a	strong	odor).	
He	would	also	report	 the	men	were	sweating	and	 looked	very	nervous	every	time	
the	 car	would	 hit	 a	 bump	 (TATP	 is	 also	 known	 to	 be	 unstable).	At	 7:55am,	 they	
entered	 the	 Brussels	 airport.	 Surveillance	 cameras	 capture	 the	 three	men	 crating	
their	 bags	 with	 one	 glove	 on	 and	 presumably	 a	 detonator.	 At	 7:58am,	 the	 first	
explosion	occurs	next	to	check-in	row	11.	Nine	 seconds	 later,	a	second	explosion	
occurs	next	to	check-in	row	2.	The	force	of	the	previous	explosions	renders	the	third	
bomb,	carried	by	Mohamed	Abrini,	defective.	Abrini	leaves	the	bomb	behind	and	is	
captured	on	camera	escaping	the	scene.		
	
At	 around	 9am,	 Osama	 Krayem	 and	 Khalid	 el	 Bakraoui	 are	 witnessed	 on	 CCTV	
arriving	at	the	Pétillon	metro	station	with	large	rucksack	bags.	At	9:11am,	Khalid	el	
Bakraoui	 blows	 himself	 up	 in	 the	Maelbeek	metro	 stop.	 In	 total,	 35	 people	 were	
killed	 that	 day	 including	 the	 3	 suicide	 bombers	 and	 300	 injured	 with	 62	 left	 in	
critical	condition.		
	
Mohamed	Abrini	and	Osama	Krayem	would	both	be	arrested	on	April	8th	2016	in	a	
series	 of	 raids	 in	 Brussels.	 Both	would	 confess	 to	 their	 involvement,	 but	 Krayem	
would	claim	that	he	intentionally	backed	out	of	detonating	his	bomb	after	seeing	the	
carnage	that	had	been	done	that	day.		
	

Discoveries	after	the	attacks	
1.	Laptop	
Just	hours	after	the	attacks	police	were	able	to	locate	the	safe	house	of	the	attackers	
on	 rue	 Max	 Roos	 in	 the	 Schaerbeek	 district	 of	 Molenbeek	 (The	 taxi	 driver	 who	
picked	them	up	told	police	after	seeing	their	photos	in	the	media).	As	police	swept	
the	 area	 for	 evidence	 they	 came	 upon	 a	 discarded	 laptop	 in	 a	 garbage	 can	 just	
outside	 the	 apartment	 building.	 Almost	 everything	 had	 been	 wiped	 clean	 on	 it,	
however,	 after	 months	 of	 painstaking	 forensic	 investigations	 by	 the	 Regional	
Brussels	Computer	Crime	Unit,	they	were	able	to	discover	some	crucial	materials.		
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Analysts	discovered	that	the	laptop	had	first	been	used	on	October	9th	2015	and	was	
last	 used	 the	 day	 before	 the	 Brussels	 attacks	 on	 March	 21st	 2016.	 While	 the	
computer	 belonged	Najim	 Laachraoui,	 during	 his	 interrogations,	Mohamed	 Abrini	
revealed	that	all	members	of	the	cell	used	it.	On	the	laptop	was	discovered	the	last	
will	and	testament	of	Abrini	where	he	revealed	that	he	had	been	in	Syria,	something	
that	was	unknown	to	police	until	that	time.		
	
The	 laptop	 contained	 propaganda	material	 including	 videos	 by	 Osama	 Bin	 Laden	
and	 Anwar	 al	 Awlaki.	 There	 was	 material	 related	 to	 surveillance,	 counter-
surveillance,	 weapons/explosives,	 and	 document	 forgery.	 There	 was	 information	
about	nuclear	 facilities	which	complimented	other	 investigations	showing	 that	 the	
cell	 members	 had	 conducted	 video	 surveillance	 of	 an	 official	 who	 ran	 a	 nuclear	
facility.		
	
There	was	a	file	called	“13Novembre”	which	contained	subfiles	called:	Groupe	Omar,	
Groupe	Francais,	Groupe	Iraquiens,	Groupe	Métro,	Groupe	Schipol.	The	most	likely	
explanations	of	each	of	these	files	is:	
Groupe	 Omar:	 Abaaoud’s	 khunya	 is	 Abu	 Omar	 thus	 this	 file	 likely	 refers	 to	 the	
attacks	of	Abaaoud,	Brahim	Abdeslam,	and	Akrouh.		
Groupe	 Francais:	 This	 likely	 refers	 to	 the	 Bataclan	 attackers,	 all	 of	 whom	were	
from	France.		
Groupe	Iraquiens:	likely	refers	to	the	Stade	de	France	bombers,	two	of	whom	were	
Iraqi	and	one	from	Belgium.		
Groupe	Metro:	This	is	a	mystery.	While	Abaaoud	took	the	metro	that	night	there’s	
no	indication	that	he	was	supposed	to	blow	himself	up	there.	Clain’s	audio	message	
released	afterwards	also	did	not	mention	anything	about	a	metro.		
Groupe	 Schipol:	 Investigators	 would	 later	 discover	 that	 Schipol	 airport	 in	
Amsterdam	was	supposed	to	be	a	target	by	members	of	the	Paris-Brussels	cells.	On	
November	 13th	 two	 members	 of	 the	 cell	 did	 travel	 by	 bus	 from	 Brussels	 to	
Amsterdam	 but	 they	 did	 not	 carry	 out	 the	 attack	 for	 unknown	 reasons.	 Those	
individuals	 were	 Osama	 Krayem	 (who	 accompanied	 Khalid	 el	 Bakraoui	 to	 the	
Maelbeek	metro	during	the	Brussels	attacks)	and	Soufiane	Ayari	who	escaped	from	
the	Forest	raid	with	Salah	Abdeslam	and	was	arrested	with	him	on	the	same	day.		
	
Under	 a	 file	 labeled	 “targets”,	 subfiles	 labeled	 “defense”	 and	 “civitas”	were	 found.	
The	first	of	these	files	likely	refers	to	La	Défense,	the	business	and	shopping	areas	in	
Paris	 that	 Abaaoud	 and	 Akrouh	 intended	 to	 target	 after	 the	 Paris	 attacks.	 And	
Civitas	 likely	 refers	 to	 a	 French	 conservative	 Catholic	 organization	 that	 has	 been	
reported	as	a	potential	target	in	the	past.		
	
Seven	 audio	 files	 were	 retrieved	which	 contained	 2	 briefings	 from	 Laachraoui	 to	
Abu	Ahmad	 (Oussama	Atar)	who	was	 presumably	 still	 in	 Syria	 at	 the	 time.	Atar’s	
cousin,	Ibrahim	El	Bakraoui	makes	an	occasional	appearance	in	the	audio	files.	In	a	
recording	made	 some	 time	between	February	15	 and	March	15	2016,	 Laachraoui	
asks	an	ISIS	bomb-making	expert	in	Syria,	named	“Mahmoud”,	a	series	of	questions	
on	how	to	improve	his	TATP	recipe.	At	one	point,	Laachraoui	asks	Abu	Ahmad	if	a	
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particular	 ISIS	 sleeper	 cell	 in	 France	 is	 still	 active	 and	 if	 he	 can	 give	 them	 some	
bomb	 making	 tips.	 Authorities	 are	 still	 confused	 about	 what	 sleeper	 cell	 he	 is	
referring	to,	which	makes	some	concerned	that	this	cell	still	exists.		
	
Laachraoui	states	that	the	cell	would	prefer	to	hit	France	and	keep	Belgium	as	a	“fall	
back	 space”	 for	 other	 ISIS	 operatives.	 He	 also	 pitches	 Abu	 Ahmad	 a	 plot	 to	 take	
hostages	 and	 demand	 the	 release	 of	 Mehdi	 Nemouche	 (2014	 Brussels	 Jewish	
museum	attacker)	and	Mohamed	Bekkali	(arrested	after	Paris	attacks	for	renting	a	
flat	in	Brussels	to	the	attackers).		
	
In	the	last	audio	recording,	Laachraoui	and	Ibrahim	complain	about	how	Salah	and	
Ayari	 did	not	 fight	 onto	death	with	Belkaid	during	 the	house	 raid	 in	 Forest.	 They	
then	explain	why	they	must	carry	out	an	attack	immediately:		
"The	situation	is	such	that	we	cannot	delay	in	any	respect	you	see.	We	have	to	work	
as	quickly	as	possible	and	we	have	decided	to	work	Insha'allah	tomorrow,	Tuesday	
22	March	 ...	 Insha'allah.	 During	 the	morning	 ...	 because	we	 no	 longer	 have	 secure	
safe	houses,	and	there's	no	one	left	etc.	You	see	there	are	no	longer	any	brothers	left	
for	logistics	etc.	And	everybody	is	burnt	you	see	...	All	the	photos	[of	us]	have	come	
out	etc,".	
	
2.	Other	operatives	
The	two	Iraqis	who	blew	themselves	up	at	the	Stade	de	France	entered	Europe	with	
two	other	 ISIS	external	operations	members	who	were	supposed	to	be	part	of	 the	
attacks.	 Algerian-born	 Adel	 Haddadi	 and	 Pakistani	 Muhammad	 Usman	 made	 the	
journey	 with	 the	 two	 eventual	 Iraqi	 suicide	 bombers.	 Usman	 is	 a	 bomb-making	
expert	from	Lashkar-e-Taiba.	How	he	connected	with	ISIS	is	yet	unknown.	The	four	
men	would	pose	as	Syrian	refugees	and	join	the	migrant	flow	from	Izmir,	Turkey	to	
Leros,	Greece.	The	two	Iraqis	were	able	to	fool	Greek	border	officials	with	their	fake	
Syria	passports	 and	made	 their	way	 to	France	 to	 link	up	with	 the	Paris	 attackers.	
But	Haddadi	and	Usman’s	Syrian	passports	were	detected	as	fakes.	Their	money	and	
IDs	were	confiscated	and	they	were	detained	for	a	month.		
	
After	 a	 month,	 in	 October	 2015,	 they	 two	men	 were	 released.	 They	 immediately	
contacted	 Abu	 Ahmad	 who	 wired	 them	 €2,000.	 The	 two	 men	 continued	 up	 the	
refugee	flow	and	used	their	phones,	which	is	where	authorities	were	able	to	obtain	
most	of	their	intelligence	about	their	actions.	Haddadi	was	in	contact	with	a	friend	
who	was	 a	 technician	 in	 one	 of	 Europe’s	 largest	 nuclear	 research	 facilities.	 After	
these	messages	were	discovered	that	person	was	put	under	immediate	observation	
by	French	authorities.	Whereas	Usman	spent	a	 lot	of	time	looking	at	pornographic	
websites.	They	two	men	had	a	hard	time	communicating	as	Usman	spoke	only	Urdu	
and	 Haddadi	 spoke	 only	 Arabic	 (perhaps	 they	 communicated	 in	 some	 broken	
English).		
	
The	two	men	would	end	up	in	a	Salzburg,	Austria	refugee	center	where	they	stayed	
for	weeks.	From	there	they	were	making	many	calls	and	exchanging	messages	with	
Abu	 Ahmad	 but	 also	 to	 contacts	 in	 France	 and	 Belgium.	 They	 were	 looking	 up	
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pathways	to	get	to	France	and	evidence	suggests	that	after	failing	to	 join	the	Paris	
attack	 they	were	 researching	 how	 to	 carry	 out	 another	 attack.	 They	 also	 awaited	
another	member	 to	 join	 them,	 Abid	 Tabaouni.	 Tabaouni	 also	made	 his	 way	 from	
Syria	 into	Europe	 through	migrant	 flows	 and	 linked	up	with	 the	 other	 two	 in	 the	
Salzburg	refugee	center	on	December	10th.		
	
That	 same	 day	 that	 Tabaouni	 arrived,	 Austrian	 authorities	 raided	 the	 center	 and	
arrested	 Haddadi	 and	 Usman	 but	 Tabaouni	 managed	 to	 escape	 moments	 before.	
However,	 he	 did	 leave	 his	 phone	 behind	 which	 had	 the	 number	 of	 Abaaoud	
programmed	 in	 it.	 Tabaouni	made	 his	way	 to	 Belgium	 and	 kept	 posting	 selfies	 of	
himself	 on	 Facebook,	 which	 authorities	 were	 monitoring	 (the	 Facebook	 page	
showed	no	signs	of	extremist	 leanings).	He	was	 finally	arrested	 in	Belgium	 in	 July	
2016	and	then	 later	extradited	to	Austria	(Haddadi	and	Usman	were	extradited	to	
France).	 French	prosecutors	 have	 indicated	 that	 they	will	 charge	 all	 three	men	 in	
relation	to	the	Paris	attacks.		
	

Current	state	of	EMNI	
On	August	30th	2016,	Abu	Mohammad	al-Adnani	was	killed	in	a	US	air	strike	in	al-
Bab,	Syria	(though	Russians	also	claimed	that	they	killed	him	in	Aleppo	province).	It	
has	been	reported	that	Abu	Ahmad,	or	Belgian	Oussama	Atar,	took	over	as	head	of	
EMNI.	 It	 has	 also	 been	 suspected	 that	 Abu	 Souleymane	 al-Faransi,	 or	 French	
Abdelilah	 Himich,	 has	 taken	 over	 Amn	 al-Kharji,	 the	 External	 Operations	 branch.	
Both	men	were	 the	architects	of	 the	Paris	attacks.	 If	 true,	 their	promotions	would	
demonstrate	the	value	of	 the	Paris	and	Brussels	attacks	to	ISIS	and	the	high	ranks	
that	Franco-Belgian	 foreign	 fighters	have	achieved	within	 the	organization.	One	of	
the	chief	architects	of	the	EMNI,	Abu	Luqman,	reportedly	travelled	from	Mosul,	Iraq	
to	Sirte,	Libya	in	mid	March	2017.	By	early	April	2017,	he	was	back	in	Raqqa.	The	
reasons	 for	his	movements	 is	unclear	but	 some	suspect	 that	he	was	 setting	up	an	
EMNI	division	in	Libya.	According	to	the	former	ISIS	emir	of	police	in	Raqqa,	 in	an	
interview	 published	 February	 16th	 2018,	 he	 stated	 that	 much	 of	 ISIS	 leadership	
relocated	to	Libya	long	ago.	According	to	him,	"Libya	is	the	ISIS	gate	to	Europe.	They	
have	many	cells	there."	
	

EMNI	Remnants	in	Europe	
It	 is	unclear	 if	 any	 returned	FTFs	 trained	by	EMNI	are	 currently	 in	Europe.	There	
have	 been	 lone	 actor	 or	 small	 group	 attacks,	 both	 thwarted	 and	 successful,	 in	
Europe	since	ISIS’s	territory	was	mostly	stripped	in	2017.	A	small	cell	of	radicalized	
friends	and	siblings	from	the	small	town	of	Ripoll	in	Catalonia,	Spain	carried	out	an	
attack	in	Barcelona	and	Cambrils	on	August	17th	and	18th	2017	which	killed	16	and	
injured	over	130	others.	While	 ISIS	 claimed	 their	 attacks	 as	 an	act	of	homegrown	
terrorism,	further	reports	shows	that	another	cell	exists	in	France	which	worked	in	
coordination	with	 the	Ripoll	 cell.	The	French	cell	has	not	yet	been	discovered	and	
this	 leaves	 authorities	 uncertain	 about	 when	 and	 where	 they	 will	 attack,	 not	 to	
mention	how	many	more	such	cells	still	exist	throughout	Europe.		
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