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Executive Summary 

 

Since 2011, over 500 Belgian nationals have become radicalised and left Belgium for a 

Jihadist conflict zone. The Brussel bombings, on the 22nd of March 2016 were carried out 

by two Belgian nationals who were also returning Jihadists. This dissertation explores 

whether Belgium can improve its current approach regarding returning Jihadists in light if 

re-integration programs across Europe. Through a literature review, two case studies and 

three in-depth interviews. 

 

The literature review establishes an understanding of why Belgium has the highest amount 

of Jihadist per capita by a framework of radicalisation. The Framing theory describes how 

strained environmental conditions in Belgium such as poor integration of Muslim youth and 

high unemployment cause individuals to become vulnerable and prone to radicalisation.  

These strained environmental conditions are then framed in ways where Social Islamist 

movements in Belgium for example Sharia4Belgium to radicalise individuals into becoming 

Jihadists and facilitate recruitment to their Islamist organisation (Teich, 2016, p. 37). Upon 

their return these individuals become returning Jihadists. Belgium’s current approach in 

dealing with returning Jihadist is, in short, a crisis centre, Task Force Syria and the Project 

returnees, the responsibilities are described as an efficient optimal coordination to ensure 

the information exchange between the local and federal police platform.  

 

The case studies in the findings chapter provide insight in the re-integration programs. The 

German Hayat method works by educating the relatives about radical argumentation and 

ideological narratives in order to counter them. The Danish Aarhus method is the prevention 

of political and religious radicalisation of young people and in addition ensuring these young 

people are safe and are able to thrive. It also offers after-care for returnees, this includes: 

debriefing, psychotherapy, medical care, mentoring contacts and participation in the exit 

programme (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2nd, 2016, p.5). 

 

The research leads to the following recommendations for Belgium to improve its current 

approach. It is beneficial to develop a programme that includes family counselling, establish 

cooperation between police, society and social services, develop an exit strategy for 

returning Jihadists who are cleared of criminal suspicion, offer Jihadists still in a conflict 

zone a safe way to return home, improve the strained environmental conditions that can 

lead to recruitment to a radical group and initiate dialogue with Islamic communities that 

have previously seen members become radicalised. 
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1. Introduction 

 

‘’ The Brussels attacks, which killed at least 31 people and left about 250 others injured, 

were promptly claimed by the Islamic State, the terrorist group that has unleashed a series 

of external plots as its territory in Syria and Iraq has begun to shrink. Belgian officials 

described the devastation as a “black day,” darker than any the country had seen since 

World War II.’’ 

The Washington post, How Belgium became the hub of terror in Europe, 2016 

 

Since the civil war of Syria that started in 2011, Belgium has had over 516 if its citizens 

leave to fight alongside terrorist group such as The Islamic State, Jabhat al Nusra and Al-

Qaeda. Belgium has the highest amount per capita of foreign fighters in Europe (Gidda, 

2014, para 1). The Brussel bombings of 2016 were carried out by Ibrahim El Bakraoui and 

Najim Laachraoui, two Belgian returning Jihadists (NU, 2016). In addition, French 

authorities have evidence that Abdelhamid Abaaoud, another Belgian national, 

masterminded the Paris attacks of the 13th of November (Breeden, Freytas, Bennhold, 

2015, para 1). In addition to this, ISIS propaganda has surfaced in where Belgian Islamic 

state veterans have warned against new attacks in Europe. After the Brussel bombings, it 

has become apparent that these threats are serious and that Belgium can improve its 

current approach to help prevent and avoid these attacks that are carried out by returning 

Jihadists or Jihadist sympathisers.  

 

Some of these Jihadists such as Abdelhamid Abaaoud return to Belgium and it is a 

predicament how to handle these Jihadist returnees, not only to Belgium but to other 

European countries. Recent terror attacks such as the Paris attacks on of November 2015 

and the Brussels bombings in March 2016 have shown that Europe is constantly under 

attack. Experts agree that these returning Jihadists pose a threat: “When you have these 

large numbers of foreign fighters, ISIS can cherry-pick the best ones to give them training 

and dispatch them to their home country to carry out attacks,” said Bruce Hoffman, a 

terrorism expert and director of Georgetown University’s Centre for Security Studies 

(Graham, 2015, para 1). Daniel Benjamin, a former top counterterrorism official has said 

that: “The tragedy is that country after country has had to learn this the hard way,” he said, 

describing the Islamic State’s support network in Belgium as “probably the most fully 

developed [terror] infrastructure in Europe.” (Miller, Warrick, 2015, para 11). The current 

Belgian method is still developing. It is a mix of criminalizing returning Jihadists, possibly 
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removing the returning fighter’s Belgian citizenship and the project returnees which includes 

the Task Force Syria (Carcaci, 2014, art 3).  

The rise of terror attacks and the threats of terror attacks in Belgium, such as the Brussels 

Bombings in March 2016 and multiple foiled attacks have been the inspiration to develop 

and research the dissertation question: How can the Belgian government improve its 

current approach of dealing with returning jihadists in light of re-integration programmes 

across Europe?  

 

The main research question concerns two re-integration programmes, which are analysed, 

described, and compared in a case study. The case study method is applied in order to limit 

the scope of the research in order to achieve an effective analysis of the re-integration and 

de-radicalisation programmes. The two methods, the Danish Aarhus method and the 

German Hayat programme are chosen based on the fact that these programmes are 

currently the most developed programmes in the field of re-integration and de-

radicalisation. 

 

To answer the main dissertation question, this dissertation sets out to answer the following 

sub-questions: 

1. What is the current situation in Belgium with returning Jihadists? 

2. What is Belgium’s current method? 

3. What are advantages and disadvantages of Belgium’s current method? 

4. What kind of re-integration programmes are there in Europe? 

     A.  Case study the Danish Aarhus method 

     b.   Case study The German Hayat method 

5. How can those re-integration programmes be applied in Belgium? 

6. What method or combination of methods would benefit Belgium the most? 

 

In this paragraph the re-integration programmes referred to in sub-question five are briefly 

explained: The Danish Aarhus method is a project that develops exit talks targeted at young 

people who are a part of extremist groups. It focusses on helping them find constructive 

social alternatives to extremist groups rather than punishing them for their behaviour 

(Danish ministry of Integration, 2011). The Hayat programme is a programme where family 

counselling can help radical extremists leave the extremist scene. The project consists of 

experts who can be reached via a helpline. The experts act as a bridge in all directions, 

mediating between parents, children, schools and imams. If necessary, they contact the 

police and other authorities (Jansen, 2014, para 4).  
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In addition, this dissertation addresses the following topics: 

 

Who exactly is a Jihadist and what is a Jihadists motive? 

What conditions have lead Belgium citizens to leave and join terrorist groups in the Middle 

East? 

What circumstances are there in Germany when Jihadi fighters return? 

What are recent developments on the issue of returning Jihadists in Belgium? 

 

This dissertation will maintain the following structure in order to present the outcome of this 

research: The first chapter is a Literature Review, in this chapter, key terms are defined and 

the analytical framework is presented.  

 

The second chapter, the methodology provides an overview of the research methods that 

are used. The methods used for this dissertation are a combination of desk research and 

conducting interviews as well as case studies. The methodology section explains and 

justifies the use of those particular methods.  

 

The findings of the desk research and the interviews are presented in the Results chapter, 

in addition relevant developing information are added as necessary since this topic is very 

current and constantly developing. The discussion chapter discusses and links the case 

study findings in the context of the literature review. Following that chapter the 

recommendation section lists recommendations based on the findings of this dissertation. 

Finally, the conclusion chapter summarizes the findings and recommendations of the entire 

dissertation. 
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2. Literature Review 

 

This chapter describes the relevant literature used for the construction of this dissertation. 

This chapter serves to explain all relevant terms and serves to develop sharper and more 

insightful knowledge on the topic (Yin, 2003, p. 9). Firstly, the term Jihad is defined in order 

to understand the literature on the topic of returning Jihadists fighters. Secondly this chapter 

describes and reviews available literature on the current situation regarding Jihadists in 

Belgium as well as the current Belgian method of dealing with returning Jihadists. Thirdly 

literature concerning the Germany Hayat method and the Danish Aarhus programme is 

described and analysed. 

 

2.1 The meaning of Jihad 

The word Jihad is mentioned in the Quran, which is the Holy book of people who subscribe 

to Islam. There are different sects of Islam and in order to understand the term Jihad is, it 

important to understand the difference. For the purpose of this subchapter, the sects Sunni, 

Shi’a and Wahhabism Islam will be briefly explained, as these apply most to this 

dissertation. Sunni Islam is the largest sect of Islam, which believes that the Islamic prophet 

Muhammed first successor was his companion Abu Bakr (Blanchard, 2006, p. 2). Shi’a 

Islam does not agree and believes that the Prophet’s son in law was the first successor 

(Blanchard, 2006, p. 2).  Wahhabism is a subsect of Sunni Islam which refers to a 

movement that encourages return to the pure and orthodox version of Islam, without any 

innovations or practices that inconsistent with the seventh-century teachings of the Prophet 

Muhammed (Blanchard, 2005, p. 4).  

 

Wahhabism is the most fundamentalist sect within the Islamic community and wish for 

Islamic law known as Sharia Law to be practiced without any alteration, Jihadist groups are 

usually followers of the Wahhabi sect (Chosky,Chosky, 2015, para 21). Despite differences 

in practice and interpretation, all three sects share the Quran as their holy book. In the next 

subchapter the term Jihad will be defined by different Scholars as well as Jihadist terrorist 

organizations, all of these definitions stem from the Quran. Wahhabism is also referred to 

as Salafism.   

 

In order to understand who a Jihadist is and what motivates a Jihadist one must first 

understand what the term Jihad means. The term Jihadism is described by Islamic religion 

expert Brachman, (2009, p. 5) as a controversial term that refers to the ‘’peripheral current 

of extremists Islamic thought’’. These extremists Islamic thoughts demand the use of 
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violence in order to oust non-Islamic influence from traditionally Muslim lands en route to 

establishing true Islamic governance in accordance with Sharia, Or God’s Law. However 

the expression’s most significant limitation is that it contains the word Jihad (Brachman, 

2009, p4). The word Jihad is considered to have multiple different meanings. Brachman ( 

2009, p5) describes the word Jihad as the internal spiritual campaign that one wages with 

oneself but it could also refer to the act of physically waging warfare in defence of Islam.  

The encyclopaedia of Islam describes Jihad as:  ‘’in law according to general doctrine and 

in historical tradition, the jihad consists of military action with the object of the expansion of 

Islam, if need be, of its defence’’ (Martin, 2004, para 1). This definition is similar to 

Brachman’s, which also connects the term Jihad to the act of physically waging warfare in 

defence of Islam. However The Quran, the holy book if Islam describes the general term 

Jihad as:  “striving with one’s self and one’s money in the cause of God”. The term Jihad 

refers to a more general concept of exerting efforts in the way of Allah, which fighting the 

enemy, or armed jihad, is only one aspect according to Quranic terminology (Fatoohi, 2009, 

para 13).  

 

Professor Mohamed Sa’id al- Buti of Damascus university describes Jihad as a defensive 

measure: ‘’ it becomes axiomatic that the responsibility for guarding and defending these 

two possessions [Islam’s territorial abode, and the Islamic society] cannot be fulfilled by 

peaceful Jihad, by tongue or by proclamation. It is a task that can only be achieved by 

driving back aggressors, repelling them and foiling any dangers likely to be caused by them’’ 

(Cook, 2005, p. 12). It is interesting that the common theme across the definitions of the 

encyclopaedia of Islam and Brachman as well as Professor Al-Buti is that their definition of 

Jihad includes violence and physically waging warfare in defence of Islam. Despite the fact 

the definition of the Quran includes other aspects of Jihad. The definitions in this paragraph 

are mainstream definitions of Islam and on the other hand there are terrorist Jihadists 

organizations that interpret Jihad a different way.  

 

Jihadists groups have a slightly different interpretation of Jihad and this interpretation can 

be considered more extreme. Sayyid Qutb who was a member of the Muslim brotherhood 

in Egypt, became a prominent figure in Jihadists ideology when he described the term Jihad 

in his book Milestone (Signposts on the road). In his book Qutb declared Western civilization 

as enemies of Islam and believes that the only true religion for the world is Islam (Haynes, 

2004, p. 10). The only way to achieve these goal is to use Jihad, which Qutb defines as 

‘’jihad of the sword, is rightly necessary to defeat its enemies, to remove impediments, and 

to spread Islam worldwide’’ (Toth, 2013, p. 363). Qutb justifies his definition of Islam with 

this verse in the Quran: ‘’Fighting them is a great sin, but to prevent the people from the 
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way of God, and to reject God, and to stop people from visiting the Mosque and to expel 

people from their homes are a much greater sin and oppression is worse than killing’’ (Toth, 

2013, p. 363).  

 

The definition that Qutb described in his book influenced Osama bin laden, the former 

leader of terrorist organization Al-Qaeda to use his vision to justify the use of violence. In 

the publication Al Qaeda in its own words, Scholar Gilles Kepel explains that Bin Laden 

released his ‘’Declaration of Jihad against the Americans occupying the Land of the Two 

Holy Sanctuaries’’ the former Al Qaeda leader takes ideas used by Qutb such as injustice 

and oppression to justify the use of violent Jihad (Kepel 2008,p. 53). According to Kepel 

(2008): ‘’ Bin Laden promotes the Jihad as an external means to fight’’ (p. 54). 

 

The Islamic state [IS], a terrorist organization that gained recognition when the organization 

proclaimed a worldwide caliphate in June 2014, has a different definition of the Jihad. The 

leader of IS Abu Bark Al-Baghdadi stated during a speech in May of 2015 that: ‘’Indeed, 

your Lord has made Jihad for the cause of Allah obligatory upon you and has commanded 

you to fight His enemies so that He may forgive your sins, raise you in rank, take from 

among you martyrs, purify the believers, and destroy the disbelievers. Otherwise, He 

Himself (the Glorified) is capable of prevailing over them. But it is in order to test you’’ 

(Ostaeyen, 2015). The definition of Jihad according to the IS leader is in accordance with 

Bin-Laden’s definition that calls for the fight against enemies of Islam. The common thread 

between these definitions seems to be that Jihad is often used in order to justify the use of 

violence in order to achieve a goal. For the purpose of this dissertation, the definition of 

religious expert Brachman will be adhered to when referring to the concept of Jihad. 

Brachman’s definition of Jihad which is the internal spiritual campaign that one wages with 

oneself but it could also refer to the act of physically waging warfare in defence of Islam. 

This definition includes both elements of violent Jihad and non-violent Jihad. 

 

2.1.1 Jihadists 

 

In the previous subchapter it was explained how Jihad can be interpreted by different 

scholars and Jihadist groups. It also explains how there is a difference between violent and 

non-violent Jihad. This subchapter will serve to briefly clarify what Jihadists believe and 

what their goals are. 
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 Jihadists who are also referred to as the mujahidin in the Quran believe themselves to be 

elites of the Islamic world. The ideology of Jihadist is described by scholar Brachman (2009, 

p5) as the last remaining vestige of an Islam that was practiced and preached by the 

Prophet Mohammed himself. Jihadists believe that the religion of Islam has deviated from 

its original path and if that does not change, Muslims will continue to be oppressed and 

persecuted. In the ideology of Jihadists fighters, Islam is the one and only answer for 

everyone (Brachman, 2009, p. 5).  

 

In their path of bringing true Islam back to its original path, Jihadists are willing to become 

martyrs for that cause. Professor of Islamic Studies Cook agrees with Brachman that 

becoming a martyr is one of the important aspects of Jihadists ideology and described that: 

‘’Martyrdom in Islam is described in early Quranic verses as dying during a battle in the 

name of Islam’’ (Cook, 2005,p. 25). IS leader Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi also mentions 

Martyrdom where he calls on martyrs to leave the life of disgrace in the west and join IS in 

Syria to fight against the people of disbelief. In his speech he states that according to the 

Quran ‘’he who fights in the cause of Allah and is killed or achieves victory we will bestow 

upon him a great reward’’ (Ostaeyen, 2015).  

 

According to the Netherlands Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD) the idea behind 

Jihadist ideology is that the Islamic world is in crisis. The Jihadists believe this crisis will 

come to an end if Western influence in the Islamic world is ended, the land of Islam is 

recaptured and there is an establishment of a worldwide caliphate with the introduction of 

Sharia law. The AIVD describes that Jihadists believe in using violent Jihad to achieve 

those goals (AIVD, 2016). Jihadists are individuals who wage a war against anyone who 

can be considered an enemy of Islam. The Jihadists believe that it is their duty to defend 

the values of Islam and of all Muslims worldwide (AIVD, 2016).  

 

This theory is in accordance with the definitions of Cook and Brachman that the ultimate 

goal of a Jihadist is to become a martyr while waging war to protect Islam against its 

enemies. The instance where a Jihadist returns from conflict zones such as Iraq and Syria 

to wage war to protect Islam, that individual becomes a returning Jihadist.  

 

 In the process of researching what a Jihadists is, it is beneficial to know how one becomes 

radicalized. The next subchapter explains what radicalisation entitles and how one 

becomes radicalized as far as wanting to become a martyr for the cause.  
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2.2 Radicalisation  

 

There is no uniform usage of the term radicalisation in social science. It is difficult to define 

what it exactly entitles and many definitions of the word exist. According to Belgian expert 

Rik Coolsaet, who was part of an Expert Group on Violent Radicalisation established by the 

European Commission to study the problem, the very notion of radicalisation as ‘ill-defined, 

complex and controversial’ (Coolsaet 2011, p. 240). European governments also differ 

when defining radicalisation. The AIVD defines the concept of radicalisation as “the (active) 

pursuit of and/or support to far-reaching changes in society which may constitute a danger 

to (the continued existence of) the democratic legal order (aim) which may involve the use 

of undemocratic methods (means) that may harm the functioning of the democratic legal 

order (effect)” (AIVD, 2003, p13).  

 

The United Kingdom House of Commons defines radicalisation as: “the process by which 

a person comes to support terrorism and forms of extremism leading to terrorism.” (House 

of Commons, 2012, p4). It is apparent that in each governmental definition, the emphasis 

is different. The United Kingdom’s definition emphasizes the support of terrorism while the 

Dutch government emphasizes dangers to the democratic legal order. The Belgian 

government has not defined radicalisation per se as a term however Belgium’s national 

Radicalisation strategy links the term to violence, the Belgian Coordination for Threat 

Analysis augmented their definition in 2013 to include foreign fighters, counter internet-

based radicalisation and address the radicalisation that takes place in the prison system 

(Teich, 2016, p. 31). The definition of the Belgian government is broader than those of the 

Dutch and English government, however all definitions seem to have either the aspect 

violence or harm in common. 

 

The international institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT) researched that here are a number 

of factors that are taken into account when discussing how an individual becomes 

radicalised. According to the ICT It is important to take into account conditions such as: 

strained environmental conditions, organizational framing of those conditions in an effort to 

facilitate recruitment to a radical group and availability of pathways to radicalisation. It is a 

dangerous mixture of fertile ground and organizational structure (Teich, 2016, p. 37).  

 

According to Coolsaet, global, sociological and politic drivers matter as much as ideological 

and psychological ones (Coolsaet, 2008, p. 7). The main similarities between these two 

factors of radicalisation are that they both agree that environmental conditions play a role, 
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however the main difference is that the ICT includes additional more detailed factors. For 

the purpose of this research, the definition of the ICT will be adhered to when referring to 

the concept of radicalisation 

 

2.3: The situation of Jihadists in Belgium 

 

The past following years it is apparent that Belgium has the largest amount of Jihadists per 

capita (Teich, 2016, p. 37). This subchapter analyses the radicalisation in Belgium through 

a chosen theoretical framework. In the previous subchapter it was stated that radicalisation 

has multiple factors such as: strained environmental conditions, organizational framing of 

those conditions in an effort to facilitate recruitment to a radical group, and availability of 

pathways to radicalisation (Teich, 2016, p. 37). 

 

The International Centre for Counter-terrorism (ICT) has researched radicalisation of 

Jihadists in Belgium in the paper: Islamic radicalisation in Belgium, in this paper the ICT 

applied a theoretical framework. For the purpose of understanding the current situation in 

Belgium regarding Jihadists, the framework established by the ICT is used as it describes 

the factors that lead to present day. The original Social Movement theory (SMT) is a 

theoretical framework developed by scholars Zald and Mccarthy. The theory first defined 

social movements as “a set of opinions and beliefs in a population, which represents 

preferences for changing some elements of the social structure and/or reward distribution 

of a society” (Zald, Mccarthy, 1979, p. 2). There is a contemporary variant of SMT, which is 

useful in the understanding of radicalisation; this variant is called Framing theory.  

 

Framing theory discusses how social movements frame messages in a certain way in order 

to construct and propagate meaning. The ICT references a paper by Dalgaard-Nielsen of 

the Danish Institute for International Studies, when explaining how the Framing theory is 

useful to understand the process of radicalisation (Teich, 2016, p. 37). Dalgaard-Nielsen 

explains that within the Grounded Theory movements diagnose problems and attribute 

responsibility, offer solution, strategies, and tactics (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2008, p. 6). In 

addition movements provide motivational frames to convince potential participants to 

become active.  

 

The key to mobilization, according to Framing theory is whether the movement’s version of 

reality resonates or can be brought to resonate with the movement’s potential constituency 

(Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2008, p. 6). To simplify the Framing theory: strained environmental 
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conditions and mass discontent are framed in ways to facilitate recruitment, people can use 

and re-direct mass discontent to mobilize the masses (Teich, 2016, p. 37). Social Islamist 

movements in Belgium, use these strained environmental conditions to recruit new 

members by framing their personal discontent as political Islamist ones. This causes 

individuals to relate their personal discontent to the political views of the Islamist group and 

they became vulnerable to radicalisation (Teich, 2016, p. 38). 

 

According to the original SMT explained above, movements arise out of strained 

environmental conditions that lead to personal discontent. An example of the stained 

environmental conditions that is leading amongst Belgian Jihadists is unemployment. The 

former director of the Belgian Equal Opportunity Centre established a link between the 

number of Belgian Jihadists and the structural inequalities that lie in their home country: ‘’ 

In Belgium, the gap between natives and immigrants (from outside the EU) in terms of 

employment and education is higher than anywhere else in Europe’’ (Coolsaet, 2015, p.15).  

 

Another source of strain is the poor integration of Muslims into Belgian society. Montasser 

AlDe’emeh researcher for the University of Antwerp, has said that ‘’The IS is giving them 

what the Belgian government can’t give them, identity and structure’’. AlDe’emeh claims 

that Muslim youth often feel cut off from Belgian society but on the other hand can’t fully 

relate to their ancestor’s cultures and that makes them vulnerable to radicalisation 

(Birnbaum, 2015, para 20).  

 

Bilal Benyaich who is a full time policy advisor at the Social and Economic Council of 

Flanders as well as a researcher on migration and integration issues agrees with Alde’emeh 

on the explanation that Muslim youth often feel lost between two cultures. Benyaich stated 

that “It doesn’t surprise me, because radical and political Islam in Belgium is something that 

grew up through the years, The fact that many people feel they will never make it, don’t 

stand a chance in society and envy others — this makes fertile grounds for recruiting’’ 

(Mufson, 2016, para 7). It is apparent that the common theme when discussing radicalized 

Jihadists that leave Belgium is the lack of social identity and the lack of connection to their 

home country creates a vulnerable environment where they are prone to radicalisation. 

 

It is the framing of the strained conditions that allow groups such as Sharia4Belgium to 

radicalize and recruit Belgian Muslim citizens to become Jihadists. Sharia4Belgium is a 

Wahhabi Islamist organization that advocated to implement Sharia Islamic law in Belgium. 

The group was suspected to be anti-democratic because it urged their followers to help 

overthrow the Belgian government, and as a result it was banned in 2013 (Eeckhaut, 2013, 
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para 1). Despite the fact that Sharia4Belgium was banned the founder Fouad Belkacem 

continued the group unofficially. It was discovered Belkacem brainwashed and 

indoctrinated dozens of Belgian nationals through social media designed to recruit and 

radicalize them, an estimated 10% of Belgian foreign fighters have been linked to 

Belkacem’s organization (Crawford, 2015, para 7).  

 

The Belgium suburb Molenbeek, is a borough with a population of 90,000 in the capital of 

Belgium where some neighbourhoods are up to 80% Muslim. The city of Brussels has 

nineteen municipalities yet there is only one that has been in the news so frequent in 

connection with terrorist attacks and Jihadists, the borough Molenbeek. It is also one of the 

poorest suburbs in Brussels. With recent attacks connecting to the borough Molenbeek it is 

now considered to be a terrorist hub and Belgium minister Charles Michel stated: ‘’ There 

is nearly always a link with Molenbeek, and that is a huge problem’’, Michel was referring 

to the Paris attacks were 130 people died due to a terrorist attack planned by Belgian 

Jihadist nationals who grew up in Molenbeek (Van Amerongen, 2016, para 1). 

 

Molenbeek is also the location where Abdel Hamid Abaaoud, the mastermind behind the 

Paris attack was found in hiding. Furthermore in the past two years. Almost seven other 

Jihadists terrorist attacks or foiled plots have been linked to Belgian nationals or have taken 

place on Belgian soil (Miller, Warrick, 2015, para 22). This borough is an example of how 

the strained social conditions have led Jihadists to become radicalized.  

  



Re-integration for returning Belgian Jihadists  Jihan Jesse 
 
 

12 
 

2.4 Belgium’s current method 

 

This subchapter will describe the issue with Jihadists returning and how Belgium 

approaches it. As mentioned before the number of those travelling has increased in the 

past few years, this brings out concerns on the potential threats they pose when they return 

to their home country (Briggs, 2014, p36). According to counter-extremism researchers 

Rachel Briggs and Tanya Silverman, returning Jihadists can pose threat upon return to their 

home country. There is a possibility they have received training or engaged in military 

practices that provided them with the competence and abilities to plan and execute an 

attack (Briggs, 2014, p. 37).  

 

In addition they most likely have made international like-minded contacts that can provide 

them with the means necessary to carry out an attack in their home country. Furthermore 

they will possess knowledge of Western cultural practices and even security practices 

which can increase the likelihood that an attack could be successful (Briggs, 2014, p. 

37).Thomas Hegghammer studies returning Jihadists from Western Europe and states in 

his paper that: ‘’Western jihadists prefer foreign fighting, but a minority attacks at home after 

being radicalized, most often through foreign fighting or contact with a veteran’’ 

(Hegghammer, 2013, p. 1). This theory proves to be applicable to the case of returning 

Jihadists to Belgium. IS propaganda has surfaced where Belgian Islamic state veterans 

have warned against new attacks in Europe. In addition, in the past two years, at least 

seven other Islamic terrorist attacks or foiled plots have taken place on Belgian soil or have 

been linked to Belgian nationals (Miller, Warrick, 2015, para 11).  

 

Belgium has 11.2 million inhabitants, which means that the ratio of Belgian fighters who 

have left to the middle-east is an estimated 45 for every 1 million citizens (Miller, Warrick, 

2015, para 11). Belgium’s current method for dealing with the threats posed by returning 

Jihadists is described in the memorandum of the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 

Ministry of Security and Justice developed in 2014.The Belgian government has set up a 

crisis centre which focusses on the issues of Jihad and Terrorism.  

 

The two structures to enhance the coordination on a federal level are called: the Task Force 

Syria and the Platform ‘’returnees’’. The responsibilities of the Task Force Syria are 

described as an efficient optimal coordination to ensure the information exchange between 

the local and federal police platform. The project ‘’returnees’’ describes the measures 

needed to identify persons who are looking to join, have already joined or have returned 
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from Syria or another Jihadists conflict zone. Once those persons are identified it is the 

responsibility of the task force to continue the operation needed to deal with such persons. 

Local authorities are encouraged to identify and prevent radicalisation. These identification 

and de-radicalisation processes are supported by the operational coordination organ for 

threat analyses (Belgische Kamer van vertegenwoordigers, 2014), the memorandum 

describes different methods including the rights that are granted to the General Intelligence 

and Security Service of Belgium (ADIV), to keep track of returning Jihadists. This includes 

practices such as wiretapping their telephones or reviewing their online communication.  

 

The information collected with these measures are then shared with foreign intelligence 

agencies to ensure the information exchange as described in the Task Force Syria project 

(Belgische Kamer van vertegenwoordigers, 2014). However these rights have caused 

some controversy with privacy experts in Belgium. Mathias Vermeulen who is a professor 

at the University of Antwerp has said that listening in on phone conversations is not going 

to stop terrorism. The professor is vehemently against the approach and has said that there 

are issues with that approach. 

 

The first issue is that the approach is inefficient and moreover is violated if man collects 

information of innocent civilians on a large scale. Vermeulen has worked for the United 

Nations as an assistant of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human 

rights and fundamental freedoms, researching counter terrorism and has co-written 

research reports torture and kidnappings. The professor stated having met people whose 

entire lives were ruined by measures against terrorism (Vanhecke, 2014, para 4). 

 

Vermeulen argues that Jihadists are aware of these tactics and would not discuss sensitive 

over the phone therefore it is not necessary for the ADIV to tap into telephone calls of 

civilians. The order van Advocaten, which is a Belgian organization of collaborating lawyers 

is also critical of the privacy regulation presented to combat terror. The president of the 

order Dominique Mathys spoke on behalf of the organization when he stated that: ‘’ The 

orde shall review measure that limit our privacy with great critical concern and will not 

hesitate to warn the government of the consequences when violating those rights’’ 

(Matthys, 2015, para. 1). 

 

As far as Criminal prosecution of returning Belgian Jihadists, it is the preferred way when 

the specific individual is deemed a threat and if there is evidence the individual is engaged 

in criminal and terrorist activities as researched by Lorenzo Vidino for the Centre for 

Security Studies (Vidino, 2015, p.8). In an interview with Belgian newspaper Canvas 
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Ostaeyen states that the punishment ranges from electronic monitoring to receiving a prison 

sentence (Canvas, 2016). According to Ostaeyen It is often difficult to obtain evidence of 

alleged crimes committed while the Jihadists were not in Belgium. During his research 

Ostaeyen monitored that there are about 120 Jihadists returnees to Belgium however this 

is not an official number and there is a strong possibility that there are more in hiding in 

Belgium (Canvas, 2016). 

 

To date the government of Belgium has prosecuted 8 suspects that have allegedly returned 

from Syria to Belgium for crimes of terrorism (Nieuwsblad, 2015, para 1). At the local level, 

Belgian city councils have deleted individuals that have travelled to Syria from their 

residents’ registry in order to terminate their unemployment benefits, this will make it more 

difficult for Jihadists to have income upon their return (Vidino, 2015, p. 8). Another measure 

is possibly revoking their citizenship (Carcaci, 2014, art 3). 

 

To summarize the Belgian approach is a combination of the crisis centre, the task force 

Syria, the project returnees and if possible criminalisation. There is also possibility of 

revoking citizenship and financial benefits. It is difficult to specifically define these 

approaches as they relatively new and there is no data available yet on their effectiveness 

and their results.  
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2.5 Danish Aarhus Method 

 

This subchapter will explain the situation in Denmark regarding Jihadists. Furthermore the 

Danish Aarhus Method will be explained, this is a re-integration programme that is used in 

Denmark to re-integrate Jihadists that return to Denmark after travelling to Iraq or Syria. 

According to Centre for Terror analyses (CTA) (2013, p. 1), 80 Danish nationals have left 

Denmark for Jihadists conflict zones such as Syria and Iraq. The CTA also mentioned that 

“not all of those who leave to engage in the conflict in Syria pose a threat to Denmark”, 

however the CTA also made clear that there is a possibility that the specific skills acquired 

in Syria could be used by some to commit acts of terrorism in Denmark (Centre for terror 

analyse, 2013, p. 1). 

 

The Danish government had announced a series in 2015 of law proposal that are introduced 

to combat Jihadists and their return, currently Danish law does not have the satisfactory 

abilities to prosecute or charge Jihadists as there are no existing laws for it. It is often not 

possible to collect evidence that they have engaged in illegal activity (Dwyer, 2015, para 

14). Danish authorities also monitor returnees closely and assess the potential threat posed 

by each individual. Denmark also has an extensive counter-radicalisation programme that 

is directed at individuals who have returned from conflict areas. Local governments, work 

together with national authorities and there are initiatives aimed at the reintegration, 

normalization, and de-radicalisation of returnees. These initiatives include mentoring 

schemes, educational and vocational training, and psychological support (Vidino, 2015, p. 

9) the initiatives are part of the Aarhus programme, which is explained in detail in the next 

paragraph. 

 

The Municipality of Aarhus in Denmark has created an exit programme, which is targeted 

towards Aarhus citizens who are politically or religiously radicalized Jihadists to such an 

extent that they –encourage- support- or carry out- violent, extremist’s acts on the basis of 

their political or religious opinion (Info House, 2015, Para. 4). This programme helps these 

individuals to remove themselves from extremist environments and return to life in their 

home country. The exit programme specifically focusses on the needs of the individual 

because they are crucial in determining what works actually needs to be offered. This 

ranges from advice and guidance, psychological counselling, or assistance in searching for 

an education or a career (Info House, 2015, Para. 4.)  
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The requirements for participation in the exit programme are that the individual is sincere 

and motivated, in addition the individual consents to the exchange of information between 

authorities. In the exit programme mentor support is mandatory and is registered and 

assigned a case number with social services (Aarhus Program, 2015). Some other Nations 

have deemed the Danish programme too soft, for example Australian Prime Minister Tony 

Abbott, whose government has introduced new anti-terror laws, made his position on 

foreign fighters clear. "If they come back, they will be taken into detention, because our 

community will be kept safe by this government."(Gidda, 2015, para 11). 

A spokesperson for the Britain’s Home Office said in an interview with the CNN: "We take 

the risk of those returning from Syria very seriously. Some of these people may have been 

exposed to traumatic experiences and others may be radicalized or vulnerable to 

radicalisation.” (Bharati, Naik, 2014, para 16). 

 

The Danish method of dealing with returning Jihadists is a combination of criminalizing 

when possible and the Aarhus programme. This programme is used in Denmark to re-

integrate returning Jihadists by advice and guidance, psychological counselling, as well 

assistance in searching for an education or a career. This is the scope of the available 

secondary research of the Danish Aarhus programme; the details of the programme will be 

explained further through primary research in the findings chapter. 

 

2.6 German Hayat Method 

 

This subchapter will explain the situation in Germany regarding Jihadists. Furthermore the 

German Hayat Method will be explained, this is a re-integration programme that is used in 

Germany to re-integrate Jihadists that return to Germany after travelling to Iraq or Syria. 

According to research by Vidino (2014, p10) as of 2014, an estimated 270 German citizens 

have left their country to fight in Syria. Individuals who have reached Jihadist conflict zones 

such as Syria and have engaged in terrorist-related activities there, are subject to be 

prosecuted under German law (Vidino, 2014, p. 10).  

 

In addition administrative measures have been set up to combat the threat of Jihadists 

returning to Germany. Examples of these are: the German border police has developed an 

elevated approach for detecting returning Jihadists, Jihadists who are known to have left 

are put in Schengen system, which therefore should warn authorities once they return to 

the Schengen area (Vidino, 2014, p. 11). Another measure that has been implemented in 

Germany is Hayat, a family counselling programme that is available to the family members 
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or friends of radicalized Jihadists who are preparing to go to, have travelled to, or have 

already returned to Germany from Syria or other Jihadists conflict zones, this measure is 

further explained in the next paragraph. 

 

The German Hayat method was established in 2011 and it is the first German counselling 

hotline programme for those involved in radical Islamic groups are on the path to join a 

Jihadists group, it includes those travelling to Islamic combat zones as well. Hayat is a 

Turkish and Arabic word for Life (Hayat, 2016. para 1). It is inspired by the Berlin based 

EXIT programme which helps individuals escape out of any sort of extremist group, for 

example neo-Nazis. Daniel Koehler, who is a counsellor at the organization, explains what 

the method entitles. Koehler states that first it is necessary to assess the situation in order 

to establish a concrete situation, then an individual counselling processes and step-by-step 

plan will be designed.  During that phase measures to prevent further radicalisation or to 

stop and reverse the process will be included (Jansen, 2015, para 2). 

 

This process is important because if the Jihadist chooses to return it is important to know 

how to rehabilitate the person. It is important to engage them in a manner they understand 

and will not feel threatened by and avoiding playing into the role of the enemy. Koehler 

states an example of how to avoid the role of the enemy and explains what recruiters of 

Jihadists will say upon arrival in a combat zone: "Not even your family will ever accept you 

and your faith; and they will try to get you out of here" (Jansen, 2015, para 2). This 

brainwashes Jihadists into thinking that their family is part of the enemy, which is 

detrimental as the family plays a huge part in re-integrating a Jihadist upon their return. 

 

A strategy of the Hayat programme was to have the family behave in the direct opposite 

way to how recruiter said they would behave. In these cases, the relatives remain patient 

and are open to conversation. They attempt to argue from an Islamic perspective. "The 

prophet Mohammed clearly says that paradise lies at your mother's feet," Koehler states 

this as an example: "When you're a Muslim you can't avoid it: you have to hold your parents, 

and above all your mother, dear’’ (Jansen, 2015, para 5). This approach uses the Jihadists 

own logic, which is to adhere to the Quran, by stating verses that the Jihadists cannot deny 

the truth of. 

 

 The Hayat programme has encountered positive responses from countries that desire to 

set up a similar programme to combat radicalized jihadist youth in their country. Professor 

Abbe Corb, who is an expert on far right hate groups and teaches terrorism studies at the 

University of Ontario stated that: “More and more people are acting out, leaving the safety 
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and security of Canada and heading overseas, with nothing for them in their own country, 

some Canadians have been turning to EXIT, which is funded by the German government. 

“There’s no support for the families of the radicalized individuals” (Bell, 2014, para 9), the 

concern of Corb resulted in a Public Safety Canada official visiting Berlin to discuss counter-

radicalisation and reintegration strategies. The programme is inspiring other countries to 

review alternative methods of dealing with foreign fighters (Bell, 2014, para 9). 

 

The German method of dealing with returning Jihadists is a combination of criminalizing, 

increased border intelligence as well as the Hayat method. This method is used in Germany 

to re-integrate returning Jihadists by counselling processes and step by step planning 

designed for each specific individual. This is the scope of the available secondary research 

for the Hayat method, the details of the programme will be explained further through primary 

research in the findings chapter. 
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3.1 Methodology 

 

In the Literature review the main outlines of the research have been described. This chapter 

will outline the methodology that was used in order to establish the findings. The specific 

research methods chosen are discussed and described. The research was a mix of primary 

and secondary research, quantitative and qualitative data, as well as case studies. In 

addition semi-structured interviews were conducted. Finally, other aspects of the research 

such as ethical considerations followed by a conclusion of the chapter will be included 

3.1 Research methods 

At the beginning of this project it became apparent that the complexity and as well as the 

fact that the topic is developing it was necessary to take a more flexible approach to the 

research. For that reason mixed methods are used. For this research an inductive approach 

is applied which is the basic technique that allows moving from a set of observations to a 

new theory (Gilbert, 2008, p. 27). This means that results are not one fixed response and 

can be a combination of answers.  

 

The main research question entitles: How can the Belgian government improve its current 

approach of dealing with returning jihadists in light of re-integration programmes across 

Europe? The main theory is in this case and from there after inductive research, a new 

theory can be developed that is a combination of answers. For this reason, first data is 

gathered on how different experts and even Jihadists groups defined relevant terms. 

Secondly data is gathered on the current situation in Belgium as well as the re-integration 

programmes Hayat and Aarhus. Thirdly a pattern between the findings is established and 

lastly a general theory of what the results are is established (Chutt, 2006). 

 

3.1.1 Secondary research 

 

In the process of researching Belgium’s current situation and policies in dealing with 

returning Jihadists it became clear that there is a need for an in depth understanding of the 

topics and the re-integration programmes. Therefore as secondary data, desk research is 

conducted to create a more in-depth understanding of the current situation in Belgium, 

background information as well as governmental policies. This also applies to the German 

Hayat programme and the Danish Aarhus method.  The result of the desk research is used 

in parallel (Gilbert, 2008, p. 132) to prepare for the primary research method, interviews 

and case studies.  
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3.1.2 Primary research 

 

The original objective of this dissertation was to conduct the primary research data by 

conducting interviews and the secondary research data by collecting quantitative and 

qualitative data. However during the course of the research it became clear that it is more 

beneficial to add case studies to the primary research. This was chosen because case 

studies are preferred when examining contemporary events (Yin, 2003, p. 7) its unique 

strength allows you to deal with a full variety of evidence, documents, interviews articles 

and observation (Yin, 2003, p. 8). This change is also updated in the research proposal 

form that is accessible in the appendices. 

 

This is especially beneficial because the topic of returning Jihadists is contemporary and 

currently developing, the change to case studies allows for more relevant information to be 

included into the primary research of this dissertation. The first main topic is the current 

situation in Belgium, regarding their policies and approach on returning Jihadists. The 

second case study is the Aarhus method in Denmark and the third case study is the Hayat 

programme in Germany. The case studies of the Aarhus method and the Hayat programme 

are the two cases that are used to possibly improve the first main topic of this dissertation 

which is Belgium’s current approach. 

  

3.2 Interviews 

 

The phenomenon of returning Jihadists is quite new and therefore information available on 

the topic is limited, in order to gain more knowledge of the subject interviews are scheduled 

to provide insight into specific issues (Gilbert, 2008, p. 246). In total three interviews are 

held. There are two dominant modes of transcribing: naturalism, where everything is 

transcribed as detailed as possible, and denaturalism, in which elements of speech such 

as pauses, uhm and small conversation are removed. This dissertation will adopt the 

denaturalised way of transcribing as it focusses on only the relevant parts of the interview 

to keep the information as clear as possible (Oliver, Serovich, & Mason, 2005, p.1) 

 

The first interview is held with Pieter van Ostaeyen, a Belgian Islamicist, historian and 

Arabist expert on current affairs in the Middle East & background with a focus on returning 
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Jihadists. The interview with Mr. van Ostaeyen provides insight on the situation on Belgium 

regarding returning Jihadists and facts & figures.  

 

The second interview is held with Daniel Koehler, the founder and director of the German 

Institute on Radicalisation and De-radicalisation Studies and a former Hayat programme 

family counsellor. Mr. Koehler also the co-developed the approach used in the Hayat 

programme. The interview with Koehler provides insight on the workings of the Hayat 

programme. 

 

The third interview is held with Eva Entenmann, the Programme Officer at the International 

Centre for Counter-Terrorism. Entenmann is also a researcher of Foreign Fighters and 

wrote a publication on the rehabilitation of Foreign Fighters. The interview with Entenmann 

provides additional in-depth insight on these topics. 

 

The chosen style of interview of Mr. van Ostaeyen and Ms. Entenmann is semi-structured. 

In this style questioning is open ended in order to gain spontaneous information rather than 

rehearsed answers (Gilbert, 2008, p. 246). The semi-structured nature of the interviews 

also allows for questions to be asked if any information is unclear. The use of both 

secondary research, interviewing and case studies allows data integration which is a 

process that brings different methods together to form a coherent whole (Gilbert, 2008, p. 

135). This allows for a more thorough examination because the desk research is used to 

find initial in-depth information and the interviews and case studies assist to add to that 

information in order to create a coherent inclusive research.  

 

The chosen style for the interview of Mr. Koehler is via Email communication; the reason 

for the Email interview is that Mr. Koehler is not available for a phone or skype interview 

until the end of June, which is passed the dissertation deadline. Therefore the only option 

is to conduct the interview through Email communication, unfortunately this will not allow 

probing, which is a concept used in interviews that involves follow-up questioning to get a 

fuller response (Gilbert, 2008, p. 251).  

 

3.3 Ethics and Limitations 

 

Ethical consideration is important during research, as it is a matter of principled sensitivity 

to the rights of others (Gilbert, 2008, p. 146). When writing research it is important to 

consider ethical principles such as respect for privacy, informed consent and the 
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confidentiality of the data (Gilbert, 2008, p. 147). The topic of Jihadists extremism is quite 

sensitive and new and therefore it is important to consider the safety and necessities of 

those involved in the interviews.  

 

In order to ensure the comfortability of those participating, informed consent is applied. This 

principle provides that the persons, who participated in the interviews, are given the fullest 

information concerning the topic and nature of the interview as well as the options for 

maintaining the confidentiality of the data (Gilbert, 2008, p. 151). The participants also have 

the option to remain anonymous.  

 

Limitations 

 

During this research, some limitations have occurred. The first limitation is the terms that 

are used that refer to a returning Jihadist. The term for a returning Jihadist is not yet 

uniformly defined and has many different forms. Different countries, scholars and 

publications that are included into this dissertation use a different terms such as returning 

Jihadist, returnee, foreign fighter and Syrian volunteer. For example the term Jihadist refers 

to individuals who wage a war against anyone who can be considered an enemy of Islam. 

Jihadists believe that it is their duty to defend the values of Islam and of all Muslims 

worldwide (AIVD, 2016). The instance where a Jihadist returns from conflict zones such as 

Iraq and Syria to defend the values of Islam or wage war that is a returning Jihadist. The 

term foreign fighter can be described as an individual who joins insurgencies abroad and 

whose primary motivation is ideological or religious rather than financial (Bakowski, Puccio 

2015, p. 2) and by another scholar as an individual who leaves his or her country of origin 

or habitual residence to join a non-state armed group in an armed conflict abroad and who 

is primarily motivated by ideology, religion, and/or kinship (Kraehenmann, 2016, p.6).  

 

The term returnees is used by the Belgian Ministry of Foreign affairs and the Ministry of 

Security and Justice in a memorandum that describes the current method for dealing with 

the threats posed by returnees. The term is not defined in the memorandum however he 

memorandum is designed to describe the measures needed to identify persons who are 

looking to join, have already joined or have returned from Syria or another Jihadists conflict 

zone (Belgische Kamer van vertegenwoordigers, 2014). The Aarhus program uses the term 

Syrian Volunteer as the program believes that individuals travel to Jihadist conflict zones 

for different reasons, one could travel to provide humanitarian aid and the other to join 

Islamic terrorist organisations. All of the definitions just mentioned include an element of 

motivation of travelling abroad to a Jihadist conflict zone in the name of an ideology. For 
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this dissertation these terms are used interchangeably, depending on what source is being 

relied upon. The reason that the terms are used interchangeably is to adhere to the term 

used by the scholar, countries and publication as well as the interviews that are held with 

experts on the field, in order to keep it as original as possible. The definition this dissertation 

uses in context where there is no source relied upon, is the definition attached to returning 

Jihadist. The reason for that is that the term includes Jihad and also emphasizes that the 

individual has returned and is not still in a Jihadist conflict zone. 

 

The second limitation is finding a substantial amount of academic literature regarding the 

topic. Considering that the phenomenon of returning Jihadist fighters is quite new, it is 

difficult finding relevant sources because a lot of the information is described by the media 

and in interviews. For this reason the literature that is used in this dissertation seems limited, 

the literature most used is by Agerschou and Koehler. The reason for that is the literature 

by Agerschou and Koehler is the most reliable as Agerschou is the section chief of the 

Aarhus method. Koehler is a former family counsellor of the Hayat programme. 

 

As stated in the last paragraph it was a challenge to find relevant academic literature of the 

topic, which also lead to difficulty with finding experts to interview on the matters. In order 

to better understand the re-integration programmes of Germany and Denmark, it is 

necessary to attempt to interview the initiators of these programmes, Claudia Dantschke 

and Anton Aarslev. Unfortunately due to the scarcity of experts on the re-integration 

programmes, demand for interviewing them became very high and the experts rejected a 

proposal for an interview. That results in a large limitation as there is not many information 

present on the internet regarding those programmes. Luckily the experts send additional 

information through email and that is used in the findings chapter. This limitation is 

overcome by broadening the search for experts on the topic and programme instead of the 

initial focus on the initiators of the programmes.  
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4. Findings  

 

In this chapter, the findings of the interviews and the case studies are explained. As stated 

in the Methodology chapter, the first main subject is the current situation in Belgium, 

regarding their current approach on returning Jihadists. The first case study is the Aarhus 

method in Denmark and the second case study is the Hayat programme in Germany. The 

case studies of the Aarhus method and the Hayat programme are the two cases that are 

used to possibly improve the first main subject of this dissertation, which is Belgium’s 

current approach. The following subchapter will cover the current situation in Belgium 

regarding returning Jihadists and their approach. 

 

4.1 Belgium government’s current approach 

 

According to Pieter van Ostaeyen, the last few years, there has been a steady flow of 

Jihadists leaving Belgium, the absolute maximum is around 600 or 620, that have left for 

Syria or Iraq (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 2016).. There are different 

reasons for these Jihadist to leave Belgium, the first group of people who have left is what 

Ostaeyen calls ‘’hard-core Jihadists, who already wanted to join Jihadi groups in the past 

and had sometimes tried previously to do so in 1990’’ (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, 

May 15, 2016). Following that there was a wave of people, who’s motivation was their 

ideology and to protect the Syrian people, amongst these first groups there was a significant 

number of people that were members of Sharia4Belgium (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal 

interview, May 15, 2016). This second group of people called upon their relatives, friends 

and colleagues to follow them and join the fight in Syria (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal 

interview, May 15, 2016). This leads to the third group of people leaving Belgium, which are 

people who have left under social and peer pressure. The last group are individuals who 

immediately wanted to join the Jihad of the Islamic state (IS), after IS restored the caliphate 

on the 29th of June 2014 (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 2016). 

 

According to Ostaeyen the conditions in Belgium that cause these individuals to leave 

Belgium is the fact that they feel treated as second rank civilians and are left out of society. 

As noted by Ostaeyen these individuals feel that there were no fair chances on employment 

or education, the Jihadists feel that there is no place for them in society and it becomes 

some kind of rebellion against their parents and society. There is an image of an Islamic 

ideal, especially in the IS where there is a possibility for a new life and it is their duty to 

contribute to the IS (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 2016). 
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The last few months many of these Jihadists were identified and named in different trials, 

such as the trial around Zerkani1, in that trial a lot of people who might have been in the 

database at some time but are now known (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 

2016). The way the government is dealing with the returning Jihadists differs, Ostaeyen 

said that on one hand ‘’some of them who have returned and have remorse are freed quite 

rapidly’’ (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 2016) and the other hand there is 

another example that Ostaeyen mentioned which was: ‘’ one example who has admitted 

that he has beheaded in Syria, also the police overheard him saying that in a tapped phone 

call that this guy is roaming the streets freely, so it is completely different, every person is 

treated in a different way in my opinion’’ (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 

2016).  

 

As noted by Ostaeyen these individuals feel that there were no fair chances on employment 

or education, the Jihadists feel that there is no place for them in society and it becomes 

some kind of rebellion against their parents and society. There is an image of an Islamic 

ideal, especially in the IS where there is a possibility for a new life and it is their duty to 

contribute to the IS (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 2016). 

 

On the topic of re-integrating Jihadists, Ostaeyen said that currently he has no knowledge 

if there is such a thing in Germany. However Ostaeyen believes it is important, because at 

some point, the Jihadists return and once that happens it is not possible to criminalize them 

for life. The exact way to approach this is difficult, it would depend on the case, and they 

should be handled by individual approaches, not one size fits all (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal 

interview, May 15, 2016).  

 

According to Eva Entenmann, who is the Programme Officer at the International Centre for 

Counter-Terrorism, it is important that returning Jihadists that are unconvicted are offered 

an exit out of the extremist environment. Entenmann stated that it should be part of any 

comprehensive approach to counter terrorism of a government, because countering 

terrorism cannot just be drones or hard repressive approaches, for Entenmann personally 

it needs to have a full spectrum of tools in a toolbox (E. Entenmann, Personal interview, 

June 3rd, 2016). This could be for example an exit programme on voluntary basis. However 

Entenmann noted that the issue with a programme on voluntary basis is that not many 

                                                
1 Zerkani is an individual who recruited 18 Belgian nationals to join the fight in a Jihadists conflict 
zone, he was sentenced to 15 years. (Bolle, J. 2016) 
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participate. When offering a re-integration programme it is a good idea to incentivize 

potential participation. The programmes can be incentivised by for example offering to 

remove administrative measures such as the revoking of citizenship or cancelling benefits 

(E. Entenmann, Personal interview, June 3rd, 2016). 
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4.2 Case study: Aarhus Method Denmark 

 

This subchapter is a case study of the Danish Aarhus method will focus on the details of 

said method. This subchapter contains information obtained from personal communication 

with the Aarhus programme as well as any relevant documents and information that is found 

online. 

The Danish Anti-Radicalisation efforts, the Aarhus programme was established in 2007 as 

a pilot project. The objective of the project is the prevention of political and religious 

radicalisation of young people and in addition ensuring these young people are safe and 

are able to thrive. The pilot transitioned into full operation on the first of January 2011. 

 

Correspondence with the East Jutland Police and Aarhus municipality communication 

advisor Janni Lundager stressed that in Denmark it is not illegal to travel to Syria, unless 

certain conditions are fulfilled and it is not illegal to return from Syria. The police has 

authority to arrest those that are proven to have participated in illegal activity according to 

Danish legislation (J. Lundager, personal e-mail, May 2, 2016).  

 

There are 80 Danish nationals that have travelled abroad to Jihadists conflict zones. If there 

is any suspicion of illegal activity, the police will investigate and prosecute those individuals. 

In addition the police and the municipality cooperate on prevention, which is applied in the 

Aarhus programme, the East Jutland police stresses the fact that the alternative to what the 

government in Denmark is not to put people in prison, the alternative is not doing anything 

(J. Lundager, personal e-mail, May 2, 2016).  

 

4.2.1 Organisation 

According to the East Jutland Police (EJP) the work that is carried out to prevent 

radicalisation is based on a set of values that is outlined in the Aarhus Municipality’s 

integration police, the focus lies on active citizenship. The work undertaken is directed by 

the objective: "to strengthen societal cohesion in Aarhus and ensure that everyone, 

regardless of ethnic or cultural background, are able to participate as active citizens with 

respect for fundamental democratic values.” (J. Lundager, Personal communication 1, May 

2, 2016, page 2).  

 

The EJP states that the actual work that is carried out is a collaboration between the East 

Jutland Police and Aarhus Municipality and is initiated as a supplement to the existing crime 
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prevention initiatives and procedures, which are supplemented by an intersectional and 

interdisciplinary working group that possesses a specific knowledge of radicalisation. The 

work is initiated and managed by the director of the Department of Children and Youths as 

well as the East Jutland police and Department of Social Services (J.Lundager, Personal 

communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 2).  In addition at the end of 2013, authorities took 

initiatives to respond to the potential for volunteers from Aarhus going to or returning from 

Syria. The radicalisation prevention work is a collaboration between East Jutland police, 

Aarhus municipality and Aarhus University (J.Lundager, Personal communication 1, May 

2, 2016, p. 3).  

 

Goals and Objectives 

 

According to Agerschou the strategy is to regard radicalisation exactly as any other crime 

preventative work that requires general, group related and specific actions. The work 

carried out is ongoing, with four key objectives/initiatives that are important to apply 

(Agerschou, 2015, p. 6). Agerschou further states that the planning and execution of a 

coordinated strategy of radicalisation prevention, advice and guidance on radicalisation, 

determining how radicalisation happens to groups or individuals. It also includes handling 

individual cases of young people at risk of radicalisation (Agerschou, 2015, p. 6). 

 

Initiatives 

 

The EJP states that the Aarhus City Council approved an action plan for an expansion of 

the existing anti-radicalisation efforts with children, youth and persons over the age of 18 in 

the spring of 2012 (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016 , p. 4). The EJP 

further explains that the action plan requires knowledge to be able to identify radicalisation 

and also requires special skills that enable the implementation of preventative measures 

(J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4). The fieldwork is a combination 

of the constitutional rights of freedom of expression, religious activism and violations and 

also of the Danish Penal code §114, which is better known as the Terrorism clause2. The 

initiative is closely linked to Aarhus Social services and the operations of the plan started 

on the first of January 2015 (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4). It 

                                                
2 The Danish Criminal Code concerning terrorism. Freedom of expression for example becomes 
illegal when an act with the intent seriously to intimidate a population or unlawfully to compel Danish 
public authorities to do or abstain from doing any act or to destabilise or destroy the fundamental 
political, constitutional, economic or social structures of a country provided that the offence may 
inflict serious harm on a country by virtue of its nature or the context in which it Is commited. 
(Committee of Experts on Terrorism, 2006) 
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also combines other legislation that sets limits on the means of how one can promote one’s 

cause (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4).     

 

According to the EJP there are four key objectives that are secondary but add to the anti-

radicalisation efforts, which are (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2nd, 2016, p. 

4): the development and execution of a coordinated strategy for radicalisation prevention, 

offering advice and guidance on radicalisation, the identification of radicalisation of 

individuals or groups and finally taking on individual cases of people at risk from 

radicalisation.  

 

Efforts to Raise Awareness 

 

The EJP describes that the Aarhus municipality has held over 120 awareness-raising 

presentations between the December 2008 and September 2015. The effort to raise 

awareness was necessary in order to spread knowledge about radicalisation and also to 

equip adult professionals and volunteers (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 

2016, p. 4). 

 

The Info House 

 

The Info House was created in January 2010 as disclosed by the EJP. This is an information 

centre where public sector employees but also private citizens can come together to discuss 

or ask questions about radicalisation. The Danish police, Social Services and initiative 

management groups work together at the Info house to investigate and handle enquiries 

that the centre receives (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4). The 

EJP further explains that private citizens can present their enquiry and the centre 

investigates if it is a case of radicalisation or a case of ‘youth rebellion’’, or something 

similar. After the investigation, a decision on the course of action is taken, this could be for 

example advice and guidance in the form of counselling, social activities might be of interest 

or the offer of mentor support (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4). 
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Mentor guidance and Dialogue based workshops 

 

Professor Preben Bertelsen of the Aarhus University Psychological Institute developed the 

concept of mentor involvement when there is a concern for radicalisation in 2011  

(J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4). Bertelsen’s experience in the 

field of psychology allowed him to educate mentors for the mentor involvement programme 

to help their young mentees, who often lack basic life skills. The support of mentors is 

essential as it can keep the young mentees from being attached to extremist environments. 

As of September 2015, there are 20 mentors who have been assigned to young mentees 

who, with the approval of their parents agreed to working with a mentor (J.Lundager 

Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4). 

 

The EJP explains that in order to promote early intervention, dialogue-based workshops 

have been established to make contact and have a personal dialogue with young people. 

According to the EJP this route was chosen because it can achieve a more intimate and 

involved dialogue, which cannot be achieved by handing out flyers or guides. The workshop 

is two and a half hour session that includes materials and a guide for teachers with 

interactive student assignments (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016., p. 

4). There have been 157 workshops since August 2012 to the end of September 2015, and 

in addition six instructors have been trained to conduct the workshops (J.Lundager 

Personal communication 1, May 2, 2016, p. 4). The workshops for adults aimed at parents 

and youth workers are being developed. The workshop for youth workers ran 

Autumn/Winter 2015/16 and the workshop model for parents is currently being tested and 

is on standby for resource-related reasons (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2, 

2016, p. 4). Information on the status of the workshops for youth workers or parents is not 

yet available. 

 

Community outreach 

 

The EJP notes that based upon American and other countries’ experiences, a strategy was 

developed in relation to different community settings and ethnic minority, in 2015. The 

Aarhus Municipality’s radicalisation prevention work facilitates the work of developing a 

strategy for future initiatives based on the outcomes of the ‘’Building resilience to 

radicalisation and violent extremism’ (J.Lundager, Personal communication 1, May 2nd, 

2016, p. 6). The EJP states an example of the work carried out in this area includes, 

Dialogue with the Somali community, there has been dialogue with the Somali Association 
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in Aarhus to prevent radicalisation of Somali youth and prevention of travel to Syria 

(J.Lundager, Personal communication 1, May 2nd, 2016, p. 6). There also has been an 

outreach to prevent radicalisation and travel to Syria with the Muslim Youth Centre 

Grimhojvej, it was established that some individuals that have travelled from Denmark to 

Syria were members of this group (J.Lundager, Personal communication 1, May 2nd, 2016, 

p. 6). Finally the EJP states that are plans to establish an inter-faith group called: Living 

with your religion in Danish Society. The theme of this group include practicing ones religion 

but living with it in a peaceful manner that does not conflict with modern Danish values and 

society.  
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4.3 Aarhus method with regards to Syrian Volunteers 

 

The Danish authorities have taken initiatives to respond to the potential for volunteers from 

Aarhus going to or returning from the conflict in Syria as stated by the EJP. The work to 

prevent such radicalisation is carried out with people who reside in the Aarhus area and is 

carried out on the basis of an international research (J.Lundager, Personal communication 

1, May 2nd, 2016, p. 5) 

 

According to the EJP this research revealed that staying in a conflict zone significantly 

increases radicalisation. The work undertaken with Syrian volunteers3 from Aarhus strives 

to prevent radicalisation and violent extremism following participation in the Syrian conflict 

with three types of service (J.Lundager, Personal communication 1, May 2nd, 2016, p. 3). 

The EJP further explains that the first type of service is an individual advice and guidance 

service to people who are thinking of travelling to Syria as a relief worker or as a fighter, or 

those who have already travelled and returned from the conflict.  

 

This type of individual advice includes information on the risk of prosecution under the anti-

terrorism legislation if they participate in the Syrian conflict, information on the risk of staying 

in a conflict zone such as the physical dangers, the psychological trauma for themselves 

and the indirect effects they would have on their family and friends (J.Lundager Personal 

communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3). The individuals also receive information on available 

help that can assist them to leave extremist circles (J.Lundager Personal communication 

2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3). The second type of service is After-care for returnees, this includes: 

debriefing, psychotherapy, medical care, mentoring contacts and participation in the exit 

programme (J.Lundager Personal communication 1, May 2nd, 2016, p.5). These returnees 

receive help via an exit programme, which is still in its first phase. The exit programme is 

explained in the next paragraph. 

 

4.4 The exit programme of Aarhus 

 

The Exit programme as described by Aarhus Youth worker Toke Agerschou, is for people 

in the Municipality of Aarhus that are politically or religiously radicalised to a degree where 

                                                
3 The Aarhus method refers to Syria and Syrian volunteers in official documents regarding the 
program, email communication confirmed that the method does not apply to Syria alone but also to 
any other Jihadists conflict zone. 
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they are encouraging, supporting or carrying out violent, extremist acts based on political 

or religious conviction (Agerschou, 2015, p. 10). According to Agerschou (2015) this 

programme was previously targeted against individuals under the age of 18, with the option 

to include those over 18 based on specific assessments. However in 2012 the Municipality 

of Aarhus decided to expand it to include adults regardless. It was decided that the 

responsibility for the measures targeting individuals over 18 would be placed on the 

Department of Social Affairs and Employment of Denmark. In addition to that there is an 

organizational link to the existing work with the Schools, Social Services and Police (SSP) 

working with crime prevention among children and youth (Agerschou, 2015, p. 10). 

 

Agerschou further explains that the exit programme consists of two parts. The first part has 

the goal of helping individuals exit extremist, religious or political environments. The second 

part is to establish conditions that guarantee the inclusion of those individuals as well as 

the inclusion in the society as fellow citizens (Agerschou, 2015, p. 11). The Exit programme 

is in close connection with already existing work in the field of youth work and adult work in 

Aarhus. The programme is described below and several of the exit measures are still 

developing, the Exit programme is in a test phase during which various means will be 

evaluated regularly and developed as necessary. 

 

Agerschou (2015, p. 12) describes the following measures that the Exit programme consists 

of as: ‘’risk assessment and referral, counselling and guidance, compulsory mentor 

processes, education and employment, housing, psychology sessions network resources, 

anchoring of faith/political conviction and medical treatment’’. In the next paragraphs, each 

of these points will be explained. 

 

 Risk assessment and referral 

 

The Info House previously mentioned is the initial entrance to the Exit programme, it is 

manned by two police constables and an employee of the Department of Social Services 

(Agerschou, 2016, p 12). According to Agerschou all inquiries that concern radicalisation 

first go through the Info House. The contact to potential exit candidates is established in 

different ways, for example through questions from citizens, relatives of the potential 

candidates or municipal employees. Once there is an inquiry, the employees of the Info 

house carry out the process to identify the potential candidate’s motivation for participating 

in the exit process. If it is necessary the process can go forth in collaboration with other 

professionals that are part of the task force. The members of the Exit programme task force 

are representatives from the Department of Social Services, The East Jutland Police 
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District, The Department of Children and Young people, the Department of Employment 

and the Danish Prison and Probation Service (Agerschou, 2015, p 11).   

 

Agerschou describes that the Info House assess if individual cases are relevant for the Exit 

programme and if so the case is handed over to the Task force. The Task Force then 

conducts a broadly-based assessments of the individual case and makes a 

recommendation for an exit process based on the various qualifications the task force 

represents (Agerschou, 2015, p. 12). This exit process will then have to be approved by the 

Department of Social Services and the East Jutland Police district. The individual exit 

process is usually financed as an individual case in the Department of Social Services and 

the Department of Employment (Agerschou, 2015, p. 12). Furthermore it is important that 

the relevant authoritative bodies approve the programme before it can take place. More 

importantly, a written consent from the individual exit candidate has to be provided that 

allows exchange of information between the relevant authoritative bodies (Agerschou, 

2015, p. 12). The exit process is always catered to an individual and it depends on the 

individual’s motivation, eligibility and needs. Before the start of a programme an agreement 

of cooperation is written up for every individual that provides a description of the measures 

and provides clarity. 

 

Agerschou describes an exit process as an individually planned process and therefore the 

type of measures provided vary from case to case depending on the citizen's motivation, 

eligibility, and needs (Agerschou, 2015, p. 12). In addition a written agreement of 

cooperation is prepared for every individual in an Exit programme with the purpose of 

targeting the measures and providing clarity regarding the purpose of the exit process as 

explained by Agerschou.  Every individual taking part in the exit programme is also assigned 

a contact person from the exit house, who is required to stay in contact with the individual 

(Agerschou, 2015, p. 12).  
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Counselling and Guidance 

 

According to the EJP the Info house always offer an individual counselling and guidance in 

regards to exiting a violent and extremist environment. The EJP further states that 

counselling is also available for relatives and people in the individual’s life. If necessary the 

case is referred to the Task Force (J. Lundager, Personal communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, 

p.3), and If necessary relevant professionals such as psychologists can be asked to 

participate. If individuals are for example in Syria, The EJP stresses that the Info house 

typically does not specialize in counselling those individuals however help, advice and 

guidance is then provided to the relatives of the individual, including help to reach the 

individuals location (J. Lundager, Personal communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3). There is 

a contact network amongst ambassadors and consulates in Turkey and the Lebanon 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Danish Security and Intelligence service and Danish 

representatives working in the region with international police (J. Lundager, Personal 

communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3). 

 

Agerschou (2015, p. 13) explains that in the process, an individual is always assigned to a 

mentor who provides support during the process. As stated before the mentors are 

educated by Professor of psychology Bertelsen. The mentor serves as an agent that 

provides continuity in the progress, the reason for that is that there are various authoritative 

bodies involved which could be confusing or overwhelming for a person (Agerschou, 2015, 

p. 13). In addition the process of mentoring depends on the needs of the individual and will 

always be adjusted according to the individual’s capability of handling the challenges the 

radicalisation has brought out (Agerschou, 2015, p.13). Ultimately the mentor’s 

responsibility is to supervise the process and provide the support that the individuals news 

in order to achieve inclusion into society. 

 

The mentors needed in this process are required to complete an educational programme 

before being able to support an individual. Agerschou (2015, p. 13) explains that the 

mentors are part of a specialised mentor corps that meet every month with the mentor 

consultant as the process of being a mentor can be quite challenging. The mentor 

processes are therefore closely followed by the mentor consultant who provides monthly 

status reports on the exit process to the task force.  
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Education, Employment and Housing 

 

As far as education, employment and housing Agerschou (2015, p.14) states that including 

the individual is important during this project and during this step of the process the re-

integration into the labour and educational system is considered. The mentor is required to 

always support the individual to ensure continuous contact with the educational and 

employment system and support to processes that have been set up to integrate the 

individual back into employment or education.  

Agerschou (2015, p.14) further explains that if necessary the Exit programme will provide 

relocation of the individual although it is not a fixed part of the programme. Under 

exceptional circumstances where it is necessary for the individual to leave the violent 

environment, it will be provided. The Social Housing Department is then consulted to help 

facilitate this process as an application for emergency housing 

 

Psychology sessions 

  

Individuals participating in the Exit programme are offered a limited number of sessions 

with a psychologist (Agerschou 2015, p14). The sessions are based on the method called 

life psychology under guidance of professor Preben Bertelsen. Life Psychology is a theory 

well founded in years of research.  As described by the Aarhus workshop guide: Life 

psychology teaches that everyone aspires to a life that is ‘’good enough’’, as it will never be 

perfect or free of challenges, obstacles and setbacks.  

 

The guide further describes that it is needed to acquire skills to cope sufficiently with these 

challenges, whether the challenges are daily life tasks or big life-changing decisions 

(Ostjyllands politi, nd, para 1). It is a method that addresses and strives to cope with the 

fundamental life tasks that confront everyone. If there is need for longer lasting therapy 

session, it will be continued through the individual’s personal health system.  

 

Agerschou (2015, p. 15) notes in this section that currently the possibilities of acquiring 

possibly external psychological are being explored. If there is a need for physical medical 

care that process goes through the ordinary health care system and the mentor assist the 

individual to gain access to this service. 
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Network sources 

 

Network resources are a vital part in the exit process (Agerschou 2015, p. 14). According 

to Agerschou it is important to consider an individual’s network and whether the persons in 

this network can assist the individual in their exit process. The individuals that can assist 

are the parents, family member or friends of the individual. The Info house performs a 

screening in order to assess if the close relatives or friends of the individual can be included 

in the process, if that is the case, counselling and guidance that is described in the previous 

paragraph will be applied. 

 

Anchorage of Faith and political convention 

 

Agerschou notes that in the exit process individuals who at one point radicalized are 

involved and religion or storing political convictions plays a crucial role in their lives. It is 

likely that these individuals feel a need to discuss religious or political views and attain a 

more nuanced view of those topics (Agerschou, 2015, p. 15). It is not yet been made clear 

who will be in charge of this in the Exit programme as it is developing. 

 

Delimitation of exit processes 

 

The length of an exit process is typically one year however it could be shorter or longer 

depending on the individual and their needs (Agerschou 2015, p.16). The Info House 

mentors and employees will stay in contact after the process and the process is considered 

successful if the individual achieves the goals that were written in the initial agreement.  It 

is also possible that the exit process is terminated if either the individual or the authorities 

do not adhere to the conditions of the previously set up agreement (Agerschou 2015, p.16). 

The Task force of the Exit programme decides the termination of the process. Agerschou 

explains that the communication between collaboration parties depends on the individual’s 

needs (Agerschou 2015, p.16). For example contact with the Danish Security and 

Intelligence agency will go through the East Jutland police department and contact with the 

Prison and Probation service will go through the existing SSP. 
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4.5 Results of the Aarhus method as of 2015 

 

According to the EJP since the establishment of the programme in 2007, the Info House 

received around 160 enquiries’ related to concerns about radicalisation; most of these were 

handled with advice and guidance from employees of the Info House. In 19 cases a mentor 

programme was initiated, of these 19 cases, 11 individuals completed the programme 

successfully (J. Lundager, Personal communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3). The way 

successful completion of the programme is measured is not clear. The EJP states that there 

is contact with people who are part of an extremist environment and are motivated to leave 

that environment, but for some reason are not in a position to leave without outside help.  

The individuals that are stuck in that situation receive help via the Exit programme, which 

is still in its first phase (J. Lundager, Personal communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3). 

 

The EJP notes that the work carried out thus far has significantly reduced traffic to Syria, 

from 30 individuals in 2013 to 1 person in 2014 and 3 in the beginning of 2015 (J. Lundager, 

Personal communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3). In addition 5 younger individuals and their 

families have received advice, guidance and assistance with the concern the individual was 

about the travel to a Jihadist conflict zone, that has meant that in these cases, the travel 

from Denmark was prevented (J. Lundager, Personal communication 2, May 2nd, 2016, 

p.3). As for as returning Jihadists, there is contact with 16 individuals who have returned 

from Jihadists conflict zones, 10 of these individuals have received guidance, advice and 

help. The six other individuals are engaged in different areas of dialogue that enables 

authorities to keep track of them and their activities (J. Lundager, Personal communication 

2, May 2nd, 2016, p.3).  
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4.6 Case study: German Hayat Method 

 

This subchapter is a case study of the German Hayat method. This subchapter contains 

information obtained from a personal interview with former Hayat programme family 

counsellor and director of the German Institute on Radicalisation and De-radicalisation 

Studies Daniel Koehler, who also developed the methodology for the Hayat programme. 

Furthermore this subchapter will cover any relevant documents and information that is 

found online.  

 

According to research by Vidino (2014, p. 10) as of 2014 270 German citizens are Jihadists 

in either Iraq or Syria. The fear of the German government is that these individuals join 

terrorist organizations and return to Germany to become engaged in terrorist attacks. 

Scholar Daniel Koehler of the German institute of radicalisation and de-radicalisation, states 

that since December 2013, the German Ministry of the Interior established that there are 

around 50 individuals that have returned to Germany (Koehler, 2013, p. 185). There is 

concern that 17 of these individuals have allegedly participated in terrorist activities. The 

German Federal persecutor has opened investigations against six of those individuals. 

These events have led to the creation of the German Hayat programme (Koehler, 2013, p. 

185). 

 

4.6.1 Organisation 

 

Scholar Daniel Koehler extensively discusses the Hayat programme in his paper Family 

Counselling as Prevention and Intervention Tool Against ‘Foreign Fighters’ (2013).  Koehler 

(2013, p. 185) stated that The Hayat programme is part of a German nation-wide 

counselling network focusing on radicalisation established by the Federal Office for 

Migration and Refugees in 2011 and is run by the Centre for Democratic Culture (ZDK) in 

Berlin. It is a nationwide phone hotline for families and concerned persons who request 

advice on how to deal with a radicalised individual, the hotline provides free and anonymous 

first line counselling.  

 

The Hayat programme is responsible to tackle the highly radicalized cases of returning 

Jihadists. The programme was inspired by the successful de-radicalisation programmes for 

right-wing extremist: EXIT-Germany and therefore the Hayat method can use the 

knowledge available and apply to the realm of Islamic extremism (Koehler, 2013, p. 185). 
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Koehler (2013) The ZKD gained experiences to deal with de-radicalisation with its project: 

Strengthening families against violence and extremism. It was a counselling service for 

family and friends if individuals involved in Islamic extremist environments between 2007 

and 2010 (as cited in C.F. Dantschke, 2010). The programme is financed by the Ministry of 

the Interior through the Federal Office for Immigration and Refugee Affairs in full (D. 

Koehler, Personal Email, May 28, 2016).  

 

Strategy 

 

Koehler (2013, p. 185) describes how the programme focusses on the counselling of 

relatives and friends of individuals who are radicalized as vital in the decline and reversion 

of radicalisation processes. According to Koehler, (2013, p. 186) any effective de-

radicalisation programme should focus on the de-legitimisation and invalidation of the 

individual’s narratives and interpretations, it is also important that the previously learned 

radical ideology is dismantled. Furthermore it is important to reach a critical self-

assessment of the individual’s past. The Hayat programme works by educating the relatives 

and friends of radicalized individuals about radical argumentations and ideological 

narratives the relatives or friends to counter them (Koehler, 2013, p. 187).  

 

The family serves as an example portraying something different from how the radical 

ideology tells the individual the family will react. In the literature review chapter it was 

described that recruiters of Jihadists will say upon arrival in a combat zone that their own 

family will never accept their faith and will try to convince them to return (Jansen, 2015, 

para 2). The Hayat programme responds to that by educating the relatives of radicalised 

individuals on how to recognize provocation and handle conflicts and how to compromise 

with the individual while respecting their faith and adhering to clear boundaries, that way 

the family was portrayed by the recruiters is questioned by the individual (Koehler, 2013, p. 

187). 

 

This allows relatives or friends that are opposed to the ideology of the individual to be 

empowered in their argumentation, in the past it became clear that prior to any exit out of 

an extremist environment, almost every individual had doubts about their movement and 

its objectives (Koehler, 2013, p. 188) The ZDK uses this emotional bond to plant seeds of 

doubt in the radical ideology of the individual which is beneficial for de-radicalisation. 
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General method 

 

The first step is an intense and highly complex experts assessments of networks, ideology, 

and risks of the radicalised individuals life, this is important in order to determine if the 

individual is violently or non- violently radicalised (Koehler, 2013, p. 191). This assessment 

is carefully conducted by a team of experts specialized in radicalisation, Islamism and 

terrorism. The team is equipped to counsel relatives and friends of the individual to develop 

an understanding and appreciation of the individual’s new beliefs even if it conflicts with 

their own beliefs. If the individual is non-violently radicalised, counselling is shifted to a 

family therapy approach, where the individual is involved to improve the family context while 

respecting the faith and religious freedom (Koehler, 2013, p. 191). 

 

Koehler (2013, p 191) describes the next step as ‘clarification of personal dispositions and 

motivations of the radicalised individual’’. It is essential to establish what makes the radical 

group appealing to the individual in order to structure further counselling efforts. It is 

necessary to detect and solve potential conflicts within the family in order to strengthen the 

family bond, as it is the most import element in the counselling experiences. It is also 

beneficial that the individual has access to other harmless forms of communities with 

religious background as it the individual should have access to their religion in a safe way 

(Koehler, 2013, p. 192).  

 

Koehler (2013, p. 139) states that it is important to keep in mind that the programme 

focusses on the counselling of the family, the environment of a radicalised person, not the 

individual itself. It is counter-productive to include the radicalised person because the 

programme believes that it will be interpreted as a tool for manipulation of those against 

their religion. As stated before, individuals who are radicalised are told that their family is 

against them and the involvement of the individual in the process feeds into the notion that 

they are not accepted by their family (Koehler 2013, p 139). It causes the idea that every 

effort on the side of the family is interpreted as externally controlled with the goal of leading 

the individual to abandon their faith; this is usually applied when individuals are extremely 

radicalised or violent (Koehler 2013, p. 139). 

 

Koehler (2013, p. 140) describes that in order to identify the individuals requirements and 

motives for radicalisation, the process always starts with an individual discussion with 

experienced and professional advisors and on the basis of that information the team 

develops a plan of action, along with goals and a realistic time frame for the family. 
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The first phase will overcome the individually perceived biggest obstacles to the targeted 

goals. These obstacles concern: preparation administrative formalities, legal information 

and advice, information and family-oriented counselling, mediation between state intuitions 

and psychological assistance. The assigned counsellor will accompany the process for as 

long as it is necessary and is available for contact 24 hours a day by telephone to assists 

families that deal with these critical situations (Koehler, 2013, p. 194). It is important that 

during this process the basic rights and security of all persons involved are safe guarded. 

 

Goals and objectives 

 

The goal of the counselling process depends on the individual because all counselling 

processes are catered to a specific individual. According to Koehler (2013, p. 195) there 

are different scenarios for action in order to reach the goals designed. Additionally the 

included partners, religious figures, security personnel, psychologists, therapists and 

different authorities need to be coordinated for external assistance as well as for the 

counselling process at specific times in the process (Koehler, 2013, p. 195) 

 

In a personal interview with Koehler4 , the scholar emphasizes the importance of an efficient 

bridge between the family and all relevant actors, such as police, social workers, and 

schools, employers that requires high professional standards, evaluation and rigorous 

training for the staff (D. Koehler, Personal Interview. May 27, 2016). Koehler stated that 

since the publication of his paper in 2013, this has been a struggle and has even caused 

the programme to violate ethical standards.  

 

Koehler explains that there have been incidents where security relevant cases were 

withheld from authorities because a lack of trust towards the police and intelligence. This is 

caused by a lack of the essential basis for that mechanism, without intense training in risk 

assessment, counsellors have no idea when to contact the authorities. This training was 

not implemented in the Hayat programme according to Koehler, despite the fact that it is 

essential for the programme. Koehler explains that the counsellors also need intensive 

training for example in Jihadi ideology, psychology of radicalisation, IS recruitment and 

propaganda, risk assessment (D. Koehler, Personal Interview. May 27, 2016). According 

to Koehler the Danish Model is exceptionally effective because it has an important long-

term component regarding trust and network in community. It is run by policy and ensures 

                                                
4 Koehler has left the Hayat programme in 2014, all of Koehler’s statements come from the 
perspective of a well-informed researcher and former family counsellor. 
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control through the government. The Danish Model was built on a very long tradition of 

cooperation between police, social services and civil society; it is essential to design these 

programmes to be sustainable for a long time. (D. Koehler, Personal Email. May 28, 2016). 

Otherwise it will be difficult to implement these programmes because it would cause a very 

high degree of mistrust and critique (Koehler, 2015) 

 

4.7 Hayat programme with regards to Foreign Fighters 

 

The methods above are the general ideas behind the Hayat programme, as stated in the 

first paragraph it is a programme designed for the counselling of families that deal with 

security related cases such as foreign fighters (Koehler, 2013, p. 194). The Hayat 

programme has a specific programme for foreign fighters before leaving, during the time 

they are abroad and upon return. 

 

Koehler (2013, p. 195) explains that it is important to know the difference between different 

types of individuals who might want to leave their home countries. It is possible that some 

individuals are for example leaving Germany to study Arabic in Egypt, this could be seen 

as a first step to joining radical Islamic groups however it could also be legitimate. The 

Hayat programme tries to assess every individual on the possibility of Foreign Fighter 

relevancy (Koehler, 2013, p. 196).  

 

Koehler (2013, p 197) explains that there are three different types: 

 

The individual is about to leave  

 

In this case it is important to prevent the individual from leaving by any means necessary. 

However it is important to take into account the motivation behind the individual leaving, it 

could for example be learning Arabic or providing humanitarian aid. If this is the case it is 

important to offer alternative such as Arabic lessons in the home country or raising money 

for charity rather than humanitarian aid. In this stage the counselling method of creating a 

positive family environment where the individual’s religion is applied. The counselling also 

provides the family with abilities to prevent the individual from leaving such as security 

agencies. 
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The individual has already left  

 

In this case the counselling team needs to research more information about the activities 

of the individual who has left. It is still possible that the individual is not engaging in terrorist 

activities but is working in humanitarian assistance. It is important to find out information on 

the individuals contact with the family or if the authorities are investigating the case. The 

Hayat counselling team works as a bridge between the family and authorities at this stage. 

The team protects the privacy rights of the family and their concerns while trying to gain as 

much information as possible to locate the individual. If there is any concern regarding 

terrorist activity, the authorities need to be involved.  

 

If necessary the Hayat programme will provide legal assistance and mediation to minimize 

the negative effects on the family, while maximizing the work to bring back the individual as 

safely as possible. It is possible that at this stage the family can be guided to prevent the 

individual from engaging in terrorist organisation in order to further facilitate a safe return to 

their home country without fears of criminalisation. In some cases the counselling can be 

shifted to a family therapy style approach. 

 

The individual returns  

 

In this case it is important to conduct a risk assessment, there is a possibility that the 

individual has been involved in illegal activities, the individual was trained for combat, or 

that the individual has contact with dangerous networks and groups. It is then important to 

strengthen the family in order to provide a safe and stable environment for the individual 

because the individual will most likely be arrested by the police or intelligence services 

immediately after their return. In order to prevent even further radicalisation, the family of 

the individual needs to strengthened and trained to assist the individual in dealing with 

traumatic experiences during their time abroad.  

 

The basic and most important rule here is that the stronger the environment around the 

individual is, the more difficult it is that the individual is radicalised further or chooses to 

engage in illegal activities. If the person expresses no interest in leaving the radicalised 

environment, the only measure left for Hayat is to assist the family with the situation and 

provide the option of continuing the process if the individual is arrested. 

 

Koehler stated during the personal interview that regarding returning individuals, a very 

sophisticated method is needed to analyse each individual case, assess the risk and design 
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a hand tailored approach. On the basis of that assessment, there needs to be decision on 

which route to take, in the Hayat programme currently this particular method is currently 

missing (D. Koehler, Personal Interview. May 27, 2016). 

 

To summarize, Koehler describes the goals of Hayat in regard to foreign fighters as: ‘’to 

prevent the relative from leaving (voluntarily), to motivate him or her to return or to desist 

from fighting etc., and to induce a de-radicalisation process once returned’’ Koehler (2013, 

p 197). 
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4.9 The Hayat programme results as of 2013 

 

According to Koehler (2013, p 200) since the launch of the Hayat programme in 2011, 53 

cases were handled between 2011 and 2013. These cases were mostly German however 

some cases were assigned by Sweden and Canada. Many of these cases had a Foreign 

Fighter related background. In 31 of these cases Hayat was contacted directly and 22 of 

these cases were referred to the Hayat programme. In December 2013 there were 39 active 

counselling processes with different degrees of diversity and security relevance. In at least 

eight cases the security relevance was significantly high. In these cases activities involving 

terrorist organisation have occurred or were preeminent.  

 

Koehler (2013, p 211) describes that: a clear ‘Foreign Fighter’ background (according to 

the above mentioned types) was relevant in eight cases. One case was a domestic 

terrorism case. In the majority of cases there has been an advanced to high level of 

radicalisation with links to internationally operating and violent Wahhabi networks. Koehler 

(2013) also noted that in several cases, there was disproportional media coverage and 

interference of security agencies that caused additional problematic escalation of the 

situation.  

 

Additional results are that in two specific Foreign Fighter cases, leaving the country could 

be prevented. In two other cases it was proven that the individuals leaving were harmless. 

In six cases the individual already left when The Hayat Programme was contacted. In 15 

cases the risks associated with the situation were reduced through the counselling process 

by strengthening the families of the individuals. As of December 2013, seven cases have 

been closed successfully meaning that the families and the counsellor agreed that there 

was no need for further counselling, 30 cases are still on going and one case has been a 

failure. During the personal interview, Koehler mentioned that there have been cases of 

individuals travelling to Syria and committing suicide attacks after the family counselling 

process had started, this is possibly an example of a failure (D. Koehler, Personal Interview. 

May 27, 2016). In addition Koehler states that currently evaluation and transparency of the 

programme needs to be improved, if a case goes wrong, there is need for critical reflection 

and analysis in order to improve the programme. 
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5. Discussion 

 

This chapter discusses case study results in the context of the relevant literature. The initial 

research question of this dissertation is: How can the Belgian government improve its 

current approach of dealing with returning jihadists in light of re-integration programmes 

across Europe? In order to answer this, it was necessary to first examine the current 

situation in Belgium; who a Jihadists is and what motivates a Jihadists to leave Belgium 

and finally the two re-integration programmes the Hayat programme and the Aarhus 

method. 

 

5.1 Belgium 

 

To answer the main research question, this dissertation first examined the current situation 

in Belgium. In recent years it is apparent that Belgium has the largest amount of Jihadists 

leaving their country per capita (Teich, 2016, p. 37). It is important for this research to 

determine the reasons for individuals becoming radicalised Jihadists and leaving Belgium 

to join the fight in Jihadist conflict zones. It became clear that in wider academic literature 

the reasons are, in short, that radicalisation has different factors. These factors include 

strained environmental conditions, organizational framing of those conditions with the goal 

to facilitate recruitment to a radical group and availability of pathways that lead to 

radicalisation (Teich, 2016, p. 37).  

 

Some examples of strained environmental conditions are unemployment among Belgian 

Jihadists and the poor integration of Muslims into Belgian society (Birnbaum, 2015, para 

20). This theory is in accordance with the opinion of Belgian expert Pieter van Ostaeyen 

who stated that the conditions in Belgium that cause these individuals is because they feel 

treated as second rank civilians and are left out of society. Ostaeyen further explains that 

these individuals feel that there are no fair chances on employment or education and 

therefore rebel against society (P. van Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 2016). It 

became apparent while researching the current situation in Belgium that the situation in 

regarding Muslim youth needs to be addressed. The lack of social identity and unequal 

chances for education and employment for these individuals creates a vulnerable 

environment, where they are prone to be recruited into a Jihadists group. If these conditions 

are improved over time in Belgium, it will decrease the lack of social identity, which will 

further decrease opportunities for radicalisation. 
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5.1.2 Belgian government’s current approach: 

 

Furthermore it became clear that in Belgium, the approach for dealing with returning fighters 

could be improved, as it is not very extensive. The current Belgian approach is described 

in a memorandum of the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Security, the 

memorandum describes the projects: ‘’returnees’’ and Task Force Syria. The Task Force 

Syria is an efficient optimal coordination to ensure the information exchanges between the 

local and federal police platforms. The project ‘’returnees’’ describes the measures that are 

needed to identify persons who are looking to join, have already joined or have returned 

from Jihadist conflict zones such as Syria and Iraq. When those persons are identified the 

Task Force continues the operation needed to deal with such individuals (Belgische kamer 

van vertegenwoordigers, 2014). The criminal prosecution of returning Belgian Jihadists is 

preferred if the specific individual is deemed a threat and if there is evidence the individual 

is engaged in criminal or terrorist activities (Vidino, 2015, p. 8). The Belgian government 

would reach more individuals by adding any other Jihadists conflict zone to the Task Force 

Syria as currently it is limited to Syria. 

 

According to Belgian expert Pieter van Ostaeyen, the government deals with returning 

Jihadists in a different way, on the one hand some individuals who have returned and 

showed remorse are freed quite rapidly. On the other hand there is an example of an 

individual who admitted to criminal activities in Syria which was overheard by the Police 

during a wire-tapped phone call, this individual is roaming the streets freely (P. van 

Ostaeyen, Personal interview, May 15, 2016). Ostaeyen also stated that he monitored 

about 120 Jihadists returnees to Belgium, stressing that it is not an official number and 

there is a strong possibility that there are more hiding in Belgium (Canvas, 2016). This 

indicates that the current Belgian approach can use improvement with regards to returning 

Jihadists, the example of Ostaeyen which mentions an individual who was not criminalised 

upon return despite the fact the individual was overheard confessing criminal activity. This 

is an example of an individual that can benefit from a re-integration programme. As 

Ostaeyen stated there are about 120 known returning Jihadists to date. Therefore the 

Belgian government’s approach can improve in order to deal with these returning Jihadists. 

 

Eva Entenmann, Programme Officer at the International Centre for Counter-Terrorism, 

states that it is beneficial to develop a comprehensive approach, which includes re-

integration for any government in dealing with returning Jihadists. As stated in the previous 

subchapter not all returning individuals are criminalised due to lack of evidence. For these 
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individuals a re-integration programme is applicable. According to Entenmann this can be 

an exit programme on a voluntary basis (E. Entenmann, Personal interview, June 3rd, 2016).  

The exit programme can re-integrate an individual into society. However Entenmann noted 

that there are some troubles that arise with a re-integration programme on a voluntary basis. 

There are not many individuals who are willing to participate (E. Entenmann, Personal 

interview, June 3rd, 2016).  

 

To combat that issue, Entenmann states that it is beneficial to incentivise potential 

participation. Belgium can combat the issue of individuals not participating in potential re-

integration programmes by offering incentives that make it attractive for individuals to 

participate. As stated in the literature review, part of Belgian’s current approach is revoking 

citizenship of Jihadists and cancelling their financial benefits, an incentive could be offering 

to remove those restrictions if the individual participates in re-integration programmes. 
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5.2 Similarities and Differences of the Hayat programme and the Danish Aarhus 

method  

 

To examine how the Belgian government can approve their approach in light of re-

integration programmes across Europe, two different re-integration programmes are 

discussed in this chapter. The German Hayat Programme and the Danish Aarhus Method. 

There are some aspects that the two programmes have in common.  

 

Family counselling 

 

The Hayat programme focusses on family counselling in dealing with Jihadists, the Aarhus 

method is not solely a family counselling based programme, however it does include family 

support as one of many intervention models. The Aarhus method uses parents of children 

who are involved with Jihadist activity are offered communication with a network of parents 

in a similar situation, if an individual would requests their family to became a part of their 

process in the Aarhus method, the family will be offered counselling and guidance. The 

Aarhus method is also implementing a model for a workshop targeted at parents of Jihadists 

individuals.  

 

The Hayat programme is family focused and works by educating the relatives and friends 

of radicalized individuals about radical argumentations and ideological narratives and 

teaches the relatives or friends to counter them (Koehler, 2013, p. 187). The ideology of the 

Hayat programme emphasizes the importance of counselling the relatives and friends of 

individuals who are radicalized as it is vital in the decline and reversion of radicalisation 

processes Koehler (2013, p. 185). Family counselling proves to be important to include as 

a strategy in order to improve the current Belgian method, as it is applied in both 

programmes and a helpful method in the de-radicalisation and re-integration of returning 

Jihadists.  

 

Collaboration between community and authoritative bodies 

 

In the Hayat programme, there is collaboration between partners, religious figures, security 

personnel, psychologist, therapists and authorities for external assistance as well as 

counselling. The co-developer and former family counsellor of the Hayat programme Daniel 

Koehler emphasize the important of an efficient bridge between the family and all relevant 

actors mentioned above (D. Koehler, Personal Interview. May 27, 2016). Koehler explains 
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that the counsellors also need intensive training for example in Jihadi ideology, psychology 

of radicalisation, IS recruitment and propaganda, risk assessment (D. Koehler, Personal 

Interview. May 27, 2016). Which is important but not implemented in the Hayat programme. 

 

According to Koehler, the Danish Model is exceptionally effective because it has an 

important long-term component regarding trust and network in the community. It is run by 

policy and ensures control through the government. The Danish Model was built on a very 

long tradition of cooperation between police, social services and civil society, it is essential 

to design these programmes to be sustainable for a long time. (D. Koehler, Personal Email. 

May 28, 2016). Otherwise it will be difficult to implement these programmes because it 

would cause a very high degree of mistrust and critique towards police involvement in the 

method (Koehler, 2015).  

 

The important factor here for the Belgian government to remember is that in order to 

improve the re-integration of returning Jihadists, it is important to first establish a 

cooperation between police, social services and society before implementing a re-

integration strategy. In addition it is essential to form a bridge between the family and all 

important bodies that contribute to re-integration, such as the authorities, social workers 

and schools that requires high professional standards, evaluation and rigorous training for 

these involved actors. 

 

Pre-radicalisation prevention 

 

Another difference between the two programmes is that the Aarhus method includes a 

concept called Community outreach. This is beneficial to build resilience to prevent 

racialisation and violent extremism in the community. As stated in the last chapter, the 

Aarhus method initiated Dialogue with the Muslim Youth centre to prevent Muslim youth 

from becoming radicalised and travelling to a Jihadist conflict zone. Previously it was 

established that members of the Youth centre had travelled from Denmark to Syria 

(J.Lundager Personal communication may 2, page 6). There also has been an outreach to 

prevent radicalisation and travel to Syria with the Muslim Youth Centre Grimhojvej, it was 

established that some individuals that have travelled from Denmark to Syria were members 

of this group. The community outreach is beneficial in order to improve the communication 

between the community and the authorities. The community can spot early stages of 

radicalisation and contact the authorities to prevent an individual from becoming radicalised 

by referring to the Exit programme or from leaving to join the fight in Jihadist conflict zones. 
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While this dissertation focusses on re-integration, it is also beneficial for Belgium to include 

this step so that the problem of re-integrating Jihadists back into society becomes irrelevant. 

 

5.2.2 The programmes in regards to returning Jihadists 

 

The inner-workings of two programmes are different. The Hayat programme is designed to 

tackle the highly radicalized cases of returning Jihadists. While the German Hayat 

programme uses a hotline to receive inquiries, the Aarhus method uses an information 

centre called the Info House. In the Info House, citizens, relatives, friends of the potential 

candidates or municipal employees can ask questions and raise concerns about the 

radicalisation of an individual. The Hayat programme handles inquiries by educating the 

relatives and friends of radicalized individuals about radical argumentations and ideological 

narratives the relatives or friends to counter them (Koehler, 2013, p 187). The goals of the 

Hayat Programme concerning foreign fighters are to prevent the individual from leaving, to 

motivate the individual to return and to induce a de-radicalisation process once the 

individual returns (2013, p 197). However as co-developer and former Hayat counsellor 

Daniel Koehler stated in a personal interview, that a very sophisticated method is needed 

to analyse each individual case, assess the risk and design a hand tailored approach once 

an individual returns. On the basis of that assessment there needs to be decision on which 

route to take, in the Hayat programme currently this particular method is currently missing 

in the Hayat programme (D. Koehler, Personal Interview. May 27, 2016).  

 

This is something that is lacking in the Hayat programme but can be found in the Danish 

Aarhus Method. The Aarhus method offers after care for returning Jihadists, which includes 

debriefing, psychotherapy, medical, care, mentoring contacts and participation in the Exit 

programme. The exit programme describes in detail the process of dealing with a returning 

Jihadist. The initial entrance to the Exit programme goes through the Info House. These 

returning Jihadists receive help via an Exit programme. It is important to stress that these 

services are offered to individuals who have not engaged in criminal activity, if so the Info 

House will contact the relevant authoritative bodies. 

 

Within the Info House there is a Task Force that conducts a broadly based assessment of 

the individual case and makes a recommendation for an exit strategy based on the 

qualifications that the Task Force represents. The members of the Task force are 

representatives from the Department of Social Services, The East Jutland Police District, 

The Department of Children and Young people, the Department of Employment and the 

Danish Prison and Probation Service (Agerschou, 2015, p. 11). This includes all-important 
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areas that need to be covered when developing an exit strategy for a returning Jihadist 

Once a strategy is developed by the Task Force, it is approved by the relevant authoritative 

bodies before the process can start, in addition a written consent from the individual exit 

candidate is mandatory which allows exchange of information between authoritative bodies. 

The individual exit strategy will be financed by the Department of Social Services and the 

Department of Employment. 

 

The exit programme is discussed extensively in paragraph 4.5, in short, the programme 

first assess the risks and then refers to case to the Task force. The Task force then develops 

a strategy that includes counselling and guidance of an individual and if necessary their 

family. The individual will be offered education or employment that suits their interests. If 

necessary the Task Force will provide housing and relocation. Furthermore the individual 

will be offered psychology sessions to deal with possible post-traumatic stress related to 

their experiences in a Jihadists conflict zone. The network sources consider if the 

individual’s network can be helpful during the process, or harmful. The anchorage of faith 

and political convention is import to note because the individuals faith is still integrated into 

their lives, however the individual should be motivated to attain a more nuanced view of 

those topics. The delimitation of the exit process is then started by the Task Force if the 

individual achieves the goals that were previously agreed to. As stated before this is 

integrated into the Aarhus method and ensures a path of re-integration for a returning 

Jihadist. 

 

Task force 

 

Although the current Belgian method includes Task Force Syria; which focusses on an 

efficient and optimal coordination that ensures the information exchange between the local 

and federal police platform. It is beneficial to set up a Task Force similar to the Danish 

Aarhus method, which combines all relevant authoritative bodies needed to re-integrate 

returning Jihadists. In addition this further improves the information exchange between the 

local and federal police platform, as the individual exit candidate gives consent that allows 

information exchange during their exit programme.  

 

Jihadists still in a conflict zone 

 

The Hayat programme and the Aarhus method both have a strategy for individuals that 

have not returned yet but are still in a Jihadists conflict zone. Within the Aarhus method if 

individuals are in a Jihadist conflict zone like Syria. The Info House will provide assistance 
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to the relatives or friends of an individual that would like to return. The Info House has a 

contact network amongst ambassadors and consulates in Turkey. the Lebanon Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, Danish Security and Intelligence service and Danish representatives 

working in the region with international police. If there is any concern for illegal activity, it is 

made clear to the relative and friends that the authorities will be contacted. 

 

The approach of the Hayat program in the case of an individual still in Jihadist conflict zones 

is similar. The Hayat counselling team first researches more information about the activities 

of the individual who has left, if the person is engaging in terrorist activities or if the individual 

is there to work as a humanitarian. The program then finds out information on the individuals 

contact with their family and if the authorities are investigating the individual. The Hayat 

counselling team works as a bridge between the family and the authorities. If the authorities 

are not involved and there is concern regarding terrorist activity, similar to the Aarhus 

method the authorities are contacted. The difference is that if necessary the Hayat 

programme will provide the family of the individual with legal assistance and mediation to 

decrease any negative effects on the family, while increasing the chance of bringing back 

the individual as safely as possible. In this stage the family is also counselled to prevent the 

individual in engaging in illegal terrorist behaviour in order to facilitate a safe return home 

without the fear of the individual being criminalised.  

 

A combination of both methods would be most beneficial for the Belgian government. The 

Aarhus method offers individuals a contact network that is shared with family or friends of 

the individual still residing in a Jihadists conflict zone, the Hayat program lacks a contact 

network however does offer legal assistance and mediation. This combination will offer 

individuals a safe return while being aware of possibly being criminalised. This will benefit 

Belgian government as well because it provides an overview of the returning Jihadists in 

the country. This is especially important as Ostaeyen stated that there are cases of 

returning Jihadists that are not known by the government. This combination of methods will 

combat that and also allow the government to be aware of the possibility that the returning 

Jihadists needs to be re-integrated. 
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6. Recommendations 

 

This chapter serves to summarize the recommendations given in the previous chapter. 

This dissertation has several recommendations for the Belgian government to improve its 

current approach based on the research conducted. 

 

To improve their Belgian’s current approach, the first recommendation is to develop a 

programme that includes family counselling. Family counselling has proven to be important 

as it declines and reveres radicalisation processes. The programme will benefit from both 

an Info House where individuals can walk in and ask for guidance and advice as well as a 

hot-line for those who have security concerns, those individuals can then call the hot-line 

to receive guidance and advice. 

 

The second recommendation is to establish a long-term component regarding trust and a 

safe network in the community. Although this is difficult to establish it essential in order for 

the re-integration program to be sustainable for a long term. This is important to do because 

if the programme is not adequately implemented it can backfire and cause mistrust and 

negative feelings towards government involvement. Therefore it is important to establish 

cooperation between police, society and social services. In order to do so, all involved 

actors such as the authorities, social services and the education system need to participate 

in rigorous training to achieve the high professional standards needed to establish safety 

and trust within the community. 

 

The third recommendation is to develop an exit strategy for returning Jihadists that have 

not committed any criminal activity while in a Jihadist conflict zone. This exit strategy should 

first analyse each individual case, assess the associated risks and lastly design a hand 

tailored approach for each individual. The cases of the exit strategies should be a 

collaboration between any authoritative bodies, a Task Force that can assist the returning 

Jihadists with re-integrating into society. The authoritative bodies are for example the 

Department of Social services, the Police department, the Department of Employment and 

the Department of Justice. Currently the Belgian government’s approach includes a Task 

force Syria and it would be beneficial add the Task Force mentioned above. 

 

The fourth recommendation is to a strategy to prevent radicalisation and travel to a Jihadist 

conflict zone. This can be done by engaging in dialogue with for example a Muslim Youth 

centre or local mosques that have a strong influence on impressionable youth. The 
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communities are able to spot early stages or radicalisation and can involve the re-

integration program to prevent an individual from becoming radicalised or from leaving the 

country. While this dissertation focusses on re-integration, it is also beneficial for Belgium 

to include this step so that the problem of re-integrating Jihadists back into society becomes 

irrelevant.  

 

The fifth recommendation is to offer Jihadists still in a conflict zone a safe way to return 

home. Some individuals become disillusioned from their experience abroad and would 

rather return home. There are cases of returning Jihadists that enter the country 

undetected, which is a safety concern. This will allow the Belgian government to have an 

overview who of returning Jihadists and their whereabouts. It is important to make clear to 

individuals who are interested in a safe return that there will be criminal investigation upon 

their return, if the individual has not engaged in criminal investigation there will be the 

opportunity of participating in an exit strategy. 

 

The last recommendation is to improve the strained environmental conditions that can lead 

to recruitment to a radical group and pathways to radicalisation. These conditions such as 

lack of social identity and unequal chances for education and employment increase 

opportunities for radicalisation of Muslim youth in Belgium. If social inclusion is improved 

and there are initiatives and efforts to decrease the inequality in employment and education 

that is currently present in Belgium opportunities for radicalisation will decrease as well. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

This dissertation aimed to answer the following question: How can the Belgian government 

improve its current approach of dealing with returning Jihadists in light of re-integration 

programmes across Europe?  In order to answer this research question, the literature 

review first established an understanding of the current Belgian approach, which includes 

the Task Force Syria and the Platform returnees which are designed to improve 

coordination on a federal level.  The Criminal prosecution of returning Jihadists is preferred 

if there is significant evidence that the individual engaged in criminal activity, which is often 

difficult to prove. In addition Belgian city councils have adopted measures to delete 

individuals from their resident’s registry and terminated financial benefits. Secondly the 

literature review included a framework of radicalisation using the Framing Theory, which 

established that strained environmental conditions such as lack of social identity, and 

unequal chances can lead to recruitment to a radical group and develop pathways to 

radicalisation. This causes Belgian nationals to become radicalised into Jihadists that travel 

to a Jihadist conflict zone, if the Belgian government improves the strained environmental 

conditions, radicalisation will decrease also. In the case that these individuals return from a 

Jihadist conflict zone and are not criminalised it is possible that they are still a threat to 

society due to their experience abroad in a Jihadist conflict zone. 

 

To improve its current approach the Belgian government can implement measures to 

combat the possible threats associated with returning Jihadists such as terror attacks in 

Belgium or radicalisation of other Belgian nationals. The measures that the Belgian 

government can implement in light of re-integration programmes across Europe are 

inspired by the Belgian Hayat program and the Danish Aarhus method.  

 

The measures that can improve Belgian’s current approach are to first to develop a re-

integration program that includes Family counselling. The families and friends of a Jihadist 

can then contact the family counselling service where experts in the field of Islamic 

extremism, authorities and social services can offer them advice and guidance to help 

remove their relative from that environment. Whether the individual still resides in Belgium 

or has travelled to a Jihadist conflict zone the family can contact the counselling service via 

a hot-line or a visit an info house to request advice and guidance. In order to do so, it is 

also important for Belgium to improve trust and a safe network in the community. The 

cooperation between authorities, society and social services needs to be improved. Within 

the family counselling programme, the Belgian government can implement an exit strategy 
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for returning Jihadists that have not engaged in any criminal activity abroad. The exit 

strategies are catered to an individual and should be a collaboration of a Task Force that 

includes the Department of Social services, the Police department, the Department of 

Employment and the Department of Justice to fully re-integrate the individual into society.  

 

Additional measures that the Belgian government can improve are the prevention of 

radicalisation and travel to a Jihadist conflict zone. This will eliminate the issue of returning 

Jihadists and can be done by initiating dialogue with communities where Jihadists are a 

part. These communities such as a local mosque or a Muslim youth centre can much like 

the family spot early stages of radicalisation and contact the re-integration programme for 

advice and guidance. The Belgian government can also benefit by providing an exit strategy 

to Jihadist that are still in a conflict zone and have become disillusioned, show remorse and 

want to return home. It is important to help these individuals to return home while 

emphasizing that there will be criminal investigation to verify if they are indeed remorseful. 

This will allow the Belgian government to be aware of how many Jihadists are returning, 

their mind frame and whereabouts. 

 

Another measure that falls outside of the scope of this dissertation but is important to 

mention is the radicalisation that takes place within prisons. In the case that a returning 

Jihadist is criminalised, prisons can serve incubators or accelerators for radicalisation, 

which causes individuals to become further radicalised (Entennman et al, 2015, p.10). The 

window of opportunity for a returning Jihadists in prison to be influenced by ideology or 

other positive intervention is quite big ( E. Entennman, Personal interview, June 3rd 2016) 

This window can be utilized by countering radicalisation within the prison system and 

offering an exit programme as well as including de-radicalisation, counselling and guidance 

while the individual is still incarcerated. Participation in the programme can be incentivized 

by offering the individual more family visits or the eligibility for parole if the individual shows 

significant progress (E. Entennman, Personal interview, June 3rd 2016). Ultimately the 

individual then leaves the prison system de-radicalised with an exit strategy that will allow 

them to re-integrate back into society with the help of an established re-integration program 

outside of the prison system. 
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9. Appendices 

9.1 Personal Interview Daniel Koehler 

Interview questions Mr. Koehler. Co-developer and former family counsellor of the Hayat 

programme. 

Can you please describe the current status of the Hayat program in Germany? 

The program is currently a project being run by a German non-governmental organization 

as part of a nationwide counselling network consisting 8 other NGOs and financed by the 

Ministry of the Interior. So Hayat is not an NGO as such but a mere project.  

In your email, you mentioned that the work of 2013 is a bit outdated, and the program 

as it is being run today is deficient. Can you please explain why it is deficient? 

In my original methodology I developed the approach to be an efficient bridge between the 

family and all relevant actors, such as police, social workers, schools, employers etc. That 

requires high professional standards, evaluation and rigorous training for the staff. Neither 

has been realized by the organization that eventually ran (and still runs) the program. In 

fact, they did not implement the necessary and crucial components of the method that I 

developed. In addition, the program has violated ethical standards, compromised the trust 

based relationship with some families and increasing numbers of families have contacted 

other programs, because they did not receive the adequate help from Hayat. All of which 

indicates that the program has struggled and eventually failed to establish the high aims 

set in the original methodology.  

Also there have been incidents were security relevant cases were withheld from the 

authorities because a lack of trust from that NGO towards the police and intelligence. 

Methodologically the essential basis for that mechanism (involving the authorities when a 

case turns high risk) is intense training in risk assessment. Without that counsellors have 

no idea when to involve the authorities. This training (and other) was not implemented in 

the Hayat program, which basically renders my approach inoperable and even dangerous. 

Please describe what has changed positively and negatively since the publication of 

your paper?  

Positively, family counselling programs have become some of the most important and 

innovative CVE tools around the world. A high number of countries have introduced family 

counselling hotlines. Mostly they were not modelled after the German case (which is very 

important NOT just Hayat but a public private partnership between the Ministry of the 

Interior and 9 NGOs including Hayat) but I would say heavily inspired partially by my 
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research, since I advised many of these countries directly and advocated for the adoption 

of family centric programs to counter violent extremism. Since I left the Hayat program in 

2014 I have also developed more specific training courses for family counsellors, evaluation 

mechanisms, family networks and other additional tools, that are missing in the current 

Hayat program. So I feel that the issue of family focused prevention and intervention has 

received much more attention in recent years. What I see critically however is, that in most 

countries the programs are not being built with coherent standards and training for staff. 

Family counselling in deradicalization is not something a social worker or psychologist can 

do ‘just like that’.  

They need intensive training for example in Jihadi ideology, psychology of radicalization, 

ISIL recruitment and propaganda, risk assessment etc. In addition, there are many complex 

details about family counselling and deradicalization and I am currently the only expert in 

that field who can conduct dummy case training exercises to actually test and prepare the 

counsellors for a variety of potential case scenarios. Also a negative thing: evaluation and 

transparency are very much lacking, especially in Germany. When cases go wrong, which 

happened in Germany multiple times, there is no critical reflection and analysis in order to 

improve the program. A couple of weeks ago for example a bomb attack against a Sikh 

temple in Essen was conducted by two 16yo Salafists was conducted.  

One of them had been in family counselling for 1 ½ years in the Wegweiser program (not 

part of the counselling network and government run but using more or less similar methods). 

No attempt has been made to scrutinize the program if it failed or made a mistake in the 

counselling. There have been cases of young men travelling to Syria and committing 

suicide attacks after the family counselling had started. This is not to say that it does not 

work but that this field requires high standards and evaluation.  

The Hayat Program focusses on the de-radicalisation of an individual and in your 

paper you stated that if there is if there is any concern regarding terrorist activity, 

the authorities need to be involved.  In your opinion what approach is  beneficial 

method to deal for returning Jihadi fighters, criminalisation, de-radicalisation and re-

integration or a combination of both? (For example if the person is criminalised, is 

there still a process for de-radicalisation?) 

The Hayat program first of all should (according to my methodology) focus on slowing down 

and stopping the radicalization of the relative. Ideally it would induce a deradicalization 

process, where another program focused on individual case management should take over, 

as family counselling and individual derad can have conflicting goals. Germany does 

currently not have a follow up individual derad program for Jihadis, which is a very 
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problematic point. As I said above, training in risk assessment is essential to fulfil that role 

of deciding when the authorities need to be involved. Regarding returning fighters you need 

to have a very sophisticated method to analyse each individual case, assess the risk and 

design a hand tailored approach. On the basis of that assessment the program has to 

decide which route to take. Each one makes for certain cases. It depends. In the German 

context, this method is currently missing. 

How many cases are being handled at once in order to maximize the results of the 

Hayat program? 

The program has no effective internal statistics or has been evaluated in any way. So it is 

not possible to tell how many cases they in fact work on. Another question is case 

classification. A program could say they work with 500 cases but 490 of them are actually 

low level no risk cases that require not a lot of resources. On the other side a program with 

4 full time counsellors could be completely overworked with 15 cases if they are high 

intense. As the Hayat program has no such a classification scheme that I know of it is 

impossible to tell. 

How important is the cooperation during Hayat counselling cases of security 

agencies and the media? 

Again that depends on the individual case. It can be very important or highly destructive. 

The question is about the assessment and treatment method. Both media and security 

agencies are very delicate due to German date protection and privacy laws, which prohibit 

sharing personal information in most cases and situations.  

How important is the collaboration between professional partners (youth welfare 

service, family counselling, psychotherapists), in your paper you mentioned these 

professionals were either absent or had insufficient knowledge on Islamist-Salafist 

radicalization and were simply overwhelmed, Please describe recommendations on 

how can this be tackled and improved? 

This cooperation is critical as the family counselling program cannot conduct all these 

services on its own. Specific training courses for these partners are the key to raise 

awareness and built trust on their side, as well as clarity about what to do when and how. 

How are the 39 active cases as of 2013 currently developing? 

As there is no evaluation it is not possible to tell. 

What have been the most important lessons learned so during the course of the 

Hayat program that can improve the program in the future? 
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What I explained above regarding standards, training and evaluation. 

Can you draw any comparisons between the Hayat program and similar initiatives in 

The European Union?  

They are all very different in fact. However, most European programs are intelligence or 

police led and driven and do not focus on deradicalization but detection of potential 

terrorists. What is comparable is the lack of standards and training though. 

9.1.1 Personal Email Daniel Koehler 

This appendix is confidential and only available to the supervisors of this dissertation. 
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9.2 Personal Interview Pieter van Ostaeyen 

Interview questions Pieter van Ostaeyen, Belgian Islamicist, historian and Arabist expert on 

current affairs in the Middle East & background with a focus on returning Jihadists. 

 

Thank you so much for agreeing to do the interview. I would just like to point out one 

more time that it is being recorded for transcribing purposes 

Yeah no problem 

 

Could please describe the current situation of returning Jihadist to Belgium? 

That is a bit hard for me to say, I don’t have a real insight in that because basically what 

we, what I can say is that there are official numbers of people who have returned and I have 

to stick to those official numbers because basically I wouldn’t have any idea when anybody 

is going to come back to Belgium. Then there is also the way that the government is dealing 

with them, it seems that some of them are locked up but not all the them some of them who 

have returned and have remorse they would be freed quite rapidly but then again right for 

example who has admitted that he has beheaded in Syria also the police overheard him 

saying that in a tapped phone call that this guy is roaming the streets freely, so it  is 

completely different, every person is treated in a different way in my opinion. 

 

So it just depends on the case? 

Uhum (yes). 

 

Have you noticed any changes that have increased the amount of Jihadists leaving 

Belgium? 

Well we did have a steady flow in the last few years at the moment we have around well 

that would be an absolute maximum which would be around 600 or 620 something like that, 

that have left Belgium for Syria or Iraq. The last few months we identified a lot of them and 

that basically is because of the fact they were named in different trails like for example the 

trail around de naim and serkani there we get a lot of details about people who might have 

been in the database at some time but are now known. 

 

Could you think of some reasons of why they would leave Belgium to join the fight? 

There were different reasons, the first guys who left were who I would call hard-core 

jihadists who already wanted to join Jihadi groups in the past, and had sometimes even 

tried to do so in 1990 then we had a wave of people who left out of ideology and left to go 

to Syria to protect Syrian people and among these first groups there were some rather 



Re-integration for returning Belgian Jihadists  Jihan Jesse 
 
 

71 
 

significant number of sharia4belgium people, sharia4belgium has been acting as a, how 

should I call it, it was a, uh I forgot the exact word it was a catalyst, that’s exactly, because 

some of these members of sharia4belgiumt that left Belgium they called upon their friends, 

relatives colleagues sometimes to come over to Syria and join the fight so that would be 

the third group of people who left under social and peer pressure and then we have a group 

that would be the guys who actually joined the Islamic state because of the Islamic state, if 

you understand me, people who immediately wanted to join the Jihad of the Islamic state, 

and we see quite a number of people in the category leaving after the Islamic state restored 

the caliphate on the 29th of June 2014. 

 

Do you think that there are conditions in Belgium that cause these fighters to leave? 

Well yes in a way some part of the rhetoric that always returns is the fact that they feel 

treated as second rank civilians and they feel left out of society, the feel that they had no 

fair chances on in employment or at school and stuff like that so basically the feel 

discriminated, they feel that they have no place in our society and they turn themselves 

against our society and basically it is you can look at it as some kind of rebellion. Or a 

revolution if you want, these youngsters the rebel against their parents they rebel against 

society and they see some kind of an Islamic ideal especially in the Islamic state they feel 

that there is a new way of life actually that they feel, it is their duty to go help the Islamic 

state create a the Islamic state and the caliphate. 

 

Earlier you had said that it depends on the case of a returning fighter if he is 

criminalized or anything else, how do you feel about the method of re-integration of 

returning Jihadists, do you have any thoughts on that? 

I have no idea of we do have program are that are re-integrating or re-assimilating these 

people back into society, of course we need them because basically we cannot deny that 

at some point, some of these people will come back and will, and we cannot just lock them 

op for life you know, so well have to do something with them. What the exact way to treat 

these people is, I cannot say because it also depends here it would depend on person per 

person, we need individual approaches, not just one size fits all that’s not going to work I 

think but how and what we’re going to have to do well difficult to say at this point. 

 

Well it is quite a new phenomenon so that is understandable 

What do you think the future holds regarding Jihadist returning to Belgium that 

should be taken into account now so maybe something we are overlooking now or 

something that isn’t getting enough attention 
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No, we already facing the mistakes we made, basically because we already had the attacks 

had the attacks in Brussels we already know that a lot of these Belgians especially these 

from the zirkani cell are really dangerous network, perhaps even the most dangerous 

network that we have seen in Belgium, so we do have to realize that these guys, the same, 

this network might be able to commit more crimes anytime soon. It is very much possible 

that there will be an attack anytime soon, not necessarily in Belgium but somewhere in 

Europe.  

 

Anywhere else where they might return? 

Uhum (yes) 

 

Oh Im sorry did you want to something? 

No its basically well we don’t know where the next attack will be, but it could be in Germany 

it could be in Spain, it could be, we don’t know. 

 

Is there any approach in Europe that you think Belgium can learn from, anything that 

you’ve heard of? 

Not really sure because also here the part of the re-integration and the de-radicalisation 

and that is not so much my topic actually, I’m more how should I say I detect the problem 

and I describe the problem I’m not going to solve the problem. 

Are there any others topics that you find important and that haven’t we haven’t discussed 

yet, anything that is important to mention for the research? 

Let me think no not really I think this would be, you’ve got enough information actually. 
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9.2.1 Interview guide Pieter van Ostaeyen 

Main 

questions/topics 

Additional questions Clarifying questions 

 
Please describe the 
current situation of 
returning Jihadists 
in Belgium?  
 
 

How did these problems 
arise? 
Under what circumstances 
does the problem arise? 
Have you noticed any 
changes that increased the 
Jihadists leaving Belgium? 
How do you explain the 
problem? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Can you expand a little on this? 
Can you give me some 
examples? 
Can you tell me any anything 
else? 
Can you please elaborate on 
that? 

What is Belgium’s 
current method of 
dealing with 
returning fighters? 

What was the previous 
method? 
What has changed with the 
increase of returning 
Jihadists fighters?  

What are the 
reasons that 
Belgium has the 
highest amount per 
capita of fighters 
leaving? 
 
 

What are some reasons 
for Jihadists in Belgium for 
becoming radicalized? 
What conditions cause 
Jihadists to leave 
Belgium? 
 

What conditions are 
there when Jihadists 
return to Belgium? 

How have returning 
Jihadists been received in 
Belgium 
How do you think the 
conditions should be when 
Jihadists return? 
 

In Conclusion: 
Are there any topics 
that you find 
important to mention 
that we haven’t 
discussed yet? 

  

 
 

 

 

 



Re-integration for returning Belgian Jihadists  Jihan Jesse 
 
 

74 
 

9.3 Personal Interview Eva Entenmann 

Interview questions Eva Entenmann, Programme Officer at the International Centre for 

Counter-Terrorism. 

 

Could you please describe the importance for any government in including a 

rehabilitation/re-integration program in a comprehensive approach regarding 

returning Jihadists/Foreign Fighters?  

 

Yeah sure, it’s clear that you’ve read the paper, the policy paper a little while ago, it’s very 

nice to hear that you’re following up on some of these questions. There is an overall debate 

as you of course know from writing your thesis. Whether rehabilitation should be integrated, 

and its only really been recently that governments started talking about it, we know that 

there is about 40 programs worldwide that work on rehabilitation of extremist offenders. So 

that’s not just ‘’jihadists’’ but other types of terrorism so they started in the late 90’s with 

right extremist rehabilitation programs in scandinavia and Germany and now as you know 

this idea has become more popular with governments and theyre thinking about it more. 

It’s a good idea to tackle and prevent terrorism.  

 

Personally I think it’s part of any comprehensive approach to counter terrorism, counter 

terrorism can’t just be drones or hard repressive approaches, and for me personally it needs 

to have a full spectrum of tools in a toolbox. If you think about someone who is convicted 

of a terrorist offence, most likely that they will end up in prison and in the European context, 

I know that it is different in other context, but in the European context at least, most of them 

will eventually be released, so they will have some time in prison and then will then come 

out of prison. Ok if you have a terrorist that is convicted and goes into prison for I don’t know 

five, ten, 15 years in prison. Will come out in the end, you don’t want to person to come, 

have finished their sentence and then still be a terrorist. So one way to try to tackle that is 

to use a rehabilitation program. Another aspect of that is of course prevent radicalisation in 

prison so either of the person has gone to prison or has been convicted for terrorism offence 

that he or she himself will become radicalised, you know prisons are quite stressful 

environments.  

 

The window of opportunity, or the open ness of an individual to new ideas and new 

ideologies or to other positive intervention is quite big. So we need I think rehabilitation is 

one way to try prevent them for further radicalising or radicalising at all. And a second 

aspect of prison radicalisation is that we don’t want the person to radicalise others. And 
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there’s many different ways how prison officials are going about this as well. In some 

countries, for example Netherlands, to prison wings, the TA’s where everyone convicted for 

pre-tried intention for terrorism offences will be in the same wing and will not have any 

contact with non-terrorist offenders, so there you could argue they might not get any more 

radicalised or can radicalise others because all the people in the same wing are already 

radicalised but then would also have to look at this everyone in this wing is, is terrorist 

offender radicalised to the same extent? Is there a follow-leader ideology? Again here I 

think rehabilitation might be an option. And the very last one I think is that states have a 

certain duty of care towards their citizens as well and a responsibility for security. So yes 

someone has committed an offence, for a really big offence, terrorism but I personally think 

you should also allow a second chance, we do this with other crimes that there, unless you 

are a repeat offender, there is ways to redeem yourself. So why shouldn’t we offer that also 

with rehabilitation. That was a really long answer to your question ha-ha! 

 

No it’s very comprehensive, and that’s amazing. What are your thoughts about for 

example returning Jihadists that are not criminalised, so for example there is not 

enough evidence so they are not criminalised? Do you think that some sort of 

program should be applicable to them as well? 

 

I think that’s really, you got really the difficult question here. If you know talk about foreign 

fighters especially. We know that a lot of them are going abroad, have a couple of cases 

against them not many but there is cases against them. And most of them, the guys or girls 

as well they go abroad and say well ok yes I was there, yes I posed maybe with a 

Kalashnikov but it was for protection. I was just there, I was a chef or a nurse or I actually 

fought against ISIS, I was part of the free Syrian army or I was doing humanitarian work. 

So yeah then you have might have a court case if there is enough evidence, you might 

have a court case. The likely you’ll get as you say is that not many of them would be 

convicted or would be charged at all. 

 

 Now the question is, we can’t of course, they are presumed innocent until they are proven 

guilty. I fully fully support this idea, that’s the basis of our democracy and of our rule of law 

basis. But there is concerns of course. And I know that there is different governments, again 

the Dutch example there is a voluntary programme an exit programme facility on a voluntary 

basis for returnees that are unconvicted aren’t you know in the criminal proceedings t0 

participate in an exit programme, I think that on a voluntary basis is a fantastic idea and to 

offer this but the question is of course who would do that voluntarily? So yeah here you 

have this whole debate and I think you ask this question later, should it be mandatory or 
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voluntary? Yeah great to offer voluntarily, of you’re not in prison and offering voluntary we 

see that not many actually take it on. Then you can have almost like a half voluntary thing, 

where you incentivize potential participation, so many foreign fighters in the Dutch context 

that are suspected of gone of having return that there is no case against them yet they 

might have their passports withdrawn or they might have administrative measures might 

have happened to them, there we know that rehabilitation can work as an incentive. It’s 

about incentivizing, again you have to think of course of what is the motivation, is it only to 

get their passport back or to get sanctions lifted or is it actually they want to change 

something about themselves. Recently heard a very interesting perspective of someone 

working in rehabilitation in the Asian pacific region, not in a terrorism context yet most of 

the experience there was in the sex offender context and their experience was yes, it works 

best when its voluntary but actually when we do it on a mandatory basis especially in the 

prison context, people will participate if it goes for long enough they know have to be in it 

for a year and they eventually listen to it, they consider it. They might think about it, and 

they might over time be actually ‘’rehabilitated’’ in quotation marks because you can’t 

measure it. But that’s already an interesting perspective in the prison context. 

 

Again I know you asked me about outside the prison context but in the prison context if you 

make it mandatory but you know the person is in prison anyway, the person knows he or 

she sits in there for ten years, might as well do something or participate in something for a 

couple of hours a week. Or being made to do it, but if you then incentivize and say okay if 

you participate in this for one or two years and you show progress then you might be open 

for parole earlier so there’s these kind of incentives. I know I have now moved away from 

your question, haha its such and interesting topic where everything kind of is interlinked 

 

Let’s see here because you answered some things in my other questions, what 

benefits do you think are there for the government if they offered a program to 

foreign fighters and returning Jihadists? For example after the have received a 

prison sentence, what is the benefit for the government. 

 

So I think some of the questions of that question I’ve already answered in the very first 

question, any other aspects you could think of are for example you can use someone who 

participated in a rehabilitation program and that has been ‘’successful’’ again in quotation 

marks in being rehabilitated, that person could then, the government could then use that 

person for example for counter narratives, are you familiar with that term counter 

narratives? 
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Yes I am 

 

For example for counter narrative things, and I know for example in France theyre doing 

that for disillusioned foreign fighters or otherwise there is also a lot of rehabilitation 

programmes that uses former violent extremist offenders and one of them is Exit in Sweden 

relies heavily on experience of formers to then counter and help rehabilitate current violent 

extremist offenders so I think that’s some other added benefits that the government would 

have in rehabilitating someone. 

 

I think maybe one thing that you haven’t, that isn’t an interview question but is really really 

important and you should probably address or make a disclaimer in your thesis is the 

problem of measuring success.  I am sure Daniel has talked a lot with you about this. That 

is a really really important aspect, and the other aspect is that what is rehabilitation and re-

integration actually? As a programme so there’s, yes you’re looking at Aarhus and Hayat 

why do you classify that as a program and why not?  

 

 

Yeah I will definitely look into that. I think you have answered most of my questions, 

is there anything else that is important that I am not looking at besides measuring 

success etc.?  

 

Yeah or maybe there’s one aspect that’s rehabilitation and re-integration, so the re-

integration one I think that’s a really really fascinating one overlooked as well and by myself 

as well but some aspects of this is where do you re-integrate someone into, what kind of 

society? If you look at some of the foreign fighters in the European context, the research 

has shown that many of them come from pre-established networks, criminal networks or 

jihadist networks or you know if you look at the famous example of Molenbeek. So if you 

then talk about re-integration what do you re-integrate someone into? I don’t have the 

answer for it. I think you need to find a community that’s not only willing to take someone 

back, but also a community that’s able to do so. And here I think civil society can be included 

more often. 

 

Right, re-integrate somebody for example back into Molenbeek, it would not really 

make sense because that is where the individual already became radicalised and 

that’s definitely something that needs to be addressed 
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Yeah, Well I think that Molenbeek is an interesting example because it is in the Media, it’s 

been hyped up as this black hole of you know violent extremist Jihadists and radical 

Muslims walking around, you know it’s not like that in reality. But I think there is some strong 

networks within Molenbeek, yes you have that in so many other areas throughout Europe. 

But yeah so if you go back into that very small, into that mosque that might be perpetuating 

radical ideas. You can’t look at it at a Molenbeek level because it’s more complicated than 

this but you’re very small network of it, or your mosque or your school, maybe even your 

work place.  

 

That’s true, it might be a good idea to highlight as well stepping into dialogue with 

these communities for example Muslim youth centres or mosques were 

radicalisation has stemmed from and imitating dialogue with those communities can 

definitely help the process 

 

And definitely the private sector don’t overlook that. In prison if they learned a certain skill 

maybe it’s handy to talk to the private sector and the person can then work, you know use 

that school to actually work and get a job. 

 

Could you elaborate on that? What do you mean by private sector? 

 

Companies 

 

Oh okay, got it so if somebody says in prison, I can make furniture for example. 

 

Exactly so this is where we can learn a lot from normal re-integration and parole officers 

and all of those kind of people, this exists already for other crimes. This exists and is 

completely normal that you report that you report to your parole officer once a week or what 

have you and you find a new job very normal but in the terrorism context don’t properly look 

at this yet, or haven’t applied it yet. 

 

Yes when talking to Mr Koehler, he explained that the intent is there but not many 

people are educated in violent extremism or Jihadists ideology and know that I’m 

talking to you, I realize that it might be incorporate that with parole officers as well, 

that they are educated in those kind of fields, so they can deal with that. 

 

Yeah that’s a fantastic idea I think, there is one, in the Netherlands that is going on but I’m 

not sure how far this is developed or not 
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I will definitely take a look at that, it is quite difficult as everything is so new, there 

isn’t really academic literature, not a lot of it available. When I found your work I was 

very happy. 

 

 Ha-ha, I think much of it is classified in nature as well, so many one of these indicatives 

theyre only being piloted, theyre classified to test a little bit and see if its working or not, just 

because it’s such a contemporary topic as well. So if you don’t find information it’s probably 

why. 

 

Ah so it’s classified, maybe in a few years I can take a look. 

 

Yeah exactly, so theyre testing out the waters. 
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9.3.1 Interview guide Eva Entenmann 

Main questions/topics Additional questions Clarifying questions 

Could you please describe 
the importance for any 
government in including a 
rehabilitation/re-integration 
program in a comprehensive 
approach regarding 
returning Jihadists/Foreign 
Fighters?  

 
 

Is an approach necessary?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Can you expand a little on this? 
Can you give me some 
examples? 
Can you tell me any anything 
else? 
Can you please elaborate on 
that? 

Do you think a 
rehabililation/re-integration 
program should be 
incorporated into the 
criminalisation process of a 
returning Jihadists/Foreign 
fighter? 

 

What reasons are there 
for it to be included? 

Do you think it would be 
benifical to develop one 
approach that is applicable 
to all cases or handle it case 
by case in regards to 
returning Jihadists/Foreign 
fighters? 

 
 

How would it be 
beneficial? 

What benefits are there for a 
returning Jihadist/Foreign 
figher that will motivate the 
individual to participate in a 
rehabiliation/re-integration 
program? 
 

What benefits are there 
for the government? 
 

 

In your opinion is it benificial 
that participation in the 
rehabilation/re-integration 
program is mandatory or 
voluntary?  

 

In your paper 
Rehabilitation for Foreign 
fighters you state that 
prisons serve as 
incubators or accelerators 
for radicalisation by 
causing individuals to 
become (further) 
radicalised, do you think it 
is important to tackle that? 
And if so, how can it be 
tackled? 
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9. 4 Personal Email Janni Lundager 

This appendix is confidential and only available to the supervisors of this dissertation. 
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9.4 Personal Communication 1 Janni Lundager 
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9.5 Personal Communication 2 Janni Lundager 
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9.6 Research proposal form 
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9.7 Student ethics form 
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9.8 Informed consent forms 

Daniel Koehler 
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