
1 
 

 

Key Takeaway: ISIS’s attack campaign in Europe is expanding despite ISIS’s losses of terrain and senior 

leadership in the Middle East and North Africa. ISIS continues to plan, resource, and execute attacks from 

its remaining safe havens in Syria, Iraq, and Libya. ISIS has successfully expanded its coordinated attack 

campaign in Europe to target the UK and Spain. Rising levels of ISIS-inspired attacks in Sweden and 

Finland may signal growing online ISIS activity targeting vulnerable populations in those states and 

receptivity among those populations to the ISIS message. Coordinated attack attempts could follow. ISIS is 

sustaining its attack efforts in its initial target states of France and Germany, meanwhile. ISIS’s activity in 

Belgium, also an initial target state, is much lower, but the lack of ISIS attacks in Belgium does not signal 

incapacity. ISIS may be using its networks in Belgium to support attack cells elsewhere in Europe. ISIS also 

appears increasingly successful at inspiring low-level attacks in Europe despite its territorial losses, 

indicating its messaging is still resonant. ISIS’s campaign in Europe will continue and may even increase 

despite its losses in Iraq and Syria.  

 

 
 

Methodology 

 

ISW has refined its methodology for assessing ISIS’s campaign in Europe to leverage new published 

information such as details from the trials of arrested ISIS members. ISW has curated its database of terrorist 

attacks in Europe, ranging from clear instances of coordinated ISIS attacks to low-level attacks that may 

have little to no direct ISIS involvement. This broad collection aperture enables ISW to analyze the rising 

levels of Salafi-jihadi violence in Europe that ISIS uses to justify and advertise its methodology and 

ideology. This collection aperture also enables ISW to assess how much of the trend of Salafi jihadi violence 

in Europe ISIS is actually commanding and controlling. 

 

ISW sorts each attack into one of three categories: coordinated ISIS attacks, inspired ISIS attacks, and 

unknown attacks. ISW also collects all instances of attempted attacks, which also range from low-level 

would-be attackers with unknown links to ISIS to complex, coordinated ISIS attack plots. ISW maps both 
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successful attacks and the arrests of thwarted attack cell members to gain insight into where and how ISIS 

is attempting to penetrate European security and to evaluate the success of ISIS’s campaign.  The Appendix 

discusses ISW’s methodology for assessing attempted attacks in more detail. The four categories of attacks 

– both attempted and successful – that ISW has collected are: 

 

1. Coordinated ISIS attacks are deliberate, planned attacks that ISIS has designed, resourced, and 

supported from Syria, Iraq, or Libya. Senior ISIS leaders are often involved in planning these 

attacks and training recruits. Coordinated ISIS attacks vary in scale and complexity from relatively 

low-level attacks such as vehicle rammings to sophisticated operations such as the 2015 Paris 

attacks.*   

 

ISW has subcategorized each coordinated ISIS attack based on the type of attacker in order to gain 

insight into how ISIS is executing its campaign. The attackers in ISIS coordinated attacks to date 

have been returning ISIS foreign fighters, ISIS refugee operatives, or local ISIS recruits who 

conducted or attempted to conduct an attack while in contact with an ISIS “cyberplanner.” ISIS 

cyberplanners are foreign fighters who conduct online recruitment for ISIS, but also perform 

remote logistical and other support functions by leveraging criminal and other networks in Europe 

to enable ISIS recruits to access resources necessary for an attack. US-led coalition airstrikes 

against the ISIS external attack network in Syria and Iraq have focused on eliminating these nodes.1  

 

2. Inspired ISIS attacks are attacks consistent with ISIS’s methodology and calls for attacks in 

Europe. ISW assesses an attack to be inspired if the attacker(s) have demonstrated pro-ISIS 

sympathies such as possessing ISIS propaganda or pledging allegiance to ISIS online. Some of the 

attacks ISIS has inspired in Europe are consistent with the US military’s doctrinal definition for a 

“complex attack.”† Many of these attacks may actually be coordinated by ISIS cyberplanners, but 

ISW assesses them to be inspired until or unless the involvement of a cyberplanner has been 

adequately documented in publically available information.  

 

3. Unknown attacks fit ISIS’s methodology and calls for “lone jihad” but have no clear links to ISIS 

or in some cases even terrorism in publically available reporting. The attackers may have been 

inspired by ISIS or other jihadist groups such as al Qaeda, which has also sent operatives to Europe, 

but ISW cannot assess such links with confidence. ISW categorizes these attacks as “unknown” 

due to a lack of sufficient evidence of ISIS or al Qaeda sympathies. ISW has included this data 

because these attacks support ISIS’s claim of momentum and narrative of a growing global war 

between Sunni Muslim populations and the majority non-Muslim world. 

 

ISW updates its assessment of each attack when new information emerges. The assessment presented below 

is based on publicly available information as of September 14, 2017. 

 

The Coordinated ISIS Campaign in Europe 

 

                                                            
* ISW derived this type of attack from the US military’s doctrinal definition of a coordinated attacks which is: “an 

attack that exhibits deliberate planning conducted by multiple hostile elements, against one or more targets from 

multiple locations. A coordinated attack may involve any number of weapon systems. [The] key difference between 

complex and coordinated is that a coordinated attack requires the indication of insurgent long term planning.” 
† “An attack conducted by multiple hostile elements which employ at least two distinct classes of weapon systems (i.e. 

indirect fire and direct fire, IED and surface to air fire) against one or more targets.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/04/world/asia/isis-messaging-app-terror-plot.html?mcubz=3&_r=0
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/04/isis-agent-tried-to-recruit-undercover-reporter-for-london-bridge-attac
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/04/isis-agent-tried-to-recruit-undercover-reporter-for-london-bridge-attac
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/04/world/asia/isis-messaging-app-terror-plot.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/04/world/asia/isis-messaging-app-terror-plot.html
http://iswresearch.blogspot.com/2016/11/warning-update-al-qaedas-global-attack.html
http://amp.dw.com/en/almost-60-syrian-militia-fighters-entered-germany-as-refugees-der-spiegel-reports/a-40337641
http://www.rs.nato.int/article/isaf-releases/isaf-violence-statistics-and-analysis-media-brief-sept.-29-2011.html
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ISIS successfully expanded the scope of its coordinated attack campaign in Europe to the United Kingdom 

and Spain in 2017.  

 

 
 

The initial waves of ISIS’s coordinated attacks in Europe primarily targeted France, Belgium, and Germany 

in 2014-2016. Returnee foreign fighters conducted most of these attacks. ISW assesses that ISIS returnee 

foreign fighters also tried and failed to conduct attacks in at least the UK, Spain, Morocco, Italy, Albania, 

and Kosovo in that timeframe.  

 

The EU Counterterrorism Chief stated on September 12, 2017 that ISIS still has as many as 2,500 European 

foreign fighters in its ranks in Iraq and Syria and that at least 1,500 have returned to Europe to date. ISIS’s 

European foreign fighter population in Iraq and Syria will continue to provide the organization with links 

to jihadist and criminal networks in Europe even if the foreign fighters do not return to Europe. The foreign 

fighters that have already returned to Europe provide ISIS with latent capability to conduct attacks in 

addition to logistical and other support operations. ISIS is likely leveraging its foreign fighter cadres to 

attack new states rather than execute coordinated attacks in states where levels of ISIS-inspired attacks are 

rising.   

https://apnews.com/86e01ed34563499ca63bc6c36faa5f7f
https://apnews.com/86e01ed34563499ca63bc6c36faa5f7f
https://www.welt.de/politik/ausland/article168531559/2500-Europaeer-kaempfen-noch-fuer-den-IS-im-Irak-und-in-Syrien.html
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ISIS’s success demonstrates that it continues to generate attack capability faster than security services can 

disrupt new ISIS cells. In the UK, an ISIS returnee foreign fighter detonated a suicide vest (SVEST) at a 

concert venue in Manchester on May 22, 2017 in the first attack in the UK to date that fits ISW’s definition 

of a coordinated attack. The attacker met with members of an ISIS external operations cell in Libya prior 

to the attack, indicating that ISIS is leveraging command and control outside of Syria and Iraq to support 

its European operations. In Spain, members of an ISIS cell conducted two separate car-ramming attacks in 

Barcelona and Cambrilis as a contingency operation after an explosion at the cell’s TATP factory killed its 

leader and other members of the cell. TATP is an explosive that ISIS operatives in Europe commonly use.  

The cell’s original plan was to conduct a coordinated attack using TATP against the Sagrada Familia 

Church, a popular tourist destination in Barcelona. The extent of ISIS’s direct support to this attack cell is 

unclear, due in part to the death of the cell’s leader and numerous other cell members in the explosion of 

the TATP factory. Reports that the cell’s leader traveled to Belgium in late 2016 could indicate that ISIS 

has a command-and-control node in Belgium that supported the attack.  

 

More coordinated ISIS attack plots in Europe are likely underway. Unconfirmed reports indicate that ISIS’s 

external operations node in Libya has also dispatched foreign fighters to Belgium and France in addition to 

the UK. It is possible that a failed coordinated attack in Paris in 2017 was linked to the Libyan node. ISW 

cannot confirm any coordinated attack cells in Belgium in 2017, but French and Belgian police arrested one 

cross-border cell with likely links to ISIS in July 2017. This cell may have been planning attacks. The 

returnee foreign fighters may also be using Belgium as a base for command and control and logistical 

operations instead of a base for attacks, as the travel of the Spanish cell’s leader to Belgium suggests. They 

may have joined a pre-existing ISIS network in Brussels comprised of the initial wave of returnee foreign 

fighters that reached Belgium before ISIS’s major successful attacks in Paris and Brussels in November 

2015 and March 2016, respectively.   

 

Sustained ISIS attempts to conduct coordinated attacks in France and Germany in 2017 indicate that ISIS 

continues to prioritize those countries. ISIS’s Iraq-based French cyberplanner, Rachid Kassim, planned a 

coordinated attack  in Paris, France involving TATP before a coalition airstrike killed him near Mosul, Iraq 

in February 2017. French police successfully disrupted the attack and arrested 2 cell members on September 

6th, at least one of whom had been in contact with Kassim. German police meanwhile disrupted what could 

have been a coordinated ISIS attack attempt in Essen by a German foreign fighter in March 2017 who was 

reportedly recruiting people in the area to conduct an attack.  

 

Future ISIS success are also likely in the states that thwarted coordinated ISIS plots from 2014- 2016, which 

include at least Italy, Albania, and Kosovo. ISIS’s links to criminal networks in Italy may reduce the group's 

incentive to attack there in the near term, since law enforcement responses to such attacks could disrupt 

important support nodes. ISIS could also risk alienating business partners such as elements of the Italian 

Mafia if it attacks Italy.  The anti-ISIS coalition has eliminated numerous ISIS external operators in Syria 

tasked with managing ISIS’s attack campaign in Albania and Kosovo in airstrikes in June 2017, meanwhile. 

These strikes may have disrupted ISIS’s ability to generate attack cells in the Balkans. ISIS may be 

attempting to leverage Balkan foreign fighters to conduct attacks elsewhere in Europe, however. Italian 

police arrested a Kosovar cell including at least one returnee ISIS foreign fighter in March 2017 that was 

planning an explosive attack against the Rialto Bridge. Available reporting does not confirm that ISIS 

provided direct support to this cell, which could have been merely inspired by ISIS. ISW will update this 

assessment as new details become available. 

 

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-britain-security-manchester-idUSKBN18K0K5
http://www.newsweek.com/manchester-attack-bomber-received-permission-isis-syria-recruiter-dallas-650300
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2017/05/24/manchester-police-make-3-more-arrests-as-uk-terror-level-remains-at-critical.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/03/world/middleeast/manchester-bombing-salman-abedi-islamic-state-libya.html?mcubz=3
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/22/world/europe/spain-attacks-what-we-know-about-the-suspects.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-spain-security-belgium-idUSKCN1B41CB
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-40964242
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/aug/22/spain-terror-suspect-mohamed-houli-tells-court-cell-planning-bigger-attack?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Tweet
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-40975552?intlink_from_url=http://www.bbc.com/news/live/40966524&link_location=live-reporting-story
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/23/world/europe/abdelbaki-essati-spain-attacks-imam.html?rref=collection%2Fsectioncollection%2Fworld
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/20/world/europe/spain-barcelona-attack-suspects.html?rref=collection%2Fsectioncollection%2Fworld
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/20/world/europe/spain-barcelona-attack-suspects.html?rref=collection%2Fsectioncollection%2Fworld
http://www.npr.org/2017/08/25/545998832/criticism-builds-for-catalonia-police-after-last-weeks-terror-attack-in-spain
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/06/03/manchester-bomber-controlled-isil-group-behind-paris-attacks/
https://www.yahoo.com/news/belgian-authorities-looking-more-suspects-arrests-083008760.html%20https:/www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=newssearch&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj9pKWSsvXUAhVEFj4KHaHyCe8Qu4gBCCQoATAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fnews%2Fworld-europe-40518175&usg=AFQjCNGATREuEw7OvxP0F6oqe6FM40hwk
http://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/belgian-authorities-suspects-arrests-48466562
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/belgian-authorities-looking-for-more-suspects-after-arrests/2017/07/06/c81cc44a-6225-11e7-80a2-8c226031ac3f_story.html?utm_term=.392f519b90cf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2017/02/10/rachid-kassim-isis-recruiter-and-failed-rapper-targeted-in-u-s-airstrike/?utm_term=.09801db6ae93
http://www.latimes.com/world/middleeast/la-fg-isis-online-20170502-story.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-france-security/prosecutor-links-suspect-arrested-last-week-near-paris-to-isis-idUSKCN1BL0UJ
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2017/03/12/threatened-attack-on-german-mall-linked-to-isis-reports-say.html
https://www.thelocal.de/20170311/germany-shuts-down-shopping-mall-over-attack-threat
http://www.dw.com/en/two-arrested-after-germany-shuts-down-shopping-mall-over-fears-of-terrorist-attack/a-37906145
http://www.newsweek.com/unlikely-friends-isis-and-italian-mafia-working-together-bring-oil-europe-644660
http://www.newsweek.com/unlikely-friends-isis-and-italian-mafia-working-together-bring-oil-europe-644660
https://www.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1266520/coalition-removes-isis-terrorists-from-battlefield/source/GovDelivery/
http://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/venice-attack-plot-kosovans-arrested-suspected-jihadist-cell-n740466
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/30/world/europe/rialto-bridge-venice-arrests.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/30/arrests-venice-phone-intercept-talk-rialto-bridge-bomb-kosovan-jihad-syria-italian-police
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/30/world/europe/rialto-bridge-venice-arrests.html?mcubz=3&_r=0
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Coordinated ISIS attacks using refugees 

 

ISIS’s coordinated attack campaign in Germany relies less on a foreign fighter cadre than elsewhere in 

Europe. ISIS is also using recruited and possibly trained refugees to conduct coordinated attacks in 

Germany.  ISIS has conducted two successful coordinated attacks in Germany using one returnee foreign 

fighter and one refugee operative to date. The refugee was a Syrian who had reportedly fought with ISIS 

before leaving for Europe in 2013. He detonated an SVEST outside a concert in Ansbach on July 24, 2016. 

German police later discovered chemicals and other bomb-making materials in his room at a refugee center 

in Germany. German authorities have reportedly thwarted six coordinated ISIS attack attempts, involving 

three refugees, two returnees, and one local who was likely in contact with an ISIS cyberplanner. Germany 

authorities have reportedly thwarted an additional nine attacks that could include attempted ISIS 

coordinated attacks, but for which adequate information does not yet exist.  

 

Refugees have conducted attacks in other countries, but ISW cannot assess any coordinated ISIS 

involvement with confidence at the time of writing. ISW’s assessment places ISIS-inspired attacks 

conducted by refugees into the same category as all other instances of ISIS-inspired attacks. Future ISW 

products will examine the trend of ISIS-inspired attacks in Europe in more detail, to include when and 

where refugees have conducted such operations.  

 

Attacks consistent with ISIS’s calls for “lone Jihad” 

 

ISIS seeks to create momentum behind a campaign of attacks in Europe that will require less direct input 

from ISIS over time. ISW assessed in November 2015 that ISIS’s goal in Europe was to provoke 

overreactions by European governments that would alienate Muslim communities and radicalize them over 

time. ISIS designed a campaign to inject violence into European societies in order to jumpstart a campaign 

of low-level attacks against non-Muslim populations in Europe that would further polarize European 

communities.   

 

The scope and volume of low-level attacks that fit ISIS’s calls for “lone jihad” in Europe nearly quadrupled 

in Europe from January 2014 to September 2017. This trend could signal a growing resonance of ISIS’s 

messaging to vulnerable populations despite ISIS’s territorial losses in Iraq and Syria. If so, this trend would 

demonstrate ISIS success generating a campaign of violence in Europe that requires progressively less 

direct input from ISIS to sustain.  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jul/25/bomb-attack-southern-germany%20http:/www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-37059100
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2016/jul/25/ansbach-explosion-german-town-deliberate-blast-latest
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/05/world/europe/germany-refugees-terrorism.html?action=click&contentCollection=Europe&module=RelatedCoverage&region=Marginalia&pgtype=article
https://www.wsj.com/articles/syrian-asylum-seeker-blows-himself-up-outside-concert-in-germany-1469447416
https://www.wsj.com/articles/syrian-asylum-seeker-blows-himself-up-outside-concert-in-germany-1469447416
https://www.wsj.com/articles/syrian-asylum-seeker-blows-himself-up-outside-concert-in-germany-1469447416
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/hating-muslim-refugees-is-exactly-what-the-islamic-state-wants-europe-to-do/2015/11/15/dfe0ca84-87d1-11e5-be39-0034bb576eee_story.html?utm_term=.3283a2544259
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It is still possible that ISIS cyberplanners or returnee foreign fighters coordinated many of these attacks, 

however. Available information does not enable ISW to assess these attacks to be coordinated at the time 

of writing. Attacks consistent with the ISIS calls for “lone wolf” jihad expanded to Spain,2 Italy,3 

Switzerland,4 and Finland5 in 2017. The attacks in Finland and rising levels of similar attacks in Sweden 

are the most likely to have been coordinated by ISIS, since they are in a new theater. Finland raised its 

threat level in early 2017, which could signal intelligence indicating ISIS was actively attempting to 

coordinate attacks. The chief of Sweden’s security service (SAPO) warned in June 2017 that extremist 

activity was rising in multiple Swedish cities. Norway also raised its threat level  in early 2017, possibly 

indicating new ISIS attack efforts. It is also possible that some of these attacks have been inspired or enabled 

by al Qaeda rather than ISIS, but the available data does not confirm al Qaeda links.  

 

https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2017-06-14/finnish-security-service-raises-threat-level-after-learning-of-terrorism-plans
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2017-06-14/finnish-security-service-raises-threat-level-after-learning-of-terrorism-plans
http://www.newsweek.com/sweden-sees-influx-thousands-islamist-extremists-spy-chief-says-626581
http://www.newsweek.com/russian-teen-detained-norway-after-explosives-found-581349
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Conclusion 

 

The success of anti-ISIS operations in Europe remains limited. ISIS continues to generate and inspire 

attacks on a scope and scale larger than European security services can handle. New countermeasures such 

as “vehicle mitigation barriers” can reduce the lethality of ISIS tactics but are unlikely to disrupt ISIS’s 

ability to inspire and recruit attackers. Anti-ISIS operations in Syria and Iraq have not severed the link 

between ISIS’s senior leadership and its operatives abroad, moreover. Coalition airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 

have eliminated many ISIS external operatives, but have not sufficiently degraded ISIS’s capability. ISIS 

also continues to use safe haven in Libya as a base from which to support attacks in Europe even after its 

loss of Sirte, demonstrating how removing ISIS from cities is insufficient to prevent ISIS from conducting 

attacks. The anti-ISIS coalition is unlikely to dismantle the global ISIS attack network without broadening 

the scope of anti-ISIS operations beyond a narrow terrain focus.  ISIS can use safe-havens in rural and even 

desert areas to plan, coordinate, and support the conduct of attacks in the West. 

 

It must also refocus on addressing the grievances and fears of vulnerable Sunni populations that make them 

vulnerable to ISIS messaging.  The widespread perception that European states and the U.S. are aligned 

with Iran and the Assad regime against Sunni populations in Syria and Iraq, as well as the rise of anti-

Muslim sentiments and perceived anti-Muslim policies in Europe and the U.S. will continue to fuel 

toleration of and limited but growing support for ISIS (and al Qaeda) attack operations in the West.  ISIS 

is waging a social and informational campaign to gain support among Western populations—Western states 

will not be able to kill and arrest their way out of this problem. 

 

Appendix: ISW methodology for analyzing attempted attacks 

 

The first graphic in this report depicts the number of attacks and attempted attacks per month in Europe 

from January 2014 to September 14, 2017. The chart begins in January because it is the month when the 

first known ISIS attack operative entered Europe after ISIS’s separation from al Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate 

Jabhat al Nusra in mid-2013. French police arrested that operative, named Abdelkader Tliba, thereby 

preventing what would have been the first coordinated ISIS attack in Europe. ISW’s data set includes every 

such known attempted attack in Europe since January 2014.  

  

ISW’s data set most likely under-represents the number of thwarted ISIS attack cells in Europe, which are 

the most difficult to discern from openly available reporting. The “count” of attempted attacks per month 

in Europe is the number of thwarted attack cells with proven links to ISIS or that ISW assesses are possibly 

linked to ISIS based on openly available reporting. The “count” is not estimate of the number of attacks 

that any given cell would have conducted if not arrested. The actual number of attacks that ISIS has 

attempted to conduct in Europe may be higher than the graphic in this report conveys, therefore.  

 

The “count” also does not measure the complexity of the thwarted attack cell’s structure or geographic 

disposition. Some of the attack cells included in this data set are individual attackers who were planning to 

conduct a single operation based on instructions from an ISIS cyberplanner. Others are larger networks of 

operatives spread between numerous safe houses in numerous countries. Many fall somewhere in between, 

or reflect instances where European security services arrested a cell before it had finalized an attack plan.  

 

Comparing attempted vs successful attacks in Europe 

 

The “count” for the successful attacks in Europe is the sum of the locations at which successful attacks 

occurred. For example, the ISIS attack in Paris November 2015 has a “count” of six. ISW has coded the 

http://news.met.police.uk/news/new-protective-equipment-used-at-central-london-event-259161
http://www.cnn.com/2014/08/28/world/europe/france-suspected-isis-link/index.html
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attack data based on each attack location because each separate attack location reflects a separate successful 

attack operation that ISIS chose to coordinate and execute simultaneously. This approach is in line with the 

methodologies used by U.S. military forces in Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere, which tally each individual 

kinetic event even when multiple attacks take place in a coordinated fashion simultaneously, but in different 

locations. 

 

The comparison of attempted attacks versus attacks provides a proxy for assessing the success of ISIS’s 

campaign in Europe. The ratio favors ISIS, as ISIS appears to be able to generate attacks faster than  

European security services can disrupt them.  

 

ISW’s data set does not include instances of partial disruption of an ISIS attack cell. An example of a partial 

disruption would be the arrest of one of five suicide bombers that reduced the “count” of the successful 

attack to the observed four attacks.  This data set is not an exhaustive accounting of all of the successes of 

European security services against ISIS, therefore. 

 

ISW has sorted attempted attacks into the same four categories as successful attacks based on available 

evidence as of September 14, 2017: attempted coordinated ISIS attacks, attempted ISIS-inspired attacks, 

and unknown attempted attacks for which few details are publically available. ISW routinely updates and 

re-evaluates the assessment of each attempted attack as new details become available, such as new 

information about a given would-be attacker’s links to ISIS cyberplanners. ISW will publish updates and 

refined assessments as appropriate.  

 

ISW’s Data Set vs. Official European Reporting 

 

ISW’s data set includes more events and counts differently than official European reports. For example, 

ISW’s data for 2016 includes eleven more attacks in EU countries than the EU’s 2017 counterterrorism 

report and dozens more attempted attacks. The primary reason for these differences is that ISW counts 

events that the EU member states have not definitively ruled as terrorism. European states must discuss 

terror attacks on the basis of definitive evidence and the proper application of European laws. ISW’s 

approach enhances analysis of the ISIS campaign in Europe by widening the aperture to include the entire 

set of events that likely fit within the ISIS campaign even if insufficient evidence exists at present 

confidently to designate each event as a terrorist attack. ISW also seeks to inform analysis of the perceived 

trend of attacks in Europe, which ISIS and other jihadist groups use to recruit even if based in part of false 

attribution of some acts of violence, as this report explains. 

 

ISW’s methodology to consider each attack location a separate attack also contributes to differences 

between ISW and European reporting. The EU report considers the March 2016 ISIS attack in Brussels to 

be a single attack, for example; ISW counts it as three separate, coordinated attacks.  

 

1 For example, the US killed ISIS’s Albanian foreign fighter and attack planner Lavdrim Muhaxeri in an airstrike on 

June 7, 2017 near Mayadin, Syria. 
2 An attack consistent with ISIS’s calls for “lone jihad” targeted a Spanish-Moroccan border post on July 25, 2017 

before the ISIS cell in Barcelona conducted its attacks.  
3 The first attack consistent with ISIS’s calls for “lone jihad” to target Italy occurred on May 18, 2017. ISW assesses 

the attacker was inspired by ISIS.  
4 The first attack consistent with ISIS’s calls for “lone jihad” to target Switzerland occurred on July 24, 2017.  

                                                            

https://www.europol.europa.eu/tesat/2017/
https://www.europol.europa.eu/tesat/2017/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/04/world/asia/isis-messaging-app-terror-plot.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/04/world/asia/isis-messaging-app-terror-plot.html?mcubz=3
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-spain-security-attack-idUSKBN1AA0WI
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/afp/article-4727814/Man-shouting-Allahu-Akbar-attacks-police-Morocco-Spain-border.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-spain-security-attack/spanish-policeman-hurt-man-with-knife-arrested-on-morocco-border-idUSKBN1AA0WI
http://www.dw.com/en/italy-police-probe-milan-train-station-attacker-for-terrorist-links/a-38912413
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-italy-security-milan-idUSKCN18F1MB.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-swiss-attack-idUSKBN1A918G
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/24/least-five-injured-swiss-attack/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-40705621
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5 The first attack  consistent with ISIS’s calls for “lone jihad” to target Finland occurred on August 18, 2017. ISW 

assesses the attacker was inspired by ISIS.  

https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/nbi_turku_attack_suspect_had_two_alternative_targets/9822061
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/21/world/europe/finland-turku-abderrahman-mechkah.html?mcubz=3
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/21/world/europe/finland-turku-abderrahman-mechkah.html?mcubz=3

