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Who is the Leader of  ISWAP?—
Confusion Continues over Leadership 
of  Islamic State in West Africa 
Province  
 
Jacob Zenn 

On March 4, 2019, the Islamic State in West 
Africa Province (ISWAP)—the Islamic State (IS)-
loyal faction of  Boko Haram—announced a new 
leader in an audio recording. This new leader is 
Abu Abdullah Ibn Umar al-Barnawi (a.k.a. Ba 
Idrissa) (Punch, March 5). Since then, Ba Idrissa 
has delivered sermons also recorded on audio 
and released by ISWAP media channels, but not 
official IS media channels, indicating that he 
remains loyal to IS and ISWAP leadership. 

Nevertheless, IS has yet to confirm Ba Idrissa as 
the leader of  ISWAP. The ISWAP leader 
replaced by Ba Idrissa, Habib Yusuf  (a.k.a. Abu 
Musab al-Barnawi), became an ISWAP “shura 
member” , accord ing to the March 4 
announcement. Neither IS nor ISWAP has 
commented on Abu Musab al-Barnawi, however, 
since March. Therefore, it remains unclear 

whether IS considers Ba Idrissa or Abu Musab 
al-Barnawi to be ISWAP’s leader.  

Adding to the confusion, in a September 2019 
ISWAP video released through IS’s Amaq media 
agency, an ISWAP fighter, before killing two 
Christian anti-ISWAP vigilantes, proclaimed 
Abu Musab al-Barnawi to be the leader of  
ISWAP (Daily Post, September 25). Moreover, 
Abu Musab al-Barnawi’s brother, Abba Yazeed, 
still works for ISWAP’s media team. Therefore, 
Abba Yazeed may in some way be involved in 
mediating the ISWAP relationship with IS—
lobbying against the organization accepting Ba 
Idrissa as leader over his brother. 

This all comes in context of  the other Boko 
Haram faction, known as Jamaat Ahl al-Sunna 
li-Dawa wal-Jihad, standing by its leader, 
Abubakar Shekau. Since June 2019, he has 
increased his media output through several 
videos (The Guardian [Lagos], September 9). 
Although Shekau was originally ISWAP’s leader 
until he was deposed by Abu Musab al-Barnawi 
in 2016, he has not renounced his loyalty to IS. 
Nevertheless, his recent videos have included few 
references to IS. The group has not mentioned 
Shekau at all since he was deposed in 2016. 
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At this point, it does not appear as though 
Shekau is challenging either Ba Idrissa or Abu 
Musab al-Barnawi for the throne of  ISWAP. 
That contest is apparently only between Ba 
I d r i s s a a n d A bu M u s a b a l - B a r n aw i . 
Nevertheless, Shekau was the leader who made 
Boko Haram into ISWAP, from the original 
pledge in March 2015 to IS Caliph Abubakar al-
Baghdadi, until his ouster in 2016 (Premium 
Times, March 8, 2015). He also led the group 
from the launch of  jihad in 2010 until 2015. 
Therefore, Shekau has a leadership history and 
cannot be fully counted out when it comes to 
potentially leading ISWAP or having influence 
over its internal factions again. 

One other factor to consider in this leadership 
milieu is that Abu Musab al-Barnawi is the son 
of  Muhammed Yusuf, who led the group as a 
preacher from 2004 to 2009 (Legit.ng, August 
26, 2016). His death at the hands of  the Nigerian 
security forces was the final straw before Yusuf ’s 
deputy, Shekau, took over and launched jihad 
with Yusuf ’s followers behind him. All things 
being equal, Abu Musab al-Barnawi’s lineage to 
Yusuf  might ultimately help him if  there is an 
outright conflict over who should lead ISWAP. 
For the time being, however, it is safe to say Ba 
Idrissa is the ISWAP leader, though some fighters 
probably do not agree with Abu Musab al-
Barnawi’s ouster. 

Jacob Zenn  is an adjunct professor on Violent Non-State 
Actors in World Politics at the Georgetown University 
Security Studies Program (SSP) and fellow on African 
and Eurasian Affairs for The Jamestown Foundation in 
Washington DC.  

The Most Wanted Al-Qaeda 
Leaders in Syria: Abu 
Hammam al-Shami, Sami al-
Uraydi, and Abu Abd al-
Karim al-Masri 
 
Rafid Jaboori  

Al-Qaeda has had a bumpy relationship with the 
jihadists in Syria since the beginning of  the civil 
war. The al-Nusra Front, which was the 
extension of  the Islamic State of  Iraq into Syria, 
split from Islamic State (IS) and declared its 
allegiance to the global organization of  al-Qaeda 
in 2013. Three years later, al-Nusra started to 
dissociate itself  from al-Qaeda and the global 
jihadist movement in order to focus on Syria. In 
2018, Hurras al-Din (The Guardian of  Religion
—HAD) was formed by al-Qaeda loyalists in 
Syria. In September, the U.S. State Department 
announced rewards for information on three 
prominent leaders of  HAD -- Faruq al-Suri, 
Sami al-Uraydi, and Abu Abd al-Karim al-Masri 
(Rewards for Justice). 

Faruq al-Suri—A.K.A. Abu Hammam al-
Shami 

Faruq al-Suri was born in Syria in 1973. His real 
name is Samir Hijazi, a.k.a. Abu Hammam al-
Shami. As a young jihadist, al-Shami traveled to 
Afghanistan in 1998, where he worked under the 
leadership of  his fellow Syrian Abu Mus’ab al-
Suri, one the most prominent strategic thinkers 
of  the global jihadist movement. Faruq 
progressed quickly in the movement and in 2000 
he was entrusted to meet al-Qaeda’s then leader 
Osama bin Laden and personally declare 
allegiance to him by shaking hands. Al-Shami 
was given command of  the Syrian members of  
al-Qaeda (Aawsat, March 7, 2015). 
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As Abu Musa’ab al-Zarqawi was operating semi-
independently from al-Qaeda to establish a 
jihadist organization in Iraq weeks before the 
U.S.-led invasion of  2003, al-Shami was sent by 
bin Laden on a mission to examine the situation 
on the ground. He met with al-Zarqawi and 
other jihadists. Al-Shami stayed in Iraq until he 
was captured and transferred back home to 
Syria, but he managed to return to Iraq. He is 
believed to have operated between Iraq and 
Syria until 2008, when the Syrian regime, which 
had turned a blind eye to the jihadists’ activities 
and movements between Syria and Iraq, became 
more strict in dealing with jihadists. Al-Shami 
attempted to move to Lebanon, but he was 
arrested there and sentenced to five years in a 
Lebanese prison. After his release in 2012, al-
Shami returned to Syria to start the first group 
of  the al-Nusra Front, which became al-Qaeda’s 
branch in Syria. While Abu Muhammad al-
Julani became the leader of  al-Nusra, al-Shami 
became the military commander of  the group. 
Al-Shami survived several battles and air strikes, 
and reports of  his death at the time turned out to 
be mistaken (Alalam TV, August 19, 2016). 

Al-Shami vehemently opposed al-Julani’s 
decisions to abandon al-Qaeda. He was one of  
the first men to join HAD, and is now the leader 
of  the organization (Arabi21, March 11, 2018). 

Sami al-Uraydi 

Sami al-Uraydi was born in Amman in 1973. He 
studied Islamic theology at the Jordanian 
University, where he acquired a Bachelor’s 
degree in the subject in order to pursue a career 
as a scholar. He received a PhD in 2001. When 
the Syrian civil war broke out, he traveled there 
to join his fellow jihadists (24.ae March 18, 
2018).  

With his academic background and Salafist 
credentials, al-Urydi was appointed to the 
position of  religious leader (al-wali al-shari’i) of  

al-Nusra in Dara’a province in southern Syria. 
When the dispute between Islamic State and al-
Nusra escalated, al-Urydi played a major role in 
making the case for al-Nusra as the legitimate 
jihadist group in Syria. He made arguments to 
support al-Nusra’s claim of  being a genuine 
jihadist group and al-Qaeda’s branch against IS’ 
insistence that al-Nusra and its leader al-Julani 
should keep their initial form as an extension of  
IS and its branch in Syria. Al-Uraydi was 
subsequently promoted to the position of  
religious leader of  al-Nusra in the whole of  Syria 
(Islamist Movements, June 8, 2016). 

When al-Nusra started to disassociate itself  from 
al-Qaeda, al-Uraydi opposed the decision. He 
eventually split from al-Nusra to start his own 
organization, Ansar al-Furqan (Alrai, October 
15, 2017). 

In late 2017, al-Julani’s HTS arrested al-Uraydi 
and other jihadist defectors who wished to stay 
associated with al-Qaeda. The crackdown 
caused an angry backlash from jihadists in and 
outside Syria. Al-Zawahiri himself  issued a 
statement condemning al-Julani’s action. Despite 
his strategy to distance his organization from al-
Qaeda and global jihad, al-Julani was not willing 
to become an enemy of  al-Qaeda. He released 
al-Uraydi and other arrested jihadists. They have 
since joined Hurras al-Din, which controls a 
relatively small area in northwestern Syria 
(Qasioun, December 12, 2017). 

Abu Abd al-Karim al-Masri 

Abu Abd al-Karim al-Masri is the most shadowy 
figure among the three men. He is believed to 
have been a veteran member of  al-Qaeda from 
its 1990s days in Afghanistan, where he knew bin 
Laden and al-Zawahiri personally and worked 
under their command. He played a role in 
mediating between HTS and HAD after the 
arrests of  the jihadists in late 2017. When that 
was solved and al-Julani allowed HAD to operate 
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in Idlib, al-Masri became a member of  HAD 
(Lebanon24, October 1). 

In 2016, even before the split between al-Nusra 
and al-Qaeda became clear, al-Masri was against 
it. He is believed to be the author of  a booklet 
urging jihadists to keep their focus on their 
confrontation with the United States. In al-Ibtikar 
al-Fattan Fi Istihdaf  al-Amrikan (The Creative 
Invention in Targeting the Americans), al-Masri 
explains his strategy and tactics. The booklet is 
one of  the most notorious pieces of  literature 
produced by any jihadist group. It encourages 
jihadists to launch attacks in the United States or 
against U.S. interests in the world using children 
and mentally ill people. It also emphasizes 
improvization in the method of  attacks and 
weapons to be used (Elmarada, August 18, 
2016). 

It was not until HAD emerged that the 
dissociation between al-Nusra and al-Qaeda 
became clear and to some extent credible. The 
verification of  the split primarily came from the 
three men who had prominent statue within al-
Qaeda and who operated in its ranks for a long 
time.  

Conclusion 

As al-Shami, with his experience and 
endorsement, provided the military leadership, 
and al-Uraydi, with his theological credentials, 
provided the religious authority, al-Masri gives 
the strategic vision, especially in the area of  
global jihad. The question of  who is the standard 
bearer of  global jihad has been the most 
important dispute between IS and al-Qaeda. 
With these three men in its leadership, HAD is 
now a fully-fledged al-Qaeda branch in Syria, 
with a clear focus on global jihad as well as the 
civil war in Syria. Even if  the Islamist opposition 
eventually lost it strongholds in northwestern 
Syria to the Syrian regime or Turkey, HAD will 
most likely remain a threat, with its experienced 

leadership and wider goals. Any multi-state 
arrangement that might end the conflict in Syria 
will likely boost HAD’s narrative that enemies of  
Islam joined forces against jihadists. On the 
operational level, the group’s presence in Syria 
will provide it with sanctuary to plan future 
attacks, possibly beyond the borders of  that 
country. If  that sanctuary is lost, the current 
leaders of  HAD have proven their ability to 
move effectively between different countries, defy 
the government and operate in various conflicts 
and fronts. Additionally, if  HTS loses the 
territory it controls in northwestern Syria, al-
Qaeda and its HAD, with its experience in 
launching insurgencies and underground 
organizations, will be in a better position to 
attract the most radical elements. HTS will likely 
struggle to deal with post-defeat challenges as it 
built its influence and focuses its energy on 
running areas and communities.  

HAD and its three leaders seem to have found 
not only the answer (or the conclusion) to al-
Qaeda's past struggle for a branch in Syria, but 
also for the future of  its presence in that country 
and beyond.  

Rafid Jaboori is a journalist, writer and researcher. He is 
a former BBC World Service Reporter. He covered The 
Iraq War and its aftermath, the conflict in Syria, and 
several other events. He is an expert in militant groups in 
the Middle East. 
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Daud Mehsud—Islamic State 
Names First Emir of  Wilayat-
e-Pakistan  

Farhan Zahid 

One of  the most recent developments related to 
Islamic State’s (IS) activities in South Asia was 
the announcement of  two new wilayat 
(governorates)—Wilayat-e-Hind and Wilayat-e-
Pakistan (See Terrorism Monitor, July 3). The 
announcements were made by IS’ media wing 
after the concerted Easter Day suicide attacks in 
three Sri Lankan cities in April resulted in more 
than 250 fatalities. The previously little known 
National Tawheed Jamaat (NJT)’s terrorist strikes 
in Sri Lanka might have convinced IS of  the 
potential of  its support base in the region and 
alerted it to the presence of  IS-inspired sleeper 
cells in South Asia. The establishment of  two 
new wilayat also appears to be part of  IS-
Central’s decision to review territorial 
readjustment of  its affiliates by integrating some 
of  the branches and forming new ones. 

Not much is currently known about the 
leadership structure of  Wilayat-e-Hind, but 
information on the leader of  Wilayat-e-Pakistan 
has begun to surface.  

Who is the New Emir? 

IS-Central announced through Amaq media that 
it had selected Haji Daud Mehsud as Wali-e-
Pakistan (or emir). The designated emir of  the 
newly-established wilayat has strong jihadist 
credentials, with years of  experience as the 
commander of  Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan 
(TTP)’s Fazalullah faction, which is based in 
Karachi city. Daud hails from the South 
Waziristan district of  the tribal areas of  Pakistan, 
and belongs to the Haibat Khel tribe (Daily 
Times, July 31, 2017). Though he does not hail 
from Karachi, which is the capital of  Sindh 
province, he settled there with his family in the 

early 2000s. Daud joined the Karachi police 
force as a constable and remained in service for a 
number of  years until he joined TTP, where he 
rose through the ranks. During his policing 
career, he served as Munshi, or station clerk, at 
Quadabad Police Station in the Pashtun 
dominated suburbs of  Karachi (Samaa News, 
September 18). It is interesting to note that an 
individual from a far-flung area of  Pakistan was 
able to move to Karachi and work in this 
position, even though the law states that only 
local domicile holders of  the city could apply for 
provincial government jobs, such as a police 
officer.  

Parting Ways with TTP 

Daud rose steadily through the ranks of  TTP, 
becoming a local commander and then being the 
handpicked choice of  Mullah Fazalullah to lead 
his faction in Karachi (News International, 
November 28, 2016). The position was an 
important assignment, as the TTP and other 
terrorist organizations in Pakistan consider 
Karachi—the financial capital of  Pakistan—a 
primary source of  funds (through extortion and 
kidnappings) for executing terrorist operations all 
over Pakistan, and as a location from which to 
manage their organizational structures. Daud 
was associated with the Hakeemullah faction of  
TTP and was quite close to him, but he later 
joined Fazalullah’s faction.  

The TTP began to fall apart after the death of  
Hakeemullah Mehsud in a November 2013 
drone strike in Waziristan. Factional fighting 
among TTP commanders began shortly after. 
The TTP Central Shura selected Mullah 
Fazalullah as the new emir of  TTP but this 
decision was not accepted by a number of  
Islamist groups working under the TTP 
umbrella. Daud sided with Fazalullah who also 
appointed him as the emir of  the TTP Karachi 
chapter. During his tenure as TTP Karachi chief, 
he claimed responsibility for a number of  
terrorist attacks, most important among them 
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being the attack on the Police Training Center in 
Quetta (Geo News, November 28, 2016). A total 
of  61 police officers in training were killed in the 
attack and 117 injured (Dawn, October 24, 
2016). 

There are two likely reasons for why Daud left 
TTP for IS. One is that factional fighting and 
growing fissures in TTP disillusioned Daud. 
Another is the rise of  Noor Wali Mehsud to the 
role of  TTP emir after the death of  Fazalullah in 
a U.S. drone strike in Afghanistan. Daud was not 
on good terms with Noor Wali, as the new leader 
was a member of  a rival faction. In July 2017, 
Daud pledged allegiance to Islamic State Caliph 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and joined Wilayat-e-
Khorasan, or Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K). He 
and his family moved from Karachi to eastern 
Afghani s tan , where IS-K had severa l 
strongholds. [1] 

Joining the Islamic State  

After the founding of  Wilayat-e-Pakistan in May, 
it took IS-Central four months to designate 
Daud as its first emir in September (VOA 
Pakistan, May 15; Samaa News, September 18). 
IS-Central did not plan the Sri Lankan suicide 
attacks, simultaneously perpetrated by NTJ in 
several different cities in April. In the aftermath 
of  the attack and the surfacing of  NTJ suicide 
bombers’ video recordings, the IS leadership 
realized the potential of  Islamist militancy in 
South Asia. Within a few months, Amaq Media 
announced two new wiliyat in South Asia, i.e. 
Wilayat-e-Pakistan and Wilayat-e-Hind. These 
two wilayat are in addition to IS-K, whose 
leadership is based in eastern Afghanistan and is 
actively operating in different Afghan cities. IS-K 
is led by Shaikh Aslam Farooqi, a former militant 
of  Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) (See MLM, October 4, 
2018). After the announcement, Daud was 
selected as emir of  Wilayat-e-Pakistan and has 
since reportedly returned to Pakistan’s restive 
Baluchistan province. With his arrival in 
Baluchistan, it is believed that he will 

reinvigorate IS’ terrorist activities there and 
collude with other jihadist groups already 
operating in the province, such as Lashkar-e-
Jhangvi (LeJ) and Jamaat ul Ahrar (Samaa News, 
September 18). A working relationship between 
IS-K and the anti-Shia LeJ has already existed 
since the IS wilayat began operating in Pakistan.  

Daud is a seasoned jihadist with experience 
spanning more than two decades. His strategy 
will now be to exploit the rich jihadist landscape 
of  Pakis tan where scores of  terror is t 
organizations are operating, and to lure in new 
recruits and defectors from rival jihadist groups. 
His contacts within TTP and other jihadist 
groups will definitely help him gain some ground 
in Pakistan. His service in the police department 
has given him hands on knowledge of  their 
operational capabilities. This know-how and 
jihadist experience will be a lethal combination 
and may create problems for law enforcement 
bodies trying to counter his plans.  

Conclusion  

Daud appears set to reestablish IS’ foothold in 
Pakistan. He has some advantages, including that 
he is from the area and is experienced with 
plenty of  local contacts. Additionally, he has 
inside knowledge of  the system given his law 
enforcement background in Pakistan. He is 
ambitious, with the zeal to carry out operations 
in different environments and securing 
commanding positions. Amid such a situation, it 
is essential for law-enforcement bodies to 
formulate a strategy to counter his agenda of  
reviving IS in Pakistan. Intelligence reports on 
him and background information from his police 
days may help slightly, but even more necessary 
is ensuring cooperation among the many 
dif ferent provincial and federal police 
departments in Pakistan, which would make it 
possible to thwart Daud’s plan to establish IS as a 
primary terrorist group in the country. There is 
also a dire need to share and coordinate 
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intelligence with neighboring states, such as 
Afghanistan.  

Notes 

[1] Discussions with a senior journalist based in 
Karachi, October 20. 

Farhan Zahid has done his Ph.D. in Counter Terrorism 
(Topic: Al-Qaeda-linked Islamist violent Non-State 
Actors in Pakistan and their relationship with Islamist 
Parties) from Vrije University Brussels, Belgium. He 
writes on counter-terrorism, al-Qaeda, Pakistani al-
Qaeda-linked groups, Islamist violent non-state actors in 
Pakistan, militant landscapes in Pakistan and the Afghan 
Taliban. 

Al-Qaeda Loses Another 
Rising Leader: The Death of  
Emir Asim Umar 

Sudha Ramachandran 

On September 23, Asim Umar, chief  of  al-
Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), was 
killed in a joint operation by American and 
Afghan forces on a Taliban compound in 
Afghanistan’s Helmand province. This is the 
latest in a string of  setbacks suffered by al-Qaeda 
in recent years. It comes close on the heels of  the 
death of  Osama bin Laden’s son, Hamza, who 
was also killed in Afghanistan. The deaths of  
Umar and Hamza are significant. The two were 
“being groomed as future chiefs” by al-Qaeda 
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri, terrorism analyst 
Abdul Basit says. But also, Umar’s death marks 
the elimination of  almost all of  AQIS’ top 
leadership, which was appointed at the time of  
its formation in September 2014. [1] 

According to Afghanistan’s intelligence agency, 
the National Directorate for Security, Umar was 
killed along with other “high profile elements of  
al-Qaeda”, including ‘Abu Raihan’, who was a 
courier between Umar and Zawahiri. While al-
Qaeda has not confirmed or denied Umar’s 
death, the Taliban has dismissed these reports as 
“part of  enemy-fabricated propaganda” (Tolo 
News, October 9). 

Umar was in a Taliban hideout when he was 
killed. It reaffirms the fact that relations between 
al-Qaeda and the Taliban remain strong. Under 
a draft accord reached between the Taliban and 
the U.S. in September, the Taliban was reported 
to have agreed to stop providing sanctuary to 
groups that carry out attacks on the U.S. and its 
allies (Tolo News, September 4). The presence of  
a senior AQIS leader in a Taliban safe-house 
indicates that the bond between the two is strong, 
trust levels remain high, and the Taliban 
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continues to provide sanctuary and protection to 
al-Qaeda.  

Umar was the AQIS chief  since the outfit’s 
founding in 2014. He was the first Indian 
national to have risen to a top leadership position 
in a global jihadist outfit. So what strengths did 
he bring to AQIS and what were his successes 
and failures as AQIS chief ? Importantly, how 
will his death impact the jihadist outfit?  

Indian Roots 

Born in a peasant family in the northern Indian 
state of  Uttar Pradesh, Sana-ul Haq, as Umar 
was known during his years in India, was 
educated at the Dar-ul-Uloom seminary in 
Deoband in Uttar Pradesh. The demolition of  
the Babri Masjid, a 16th century mosque, by 
Hindu fundamentalists in December 1992 is said 
to have radicalized him. Umar left home in 1995 
and subsequently crossed over to Pakistan. 
There, he studied at the Jamia Uloom-e-Islamia, 
a seminary in Karachi that is the alma mater of  
several jihadist leaders. On completion of  his 
studies at the seminary, Umar joined the Harkat-
ul-Mujahideen (HuM), a jihadist outfit that 
participated in the anti-Soviet jihad in the 1980s 
and eventually shifted focus to Kashmir in the 
1990s. During this period, he is said to have not 
only served at HuM’s training camps in Pakistan-
administered Kashmir, but also taught for a 
while at the Dar-ul-Uloom Haqqania seminary
—known as the “University of  Jihad”—in 
Pakistan’s Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province 
(Firstpost, October 10). 

Shift to al-Qaeda 

The churning among Pakistani jihadists that 
followed President Pervez Musharraf ’s siege of  
the Lal Masjid in Islamabad in 2007 is said to 
have prompted Umar to join al-Qaeda (Firstpost, 
October 10). But even before joining the jihadist 
group, he was in touch with its leaders and won 
their trust. He is said to have met Osama bin 

Laden during training in Afghanistan (Express 
Tribune, September 11, 2014).  

Umar was a prolific writer. He authored several 
books, such as Dajjal Ka Lashkar: Black Water (Army 
of  the Anti-Christ: the Black Water) Adyan ka Jang: 
Islam aur Democracy (War of  Faiths: Islam and 
Democracy) and Teesri Jang-e-Azeem Aur Dajjal (World 
War III and the Anti-Christ). He seems to have had 
a large readership; his books have gone into 
several print editions (Indian Express, October 
19, 2014). Fluent in several languages, he 
translated jihadist literature in Arabic and Pashto 
into Urdu. He also wrote articles in jihadist 
magazines and delivered sermons and speeches 
that were circulated online. His writing and 
speeches are said to have captured the attention 
of  al-Qaeda leaders, who then appointed him as 
al-Qaeda’s internet propagandist and also as 
head of  its Sharia committee for Pakistan 
(Observer Research Foundation, September 24, 
2014). 

Why Umar? 

On September 3, 2014, Ayman al-Zawahiri 
announced the formation of  AQIS and named 
Maulana Asim Umar as its emir (Dawn, 
September 4, 2014). So why was Umar 
appointed as AQIS chief ? The fact that he was 
an Indian Muslim played a major role in his 
appointment as head of  al-Qaeda’s South Asia 
chapter (Indian Express, October 19, 2014). His 
Indian origin was likely seen as an asset in al-
Qaeda’s outreach to Indian Muslims, who have 
by and large stayed away from global jihadist 
groups. 

Outside jihadist circles, Umar was believed to be 
a Pakistani national (Tolo News, September 4, 
2014). It was only in October 2014, after Indian 
investigators realized that Umar and Sana-ul 
Haq were the same person, that Umar’s Indian 
roots were publicized (Indian Express, October 
9). 
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A fiery orator and writer, Umar was well-versed 
in Islam and jihadist ideology. He was also multi-
lingual and spoke Urdu, English, Arabic and 
Pashto fluently. Thus, he was not only in sync 
with al-Qaeda’s outlook and ideology, but also 
was seen as someone who would be able to 
communicate well with several linguistic 
populations. Most valuable to al-Qaeda would 
have been Umar’s impressive connections with 
jihadist networks in South Asia. The seminaries 
he studied in or taught at were nurseries of  jihad, 
i.e. institutions where future jihadist leaders 
re ce i ved the i r i deo log i ca l i npu t and 
indoctrination. Thus, he was well-acquainted 
with many of  the most influential ideologues in 
South Asian jihadist circles. Nizamuddin 
Shamzai, a cleric close to the Taliban, was 
Umar’s mentor. Jihadist leaders including Jaish-
e-Mohammed chief  Maulana Masood Azhar, 
HUJI chief  Qari Saifullah Akhtar, and HuM’s 
head Fazl-ur-Rehman Khalil were co-students. 
Umar is said to have been a commander in 
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan and had extensive 
contacts in Harkat-ul Jihad al-Islami-Bangladesh 
(HUJI-B). Importantly, for a group that was keen 
to extend its influence into India, Umar had ties 
with Indian Islamist radical groups like the 
Students Islamic Movement of  India and the 
Indian Mujahideen. 

For an outfit like al-Qaeda, which has been 
under pressure from counter-terrorism 
operations in several countries as well as from its 
main rival, Islamic State (IS), a well-connected 
leader like Umar was a valuable asset. The group 
needed sanctuary in several countries and 
Umar’s network could be counted on to provide 
al-Qaeda leaders with protection and safe 
houses. 

Umar’s Achievements 

Under Umar, AQIS carried out several terrorist 
attacks in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Bangladesh. 
Within days of  its inception, it claimed 
responsibility for an attack on the Karachi Naval 

dockyard. And, although its attempt to hijack a 
docked Pakistani Navy frigate failed, it was 
successful in signaling its arrival as a potent 
jihadist force in South Asia (The News, 
September 12, 2014). It followed that up with 
the killing of  Brigadier Fazal Zahoor, a senior 
official in Pakistan’s intelligence agency, the 
Inter-Services Intel l igence (The News, 
September 20, 2014). In Bangladesh, AQIS and 
its local affiliates took responsibility for several 
gruesome killings of  secular/atheist bloggers, 
writers, and rights activists.  Among its victims in 
Bangladesh were an American citizen and a local 
employee of  the U.S. Embassy in Dhaka (Dhaka 
Tribune, March 5, 2017). 

In June 2016, the U.S. declared AQIS a “foreign 
terrorist organization.” Umar was designated a 
“specially designated global terrorist” as he was 
found to pose “a significant risk of  committing 
acts of  terrorism that threaten the security of  
U.S. nationals or the national security, foreign 
p o l i c y, o r e c o n o m y o f  t h e U n i t e d 
States”  (Federal Register, July 5, 2016). 

Failure in India 
One of  the main reasons underlying al-Qaeda’s 
decision to set up a dedicated wing for South 
Asia was to be able to draw Indian Muslims into 
the jihadist group. Umar’s Indian origin and his 
ties with Indian Muslim radicals were expected 
to help achieve this. However, it did not. 

In a video titled “Why is there no Storm in your 
Ocean?” that was released in June 2013, Umar 
appealed to Indian Muslims “to participate in 
the global jihad.” “Today, when the call of  Jihad 
is being raised all over the world and Muslims of  
every region have started Jihad in their lands to 
eradicate the system based on global disbelief,” 
he asked why Indian Muslims “are totally absent 
from the fields of  Jihad” (South Asia Terrorism 
Portal, September 8, 2014) 

Umar’s speeches and his spectacular rise to top 
positions in al-Qaeda may have struck a chord 
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and even impressed Indian Muslim radicals. 
However, they did not join AQIS. [2] Even in 
Kashmir, where Zakir Musa broke away from 
the Hizbul Mujahideen to form the Ansar 
Ghazwat-ul-Hind, al-Qaeda’s affiliate in 
Kashmir, the effort failed to gain traction 
(Terrorism Monitor, November 27, 2017). Thus, 
with regard to making inroads in India, Umar 
was a failure.  

Leadership Crisis 
In the five years of  its existence, AQIS under 
Umar failed to make an impact in South Asia, 
especially in India. Umar’s killing “will further 
weaken the already beleaguered AQIS.” As for 
al-Qaeda, it has shown itself  to be “a resilient 
and adaptive organization.” It has “survived 
tougher challenges and knows how to maneuver 
through difficult situations.” However, at present, 
the group is “weak, organizationally intact but 
operationally not very effective.” In these 
circumstances, Umar and Hamza bin Laden’s 
killings are major blows. Thus al-Qaeda “is 
grappling with yet another leadership crisis.” [3] 

Al-Qaeda and AQIS will miss Umar’s extensive 
contact network among South Asia’s religious 
radicals and jihadists. This could impact their 
access to safe havens in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan.  

Notes 

[1] Author’s Interview, Abdul Basit, associate 
research fellow at the International Center for 
Political Violence and Terrorism Research 
(ICPVTR) of  the S. Rajaratnam School of  
International Studies, Nanyang Technological 
University, Singapore, October 16. 

[2] AQIS is not the first global jihadist group to 
attempt recruiting Indian Muslims. Others have 
also tried to do so, but Indian Muslims have by 
and large stayed away. They have participated in 

militancy and terrorism more in response to local 
grievances than global ambitions. 

[3] Basit, n.1. 

Dr. Sudha Ramachandran is an independent researcher 
and journalist based in Bangalore, India. She has written 
extensively on South Asian peace and conflict, political 
and security issues for The Diplomat, Asia Times and 
Geopolitics. 
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A Post-Mortem Analysis of  
Former Chechen Field 
Commander Zelimkhan 
Khangoshvili 
Aleksandre Kvakhadze 

On August 23, a former Chechen field 
commander and veteran of  the second Chechen 
war, Zelimkhan Khangoshvili, was shot in Berlin. 
He was shot twice before the perpetrator 
attempted to flee the scene on a scooter. 
Although Moscow officially denies involvement 
in the assassination, according to German media 
the suspect is a Russian citizen who was arrested 
before he could escape the area (DW, August 28). 
Khangoshvili was buried in his home village in 
the Pankisi Gorge, Georgia, and his funeral 
ceremony was attended by almost the whole 
male population of  the region (Ekho Kavkaza, 
August 29). Khangoshvili’s assassination led to 
protest demonstrations organized by Chechen 
diasporas across the whole of  Europe (DW, 
August 31).  

Background 

Zelimkhan Khangoshvili, a.k.a. Zelim Dishny, 
was born in August 1979 to an ethnic Chechen 
(Kist) family in the village of  Duisi, located in the 
Akhmeta municipality of  Georgia’s Pankisi 
Gorge. In 1991, Khangoshvili moved along with 
his relatives  to Chechnya. He did not take part 
in the first Chechen war and moved back to 
Pankisi. Khangoshvili, however, joined the 
Chechen insurgency during the second Chechen 
war, fighting under the leadership of  Shamil 
Basayev and the Arab foreign fighter Abu Walid. 
By 2002 he was in command of  approximately 
60 fighters. Between 2004-2005, Khangoshvili 
disengaged from militancy and moved back to 
Georgia, via Khasavyurt (Dagestan) and 
Azerbaijan. Following his return to Georgia 
Khangoshvili changed his name in a newly 

issued Georgian passport due to security 
considerations. He took his mother’s last name to 
t rave l a s Tor n ike K av tara shv i l i (Der 
Tagesspiegel, August 27; Kviris Palitra May 29, 
2015; Resonancedaily August 27). 

Little is known about the operations conducted 
by Khangoshvili’s group during the second 
Chechen war. On some footage released in social 
media, Khangoshvili appeared in a heavily 
forested area, as his group engaged in 
asymmetric warfare (YouTube, August 27). 
Russian authorities accused Khangoshvili of  
being the mastermind of  an attack in the city of  
Nazran in Ingushetia in 2004 (Ekho Kavkaza, 
May 29, 2015). Furthermore, Khangoshvili was 
shown in an undated photo seated alongside the 
third president of  the breakaway Chechnya, 
Aslan Maskhadov  (Reginfo August 2018). 
Neither Russian officials nor media outlets 
confirmed his direct or indirect involvement in 
the terrorist attacks and hostage-taking 
operations that infamously took place in Beslan, 
North Ossetia and Moscow’s Dubrovka Theater. 
Khangoshvili was never placed on an Interpol 
wanted list, which allowed him to travel to 
different countries. Unlike the vast majority of  
former Chechen militants, Khangoshvili was 
open to communicating with the media and he 
even had a Facebook profile (Facebook/
zelimxan.xangoshvili, August 23).  

Khangoshvili in Georgia 

After his disengagement from active militancy, 
Khangoshvili maintained contact with the 
Georgian security services. Gia Lortkipanidze, 
who was Georgian deputy minister of  interior 
affairs responsible for counter-terrorism under 
President Mikheil Saakashvili, spoke of  this 
connection in an interview, saying:  

“If  somebody is in contact with you, it does not 
mean that he i s your agent . Nei ther 
Khangoshvili, nor Ruslan Papaskiri, are my 
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agents. I had and still have friendly relationships 
with them...For us information and maintaining 
control over the situation was important, so we 
were relying on their authority” (Frontnews 
December 1, 2014).  

During the Russian invasion of  Georgia in 
Augus t 2008, Khangoshv i l i mobi l i zed 
approximately 200 volunteers from Pankisi to 
fight against the Russian troops, though they did 
not take part in combat due to the ceasefire (Der 
Taggespiegel August 27). Although Khangoshvili 
was not an active member of  the Caucasus 
Emirate—an Islamist North Caucasian separatist 
group—he maintained contact with the group’s 
mujahedeen and had credibility among them. 
Owing to his personal linkages, Georgian 
authorities used Khangoshvili as a mediator 
during the negotiations between the North 
Caucasian rebels and Georgian special forces in 
Lapankuri, which ended in a skirmish between 
the two groups in what became known as the 
“Lopota Incident” (Interpressnews, August 24). 

Khangoshvili was comfortable in Georgia during 
Saakashvili’s administration, owing to his 
personal contacts and cooperation with high-
ranking Georgian security practitioners. 
Saakashvili himself  called Khangoshvili a “brave 
man and patriot of  Georgia” in a Facebook post 
following his death (Primetime, August 27). After 
the 2012 transition of  power in Georgia, when 
the Saakashvili-led United National Movement 
was replaced by Georgian Dream, Khangoshvili 
immediately became the target of  frequent 
interrogations owing to his involvement in the 
Lapankuri events. “I have been interrogated 11 
or 12 times. Once I spent nine hours being 
interrogated,” Khangoshvili said (Accentnews, 
August 28).  

According to his brother, Khangoshvili survived 
several assassination attempts. The first 
unsuccessful attempt took place prior to 2008, 
when a group from Pankisi planned to kidnap 

Khangoshvili and transport him to Russia. The 
group was uncovered and the perpetrators were 
detained (Vayfond August 26). Later, in 2015, 
Khangoshvili survived another assassination 
attempt in Tbilisi city center, during which he 
was severely wounded in the arm. The 
perpetrator managed to evade arrest and escape 
the country. The assassination attempt was not 
investigated properly, and Georgian authorities 
declined Khangoshvili’s request to provide him 
with a state guard (Accentnews August 24). 
These circumstances forced Khangoshvili to flee 
Georgia. His first destination was  Ukraine 
(Radioway August 24). According to Georgian 
media, while in Ukraine, Khangoshvili 
cooperated with local counter-intelligence agents 
a g a i n s t Ru s s i a n i n fl u e n c e o p e r a t i o n s 
(Resonancedai ly August 26) . In 2016, 
Khangoshvili moved to Germany and applied 
for asylum status (DW August 28). Khangoshvili 
neither took part in the Syrian conflict nor 
pledged allegiance to Islamic State (IS). 

Who Could be Behind the Assassination? 

Although German authorities have not disclosed 
detailed information regarding the investigation 
of  Khangoshvili’s assassination, several theories 
have been circulating in Western and regional 
media. The prime suspect in this case is Russian 
intelligence. Khangoshvili was included on a list 
of  Russian federal fugitives, making this version 
credible. Khangoshvili believed he was a subject 
of  interest to the Russian Federal Security 
Service (FSB). As he explained in an interview: 
“I received information about the new group 
hired for my assassination. According to my 
sources, this FSB-linked group was based in 
North Ossetia.” Khangoshvili added: “Besides I 
had information about the murder plot of  three 
individuals—me and two Georgian generals. I 
will refrain to disclose their identities. I spoke 
with one of  them and he had similar 
information...This was preceded by pressure on 
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my sister and brother-in-law residing in 
Russia” (Accentnews August 24).  

German media has suggested that the suspect in 
the murder was holding a passport bearing the 
name of  Vadim Sokolov. Furthermore, a joint 
investigation by Spiegel, Bellingcat, and The 
Insider revealed that the passport number of  the 
suspect could be linked to a particular unit in 
Russia’s interior ministry that issued travel 
documents for members of  Russia’s military 
secur i ty s e rv i ce (Sp iege l October 2 ) . 
Khangoshvili’s assassination resembles a series of  
recent murders of  Chechen dissidents. Since the 
early 2000s, prominent dissidents such as 
Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev, Umar Israilov, and 
many other Chechens have been killed while in 
exile (Ekho Kavkaza August 26). Moreover, 
during the past several years, the head of  
Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov, has substantially 
increased his influence with the Chechen 
diaspora, which gives him greater leeway in 
using force against potential opponents 
(Kavkazskiy Uzel January 7, 2017). 

Another theory, one which has been pushed by 
Georgian experts close to the country’s 
government, is that Khangoshvili’s murder was 
revenge by family members of  the Chechen 
youth recruited by insurgent groups in the North 
Caucasus (Imedi News, August 24). Nevertheless, 
even after the skirmish in Lapankuri, over the 
several years Khangoshvili spent in Tbilisi and 
the Pankisi Gorge, no conflict with his 
compatriots were reported. Furthermore, 
Khangoshvili had no criminal record in Georgia, 
and his direct or indirect involvement in 
organized crime was highly unlikely, especially 
since organized crime is not widespread among 
the Chechens from Pankisi. The largest Russian 
organized crime database contains the name of  
only one ethnic Chechen from Georgia (Prime 
Crime). 

And finally, the assassination potentially could 
have stemmed from cleavages between various 
Russian-speaking jihadist factions. Prior to his 
departure from Georgia, Khangoshvili had 
distanced himself  from the jihadist groups 
operating in Syria. In an interview, Khangoshvili 
mentioned that the IS Chechen commander 
Akhmed Chataev was upset with him after he 
was released from prison in Georgia (Accentnews 
August 28). Nevertheless, Chataev and many 
other Russian-speaking IS-sworn militant leaders 
were killed before Khangoshvili’s assassination. 

Additionally, while in Europe, Khangoshvili 
received numerous threatening messages on his 
cell phone from anonymous Georgian numbers 
in the Georgian language with the following text: 
“Do you think that we don’t know where you 
are? You’d bet ter come back and be 
here” (Accentnews August 24). 

Future Implications 

The assassination of  Khangoshvili could have an 
impact on several fronts. First, he was among the 
few surviving veterans of  the Chechen war 
capable of  bridging the gap between the state 
and insurgents. Such mediators are critically 
important in the Caucasus, where informal 
contacts and personal relationships matter. 
Today, the inability of  state officials to 
communicate with  non-state clandestine actors, 
especially during emergency situations such as 
the Lopota incident, is highly problematic. 

Second, Khangoshvili was known for his 
moderate position. His death and that of  Isa 
Munayev—who fought alongside the Ukrainian 
army against Russian-backed separatists—and 
other moderate Chechen field commanders will 
make possible the rise of  young, inexperienced 
and more radical actors. According to 
Kavkazskiy Uzel, the vast majority of  militants 
recently killed in Chechnya were in their early 
twenties, and therefore highly unlikely to have 
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interacted with the veterans of  the first and 
second Chechen wars (Kavkazskiy Uzel 
September 10). 

Third, Khangoshvili’s assassination will increase 
skepticism towards Europe and the Western 
world among Chechens, especially in the 
Chechen diaspora. The famous Chechen 
YouTube blogger Tumso Abdurakhmanov has 
accused German authorities of  lacking interest 
in protecting Chechen refugees. It is noteworthy 
that Khangoshvili was refused asylum status in 
Germany despite having been wounded in a 
separate assassination attempt in Tbilisi 
(YouTube August 30).  

Khangoshvili’s assassination could further 
increase the grievances that people in the Pankisi 
Gorge have against Georgian authorities. 
Georgian human rights activist Tamta Mikeladze 
believes that Georgian officials over the last four 
years did nothing to investigate the earlier 
attempt to assassinate Khangoshvili (Radio 
Tavisupleba August 24). In his last interview, 
Khangoshvili metaphorically described his 
recent relationships with Georgian authorities, 
saying “they are telling you that we are brothers, 
but being stabbed in the back cannot be a 
brotherhood” (Accentnews August 24). 
Combined with recent events, such as the 
murder of  a 17-year-old Pankisi resident 
Tamerlan Machalikashvili and clashes between 
Georgian police and locals in Pankisi over the 
construction of  a hydropower plant, the 
Georgian authorities’ ambiguous position on 
Khangoshvili’s assassination could create the 
sense that the Georgian state facilitated his 
assassination.  

Aleksandre Kvakhadze is a researcher of  Caucasus region 
and terrorism based at Georgian Foundation for Strategic 
and International Studies (GFSIS) as a research fellow. 
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