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Abstract

Muslim migrants constitute a small fraction of Europe’s population, yet they are dramatically overrepresented in 
jihadist terrorism. This report, based on a dataset covering the past decade, documents this development. Between May 
2015 and May 2025, 45% of all jihadi terror plots in Europe featured a migrant. During this period there were 100 
migrant-related plots in total, involving 137 migrant plotters. These plots, where they were launched, killed 279 people 
and injured 1192 others. The vast majority (79%) were carried out by “self-starters” inspired by Islamic State (ISIS), 
though some (9%) were carried out by ISIS operatives who travelled to Europe from the Middle East for the sole 
purpose of committing an attack there. Plots were organised in 12 countries, with Germany the most frequent target, 
followed by France and the United Kingdom. Plotters originated from over 20 countries, most notably Syria, Iraq, 
Morocco and Tunisia. While the rejection of an asylum application seemed to trigger violence in some cases, almost 
half of the plotters held some form of protected status in Europe at the time of the plot. Plots spiked in 2017, declined 
thereafter and then peaked again in 2024. 

The dominant academic and media narrative characterises European jihadism as a “homegrown” phenomenon rooted 
in Western pathologies (lack of integration, alienation, Islamophobia, regime-change wars etc). But this obscures the 
involvement of foreign-born migrants in jihadist violence in Europe. Indeed, the data reveal a distinct fourth wave of 
jihadist terrorism that is inextricably linked to mass migration from Muslim-majority countries. While policy discourse 
tends to focus on the benefits of migration, migrant-related jihadism is assuredly one of its costs and should be 
explicitly addressed in discussions of migration. Unfortunately, political sensitivity surrounding migration — and the 
fear of being tarnished as a “far-right” sympathiser or “Islamophobe” — has seriously distorted analysis and hampered 
effective policymaking. A more honest recognition of this migrant-driven wave would enable policymakers to address 
the threat more effectively and help contain the populist anger it engenders.

This was a challenging project to research and complete. Within a month of starting work on it I suffered a subarach-
noid haemorrhage, which resulted in a three-month stay in hospital, tethered to an IV drip and a cylindrical jar con-
taining my cerebrospinal fluids. Perhaps researching the terrorism-migration nexus isn’t good for one’s brain health or 
perhaps it was the cumulative impact of watching all those ISIS execution videos for an earlier project. Anyway, I 
would like to extend my thanks to my family for their superb support during this difficult time and to the Danube 
Institute’s Calum Nicholson for his understanding and encouragement throughout. I would also like to thank Robin 
Simcox and Daniel Allington for their helpful feedback on an earlier draft of this report.

Europe's Jihadi Migrants: Mapping Migrant Involvement in 
Jihadi Terrorism in Europe (2015-2025)
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On a warm summer evening in late August 2024, a 
26-year-old Syrian national named Issa al-Hasan 
carried out a mass stabbing at the “Festival of 

Diversity” in Solingen, Germany, killing three people 
and injuring eight others.2 The attack took place in front 
of the main stage during a live performance by DJ Topic, 
who later revealed that security personnel had urged him 
to continue his set to prevent mass panic among the 
crowd. He kept playing for another 10–15 minutes, until 
the music was finally stopped.3 Eye witnesses reported 
that al-Hasan, who had been in contact with an ISIS 
handler on Telegram the day before the attack, had 
shouted “Allahu Akbar” during the assault.4 One of his 
victims, Ines Wallusch, a 56-year-old pharmacist, bled to 
death in the arms of her husband after suffering a fatal 
stabbing wound to her carotid artery.5 

ISIS soon claimed responsibility for the attack, 
describing al-Hasan as their “soldier” who had targeted 
“Christians” and “non-believers” to avenge Muslims in 
Palestine and elsewhere.6 Al-Hasan, who fled the scene 
and was later captured and convicted of murder and 
terrorism offences, should never have been in Germany: 
his asylum application was rejected in 2023,7 yet the 
authorities failed to remove him and he remained in the 
country. It is a cruel irony that he chose to unleash his 
murderous rage at an event explicitly promoting 
multiculturalism and diversity. At his trial, al-Hasan 
explained that he couldn’t bear to see people dancing in 
Germany while children were being killed in Gaza,8

although he was unable to clarify how murdering 
German party-goers would help Gazan children. 

The Solingen attack was not an isolated one. Indeed, it 
followed a grimly familiar script where a migrant had 
embraced jihadi ideology and sought to murder their 
hosts. There was a spate of such attacks in 2016, 
culminating in a horrific ramming attack on a Christmas 
market in Berlin, when Tunisian Anis Amri killed 12 and 
injured many more.9

Introduction

Just months before the Solingen attack, a 25-year-old 
Afghan national launched an assault on anti-Islam 
activists in Mannheim, stabbing to death a police officer 
in the process. He, too, should never have been in 
Germany: his asylum application was rejected in 2014, 
but he contrived to obtain a residence permit on account 
of his marriage to a Turkish-German woman, with whom 
he had two children.10 

It is unfortunate that anyone who notices this pattern or 
expresses outrage at those who have enabled it runs the 
risk of being tarnished as a racist or “Islamophobe” – not 
necessarily on account of their substantive views but 
because they sustain racist or neo-colonialist “tropes” 
about “minoritized”, non-western others (i.e. that they 
are naturally violent and predatory). But this report is 
more animated by curiosity than unexamined bigotry 
towards outsiders. What do we know about migrant 
jihadis and just how numerous are they in Europe? 

There is very little hard data on this matter, and, in my 
own academic specialism of terrorism and security 
studies, the nexus between migration and terrorism is 
much neglected or, where it is studied, marked by a 
sentimental bias towards migrants as well as a 
scepticism, if not hostility, towards anyone who seeks to 
unapologetically defend borders.11 This report is intended 
to remedy this by offering a more neutral and 
comprehensive account. Whatever the benefits of 
migration, it is surely important to take account also of 
the costs. 

Of course, and it should go without saying, the vast 
majority of migrants are entirely decent and law-abiding 
people. Indeed, some have even tried thwarting the 
murderous actions of the violent few among them.12 But 
you can’t write about everything and this report isn’t 
about the good migrants.
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View of flowers placed in memory of those who died in the Westminster 
terrorist attack (Shutterstock)
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Existing data on migrant involvement in terrorism is 
sparse or partial. Robin Simcox’s report is incisive 
and illuminating, but its scope is limited to a four 

year period between January 2014 and December 2017.13

Simcox identified 44 asylum seekers, linking them to 32 
Islamist plots (both successful and foiled) that resulted in 
182 deaths and 814 injuries. Plots were 
disproportionately organised in Germany and most 
plotters were radicalised prior to their entry to Europe, 
where nearly three-quarters carried out their plots or 
were foiled within two years of arrival on the continent. 
Simcox found that 16% of Islamist plots in Europe 
featured asylum seekers. ISIS, he warned, was exploiting 
migrant routes to travel back and forth between Syria and 
Europe, noting that it had “proved disturbingly simple” 
for its commandos to conceal themselves among genuine 
refugees. His conclusion was stark: “Europe’s response 
to migration flows has been inadequate and inadvertently 
increased the terrorist threat dramatically”.14

A more recent study by Thomas Renard and Méryl 
Demuynck covers a longer time span (2014-2024), but 
focuses exclusively on completed attacks and ignores the 
UK.15 Renard and Demuynck identified 55 individuals, 
linking them to 43 jihadist attacks in the European Union 
involving non-EU nationals and returning ISIS foreign 
fighters who exploited migration routes to travel back to 
Europe. Just over half the perpetrators (53%) were either 
born in Europe or had resided there for over five years 
prior to committing an attack. A quarter were EU 
citizens, while 13 individuals were irregular migrants, of 
whom 11 were under expulsion orders at the time of their 
attack. Renard and Demuynck observe that attack 
activity peaked in 2015-2016, but declined after, 
“suggesting that the link between migration and 
terrorism has not grown as a threat over time”.16

Literature Review

The data I present below suggests that this is dangerously 
misleading. Elsewhere in their report Renard and 
Demuynck approvingly quote Alex Schmid - “fears 
about refugee terrorists are largely unfounded”17 – and 
earnestly claim that “if anything, research shows that 
migrants are much more likely to be victims of terrorism 
than perpetrators”.18 Indeed, in a shorter piece 
summarising their report, Renard and Demuynck devote 
an entire section to the question of how migrants are 
victims of terrorism.19 They conclude that “terrorism is 
primarily a homegrown problem”.20 

Several other research findings ought to be mentioned 
before proceeding to the next section. According to 
Petter Nesser’s exhaustive study of jihadi plots in Europe 
(1994-2024),21 asylum seekers were involved in 40 plots 
(both successful and foiled).22

Nesser’s research unfortunately doesn’t go into detail 
about the asylum seeker/refugee dimension, but he told 
me, via email, that it’s “interesting and worrying, and 
even more pronounced in updated data”. Erik Hacker’s 
research on (completed) jihadi attacks in Europe 
(2014-2022) similarly touches on the question of 
refugees.23 Hacker identifies 133 perpetrators, linking 
them to 105 attacks. He found that 31 (23.31%) were 
asylum-seekers;24 this rises to 60% for Germany, which 
took in around a million migrants following the 2015 
refugee crisis.25

Hacker is reluctant to discuss the issue of immigration in 
any detail and doesn’t address it at all in his conclusion, 
preferring instead to highlight the “continuing prevalence 
of the crime-terror nexus” and the poor mental health of 
jihadi lone attackers.26
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This report is based on a dataset on jihadi 
terrorist plots in Europe between May 2015 and 
May 2025. It was created by using open source 

material: primarily news articles and terrorism-related 
reports by scholars and experts. I worked with three 
detailed spreadsheets: one on jihadi plots involving at 
least one migrant; a second on jihadi migrant plotters; 
and a third on all jihadi plots. In creating these 
documents, I drew on Petter Nesser’s data, which he 
shared with me. This dataset, which was developed over 
nearly two decades at the Norwegian Defence Research 
Establishment, records not only attacks that were 
launched, but also plots that were foiled by the 
authorities, giving us a fuller picture of the threat. It 
includes 273 well-documented jihadi terror plots from 
1994 until 2024. For the period 1994-2018, 58% (118 of 
204 cases) are foiled plots; between January 2019 and 
June 2024, 65% (45 of 69 cases) were foiled plots.27 

Nesser documents the date and location of plots, the 
number of people killed and injured, as well as 
information about perpetrators, their ideological 
affiliation, tactics, weapons and targets. For every plot 
that involves at least one asylum seeker, he ticks the 
“refugee in plot” column, but he doesn’t collect any other 
information on these individuals. I used this as starting 
point for building up my own data, cross-checking it 
with Simcox’s list of jihadi refugees28 and an extensive 
table of attacks and convictions involving refugees that 
the migration scholar Christopher McDowell shared with 
me. I also made extensive use of CTC Sentinel’s back 
catalogue and Europol’s annual EU Terrorism Situation 
and Trend Report. 

For the database on jihadi migrant plotters, I included 
information on the plotter’s name, age at the time of the 
plot’s completion/foiling, country of origin, time of 
arrival in Europe, whether or not they had been sent to 
Europe by a terrorist group for the purposes of carrying 
out an attack, whether they had a criminal record and if 
they had any mental health problems. From time-to-time 
I used an AI programme to cross-check plotters names, 
but I couldn’t rely on it because it sometimes got key 
details wrong or muddled; in fairness, it did admit to 
these errors when challenged. For each plot, I used 
multiple news sources, prioritising traditional outlets 
where possible. 

Method

Like Nesser, I define a ‘jihadi’ as an individual or group 
linked to al-Qaeda or ISIS or motivated by their 
ideology. A migrant plotter is a jihadi who was born 
outside of Europe and had their formative experiences 
(i.e. childhood) in a non-European country. This is a 
broad category, which includes, at one end, recent 
arrivals who sought asylum and, at the other, long-term 
residents such as the 2016 Bastille Day truck attacker 
Mohamed Lahouaiej-Bouhlel, who came to France from 
Tunisia in 2005 when he was 20.29 I also included the 
2022 Oslo pride shooter Zaniar Matapour, who came to 
Norway with his family at aged 12 and was given 
asylum.30

However, I did not include the Moroccan-born 
perpetrators of the 2017 attacks in Barcelona and 
Cambrils, who came to Spain when they were infants.31 I 
similarly excluded the case of Mahdi Mohamud, who in 
2018 stabbed a couple and then attacked a police officer 
at Manchester Victoria station on New Year's Eve, 
shouting “Allahu Akbar” and “Long live the caliphate” 
as he did so. Mohamud, a Dutch national from a Somali 
family, arrived in the UK when he was nine.32 

In any dataset the analyst faces the perennial risk of 
either over-reporting or under-reporting cases. I erred on 
the side of caution and excluded activity that, though 
jihadi-related, couldn’t be tied to an actual attack or plot 
in Europe. For example, there are many migrants in 
Europe who have been convicted of terrorism offences 
related to the glorification or encouragement of 
terrorism33 or to membership of a terrorist organisation. I 
ignored these cases. 

Likewise, I excluded Europeans with a migrant 
background who travelled to join ISIS in Syria or Iraq, as 
well as non-Europeans who fled to Europe after fighting 
in jihadi conflict zones,34 since this had to do with 
foreign fighting and not plot activity inside Europe. I 
excluded the alarmingly large group of migrants who 
committed rampage violence that resembled jihadi 
terrorism but had to be categorised otherwise because the 
perpetrator was motivated by non-ideological reasons or 
was severely mentally ill. Thus I excluded the 21-
year-old Syrian asylum seeker in Germany who stabbed 
to death a pregnant woman in a kebab shop and injured 
two others,35 because his motive was sexual jealously.36
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I also excluded the case of Salih Khater, a Sudanese-born 
man who rammed his car into a group of civilians and 
the police outside the House of Commons in London, 
injuring three,37 because his actions owed more to 
motiveless malignancy38 than to any ideological 
imperative.39 And I excluded the 37-year-old Algerian 
street vendor and former ISIS foreign fighter who tried to 
stab a police officer on the Milan subway, since his 
primary motive was to resist arrest rather than to launch 
a jihadi plot.40 Finally I excluded hate crimes and cases 
where information on plots was vague41 or involved mere 
fantasies as opposed to concrete plans.42 However, I did 
include plots – 17 in total – where the perpetrator was 
both seemingly radicalised and in poor mental heath. I 
did so not out of any desire to inflate the overall number 
of plotters, but rather because it seems intuitive that a 
plotter can be both committed to jihadist ideology and 
mentally compromised in some way or another. As 
Nesser puts it, “sociological–psychological challenges 
are commonplace among extremists, and do not rule out 
rational behaviour”.43 

For example, in December 2015, ex-Uber driver 
Muhiddin Mire launched a frenzied knife attack at 
Leytonstone Tube station in London, attempting to 
behead one of his victims before he was restrained by 
police. He was suffering from paranoid schizophrenia, 
which was taken into consideration at his trial. But he 
was also found to have been motivated by events in 
Syria.44 As Mire was being taken into custody by the 
police, a bystander inanely shouted “You ain’t no 
Muslim bruv”,45 which served as an unexamined meme 
in much of the reporting on the rampage and was even 
approvingly invoked in parliament by the then British 
Prime Minister David Cameron.46 But, as was amply 
demonstrated at his trial, Mire was indeed a Muslim, had 
immersed himself in ISIS propaganda and had come to 
the UK from Somalia when he was 12.47
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Belgium army patrolling on a street after terrorist attack in Brussels
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The dataset that this report is based on covers a 
ten-year period, beginning in May 2015, when 
ISIS was at its peak in Syria and Iraq and was 

directly engaged in international terrorism against its 
enemies.48 This period also encompasses the migration 
crisis, in which hundreds of thousands fled the civil war 
in Syria and Iraq, seeking refuge in Europe. At the peak 
of the crisis in September 2015, when thousands of 
migrants were stranded in Greece and Hungary, the then 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel opened Germany’s 
borders.49 “We can do this,” she famously declared, 
referring to Germany’s capacity to handle the influx.50 In 
2015, around 1.26 million first-time asylum applications 
were recorded across the European Union,51 with 
Germany registering nearly 1 million new asylum 
seekers by year’s end.52

Migrant-related Plots 

In this decade-long period there were 221 jihadi plots in 
Europe, of which 100 (45%) involved a migrant. There 
were 137 migrant plotters in total. Of the 100 plots 
involving one or more migrant, 51% were launched, 
while 49% were foiled (see Table 1). For the other 121 
plots that didn’t feature a migrant, 36% were launched, 
while 64% were foiled, suggesting that when migrants 
are involved in plots those plots are more likely to 
succeed.

Table 1: Launched and foiled plots

Migrant-related plots killed 279 people and injured 1192 
others (see Table 2), while plots that didn’t involve a 
migrant resulted in 107 deaths and 1449 injuries, which 
would suggest that when a migrant is involved in a plot it 
is markedly more deadly, although two migrant-related 
plots – the November 2015 Paris attacks and the Nice 
truck ramming attack in 2016 - account for 216 deaths 
combined.

Table 2: Deaths and Injuries

Overview

80% of migrant-related plots were ISIS affiliated, while 
76% were organised by a lone individual. Of the 51 
migrant-related plots that were launched, 96% were 
committed by a lone individual (see Table 3), which 
supports Nesser’s finding that jihadi attacks are more 
likely to succeed if they are carried out by one person.53

Table 3: Launched Plots by Group and Single Actor

Across 12 countries, Germany was the most frequent 
incubator and target of the 100 migrant-related plots, 
accounting for nearly half, followed by France (21 plots) 
and the UK (10 plots) (see Figure 1)). Because global 
jihadism appears to harbour no special animus towards 
Germany, the latter’s position in this league table can 
more reasonably be attributed to the sheer number of 
migrants that it took in during the refugee crisis than to 
any particular desire to launch attacks there. Hungary, by 
contrast, closed its borders to refugees fleeing the civil 
war in the Middle East and has experienced almost zero 
jihadi attack activity.54 (It did, however, incur the wrath 
of the European Union Court of Justice, which imposed a 
€200 million lump sum fine and a penalty of €1 million 
per day until it complies with EU asylum rules.55

Figure 1: Number of Plots by Country

Numbers of migrant-related plots fluctuate over time. 
Attack activity was subdued in 2015, with the notable 
exception of the devastating Paris attacks in November, 
which killed 130 and injured many more. 



Europe's Jihadi Migrants: Mapping Migrant Involvement in Jihadi Terrorism in Europe (2015-2025)

9

The peak of the migrant crisis was directly followed by a 
sharp spike in attack activity in 2016 (14 plots) and 2017 
(18 plots), followed by a downturn in activity before a 
new spike in 2024, with 14 plots (see Figure 2). The 
latter spike is especially striking given that the ISIS 
caliphate ignominiously collapsed in March 2019,56 when 
the group lost its last sliver of territory in Baghouz and 
thousands of ISIS fighters and their families surrendered 
to the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces. This would 
suggest that ISIS, for some, retains its potency not as an 
aspirational, forward-looking project with a territorial 
sanctuary to be defended or sacralised, but rather as a 
wholly negativistic rebellion against western 
multiculturalism. Ironically, this rebellion is expressed by 
the very people championed by western multiculturalists, 
whom it can be reasonably interpreted as meant to hurt 
and confound.

Figure 2: Plots per Year

Relatedly, some jihadi migrants specifically directed their 
plots against places and symbols that are venerated 
among western progressives, but which the jihadis 
themselves see as wholly decadent and permissive. Thus 
Zaniar Matapour’s shooting spree in June 2022, where he 
murdered two and wounded over 20 more, was 
deliberately targetted at Oslo’s annual LGBT pride event, 
while two years earlier the Egyptian-born Khairi 
Saadallah fatally stabbed to death three gay men in a 
park in Reading in the UK. In remarks to the police after 
the attack, Saadallah boasted that he was “going to 
paradise for the jihad” he had performed, describing his 
victims as “wrong-uns” who “deserved it”.57 Other 
plotters seemed to target their rage against women, like 
the Algerian Khaled Babbouri who in 2016 attacked two 
female police officers with a machete in Charleroi, 
Belgium.58 The Moroccan Abderrahman Bouanane 
similarly targetted women in his knife rampage in Turku, 
Finland, killing two and injuring 6 others.59

At his trial, Bouanane, an ISIS supporter, told the court 
that he was “in a war against women”.60 In more recent 
plots, particularly in Germany, the preferred target seems 
to be Jewish- or Israeli-related, which is likely a response 
to the intensification of the conflict between Israel and 
Hamas after 7 October, 2023.61 

More broadly, civilians are the preferred target of jihadi 
migrant plots: some 68% were aimed at non-combatants, 
while just 9% are aimed at security personnel (including 
both the police and the military). Armed assault (with 
hand-held weapons such as guns or knives) is the most 
common tactic in plots (45%), followed by bombing 
(30%) and vehicle ramming (10%).62 

Migrant Plotters

There were 137 migrant plotters in total, linked to 100 
plots. There is no single profile of a migrant plotter, but 
they share some features: the vast majority (97%) are 
male and in their 20s and 30s. The youngest was 14,63

while the oldest was 62.64 Plotters originated from over 
20 countries, but the majority came from Syria (23%), 
Iraq (12%) and Morocco (9%).

Figure 3: Plotters' Country of Origin (Top 10)

Of the 137 plotters, 12% had a mental health condition, 
ranging from the generic “psychologically unstable” to 
paranoid schizophrenia. (This may well be an 
underestimate, given that sources on plots often lack 
details about plotters.65) While some researchers would 
have excluded these cases, I chose to include them, since 
extremist beliefs and mental illness are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive and can intersect in complex ways. 
Some 23% of plotters had a criminal record (for 
non-jihadi crimes), while a few had convictions for 
previous involvement in jihadist activity, ranging from 
the glorification of terrorism66 to an assassination 
attempt.67
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A small number of plotters (9%) came to Europe for the 
sole purpose of conducting an attack there. For example, 
two of the commandos who carried out suicide bombings 
in the Paris attacks of 2015 - Ammar Ramadan Mansour 
Mohamad al-Sabaawi and Mohamad al-Mahmod - were 
from Iraq and posed as Syrian refugees on their route to 
Europe, using forged passports.68

The seeming ease with which they (and other returning 
European ISIS foreign fighters) were able to do so is 
unsettling and it’s surprising that ISIS didn’t exploit this 
weakness in European security with greater stridency. 
However, the majority of migrant-related plots (79%) 
were carried out by “self-starters” who had developed an 
ideological affiliation with ISIS only after their arrival in 
Europe. 

A further 10% of plotters were categorised as “hybrid”, 
in that, while they were not sent to Europe by ISIS for 
the purpose of a plot, instead mobilising towards vio-
lence at a later point, they were nevertheless affiliates of 
the group. 

For example, Mohamad Darwish, who was born in Syria 
and fought for ISIS in 2014, was sentenced to 20 years in 
prison for his role in a plot to commit a massacre in 
Brest, France, in early 2020;69 he had arrived in France in 
the autumn of 2015 as part of a refugee resettlement 
program. 

The time span between plotters' arrival in Europe and 
their mobilisation towards violence varied markedly 
between plotters: at one end of the spectrum there is the 
Egyptian, UAE-based, Abdullah Hamamy, who was in 
France for a week – legally, on a tourist visa - before 
launching a knife attack on soldiers at the Louvre,70

while at the other there is the Nice truck attacker 
Lahouaiej-Bouhlel, who lived in France for at least 11 
years before carrying out his atrocity.71

Just over half of the plotters (51%) mobilised towards 
violence within five years of coming to Europe, with 36 
plotters (28%) mobilising within two years of their 
arrival in Europe (see Figure 4). Some 48% of plotters 
arrived in Europe in the period between 2014 and 2016. 
For 15% of plotters, this information wasn’t available.72

Figure 4: Period between plotters' arrival in Europe 
and plot resolution

According to Renard and Demuynck, the fact that most 
migrant plotters seemingly radicalise only after reaching 
Europe suggests that terrorism is a home-grown 
phenomenon73 rather than “an external threat imported 
through immigration”.74 But that argument itself rests on 
the assumption that migrants are blank slates when they 
enter Europe and that if they radicalise in Europe it must 
be purely because of European failures and not at all 
because of any pre-existing ways of thinking on the part 
of the migrants themselves. In truth, we know very little 
about how migrants radicalise, because there are so few 
in-depth accounts of what this process is like.75 However, 
it seems reasonable to suppose that radicalisation needs 
to work on a responsive or desiring self and that such a 
self will have been profoundly shaped by the migrant’s 
formative experiences in their country of origin. In other 
words, in thinking about migrant radicalisation we need 
to understand the interaction between Muslim 
immigrants and their host country, capturing both aspects 
of the interaction instead of focusing exclusively on one 
side of the equation or the other. Migrants rarely come to 
Europe as fully-formed terrorists, but nor can they be 
assumed to be made in Europe out of whole cloth, so to 
speak. 

It is hard to know the exact circumstances in which 
plotters radicalised and what led them to violently turn 
against their hosts. In a few cases, the rejection of an 
asylum application seemed to have spurred them on 
towards violence, as in the case of the Ansbach suicide 
bomber Mohammed Daleel, who ten days before his 
attack in July 2016 had received notice from the German 
authorities that he was to be deported to Bulgaria.76 But 
almost half (47%) of the 137 jihadi migrants had been 
given asylum or had residency, which suggests that 
formal recognition of refugee status isn’t a firewall 
against violent extremism.
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First-generation Muslim migrants have played a 
pivotal role in jihadist terrorism in Europe, and this 
needs to be better recognised. Despite making up 

only a very small share of the European population,77

such migrants were involved in 45% of all jihadi plots in 
Europe over the last decade. This is additionally 
noteworthy when we consider that 68% of all jihadi plots 
between May 2015 and May 2025 were the work of lone 
plotters. Indeed, we might say that jihadi migrants 
constitute a fourth wave of jihadism, so pivotal are they. 
Marc Sageman, back in 2008, described three distinct 
phases or ‘‘waves’’ of jihad, beginning with the so-called 
“Afghan Arabs” who came to Pakistan and Afghanistan 
to fight the Soviets in the 1980s.78 These were followed 
by elite expatriates from the Middle East who went to 
study in the West and whose social and cultural 
displacement led them to seek out al Qaeda, from which 
they received training and guidance. The Egyptian 
Mohamed Atta, for example, who studied urban planning 
at university in Hamburg and who led the 9/11 hĳackers, 
personified this generation. The third wave, by contrast, 
consists of westernised Muslims who have no material 
connection to al Qaeda but are inspired by its ideology 
and who participate in a “leaderless” jihad. These are 
‘‘homegrown’’ terrorists:79 the “jihadists next door” who 
are born and raised in the West.80 Mohammed Bouyeri, 
who murdered the film-maker Theo Van Gogh in 2004, 
typifies this wave: he was born in Amsterdam to 
Moroccan parents and came to reject their moderate 
Islam with as much vehemence as he rejected western 
secularism.81 

The fourth wave is that of rootless, nomadic individuals 
who leave their homes in the Middle East and North 
Africa to live in Europe, but whose isolation and 
abasement there, whether real or imagined, hardens into 
the seeds of their radicalisation. Issa al-Hasan, the 
Solingen attacker, exemplifies this generation of 
jihadists. This is the jihad of the resentful stranger who is 
culturally displaced and confined to low-wage 
employment,82 yet simultaneously immersed in the 
intense demands and allure of European capitalist 
society, which they have come to violently reject. 

There is a certain mode of masochistic thinking that 
holds that if only Western societies treated the migrants 
better and listened to them with greater sensitivity, they 
would love them more and not want to unleash all this 
violence and nastiness on their distrustful hosts. 

Conclusion

But that is naive and fails to capture the implacability of 
a certain kind of resentful, self-destructive loser whom 
no amount of accommodation can mollify.83 It also 
misses something fundamental about the appeal of jihadi 
ideology, which is that it loathes the West more for what 
it is than for what it does. Indeed, ISIS was so sensitive 
to this line of misinterpretation that it felt obligated to 
publicly rebut it in its glossy English-language magazine 
Dabiq, spelling out, in an article titled “Why We Hate 
You & Why We Fight You,” that “we hate you, first and 
foremost, because you are disbelievers… [and] because 
your secular, liberal societies permit the very things that 
Allah has prohibited while banning many of the things 
He has permitted.”84 

This report is not intended as an argument against mass 
immigration, much less as a polemic against the ethic of 
humanitarian assistance to strangers in jeopardy.85 But it 
does bring into focus one of the very real costs of the 
mass movement of Muslim migrants into Europe. That 
cost is an objective erosion of national security in the 
countries where such migrants settle. No doubt there are 
many benefits attached to the mass movement of people 
from the Middle East and North Africa to Europe: the 
migrants, their advocates insist, bring diversity and drive 
innovation and economic growth.86 But let’s not be in 
denial about the costs, which are lessened security and 
more jihadist terrorism, as well as a corresponding rise in 
populist sentiment against new arrivals and the liberal 
elites who lobby for them. 

There is a minor cottage industry of liberal advocacy on 
migrants that seeks to deny that there is relationship 
between migration and terrorism,87 and suggests that any 
attempt to link the two is a “far-right trope” with no 
empirical basis. One researcher even wrote, in The 
Washington Post, that “Immigrants aren’t committing 
terrorism in Western Europe. Rather, native citizens 
appear to be committing terrorism because of their 
hostility to immigrants”.88 But, as the data conclusively 
show in this report, Muslim migrants are 
disproportionately represented in jihadi terrorism. This 
implies that former Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán was fundamentally correct in anticipating that the 
2015 migration crisis would jeopardise European 
security.89 Such an implication may be inconvenient for 
the defenders of open borders, who would prefer to talk 
about the menace of the far right, but it is nonetheless 
true.
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The other liberal impulse when confronted with the 
reality of jihadi migrants is to change the subject or wax 
lyrical about how most migrants are in fact good people. 
Thus in its “analysis” of the Solingen rampage, The 
Guardian focused on how the attack had come amid a 
“steep rise in knife crime in Germany”. The article 
quoted a criminologist called Dirk Baier, who warned 
that stricter laws were unlikely to stop knife crime and 
called instead for youth education to address the 
problem. What the Guardian article studiously avoided to 
mention was the immigrant background of the Solingen 
attacker and his jihadi motives.90 

I speak with some authority on this impulse because, for 
a while, I myself succumbed to it. In the summer of 2015 
I visited the so-called “jungle” migrant camp in Calais 
and opened my heart to the scores of Syrian migrants I 
met and interviewed in the town.91 I was sympathetic to 
their plight, listening intently to them as they told me 
how they dreamed of a better life in the UK, which was 
their preferred final destination. 

But that sympathy blunted my appreciation of the 
possible dangers some of them unquestionably posed, 
and I was all too eager to dismiss this as a “moral 
panic”.92 One of the denizens of the camp, who would 
have been there around the time I visited, was the Iraqi 
teenager Ahmed Hassan, who planted a bomb on a 
subway train in London in 2017, leaving scores of people 
with burn injuries after it partially exploded.93 Of course 
one shouldn’t exaggerate the threat of jihadi migrants, 
but to deny the reality of that threat would be perverse. 

It is hard to know how long the fourth jihadi wave will 
last and how it will evolve over the next decade, but the 
continued mass movement of migrants into Europe from 
the Middle East and North Africa would suggest that it 
will have considerable staying power. This latest wave of 
terrorism will not be easy to contain, but the first step in 
combating any problem is to acknowledge it and assess 
its nature. 
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