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A security conundrum 

The territorial integrity of Syria and Iraq is currently compromised and 
it is unclear whether it will be reinstated in the foreseeable future. This 
threatens to destabilise the Middle East and certainly affects the secu-
rity of Europe. Returning jihadists might commit terrorist attacks on 
European soil, refugee flows are increasing and the flow of commodities 
could be disrupted.

The situation in Syria and Iraq is characterised by sectarian violence and 
proxy warfare by neighbouring countries. Saudi Arabia and Iran mistrust 
each other deeply and are making rival bids for regional hegemony. Like 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey is pushing for an end to the Assad regime and is, at 
the same time, anxious that Kurdish aspirations for autonomy and inde-
pendent statehood may materialise as a result of the fraying territorial 
integrity of its southern neighbours.

Above all, it will need to be the region’s peoples who resolve the cur-
rent crisis. The possibilities of the West changing events on the ground 
with airstrikes are limited, considering that a ground invasion would be 
unwise after the negative experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan. Given 
that a quick solution to the crisis is unlikely, the best bet is a prolonged 
period of containment and muddling through. 

What has Europe done thus far?

Europe has tried to stay out of both conflicts for a long time. In contrast 
to Libya, it has not chosen to take an active role and has not tried to 
help in toppling the Assad regime, even after the Syrian dictator used 
chemical weapons against his own population. Only the forward march 
of Islamic State (IS) in 2014 and the increased threat posed by returning 
jihadists has spooked Europe into action. 

The UK, France, the Netherlands, Belgium and Denmark have partici-
pated in the US-led air campaign against IS positions. The UK, Germany, 
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France, Italy, the Czech Republic and several other European states have 
provided weapons and training to the Kurdish Peshmerga forces, a move 
that has been welcomed by the EU. Spain, Portugal, Italy, Germany and 
Denmark have also provided arms, training and non-lethal equipment to 
the Iraqi government. 

On European soil, the terrorist attacks on Charlie Hebdo and on a Jewish 
supermarket in Paris in January 2015 showed the potential security 
risks, as they claimed inspiration from al-qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AqAP) and IS. As a consequence of the attacks, Europe has tightened 
surveillance of Islamist groups and has sought to prevent jihadists from 
travelling to the Syrian-Iraqi war theatre. 

A stronger, more joined-up approach

Europe can ill afford isolated policy initiatives at a national level, so 
European nation states need to coordinate their policies better if they 
want to play a meaningful role in the Middle East. Internally, the pros-
ecution of jihadists needs to be intensified and the flow of recruits and 
funds to Syria and Iraq needs to be cut. Human rights violations and 
criminal activities by Europeans in Syria and Iraq need to be documented 
and the individuals need to be legally prosecuted in the case of return. 
Depending on the severity of their crimes, exit options and reintegration 
programmes could be offered. 

Regarding immigration, Europe needs to acknowledge its demographic 
imbalance and see immigration as an opportunity: many refugees from 
the region are highly educated, and so, rather than seeing refugees as 
merely a burden, one should not lose sight of the possible benefits. This 
would require the integration of accepted refugees and immigrants into 
the European educational institutions and job markets.

On foreign policy issues, it should be noted that European supplies of 
military equipment to Kurdish forces have helped to push back IS. Such 
military aid can be a means of last resort, but it can also be misused 
and is difficult to control. Some of the arms that were delivered to the 
Kurdish Peshmerga forces ended up in the hands of the a Kurdish group 
in Syria, the yPG, which is affiliated with the Kurdish PKK in Turkey, 
which the EU still lists as terrorist organisation. The EU should also be 
aware that the delivery of arms to the Iraqi government could also have 
problematic ramifications, as shown by the revenge killings and human 
rights violations by Shiite militias in the wake of the recapture of Tikrit. 

From a broader geopolitical perspective, the EU must acknowledge that 
regional powers such as Turkey, Iran and Saudi Arabia also play a crucial 
role in resolving the Syrian and Iraqi crises. Increased surveillance of bor-
der flows by Turkey and reconciliation with the Kurds, a crackdown on 
private donations from Gulf countries to jihadist groups and a change 
of Iran’s support of the Assad regime would go a long way towards a 
regional solution. Europe should thus encourage such steps in its foreign 
policy towards these regional powers. 


