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A European phenomenon with national tentacles

This year, the assault on the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo (January 
7th-9th, 2015), the twin attacks on the Danish capital (February 14th, 
2014), as well as the arrest of about twenty people accused of recruiting 
“would-be jihadists” and planning attacks in Barcelona during various 
anti-terrorist operations show that many EU member states are exposed 
to the threat of violent extremism. 

Although this series of events has shaken public opinions throughout the 
old continent, pushing national political leaders to strengthen domestic 
security measures, the threat posed by violent extremism should be dealt 
with at European level. 

An underutilised European strategy

Indeed, this was the aim of the EU Strategy for Combating Radicalisa-
tion and Recruitment launched in 2005. Structured around prevention 
(promoting anti-extremist discourses) and disruption (“disrupting the 
activities that draw people into terrorism”), this strategy also gave birth 
to the European Network of Experts in Radicalisation, which serves as 
a platform where experts and researchers can discuss the roots of radi-
calisation and provide EU policy-makers with their expertise in the field 
(exchange of best practices, etc.). 

However, during the decade after this strategy was launched, many addi-
tional challenges have made the need for a coherent, multidimensional 
strategy against violent extremism urgent. According to the EU justice 
commissioner, Vera Jouriva, more than 6,000 Europeans are estimated 
to have left for Syria to swell the ranks of violent extremist organisations 
such as the Islamic State organisation and Jabhat-Al Nusra. 

As a result, each member state has implemented its own security strate-
gy against violent extremism, whereas the scope of such a phenomenon 
clearly shows that EU members need to cooperate not only in the field 
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of repression, but also, and, above all, in the field of prevention. This 
includes more intelligence sharing, an improvement in the exchange of 
information between the police forces and judicial systems of member 
states, a wider exchange of best practices, and a genuinely European 
institution that allows experts and practitioners to look at the diverse 
reasons people opt for violent extremism. 

Towards a long-term preventive strategy

What is more, the EU’s neighbouring MENA region (Middle East and 
North Africa) has become the site of an unprecedented explosion of vio-
lence since 2011 (Libya, Tunisia, Sahel, Syria, Iraq) while many economic 
challenges urgently need to be addressed. The persistence of civil wars 
in Iraq, Syria and Libya and their implications (proliferation of militias and 
weapons in these countries and their neighbours) as well as the need for 
structural reforms (this region has the highest level of youth unemploy-
ment in the world) definitely sow the seeds of violent extremism. 

A context of this kind and its possible consequences for many EU partner 
countries and the EU itself demand attention. In parallel to the short-
term and often repressive measures taken, the EU should also tackle 
the issue of violent extremism in the light of the push factors that make 
both European and non-European citizens vulnerable to radical ideolo-
gies. This means cooperating more closely with the MENA countries not 
only in the field of security but also by supporting socio-economic struc-
tural reforms with a long-term perspective.


