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possible U.S. military action against cartels in Mexico is the subject of our

feature article this month—a commentary by preeminent terrorism scholar
Brian Michael Jenkins, who has been studying terrorism for over half a century. In it, he describes a
complex landscape of actors—from the FTO-designated cartels to the Mexican government to
opportunistic hostile foreign powers—with various motives, objectives, and potential counter-
responses that could shape and complicate the trajectory of U.S. military involvement and the U.S.
campaign. Jenkins urges for “a clear exposition of the objectives to be achieved; a comprehensive
appreciation of the situation; a thorough review of all options; and an assessment of the potential
consequences of U.S. actions—in particular, an effort to anticipate surprises and possible responses,
including escalation and off-ramps; the formulation of concurrent strategies to augment military
efforts in Mexico with increased law enforcement measures at home; and above all, ensure domestic
law enforcement preparedness for possible cartel responses.”

In our feature analysis this month, Colin Clarke and Clara Broekaert examine the current state of
al-Qa"ida, two dozen years after the attacks of September 11th. As they note, al-Qa “ida’s pivot toward
franchising has come with both advantages and disadvantages for the group: “Franchising allowed
al-Qa“ida to survive a sustained U.S. counterterrorism campaign that decapitated its leadership and
drove it from its preferred safe havens. It also helped al-Qa‘ida weather the Islamic State storm
... But at the same time, the dispersion and franchising model has watered down what al-Qaida
actually stands for, having a deleterious impact on group cohesion and brand identity.” Despite some
ideological incoherence, however, they warn that ignoring al-Qa‘ida would be a mistake. “If left
unmolested, al-Qa“ida will likely continue to regenerate at a steady pace over time ... biding its time
until it can strike again.”

Kathleen Collins traces the origins and development of two primarily ethnic Uzbek fighter groups
in Syria—Katibat Imam al-Bukhari (KIB) and Katibat Tavhid va Jihod (KTJ)—that were instrumental
in supporting Hayat Tahir al-Sham during its campaign for Damascus last fall. She outlines “KIB’s
and KTJ’s ongoing ties to al-Qa‘ida and the Taliban and recommends that policymakers and
counterterrorism experts consider the implications of their continued presence in Syria under the
new regime, as well as the potential consequences if they leave Syria.”

In our final analysis this month, Animesh Roul “presents a chronological and thematic analysis of
militant violence in Kashmir between August 2019 and July 2025,” focusing on how the April 2025
Pahalgam attack “marked a turning point, reshaping both internal security priorities and regional
dynamics, triggering a military escalation between India and Pakistan. Against the backdrop of
persistent violence and Pakistan’s harboring of jihadi proxies, this article underscores why Kashmir
remains a volatile security and communal flashpoint, demanding urgent attention and strategic
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Feature Commentary: Confronting Cartels:
Military Considerations South of the Border

By Brian Michael Jenkins

Possible U.S. military action against Mexico’s drug cartels
poses unique challenges. The situation is complicated,
and the United States must be prepared for possible
counteractions. The cartels are not a single actor. If
attacked, they may avoid direct confrontation, accepting
temporary losses, anticipating that the United States
will not sustain a long campaign. Or Mexico’s cartels
may respond violently, exploiting U.S. vulnerabilities in
Mexico—and possibly north of the border. The government
of Mexico is a separate actor. It can assist or undermine
U.S. efforts. Past government campaigns against the
cartels led to soaring rates of criminal violence. Chaos in
Mexico could have serious implications for U.S. homeland
security. The United States needs a ‘Red Team’ to examine
arange of scenarios. The article proceeds in six parts: Part
I contrasts recent U.S. military actions in Yemen and Iran
with possible military action in Mexico. Part IT examines
perceptions of the threat. Part III examines how the
history of U.S.-Mexico relations will shape the battlefield.
Part IV reviews our own experience in combating foreign
drug traffickers, offering some preliminary takeaways.
PartV examines possible options. Part VIlooks at how the
cartels might react, how the United States might be forced
to respond—and how other adversaries of the United
States might attempt to exploit the situation.

ecent public statements from the White House and
news media reports suggest that the United States
is preparing for military action against Mexico’s
drug cartels. On January 20, 2025, the president
designated six Mexican cartels as Foreign Terrorist
Organizations. In the following weeks, the United States deployed
several active-duty Army and National Guard units, including
a Stryker Brigade combat team and a general support aviation
battalion, to combat illegal immigration and drug trafficking.! U.S.
Navy destroyers were deployed to “restore territorial integrity at

Brian Michael Jenkins is a former Green Beret. In 1972, he initiated
one of the nation’s first research programs on terrorism. His books
and monographs include International Terrorism: A New Mode of
Conflict; Aviation, Terrorism and Security; Unconquerable Nation;
Will Terrorists Go Nuclear?; The Long Shadow of 9/11; Paths to
Destruction; and most recently, Plagues and Their Aftermath.

© 2025 Brian Michael Jenkins

the U.S. Southern border” and assist in preventing narcotrafficking
and operations against transnational criminal organizations.? The
destroyers, which will be accompanied by U.S. Coast Guard vessels,
will strengthen maritime interdiction capabilities, but they are also
armed with Tomahawk missiles, which recently were used in the
bombardment of Houthi targets in Yemen.

In February, news media outlets reported that the CIA had
increased unarmed drone flights to conduct surveillance of drug
cartels in Mexico. In past years, these flights—conducted with
Mexico’s permission—have assisted in the capture of major drug
lords.? In May, President Donald Trump confirmed that he had
offered to send U.S. troops to Mexico to help its government combat
drug trafficking, an offer that Mexico’s president had rejected.* In
August 2025, it was widely reported in the press that the president
had directed the Pentagon to prepare options for the use of military
force against Mexico’s drug cartels.®

Prologue: A Chronic, Serious, and Worsening Problem
When the editors of West Point’s CTC Sentinel invited me to write
an essay about possible U.S. military operations targeting Mexico’s
drug cartels, I was flattered, interested, but hesitant. I regard the
Sentinel as the most thoughtful and respected forum for discussions
of counterterrorism and other irregular modes of conflict currently
published.

The topic was one of long interest. I lived in Arizona in the late
1950s and, as a frequently truant high school student, traveled with
my father whose sales territory included El Paso, New Mexico,
Arizona, and eastern California. I knew every border town from
Texas to Calexico. As a graduate student, I studied at the University
of Guanajuato in Mexico where I wrote about relations between
Mexico and the United States during the Mexican Revolution.
The turbulent border became the topic of my later master’s thesis
and the subject of continuing essays. Undoubtedly, the history of
difficult relations between the two countries will have great effect
on whatever we do.

My hesitancy derived from the contentious nature of the subject.
I am dismayed by the devastating impact of the drug problem. I
appreciate the importance and complexity of the issue. And I
seldom duck controversial subjects, and tend to speak bluntly.
But I feared that whatever I wrote would, in the current political
environment, be dismissed or denounced. But my initial reaction
of “Why bother?” turned into “Why not try to help?”

The recent rhetoric and actions reflect understandable
frustration, which I share. The continuing flow of drugs into
the United States is a chronic, serious, and worsening problem.
Decades of efforts to reduce the availability of drugs through crop
eradication and substitution, interdiction, and U.S. support for
suppression efforts abroad have achieved some successes but not
victory. Neither have domestic strategies of demand reduction, law
enforcement, incarceration, or partial legalization worked very well.
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Statistics on illicit drug use depend on surveys, the validity of which
can be questioned, but overdose deaths provide a bleak indicator.
Deaths from both opioids (heroin and synthetic opioids) and
psychostimulants have increased dramatically since 2013.5 Drug
consumption ruins lives, destroys communities, generates criminal
activity, and annually costs society hundreds of billions of dollars in
health care, social services, criminal justice, and lost productivity.”

The problem is getting worse in several respects. The introduction
of synthetic drugs such as fentanyl and psychostimulants such
as methamphetamine correlates with a sharp increase in use.
(Randomized workplace testing show that fentanyl use in the
United States doubled between 2020 and 2024.%) Synthetic drugs
do not require growing crops; they are easier and cheaper to make,
more easily smuggled, easy to use, and offer extreme potency. They
account for the rise in drug overdose deaths, although these have
recently declined. And they bring greater profits to the cartels, which
they use to expand their control of drug smuggling worldwide. This
poses a threat to the international community. The urgency of the
problem cannot be ignored.

How to disrupt the illicit drug traffic and break the growing
political power and global reach of the criminal organizations that
run it—without making the problem worse—requires a strategic
rethink.

The scale of the problem requires the mobilization of national
resources to support a sustainable strategy. It will require a whole-

of-government effort in which military operations are likely to
play arole in a very different kind of conflict, and the armed forces
would do a disservice to the president and commander-in-chief by
ignoring the challenge. But ‘one and done’ solutions will not do it—
and could backfire.

As we shall see in the following essay, understanding the history
of our relations with Mexico is crucial—it will shape the battlefield.
We also can learn from past outbreaks of violence on the border.

The United States has long experience in working with foreign
partners to tackle drug rings in France and Italy, and in working
closely with Colombia and Mexico in taking on their cartels. They
offer lessons to be learned. There have been a number of efforts
to review what we can do. Former Attorney General William Barr
describes one such effort in 2019.° There is no need or time to
replicate what already has been done.

Whether the United States takes unilateral action or seeks
a collaborative approach with Mexico as a partner will be a
strategic decision of paramount importance. In my view, Mexico
is a problematic, but essential ally. Mexico’s current president,
Claudia Sheinbaum, will protect Mexico’s sovereignty, but seems
determined to corral the cartels. It would be worthwhile to elicit her
views of strategic approaches and identify common ground.

Content and Organization of the Essay
This essay does not make a case for or against U.S. military
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operations against Mexico’s drug cartels. Instead, it identifies the
essential issues the United States should address in planning any
direct military action against Mexico’s drug cartels. As a former
soldier, I accept that military force may at times be necessary and
appropriate. Outcomes and possible consequences also need to be
considered.

Instead, I argue for a clear exposition of the objectives to
be achieved; a comprehensive appreciation of the situation; a
thorough review of all options; and an assessment of the potential
consequences of U.S. actions—in particular, an effort to anticipate
surprises and possible responses, including escalation and off-
ramps; the formulation of concurrent strategies to augment
military efforts in Mexico with increased law enforcement
measures at home; and above all, ensure domestic law enforcement
preparedness for possible cartel responses, including cyber attacks,
and mitigation of actions by the cartels or their U.S. confederates.

Finally, it must include a communications strategy to clearly
inform the American public and the people of Mexico about what
the United States intends and does not intend to do. It should also
include a plan to blunt diplomatic maneuvers and psychological
operations by foreign adversaries to exploit the situation to
undermine U.S. efforts or draw the United States into a distracting
and debilitating conflict in Mexico that could erode U.S. capabilities
elsewhere in the world. The results of the analysis outlined above
will inform the decision whether and how to use military force.

It seems unlikely that a single strike—the destruction of a
fentanyl lab or the death of a cartel leader as some have talked
about—would suffice to achieve significant results. It could,
however, set off a sequence of events, including counterattacks,
which would compel further action by the United States. To
adequately prepare will require a comprehensive assessment of
the capabilities, vulnerabilities, and possible actions by both sides
in what will certainly be an asymmetric conflict. In this case, that
conflict is even more complex because the cartels are not a single
actor, but an assemblage of independent actors that may follow
different strategies.

The government of Mexico is another actor. Mexico’s attitudes
are complicated. Its president dismisses talk of U.S. military action
against the cartels as “a movie,”* implying that it is not to be taken
seriously—perhaps a perilous assumption. Mexico is an intensely
nationalistic country and would denounce any U.S. military action
as a threat to Mexico’s sovereignty and potential threat to its
territorial integrity. Others believe that Mexico on its own is too
weak and compromised by complicity with the cartels to corral
them on its own and consider U.S. military assistance essential.

According to a December 2024 public opinion poll in Mexico, 50
percent of the respondents opposed collaborating with the United
States against the cartels, but 46 percent were favorable to the idea.
Asked what is the best way the United States can assist Mexico, two-
thirds opted for “joint operations,” but 24 percent chose “undercover
operations by U.S. security agencies. An earlier public opinion poll
showed that a third of the respondents approved of deploying U.S.
troops on Mexican soil.*

The following analysis is divided into six parts. Part I contrasts
recent U.S. military actions in Yemen and Iran with possible military
action in Mexico. Part IT examines perceptions of the threat. Part
I1T examines how the history of U.S.-Mexico relations and context
will shape the battlefield. Part IV reviews our own experience in
combating foreign drug traffickers, pointing out some preliminary

“Understanding the history of our

relations with Mexico is crucial—it
will shape the battlefield.”

takeaways. Part V examines the necessity of setting clear objectives,
prerequisites to action, and possible options. Part VI looks at what
the cartels might do in response to U.S. operations, how the United
States might respond—or be forced to respond—to these, how
other adversaries of the United States might attempt to exploit the
situation, and other consequences of U.S. military action in Mexico.

While recognizing that demand reduction and domestic law
enforcement are essential components of a national strategy for
dealing with the drug traffic, this essay focuses exclusively on U.S.
military action in Mexico.

Finally, this essay reflects my personal views. They do not reflect
the opinions or conclusions of research at any of the organizations
I am affiliated with. They are intended to prompt discussion rather
than offer solutions.

Part I: Closer to Home, Higher Risks

We should be cautious about seeing recent U.S. military actions
abroad as appropriate precedents for U.S. military action in Mexico.
The situation is more complicated, and the risks of blowback are
greater. The recent, successfully executed U.S. military actions
against the Houthis in Yemen and Iran’s nuclear facilities are
awesome demonstrations of U.S. military power, but they are
hazardous precedents for U.S. military action in Mexico. The United
States has the capabilities to successfully carry out military strikes
against Mexico’s cartels, but the circumstances and geography are
different, and the risks of blowback are greater.

It is more than 6,000 miles by air between Iran’s Fordow
nuclear site and Washington, D.C., and more than 7,000 miles to
Yemen. The Houthis could strike back by attacking U.S. military
and civilian targets in the region, but their global reach is limited.
Iran could retaliate with local attacks on military or economic
targets or sponsor terrorist attacks in the United States, but it was
a reasonable strategic calculation that the regime in Tehran would
avoid escalation. Iran was determined to retaliate in some fashion,
but signaled its attack to avoid U.S. casualties and escalation. Iran
could have retaliated by attacking oil terminals in the Gulf, but the
United States does not heavily rely on Mideast oil, although any
protracted interruption of supply would affect global price. Apart
from oil, the United States has no economic interests in Yemen or
Iran.

Moreover, the intended objective of the recent military
operations—to halt Houthi attacks on American vessels in the
Red Sea and to seriously disrupt Iran’s nuclear program—could be
accomplished in a single attack. As things turned out, it required a
brief but intense air campaign involving more than 800 airstrikes
before the Houthis agreed to suspend attacks on U.S. shipping. The
danger has not passed, but both cases may be qualified as successful.
Ttisless clear what a similar ‘one and done’ attack like that on Iran’s
nuclear facilities or a campaign like that against the Houthis might
accomplish against the drug cartels in Mexico.

Decisions made by individual cartel leaders, or their lieutenants
if the leader is killed or captured, or by other cartels seeking to
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“We should be cautious about seeing
recent U.S. military actions abroad

as appropriate precedents for U.S.
military action in Mexico. The
situation is more complicated, and the
risks of blowback are greater.”

exploit the situation to expand their empires are less predictable.
If attacked once or twice, the cartels could hunker down and
avoid provocation, but there is less certainty about that. Faced
with continuing U.S. action like the 52-day campaign against the
Houthis, the probability of a violent response increases.

Mexico and the United States share a 2,000-mile border. Mexico
is not a failed state, but U.S. military intervention and a repetition
of the kind of violence seen during Mexican President Calderdn’s
war on the cartels in the 2000s could make Mexico’s northern states
ungovernable, which is not in the United States’ interest. That
violence included not only the assassination of Mexican officials,
but internal succession battles within cartels following the deaths
or arrests of leaders, wars between the cartels, mass murders of
ordinary citizens, and a soaring homicide rate that reflected a
breakdown in law and order.

The border wall alone will not protect American citizens or U.S.
economic interests in Mexico or insulate the United States from
the economic and social effects of escalating violence in Mexico.
Continuing U.S. operations in Mexico could also divide the
American public and provoke domestic tensions and protests. A
continuing military engagement could lead to escalating violence,
the further erosion of government authority, and the proliferation
of armed gangs pursuing wealth and power. Mexico is not about to
descend into the abyss of anarchy seen in Haiti, but could create a
strip of continuing disorder and violence on our southern doorstep.

It is necessary to identify and prepare for counteractions
the cartels might take in Mexico, and potentially in the United
States; anticipate surprises; and consider how the United States
might respond. The assessment should also take into account how
external hostile actors may exploit the conflict to divert the United
States into a distracting and debilitating conflict that prevents it
from responding to challenges elsewhere. I presume that plans
for military operations are being developed or already have been
developed. This is more than a decision to launch a salvo of missiles.
Declaring war on the cartels requires a grand strategy.

Part ll: How Do We Characterize the Threat?

Policymakers and scholars looking at the cartels differ in
their descriptions of the threat. Is the threat an ever-changing
constellation of criminal business enterprises that profit from
exploiting the lucrative market created by U.S. addiction? Or
has the foreign supply of illicit drugs reached such levels that it
constitutes a threat to national security? Instead of seeing the threat
exclusively in terms of drug trafficking, should the threat instead
be perceived as one of transnational criminal organizations that in
Mexico have acquired the resources and power to wage a criminal
insurgency that rivals government authority? Because of the tactics

they use to terrorize society and undermine government authority,
should drug cartels be categorized as terrorist organizations? And
how does doing so benefit suppression?

Core Concerns: The Pernicious Impact of Illicit Drugs

By the beginning of the 20th century, an estimated 27 percent of the
male population of China was addicted to opium, with disastrous
health and social costs.”> As of 2023, nearly 17 percent of Americans
over 12 years of age were illegal drug users, a percentage that is
growing.™"

There is no question that drugs smuggled into the United States
from Mexico continue to have ruinous effects on American society.
Drug overdose has become the leading cause of ‘injury death’ in the
United States, surpassing motor vehicle accidents and shootings.”®
In addition to ruined lives, crime related to the distribution, sale,
and consumption of illegal drugs destroys communities. It imposes
aheavy economic burden on the country and the impacted families.
While the utility of military force against Mexican drug cartels can
be debated, the pernicious effects of illicit drug use are an open-
and-shut case.

Mexico’s cartels are the principal benefactors of drug smuggling
into the United States. Their profits enable them to take over
legitimate business enterprises, increase their penetration and
takeover of state institutions in Mexico, expand their control over
other criminal activities, and increase their control of international
drug trafficking. Using military force against drug cartels is not a
new idea. According to former U.S. Defense Secretary Mark Esper
in his memoir, President Trump in 2020 asked Secretary Esper
whether missiles could be launched to destroy drug labs in Mexico.'¢
The United States provided military assistance to the Mexican army
when President Calderén initiated a major offensive on the cartels
in 2007, which will be discussed later. Prior to that, the U.S. military
was deeply involved in Colombia’s war on its drug cartels from the
1980s to the early 2000s.

In those cases, the United States played a supporting role and did
not engage in directly attacking the cartels. However, a number of
senators and representatives have argued for years that the United
States needs to directly engage the cartels to destroy drug labs and
eliminate drug lords.

Military force can have utility in certain circumstances.
Theoretically, the United States has a range of options for the use
of military force against Mexico’s cartels, but it must be prepared
for possible counteractions by the cartels. What the government of
Mexico might do is a separate calculation. The president of Mexico
rejected President Trump’s proposal to send U.S. troops across the
border.” It is difficult to predict what Mexico will do if the United
States unilaterally decides to intervene. Much will depend on the
nature, scale, and duration of the intervention. Open war between
the two countries seems highly unlikely. Will Mexico’s government
become a reluctant, passive ally of the United States or a hostile,
uncooperative bystander?

What follows below is a personal appreciation of the situation.
As stated before, it makes no recommendation about whether,
when, or how to employ U.S. military assets against the cartels.
Instead, it lays out the strategic thinking necessary to inform that
decision. What are the objectives of any military action? What
are the options? How might the cartels react? And how might the
United States respond? These are preliminary thoughts.
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“The United States has a range of
options for the use of military force
against Mexico’s cartels, but it must be
prepared for possible counteractions
by the cartels.”

The President’s Proclamation
On more than one occasion in his first and second terms in office,
President Trump has said that Mexico’s “drug cartels are waging
war on America” and that it was “time for America to wage war on
the cartels.®

The president’s proclamation “Declaring a National Emergency
at the Southern Border of the United States” portrays the situation
in language that would justify using military force. Issued on
January 20, 2025, the first day President Trump assumed office for
the second time, the document was obviously prepared in advance.
Some may disagree with its choice of words and tone, but it presents
the most comprehensive and clearest depiction of how the White
House perceives the problem.

America’s sovereignty is under attack. Our southern border
is overrun by cartels, criminal gangs, known terrorists,
human traffickers, smugglers, unvetted military-age males
JSrom foreign adversaries, and illicit narcotics that harm
Americans, including America.

This invasion [bold added] has caused widespread chaos
and suffering in our country over the last 4 years. It has led
to the horrific and inexcusable murders of many itnnocent
American citizens, including women and children, at the
hands of illegal aliens. Foreign criminal gangs and cartels
have begun seizing control of parts of cities, attacking
our most vulnerable citizens, and terrorizing Americans
beyond the control of local law enforcement. Cartels control
vast territories just south of our southern border, effectively
controlling who can and cannot travel to the United States
Jfrom Mexico. Hundreds of thousands of Americans have
tragically died from drug overdoses because of the illicit
narcotics that have flowed across the southern border.

This assault on the American people and the integrity of
America’s sovereign borders represents a grave threat to our
Nation.”

The proclamation states that the cartels control “who can and
cannot travel to the United States from Mexico.” In fact, cartels do
control much of the territory south of the border, and they take in
significant profits from human smuggling, including the collection
of protection money from human smugglers. According to a
congressional committee’s report in 2023, this amounted to $13
billion in 2021.%° The measures called for in the proclamation focus
exclusively on improving border security.

Designating the Drug Cartels as Foreign Terrorist
Organizations

Mexico’s cartels are not terrorist organizations as we ordinarily
think of them. They are not primarily motivated by ideology.
They are criminal enterprises, interested mainly in profit,
not political agendas. But they do employ violent tactics—
assassinations, kidnappings, beheadings, bombings, massacres,
and mass executions—to create terror. These actions are directed at
government officials, law enforcement, judges, political candidates,
the public, and rival organizations. And the violence serves a
political agenda aimed at increasing their influence over policy,
expanding their control over territory and state institutions, and
deterring interference in their operations. The drug cartels directly
threaten state authority as much as urban guerrillas.

In sum, the definition of a terrorist organization does not have
to be stretched too far to encompass the drug cartels. While the
cartels meet the basic criteria, personally I thought that labeling
drug cartels as foreign terrorist organizations would provide only
marginal new capabilities in suppressing the drug traffic. Much
of the U.S. antiterrorism law in the 1990s and early 2000s was
intended to empower investigators and prosecutors with the same
capabilities they already had for dealing with organized crime.
Calling cartels terrorist organizations, however, puts countering
them more in a military lane, which I believe was the primary
intention.

Thus far, only a few countries have followed the United States’
lead. In response to U.S. pressure, Mexico and Canada have
declared some drug cartels to be foreign terrorist organizations as
has Argentina. Peru and Ecuador, both of which deal with drug
cartels, are reportedly planning to do so.?! El Salvador did so in
2015. Whether other countries will follow remains to be seen.

Drug Smuggling: A Chronic Problem but Not the Only Issue
The problem is not merely the flow of drugs into the United States.
The cartels have acquired enormous wealth and influence in
Mexico, and they have expanded their control over drug distribution
north of the border, eliminating competition from rivals.?* Cartels
have extensive relations with gangs across the country. As early as
2011, U.S. law enforcement officials noted that Mexican drug cartels
had established a presence in 230 American cities for distributing
drugs.?* A 2023 map prepared by the U.S. Drug Enforcement
Agency showed a nationwide presence, in particular by the Sinaloa
Cartel and the Cartel Jalisco Nueva Generacion (CJNG).?’ This has
created a powerful criminal enterprise. Just as they have in Mexico,
the cartels could use their economic base to take over other criminal
activities and legitimate businesses, and increase their political
influence in the United States.

Drug smuggling from Mexico and other countries for many years
has been a chronic problem. It is in large measure our problem
because hundreds of thousands of Americans spend over a hundred
billion dollars a year on illicit drugs—a lucrative market driven by
demand that cartels in Mexico and gangs and dealers in the United
States have exploited. The introduction of synthetic opiates, in
particular, has made the problem deadlier.

Part of the motivation for the recent imposition of tariffs is
explicitly to persuade Mexico to do more to impede the flow of
fentanyl into the United States.?® Mexico’s cartels are the leading
source of cocaine, methamphetamine, fentanyl, and other
synthetic opioids that are smuggled into the United States. Of
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“So long as the cartels are able to
function as profitable criminal
enterprises, there would seem to

be little incentive for them to risk
provocation by involvement with
foreign terrorist groups or terrorist
plots in the United States. Direct
U.S. military action could alter that
calculation.”

these substances, owing to its growing use and lethality, halting
the smuggling of fentanyl is the current focus of U.S. concern.

The flow of illicit fentanyl and its precursors to the United
States is complex and constantly changing. Highly pure fentanyl
produced in China may be smuggled in small quantities directly
into the United States where drug traffickers can mix it with other
drugs.”” As China in the late 2010s theoretically began to exert
greater control over the export of fentanyl, illicit Chinese producers
evaded controls by switching to shipping precursor chemicals to
cartels in Mexico, which converted them into fentanyl, which is
then smuggled into the United States.?® At the same time, some
illicit Chinese producers moved their operations to India, which
supplied fentanyl or precursor drugs to the Sinaloa Cartel.? Less
than one percent of the fentanyl smuggled into the United States
reportedly comes through Canada; however, in response to U.S.
pressure, Canada has increased its efforts to exert greater control
of its border.>

Due to corruption and intimidation, Mexico has been unable to
effectively control illegal drug production or protect its own people
against cartel predation. However, Mexico is not a failed state, and it
would be contrary to U.S. interests to push Mexico in that direction.

Cartel-Sponsored Terrorist Activity?

Cartel connections with terrorists also have been mentioned as a
third component of the threat. In 2024 congressional testimony,
then FBI Director Christopher Wray said that there is “no doubt”
that criminals have entered the United States at the southern
border, and that “some of the overseas facilitators of the smuggling
network have ISIS ties.”

The terrorist threat is not hypothetical. In 2011, the U.S.
Department of Justice charged two Iranians, one a member of
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Quds Force, with plotting
to carry out terrorist attacks in Washington, D.C.?*> They had
approached a DEA confidential source posing as a cartel member.
The murder-for-hire killing of an Iranian exile in Washington,
D.C.,in 1980,% 2022 arrests of two Russian mobsters in the United
States involved in another Iran-backed murder-for-hire plot in New
York directed against a U.S. citizen and critic of the Iranian regime,’
and the 2024 indictments of ex-cons living in the United States
for plotting to assassinate President Trump®* illustrate Iran’s use of
criminals as potential operatives.*

So long as the cartels are able to function as profitable criminal
enterprises, there would seem to be little incentive for them to

risk provocation by involvement with foreign terrorist groups or
terrorist plots in the United States. Direct U.S. military action could
alter that calculation, and the possibility of future cooperation
between terrorists and transnational criminal organizations cannot
be dismissed.

Part lll: History and Context

Understanding the historical terrain and political context is
critical in formulating any strategy. This section illustrates how the
Mexican-American War of 1846-184:8 and the Mexican Revolution
of 1910-1920 still affect current attitudes on both sides of the
border and also illustrate some of the potential consequences of
U.S. military action.®

The Importance of Context: History Will Shape the Battlespace
Any thorough appreciation of the situation should include a
knowledge of the terrain on which the operation is to take place.
In contemporary conflict where perceptions count as much as the
physical battle, the employment of military force must be matched
by effective psychological operations or what is now called cognitive
warfare. This requires a thorough understanding of the social and
political terrain as well as the physical terrain. History is simply not
a sidebar. It will shape the battlespace more than hills and rivers.

Americans north of the border tend to ignore history. Americans
south of the border cannot escape the sad reminders of U.S.-Mexico
relations. It is therefore critical to understand how the people of
Mexico and their government will perceive any U.S. military action.
For understandable reasons, the people and government of Mexico
are deeply suspicious of U.S. intentions.

Upon achieving independence in 1821, Mexico nominally ruled
a vast territory extending from Central America to the northern
border of California. In its first three decades, it lost most of it to
the United States. Texas declared its independence in 1835, along
with several other states of Mexico. Texas remained contested
territory until its annexation by the United States in 1845, although
the border was still not agreed upon. It lost more territory in the
Mexican-American War that followed in 1846-1848. In the last
significant engagement of that war, U.S. soldiers and marines
assaulted Chapultepec Castle on September 13, 1847, opening the
way for the occupation of Mexico City.

The hard-fought Battle of Chapultepec is commemorated
on both sides. It inspired the opening line, “From the halls of
Montezuma” in the Marines’ Hymn. Marines also claim that the red
stripe on their trousers symbolizes the casualties suffered during
the attack.

Although Mexico lost the battle and the war, leading to a loss
of more than half of its remaining territory, including the current
U.S. states of New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, California, and
parts of Texas, Colorado, and Wyoming, it annually commemorates
the stubborn defense of Chapultepec as an example of heroic
sacrifice and patriotism. The defenders included cadets of Mexico’s
military academy, boys as young as 13, who volunteered to stay and
fight. Faced with a hopeless situation and ordered to retreat, five
cadets refused and instead fought to the death, including one who,

a Parts of this section come from an article the author wrote for Homeland Security
Today in February 2009. See Brian Michael Jenkins, "Could Mexico Fail?"
Homeland Security Today 6:2 (2009).



SEPTEMBER 2025 CTC SENTINEL 7

according to the history, wrapped himself in the Mexican flag and
jumped to his death rather than see it captured. The Day of Los
Nifios Héroes (The Heroic Children) is still celebrated annually with
school children dressed in the uniforms of the 1847 cadets.

Financially strapped, Mexico was obliged to sell another strip of
land in southern Arizona in 1853 to satisfy the United States’ need
for a shorter transcontinental railroad route across the southern
part of the country. Military forays by so-called “filibusters™—
independent groups of armed adventurers who aimed at taking
more Mexican land continued into the late 19th century, and even
in the early 20th century, Mexico had to worry about rumblings of
U.S. military intervention.

Memories of Yankee aggression, patriotic resistance, and
national loss explain Mexico’s intense nationalism, its opposition
to foreign intervention as a matter of principle, and its sensitivity
to cultural discrimination of which there are numerous examples.
It is this history that will determine how many Mexicans will view
any U.S. military action in Mexico. It will also determine how the
government of Mexico responds and indeed could affect its ability
to govern the country.

Turbulence on the Southern Border during the Mexican
Revolution

Current concerns about Mexico’s inability to control violent non-
state actors in northern Mexico and its consequences for U.S.
national security is not without precedent—and that history is
instructive. The Mexican Revolution, from 1910 to 1920, engulfed
the entire border region. Mexican revolutionaries found sympathy
and support on the U.S. side of the border. They raised money,
recruited soldiers, and bought guns in the cities and towns of the
Southwest.*® In an effort to navigate the Mexican turmoil, the U.S.
government at times supported the Mexican government or certain
rebel factions.?”

The political turbulence in Mexico precipitated a crime wave in
the United States. The distinction between combatant and bandit
was situational. Heavily armed, desperate men marauded towns on
both sides of the frontier. While some of this violence may have been
related directly to the revolution in Mexico as rebel groups looked
for money and guns, much of'it simply reflected the chaotic situation
and breakdown of law and order in Mexico. In late 1914 and 1915,
the violence escalated, especially in southern Texas, where the
attacks were beginning to take on a political complexion. Seeking
to exploit the intense nationalism generated by the revolution, a
small group of conspirators in Mexico promulgated the “Plan of
San Diego.” It called for the recovery of the “lost territories,” land
that Mexico had been forced to cede to the United States in 1848.

To accomplish this, the conspirators exhorted Mexicans north
of the border to overthrow their oppressors and assert their
rightful independence. February 20, 1915, was the date set for the
uprising. On that day, subscribers to the plan were to rise up in
arms, proclaiming the liberty of the Latin race and its independence
of Yankee tyranny, “which has held us in iniquitous slavery since
remote times,” as they put it.?® The rebels would proclaim the
independence of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado and Upper
California. Every white North American over 16 years of age was to
be killed. African-Americans were invited to join the movement, in
return for which they would receive six states north of those already
mentioned. The Apaches and other native American tribes would
have their lands returned to them.*

Except in the lower Rio Grande Valley, where the Mexican
population was subject to the most discrimination, the Plan of San
Diego was largely ignored. February 20 came and went without
the predicted uprising, but the crime wave escalated. Ordered to
investigate the growing lawlessness in the area, General Frederick
Funston, commanding the American forces on the border,
concluded that the violence was criminal, not political.** The Army
continued its patrols along the border but refused to assume any
responsibility for law enforcement within the states. As the violence
increased, Funston did contemplate declaring martial law, but he
decided it was too extreme. Still, Army patrols were ordered to treat
all armed bands in the area as invaders.*

Terrified locals increasingly took matters into their own hands.
As shootings and lynchings increased, a worried Funston called
for reinforcements. Their arrival confirmed Mexico’s suspicions of
imminent US military intervention. Washington was fearful that
an imprudent move on either side could precipitate a war. While
U.S. diplomats worked to resolve the chaotic situation in Mexico,
the violence along the border continued.*

At the time, “the United States deployed more than half of the
mobile forces of the U.S. Army on the border with Mexico.** Tt
was not enough to control the situation, forcing the president to
federalize and deploy the entire National Guard to reinforce the
regular forces. By 1917, the total U.S. military presence on the
border (or in Mexico) totaled approximately 150,000.**

Various solutions were proposed. The jingoist press called for the
annexation of Mexico.* Funston suggested that the United States
negotiate an agreement with Mexico that would give U.S. troops
the right of pursuit into Mexico (as they had in earlier campaigns
against the Apaches). One U.S. senator proposed the construction of
permanent forts along the Rio Grande.*® Another official suggested
that U.S. forces occupy a strip of land 10 miles wide on the Mexican
side of the border.*” Yet another proposed that a strip of land one
mile wide north of the border be cleared of all brush so that troops
could monitor movements across the frontier.*s

History repeats itself with the announced intention on April 28,
2025, to create a 60-foot-wide swath stretching from the Pacific
Coast to the east of El Paso as a military zone. The narrow strip
of land is being declared a military base, enabling U.S. federal
troops to arrest trespassers. This would theoretically allow the U.S.
government to directly engage U.S. military forces—who otherwise
cannot be used for domestic law enforcement—in halting illegal
immigration and drug trafficking.*

In 1916, attention shifted to the western part of the southern
border, where Pancho Villa blamed his defeat at Agua Prieta, across
the border from Douglas, Arizona, on that fact that the Mexican
government garrison there had been reinforced by rail through
American territory.’® Surprised by the strength of the defenders,
Villa’s men were slaughtered in the attack. Determined to get his
revenge, Villa launched an attack on Columbus, New Mexico.™

In fact, Villa’s plan was more strategic. The raid on Columbus
would almost certainly provoke U.S. military intervention, which
would divide the governments of Mexico and the United States,
which were then allied against him. It nearly worked. As General
John Pershing crossed the border to pursue Villa deep into Mexico,
tensions increased between Mexico and the United States.>

The experience of the U.S. Army between 1913 and 1917
illustrates the potential consequences of U.S. military intervention
if it provokes wider violence that destabilizes Mexico as well as
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the complexities of dealing with multiple non-state actors and the
government of Mexico. U.S. intelligence estimates have expressed
concerns about this on more than one occasion in recent history.
Noting the potential for widespread and potentially violent protests,
the CIA concluded in 1988 that although upheaval was unlikely in
the near term, the potential for instability persisted.*

The concern in 1988 arose from widespread protest following
the contested 1988 national elections in Mexico. Observing the
escalating violence in Mexico resulting from President Calderon’s
deployment of the Mexican army to attack the drug cartels (as will
be discussed later in this essay), a 2008 assessment prepared by
the U.S. Joint Forces Command noted that “the growing assault by
the drug cartels and their thugs on the Mexican government could
represent a homeland security problem of immense proportions
to the United States.” The assessment went on to say, “In terms
of worst-case scenarios for the Joint Force and indeed the world,
two large and important states bear consideration for a rapid and
sudden collapse: Pakistan and Mexico.”* The fact that Mexico was
even mentioned with Pakistan was remarkable.

The Joint Forces Command agreed that “The Mexican possibility
may seem less likely [than Pakistan], but the government, its
politicians, police, and judicial infrastructure are all under sustained
assault and pressure by criminal gangs and drug cartels. How that
internal conflict turns out over the next several years will have a
major impact on the stability of the Mexican state. Any descent by
Mexico into chaos would demand an American response based on
the serious implications for homeland security alone.™

Although the United States supported the Mexican government’s
offensive with intelligence and military equipment, differences
between the two countries on Mexico’s ability and willingness to
defeat the cartels so strained relations that it led to the resignation
of the American ambassador to Mexico in 2011.%° As the next
section discusses, U.S. military intervention and a chaotic situation
in Mexico would involve not only U.S. and Mexican actors, but
hostile foreign powers.

Other Actors: Opportunities and the Danger of Meddling by
Hostile Foreign Powers

Would U.S. military intervention in Mexico create opportunities
for meddling by hostile foreign powers? Throughout the years of
the Mexican Revolution, Washington feared that a hostile foreign
power would take advantage of the chaotic situation in Mexico to
establish military bases, perhaps to wage war on the United States.
Most of the concerns focused on the supposed ambitions of Japan
to obtain a naval base on the Pacific Coast of Mexico in 1911.7
The scare, which turned out to be fake news, however, reflected
deep-seated anxieties, especially in California, about the so-called
“Yellow Peril”’—the fear that the Western part of the country would
be overrun by Asian immigrants.’® Initially, these fears focused on
the influx of Chinese immigrant laborers in the later 19th century,
but shifted to the Japanese following Japan’s defeat of China in
the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) and of Russia in the Russo-
Japanese War (1904-1905), which displayed Japan’s growing
military power.

California’s press fanned these fears. A 1917 editorial in The Los
Angeles Times said that there “is no longer any doubt of the desire
of Germany to make war upon us” and that a German alliance with
Mexico and Japan is a foregone conclusion.” German agents, whose
objective from 1914 on was to propel the United States into a war

with Mexico, which would keep it out of the war in Europe, were
also at work. In 1915, German agents plotted with former Mexican
President Victoriano Huerta, who had been overthrown in 1914 by
revolutionaries with the help of the United States. The Germans
offered to help restore him to power, which would inevitably lead
to U.S. intervention. American officials were onto the plot, however,
and they arrested Huerta as he stepped off a train in El Paso.5°

When Pancho Villa’s forces attacked Columbus, New Mexico, in
1916, German agents on the border instigated calls for immediate
U.S. military intervention. The Germans then approached President
Venustiano Carranza, who deeply resented the continued presence
of Pershing’s forces in Mexico, and offered him a deal: If the United
States appeared about to enter the war in Europe, Mexico could
count on German support to wage war on the United States and
recover the lost territories. The Germans suggested that Japan be
invited to participate in the alliance.®

These terms were laid out in a telegram from German Foreign
Minister Arthur Zimmermann to the German ambassador in
Mexico. The infamous secret Zimmermann telegram was sent on
January 16, 1917, but it was intercepted and decoded by British
intelligence, which promptly turned it over to the American
ambassador in London.%

Here it was, the sum of all fears: a German-Japanese alliance
with Mexico to provoke an uprising in the United States and
take back the lost territories. It is not clear what troops or other
military assistance Germany might have provided Mexico in 1917,
or whether or not Japan was interested in joining a war against
the United States. When the telegram was reported in the press,
Zimmermann publicly admitted that he had sent it. One suspects
that, while Germany would have liked to see the United States and
Mexico in a war, the telegram might have been intended primarily
to keep the Americans worried about their southern flank. But
Carranza had little appetite for war with the United States, and
President Woodrow Wilson was determined to avoid war with
Mexico. Wilson and Carranza settled their differences, Pershing’s
column was withdrawn, and on April 6, 1917, the United States
declared war on Germany.®

With the end of the revolution, the turbulent conditions on the
border settled down, but some of the same sorts of problems that
emerged between 1910 and 1920 arose in later years. There were
concerns about German agents in Mexico during the 1930s and
1940s, and after World War II, there were worries about Soviet
agents and Communist subversion.®* The 1960s and 1970s were
marked by domestic campaigns in Mexico aimed at suppressing
left-wing subversives and small guerrilla groups inspired by Castro’s
revolution in Cuba. Declassified documents show that Mexico’s
efforts were allegedly supported by the CIA.® (The U.S. Consul
General in Guadalajara was kidnapped by one of Mexico’s guerrilla
groups in 1973.59)

During the last two decades, conspiracy theorists in the United
States have circulated stories of secret Chinese military bases in
Mexico and Canada. According to one version, 300,000 Chinese
troops are secretly based in Canada and 600,000 are based in
Mexico, including over 10,000 armored vehicles parked at a site
south of Laredo, Texas.5” None of these stories have been confirmed,
but the rumors persist.

Fake news and alarming rumors were certainly present in the
early years of the past century, but they pale in comparison with
the volume, speed, and sophistication of today’s information
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operations. Warfare itself has increasingly become a matter of
manipulating perceptions. With ample funds at their disposal,
drug cartels, if they chose, would be able to mobilize sophisticated
public relations and subversive campaigns. In recent years, we have
also seen the growing role and cross-border influence exercised by
activist groups. Mexico is not some remote battlefield, and any
action against the cartels will inevitably overlap with other bilateral
issues and agendas, including deportations and tariffs. Finally, the
two countries have a long and often unfortunate history that will
shape the portrayal and perception of any future action.

This challenge comes with all military engagements abroad and
is not an argument against doing anything. Rather, it points to the
requirement of being fully cognizant and prepared for a broader
array of circumstances and contingencies beyond determining the
location of a drug lord or drug lab.

Part IV: Lessons to be Learned from America’s Forever War
on Drugs

The U.S. experience in dealing with drug trafficking is instructive.
We are not in entirely new territory. Over the years, the United
States has acquired considerable experience in efforts to reduce
drug trafficking abroad. Some of what the United States is doing or
thinking about doing have historical precedents. They also illustrate
possible results. There are lessons to be learned.

While U.S. officials continued to worry about Soviet subversion
and Marxist guerrillas in Latin America, who in the late 1960s were
moving into the cities and adopting terrorist tactics, communities
in the United States were increasingly worried about growing
domestic consumption of illegal drugs, especially by young people-
even high school students. Cannabis was the principal recreational
drug.

While running for president, Richard Nixon found a receptive
audience when he promised voters that, if elected, he would end
the flow of illicit drugs entering the United States.® This reframed
the drug issue from a problem of domestic consumption and law
enforcement to a drug supply problem. As the principal source
of cannabis consumed in the United States at the time was from
Mexico, America’s drug epidemic in the 1960s was portrayed as
mostly Mexico’s fault.

Connecting Mexico with drug consumption piled on the earlier
myths that deadly marijuana “rolled in cigarettes” accounted for the
“bravery” of the Mexican bandits who defied the United States, as
the Ogden Standard reported in 1915 to its readers in Utah.® In the
years that followed, the newspaper’s headline was reinforced by the
belief that cannabis had been introduced into the United States by
Mexican immigrants fleeing the revolution.

The drug problem evolved over the years. In the early 1970s,
concern focused on increased recreational drug use, and especially
on growing heroin use among U.S. military personnel in Vietnam.
In the early 1980s, attention shifted to the growing problem of crack
cocaine, which offered a cheap, intense high, but destroyed lives and
devastated communities.

After more than 50 years and billions of dollars, the fact that
the United States is still dealing with widespread drug addiction,
accompanying crime and other social problems, and the difficulty in
impeding the flow of drugs into the country is a sobering reminder
that this is a chronic problem—there are no silver bullets.

Operation Intercept. Ostensibly to curtail drug smuggling from
Mexico, in 1969 the United States initiated “Operation Intercept,’

“The U.S. experience in dealing with
drug trafficking is instructive. We are
not in entirely new territory. Over the
years, the United States has acquired
considerable experience in efforts to
reduce drug trafficking abroad. Some
of what the United States is doing or
thinking about doing have historical
precedents. They also illustrate
possible results. There are lessons to be
learned.”

which mandated the thorough inspection of every vehicle crossing
the border into country. The inspections created massive delays
at ports of entry and seriously disrupted trade. It ended after 20
days. The objective of Operation Intercept was not to detect more
smuggled cannabis, but rather to coerce Mexico’s government to
agree to closer cooperation with the United States in curtailing
drug trafficking.”™ Mexico agreed to a joint crop eradication effort,
which the United States supported with intelligence and material
assistance.”

Severing the French Connection. In 1971, President Nixon
announced that America’s “public enemy number one” was drug
abuse, and fighting it required the United States “to wage a new,
all-out offensive.””? The ‘war on drugs’ officially began. Mexico
remained a major front, but not the only theater in the war on drugs.
The first major success came in France where in the early 1970s
U.S. authorities worked closely with their French counterparts
in shutting down the “French Connection,” a drug smuggling
operation that brought opium from Turkey and refined it into
heroin smuggled into the United States. This was an example of an
effective international police operation.

Poppies as a source of illegal opium had been cultivated in
Mexico for decades. With the French supply chain cut, Mexican
traffickers took advantage of the disruption to quickly become
the leading source of heroin for the U.S. market.”” The U.S. Drug
Enforcement Agency (DEA) was created in 1973 to improve U.S.
efforts at home and abroad to control illicit narcotics. DEA agents
operating in Mexico collected intelligence and ran air surveillance
programs to spot large plantations. In some instances, their
involvement reportedly went beyond assistance and they became
frontline operatives in a dangerous environment, which we will
come to in amoment. In 1982, President Ronald Reagan authorized
utilization of military resources for interdiction of the illegal drugs,™
which was mainly directed at the Colombian cartels producing and
distributing cocaine—they still are.

The kidnapping and murder of Camarena. In 1985, Enrique
Camarena, a U.S. DEA employee in Mexico, was kidnapped by
the Guadalajara Cartel. Outraged by the kidnapping, President
Reagan demanded an all-out effort to locate and rescue the agent.
To underscore the urgency, Reagan followed Nixon’s example and
reduced cross border traffic to a trickle.” It did not save the agent,
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whose body was found a month later, but it led to a crackdown by
Mexican authorities and a number of arrests of key figures in the
Guadalajara Cartel who were responsible for the crime. Further
investigations, arrests, and trials were conducted in the United
States. The splinters of the shattered Guadalajara Cartel led to the
emergence of other cartels that steadily spread across Mexico.”

Italy and the Pizza Connection. U.S. authorities worked closely
with the Italian government against the mafia in the 1980s and
1990s. As with the French Connection, this was an international
police operation that involved sharing of intelligence. American
interest derived from the “Pizza Case,” a large-scale heroin
smuggling operation involving the Sicilian Mafia that sold heroin
through pizza parlors in the United States.”” The anti-mafia
campaign in Italy provoked a mafia counteroffensive that included
bombings in public places and assassinations of high-ranking
officials and ordinary policemen. These led to changes in Italian law
that gave investigators more authority, and ultimately the mafia, or
cosa nostra, was subdued by law enforcement means. That does not
mean organized crime disappeared in Italy. The Mafia, Camorra,
‘Ndrangheta, and other Italian criminal organizations are all still
active, but they keep a lower profile while infiltrating the legitimate
economy.

Colombia and the Medellin Cartel. In the 1980s, Pablo
Escobar, the leader of the Medellin Cartel in Colombia, carried out
an escalating campaign of terrorism aimed at halting the extradition
of arrested cartel leaders to the United States.”™ In November 1984,
the cartel’s operatives, calling themselves the “Extraditables,”
detonated a car bomb in front of the U.S. embassy in Bogota. They
also assassinated government officials in Colombia and murdered a
witness in the United States. In 1988, the Extraditables kidnapped
the son of a former president of Colombia and a candidate for
mayor of Bogota at the time, in order to pressure the government
to halt further extraditions. (As an aside, I was a consultant to the
family in the negotiations in this case.) He was released unharmed.
In 1989, as part of an assassination plot against a candidate for
president, the Extraditables bombed an Avianca passenger plane,
killing all 107 on board.™

Escobar’s violent campaign was opposed by the Cali Cartel,
which led to a bloody battle between the two criminal groups,
and the Cali Cartel providing information to the government that
facilitated in the dismantling of the Medellin Cartel. With the
Colombian government’s permission, the United States deployed
special operations units to Colombia and assisted the Colombians
with intelligence that led to Escobar’s death in a shootout in 1993.
The United States also assisted in dismantling the Cali Cartel.®°

The takeaways from the Colombian experience are the Medellin
Cartel’s terrorist campaign, which extended into the United States;
the close cooperation between the U.S. and Colombian authorities;
the divisions it caused between the two rival cartels; and the death
of Escobar, which led to the demise of the Medellin Cartel.

Plan Colombia. From 1999 to 2006, the United States again
worked closely with Colombian authorities in “Plan Colombia,”
a second campaign against Colombia’s drug cartels. Pressure
on Colombia’s cartels and increased interdiction efforts led to a
shift in smuggling routes. Instead of smuggling drugs directly
from Colombia across the Caribbean to the United States, drug
traffickers opened up the land route via Central America and
Mexico, leading to the rise of the Mexican drug cartels. This, as
we shall see, complicated the challenge to Mexico’s government.®!

Colombia’s cartels continued to exercise a near monopoly on the
cocaine traffic, but Mexican cartels reportedly have been infiltrating
Colombia’s cocaine industry.*

Mexico’s War on the Cartels. Felipe Calder6on, Mexico’s
president from 2006 to 2012, initiated the government’s most
intensive offensive against the cartels, and therefore merits a more
detailed discussion.®? The United States supported Calderén’s use
of the Mexican armed forces to combat cartel violence in 2007.
Calderén’s principal objective was not the reduction of drugs
flowing into the United States—he said that “it’s not a war against
the narco-traffickers as such.”* Instead, he sought a reduction in
the violence associated with organized crime—the turf war killings
between rival cartels, the kidnappings and murders carried out by
gangs seeking capital to enter the drug traffic, and the intimidation
of ordinary citizens from campesinos to corporate executives faced
with extortion by the gangs.

Above all, the fear generated and power acquired by the cartels
in some Mexican states, including the president’s home state
of Michoacan, had become so great that it represented a direct
challenge to the political authority of the federal government itself.
Gone were the days when government officials could keep the peace
by resolving disputes and controlling the distribution of plazas
(territories and smuggling routes) to the cartels.

As Calderén later wrote in his memoirs:

The fundamental phenomenon that not only generates
violence and insecurity, but also puts the Mexican state
itself at risk is state capture, something I observed upon
becoming president and something I had previously glimpsed
in Tamaulipas, Baja California, Sinaloa, and Michoacan.
Organized crime was taking over entire towns and cities.
In many places, the police were completely tainted by
corruption. Police forces, accustomed or trained to accepting
bribes from criminals in exchange for letting them act, offered
no resistance ..., first in the remote rural areas, then in towns,
later in cities, and finally in entire states, with the complicity
of some governors.s

To Calderdn’s horror, the reality was that the drug cartels had,
through bribery and intimidation backed by ruthless violence,
created an atmosphere of narco-terror. Prosecutors, police, the
courts, elected political officials, reporters, corporate executives
faced with extortion, and protection rackets were terrified. The
government did not define limits of criminality. The cartels defined
the limits of policy and public discussion—what could and could
not even be discussed.

It was mortal combat. Even before he took office, President-
elect Calderon was informed that his own life and the lives of his
family were at peril. Intelligence from multiple sources indicated
that the leaders of the Gulf Cartel, one of Mexico’s oldest criminal
organizations, had decided that Calderén’s ascension to the
presidency “is highly inconvenient for their interests” and therefore
planned to assassinate him.%¢ In response to the threat, special
security measures were implemented to protect him.

What Calderén did not know at the time was that the man he
appointed to be his Secretary of Public Security, and therefore in
charge of the Calderdn’s own security, was himself working for the
Sinaloa Cartel. U.S. authorities arrested him in Dallas in 2019. He
was subsequently sentenced to 38 years in prison.”
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David Cristobal Barraza Sainz, known as Commander
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“Nitro” within the Sinaloa State Police, was shot and killed

while traveling in his vehicle in Sinaloa, Mexico, on July 15, 2025. He was the 43rd police officer to be killed in
the preceding 10 months of violence in Sinaloa, as a result of the internal conflict between factions of the Cartel de
Stnaloa. (Stringer/Anadolu via Getty Images)

That made the challenge not one of suppressing crime, but an
existential battle for ultimate control of the Mexican state. Having
little confidence in the state authorities or federal police, President
Calderon turned to the military, which previously played a minor
role in combating the cartels. The government adopted a “Kingpin
Strategy,” which rather than incarcerating thousands of low-level
cartel members, targeted the cartel leaders themselves.* The FBI
had adopted a similar strategy in attacking the gangsters in the
1930s and later the mafia.

The United States saw Calder6n’s determination and willingness
to cooperate with it as an opportunity to make significant progress
against drug trafficking and negotiated the “Mérida Initiative,” or
“Plan Mexico,” which was inspired by the earlier Plan Colombia.
According to the agreement, the United States authorized $1.6
billion to support the initiative. Most of the funds were allocated
to Mexico, with smaller portions going to Central American and
Caribbean participants. The biggest portion of the funding for
Mexico financed its purchase of helicopters and other aircraft
provided by the United States. The rest went for advanced
technology to increase inspection capabilities and provide more
secure communications.®

Money was also allocated to efforts aimed at reducing the illegal
flow of weapons acquired in the United States and smuggled to
the cartels. This has been a frequent complaint by Mexico. One
utility of declaring the cartels terrorist organizations is that the
sale and smuggling of weapons to the cartels can be regarded as
providing material support to a terrorist organization, which carries
apotential 20-year sentence as opposed to five- to 10-year sentences

for weapons and smuggling charges.

The assistance approved by Congress under the Mérida Initiative
was doled out slowly. According to a report by the U.S. Government
Accountability Office, more than two years after the agreement
was signed, less than two percent of the promised aid had been
dispersed.” The biggest portion—41 percent of the total—went
to U.S. manufacturers of Bell and Blackhawk helicopters for the
Mexican police and armed forces.” Congress held back 15 percent
of the funds until Calderén could assure that alleged violations of
human rights by Mexico’s army and police were being investigated.®
U.S. bureaucracy was slow; procedures on Mexico’s side were often
opaque.

Despite the slow start, Calderén’s campaign took down some
major figures. Of 37 cartel capos identified by Calderdn, 18 were
captured and six were killed.”®> The destruction of the cartels’
hierarchies led to even higher levels of violence as aspiring
successors within the organizations and rival groups fought to take
over. It set off the bloodiest years in Mexico since the revolution.
Mexico’s homicide rate tripled; 100,000 people were killed, another
20,000 people disappeared.’*

The cartels murdered more than a hundred police officers
and assassinated numerous Mexican government officials and
candidates for local office, mostly at the local level.?* It is argued
that the predominance of local officials who were killed reflected
the changing nature of Mexico criminal organizations from limited
competition between a handful of cartels to a larger number of
competing cartels and aspiring gangs engaged in drug trafficking,
kidnapping, and extortion, acquisition of local government
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contracts, and other criminal activities.

Calder6n himself suggests that traditionally, drug traffickers
corrupted or intimidated government officials in order to transport
drugs that were headed for the United States through their
jurisdictions unmolested. However, as cartels and associated gangs
became more engaged in more local criminal activity (local drug
dealing, kidnapping, extortion), it required securing a continued
presence—dominating territory as opposed to passing through.
This required corrupting local authorities and terrorizing local
populations. It resulted in increased violence.?

It also reflected the shift from a single party that had dominated
politics from the federal to the local level for decades to the multiple
competing political groups competing today.?” The 2024 elections—
the bloodiest since the Mexican revolution—saw the killings of
scores of political candidates.?

Calderén’s war theoretically continued under his successor,
President Enrique Pena Nieto, but the objective shifted from
bringing down cartel leaders to bringing down the overall level of
violence. The effort effectively ended with the election of President
Lopez Obrador who formally ended the program. It was replaced
by the “U.S.-Mexico Bicentennial Agreement,” which is discussed
below.

Corruption in high places continued to impede progress.
Calderén had relied on the armed forces instead of police, which
he viewed as compromised, but the military men were not entirely
immune to corruption. According to George Grayson’s analysis
of Calderén’s war on the cartels, during his presidency, at least 13
military officers, including four generals, were accused of aiding the
drug traffickers. Some lower-ranking officers were sent to prison,
but only one of the four generals.?

There were parallel efforts to bring corrupt officials to trial in
the United States. As mentioned earlier, in December 2019, U.S.
authorities arrested President Calderdn’s Secretary of Public
Security and head of the newly created, more powerful federal
police force. He was charged with taking bribes from the Sinaloa
Cartel while he was in office. He was convicted and in October 2024
was sentenced to 38 years in prison.’*° In May 2025, as a result of
a civil suit against him by Mexico, a court in Florida ordered him
and his wife to pay more than $2 billion in damages to the Mexican
government.’*

In October 2020, the United States arrested Mexico’s former
Minister of Defense under Calderdn’s successor (2012-2018) as
he arrived in the United States for a visit. He was charged with
directly colluding with the cartels—drug trafficking and money
laundering.’*® The arrest caused outrage in Mexico. Attorney
General William Barr decided that pursuing the case was not
worth “scuttling any prospects of cooperation with the Mexicans”
and returned the minister to Mexico.!° In return, the United States
asked that President Obrador not proceed with legislation that
would neuter the U.S. DEAS ability to operate in Mexico.**

Under continuing pressure from the United States to bring
corrupt officials to justice, the new government in Mexico in July
2025 issued an arrest warrant for the former head of the security
forces in Tabasco who allegedly had assisted the Cartel de Jalisco
Nueva Generacion (CJNG).1%

While the cartels counted on accomplices in high places, it is
reported that between 2000 and 2016 as many as 150,000 Mexican
soldiers defected to work for the cartels. Defecting members of
Mexico’s elite airborne special forces group joined the Gulf Cartel

as enforcers. They later created their own a cartel, the Zetas, known
for their brutality. The group has since fragmented.'°®

The Bicentennial Framework

The 2021 “U.S.-Mexico Bicentennial Framework for Security, Public
Health, and Safe Communities” (intended to mark Mexico’s two
centuries of independence) readjusted the objectives of the Mérida
Initiative, repeating some of its lofty language, but the objective of
Mexico was reduction of violence in Mexico, which did occur, and
the reduction of smuggling drugs, in particular synthetic opioids,
into the United States, which did not occur. The pandemic, U.S.
arrests of Mexican officials, contentious border issues, and U.S.
investigations of suspicions that Obrador’s 2006 presidential
campaign received financial aid from the cartels'®” undermined
cooperation.

Key Takeaways

These are mere vignettes of past U.S. experience. Case studies
would yield valuable lessons learned. Nonetheless, they indicate
some relevant takeaways.

U.S. involvement in investigations of the French Connection
and Pizza Connection centered on international law enforcement
operations with French and Italian authorities. The United
States played a more active role in supporting police and military
operations in Mexico and Colombia, but stopped short of unilateral
military action.

The United States has an agreement and mechanisms in place
to work with Mexican authorities, but some criticize these as
covers that allow continued Mexican inaction while the situation
worsens. Despite there being avenues in place to work with Mexican
authorities, the problem has remained the same, and many would
argue has gotten worse.

Sharing operational intelligence on organized crime with any
foreign entity risks leaks and compromise of intelligence sources.
These risks are judged as extremely high in Mexico.

Short-term efforts such as “Operation Intercept” and President
Reagan’s deliberate 1982 slowdown of cross-border traffic have
been used to enlist Mexico’s cooperation. This economic strong-
arming is not that different from today’s threats of high tariffs to
induce Mexico’s cooperation in reducing the flow of fentanyl. In the
case of Colombia, active engagement continued from the 1980s to
the present, although it has become more complicated in the past
few years. In Mexico, U.S. involvement in local control efforts (crop
eradication) and operations against the cartels has continued since
the late 1960s, with ups and downs.

Although it might have been prudent for Pablo Escobar in
the 1980s and Mexico’s cartels in the 2000s to avoid a direct
confrontation with the government, they responded violently
and viciously against both local and U.S. targets. While the local
government bore the brunt of the violence, in both Mexico and
in Colombia, Americans were targeted, which led to greater U.S.
involvement. Italy in the 1980s also saw a violent reaction by one
family in the mafia. Faced with Calderon’s crackdown, Mexico’s
cartels reacted with assassinations and large-scale killings. The
takeaway is that in Italy, Colombia, and Mexico, faced with threats,
mafia capos and drug lords ordered targeted and indiscriminate
violence. Operational planning must anticipate this possibility.

The efforts mentioned above brought mixed results. Battles were
won, criminal enterprises were brought down, but new formations
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“The Mexican cartels are not a single
actor. They will respond individually.
Although well-armed, they lack
conventional military power, but they
could exploit hard-to-protect U.S.
vulnerabilities in Mexico and possibly
in the United States—and there are
many.”

arose, and competitors took their place. None of these campaigns
can claim “victory.” That term may be inappropriate in dealing with
criminal activity. No one expects the police to declare victory over
crime. The use of military force may raise expectations that are
likely to be unfulfilled.

The power of Mexico’s cartels has grown over the past five
decades as they have moved downstream to increasingly control
the distribution of illicit drugs in the United States and expanded
their operations and control internationally. They have shown
themselves to be adaptive in exploiting opportunities, for example,
in taking over the heroin traffic when European connections to
the United States were disrupted, in setting up new networks for
cocaine smuggling as pressure on Colombia’s cartels increased, and
in exploiting synthetic drugs.

Part V: U.S. Military Actions in Mexico — Objectives,
Prerequisites, and Options

Part V argues for a clear statement of the objective and a
comprehensive assessment of the capabilities and actions of the
actors. It then lays out a preliminary list of U.S. options.

Objectives and Goals

In the cases mentioned above, the goal of the United States was to
assist foreign governments in reducing the flow of illicit drugs that
ultimately reached the United States and to deprive adversaries of
financial gains arising from the drug traffic. In the current situation
in Mexico, several possible objectives are indicated.

One goal is to reduce the flow of fentanyl, the deadliest drug,
into the United States. As noted already, President Trump has said
that this is also one of his goals in imposing high tariffs on imports
from Mexico (and Canada). This can be accomplished by coercing
the government of Mexico to take greater measures to disrupt illicit
drug production and distribution as well as human trafficking.

Reducing the flow of a// illicit drugs into the United States would
require destroying the existing cartels and preventing new ones
from arising. In light of the previous Mexican-led effort to subdue
the cartels, achieving that ambitious objective may be beyond
the capacity of the Mexican authorities. U.S. military operations
could assist in the short term, but permanently suppressing the
drug traffic would require a long-term commitment and include
significant reduction of U.S. demand.

The presidential proclamation quoted at the beginning of this
review also points to the role of the cartels in facilitating the entry
of criminals and terrorists into the United States. Stopping that
would require either persuading the cartels themselves to end this

aspect of their activity or face the consequences of U.S. military
intervention, or dismantling the cartels themselves so that they can
no longer facilitate illegal immigration.

These are strategic objectives. We also have to ask, what is the
objective of any specific military action and how would it contribute
to the overall strategic objective?

Intelligence Considerations

In the case of cooperating with Italian authorities against the
mafia, the United States was able to share information collected
through FBI and NYPD investigations and intelligence operations
in the United States while Italy shared information collected by its
intelligence services and investigations in Italy."® In Plan Colombia,
in addition to sharing information, the United States deployed
sophisticated intelligence gathering assets in Colombia itself, which
provided vital information about targets as well as operational
resources to assist the Colombian forces.!*

The United States has sophisticated technological intelligence
capabilities and human intelligence assets on the ground in Mexico
as well. Targeting drug infrastructure facilities would be possible,
although new facilities may pop up again soon after in another
location. Targeting individuals always poses a challenge.

Connecting intelligence from all sources requires a purpose-
created fusion center that provides an overall landscape of the
cartels, their operations, organizational structure, relations with
each other, modus operandi, and anticipated reactions. We probably
have better intelligence on the established cartels than we do on
the hundreds of little cartels (carterlitos) and other criminal gangs
that operate under the umbrella of the major groups, and yet these
gangs may be the least predictable, most violence-prone actors.’

The United States has to anticipate that the cartels may be aware
of some of our sources of information, and that under pressure, they
will eliminate them. Some may be or could become double agents
who provide disinformation that lures us into attacking their local
competitors or that results in attacking targets that turn out to be
wedding parties, thereby creating widespread hostility.

The Necessity of a Comprehensive Assessment

The mission of a comprehensive assessment is to compare U.S.
military capabilities with those of other countries or groups of
countries or non-state actors in order to identify a complete
spectrum of threats or opportunities.

U.S. military action against Mexico’s cartels would be an
asymmetric confrontation with non-state actors—the drug cartels—
engaged in criminal activities. The United States can, of course,
bring overwhelming military power to bear, but against what?
There will be few lucrative military targets in the traditional sense
of that term. Destroying drug laboratories and pill mills may cause
only temporary disruptions, and not permanent damage unless they
(and the replacement facilities, which are likely to be better hidden)
are continually attacked. Targeted killings of cartel leadership will
not be easy and the effects not easily predictable. There also will be
constraints. The risk of civilian casualties will have to be minimal in
order not to alienate Mexico’s population and government. History

b According to a 2021 International Crisis Group report, “Crime in Pieces; The
Effect of Mexico’s ‘War on Drugs,’ Explained,” at least 543 armed groups
operated in Mexico between 2009 and 2020.
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suggests that one-off attacks may win applause from a domestic
U.S. audience, but they are largely symbolic and are unlikely to
permanently disrupt operations.

Will the United States focus its efforts on one cartel or
opportunistically attack all? If all are attacked, what will be the
sequencing? Will missile and drone strikes suffice, or must U.S.
forces be deployed on the ground?

The Mexican cartels are not a single actor. They will respond
individually. Although well-armed, they lack conventional military
power, but they could exploit hard-to-protect U.S. vulnerabilities
in Mexico and possibly in the United States—and there are many.
The U.S. State Department says that 1.6 million U.S. citizens—
expat employees and retirees—live in Mexico."* In 2023, nearly 37
million U.S. citizens traveled to Mexico as tourists." Thousands of
U.S. companies, from major manufacturers to small maquiladoras,
operate in Mexico, returning goods and profits to the United States
totaling hundreds of billions of dollars annually. Interruption of
this trade could have a serious impact on the U.S. economy. It was
estimated in 2019 that a border closure could cost the United States
$130 billion a year and affect nearly a million U.S. jobs.!?

If military operations commence, it may not simply be the
United States versus the cartels. Mexico is a separate actor, a
sovereign state. Reflecting the history of contentious relations
between the United States and Mexico, Mexico’s government and
its people are nationalistic, oppose foreign intervention on principle
and historically in practice, and will be suspicious of Washington’s
ultimate goals. Mexico is unlikely to seek a military confrontation
with the United States. It may be an imperfect ally, but it could turn
hostile, creating operational problems and diplomatic difficulties
for the United States at many levels.

It is not clear how ongoing deportations and tariff negotiations
may affect, or may be affected by, concurrent U.S. military
operations. Cartels may enlist desperate deportees. Economic
distress in Mexico could further expand their recruiting reservoir.

As noted earlier, other states, including U.S. competitors such
as China, could also get involved and take advantage—in indirect,
asymmetric, or direct ways—of any conflict or dispute between the
United States and Mexico. This could include actions in Mexico, or
in support of Mexico, or actions abroad that aim to take advantage
of U.S. focus on Mexico.

What Realistically Can Be Achieved with Available Military
Options?
A number of military options have been mentioned. These include:

Threats to support coercive diplomacy. Using threats of
military action and higher tariffs has kept pressure on Mexican
authorities to take more vigorous action against the cartels. It
appears to have worked. Since February 2025, the government of
Mexico under President Sheinbaum has arrested more than 700
people connected with organized crime, and later in February 2025,
the country extradited 29 cartel chieftains wanted by the United
States, including one of the bosses involved in the 1985 murder of
Enrique Camarena.™?

Military resources to improve interception. The United
States has already deployed U.S. military assets in an effort to
improve interdiction at sea and on the Mexican border. Illegal
border crossings are currently negligible."*

Increased direct assistance. The United States could offer
more material and technical assistance to Mexico’s underfunded

law enforcement establishment. The problem here is corruption.
The United States could also try to expand its cooperation with
the Mexican army. The Mexican army, however, is a conservative,
closed establishment, usually suspicious of and generally cool to
U.S. engagement. Finally, the United States could discreetly assist
Mexican authorities with intelligence that would enable them
to operate more effectively against the cartels, but the problem
here is the disturbing degree of penetration of Mexico’s criminal
intelligence and law enforcement by the criminals themselves.
Indeed, some U.S. officials have in the past refused to share sensitive
source intelligence with Mexican authorities. Following the arrest
in the United States of Mexico’s former minister of defense over
drug charges, Mexico passed a law limiting intelligence sharing
with U.S. authorities, especially the DEA.""

Interdiction of fentanyl and precursors into Mexico. U.S.
military assets could be used to interdict fentanyl precursor
supplies into Mexico, although monitoring Mexico’s imports would
be a daunting task. Given the volume of Mexico’s trade with China
specifically, the United States would be looking for the proverbial
needle in the haystack.

Destruction of facilities. Military operations can be aimed
at destroying drug manufacturing infrastructure—laboratories,
processing, pill-making facilities, or storage sites. This will achieve
short-term disruptions, unless the campaign is relentless.

Decapitation operations. U.S. Special Operations capabilities
may be deployed to capture or kill cartel leaders in a non-permissive
environment. Missiles, drone strikes, and special operations
personnel may be used, as they have been against terrorist
organizations, to carry out captures or targeted killings of cartel
leaders.

Large-scale military intervention. A large-scale military
intervention is not an attractive option, but cartel responses to other
U.S. actions could lead to deployment of U.S. forces to defend vital
targets, protect or evacuate U.S. nationals, rescue U.S. hostages,
conduct sustained operations against selected cartels, or to stabilize
the country if Mexico were to collapse into anarchy.

Unilateral Action or Partnership?

Whether the United States pursues any specific military course
of action unilaterally or seeks a collaborative effort with Mexico
is another option. The drug traffic is not exclusively a Mexican or a
U.S. problem. It is a mutual problem. The drug cartels pose different
but overlapping threats to both Mexico and the United States.
That gives both countries powerful incentives to overcome mutual
suspicions and cooperate in formulating mutually reinforcing and
beneficial strategies and actions. We should not underestimate the
obstacles, frustrations, and operational difficulties—and risks of any
alliance. On the other hand, even imperfect collaboration may offer
better chances of success.

These and other military options are only one component of a
broader strategic campaign, which should include: international
diplomatic efforts (e.g., could China and India be persuaded to more
effectively curb fentanyl exports to Mexico?); intensified domestic
law enforcement operations; and other activities to accompany
any military action abroad. These include surges in interdiction
efforts, disruption of domestic distribution networks, interrupting
money laundering, freezing assets, and suppressing any flow of
weapons into Mexico from the United States. It could also include
exposing corrupt Mexican officials (or communicating threats to do
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so0) as well as cyber warfare and psychological operations aimed at
disrupting cartel operations.

Part VI: Response-Counter Response Dynamics and
Potential Implications

This final part addresses what the cartels might do in response to
U.S. military action; this will depend very much on the magnitude
and duration of U.S. operations. It then considers how the United
States might respond or what it might be compelled to do in certain
circumstances. This part also looks at how other adversaries of the
United States may exploit the situation to advance their interests.

What Might the Cartels Do in Response to U.S. Military Action?
This is a more difficult question. Informal discussions that I have
had with law enforcement and former military officers indicate a
wide range of possible actions by the cartels. They also emphasize
that the cartels are not a unified force. They will make independent
decisions.

The cartels are criminal enterprises interested in profit, not
ideological goals or political agendas beyond ensuring their ability
to operate without government interference. They exercise power
through bribery and violence. In Mexico, they behave as terrorists,
but they are not military organizations and lack the capacity and
experience to defend themselves in a traditional military contest.
They are drug traffickers, not military strategists. They will want to
avoid a direct fight. We saw how quickly the cartel blamed for the
March 2023 kidnapping and deaths of American medical tourists
in Matamoros delivered those responsible and issued an apology
letter."'® However, that does not mean that, if faced with continuing
military action and an existential threat to their existence, the
cartels will not respond violently, as did Italy’s mafia and Colombia’s
and Mexico’s cartels.

One thing is certain. Faced with U.S. military action, they
are not likely to retire and move to Miami. They will attempt to
protect themselves and their ‘business operations’ and find ways
of blunting (or surviving) U.S. military operations. Some may opt
for purely defensive measures, hunkering down, dispersing and
concealing their facilities, adopting security measures to protect
their leadership.

They have experience digging tunnels and are reported to have
received technical advice from Hamas."” They literally may go
underground. They also may do what Hamas has done and relocate
their facilities, putting them in urban areas, next to schools or
hospitals where the use of missiles will risk heavy civilian casualties.
They may also use decoys and disinformation to lure U.S. attacks
on purely civilian targets.

The possibility that one cartel, in return for immunity, may agree
to provide intelligence about its rivals or other assistance should
not be dismissed, although the United States will have to be wary
of disinformation and traps that cause an embarrassing disaster
(for example, bombing a wedding party rather than a conference
of drug lords).

The cartels may use their influence—bribes and threats—to
increase official opposition to U.S. action among Mexico’s leaders,
or at least, prevent active cooperation. But they may also try to do
things to put Mexico and the United States at odds. For example,
they may orchestrate mass protests against the United States, which
could force the Mexican government to stand against its people on
behalf of the United States. Bribery and corruption of U.S. officials

“One lesson of President Calderén’s
action against the cartels was that
dismantling cartel leadership resulted
in higher levels of violence in Mexico
as the situation became more chaotic.”

and soldiers are also possibilities.

The cartels may calculate that the United States cannot sustain
military operations in Mexico for any lengthy period of time, leading
to a strategy of saving themselves through cooperation that directs
the United States to go after their competitors in a messy fight.
When the United States withdraws, which will inevitably happen,
the smart cartels will have a greater share of the action.

If the United States continues to go after the cartels, they may
respond with “warning shots.” These may take the form of threats
and demonstration attacks on U.S. business facilities or American
expats in Mexico. If the confrontation escalates, the U.S. expat
population in Mexico could be at risk of kidnappings and other
hostage situations, or potentially mass shootings. As mentioned,
in 1973, a left-wing group kidnapped the U.S. consul general in
Guadalajara to demand the release of imprisoned comrades. Other
U.S. citizens have been kidnapped in Mexico and held for ransom
by ordinary criminals. Americans held hostage abroad have often
posed politically perilous crises for the U.S. government.

Rapid insertions of special operations forces to capture or kill
cartel leaders occur quickly. A continuing presence of U.S. military
personnel raises different risks. Individual U.S. service members if
in Mexico for any period of time, may be lured into places where
they could be abducted or murdered. Cartels could attempt to
suborn soldiers, not simply because they may be useful as sources of
information, but to embarrass the U.S. armed forces and discredit
the effort.

U.S. military action versus cartel threats and terrorist attacks on
U.S. targets in Mexico could normalize a tit-for-tat situation, not
unlike that which existed between Israel and Hamas or Hezbollah
for many years, requiring repeated U.S. military incursions. One
lesson of President Calderén’s action against the cartels was that
dismantling cartel leadership resulted in higher levels of violence
in Mexico as the situation became more chaotic.

Mexico’s cartels are connected to a vast underworld distribution
and sales network in the United States. This potentially could
become a source of criminal operatives. Colombia had to deal
with sicarios—hired assassins—often teenagers, who carried out
killings as cartel enforcers, but they also killed government officials
and rival cartel members.""® Over the years, Colombia’s sicarios
have become better organized and are a virtual paramilitary force
today."™ The equivalent of sicarios in the United States could target
American military personnel or the families of U.S. commanders,
or of military personnel in Mexico.

There is also the much-feared (and perhaps exaggerated)
possibility that the cartels might smuggle terrorists into the
United States. The concern derives from a 2011 plot between
Iranian operatives connected with the Quds Force of Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps, one of whom was a naturalized dual
national of Iran and the United States, to assassinate the Saudi
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ambassador in Washington. The plot was uncovered when the
Iranian attempted to enlist an undercover U.S. intelligence source
posing as an associate of a Mexican drug cartel.’>°

The plot demonstrates Iran’s by now well-established willingness
to recruit foreign criminal elements to carry out terrorist operations
abroad. It does not illustrate the cartels’ willingness to become
involved in foreign terrorist operations, although cartels have
solicited hit men to carry out murders in the United States.'*
There are also reported links of commercial connections between
Mexico’s cartels and Hezbollah and possible links to other Middle
East terrorist groups.'?” Concrete public evidence of the latter is
lacking.??

There is no public evidence of linkages between Mexico’s gangs
and foreign terrorist organizations, and it is to be hoped that gang
leaders are smart enough not to imperil their highly profitable
businesses by engaging in activities that would unleash an all-out
U.S.-led effort to destroy them. But there is always the possibility
that a cartel or criminal gang might feel it can successfully carry out
an operation through proxies or cutouts to avoid being identified, or
that it could be tempted by a huge cash offer to take the risk, or that
under pressure it might in desperation be willing to take the risk,
or simply may consider itself invulnerable to U.S. retaliation. While
differences in the objectives of Mexico’s cartels and other foreign
terrorist organizations would seem to preclude such relationships,
continuing U.S. military action and ¢n extremis situations could
alter strategic calculations.

In sum, there are vulnerabilities and capabilities that give the
cartels potential courses of action. These are more likely to occur
in an escalating war. Again, these are preliminary notions. The
conclusion here is that the United States needs a red team to
catalogue potential cartel counteractions.

What Would the United States Do in Response to These Actions?
One also needs to think about how the United States might respond
to any of these potential actions—hostage situations, a terrorist
campaign, murders, destruction of property. A sophisticated cartel
strategy could be to provoke the United States into an unsustainable
escalation that is counter to current U.S. foreign policy goals and a
distraction from domestic goals and other foreign threats.

It is not unimaginable to foresee sending American forces in
to protect or evacuate American nationals—an enormous logistics
and security operation—or to rescue Americans held hostage.
Further military strikes might be considered as a means of forcing
the release of hostages, the strategy adopted by Israel in dealing
with Hamas. Such actions could stoke anti-American sentiments
and make it increasingly impossible for Mexico’s government to
cooperate with the United States.

One way to anticipate possible surprises and consider both
escalation and potential off-ramps in advance is in strategic
games. For many years, the Joint Staff, Studies, Analysis, and
Game Division (SAGD) has conducted “war games” to consider
how various adversaries around the world might respond during
armed conflict. If this has not already been done, the SAGD should
consider such an exercise to explore how Mexico’s drug cartels
(and the government of Mexico) might respond to U.S. military
action against the cartels. This is different from a comprehensive
assessment in that it creates an interactive situation in which
independent role players respond to each other. It is a way to
identify potential surprises in advance. A simulation representing

various interests: the U.S. government (reflecting input from the
Department of Defense, Department of State, Homeland Security,
FBI, etc.); the government of Mexico; and at least several separate
teams representing drug cartels. External role-players could also
be added to represent foreign powers potentially interested in
distracting the United States in an ongoing conflict in Mexico.

The Dire Prospects of a Failed State Next Door

Nothing on the political horizon indicates that Mexico is heading
for another revolution or that its vigorous political system is on
the brink of collapse. The current concern to the United States is
the apparent inability or unwillingness of Mexico’s authorities to
suppress the drug gangs that infest the country. The threat comes
from the proliferation and growth of drug cartels and criminal gangs,
their immense profits from drug trafficking, their diversification
into other illicit activities including migrant smuggling, their role
as Mexico’s fifth largest employer,'** their increasing penetration
of the legitimate economy,'?* their increasing extortion of major
corporations,'?s and their influence and state capture through
bribery and terror.

Over a period of decades, Mexico’s drug cartels have spread
throughout the country. Despite heavy losses from death or
incarceration, the number of people employed by the cartels
increased by 60,000 members between 2012 and 2022.%?7 Their
power appears to have only increased. As indicated previously, U.S.
authorities worry that Mexico could become a failed state. Some
believe that it is already a narco-state.

Nominal state authority still exists. Local political leaders
continue to be elected. Police continue to deal with petty crime.
Commerce continues. Superficially, northern Mexico appears
normal. A failed state does not necessarily have to look like gang-
ridden Haiti, the endless conflicts in Somalia, or the Democratic
Republic of the Congo. But untouchable crime bosses protected
by heavily armed private armies points to an alternate hierarchy
of power.

To preserve its own authority, the government can try to
contain the violence and protect the population, root out the most
egregiously corrupt officials, and appease its powerful northern
neighbor. But past efforts to destroy the cartels have resulted in
unsustainable levels of violence. In sum, the government can treat
the conditions; it cannot cure the malady.

From Mexico’s perspective, U.S. drug consumption is the source
of its problem. From a U.S. perspective, Mexico’s cartels pose a
direct threat to U.S. national security. The economic distortions
in Mexico and the challenges to political authority they pose to
governance are Mexico’s problems. Neither government, however,
can ignore its neighbor.

The two countries share a 2,000-mile border—the 10th-longest
international land border in the world.*?® (The longest is the
U.S. border with Canada.) The populations of the two countries
are intermingled. More than 37 million persons born in Mexico
or of Mexican origin live in the United States, some of them
descendants of families that were here before their territory became
the United States;'*° 34 percent of the Mexican immigrants are U.S.
citizens.” In addition to 1.6 million U.S. expats living in Mexico,
tens of millions annually visit Mexico, which is equivalent to almost
a fifth of Mexico’s population.?

Any prolonged disruption of trade would significantly affect both
countries. The economies and supply chains of the two countries
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are deeply integrated. Roughly five million American jobs are tied
to trade with Mexico.”®* More than a fifth of all fruit and vegetables
consumed in the United States come from Mexico.'** Loss of the
U.S. market would be a catastrophic blow to Mexico’s economy. And
it would have significant effects north of the border.

U.S. military intervention, even if intended to be limited in scale
and of short duration, could trigger reactions that require further
military operations or escalation, which in turn could destabilize
the government of Mexico, or at least lead to increases in violence
that erode governability in the northern Mexican states. Apart from
the decade of the Mexican Revolution, the United States has no
experience living next to chaos, although events in Juarez during
the Calder6n offensive provide some perspective.

And it may be as difficult now as it was in 1915 to prevent
the violence from spreading across the border if Mexican drug
traffickers decide to engage in terrorist operations in the United
States. The United States could seal the border, but that would have
serious adverse consequences on both sides of the frontier.

The challenge for U.S. military planners will be how to reduce
the threat posed by Mexico’s drug traffickers without making the
situation worse.

Divisions in the United States Will be Fomented and Exploited
It is a virtual certainty that sustained U.S. military intervention in
Mexico would provoke popular protests in Mexico, and probably in
the United States as well. Previous counterdrug campaigns by the
Colombian and Mexican armed forces have prompted complaints
of human rights abuses. Depending on the nature of the U.S.
operations, there is no reason to think they would not happen in
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A Final Note
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By Colin P.Clarke and Clara Broekaert

Al-Qa’ida has evolved considerably over the past four
decades. Today, it is no longer a hierarchical organization
with charismatic leadership, but rather a decentralized
network of franchise groups dispersed throughout
Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, and beyond. The
group has not conducted spectacular external operations
(EXOPS) for many years, but instead has been focused
on patiently rebuilding, dedicating its resources and
manpower to forging relationships with regional affiliates
and championing their grievances, which are often
locally focused. Al-Qa“ida Central, including its senior
leadership, has been attenuated, but the organization’s
branches in Somalia and the Sahel are gaining momentum,
and there is growing concern that al-Qa“ida in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP) is also looking to rebound. All of this
is occurring against a backdrop of decline in the overall
tempo of Western counterterrorism efforts, signaling
the end of more than two decades of the Global War on
Terrorism. Even in its diminished form, 24 years after the
9/11 attacks, al-Qa“ida and its global network of affiliates
pose a serious latent security threat, including to the West,
which takes these groups for granted at its own peril.

1-Qa‘ida’s infrastructure in Afghanistan has been
steadily expanding since the Taliban seized power in
August 2021, with the group now operating training
camps in at least a dozen provinces in the country.!
The jihadis have a complicated relationship with the
Taliban, which allows al-Qa“ida members to use the country as a
“permissive haven,” even as it seeks to reduce the visibility of the
relationship.? “The loyal people of the Ummah interested in change
must go to Afghanistan, learn from its conditions, and benefit from
their [the Taliban’s] experience,” al-Qa"ida leaders messaged their
supporters and followers last June.? Battle-hardened jihadis from
Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Chechnya, and Xinjiang operate alongside
Arab militants, Afghans, and members of the fearsome Haqqani
network.* Two high-ranking al-Qa "ida lieutenants were reportedly
tasked in 2024 with reactivating cells in the Middle East, North
Africa, and Europe. Global officials have noted the group’s growing
“appetite for external operations.”
In September 2025, 24 years after the attacks of September
11, 2001, the operating environment in Afghanistan has some
concerning similarities to the situation more than two decades ago,
even if al-Qa “ida is believed to have fewer men under arms in the
country in the present day.® The group’s longtime leader, Ayman al-
Zawahiri, who succeeded Usama bin Ladin after he was killed in a
U.S. Special Operations Forces raid in Abbottabad, Pakistan, in May

The Global State of al-Qa ‘ida 24 Years After 9/11

2011, was killed in a Haqqani safe house in Kabul in July 2022.7 Al-
Qa'ida is currently headed by its de facto leader, Saif al-*Adl, and
his deputy, Abd al-Rahman al-Maghrebi, al-Zawahiri’s son-in-law.
It remains unclear exactly where the leadership is based, though for
many years al-"Adl was known to operate from Iran. The Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) noted that after 9/11, al-Maghrebi
fled to Iran and possibly travels between Iran and Pakistan.®

Afghanistan remains, at least in part, a safe haven and
sanctuary for al-Qa‘ida members to the present day. But the
nature and extent of that safe haven are uncertain. Indeed, there
is much we do not know about the current status of al-Qa‘ida
and its capabilities, priorities, and strategy. Put simply, al-Qa ida
represents a latent threat. The group still exists, it is attempting
to rebuild, it still intends to attack the West, yet the scope and
scale of its capabilities are elusive. In this sense—the uncertainty
surrounding how al-Qa“ida operates in Afghanistan and what
limitations or constraints dictate its activities—the murkiness and
lack of available intelligence evokes parallels to the mid-1990s,
when its full operational capabilities were poorly understood,
leading to strategic surprise as it struck U.S. targets in Yemen, East
Africa, and finally on U.S. soil in 2001.

But to assess the threat of al-Qa “ida only in terms of its presence
in Afghanistan is reductionist, misleading, and risks obfuscating a
much bigger picture. With branches operating in theaters in the
Sahel, the Horn of Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and throughout
South Asia, al-Qa ida is an organization, even when operating in a
highly decentralized manner, where the whole is greater than the
sum of its parts. Al-Qa ida now has deeper roots in Africa than at
almost any point in its history, and despite being one of the most
hunted organization in the world, it “still maintains its intent to
target the United States and U.S. citizens across its global affiliates.™
This is true even if the group may have reached its apex long ago and
is overshadowed in capabilities and prestige by the Islamic State
and its global network of provinces.

To put things in perspective, al-Qa “ida is widely considered a
less potent and immediate threat globally than the Islamic State in
terms of external operations (EXOPS). However, in both the Sahel
and Somalia, al-Qaida’s regional branches are more lethal than
Islamic State affiliates.'° These branches—al-Shabaab and Jama’at
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Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin (JNIM)—have benefited from the
preponderance of Western counterterrorism efforts focusing on the
Islamic State for the past decade. And with the pivot away from
counterterrorism, the end of the Global War on Terrorism, and
the shift toward great power competition, al-Qa"ida also benefits
from significantly reduced pressure overall, which offers it the
space to rebuild without having to dedicate most of its bandwidth
to operational security, as it was forced to do prior to the U.S.
departure from Afghanistan in August 2021.

As Bruce Hoffman has warned for years, the group is rebuilding,
while also trying to ensure that the global jihadi movement writ
large “remains impervious to a single, knockout blow of its entire
senior leadership.” Just as concerning, there has been a growing
sense of malaise and complacency permeating the U.S. government’s
counterterrorism community, which has been severely impacted by
budget and personnel cuts and has had its resources attenuated by
a reallocation of priorities.” Flippant comments belie a distorted
understanding of the nature of the threat. Just as President
Obama once dismissed the Islamic State as a “J.V. team” compared
to al-Qa’ida,”® an unnamed senior Biden administration official
dismissed concerns about the terrorist threat in Afghanistan
under the Taliban, likening the situation to “a nursing home for
AQ seniors.™

To understand the current state of al-Qa‘ida as it stands in
late 2025, 24 years after the 9/11 attacks, this article will proceed
in four parts. First, the article provides a brief overview of the
context within which al-Qaida evolved, including its history,
goals, and objectives. Second, the article analyzes al-Qa“ida’s
ideology and mobilizing concepts, including its media operations
to radicalize, recruit, and inspire. Third, the article examines al-
Qa'ida’s operating environment and its operational capabilities
across various categories. This section will also evaluate the
group’s alliances, partnerships, and global network. Fourth, the
article concludes with an assessment of al-Qa“ida’s organizational
capabilities, including its leadership strength, finances, logistics,
and command and control. The article then turns to possible future
developments as the group continues to adapt and evolve.

Al-Qa’ida and its Franchises: Objectives and Historical
Trajectory
The idea of al-Qa ida began to emerge after the establishment of
Makhtab al-Khidamat (MAK) in 1984 in Peshawar, Pakistan, and
was forged in the crucible of the Soviet-Afghan War, the legacy of
which looms large in al-Qa"ida lore. To bin Ladin, it was a David
versus Goliath moment; the ragtag group of rebels had defeated a
global superpower in battle, in his eyes, as a result of their faith in
Allah and desire to defend Islam.” Bin Ladin soon set his sights
on the United States, which he saw as the core of all evil, given
America’s unflinching support for Israel and the nonchalance
with which Washington meddled in the Islamic world. When al-
Qa"ida was first established, the group consisted of approximately
15 key members.'® It was headquartered in Afghanistan, before
relocating to Sudan in the early to mid-1990s, and then returning to
Afghanistan in 1996, where it grew its manpower to approximately
400 fighters by September 2001.”7 Over time, al-Qa ‘ida expanded,
establishing franchise groups in Iraq (2004, North Africa (2007),
Yemen (2009), Somalia (2012), Syria (2012), and the Indian
Subcontinent (2014).

Functioning in a parasitic manner by attaching to the host, al-

Qa'ida’s blueprint is to enter a theater and parrot the grievances
of local tribes, clans, and militias. It then slowly begins to take
over, with its fighters marrying into local families and ingratiating
themselves in these communities. Next, al-Qa "ida fuses the local
and global, overlaying its transnational agenda on top of what
regional affiliates are expressing in their own propaganda. The
local, global, or “glocal” nature of an al-Qa "ida affiliate’s agenda may
fluctuate over time in response to the group’s most pressing needs
and the approach that will be most effective in meeting them."® This
pragmatism and ideological flexibility have evolved as the group has
matured, serving al-Qa“ida well in navigating major geopolitical
events that could have decimated more rigid organizations.” In
general, al-Qaida and the Islamic State also have far different
approaches to controlling territory, with the former’s most aptly
being described as a gradualist approach. Al-Qaida has, almost
from its inception, been more focused on the long game.*

To measure, assess, or evaluate whether al-Qa “ida has achieved
its core objectives, it is imperative to understand what those are.
The most quixotic goal al-Qa ida espoused was establishing a
global caliphate stretching from al-Andalus (Iberian Peninsula) to
Southeast Asia.” Even the most confident jihadi leader, perhaps bin
Ladin himself, would recognize that in reality this was too ambitious
and could never occur in the modern geopolitical environment of
nation-states and high-tech militaries. Still, guiding documents
such as Abu Bakr Naji’s “The Management of Savagery” (2004)
offered al-Qa ‘ida a tailor-made playbook to exploit state weakness,
spread chaos, and eventually begin erecting the pillars of Islamic
governance that, in the long run, would lead to the establishment
of a caliphate.??

Two of bin Ladin’s overarching goals were expelling the U.S.
presence from Islamic countries and goading the United States
into a war where al-Qa “ida could inflict death by a thousand paper
cuts. After witnessing the U.S. retreat from Somalia in the early
1990s, bin Ladin grew convinced that America was little more
than a ‘paper tiger. The al-Qa"ida attacks against U.S. embassies
in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, in 1998, and
the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000, were intended to send a
message to the United States: to leave the Muslim world. But the
attacks of September 11, 2001, which were of an entirely higher
order of magnitude, were designed to provoke a U.S. invasion of
Afghanistan. Numerous high-level al-Qa ida and Taliban leaders
were apoplectic, realizing that a U.S. invasion would be the end of
their jihadi proto-state. At the time, few could have imagined that
it would merely be a 20-year interregnum.

In terms of its more practical objectives, al-Qa "ida’s track record
is mixed. The group has not been able to drive a wedge between the
United States and Israel, as it sought to do. One could argue that,
as evidenced by U.S. military support to Israel’s campaign against
Iran this summer, cooperation between the two countries has never
been closer. Moreover, al-Qa ‘ida has failed in its quest to evict the
U.S. military from the Middle East. As of mid-2025, there were
approximately 40,000 U.S. servicemembers deployed to the region,
and the United States maintains military facilities across 19 sites,
including in Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Syria, and the United Arab Emirates.??

Other aspects of al-Qaida’s master plan were more esoteric.
Mustafa Setmariam Nasar, aka Abu Musab al-Suri, once wrote,
“Al-Qaeda is not an organization, it is not a group, nor do we want
it to be ... It is a call, a reference, a methodology.”** For bin Ladin,
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establishing al-Qaida was less about individual battles, whether
against the Soviets or the Americans, and more about what he called
“the flame of jihad,” which he saw continuing long after he had
helped to establish the organization in the mid-1980s.% Journalist
Lawrence Wright argues in his upcoming play Did bin Laden Win?
that many of al-Qa“ida’s objectives, as envisioned by bin Ladin,
have in fact been realized, including by drawing the United States
into seemingly endless wars, eroding the country’s moral standing
globally, and fueling declining trust in public institutions among
Americans.?

Al-Qa’ida’s Current Ability to Inspire and Mobilize

Although Usama bin Ladin was killed in 2011, what former FBI
special agent Ali Soufan terms “bin Ladenism” has endured as a
potent and evolving ideology, metastasizing far beyond its origins
in al-Qa"ida. Explaining the ability of al-Qa "ida to mobilize jihadi
cadres, Soufan likens bin Ladenism to a Hydra: Each time one
leader or network is struck down, others emerge, ensuring the
survival of the movement.?” But the Hydra-like nature of the group
is a double-edged sword. Just as it helps build in an added layer of
redundancy, intended to make the group more resilient to kinetic
strikes, it also can serve to dilute the central strength of al-Qa “ida’s
ideology and purpose, especially over time. The more decentralized
the group becomes, and the more its affiliates champion local
narratives over core al-Qa‘ida’s global themes, the less coherent

al-Qaida becomes as a movement. At this time, the ideological
coherence of the movement across affiliates remains murky.

Just as decentralization is an effort to prepare the group’s
organizational structure to ensure its durability, so too is it a way to
motivate its followers. This capacity to inspire and mobilize persists
through a resilient narrative of global jlhad—one that continues to
attract new recruits and fuel violence globally. Indeed, while the
coupling of the puritanical salafi interpretation of Islam with the
belief in armed struggle as a viable and theologically sanctioned
path to defending the Islamic world remains the overarching
framework for the group’s operations, ideological adaptation for
strategic purposes has been central to its endurance. This does
not translate in EXOPS tempo. The ability of al-Qa"ida itself to
inspire and mobilize cadres to act in its name outside of its spheres
of influences in conflict zones has been significantly attenuated.
When lone actors or homegrown violent extremists plan or commit
attacks, they are far more often motivated by the Islamic State.?®
Nevertheless, as bin Ladin intended, the broader jihadi ideology,
which al-Qaida’s longtime leader is credited with introducing on a
global scale, indeed continues to inspire and mobilize, a legacy that
will likely extend beyond the lifespan of individual groups including
al-Qaida, the Islamic State, or any of their affiliates or branches as
the global jihadi movement continues to evolve in the years ahead.

Initially grounded in what it considered a purely defensive
posture, al-Qa“ida focused on expelling foreign occupiers from
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Afghanistan and later removing U.S. forces from the Middle East
more broadly. This shift was marked by bin Ladin’s longstanding
grievance over the ballooning U.S. military presence in his native
Saudi Arabia, the custodian of Islam’s two holiest sites, which he
expounded on at length in his 1996 “Declaration of War against the
Americans Occupying the Lands of the Two Holy Places.”” In many
ways, this was the beginning of the ‘near enemy’ (apostate regimes
in the Middle East) versus ‘far enemy’ debate that continues within
the global jihadi milieu to this very day.*

Following the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, the group’s
global footprint expanded through its franchising, with affiliates
emerging from Iraq to North Africa. This expansion catalyzed a
decentralization that was not just logistical but also ideological, as
local branches molded the group’s tenets to their own parochial
contexts.” The franchising process expanded al-Qa “ida’s repertoire
of legitimate targets to include any perceived threat to the ummah,
broadly defined, and often justified through the exploitation of
local grievances, including economic, social, and ethnic resentment
fueled by sectarianism.

The rise of the Islamic State after 2014, and its rapid
establishment of a proto-state, was accompanied by a wave of
spectacular external operations tied to that network that energized
jihadis worldwide, especially in the West. Accordingly, this further
pressured al-Qaida to articulate a coherent but distinct ideology.
Although al-Qa“ida and the Islamic State are often distinguished
only at the tactical level—usually in terms of their use of extreme,
theatrical violence—their differences have also been strategic. Al-
Qa"ida Central has long articulated a vision of “strategic patience”
or “controlled pragmatism” and has articulated a far more nuanced
view on the Sunni-Shi *a divide, laid out in 2005 in correspondence
from al-Zawabhiri, then al-Qa‘ida’s deputy, to Abu Musab al-
Zarqawi, the thuggish leader of al-Qa“ida in Iraq.>* Soufan has
aptly noted that “while the latter [Islamic State] squanders blood
and treasure defending its ever-dwindling ‘caliphate’ in Syria and
Iraq, al Qaeda’s looser span across two continents makes it all but
impossible to pin down. Where Islamic State focuses on the short-
term (not least because it believes the End of Days is imminent),
al Qaeda has demonstrated strategic patience, retreating and
regrouping where necessary while keeping its eyes locked on its
goals.”?*

The most recent chapter in al-Qa“ida’s ideological adaptation
may be best described as ‘localization’ rather than the earlier period
of ‘glocalization, the latter defined by a focus on leveraging local
grievances “marshalled as recruiting tools and propaganda weapons
in the interest of the Global Jihad and its objectives.”® JNIM has

engaged in a strategy of pastoralist populism, exploiting grievances
predominantly held by the Fulani ethnic group, while al-Shabaab
has adroitly exploited frustrations related to the patrilineal clans
and sub-clans-based system of governance, only occasionally paying
lip service to global jihadi causes.*® This ideological diversification
has been effective, but the primary beneficiaries have been the
affiliates themselves, not necessarily al-Qa “ida core. Still, that both
JNIM and al-Shabaab are highly active and remain card-carrying
members of al-Qaida’s worldwide network does facilitate the
broader organization’s global standing. This is particularly true
in terms of the way al-Qa‘ida views its long-term strategy. In the
near term, al-Qa “ida core will have to be content living vicariously
through its African franchises.

In the case of JNIM, its relative autonomy from al-Qa‘ida
Central has led some analysts to suggest that the jihadis may follow
the path of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) in Syria, severing ties to
the core in search of a path to legitimate governance.’” However,
JNIM'’s diversity could also be its Achilles’ heel. Because the group
is spread throughout multiple countries, it makes replicating HTS’
success in Syria or the Taliban’s arrangement in Afghanistan far
more complicated and thus unlikely. Targeting a specific state,
whether Burkina Faso, Mali, or Niger, for a full jihadi takeover
would elevate one of several centers of power within the group and
could lead to infighting or splintering.

Today, the decentralization of al-Qa“ida, with al-Shabaab and
JNIM dominating the group’s successes, demonstrates how this
aspect of its strategy—supporting local conflicts and insurgencies
and nurturing them where possible—is being privileged above
other key pillars of its methodology. One consequence of al-Qa “ida’s
decentralization is that its ability to inspire and mobilize jihadi
cadres varies across its franchises, with al-Shabaab and JNIM
standing out above the rest. However, while embedding itself
within localized insurgencies helps keep al-Qa “ida relevant in the
current discourse of the jihadi movement, the central lack of control
could also prove damaging, leading to the fracturing of al-Qa “ida’s
organization over time. The tipping point could be that local
grievances completely marginalize al-Qa ida’s efforts to elevate
the global aspect of its messaging and its big picture worldview is
relegated to the periphery altogether.

The lack of external al-Qa“ida-linked operations in the West in
recent years, either directed or facilitated, in addition to the lack of
al-Qaida-inspired attacks, indicates that the group may no longer
command a meaningful following among jihadi operatives and
sympathizers in the West and elsewhere—despite its propaganda
encouraging such attacks. At present, individual terrorists and
cells appear more inclined to act in the Islamic State’s name. This
is despite al-Qa“ida Central, derided as anachronistic and long
dismissed as technically outdated and unable to compete with the
digitally savvy Islamic State in the propaganda sphere, intensifying
its messaging on Gaza after the October 7 Hamas attacks to mobilize
individuals worldwide to launch operations.?® This call has not yet
manifested in al-Qa "ida-inspired attacks, but the impact could be
felt at some point in the near future.?

Al-Qa’ida’s ability to mobilize is regionally situated. Al-Shabaab
has been the single most active franchise in recruiting foreign
fighters, mostly from East Africa, and is notorious for seeking
to appeal globally through its media as early as 2009, when it
released “At Your Service, oh Osama,” seeking to recruit al-Qa“ida
sympathizers.*® While recent reporting points to the extent of
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foreign fighters in al-Shabaab’s ranks, including its leadership,
the Somali group had seemingly deprioritized the recruitment of
foreign terrorist fighters in late 2024, potentially in part because
of the need for interpreters to communicate with non-Somali
fighters.*! This stands in stark contrast to the group’s recruitment
strategy in early 2024, when al-Shabaab’s online propaganda was
actively seeking to lure foreign fighters with specialized skills to
Somalia, aiming, for example, to find “individuals with engineering
expertise to assist with drone modifications, as well as clerics for
propaganda dissemination.™? However, it would be premature
to assume this indicates a true shift in al-Shabaab’s philosophy
pertaining to the use of foreign fighters. It could reflect an actual
change, but it could also be an obfuscation.

JNIM does not draw from a significant pool of foreign fighters—
though it indeed operates across borders in the Sahel—nor has it
instituted a strategy of foreign recruitment. However, its continued
expansion does attest to its ability to resonate with local grievances
beyond its Fulani and Tuareg base. JNIM is estimated to have up to
6,000 fighters under its command, making it the most well-armed
militant force in the Sahel.*® Indeed, its southward expansion
campaign and its push toward the Gulf of Guinea littoral states,
combined with the escalation of violence on the border between
Benin, Niger, and Nigeria, have been driven by the “pursuit of new
manpower and recruitment opportunities” in addition to securing
smuggling and illicit trade routes.**

By proselytizing among disaffected youth and providing
economic benefits, JNIM steadily replenishes its ranks. In late
2024, it began openly presenting recruiters to community leaders
in northern Benin, replicating its earlier tactics in Burkina Faso
and Mali.*> However, its expansion derives from both genuine
mobilization for the jihadi causes as well as from JNIM’s coercive
practices, as the group compels communities to accept its cultural,
governance, and economic dictates in exchange for protection and
a semblance of order.*® The strategy has been a success. To put it
in perspective, JNIM now controls territory that is five times the
size of Texas."

Globally, the Islamic State continues to attract the vast majority
of jihadi cadres, undoubtedly because of its advanced digital
propaganda ecosystem and its ability to project power beyond its
local branches, through external operations.* Even as al-Qa‘ida
Central has stepped up its propaganda efforts in the wake of October
7, the group has not been linked to a single terrorist operation
related to the October 7 attack and the subsequent humanitarian
crisis inflicted by Israel, while the Islamic State and its supporters
have been involved in numerous plots since.*® Indeed, the clearest
indication of al-Qa"ida’s difficulties in mobilization is the absence
of inspired or directed plots in the West since December 2019, when
a Royal Saudi Air Force officer carried out a deadly shooting at the
Naval Air Station in Pensacola, Florida. That attack, which was
remotely facilitated by AQAP through guidance rather than direct
operational support, remains its most recent case in the West.*

Nonetheless, it would be naive to conflate al-Qa‘ida’s sclerotic
operational tempo in recent years with a lack of intent. Its interest
in such operations has persisted and is recently believed to have
increased.’® Recent foreign fighter movements suggest the group
may once again be wagering on strategic patience and moving
assets into place. Foreign fighters have attempted to join al-Qa “ida-
affiliated groups in Syria, including Ansar al-Islam and others that
maintain logistical ties with the network. It is worth noting that
Hurras al-Din (HAD), al-Qa ‘ida’s Syrian representative, has been
considerably degraded and remains a focus of U.S. counterterrorism
efforts.” The future of al-Qa "ida in Syria remains an open question,
particularly following the alleged disbandment of HAD following
the fall of the Assad regime.>? There are also still likely linkages
between some foreign fighters in Syria who have been integrated
into the state security forces and various elements of al-Qa “ida.

More concerning are reports that fighters from al-Qa“ida-
aligned groups such as Khatiba Imam Al-Bukhari and Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) have sought to relocate from Syria
to Afghanistan, scouting locations in anticipation of bringing more
reinforcements.” As Syria’s transitional government grapples with
consolidating its monopoly on the use of force within its borders
and bringing militias into the fold,* the forced moderation of
battle-hardened fighters, many of foreign origin, may lead them
to gravitate toward Afghanistan or elsewhere in search of new
opportunities. This shift risks emboldening al-Qa ida there, or in
other locations, with fighters whose experience and transnational
networks could reinvigorate its external ambitions.

To reach regional and global audiences, al-Qa“ida and its
branches operate a decentralized ecosystem of official media
foundations, in parallel with unofficial propaganda outlets
directed by supporters. This combination has resulted in a durable,
redundant media ecosystem that has proven resilient in the face
of the emergence of a global content moderation and takedown
industry. Much like its ability to mobilize and inspire, the tempo
and strength of its media operations are branch-situated. Al-
Shabaab, through its Al-Kataib Media Foundation, and JNIM,
through Az-Zallaga Foundation, are prolific, delivering a constant
stream of content anchored to local developments and often related

a In 2024, the Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISK) conducted successful
external operations in Turkey, Russia, and Iran. The group was also behind
several high-profile terrorist plots in Europe that were disrupted the same
year. Islamic State propaganda was responsible for the radicalization of the
perpetrator of the New Year’s Day terrorist attack in New Orleans, Louisiana.
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to regionally situated narratives and grievances.

While much of al-Qa‘ida’s propaganda is thus regionally
anchored, the group seized on the Hamas October 7 attacks in 2023
to pivot its messaging to Western-sanctioned Israeli aggression
and the Palestinian cause more broadly. Al-Qa ida has sought to
present itself as an authentic defender of al-Agsa, co-opting anger
about the humanitarian catastrophe in Gaza while distancing itself
from its long-standing ideological disagreement with Hamas.*
Groups aligned with al-Qa“ida in Gaza, such as Jaysh al-Ummah
and the newcomer Hurras al-Masra, demonstrate the persistent
ideological influence of al-Qa“ida in insurgencies where it lacks a
formal affiliate.”® Al-Qa‘ida’s leader, Saif al-"Adl, under his nom
de plume Salim al-Sharif, penned a series of essays in 2023 and
2024 on Gaza through al-Qa“ida Central’s media wing, As Sahab
Foundation, urging sympathizers to migrate to Afghanistan to
receive training to fight against Israel and the West.*” This signaled
a revival in As Sahab’s media operations, which had a reduced
presence after the death of al-Zawabhiri in July 2022.5

AQAP—through its Al-Malahem Media Foundation, and
with the new leadership of Saad bin Atef al-Awlaki since 2024,
following the death of Khaled Batarfi—has also sought to increase
its involvement with global events and has waged the most prolific
media campaign on Gaza among al-Qa"ida’s affiliates. Al-Awlaki
threatened U.S. President Donald Trump, Elon Musk, and other
high-level U.S. officials in a June 2025 propaganda video focused
on the war in Gaza, stating: “There are no red lines after what
happened and is happening to our people in Gaza.””® AQAP has
even begun promoting its efforts to deliver humanitarian aid to
Gaza, with a recent video published by al-Shabaab’s Shahada News
Agency showing the spokesperson for Ahrar Beit al-Maqdis—“an
obscure organization in the Gaza strip’—thanking AQAP for its
donation.®® Similar to its rapid propaganda pivot to Gaza, AQAP
was the first al-Qa“ida branch to champion the rebel offensive of
ex-affiliate HTS, which toppled the Assad regime in December. As
some have pointed out, this co-optation of global developments may
attest to AQAP’s own irrelevance in major international events.5!

Al-Qa’ida’s media operations today are thus mostly regionally
focused and simultaneously have attempted to embed al-Qa ida’s
messaging within tectonic shifts in regional affairs, such as those
resulting from the Hamas-Israel War and the nearly two years of
conflict between Israel and Iran’s Axis of Resistance. Regardless,
al-Qa‘ida’s didactic, often austere communiqués stand in stark
contrast with the Islamic State’s vast and aesthetically optimized
multimedia productions. This is not to suggest that the propaganda
lacks utility altogether. On the contrary, the successes broadcast
by al-Qa"ida branches in East Africa and the Sahel may resonate
beyond the regions in which they operate.

By mediatizing its victories in local insurgencies and occasionally
messaging on more ‘palpable’ causes to jihadis worldwide, such as
the humanitarian suffering in Gaza, the Central branch is striving
to position itself once again as a legitimate, reliable, and enduring
jihadi group, able to conquer, govern, and deliver services. This, in
turn, may help rebuild an effective foreign fighter pipeline and/or
some form of broader based support that the group could attempt to
capitalize upon. While not nearly as flashy or able to muster kinetic
attacks as frequently, al-Qa “ida is betting that it can position itself
as a viable long-term alternative to the Islamic State, immune to the
latter’s missteps and hubris, including the backlash to its extreme
theatrical violence.

Beyond inspiring and mobilizing jihadi cadres, the group’s
media operations play a crucial role in maintaining cohesion across
its franchises. Members of al-Qa‘ida Central regularly appear
in productions by local franchises. In a 2021 As Sahab release
featuring senior leaders from AQAP and AQIM, it was explicitly
acknowledged that the video had been filmed in “cooperation”
with the media wings of the two respective organizations.? When
one theater of operations is dormant, or a regional group is on
the back foot, al-Qa "ida’s media production simply shifts focus to
activities the group deems successful. Its operations throughout
Africa provide a readymade source of messaging, given the high
operational tempo of JNIM throughout the Sahel and al-Shabaab
throughout the Horn of Africa.

Al-Qa’ida’s Operating Environment and its Organizational
and Operational Capabilities

Al-Qa‘ida’s operational and organizational capabilities need
to be assessed in relation to its operating environment, which
fundamentally shapes how they manifest. The availability of safe
havens, the level of counterterrorism pressure, the presence of allies
or rivals, the stability of governance, and community support all
determine whether latent capacity can be translated into effective
action. Capacity itself represents organizational capabilities; the
resources and arrangements that allow a group to endure such
as leadership, recruitment pipelines, financing, and operational
capabilities, which denote the human capital; tactical expertise;
logistics; intelligence; and command-and-control systems that
enable the group to mount operations.

Operating Environment

To understand al-Qa“ida’s operating environment, it is worthwhile
to revisit the reasons why the group operates in a franchise-based
manner. As terrorism expert Barak Mendelsohn has described, al-
Qa’ida turned to franchising in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks
and the subsequent U.S. invasion of Afghanistan. Unable to expand
from a position of strength, the organization turned to franchising,
both by deploying its fighters to specific theaters of operations
and by partnering with local jihadi groups, which enabled it to
maintain relevance and project influence globally.®> Al-Qa "ida lacks
critical mass, by design; the networked approach is a deliberate
effort aimed at improving longevity. It comes with its limitations,
but also obvious benefits, as evidenced by the group now lasting
into its fourth decade. As Jacob Shapiro notes, “al-Qa“ida traded
operational control and financial efficiencies for security and
organizational survival.”® So while franchising allowed the
movement to navigate some immense challenges that it faced, this
strategy also had clear drawbacks, and momentary benefits may
ultimately be eclipsed by larger and more permanently damaging
consequences in the long run.

This framing of franchise-based expansion as a strategy borne
out of al-Qaida’s weakness is compelling given the cautionary
tale of Jabhat al-Nusra’s decision to sever ties and growing rumors
that JNIM may pursue a similar path after the remarkable success
of HTS in Syria. An assessment of al-Qaida’s franchise-based
system as of September 2025 could suggest that the group has
won the battle, but lost the war. In essence, franchising allowed
al-Qa“ida to survive a sustained U.S. counterterrorism campaign
that decapitated its leadership and drove it from its preferred safe
havens. It also helped al-Qa“ida weather the Islamic State storm,
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allowing al-Qa"ida to remain relevant outside of the Middle East
after being steamrolled by the Islamic State juggernaut in Iraq and
Syria. But at the same time, the dispersion and franchising model
has watered down what al-Qa‘ida actually stands for, having a
deleterious impact on group cohesion and brand identity.

Al-Qa’ida and its franchise-based modality thrive in weak and
failed states and ungoverned spaces, exploiting governance gaps
to establish safe havens and sanctuaries beyond the reach of the
state. Or, as in the case of Afghanistan, both pre-9/11 and current
day, it operates at the invitation of the governing entity, the Afghan
Taliban. The Sahel, the Arabian Peninsula, and the Horn of Africa
are each regions where violent non-state actors, including al-Qa “ida
affiliates, strongly contest, or in some cases dominate, governance.
Physical sanctuary is not a prerequisite for a terrorist organization,
but “the most capable and resilient terrorist organizations operating
today ... all have well-established sanctuaries,” including al-
Qa'ida.® JNIM, al-Shabaab, AQAP, and al-Qa ‘ida in Afghanistan
all operate with varying degrees of maneuverability.

Counterterrorism pressure additionally determines whether
its capabilities can be expressed or contained. The most accurate
way to describe current CT pressure on al-Qa "ida and its affiliates
is localized and selective. Since taking office, the administration
has targeted members of al-Shabaab,5¢ as well as al-Qa "ida-linked
figures in Syria.5” There have been no known strikes against al-
Qa‘ida in Yemen, Afghanistan, or the Sahel, though this simply
could reflect a lack of viable targets.

In the Sahel, where the locus of today’s terrorist threat is
concentrated, CT capacity has eroded after the wind-down of major
French and U.N. military and stabilization operations there. In the
junta-controlled Alliance of Sahel States (AES Confederation),
where al-Qa‘ida’s most lethal affiliate, JNIM, operates, CT is not
just complicated by the drawdown of these international missions,
but also further complicated by the presence of Russian mercenary
groups such as the Wagner Group (rebranded as Africa Corps)
following the expulsion of Western counterterrorism partners.®
Human rights monitoring reports detail extensive abuse by armed
forces bolstered by Russian mercenaries against civilians, providing
further narrative fuel for JNIM and other Sahel-based salafi jihadi
groups to exploit.

In Somalia, U.S. and allied forces have actively struck al-

Shabaab. U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM), in coordination
with Somalia’s Federal Government, carried out multiple precision
airstrikes against al-Shabaab. According to a dataset maintained
by New America, the United States has carried out 71 strikes in
Somalia in 2025 so far.® These operations have been explicitly
aimed at degrading al-Shabaab’s capability “to plan and conduct
attacks that threaten the U.S. homeland, our forces, and our citizens
abroad.”” In tandem, Somalia’s own security forces have engaged
al-Shabaab in central and southern regions, although Islamist
militants still control much of southern Jubaland and the Lower
Shabelle. Financially, multilateral efforts continue to disrupt al-
Shabaab’s support networks. In April 2025, the U.S.-Gulf Terrorist
Financing Targeting Center (TFTC) jointly sanctioned 15 al-
Shabaab financiers and operatives in Somalia.”

The United States’ pivot away from counterterrorism and
toward great power competition, as well as bandwidth occupied
by other foreign policy priorities, has contributed to a favorable
operational environment for al-Qa "ida and its affiliates. There are
notable exceptions including an active counterterrorism campaign
against Iran-backed proxies, the Islamic State in Somalia, and both
al-Qa ida and Islamic State jihadis in Syria.

Organizational Capabilities

Leadership Structure

Leadership remains a paramount dilemma for al-Qa“ida. Since the
death of bin Ladin in May 2011, the group has lacked a charismatic
head of the organization. While Ayman al-Zawahiri was effective
in shepherding the group through tumultuous times and keeping
most of the global network intact (al-Nusra evolved into its own
separate entity in Syria), he was not exactly inspirational. It was
also under his tenure that al-Qa“ida was eclipsed in almost every
way by the rise of the Islamic State.” Following al-Zawahiri’s death
in 2022, the group has yet to formally announce a new leader,
although most observers consider Saif al- " Adl the de facto emir of
the organization.” It should be acknowledged that there is much we
do not know about the current state of al-Qa“ida’s leadership and
leadership structure, including its upper echelon. This is evident
by the ongoing debate surrounding whether al-"Adl is actually the
emir of the organization, as well as a lack of clarity over where he
is currently based.

At various points, Hamza bin Ladin, one of Usama’s sons who
was being groomed in the image of his father, was thought to be
the future of the group.™ He was even deemed “al-Qa “ida’s leader
in waiting.”” Instead, his death deprived al-Qa “ida of a potential
leader with youth, charisma, and name recognition, dealing yet
another blow to the group at a time when it desperately needed
help with its struggling brand.”

According to the United Nations’ Monitoring Team, al-Qa“ida
central leadership “remains weak,” is and has been “ineffectual in
providing strategic guidance,” and demonstrates increasing dissent
with al-"Adl. Al-Qa ida expert Kévin Jackson assessed that some
of the group’s high-ranking leaders have problems with al-"Adl
being located in Iran. Both the late HTS commander Abu Mariya
al-Qahtani and Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, a Palestinian jihadi
and onetime mentor to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, offered critiques.”
Still, if there was such a groundswell of opposition to al- " Adl being
based in Iran, these individuals would likely have left al-Qa“ida
long ago. After all, al-"Adl, along with other al-Qa"ida notables,
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has been based in Iran since 2002 or 2003.7 In addition to al-"Adl
and his deputy, al-Maghrebi, other notable al-Qa “ida senior leaders
include Sultan al-Abdali, AQIM’s Yazid Mebrak (aka Abu Ubaydah
Yusuf al-Anabi), al-Shabaab’s Ahmed Diriye, JNIM’s Iyad ag Ghali
and Amadou Kouffa, and Saad bin Atef al-Awlaki and Ibrahim al-
Qosi (Sheikh Khubayb al-Sudani) of AQAP.

Finance

Discerning an accurate and updated snapshot of core al-Qa“ida’s
finances is extremely difficult. Little is known about how the
group makes money in Afghanistan or how its members access
funds. A U.N. Monitoring Team report from February 2025 did
note, however, that al-Qaida had deployed one of its militants to
manage finances from Iran into Afghanistan.” A report last year in
Foreign Policy suggested that al-Qaida was profiting handsomely
from gold and gem mines in Afghanistan’s Badakhshan and Takhar
provinces.*°

Across the organization’s affiliates, the picture is a mixed bag,
as the revenue generated by its regional branches ebbs and flows
according to local conditions. As reported by the Financial Action
Task Force (FATF), the shift in al-Qa “ida’s organizational structure
extends to the way the organization manages its money, with
franchise groups expected to generate funds locally.®! Al-Qa ida’s
relationships have been most effective when the group has money
and fighters to offer to its partners. As it rebuilds, the group will
seek to prioritize fundraising and recruitment, while continuing
to let the Islamic State receive most of the attention of Western
counterterrorism forces.

JNIM’s funding portfolio is diverse and includes money earned
from operating kidnapping networks, smuggling drugs and
motorcycles, involvement in cattle-rustling schemes, and illicit gold
mining in Burkina Faso and Mali.® It also levies taxes, or zakat, on
communities living within the territory over which it extends its
shadow governance, as well as extortion and protection payments.
Some experts have reported that the group earns between $18
million and $35 million annually.®® Al-Shabaab maintains a robust
and diversified funding stream, which accounts for between $100
million and $200 million annually, according to some estimates.®*
Al-Shabaab relies on extortion, forced taxation, trade-based money
laundering (including with charcoal), kidnapping for ransom,
donations and remittances, and piracy.’> Meanwhile, as the recent
U.N. Monitoring Team report noted, “the financial situation
of AQAP showed slight improvement.”®® The group continued
conducting kidnapping for ransom operations (which is believed
to account for half of its operating budget), targeting employees of
international organizations; other revenue streams include robbery,
weapons trafficking, extortion, and protection payments, as well
as selling petroleum derivatives.®” At times, AQAP has struggled
to generate revenue, and its growing partnership with al-Shabaab
(discussed in more detail below) has seen the latter providing
financial support.

Alliances and Partnerships

In terms of high-end cooperation and forging strategic
partnerships, al-Qaida has been incredibly adept, collaborating
across ideological, operational, and logistical lines.®® The group
has successfully built a global network that spans decades and
dozens of countries, demonstrating “a superior aptitude for alliance
building.”® Now, its affiliates are doing the same. Increasing

“Some of al-Qa’ida’s most serious
challenges, such as difficulties in
communication, financial problems
experienced by al-Qa‘ida Central, and
the deemphasis of a transnational
agenda in favor of local concerns, could
indicate the broader risks of strategic

drift.”

cooperation between Somalia-based al-Shabaab and Iran-backed
Yemen-based Ansar Allah (the Houthis) is a case in point. Since
2024, evidence has emerged that al-Shabaab receives arms and
training in exchange for Houthi piracy operations off the coastline
of Somalia it controls.?® Meanwhile, in Yemen, AQAP has not only
ceased hostilities with Ansar Allah but has also begun cooperating
with the group in launching joint attacks against government
forces.”' This apparent de-prioritization of ideology, often due
to strategic necessity, has been observed across theaters. Yet, the
ideological dilution that may be assumed to be part of pragmatic
collaboration with non-salafi jihadi groups does not necessarily
signal diminished intent to conduct attacks and, on the contrary,
often directly bolsters operational capabilities. In Yemen, Ansar
Allah has supplied AQAP with armed drones, thermal rockets, and
reconnaissance equipment, and released key AQAP figures from
prison.??

Operational Capabilities

Human Capital
Manpower across the al-Qa‘ida network is highly uneven,

underscoring the group’s reliance on affiliates rather than its core.
Al-Qa"ida Central has been reduced to a small cadre: U.N. monitors
estimate only 30 to 60 operatives in Afghanistan, while U.S. officials
suggest its presence there may be “in the low tens” as of 2024.%3
By contrast, al-Shabaab in Somalia and JNIM in the Sahel each
command thousands of fighters. JNIM disposes of 6,000 fighters
operating across Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger.”* Al-Shabaab
retains a force of roughly 10,000-18,000 fighters, while AQAP in
Yemen still fields 2,000-3,000 combatants.?” In short, al-Qaida’s
manpower is decentralized: The core has dwindled to a symbolic
remnant, while African affiliates provide the bulk of fighters
sustaining the network’s operational relevance.

Command and Control

While al-Qa‘ida began as a hierarchical, vertically structured
organization, it has evolved over time into what it is today: a
decentralized global network of affiliates, each exercising significant
autonomy but ostensibly loyal to the cause of global jihad as al-
Qa'ida defines it.%% As has always been the case, the strategic
picture for the organization originates from the top, but day-to-day
operations are left to the regional branches. Some of al-Qa“ida’s
most serious challenges, such as difficulties in communication,
financial problems experienced by al-Qa‘ida Central, and the
deemphasis of a transnational agenda in favor of local concerns,
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“Considering HTS’ divorce from al-
Qa'ida, and rumors swirling about
the future of al-Qa’ida’s affiliates in
the Sahel and the Arabian Peninsula,
it is fair to wonder whether the
organization’s franchising strategy
and continued decentralization have
proven to be centrifugal forces so
powerful that they have disaggregated
al-Qa‘ida’s global network past a point
where it can be easily reconsolidated.”

could indicate the broader risks of strategic drift.

AQAP, under the leadership of Saad bin Atef al-Awlaki, may also
be looking to assert greater independence from the core.®” On some
level, al-Qa “ida senior leaders must be wary of watching any more
of its affiliates follow a similar path to al-Nusra, which rebranded as
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham and then HTS before splitting from al-Qa ‘ida
altogether. Yet again, considering HTS’ divorce from al-Qaida,
and rumors swirling about the future of al-Qa ida’s affiliates in the
Sahel and the Arabian Peninsula, it is fair to wonder whether the
organization’s franchising strategy and continued decentralization
have proven to be centrifugal forces so powerful that they have
disaggregated al-Qa"ida’s global network past a point where it can
be easily reconsolidated.

Sustainment and Logistics

Al-Qa‘ida franchise groups have fluctuated in terms of their
respective capacity for sustainment and logistics, often in response
to counterterrorism pressure and local and regional dynamics. In
the Sahel, JNIM’s ability to sustain its operations and facilitate
logistical networks has been vastly improved by its control of
territory. JNIM militants have sustained and resupplied their
arsenal through military victories over government security forces
in the areas in which they operate. This includes machine guns,
drones, and anti-aircraft weaponry.?® Although JNIM has not yet
fully encroached upon littoral West Africa, the group has been using
Ghana as a sanctuary where it restocks supplies and provides its
fighters with rest after operations in Burkina Faso.? Farther north,
AQIM takes advantage of jurisdictional arbitrage to use Libya as a
transit route for smuggling fighters, weapons, and other logistical
necessities throughout the broader region.'*

Al-Shabaab has also been able to resupply its weaponry through
military conquest, including overrunning Somali army bases and
looting the equipment, weapons, and other supplies. And, like
JNIM, al-Shabaab’s ability to sustain its operations and enhance
its logistical networks is underpinned by its control of territory,
where it has reasserted dominance in parts of central and southern
Somalia. So far this year, the jihadis have launched offensives
that have reversed some of the Somali government’s gains in
prior battles.'®' Al-Shabaab was able to recapture several strategic
locations in the Middle Shabelle region, including Adan Yabaal.

This town had served as al-Shabaab’s regional center of operations
before Somali government forces captured it at the end of 2022.1°2
Now that it is back under al-Shabaab control, Adan Yabaal serves as
a critical logistical hub for moving fighters, weapons, and supplies,
given its central location in connecting routes between Mogadishu,
Jowhar, and areas of Galmudug to the north. And because it is 245
kilometers northeast of the Somali capital, it is far enough away to
function as a staging and fallback area for attacks.!*?

Not only has al-Shabaab been successful in expanding its own
logistical and sustainment footprint in Somalia, but it has also
denied the Somali government and security forces the option of
doing the same. Al-Shabaab’s large-scale operations and control
of territory have overextended government forces, leading to
“strained logistical capacities, making it difficult to resupply or
support front-line units with adequately trained reinforcements.”°*
Compounding the problem is al-Shabaab’s infiltration of the Somali
army’s ranks.!%

AQAP has grown more active in attempting to gain control
over strategic infrastructure along Yemen’s southern coast, where
it has repositioned its forces.’*® AQAP has also moved to control
shipments and supply routes in Hadramawt and Shabwah.
Following the death of Hamza al-Mishdali in June 2024, the group
struggled with supply challenges and the further development of
its drone program. To address these and other difficulties, the
group began collaborating closely with the Houthis, as described
above. Despite ideological differences, this relationship has proven
mutually beneficial, expanding the networks of arms traffickers and
maritime smugglers.*” Tacit knowledge transfer from the Houthis
to AQAP has also enhanced the latter’s technical capabilities,
particularly in manufacturing ‘do-it-yourself” drones.°®

Conclusion

Few would credibly argue that al-Qa “ida presents the same level of
threat to the U.S. homeland today that it did 24-years ago. Al-Qa “ida
has practically fallen off the list of concerns for global security
officials altogether, many of whom are focused on a multitude of
other issues, including the ongoing war in Ukraine, the conflict
in Gaza, challenges posed by accelerating climate change, and the
ubiquity of emerging technologies, such as artificial intelligence,
and their impact on the ever-escalating strategic competition with
China.

Four years after the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, al-Qa“ida
is in a better place in the country. And while the Taliban has strong
incentives to control al-Qa“ida and prevent the group from using
Afghanistan as a launching pad for attacks against the West, the
jihadis likely have free rein in the broader region to recruit new
members, train its existing cadres, and spearhead the rebuilding
of its organization in South and Central Asia.’*® Al-Qa‘ida in
Afghanistan may end up functioning as a force multiplier for a
group like al-Qa‘ida in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), which
is often neglected by many Western counterterrorism analysts,
but remains a major concern throughout South Asia. Al-Qa‘ida
could be poised for growth in South Asia, with core leadership and
AQIS focused on expanding across India, Pakistan, and Kashmir.*®
Moreover, the Pakistani Taliban (TTP) remain an ally of both al-
Qa'ida and the Afghan Taliban.™

When assessing terrorist groups, there will always be an
element of uncertainty. The conventional wisdom about Hamas,
in the decade before the attacks of October 7, 2023, was that the
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group was content to rule Gaza and had no interest in picking a
fight with Israel. Those assumptions proved wrong, and the cost
was unacceptable for Israel, serving as a reminder that the threat
posed by terrorist groups can linger for years, if not decades, before
surfacing again. One must wonder if there is a statute of limitations
on the Taliban’s willingness to curtail al-Qa“ida’s transnational
ambitions. If Western assumptions about the Taliban’s intent or
capability to suppress al-Qa“ida plotting on Afghan soil prove
faulty—just as Israel dismissed the threat posed by Hamas before
10/7—the result could be similar, a mass casualty attack perpetrated
by a group that most experts believed to be semi-dormant.

There is also a possibility that Iran looks to help al-Qa‘ida
reassert its relevance by providing the group with intelligence,
weapons, and training. After all, Tehran has provided a safe haven
to Saif al-"Adl and other senior members of the group for the last
two decades.” At some point, Iran will want to benefit from the
relationship. Following the recent joint U.S.-Israeli assault on
Tehran’s nuclear infrastructure, which came five years after the
targeted assassination of Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Quds
Force commander Qassem Soleimani, this could be a logical time
for Iran to activate or enable al-Qa "ida, as there are already growing
connections between members of Iran’s ‘Axis of Resistance’ and al-
Qa"ida affiliates al-Shabaab and AQAP. This, in turn, could create
a contagion effect that facilitates terrorism, or terror actors, in other
neighboring regions to become more active.

Analytical failures could result in a heightened threat
environment. As AQAP prepared to conduct attacks in the West,
it was still viewed by many in the U.S. government as a regional
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Uzbek Foreign Fighter Groups in the Syrian Jihad:

2025
By Kathleen Collins

The fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime to the forces of Hayat
Tahir al-Sham (HTS) revealed the ongoing significance
of multiple foreign fighter groups in Syria. These militias
were instrumental in supporting HTS during its campaign
for Damascus last fall. Two primarily ethnic Uzbek fighter
groups that originated in Central Asia were prominent
among them: the Imam Bukhari Battalion (Katibat Imam
al-Bukhari, KIB) and the Tavhid and Jihad Battalion
(Katibat Tavhid va Jihod, KTJ). Each had pledged
allegiance to al-Qaida and fought alongside al-Qa“ida’s
Syrian branch Jabhat al-Nusra. Each remained closely
connected to al-Qa’ida even after al-Nusra rebranded as
HTS. This article traces the origins and development of
these Uzbek-led militias and argues that they constitute a
resilient force of battle-hardened fighters, demonstrating
remarkable staying power in Syria. Furthermore, this
article demonstrates that KIB and KTJ still embrace a
salafi-jihadi ideology and goals. It also emphasizes KIB’s
and KTJ’s ongoing ties to al-Qa“ida and the Taliban and
recommends that policymakers and counterterrorism
experts consider the implications of their continued
presence in Syria under the new regime, as well as the
potential consequences if they leave Syria.

he fall of Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad’s regime in

December 2024 revealed the ongoing significance

of multiple foreign fighter organizations in Syria,

groups that proved instrumental in Hayat Tahir al-

Sham’s (HTS) campaign for Damascus. Among them
were two primarily ethnic Uzbek fighter groups that originated
in Central Asia: the Imam Bukhari Battalion (Katibat Imam al-
Bukhari, KIB) and the Tavhid and Jihad Battalion (Katibat Tavhid
va Jihod, KTJ). Smaller numbers of Uzbeks and other Central
Asians joined Malhama Tactical, Muhojir Tactical, and Katibat al
Ghuraba al Turkistan, which also supported HTS.!* HTS voiced
no objections as these organizations’ leaders gave media interviews
in Damascus, celebrating their victory, and posted images of their
involvement across dozens of social media channels. These Uzbek-
led groups are among some 10,000 fighters, many from Russia
and China, who lent critical support to HTS for over a decade.?
In spring 2025, HTS emir Ahmed al-Sharaa proposed integrating
such foreign fighters into the new Syrian military, a process that has

a Malhama disappeared for a time and was thought to be absorbed into HTS
after its founder died in 2019, but it regrouped in 2024. See Daniel Garofalo,
“Malhama Tactical is Back!” Daniele Garofalo Monitoring, January 28, 2025.

The Evolution of KIB and KTJ from 2011 through

now begun.? Yet, little is known about these entities, why and how
they have operated in Syria for so long, or what role they might play
in the post-Assad Syria.

This article examines the two main Uzbek militias, KIB and K'TJ.
It argues that they constitute resilient and battle-hardened fighter
groups whose ties to al-Qa "ida and the Taliban have endured. KIB
and KTJ still embrace a salafi-jihadi ideology and goals even though
HTS claims to have rejected its former al-Qa“ida ties, aims, and
ideology. It is therefore important to consider the implications
of their continued presence in Syria, as well as the consequences
should they leave.

The Syrian War, Foreign Fighters, and Central Asians
The Syrian civil war created an environment for a massive influx of
foreign fighters. President Assad’s killing of anti-regime protesters
during the Arab Spring and his use of chemical weapons in the
civil war that soon erupted sparked unprecedented anger among
Muslims worldwide.* Al-Qa ida was quick to enter the fray. Al-
Qa’ida in Iraq (AQI) recruited thousands of foreign fighters to
Syria and Iraq. By 2014, this movement had declared itself “the
Islamic State” (ISIS or ISIL) and its territorial conquest the new
caliphate. Meanwhile, al-Qa ida had also directed the Syrian
fighter Ahmed al-Sharra (known until December 2024 by his nom
de guerre Abu Muhammad al-Julani, now Syria’s interim president)
to establish a local, Syrian branch of al-Qa“ida,” known as Jabhat
al-Nusra as of January 2012. Jabhat al-Nusra also attracted foreign
fighters, including several organizations previously waging jihad
in Afghanistan.® In fact, most foreigners joined or affiliated with
either the Islamic State or Jabhat al-Nusra (which later split
with al-Qa"ida, rebranded, and formed HTS). As Vera Mironova
has shown, foreign fighters needed a local patron, even if they
maintained organizational independence.”

Unprecedented in scope, these foreign fighters exceeded 40,000
in number by 2016. They arrived from 110 countries and accounted
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for about 40 percent of all combatants.® In January 2015, ICSR
estimated citizens from Central Asia fighting in Syria and Iraq to
be about 1,400, including some 500 Uzbeks.? By 2017, as shown
in Table 1, it was believed that almost one-third of foreign fighters
were nationals of ex-Soviet republics, particularly from Central
Asia, the Caucasus, or Russia.

Table 1: Foreign Fighters in Syria
and Iraq by Region (2017)*°

Former Soviet Republics | 8,717
Middle East 7,054
Western Europe 5,778
The Maghreb 5,356
South and Southeast Asia | 1,568
Balkans 845

North America 444

Later figures suggest that 5,000-6,000 Central Asians joined
the jihad." Thousands of others likely attempted to join but were
stopped en route in Turkey."? Since Central Asians often traveled
to Syria after working as labor migrants in Russia,'® some were
counted as “Russian;” the actual number of Central Asians was likely
higher than reported. Comparative data on fighters per million
Muslim citizens in each country shows that Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Russia each produced
more fighters than Egypt, Algeria, or Turkey.’* Among foreign
fighters, Uzbeks gained a reputation for being particularly skilled."

The exact breakdown between fighters joining the Islamic
State versus al-Qa‘ida is unknown. However, Central Asian
fighters in Syria typically subdivided into militias along ethnic
lines. Tajiks mostly joined the Islamic State.'® Russian-speaking
fighters, including Chechens, affiliated with both the Islamic State
and Jabhat al-Nusra.”” Based on the author’s research, Uzbek and
Uyghur-led groups, supplemented by some Kyrgyz and Tajiks,
organized groups more typically affiliated with Jabhat al-Nusra.

Two of the main foreign fighter groups from ex-Soviet states have
been the predominantly Uzbek KIB (500) and KTJ (500), which in
turn have been supported by smaller Uzbek-led groups, Malhama
Tactical and Muhojir Tactical.® Albeit not as large in number as
the predominantly Uyghur TIP (about 3,500), they have been
sufficiently sizable to play a role inside Syria and potentially beyond.
Although these groups received little attention, in part because
they were deemed too small to be of consequence, it is notable that
about the same number or fewer foreign fighters played notable
roles in the Russian-Chechen wars (200-700, 1994-2009), Bosnia
(1,000-3,000, 1992-1995), Somalia (250-450, 1994-2014), and

b Note that estimates of these foreign fighter group memberships have fluctuated,
with membership declining over time due to battle losses. Current estimates
of remaining fighters in Syria are from “Katiba Imam al-Bukhari (KIB),” United
Nations Security Council, n.d. and “Khatiba al-Tawhid wal-Jihad (KTJ),” United
Nations Security Council, n.d. Additional KIB and KTJ fighters are in Afghanistan
(see below). On Malhama Tactical and Muhojir Tactical, see “Militant Enterprises:
The Jihadist Private Military Companies of Northwest Syria,” Syria Justice and
Accountability Centre, May 9, 2024. Some reports likely overestimate these
PMCs’ capabilities. See Rao Komar, Christian Borys, and Eric Woods, “The
Blackwater of Jihad,” Foreign Policy, February 10, 2017.

Afghanistan (2001-2014, 1,000-1,500)."%

Moreover, these Uzbek-led groups and other Central Asians were
well-trained, hardened, and resilient. The Soufan Center estimated
that by October 2017, 30 to 50% of fighters from European Union
states had gone home, as had 27% of Tunisians and 23% of Saudis."
By contrast, only 11% of Russian nationals and fewer than 10% of
Central Asians had left.>° According to Nodirbek Soliev’s 2021
dataset, of the total Central Asian fighters recorded, 39% were
detainees, 29% were killed, and 32% remained at large. By 2021,
1,301 of 2,200 Central Asian detainees were repatriated,” including
531 Uzbeks.?? Since most detainees were Islamic State-affiliated, the
remaining 32% (approximately 1,600 fighters) were likely affiliated
with al-Qa‘ida or HTS.?” They included 1,300 Uzbeks. Their
ongoing mobilization highlights the need for further investigation
into KIB and KTJ, whose roots lie in Central Asia.

Uzbek-Led Foreign Fighter Organizations in Syria

The domestic political context in Central Asia was a major factor
driving Uzbeks and other Central Asians to Syria. Central Asian
groups in Syria had roots in both grievances and salafi-jihadi
ideologies that predated Syria’s war and the rise of the Islamic State.
In fact, their roots trace back to a long history of Islamic opposition
to the USSR, opposition that radicalized over time—especially after
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the subsequent crackdowns
on mosques, Islamic study, and Islamist activism by post-Soviet
regimes in the 1990s and 2000s. State suppression of independent
Islam was most brutal in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, but was felt in
other republics as well, where conservatively religious minorities
were most targeted.?* Religious and political injustice, in addition
to widespread economic hardship and corruption, pushed Central
Asians to Syria.

Yet, KIB and KTJ fighters took different routes to Syria’s jihad.
KIB fighters mostly went through Tajikistan and Afghanistan, where
they had fought previously with an earlier Islamist opposition, the
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU).?> Many KTJ members
came from Kyrgyzstan, often after migrant labor work in Russia
or Turkey.? Others came from the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU) in
Afghanistan. Nonetheless, both KIB and KTJ intertwined national
grievances and aims with al-Qa "ida’s transnational goals in Syria.

Katibat Imam al-Bukhari (The Imam Bukhari Battalion)
Origins and Development

Established by the IMU, KIB became one of the earliest, largest,
and most significant of the Central Asian foreign fighter groups
in Syria. KIB'’s ties to al-Qa “ida and the Taliban predated 9/11 and
have continued through 2025.

KIB was the culmination of the IMU’s shift from local to
transnational jihad. In the 1990s, the IMU’s ideology was militant
Islamist, but its goal was nationalist; it declared jihad against
Uzbekistan to overthrow its president, Islam Karimov, and create an
Islamic state.?” Sheltered by the Taliban, who allowed it to establish
a base camp in Afghanistan, train, and recruit, the IMU pledged
allegiance to Mullah Omar.?® The IMU fostered Taliban control by
filling governance roles in non-Pashtun regions of Afghanistan.? Its
relationship soon involved connections to al-Qa “ida as well. Shortly
after 9/11 and the launch of the U.S. war in Afghanistan, IMU
fighters were taken prisoner along with Arab and other al-Qa‘ida
foreign fighters at Qala i-Jangi fort.>° The IMU soon began fully
supporting the Taliban and al-Qa “ida against the United States, as
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“Comparative data on fighters per
million Muslim citizens in each
country shows that Tajikistan,
Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Russia
each produced more fighters than
Egypt, Algeria, or Turkey.”

did the IJU, which splintered from the parent movement.*'

For over a decade, the IMU and 1JU operated from the Pakistani
frontier of North Waziristan, sheltered by and intertwined with the
Haqqani network, as well as al-Qa‘ida.>> They developed ties to
the Uyghur East Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM/TIP) and
the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP).?* By 2014, the IMU and 1JU
operated jihadi training and suicide camps and built IEDs and
VBIEDs. They coordinated attacks with the Hagqani network
and the TTP, striking U.S. and ISAF forces, the Afghan National
Army and government, and the Pakistani security services and
government.** IMU and 1JU statements, propaganda, and targets
indicated that they had fully adopted al-Qa‘ida’s salafi-jihadi
ideology.*” They recruited transnationally, and the IJU plotted
attacks in Europe.®

Between 2011 and 2013, the jihadi network in North Waziristan
gave birth to the KIB. IMU leaders and Sirajuddin Haqqani, head of
the Afghan Haqqani network and an influential deputy leader of the
Taliban, appear to have been instrumental in this process.?” An early
proponent of the ideology of global salafi-jihadism, the Haqqgani
network was notorious for orchestrating high-profile attacks
against U.S. and ISAF forces, embassies, government targets, and
the Intercontinental Hotel in Afghanistan.? It had close ties to al-
Qa'ida and had long abetted global jihadis. Akmal Joraboyev, who
as a high-ranking IMU commander had collaborated in operations
with Haqqani’s network, was designated KIB’s first emir.*

Creating the KIB was an entrepreneurial and strategic move.
The IMU’s chances of success within Afghanistan, much less
against Uzbekistan, seemed slim. The Taliban were facing a U.S.
surge of troops. By contrast, in Syria, salafi-jihadism was gaining
ground, the United States was then disengaged, and al-Qa ida
needed reinforcements to compete with the Islamic State.

KIB Operations in Syria

By early 2014, the IMU had sent 100-200 fighters to Syria, near
Aleppo, under Joraboyev, who adopted the nom de guerre Salahadin
al-Uzbeki.*® Almost unique among such groups, KIB would remain
an independent militia in Syria through 2025.

For Central Asian aspiring militants, KIB became a viable
alternative to joining the IMU or IJU in Afghanistan, which had
achieved little success in establishing an Islamic state, despite two
decades of fighting. Employing both social media propaganda and
networking, KIB effectively recruited and sustained itself from
2013 through 2025, expanding to about 500-1,000 fighters.* When
the U.S. Department of State listed KIB as a Specially Designated
Global Terrorist (SDGT) organization in 2018, it described it as the
largest Uzbek fighting force in Syria and Iraq.*?

KIB also had a pipeline of fighters for the future. It reportedly
ran its own madrasa in Turkey for younger recruits and the children
of its fighters; they studied ideology and religion under a radical
Uzbek imam, a Ferghana Valley émigré, until they were old enough
to join KIB camps. The group gained notoriety for using child
soldiers after it broadcast a video depicting children firing weapons
in one of its training camps.**

KIB’s force actively cooperated with early foreign fighter groups,
especially Russian speakers from ex-Soviet states. Given its close
connection to al-Qaida in Afghanistan, KIB affiliated with Jabhat
al-Nusra as of 2015, and even recruited for it.**

KIB was among the more skilled, battle-hardened, and well-
equipped fighter groups in Syria. It operated at least two training
camps that taught martial arts, rifle and sniper skills, raids, bomb-
making, and other small arms tactics to Central Asians as well
as to Syrians under Jabhat al-Nusra.** Photographs and videos
posted in social media showcased the group using heavy mortars
and trucks mounted with Soviet-made anti-aircraft twin-barreled
autocannons, as well as both light and heavy machine guns, mostly
Soviet, East German, or Romanian models.*® KIB’s arsenal also
included multiple launch rocket systems, anti-tank missile systems,
and heavy artillery guns.*”

KIB played a significant role in Jabhat al-Nusra’s campaigns
from 2015 to 2016. It participated in the rebel offensive to capture
and hold Idlib in 2015, and during the prolonged, ultimately
unsuccessful offensive in and around Aleppo in 2016.** KIB fought
against Assad’s forces in Latakia province as well in 2016. In spring
2018, KIB reportedly commanded about 500 fighters based in
Khan-Shaykhun, with an operational zone spanning the provinces
of Idlib, Aleppo, and Hama.* In addition to fighting Assad’s forces,
KIB also attacked the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) in
Aleppo.>®

Although it never joined HTS, KIB maintained good relations
with al-Sharaa and closely coordinated with HTS’ umbrella of
Syrian rebels and foreign forces to engage the regime in battles
in northern Hama in 2019 and inside Idlib province in 2020 as
the conflict escalated. In addition to supporting HTS operations,
KIB also participated in the “Incite the Believers” operations room
and campaign, which involved several jihadi groups operating
in northern Syria, such as al-Qa“ida loyalist Hurras al-Din.** Al-
Qa’ida’s media strongly promoted the campaign.

After the 2020 ceasefire in Idlib, KIB appeared largely dormant
for several years. Some suggested it had splintered, but reports of
its demise were premature. It reemerged with strength as part of
HTS’ campaign in fall 2024 (see below). That HTS tolerated KIB’s
independence, even while forcing other groups under its authority,
was a testament to its strength and contributions to fighting the
Assad regime.

KIB’s Unbroken Allegiance to al-Qa “ida and the Taliban

Throughout the Syrian conflict, KIB maintained its allegiance to
al-Qa‘ida, even as some foreign fighters defected to the Islamic
State. KIB reaffirmed its oath to the Taliban in late 2014, despite
the IMU’s 2014 betrayal and pledge to join the Islamic State. KIB’s
commitment to Jabhat al-Nusra, al-Qa“ida’s front in Syria, was
manifested during operations in Idlib and Aleppo. KIB fighters
endured relentless aerial bombardments by both Putin and Assad.
Islamic State-controlled areas, by contrast, were not carpet-
bombed. In a propaganda video released in 2016, KIB reaffirmed its
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al-Qa’ida ties by honoring Usama bin Ladin and other al-Qa“ida
martyrs. Its social media channels regularly shared images and
videos of its weapons and ambushes in Afghanistan to demonstrate
its ongoing ties to the Taliban.*

KIB adeptly negotiated Jabhat al-Nusra’s break with al-Qa‘ida
in late July 2016, a split allegedly driven by Jabhat al-Nusra’s
desire to focus solely on Syria and the anti-Assad campaign.>®< KIB
maintained its long-standing relationship with al-Sharaa and did
not challenge his authority, but never publicly renounced its oath
to al-Qa“ida and cooperated with Hurras al-Din.

KIB never joined HTS in abandoning global salafi-jihadism. Nor
did it sign a declaration of support to HTS as did many other foreign
fighter groups in 2019, including KTJ, the Turkistan Islamic Party,
and Jaysh al-Muhajireen wa al-Ansar.>* Probably to appease HTS
and avoid U.S. targeting, KIB downplayed its pursuit of global jihad,
denied employing terrorism, and contested the U.S. government
listing it as an SDGT. KIB proclaimed itself “volunteers defending
the oppressed Syrian people” against Russia, Iran, Assad, and the
Islamic State.*

KIB’s statements have demonstrated its commitment to salafi-
jihadi ideology, even with generational change in leadership.
After Salahadin’s assassination, KIB’s new, young emir, Abu Yusuf
Mubhojir, remained close to al-Qa ‘ida and the Taliban. For example,
in 2018, Muhojir responded to U.S. recognition of Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital on Telegram by calling for: “protect[ing] the Muslim
sanctuary of Jerusalem from the Jews and Crusaders;” Muhojir
further endorsed the “protection of the Palestinians and jihad
against the godless regimes of Western countries, and [called] for
the Muslims of Central Asia to join the jihad as the only way to resist
the aggression of the U.S. and its Zionist allies.®

Like al-Qa“ida, both KIB’s Syrian and Afghanistan branches
renewed their allegiance to the Taliban when Mullah Akhundzada
was appointed emir in 2016. The latter has wielded draconian control
over Afghanistan since 2021 and continues to justify militancy in
creating what he calls a “pure” Islamic state.”” KIB identified itself
on social media as the “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan — Katibat
Imam al Bukhari,” the Taliban’s state’s official name.®

From HTS-controlled Idlib, KIB had sent dozens of fighters
back to Afghanistan. The Taliban’s resurgence as U.S. troop levels
declined offered KIB militants an alternative base of operations and
a potential haven if Idlib fell to Russian-backed Assad forces or if
intra-jihadi conflicts in Syria made Afghanistan more attractive. In
2018, KIB fighters were deployed to northern Afghanistan (Faryab,
Baghdis, Badakhshan, and Jowzjan provinces) to establish training
camps for new recruits. The United Nations Security Council
reported that KIB had 80-100 fighters there.”

In February 2020, when the Trump administration agreed
to withdraw American troops from Afghanistan, Muhojir
congratulated the Taliban on “victory.” KIB continued posting
Telegram videos and photos of KIB training and joint operations,
one showcasing the capture of Afghan government soldiers in joint

¢ Some sources doubt a full split actually took place. See Jennifer Cafarella,
“Avoiding al-Qa"ida’s Syria Trap: Jabhat al- Nusra’s Rebranding,” Institute for the
Study of War, July 28, 2016.

attacks with the Taliban.? Even though the Taliban claimed to have
broken ties with al-Qa“ida-linked groups, it made no attempt to
evict KIB or al-Qa‘ida. Shortly after August 2021 and the fall of
Kabul, Muhojir praised the Taliban for its defeat and humiliation
of the United States and NATO.5 Muhojir’s public missive ended
with a “Poetic Gift to our Islamic Emirate from the Mujahideen of
the Imam Bukhari Battalion, the soldiers of the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan in Syria.” The poem celebrated “my Taliban” in victory
over the “infidels” and “crusaders,” from Russia to the United States;
he claimed it a victory “for the whole Islamic Ummah.”s!

Although it remained in Idlib, KIB was strategically positioned
to operate in either Syria or Afghanistan, or both. In 2024, it would
join HTS in toppling Assad.

Katibat al-Tawhid wal Jihad (The Battalion of Monotheism
and Jihad)
Origins and Development
KTJ has been another predominantly Uzbek foreign fighter group,
fighting first in alliance with al-Qa“ida’s Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria,
and later with HTS. KTJ was founded in 2014 by Sirojiddin
Muxtorov, an ethnic Uzbek-Uyghur citizen of Kyrgyzstan. He
hailed from the village of Kashkar-Kyshtak, near Kara-Suu in the
Osh region of the Ferghana Valley. The area was home to large
Uzbek and Uyghur minorities within Kyrgyzstan. Over the previous
decade, Muxtorov had become radicalized due to the religious and
political repression perpetrated by both the Kyrgyz and Uzbek
governments. Both regimes branded strict religious practice—
common among Uzbeks, Uyghurs, and Ferghana Valley residents—
and discussion of politics within mosques as “extremism.” Sentences
against those labeled extremists were lighter in Kyrgyzstan, but
human rights abuses and torture in detention centers outraged
many. Additionally, both regimes closely collaborated with China
to monitor and incarcerate Uyghurs.®

Muxtorov attended the Kara-Suu mosque, located near the
Kyrgyz-Uzbek border, and was close to the family of the mosque’s
revered imam, known by the honorific Rafiq Qori. The latter,
an ethnic Uzbek, had gained widespread prominence from his
underground teaching of Islam during Soviet times and his activism
in reviving Islam through Arab connections. In the mid-1990s,
Uzbekistan’s security services had arrested Rafiq Qori’s relatives
for salafi preaching, and in 2005, had massacred hundreds of
protesters in the Ferghana Valley. In 2006, a joint operation by
Uzbekistani and Kyrgyzstani security services killed Rafiq Qori,
whom they accused of having IMU connections.®

That same year, Muxtorov began Islamic studies with Rafiq Qori’s
son, who assumed leadership of the Kara-Suu mosque. Sharing his
father’s puritanical interpretations, Rashod Qori continued his
Arab connections and also indirectly supported the pro-caliphate
movement Hizb ut-Tahrir.5* A regime change in Kyrgyzstan in 2010
amplified repression by triggering deadly pogroms against ethnic
Uzbeks, and then prosecuting Uzbeks for the unrest.® Rashod
Qori was among those routinely threatened. Ultimately arrested,
in 2015, he received a 10-year prison sentence. Outraged followers

d KIB’s own channel was regularly removed from Telegram, but Muhojir and other
supporters continued to post evidence of their presence. Caleb Weiss, “Taliban
attempts to cover up images posted by an Uzbek jihadist group in Afghanistan,”
FDD’s Long War Journal, July 8, 2020.
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staged mass protests, as they had upon his father’s killing.%

After several years under Rashod Qori’s mentorship, Muxtorov
went to Syria to continue his studies at the Islamic University of
Al-Fatah al-Islamiya. There, he studied the works of Taqi al-Din
Ahmad Ibn Taymiyyah, Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, and
Sayyid Qutb, major figures in the development of salafi-jihadi
ideology. Muxtorov reportedly also adopted the ideas of al-Qa“ida
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri.®” As the Syrian war developed, Muxtorov
began advocating Muslim unity and each Muslim’s duty to carry out
jihad. He returned to Kyrgyzstan to serve as an assistant imam at a
Kara-Suu mosque, but left again for Syria in 2012.%

Muxtorov took the nom de guerre Abu Saloh al-Uzbeki and
joined KIB. Respected as a skilled orator and religious scholar, he
rose through the ranks. After being wounded in the eye and treated
in Turkey, he returned to Syria in fall 2014 to lead an independent
group of Central Asian fighters. Initially called the Janaat Oshiklari
(the Lovers of Paradise), the group included his own recruits as
well as Uzbeks and Uyghurs who had previously fought with KIB
and TIP.® Active on social media, Janaat Oshiklari gained followers
and evolved into KTJ (the Battalion of Monotheism and Jihad), a
name reminiscent of Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi’s early foreign fighter
group in Iraq.

KTJ Operations in Syria, Russia, and Central Asia

KTJ’s membership grew to an estimated 500 fighters.” Muxtorov
used both extensive social media platforms and personal networks,
both in the Ferghana Valley and among migrant laborers, to
recruit fighters and financiers. His videos and audio sermons on
YouTube and Telegram, although removed now, suggested that
the charismatic Muxtorov had thousands of online followers.
Aravan and the surrounding districts in Kyrgyzstan’s Ferghana
Valley, Muxtorov’s homeland, were a “hot spot,” supplying 33% of
Kyrgyzstan’s several hundred foreign fighters in Syria.”

The Uzbek-led Islamic Jihad Union (IJU) in Afghanistan,
another ally of al- Qa“ida, the Haqqani network, and the Taliban,
reportedly sent fighters to join KTJ and aid in training.” Assistance
from KIB also helped KTJ to become one of the most formidable
and durable foreign fighting groups in Syria. KTJ’s voluminous
propaganda regularly showcased its combat training, weapons, and
participation in numerous offensives from 2014 through 2025, as
well as its emir’s Islamic teachings.™

KTJ collaborated with KIB, TIP, and Russian-speaking groups
from the Caucasus (including Chechens and Azeris). Like these
groups, and the IJU, KTJ became closely affiliated with Jabhat al-
Nusra, which in 2014 was still al-Qa“ida’s Syrian front. In a 2015
video posted on his YouTube channel, Muxtorov pledged an oath
to Jabhat al-Nusra and Ayman al-Zawahiri.”* That public move set
KTJ, like KIB, apart from the thousands of foreign fighters then
joining the Islamic State.

Over the next few years, KTJ operated mainly in northwest
Syria, engaging in combat with Assad’s forces and his backers,
which included Russian PMCs and air power, and Iran’s Quds force.
Muxtorov’s unit fought in the successful campaign to capture Idlib
province.c KTJ also fought in the long and bloody siege of Aleppo,

e The Russian-language Golos Shama (“Voice of Sham”) published an interview
with Saloh on January 29, 2018. It was translated by Joanna P. Paraszczuk and
posted on the blog “From Chechens to Syria” on February 2, 2018.

Jisr al- Shughur, and Latakia in 2015-2016.7 It regularly released
photos of its operations, showcasing equipment similar to that used
by KIB.” In 2019, it joined rebels in battles around northern Hama,
again posting images of its operations.”

KTJ became known for its combat skills and experience. It served
in specialized roles, providing Inghimasi shock troops, sniper
squadrons, and trainers in the use of Soviet and East European-
made weapons, captured from the Syrian Army or bought on
the black market. On one occasion at least, KTJ used a VBIED.”™
Dozens of propaganda images showed KTJ’s weapons; one showed
its fighters learning to operate a U.S.-made TOW anti-tank guided
missile.”?

KTJ’s operations reflected its salafi-jihadi goals. The apostate
regimes of Central Asia and also Russia were its targets. Like
Chechen groups and al-Qa‘ida, KTJ had a virulent anti-Russian
agenda. In addition to supporting Jabhat al-Nusra through
sustained Russian bombing campaigns, Muxtorov emphasized
KTJ’s commitment to bringing militant jihad back to Russia and its
Central Asian allies. KTJ allegedly orchestrated a suicide bombing
in St. Petersburg’s metro in April 2017, during President Putin’s
visit; 14 were killed and 50 injured, according to U.S. government
sources.® Muxtorov’s targeting of Russia triggered a backlash by
the Russian security services against ethnic Kyrgyz and Uzbek labor
migrants. The Russian Ministry of Defense claimed to have killed
Muxtorov in 2022.%

In alliance with oppressed Uyghurs in both China and the
Ferghana Valley, KTJ also regarded China as an enemy of Muslims.
Muxtorov reportedly ordered the August 2016 terrorist attack on
the Chinese Embassy in Kyrgyzstan. The suicide car bomb attack
was carried out by a Kyrgyzstani KTJ member, possibly with TIP
support.®?

Although coming under HTS control in 2019, KTJ still
maintained its militia’s organization and identity. It was observed at
the frontlines in Jebel al-Zawiyah, near the Aleppo-Idlib border at
al-Atarib, and in the Latakia mountains between 2019 and 2022.5*
Following other fighter groups, KTJ also spawned a tactical group,
allegedly of elite fighters and trainers; Muhojir Tactical released
its manifesto online on November 16, 2022. It posted videos in
Russian and Uzbek, showcasing its training and calling for jihad
on multiple Telegram channels, Instagram, and TikTok.** Muhojir
Tactical’s founder, Ayyub Hawk, was an ethnic Uzbek who had
fought in Syria since 2015. He claimed to be motivated by the duty
to defend Muslims against the genocidal Kyrgyzstani, Russian, and
Syrian regimes.

KT7Js Salafi-Jihadi Ideology and al-Qa “ida

From its founding, KTJ was shaped by Muxtorov’s adherence to
salafi-jihadi ideology. In September 2015, KTJ answered Ayman
al-Zawahiri’s call for all Muslims to unite in jihad against the West
and Russia by declaring an oath of loyalty to al-Qa‘ida central
and its Syrian branch, Jabhat al-Nusra.® KTJ portrayed itself as
committed to al-Qa “ida’s global movement, with a mission to draw
Central Asians into the global ummah by waging jihad in Syria first,
and later, in Central Asia.

Compared to KIB, both Muxtorov and his successor as KTJ’s
religious ideologue, Sheikh Ahluddin Navqotiy, produced and
broadcast dozens of religious “lessons,” in which they promoted
strict interpretations of sharia, covering topics from marriage and
child-rearing to prayer and politics. They condemned secularism,
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idolatry, and polytheism. Their audio and video sermons emphasized
an individual’s duty to wage jihad and reestablish the caliphate,
lionized Abdullah Azzam, Usama bin Ladin, and other al-Qa “ida
leaders, and praised the mujahideen in Afghanistan and Syria.?”
They advocated jihad against Israel, defense of the Palestinians,
fighting against infidels, and martyrdom. They condemned dividing
Muslims by nationality, region, or national borders, praised the
virtues of the caliphate, denounced apostate Central Asian regimes,
Russia, China, and the United States, and decried Russian carpet-
bombing and Wagner’s war crimes in Syria.

KTJ’s statements supporting global jihad, beyond Syria, further
revealed its transnational ideology and allegiance to al-Qa“ida.
Like KIB, KTJ responded to the U.S. recognition of Jerusalem
by aligning with al-Qa‘ida; Muxtorov called for “Muslims of the
world to free the Al-Agsa mosque in Jerusalem from the Jewish
occupation.”®

Even after Jabhat al-Nusra broke from al-Qa ‘ida and rebranded
as HTS, Muxtorov and KTJ remained loyal to al-Qa "ida for several
years. As a consequence, in spring 2019, when al-Sharaa forced KTJ
under HTS, Muxtorov was removed. Together with several dozen
KTJ members, the former emir defected and began affiliating with
Jabhat Ansar al-Din and Hurras al-Din, both groups loyal to al-
Qa’ida. Apparently in retribution, HTS’ internal security forces
arrested Muxtorov in 2020 and detained him for several months.f

HTS did not fully sever the ties between KTJ and al-Qa“ida or
the Taliban. KTJ’s new emir, an Uzbek named Ilmurad Khikmatov,
went by Abdul Aziz al-Uzbeki; he was a respected 20-year veteran
of the IJU in Afghanistan. Abdul Aziz avoided open defiance of
HTS in his rhetoric. However, KTJ’s salafi-jihadi ideology remained
unchanged. Its leaders still promoted the idea of an Islamic state,
the obligation of jihad against infidels, and martyrdom.* “Abu
Saloh” audio and video lessons and propaganda were reposted
under multiple other channels and names.

KTJ continued cordial relations with the Taliban as well, which
it praised as a model state.”® In 2021, KTJ’s leaders praised the
Taliban (in Uzbek, Pashto, and Dari) for victory “over the most
powerful evil empire in the world.”* KTJ retained close ties to
the 1JU, which had an estimated 200 to 250 members, mostly in
northern Afghanistan.?

Unlike the IMU, the IJU had remained loyal to al-Qa‘ida
and the Taliban, and presented itself as fully supportive of and
integrated into Taliban rule.®

In October 2023, following Hamas’ terrorist attack on Israel,
KTJ followed al- Qa'ida and the Taliban in declaring support
for Palestinians and a jihad against Jews. Multiple KTJ videos
urged mujahideen worldwide to sacrifice their lives to liberate
Jerusalem.”* They emphasized that “this was a war between Islam
and the American- Zionist allies.® Abdul Aziz merely included the
caveat that KTJ fighters remained committed to Syria. HTS had
also proclaimed support for the Palestinians and compared Israeli
strikes on Gaza to Russian strikes in Syria.?

KTJ has never disavowed its commitment to jihad against
the Central Asian regimes, Russia, and China. Yet, Abdul Aziz
pragmatically stated that KTJ has not, and will not, engage in

f  Various reasons have been given for Muxtorov’s arrest. See Uran Botobekov, “Top
Uzbek Jihadist Leader Suffers for Loyalty to Al Qaeda,” Modern Diplomacy, July
10, 2020.

terrorist activity.?” To remain active in Syria, KTJ needed to align
with HTS’ desire to be removed from the U.S. terrorist list.

KIB, KTJ, and HTS: At a Turning Point in 2024-2025

With HTS controlling most of Idlib, the war with Assad’s regime
at a stalemate, and the catastrophic 2023 earthquake disrupting
communication, little was known about either KIB’s or KTJ’s
operations from 2021 through early 2024. The United Nations
Security Council reported that KIB and KTJ each maintained a force
of several hundred in Syria, as well as hundreds in Afghanistan.
Their social media propaganda for recruiting and fundraising
continued.”®

In fall 2024, HTS planned a new campaign to overthrow Assad.
HTS’ Al-Fath Al- Mubin Operations Room, the military command
center for coordinating and conducting operations,” included KIB,
KTJ, and the Uzbek tactical groups, among other foreign fighters.
It launched “Operation Deterrence of Aggression” on November
27, 2024. The campaign ended quickly, with the fall of the 53-year
Assad dictatorship on December 8. As Uzbek and other fighters
celebrated, KIB emir Muhojir announced on social media that their
victory revealed the “divine power of the Almighty"°° Photos and
footage of the operation were disseminated on multiple channels
by KIB supporters; one had over 38,000 views.!** Ayyub Hawk,
Mubhojir Tactical’s leader, gave a television interview extolling MT’s
role in taking Aleppo and talking about the coming conflict with
Israel.’*? KTJ’s emir Abdul Aziz stood near the Umayyad Mosque
in Damascus, where he proclaimed that the “descendants of al-
Bukhari (Central Asians) had fulfilled” their duty to the caliphate.
Over 14,000 viewed the video, many posting effusive praise. One
follower commented: “May the mujahideen be pleased with their
paradise and may they be blessed.” Although KIB and KTJ’s social
media following had taken a severe hit since being branded SDGTs,
these Uzbek groups nonetheless stood to benefit from the victory.
Moreover, their public statements suggested that HTS valued their
contribution.

Recent steps by HTS are indicators of the importance al-Sharaa
places on foreign fighters, who comprised up to 30% of HTS forces
in overthrowing Assad.’®® This spring, HTS announced its decision
to integrate foreign fighters into the new Syrian military.

Hardened fighters, such as the Uzbeks, Uyghurs, and Chechens
remain a valuable asset. Malhama Tactical is already training the
new Syrian army and special forces.'** To retain these al-Qa"ida-
linked groups, HTS was willing to defy the Trump administration’s
demand that they be expelled.’*># In doing so, HTS also risks losing
the support of mainstream Syrians, who view foreign militants as
extremists, especially given multiple allegations that foreign fighter
groups (albeit not specifically Uzbeks) have perpetrated violence
against civilians.'°

Conclusion: Potential Scenarios for Uzbek Foreign Fighters
in Syria

This analysis of the origins, long-term trajectory, and uncertain
future of KIB and KTJ has several important implications for
policymakers seeking to address Syria, Central Asia, and global
salafi-jihadism.

g The administration subsequently pulled back its demand that foreign fighters be
expelled.
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First, their ability to survive over a decade of the Syrian conflict
and their pivotal role in the HTS coalition that contributed to
overthrowing the Assad regime demonstrate that these Uzbek
groups are highly skilled and resilient fighting forces. HTS likely
aims to maintain the capabilities of its new military and security
forces. To do so, al-Sharaa has already appointed foreign militia
leaders to prominent military positions; among those appointees
are a Tajik citizen who recruited Central Asians to Syria, three
ethnic Uyghurs from China, and Turkish and Jordanian nationals.'*”
However, experience in Afghanistan and other areas has shown that
integrating previously autonomous foreign fighters and diverse
ethnic groups into a centralized, hierarchical military is a long-term
process fraught with challenges.

Second, integration will be particularly challenging given that
KIB boldly, and KTJ more subtly, maintained their allegiance to
both al-Qa “ida and the Taliban. As has been seen, their salafi-jihadi
ideology has remained unchanged during decades of fighting. It is
unlikely that they will abandon either building an Islamic state or
their larger, long-term goal of bringing down regimes in Russia,
Central Asia, Israel, and the United States. Integrating these groups
into a Syrian regime and military that has abandoned global jihad
and the opportunity to establish an Islamic state either forebodes
ideological conflict or requires significant ideological moderation.

Third, HTS could ultimately decide to exclude KIB, KTJ, and
other foreign fighter groups from the new military and perhaps
even from Syrian citizenship—whether because al-Sharaa sees
them as threatening his control or because of U.S. criticism over al-
Qa’"ida ties. While President Trump has temporarily backed down
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Militant Violence in Jammu and Kashmir
Post-Abrogation of Article 370

By Animesh Roul

This article presents a chronological and thematic analysis
of militant violence in Jammu and Kashmir from the
abrogation of Article 370 of the Indian Constitution in
August 2019 to July 2025. It traces three distinct phases:
an initial decline in attacks due to lockdowns and security
restrictions (2019-2020); a resurgence marked by hybrid
militancy, targeted killings, and intimidation of civilians
(2021-2023); and a lethal escalation involving high-profile
and audacious assaults, intensified counterterrorism
operations, and cross-border tensions (2024-2025).
The April 2025 Pahalgam massacre—which killed
26 people, mostly Hindus—marked a turning point,
prompting India’s limited military offensive Operation
Sindoor against militant bases in Pakistan-administered
Kashmir, followed by Operation Mahadev to track and
eliminate the militants involved in the violence. The article
examines these developments to assess the evolving threat,
highlighting how militancy has shifted toward hybrid
facade units backed by Pakistan-based legacy terror
groups.

central reserve police force personnel.” The Pahalgam massacre
has not only reignited national outrage in India against Islamist
terrorism but also underscored the enduring threat of Pakistan-
based Islamist-jihadi proxies active in the Kashmir region since the
mid-1990s, and set the stage for a new, more assertive phase in
India’s counterterrorism and security doctrine.c

Initial investigations led by India’s security apparatus, including
the National Intelligence Agency (NIA), have traced coordination
between the attackers of Pahalgam and their handlers across
the border in Pakistan.? The attack raises important questions
about Pakistan’s long-standing tolerance of jihadi groups, and
its symbiotic ties to and tacit support for groups such as LeT and

n April 22, 2025, five Islamist militants ambushed
a group of tourists in the Baisaran Valley near
Pahalgam, Anantnag district of Jammu and
Kashmir (J&K, or Kashmir). The attackers executed
26 civilians, mostly Hindus, by shooting them in the
head after allegedly asking them to recite the Kalima, the Islamic
declaration of faith.* The Resistance Front (TRF), an offshoot of
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), immediately claimed responsibility, but
days later, it backtracked, blaming Indian agencies for maligning
the so-called Kashmir resistance movement.! The later denial
notwithstanding, this was the deadliest militant attack in Kashmir
since the February 2019 Pulwama suicide bombing that killed 40

a Twenty-six people were killed in the Pahalgam terror attacks, including 25
tourists (24 Hindus and one Christian) and a local Muslim pony/mule ride tour
operator, while 17 others were injured. Five assault rifle-wielding TRF militants,
reportedly filming the massacre with helmet cameras, singled out male Hindus,
asked them their religion, and shot them in front of their female relatives. One
Hindu tourist reportedly recited the Kalima and survived the wrath of militants.
“List of 26 Dead and 17 Injured in Pahalgam Terror Attack,” Daily Excelsior, April
23, 2025.

b On February 14, 2019, suicide bomber Adil Ahmad Dar of Jaish-e-Muhammed,
Pakistan, targeted a security convoy carrying Indian paramilitary police in
Pulwama, killing 40 people and injuring several others. A recent FATF report
notes that a key IED component (aluminium powder) was sourced via an
e-commerce platform and online marketplace (similar to Amazon), with
investigations revealing cross-border movement of explosives into India to
amplify the blast’s impact. “Component of Pulwama IED was ordered via
Amazon: FATF,” Times of India, July 9, 2025.

¢ India’s Ministry of Home Affairs updated the list of 67 banned entities (45
designated terrorist organizations and 22 unlawful associations) in mid-March
2025. In Jammu & Kashmir, key groups include LeT/TRF, JeM/PAFF, Hizbul
Mujahedeen, Al-Umar Mujahideen, JKIF, TuM, and JKGF. Among unlawful
associations are Jamaat-e-Islami J&K, JKLF (Yasin Malik faction), JK Democratic
Freedom Party, Muslim League (Masrat Alam faction), Tehreek-e-Hurriyat,
J&K National Front, J&K Peoples Freedom League, and multiple factions of the
J&K Peoples League. See “Terrorist Organisations Listed In The First Schedule
Of The Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967,” Ministry of Home Affairs,
Government of India, March 17, 2025, and “Unlawful Associations Under
Section 3 Of Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967,” Ministry of Home
Affairs, Government of India, March 17, 2025.
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Indian soldiers conduct a search operation on April 23, 2025, around Baisaran Valley in Pahalgam, Kashmir,

in the aftermath of an attack there. (Tauseef Mustafa/AFP via Getty Images)

TRF.? ¢ The communal targeting of Hindus signaled a dangerous
shift in militant objectives, from so-called separatist insurgency to
more focused sectarian jihadi terror.c For decades in Kashmir, while

d Four days before the Pahalgam events, Kashmir-centric militant groups such
as LeT and JeM along with their front groups, TRF and PAFF, gathered at the
Khaigala rally in Rawalakot in PAK on April 18, 2024, to pay tribute to Akif
Haleem and Abdul Wahab who were previously killed by Indian forces in J&K.
The Khaigala rally witnessed cadre mobilizations and incitements for jihad
in Kashmir by LeT commander Abu Musa and others militant leaders who
have threatened to continue beheadings and gun fights in Kashmir targeting
non-Muslims (outsiders) settling in J&K, post-abrogation of Article 370. Indian
investigators believed that this rally set the narrative of targeting Hindus as
part of demographic resistance by Kashmir militant groups. Thus, Khai Gala
served as a precursor event, signaling intent, mobilizing cadres, and legitimizing
future violence, sort of making the Pahalgam massacre a publicly announced
strategy. Yuvraj Tyagi, “Lashkar-e-Taiba Hosts Tribute for Slain Terrorists in PoJK,
Threatens India with More Beheadings, Attacks,” Republic, April 22, 2025. For
audio-visuals of the Khaigala rally and Anti-India and Anti-Modi speech by Abu
Musa, see OsintTV, “Lashkar-e-Tayyaba declares that they will continue to send
.. X, April 19, 2025.

e Though Islamist militants in Kashmir have historically targeted Hindus, most
infamously during the Pandit exodus of the 1990s, and in recent incidents such
as the May 2022 sticky-bomb attack on Vaishno Devi pilgrims in Katra, or the
June 2024 ambush on a bus returning from the Shiv Khori Shrine in Reasi, the
April 22 Pahalgam massacre stands apart. Unlike earlier assaults, which often
struck Hindus as part of broader indiscriminate violence against ‘outsiders’ and
‘pilgrims,’ the Pahalgam attackers deliberately profiled on the basis of religion,
isolated, and executed Hindus. For violence against Kashmir (Hindu) Pandits,
see “Timeline of Terror: Chronology of The Ethnic Cleansing of Kashmiri Pandits:
1989-2003,” News18.com, March 17, 2022. For two recent pilgrim bus attacks,
see “J-K: Search operation underway in Reasi after terror attack,” DD News, June
10, 2024, and “4 Dead, 20 Injured As Bus Returning From Vaishno Devi Catches
Fire,” NDTV News May 13, 2022.

militants killed indiscriminately or selectively targeted political
figures, migrant workers, and security personnel, it had been rare
since the massacres of the 1990s to see people based on their faith
deliberately isolated and executed in mass-style killings. Pahalgam
survivors’ accounts confirmed that the attackers separated men,
asked them to recite Islamic prayers, and then shot those identified
as Hindus (non-Muslims), a chilling echo of earlier pogrom-like
assaults in Kashmir such as the Chhatishingpora (Anantnag)
massacre of March 2000 where 36 Sikh villagers (all males like in
Pahalgam) were killed for their religion by the Kashmir militants.*
Arguably, this method of singling out victims by faith exposed the
ideological drive behind the attack. Despite the rhetoric of ‘self-
determination, freedom struggle, or ‘anti-India resistance’ often
used to cloak this hybrid militancy in Kashmir, the Pahalgam
massacre underscored that the LeT/TRF are pursuing a sectarian
jihadi project rather than a separatist insurgency. Indeed, the
targeting of Hindus at Baisaran Valley was not incidental; rather,
it was the intended militant message to terrorize minorities, deter
migrants (non-locals), and advance a communal agenda rooted in
Islamist jihadi ideology.

The April 22 massacre not only reignited fears among
Hindus in Kashmir and elsewhere but also triggered a chain of
diplomatic and military responses from India, culminating in a
brief but intense military conflict with Pakistan. It underscored
the urgent need to reassess the trajectory of violence in Kashmir
post-abolition of Article 370 of the Indian Constitution, which
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ended J&K’s special constitutional status on August 6, 2019.1 In
the immediate aftermath, New Delhi enforced an unprecedented
lockdown, deploying security personnel and imposing a months-
long communications blackout in Kashmir.’ These measures largely
prevented militant violence against security forces and restricted
civil unrest and disruption of law and order, marked by stone
and petrol bomb pelting by the pro-militant Kashmir Muslims
popularly known as ‘Sangbaaz.” Still, these punitive or restrictive
measures also caused Kashmir’s long-running Islamist militancy
to evolve into more covert, hybrid, and lethal forms.

To examine this extreme evolution in militant violence in
Kashmir in the last six years, this article presents a chronological and
thematic analysis of militant violence in Kashmir between August
2019 and July 2025. It also focuses on how the Pahalgam attack
marked a turning point, reshaping both internal security priorities
and regional dynamics, triggering a military escalation between
India and Pakistan. Against the backdrop of persistent violence
and Pakistan’s harboring of jihadi proxies,® this article underscores
why Kashmir remains a volatile security and communal flashpoint,
demanding urgent attention and strategic focus.

This article is organized into two core parts to offer a clear and
comprehensive understanding of militant violence in Kashmir
following the repeal of Article 370. Part I traces the evolution of
the conflict through three distinct phases: the immediate post-
abrogation period (2019-2020) when strict security measures and
COVID-19 lockdowns led to a sharp drop in militant activity; the
resurgence phase (2021-2023), marked by targeted killings, the
rise of hybrid militants, and systematic intimidation of civilians;
and the most recent lethal phase (2024-July 2025), characterized
by high-profile audacious attacks, intensified counterterrorism
operations, and heightened cross-border tensions. Part II briefly
examines India’s counterterrorism response in the wake of the April
2025 Pahalgam terror attack, focusing on the launch of Operation
Sindoor in May 2025, which targeted militant bases in Pakistan-
administered Kashmir and beyond, and Operation Mahadev in July
2025, which reportedly eliminated three Pahalgam perpetrators in
Kashmir. The article concludes with an assessment of the future
trajectory of militancy in Kashmir, drawing on developments after
Pahalgam to evaluate emerging threats and security imperatives.

Part I: Three Phases of Militancy in Kashmir

Rise of Facade Groups: From Decline to Consolidation (2019-
2020). Post-August 2019, the decades-old Islamist militancy in

f Article 370, as ‘temporary provision’ of the Indian Constitution (1949), granted
Jammu and Kashmir special status with its own constitution, flag, and autonomy
over all matters except defense, foreign affairs, and communications. Rooted
in the terms of the 1947 Instrument of Accession signed by the king, Hari
Singh, after Pakistan’s invasion, the provision defined the unique constitutional
relationship between the state and the Union of India. In August 2019, the
Government of India revoked that article through Presidential Orders that
reinterpreted the “Constituent Assembly” of Jammu and Kashmir as its
Legislative Assembly, whose powers, under President’s Rule, were exercised
by Parliament. Concurrent resolutions passed in both Houses on August 5-6,
2019, stripped the provision of its remaining powers, while the Jammu and
Kashmir Reorganisation Act, 2019 bifurcated the state into the Union Territories
of Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh. In December 2023, the Supreme Court
unanimously upheld the abrogation, validating the Presidential Orders and
confirming that Article 370 now stands inoperative. For details, see “Abrogation
of Article 370: Judgement Summary,” SC Observer, December 11, 2023.

Kashmir evolved through distinct phases, each marked by changes in
operational tempo, target selection, geography, and group dynamics.
While the government’s security clampdown—starting in previous
years and continuing with COVID-19 restrictions—initially reduced
militant mobility, cross-border facilitation networks adapted,
and new factions emerged to mask the role of long-entrenched
Pakistan-based terror groups such as Hafiz Saeed-led Lashkar-e-
Taiba (LeT),# Syed Salahuddin’s Hizbul Mujahideen," and Masood
Azhar’s Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM).! Though these Pakistan-based
legacy terror networks were disrupted in Kashmir due to sustained
counterterrorism operations by 2019, several hybrid offshoots (the
so-called facade groups) such as TRF, People’s Anti-Fascist Front
(PAFF), Kashmir Tigers (KT), Kashmir Freedom Fighters (KFF),
and J&K Ghaznavi Force (JKGF) appeared during this time as fresh
proxy entities in Kashmir, camouflaging as indigenous ‘liberation’ or
‘resistance’ movements and claiming responsibility for most of the
targeted violence and online recruitment and propaganda during
the 2019-2020 period. While these pro-Pakistan groups emerged
on the scene, transnational jihadi factions such as Islamic State
Hind Province (ISH) or Jundul Khilafa and the al-Qa “ida in the
Indian Subcontinent (AQIS)-linked Ansar Ghazwat-ul Hind laid
low in operational terms mainly due to security crackdowns, turf
wars, and ideological rivalries between different militant groupings
within Kashmir.”

Militant attacks in this phase were sporadic and selective,
targeting vulnerable civilians to intimidate people from other
Indian states from visiting or settling in Kashmir and to disrupt
economic activity in the state. Groups such as TRF, PAFF, and
JKGF spearheaded multifaceted violence in Kashmir, opposed
the revocation of J&K’s special status, which encouraged the
return of Hindus to Kashmir who had left the state in the 1990s to
escape Pakistan-backed militant violence in the Kashmir region.®
Grenade attacks in Srinagar, Anantnag, Baramulla, and elsewhere;
improvised explosive device (IED) recoveries, and small arms fire
incidents persisted intermittently during this time. The PAFF,

g Hafiz Muhammad Saeed remains the founder and emir (leader) of LeT and
its associated groups such as Jamat ud Dawa (JuD) and Falah-e-Insaniyat
Foundation (FIF), a role he has held since co-founding the group in the late
1980s. Saeed, a U.N.-designated terrorist, is not actively running the show
as earlier; his son Hafiz Talah Saeed (U.S.-designated terrorist) and senior
ideologues and commanders such as Zaki-ur-Rehman Lakhvi, Hafiz Abdur
Rauf, and Saifullah Kasuri run these organizations with his guidance. “Hafiz
Muhammed Saeed,” United Nations Security Council, n.d.

h  Syed Salahuddin is the emir of Hizbul Mujahideen (HM), a Pakistan-backed
militant group leading an insurgency in Kashmir since the 1990s. Designated
by the United States as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist in June 2017,
Salahuddin has directed Hizbul’s operations for several deadly attacks in
Kashmir. The U.S. State Department also lists Hizbul Mujahideen as a Foreign
Terrorist Organization. See “Terrorist Designations of Mohammad Yusuf Shah
AKA Syed Salahuddin,” U.S. Department of State, June 26, 2017.

i Masood Azhar, the founding leader of Jaish-e-Muhammad (JeM), is a U.N.-
designated terrorist associated with major attacks on India, including the
December 2001 parliament assault and the February 2019 Pulwama suicide
bombing. In October 2011, the United Nations designated Jaish-e-Muhammad
as a terrorist group. In May 2019, the U.N. Security Council added Azhar to its
global terrorist list, imposing travel bans, asset freezes, and arms embargoes on
him. “Mohammed Masood Azhar Alvi,” U.N. Security Council, May 1, 2019.

j  There were at least six grenade attacks targeting civilian market areas and
security convoys between September and early November 2019 with one death
and 86 injuries. See “Grenade attack kills one, injures 40 in Srinagar,” New
Indian Express, November 5, 2019.
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which surfaced in late 2019 in response to the abrogation of Article
370, unleashed armed encounters and ambushes against security
forces in the Poonch area and other locations in Kashmir.? For
these hybrid groups, the strategy remained to broaden the local
Muslim support base (including the Over Ground Worker (OGW)
ecosystem)* while framing their attacks as resistance to the Indian
state, rising Hindu nationalism,' and resettlement of Hindus and
other non-Muslims in Kashmir.™ These hybrid groups, particularly
TRF and PAFF, had cleverly avoided pro-Pakistan rhetoric, Islamic
religious symbols, and overt jihadi narratives in their propaganda,
aiming to secularize the campaign as anti-fascist liberation
movements.”

In October 2019, TRF and other militant factions killed several
civilians, including truckers, apple traders, and migrant laborers, in
Kulgam and Shopian districts in South Kashmir.' The most tragic
event occurred on October 29, 2019, when armed militants killed
five migrant laborers (all Muslims) from West Bengal in Kitrusu
in Kulgam district." Initially caught off guard, security forces in
Kashmir launched sustained ‘search and sweep’ operations in 2020,
even at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, killing 225 militants
(207 in the Kashmir Zone and 18 in the Jammu Zone), including top
commanders of Hizbul Mujahideen, Ansar Ghazwat-ul-Hind, and
Jaish-e-Mohammed."” High-profile eliminations included Hizbul
commander Reyaz Naikoo, Junaid Sehrai, Saifullah, Burhan Koka,
and JeM’s Qari Yasir, among 46 top commanders killed in 2020.%
Despite these counterterrorism successes, grenade attacks and

k  In Kashmir militant landscape, the Over Ground Worker (OGW) networks, the
so-called ‘silent enablers’ comprising of pro-Pakistan and pro-militant individuals
who are responsible for aiding and abetting the militant groups, mostly assist
in logistics, safe houses, finances, and recruitment, and as ‘eyes and ears’
(informants).

I One of the earliest propaganda audiovisuals of PAFF, released on December 21,
2020, threatened to kill members of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS),
a Hindu socio-cultural volunteer organization close to the ruling nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), accusing them of aiding the “fascist Indian
regime” in its bid to “colonize” Jammu and Kashmir. The message said: “We
won't allow Israeli-type settler colonies, and Indians who try to settle in them will
be legitimate targets. While we don’t target civilians, RSS agents with sinister
plans to settle in Kashmir will not be spared. Outsiders won’t be allowed to alter
the pious status of Jammu and Kashmir. Freedom fighters will put their lives
on the line to crush such dirty plans. Be aware.” See “‘Won’t Allow Israeli-type
Settlement’: Militant Body Warns ‘RSS Agents’ Against ‘Usurping J&K Land,””
News18, December 20, 2020.

m TRF targeted people who obtained the new domicile certificate that enables
non-native Kashmiris to buy property and settle in Kashmir. On December 31,
2020, TRF militants killed jeweler Satpal Nischal in Srinagar’s Saraibala after he
received the certificate. TRF’s “Shaheed Squad” brands such civilians as RSS
agents. “Police probe Srinagar jeweller’'s murder as little-known group claims
responsibility,” Hindustan Times, January 2, 2021.

n Militant groups like TRF and PAFF use distinct messaging tools including logos,
banners, and statements to set themselves apart from parent outfits such as
LeT and JeM, which rely heavily on Islamist-jihadi imagery. TRF adopted non-
religious symbols like the Kashmir map, swords, and grenades in its logo, while
PAFF projected anti-Hindutva and anti-India themes, branding India as a “fascist
regime.”

targeted killings persisted,® such as the October 29 assassinations
of three Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) members in Kulgam by TRF
militants.* These recently emerged hybrid groups with newly
recruited local militants with no prior records have become a major
challenge as they can execute swift, low-key attacks before blending
into civilian populations.

Resurgence and Rise of Anti-Hindu (Outsiders) Campaign
(2021-2023). From 2021 onward, Kashmir’s hybrid militancy
entered a phase overtly characterized by targeted Kkillings of
minority community members. Targeted victims in this phase
of violence mainly included Kashmiri (Hindu) Pandits, migrant
workers, non-Muslim teachers, and elected local self-government
members, with TRF,” PAFF, Ghaznavi Force, Kashmir Tigers, and
Muslim Janbaz Force frequently claiming responsibility."”

At the start of the year, a lesser-known militant group, Muslim
Janbaz Force, claimed responsibility for an attack in Srinagar in
mid-February that targeted Akash Mehra of the Krishna (Hindu)
restaurant, resulting in his death on February 28, 2021. The group,
in a statement, justified the attack as a retaliation against the new
domicile rules, which allow “outsiders” to settle in Jammu and
Kashmir, sparking widespread fear and panic among the Hindu
community.’ Later that year, more targeted attacks against Hindus
were reported. The Makhan Lal Bindroo assassination in Srinagar, a
popular Kashmiri Hindu pharmacist; the killings of Hindu and Sikh
teachers in a high school” in Srinagar; and the killing of a migrant
vegetable seller,” among a few others, in October 2021 made that
month the most violent of the year.'® TRF claimed responsibility for
Bindroo’s death, portraying him as a Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh

o TRF issued posters stating, “crematoriums will get overbooked” and continued
its targeted killings throughout the year, stepping up attacks on BJP workers and
leaders, killing eight of them in 2020. On July 8, a BJP leader along with his two
family members (both were BJP members, too) were shot dead in Bandipore,
North Kashmir. Similarly, in October 2020, two separate incidents witnessed
four BJP leaders’ deaths in Kashmir. Similarly, a spate of grenade attacks shook
Kashmir, especially in December 2020, when militants carried out successive
grenade attacks underscoring the persistence of low-intensity violence. On
December 9, six civilians, including a woman, were injured when a grenade
aimed at a security orce vehicle exploded in the crowded Singhpora market of
Baramulla district. Later, on December 23, another grenade attack at Tawheed
Chowk in Ganderbal injured five security personnel. These incidents reflected the
continued reliance on grenades as a tactic to spread fear and disrupt public life
despite heavy security deployments.

p In2021, TRF was linked to 72 militant incidents across Jammu and Kashmir, as
per its propaganda poster. These included 12 attempted IED attacks, 27 targeted
shootings, eight ambushes, and 25 grenade attacks. Security forces reported
that these incidents resulted in the deaths of at least 21 personnel, comprising
members of the Jammu and Kashmir Police (JKP), the Central Reserve Police
Force (CRPF), and the Indian Army, and injuries to 63 others, including senior
officers. This year, TRF attacks also targeted civilians, particularly non-local
migrant laborers, political workers, and suspected informers, resulting in multiple
fatalities. Counterinsurgency operations during the year led to the deaths of
nearly 31 TRF militants, including four senior commanders, in 13 separate
encounters across Kashmir, the Union Territory. Information gathered from TRF’s
2021 annual report poster.

q Virender Paswan, a street vendor from Bihar, was one of three victims on October
5, 2021. He was shot near Lalbazar’s Madina Chowk in Srinagar and surprisingly
the killing was claimed by the Islamic State’s Hind Province. It was one such
controversial claim by ISH during the heights of TRF/PAFF’s attacks against
outsiders in Kashmir. Reports at that time suggested a split in TRF ranks and that
some members pledged allegiance to the Islamic State in mid-2021. “J&K civilian
killings: ISIS claims credit for killing Bihar resident in Srinagar,” One India News,
October 7, 2021.
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(RSS)r agent and collaborator for the Indian government. Frequent
gun or grenade attacks on off-duty police and political workers
created a climate of fear in Kashmir with the violent resurgence
of these hybrid groups.! Militant activity also shifted into urban
and semi-urban pockets, particularly in Srinagar, where shooters
using small-arms operated in close quarters. In mid-October 2021,
the JKGF (Ghaznavi Force) gained an operational advantage by
conducting ambush attacks against the security forces in the
Mendhar and Surankote areas of Poonch district. These ambushes
resulted in the deaths of at least nine armed forces personnel and
police.® Ghaznavi Force also attempted to target a few religious
sites in Poonch district with IEDs and grenades to instill fear among
the Hindu minority in the region.>®

Another pro-Pakistan group, the Kashmir Freedom Fighters
(KFF), also emerged during this phase with its first grenade
attack against paramilitary forces in Baramulla on November 17,
2021,” and fatal attacks targeting Hindus subsequently,* further
complicating the militant landscape in Kashmir.® Similarly, on
December 13, 2021, the Kashmiri Tigers ambushed a police convoy
returning to camp near Srinagar, killing three officers and injuring
at least 11.2% These attacks were claimed as proof that militancy
remained entrenched despite the Indian government’s claims of
peace and normalcy in the state.

In 2022, intermittent militant attacks continued to target
security forces, minority Hindus, and migrant workers in Kashmir.
A deadly suicide (fidayeen) attack on August 11 witnessed the
deaths of four soldiers, including a junior commissioned officer
(JCO) at Pargal in Rajouri.>* The ambush underlined that despite
tight security measures, militant groups retained the capability to
strike hardened military targets.

Minority Hindus continued to be the prime targets, as Kashmiri
Hindus were gunned down in repeated attacks in 2022. On
August 16, militants shot dead Sunil Kumar Nath while critically
injuring his brother in Shopian.?” Two months later, on October 15,
another Kashmiri Hindu farmer, Puran Krishan Bhat, was killed
in Chowdari Gund, also in Shopian." These killings reinforced
the atmosphere of fear among Hindu Pandits who had cautiously
returned to the valley under government resettlement schemes,?
showing how militants deliberately sought to intimidate and drive

r TheRSS, founded in 1925, is a Hindu nationalist volunteer organization that
envisions India as a Hindu nation. Headquartered in Nagpur, India, it views
“Hindu” not merely as a religious category but as a civilizational and national
identity for the people of the country. The ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) at
the Centre traces its ideological roots to the RSS.

s TRF’s spokesman Ahmed Khalid released a statement on Bindroo’s killing on
October 6, 2021. See “JK: The Resistance Front asked Kashmiris not to mourn,
also claimed attack,” Aajtak (Hindi) October 7, 2021.

t  InJune 2021, three off-duty police officials died in militant attacks in separate
targeted incidents in Kashmir. See “J&K cop, wife killed by terrorists in
Pulwama,” India Today, June 28, 2021.

u  Kashmir Freedom Fighters (KFF) carried out a string of attacks targeting security
personnel and civilians in Kashmir. A May 30, 2023, propaganda poster of KFF
vowed to continue killing ‘non-local Hindus’ and Kashmiri Pandits living in the
region. “Who are ‘Kashmir Freedom Fighters’?” Daiji World, June 2, 2023.

v Kashmir Freedom Fighter (KFF) claimed this attack. Its statement said: “We
have already warned about our attacks on Pandits and non-locals working on the
Modi-led agenda of settler colonialism post the abrogation of Article 370.” See
“Kashmiri Pandit shot dead by militants in J&K’s Shopian,” Hindu, October 18,
2022.

out the Hindu minority. Similarly, migrant laborers from outside
Kashmir continued to bear the brunt.” The militant campaign
against non-local workers escalated in mid-October 2022 when
two workers from Uttar Pradesh were killed in a grenade attack
in Shopian.?” These attacks claimed by TRF and other groups
underscore the systematic targeting of non-local workers, a tactic
meant to deter migration, and amplify the message that Kashmir
remains hostile to ‘outsiders’ and, more plausibly, to weaken local
economies.

By early 2023, the conflict’s geography began to expand.
The twin terror attacks in Dhangri (Rajouri) on January 1-2—
indiscriminate firing followed by an IED blast—marked a deliberate
revival of violence in Jammu’s border districts. Seven civilians of
the Hindu community, two of them minors, were killed in these
incidents.?® High-casualty encounters, such as the prolonged
Kokernag (Anantnag) gunfight and the Narla (Rajouri) encounter
in September 2023, revealed improved militant fieldcraft, with
forested terrain used to store arms and evade capture. A total of
five security personnel and two militants were killed in this fierce
battle.?

Like TRF and KFF, the PAFF perpetrated several high-profile
attacks, particularly in the Jammu region during this phase.* For
instance, PAFF claimed responsibility for killing Rakesh Pandita,
a BJP municipal councillor, in early June 2021,>° and for the April
20,2023, Poonch ambush that killed five army soldiers.* It released
a short helmet-camera video of the strike, taunting the Indian
security apparatus. The video showed militants executing a well-
planned attack, using sophisticated weapons and filming it for the
first time in Kashmir. PAFF was also linked to the May 5, 2023,
IED attack in Rajouri that killed five more soldiers.?? These two
events marked the worst security force losses in Kashmir in 2023,
underlining PAFF’s lethal capabilities. Again in December 2023,
PAFF militants ambushed an army convoy, killing four soldiers in
Poonch district.*?

In 2022, Jammu and Kashmir recorded 253 militancy-related
deaths, of which 30 were security personnel. In 2023, however,
overall fatalities dropped to 134, but the proportion of security
personnel killed more than doubled to nearly 25 percent of the total
deaths, with 33 security force deaths.?* Militant fatalities also saw
a sharp decline, falling from over 170 in 2022 to under 90 in 2023,
reflecting both reduced militant presence and a shift in engagement
patterns. However, this shift highlights a troubling trend and marks
anotable consolidation in this phase. While militant casualties have

w In 2022, a string of attacks took place targeting migrant workers (both Hindus
and Muslims from other states) in Kashmir. On September 2, militants opened
fire on a worker from West Bengal in Pulwama, leaving him seriously injured.
Later that month, two Bihari laborers were similarly attacked in the same district.
“J&K: Non-locals Targeted Again, 2 Bihar Labourers Injured in Terrorists Attack
in Pulwama,” News18.com, September 24, 2022. See also “Militants open fire
at non-local labourer in J&K’s Pulwama; Victim hails from West Bengal,” Daily
Excelsior, September 2, 2022.

x By early 2023, India had proscribed all major hybrid militant groups in Kashmir,
including TRF, PAFF, and Ghaznavi Force, and designated their leaders as
individual terrorists in an effort to disrupt their operations and curb recruitment
and attacks in the region. On January 5-6, 2023, the government banned
TRF and PAFF under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA) for their
involvement in terror activities in Kashmir. A month later, on February 17, 2023,
it outlawed JKGF. See “TRF among four outfits notified as terrorist outfits under
UAPA: Govt in RS,” Kashmir News Observer, March 15, 2023.
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declined, attacks have increasingly targeted and killed security
forces, reflecting a rise in high-impact militant operations.

The perennial OGW problem in Kashmir has also seen a major
shift during this phase, though the crackdown started in 2019 as
part of India’s broader counterterrorism approach in Kashmir.? The
focus remained beyond armed militants to the wider pro-Pakistan
and pro-militant ecosystem that sustained terrorism for decades
in Kashmir¥ Between 2019 and 2023, over 1,900 OGWs linked to
LeT, HM, or JeM, as well as their front groups, were detained. In
2023 alone, 201 OGWs were arrested under the Public Safety Act.?¢
Even though militancy has persisted, the erosion of OGW networks
around this time has significantly disrupted recruitment channels
and cross-border linkages, forcing militant groups to adapt under
mounting security challenges.

Geographical Expansion and Violent Escalation (2024-July
2025). In 2024, militancy in Kashmir geographically consolidated
its southward drift into Poonch, Rajouri, and Udhampur districts.
Several attacks, including ambushes on security patrols, assaults
on village defense guards,®” and strikes on Hindu pilgrims and
tourists, marked the beginning of a lethal escalation phase of
Kashmir militancy. Groups such as TRF, Kashmir Tigers, and
PAFF have exploited the forested zones near the borders with
Pakistan for infiltration, staging zones for renewed violence. The
most notable among them was the ambush attack of June 2024.
As briefly mentioned earlier, TRF militants attacked a bus carrying
Hindu pilgrims to Shiv Khori in Reasi district, killing nine and
injuring more than 30 people.?® Claiming responsibility, the
group announced its intention to conduct more such attacks on
tourists and non-locals, describing the assault as the “beginning of
arenewed campaign.

In July 2024, Kashmir witnessed an uptick in militant violence
targeting security forces, days after India’s prime minister,
Narendra Modi, mentioned the waning of terrorism in the state in
a speech.” However, that month proved to be one of the deadliest for
security forces in Kashmir, with at least 12 army personnel killed in
multiple militant attacks and encounters across the region. Several
high-casualty incidents occurred, including the July 8 ambush on
an army truck in Kathua’s Lohai Malhar area that left five security
personnel dead,*® and the July 15-16 encounter in Doda that claimed
four more lives.* Additional fatalities occurred elsewhere in July,
underscoring both the sustained lethality of militants and the

y A concerted crackdown on the OGW ecosystem was enabled by using the
Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA) and the Public Safety Act (PSA), as
these legal tools allowed investigating and law enforcement agencies in Kashmir
to detain suspects pre-emptively, disrupt funding flows, and weaken clandestine
supply chains. By early 2025, OGWs’ support to the militants was reduced
substantially due to a series of measures taken by the Kashmir police, including
attachment (taking over) of their property and registration of cases against them
under UAPA. “Terrorists prefer App over OGWs to keep their locations secret,”
Daily Excelsior, January 24, 2025.

z  Prime Minister Modi, in his address to the Rajya Sabha (upper house of the
Indian Parliament), said on July 3, 2024: “Terror and separatism are ending,
and the citizens of Jammu and Kashmir are leading this fight.” He went on: “Our
fight against terrorism in Jammu and Kashmir, in a way, is in its last stage, last
leg. We are moving with a multi-pronged strategy to eliminate the remaining
terror network there.” He also praised the growing faith in democracy among J&K
residents, noting increased tourism and investment as signs of progress. “Fight
against terrorism in J&K in last stage: PM Modi,” Times of India, July 3, 2024.

heavy toll on security personnel despite ongoing counterinsurgency
efforts.® These incidents highlighted the continuing threat in
Kashmir’s frontier districts, which since late April 2024 have
increasingly witnessed infiltration-linked violence and militant
hideouts in forested areas.*?

In September and October 2024, Jammu and Kashmir held
elections to the Assembly, marking the first such elections since the
2019 scrapping of Article 370 and the subsequent reorganization
of the state. However, in less than three weeks, on October 20, TRF
militants killed seven people, both locals and migrant workers
engaged in the Z-Morh tunnel project that connects Gaganeer
to Sonamarg in Ganderbal district.* A month later, militants
again triggered a fresh wave of violence in a mark of defiance of
the democratically elected government. The killing of two village
defense guards in Kishtwar on November 7 by Kashmir Tiger
militants*® and the November 3 grenade blast in a busy Sunday
market in Srinagar that killed a woman** came as a surprise to
both federal and state governments for the complicated security
situation in post-election Kashmir. These successive incidents were
part of a broader pattern of a new wave of escalating militancy, with
activity moving south from the Muslim-majority Kashmir Valley
toward the Hindu-majority Jammu region, marking a renewed
push to expand the conflict’s geographical and communal scope.
According to an official Indian government estimate, in 2024, 68
militants were killed in Jammu and Kashmir, of whom 42 were
foreign nationals and the rest were local recruits.* Key militant
commanders killed that year included Basit Ahmad Dar, Usman
Lashkari, Arbaz Mir, and Farooq Ahmad Bhat (alias Nali), linked
to hybrid militant groups TRF, PAFF, and Kashmir Tigers.*

aa The July 6 Kulgam encounter, resulting in the death of a special forces soldier,
marked the beginning of a violent month for security forces in Kashmir, signaling
robust militant presence despite sustained counterinsurgency operations. The
other notable gunfights in Poonch (July 23) and Kupwara (July 24) witnessed
security force fatalities underscoring both the ongoing infiltration attempts
from Pakistan-administered territory and the lethal risks faced by soldiers
during forward-area engagements. “4 militants shot dead in Kulgam, 2 soldiers
martyred,” Daily Excelsior, July 7, 2024; “Poonch encounter: Soldier, injured in
exchange of fire during counter-infiltration operation, dies,” India TV News, July
23, 2024; “Terrorist, soldier killed in Lolab ongoing operation,” Greater Kashmir,
July 25, 2024.

ab Though there was an uptick in infiltrations in September and October 2024,
the infiltration concerns surfaced sometime around late April that year, when
a Village Defence Guard (VDG) member, Mohd Sharief, was killed in a gunfight
with suspected Pakistan-origin militants in Udhampur. This incident triggered
a massive joint operation (involving army, police, and paramilitary CRPF) in
the dense Basantgarh forests the following week to track down two suspected
terrorist groups that had infiltrated into Kashmir. “VDG Sharief who died fighting
Pak terrorists buried with state honours,” Awaz-The Voice, April 30, 2024.

ac TRF’s Pakistan-based chief Sheikh Sajjad Gul reportedly masterminded this
violence, targeting both Kashmiri and non-Kashmiri people involved in the
government’s infra project in Kashmir. “Doctor, non-locals among 7 killed by
terrorists in Jammu and Kashmir,” India Today, October 20, 2024.

ad In Kashmir’s decades-old militancy, the term “foreign militants” usually refers
to militant fighters from Pakistan, and occasionally from Afghanistan, who
are affiliated with groups such as LeT and JeM. Though there were sporadic
instances of Arabs, Sudanese, or Central Asian nationals’ presence in early years
of militancy—mostly affiliated with groups such as Harkat-ul-Mujahideen or
Harkat ul Ansar (later merged with JeM)—there was no reported presence in the
last couple of decades. See, for example, “Chechen Fighters killed in Kashmir,”
UPI Archives, June 7, 1996. A data map of foreign fighters arrested or killed in
J&K between 1991-1999 shows militants’ presence from multiple countries. See
“Foreign mercenaries arrested and killed,” SATP, n.d.
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In early 2025, the PAFF carried out two major strikes in Jammu
and Kashmir. On January 11, an IED blast near the line of control
(LoC) in Akhnoor’s Laleali area killed two armed force personnel
and injured a couple of others.*s PAFF later released a video
claiming responsibility for the attack. PAFF struck again on March
27, killing four Special Operations Group (SOG) police and injuring
seven others in an armed counter in Kathua’s Safiyan Jakhole
locality. 7 These back-to-back attacks underscored PAFF’s lethal
footprint with an active network of OGWs in the Hindu-dominated
Jammu region.*®

The Pahalgam terror attack on April 22, 2025, which
overshadowed previous violence by the so-called facade groups,
marked the deadliest assault on civilians, including Hindu
tourists in Kashmir, in the ongoing phase of a lethal militant surge
since June 2024. Five TRF militants, armed with sophisticated
weapons, ambushed Hindu tourists in the Baisaran valley.
Indian intelligence agencies traced the operation to handlers in
Muridke and Bahawalpur, Pakistan, indicating direct cross-border
orchestration.* Indian investigations have established that two
senior LeT leaders, Hafeez Saeed and deputy Saifullah Khalid
Kasuri, masterminded the attacks with Hashim Moosa (Faizal
Jatt) of TRF, who was later killed during a counterterrorism
operation in late July 2025.%

Part II: India’s Post-Pahalgam Counterterrorism Response
The Pahalgam massacre of April 22, 2025, was no doubt a defining
moment in Kashmir’s recent militant history, both in scale and in
its deliberate sectarian targeting. Survivors and preliminary NIA
investigation reports confirmed that the Pakistan-based attackers
had carried out reconnaissance in the preceding days, using local
facilitators, to identify tourist movement patterns and secure
temporary shelter.*® Forensic examination of recovered shell casings
matched weapon types frequently trafficked from across the border,
from Pakistan.”

This attack proved to be a turning point as clamor for decisive
action against Pakistan-based terror fountainheads grew manifold
in India. Within a couple of weeks of Pahalgam, India launched
Operation Sindoor on May 7, 2025, a cross-border punitive military
operation targeting nine major terror training camps, weapons
depots, and logistics hubs in Bahawalpur, Muridke, Kotli, and
Muzaffarabad, used by LeT, JeM, and Hizbul Mujahideen in PAK
(Pakistan Administered Kashmir).? This military offensive was a

ae India’s Ministry of External Affairs told a parliamentary committee in mid-May
2025 that the initial probe into the Pahalgam terror attack revealed terrorists’
“communication nodes” with masterminds in Pakistan. This is why Jaish-
e-Mohammad'’s stronghold in Bahawalpur and Lashkar-e-Taiba’s base in
Muridke—both long-recognized as command hubs for cross-border militancy—
were targeted during military operation. See “Pahalgam probe reveals terror-Pak
communication nodes,” Rediff.com, May 19, 2025.

af NIA investigations confirmed the role of Saifullah Kasuri who, in a video shared
on social media in February 2025 warning of escalating militant activity in the
region, reportedly said: “Kashmir will become the ‘land of the pure’ by February
2,2026.” Fatima Dar, “LeT Deputy Chief Saifullah Kasuri says, ‘By Feb 2, 2026
...," X, February 2, 2025.

ag ‘Operation Sindoor,” named symbolically after the sacred vermilion for married
Hindu women, aimed at dismantling terror infrastructure across LoC and
avenging the killing of 26 men in front of their female relatives. See “Operation
Sindoor: Forging One Force, The Synergy of India’s Armed Forces,” Press
Information Bureau, Government of India, May 18, 2025.

step beyond all previous counterterrorism operations deep inside
Pakistan, such as the Balakot offensive of 2019.?" This also marked
a significant evolution of India’s counterterrorism posture through
a series of defining cross-border operations, employing airpower
and long-range missiles, aided by drones, satellite surveillance,
and psychological warfare. While Pakistan accused India of civilian
casualties, India maintained all strikes were on verified non-civilian,
militant sites.”? Together, these operations underscore India’s steady
shift from reactive defense to proactive, hybrid deterrence against
Pakistan-backed militancy.

Pakistan’s military retaliated to India’s actions with its strikes
under Operation Bunyan al-Marsoos,*® bringing the two nuclear-
armed rivals to one of their most dangerous confrontations since
the Kargil conflict in 1999. However, after almost three days of
clashes and amid international alarm, a fragile ceasefire came into
effect.

Following Operation Sindoor, India’s security agencies launched
Operation Mahadev, a targeted ‘search and termination’ campaign
that lasted nearly 70 days, was initiated on May 22, 2025, and aimed
at tracking and eliminating the three identified TRF militants. This
intelligence-driven operation relied on a combination of human
intelligence, mobile intercepts, drone surveillance, and satellite
imagery. After locating militants’ presence in the Dachigam-
Harwan forest belt area, the operation involved a prolonged
surveillance phase lasting two months. Using advanced signal-
capturing equipment, security forces confirmed the presence
of the militants—Faizal Jatt, Hamza Afghani, and Jibran, all
Pakistani nationals affiliated with LeT/TRF—on July 22, 2025.* A
joint operation team comprising special forces, paramilitary, and
state police killed the three militants behind the Pahalgam killings
in late July 2025.%° The operation was hailed as a major success,
preventing their escape to Pakistan, as per India’s Home Affairs
Minister.” Earlier, in June, the NTA arrested two local militants,
Parvaiz Ahmad Jothar of Batkote and Bashir Ahmad Jothar of
Pahalgam, for sheltering and guiding the April 22 Pahalgam
attackers. Investigations revealed that the duo provided food,
shelter, and logistical support to the three Pakistani militants at a
dhok (hut) in Hill Park before the massacre.”” During questioning,
they also allegedly disclosed the identities of Pakistani terrorists
directly involved in the Pahalgam killings.>®

While the two arrested militants remain in custody,” NIA
continues to probe the wider conspiracy and support network
behind the Pahalgam attack.%® The swift elimination of the Pakistani
assailants underlined India’s resolve to deliver retribution, even
as the involvement of local recruits highlighted the persistent
challenge of hybrid militancy in Kashmir.

ah The September 2016 surgical strikes by Indian special forces inside Pakistan-
administered Kashmir in retaliation for a deadly terror attacks in Uri that claimed
19 soldiers, marked the first public admission of offensive ground action
against terror launch pads, signaling a departure from India’s past restraint.
This was followed by the February 2019 Balakot airstrikes, where the Indian
Air Force struck Jaish-e-Mohammed training camps deep inside Pakistan’s
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province, nearly 80 km beyond the LoC, in retaliation to
the Pulwama suicide bombing. These actions set new precedents for punitive
responses to cross-border terror strategy of Pakistan. Pradip R. Sagar, “2016
Year of the warrior,” New Indian Express, December 24, 2016; “Six years of
Balakot airstrike: Here’s how India’s bold military operation hit Pakistan out of
the blue,” FirstPost News, February 26, 2025.
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Conclusion: The Future of Islamist Militancy in Kashmir
The Pahalgam terror attack of April 2025 and India’s swift
retaliation through operations Sindoor and Mahadev have changed
the contours of militancy in Jammu and Kashmir. Over the last six
years, militancy has shifted from large, visible militant formations
to smaller, harder-to-detect hybrid factions like TRF or PAFF,
supported by globally designated terror groups such as Lashkar-e-
Taiba or Jaish-e-Mohammed across the border in Pakistan. These
factions often rely on local overground workers for shelter and
logistics, as witnessed in Pahalgam events, while receiving weapons,
training, and funding from Pakistan-based groups.®

Operation Sindoor demonstrated that India is now willing to
respond with deep, precision strikes on militant bases across the
border. India’s position was further reinforced internationally when,
in July 2025, the United Nations Security Council’s 1267 Sanctions
Committee report linked TRF to the Pahalgam attack.5 Just before

ai After India’s military strikes, a widely circulated photograph purportedly showed
uniformed Pakistan Army personnel attending the funeral of three senior
militants—including an individual believed to be Abdul Rauf Azhar, the JeM
commander and key conspirator behind WSJ journalist Daniel Pearl’s abduction
and death (February 2002)—killed in India’s counter offensive. Hafiz Abdul Rauf,
leader of LeT/JuD and a U.S.-designated global terrorist, was also reportedly
shown in the unverified image standing beside them. This public display raises
uncomfortable questions about the Pakistani military’s direct association with
(and concern over the loss of) key militant leaders. For background, see Zainul
Abid, “Explainer: Who were militants killed in Indian strikes in Pakistan?” BBC
Monitoring, May 14, 2025. See also “‘What exactly are you mourning?’ Daniel
Pearl’s father slams Pakistan Army for attending funeral of terrorists,” WION,
May 10, 2025.

Citations

Indialaunched Operation Sindoor, U.N. Security Council members
in a closed-door consultation® strongly criticized Pakistan over
tensions with India and the terror attacks on tourists. During that
meeting, members questioned Islamabad on the role of LeT in the
Pahalgam massacre.® On July 18, 2025, the U.S. State Department
designated TRF as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist (SDGT)
entity under Executive Order 13224, freezing its assets within U.S.
jurisdiction and prohibiting material support from U.S. persons.*
Again on September 1, a Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO)
declaration strongly condemned the April 22 Pahalgam terror
attack and demanded justice against those responsible.®

The Pahalgam attack and India’s retaliatory military responses
reflect a decisive doctrinal shift in counterterrorism policy. India
has made it clear that cross-border terror incidents, whether
like Pahalgam or Pulwama, will increasingly be met with multi-
domain, precision strikes. While retaliation will not be automatic
for every militant incident, the threshold for response, however,
has been markedly lowered, raising the costs for Pakistan-backed
militancy in Kashmir. Going forward, this shift is likely to alter
India-Pakistan crisis dynamics, making deterrence more credible
but also increasing the risk of post-attack escalations. The threat
will continue to come from these hybrid militants, drone-assisted
supply lines, and sporadic cross-border facilitation by Pakistan-
based parent groups. India’s challenge will be to maintain an
intelligence and technological edge, disrupt domestic recruitment
networks early, and sustain public confidence while ensuring
that high-profile, mass fatality attacks, such as Pahalgam, are not
repeated.
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