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VOTEL

We've been watching this for a while, with both these drones and
with missiles and other things that can actually penetrate defense
systems and get in and hit these vulnerable targets. We've watched
the Houthis with Iranian support kind of move from quad-copters
to bigger, medium-sized UAVsto now larger sizes that can penetrate
much further and put infrastructure at risk. And then, of course,
there is thedevelopment of missile technology that we watched over
a long period of time.

I don't know how thisattack was actually perpetrated, but Iran
certainly has used their access and their partners and their know-
how to provide them with betterweaponry including surface-to-air
and surface-to-surface missiles. And so | think about it from the
concern of just a maturation of these systems and how quick they
are learning on this drone side. When you look at our long learning
curve here, theirs is much sharper. They're takingadvantage of what
we have learned on this.

And then the second thing is, whether Iran were directly or indi-
rectlyinvolvedin this, I think they're doing it for the same purpose
and that is they'retrying tofigure out what our redlines are. They're
trying to push up against this so that we can get to a pointwhere we
are talking with them.

I think one of the challenges we have here, and this is an anathe-
ma to some people, is ourinability tocommunicate with Iran about
anything we're doing in the region. This is a hinderance to us right
now. We really don't know what they're thinking. We don’'t know
how they assess the things we're doing, and vice versa, and real-
ly what we're after. And so, we have to be clear in terms of what
our strategy is. We say we don't want to go to war, but sometimes

our rhetoric is much di erent than that. We have to achieve some
kind of alignment withthat. And wehave to figure out a way that we
are talking to them and have a way of communicating with them.
I am deeplyinfluenced by our ability to talk with Russia in Syria. |
believe this was a factor in our success. It kept us safe; it kept them
safe. It gave aprofessional military-to-military mechanism for us to
communicate with them. This was extraordinarily important. And
it justreinforced thenotion that you've got to find a way to commu-
nicate to people, and it helps reduce theopportunities for miscalcu-
lation. When youdon'thave a way to talk to people and something
is happening out there, people are going to react with what they
have. And that's usually going to be a weapon or something else.
So it would be great if our maritime commander couldtalk to their
maritime commander. You're not trying to synchronize things.
You're not trying to be friends with them, but a professional mili-
tary-to-military communication link would be very helpful.

CTC: Last year, CTC Sentinel published a major profile of the
long-serving head of Iran’s Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani, the
driving force behind much of the Iranian strategy.’? What's your
assessment of him as an adversary?

Votel: You have to respect all your enemies. When you stop re-
specting your enemies is the time that you become extraordinari-
ly vulnerable. So we have to respect what their capabilities are,
what they're attempting to do, and their ability to execute it. He
hasdemonstrated he's a dangerousperson, and he is able to orches-
trate things. So we have to respect that, understand that, and plan

GEN(R) Joseph Votel delivers a lecture to the sophomore class of cadets at the U.S. Military Academy in October 2019.
(Bryan llyanko /U.S. Military Academy)
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for that type of stu . His role isdi erent than any other military
commander that anybody in a Western nation would have because
he has both thismilitary capability but he also has this kind of qua-
si-diplomatic, political, policy, strategy kind of role that he plays,
and theaccess that he has, | think, gives him the opportunity to have
an outsized role and toconnect these policy decisions to the action
arms that can carry them out, so | think he's an extraordinarily dan-
gerousperson. | think there’s very little chance that he will change.
So, the sooner he can be removed from that aspect, the more our
chances may get better for some kind of peace. Because it is this
very revolutionary leadership that | think continues to perpetuate
the conflict between our countries.

CTC: To bring thisdiscussion back around to Iraq, the role of
Iran there has been a major challenge, and has fluctuated over
time, but seems to be at a significant inflection point. What
should guide U.S. policy in Irag moving forward?

Votel: I think the biggest opportunity is continuing to demonstrate
our value to Irag, in terms of being good partners to help them keep
moving in the right direction. If we can maintain it, then I think
it's worth the investment to stay linked with them. I think they're
a lynchpin country. They sit at an important location geographi-
cally, and they're at a pretty key nexus with us. So | think we have
to continue to stay engaged with them and continue to be seen as
value-added by them. It's very instructive to me that, you know,
the one entity that we did stay with after 2011 was their counter-
terrorism service (CTS). Just with two ODAs,® that's it, two ODAs.
Ultimately, the Iragi securityforces were essentially rebuilt around
the CTS. They became the core of all this. They never lost their
level of professionalism, their capabilities, their apoliticalness, and
their focus on state security as the Iraqgi Army drifted awaybecause
we broke our relationships o . So I think the opportunity for us is
to continue to be seen as value-added. So that's the greatest oppor-
tunity. I think the Iraqgi Army can really be something the nation
can rally around. I think it's good totry to provide that for them. We
should support them.

CTC: Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has drawn attention to
a suicide bomb attack on May 31 in Kabul, which injured four
American servicemen and which the U.S. government believes
was instigated by Iran.®* What concerns, if any, do you have
aboutwhat they are trying to do inAfghanistan? How does that
impact what the United States is trying to do?

Votel: I think Iran hasconcerns for their own security with respect
to Afghanistan. They certainly have along their eastern border, the
western border of Afghanistan, so they have influence in that area
and interest in making sure the western part of Afghanistan re-
mains stable. You can't deny that. | thinkit's in everyone’s inter-
est to have a stable Afghanistan here, so this is an opportunity for
convergence if we can get to a point where we can begin to discuss
those kinds of things.

Frankly, 1 never really thought of Iran asnecessarily a security

c Inthe U.S. Army, “Special Forces are organized into small, versatile teams,
called Operational Detachment Alphas (ODA).” “Special Forces Team
Members,” U.S. Army.

risk in Afghanistan. | viewed them much more as a political risk,
influence risk against some of the things that we were doing. That
being said, their ability to influence Afghan units or their perhaps
support to Taliban or other organizations as they try to stabilize
thesituation, | think, are the things we should be concerned about.
But in terms of them directly doing something, that was not really
our concern. | think it was more the influence that they were able
toachieve as theypursuedtheir owninterests.

CTC: There’s been a lot ofdiscussion of late on a shift toward a
focus on near-peer competition andpotentially a resulting shift
away from counterterrorism. What'’s your perspective on bal-
ancing across what is probably a logical refocusing, to a certain
extent, but also mitigating against the risk of complacency in
the terrorism fight and ensuring that the United States is able
to consolidate the gains made in the fight over the last couple
decades against the terrorism threat?

Votel: First and foremost, | am on the record as supporting the
National Defense Strategy and making sure that we maintain our
competitive advantage against great powers out there, states that
could have an existential impact on the United States. | don't think
that anyone can argue with that. | think that's pretty clear, and |
support that. That said, | think there are going to be other threats
out there and there are going to be interests that we have, and so |
was very supportive of the integrated campaign planapproach that
the Department of Defense, the Joint Sta was pursuing with the
combatant commands, that began to look at thethreats we had and
looked at the intersection between all the di erent areas where that
played out. I recognize that in CENTCOM, we had certain respon-
sibilitieswith Russian influence or maybe some Chinese activities
in that particular region, and that’s the way we ought to look at it.
So I think the first piece is continuing to follow through with the
integrated planning e ort that has been undertaken by the Joint
Sta . Itisareally importantaspect.

Secondly, this ultimately gets down to resources. We have to fig-
ure out what the sustainable level of resources are that the CENT-
COM commander in thatregion can count on to address the threats
and the interests that exist in that particular area. And that will
probably be less than he wants it to be, so then I think that moves
us into a third area and that is this idea of what are we going to ask
our partners to do and how are we going to help them do that. And
so it's given that we're going to focus on other areas and given that
resources are going to flow to these areas and we're going to have
less than we need to address our threats and interests in areas like
CENTCOM. So then what are we going to do more with our part-
ners to help o set that? So we have to look at oursecurity coopera-
tion plan. We have to look at our FMF and FMS [Foreign Military
Financing and Foreign Military Sales] programs and make sure
that they are geared to the objectives that we want to truly achieve
in this area. And that’s going to be heavily focused on making them
more resilient,more capable—not just having stu but having stu
and actually being able to use it for their own collective defense. |
think we have to have some hard discussions about that. And so,
linking thatwhole system to the overall strategy is really important
in those three areas: planning, resourcing to asustainable level, and
then making sure that we are developing our partners who help
mitigate those situations where we have to take some risks.



18 CTC SENTINEL NOVEMBER 2019

VOTEL

CTC: Over the pastcouple decades, there’s been considerable
and significant amount ofchange across how the United States
conducts Special Operations and counterterrorism activity. In
the various roles andvarious commands you've had, you've had
an integral role in shaping a lot of those changes. When you
look back over that time period, what stands outto you as the
most interesting aspects of how U.S. Special Operations Forces
and CT capabilities have evolved?

Votel: | think the mostinteresting and the mostsatisfying thing is
the integration between Special Operations Forces and our con-
ventional forces. | think we've reached an apex of this in Iraq and
Syria, and I think it was very, very evident in our performance on the
ground and just in the relationships that you saw there. Our ability
to move people from the Special Operations community back out to
theconventional forces and draw on that experience, and then bring
them back to the Special Operations community, and much more
integrated command and control arrangements that we've had in
place that actually putthe Special Operations formations under the
command of conventional JTF commanders, | think, represents a
level of trust and integration that we haven't enjoyedbefore and that
we've always strived to realize and known that we could achieve, but
it took a lot to do it. I think that's the thing I'm most satisfied with.
And as we look towards things like great powercompetition, I think
that experience is now rightfully driving this discussion of “ok, well,
what is therole of Special Operations in great power competition?”

And so you see much more intellectual discussion about these
and much more work on the ground and debate about what that
is. And | think you see organizations like SOCOM and JSOC and
others who have played this key role in the CT fight now looking
at “what do we do to be relevant, to be value-added to this coming
challenge?” I think that's really healthy for the force.

CTC: So to build on that a bit, some have suggested that the
heavy emphasis placed on the SOF role in the CTfight and per-
haps the heavy cost paid by thatcommunity and the level of ef-
fort they had put into it potentially took away from the SOF
community’s ability to address the near-peer threat. It sounds
like you're saying that their role in that fightset them up to learn
lessons and to build upon that experience to actually make it a
better force to fight in the near-peer world.

Votel: Through relationships, through experience, through systems
that we put in place, we're a much smarter force. Conventional force
commanders are much—I'm not sure if comfortable is the right
word, but it's the right sentiment here—are muchmore confident in
an ability to integrate Special Operations activities and formations
into the broader campaign, perhaps much more than we were. And
vice versa. The SOF community is much more comfortable with
the sentiment and much morecomfortable with doing that, and so
I think that gives us a really good basis to begin to move forward.
I dothink, though, perhaps there ought to be more discussion on
who really isinvolved in the CT fight. When | look at a place like
Syria, wedefinitely had SOF organizations on the ground who were
advising and who were working with our partners. But as | look
back a little bit deeper from that pointy end of the stick there, we
had logistics formations fromthe Army and the Air Force running
air fields, we had Marine artillery that was in there, we had Army
aviation that was in there supporting that, we had Army HIMARS

[High Mobility Artillery Rocket System] that were in there provid-
ing precision fires, so there’s an awful lot of the CT fight that is being
done by our conventional forces.

So | sometimes think we overemphasize that the CT fight is re-
ally about just SOF skills when, frankly, the SOF community has
always been extraordinarily dependent uponconventionalforce en-
ablers and capabilities and backstopping to be successful with this.
Or put another way, this isn't just about thesesnake eaters over here,
this is about bringingeverything to bear to get after the problem.

CTC: What are your thoughts on the national security dimen-
sions of technology and innovation? One example has been the
use of drones by a terrorist organization, but more broadly,
what are your thoughts on how the United States competes in
that space?

Votel: | think this is an area to really focus on. | think we have to
have, one, a strategy for where we're going technology-wise. I think
we have anadvantage but we also have a disadvantage because the
Chinese are very centralized in terms of how they're approaching
their technology development and cutting-edge capabilities. It
all comes out of a centralized government approach. We have a
much more bottom-up approach. I think there’s some really great
advantages for that, but there’s also | think a much bigger integra-
tion challenge. Connecting those people that are in development
with the people that are using it I think is really important for us.
Thelearning curve is moving so quickly right now.

CTC: You've spoken to cadets here at West Point about what it
takes to be agood leader. And the things you laid out were: trust
your instincts, use your position for good, take care of yourself
and your family, and be a happyleader. It was striking that what
you laid out could really be applied to leadership in any organi-
zation, atwork, in politics, even in your own home, in your own
family. Why did you see thoseparticular qualities as important?

Votel: | think because my observation about leadership over time is
that the basics really matter. If you look at businessliterature, there's
tons and tons of books about di erent techniques and everything
else. Butin my view, it really does come down to pretty basic things
about being a good person and drawing on your own experience
to understand what's right and what's wrong and then modeling
that for people. Just being a decent human being and taking care
of yourself. The thing that | was alwaysconcerned about weretired
leaders, people that just work themselves into a lather and as a re-
sult, their organizations as well. You could just see that permeate
through an organization. So taking care of yourself and maintaining
some of thebalance in your life was really important.

It's really heartbreaking to see a man or woman get to the end of
their career and they've been very successful, but the price they paid
was they lost their family. When | was at a battalion commander
course at Ft. Leavenworth, we had asenioro cer, a three-star [gen-
eral], get up and talk about that. I was like “Oh my god.” It was emo-
tional for him, the price that he had paid in trying to balance that.

People really have an option. They don't have to come to the
military. They can go do other things. But wouldn't it be great if
they came in, had this greatexperience, did a tour, then went back
out tobusiness or to be school teachers, and they'dalways say, “yeah,
I was in the Army, | had this great experience, | had theseo cers,
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these NCOs, they took really good care of me, and it was really a
sense of team work,” and they became coaches and other things
out in their communities and made them better. | agree with you. |
don't just use that for military audiences. | use it for virtually every
audience that | have anopportunity to talk to. It's about the basics.

CTC: You're now a senior fellow at the Combating Terrorism
Center. What is your perspective on the value of academic
and scholarly research in the counterterrorism space? Also,
what is the value of, whereappropriate, declassifying captured
enemy material and getting it to scholars in the open source
domain?

Votel: | think you're on to something right here. I always viewed
visits to the CTC and other academic institutions that | went to, as
a way to help me do my thinking. So, you know, whether it was en-
gaging a guy like Graham Allison at the Belfer Center or Dick Shultz
at Tufts or your predecessor in the organization here at CTC, these
were always opportunities to come up and have a conversation with
people and do your thinking without the burden of having to make a
decision about something. And in the busy military, in the busy De-
partment of Defense, our senior leaders are often a mile wide and
an inch deep, and there needs to be amechanism in your rhythm
that allows you to do thinking. And that's what the academic en-
gagement, to me, does. Routine visits here annually, maybe even a
little bitmore, to here, places like Tufts, Belfer Center, other places
we have out there, | think is really invaluable in helping you think
through problems and look at things from a di erent perspective.
Use it as a bit of a sounding board. So that was very valuable to me.
And | think it isvaluable to mycolleagues.

To your other point about releasing information to the organi-
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zations, again, | see the value of that. Thisorganization [the CTC]
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CTC: Any final takeaways for our readers?

Votel: The only one | would add is that when it comes to national
security, | think it's reallyimportant to figure out how we balance
policy and process. I've come to the observation that if you havepol-
icy without process, that's foolish and dangerous, and if you have
process without policy, that's meaningless. There has to be a bal-
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with the things we're doing, all the way up and all the way down,
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out a way to balance that. I think that's a really important aspect of
keeping people aligned.
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An Examination of Jihadi Recidivism Rates In

the United States

By Christopher Wright

The recidivism rate for ordinary criminals is extremely
high, and since over 200 convicted terrorists have been
released in the United States and many more will be in the
near future, a natural fear has been that they pose a high
risk of recidivism. Using nearly 30 years of data, this arti-
cles shows that while not zero, the recidivism rate of those
involved in jihadi terror plots targeting the United States
is much lower than that of common criminals. Unlike most
criminals, prison may deter jihadis from future involve-
ment in violent extremism.

ill those convicted of jihadi-related terror of-

fenses pose a danger once they are released

from prison?? This article explores that ques-

tion by looking at conflicting findings from

research examining what to expect from ter-
rorists who have served their sentences. Next, it presents quanti-
tative data on those involved with jihadi plots in the United States
over the past three decades. Given the small numbers of jihadi
re-o enders with a link to terrorist plotting in the United States,
the article then gives a qualitative description of each. Lastly, it dis-
cusses possible lessons that may be gleaned from the documented
cases of jihadi plot recidivism in the United States.

Why Study Jihadi Recidivism Rates?

In the United States alone, there have been over 500 prosecutions
of those with ties to international terrorism post 9/11.! Although
the rate of terrorism-related arrests and prosecutions in the United
States has slowed since they peaked in 2015-2016, 191 have been

a Islamist terror-related prosecutions in the United States represent a broad
range of offenses from attempted mass murder to lying to a federal agent.
The most common terrorism-related offense in the United States has been
“conspiracy to provide material support” to foreign terrorist organizations
(FTOs)—that is, an organization designated by the U.S. State Department
for which any aiding or abetting is considered illegal. However, even such
conspiracy prosecutions include a wide range of illegal actions ranging
from giving small sums of money to someone believed to be a member of a
terrorist organization (often an informant) to those who attempted to travel
overseas to join the Islamic State.

Dr. Christopher Wright is an Associate Professor of Criminal
Justice at Austin Peay State University, where he teaches in the
Homeland Security Concentration. His research mainly focuses
on jihadis in the United States and the ways in which they use
technology. He has trained new FBI recruits about online extrem-
ism on behalf of the Combating Terrorism Center at West Point.
Follow @wrightapsu

charged in plots related to the Islamic State since 2014 alone.? Well
over 200 convicted terrorists in the United States have already
completed their sentences and been released.® Over 50 who are
currently incarcerated in the United States on terrorism charges
are scheduled to be released in the next five years.* Years of studies
show criminals in the United States re-0 end at rates between 25
and 83 percent.” Similar high recidivism rates (45-55 percent) have
been reported in the United Kingdom, Germany, Canada, and the
Netherlands.®

There has long been concern about jihadi recidivism. A 2012
report by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security stated that
27 percent of prisoners released from the Guantanamo Bay deten-
tion center had returned to the fight.® The terrorism analyst Dennis
Pluchinsky noted that “there is an apparent tendency for global ji-
hadists to become recidivists™ and that “the propensity for reform is
less likely for global jihadists than secular terrorists.” Most recently,
researchers Mary Beth Altier, Emma Leonard Boyle, and John Hor-
gan studied the autobiographies of individuals involved in terrorist
activities that were a liated with known perpetrator groups and
came to the conclusion that “terrorist reengagement and recidivism
rates are relatively high™ and are even, “slightly higher than crim-
inal recidivism rates.”°

If convicted jihadis are indeed more dangerous than secular ter-
rorists and recidivism rates among them approach those of com-
mon criminals, then there is a significant problem looming on the
horizon. The potential problem may be even worse in Europe where
foreign fighters who joined the Islamic State have returned in large
numbers, many to countries where criminal sentences of all types
tend to be much shorter than in the United States.! Even if con-
victed, many will be back on the streets within a few short years.

Yet, there are some reasons to hope that those convicted of
terrorism-related o enses might be less prone to repeat o ense
than more common criminals. For instance, two studies on those
involved in militant groups on both sides of “The Troubles” in
Northern Ireland found recidivism rates to be much lower than
the general criminal population. While 11 percent of those convicted
were later re-arrested, only 3-3.6 percent (depending on the study)
of these were convicted of paramilitary-related crimes.'? This does
not necessarily mean that a very high proportion of these former
convicts are “reformed” in the sense that they have given up their
underlying ideological commitment to violent manifestations of ei-

b These variations are partially explained by how one defines recidivism.
For instance, 25 percent of federal inmates are re-incarcerated within
eight years of their release. See “Recidivism Among Federal Offenders: A
Comprehensive Overview,” United Stated Sentencing Commission, March
2016. Whereas 83 percent of state prisoners are re-arrested within nine
years of their release. See “2018 Update on Prisoner Recidivism: a 9-Year
Follow-up Period (2005 — 2014),” U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of
Justice Statistics, May 2018.
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ther the Republican or Unionist cause,® only that they are no longer
engaged in the terrorism-related illegal behaviors that led to their
initial criminal convictions. As John Horgan finds, disengagement
is more common and often just as important as deradicalization.®®

Whether or not convicted jihadis represent an increased risk of
danger should be open to empirical observation, yet few studies
have actually tested the premise. To date, only two studies have
looked at terrorist recidivism in the United States.**

Most recently, a report from the University of Maryland’s Na-
tional Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to
Terrorism (START) looked into disengagement from ideological
extremism.” The eye-catching headline in the report’s description
reads “New data shows risk of recidivism is high among extremists.”
At first glance, the numbers in the report are alarming. Of the 300
extremists examined in the START sample, 49 percentre-o ended
after their first known instance of ideologically motivated crime.'
If taken to mean that nearly half of convicted terrorists will return
to terrorism, this would be a true cause for concern.

But a closer look shows that this is not what the numbers imply.
First, the report does not have recidivism as its primary research
question. Its main concern is with why some leave extremism and
the barriers to exit they encounter. Second, the report looked at
“re-0 ending,” which is conceived as a much broader category than
recidivism. In other words, the report is not necessarily talking
about a convicted terrorist completing his sentence, being released,
and then returning to terrorism-related crimes. Lastly, according
to the primary author of the report, very few jihadis were included
in the sample of 300 and the vast majority of those “re-o ending”
were right-wing extremists.”” In other words, this report should not
be taken to mean that a high danger exists from convicted Islamist
extremists.

The most thorough study so far on terror-related recidivism
in the United States is from Omi Hodwitz's Terrorism Recidivism
Study (TRS), which examined 561 individuals convicted of ter-
rorism-related o enses in the United States after 9/11. The un-
derlying data is not at this time publicly available, leaving several
unanswered questions.’® For instance, the author does not make
it clear if it includes all terror o enses, even those prosecuted as
non-ideological due to the prevalence of plea bargaining in the
United States. The study also excludes arrests that did not proceed
to conviction, which increases the probability that unprosecuted
cooperating witnesses who later were involved in terrorist plots
would not be seen as recidivists. Moreover, by focusing exclusively
on post-prison release convictions, the study may have overlooked
individuals who had prior terror-related convictions, were involved
in later plots, but who were never prosecuted for a variety of rea-
sons.

Even with these caveats, the study is important as the first to
systematically examine terrorist recidivism rates in the United
States. Of 297 ideologically motivated extremists released from
prison, only nine were charged with crimes post-conviction, yield-
ing a recidivism rate of 1.6 percent. This figure is far below that of
non-ideologically motivated crimes, however measured. A closer

c Inthe context of Northern Ireland, “Republicans” are those who generally
support secession from the United Kingdom and a unified and independent
Ireland on the whole island, while “Unionists” are those who support the
continuation of Northern Ireland as part of the United Kingdom.

look indicates an even lower number may be more accurate. Five of
the nine were charged while still in prison, mostly of crimes unre-
lated to terrorism. Only four individuals were charged with crimes
post-release, none of them for terrorism-related o enses.

To reemphasize, the TRS study found no individuals in the Unit-
ed States who were convicted of terrorism, released from prison,
and then were later convicted of a terrorism-related crime.

Measuring Recidivism Among Those Linked to
Jihadi Attack Plots in the United States

So, are would-be jihadis in the United States committed life-long
ideologues who are likely to return to their former ways upon re-
lease? Or are convicted jihadis much more likely to become de-
radicalized or disengaged during or after incarceration than once
feared?

Some answers can be found by looking at the most dangerous
category of jihadio enders: those individuals linked to jihadi terror
plotting.

This study examines recidivism rates among jihadi plotters by
using data collected in the author’s ongoing “Jihadi Plots in the
United States” (JPUS) dataset.? The JPUS dataset attempts to cap-
ture all known plots by would-be jihadis against specific targets in
the United States in which at least one of the plotters was physically
located within the United States.?®° The dataset includes all known
plots that were executed, which were executed but failed, or which
were in the planning stages but disrupted before being fully execut-
ed.? Itis, therefore, more inclusive than other datasets, which focus
solely on successfully executed plots.® It excludes plots with connec-
tions to the United States but in which the targets were overseas.f

Within the dataset, the author sought to identify what he terms
“jihadi plotter recidivists.” For the purpose of this study, the author
defines jihadi plotter recidivists as either:

Individuals who were previously convicted of a crime in a case

related to a jihadi terror plot involving a specific plan to commit

an act of violence on U.S. soil who were then subsequently con-
victed or are awaiting trial in relation to any jihadi terror activity
or who died in the commission of a jihadi attack.

Individuals who were previously convicted of a crime in a case
related to any jihadi terror activity who were then subsequently
convicted or are awaiting trial in a case related to a jihadi terror
plot involving a specific plan to commit an act of violence on U.S.
soil or died in the commission of an attack.?

In other words, the author counts as a jihadi plot recidivist as
those individuals in the United States who re-engage in criminal
jihadi activity after a conviction related to a jihadi terror plot or
who become criminally implicated in relation to a terror plot after

d Since the dataset only looks at those who overtly adhere to the salafi jihadi
ideology, it excludes right-wing and other ideological strains of terrorism
and is therefore of more limited scope in predicting broader terrorist
behaviors.

e Forinstance, the START Global Terrorism Database only includes executed
plots.

f Forinstance, an American citizen who joined the Islamic State in Syria and
was later captured and sent home to the United States for prosecution
would be excluded.

g Insome cases, a judgment call had to be made whether or not the inclusion
criteria had been met. Details of some of these cases are discussed later.
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previously being convicted in relation to jihadi activity. It excludes
individuals who took part in jihadi activity not linked to specific
attack plotting against targets in the United States.

A former terrorist re-incarcerated for simple parole violations,
such as drug or alcohol abuse, is therefore not counted as a jihadi
plot recidivist. The JPUS dataset includes all known jihadi plots in
the United States from January 1990 through the end of May 2019.
Most studies begin post 9/11, and there is a good case to be made
that this is the appropriate starting point when studying terrorism
in the United States since there was a fundamental change in in-
telligence and law enforcement orientation after the event. How-
ever, terrorism is not a new phenomenon, and a similar overhaul of
terrorism-related laws also occurred after the 1995 Oklahoma City
Bombing." The longer time frame allows for some comparisons of
those convicted prior to and after 9/11.

Neither is jihadi terrorism in the United States an exclusively
post-9/11 phenomenon. The first recorded event in the JPUS data-
set is El Sayyid Nosair's 1990 assassination of Rabbi Meir Kahane
in New York City, but the phenomenon of jihadi terror in the Unit-
ed States goes back to at least 1983 and probably much earlier.!
The further one goes back, the more di  cult it becomes to identify
plots as jihadism was not widely recognized as a distinct strand of
terrorism and has often been entangled with nationalist struggles.
The dataset does capture major jihadi plots in the United States
prior to 9/11. For instance, two major plots in 1993. That is the year
the World Trade Center was first bombed, killing six and injuring
over 1,000, and in which the planned follow-up attacks by an over-
lapping cell against New York City landmarks were thwarted. The
New York City landmark plotters received sentences ranging from
25 years to life in a plot that never was executed.?? Three of the
plotters have served their sentences and two more are scheduled
for release this year.

Findings

From the JPUS dataset, 189 total individuals were identified as
being involved in jihadi plots against targets in the United States
between January 1990 and the end of May 2019. Of these, 17 were
convicted prior to 9/11. Only 31 individuals involved in these plots
have been identified as being released from prison, three of those
were involved in pre-9/11 plots.

Only four of the 31 (13 percent) released plotters have been iden-
tified as having any criminal involvement in any post-incarceration
crime. While much lower than traditional criminal recidivism rates,
which range between 25-83 percent, this is much higher than the
Terrorism Recidivism Study.

However, one of these, Burson Augustin, was involved in a clear-

h The Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act of 1996, which banned
support for designated foreign terrorist organizations, was passed in the
wake of the Oklahoma City attack.

i The reference is to the 1983 attack against the Hotel Rajneesh in Portland,
Oregon, by Jamaat al-Fugara’ member Stephen Paster. See Elizabeth
Shogren, “Fugra: A Name For Muslim Terrorism,” Seattle Times, July 6, 1993.

j  These low numbers are partially the result of convicts with long sentences
dying in prison before their release. However, it should be noted that six
more jihadis either have been or are scheduled to be released in 2019.
Another four are scheduled for release in 2020, so that by the end of next
year, the number will have jumped by nearly one-third in only two years.
JPUS Dataset (maintained by the author).

ly non-ideological crime.* A second, Abdelghani Meskini, was ac-
cused of terror involvement after his initial release, but a closer look
at the facts suggests his is not a case of jihadi plot recidivism. Both
of these cases will be discussed in further detail below.

In fact, only two individuals—Elton Simpson and Ali Muham-
mad Brown—can be categorized as being jihadi plot recidivists,
yielding a 6.5 percent recidivism rate in the United States for those
linked to jihadi attack plots. This figure is far below recidivism es-
timates for common criminals, however measured. This data, al-
though just looking at those involved in jihadi terror plotting in
the United States, suggests that convicted jihadis are less likely to
return to terrorism-related crimes than some have feared. Unlike
the TRS sample, which captured no ideological crimes committed
post-incarceration, this data shows that at least a small number of
jihadis remain committed enough to the cause that they attempt to
commit acts of terror after their release.

The numbers are small enough that a deeper look at each indi-
vidual may be illustrative of potential future trends.

The first of the two cases of jihadi plot recidivism presented in
this data is Elton Simpson.' In Simpson’s case, a judgment call had
to be made whether or not to include him as a jihadi plot recidivist
because the charge on which he was originally convicted was not
technically jihadi related. In the author’s judgment, the totality of
the evidence presented below and of his later actions was enough
to include him as a jihadi plot recidivist.

Simpson’s social media presence and his real-world connection
with Hassan Abujihaad in his hometown of Phoenix, Arizona, had
put Simpson on the FBI's radar as early as 2006.2% In 2009, Abu-
jihaad, born Paul Hall, was convicted of disclosing classified infor-
mation that he had acquired during his time in the U.S. Navy to an
online publication that supported the Taliban.?* In 2010, Simpson
was arrested and charged with lying to the FBI about his intentions
of traveling abroad to join al-Shabaab.® However, the judge in the
bench trial did not believe the prosecution had presented a strong
enough case that Simpson’s lies were directly tied to a foreign ter-
rorist group,?® a charge that would carry a prison sentence. In 2011,
he was convicted of a lesser charge of lying to the FBI and was given
the minimum sentence, three years of federal probation.?”

Five years later, Simpson’s online activities landed him back on
the FBI's radar, and he was once again placed under surveillance.
On May 3, 2015, Simpson and his co-conspirator opened fire at
an anti-Islam event in Garland, Texas.™ Both of the attackers were
killed, and one security guard was injured. The undercover FBI
agent who had been in communication with the pair arrived too
late.?® The Islamic State later claimed responsibility for the attack

k After his release, Burson Augustin was convicted of low-level drug dealing.
See “Former Member Of Liberty City Seven Charged In Federal Court For
Drug Distribution,” U.S. Department of Justice, August 15, 2013.

| Simpson’s is also the only case from the JPUS dataset of someone who
initially wanted to travel overseas to fight, was prevented from doing so,
and then was involved in a plot against the homeland. See C.J. Wright,
“Sometimes They Come Back: Responding to American Foreign Fighter
Returnee and Other Elusive Threats,” Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and
Political Aggression (April 2018).

m Itis because of Simpson’s involvement in the Garland attack that he was
initially placed in the JPUS dataset as a plotter. Only upon closer review of
the details of his life and previous encounters with law enforcement does it
become clear that he was a repeat offender of jihadi-related crimes.
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as, moments before executing their plan, the pair pledged allegiance
to the group on Twitter.?®

In hindsight, it seems that Simpson’s commitment to violent ji-
had was both deep and long lasting. His earlier encounter with law
enforcement and the justice system did not deter him from later
involvement in a terrorist plot.

The second case is that of Ali Muhammad Brown and also in-
volved a judgment call. Although the state charges for which he was
initially convicted were not directly related to a jihadi crime, the ev-
idence presented below as well as Brown's later actions were enough
in the author’s judgment to include him as a jihadi plot recidivist.

Brown was part of a group of men involved in a string of criminal
activities based around the Seattle barbershop of Ruben Shumpert.”
In 2002, the FBI began to investigate the group after they received
tips that jihadi videos were being shown to customers. Over a dozen
men associated with the barbershop, including Brown, were arrest-
ed in 2004 by police and charged with various crimes, including
bank fraud, for which Brown was convicted.2°

Shumpert was the main focus of the investigation, but federal
prosecutors believed they lacked the evidence necessary to charge
the suspected ringleader and the others with terrorism-related
crimes. Released on bail awaiting a state trial, Shumpert fled to
Somalia and is believed to have died there fighting for al-Shabaab.*

In 2006, an FBI agent involved in the initial investigation
claimed that “although this investigation did not lead to terrorism
charges ... it nipped this one in the bud before it could become more
dangerous.”* The agent could not have known that in 2014, one of
the men arrested would kill four people across two states.

Two of Brown’s victims seemed to have been chosen at random,
but two more were Killed outside a Seattle gay nightclub in what
appears to be a symbolic act.*® Brown claimed that the murders
were justified as retaliation for the killings of Muslims abroad. He
also claimed the killings were in furtherance of the “re-creation of
the caliphate, so that Muslims could have peace.”** However, un-
like Elton Simpson, Brown never publicly pledged allegiance to any
specific terrorist group nor has any group claimed him as one of
their own.

He received life sentences in both Washington and New Jersey
and in the latter case was prosecuted under a little used state-ter-
rorism charge. His is the only case of jihadi recidivism in which
someone, other than the perpetrator, was Killed.

The former head of the FBI's Joint Terrorism Task Force in Seat-
tle believed that Brown would be better classified as a ‘serial killer’
as Brown’s primary motivation may have been the kind of blood
lust more typical of the category.®® But as academics Emily Corner
and Paul Gill have persuasively argued, there need not be a conflict
between mental illness and terrorism.*® One can be both mentally ill
and a terrorist. That is to say, terrorists need not be solely motivated
by ideological commitment. Given Brown'’s own self-identification
as ajihadi, itis not necessary to look further than his own admission
to include him as one.

In both the cases of Simpson and Brown, the details outlined
above make clear their link to “jihadi terror plot involving a specific
plan to commit an act of violence on U.S. soil” came in their later

n Shumpert’s case also shows another limitation to the data presented here
as those who traveled abroad are not included in the dataset, and yet he
clearly showed he was committed to jihadism after his initial arrest.

rather than their original o ense. It is noteworthy that in the au-
thor’s dataset, there is not a single individual in the United States
who was jailed in a case related to jihadi plotting, was released, and
then became involved in jihadi attack plotting again.

It is useful to explain why Meskini and Augustin were not cate-
gorized by the author as jihadi plot recidivists.

Abdelghani Meskini was a con-man involved only tangentially
in the 1999 al-Qaida-linked LAX Millennial bomb plot.*” Meskini
had known criminal ties prior to his terror-related conviction. As a
cooperating witness against Ahmed Ressam, the ringleader of the
al-Qa’ida-linked cell tasked with carrying out the plot, Meskini
pled guilty to material support and document fraud. His part in
the plot was in delivering forged documents and ill-gotten money
once Ressam had crossed the border into the United States from
Canada.® In return for his cooperation, Meskini was given a light
sentence and released in 2005.

In 2010, he was accused of violating the terms of his parole by
allegedly buying an AK-47 in Georgia. Whether or not this is a case
of jihadi recidivism hinges on both if and why he bought the rifle.
Analyst Todd Bensman believes Meskini’s re-conviction is evidence
of jihadi recidivism and of a looming problem on the horizon.*® As
evidence, he cites testimony that Meskini had conducted internet
research on Anwar al-Awlaki and the November 2009 Fort Hood
attack.*® Prosecutors allege that Meskini became disillusioned after
he lost his job and “was ready to snap.”*

Prosecutors in the second case against Meskini also allege that
after his release, “he became a willing participant in drug dealing,
prostitution and bank fraud.”*? In other words, he returned to his
previous criminal life. The two witnesses against Meskini were a
prostitute and a drug dealer, both of whom testified in return for
immunity or lighter sentences. The AK-47 at the heart of the accu-
sation that Meskini was on a path toward violent jihad was never
found. The judge in the bench trial rejected four of the more serious
allegations against Meskini. He was convicted of lying to the FBI
and to his parole o cer. The lies revolved around his involvement
in the drug and prostitution trade at the crime-infested apartment
complex he managed and about the handgun he owned, which he
claimed was for self-defense.*® He is therefore not classified as a
jihadi plot recidivist.

The second excluded individual is Burson Augustin of the 2006
“Liberty City Seven” plot. Augustin served his time, was released,
and then was convicted for distribution of cocaine in 2013.% Be-
cause his later o ense did not involve any link to jihadism, he is not
categorized by the author as a jihadi plot recidivist.

Of all plots against targets in the United States in the author’s
dataset, the Liberty City Seven case had the weakest ties to jihad-
ism. The seven reportedly considered themselves followers of the
Moorish Science Temple, a religious movement “blending together
elements of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.”® The Florida cell,
who met in a rented warehouse in the Miami neighborhood of Lib-
erty City, had a membership that was largely drawn from the down
and out and those previously involved in crime. The accused group
claimed it had pledged allegiance to Usama bin Ladin as part of a
scam to get money from al-Qaida.*® It took three trials (including
two mistrials) to acquit two of the accused and convict the five oth-
ers, most of whom were given light sentences.*

Prior to joining the group, Augustin had been a low-level hustler
and drug dealer. After prison, he returned to that life.*®
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Conclusion

This article only looks at the most dangerous category of jihadi
re-0 enders (those linked at one point to attack plotting) rather
than all jihadi re-o enders and therefore can only make tentative
conclusions about the larger prison population of convicted jihad-
is. But if the low recidivism rates in this data are representative
of jihadi recidivism as a whole, then jihadi o enders in the Unit-
ed States tend to come out of prison deradicalized or disengaged.
While the recidivism rate for those linked to jihadi plots is not zero,
it is far below that of common criminals.

Something has changed these would-be jihadis in prison, and
this change cannot be attributed to any specific nationally coordi-
nated CVE or deradicalization program. The fact is that the United
States has no such program in place, so any change of heart or will
to commit further crimes must be the result of something else. It
suggests that time spent in prison alone may dampen enthusiasm
for jihadi re-o ending. This runs counter to years of data showing
that prison tends to increase criminality over time.*°

Itis worth pointing out that Elton Simpson, the clearest example
of ajihadi plot recidivist in the United States over the past 30 years,
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