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As DAESH lost its territories and faded away, the world is now discussing the 
possible contingency plans that could shape national security policies in the post-
DAESH era. DAESH was one of Turkey’s significant security threats and the ter-
rorist group was able to conduct several major terrorist attacks on Turkish soil; 
however, DAESH terrorism was halted by Turkish counterterrorism efforts which 
culminated in cross-border military engagements. This paper analyzes the factors 
behind this success in order to draw conclusions that explain why previous ter-
rorist attacks took place, and to offer proposals that can further enhance Turkey’s 
national security policy in a post-DAESH environment. The study argues that spe-
cific developments such as the territorial decline of DAESH, the removal of the ter-
rorist group from the borders, enhancements in intelligence and operation fields, 
and counterterrorism experience ensured the prevention of more terrorist attacks 
by DAESH terrorists. Consequently, this study proposes that in a post-DAESH 
setting, Turkey’s national security should be shaped by certain requirements includ-
ing intelligence superiority, high-level readiness, awareness, and external military 
activism. Furthermore, it is important that Turkey meticulously examines from the 
perspective of de-radicalization the possible risks that could unfold from the thou-
sands of DAESH militants detained and currently incarcerated within its borders.

ABSTRACT 

The study argues 
that specific 
developments 
such as the 
territorial decline 
of DAESH, and 
counterterrorism 
experience ensured 
the prevention 
of more terrorist 
attacks by DAESH 
terrorists.
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INTRODUCTION
As DAESH lost its territories and faded away, the 
world is now discussing the possible contingency 
plans that could shape national security poli-
cies in the post-DAESH era. It is often argued 
among academic and think tank circles that the 
threat will remain in a somehow different form.1 
Turkey has been exposed to insurmountable se-
curity difficulties to an extent hardly matched by 
any other country due to its close proximity to 
the civil war in Syria and its exposure to the in-
tensive conflict in Iraq. With the loss of power 
projection capabilities of the states of Syria and 
Iraq over their territories, various terrorist groups 
have proliferated at Turkey’s southern border, 
creating serious terrorist challenges. These prob-
lems are compounded by the potentially explo-
sive situation concerning FETO elements within 
state institutions, threatening Turkey with insta-
bility from various directions. The regional insta-
bility and domestic security considerations have 
prompted the reevaluation of looming threats 

1. For instance, see Stefan Heißner, Peter R. Neumann, John Hol-
land-McCowan, Rajan Basra, “Caliphate in Decline: An Estimate 
of Islamic State’s Financial Fortunes,” The International Centre for 
the Study of Radicalisation (ICSR), 2017, available at http://icsr.
info/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/ICSR-Report-Caliphate-in-
Decline-An-Estimate-of-Islamic-States-Financial-Fortunes.pdf (ac-
cessed: April 15, 2018).

as well as security planning. These reevaluations 
have shifted Turkey’s counterterrorism strategy 
to respond to challenges more assertively both in 
terms of criminal and military aspects. 

DAESH was one of Turkey’s most signifi-
cant security threats in this respect and the ter-
rorist group showed it was capable of conduct-
ing several major terrorist attacks on Turkish soil 
in important locations such as an international 
airport, touristic city centers, and a police sta-
tion. The terrorist group launched its last at-
tack on New Year’s Eve last year when DAESH 
terrorist Abdulgadir Masharipov carried out a 
mass shooting in a nightclub in Ortakoy, Istan-
bul which left at least 39 people dead and doz-
ens wounded. However, DAESH terrorism was 
halted by Turkish counterterrorism efforts via in 
the form of criminal and military engagements 
and the terrorist group was not able to utilize 
further opportunities to launch new attacks as a 
result of the efforts of the Turkish security and 
intelligence community.2 This paper analyzes the 
factors behind this success in order to draw con-
clusions that explain why previous terrorist at-
tacks took place, and to offer proposals that can 
further enhance Turkey’s national security policy 
in a post-DAESH environment.

The success of Turkey’s counterterrorism 
policy against DAESH originates in two struc-
tural elements which are associated with DAE-
SH and two unit-level elements affiliated with 
Turkey. The first structural element is DAESH’s 
loss of territory along the Turkish border, cred-
ited to the Operation Euphrates Shield (OES) 
which aimed to cleanse the adversary from its 
southern border.3 Similarly, the territorial de-

2. Murat Yeşiltaş, “Turkey’s ISIS Problem,” The New Turkey, July 
17, 2016, available at https://thenewturkey.org/turkeys-isis-prob-
lem/ (accessed: April 15, 2018). 

3. Murat Yeşiltaş, Merve Seren and Necdet Özçelik, “Operation 
Euphrates Shield: Implementation and Lessons Learned,” SETA 
Policy Report, November 14, 2017, available at https://www.setav.
org/en/operation-euphrates-shield-implementation-and-lessons-
learned/ (accessed: April 10, 2018)
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cline of the terrorist group in the wider territorial 
situation in Syria and Iraq constitutes the second 
structural element. On the other hand, Turkey’s 
seizure of supremacy in the intelligence and op-
eration initiative over DAESH and the country’s 
accumulation of experience in the fight against 
an unprecedented terrorist threat within its own 
territory constitute the unit-level elements. The 
achievements at the unit level hinge upon nu-
merous factors such as the capture of key DAE-
SH operatives in Turkey, assertive military activ-
ism abroad, and the purge of FETO elements 
from the security bureaucracy. These elements 
together appeared to boost the effectiveness of 
counterterrorism policies and also to facilitate a 
significant shift in Turkey’s wider counterterror-
ism strategy by making it more assertive, even if 
no major deviations have occurred in the overall 
national goals.4 

Consequently, this study proposes that in a 
post-DAESH setting, Turkey’s national security 
would most likely to be affected by achievements 
in critical fields, including intelligence sharing, 
operational cooperation, readiness and awareness 
amongst the special units of the police and the 
armed forces, and the continuing external mili-
tary presence. Furthermore, it is important that 
Turkey meticulously examines from the perspec-
tive of deradicalization the possible risks that 
could unfold from the thousands of DAESH 
militants detained and currently incarcerated 
within its borders.

STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS 
OF STABILITY 
Turkey’s counterterrorism policies have been sig-
nificantly influenced by structural elements orig-
inating both from DAESH’s own transformed 

4. Burhanettin Duran, “Brace Yourselves for New Daesh,” Daily Sa-
bah, November 8, 2017, available at https://www.dailysabah.com/
columns/duran-burhanettin/2017/11/09/brace-yourselves-for-new-
daesh (accessed: April 10, 2018).

political-military situation and its loss of control 
over the Turkish- Syrian border.

The Deterritorialization of DAESH 
The rapid diminution of DAESH’s territories 
last year both in Syria and Iraq left the terror-
ist group vulnerable to organizational difficul-
ties.5 DAESH had already lost its invincible 
image much earlier due to the U.S. airstrike 
campaign,6 which had fundamentally altered 
the modus operandi of the group and greatly 
restrained its actions into a defensive stance. It 
was understood in this period that DAESH was 
not particularly capable in defensive positions 
as it was in offensive ones. By the same token, 
the terrorist group, although fiercely resisted 
in some areas like Mosul, quickly lost its stra-
tegic territories to Iraqi security forces, Hashd 
militias, and the YPG, the PKK’s Syrian wing, 
all heavily supported by the U.S. air power and 
special operations forces.

The deterritorialization of DAESH from 
the perspective of counterterrorism is the great-
est achievement of the international coalition 
in countering the terrorist group,7 although its 
wider geopolitical consequences are a different 
story. The territorial disappearance of DAESH 
has brought key political, military, and eco-

5. For a detailed analysis of the security implications of DAESH’s 
deterritorialization, see Murat Yeşiltaş and Rıfat Öncel, “Yenilgiden 
Sonra DEAŞ: Yükselişi, Çöküşü ve Geleceği,” SETA Analysis, No: 
226, December 2017.

6. Between August 2014 and March 2018, the U.S.-led co-
alition conducted a total of 29,225 air strikes. According to 
the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM), during the same 
period, the total number of “possible” civilian casualties was 
2,135 while “credible reports” suggest 224. See U.S. Central 
Command, Combined Joint Task Force - Operation Inher-
ent Resolve Monthly Civilian Casualty Report, March 28, 
2018, available at http://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/PRESS-
RELEASES/Press-Release-View/Article/1477908/combined-
joint-task-force-operation-inherent-resolve-monthly-civilian-
casualty/ (accessed March 4, 2018).

7. Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, “The Meaning of Operation Olive Branch,” 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, April 5, 2018, available at http://www.
mfa.gov.tr/article-by-h_e_-mr_-mevlut-cavusoglu_-the-minister-
of-foreign-affairs-of-turkey-the-_meaning_-of-operation-olive-
branch.en.mfa (accessed: April 10, 2018).
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nomic consequences for the group. In political 
terms, its self-proclaimed Caliphate project col-
lapsed.8 It has increasingly become unattractive 
for foreigners and locals to join, support, and 
find inspiration in DAESH. In military terms, 
the group was deprived of its invincible image 
which was once its distinguishing characteris-
tic in attracting foreign fighters from across the 
world. As a result of key battlefield defeats and 
irrational battlefield choices originating from 
overextension, DAESH has also lost a promi-
nent part of its battle-hardened military force. 
In economic terms, DAESH lost its ability to 
exploit the local population and large natu-

8. Seth J. Frantzman, “After ISIS, Then What? The Scramble for 
Mosul,” The Spectator, August 27, 2016, available at https://www.
spectator.co.uk/2016/08/isis-will-fall-in-mosul-but-what-happens-
then/ (accessed: April 9, 2018); “Trump: Raqqa Fall ‘Critical Break-
through’, End of Islamic State in Sight,” Reuters, October 21, 2017, 
available at https://ca.reuters.com/article/topNews/idCAKBN1C-
Q0S4-OCATP (accessed: April 9, 2018); Colin Clarke and Craig 
Whiteside, “Charting the Future of the Modern Caliphate,” The 
War on the Rocks, May 3, 2017, available at https://warontherocks.
com/2017/05/charting-the-future-of-the-modern-caliphate/ (ac-
cessed: April 9, 2018).

ral resources under its control, which created 
insurmountable financial difficulties for the 
group in terms of retaining its already weak-
ened ranks, and maintaining group discipline 
and daily routines. 

Hence, deterritorrialization has diametri-
cally paralyzed the DAESH military machine, 
its political project, and its economic empire. Its 
organizational structure was disrupted, its lead-
ership cadre lost its ability to manage, and its 
prestige significantly receded. Notwithstanding 
the idea in literature that terrorist groups carry 
out more terrorist strikes when they begin to 
lose their territories,9 DAESH’s ability to con-
duct major terrorist attacks abroad seems to be 
greatly contained. The evidence suggests that 
the number of terrorist attacks by DAESH both 
in Turkey and the West has declined in a com-
mensurate manner with its territorial losses. The 
graph above demonstrates that the frequency 

9. For instance, see Luis de la Calle and Ignacio Sanchez-Cuenca 
(2015), “How Armed Groups Fight: Territorial Control and Violent 
Tactics,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, Vol. 38, No. 10, pp. 795-813.

FIGURE 1. DAESH AND THE CRISIS IN IRAQ AND SYRIA IN MAPS, BBC, MARCH 28, 2018. 

Source: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27838034, (accessed: March 22, 2018). 
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of DAESH attacks in Turkey and the West has 
significantly deteriorated while the strategic ter-
ritories under DAESH control were being recap-
tured by the international anti-DAESH coalition 
in the same time period. 

Removing DAESH from the  
Turkish-Syrian Border
The second structural element of Turkey’s coun-
terterrorism achievement has been the removal 
of DAESH from the Turkish-Syrian border area, 
from Jarablus to the east, Azaz to the west, and 
towards al-Bab at the south. This was achieved 
by the OES military components, namely the 
Turkish Armed Forces (TAF) and the Free Syrian 
Army (FSA). Turkey, for years, had grappled with 
the serious security challenges originating in the 
DAESH-controlled territories in its south. For 
DAESH, controlling the border area functioned 
as a kind of deterrent towards Turkey’s possible 
actions against the terrorist group. Indeed, it is 
safe to claim that the deterrence was credible at 
the time, as DAESH was able to conduct large-
scale terrorist attacks in Turkey, after Turkey de-
clared its support of the international anti-DAE-

SH coalition mission as early as February 2015.10 
Subsequently, Turkey gave permission to the U.S. 
for the deployment of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles 
(UAV) from Turkish air bases,11 and finally Tur-
key officially joined the anti-DAESH coalition, 
and conducted its first air strikes against DAESH 
targets on August 28, 2015.12

The security dynamics at the Turkish-Syrian 
border have undergone considerable changes as 
DAESH’s presence emerged, expanded, and dis-
appeared throughout the years. As long as DAE-
SH maintained its control of the border region, 
it was too optimistic to expect full-fledged coun-
terterrorism success. By removing Daesh from 
the border, first, DAESH’s logistical capabil-

10. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Information Note, available at 
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye_nin-yabanci-terorist-savascilarla-
mucadelesi.tr.mfa (accessed March 12, 2018).

11. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “No: 212, 24 Temmuz 2015, ABD 
ile DEAŞ’la Mücadele Konusunda Varılan Mutabakat Hk.,” July 
24, 2015, available at http://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-212_-24-tem-
muz-2015_-abd-ile-deas_la-mucadele-konusunda-varilan-muta-
bakat-hk_.tr.mfa (accessed March 12, 2018).

12. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “DEAŞ Hedeflerine Karşı Ortak 
Operasyon Hk.,” August 29, 2015, available at http://www.mfa.
gov.tr/no_-239_-29-agustos-2015_-deas-hedeflerine-karsi-ortak-
operasyon-hk_.tr.mfa (accessed March 12, 2018).

FIGURE 2. ISIS ATTACKS IN TURKEY, EUROPE, AND THE NORTH AMERICA
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ity around the area was significantly contained. 
The control of the Turkish border was of vital 
importance to DAESH as it allowed the terrorist 
group to plan attacks, and cohesively prepare and 
recruit fighters under the strict directives com-
ing from DAESH leadership. This cohesion first 
and foremost was facilitated by DAESH’s territo-
rial depth reaching from border areas, stretching 
towards Syria and Iraq, and connecting its core 
leadership with the operatives in the periphery.  

Turkey neutralized more than 2,500 terror-
ists in 2017 along its Syrian border in security 
operations supported by UAVs and surveillance 
aircrafts which were initiated by measures taken 
within the scope of the physical border security 
project.13 Almost all of the terrorists were PKK 
members since DAESH lost its ability to cross the 
border into Turkey especially after the OES. Be-
fore the OES, several key DAESH members were 
captured, along with other detentions by Turkish 
security forces, particularly in Gaziantep, Kilis, 
and Şanlıurfa provinces. After DAESH was effec-
tively removed from the border in the second half 
of 2016, attempts by DAESH to cross the border 
were reduced. Turkish media reported in 2017 
that the number of DAESH militants captured 
in their attempts to slip across into Turkey was 
significantly reduced.14 Nonetheless, some mili-
tants succeeded in passing the border and were 
neutralized by security forces in the last year. On 
June 23, 2017, five DAESH suicide bombers who 
passed from Syria into Turkey in order to launch 
a terrorist attack were captured by a joint opera-
tion led by the National Intelligence Organiza-
tion (MIT) Regional Headquarter and the Hatay 
Police Department.15 On July 4, 2017, a Syrian 

13. “Sınırda teröristlere geçit yok,” Akşam, November 15, 2017, 
available at http://www.aksam.com.tr/guncel/sinirda-teroristlere-
gecit-yok/haber-679492 (accessed March 21, 2018).

14. SETA-STM Terrorism Analysis Platform.

15. “Hatay’da 5 canlı bomba yakalandı | Son dakika haberleri,” 
Karar, June 24, 2016, available at http://www.karar.com/guncel-
haberler/hatayda-5-canli-bomba-yakalandi-son-dakika-haberl-
eri-524919 (accessed March 16, 2018).

DAESH suicide bomber with 5.25 kg of TNT, 
along with six other militants were captured by 
TAF in Yayladağı district of Hatay at the border.16 
On January 26, 2018, three key DAESH mili-
tants who were involved in conflicts amongst the 
ranks of DAESH and were wanted by Interpol 
under its red notice list were captured in Şanlıurfa 
after they passed the border.17 

Nonetheless, there are certain issues that 
should be underlined and addressed in order to 
overcome vulnerabilities that make border secu-
rity fragile. It seems that the smugglers regularly 
help terrorists pass into Turkey in return for pay-
ment ranging from a few hundreds to thousands 
of U.S. dollars. Although numerous individuals 
were successfully arrested in the aforementioned 
operations, they were able to pass into Turkey 
from Syria with the help of smugglers using 
various creative methods or alternative routes. 
In other words, a business relationship has been 
established over time between the smugglers 
and DAESH militants. Furthermore, DAESH 
militants have often found ways to change their 
physical appearance and clothing in order to dis-
tract or deceive border guards and security per-
sonnel. There have been instances where they 
have completely shaved off their beards, worn 
jeans and necklaces, and often disguised them-
selves in women’s attire.18 Hence, this creates an 
area of concern that might erode the effectiveness 
of counterterrorism policies.

Turkish security bureaucracy can attempt to 
tackle the problem by focusing on certain aspects 

16. “Sınırda 5 kilo TNT ile yakalanan DEAŞ'lı canlı bomba 
tutuklandı,” Hürriyet, July 19, 2017, available at http://www.hurri-
yet.com.tr/sinirda-5-kilo-tnt-ile-yakalanan-deasli-canli-40525271 
(accessed March 16, 2018).

17. “YPG’den sonra bir darbede onlara vuruldu! Asla geçit yok,” 
Habervaktim, January 26, 2018, available at https://www.haber-
vaktim.com/haber/535083/ypgden-sonra-bir-darbede-onlara-vu-
ruldu-asla-gecit-yok.html (accessed March 21, 2018).

18. See Eric Schmitt, “Thousands of ISIS Fighters Flee in Syria, 
Many to Fight Another Day,” The New York Times, February 4, 
2018, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/04/world/
middleeast/isis-syria-al-qaeda.html (accessed March 21, 2018). 
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as follows. First, Turkish security should devel-
op mechanisms and expand human capacity to 
“spot wolves among the sheep,” in other words, 
to recognize the DAESH militants that try hard 
to conceal themselves among the innocent ci-
vilians fleeing from Syria into Turkey. Second, 
Turkish security should address the smuggling 
problem at the border: attempts should be made 
to detect these individuals, their possible routes 
and communication channels. Turkey should 
also ultimately adopt harsher punitive legal mea-
sures for those who aid in smuggling terrorists.

The second major outcome of the remov-
al of DAESH from the border area is that the 
flow of foreign fighters into the conflict zones 
was halted where they sought to join and fight 
alongside the terrorist group. Turkey was the pri-
mary destination for foreign fighters traveling to 
Syrian soil due to its transition position: Turkey 
shares a 900 km long border with Syria.19 How-
ever, removing DAESH from the border created 
a deterrent against DAESH sympathizers, forc-
ing them to consider the punitive outcomes be-

19. For a detailed analysis of the security dynamics along the Turk-
ish-Syrian border, see Murat Yeşiltaş, “İç Savaşa Komşu Olmak: 
Türkiye’nin Suriye Sınır Güvenliği Siyaseti,” SETA Analysis, No: 
136, August 2015.

fore deciding to travel to join the terrorist group. 
Furthermore, technologically intense physical 
measures adopted within the scope of Turkey’s 
major border security project improved the cred-
ibility of the deterrence, further increasing the 
likelihood of would-be militants to be either ar-
rested or killed.

Although we have no data about the number 
of foreign fighters who joined DAESH in 2017, 
the deterioration of DAESH and incoming field 
reports strongly indicate that fewer individuals, 
in comparison with the previous years, have trav-
eled to Syria in the last year. Among other fac-
tors, this trend may be explained by DAESH’s 
loss of territory along the Turkish border and 
the deterrence elaborated above. As important as 
the declining numbers of new foreign fighters is 
the fact that foreign fighters amongst the ranks 
of DAESH have begun to return to their home 
countries, after facing significant defeats in the 
battlefield and losing the economic incentives 
provided by the DAESH leadership cadre.20 

20. For instance, see Martin Chulov, Jamie Grierson, and Jon 
Swaine, “ISIS Faces Exodus of Foreign Fighters as its ‘Caliphate 
Crumbles’” The Guardian, April 26, 2017, available at https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/26/isis-exodus-foreign-
fighters-caliphate-crumbles (accessed March 23, 2018).

FIGURE 3. TOTAL NUMBER OF FOREIGN FIGHTERS AND RETURNEES  
(MARCH 2016-AUGUST 2017), SOUFAN GROUP ESTIMATIONS.
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The issue of dealing with returning foreign 
fighters has been controversial and a source of 
concern in Turkey and the West, and to this day, 
various countries adopted different approaches. 
Security and intelligence communities world-
wide have been conducting extensive threat as-
sessments in order to better grasp the true nature 
of the evolving DAESH threat, and particularly 
the risks that would be posed by returning for-
eign fighters. The trend in European countries 
gradually tilts towards harsher measures against 
returning foreign fighters which could also be 
triggered by the growing feelings of insecurity, 
economic hardships, and decreasing tolerance 
towards foreigners.

TABLE 1. TOTAL NUMBER OF RETURNED  
FOREIGN FIGHTERS BETWEEN MARCH 2016 AND 

AUGUST 2017 (SOUFAN GROUP ESTIMATIONS)

Countries Returnees

Belgium 102

Saudi Arabia 760

Tunisia 800

Russian Federation 400

United Kingdom 425

The United States 7

The Netherlands 50

Germany 300

France 271

Australia 40

Turkey 900

Another major consideration for border 
security is DAESH’s expansion and decentral-
ization strategy in Turkey which presents a sub-
stantial challenge that must not be overlooked. 
DAESH’s initial strategy towards Turkey clearly 
demonstrates that the border cities of Gazian-
tep, Kilis, and Şanlıurfa were vulnerable to in-
tense terrorist activities, including propaganda, 
recruitment, and the formation of sleeper cells. 
Furthermore, DAESH militants disguised them-
selves as refugees in these cities and legally rent-
ed workshops where they secretly stored vast 
amounts of explosives, assault rifles, ammuni-

tion, and other materials to be used in offences 
such as suicide belts. Gaziantep, for instance, has 
been at the top of the list for years in terms of the 
number of security operations and the number 
of detained DAESH militants. Similarly, security 
forces seized a shocking amount of explosives 
and weapons in the city that extends well beyond 
the total amount captured throughout Turkey. 
For instance, on February 9, 2017, four DAESH 
members with 150 kg explosives and sophisti-
cated bomb control mechanisms were captured 
in a security raid in Gaziantep.21 This indicates 
that despite successful counterterrorism opera-
tions, DAESH still maintains some operational 
capabilities within Turkey. 

UNIT-LEVEL ELEMENTS 
OF STABILITY
The effectiveness of Turkey’s counterterrorism 
policies apart from structural factors has also 
gradually improved due to unit-level elements. 
These elements particularly boosted the effec-
tiveness of the Turkish security strategy in do-
mestic operations against terrorist groups. Interi-
or Minister Suleyman Soylu stated that in 2016, 
22 DAESH plots were foiled while the number 
of thwarted PKK terrorist attacks in the same 
year was 313. Within this scope, Turkish security 
forces captured 23 suspected suicide bombers, 42 
possible attackers, 61 car bombs, and 247 explo-
sive devices.22 Similarly, in 2017, several DAESH 
plots were foiled by preemptive security raids 
which are elaborated in this study. Within this 
scope, two major developments improved the ef-
ficiency of anti-terror operations. First, Turkey 

21. Gaziantep'te 4 DEAŞ'lı 150 kilo patlayıcıyla yakalandı,” Mil-
liyet, February 9, 2017, available at http://www.milliyet.com.tr/ga-
ziantep-te-4-deas-li-150-kilo-gundem-2393178/ (accessed March 
16, 2018).

22. Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interior, “İçişleri Bakanı Süley-
man Soylu, ‘PKK ile mücadelede girilemez denilen tüm sözde üs böl-
gelerine girildi,’” January 3, 2017, available at https://www.icisleri.
gov.tr/icisleri-bakani-suleyman-soylu-pkk-ile-mucadelede-girilemez-
denilen-tum-sozde-us-bolgelerine-girildi (accessed March 14, 2018).
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gained supremacy in the fields of intelligence 
and operation over DAESH, which enabled the 
country to launch preemptive raids against the 
terrorists. Second, Turkish security forces have 
gained valuable experience over time by dealing 
with sophisticated terrorist groups like DAESH. 
It should be noted that the threat of terrorism 
displayed by DAESH was unprecedented in Tur-
key’s domestic scene. 

Intelligence and Operational 
Supremacy
Behind the successful operations that Turkish se-
curity forces carried out against DAESH and the 
several thwarted terrorist attacks lay the consoli-
dation of intelligence and operational superior-
ity. Turkish counterterrorism intelligence had to 
assess and decode the intent and capabilities as 
well as the operational scope of DAESH toward 
Turkey in order to calculate, develop and pro-
pose appropriate countermeasures. 

DAESH has declared its hostile stance to-
ward Turkey, to the extent of declaring Turkey 
as its primary enemy after the OES began on 
August 24, 2016.23 Although DAESH’s percep-
tion of threat by Turkey reached its peak with 

23. See DAESH propaganda magazine, Rumiyah, No: 3, Novem-
ber 2016.

the OES, it could be argued that DAESH in-
tended to attack Turkey, after the latter officially 
declared the group a terrorist organization in Oc-
tober 2013 with a resolution by the Council of 
Ministers.24 Moreover, in its official publications 
DAESH declared the types of targets, weapons 
and ammunition it would use within the scope 
of terrorist attacks. In consequence, DAESH, 
from the beginning, was willing to attack, and 
acquired attack capabilities particularly after its 
capture of Mosul. The peek expansion of DAE-
SH in that year encouraged the terrorist group to 
put Turkey into the operational scope, particu-
larly after Turkey began to play a more active role 
in the international anti-DAESH coalition.

There are three overlapping factors that 
positively affected the outcomes of the Turkish 
counterterrorism intelligence regarding DAESH. 
First, the interrogations of captured DAESH 
militants have been the major source of infor-
mation that ensured the success of following key 
security operations; the latter would not have 

24. The Resolution of the Council of Ministers, dated October 10, 
2013, and numbered 28791, was based on the United Nations Se-
curity Council Resolutions 1267 (1999), 1988 (2011), and 1989 
(2011) and decided on the freezing of the assets of certain individu-
als, institutions or organizations affiliated with Al-Qaeda. The Of-
ficial Gazette listed Al-Qaeda-linked individuals, institutions, and 
organizations, including DAESH under the name of ‘Al-Qaida in 
Iraq.’ See Turkish Prime Ministry, Official Gazette, No: 28791, Oc-
tober 10, 2013.

FIGURE 4. DETAINED AND IMPRISONED DAESH MILITANTS IN 2017
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been possible otherwise. Moreover, captured 
militants, particularly the leadership cadre, pro-
vided the Turkish security and intelligence com-
munity with information on the organization’s 
structures, procedures, strategies and tactics. 
Hence, Turkey’s increasingly intensive security 
operations throughout the country resulted in 
superior intelligence, greater operational capabil-
ity and initiative, and critical data over DAESH’s 
specific organizational characteristics. 

Second, Turkey’s recently emerged military 
activism abroad allowed it to conduct intelli-
gence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) 
activities beyond its borders - a critical task to 
dispel terrorist threats in their place of origin. 
The OES and the Operation Olive Branch 
(OOB) provided Turkey with intelligence-gath-
ering sources in northern Syria thanks to the 
military-administrative monitoring, surveillance 
missions of special operations forces, and the 
use of drones.25 These contributing factors al-
lowed Turkey to defuse and break down terrorist 
groups such as DAESH, which had the ability to 
carry out different attack phases (i.e. planning, 
recruitment, preparation, execution) in different 
locations. In the previous attacks conducted by 
DAESH in Turkey, it was understood that the 
terrorist group’s target selection, its method of 
attack, and the weapon preference were closely 
intertwined and influenced by its strategic situ-
ation in northern Syria. Before their attacks in 
Turkey, almost all DAESH perpetrators traveled 
to Syria several times in order to receive their or-
ders, gather and prepare materials for the attacks, 
and wait for the appropriate time to attack.  

Third, the purge of thousands of FETO 
members from the security bureaucracy, army, 
and police facilitated the effectiveness of intel-
ligence collection and inter-agency intelligence 
sharing as well as operational initiative. It seems 

25. For a more detailed report on Turkey’s OOB, see Can Acun 
and Necdet Özçelik, Zeytin Dalı Harekatı: Askeri ve Siyasi Bir 
Değerlendirme, SETA Policy Report, March 2018.

that some key intelligence that warned about the 
potential terrorist attacks was deliberately cov-
ered up by FETO members in the past. These 
individuals also impeded security operations 
against the terrorist cells. Minister of Interior 
Süleyman Soylu, in his address at the 9th Con-
ference of Ambassadors on January 11, 2017, 
acknowledged that “FETO provided intelli-
gence and action support to terrorist groups like 
DAESH and the PKK, and leaked confidential 
information through these actors.”26 The former 
head of Şanlıurfa Police Department stated that a 
number of soldiers on duty at the Turkish-Syrian 
border had not acted against DAESH militants, 
allowing them to pass from Syria into Turkey 
without any intervention. The chief police offi-
cer maintained that this negligence was the main 
reason for the bombings in Istanbul. After the 
allegations, Şanlurfa Public Prosecutor’s Office 
launched a probe into the military personnel 
under question.27 Another claim is that FETO-
affiliated military officers provided accurate co-
ordinates to DAESH militants, helping them to 
target Kilis city center with improvised Katyusha 
rockets from Syria.28 The DAESH rocket attacks 
on Kilis in April-May 2016 caused the death of 
dozens of civilians.

26. Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interior, “İçişleri Bakanı Sül-
eyman Soylu, 9. Büyükelçiler Konferansı’na Katıldı,” January 11, 
2017, available at https://www.icisleri.gov.tr/icisleri-bakani-suley-
man-soylu-9-buyukelciler-konferansina-katildi (accessed March 
14, 2018).

27. Kemal Gümüş, “PKK ve DAEŞ'e sınırı FETÖ açtı,” Star, Au-
gust 14, 2016, available at http://www.star.com.tr/guncel/pkk-ve-
daese-siniri-feto-acti-haber-1133904/ (accessed March 16, 2018); 
“Sınır güvenliğiyle ilgili iddialar,” Timeturk, September 7, 2016, 
available at https://www.timeturk.com/sinir-guvenligiyle-ilgili-iddi-
alar/haber-280280 (accessed March 16, 2018). 

28. Kemal Gümüş, FETÖ nokta verdi DAEŞ Kilis’i vurdu,” Star, 
August 17, 2016, available at http://www.star.com.tr/politika/feto-
nokta-verdi-daes-kilisi-vurdu-haber-1134710/ (accessed March 16, 
2018). For further reports about DAESH-FETO connections, see 
“FETÖ’cü komutandan DAEŞ ihaneti,” Akşam, August 20, 2016, 
available at http://www.aksam.com.tr/guncel/fetocu-komutandan-
daes-ihaneti/haber-543088 (accessed March 16, 2018) and Aybike 
Eroğlu, “FETÖ ile DEAŞ işbirliği içinde,” Yeni Şafak, October 27, 
2017, available at https://www.yenisafak.com/gundem/feto-ile-
deasisbirligi-icinde-2805490 (accessed March 16, 2018).
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The skyrocketed numbers of security opera-
tions in 2017 indicate that DAESH lost its abil-
ity to remain dormant, due to Turkey’s re-seizing 
of intelligence and operation initiatives. The 
nature of the security operations in 2017 differs 
from previous years due to its frequency and the 
intensity which were characterized by waves.29 
An operation wave reflects a series of coordinat-
ed police raids in different cities simultaneously 
or in succession, which results in the detention 
of hundreds of DAESH militants. Five security 
waves took place in 2017. The first occurred on 
February 5 and 763 DAESH suspects were taken 
into custody in one day. It should be noted that 
information for this initiative was obtained by 
the interrogation of Reina attacker, Masharipov, 
and his enablers. Such intelligence played a key 
role in carrying out these operations. The second 
wave occurred between April 6 and 15, where 
more than three hundred DAESH suspects were 
detained.30 The third wave occurred on July 12 
and around two hundred DAESH suspects were 
detained.31 The fourth wave covers the period be-
tween October 22 and November 1 and almost 
three hundred DAESH suspects were taken into 

29. For a detailed analysis of Turkish security operations against 
DAESH in 2017, see Murat Yeşiltaş et al. “2017’de Güvenlik ve 
Terörle Mücadele,” in Nebi Miş et al. 2017’de Türkiye (Istanbul: 
SETA Publications, 2017): 197-209.

30. SETA-STM Terrorism Analysis Platform.

31. SETA-STM Terrorism Analysis Platform.

custody.32 The fifth and last wave occurred on 
November 9 in Ankara and 173 DAESH sus-
pects were detained in the same day.33 Hence, the 
frequency of operations and the number of de-
tainees in the last year suggest that Turkish secu-
rity bureaucracy gradually consolidated its intel-
ligence and operation initiative which produced 
more relevant measures to counter the DAESH 
threat in the homeland.

Experience: Readiness and  
Awareness of Threat 
The Turkish counterterrorism strategy has 
passed through a considerable development 
process due to the unprecedented nature of 
DAESH and its display of unique security chal-
lenges. Domestic security operations are now 
conducted with greater success and effectiveness 
thanks to the increased inter-agency coordina-
tion and cooperation. In previous years, the 
foremost threat to security operations was posed 
by trained DAESH militants. These terrorists 
resisted Turkish police with sophisticated as-
sault rifles and explosives during security raids, 
causing casualties amongst security forces and 
reducing the effectiveness of operations. Due to 

32. SETA-STM Terrorism Analysis Platform.

33. “Başkentte DEAŞ operasyonu: 173 gözaltı, 72 kişi de...,” Vatan, 
November 9, 2017, available at http://www.gazetevatan.com/
baskentte-deas-operasyonu-173-gozalti-72-kisi-de--1117410-gun-
dem/ (accessed March 16, 2018).

FIGURE 5. DETAINED DAESH MILITANTS IN 2018
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their rigorous selection criteria, intense training, 
and specialized equipment, special operations 
police forces are highly effective in countering 
the threat of trained DAESH operatives. Within 
this scope, the Turkish Police Special Operations 
Department (Özel Harekât Daire Başkanlığı) 
became increasingly involved in security opera-
tions and has played a prominent role. 

The operations have also progressively 
transformed into joint operations, involving 
police units of anti-terrorism, intelligence and 
special operations. As the reports of Turkish me-
dia have indicated, the MIT has played a greater 
role throughout this process, providing key in-
telligence in a timely manner. The nature of the 
DAESH threat and the ways the security forces 
have handled this are stated below. It's worth 
mentioning that Turkey has suffered no casual-
ties while conducting these security operations 
despite the fact that DAESH militants often 
demonstrated armed resistance.

For instance, on March 16, police captured 
two Uzbek DAESH militants carrying AK-47 
assault rifles loaded with full magazines in Istan-
bul.34 The militant profile and weapon choice 
indicate that the militants could have carried out 
an attack similar to that of Reina. On May 21, 

34. İlyas Kaçar, “İstanbul'da eylem hazırlığında 2 DEAŞ'lı 
yakalandı,” Anadolu Agency, March 16, 2017, available at http://
aa.com.tr/tr/turkiye/istanbulda-eylem-hazirliginda-2-deasli-yaka-
landi/773092 (accessed March 16, 2018).

two DAESH militants were killed in Etimesgut 
district of Ankara after they responded by open-
ing fire on the police when the latter called for 
their surrender. High impact explosives, ammu-
nition, and sketches were seized from the terror-
ists’ apartment.35 On July 12, five DAESH mem-
bers were killed in the Meram district of Konya 
after they resisted the police with AK-47s.36 On 
September 9, 2017, a 19-year-old Syrian sui-
cide bomber was killed by Turkish police while 
attempting to launch a bomb attack with 5 kg 
of explosives at the MIT Regional Office and a 
police station situated next to it. The fact that he 
had reportedly settled in Mersin three years ago, 
led to the assessment that the suicide bomber 
had been a member of a sleeper cell.37 

35. “Son dakika... Ankara'da sabaha karşı operasyon, çatışma çıktı,” 
Hürriyet, May 21, 2017, available at http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/an-
karada-sabaha-karsi-onemli-operasyon-40464610 (accessed March 
16, 2018).  “Ankara Valisi Topaca, Öldürülen 2 Deaş'lı Teröriste 
İlişkin Detayları Paylaştı,” Milliyet, May 22, 2017, available at http://
www.milliyet.com.tr/ankara-valisi-topaca-oldurulen-2-deas-ankara-
yerelhaber-2057425/ (accessed March 16, 2018).

36. “Konya'da DEAŞ operasyonu,” Habertürk, July 12, 2017, 
available at http://www.haberturk.com/gundem/haber/1560351-
konya-da-deas-operasyonu-5-terorist-olduruldu (accessed March 
16, 2018); Muammer Başkan, “15 Temmuz'u kana bulayacaklardı,” 
Akşam, July 13, 2017, available at http://www.aksam.com.tr/
guncel/15-temmuzu-kana-bulayacaklardi/haber-642215 (accessed 
March 16, 2018).

37. “Mersin'de öldürülen 'canlı bomba' teröristin üzerinden 
çıkanlar dehşete düşürdü,” Sabah, September 7, 2017, available at 
https://www.sabah.com.tr/gundem/2017/09/07/mersinde-oldu-
rulen-canli-bomba-teroristin-uzerinden-cikanlar-dehsete-dusurdu 
(accessed March 16, 2018).

FIGURE 6. FREQUENCY OF SECURITY OPERATIONS AGAINST DAESH (2015-2017)
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Similarly, on October 19, 2016, a DAESH 
terrorist suspected of being a suicide bomber was 
killed by Turkish special operations police, after 
an ensuing exchange of fire in the Etimesgut 
district of Ankara. The militant had conducted 
reconnaissance in Anitkabir and Ataturk’s mau-
soleum, and vast amounts of explosive materials 
were found at his home.38 On October 23, 2016, 
two DAESH suicide bombers were captured by 
anti-terrorism police units in Istanbul with the 
help of intelligence provided by MIT which 
tracked down the militants when they entered 
Turkey on October 20 of the same year.39 Lastly, 
on October 27, four DAESH militants were in-
tercepted and neutralized by police before bomb-
ing four different locations within a shopping 
center in Bayrampasa, Istanbul.40 It was argued 

38. “Ankara'da ölü ele geçirilen DAEŞ'li teröristin kimliği 
kesinleşti,” NTV, October 19, 2016, available at https://www.
ntv.com.tr/turkiye/ankarada-olu-ele-gecirilen-daesli-teroristin-
kimligikesinlesti,r2JNFTorPUS1TEthURsQ_w (accessed March 
16, 2018); “Ankara'da DAEŞ'li bir canlı bomba öldürüldü,” Yeni 
Şafak, October 19, 2016, available at https://www.yenisafak.com/
gundem/ankarada-daesli-bir-canli-bomba-olduruldu-2549908 (ac-
cessed March 16, 2018).

39. “İstanbul'da 2 DEAŞ'lı canlı bomba yakalandı,” Yeni Şafak, 
November 22, 2017, available at https://www.yenisafak.com/gun-
dem/istanbulda-2-deasli-canli-bomba-yakalandi-2568569 (accessed 
March 16, 2018).

40. “İstanbul'u kana bulayacaklardı! Yakalandılar,” Sabah, October 30, 
2017, available at https://www.sabah.com.tr/gundem/2017/10/30/is-
tanbulu-kana-bulayacaklardi-yakalandilar (accessed March 16, 2018).

that the quantity of explosives and ammunition 
at their disposal was large enough for DAESH 
operatives to launch forty separate attacks.41

A GENERAL EVALUATION:  
IS DAESH RESILIENT?
This study analyzed the factors behind the suc-
cess of Turkey’s anti-terrorism operations against 
DAESH in the last year. The latest DAESH ter-
rorist attack in Turkey was carried out on New 
Year’s Eve in 2017 at Reina night club in Istanbul. 
DAESH’s inability to launch a terrorist attack in 
Turkey after the night club attack derives from 
factors both on the structural and agent levels 
which have enhanced the effectiveness of the fight 
against the terrorist group. The deterritorializa-
tion of DAESH has weakened its military, politi-
cal, and economic capacity and the loss of its ter-
ritory along the Turkish border has hampered its 
logistical support to probable terrorist attacks and 
border crossings. On the other hand, Turkey’s ad-
vantage in intelligence and its operation superior-
ity enabled security forces to conduct more raids 
in a timely manner. Furthermore, the counter-

41. “AVM'de Yakalanan DEAŞ'lıların Bomba Düzenekleri 
İstihbaratçıları Bile Dehşete Düşürdü,” Haberler, November 2, 2017, 
available at https://www.haberler.com/istihbaratcilari-bile-dehsete-
dusuren-detaylar-10198181-haberi/ (accessed March 16, 2018).

FIGURE 7. NUMBER OF DAESH DETAINEES  (2015-2017)
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terrorism experience based on unique DAESH 
threats created and consolidated awareness and 
readiness among the security forces. Hence, the 
successful prevention of several DAESH attacks 
in Turkey is closely connected with these key de-
velopments related both to DAESH’s increasing 
vulnerabilities, and Turkey’s own improvements 
of its counterterrorism policies. 

Turkey’s Operation Euphrates Shield and 
Operation Olive Branch have clearly demon-
strated the military effectiveness, readiness, and 
legitimacy of the TAF to a level envied by the 
rest of the region. Turkey’s two direct military 
interventions in Syria derived from the rapidly 
changed security environment surrounding the 
country which required immediate action. There 
were two major reasons of this change in Tur-
key’s security environment. First, the number 
and the intensity of security threats had escalated 
around Turkey’s southern border. These threats 
were not only presented by terrorist groups such 
as DAESH and the PKK, but also by other non-
state armed actors operating in Syria and state 
actors pursuing regional influence in the country. 
Thus, Turkey's objective was not only to elimi-
nate the threats by the PKK and DAESH but 
also to counter the influence and the operational 
scope of other paramilitary forces and state ac-
tors in Syria in an attempt to keep the balance of 
power within the country.

Second, Turkey’s Syrian policy was ignored 
by the United States, its key ally, which provid-
ed the YPG, the PKK’s Syrian wing, with vast 
quantities of weapons and armor, worth billions 
of dollars. As a long-standing member of NATO 
and decades-old military ally of the U.S., Turkey 
expressed its condemnation of the U.S. for its aid 
toward the PKK, which has been waging a sepa-
ratist terrorism against Turkey for decades. Hence, 
the increase in the level of security threats, and 
the decrease in alliance commitments prompted 
Turkey to reassess the situation on the ground and 
ultimately take significant measures to guarantee 

Turkey’s long-term national security. Accordingly, 
Turkish decision-makers concluded that contem-
porary terrorist threats can be prevented not only 
on Turkish soil but also outside of its borders 
where other threats originate. In consequence, 
military options became more relevant in the de-
velopment of counterterrorism policies.

UNSC Resolution 2170 stressed that “ter-
rorism can only be defeated by a sustained and 
comprehensive approach involving the active 
participation and collaboration of all States, and 
international and regional organizations to im-
pede, impair, isolate and incapacitate the terror-
ist threat.”42 On the other hand, it is clear that 
there are contrasting national perspectives among 
the countries fighting against DAESH that have 
shaped the course of events in the region. Ad-
mittedly, the U.S., Russia, and Iran, as well as 
Turkey, have sought to enhance their national 
interests and regional prestige by launching their 
own campaigns. The international anti-DAESH 
coalition is primarily led by U.S. military power; 
however, it has been understood for a long time 
that the U.S. has no clear-cut strategy in Syria. In 
fact, the U.S. political and military preferences 
in Syria have significantly undermined Turkey’s 
national security to an extent that the country 
is currently perceived as hostile among both the 

42. See United Nations Security Council, “Resolution 2170 (2014): 
Threats to International Peace and Security Caused by Terrorist 
Acts,” August 15, 2014, available at http://unscr.com/en/resolu-
tions/doc/2170 (accessed March 20, 2018).

The deterritorialization of DAESH has 
weakened its military, political, and economic 
capacity and the loss of its territory along the 
Turkish border has hampered its logistical 
support to probable terrorist attacks and 
border crossings.
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Turkish people and all the major political par-
ties in the Turkish Parliament. The terrorism 
problem was of utmost importance for the pub-
lic in Turkey and for Turkish security elites. In 
the light of this threat perception, military op-
tions were brought to the table which paved the 
way for the OES and subsequently the OOB. It 
has become obvious that the U.S. should adopt 
a better defined and more relevant counterter-
rorism policy and should respect the legitimate 
security concerns of its NATO ally if it does not 
desire to lose more leverage in the Middle East.

The International Coalition to degrade and 
defeat DAESH defined its core objectives in 
September 2014 as ensuring military assistance 
to partners; preventing the flow of more foreign 
fighters; cutting off financing and funding; bring-
ing a solution to the humanitarian crises in Syria 
and Iraq; and uncovering the real nature of the 
DAESH phenomenon.43 Although DAESH was 
defeated by the coalition, the fight is far from 
being successful according to the above criteria. 
First, the U.S.-led coalition has supported a ter-
rorist group, which has waged a violent terrorist 
campaign against a NATO ally for decades, and 
has regarded it as a “partner,” displaying its sup-
port by supplying it with vast amounts of weap-
ons and ammunition. Second, the international 
community couldn't sufficiently handle the flow 
of foreign terrorist fighters. Regarding this, Turk-
ish policymakers often criticized Western govern-
ments for not cooperating on information shar-
ing. Turkey proclaimed that the international 
community should increase its intelligence sharing 
and operational cooperation in order to monitor 
and investigate the flow of foreign fighters, detect 
trafficking of illegal firearms, and cut off terrorist 
financing. Turkey has traditionally been a leading 
country in highlighting the issues of intelligence 
cooperation on counterterrorism while it has pio-

43. See U.S. Department of State, “The Global Coalition To Defeat 
ISIS,” available at https://www.state.gov/s/seci/index.htm (accessed 
March 4, 2018).

neered the establishment of multilateral platforms 
in order to handle transnational terrorism.44 

Third, the humanitarian crises in Syria re-
main far from being addressed as indicated in 
the latest reports on the use of chemical weap-
ons by the Assad regime on civilians.45 It seems 
that the humanitarian disaster has often been 
overshadowed by other more pressing security 
considerations such as realpolitik interests and 
great power competition. Fourth, understanding 
the real nature of DAESH also remains another 
source of concern. Despite hundreds of academic 
works and projects, there is still confusion within 
the policy world and intelligence community 
on how to deal with vulnerable communities, 
returning foreign fighters, Internet propaganda, 
and deradicalization methods.        

Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR) statistics 
provide a partial picture of DAESH’s resilience 
in Syria and Iraq. The continuation of major 
U.S. airstrikes against the terrorist group in Syr-
ia indicates DAESH’s resilience. The American 

44. Turkey has consistently called for Western governments to share 
information about thousands of foreign fighters who have traveled 
from the West towards conflict zones in Syria and Iraq. Turkey and 
the United States led the establishment of the Global Counterter-
rorism Forum which aims to enhance civilian capacity to counter 
violent extremism. Turkey ran the co-presidency of the Forum from 
September 2011 to April 2016. See Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
“Turkey’s Contributions to International Community’s Efforts to 
Fight Terrorism,” available at http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-con-
tributions-to-international-community_s-efforts-to-fight-terrorism.
en.mfa (accessed March 15, 2018). For detailed information on 
the outcomes of the Global Counterterrorism Forum, see  “Antalya 
Memorandum on the Protection of Soft Targets in a Counterterror-
ism Context,” Global Counterterrorism Forum, available at https://
www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Links/Meetings/2017/
Twelfth%20GCTF%20Coordinating%20Committee%20Meeting/
GCTF%20-%20Antalya%20Memorandum%20on%20the%20
Protection%20of%20Soft%20Targets%20in%20a%20Counter-
terrorism%20Context.pdf?ver=2017-09-17-010844-720 (accessed 
March 15, 2018);  and “Ankara Memorandum on Good Practices 
for a Multi-Sectoral Approach to Countering Violent Extremism,” 
Global Counterterrorism Forum, available at https://www.thegctf.org/
Portals/1/Documents/Framework%20Documents/A/GCTF-Anka-
ra-Memorandum-ENG.pdf (accessed March 15, 2018).

45. See Adam Lusher, “Syrian Government Accused of Using 
Nerve Agents as Death Toll from Douma 'Chemical Weapons At-
tack' Rises,” The Independent, April 8, 2018, available at https://
www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/syria-chemical-
weapons-attack-latest-sarin-douma-eastern-ghouta-nerve-agent-
chlorine-russia-us-uk-a8294741.html (accessed April 9, 2018).
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military stated on January 20, 2018, that about 
150 DAESH militants were killed by precision 
strikes in Al Shafah, the area around the Euphra-
tes River valley. The U.S. military stated that the 
operation was conducted after an extensive in-
telligence collection and observation, while the 
targets were confirmed as DAESH command 
headquarters and a media distribution center. 
The statement argued that “though DAESH has 
lost more than 98% of the land it once claimed 
as part of its so-called physical caliphate, the 
group continues to demonstrate the ability to 
mass large numbers in its attempt to retain a 
stronghold in Syria.”46 American air strikes con-
tinued in March 2018 around regions such as 
Abu Kamal or Qayyarah, targeting DAESH tac-
tical units, facilities, and tunnels.47

The ongoing ability of DAESH operatives, 
particularly of the sleeper cells, in launching ter-
rorist strikes must not be overlooked and it could 
also partially indicate the extent of the group’s 
resiliency. The terrorist group claimed responsi-
bility for the attack of two suicide bombers in 

46. U.S. Department of Defense, “Coalition Precision Strikes 
Kill ISIS Terrorists in the Syrian Middle Euphrates River Valley,” 
Jan. 24, 2018, available at http://www.inherentresolve.mil/News/
News-Releases/News-Article-View/Article/1422078/coalition-
precision-strikes-kill-isis-terrorists-in-the-syrian-middle-euphra-
tes/ (accessed April 4, 2018).

47. See, for instance, Combined Joint Task Force: Operation 
Inherent Resolve, "Military Strikes Continue against Daesh Ter-
rorists in Syria and Iraq,” March 30, 2018, available at http://
www.inherentresolve.mil/Portals/14/2018StrikeReleases/
CJTF-OIR%20St r ike%20Re l ea s e%2020180330-02 .
pdf?ver=2018-03-30-093644-830 (accessed April 4, 2018).

a market in Baghdad on January 2018 which 
left at least 27 people dead and dozens wound-
ed.48 An Iraqi citizen underlined that they were 
expecting a terrorist attack because of the up-
coming Iraqi parliamentary elections. She said 
that “every four years we have to live through 
this suffering because of political differences and 
disagreements.”49 On the other hand, the of-
ficial statement from the Iraqi Prime Ministry 
stated that Prime Minister Haider Abadi ordered 
security officials in Baghdad “to root out mili-
tant sleeper cells.”50 Hence, it seems that there 
is still a lot of work to be done in order to meet 
the conditions for permanent peace and stabil-
ity in Iraq. Turkey should assist Iraq in its re-
construction efforts by providing technical, fi-
nancial, and political support. Turkey and Iraq 
should also increase cooperation on counterter-
rorism intelligence so that concealed DAESH 
sleeper cells, which are still likely to exist in both 
countries, can be detected and eliminated. This 
would also facilitate the cooperation on coun-
tering the threat of PKK terrorism that poses a 
substantial challenge to both Turkish and Iraqi 
territorial integrities.

48. Rukmini Callimachi and Margaret Coker, “ISIS Claims Re-
sponsibility for Baghdad Bombings,” The New York Times, January 
17, 2018, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/17/world/
middleeast/iraq-baghdad-isis-bombing.html (accessed April 9, 2018).

49. Kareem Shaheen, “Suicide Attack in Baghdad Kills at Least 
38,” The Guardian, January 15, 2018, available at https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/15/suicide-attack-baghdad (ac-
cessed April 9, 2018).

50. Ibid.
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A s DAESH lost its territories and faded away, the world is now discuss-

ing the possible contingency plans that could shape national security 

policies in the post-DAESH era. DAESH was one of Turkey’s significant 

security threats and the terrorist group was able to conduct several major ter-

rorist attacks on Turkish soil; however, DAESH terrorism was halted by Turkish 

counterterrorism efforts which culminated in cross-border military engagements. 

This paper analyzes the factors behind this success in order to draw conclusions 

that explain why previous terrorist attacks took place, and to offer proposals that 

can further enhance Turkey’s national security policy in a post-DAESH environ-

ment. The study argues that specific developments such as the territorial decline 

of DAESH, the removal of the terrorist group from the borders, enhancements 

in intelligence and operation fields, and counterterrorism experience ensured 

the prevention of more terrorist attacks by DAESH terrorists. Consequently, this 

study proposes that in a post-DAESH setting, Turkey’s national security should 

be shaped by certain requirements including intelligence superiority, high-level 

readiness, awareness, and external military activism. Furthermore, it is important 

that Turkey meticulously examines from the perspective of de-radicalization the 

possible risks that could unfold from the thousands of DAESH militants detained 

and currently incarcerated within its borders.


