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Waorking towards Resilient Communities

Introduction

This policy paper focuses on the specific factors and drivers of violent extremism in Mace-
donia, and aims to address the core roots of this issue by investigating the dynamics of its
development and manifestation, with the hope of contributing toward building more re-
silient communities. The research period underwent several phases of collecting and pro-
cessing qualitative and quantitative information important to our analysis. During these
phases, interviews with local and central government officials were conducted, followed
later by many formal and informal talks with relevant stakeholders and individuals of in-
terest to the research topic. By the same token, attempts to quantify the trending opinions
among a selected population were done by carrying out a survey in the respective munic-
ipalities in Macedonia where they reside. In addition, to better understand the circulating
ideology known to be used as motivation for violent extremism, religious clerics were
consulted. Lastly, the online content found supporting violent extremism was analyzed,
particularly the local language usage, by conducting a structured content analysis. These
research findings lead us to focus more on the following issues:

* The threat of politicization of the school staff, and the poor communication
channels between teachers, parents and students, lead the high schools to be-
come fertile grounds for violent extremist groups.

* NGO capacities to become active actors in bringing about resilience to violent
extremism.

* Therole ofreligious preachers in preventing violent extremism at the local level.
* Lack of trust in public institutions for building community resilience.

« Lack of online counter-narratives with local context
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Policy Report: Working towards
Resilient Communities

This research study aims to unravel the core causes of violent extremism, focusing on
the city of Skopje, in the specifically selected municipalities of Cair, Gazi Baba, and Saraj.
The city of Skopje was chosen due to the high number of reported cases of foreign fight-
ers from this capital city. An additional element in our choice of Skopje is the ability to
do in-depth research in these particular municipalities given Analytica’s prior research
record on violent extremism. Due to the increased number of returned foreign fighters, it
was of utmost importance to continue assessing Macedonia’s capital when it comes to CVE
matters throughout 2017.

Continuing with Analytica’s previous research paper “Assessment of Macedonia’s
efforts in countering violent extremism, view from civil society”?, this research is a fol-
low-up, focusing this time on the community. The research project ‘Working toward Re-
silient Communities’ focuses on the factors and drivers of radicalization found or created
by circumstances within the communities.

Thus, the policy brief will give a clearer picture on the main reasons, causes, roots
and effects of violent extremism in Macedonia’s capital, and will also investigate the per-
ception of it. It is crucial to understand the drivers of radicalization in Skopje in order to
be able to better work on countering those drivers. Because of the complexity of violent
extremism, this study will attempt to look at all possible drivers, and analyze the phe-
nomenon from many different angles.

The first part of the study will provide an introduction to the phenomenon of vio-
lent extremism and review the existing research on drivers of radicalization on a global
scale. The second part of the study will consider violent extremism as it exists in Mace-
donia, and provide some local specifics. The third part will provide results from its re-
search through focus groups and interviews on the drivers of extremism in Macedonia.
The fourth part will draw some conclusions about online propaganda and how it is used
for extremism. The last part will discuss the perception of citizens about general issues
regarding violent extremism.

¥ “Assessment of Macedonia’s efforts in Countering Violent Extremism, view from civil society”, Kaltrina Selimi and Filip
Stojkovski, Analytica Think Tank. Online accessible at: http:/www.analyticamk.org/images/Files/extremism-en-updated-FINAL-
web_ceb98.pdf
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Violent Extremism and its drivers: a brief overview

The first part of this research study will introduce the phenomenon of violent extremism
and give a summary of the research that has so far been conducted globally on drivers
of radicalization, exploring what the literature says on this issue. It examines the wide
spectrum of factors that contribute to the radicalization of individuals. Through this,
we summarize what the literature shows on the drivers of violent extremism, and we
attempt to pinpoint factors that seem to be of significance across the literature. This is
important in order to dispel the myth that poverty and lack of education are the only or
lead factors that lead to radicalization, which is not only incorrect but also might lead to
inappropriate responses to the phenomenon of violent extremism. It is crucial to under-
stand the complexity of the root causes of violent extremism in general, in order to be
able to better attempt to research the phenomenon within the specific context of Skopje
as the capital city of Macedonia.

Violent Extremism (VE) as a phenomenon has been receiving much attention in in-
ternational politics and development discourses, and rightly so, due to increased aware-
ness that there is a need to respond to the roots of terroristic activity rather than merely
focusing on stopping attacks. Countering Violent Extremism or CVE is a holistic approach
which attempts to examine and address the causes and factors that lead to individuals
accepting extremist ideologies. One challenge that has arisen in CVE is attempting to
pinpoint the causes of violent extremism, which are often multi-faceted. Therefore, any
claims of finding the major “cause” would be overstated due to the possibility of the driv-
er being caused by another unseen driver, or at least of pinpointing one main driver
where many are, in fact, at play. The following introduction on the drivers of VE will
outline the different arguments on the main “drivers” of VE, and critiques the oversim-
plification that often plagues CVE projects on the “drivers” and common understanding
of the “causes” of VE.

Violent Extremism (VE) is in fact a complex phenomenon, which is not caused by
any one driver but rather is the result of many intersecting and self-reinforcing drivers.
There is also not a “sure path” for extremist tendencies. There exists a common miscon-
ception that unemployment or economic under-development lead directly to extremism
as a main factor, but there is no clear evidence for this. In most cases this driver is merely
one among many drivers of radicalization. In general policymakers should be aware of
the problematic nature of focusing on large-scale contextual push factors (poor service
provision, unemployment, etc.)

A useful model that has been constructed for thinking about the complex web of
factors that may lead to extremist tendencies is the so-called three-tier model, with situ-
ational factors predominant at the macro/national/community level, social/cultural fac-
tors at the MESO identity group level, and individual factors at the micro level.2 While the
evidence proving the importance of certain factors is a topic to discuss, experts generally
agree that the process of radicalization is a social process, i.e., the involvement of others
is crucial. This view sees so-called “lone actors” as exceptions to the rule.

In terms of what will be called in this paper “drivers” towards extremism, there
are drivers whose influence is commonly overstated or even mistakenly identified. For
example, ideas of masculinity and education level do not seem to influence people to-
wards extremism. But on the other hand, high-quality education from the early years

¢ USAID, Guide to the Drivers of Violent Extremism, pg. 28, online accessible at: https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnadt978.pdf
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onwards is the best protection against social exclusion, which has been associated with
extremism.®> Another commonly overstated driver is attendance to Madrasas (Islamic
high schools). Even though there are some non-formal extreme Madrasas, particularly in
Middle East countries such as Saudi Arabia or Iran, which play a role in driving people
towards extremism, in context of Macedonia, the teachings are sourced to the Hanafi
school of thought and fall under the management of the Islamic Religious Community,
respectively. In fact, religious education can serve as protection against extremism.*

Macedonian Context

This part of the report introduces the phenomenon of violent extremism in Macedonia.
It does so by examining how violent extremism has affected Macedonia, and what the
consequences of it are. Additionally, it investigates how violent extremism has managed
to spread in Macedonia and particularly in the municiplities researched. Finally, it deter-
mines whether any efforts to research the driving factors of radicalization in Macedonia
have been made.

Following the collapse of Yugoslavia and subsequent conflicts and civil wars, radi-
cal groups rooted in the Middle East focused on targeting this newly independent pool of
countries. In Macedonia, a country with a multi-ethnic makeup and a population of two
million, extremist groups have been successful in finding a ‘fertile ground’ in the post-
Armed Conflict of 2001 period. This ground has over time been established in certain
neighborhoods of the country, which resulted in a solid stream of recruits to terrorist
groups fighting in Syria and Irag®.

According to a policy paper published by Soufan Group, there have been in total
915 foreign fighters from the Balkans that have joined extremist groups in Syria (up until
2016)5. The age range of those joining is between 18 and 43 years old. As for Macedonia,
the official statements show that 110 Macedonian fighters have been in the battlefields
of Syria and Iraq. Moreover, 25 have been killed in Syria, and 86 fighters have already
returned to Macedonia. However, the country’s approach remains repressive and mainly
focused on legal and repressive measures, such as changes in the criminal law book and
police arrests.

Moreover, the country’s effort to tackle this phenomenon has remained within the
scope of the National Strategy for Fight against Terrorism for many years now. Howev-
er, recently, the Macedonian government established a National Committee for PVE and
Fight against Terrorism, which is currently working on a specific strategy on P/CVE. It is
vital that their action plans correspond with in-depth research and analysis at the grass-
root level.

3  European Commission, “Supporting the Prevention of Radicalization Leading to Violent Extremism” p. 9, online accessible at:
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/repository/education/library/publications/2016/communication-preventing-radicalisa-
tion_en.pdf

4 USAID, Guide to the Drivers of Violent Extremism

5% “Saving schools from violent extremism: a broader approach to CVE with a focus on educational capacities”, Samet Shabani,
Analytica Think Tank. Online accessible at: http://www.analyticamk.org/images/Files/extremism-en-updated-FINAL-web_cebh98.
pdf

6% Richard Barrett, Foreign Fighters in Syria, Soufan Group, June 2014, online accessible at: http://soufangroup.com/wp-content/
uploads/2014/06/TSG-Foreign-Fighters-in-Syria.pdf
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Factors and drivers

The main objective of this part of the study is to gain insight on the various factors and
drivers that push people towards violent extremism in three selected municipalities in
the City of Skopje (Cair, Saraj and Gazi Baba). This is important information for authori-
ties in Macedonia in order for them to make tailored responses to the actual push factors
of violent extremism. To discover the true factors and drivers is a complicated task and
requires a holistic approach that looks at the topic from different perspectives. Taking
this into account, this part of the study includes interviews with different society stake-
holders (religious preachers, NGO representatives, high school and university teachers)
and focus groups with youth from the target municipalities of this study, aged between
18 and 25 years old.

Through these tools, this part aims to help us to understand the push and pull fac-
tors for radicalization from the point of view of people affected by the phenomenon in
various ways. This part of the study also aims to test certain hypotheses on possible driv-
ers for radicalization, including socioeconomic factors, ideological factors, personal fac-
tors, and more.

The questions that we explore in this section are:

* What are the driving factors for radicalization in the city of Skopje (Municipali-
ties of Cair, Saraj and Gazi Baba)?

* Whatis the perception that people have when it comes to these factors?

* How much do individuals think radicalization affects their social circles?
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High Schools under scrutiny

This section of the policy report contains analysis based on interviews with high school
teachers. In total, eleven teachers from nine different high schools (within the target mu-
nicipalities of this study and broader) were interviewed in order to provide a general
observation about the phenomenon of violent extremism among pupils. Almost all of the
teachers were open to discuss and share their concerns about this phenomenon. It was
observed that they are aware of this issue but are lack the tools and knowledge necessary
to address it when it comes to prevention or intervention in specific cases.

“In my class hour I try to talk to them about the negative effects of violent extrem-
ism, but we as professors have not too much educative information about this topic.
That’s why it would be good to organize lessons in classes, in which the students

would be more informed and given advice.”
Interview with high school teacher from “Marija Kiri Sklodovska”

Notably, all of the teachers expressed the idea that students are not sufficiently in-
formed about values such as multiculturalism, solidarity and respect for others’ opin-
ions. Even in ethnically mixed schools in which there is a curriculum in three differ-
ent languages, a majority of the students do not interact with students from a different
ethnic background. Moreover, during some joint activities between high schools held in
Macedonian and Albanian language on raising awareness about multiculturalism, it is
observed that students feel strange about participating to these projects. Thus, the pres-
ence of stereotypes about each other leads to a growing phenomenon of segregation and a
fertile ground for extremist ideas at early ages.” In addition, the curriculum in many of the
schools does not fit the narrative in which young people today live in Macedonia, especial-
ly if they are from different ethnic backgrounds and are not of Macedonian ethnic origin?.
Many of the teachers believe that country’s educational policy does not have a strategy
for how to address these young people and their frustration and fears. According to them,
this situation works in favor of the extremist groups and their efforts to build stereotypes
within youth against the country where they were born and the majority of the population
in Macedonia. Thus, the analysis shows that one of the main pushing factors to violent
extremism, particularly in multi-ethnic countries, is lack of promotion of intercultural
dialogue at high-schools.

When asked whether students are sufficiently informed about violent extremism,
the general observation of teachers is that they have a basic knowledge only from what
they see on TV and social media. There are often discussions among students about ex-
tremist groups, based on some friend’s recruitment or a former foreign fighter or terrorist
attack shown in the media, but not in form of a debate moderated by teachers. A remark-
able finding is that teachers frequently follow their students on social media and interact
in private with some them that post extremist ideas.

The teachers also stated that there is almost no discussion among the staff about
this phenomenon. They sometimes touch on some cases of students in which they observe
changes in terms of the students showing a tendency toward radical behavior, but it does

7% Interview with high-school teacher from ‘Arseni Jovkov’ School of Economics and Law, conducted on 16.03.2017

8  Interview with high-school teacher from ‘Cvetan Dimov’ Gymnasium, conducted on 01.03.2017
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not go further than an everyday, informal chat with each other. Our main observation
is that this topic is not perceived as a serious issue due to the small amount of cases that
have happened in the past. However, there was only one case reported for the 2014/15 ac-
ademic year (to Ministry of Interior Affair by a teacher) that a teacher once spread flyers
and books with extremist content among students®. Accordingly, there were some cases
in which the board of the school warned some staff members due to complaints by some
parents that they were talking about religion during their course. However, no concrete
measures were taken with those teachers due to their employment being based on political
affiliations with the local government.*

There have been seven reported cases in which students ended up either in the bat-
tlefield in Syria and Iraq by joining extremist groups or actively supporting them during
their school life or afterward. The cases are as follows:

1. “Inthe past, I had a student that was manipulated in terms of religion and ended up
in extremist groups. He was a part of situations that showed violence and aggres-
sion in our community and other communities as well. I don’t know exactly what
happened with him but as I heard he is now gone to the places where the war is going
on, but I say this with the biggest reservations as it is only by hearing, it was told to
me that he was punished by the state before he went. His success in school was aver-
age in the very early stages, but after that he started to be manipulated by different
groups. I was directly in contact with his family in a personal manner and the school
as institution were as well. His relations with other students were good at the start.
After a time he started to be imposing his religious ideas on others, he felt like a lead-
er, conceited. He always did this on behalf of religion but he was misused by higher
groups and persons that I don’t know, but then his family claimed this, that my son
is meeting too frequent with an unknown imam, I cannot control my child. I tried to
give him a hand and retract him from the situation, but we ended up bad with the per-
son and we didn’t contact with him again, but his family has a great respect for my
effort and contribution that I gave for him. Maybe his fate was like that. He was very
good with the school’s staff at the start tillin a certain period, then he started demon-
strating aggression, in fact he went around as if dominated by some other spirit.
(Interview with high school teacher from ‘Gjorgi Dimitrov’ gymnasium.)

2. “Over 300 students I have seen 2 cases in Facebook that students posted improper
things regarding the latest happenings in Syria, and I approached them and advised
them, there were cases they left the lesson to go for praying and I ask them why they
do it, and I advise them that they are contradictory because they went out of lesson,
of knowledge which is mandatory according to the religion, they have rowed mark
1s’ in the diary but on the other hand they try to show that they are good Muslims.
This is the bad understanding of religion for students."”

3. "There was a student who, after finishing high school, was recruited, he was a very
good student, we were shocked when we heard that he was recruited to go to Syria
and he ended up there tragically.” (Interview with high school teacher from ‘Cvetan
Dimov’ gymnasium.)

4. “I personally had an experience by contacting a parent of a student that started to
decrease his success, but not because he didn’t want to study but he start to classify
the materials, by saying ‘this topic is haram (forbidden) to study’, and so he started

o Interview with high-school teacher from ‘Marija Kiri Sklodovska’ School of Medicine, conducted in 01.03.2017

0% Interview with high-school teacher from ‘Zef Lush Marku’ Gymnasium, conducted in 10.03.2017
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to be absent from the lessons, he started to make troubles. His parent said me that
he tried to grab his son back from this group but it was unsuccessful, I encouraged
his father to go on with this and also assist him in order to distance his son from
these problems, and believe me or not we started to have success and the youth
started to get back to normality, I want to say that there is reaction from their fam-
ilies because all families want for them to become a scientist and not an extremist.”
(Interview with high school teacher from ‘Arseni Jovkov’ School of Economics and Law.)

5. Ive heard about a concrete case of a youth recruited to Syria. This young man
contacted his family and expressed that he is so regretful for going there and
that he wants to come back, but he came to a tragic end. He was so young and
I don’t know his success, but he was manipulated by the extremist organiza-
tions, because of the misusage with which he is dealing with religious issues.
(Interview with high school teacher from ‘Vlado Taseski’.)

6. I had a student that was in the second year of studies, regular student in all the
meaning of the word, he was fashionable, committed to the school, he always wanted
to look good, he was accompanied with other students, doing sport, but with a back-
ground that I've never knew anything about , he was regular in the first two years,
then he transferred to attending the last two years irregularly (only at exams) with
the justification that he was so busy and had a family business and that he needed
to help his family with the business, but he was regular in the exams afterward. Just
after he passed the exams and finished high school, we learnt that he went in Syria
and after a while we also learnt that he died there. That’s why I say that it is so dif-
ficult to observe the youth that support extremist ideas, even though I couldn’t meet
him frequently in the last two years, I remember him that he was a good student.
Interview with high school teacher from Arseni Jovkov.)

7. “Three years ago we had a student in the third year of his studies. It was April
when he suddenly disappeared from school. Then he came again after sev-
en months (in November), in the next academic year. I observed that he was
much more arrogant in his manner towards professors and students as well. I
asked my colleagues whether they have observed the same with him, and one of
my colleagues told me that according to what he heard, that student has been
to the battlefields in Syria and Iraq and had returned back after four months.
Additionally, when I was a student myself at Arseni Jovkov Economic and Law
School, some classmates that were involved with those extremist groups used to in-
vite us to their religious sermons and outdoor activities after the lessons. I attended
once, but after 1 realized they were the extremist group of ISIS, I started to distance
myself from those classmates.” (Interview with high school teacher from ‘Zef Lush
Marku’ Gymnasium.)

These cases clearly show that there is not a certain profile of students that can be-
come attached to a violent extremist group. However, teachers indicated the lack of com-
munication with their parents and those with bad economic conditions as a general profile
of those students. Accordingly, one of the considerable findings of this research is that all
the teachers, without exception, stated that the key pushing factor of the youth to violent
extremist groups is the lack of care from their parents. All of them complained that the
vast majority of the parents never come to parents meetings in the schools, or never make
contact with teachers in any form. Another factor that was emphasized by many teachers
was the lack of extra-curricular activities within the school. The fact that violent extrem-
ist groups use outdoor activities after the lessons to recruit young people shows that it is a
considerable pulling factor.

W
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"From 30 students, during one year a teacher got to know maximum 5 parents. The
care of parents is very low about their children, so the defect is there: if one of the
pedagogic trinity (school-student-parent) is not present, student can very easily devi-
ate because there are many alternatives to this nowadays, parents are not informed
where their children are going after the lessons.”

Interview with high school teacher from Arseni Jovkov

"Other methods of manipulating are economic conditions, persons that are not cared
enough about by their families, the extremist groups firstly observe the weak points
and hunt them based on the situations that the persons have."

Interview with high school teacher from Gjorgi Dimitrov

"I think that the economic conditions are the main concern that they deceive and so
recruit the youth, they fool them by promising a house for living and that they will
have great living conditions, and another issue is that they convince them that it is
‘sevap’ (good deed) to go and save innocent people there and so fight against crimes
and injustice in those places.”
Interview with high school teacher from Maria Kiri Sklodovska

Students that have sympathy towards extremist groups came from ‘tired families’
where the students don’t have good relations with their parents.
Interview with high school teacher from Cvetan Dimov

"Extremists frequently follow the weak points of instinct or those with bad economic
conditions, they offer financial support in a ‘sincere’ way, but the consequences are
the opposite. Someone has a problem with not taking care of themselves and their
minds. Prophet Muhammad said the primary jihad is taking care of your family, if
you help them you help the society, but someone else has a problem with their minds
and infiltrate and give fake information, as we here are very good so we should save
our brothers. Our first brothers are neighbors, relatives, someone from Skopje, from
Saraj, etc., so I think we have very much more familiar and social problems here
than dealing with other countries. The other method of misuse is that they say people
‘we’ll go to heaven if we fight injustice here’."
Interview with high school teacher from Saraj
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Another method of manipulation by extremist organizations is the targeting of the
youth that have a low level of awareness about social, educational, religious and
patriotic awareness, once they get them in this manner they start doing separation in
a religious manner and this really works.

Interview with high school teacher from Vlado Tasevski

"In my opinion, they find the most naive persons that cannot think about the conse-
quences of an issue, they find persons having problems with family, education or society,
usually it is males they try to manipulate, maybe problems with relationships are also
a factor, when a very important life goal couldn’t be achieved they feel useless towards
life, and then they think that other methods can solve the problem, maybe the idea that I
can help someone, or they want to ‘guarantee’ paradise, and also the less knowledge they
have about religion, so they start to take in wrong knowledge through these groups."
Interview with high school teacher from Panche Karagjozov School of Medicine

When asked about prevention of violent extremism, there were various responses
by the teachers. However, it was notable to observe that five of them proposed a lesson on
different faiths and/or ethics within high schools, which will provide students with core
knowledge about all religions. While some of them also proposed deep reform within the
educational system in order to correspond the needs of today’s realities in Macedonia, an-
other teacher stated that the most functional way to raise awareness on this phenomenon
would be cooperation with CSOs for organizing joint activities in and out of school'!.

"The most effective way used by extremist groups are different videos that are used
to brainwash through sermons , some of them (the recruits) do it for existence, maybe
they offer money, maybe it is only speculation, I think that the state is the main guilty

party, they must prevent this phenomenon, we as a school try to discover this phe-
nomenon and inform them, but they must discover the main actors and prevent these
persons from manipulating youth."
Interview with high school teacher from Zef Lush Marku Gymnasium

11 Interview with Bajram Kadriu, conducted on 24.04.2017
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NGOs: Community engagement on CVE

NGOs are critical for CVE, as they are the grass root actor in terms of community relation-
ships and engagement, and therefore for advising and support of the development of ap-
propriate CVE initiatives. Having this in mind, this research has also focused on a grass
root level about NGOs active in the three target municipalities. Interviews were made
with five NGOs that are considered to be active in the field of youth, education, culture
and humanitarian activities. Out of five NGOs, four of them shared their work with us, as
is listed below™*!%:

"Forumi Rinor Islam (Islamic Youth Forum, IYF) is one of the oldest NGOs active
in the three municipalities. It was established in 2000 in order to raise awareness
among youth for civic engagement, Islamic principles and universal human values.
Their target group are youth studying in high schools and universities. The activities
of this organization include seminars, training, conferences, and lectures that pro-
mote Islamic values.”

"LEGIS is an NGO situated in Cair Municipality. It was founded in 2009 as the ini-
tiative of five people. Its aim is education focused on youth, particularly in neigh-
borhoods where Albanian ethnic citizens are dominant. Their main focus in recent
years has included humanitarian activities, grass-root researches and awareness
campaigns about refugees, namely the Syrian migrant crisis, which was also a pop-

ular topic in Macedonia, a transit country for the migrant wave. They were also very
active in lobbying for the changes on legal status of migrants in the country. Their
partners are mainly from Europe, in which through grants and different calls, they
organize joint humanitarian activities for refugees and local people, respectively.”

"RACIO is another NGO situated in Cair Municipality and was established in 2009.
Their aim is to raise awareness of youth about civic engagement. Their main focus is
in the field of personal development, education and culture. Related to this, they or-
ganize activities such as trainings on communication and conflic management, host
essay competitions, etc. They are mainly funded by volunteer donor members active
in the business sector. They aim to become known among youth in the three neigbor-
hoods, and particularly by high school students.”

12* (*)-The brief descriptions of organizations are provided by the answers of the interview question 1: Please provide us a

background of your organization (short history, activities, mission)
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"Fondacioni Albiz (Albiz Foundation) was founded in 2011 and is located in Saraj
Municipality. It is a non-profit organization funded by the well-known local enter-
prise Dauti Komerc. The foundational aim is to promote corporate social responsibil-
ity and philanthropy through organizing educational, socio-economic and cultural

activities with a target group being the youth. The foundation has defined three
strategic goals: educational platform, cultural platform and socio-humanitarian
platform. To achieve those goals, they carry out activities such as scholarships for
students, trainings for personal development of youth, cultural awareness cam-
paigns, and charity activities for people in need."

When it comes to their perception of how much the community is informed about
violent extremism, the organizations had differing views. The IYF view is that youth in
Macedonia are facing many other problems and so, there is not too much space for them
to get informed or even get engaged with violent extremist groups. According to them,
even though there is a group that become informed from what they see on the internet
and social media, most of them have a negative perception of violent extremist groups, or
do not support them?!®. The representative of Albiz Foundation stated that violent extrem-
ism mainly touches the youth that have a low educational level and difficult social cir-
cumstances, or a bad past with their families. Stating that there were some cases among
youth in which they ended up in a battlefield in Syria or Iraq, their perception is that the
phenomenon of violent extremism has not surfaced in their municipality due to it being
averyrural zone and because the community insists in practicing the ‘traditional’ Islam.

When asked whether they had conducted some activities in this regard, LEGIS stat-
ed that as an organization, they have focused their current activities and concentration
mainly to the migrant crisis, in raising the awareness of the community on this, and also
to humanitarian activities for local population. However, the representative expressed
that they would consider partnership in small-scale projects or activities on CVE. RACIO
mentioned some multicultural events through which they believe to contribute to pre-
venting violent extremism as a final impact. IYF had organized religious sermons with
different imams from different countries, in which they specifically talked about this
phenomenon. Albiz Foundation and the anonymous NGO stated that they haven’t been
engaged in CVE activities.

However, violent extremism should be observed in a very specific manner, con-
sidering the social and political, as well as international, aspects because ‘youth want a
world with no injustices and with no dictatorships’. In another statement on what their
approach is to violent extremism as an organization, it was stated that violent extremism
should be treated very carefully and not only with finger pointing at Muslims. Addition-
ally, when research on this topic is done, it should be carefully conducted and to not be
meant as it is acceptable among the target group'.

All of the NGOs stated that they had never any contradictions with other organi-
zations that do not agree with their approach to this phenomenon. Accordingly, all of
them expressed that they had never been approached by youth in order to be asked help
for clarification about recruitments in their neighborhood, etc. As for LEGIS, the general

3% Interview with Fisnik Shabani, Head of Islamic Youth Forum, conducted on 02.03.2017

4% Interview with NGO, conducted on 05.04.2017
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problem of the society in Macedonia is that they do not perceive NGOs as ‘consultative
body’ for their social matters, and there is no awareness of what an NGO is so they cannot
consider their work. However, IYF stated that in general there are discussions among
members about this issue, mainly based on comments about what they have seen on tele-
vision®.

Having in mind their active engagement with youth, all of the NGOs considered that
the biggest problems that are faced in the field of the civil sector for active participation
in CVE, is the lack of cooperation with public actors, particularly in the target neighbor-
hoods of this study. Moreover, they stated that the general problem in Macedonia is that
CSOs are not supported by relevant state actors due to political affiliations/reservations?s.

The comments about the main factors that make youth more likely to accept radical
ideas were different among the NGOs. According to LEGIS and IYF, wrong ideological con-
viction is the main factor for radicalization and recruitment happens as a consequence.
On the other hand, while the representative of Albiz Foundation expressed that the main
factor is friendship, other NGOs were concentrated on push factors such as unemploy-
ment, bad economic conditions, low educational level and lack of opportunities?’.

“As I know from my surroundings (friends, relatives, etc.), there are some cases they
told me about persons that went there. All of them went to Syria because they believed
that it is the right thing to do in the name of God. There is a general perception that
these guys go there for money, but it’s not true, there is no one that would want to risk

their life by going to war in order to earn money, at least from many cases I know, fi-
nancial support was not the primary reason, money for those going is considered only
as an ‘added value’ on their journey to God”
Besnik Hamiti, LEGIS

The general observation of all the NGOs is that the main driver of approaching the
youth is in-person recruitment rather than ‘online recruitment’. On the other hand, no
organization has provided a detailed description on whether there are differences among
different areas (Skopje, Tetovo and Kumanovo) regarding this phenomenon.

“Youth can easily be manipulated into accepting their ideas because generally there is
no one to give them an idea, parents are ‘busy’ with work, and schools have a very low

effect, so they use this gap professionally.”
Besnik Hamiti, LEGIS

5% Interview with Fisnik Shabani, Head of Islamic Youth Forum, conducted on 02.03.2017
6% Interview with Besnik Hamiti, co-founder of LEGIS, conducted on 22.03.2017

7% Interview with Fahmi Osmani, head of Racio, conducted on 03.03.2017
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“The effect of media and social networks has de-oriented the mass of society, but as for me it

is so strange how a person in one year can change his opinions and go till the undesired end”
Fisnik Shabani, Islamic Youth Forum

When it comes to the ways of preventing youth from becoming victims of violent ex-
tremism, the common approach was providing perspective in the homeland by ensuring
qualified education and career opportunity. However, it was also stated that there is no
need to for preventive mechanisms, for the reason that this topic should not be exagger-
ated because there are many issues to solve such as corruption, poverty, unemployment
and the politicization of institutions?®.

“The only way to prevent VE is to provide alternatives, so the CVE procedure should not
proceed by producing directly countering to those groups, but by finding different mech-
anisms that would indirectly have result, what I want to say is providing career opportu-
nities for youth, betterment of educational system, etc.”

Besnik Hamiti, LEGIS

“If we work in alternatives to make youth more engaged in the society, that would have more
effect on CVE rather than countering it directly, because violent extremism is not a significant
problem in Macedonia and this (indirect CVE) would have more effect on society.”
Fisnik Shabani, IYF

8% Interview with NGO, conducted on 05.04.2017
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What religious preachers say
about CVE in Macedonia

Considering that violent extremist groups frequently refer to Islam as their source for le-
gitimizing their acts, it was important to involve Imams as Islamic religious preachers in
this study, in order to provide clarification on this issue. Additionally, it was very useful
to provide community dynamics of this issue in their respective municipality.

Thus, the Islamic Religious Community was approached to provide a list of ten
imams to in order to conduct interviews with them. Among the ten provided names, three
interviews were conducted. Two refused to be interviewed because they claim not to
have sufficient expertise to talk about this issue. For the remaining five, contacts were
requested from IRC but there was no response from them about it.

According to Prof. Dr. Fahrudin Ebibi, Dean of the Faculty of Islamic Studies, terror-
ism and any derivative act of violence have no place in Islam. Accordingly, he expressed
that those that establish the violent extremist groups themselves are aware of this, but
they form terrorist groups for larger material interests. He stated that extremist ideolo-
gies started being leaked into the community in Macedonia in the early 1990s, under the
guise of CSO activities. He claimed that their main goal was to disrupt the functionality of
IRC by conducting activities which are foreseen to be held by this institution. When asked
why violent extremism is continuously associated with Islam and whether he agrees
with the terms ‘Islamic extremism, Islamist terrorism, or radical Islam’, he expressed
that there is a continuous tendency of the Western world to link terrorist acts with Islam
by creating stereotypes, especially through media. Ebibi also noted that in many of the
courses within their curriculum, they provide students with knowledge to differentiate
between exaggerative acts and Islamic norms. However, he marked that they do not spe-
cifically touch upon the issue of violent extremism because according to his opinion and
also the institutional approach, there is no discussion and even need to have such course/
curriculum/topic in their respective faculty, because it has not any link with Islam and
its studies®.

Dr. Fatmir Zaimi also expressed that imams in Macedonia have been working pro-
ductively with the community in keeping it resilient against violent extremism since the
beginning of the war in Syria. He stated that there are 100 mosques in Skopje under the
umbrella of IRC, and they have continuously discussed the phenomenon of violent ex-
tremism through religious sermons. Thus, they have raised awareness about being vigi-
lant against this phenomenon. He also noted that it is unacceptable to consider Macedonia
as ‘producing’ of violent extremists because of incidents in two mosques that happened
in past years?.

Imam Shaban Tairi from the Municipality of Saraj also stated that Islam does not
recognize any sort of extremism. He also expressed that prophet Muhammad strictly re-
acted to those who had exaggerated in practicing the Islamic rituals. Accrodingly, Tairi
stressed that according to the Shariah (Islamic Law), the act with the highest penalty is
the act of terrorism, or killing innocent people. When asked about the drivers of violent
extremism in a certain neighborhood, he said that direct contact seems to be very rare.
Tairi mentioned that there have been cases before the Cell 1 and Cell 2 operations, in

9% Interview with Prof. Dr. Fahrudin Ebibi, conducted on 17.07.2017

20%  Interview with Dr. Fatmir Zaimi, conducted on 08.05.2017
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which some extremists have been gathering in cafés where they tried to encourage the
youth to go to Syria. However, these public meetings stopped after the operations. Bearing
this in mind, he stated that the duty of the intelligence services is to identify those per-
sons that spread such ideologies.

“T always say to youth in sermons ‘it is easy to die for religion, but it is more difficult
to live and represent it in good manner. It is our obligation to teach the people how to

live with Islam, and not to die.”
Shaban Tairi, imam at Municipality of Saraj

Based on his observations about some that are involved in extremist groups from
his neighborhood, Tairi stated that their common point was that they had no knowledge
of religion before they joined those groups. In addition, he expressed that all of them pre-
viously had conflicts and problems with their families. That is why, according to Tairi, the
very first push factor to violent extremism is the psychological circumstance of feeling
extremely emotional in terms of becoming regretful and unhappy with the past.

‘The feeling of having done a lot of bad deeds makes them feel that they can only be
forgiven by God if they start to extremely practice rituals and thus, compensate the
‘lost time’ in the past. In this way they transform from one extreme to another extreme.

So this makes them seek a new ‘legal’ adventure and they find it in extremist narratives
spread especially through social media nowadays.’
Shaban Tairi, imam at Municipality of Saraj

Tairi claimed that almost everyone’s first touch with radical ideas from those cases
that he knows, were the religious sermons that they have been watching through social
media. He pointed out that the number of participants in the religious sermons of some
known extremist imams is 10 to 20, but in social media they have an outreach of approx-
imately 70,000 views per video. That is why, he stated, the Islamic Religious Communi-
ty should increase its public appearance through online capacities because according to
him, the majority of the religious sermons watched on social media by the neighborhood
community are from those with radical ideas. He clarified that it is just because there
are very few channels promoting the ‘traditional Islam’, and not because the community
supports them.

When asked about his communication with the community (Whether community
asks about this phenomenon), he pointed out that they were frequently asking about clar-
ifications whether it is religiously justified to join violent extremist groups in order to
fight in Syria at the very beginning of the war, back in 2011. Notably, Tairi expressed that
he was threatened by some extremists in the neighborhood because of strictly and pub-
licly criticizing violent extremist groups such as ISIS and Al-Nusra. This case was lately
reported to the Ministry of Interior Affairs.

Tairi also expressed that extremist imams use a manipulative manner of interpre-
tation of the Shariah (Islamic Law) in order to legitimize certain Islamic norms that are
forbidden. He stated that it is easy for them to do because they bear in mind that the au-
dience is relatively un-equipped with knowledge about those certain topics of Islam. Ac-
cording to him, another considerable manifestation is that in many videos and sermons

—
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by self-proclaimed imams that support extremist interpretations, it is observed the style
of sermons with titles such as ‘deviated imams, sold imams’ by alluding to the ‘tradition-
al’imams. Additionally, Tairi pointed out that there are many books that are published
without any institutional approval and that state officials should take measures to pre-
vent those.*

In addition to the interviews with IRC imams, two other religious preachers from
Salafi school of thought, Bekir Halimi and Omer Bajrami, were also interviewed. It is im-
portant to notice that these two do not have official permission from the IRC to be preach-
ers in mosques.

Omer Bajrami was born in the Municipality of Saraj in Skopje, in 1985. He start-
ed hifz (memorizing of all Quran) when he was ten years old and finished it in twenty
months. Afterward, in 2003, he graduated from the ‘Alaudin’ Madrasah (high school for
Islamic studies) of Prishtina. Once he graduated from Prishtina, he finished his theologi-
cal studies at The American University of Cairo. He studied there for 6 years. After finish-
ing his studies, he came back to Macedonia and started to hold weekly sermons at NGO
Rinia Islame - Saraj (Islamic Youth) and in many mosques in home and Europe. He is also
a writer of books, and in particular poems and ilahi (Islamic religious songs).

When asked about his perception of violent extremism, Bajrami mentioned a quote
of Prophet Muhammad stating that ‘Extremists are defeated!” which was repeated for
three times by prophet himself, in order to stress the importance of keeping the balance.
That’s why, he stated, every exaggeration, whether in terms of conviction or practice, is
considered extremism and thus, it is strictly forbidden in Islam.

On the question about the reasons of mentioning ‘Islam’ when violent extremism is
referred, and whether he agrees with the terms ‘Islamist extremism/Islamist terrorism/
radical Islam’, Omer Bajrami expressed that attacks towards Islam by non-Muslims start
with those kind of ‘namings’, through which afterward they try to justify it by claiming
that they are only agaisnt a certain group, and not Islam itself. He stated that ‘there can
be extreme Muslims but there is not an extreme Islam’*2.

According to Bajrami, the issue of extremism in Macedonia is exaggerated in com-
parison with the reality, because the country has never experienced a terrorist attack.
When it comes to recruitments, he stated that it is another issue which has to do with per-
sonal manner. Accordingly, he expressed that ‘the way to Syria was ‘opened’ for everyone
in the very beginning of the war, but the strategy of the country has afterward changed’.

When asked what his view is on the recruits of violent extremist groups to Syria
or Iraq, or whether he justifies it, he stated that he is continuously trying to stress to his
followers that ‘we cannot solve the problems of Arabs; their problems have a long history
and they are quite complexed’. He added that ‘there are other ways to help Muslims, but
not by going in their lands without knowing their language and culture. It is better to
serve Islam from the homeland’

According to Bajrami, the most important driver for the recruitment of young peo-
ple to violent extremist groups is online content. Linked to this, he expressed that there
are youngsters that if they could find a way, they would now go to Myanmar (having in
mind that the crisis with Myanmar Muslims was current in the days when the interview
was conducted) after seeing pictures and watching videos on how Muslims were being

2% Interview with Shaban Tairi, imam at a mosque in Municipality of Saraj, conducted on 22.05.2017

2% Interview with Omer Bajrami, conducted on 30.08.2017
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massacred by state forces.

Bajrami said that imams in Skopje have talked about the ongoing war in Syria, but
there was no imam that had made a call to go to fight there. According to him, if there was
some imam that did so, the number of recruited people would have been much bigger.

When asked whether he had ever heard or experienced some concrete case in which
someone ended up in Syria from his relatives/neighborhood, Bajrami stated that there
are very few cases he has heard about in the past. Accordingly, he expressed that it is
impossible to talk about a certain profile of people who join violent extremist groups in
order to fight in Syria or Iraq, because as he stated, ‘there are some very rich and someone
poor, some highly educated and some with a very low level that joined at the battlefield’.
He also added that those joining have no previous criminal records. Bajrami re-stressed
that the issue of recruitment is not a real problem in society because it is at ‘individual
dimension’, and not in a structured organized way.

Finally, Bajrami noted that the key role for prevention of violent extremism can be
played by imams through holding religious sermons in mosques and high schools.

Another interview was made with Bekir Halimi, considered as the pioneer of the Sala-
fi movement in Macedonia, particularly in the neighborhoods of Cair, Gazi Baba, and Saraj.

Bekir Halimiwas born in Skopje, in 1971. After graduating from the Madrasah (high
school for Islamic studies) of Skopje, he finished his theological studies at the University
of Jordan. After returning to Macedonia, Halimi’s main occupation was translating re-
ligious books from Arabic to Albanian. He is the founder of the ‘Nun’ Publishing House,
and the founder of the monthly ‘AlbIslam’ magazine.

Asked on why he is accused to be linked with violent extremist groups, Halimi stat-
ed that he was one of the first imams to criticize violent extremism, even in 2003 when
Al-Qaeda was a famous terrorist organization. Accordingly, he expressed that all of these
critics from the early 2000s about Al-Qaeda and today about ISIS are available publicly
online. Thus, Halimi claimed that in this regard he has always tried to ‘help the commu-
nity’ in order to prevent this phenomenon in the country, and paradoxically is always
being accused of supporting terrorism, particularly regarding financing. He noted that
the security officials can have access to financial sources (incomes, transfer of money,
grants provided, etc.) of NGOs and observe the transparency of his organization. Howev-
er, he linked these accusations to his political conflict with the Albanian political party
(ruling in the last decade) and also his disagreements in the past with Islamic Religious
Community, that both, according to him, tried to expose him as an extremist, especially
in the eyes of the international community in the country.

Halimi claimed that he politically supported the Albanian political party in the
past, even by recommending his followers to vote for them, as it was ‘the national cause
of the time’. However, according to him, this political establishment later ‘deviated by
participating in corruption and some other ‘harams’ (forbidden things in Islam)’; these
were the reasons he stopped supporting this party. In this regard, Halimi is observed to
have a different approach from far-extremist Salafi groups such as ISIS that are known to
strictly forbid voting in the ‘non-Muslim’ countries.

Accordingly, when asked about the ideological differences between him and violent
extremists, considering that both refer to the same scholars with Salafi ideology such as
Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn Kayyim Al-Jawzi, Halimi expressed that it is the matter of interpreta-
tions and the way of commenting on their approaches in accordance with today’s reality.

When it comes to recruitments from the country in recent years, Halimi said that
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in Macedonia there is no certain organization or place where violent extremists gather.
He claimed that there are very few persons that make recruitments and those that do
are in tight relation with intelligence services. Accordingly, Halimi claimed that he is a
witness that those persons were freely travelling in and outside the country, while he
is limited of travelling outside the country by the state officials. He also stated that the
number of recruitments in Macedonia is lower in comparison with those of Kosovo and
Bosnia and Herzegovina, due to ‘the stronger voice of imams from Macedonia in order
to stop youth from being manipulated’?®. Halimi also noted that he had been threatened
when he publicly criticized recruitments to violent extremist groups that would fight in
the battlefield of Syria and Iraq.

Bekir Halimi expressed that a trigger for recruitment is the direct contact. According
to him, online content only feed the process of recruitment. Commenting about the current
situation with this phenomenon, Halimi stated that the arrested individuals in the Cell 1
and Cell 2 operations will be considered as ‘heroes’ by their fellows once their sentence is
completed. That is why, according to him, the state officials should immediately start to
make rehabilitation programs within prisons. Accordingly, Halimi expressed that there
should be preventive measures in high schools through different activities in order to raise
their awareness, though involving teaching of faith and through outdoor activities.

What does the academic community
in Macedonia say about it?

The phenomenon of recruitments to the battlefield in Syria and Iraq and in general violent
extremism have also gained attention from academia in the region of Balkans. Therefore,
this research aims to touch upon the understanding of academia in Macedonia about this
phenomenon. Thus, this section of the report focuses on the approach of university pro-
fessors in Macedonia regarding these issues. Three interviews were conducted in order to
get a better understanding of the issue from the perspective of academia. The selection of
professors was based upon their academic and professional background on topics such as
identities, social movements, sociology and the engagement on this topic up until this point.

Assoc. Prof. Besa Arifi expressed that the issue of violent extremism is not a new
phenomenon being faced in recent years, and in particular gaining public attention only
after the Cell 1 and Cell 2 operations. In her opinion, Macedonia has dealt with the phe-
nomenon of violent extremism in different forms and not ultimately having to do with
religion. Accordingly, Arifi stated the different types of violent extremism, such as that
motivated by far-right groups, , can be seen even today, pointing out the violent incidents
that happened in the Assembly of Macedonia on 27 April 2017, in which numerous depu-
ties on the side of the political opposition were physically attacked and injured?* by sym-
pathizers to the far right. Moreover, Arifi expressed that the emergence of far-right vio-
lent extremism in Macedonia, in particular with the incident of that nigh