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Summary 

Key points 

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely disrupted global operations in 2020 and 2021. The 

pandemic has also presented the Islamic State (IS) with unprecedented opportunities to 

regain its strength as a terrorist organization as it works to recover from its formal military 

defeat in 2019. 

 
• While the pandemic ravaged Europe, IS directed its members to focus on freeing 

imprisoned IS fighters in the Middle East rather than carry out attacks in Europe 

• The global preoccupation with the pandemic has diverted security and counterterrorism 

resources from their normal operations, which has been ideal for IS 

How the Islamic State has Framed and Leveraged the COVID-19 Pandemic 
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Introduction 

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic wreaked havoc across the globe in 2020 and 2021. The global 

pandemic created international as well as regional environments which proved to be advantageous 

for extremist organizations, namely the Islamic State (IS). Governments and their security forces 

shifted focus from their usual operations to pandemic containment and relief efforts; prisons holding 

IS fighters became more and more of a humanitarian crisis, and individuals across the world 

dramatically increased their time online. IS has been actively capitalizing on these developments. 

Indeed, IS’ formal defeat in 2019 has by no means rendered the terrorist network a non-threat. While 

most of the world has been focused on surviving the pandemic, IS has steadily been moving to exploit 

the global chaos.  

This paper will first offer a brief overview of the history of the Islamic State, followed by an analysis of 

how IS’ strategy has evolved within the context of the pandemic. Then attacks perpetrated by IS in 

2020 and 2021, and what these attacks have indicated about the threat posed by IS in conflict zones 

vs. non-conflict zones will be examined. This paper concludes with what actions IS is expected to take 

in the near future. The conclusions drawn in this paper are based upon analyses of IS’ newspaper 

publication, al-Naba and interviews and statements given by security officials and experts around the 

world. 

A Brief History of the Rise and Fall of the Islamic State 

The Islamic State is a terrorist organization that was founded in 1999 by Jordanian Salafi jihadist, Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi. IS gained global prominence in 2014 following its defeat of Iraqi forces in its 

Western Iraq offensive, and its capture of the city of Mosul. IS is known for its gruesome videos of 

executions (mostly beheadings) of soldiers and civilians, and for its systematic destruction of cultural 

heritage sites (A Short History of ISIS Propaganda Videos, 2015). In June 2014, IS declared itself a 

worldwide caliphate and began referring to itself as the Islamic State (it was formerly called Jama'at 

al-Tawhid wal-Jihad). IS’ statehood has been refuted by the United Nations, various governments, and 

mainstream Muslims worldwide. At its height in 2015, IS controlled an area extending from western 

Iraq to eastern Syria, where IS imposed sharia law (Shinkman, 2017). This region under IS’ control 

contained an estimated eight to twelve million people. At this point, IS was estimated to have an 

annual budget of more than 1 billion USD and a force of more than 30,000 fighters (Gerges, 2016, pp. 

21-22). 

In mid-2014, an international coalition led by the United States carried out airstrikes against IS in Syria 

and Iraq. The coalition also supplied advisors, weapons, and training to Iraqi Security Forces and Syrian 

Democratic Forces. By December of 2017, IS lost control of 95 percent of its territory, including Mosul, 

its largest city, and Raqqa, its de facto capital. By 2018, international intervention efforts were focused 

on eastern Syria where the U.S.-backed coalition of Syrian Kurds and Arabs, known as the Syrian 

Democratic Forces (SDF), captured key IS holdings. On December 19, 2018, President Trump 

announced plans to withdraw all 2,000 U.S. troops supporting the SDF in Syria. The SDF continued its 

offensive against the Islamic State. In February 2019, the SDF launched the final siege on IS forces in 

Baghouz. Baghouz fell on March 23, 2019, formally ending the caliphate’s claim to any territory. IS 

leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was killed in a U.S. raid in northern Syria on October 26, 2019. As of 

January 2020, intelligence services have confirmed that IS is now being led by Amir Muhammad Said 

Abdal Rahman al-Mawla. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salafist_jihadism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Musab_al-Zarqawi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Musab_al-Zarqawi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jama%27at_al-Tawhid_wal-Jihad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jama%27at_al-Tawhid_wal-Jihad
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Since the formal military defeat of IS in 2019, its members have been forced to operate underground. 

However, the terror network still has an estimated total of anywhere between 8,000 and 16,000 active 

fighters in Iraq and Syria. In addition, there are currently between 1,000 and 2,200 IS fighters in 

Afghanistan (ISIS could regain capacity to orchestrate attacks in 2021: UN official, 2021). IS has also 

extended its reach to Africa. Its presence has been growing in Mozambique, Somalia, and Libya. IS has 

also made headway in the Philippines. 

The Islamic State’s COVID-19 strategy  

On February 24, 2020, Iraqi officials in Najaf confirmed the first case of the coronavirus in a person 

who had traveled to Iran. Initially, IS blamed Shiite Muslims for the first coronavirus cases in Iraq. 

However, as the pandemic worsened across Europe, IS altered its narrative, claiming that the pandemic 

had been sent by God to torment “Crusader nations” (Hanna, 2020). IS’ strategy with regard to the 

pandemic is perhaps best examined in its propagandic output. Michael S. Smith II, a terrorism analyst 

and lecturer at Johns Hopkins University’s Global Security Studies Program, explains that a cornerstone 

of IS’ strategy as a successful terrorist organization has been following through on its publicized threats 

and directives. According to Smith, IS “propaganda has in fact been a credible source of information 

about where we can expect to see the terrorist group’s members and supporters attempt to 

perpetrate terrorist attacks” (Hincks, What to Know About the Threat of ISIS During Coronavirus 2020). 

One of the most important pieces of propaganda disseminated by IS is its weekly Arabic newspaper, 

al-Naba.  

As they appeared in al-Naba in March 2020, IS framed its pandemic-related hygiene directives as 

religious directives. The COVID-19 protection and prevention guidelines in al-Naba, were essentially 

no different from pandemic-related health guidelines that were being issued around the world. 

However, IS framed their guidelines squarely within Qur'anic teachings. Within the al-Naba 

publication, the health guidelines were accentuated by quotes from the Hadith, which is what the 

majority of Muslims believe to be a record of the words and actions of the Prophet Muhammad. For 

instance, the directive that deals with the commandment of putting one’s trust in Allah and asking him 

for protection from diseases is backed with the Hadith from Abu Huraira who said of the Prophet: ‘Flee 

from the leper as you flee from the lion.’ By using quotes from the Hadith, the organization is seeking 

to emphasize their effect as commandments and the urgency to act as prescribed by the Prophet 

(Maor-Hirsh, 2020). 

In this way, IS leveraged the pandemic to emphasize the primacy of Islam for their followers. 
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Source: IS’ coronavirus health guidelines1 

An analysis of the al-Naba publication also reveals a strategic, albeit predictable, demonization of the 

West, through the context of the pandemic. The newspaper asserted that the coronavirus pandemic 

is “an example of God's torment against the nations of His creation, which has (praise be to God) mostly 

struck the idolatrous nations” (Al-Tamimi, 2020). The publication also advised members against pitying 

“the disbelievers and apostates,” and instead directed members to “use the current opportunities to 

continue working to free Muslim prisoners from the camps in which they face subjugation and disease” 

(Al-Tamimi, 2020). As such, IS warned its followers against committing terrorist attacks in Europe in 

order to avoid contracting the virus, and instead advised them to focus on freeing imprisoned IS 

fighters.  

It is important to note that IS’ description of the prisons in which their members are incarcerated are 

accurate. In 2019, The New York Times reported on the inhumane conditions in prisons held by Kurdish 

forces in northern Syria (Hubbard & Prickett, 2019). Thousands of men and young children are kept in 

severely overcrowded cells without adequate access to food, water, sanitation, or medical attention. 

These conditions are especially deplorable in light of the current pandemic. Therefore, the inhumane 

treatment of captive IS members (and young children) has validated the Islamic States’ depiction of 

Western abuses against Muslims. In other words, “ISIS seeks to demonstrate the cruelty of the West 

 
1 Source: https://twitter.com/Rita_Katz/status/1239205462509305862.  

https://twitter.com/Rita_Katz/status/1239205462509305862
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towards Muslims, as well as to reveal its responsibility for their suffering and the hypocrisy regarding 

the human rights violations of Sunni Muslims. This is a well-known motif of the organization's 

propaganda and it is expressed in its media narrative, thereby allowing it to claim the moral high 

ground vis a vis its enemies” (Maor-Hirsh, 2020). 

Clearly, the inhumane prisons and detention centers provide IS with an easy argument against the 

West (and those allied with the West, namely the Kurds). Indeed, international counterterrorism 

efforts have often done more harm than good as far as their objective of eradicating IS is concerned. 

Frequently, “punitive measures such as drone warfare and prisoner abuses at Abu Ghraib and 

Guantanamo Bay, have amplified the rhetoric of the ‘aggressive west’ in IS propaganda. Likewise, 

western domestic counterterrorism measures, such as the UK’s Prevent strategy, have further 

marginalised young Muslims, and grotesquely, may have led some towards extremism” (MacLean, 

2021). Counterterrorism efforts such as these do IS’ anti-West ideological work for them, as these 

counterterrorism operations look more like human rights violations than security measures. 

 

Source: An article entitled “The Crusaders’ Worst Nightmare” in the IS newsletter, al-Naba, published 

in the week of March 19, 2020 (Source: Al-Tamimi, 2020). 



 

5 
 

  

In al-Naba, IS also encouraged its members to take advantage of the current preoccupation of Western 

governments.  

The last thing they [Western nations] want is for their current tribulations with the pandemic to 

coincide with the attacks in their own countries like the attacks in Paris, London and Brussels, or for 

the 'mujahideen' to conquer parts of the Earth as occurred in the past. The 'Crusaders' hope the 

'mujahideen' will be calm and pity their current sufferings, but they pretend to forget their own crimes 

against the Muslims they continue to commit to this day (Al-Tamimi, 2020). 

Accordingly, there are fears among national security forces around the globe that IS will exploit the 

global preoccupation with the pandemic to radicalize and recruit new members, as well as to wage 

terrorist attacks while governments are distracted. As a senior officer of the international coalition to 

defeat IS told Politico in 2020, “Any conditions that are adverse, be it the pandemic or access to 

essential services, are always going to be things that Daesh [Arabic acronym for the Islamic State] could 

use for recruitment to try to bring people into their ideology” (Seligman, 2020). The current pandemic 

presents the perfect environment for radicalization by IS forces.  

Moreover, the diversion of national resources across the globe from normal security and law 

enforcement measures to pandemic relief has been ideal for IS. As of March 29, 2020, coalition 

members including France and the UK, as well as NATO training missions, had withdrawn most of their 

training troops in Iraq because of COVID-19. In fact, the U.S. had already decreased its troops in 

frontline bases, “but the onset of coronavirus has expedited the withdrawal, impairing local security 

forces sooner than expected. With the Iraqi armed forces prioritizing the enforcement of measures 

that will stifle the spread of the virus–such as the nationwide curfew–regularly scheduled counter-

terrorist operations have been pushed aside” (Knights, 2020). 

As Michael Knights, Senior Fellow at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, writes, “[f]or the 

Islamic State, this is all a godsend” (2020). Indeed, security officials have acknowledged that the 

reduced capacity of security forces provides IS with a unique opportunity to wage terrorist attacks. In 

April 2020, Rita Katz, director of the SITE Intelligence Group, which tracks online networks affiliated 

with jihadist and white supremacist organizations, told TIME, “Since the pandemic started, and 

weakened the capacity of law or security enforcement around the world, ISIS has persisted in 

operations across Afghanistan, West Africa, Central Africa, the Sahel, Egypt, and Yemen,” and IS has 

“specifically exploited the pandemic with attacks in Iraq, the Maldives, and the Philippines” (Hincks, 

With the World Busy Fighting COVID-19, Could ISIS Mount a Resurgence? 2020).  

These areas, which are most vulnerable to religious extremism, are areas poorly equipped to face the 

health challenges posed by the pandemic. Since “[f]ew countries hit badly by extremism have effective 

health systems,” there are valid “concerns [that] the Coronavirus crisis could provide an opportunity 

for Islamic militants to win support as corrupt, inefficient and poorly resourced governments across 

Africa and the Middle East fail to provide adequate care for already distrustful populations” (Burke, 

2020). Since Islamic fundamentalist groups have exploited national and/or regional crises in the past, 

there is no reason to believe that IS would approach the COVID-19 crisis any differently. 
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Attacks Perpetrated by the Islamic State in 2020 and 2021 

Even with its limited operational capacity throughout the pandemic, and its directives to its members 

to refrain from traveling to Europe to commit terrorist attacks, IS still managed to commit several 

deadly terrorist attacks in 2020 and 2021. This is because IS is actually well-suited for operating under 

pandemic-related restrictions. 

Its cells are isolated, avoiding the risk of contamination by performing extreme social distancing long 

before the rest of us... IS are somewhat self-contained, living in remote hideouts and underground 

shelters, drawing on independent food and water caches, and powering electronic devices with solar 

battery chargers. In every sense of the phrase, the thousands of members of this millenarian terrorist 

cult are the ultimate doomsday preppers. On the ground, there have been small signs of Islamic State 

recovery at the tactical level, probably due to the cessation of counterinsurgency operations targeting 

them (Knights, 2020). 

For example, IS committed several terrorist attacks in Iraq over the course of 2020 and into 2021. On 

April 28, 2020, Iraqi officials blamed a suicide bombing, which killed three security officials, on the 

Islamic State (Abdul-zahra, Iraq officials say IS targets intelligence bureau; 3 wounded 2020). On May 

2, 2020, IS fighters killed ten Iraqi militiamen in a coordinated attack (Abdul-zahra, Iraq officials: IS 

militants kill 10 in coordinated attack, 2020). On January 21, 2021, in a Shia-targeted operation, 32 

were killed and 110 were injured in a series of bombings in Tayaran Square, Baghdad.  

IS was also active in Afghanistan. On March 6, 2020, IS gunmen killed 32 people and injured over 80 

people at a ceremony in Kabul. On March 25, IS killed 25 people in a gurdwara in Kabul. On May 12, 

three gunmen executed a mass shooting at a hospital's maternity ward, killing 24 victims, including 

newborn babies, mothers, and nurses. An hour later, a suicide bombing took place in Kuz Kunar, 

Nangarhar Province at the funeral of a police commander, killing 32 mourners and injuring 133 others. 

On August 3, IS launched an attack on an Afghan prison that left at least 29 dead.  

There were also two IS attacks in Europe in 2020. On February 2, 2020, two people were stabbed in 

London, and one more had minor injuries. The perpetrator was an IS fighter.  
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Source: Nada, 2020 

In 2020, IS also executed attacks in countries that never officially recorded attacks perpetrated by IS 

before. In the Maldives, in April 2020, IS fighters set several boats on fire. According to al-Naba, this 

attack was a warning to the Maldives’ “apostate” government (Hincks, What to Know About the Threat 

of ISIS During Coronavirus 2020). The same month, Mozambique officially reported an attack by IS for 

the first time. Although the Islamist violence in Mozambique dates back to 2017, the April 2020 attack 

was the first attack to be officially attributed to IS by authorities in Mozambique. Officials in the country 

reported that IS forces massacred 52 villagers in the Cabo Delgado region who refused to join the 

organization. Clearly, IS is strong enough to pose a threat even beyond Iraq and Syria. 

The Islamic State in Non-Conflict Zones and Conflict Zones 

The coronavirus pandemic has significantly impacted IS’ strategic operations. According to a report 

released by the U.N. in February 2021, which assessed the effect of the pandemic on the threat posed 

by IS, there was a significant difference in the threat posed by IS between conflict zones and non-

conflict zones (Heimerback, 2021).2 In non-conflict zones, the threat remained comparatively low, 

notwithstanding several terrorist attacks carried out in Europe (as mentioned above). This is because 

travel restrictions and lockdowns have significantly reduced the mobility of IS in non-conflict zones. As 

such, IS operations (meetings, fundraising, traveling, etc.) have largely halted in these areas. As a result, 

IS members have not been able to carry out high-casualty attacks in non-conflict zones during the 

pandemic. However, movement restrictions and lockdowns have resulted in an increase in IS’ online 

presence. While the world spent more time online during the pandemic, IS had access to a wider online 

audience, thereby increasing its radicalization potential. Accordingly, U.N. Secretary-General Antonio 

 
2 The report also analyzes the threat posed by Al-Qaida during the pandemic. 



 

8 
 

Guterres issued a warning in 2020 that extremist groups have been taking advantage of the global 

pandemic in order to reach and recruit vulnerable individuals online (Viriyapah, 2020). 

In conflict zones, on the other hand, the threat level posed by IS has risen, where the pandemic 

severely reduced the capacities of security forces and inhibited the rule of law. Indeed, “the pandemic 

inhibited forces of law and order more than terrorists” (Viriyapah, 2020). In these areas, where 

movement restrictions are impossible to enforce, terrorists move freely. In fact, IS has dramatically 

increased its attacks in conflict zones since the start of the pandemic. In March 2020, IS quadrupled its 

average number of mortar and rocket attacks, combined with machine-gun fire and ground assaults 

on security forces along the Iran-Iraq border (Viriyapah, 2020). These types of attacks have not been 

executed by IS in over two years (Knights, 2020). The continuing pandemic-related economic and 

political challenges faced by the governments and international intervention efforts within conflict 

zones will likely continue to exacerbate the rising threat posed by IS in these regions (Heimerback, 

2021). 

Future Attacks 

Looking to the future, security and government officials around the world predict a surge in IS attacks 

once pandemic restrictions ease. U.N. Member States anticipate that IS “intends to end its 

marginalization from the news and that, as restrictions ease in various locations, a rash of pre-planned 

attacks may occur” (Heimerback, 2021). The U.N. also concluded that the resulting “economic and 

political toll of the pandemic, its aggravation of underlying drivers of violent extremism and its 

expected impact on counter-terrorism efforts are likely to increase the long-term threat [of terrorism] 

everywhere” (Heimerback, 2021). In fact, if these predictions are correct, IS can be expected to 

reconstruct its control in the Middle East, beginning first by gaining control of rural areas, village by 

village. Knights predicts that IS will increase rural assassination raids on local village leaders—so-called 

mukhtars—and use intimidation to increase its ability to raise funds. Disruption to security force 

clearance operations will increase IS’ ability to make advanced roadside bombs in its hideouts and use 

these weapons, and other harassment tactics, to keep the security forces buttoned down in their bases 

(2020).  

If unchecked, IS will become a “local power broker” and will soon be able to “knit the caliphate back 

together” (Knights, 2020). In other words, the COVID-19 pandemic has not devastated IS like it has 

devastated the rest of the world. Much of IS’ normal operations have proven to be conducive to the 

global pandemic landscape. Indeed, while the pandemic ravaged Europe, IS directed its members to 

focus on freeing imprisoned IS fighters in the Middle East rather than carry out attacks in Europe. In 

addition, the global preoccupation with the pandemic has diverted security and counterterrorism 

resources from their normal operations, which has been ideal for IS. The pandemic has offered IS 

opportunities to continue to validate its religious extremism, radicalize and recruit members, and 

exploit the current global distraction. IS is still a terrorist network and will continue to get stronger if 

counterterrorism efforts are neglected. 
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