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As Islam in Spain steadily grows, so does the risk of radicalization. The oppos-
ing phenomena of insular religious radicalism and Spanish xenophobia toward
Muslim immigrants have obstructed the social integration of the country’s rapidly
expanding Muslim community. Spains location across the Mediterranean renders
it a prime destination for immigrants from North Africa, but also a prime target
for foreign radical elements. 1o many such individuals, al-Andalus—rthe territory
of the lberian Peninsula lost by Islam in the fifteenth century—is no longer sim-
ply an abstract cause, but rather a concrete jihadist objective.’

For the countrys main political parties, meanwhile, the issue of Islamic radical-
ism remains largely taboo. The Rajoy government has been loath to engage in the
controversial debates arising from the Muslim minority in Spain, leading some
to accuse the government of altogether “abdicating the battle of ideas” between
moderate and extreme interpretations of Islam. However, on the counterterrorism
[front, the administration’s recent efforts indicate a more aggressive, determined
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stance towards the prosecution of suspected terrorists.

ISLAMIST ACTIVITY

There are five principal groups in Spain that, either overtly or covertly, advo-
cate a rigid adherence to Islamist doctrine: the Salafists, A/ Adl wal Ihsane
(“Justice and Charity”), Hizb ut-Tahrir, Tablighi Jamaat, and the Muslim
Brotherhood. While some of these groups display a more moderate public
face in order to avoid social marginalization or persecution, some scholars
assert that these groups provide fertile ground for Islamist recruitment and
actively hinder the integration of Muslim communities into the social fab-
ric of Spain.” Of the more than 1,000 mosques throughout the country,
Spanish intelligence sources currently estimate that 20 percent are involved
in the active promotion of radical Islamic doctrine, primarily by calling for
the rejection of Spanish society in favor of a strict adherence to a sharia-based
lifestyle.* To that end, Spain’s Interior, Justice and Labor Ministries pub-
lished a joint 2010 report which concluded that, despite the comparatively
small percentage of radicals among Spain’s Muslims, there are reasons for
serious concern regarding both the intensity of their radicalism and their skill
in promoting it.!

Numerous studies and investigations commissioned by city councils and the
Mossos d’Esquadra (the autonomous regional civilian police of Catalonia)
chronicle the advance of the Salafist movement in Spain.® Salafists are gener-
ally concentrated in the regions of Catalonia and Murcia and their surround-
ing areas. Local newspapers in these areas have reported cases of Salafi imams
publicly advocating for a radical, violent ideology in their communities. In
one such instance, nine men in Reus sentenced a woman accused of adul-
tery to death by stoning. The woman managed to escape, and the men were
arrested by the local Mossos d’Esquadra.® When brought to court, however,
such cases have not often led to successful convictions, possibly due to the
strong bonds of loyalty between the imams and their congregations that may
inhibit objective testimony.’

Nevertheless, a significant number of well-known jihadist commanders
who espouse Salafism currently reside in Spanish prisons, including Imad
Eddin Barakat Yarkas, alias Abu Dahdah, who has been directly linked to
al-Qaeda and the 9/11 attacks. Other prisoners were connected to the rad-
ical cells responsible for the 2004 Madrid train bombings, whose perpetra-
tors received training abroad from the Moroccan Islamic Combatant Group
(GICM). Often, the most radicalized groups on Spanish soil maintain ties
with different groups working in North Africa. These connections open path-
ways to the network of al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).® Spain has
also served as an important hub for the Algerian Armed Islamic Group (GIA)
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and the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC), whose members
frequently interact with the GICM as well as with radicals in Catalonia.’

The Spanish region of Murcia, which lies on the Mediterranean Sea, boasts
an estimated 120 mosques and prayer rooms. There, the local landscape
of Islamist activism includes the adherents of A/ Adl wal Ihsan. Founded
in 1983 by Moroccan preacher Sheikh Abdesalam Yassine, the organiza-
tion attracts followers from poor districts as well as from universities and
other more educated circles. The group has been outlawed across the sea in
Morocco because it does not recognize the religious legitimacy of the Moroc-
can Crown. Although it does not have as much visibility in Spain, Spanish
authorities believe that it has the potential to “damage the integration of
Muslims into Spanish society by defending the prevalence of Islamic law over
Western law, and have therefore labeled the group a radical organization.”"
In 2010, the Spanish naturalization application of the vice president of Mur-
cia’s Islamic Federation (FIRM), Mounir Benjelloun, was rejected because of
his ties to A/ Adl wal Ihsan. It seems that Benjelloun has forged a close and
potentially strategic relationship between FIRM and A/ Adl wal Ihsan. Since
FIRM reportedly controls 45 of the 120 existing mosques and prayer rooms
in Murcia, some fear that A/ Adl wal Ihsan has obtained through this relation-
ship a strong, legitimate platform from which to disseminate its message."'

The municipal government of Ceuta, one of Spain’s two North African
exclaves, has also expressed concern about the potential for strategic collab-
oration between A/ Adl wal Ihsan and yet another Islamist group, Zablighi
Jamaat, whose Spanish off-shoot is led by prominent imam and Ceuta resi-
dent Laarbi al-Lal Maateis."”? As with A/ Adl wal Ihsan, Spanish Intelligence
Services have tried to deny citizenship to members of 7ablighi Jama'at on the
premise that they are radicals opposed to social integration. However, the
Spanish National Court often overturns such decisions."

Hizb-ut-1ahrir (HUT) prefers to cloud itself in secrecy, so the exact size
and number of HUT cells in Spain is still unknown. In 2007, the Athena
Intelligence Journal defined the group’s three primary activities in Spain as:
proselytizing and distributing propaganda, especially to “foment division
and confrontation between Muslims and non-Muslims;” increasing its pres-
ence in Islamic cultural and social organizations; and advancing an Islamist,
anti-Western agenda through online forums and discussions.'*

Through its affiliation with the Spanish Muslim Association founded in
1971, the Muslim Brotherhood is one of the more solidly established Islamic
groups in Spain. Radical Muslim Brotherhood elements were especially active
in Spain at the turn of this century. The infamous Abu Dahdah network, an
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al-Qaeda hub based in Madrid, provided funding to the Brotherhood while
coordinating logistics for recruits transiting Europe.” The Spanish Institute
of Strategic Studies (IEEE) notes that the network played a significant part
in not only the 9/11 attacks, but also the attacks in Morocco in 2003 and
Madrid in 2004." Although their activity has faded from the media spot-
light, the Brotherhood maintains a serious presence in Spain, largely in the
regions of Andalusia, Valencia, and Madrid."”

Since the Madrid bombings in 2004, approximately 400 Islamic militants
have been arrested in Spain." The radical Islamist cells in Spain typically
include immigrants from the Maghreb (mainly Algerians and Moroccans
who belong to cells originating in their home countries) and from Pakistan,
due to the historical presence of a large Pakistani immigrant community in
Catalonia. Cells and networks have traditionally been small and autonomous
rather than interconnected. Recent investigations by Spanish security forces,
however, have detected increasing links connecting these radicals with their
counterparts outside of Spain.

In fact, the existence of organized transnational terrorist groups on Span-
ish soil has been proven by the trial and sentencing of elements of the Alge-
rian Comando Dixan cell in 2002 and the legal processes against militants
from a Catalonian jihadist network in Santa Coloma de Gramenet, who were
captured during 2009’s Operacidn Tigris. More recently in 2012, Barcelo-
na’s police forces initiated Operacién Kartago (Operation Carthage), which
attempts to “neutralize” the threat of lone-wolf terrorism by preventing
potential Spanish terrorists from traveling abroad to seek training."

The number of arrests in recent years reflects a threat level that seems to jus-
tify these law enforcement efforts.”* On June 22, 2013, a German national
of Tunisian descent was arrested in Mallorca for publicly proclaiming that
Allah had sent him to “kill all the Spanish.”*" Also in June, Barcelona police
arrested five Tunisian men accused of disseminating Osama bin Laden’s
speeches online, and sharing through social media instructional videos of
bombmaking, training, and executions carried out by terrorists.”> Earlier
this year as well, two suspected members of an underground terrorist cell
with ties to AQIM were apprehended. Spanish police compared cell mem-
bers’ lone-wolf style radicalization to that of the Tsarnaev brothers, who were
accused of committing the April 2013 Boston Marathon bombings*

In 2012 alone, five people were arrested for terrorist ties in two separate
high-profile cases. On June 26, Rachid Abedellah Mohamed and Nabil
Mohamed Chaib—both Spanish citizens—were arrested in Melilla for orga-
nizing and running a terrorist cell intended to recruit new members for train-
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ing in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Then, on August 2, with the cooperation
of international security services, three al-Qaeda activists were arrested in
Spain’s biggest recent operation against violent Islamic extremism. Two of the
suspects, Eldar Magomedov and Muhamed Ankari Adamov, were Russian
citizens of Chechen extraction, while the group’s ringleader, Cengiz Yalzin,
was originally from Turkey. Allegedly, the three men planned to stage a major
attack on British Gibraltar during the 2012 Olympic Games. Upon investi-
gation of the men’s apartments, Spanish authorities found “enough explosives
to blow up a bus.”?* However, since no specific target had been determined,
the judge presiding over the case ruled that intent to commit terrorism could
not be definitively proven, and thus the suspects were released.

Other earlier cases also highlight similar legal difficulties associated with state
efforts to prosecute jihadist networks. These include:

* The case of five Algerians arrested by Spanish security forces in September
2011 for providing logistical and financial support to AQIM. All five were
released when the judge ruled that there was insufficient evidence to con-
vict.”

* The May 18, 2010 acquittal by Spain’s Audencia Nacional (National Court)
of two jihadists accused of attempting to make dirty bombs with red mer-
cury.”

* The November 2005 arrest of ten Algerians who had allegedly engaged in
credit card forgery to raise funds for the GSPC and al Qaeda in Alicante,
Granada, and Murcia. Five of these men were tried in the National Court in
May 2010. They were acquitted of all terrorism charges, although three of
the five were sentenced to prison for forgery.”’

* The January 2008 arrest of eleven Pakistanis in Barcelona accused of plot-
ting terrorist suicide attacks on the Barcelona metro system on the orders of
Taliban leader Baitullah Mehsud. On December 14, 2009, the eleven detain-
ees were found guilty of some of the charges leveled against them, but were
found not guilty on the charges of terrorism; it was determined that the plot
had not reached the level necessary to be a terrorist conspiracy.®

In spite of the pattern of non-conviction, past U.S. intelligence assessments
have confirmed the alarming nature of Islamist activity in Spain. The Span-
ish daily E/ Pais recently published a Wikileaks cable written by the U.S.
Embassy in Madrid in 2005, which reported that Spanish authorities had
only minimal intelligence on radical groups in the country and recom-
mended that a counterterrorism center be established at the U.S. consulate
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in Barcelona.”” Although it remains unclear whether or not such a center was
ever established, another U.S. cable from 2007 reports that Spanish authori-
ties still deemed Barcelona’s large Muslim population “susceptible to jihadist
recruitment.”?

ISLAMISM AND SOCIETY

As of 2013, Spain’s Muslim population constituted approximately 1.6 mil-
lion people, or just over three percent of the country’s total 47.4 million
inhabitants. Approximately 30 percent of this population is comprised of
natural-born Spanish citizens. Half of the remaining 70 percent are Moroc-
can immigrants, and the remainder comes from Algeria, Pakistan, Senegal,
Nigeria, the Gambia, and Mali.** The percentage is lower than Europe’s
overall five percent average of Muslim inhabitants, but proportionally similar
to Germany (where Muslims make up approximately 3.7% of the popula-
tion).»

Nevertheless, it would be erroneous to conclude—based solely on these
numbers—that Islam is a fringe phenomenon in Spain. On the contrary, the
rapidity with which Islam has grown and expanded in Spain makes it both
notable and potentially problematic. Since the turn of the century, Muslim
immigration to Spain has increased dramatically. A study by the Union of
Islamic Communities of Spain indicates that over a ten-year period from
1998 to 2007, Spain nationalized 61,086 Muslim immigrants. Yet in only
three years from 2008 to 2011, 52,095 Muslim immigrants were national-
ized, nearly triple the rate of the previous decade.’® The percentage of Mus-
lims as a subset of the national population has also more than tripled since
2000, and in total, Muslim immigrants account for more than 20 percent
of Spain’s immigrant population.*

Muslims in Spain tend to belong to the following associations: the Federacion
Espanola de Entidades Religiosas Isldmicas (Spanish Federation of Islamic
Religious Entities; FEERI), the Unidn de Comunidades Isldmicas de Espana
(Union of Islamic Communities in Spain; UCIDE), and, more marginally,
the Junta Isldmica de Espana (Islamic Junta of Spain). FEERI possesses a
significant Moroccan composition, and A/ Adl wal Ihsan has attempted to
infiltrate the organization in the past. UCIDE, by contrast, involves Muslim
clerics of Syrian and Saudi origin. FEERI and UCIDE are, together, the key
members of the Islamic Commission of Spain, the official Islamic partner
of the Spanish government. By contrast, the smaller funta Islimica is more
overtly political, involving converts to Islam and so-called “progressives”
while promoting a distinctive version of Islam that is occasionally at variance
with the state.”” Although none of the three organizations provide figures

6 WORLD ALMANAC OF ISLAMISM

concerning their membership or structure, it is estimated that FEERI and
UCIDE together account for 70 percent of all Muslim groups in Spain.*®
This in turn signifies that approximately 30 percent of Spanish Muslims fall
outside of official religious institutions. Whether this exclusion is by choice
or because of a lack of access has not been determined.

The comparatively recent explosive growth of the Muslim population in
Spain has been mirrored by a growth of Islamic institutions. While the num-
ber of legal, officially approved mosques in the country remains low (no more
than two dozen), a large number of cultural associations have sprung up in
recent years, filling the need for new venues of worship and prayer. The 2007
census conducted by the Ministry of Justice’s Office of Religious Affairs iden-
tified around 450 of such associations.?®> However, UCIDE has admitted to
the existence of more than 700 such facilities, and law enforcement author-
ities estimate that there are actually over 1,000 illegal mosques in existence
in Spain today.** Despite this institutional growth, UCIDE reports that 5%
of Spanish Muslim communities lack access to a mosque, while 95% lack a
Muslim cemetery (a/macabra).

As the statistics above suggest, Spain’s Muslim community is religious—and
increasingly so. In its April 2010 survey of national religious attitudes, the
Spanish government found a marked increase in piousness among the coun-
try’s Muslims (with religious adherence rising from 41 percent in 2006 to
52 percent in 2009). These statistics stand in stark contrast to the prevail-
ing trend of widespread secularism among the country’s native population
that has developed over recent decades. For example, less than 20 percent
of Spaniards today define themselves as practicing Catholics, compared to
50 percent in 1976. Meanwhile, more than 60 percent of Spanish Mus-
lims regard Islam and democracy as “compatible, but sometimes at personal
cost.”!

Differences between the native-born Spanish Muslims or converts and their
immigrant counterparts foster divisions in the larger Muslim community,
particularly over the issues of interpretation and proper delegation of reli-
gious authority. For instance, there is a struggle underway between the com-
peting interpretations of Islam and Islamic law practiced by Morocco and
Saudi Arabia. Both versions of Islam are conservative (although the Saudi
is considerably more so), while the Moroccan is additionally nationalistic,
claiming sovereignty over Spanish territories in North Africa—namely, the
cities of Ceuta and Melilla, two smaller territories (Pendén de Vélez de la
Gomera and Pendn de Alhucemas), and the Chafarinas archipelago.

Unlike other immigrant communities in Spain, Muslims are not evenly dis-
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tributed throughout the country. Seventy-five percent of the Spanish Muslim
population lives across the Mediterranean coast in Ceuta and Melilla.* On
the mainland, Spanish Muslims are concentrated in three regions: Catalo-
nia (427,000), Andalusia (253,000), and Madrid (242,000).* Andalusia,
because of its geographic proximity to North Africa and its need for extensive
manpower for agriculture, has attracted comparatively high levels of Muslim
immigrants. So has Madrid, which serves as Spain’s largest engine of eco-
nomic growth and thereby provides greater opportunities for employment
to immigrants.* But Catalonia accounts for the majority of Muslim immi-
grants, in part because the region’s official antagonism to the Spanish lan-
guage has led regional authorities to prioritize non-Spanish speaking immi-
grants in the belief that it would be easier to immerse the newcomers into
Catalan separatist culture.

The future of the Muslim population in Catalonia particularly bears watch-
ing. The region’s historic secessionist attitudes have been greatly inflamed by
recent economic woes and the Catalonians’ frustration with the government
in Madrid. The region will hold a referendum on independence in 2014. If
the referendum succeeds, the would-be state will have the third-highest con-
centration of Muslims in Western Europe: 6 percent, or 450,000 out of 7.5
million inhabitants.”® This proportionally larger demographic, however, has
galvanized anti-Muslim reactions among some of the region’s non-Muslim
citizens. Most visibly, a dozen Catalonian towns became the first in Spain to
ban the burqa and the nigab in municipal buildings. Lleida, a city in Western
Catalonia whose population is a full 25 percent Muslim, is at the epicenter
of this movement. Beyond banning the 7igab, its mayor shut down the city’s
lone mosque because there were allegedly too many Friday worshippers. In
February 2012, angry townspeople began accusing Lleida’s Muslims of poi-
soning dogs in revenge.“

Indeed, access to mosques has been a source of intense friction among rural
Spanish communities. Between the mid-1990s and 2012, there have been 60
registered disputes between Muslim communities and their Spanish neigh-
bors over the construction of mosques.”’ Riay Tatary, president of UCIDE,
has angrily protested what is perceived as a segregationist movement to
“exile” mosques by relocating them to areas outside of city and residential
neighborhoods.®® The most publicized incident of this nature occurred in
2012 in Torrejon, a town of 120,000 (of which Muslims comprise nearly
10%). The Muslim citizens of the town purchased land to expand the city’s
mosque, at the time located near the town’s center. However, angry protests
and petitions from the rest of the town’s residents, as well as a demonstra-
tion by the anti-immigration Platform for Catalonia, induced the municipal
authorities to revoke the building permit and change the site to one near an
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industrial park outside of town.* In other instances, residents have strewn
pig’s blood and pork meat over potential mosque sites in a deliberate attempt
to permanently contaminate the sites in the eyes of Muslims.”® While reveal-
ing a measure of grassroots fear in some areas, these acts have the potential
to alienate the moderate Spanish Muslim community, even turning some
towards radicalization and retribution.

Although Catalonia has been the focal point of such conflict, it mirrors a
xenophobic attitude in the entire country that further endangers the peaceful
integration of Muslim communities. According to the Pew Global Attitudes
Project 2011 Report, 58 percent of non-Muslims in Spain believed that rela-
tions between Muslims and Westerners were poor. Sixty-six percent believed
that Muslim immigrants do not want to adopt Spanish national customs.”
Among those asked which religion is the most violent, 87% responded
“Islam.” Sixty-one percent expressed concern about Islamic extremism at
home. Spain was one of the only Western countries in the project in which
the majority of the population (63%) had an unfavorable attitude towards
Muslims. Pew also reported that the three top stereotypes about Muslims
held by Spanish non-Muslims are “fanatical” (80%), “violent” (61%), and
“arrogant” (48%). The report concluded that Spain was the only Western
country in which a majority of non-Muslims associate three or more negative
characteristics with Muslims.” In spite of these sentiments, Spanish xeno-
phobia has not yet reared a viable political head. Unlike their counterparts
elsewhere in Europe, groups like Plataforma x Catalunya and Spain 2000,
which profess a complete rejection of Islam and Muslim immigrants, have
been unable to gain much traction among the Spanish population.>

It is important to note that the majority of Spanish Muslims reject the use
of violence and consider themselves well integrated into the broader Spanish
community.’* However, for the minority that does not share these feelings,
the blend of isolation and xenophobia that they experience is a toxic recipe.
Since the Muslim community in Spain is so immigrant-heavy, it encounters
many obstacles to integration: unfamiliarity with the Spanish language, lack
of documentation, an unnaturally high percentage of unmarried men, and
frequent unemployment. All of these factors have the potential to increase
dissatisfaction and estrangement, driving the Muslim community away from
its non-Muslim counterpart and consequentially increasing the risk of radi-
calization.”® The 2010 Religious Attitudes study found that approximately
four percent of Muslims in Spain do not condemn the use of violence in
pursuit of political objectives. This demographic (approximately 50,000 to
60,000 Muslims in Spain) would possibly be more predisposed to radical-
ization. As the Spanish government struggles with its finances, the resulting
social chaos will likely cause increased perceptions of deprivation and insu-
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larism on both sides—an aggravated “us versus them” mentality—which rad-
ical elements on both sides will no doubt be eager to exploit.

ISLAMISM AND THE STATE

In light of the wave of burqa bans, the previous government under President
Luis Rodriguez Zapatero attempted to pass a new, more expansive Religious
Freedom Law in order to redefine Spain as secular and neutral to all forms of
religious expression.”® However, the attempt was not successful, and Zapa-
tero acknowledged that the lack of a political and social consensus in Spain
would have prevented the law’s passage.”

Meanwhile, the issue had gained national prominence with the People’s Par-
ty’s (PP) June 2010 proposal of a motion urging the Spanish Senate to extend
the burqa ban nationwide, both in public buildings and in the street.”® The
Zapatero administration rejected the proposal and blocked the passing of
that same motion in Congress days later.”” Shortly afterward, the ban came
under further attack when eleven mosques and prayer rooms run by Salafist
preachers in Lleida, Barcelona, and Tarragona challenged the ban in court.
On its second appeal to the Spanish Supreme Court, the Lleida prohibition
was overturned in a landmark March 2013 ruling. However, the ruling was
based on the judges’ opinion that municipal governments do not have the
authority to make a ban that requires the backing of constitutional law. Thus
no judicial precedent has yet been set on whether the national government
could pass such a measure constitutionally.*®

Mariano Rajoy Brey, the leader of the People’s Party, succeeded Zapatero as
President on December 21, 2011. Rajoy appears to be sensitive to the size
of the Spanish Muslim population, and in his public statements since tak-
ing office he has been careful to distinguish between “Islam” and “Islamism.”
However, another recent legal initiative has infuriated Rajoy’s opponents and
those wary of Islamist doctrine. Sustained pressure from Rabat, Morocco on
the Spanish government led to a controversial agreement passed in February
2013 (and subsequently incorporated into the Spanish legal code) that gave
Moroccan religious authorities the right to “monitor” any Moroccan chil-
dren adopted by Spanish citizens in order to ensure that the children remain
religiously and culturally Muslim during their upbringing. Some critics have
called this measure “an unprecedented encroachment of Islamic Sharia law
within Spanish jurisprudence [and]... a frontal assault on the freedom of
religion.”®!

While trying to maintain a policy of religious neutrality, the federal govern-
ment has adopted an assertive stance in pursuit of jibadist cells. The May
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2013 deportation of Moroccan national Noureddin Ziani for disseminating
Salafist ideology demonstrates at least a partial commitment by the Spanish
government to counter ideas that they deem a “threat to society.”® Then in
June 2013, Interior Minister Jorge Fernandez Diaz announced the adminis-
tration’s intention to amend the Spanish penal code in order to include pros-
elytization from prison and indoctrination by imams in the definition of a
crime of terrorism.®* This legal step is likely a response to harsh critiques over
the cases of multiple terrorist suspects that have been released from Span-
ish prisons due to excessive punishment or lack of evidence.* An inability
to convict is an unfortunate consequence of the aggressive policies of quick
intervention in cases of suspected terrorism (established in 2004 after the
attacks in Madrid)—in many instances, doing so without having the neces-
sary evidence to guarantee a conviction.

Spain’s counterterrorism strategy remains closely linked to the issues of immi-
gration and border control. Spain is a founding member of the Global Coun-
terterrorism Forum, and maintains an inter-ministerial Countering Violent
Extremism (CVE) working group, described by the U.S. State Department
as “tied closely to the fight against illegal immigration and the integration
of existing immigrant communities.” The government has stepped up its
cooperation with other Western countries through mechanisms such as the
U.S. Immigrant Advisory Program and increased access to Europol informa-
tion databases on terrorism and organized crime.®
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