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Fact Sheet on the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham 
 
Key Facts & Ideology 

 The Islamic State – a Sunni Muslim jihadist group which controls part of Iraq, Syria and Libya. 

 AKA: Islamic State in Iraq & the Levant (ISIL), Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), Islamic State 
(IS), Islamic Caliphate, Daesh (this is a derogatory nickname). 

 IS claims authority over all Muslims and all countries and regions with Muslim majority populations. 

 Led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, also known as Amir al-Mu’minin, Caliph Ibrahim.  He was released from a 
US detention camp in 2009, when he said to the American soldiers, “I’ll see you guys in New York.” 

 Condemns secular law. Use of violence to ‘purify’ unbelievers is consistent with Wahabbi theology. 

 Sharia law is in effect.  In Iraq, Syria, and Libya, this has resulted in crimes against humanity, war crimes, 
beatings, mutilation, discrimination against women, and gays being thrown off of buildings. 

 Approximately 6 million Iraqis and Syrians currently live under IS control. 
 
Timeline & Origins 

 1999: Abu Musab al-Zarqawi establishes Jamaat al-Tahwid wa-i-Jihad (JTWJ). 

 2003: After the invasion of Iraq, Zarqawi starts a violent insurgency campaign against US forces.  

 2004: JTWJ and Zarqawi swear fealty(bay’ah) to Osama Bin Laden. 

 2006: Zarqawi killed in US airstrike.  

 2010: Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi becomes leader and signals intention to move into Syria.  

 2013: al-Baghdadi tries to take over Syrian group Jabhat al-Nusra. 

 Late 2013-Early 2014: Renamed to ISIS. Centers power in Raqqa, Syria. 

 June 29, 2014: ISIS declares itself a caliphate and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi becomes Caliph Ibrahim. 

 August – Nov. 2014: ISIS releases video of the beheading of US citizens Steven Sotloff, James Foley, and 
Peter Kassig. 

 
Territorial Control 

 Iraq: 2006: IS claims 7 Iraqi provinces (Baghdad, al-Anbar, Diyala, Kirkuk, Salah al-Din, Nineveh) 

 Syria: 2014: IS claims 9 Syrian provinces (al- Barakah, al- Kheir, ar-Raqqah, al-Badiya, Idlib, Hama, 
Damascus and Coast). 

 
Since 2014, the US had led a coalition fighting against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria.  The coalition forces 
have conducted more than 9,400 coalition airstrikes against ISIS.  The coalition estimates that IS has lost 
more than 40% of the territory the group once held in Iraq since the airstrikes began on Aug 8, 2014.  It also 
estimates that at least 50,000 ISIS troops have been killed.  Over 5500 American troops are in Iraq to fight, 
train anti-ISIS groups and assist the airstrikes.  Another 300 are in Syria.  There are approximately 7,100 
contractors supporting US government operations in Iraq.  Over 100 Americans, almost all male and many 
military veterans, have joined up with militia groups in Iraq or Syria to fight ISIS.  The US has worked with 
Kurdish forces, including the Peshmerga of Iraq and the YPG in Syria, and Arab forces, including the Iraqi 
Army, the Popular Mobilization Units (the Iraqi Shia Militias) and the Syrian Democratic Forces.  A 
University of Maryland study has found that the Islamic State and its allies have killed 33,000 people and 
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wounded another 41,000.  More than 3.3 million Iraqis remain displaced from their homes due to violence, 
according to the United Nations. 
 

 
 
The Islamic State also has territory in Libya, until recently including the city of Sirte, with troops, financiers 
and administrators.  A Libyan militia, working with US bombers, pushed them out of Sirte.  The US military 
launched more than 140 airstrikes against Islamic State targets in Libya.  It was estimated that there were 
between 4000 to 8000 ISIS jihadist fighters there.  Military officials now estimate there are fewer than 1,000 
fighters in Libya.  The ISIS group in Libya is the only known affiliate of the jihadist group abroad that 
receives direct support and guidance from ISIS headquarters.   
 
Military Logistics 

 It is unclear the exact size of ISIS forces (in Iraq & Syria).  In August 2016, a US general testified that 
they were down to 15,000-20,000, and that the US and its allies have taken 45,000 enemy combatants off 
the battlefield.  Other estimates, including foreigners, are 50,000, 70,000, 100,000 or even 200,000. 

 The US has estimated that 60,000 ISIS militants have been killed by US troops. 

 FPI has estimated that as many as 40,000 foreign fighters have gone to fight for ISIS over the 5 years. 
o In October 2015, National Counterterrorism Center Director Rasmussen told Congress that the 

group had more than 28,000 foreign fighters.  They included at least 5,000 Westerners, approximately 
250 of them Americans.   

o In 2016, it is estimated that there may be 10,000 fighters from Russia and the former Soviet Union 
fighting alongside jihadist groups.  Most are presumably with IS.  

o In 2016, the Pentagon said that the flow of foreign fighters dropped from 2,000 a month to 200. 

 IS weaponry is comprised of stolen arms left over from the Iraqi insurgency, those captured in Syria and 
from the Iraqi army, and weapons from the US Syrian rebel training program. 

 Water has been a key factor for ISIS’ grip on Iraq and Syria. The group controls water facilities along the 
Tigris and Euphrates and are beginning to take control of other resources in North Africa. 

 With American support, forces in Iraq and Syria have reclaimed a large amount of territory from the IS.   

 The IS may be preparing to go underground if the caliphate is destroyed, as the New York 
Times reported in July, 2016.  ISIS fighters in Iraq “have blended back into the largely Sunni civilian 
populations there, and are biding their time to conduct future terrorist attacks.” 

 A small portion of about 600 ISIS fighters, and a dozen or so tanks, organized separately as the Yarmouk 
Martyrs Brigade, is in South Syria, close to the Golan Heights of Israel. 

 
Extraterritorial Control 
The primary control zone of ISIS currently exists in Iraq, Syria and Libya, but the group has made headway in 
exerting influence abroad. ISIS projects its influence primarily through obtaining the fealty, support or 
alliance from like-minded organizations and appeal through its diverse and vibrant communications. As of 
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mid-December, 2015, thirty-four militant groups from around the world have pledged allegiance to 
the Islamic State.  These include groups from Afghanistan, the Philippines, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, 
Egypt, Yemen, and Nigeria. 
 
Governance 

 The Caliph, his two deputies, and the cabinet of advisors make up the Executive.  The cabinet is made up 
of “diwans,” or ministers, to handle various matters, including slaves, the exploitation of oil, and the 
exploitation of antiquities. 

 The Shura religious council serves as an oversight group that ensures Sharia law is being implemented 
within the government and followed by the various leaders. It reports to the Executive branch. 

 Al-Raqqah, Syria is considered to be the headquarters of IS. 

 

 

*Denotes Executive Branch (Al Imara) 

 
 
 
 
 
Finances 

 ISIS generated $870 million in 2016.  This study claims their high was $1.9 billion in 2014.  Other studies 
have claimed substantially more - $2.4 billion in 2015 and $2.9 billion 2014.   
o ISIS enjoys six main sources of revenues: oil and gas profits; taxation on commerce; confiscation of 

land and properties; trafficking of drugs and antiquities; bank robbery and kidnap for ransom; and 
state-run businesses. 

o Some money is raised through the “taxes”. This includes an $800-per-truck levy on vehicles entering 
Iraq from Jordan and Syria, a 5% tax collected for social welfare and salaries, a $200 road tax on 
drivers in northern Iraq, a 50% tax for the ability to loot Raqqa’s archaeological sites, and a 20% tax 
at similar sites in Aleppo. It also has taxes on installing satellite dishes or exiting cities. It imposed 
fines for giving wrong answers about the Koran. Additionally, non-Muslims must pay a religious 
protection fee known as jizya.  

o The Islamic State is increasing taxes and punishments to help make up for recent losses in revenue. 
Women can be fined for not wearing socks ($30), possessing a pack of cigarettes ($23) or showing 
their eyes ($10). Farmers will have their sheep confiscated if they wear bells. If you are a Shiite or 
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http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/12/15/the-billion-dollar-caliphate/
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non-Muslim, you can be required to pay for a certificate of repentance ($200-$2,500) and renew it 
four times a year.  Residents of Raqqa, the Islamic State's de facto capital in Syria, can be fined for 
smoking a cigarette ($25) or installing a satellite dish ($50). Those who leave the city have to pay a fee 
($800), and their property can be confiscated if they do not return within 15 days. In Falluja, Iraq, it 
costs $1,000 to leave the city. Drivers can be fined if they fail to correctly answer religious questions 
at checkpoints ($20).  

o Around 50% of the group’s revenue comes from taxation and confiscation, 43% from oil and the 
rest from drug smuggling, sale of electricity and donations. 

o Unlike al-Qaeda, ISIS has trended away from relying on donations from wealthy foreign donations. 

 According to a 2014 Thomson Reuters study, the IS has more than $2 trillion in assets under its control. 
o In June 2014, it was alleged that $429 million was stolen from the central bank in Mosul. 

 A surge in airstrikes targeting IS’s oil reserves helped plunge its oil sales 45 percent in those two years, 
from $1.1 billion in 2014 to $600 million in 2015.  
o In 2014, the IS raised $100 million from oil trafficking from seized oil facilities in Syria and Iraq.  
o The oil is sold through black markets in Turkey in existence since the era of Saddam Hussein.  

 Russia has said that ISIS may be netting between $150 million and $200 million a year from illicit trade in 
antiquities.  Iraq’s ambassador to the UN has said that the IS earns up to $100 million a year. 

 Reports from the UN have claimed that IS is engaged in a large scale human organ trafficking ring. IS has 
dedicated units for organ trafficking. In Northern Syria, a pathologist has claimed 18,000 cases of 
trafficking have occurred. 

 The IS is playing a role in smuggling drugs through Libya to Europe.   

 The IS sometimes uses an entrepreneurial self-financing model for its terrorism, where it recruits 
supporters who can fund attacks through criminal activities, or welfare benefits or loans.   

 The IS terror is earning up to $20 million a month by funneling dollars looted from banks during its 
takeover of the Iraqi city of Mosul into legitimate currency markets in the Middle East.  It then makes 
huge returns on currency speculation, which are then wired back via unsuspecting financial authorities in 
Iraq and Jordan. 
 

ISIS War Crimes 

 ISIS has used chemical weapons multiple times, and is thought to have a production complex in Mosul: 
o IS fired crude chemical weapons at US troops in Iraq, near Mosul, the Pentagon has confirmed. 
o Observers have blamed ISIS for using mustard gas in an attack by in northern Syria in 2015. 
o Peshmerga have come under attack from chlorine gas being utilized by ISIS forces. Video. 

 The group engages in massacres and mass rape of civilians, particularly religious minorities. 
o On June 25, 2015, ISIS forces reentered the city of Kobani murdering hundreds of innocent civilians.  
o ISIS has engaged in genocide against the Yazidis, the Christians, and other minority groups. A UN 

report has documented that ISIS is guilty of genocide against the Yazidi people in Iraq.  Another 
report has further demonstrated the atrocities committed against minority religious groups, including 
Christians and Turkmen. 

o The UN has confirmed that 5000 Yazidi men were killed, and up to 7000 women made sex slaves. 

 ISIS practices slavery, especially of Yazidis, and has enslaved an estimated 3,500 people in Iraq.   
o Sometimes, ISIS transfers money through a liaison office in Turkey. “NDR and SWR accompanied a 

Yazidi negotiator, who, on behalf of the families, negotiates with the IS for the release of the slaves 
and their children. ... the women are sold in a digital slave market to the highest bidder. 15,000 to 
20,000 US dollars are a typical price. Similar sums for ransom are also required to free Yazidis.” 

o Fatwa No. 64, dated Jan. 29, 2015, and issued by Islamic State’s Committee of Research and Fatwas, 
codifies sexual relations between IS fighters and their female sex slaves.   

 Child Soldiers: IS has recruited over children to become ‘Ashbal al Khilafah’ or Cubs of the Caliphate, 
including children as young as 8.  It is estimated that they may have 1,500 child soldiers in training.  ISIS 
has used older children and mentally challenged children as suicide bombers. 
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 ISIS has slaughtered from 5,200 to more than 15,000 people in mass graves. 
 
ISIS Media & Technological Expertise 

 ISIS is adept at media manipulation: 
o It sponsors Amaq news agency, producing dispatches on a 24-hour news cycle. 
o ISIS is particularly skilled in utilizing social media propaganda.  
o Twitter is utilized by IS. The group has created an app “Dawn” that allows users to follow IS twitter. 
o IS is also adopting new ways of communicating with supporters, including on the 

encrypted Telegram Messenger service, prompting Telegram to remove multi-user “channels”. 

 CIA Director John Brennan has stated that the West’s ability to “monitor and surveil” ISIS members has 
been degraded in the last few years because new “technological capabilities.”  This includes the 
Playstation network, the communications app WhatsApp, and the app Telegram. Brennan also “hinted 
part of the blame for that growing sophistication can be laid at the feet of groups like WikiLeaks and 
Edward Snowden.” 

 
ISIS Terror Attacks Focused on the West 

 Unrelated to battlefield setbacks: 
o CIA Director John Brennan told the Senate Intelligence Committee that, “Unfortunately, despite all 

our progress against ISIL on the battlefield and in the financial realm, our efforts have not reduced 
the group's terrorism capability and global reach. The resources needed for terrorism are very 
modest, and the group would have to suffer even heavier losses of territory, manpower, and money 
for its terrorist capacity to decline significantly.” 

o Nicholas Rasmussen, Director of the National Counterterrorism Center, testified, “[W]e do not judge 
that that there is a direct link between the group’s current battlefield status in Iraq and Syria and the 
group’s capacity to operate as a terrorist organization with global capabilities.” 

 A new report from the House Homeland Security Committee finds that ISIS attacks in the West have 
inflicted 875 casualties through July of this year, already exceeding last year’s total of 720 killed and 
wounded. The report also finds that the success rate of attacks is growing, along with the frequency of 
direct support from foreign operatives. 

 ISIS has developed a subgroug, Emni, dedicated to launching terror attacks throughout the world. 
o ISIS has been blamed for bringing down the Russian jet that crashed in Egypt in 2015, killing all 224 

people on board. 
o IS terrorist attacks, planned in Syria, killed 130 people in Paris on Nov. 13, 2015.   
o ISIS was behind the bombings in Brussels in 2016 that killed 31 and wounded hundreds. 
o IS has smuggled its terrorists in through Syria & Iraq, using fake passports, and Libya. 

 ISIS has a 24-hour “Jihadi Help Desk” to help its followers spread its message, recruit followers and 
launch more attacks on foreign soil. It is manned by a half-dozen senior operatives. 

 In February of 2015, FBI Director James Comey revealed that his agency is investigating suspected 
supporters of the Islamic State in every state across the U.S. 
o ISIS inspired the jihadist killer of 49 Americans in a gay bar in Orlando, Florida. 
o ISIS inspired the jihadist couple in San Bernardino, CA. 
o ISIS also inspired: 1) the attack in Garland Texas; and 2) the college student stabber in California.    

 The IS is trying to conduct terror attacks in the West using substances of mass destruction - biological, 
chemical & radiological weapons. 

 The Islamic State is seeking the ability to launch cyberattacks against US government and civilian targets. 
 

Analysis of Operation Inherent Resolve & Policy Suggestions 
The current US strategy to “degrade and destroy” ISIS has, so far, been insufficient.  Some possible 
suggestions: 
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 The US should increase the pace and effectiveness of the air strikes and develop a real strategy.  
The US air strikes on the IS were less than the number conducted during Operations Desert Storm and 
Iraqi Freedom.  Gen. Jack Keane admitted that the US air campaign “has never been what it should be.”  
When they increased, IS was weakened. Also, only about half the combat missions actually unleash 
ordnance, with the other aircraft returning to base with just as many bombs and missiles as when they 
left.  Retired Air Force Lt. Gen. David A. Deptula has said, “A comprehensive air campaign to attack and 
nullify each of these elements simultaneously could have effectively halted the function of the Islamic 
State.  However, current administration policy, supported by Central Command, [which] has spent more 
than a decade immersed in counterinsurgency, is treating the Islamic State as an insurgency and applying 
counterinsurgency-driven rules of engagement when the Islamic State demands a different approach.” 
James Mattis, a retired Marine general, says the war on ISIS is “unguided by a sustained policy or sound 
strategy [and is] replete with half-measures.”  Our allies are also not impressed. 

 Further and unimpeded assistance to both of the Kurdish groups is a necessity. The Kurdish 
militias are an established, effective, reliable, moderate, and vetted force.  The Kurds desperately need 
ammunition, parts, and equipment, but also should be provided with US & NATO weaponry, including 
anti-tank/vehicle weapons. The Defense Department has backed the YPG; the CIA has not.  

 The US should explore the possibility of providing assistance to other militias established by 
religious, minority and other groups that are not susceptible to the appeals of Islamism.   
o These may include the Yazidis, the Assyrian Christians, and potentially other groups.   
o The US Defense Department has supported the Syrian Defense Forces, a coalition of 25,000 YPG 

fighters and the Syrian Arab Coalition of 5000 troops.  

 The US should consider creating safe zone(s) to mitigate the catastrophic humanitarian situation 
refugee situation, alleviate the refugee crisis, and create a safe area for pro-Western groups to organize.  

 The US should continue to reach out for allies (excepting Iran) to provide troops. This could 
include NATO members or Middle Eastern allies.  It is crucial that policymakers keep in mind that 
allowing Iran to use the IS threat as an excuse to extend its influence in Iraq is very dangerous for US 
interests.  Iran backed Shia militias in Iraq have been accused of war crimes.  

 Keep all options on the table. Announcing that the US will not engage with ground forces in Iraq 
allows ISIS to tailor their strategy. All options, including the potential use of ground troops, should be on 
the table. It is also not true.  Over 5500 American troops are already there. These troops arm and train 
local forces, coordinate battle plans, conduct surveillance, fire artillery, and call in US airstrikes. 

 
 

For more information please contact: EMET/202.601.7422/Info@emetonline.org/www.emetonline.org 
Special thanks to Institute for the Study of War, US Central Command 
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