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I. Introduction

The phenomenon of foreign fighters travelling to Iraq and Syria to join the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
(ISIS) and other terrorist organizations has brought unprecedented effects and challenges to the region and
beyond. Following the defeat of ISIS in March 2019 and the dismantling of the so-called ‘caliphate’,
thousands of ISIS fighters and their families were forced to retreat and surrender.[1] The majority were
displaced to closed facilities or camps located in Northeast Syria while others were arrested and
incarcerated in Iraq. The infamous Al-Hawl or Al-Roj camps in Northern Syria operate under de facto
authority from the Kurdish Autonomous Administration.[2] United Nations (UN) member states have
struggled to find an appropriate solution in dealing with citizens held by Kurdish forces.

Over 43,000 individuals from approximately 110 countries are believed to have travelled to Syria and Iraq to
join ISIS and other United Nations designated terrorist groups. While some individuals joined voluntarily,
others were deceived or coerced into travelling, primarily by male family members.[3] After the defeat of
ISIS and other terrorist groups, it is estimated that around 10,000 male fighters currently remain in the
custody of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) (S/2022/576), while about 60,000 women and children are
held in the Al Hawl and Al-Roj camps in northeast Syria.[4] The main concern of the international
community is that the majority of those held in these two camps are children and the fate of ISIS-affiliated
children trapped in Syrian detention camps and Iraqi prisons remains an extremely concerning issue, not
least due to the ongoing risk of rights violations resulting in significant harm and even death.

The United Nations has been urging all countries to repatriate their citizens from northeast Syria. UN
agencies and mandates reminded countries that repatriation to home countries is the only law-compliant
solution for men, women and children held in prisons and camps in northeast Syria. According to Vladimir
Voronkov, Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism, inaction threatens to
contribute to the very outcomes nations wish to prevent, including the radicalization and recruitment of a
new generation of terrorists, the risk of an uncontrolled return by terrorists to their countries of origin, or
relocation to third countries, and the strengthening of terrorist groups in the region and around the globe.
[5] The United Nations has been playing an essential role in norm-building, generating dialogue and
creating legal instruments to address the issues posed by returning foreign fighters and their families. In
April 2019, the United Nations system developed the Key principles for the protection, repatriation,
prosecution, rehabilitation and reintegration of women and children with links to United Nations-listed
terrorist groups. These principles aim to enhance the coherence of United Nations activities and assist  
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[1] The Wilson Center, “Timeline: the Rise, Spread, and Fall of the Islamic State”, October 2019, available at
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/timeline-the-rise-spread-and-fall-the-islamic-state.
[2] Human Rights Watch, “Syria: Thousands of Displaced Confined to Camps”, August 2019, available at
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/08/01/syria-thousands-displaced-confined-camps.
[3] UNODC, Foreign Terrorist Fighters: Manual for Judicial Training Institutes, Middle East and North Africa, 2021.
[4] “Syria’s Kurds repatriate nearly 150 Daesh-linked Tajiki women, children”, Arab News, July 25 2022, available at
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2129071/middle-east
[5] Statement by Vladimir Voronkov, Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism, on the occasion of the Launch
of the Global Framework for United Nations Support on Syria and Iraq Third Country National Returnees, 29 September 2021, available at
210929_usg_remarks_gf_launch.pdf
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Member States in designing and implementing policies and actions in accordance with international law,
including international human rights law, international humanitarian law, and international refugee law.

The United Nations has taken the lead in guiding Member States towards successful prosecution,
rehabilitation and reintegration (PRR) cases. In 2021, the United Nations developed the Global Framework
for United Nations Support on Syria / Iraq Third Country National Returnees (Global Framework). The Global
Framework, of which the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime forms a part, provides an integrated ‘all-
of-UN’ technical and financial support structure. It addresses the humanitarian and protection needs of
returnees from Iraq and Syria, while also responding to accountability and security concerns, including
communities which returnees relocate to.

The Global Framework provides ‘all-of-UN’ support to Member States concerning individuals returning from
Iraq and Syria, whilst combining human rights-based, age-appropriate and gender-responsive approaches
to address the different needs of women, men and children. The Global Framework also supports the
preparedness and resilience of countries of return and communities into which returnees reintegrate.  

The most pressing issue for the international community is the fate of children trapped in the region.
Children in this context are victim-survivors of conflict, violence, terrorism, and trafficking and should be
protected like any child elsewhere in the world. Ms. Fionnuala Ni Aolain, the UN Special Rapporteur on
counter-terrorism and human rights, states that the return of these children is a humanitarian and human
rights imperative. “The argument that children are not deserving of protection constitutes a moral failure by
their home countries, particularly those who have ample resources” stated the UN Special Rapporteur in
her legal analysis in 2020.[6] The Special Rapporteur adds that, an urgent repatriation, of foreign fighters
and their families from conflict zones is the only international law-compliant response to the increasingly
complex and precarious human rights, humanitarian and security situation faced by those women, men and
children who are detained in inhumane conditions in overcrowded camps, prisons, or elsewhere in northern
Syrian Arab Republic and Iraq.[7] Moreover, this process also requires thorough individual evaluation of the
needs of each woman and child from a human rights perspective, including cases involving gender-based
violence and persecution against women who return from Syria and Iraq, potentially via third countries. 
 
The United States has played an important role by advocating for repatriation of foreign nationals held in
northeast Syria and has also provided logistical support in assisting repatriation operations by other
nations. Washington has made significant efforts in negotiating the release of women specifically and
highlights the possibility that Syrian Democratic Forces may not be able to properly oversee the correctional
system currently in place. “The United States calls upon other nations to repatriate and prosecute their
citizens detained by the SDF and commends the continued efforts of the SDF to return these foreign
terrorist fighters to their countries of origin,” State Department spokesman Robert Palladino said in a 
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[6] Fionnuala Ni Aolain, Extra-territorial jurisdiction of States over children and their guardians in camps, prisons, or elsewhere in the northern
Syrian Arab Republic, Legal Analysis, available at Microsoft Word - UNSRs PublicJurisdiction Analysis 2020.docx (ohchr.org)
[7] Return and Repatriation of Foreign Fighters and their Family Members, Special Rapporteur on Counter-Terrorism and Human Rights, OHCHR,
available at OHCHR | Return and Repatriation of Foreign Fighters and their families

Section I Introduction
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Section I Introduction

statement in 2019.[8]

The United States has further emphasized the security threat to international peace that comes from the
current situation with ISIS fighters and their associates. Christopher Harnisch, Deputy Coordinator for
Countering Violent Extremism at the US Department of State’s Bureau of Counterterrorism, highlights that
there is a significant risk that ISIS fighters will be free at some point, whether through escape or assistance
by fellow ISIS fighters. Harnisch stated, “ISIS has called for the liberation of the prisons and the camps for
some time now and if those people are able to escape from the prisons and the camps, they will return back
to the battlefield either in Syria or to another battlefield in Afghanistan, Libya, or they will return undetected
through the back door to their home country. So, in order to secure that enduring defeat of ISIS, we think it’s
imperative that countries repatriate now when they have an opportunity to repatriate.”[9]

States should not ignore their international obligations towards their citizens. Security Council Resolution
2178 urges all member states to prevent and suppress the recruitment, organization, transport, and
equipping of foreign terrorist fighters.[10] UN Security Council Resolution 2397 further urges those same
countries to assist women and children associated with foreign terrorist fighters who may be victims of
terrorism, and to do so considering the impact of age and gender on their vulnerability and individual
needs.[11]

Following repatriation, according to Article 4 of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the
Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (2002), children should be considered as having been
recruited by violent extremist groups in violation of international law. In fulfilling their international
obligations, some states are actively supporting their citizens to claim their rights, as outlined under various
international instruments.

Thus far, repatriation efforts have been slow and only a handful of countries have brought back women and
children from Syria and Iraq. While progress by the international community remains slow, there are
existing experiences of repatriation and rehabilitation which can be examined and shared to support moves
towards action. Despite UN efforts, the reluctance to repatriate has been high among member states,
however starting from 2022 many European countries softened their positions and accelerated repatriation
efforts.

 The Bulan Institute has developed this compendium of promising practices, which covers seven countries.
Since 2019, four Central Asian countries, including Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan,
repatriated a large number of women and children, taking the lead among UN member states. The
compendium describes their experiences and identifies many promising initiatives, such as aligning multi-
stakeholders and coordination, involvement of civil society and community actors, mobilization of
multidisciplinary specialists and their training, building effective media strategies, involving family 
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[8] US asks countries to repatriate jihadists held in Syria, France 24, 04 February 2019, accessed on 01 June 2021
[9] Christopher Harnisch, Public Discussion Organized by the Atlantic Council, 08 January 2021, available at
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/event/kazakh-repatriation-of-foreign-fighters
[10] The UN Security Council resolution 2178: S/RES/2178 (2014) | United Nations Security Council
[11] The UN Security Council resolution 2397: S/RES/2397 (2017) | United Nations Security Council
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members, professional courses for returning women to support financial independence, etc. The
compendium also examines European cases including, Kosovo, Germany, and the Netherlands. 

The compendium’s main focus is non-custodial rehabilitation and reintegration thus its primary concern is
such practices as they pertain to women and children. The focus countries are: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kosovo, Germany, and Netherlands. After conducting extensive research, the Bulan
Institute has identified a range of common promising practices as well as points of divergence. The aim of
the compendium is to share promising practices to enhance inter-state learning and to contribute to the
development of comprehensive rehabilitation and reintegration programs. 

The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations 

Section I Introduction
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II. Overview of Promising Practices

The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations 

This compendium is the result of extensive research conducted by the research team of the Bulan Institute.
Two workshops were organized to facilitate knowledge transfer and to extricate points of inter-state
learning. These workshops each involved speakers with direct experience of the development and
implementation of rehabilitation programs in the focus countries, all of whom played an essential role in
their success and efficiency. Following these workshops, the Bulan Institute published two working papers
with summaries of the discussions. More than twenty interviews were subsequently conducted with
frontline practitioners so as to gather more information and identify practices within the rehabilitation and
reintegration programs in the respective countries that appeared most promising. However, the essential
part of the findings also can be considered as the result of our research projects focused on the
rehabilitation and reintegration issues that were implemented since 2019. Interviews with frontline
practitioners and experts, as well as traditional academic research, allowed the research team to distill nine
promising practices that have been implemented in the seven focus countries. 

For the purpose of the compendium, promising practices have been defined as those approaches, policies
or activities considered by the research team as likely to lead to desired or improved positive outcomes,
namely the increased efficiency of rehabilitation and reintegration programs for women and children in the
focus countries and beyond. The following seven sections of this document will analyze the rehabilitation
and reintegration approaches of the focus countries alongside the relevant practices, drawing upon the
available empirical evidence regarding how practices have thus far been implemented or attempted. 

Key Practice 1: Identification, alignment and co-ordination
of multi-stakeholders and their roles

The existing experiences of repatriation and rehabilitation in the focus countries have proven that it is
necessary to identify all stakeholders to be involved in the subsequent rehabilitation and reintegration
processes. All state and non-state actors who may play an essential role in the stages of rehabilitation need
to be identified, involved, and connected as early as possible. 

Aligning these actors, discussing the vision for the whole process, and establishing a broad sort of ‘road
map,’ is essential to successful implementation of the given tasks. Some countries aligned stakeholders
under a National Action Plan whereas others created working groups and/or commissions. In the cases
examined, Ministries of Foreign Affairs or National Security Agencies usually took a leading role and
coordinated the process of task delegation and internal communication. 

Once identified and aligned, the next stage is to identify and expand upon the distinct roles and
contributions of all participating actors. Specifically, this stage aims to establish separate and clear
mandates so as to prevent institutional overlap and unnecessary duplication. Subsequently, there should
exist effective joint mechanisms of communication and coordination among all stakeholders, so they may
provide data on the progress of their activities and share arising concerns and constraints. 

The first group of stakeholders essential to the rehabilitation and reintegration process are state ministries
and agencies. More than ten state bodies, including those involved in foreign and interior affairs, as well as
relevant institutions in healthcare and education must share information and be connected through a
guiding strategy while also coordinating actions holistically. 
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The next group of key stakeholders are civil society organizations, such as community and religious leaders,
the media, local imams, as well as youth organizations, and the private sector.

The level at which the respective stakeholders are involved is country dependent. The higher the number
and wider the range of multi-stakeholders involved, the more likely the success of the rehabilitation and
reintegration practices is to follow. In Uzbekistan the rehabilitation and reintegration approach is based
upon the restoration of familial ties. The government’s response therefore strongly emphasizes and relies
upon social structures like families or neighborhood communities (malhallas) to act as agents of
deradicalization and reintegration. Those who welcome returnees are provided training by the state and
civil society organizations which allows for state oversight whilst granting local practitioners the skills and
opportunity required to effectively engage with returnees. Moreover, Germany involves both state and non-
state actors while Kosovo engages multiple state agencies and non-governmental organizations.

Aligning multi-stakeholders is beneficial as such alignment guarantees a whole-of-society approach which
leads to desired outcomes. A whole-of-society approach is defined as “a cooperative and coordinated effort
involving relevant government agencies and non-governmental actors, including those actors and sectors
— such as the business sector — usually excluded from definitions of civil society.”[12] However, civil society
organizations stand out among other actors by their unique capacity and skills. They are key actors in
creating social support networks for returnees and can provide everyday support to female and child
returnees.

Section II Overview of the Promising Practices

[12] A Whole-of-Society Approach to Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism and Radicalization That Lead to Terrorism, Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe Vienna, March 2020

Key Practice 2: Careful mapping and coordination of
resources and capacities and detailed guidance through
specific institutions

Repatriation and rehabilitation processes require a certain kind of framework to be established at the
governmental level, describing both the general approach of the program and specific guidelines for each
stage of the whole process. This should be preceded by an initial and careful mapping of the existing
resources and capacities available to be leveraged in support of the rehabilitation and reintegration of
returnees. The next step is the development of a tailored plan including key guidelines for managing the
return of ISIS-linked women and children. The focus countries developed special guidelines or national
action plans describing the general approach of the country, including the multi-agency structure at both
national and local levels, how all involved actors should act, and the mechanisms for coordination among
them. The identification of a lead actor is imperative to the effective management and coordination of the
various initiatives for the repatriation and reintegration of returnees from Syria and Iraq that follow.

10



The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations 

The Netherlands developed the Dynamic Assessment Framework which set out rules on how to reintegrate
women and children, beginning with an assessment of their individual needs, using specific risk assessment
methods to minimize the security risks. In 2015, Kosovo introduced the Strategy on Prevention of Violent
Extremism and Radicalization, which had the objective to deradicalize and rehabilitate. The initial Kosovo
strategy was followed by the National Strategy for Sustainable Reintegration of Repatriated Persons in 2017,
which set guidelines for the reintegration of returnees from the conflict zones. Later, Kosovo adopted a 72-
hour emergency action plan, which provided detailed descriptions for different approaches and treatments
of male, female and child returnees from Syria and Iraq respectively, following their arrival in the country.
Kosovo has subsequently developed a dedicated action plan to coordinate state actions and created a
dedicated institution called the Division for Prevention and Reintegration of Radicalized Persons (DPRRP)
which was established under the Ministry of Internal Affairs and an inter-institutional working group. The
DPRRP included, among others, the following bodies: the University Clinical Centre of Kosovo, the police,
the departments of Citizenship and of Integration, the Public Prosecutor’s Office, the Ministry of Health, the
Ministry of Social Welfare and the Sanitary Inspectorate. 

Tajikistan established a special interdepartmental working group under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to
bring together all state bodies and coordinate reintegration and rehabilitation work. In 2019, Germany
adopted a special model that called for a holistic approach toward the rehabilitation and reintegration of
returnees.[13] The model identified the main actors to be involved and set special guidelines for their work.
The model provided regulations at the state and community level, outlined the functions of each main
actor, set special considerations, established the returnee coordinator positions who should overview and
coordinate the cases, and assigned returnees to risk-related categories of support and supervision,
depending upon their level of radicalization.

Section II Overview of the Promising Practices

[13]Federal Ministry of the Interior and Community (BMI), On the topic of “Handling Returnees from Jihadi Conflict Areas, Specifically Syria and
Iraq”, Guidelines for a Holistic Approach Towards Dealing with Returnees https://www.innenministerkonferenz.de/IMK/DE/termine/to-
beschluesse/2019-12-04_06/anlage-zu-top-9.pdf;jsessionid=D550230BF2C5ECCCE59394028CD9A4F8.1_cid365?__blob=publicationFile&v=4

Key Practice 3: Involving, valuing, and relying on civil
society organizations and community members

Engaging civil society organizations in several phases of rehabilitation and reintegration programs widens
ownership and thereby improves implementation effectiveness. Civil society has the capacity to create a
space for constructive engagement and foster trust and understanding between stakeholders. A high level
of fear and distrust among returnees is likely, but civil society organizations are well placed to help build
trust and thus alleviate misunderstandings that might otherwise disrupt efforts to support social bonds. 

The nature of law enforcement agencies and other state agencies, determined by an emphasis on security
and societal protection, may lead to styles of engagement characterized by risk aversion and mistrust,
however civil society organizations can offer more affiliative and socially responsive ways of working. 
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Section II Overview of the Promising Practices

Typically, civil society organizations have greater access to vulnerable people in the community and their
members possess strong skills and experience in communication, coordination and problem solving at a
local level. Crucially they are regarded as having legitimacy and valued influence within communities, as
agents focused on human rights, and the safety and wellbeing of society, who are prepared to offer support
regarding typically overlooked, but critical issues.

The majority of the focus countries, including Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Germany, and Kosovo,
delegated the important phases of rehabilitation and reintegration to civil society organizations. Involving
civil society organizations appeared to guarantee the efficiency of each phase of the programs, by providing
social, legal, educational and psychological assistance. In Kosovo, several non-governmental organizations,
such as the Community Development Fund, the Kosovar Center for Security Studies, and the Kosova
Rehabilitation Centre for Torture Victims, have been key actors in the rehabilitation and reintegration of
women and children. Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan also involved many civil society organizations and it is
evident that, without their contributions, the local governments would have faced major challenges in many
aspects of the rehabilitation and reintegration effort. 

Local governments should keep close contact with civil society and interact with relevant actors whilst
remaining open to feedback through established mechanisms, to support better understanding of issues
and policy impacts. As such, civil society organizations can facilitate rehabilitation and reintegration
focused social and education projects and may be one of the most efficient service providers. In addition,
they offer the possibility of partnering with international donors and thereby complementing state
responses, easing the associated financial burden whilst filling the gaps left by state institutions.

Key Practice 4: Mobilization of multidisciplinary specialists
and capacity building

Returnees have unique and complex needs which must be addressed with the help of multidisciplinary
specialists, such as psychologists, theologians, social pedagogics, social workers, medical personnel, etc.
From the arrival of returnees onwards, throughout their rehabilitative and reintegrative journey, frontline
practitioners should be available and engaged both directly and in an advisory capacity to support the
workforce involved in care and support at the community level. 

Governments which plan to repatriate or receive returnees must begin preparations by mobilizing
specialists and organizing capacity-building activities for relevant professionals. Practitioners should be
carefully selected with priority given to those who have previous experience in at least one, ideally more, of
the following specialisms: supporting victims of conflict, terrorism or trafficking; working with survivors of
post-traumatic stress and complex trauma; forensic work including interventions with offenders; extremist
rehabilitation; child and family systemic working; education of special populations. As far as possible, these
specialists should receive individualized information concerning each returnee so as to shape their
response around the beneficiary, particularly when they are not involved in initial assessments of need.

12
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Section II Overview of the Promising Practices

In a number of countries, trainings and workshops were organized by UNICEF, the International Committee
of the Red Cross, and other international organizations to enhance practitioner capacities. For example,
Kazakhstan mobilized dozens of specialists from multiple spheres including psychologists, theologians,
social workers and educational specialists in advance, who were further trained to work with returnees.
Importantly, attending to practitioner capacities should not stop at initial training and preparation, but
should instead extend to ongoing mentoring and supervision in recognition of the complexity and novelty of
the work involved. Professional organizations providing membership, representation, guidance and
support according to each discipline can be consulted as to what can be expected from their members and
also to establish support structures and standards where these do not yet exist in relation to special
populations. 

Key Practice 5: The importance of family ties and
biographical work, placement considerations and
strengthening the family ties

Any state that repatriates their citizens from Syria and Iraq must emphasize and promote close
collaboration with family members in all phases of returnee repatriation and rehabilitation. Well before
repatriation itself, family members can play an important role, helping to identify and establish contact with
individuals in the custody of the Kurdish forces. Most returnees sever contact with friends and wider social
ties when they first become embroiled in a radical ideology, either willingly or under duress. However,
sporadic contact is often maintained with their parents or siblings where possible. The role of family
members in rehabilitation and reintegration becomes even more crucial following repatriation. Once
returnees arrive, family members are likely to be among their primary social contacts and may indeed be
the only people whom they trust.  Indeed, family members might be the only people able to offer an initial
and continuing sense of hope and belonging. 

The experiences of the compendium’s focus countries have proven that family members can offer a unique
source of compassion and psychological support, as well as financial aid, to returnees. Supporting family
ties is especially important in the case of those among the most vulnerable of returnees, children who have
been repatriated without their mothers. Kyrgyzstan repatriated 79 children from Iraqi prisons and exerted
huge efforts to prepare relatives to adopt them upon their return. All children were adopted by close
relatives who acted as agents of socialization and advocacy, while also providing the government,
beneficiary, and practitioners with a stable interface. Navigating these areas is not straightforward and may
only be possible when familial relationships are properly understood.

In Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kosovo, family members were heavily involved in rehabilitation and
reintegration processes. Many families accepting returnees, provided returnees with accommodation and a
sense of acceptance despite their troubles. However, careful analysis of the nature of relationship dynamics
within the family is essential. Biographical work should be conducted to establish the history of the
relationships between returnees and their relatives as far as possible. German practitioners used
biographical work to determine the extent of each family’s supportive capabilities and to identify potential
negative influences. 

13
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Section II Overview of the Promising Practices

While family networks can be invaluable, pre-existing challenges within these structures may have
contributed to the individual’s initial vulnerability to radicalization, or may re-emerge upon repatriation and
compromise efforts to support effective rehabilitation and reintegration. 

Where legal guardianship arrangements are required, the relevant assessments must be made and both
returnees and family members should be supported through this process with adequate information and
opportunity to be consulted. Whether placed with a relative or another appropriate adult, the needs of child
returnees must remain at the core of subsequent care plans and communication between care givers,
supporting practitioners and other stakeholders should be prioritized. Such plans should be made available
to those involved in the day-to-day care of the child, including childcare providers or teachers and family
doctors to support a integrated rehabilitation approach. Adult familial or non-familial care givers will
require briefing, training in essential aspects of child development and recovery in the context of trauma,
and ongoing mentorship and counselling to help maintain the effectiveness of the system of care at home. It
is the duty of governments to ensure such safeguards and resources are in place. 

Key Practice 6: Treating children as victims and ensuring
decisions taken are in each child’s best interests

Children brought to the Middle East by their parents or other adults or born in conflict zones are victims of
conflict, terrorism, and trafficking. UN member states have a primary responsibility to protect, respect, and
fulfill the rights of children who joined ISIS against their will. Children have the right to be protected from all
forms of violence, injury, abuse, neglect, and mistreatment. Exposure to violence, armed conflict, and
deprivation can have severe neurobiological, psychological and physical effects, particularly when children
have directly witnessed, been manipulated or coerced into, participating in violence.

In signing the Key Principles for the Protection, Repatriation, Prosecution, Rehabilitation and Reintegration
of Women and Children with Links to United Nations Listed Terrorist Groups, the United Nations Secretary
General clearly set out the centrality of the ‘best interests of the child’ and that children must be seen first
and foremost as victims.[14] These essential messages were again echoed by Special Rapporteur Fionnuala
Ní Aoláin who emphasized the importance of language and the need to change the discourse surrounding
the children to one in which the narrative centers on “the rights of the child, the best interests of the child,
care, compassion, and responsibility for children”. The UN special mandates called for the endorsement of
other international instruments such as the Paris Principles and Commitments, the Safe Schools
Declaration, and the Vancouver Principles, which support the protection of children from armed conflict.

[14] The Secretary General Foreword, the Key Principles for the Protection, Repatriation, Prosecution, Rehabilitation and Reintegration of
Women and Children with Links to United Nations Listed Terrorist Groups, available at Key Principles for Protection, Repatriation, Prosecution
and Rehabilitation - Bulan Institute, 
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“Children who have been recruited or used and who have been released or have escaped must receive long-
term, sustainable, gender and age-sensitive, and disability-inclusive reintegration programs, with access to
health care, mental health and psycho-social support, education, and protection, among other support”
stated UN experts.[15]

In the majority of focus countries, children were treated as victims and received medical care, education,
individual and group therapy, religious counselling, and cultural activities at dedicated rehabilitation
centers and/or reintegration support in their local community. Whilst the long-term impact of such
programs will not be evident for some time, the existing approaches provide a hopeful example of how UN
member states can guarantee safety and rehabilitation to returnee children. Especially, Central Asian
countries such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have shown a positive example of protecting children and
ensuring their rights, while guaranteeing safety and even not separating from their mothers. 

Key Practice 7: Building a supportive media strategy,
including providing ethics training to local journalists

The repatriation of ISIS associates carries negative social connotations, with backlash witnessed and
expressed via the media quasi-universally. Governments must therefore mitigate negative public opinion to
discourage the perpetuation of stigma towards returnees and to encourage increased social acceptance
and support of their reintegration. UN agencies have played an essential role in assisting governments
coordinate with the media while also training journalists on the mitigation of any attempts at
sensationalism. From 2013 onwards, traditional and social forms of media in various forums demonized all
those who joined ISIS. When repatriations began it became difficult to dispel such images. Given this
context, it is essential to opt for a media strategy that can convey helpful and narratives to the public and
raise compassionate awareness, not least in part by training local journalists in ethical and professional
practice such as maintaining a stance of neutrality and avoiding biased reporting. 

Following an increase in the repatriation of ISIS-related persons, journalists in focus countries such as
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, needed additional knowledge and insight about the international
obligations of UN Member states, the relevant international norms regarding children`s rights, and other
conflict-sensitive topics related to the return of women and children. UN agencies, especially UNICEF,
played a crucial role in developing guidelines and providing training to local journalists. The primary goal
was to protect returnee children. Thus, journalists were provided with additional training and guidance on
key principles such as do no harm, protecting the best interests of each child over any other consideration,
respecting the dignity and rights of every child, respecting the privacy of children and their mothers, and not
publishing a story or an image that might put a child, their siblings or peers at risk. 

[15]Children Have Specific Rights and Should be Protected At All Times, UN Experts, OHCHR, available at Special Representative of the Secretary-
General on violence against children | OHCHR
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Some governments in the focus countries alleviated the potential for negative public opinion by creating a
specialized pool of media outlets which could interview and publish balanced and person-centered stories
on returnees. In Central Asian countries such collaborations between the media and governments helped to
avoid sensationalism, supported returnees to claim their right to privacy and counteracted stigmatization.
Any contact between media and returnees should be done with their consent, including that of their legal
guardian where applicable, with permission for photography/videotaping should be sought in writing. 

Key Practice 8: Securing long-term trauma-informed
psychological support for all returnees

Many returnees, including men, women, and children, are likely to present with some degree of
psychological trauma upon their return, including post-traumatic stress and other mental health issues. In
general, the experiences of focus countries have shown that psychological assistance to returnees and
trauma informed interventions are key to successful rehabilitation and reintegration. Their experiences to
date have led psychological practitioners to develop a unique repository of knowledge and insight, the
analysis and dissemination of which may help to identify, alleviate, and prevent future radicalization.
Returnees themselves have been supported in their management of diverse symptoms of post-traumatic
stress such as muted responses, heightened sensitivity to noise, psychosomatic symptoms, sleep
difficulties, flashbacks and intrusive memories, and high levels of anxiety, anger, shame and hopelessness. 

Governments must secure the financial and human resources necessary to provide long-term psychological
assistance to returnees. Psychological assessment and access to timely and effective psychological
interventions suitable to the concerns of returnees must form part of rehabilitation and reintegration
programs. Such assessment and interventions should be considered essential to the aim of supporting
adjustment and achievement in other areas of life and an important part of the overall health care of
returnees. In turn, attempts to make sense of patterns of maladjustment must include some consideration
of the social-psychological and neuropsychological aspects of individual functioning in the context of
exposure to violence and conflict, especially in the case of children. 

Psychological interventions should be tailored to the individual needs of returnees and specialists must be
trained in the neuro-psychosocial basis of human behavior as well as evidence-based interventions that can
address these areas of concern. Mental health professionals involved in the rehabilitation and reintegration
of returnees should be experienced in contributing to risk assessments pertaining to self-harm and
suicidality, as well as risk to and from others. All care planning and processes involved in psychological
intervention for returnees should be undertaken in line with the core principles of human rights-based
approaches to health care and risk assessment.

The novel nature of providing psychological services to returnees from Syria and Iraq will in all likelihood
demand creativity and the development of practice-based evidence through the collection of relevant
process and outcomes data, as well as case studies. The Covid pandemic brought unprecedented
challenges to existing rehabilitation programs because returnees were confined to their homes and lacked
direct interaction with practitioners. In Kazakhstan, local psychologists worked quickly to establish online
support provision for female returnees. Ms. Gulnaz Razdykova, Director of the Pavlodar Centre for Interfaith
Cooperation, launched the Zhusan Zoom project for 120 women over the course of the pandemic. 
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Key Practice 9: Empowerment of female returnees for
their economic independence

The socio-economic wellbeing of returnees is an important part of efforts to foster successful reintegration
and resocialization. Female returnees arriving to the focus countries with children, typically had between
three and five children to support alone, since their husbands were in custody or had been killed during the
conflict. Their economic independence quickly became a primary challenge for the focus countries. Most of
the focus countries provided support packages to returnee women and children, which included essential
housing, food, clothes, and medical assistance. However, financial and material governmental support
cannot be provided indefinitely, and women returnees should be encouraged and supported in attempts to
enter the labor market. 

Whilst some women returnees lived with family members following initial stays at rehabilitation centers, the
financial burden on those families was a concern. Countries such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan took the
initiative in organizing professional courses for women to skill them up in preparation for employment.
UNICEF and International Organization of Migration provided assistance to local NGOs for such projects,
with short courses in beauty treatment and cooking and food preparation made available. Dozens of
returnee women subsequently found jobs, with others in Kazakhstan, Kosovo and Uzbekistan were
provided with small grants to open small businesses. In Kosovo, the Community Development Fund
provided female returnees with parenting, training, and vocational courses, as well as grant provisions for
employment-related equipment. Professional courses, vocational training and skills development can be
vital for returnees; however, employment was not guaranteed for returnees who participated.
Stigmatization persisted and employment opportunities were limited.

Summary 
Throughout 2022, more UN member states have realized that repatriation to home countries is the only law-
compliant solution to deal with former ISIS fighters and their family members. Even though repatriation has
been slow, the existing experiences of the countries featured in this compendium provide opportunity for
other countries to learn from their efforts. Taken together, the nine promising practices listed above provide
a holistic approach to the repatriation and reintegration of returnees, with an emphasis on the needs of
women and children. 

UN Member states have a duty to repatriate their citizens and should build comprehensive rehabilitation
and reintegration programs that support adjustment and community membership. Governments are
responsible for creating the structures which facilitate reintegration and resocialization and the promotion
of methods and practices which permit an individual the opportunity to take responsibility for their actions
where relevant and to allow them to flourish in civil society. All countries should take human rights-based
approaches to supporting returnees and their communities and the nine promising practices listed in the
compendium can contribute to ensuring that approach. 
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General Context
According to the latest data available, 1150 individuals left Germany to join terrorist organizations in Syria
and Iraq, primarily the Islamic State (ISIS).[16] Twenty-five percent of departees were women and girls,
largely motivated by the jihad, marriage, and the desire to accompany one’s partner.[17] While a substantial
number of male fighters remain in Syria and Iraq, Germany has conducted various repatriation operations
of women and minors between 2019 and 2022. Female and youth repatriation has occurred through self-
repatriation, where returnees have used their own resources to travel back to Germany, repatriation via the
German state apparatus, or return via a program organized by the Turkish government.[18] As of November
2022, more than 95 women have returned to Germany from Syria and Iraq.[19] According to Counter
Extremism Project (CEP) report from August 2022, at least seven women and 22 children remain in the Al-Roj
camp, with two further German women held in Al-Hawl camp. Additionally, 6 women remain detained in
Iraqi prisons.[20] After March 2022, Germany announced that subsequent repatriations would only occur in
special cases. After a 6-month operational gap, Foreign Minister Baerbock informed the public that another
operation had taken place on October 5th, 2022, whereby 7 children, 4 women and 1 adolescent man were
safely repatriated.[21] On November 1st, 2022, another operation was conducted where 31-year-old Zuhal A.
was repatriated alongside her 4 children.[22] In total, 103 German nationals, mostly minors, have been
repatriated.[23] The following analysis describes the German rehabilitation and reintegration practices for
women and child returnees.

[16] Sofia Koller, Prosecution of German Women Returning from Syria and Iraq Insights and Recommendations for Policymakers and Security
Agencies, Counter Extremism Project (CEP), October 2022,
[17] Kerstin Sischka, et. al, Rückkehrerinnen und ihre Kinder Psychologisch-therapeutische Perspektiven zur Rehabilitation von Frauen und
Kindern aus den ehemaligen Gebieten des sog. Islamischen Staates, Violence Prevention Network,2020
[18]Anita Perešin, and Daniela Pisoiu, Repatriated foreign terrorist fighters and their families: European experiences & lessons for P/CVE,
Radicalisation Awareness Network, June 2021,
[19] Sofia Koller, Prosecution of German Women Returning from Syria and Iraq Insights and Recommendations for Policymakers and Security
Agencies, Counter Extremism Project (CEP), August 2022.
[20] Sofia Koller, Prosecution of German Women Returning from Syria and Iraq Insights and Recommendations for Policymakers and Security
Agencies, ibid.
[21] Federal Foreign Office, Statement by Foreign Minister Baerbock on the repatriation of seven children, four women and one adolescent from
north-eastern Syria, October 5, 2022, https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/repatriation-syria/2556528
[22] Eric Beres, Rückholaktionen aus Syrien vorerst beendet, ARD, November 2, 2022, https://www.tagesschau.de/investigativ/swr/is-frauen-
kinder-syrien-103.html
[23] The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovation, Video Interview Conducted with Sofia Koller, November 2022.
[24] RAN, Conclusion Paper. Digital study visit – Returnee coordinators in Germany: visit to Hesse and Berlin, 15 October 2020.

The German Rehabilitation & Reintegration Approach
To confront the challenges of repatriating women and child returnees, the German government developed
an innovative and holistic approach to coordinating a range of different actors. The German government
has implemented a model of state-driven coordination between civil society and state institutions.[24]

In 2019, the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, BAMF)
launched the “Coordination for returning FTFs and families from Syria and Iraq” model. The model
established special positions known as returnee coordinators in the seven German states most impacted by
the return of women and children from former IS-controlled territory. German authorities established the
model in response to public fears of the re-radicalization of returnees. 
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Thus, the German reintegration and rehabilitation model has prioritized strategic networking amongst
reintegration relevant actors to ensure returnees undergo a holistic and multidimensional rehabilitation
process.[25]

In the German model returnee coordinators work as interlocutors between federal, state, local, civil society,
and professional actors, centralising information and coordinating action from the returnee’s departure
from the Middle East through to their reintegration into German society. BAMF ensures the sharing of best
practices through facilitating regular exchanges between returnee coordinators and BAMF officials.
Specifically, BAMF prioritizes intra returnee-coordinator dialogue as the meetings act to homogenize
reintegration approaches and disseminate promising practices throughout Germany. However, due to the
diffuse nature of the German political system, specific implementation of practices is case-dependent and
hinges entirely on the approach of each Bundeslandt; no single standardised policy exists, and states
develop their own specific responses based on interpretations of Federally established guidelines.

[25]Kerstin Sischka, et. al, Rückkehrerinnen und ihre Kinder Psychologisch-therapeutische Perspektiven zur Rehabilitation von Frauen und
Kindern aus den ehemaligen Gebieten des sog. Islamischen Staates, Violence Prevention Network,2020.
[26]Sofia Koller et al., Issue paper: Reintegration of returnees from Syria and Iraq - Infoex workshop, DGAP POLICY BRIEF, December 2019.
[27]RAN, Conclusion Paper. Digital study visit – Returnee coordinators in Germany: visit to Hesse and Berlin, 15 October 2020.
[28] RAN, Conclusion Paper. Digital study visit – Returnee coordinators in Germany: visit to Hesse and Berlin, 15 October 2020.

1.1. RELEVANT PRACTICE: ESTABLISHING THE RETURNEE
COORDINATOR POSITIONS
Returnee coordinators meet several times a year with BAMF to evaluate and identify challenges
and lessons learned. The coordinators act as the interface between security institutions, regional
coordinators, civil society, and relevant federal and regional institutions, and if necessary,
cooperate at federal level in individual cases as well. Their main task is to initiate deradicalization
initiatives in individual cases wherever possible, and support deradicalization work in relation to
returnees, in a sustainable manner. They maintain an overview of the situation on the ground and
of the numbers and types of individuals returning, monitor and follow up on measures, identify
good practices, challenges and problems as well as possible solutions, and are effectively a
communication node among the various institutions involved. They ensure that a multi-
professional and interdisciplinary network is established in which responsibilities are defined,
case-related information is shared, and individual measures are taken. 

Key Players Involved in Rehabilitation

Various actors are involved in Germany`s rehabilitation and reintegration efforts, including civil society
organisations and security authorities, in addition to federal, state, and local governmental structures.[26]
The composition of practitioner teams is dependent on the individual parameters of returnees, including
age, gender, family situation, criminal history and affiliation.[27] Youth Welfare officers and civil society
counseling centers represent the most pertinent entities involved in the rehabilitation and reintegration of
women and child returnees. Specifically, the actors provide support and oversight throughout the
deradicalization and reintegration process.[28]
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[29]Kerstin Sischka, Female Returnees and their Children. Psychotherapeutic perspectives on the rehabilitation of women and their children
from the former territories of the so-called Islamic State, Violence Prevention Network, Publication Series Issue 4, 2020.
[30]Kerstin Sischka, et. al, Rückkehrerinnen und ihre Kinder Psychologisch-therapeutische Perspektiven zur Rehabilitation von Frauen und
Kindern aus den ehemaligen Gebieten des sog. Islamischen Staates, Violence Prevention Network,2020.
[31]Riza Kumar, Female Foreign Terrorist Fighters: Challenges in Repatriation, Prosecution, and Rehabilitation, Counter Extremism Project,
December 2021. 
[32] Anita Perešin, and Daniela Pisoiu, Repatriated foreign terrorist fighters and their families: European experiences & lessons for P/CVE,
Radicalisation Awareness Network, June 2021.

The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations 

In Germany women returnees are met by police personnel upon arrival and are then subject to medical and
psychological examinations along with interviews with relevant rehabilitation related practitioners and civil
society organizations. Initial interviews are an essential step in developing individualised support strategies
for women returnees and children. 

The importance of the initial assessment phase of returnees cannot be understated. The Violence
Prevention Network (VPN) has highlighted that the transparent and honest interactions of government
actors with returnees is a powerful tool acting to motivate returnees to begin the rehabilitation and
reintegration process. By avoiding isolation of returnees upon arrival, the German approach seeks to
encourage committed participation in the rehabilitation and reintegration program. Moreover, the German
government recognizes the potential traumatic impact of the immediate removal of children from their
mothers or immediate arrest after arrival, acknowledging such actions as detrimental to establishing trust
between returnees and government actors.[30]

In the case of youth returnees, counselling centers cooperate with Youth Welfare officers. A Youth Welfare
investigation establishes necessary support measures for the child returnee and assesses whether returnee
parents have endangered or violated the rights of a returnee child.[29]

Section III Germany 

Needs Assessment and Investigative Process

"
“Stakeholders are now also taking care that there that the
separation of the child from the mother is better prepared.
So, if she is to be placed into pre-trial detention, then it
really helps to have a separate room where she can say
goodbye to the child at the airport, where she can explain
what happens and then there is like a process that makes
sure that this kind of potentially very traumatizing event is
at least prepared as much as possible. So that’s one
aspect to have all relevant actors on board and returnee
coordinators, but also those working in counseling
centers, are also trying to sensitize actors within prison,
security agencies and youth welfare agencies.”

Sofia Koller, Senior Research Analyst, Counter
Extremism Project

 

Simultaneously, the German government has
pursued individual investigations of returnees
assessing their potential involvement in
criminal activities. Germany requires children
to be repatriated with their mothers.[31] As
such, upon a child’s return, the returnee
undergoes health evaluations in conjunction
with an investigation by security authorities
and the Youth Welfare Office into the domestic
welfare of the child. If the authorities establish
that the child’s current domestic situation
endangers the child’s welfare, German
authorities place the child under the care of
the Youth Welfare Office. Similarly, if a
returnee’s health is found to be at risk, German
authorities will arrange medical treatment for
the child.[32]

Box 2.1.
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[33]RAN, Conclusion Paper. Digital study visit – Returnee coordinators in Germany: visit to Hesse and Berlin, 15 October 2020. P. 3.
[34]Sofia Koller et al., Issue paper: Reintegration of returnees from Syria and Iraq - Infoex workshop, DGAP POLICY BRIEF, December 2019.
[35]Kerstin Sischka, et. al, Rückkehrerinnen und ihre Kinder Psychologisch-therapeutische Perspektiven zur Rehabilitation von Frauen und
Kindern aus den ehemaligen Gebieten des sog. Islamischen Staates, Violence Prevention Network,2020.
[36]Thomas Mücke, Deradicalization in the field of religiously motivated extremism. Pedagogical approaches, Bundeszentrale für politische
Bildung, January 2016 .

The reception phase combines a thorough needs assessment with trust-building between the beneficiary,
involved state entities and practitioners. The BAMF “Coordination for returning FTFs and families from Syria
and Iraq” model prioritizes the establishment of trust with returnees,[33] through providing consistency and
regularity in BAMF-returnee interactions. Each returnee is allocated a support figure who acts as a conduit
for communication between a returnee and rehabilitation and reintegration actors, is responsible for
arranging a returnee’s support-related activities, and acts as a counsellor for the individual. Though
comprehensive, the support figure’s involvement in the beneficiary’s affairs is on an as-needed basis, which
goes some way towards encouraging a developing sense of autonomy and counteracting stigmatisation of
returnees.[34]

The success of the first phase hinges upon the establishment of social, psychological, and domestic stability
for the beneficiary. First, stable returnee living conditions allow the state to maintain oversight while
providing the beneficiary with the secure base necessary to progress in the rehabilitation and reintegration
process. Next, the returnee’s support figure encourages the beneficiary to adhere to governmental
regulations, whether by registering with relevant authorities or generating birth certificates for their
children, the step aims to provide returnees with a sense of belonging in the German state and local
community.[35]

1.2. RELEVANT PRACTICE: THE VIOLENCE PREVENTION
NETWORK AND THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY
The Violence Prevention Network (VPN) is one of the German civil society organisations active on the
ground with practitioners coming from a range of professions and background. As an organization
working with returnees both within and outside correctional settings, VPN supports first-line
practitioners who encounter specialized challenges when working with radicalised people returning to
Germany from a crisis area. VPN has therefore developed a series of focal points to guide the
deradicalization work, including the establishment of a basis of trust with the beneficiaries, the
development and increase of the returnee’s ability to engage in constructive and peaceful dialogue, and
the development of tolerance towards contradictions.[36]

Rehabilitation of female returnees involves a multileveled approach combining several methods and
offering returnees access to specialists. Among the methods, returnees are able to select the gender of their
contact person which has been seen as a positive aspect when undertaken in a civilian setting. The
frequency of the counselling sessions is needs-based and can vary from three times a week to weekly or bi-
weekly sessions. There are multiple counselling centres in Germany operated by both state agencies and
non-governmental organizations. 

Rehabilitation as a Multileveled Approach
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Returnees, both women and children, receive legal, social, educational and medication support. Needs of
each returnee are assessed individually and determined by Youth Welfare Centres and counselling centres.

Biography Work 

Counsellors incorporate biography-focused sessions through using familial history with the goal of
providing depth and an individual focus to the counselling process. Biographical work grants the beneficiary
an opportunity to analyse their personal radicalization, departure, and indoctrination journey while also
permitting individual reflection upon possible crimes committed. 

The genogram is a particularly pertinent example of biographical work and grants the beneficiary with an
overarching presentation of familial ties and relationships. In the reintegration process, the genogram may
aid the affected individual in assessing and understanding the scope of intra-personal links affected by the
returnee’s actions.

As returning women, especially mothers, with potentially multifaceted involvement as conflict witnesses,
victims, and perpetrators, biographical work is a valuable tool able to generate self-reflection and stimulate
awareness of individual acts. VPN has stressed that the German context has yet to extensively promote
biography work and has highlighted the potential utility of the counselling method as a tool to provide
practitioners with in-depth knowledge about returnees while also progressing the rehabilitation and
reintegration process.

One would be remiss not to mention the fact that every returnee’s experience differs. Upbringing,
radicalization, departure, life in the caliphate and return are all deeply personal elements. Thus, returnee
treatment should take a personal approach and adapt to individual circumstances as best as possible, while
alleviating the risks associated with generalized forms of counselling. [37]

[37]Kerstin Sischka, et. al, Rückkehrerinnen und ihre Kinder Psychologisch-therapeutische Perspektiven zur Rehabilitation von Frauen und
Kindern aus den ehemaligen Gebieten des sog. Islamischen Staates, Violence Prevention Network,2020.

"
“Biographical work is one of the central counselling blocks. By recognizing biographical context and background
it is possible for the clients to better understand the radicalization processes they went through and to be able to
better reflect on their departure, for example.” 

Feride Aktas, Rehabilitation Expert at Violence Prevention Network

Box 2.2.
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[38]Corinna Emser, et. Al, Distanzierungsverläufe vom salafistischen Extremismus Eine empirische Studie über die Vielfalt individueller Wege der
Loslösung vom Salafismus, Beiträge zu Migration und Integration, vol. 11, BAMF, 2022.
[39]Sofia Koller et al., Issue paper: Reintegration of returnees from Syria and Iraq - Infoex workshop, DGAP POLICY BRIEF, December 2019.

Psychotherapeutic Interventions 

Experience shows the importance of providing returnees with access to psychotherapeutic treatment.
German counselling centers have played a primary role in coordinating the contact between beneficiaries
and the best-suited psychotherapists. While some centers already have psychologists on staff, the German
rehabilitation and reintegration model aims to facilitate increased availability of psychologists to returnees.
Oftentimes, counselling practitioners possess a variance of psychological specialisations, including recovery
from trauma, person-centred therapy or psychodynamic psychotherapy.

Although counselling and psychotherapeutic treatment are case-dependent, rehabilitation and
reintegration experts and mental health professionals can comment on common areas of need, especially
in relation to women returnees. A relevant factor in the deradicalization and reintegration of female
respondents has been challenging of gender doctrines promoted by ISIS. Upon their return, respondents
who are adherent to strict gender roles as manifested in ISIS doctrine (i.e full veil, only being responsible for
the household, strong separation of habitation around areas “for women” and “for men”), began to feel
increasingly isolated. As they became increasingly determined to establish broader community-wide bonds,
these women returnees have challenged uncompromising gender roles and thus, have progressed in the
reintegration and deradicalization process.[38]

1.3. RELEVANT PRACTICE: PROVISION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL
AND DERADICALIZATION SUPPORT ON A VOLUNTARY BASIS. 
A key factor for successful counselling and reintegration into society is the mental health of the
affected beneficiary when in a civilian setting. The beneficiary needs to be personally motivated
and open to alter previous ideological convictions. Due to the potential of ideological evolution
resulting from counseling sessions, not all returnees are initially willing to talk to counsellors
and initiate the deradicalization process. However, in most cases, the returnees contact their
counsellors a few months after repatriation.[39]

Religious Counselling and Spirituality 

As outlined by Emser et al. (2022), experts found that former ISIS fighters and family members could no
longer differentiate between religious elements of the Qur'an and dogmatic interpretations of ISIS. Often, a
returnee will feel compelled to distance themselves from religion. In the German rehabilitation and
reintegration response, however, religion and spirituality are not brushed aside as elements inextricably
linked with radicalization. Instead, practitioners seek to encourage moderate means of practice, mindful of
the potentially detrimental ramifications of a returnee’s total removal from religion. 
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In the German approach, religious rehabilitation is not part of standard practice for every returnee.
However, practitioners may pursue aspects of religious rehabilitation following an initial needs-based
assessment. Currently, religious rehabilitation is generally a long-term process; the practitioner-planned
rehabilitation is designed around the individual dynamics and characteristics of a returnee’s radicalization.
 
BAMF’s empirical study has measured that the effectiveness of religious counseling is case-dependent.
While all practitioners should hold basic grasps of Islamic religious practices and ideology in conjunction
with Jihadi doctrines, religious counseling has thus far been most beneficial to individuals with high degrees
of radicalization. In contrast, for individuals exhibiting minor forms of radicalization, removal or
disassociation from religion has been an effective mode of rehabilitation and reintegration.[40]

[40]Corinna Emser, et. Al, Distanzierungsverläufe vom salafistischen Extremismus Eine empirische Studie über die Vielfalt individueller Wege der
Loslösung vom Salafismus, Beiträge zu Migration und Integration, vol. 11, BAMF, 2022.
[41]Sofia Koller et al., Issue paper: Reintegration of returnees from Syria and Iraq - Infoex workshop, DGAP POLICY BRIEF, December 2019.
[42]Sofia Koller et al., Issue paper: Reintegration of returnees from Syria and Iraq - Infoex workshop, DGAP POLICY BRIEF, December 2019.

3.1. RELEVANT FACT: IMPORTANCE OF THEOLOGICAL
EXPERTISE FOR REHABILITATION WORK
To conduct successful rehabilitation work, counsellors must hold a background knowledge of
theological concepts and practices. For instance, Muslim practitioners are generally better
equipped to successfully build contact and work with returnees, therefore, having a solid
theological education has proven to be helpful for the counselling pedagogical staff.

"

“After their repatriation, many returnees have conflicts regarding religion. They can no longer
differentiate what belongs to religion and what is the extremist interpretation. Therefore, many try to
distance themselves from religion very fast once back in Germany. And in the beginning, it’s always the
same, they say “I have nothing to do with them, with all of them”. However, they have an inner desire to
continue to be religious and spiritual, thereby we support them to find a middle way".

Feride Aktas, Rehabilitation Expert at Violence
Prevention Network

Box 2.3.

Between 1,400 and 1,650 European children have lived within ISIS-occupied territory including minors that
travelled alongside parents or were born directly in the region.[41] Thus far, 200 children have returned to
Europe and live either directly with mothers, relatives, or in specialized institutions.[42]

Children & Adolescents 
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Due to the practice of automatic removal of child custody when the returnee parent faces a criminal
conviction, a large percentage of returnee parents have lost child custody. However, German authorities
permit children under the age of three to remain with incarcerated mothers. 

Even outside the prison system, returnee parents face an elevated risk of losing custody or being denied
contact with their children. As a result, young children unable to live with parents or relatives go into foster
care or are placed under the care of specialized institutions.

Parent-child separation can lead to severe psychological strain and should therefore be avoided if possible.
When children remain with mothers, support figures must establish contact and build trust with the
maternal returnee for the sake of the child. Specifically, a support figure’s assistance in the realm of meeting
the child’s needs provides an avenue for rehabilitation and reintegration practitioners to interact and build
rapport with the mother. 

Returnee children themselves are not subjected to a deradicalization process. While children may display
imitative behaviours of radicalized persons, children are considered unable to consciously absorb
ideologies and lacking the ability to make informed decisions.[43]

Moreover, the examination of youth rehabilitation and reintegration practices requires a delicate lens of
analysis as returnee children are not responsible for acts committed in contexts evolving outside of their
control. The reintegration and rehabilitation of children and adolescents necessitates highly specialized
practitioners and detailed planning.

Dynamics between returnee parents and children can be complex. Parents may have intended to radicalize
and indoctrinate children while subsequently stemming youth social and educational development.
However, the parent-child relationship can be instrumental in structuring pathways towards reintegration
and deradicalization. Given these complexities, counselling should take a highly individualized approach to
potential trauma with the utmost care and consideration.[44]

[43]Violence Prevention Network, Fact Sheet “Returnees”, available at Fact Sheet “Returnees” › Violence Prevention Network (violence-
prevention-network.de), accessed on 20 September 2022.
[44]Kerstin Sischka, et. al, Rückkehrerinnen und ihre Kinder Psychologisch-therapeutische Perspektiven zur Rehabilitation von Frauen und
Kindern aus den ehemaligen Gebieten des sog. Islamischen Staates, Violence Prevention Network, 2020.
[45]BBC, “Germany and Denmark repatriate 37 children and 11 'IS women' from Syria,” accessed on 23 October 2022.
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-58824546

"
“The children are not to blame for their situation. It is right that we do everything we can to enable them
to live in safety and in a good environment".[45]

German Federal Foreign Office

Box 2.4.
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1.4. RELEVANT PRACTICE: NETWORKING OF YOUTH
REINTEGRATION AND REHABILITATION RELEVANT
PRACTITIONERS
In addition to the coordination efforts of the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees, German civil
society has also coordinated support for returnees. In particular, the Violence Prevention Network (VPN)
has played a key role in facilitating services for youth returnees along with networking relevant
practitioners in Germany. While youth returnees do not require participation in deradicalization
activities, VPN is cognizant of the psychological damage of children returning from combat zones. Thus,
VPN’s TRIAS Berlin program facilitates multi-professional support for children returning from former
ISIS-held territory. Specifically, the program connects and facilitates engagement between youth
returnees and psychotherapeutic providers specializing in treating traumatized or psychologically
damaged minors. Moreover, the VPN “bridges the gaps between pedagogy, social work and the
psychological and therapeutic occupations” through creating a network of specialist practitioners able
to assist in the reintegration of returnee children.[46]

[46]Violence Prevention Network (VPN), “TRIAS Berlin,” accessed on 23 October 2022. https://violence-prevention-
network.de/angebote/projektuebersicht/trias-berlin/?lang=en
[47]Sofia Koller, Prosecution of German Women Returning from Syria and Iraq Insights and Recommendations for Policymakers and Security
Agencies, Counter Extremism Project (CEP), August 2022.
[48]Sofia Koller, Prosecution of German Women Returning from Syria and Iraq Insights and Recommendations for Policymakers and Security
Agencies, Counter Extremism Project (CEP), August 2022.
[49]Cristián Correa, A Transitional Justice Approach to Foreign Fighters, International Center for Transitional Justice, December 2021.

Rehabilitation Practices in Prisons 

Germany has utilized a transitional justice model to address the human rights violations committed by ISIS-
linked women and men returning to Germany. Through the model, German authorities have acted to ensure
justice for the populations that have suffered the most from ISIS activities in Syria and Iraq. 

While the German state has prosecuted male returnees since the return flows began, the German
prosecution of female returnees only began in 2018.[47] As Sofia Koller, senior research analyst at the Berlin
office of the Counter Extremism Project (CEP), has stressed, the systematic prosecution of female returnees
is more recent than that of male returnees. According to her research, the delay in female prosecution is due
to gender-based stereotypes responsible for understating the role of women in terrorist organizations.
Moreover, Keller argues the delayed nature of European prosecution of female returnees is due to a lack of
judicial clarity surrounding the classification of criminal offenses used to prosecute female IS members and
affiliates. 

Notably, in July 2022, Germany became the first country to convict a female returnee for aiding and abetting
genocide. Germany was also the first state to sentence a female returnee on charges of gender-based
violence against members of the Yazidi community.[48] The German state has pursued the prosecution of IS
crimes against the Yazidi community with strong public support, especially from conflict-affected refugees
residing in Germany.[49]
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[50]Sofia Koller, Prosecution of German Women Returning from Syria and Iraq, ibid.
[51]Sofia Koller, Prosecution of German Women Returning from Syria and Iraq, ibid.
[52]Anita Perešin, and Daniela Pisoiu, Repatriated foreign terrorist fighters and their families: European experiences & lessons for P/CVE,
Radicalisation Awareness Network, June 2021.
[53]Corinna Emser, et. Al, Distanzierungsverläufe vom salafistischen Extremismus Eine empirische Studie über die Vielfalt individueller Wege der
Loslösung vom Salafismus, Beiträge zu Migration und Integration, vol. 11, BAMF, 2022.

Section III Germany 

"
“Before 2017-2018, female returnees were not considered potential offenders. So, almost all women who
returned to Germany just lived their lives, were not bothered by security agencies and not charged. Then,
from 2018, Germany started to prosecute female returnees as well. One of the factors is that the
understanding of women with ISIS became more nuanced and prosecutors found an approach to argue that
they supported ISIS structures and could be charged as members of a terrorist organization."

Sofia Koller, Senior Research Analyst, Counter Extremism Project

Box 2.5.

As of October 2022, German courts have convicted 28% of all German female returnees (26 individuals). The
vast majority of convicted women have received convictions on charges of “membership in, or support of a
foreign terrorist organization.”[50] Moreover, the German government has issued an average sentence of 3
years and 10 months, including probation to the 26 convicted women.[51]

3.2. RELEVANT FACT: PROSECUTION OF FEMALE RETURNEES
IN GERMANY
Throughout Europe female returnees have been treated as individuals with full agency when facing
prosecution.[52] Germany has recognised ISIS-linked women as perpetrators liable to be prosecuted for the
crimes potentially committed in Syria and Iraq. Women have been convicted and, in some cases, sentenced to
a maximum of 6 or 10 years. However, prosecution and incarceration may be a reductive response to an issue
with roots in deep-seeded societal stresses. Nonetheless, incarceration and conviction may be suitable tools
to encourage participation in rehabilitative and reintegrative practices among individuals being sentenced for
grave crimes.[53]

Custodial Interventions: Psychological and Theological
The counselling centres of the Violence Prevention Network offer deradicalization support in prisons for a
variety of radicalized individuals, including returnees. Female returnees in the penal system have received
the same counselling as female returnees in a civilian setting. However, incarcerated returnees are not
obligated to attend counselling sessions; instead, the sessions are voluntary. Practitioners visit convicted
individuals regularly, offering them psychological and theological counselling. 

27



The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations 

Section III Germany 

Counselling practitioners offer individualized consultations as well as group discussions, using a multitude
of didactic methods to involve the participants (i.e., role-playing games, flash rounds, slow-motion
procedures).[54] The sessions aim to facilitate self-reflection amongst returnees and provide the space for
individuals to elaborate on their beliefs and past actions. Convicted individuals are also provided with
mental health professionals who have the opportunity to incorporate biography-focused work into
sessions. Throughout the deradicalization and rehabilitation process, counsellors and returnees discuss
topics ranging from gender concepts and images of masculinity to political constellations in the Middle
East, conspiracy theories, criminal responsibilities, and religious beliefs.

In addition to facilitating mental health support for incarcerated returnees, German authorities have made
specific considerations regarding the parent-child relationship of incarcerated returning mothers. Parental
incarceration creates complex and unique challenges for both parties. Outright separation between a
mother and child has differing effects on both parties and has the potential to cause long-term mental
health issues in both figures. Additionally, when reintegrating children into a normative social environment,
parental conviction threatens to attach long-term stigma to the child. In the parent’s case, separation may
generate a dismissive attitude towards authorities within the parent. Building on the distain for western
states outlined in ISIS doctrine, the parent may view state authorities as not only responsible for
incarceration, but also for the forced separation of the parent and offspring. Therefore, in the case of an
incarcerated returnee parent, the rehabilitation progress of both parent and child is dependent upon the
state allowing and fostering a conducive environment for regular contact between parents and their
children.[55]

[54]More information about the counseling work conducted by VPN practitioners can be found at the following link Practical report:
Deradicalisation in the prison system | bpb.de.
[55]Kerstin Sischka, et. al, Rückkehrerinnen und ihre Kinder Psychologisch-therapeutische Perspektiven zur Rehabilitation von Frauen und
Kindern aus den ehemaligen Gebieten des sog. Islamischen Staates, Violence Prevention Network, 2020.

1.5. RELEVANT PRACTICE: REHABILITATION ON A FREE OF CHARGE
BASE 
According to the first-line practitioners interviewed, counselling in Germany should remain free of charge
and accessible to everyone in need of support. To ensure regular and accessible counselling and support for
female and child returnees, it is essential to secure stable and sufficient funding. 

1.6. RELEVANT PRACTICE: VALUE-FREE COUNSELLING 
Interviewed practitioners highlighted the importance of value-free counselling, thus avoiding judging
returnees for their beliefs and life choices. Honesty, transparency, and empathy toward the returnees is
considered indispensable. In fact, an important tool in building a trusting relationship with the returnee is
to show appreciation and empathy towards them.

Practitioners have highlighted that successful counselling work in prisons requires cooperation with prison
authorities. Following a returnee’s release from the correctional system, practitioners offer follow-up care,
usually lasting an additional year. Counselling in the post-incarceration phase consists of supporting the
returnee interactions with state authorities and advising individuals in the pursuit of employment
opportunities and routine activities. 
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Practitioners have criticised Germany’s lack of a real systematic strategy for repatriation; indeed, German
decisions regarding rehabilitation continue to be made on a case-by-case basis.[56] In addition, the lack of
clear Federal regulations has caused rehabilitation and reintegration practices to be state determined. A
centralization of regulations and practices on a federal level may be beneficial in granting beneficiaries’
uniformity and equality in treatment.

The most recurrent challenge identified through our literature review and interviews with practitioners has
been a shortage of financial resources. Budgets allocated to rehabilitation and reintegration programs are
finite and fluctuate significantly depending on yearly budget priorities at the institutional level. Thus, the
budgetary fluctuations of the German federal and state governments have placed therapy programs in
precarious positions. To face this challenge, practitioners are forced to design rehabilitation programs
around short-term methods and results.

Germany faces shortages of practitioners trained in dealing with complex trauma and radicalised
individuals. Due to the unique needs of ISIS returnees, social workers and psychotherapists were initially
inadequately prepared to correctly support returnees and some expressed discomfort about taking on the
role. Due to the stigma surrounding returnees and foreign terrorist fighters, many therapeutic practitioners
have not been interested in working with sensitive groups such as insurgent-related (or radicalized) women
and children. A shortage of mental health professionals was apparent in child and youth psychotherapeutic
care.

Civil society organisations and practitioners should be trained in engaging effectively in rehabilitative
programmes, in gender-sensitive programme design, and in dealing with beneficiaries traumatised by war
and crisis situations. Training should not be limited to social workers, religious counsellors, and
practitioners. Prison and probation staff should also receive training on good prison management, respect
for human rights and rule of law evaluation.[57] Finally, deradicalization and rehabilitation practitioners
necessitate more than professional and academic credentials. Specific soft skills are required, with a priority
on intercultural and religious knowledge. The ideological specificity of returnees necessitates increased
training amongst practitioners in such soft skills.

Challenges 

[56]Terror expert: Bringing back German IS fighters from Syria and Iraq, Berliner Zeitung, November 2021.
[57]More information about training for first-line practitioners can be found at the following link Our work › Violence Prevention Network
(violence-prevention-network.com)
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IV. Kazakhstan

General Context
Since the fall of ISIS in Syria in 2019, Kazakhstan has been a leading actor in repatriation efforts. In close
coordination with local actors and international organizations, including the ICRC, UNICEF, the US State
Department, and Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the Kazakh government
repatriated 722 Kazakh citizens from both Syria and Iraq.[58] Of those, 37 were men, 497 were children and
188 were women.[59] The country’s extensive repatriation efforts and its proactive response to the issue of
foreign fighters in post-ISIS Syria and Iraq have gained the country international notoriety with praise from
UN experts and former U.S. State Department Deputy Coordinator for Countering Violent Extremism
Christopher Harnisch.[60]

Repatriation operations have been conducted in several waves grouped under two monikers: multistage
Operation Zhusan and Operation Rusafa, the second of which brought back only children from Iraqi prisons.
Thus far, Operation Zhusan has consisted of five phases based upon a framework laid out in 2018 when the
Kazakh government established a special working group to facilitate the repatriation of ISIS fighters and
their family members.[61] The operation’s first stage entailed identifying Kazakh citizens in Iraq and Syria,
and establishing a military presence in Syria to facilitate the return of nationals.[62] The second stage of the
operation, known as Zhusan-2, led to the repatriation of 231 people including 16 men, 59 women, and 156
children. In the third stage, Zhusan-3, another 246 citizens were safely returned while in the final stage,
Zhusan-4, the country repatriated 71 nationals.[63] Upon arrival, Kazakh authorities prosecuted all
repatriated men on terrorist charges, whereas women and children were placed in the rehabilitation center.
In November 2019, the Kazakh government further conducted Operation Rusafa, evacuating 14 orphaned
children from Iraq, who were then reunited with relatives upon arrival.[64]

The Kazakh approach towards the repatriation of ISIS-linked women and children has focused on their
individual rehabilitation and has depicted the majority of returnees as victims of terrorist organizations.[65]
More specifically, the former Kazakh president Nursultan Nazarbayev stated that returnees had been
“fraudulently taken to this crisis-stricken country, where they were held by terrorists.”[66] 

[58] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Women and Children from Syria and Iraq The
experiences of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan (Geneva: Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, 2021), 13.
[59] Joana Cook and Gina Vale, ‘From Daesh to ‘Diaspora’II: The Challenges Posed by Women and Minors After the Fall of the Caliphate’ (2019) 12
CTC Sentinel 30; Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan in the United States of America, “ZHUSAN OPERATION.”
[60] Asim Kashgarian, “Could Kazakhstan Efforts to Repatriate Foreign Fighters Be a Model?,” Voice of America, January 15, 2021,
https://www.voanews.com/a/extremism-watch_could-kazakhstan-efforts-repatriate-foreign-fighters-be-model/6200804.html
[61] Ksenia Bondal, “Kazakhstan strengthens efforts to repatriate citizens from Syria, Iraq.” Central Asia News, December 4, 2018.
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/12/04/feature-
01#:~:text=A%20government%20working%20group%20will,Iraq%20to%20bring%20them%20home.&text=ALMATY%20%2D%2D%20The%20
Kazakh%20government,left%20for%20Syria%20and%20Iraq.
[62] Farrell, Burnashev, Azizi, and Babadianov, Special Report: Processes of Reintegrating.; Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, Repatriation,
Rehabilitation, and Reintegration.
[63] Alzhanova Raushan, “Zhusan Operation: 595 Kazakhstanis repatriated from Syria.” Kazinform, February 6, 2020.
https://www.inform.kz/en/zhusan-operation-595-kazakhstanis-repatriated-from-syria_a3611674
[64] Janserik Akhmedin, “Special humanitarian operation “Rusafa” on repatriation of Kazakhstani children from Iraq.” Kazinform, September 12,
2019.
[65]Farrell, Burnashev, Azizi, and Babadianov, Special Report: Processes of Reintegrating.
[66]“Statement of the Head of State in Connection with the Completion of the Humanitarian Operation for the Evacuation of Citizens of
Kazakhstan from Syria” [in Russian], Official Website of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, January 9, 2019.
www.akorda.kz/ru/events/akorda_news/akorda_other_events/zayavlenie-glavy-gosudarstva-v-svyazi-s-zaversheniem-gumanitarnoi-operacii-
po-evakuacii-grazhdan-kazahstana-iz-sirii.
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Echoing this, former Kazakh Deputy Foreign Minister Yerzhan Ashikbayev stated, “we felt that it was our
moral obligation to bring them back to their country, so they have a chance for a bright future.”[67] The
government framed the repatriation operations as humanitarian in the light of public reluctance to fully
support their return and reintegration.[68]

[67]Kazakhstan`s repatriation of foreign fighters and their families, Atlantic Council, Panel Discussion, 08 January 2021, available at Kazakhstan’s
repatriation of foreign fighters and their families - Atlantic Council
[68]Kazakhstan`s repatriation of foreign fighters and their families, Atlantic Council, ibid.
[69] “Statement from the President of Kazakhstan Kassym-Jomart Tokayev.” Official Website of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, May
10, 2019. https://www.akorda.kz/en/speeches/internal_political_affairs/in_speeches_and_addresses/statement-from-the-president-of-
kazakhstan-kassym-jomart-tokayev
[70] Tamara Abubakarova, ’Tokayev’s statement: 171 children evacuated from Syria,’ (informburo31 May 2019).
[71] “Statement from the President of Kazakhstan Kassym-Jomart Tokayev.” Official Website of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan
[72] Frederick Starr, “First glimpses of Tokayev’s Kazakhstan: The listening state?” Atlantic Council, September 17, 2019.
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/commentary/long-take/first-glimpses-of-tokayevs-kazakhstan/
[73] Andrew Kramer, “Kazakhstan Welcomes Women Back From the Islamic State, Warily.” New York Times, August 10, 2019.
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/10/world/europe/kazakhstan-women-islamic-state-deradicalization.html; Asim Kashgarian, “Could
Kazakhstan Efforts to Repatriate Foreign Fighters Be a Model?”; Talgat Kaliyev, “Kazakh efforts to repatriate ISIL fighters should be replicated.” Al
Jazeera, July 7, 2021. https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2021/7/7/kazakh-efforts-to-repatriate-isil-fighters-should-be-replicated; “The
bittersweet taste of home: Former ISIL wife returns to Kazakhstan.” UN News, February 13, 2022. https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/02/1111552
[74] Sarah Wolfe and Cholpon Orozobekova, Lessons Learned from Kazakhstan’s Repatriation and Rehabilitation of “Foreign Fighters, Geneva:
2021).
[75] Wolfe and Orozobekova, Lessons Learned from Kazakhstan’s Repatriation and Rehabilitation.
[76] Farrell, Burnashev, Azizi, and Babadianov, Special Report: Processes of Reintegrating. 6. 

De-stigmatization and Curving Public Opinion

As previously mentioned, Kazakhstan presented a humanitarian rationale to justify its extensive repatriation
efforts. Along these lines, Kazakhstan used several narratives to limit stigma and hostility from the public.
For instance, when referring to Operation Zhusan, President of Kazakhstan Kassym-Jomart Tokayev stated
that it was a “humanitarian action” and that “none of our people will be left unattended”.[69] The Kazakh
President added that “Ensuring the safety of children became the main goal of the operation Zhusan.”[70]
Another narrative that was mainstreamed by the government was to depict female returnees as having
been misled and deceived by ISIS recruiters, therefore primarily being victims. Moreover, the government
has sought to portray Kazakh returnees as “under the influence of destructive and deceitful propaganda of
terrorists.”[71] These narratives played essential role in reducing high stigma among the population with
the government also trying to justify its decision to bring back citizens as being a state attentive to the needs
of all its citizens.[72]

Additionally, the domestic and international press have been consistently engaged in covering the
reintegration activities of Operation Zhusan.[73] Media coverage has also included a substantial number of
direct interviews with returnees.[74] Each phase of Operation Zhusan has also involved government public
relations campaigns who were supported by influential Kazakh religious leaders.[75] ,To ensure acceptance
by communities, local imams have reiterated the narrative presented by Kazakh authorities, insisting on the
value of forgiveness and humanity. Overall, the government public relations efforts and media campaigns
have fostered emotional connections with returnees and the wider public, thus facilitating the narrative
depicting returnees as “our Kazakhs.”[76]
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"
“Overall, Kazakhstan adopted a humanitarian approach in its repatriation practices; for instance, in
the very first presidential decree, it was highlighted that we are saving first of all children. Children are
innocent victims, and they are not responsible for the decisions of their parents. Operation Zhusan
was a humanitarian operation to save lives of children and their mothers.”

Olga Ryl, Director of NGO Pravo, Kazakhstan

Box 2.1.

The Mobilization of Multidisciplinary Practitioners 

The Kazakh government’s reintegration effort mobilized practitioners from several relevant fields. The
official repatriation program for child and adult returnees consisted of a three-phase process (1) adaptation,
(2) rehabilitation, and (3) reintegration. Throughout each phase, a range of medical, educational, and
professional practitioners were necessary to smooth the re-entrance of returnees into Kazakh society. Upon
arrival to the country, Kazakh authorities send female and child returnees to a rehabilitation center in Aktau
to spend one month in quarantine.[77]

At the rehabilitation center, medical experts evaluated the physical and psychological state of returnees and
provided treatment plans to meet their basic health needs. The psychological state of several returnees was
critical, ranging from shock to post-traumatic stress disorders.[78] Social workers further provided
returnees with food, clothes, and necessary documentation. At the rehabilitation center, children attended
classes and sessions with counselors, therapists, and religious scholars. During the adaptation phase,
Kazakh authorities conducted a legal assessment to establish the criminal liability of returnees. If criminal
activities were detected, the Kazakh government would initiate prosecution.[79]

[77]Gulnaz Razdykova, interview conducted by the Bulan Institute on April 18, 2021.
[78]Gulnaz Razdykova, interview conducted by the Bulan Institute on April 18, 2021.
[79]Farrell, Burnashev, Azizi, and Babadianov, Special Report: Processes of Reintegrating.; Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, Repatriation,
Rehabilitation, and Reintegration.
[80]Yulia Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach and Experience in Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Repatriates, (Nur-Sultan: 2021), Search for
Common Ground.
[81]Search for Common Ground, Kazakhstan’s Approach and Experience, ibid

Civil Society as a Leading Actor in the Rehabilitation

The Kazakh repatriation and reintegration approach entailed cooperation and coordination efforts between
the Kazakh government and civil society. Under the government’s coordination, civil society organizations
such as the Shans Rehabilitation Center, NGO Pravo, and the Akniet Information and Rehabilitation Center
became key actors in the rehabilitation and reintegration of returnees.  To guarantee efficient rehabilitation
programs at the local level, 16 Socio-Psychological and Legal Assistance Centers were established across
the country overseen by the Shans center.[80] The satellite centers have facilitated returnees’ access to
legal, social, and psychological assistance throughout the reintegration process.[81]
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The Shans Centers have also assisted women with the restoration of identity documents, children’s birth
certificates, and husbands’ death certificates. The restoration of returnees’ documents was a vital step, as
repatriates were unable to access social benefits and state services without these.[82] Lawyers from the
Shans Center accompanied female returnees throughout the bureaucratic processes required to obtain
legal documentation related to repatriation.

[82]Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach, 14-16.
[83] Shapoval, interview conducted by the Bulan Institute, ibid
[84] Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach, 20.
[85] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, 26.
[86]Search for Common Ground, Kazakhstan’s Approach and Experience in Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Repatriates. 

1.1.  RELEVANT PRACTICE: SATELLITE SOCIAL SUPPORT
CENTERS ACROSS THE COUNTRY
In order to ensure effective support and counselling at the local level, Kazakhstan established 16 satellite
centers overseen by community-based NGOs Pravo and Shans. These centers were based in different
regions across the country including Karaganda, Zhambyl, Aktobe, Atyrau, Akmola, and Almaty, and
provided ongoing psychological, medical, and administrative support. A portion of women and children
stayed in shelters found within these centers for up to six months, receiving intensive care and support. 

The Pavlodar Province Center for Analysis and Development of Interfaith Relations headed by Gulnaz
Razdykova made significant contributions towards to the psychological rehabilitation of women and
children. The Center provided social and psychological assistance to returnees, focusing on the specialized
needs of female returnees. According to Gulnaz Razdykova, all returnees suffered from shock and/or
trauma, with several women expressing signs of anxiety, depression, and avoidance.

The Pavlodar Province Center overcame the unprecedented hurdle of the COVID-19 pandemic by
establishing the Zoom Jusan project, designed to provide returnees with remote access to psychological
and theological assistance. The pandemic interfered directly between rehabilitation and reintegration
periods and was a significant challenge. It was crucial that the women were not left isolated following initial
rehabilitation efforts.[83] Razdykova conducted online classes for women every Saturday and Sunday,
holding talks on different topics covering gender, relationships, coronavirus, and any other topics requested
by the women.[84] Overall, the Pavlodar Province Center aimed to decrease the risk of re-radicalization
amongst female returnees while also providing women with the tools to successfully re-enter Kazakh
society. Regarding the children treated at the center, Razdykova noted that progress in their rehabilitation
was brought about by their emotional recovery from trauma, rather than a theological deconstruction of
their views.[85]

Similarly, the Akniet Advocacy and Rehabilitation Center, facilitated the psychological and theological
rehabilitation of returnees. The activities conducted in the center are of particular interest due to
practitioners having worked with female and male returnees, as well as incarcerated foreign fighters in
Kazakhstan, seeking to establish a consistent approach towards the deradicalization of returning adults.[86]
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Kazakhstan successfully involved dozens of civil society organizations into design and implementation of
rehabilitation and reintegration programs. The overall experience demonstrated the essential integration of
local NGOs in national rehabilitation and reintegration programs to provide sustained support for
repatriated Kazakh nationals.

1.2. RELEVANT PRACTICE: THE SUCCESSFUL INVOLVEMENT
OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN R&R PRACTICES
In Kazakhstan, dozens of civil society organizations have been involved in the rehabilitation and
reintegration processes. Local NGOs such as Pravo, Ak-niet, Shans and Pavlodar Center have played a
significant role in all phases of the rehabilitation by providing psychological assistance, support to
deradicalization programs and professional trainings whilst ensuring the schooling of children and their
resocialization.

Local NGOs built close contacts with female returnees by providing them daily legal, social, and
psychological support. There existed a relationship between civil society and the women based on a
foundation of trust. Local NGOs collaborated with the women returnees by involving them as volunteers.
The voices and stories of women returnees were shared in the media to decrease the stigmatization of
returnees and domestic displeasure with the Kazakh reintegration program further still. Publicly, returnees
spoke of their regret about joining ISIS and denounced the extremist promotion of misinformation amongst
its members, thus creating favorable conditions for community acceptance and returnees’ rehabilitation. 

Religious Counseling and De-Radicalization 

A distinguishing characteristic of Kazakhstan’s approach to rehabilitation lies in the importance given to
ideology in the programs implemented. In partnership with Kazakh NGOs and religious communities, the
Ministry of Information and Public Development’s Committee on Religious Affairs conducted extensive
theological rehabilitation and deradicalization of returnees. Starting with the initial adaptation phase and
throughout the entire rehabilitation process, theologians worked closely with returnees to establish trust. 

The deradicalization programs implemented employed Kazakh traditions and the teachings of the Hanafi
School of Sunni Islam, while simultaneously drawing returnees away from Salafi and Wahhabi tenets, which
the government describes as “destructive religious movements".[87] Moreover, the focus on educating
returnees in local schools of Islam outlined the rehabilitation program’s focus on rebuilding Kazakh identity.
Civil society organizations such as the Shans Centers and the Akniet Advocacy and Rehabilitation Center
also recruited female theologians to increase trust between practitioners and beneficiaries.[88]

Individual and group sessions between theologians and returnees were a key tool in removing violent
jihadist sentiments from female returnees. Children under the age of 10 were exempt from deradicalization
counselling, since theological and civil society experts deemed this unnecessary. In addition, Kazakh NGOs
conducting deradicalization programs refrained from including young children out of the fear of
unnecessarily stigmatization. 

[87]Institute for Security and Development Policy, Religion and the Secular State in Kazakhstan (Washington D.C.: 2018). 
[88] Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach, 18.

34



Section IV. Kazakhstan

The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations 

It was further established that deradicalization in mothers would generate similar results in their children.
[89] Experience shows that the risks of secondary radicalization increased when close family members
express radical views or when the returnees stay in touch with relatives and friends in Syria.[90] Overall,
despite the rehabilitation efforts, some radical views persisted among returnees,[91] de-radicalization
processes have therefore remained available through the joint effort of theologians and psychologists.

[89]Yuliya Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach and Experience in Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Repatriates (Nur-Sultan: 2021), Search for
Common Ground, 20.
[90]Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, 29.
[91]Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, ibid.
[92]Shapoval, interview conducted by the Bulan Institute on 11 August 2022
[93]Shaumetov, “Rehabilitation and Reintegration,” interview conducted by the Bulan Institute.
[94]Ksenia Bondal, “Kazakhstan Rehabilitating Children Recently Returned From Syria, Iraq,” Caravanserai, January 8, 2019, https://central.asia-
news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2019/01/08/feature-01.
[95]Shapoval, interview conducted by the Bulan Institute, ibid
[96]Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach, 18.

1.3. RELEVANT PRACTICE: CAPACITY BUILDING FOR IMAMS
AND THEOLOGIANS
The de-radicalization pillar of the rehabilitation program was coordinated by NGO Akniet, which
mobilized and trained more than twenty theologians and imams. The theologians worked with
returnees for three to six months to explain Hanafi Mazhab of Islam, as practiced in Central Asia,
and to teach them peaceful concepts of Islam. 

Resocialization of Women: Professional Courses

In addition to social, legal, and psychological rehabilitation programs, the Shans Centers provided female
returnees with various vocational courses and professional training. For instance, female returnees could
choose to participate in workshops on sewing, cosmetology, cooking, IT and driving instruction courses.[92]
Some former returnee women became entrepreneurs, some volunteers, and members of councils, while
others became mentors for newly repatriated women. Upon request of the Akniet center, the Kazakh
government distributed grants for entrepreneurial opportunities for female returnees, amounting to
600,000 tenge, equivalent to $1,300.[93] As of 2019, 13 women were employed, and another 6 women had
completed professional trainings.[94] For most women, improving their skills and knowledge empowered
them to provide for their children’s needs and design their own life strategies.[95] Moreover, women who
left formal education were allowed to complete their studies free of charge, or heavily discounted if
attending universities.[96]

"
“Our main goal is to make women independent economically. According to their needs and desires,
female returnees attended different professional courses. Some of them are now working as cookers,
hairdressers, manicurist etc. Women need to learn to work, earn, and become independent.”

Olga Ryl, Director of NGO Pravo, Kazakhstan

Box 2.2.
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Institutionalization and Coordination

Kazakhstan’s rehabilitation and reintegration programs were state-led and state-provided. Given that the
decision to repatriate was determined at the highest political level by former president Nursultan
Nazarbaev, all subsequent programs were financed by the state and implemented through partnerships
between state bodies and non-governmental organizations.[97] More than ten different governmental
bodies were involved in the process, including the National Security Committee, the Ministry of Health, the
Ministry of Education and Science, the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Information and Social
Development, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Defence, regional administrations, local akimats
(local district heads), such as the Akimat of Mangystau Province, and many more departments and
committees operating under the ministries.[98] However, as mentioned, civil society organizations were
important actors within this coordinated work. The government provided support in the legal, financial,
institutional, educational, and administrative fields to ease the burden for partner NGOs.

[97]Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach, 17
[98] Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach, 21.
[99] Shapoval, interview conducted by the Bulan Institute, ibid
[100] UNICEF, “Kazakhstan, European Union and UNICEF works jointly on successful reintegration of families and children returned from conflict
zones.” June 8, 2022. https://www.unicef.org/kazakhstan/en/press-releases/kazakhstan-european-union-and-unicef-works-jointly-successful-
reintegration-families
[101] UNICEF, “Kazakhstan, European Union and UNICEF works.”

 Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Children

Regarding the rehabilitation of child returnees, the Kazakh government and civil society focused on
emotional and psychological recovery of children, with a primary focus on addressing trauma.
Rehabilitation began by structuring the daily routine of child returnees, which involved shared meals,
exercising, classes and games, and other creative activities. Practitioners soon found significant educational
gaps and a lack of essential social skills. The Shans Centers prepared children for the academic year by
organizing a summer camp, along with tours to schools. Consequently, when school term began, children
continued visiting Shans Centers for additional classes and trainings, even on holidays and weekends.[99]
Most returnee children went on to resume school at the grade level of their peers. In addition to schooling,
the Shans Centers facilitated medical care, psychological and social assistance for returning children, also
offering similar services for returnee mothers. Integrating children into Kazakh society was not without its
challenges. For instance, children born in Syria or Iraq had to go through a series of lengthy procedures to
obtain Kazakh birth certificates. To address this, the Shans Centers provided families with legal assistance
to obtain Kazakh documents.

To complement local civil society initiatives, the international community enacted measures to promote
child returnees’ education. With EU funding, UNICEF trained 130 Kazakhstani experts in providing social and
psychological assistance to returning children.[100] Psychologists, social workers, teachers, school
authorities, and members of guardianship authorities were trained on how to adapt the reintegration
programs to local contexts.[101]
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UNICEF also opened a national resource center at the L.N. Gumilyov Eurasian National University to provide
training for youth specialists.[102] Overall, UNICEF’s project aimed at ensuring that social, educational, and
psychological professionals in Kazakhstan had the skillset and resources to provide returnee children with
the necessary support. 

[102]UNICEF, ibid
[103]Farrell, Burnashev, Azizi, and Babadjanov, Processes of Reintegrating, 10.
[104]Farrell, Burnashev, Azizi, and Babadianov, Special Report: Processes of Reintegrating
[105]Farrell, Burnashev, Azizi, and Babadianov, ibid
[106]Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation. p. 14.
[107]Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation. p. 14.
[108]Shapoval, Kazakhstan’s Approach.

1.4. RELEVANT PRACTICE: CHILDREN’S IDENTITY BUILDING 

In Kazakhstan, children had access to many special activities aimed to teach them the history and
culture of Kazakhstan. According to Olga Ryl, Director of Pravo Public Foundation, together with
the Shans community, workers engaged children in cultural and historical activities introducing
them to Kazakh identity and instilling a sense of patriotism. Children learned the national anthem,
national symbols and visited national museums. UNICEF implemented a new project jointly with
local NGOs aimed at providing returnee children with knowledge about Kazakh history and
culture while also providing Kazakh children with a sense of belonging to the country. 

While Kazakhstan’s proactive response to the reintegration and rehabilitation of returnees from Syria and
Iraq is notable, the Kazakh repatriation process has still faced multiple challenges. First, the Kazakh
approach was not guided by an overarching governmental framework.[103] The country did not have a
specific state program charged with overseeing the totality of the projects implemented. Instead,
Kazakhstan had a multitude of government, civil society, and IO programs that supported the reintegration
and rehabilitation of returnees into Kazakh society.[104] Likewise, the Kazakh government remained unable
to measure the effectiveness of the reintegration and rehabilitation approaches executed.[105]
Consequently, the Kazakh rehabilitation effort did not receive the full institutional support needed from the
government.

It must be added that Kazakhstan had no previous experience in repatriating, reintegrating, and
rehabilitating returnees from conflict zones. The Kazakh Deputy Foreign Minister told the Bulan Institute
that, “the country has always been peaceful and never had conflicts. It is the first time we are facing
returnees from the conflict zone; we are doing, and we are learning at the same time.”[106] Due to this
inexperience, the country required continued assistance from international trauma experts in the training of
its practitioners. As a result of these challenges, Kazakh returnees faced some inconsistencies and
irregularities in the rehabilitation processes, which were further aggravated by a shortage of expert
practitioners.[107] This, in conjunction with a high turnover rate within social and psychological
professionals, caused lapses in the monitoring of returnees’ rehabilitation.[108]

Challenges
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V. Kosovo

General Context

While 400 Kosovars traveled to Syria between 2014 and 2019, Kosovo has since repatriated a substantial
number of women and children from Syria and Iraq.[109] The Kosovo government has repatriated 121
citizens from Syria and Iraq, including 33 women, 10 men, and 78 children,[110] while other citizens have
returned to Kosovo through informal channels bringing the total to 242 returnees.[111] Nevertheless, the
Kosovo police estimate 96 Kosovars remain in the conflict zone, including 43 men, nine women, and 44
children. Thus, Kosovo still has substantial repatriation work to complete.[112]
 
Kosovo implemented multiple legal and policy frameworks for the reintegration and rehabilitation of
repatriated citizens from Syria and Iraq. Taking a novel legal step, the Kosovo government adopted
legislation prohibiting Kosovo citizens from joining armed conflicts outside of state territory, making the
action punishable by up to 15 years in prison.[113] The 2015 legislation was the first of its kind in the Western
Balkans. Additionally, in 2015, Kosovo introduced the Strategy on Prevention of Violent Extremism and
Radicalization. The strategy’s objective was the de-radicalization and reintegration of radicalized persons.
Thus, the strategy formed the basis of the rehabilitation and reintegration program that followed for
returnees from Syria and Iraq. Lastly, the Kosovo government’s 2017 National Strategy for Sustainable
Reintegration of Repatriated Persons in Kosovo presented guidelines for the reintegration of Kosovo
returnees from conflict zones.[114]

[109]Valerie Plesch, and Serbeze Haxhiaj, “Kosovo is trying to reintegrate ISIL returnees. Will it work?,” Al Jazeera, June 9, 2019,
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2019/6/9/kosovo-is-trying-to-reintegrate-isil-returnees-will-it-work.
[110]Rebeka Qena, interviewed by the Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, August 30, 2022.    
[111]Rebeka Qena interview
[112]RFE/RL's Balkan Service, “Kosovo Repatriates 11 Citizens From Islamic State Camps In Syria,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, July 18, 2021,
https://www.rferl.org/a/kosovo-islamic-state-syria-camps-/31364421.html.
[113]Teuta Avdimetaj, and Julie Colema, What EU Member States can learn from Kosovo’s experience in repatriating former foreign fighters and
their families, (Clingendael Netherlands Institute of International Relations: 2020), 3.
[114]Avdimetaj and Julie Colema, “What EU Member States can learn,” 3. 
[115] Adrian Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path of Kosovar Minors and Women Repatriated from Syria (International Republican
Institute: 2021), 6. 

Key Actors Involved and the Special Division

Kosovo’s rehabilitation and reintegration program was not only shaped by legal and policy frameworks, but
also by operational aspects. The institutions responsible for shaping and implementing the rehabilitation
and reintegration program were the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, the Ministry
of Culture, Youth and Sport, and the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology.[115] The listed
institutions were responsible for implementing legal and policy frameworks through constructing programs
for effective rehabilitation and reintegration of returnees. Kosovo developed the strategy and the dedicated
action plan to coordinate state actions and created a dedicated institution called the Division for Prevention
and Reintegration of Radicalized Persons (DPRRP). 
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1.1. RELEVANT PRACTICE: DIVISION FOR PREVENTION AND
REINTEGRATION OF RADICALIZED PERSONS (DPRRP)
 
The decision of the Kosovan government to organize the return of foreign fighters and their
families led to the creation of a dedicated action plan, approved by the government, and the
subsequent creation of the Division for Prevention and Reintegration within the Ministry of
Internal Affairs and an interinstitutional working group. It included, among others, the following
bodies: the University Clinical Centre of Kosovo, the police, the departments of Citizenship and of
Integration, the Public Prosecutor’s Office, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Social Welfare
and the Sanitary Inspectorate.

"
“I would say that the most obvious and main good practices (were) that, by taking full
responsibility for its citizens and by administering justice without delay for those who have
committed crimes in Syria and Iraq, Kosovo is opening a tangible path to the returnees’
reintegration and rehabilitation into mainstream society”

Adrian Shtuni, CEO of Shtuni Consultancy

Box 2.1.

Partnership with Civil Society and International Actors
Civil society played a critical role in Kosovar rehabilitation and reintegration efforts. As Kosovar government
funding alone proved insufficient to support expansive repatriation efforts, most Kosovar reintegration and
rehabilitation efforts came to rely upon foreign donor assistance.[116] Civil society support allowed
repatriated women and children to receive essential support during the reintegration and rehabilitation
process. For instance, The Community Development Fund Kosovo provided female returnees with
parenting training, vocational courses, and grant provisions for employment-related equipment under a 3-
year contract.[117] Additionally, the Kosova Rehabilitation Center for Torture Victims was a key actor in
supporting child-related rehabilitation and reintegration programs. For example, the NGO’s project
included enhancing the child trauma recognition capacities of primary health care providers as well as
providing psychosocial interventions in school settings.[118] As the Kosova Rehabilitation Center for Torture
Victims’ projects began in 2019, the NGO was an initial actor in Kosovar reintegration and rehabilitation
efforts. 

Furthermore, the Kosovar Center for Security Studies’ child repatriation-related programs again highlight
the constructive role of civil society in reintegration efforts. The center’s project focused on the reintegration
of youth returnees through the facilitation of youth extracurricular activities aimed to develop the
interpersonal skills of child returnees.[119] However, not only did the center support the reintegration of
returning children, but the organization also facilitated efforts to prevent the radicalization of additional
Kosovar youth.

[116] Rebeka Qena, Rebeka Qena, Iinterview, The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovation, August 30, 2022
[117] Rebeka Qena interview, ibid
[118] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 10.
[119] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 10.
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[120] Shtuni, ibid.
[121] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 10.
[122] Shtuni, ibid.
[123] Rebeka Qena interview,  The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovation, August 30, 2022.
[124] Adrian Shtuni, interviewed by the Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, August 4, 2022. 
[125] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 9.

1.2. RELEVANT PRACTICE: CIVIL SOCIETY SUPPORT FOR
EDUCATION 
During Covid-19, civil society became critical to the reintegration and rehabilitation of returnees. The
Community Development Fund Kosovo demonstrated the value provided by civil society organizations
during the Covid-19 pandemic by providing children with tablet computers to facilitate continued
education. While most schools transitioned to online courses during the Covid-19 pandemic, the families of
repatriated children often lacked sufficient financial means to provide access. The Community
Development Fund Kosovo was therefore essential in furthering returnee education during this
unpredictable period.[120]

"
“I need to emphasize the coordination and cooperation that we have with the Ministry of Internal Affairs. In
this sense, they are the first stop that evaluates the needs of people, and we design the interventions
together with them because there are various issues, with one of them being the security issue. They also
visit the people regularly, they see the conditions, the assessments of the families, of any changes, of their
whereabouts, of children attending schools. They identify the needs and then the intervention is actually
implemented”.

Rebeka Qena, The Community Development Fund Kosovo

Box 2.2.

While the organizations mentioned thus far highlighted the efficacy of direct civil society contact with
returnees, the Partners Kosovo Center for Conflict Management also demonstrated the utility of indirect
support. From June 2020, the organization facilitated training for social workers with the goal of aiding the
educational reintegration of returnee children.[121] Not only did the center’s indirect approach towards
reintegration demonstrate the concern of Kosovar civil society for the development of a community-based
rehabilitation capacity, but also the center’s efforts serve as an example for future rehabilitation and
reintegration programs. 

Short Quarantine and Reunification with Family Members
The re-entry of ISIS-associated women and children into Kosovo prompted a 72-hour emergency plan to be
set in motion. During this time, women and children were quarantined in government reception centers. At
the beginning of the 72-hour hold, law enforcement screened all repatriated women and children.[122]
During a returnee’s first 72 hours in Kosovo, a special mental health team, consisting of four psychologists
and 16 psychiatrists, worked to evaluate and assess their psychological condition.[123] According to mental
health team members, returning individuals demonstrated symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD).[124] Following assessment, the mental health team held individual sessions in the reception camps
with repatriates before integrating family members for joint sessions.[125] 
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In addition to providing services upon arrival, the Kosovar government’s reintegration and rehabilitation
program provided repatriates with access to 24/7 mental health consultations via phone post-release. [126]
 
While women were released after a 72-hour hold, many remained on probation.[127] After the security
screening, the Kosovo authorities issued returnees with personal identification documents, entered
returnees into social assistance schemes, and provided relevant medical care (including vaccination, dental
services, and follow-up medical checkups).[128] Lastly, the Division for Prevention and Reintegration
arranged accommodation for returnees as needed.[129]
 
The families of returnees played an important role in the reception phase as most families welcomed and
accommodated returnees. Upon the arrival of IS-related women and children, the Division for Prevention
and Reintegration notified relevant family members and requested families receive and accommodate
returnees after the 72-hour hold.[130] The reunification of repatriates with family members was shown to be
an efficacious rehabilitation step, as family reunification provided returnees with the requisite foundation
for community reassimilation.

[126] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 9.
[127] Rebeka Qena interview, ibid
[128] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 9.
[129] Rebeka Qena interview. 
[130] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 8.
[131] Avdimetaj and Julie Colema, What EU Member States can learn, 4.
[132] Maximilian Ruf and Annelies Jansen, Study Visit: Returned Women and Children – Studying an Ongoing Experience on the Ground,
Radicalisation Awareness Network, (2019): 8

"
“The fact that all repatriated Kosovar children and women, including nine orphaned children, were
released to the care of their welcoming extended families signaled an initial level of acceptance with
potentially beneficial effects to their adjustment and reintegration”

Adrian Shtuni, CEO of Shtuni Consultancy

Box 2.3.

1.3. RELEVANT PRACTICE: FAMILY REUNIFICATION
To prevent stigmatization and marginalization, Kosovo relied heavily on the family members of returnees.[131]
The results of aid from family members have been less marginalization and stigmatization from the citizens of
Kosovo around the women and children returnees.

Preparing Communities and De-Stigmatization
Integral to the religious component of the reintegration process, an important practice in Kosovo’s
rehabilitation program, was the use of female imams alongside coordination with the Kosovar Islamic
community. While the Kosovar government’s reintegration approach respected the private nature of
religious practice, leaders of Kosovo’s largest Islamic community supported government preventing and
countering violent extremism (P/CVE) initiatives.[132]
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To improve community preparation for the reintegration of women and children, female imams worked
directly with members of receiving communities.[133] Not only were Kosovo’s imams made responsible for
recognizing signs of radicalization amongst members but female preachers also provided counsel to
women returnees.[134] This work by the imams positively impacted the reintegration process through
attending to an important and sensitive aspect of the returnee mindset and wellbeing, as well as helping to
foster a more receptive social environment towards repatriates. 

[133]Adrian Shtuni interview.
[134]Ruf and Jansen, Study Visit: Returned Women and Children – Studying an Ongoing Experience on the Ground, 8.
[135] Adrian Shtuni interview.
[136]Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 9.
[137] Rebeka Qena interview.

1.4. RELEVANT PRACTICE: FEMALE PRACTITIONER ENGAGEMENT 
Engagement with female practitioners was an essential practice. Kosovo used a gendered approach in its
reintegration and rehabilitation program. It made use of female imams, female psychologists, and female social
workers. Female practitioners not only supported female returnees, but also worked within communities.
Within communities, female practitioners held regular meetings with neighbors and community members to
support the reintegration of returnees.[135]

Children-Specific Promising Practices
The Kosovar government, along with civil society, carried out child-specific therapeutic interventions
tailored to address the traumatic experiences children might have faced in Syria/Iraq. The Kosovo
government-supported mental health team provided returnee children with arts and games therapy to
address youth returnee trauma, anger, and grief. Arts and games-centered therapy sought to support
children to express their feelings and emotions in non-verbal and non-threatening ways thus allowing the
opportunity to begin to process their experiences.[136]

1.5. RELEVANT PRACTICE: IDENTITY FORMATION THROUGH
EDUCATION
The Community Development Fund Kosovo organized educational trips for youth returnees to historical sites
and monuments. Through facilitating these outings, the Community Development Fund Kosovo aimed to
provide returnee children with a greater sense of domestic belonging and national identity in the country.[137]
Specifically, the outings enhanced the understanding and appreciation returnee children had for Kosovar
history, thus nurturing a bond between the individual and the state. Ultimately, through creating a sense of
belonging at the community and national levels, the Community Development Fund supported the possibility
of successful long-term societal reintegration for youth returnees.
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Schooling reintegration was a highly positive aspect of Kosovo’s reintegration and rehabilitation program.
Adrian Shtuni, CEO of Shtuni Consultancy, noted the importance of the reintegration of children into the
education system stating, “the transition into formal education without delay I think is a very good
practice.”[138] As such, within six months of a child’s return to Kosovo, most children of schooling age were
reintegrated into the schooling system.[139] Additionally, in cases where children could not be reintegrated
into a class of same-aged peers, they were permitted to enter the schooling system at lower grades.[140]
Through reintegration at lower grades, children returnees were able to begin attending school while also
being supported to address gaps in their learning. Overall, Kosovo is an exceptional example of framing the
reintegration and rehabilitation of children returnees through an educational lens.

[138] Adrian Shtuni interview.
[139] Adrian Shtuni interview.
[140] Adrian Shtuni interview.
[141] Ruf and Jansen, Study Visit: Returned Women and Children – Studying an Ongoing Experience on the Ground, 6
[142] Rebeka Qena interview.

Mental Health and Psychological Support

Integrated within the educational reintegration and identity reformation processes, the Kosovar
government and Kosovar civil society provided returning children with multidimensional mental health
support. Under the Kosovar government’s framework for reintegrating foreign fighter-linked nationals,
mental health professionals consistently provided repatriated youth with mental health treatment. Aiming
to regularly provide support to children subject to violence and abuse-linked traumatic experiences, the
Kosovo Ministry of Internal Affairs not only provided returning children with psychological and psychiatric
support within 72 hours of arrival, but also provided repatriated youth with ongoing  access to psychiatric
professionals.[141] In an educational setting, Kosovar non-governmental organizations worked with schools
to facilitate psychological healing by providing returnee youth with artistic and drama-based outlets to
express emotions emerging from their past traumatic experiences.[142] Furthermore, Kosovar civil society
organizations provided repatriated parents with parenting classes to educate returnee parents about the
inherent rights of the child and children’s social and emotional needs. While the Kosovo reintegration
framework provided children with individual access to mental health professionals, the long-term
psychological well-being of youth repatriates also benefitted from mental health support to returnee
families and the long-term stability of parental figures.

"
“We’re talking of, especially, children who have had no decision, or no opinion on whether they wanted to be
part of these events that, in a way, are still impacting their lives. We’re talking of not stigmatizing the whole
community because we’re talking of children who need to be part of society, that need to be given the
opportunity which they, unfortunately, did not have through the mistakes of elders who have made decisions
on their behalf.”

Rebeka Qena, Community Development Fund Kosovo

Box 2.4.
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Educational and Employment Support

Women-Specific Promising Practices

The educational and employment support by Kosovo for female returnees is also among the examples of
good practice in rehabilitation and reintegration. Kosovar civil society provided women with vocational
training and educational courses.[143] Vocational training courses, including cooking and sewing courses,
supplied returnee students with the knowledge and equipment required to pursue vocations long-term.
Additionally, to further incentivize female employment, the Kosovo Ministry of Interior issued 58 small
grants for the opening of small businesses.[144] Kosovar government grants not only allowed female
returnees to establish businesses, but also enabled returnee financial independence. 

[143] Rebeka Qena interview.
[144] Agon Sinanaj, “Unemployment, Prejudice Await Kosovo Returnees from Syria, Iraq,” Balkan Insight, July 14, 2022,
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/07/14/unemployment-prejudice-await-kosovo-returnees-from-syria-iraq
[145] Avdimetaj and Julie Colema, What EU Member States can learn, 4.
[146] Adrian Shtuni interview.

Psychological Support to Women 

Moreover, women returnees received targeted psychological support to reintegrate into society, including
both individual and group therapy in addition to parenting classes where applicable. The Kosovar
reintegration and rehabilitation program provided returnee women with ongoing access to mental health
services to help repatriates process traumatic experiences. Along with psychological support, Kosovo also
attended to women returnees’ basic needs, such as food, clothing vouchers, and aid in finding housing.
[145] 

"
“We have, for example, offered women vocational courses, because we do think that education is very
important, as is the importance of these women creating an income, if not today, tomorrow…because
they are currently receiving social scheme assistance, some of them. But this will not be the case for a
longer period, the circumstances will change. We have also invested in parenting classes, it is a way of
encouraging positive discipline, that has been offered to these women and their relatives”.

Rebeka Qena, Community Development Fund Kosovo

Box 2.5.

Some women were prosecuted upon arrival in Kosovo. However, the Kosovar judiciary took a lenient
approach to sentencing. While the state prosecuted many returning women, the Kosovar courts typically
handed down suspended sentences. Additionally, the Kosovar courts also mandated psychological and
religious counselling for returning sentenced women.[146] The focus on returnee mental health in these
provisions highlights Kosovo’s commitment to the reintegration and rehabilitation of women, as opposed
to a punitive approach labelling them solely as criminals.
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Challenges
While Kosovo’s reintegration and rehabilitation program demonstrated many good practices for women
and children, a range of challenges persisted. One such issue in Kosovar reintegration and rehabilitation
efforts was the shortage of relevant personnel. For example, the mental health team responsible for
conducting mental health evaluations for over one hundred returnees immediately upon arrival consisted
of only 16 psychiatrists and 4 psychologists.[147] In addition to conducting extensive evaluations, the 20-
person mental health team was also tasked with operating a 24/7 phone consultation line putting further
strain on a team already regularly working 15-hour shifts. Whilst the Kosovar rehabilitation and
reintegration strategy includes examples of good practice, a lack of human resources points to both the
fragility of the set-up and the reliance upon the dedication of committed frontline practitioners.

Non-governmental organizations remained an untapped resource, an element of the Kosovar strategy
requiring additional attention. According to Adrian Shtuni, civil society’s participation in the reintegration
process has “so far been limited.”[148] While civil society actors operating in the Kosovar reintegration
process were shown to be productive actors, the Kosovar government’s Strategy on the Prevention of
Violent Extremism and Radicalization did not highlight “civil society” as a “key stakeholder” in the de-
radicalization and reintegration of radicalized persons.[149] 

The Kosovar rehabilitation and reintegration program was highly dependent on foreign financial assistance,
given the limited economic resources of the Eastern European state. This was despite the fact that, as of
2021, Kosovo had the highest concentration of foreign fighter-related returnees from Iraq and Syria of any
European state.[150] Despite the degree of governmental support for the reintegration of foreign fighter-
related persons, Kosovo’s deradicalization and reintegration focused action plan has thus far struggled to
indicate all potential reintegration-related government costs and has scrambled to find funding
mechanisms for all relevant programs.

Despite a skills training program for rehabilitation and reintegration practitioners, the Kosovar
government’s action plan has struggled to fully utilize community level reintegration recourses.[151] The
government’s current rehabilitation and reintegration approach is highly centralized amongst various
Kosovar government ministries.[152] Community-based organizations are not suitable to provide all-
encompassing rehabilitation and reintegration assistance due to financial and expertise barriers, but local-
level professionals have an unmatched knowledge of community-level social, cultural, and economic
dynamics. Thus, when explicitly included in reintegration action plans, community-based organizations
represent a valuable resource in the pursuit of a long-term reintegration framework in Kosovo. 

[147] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 9.
[148] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 10.
[149] Shtuni, Rehabilitation and Reintegration Path, 6.
[150] Anita Perešin and Daniela Pisoiu, Repatriated foreign terrorist fighters and their families: European experiences & lessons for P/CVE,
Radicalisation Awareness Network Practicioners, (2021): 10.
[151] Ruf and Jansen, Study Visit: Returned Women and Children – Studying an Ongoing Experience on the Ground, 7. 
[152] Adrian Shtuni interview.
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VI. Kyrgyzstan

General Context

Responding to strong public pressure from relatives of Kyrgyz women and children held in Syria and Iraq,
the Kyrgyz government began repatriation operations in March 2021. Within the regional context, the Kyrgyz
government had a unique opportunity to observe and adapt the repatriation programs of neighboring
Central Asian states, such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Known as Operation Meerim, the March 2021
Kyrgyz government-organized repatriation operation returned 79 Kyrgyz children from Iraqi prisons. Of
these 79 returning children, 50 were above the age of 6, 17 were between 4 and 6, and 12 chidlren aged just 2
to 3.[153] 

The Kyrgyz government has described Operation Meerim (the product of three years of negotiations
between the Kyrgyz and Iraqi governments) as a humanitarian undertaking to save children from dire living
conditions in Iraqi prisons.[154]According to the Kyrgyz Minister of Foreign Affairs Zheenbek Kulubaev, as of
July 2022, 600 Kyrgyz nationals remain in Syrian or Iraqi prisons, including 400 children and 200 women.
[155]

Operation Meerim was conducted under two conditions: First, imprisoned mothers of Kyrgyz children in Iraq
were required to consent to the repatriation of their children. To ensure Iraqi authorities released Kyrgyz
children, the Kyrgyz government delegation spent twenty days in Iraq meeting with officials, participating in
court hearings to ensure children’s rights, and arranging temporary legal guardianship.[156]Second, Kyrgyz
authorities required returnee relatives to agree to house, become the legal guardians, and take
responsibility for the upbringing of returnee children. 

Prior to Operation Meerim, the Kyrgyz Ministry of Labour and Social Protection prepared host families and
communities to accept returnees.[157] The Ministry spent nearly one year assessing the socio-economic
conditions and the suitability of potential guardians.[158] Ministry employees provided local authorities and
schools with guidance towards building communication with returnees while also considering possible
trauma and post-traumatic stress of returnee children.[159] 

[153] Asanbek Pazyl, “Long Way Home. Kyrgyzstan Resumed Repatriation of Citizens from Syria and Iraq,” CabarAsia, October 24, 2022,
https://cabar.asia/en/long-way-home-kyrgyzstan-resumed-repatriation-of-citizens-from-syria-and-iraq.
[154]Alisher Khamidov, “Repatriation of Kyrgyzstani militants’ families from Syria and Iraq in limbo,” Eurasianet, February 14, 2022,
https://eurasianet.org/repatriation-of-kyrgyzstani-militants-families-from-syria-and-iraq-in-limbo.; Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The
Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Women and Children from Syria and Iraq The experiences of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan (Geneva: Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, 2021), p. 18.
[155] Pazyl, “Long Way Home. Kyrgyzstan Resumed Repatriation of Citizens from Syria and Iraq.”
[156] “Возвращенцы. Будет ли “Мээрим” распространен на Сирию (Returners. Will “Meerim” be extended to Syria?),” Prevention
Media, March 17, 2021, https://prevention.kg/?p=9997. 
[157] Interview with Aliza Soltonbekova, ‘Interview Conducted by the Bulan Institute’ (19 May 2021).
[158] Interview with Aliza Soltonbekova, ibid
[159] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration, p. 19. 
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Interstate Exchange 
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[160] Pazyl, “Long Way Home. Kyrgyzstan Resumed Repatriation of Citizens from Syria and Iraq.”
[161] Sheraly Shermatov, interview conducted by the Bulan Institute on 15 August 2022.
[162] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration, p. 36.
[163] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, p. 36. 

Among Central Asian states, Kyrgyzstan was the last to repatriate its citizens from former ISIS-controlled
territories in Syria and Iraq. As a result of this delayed response, Kyrgyzstan based the country’s repatriation,
reintegration, and rehabilitation programs largely on the Kazakh and Uzbek experiences. To facilitate
regional knowledge transfers, organizations including the United States Institute of Peace and Search for
Common Ground, organized interstate meetings encouraging exchanges between experts regarding useful
insights, practices, and relevant challenges.[160] Due to a high degree of regional cooperation and
knowledge transfer, the three states were able to share practical insights and solutions to common
challenges. Though delayed, Kyrgyzstan’s response was formulated by incorporating the good practices of
neighboring states, such as prioritizing legal guardianship, reducing stigmatization, and integrating child
returnees into school environments. 

"
“We discussed best practices with neighboring countries that had conducted repatriation and
rehabilitation programs before us. We contacted well-known experts working in this field and
implemented their suggestions. We later invited them to Kyrgyzstan and organized seminars in Bishkek
and in Osh for practitioners working with the repatriated children”.

Sheraly Shermatov, Senior Expert of the State Commission for Religious
Affairs of the Kyrgyz Republic[161]

Box 2.1.

Multistakeholder Approach
Kyrgyzstan adopted a comprehensive multistakeholder approach to its reintegration and rehabilitation
strategy for returnee children, with more than ten state agencies taking part in the process. Numerous
practitioners were trained to work with returnee children, including psychologists, pedagogues, social
workers, medical personnel, and theologians.[162] The Kyrgyz government also created a special working
group, consisting of multidisciplinary specialists, to provide a comprehensive and individualized
examination of the psychological, social, and pedagogical needs of returnee children.[163] Previous
rehabilitation and reintegration experiences in neighboring Central Asian countries outlined the utility of
substantial civil society involvement and a “whole-of-society” approach towards rehabilitation. Thus, the
Kyrgyz government approach towards rehabilitation involved civil society organizations to ensure the
successful educational reintegration of returnee children. 
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[164] “Kyrgyzstan Repatriates Dozens Of Children Born To Militants In Iraq,” Radio Free Europe Free Liberty, March 16, 2021,
https://www.rferl.org/a/kyrgyzstan-repatriates-children-iraq/31154206.html. 
[165] “Statement of UNICEF Representative, Christine Jaulmes, on the repatriation of Kyrgyzstani children from Iraq,” UNICEF, March 16, 2021,
https://www.unicef.org/kyrgyzstan/press-releases/statement-unicef-representative-christine-jaulmes-repatriation-kyrgyzstani-children. 
[166] “The United States Welcomes the Kyrgyz Government’s Repatriation of Children from Iraq,” U.S Embassy in the Kyrgyz Republic, March 16,
2021, https://kg.usembassy.gov/the-united-states-welcomes-the-kyrgyz-governments-repatriation-of-children-from-iraq/. 
[167] Pazyl, “Long Way Home. Kyrgyzstan Resumed Repatriation of Citizens from Syria and Iraq.”
[168] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration, p. 36.
[169] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations,ibid.
[170]Pazyl, “Long Way Home. Kyrgyzstan Resumed Repatriation of Citizens from Syria and Iraq.”
[171] Pazyl, “Long Way Home. Kyrgyzstan Resumed Repatriation of Citizens from Syria and Iraq.”

In addition to the role of Kyrgyz civil society, international cooperation played an essential role in ensuring
the mobilization of the human and economic resources required for all reintegration and rehabilitation
projects. These projects were carried out by non-governmental organizations with the support of
international donors, namely UNICEF and the Kyrgyzstan Red Crescent.[164] The Kyrgyz repatriation effort
gained praise from the international community when UNICEF Representative, Christine Jaulmes
commended the government for fulfilling its obligations under the Convention of the Rights of the Child by
repatriating children and “treating them primarily as victims in need of protection and considering their
best interest in any decision concerning them.”[165] Moreover, the U.S. Embassy in Kyrgyzstan applauded
the Kyrgyz government’s efforts, saying that the “Kyrgyz government deserves praise for its commitment to
help the returned children.”[166]

Repatriation, Assessment, and Readaptation

Upon arrival, the Kyrgyz government housed returnees in a children’s residential home in the Chuy region.
The home offered children vast amounts of free space to move about while acting as a secure facility,
providing returnees with a sense of privacy and containment during the initial stages of the rehabilitation
process – a stark contrast to their previous living situations in Iraq. Upon arrival at the facility, returnee
children underwent a period of medical quarantine and examination.[167] Whereas a substantial number of
returnee children were physically underdeveloped due to malnutrition, medical professionals generally
found returnee children to be in good health.[168] Following medical review, psychologists evaluated the
children’s mental health and psychological. Theologians also began working at this early stage, and flagged
any emerging radicalization-related concerns. 

Nutritionists created special menus designed to help returnees recover from malnutrition. These special
menus reintroduced returnees to a range of foods previously not available to the children in ISIS-controlled
territory, such as milk products.[169] Within four to five days, returnee children began eating with regularity.
Social workers retaught the children basic sanitary skills, including oral hygiene, bathroom usage, and
cleanliness. According to the Director of the Central Asian Program, Keneshbek Sainazarov, despite the
short reintegration period, the rehabilitation program was “comparatively satisfactory – all necessary
materials, means and relevant institutions were prepared on time.”[170] Overall, children spent almost 2
months in the adaptation center before Kyrgyz authorities handed children over to legal guardians.[171]
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[172] ‘Interview with Social Workers Who Preferred to Remain Anonymous Conducted by Bulan Institute through WhatsApp.’; Bulan Institute for
Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration, p. 36.
[173] Interview with Aliza Soltonbekova, ‘Interview Conducted by the Bulan Institute’ (19 May 2021).
[174] Pazyl, “Long Way Home. Kyrgyzstan Resumed Repatriation of Citizens from Syria and Iraq.”

Government Collaboration with Families 

After 4 months in the rehabilitation center, close relatives adopted the returnee children. As the parents of
the returnees largely remained in Iraq or Syria, grandparents often served as the new primary caretakers.
Experience from neighboring states showed that family members and close relatives play a significant role
in the rehabilitation and reintegration of youth returnees. The engagement of relatives in the process was
therefore considered essential and initiated at the earliest possible opportunity. Indeed, in the absence of
their parents, the Kyrgyz rehabilitation and reintegration program was reliant on the commitment and close
cooperation of returnee relatives. Through Operation Meerim the Kyrgyz government prepared relatives and
local communities for the return of children from Iraq. This was no simple feat, with the Ministry of Labour
and Social Protection spending nearly one year identifying appropriate relatives, assessing the socio-
economic conditions of families and communities, and preparing relatives to adopt the children.[173]

Since rejoining relatives, returnees have continued to be supervised by social pedagogues and monitored
regularly regarding their social and academic progress. Guardians have remained in close contact with the
authorities, psychologists and social pedagogues and received the requisite counselling and support.[174]
Together these strands have offered a integrated multidimensional approach to the care of returnee
children.

1.1. RELEVANT PRACTICE: BASIC SELF-CARE AND SPECIAL
MENU FOR CHILDREN
Oftentimes, social workers had to reteach children hygienic practices including bathing, self-cleaning and teeth
cleaning. Nutritionists created a special menu for repatriated children which intended to help returnees recover
from malnutrition. However, the special menus also acted as an introduction to Kyrgyz culture as the menus
introduced returnees to traditional Kyrgyz dishes. 

"
“Our children arrived in winter and were amazed at the sight of snow, as well as the extent of their
newfound freedom. What was remarkable was how the children were running around the territory of the
residence and playing with the snow. Some of them had spent four years in the Iraqi prison and had never
had the opportunity to move freely and run.”[172]

One of the social workers in the adaptation center in Kyrgyzstan 

Box 2.2.
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VI. Kyrgyzstan

"
“We have been collaborating with the local authorities and local schools where these children will be
living. We trained and advised them how to treat these children, how to build communication, and how to
behave in critical moments to protect the rights of these children. We spent a huge amount of time
working with relatives to prepare them to accept these children and to explain what kind of trauma and
religious indoctrination these children might carry.”

Aliza Soltonbekova, Former Deputy Minister of Social Protection and Labor
of Kyrgyz Republic

Box 2.3.

Building Media Strategy and Capacity Building for
Journalists 

The return of Kyrgyz nationals from Iraq caused mixed reactions within Kyrgyz society, prompting concern
on the part of the government regarding stigmatization and how this might thwart rehabilitative and
rehabilitative efforts.[175] Some portions of Kyrgyz society supported the reunification of children with
relatives and even the possibility of expanding repatriation efforts to include women. However, other
portions of Kyrgyz society struggled to see beyond potential security risks and questioned whether returnee
children could ever fully reintegrate.[176] The Kyrgyz government sought to reduce and mitigate the
stigmatization of ISIS-associated returnees by engaging with local communities. Within this context, the
Kyrgyz government met with community leaders, relatives, and neighbors to prepare local figures in
responding to the unique needs of returnee children.[177] As a result of government interaction with
communities, local leaders and neighbors created networks of support for returnees and played a
significant role in providing an environment conducive to the reintegration and rehabilitation of repatriated
children.

In addition to preparing local communities for the arrival of repatriated children, the government also
sought to maintain the public anonymity of returnees and kept all information and whereabouts of the
children confidential. Kyrgyz media  used blurring techniques to protect the anonymity of returnee children
in any public photos and videos.[178] Moreover, the Kyrgyz government’s narrative framing of the
repatriation of children qualified the operation as a “humanitarian rescue operation” of Kyrgyz children
forced to live in the deteriorating conditions of Iraqi refugee camps or prisons.[179] To further promote this
narrative, authorities organized meetings, trainings, and workshops for journalists in various regions of the
country.[180] According to Deputy Minister of Labour and Social Protection, Aliza Soltonbekova, “It is
important to respect the privacy of these children and the families who are adopting them.  Journalists are 
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"
“As a journalist, I wrote a series of articles and conducted interviews about repatriation and rehabilitation
in Kyrgyzstan. The huge amount of work has been done with the support of UN agencies and international
organization. I also participated in trainings organized by UNICEF and other international actors. I think it
was crucial to teach the media the main principles such as do not harm, do not use hate speech, respect
privacy, and to act in a professional and neutral, unbiased manner. This kind of capacity building, of
course, helped me and my colleagues to produce media products that contribute to reconciliation and de-
stigmatization”

Sanjar Eraliev, Correspondent of Azattyk Media, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan

Box 2.4.

The Kyrgyz government worked closely with media and civil society to train journalists in the main
principles of writing about returnees. UNICEF and other UN agencies organized a series of workshops and
trainings where local journalists were taught how to write about child victims of conflicts. The main
principles that were presented and taught were: Do no harm, avoid hate speech, and remain professional,
neutral and unbiased. The main objective of this capacity-building was to increase knowledge about
international human rights norms, the treatment of children as victims, to minimize stigmatization, and to
respect the privacy of returnees.

Individualized Education Reintegration
An important Kyrgyz practice was the individualized response of Kyrgyz practitioners to the educational
needs of repatriated children. Kyrgyzstan`s rehabilitation and reintegration program divided children into
two categories: pre-school and school age.[183] Experts also conducted primary assessments with each
child covering areas such as cognitive functioning, speech and communication skills, physical and motor
skills, emotional development and literacy, and reading and writing skills. [184] After the initial assessments,
practitioners develop Individual Education Plans (IEPs) for each of the repatriated children.[185] The IEPs
enable their teachers to adapt and adjust the educational environment to meet the unique needs of
returnee children. Repatriate reintegration into the educational system has very much been an
individualized process as the educational gaps and learning needs vary drastically from returnee to
returnee. To decrease the educational gap faced by repatriates, the Kyrgyz government has provided
returnee children with tutoring assistance in addition to the standard age-appropriate study plans. Extra
tutoring in basic subjects such as math and language supported effective and timely reintegration into age-
appropriate school classes.
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important actors who shape public opinion, so we worked intensively with the media to avoid demonization
and stigmatization.”[181] Thus, the Kyrgyz government held multiple media workshops in the Osh and
Jalalabad regions where most of the returnees were accommodated.[182]
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"
“After individual assessment, each child received extra tutoring and individual attention from teachers.
Special pedagogues have been involved in evaluating children’s development, by conducting individual
interviews and visits to the children’s families. After one and half years, the experts found that the majority
of children met the goals set in their individual study plans.”[186]

Jyldyz Duishenova, Director of the Public Foundation “Future of the Country”

Box 2.5.

"
“In the beginning, children avoided direct eye contact with adults and acted cautiously towards everyone.
At later stages, we observed changes in their attitudes. They became much more open, they could
communicate and even ask questions, which indicates a social adaptation. Moreover, children
demonstrated leadership skills, by hosting school events, participating in contests, engaging in debates
and games. Their voluntary participation in social activities demonstrates that their integration has been
successful.”

Zhyldyz Asekova, Professor of the International University of Central Asia

Box 2.6.

Kyrgyz public foundation, Future of the Country, played a substantial role in training teachers and
pedagogues. Building on the Individual Education Plans (IEP), three-day-long trainings were organized for
teachers, guardians, and social pedagogues. These training programs informed teachers about the
complexities involved in educating children returning from former ISIS-controlled territory and prison
environments. Specifically, training sought to teach educators how to respond to challenges linked to
psychological trauma and educational delays in repatriated children.[187] Ultimately, Kyrgyzstan’s focus on
teacher training in addition to the state’s provision of IEPs to children, demonstrates the individualized
response of the Kyrgyz program towards child education reintegration.

Overall, 70% of returnee children managed to successfully meet the educational standards set by the goals
in their IEP. As for the remaining 30%, practitioners organized tutoring classes to provide further support.
[188] Practitioners discovered that the integration of returnees into same-aged classes had a positive impact
on learning outcomes. The practitioners themselves were of the opinion that, repatriated students placed in
classes with younger children would develop insecurities in relation to their confidence and abilities and
unnecessary additional disruption to their adjustment.[189] It took only six months, after the Kyrgyz
government began addressing the educational gap of returnees, for most repatriate students to be
integrated into the formal schooling system.[190] The Kyrgyz reintegration and rehabilitation program
established a routine of child-development monitoring, with authorities regularly conducting individual
interviews and in-person visitations. Overall, the relationship between social pedagogues, guardians, and
teachers has been constructive and facilitated an exchange of experiences beneficial to the children.[191]
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Challenges

While the section has highlighted a range of good practices, the most recurrent challenge has been a relative
difficulty in rehabilitating older children. The reintegration and rehabilitation of older children requires the
relevant rehabilitation and reintegration practitioners to confront more deep-rooted belief systems, where
these have been instilled from a young age. The hardening of belief systems stemming from prolonged
exposure to extremism and threatening environments, may place older children at increased risk of
alienation and re-radicalization upon return to Kyrgyzstan. The adequate provision of practitioners with the
skills and experience to manage this additional aspect of returnee rehabilitative care is rendered
problematic given the general shortage of specialists. 

Despite the Kyrgyz government’s efforts to characterize reintegration operations as humanitarian in nature,
stigmatization has remained a challenge on a local and national level. Additionally, separation of children
and parents has posed a significant challenge to the long-term success of child reintegration and
rehabilitation, not least due to it acting as an additional trauma. With Kyrgyzstan solely repatriating
children, close relatives, often grandparents, became the legal guardians of returnee children. However, the
potential inability of grandparents to fully meet the needs of returnee children, not least in part due to age,
has raised questions about the long-term guardianship of very young returnees. 
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VII. The Netherlands

General Context

The Dutch government has taken a piecemeal approach towards repatriating foreign fighter-related women
and children. Instead of implementing a systematic program to facilitate the repatriation, reintegration, and
rehabilitation of returnees from Syria and Iraq, the Dutch government repatriated Dutch nationals on a
case-by-case basis. Since 2012, 280 Dutch citizens have traveled to Syria and Iraq and joined various jihadist
terrorist organizations.[192] However, thus far, the Netherlands has pursued limited repatriation efforts.
While 65 Dutch adults and 35 children returned voluntarily from Iraq and Syria since 2013, the Dutch
government has actively repatriated Dutch citizens in only a handful of cases.[193] In June 2019, the Dutch
government repatriated two orphans from Syria/Iraq.[194] Next, in June 2021, the Netherlands repatriated
one woman and three children from the Al-Roj camp in northeastern Syria.[195] Finally, in February 2022,
the Netherlands repatriated five women and eleven children from Syria.[196] Despite an uptick in Dutch
repatriations in 2022, the Dutch General Intelligence and Security Service (AVID) has estimated that 120
Dutch foreign fighter-related adults remain in Syria, Turkey, and Iraq, along with 200 children with claims to
Dutch citizenship.[197]

A series of court cases demonstrated the Dutch government’s reluctance to repatriate not only foreign
fighters, but also ISIS-linked women and children. In fall 2019, 23 foreign fighter-linked women living in the
Kurdish detention camps of Al-Roj and Al-Hawl introduced a court case calling for the Dutch government to
repatriate 23 women along with their 56 children.[198] The Dutch government had previously refused to
repatriate the women and children. While the Dutch court ruled the Netherlands must actively assist in the
repatriation of the 56 children, the women were excluded. Nevertheless, a successful Dutch government
appeal of the case in November 2019 overruled the previous decision and allowed Dutch government
inaction in the 79-person repatriation case.[199] To avoid the domestic political and legal complications of
trying foreign fighters in Dutch courts, the Netherlands advocated for the establishment of an international
tribunal under Chapter VII of the UN Charter to prosecute foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq.[200] While a
Dutch court recently ruled in September 2022 that the Dutch government must repatriate 12 women and 29
children from Kurdish camps in northern Syria, the cases further highlight the Dutch government’s
hesitancy to pursue largescale repatriation efforts.[201]
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VII. The Netherlands

Youth Repatriation, Reintegration and Rehabilitation

Local Level Approach Towards Youth Reintegration

While the Netherlands repatriated foreign fighter-related persons in a handful of cases, the Dutch
government has not developed a fixed protocol for the arrival of returnees. Instead, the youth reintegration
programs were developed by each of the relevant municipalities. However, the Dutch National Coordinator
for Security and Counterterrorism (NCTV) and AVID stated, “It should be clearly kept in mind that minors are
chiefly victims of ISIS, without ignoring the potential risks for society.”[202] Upon arrival, the Dutch
authorities separate women from children and detain women in a female terrorism detention facility.[203]
In the period of a child’s separation from its parents, the Dutch government prioritizes local-level input in
the child’s reintegration processes. Through integrating local authorities and youth care professionals into
youth reintegration strategies, the Dutch government has aimed to mitigate potential strain linked to child-
parent separation and thus engaged in responsible child reintegration. 

The Dutch methodology towards youth reintegration prioritizes a local level focus in tandem with
coordination between the Raad voor de Kinderbescherming (Dutch Child Care Protection Board (CCPB))
and Jeugdbescherming (Youth Protection Agency). As the Netherlands has taken a case-by-case approach
towards the reintegration of foreign fighter-related persons, municipalities responsible for hosting the
returning child develop individual return plans for returnee children with the support of the Raad voor de
Kinderbescherming and Jeugdbescherming.[204] Each reintegration and rehabilitation plan has four pillars:
custody, security risk, care, and education.[205] Once developed, municipal authorities share the
reintegration and rehabilitation plan with local youth care professionals able to provide returnees with
mental health care.[206]

1.1. RELEVANT PRACTICE: MULTIDIMENSIONAL APPROACH
TOWARDS YOUTH REINTEGRATION
The Dutch approach towards youth repatriation has combined a community-specific reintegration strategy with
national level oversight. On the national level, the Child Care Protection Board is charged with ensuring returnee
children have a safe and stable domestic environment conducive to full societal reintegration.[207] Thus, the
CCPB is responsible for screening a child’s extended family or foster care institution to ensure the caretakers are
able to provide the returnee child with a stable and safe domestic environment.[208] The integration of local
actors including educational, healthcare, and youth-care professionals has ensured reintegration programs are
tailor-fitted to the individual needs.[209]
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VII. The Netherlands

The Dynamic Assessment Framework           

Youth returnees were commonly held in specialized youth care institutions for a period of three months
where they are monitored for signs of extensive trauma or radicalization before reintegrating into school
systems.[210] While in the specialized facilities, mental health and youth specialists individually assess
returnees to develop a specialized rehabilitation program. Additionally, during the three-month period,
local authorities inform relevant local schools of the intricacies of the returnee’s rehabilitation program.
[211] Altogether, the Dutch rehabilitation approach towards children differs substantially from the state’s
approach towards adult reintegration. Along with male returnees, Dutch authorities also detain female
adult returnees upon reentry. Whereas the NCTV and AIVD view children as victims of terrorist organizations,
Dutch security services view returnee women as a security risk and thus watched closely until the
completion of legal proceedings.[212] To determine the proper procedures and assessment approach for
women and child returnees, the Netherlands created the Dynamic Assessment Framework (Dynamisch
Beoordelingskader).[213] The framework set out how to reintegrate women and children with an
assessment of the returnee’s individual needs, while using specific risk assessment methods to minimize the
security domestic risk. 

1.2. RELEVANT PRACTICE: FAMILIAL INTERACTION DURING
CUSTODY

Dutch authorities place adult female returnees into detention centers upon arrival. The Dutch judiciary enquires
into the potential complicity of male and female returnees in terrorist acts and periodically reviews the risk of
returnees. However, the detention of returnees is also designed to promote deradicalization and incorporate
time and space for parent-child interaction during a mother’s incarceration.[214] Thus, Dutch security authorities
do not entirely separate families during periods of incarceration. 

Treatment of Returning Children

The Netherlands handled youth returnees largely as victims of jihadist organizations, rather than as national
security threats.[215] While the Dutch government placed returning children in specialized youth centers to
facilitate reintegration, children were not detained upon arrival. Dutch reintegration and rehabilitation
efforts prioritize the protection of the child’s basic rights upon return to the Netherlands.
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VII. The Netherlands

Deradicalization of women 

Additionally, the Dutch national government provided municipalities engaged in organizing youth
reintegration and rehabilitation programs with financial and logistical support to ease reintegration and
ensure protection of the returnee’s constitutional and human rights.[216] Some of this support includes
psychological care, medical care, social care, and schooling assistance.[217]

Due to Dutch policy of detaining adult female and male returnees, the custodial arrangement for returning
children has been complex. Upon arrival, Dutch security authorities place adults in detention and held
children separately. After the child’s three-month stay in a specialized youth facility, children were then
placed into a household.[218] In cases where the child’s parents are still detained, Dutch authorities place
the child with either extended family or with a foster care family; but first, the CCPB screens the potential
household to assess the suitability of this arrangement.[219] Dutch placement of children with extended
families has shown to be a success as “according to the RvdK, a vast majority of the families of the 135
children were considered suitable.”[220]

An important element of the Dutch reintegration and rehabilitation program has been the state’s use of a
“youth protector.” Once a child arrives in the Netherlands, a judge appointed a youth protector from a
certified institution.[221] The youth protector ensures the child received the requisite support for future
development through performing regular examinations of the child’s development. [222]

While the youth protector supported the child's safety and development, the National Advisory Team for
Minor Returnees (LAT) continuously monitored the trajectory of a child’s reintegration. The LAT worked
closely with youth protectors and made suggestions on the assistance and support requisite for the child
returnee.[223] Additionally, the LAT provides advice to the youth protector regarding the specialists
necessary to facilitate the child’s reintegration and social development.[224] Overall, both the youth
protector and the National Advisory Team for Minor Returnees provide valuable support, and structure to
the reintegration program and future development of returning youth.

Regarding adult females, the Netherlands approach to repatriation, reintegration, and rehabilitation
prioritizes security risk mitigation in addition to community-level rehabilitation. The current Dutch policy
calls for all adult returnees to be arrested upon arrival into the Netherlands.[225]
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VII. The Netherlands

Challenges 

Therefore, upon return, adult female returnees entered detention centers and appeared before a judge 90
hours following arrest.[226] If Dutch security assessments found the returnee was likely involved in acts of
terrorism, the state pursues criminal investigations. However, if Dutch authorities did not find evidence the
returnee engaged in terrorist acts, security officials continued to monitor the individual while also
conducting periodic court reviews to determine the requisite total length of detention.[227] For returnees
on probation or parole, the Dutch National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism (NCTV) and the
Dutch Probation Service presented returnees with a range of re-socialization and programs to promote
returnee deradicalization and reintegration. The joint reintegration program not only facilitated
psychological treatment and housing for returnees, but also assisted clients in educational and vocational
reintegration.[228] For clients deemed vulnerable to re-radicalization, the governmental program
implemented into the reintegration program a deradicalization focused component linking returnees with
theologians capable of conducting cognitive interventions.[229] While the Dutch government do not have
an established framework for the reintegration and rehabilitation of women returnees, the government did
have agencies able to structure the reintegration of foreign fighter-related persons.

The reintegration and rehabilitation of foreign fighter-related Dutch nationals has been significantly
hindered by the Dutch government’s lack of a structured approach towards repatriation. Opting instead for
a case-by-case nature of the Dutch government’s approach towards repatriation, the Netherlands resisted a
framework approach towards repatriation.[230] Instead, the Dutch government’s attitude towards
repatriating foreign fighter-related Dutch nationals was passive rather than proactive. In a report to the
Committee on the Rights of the Child, the Dutch government stated, “Dutch policy does not actively focus
on repatriation.”[231] Instead, the Dutch Minister of Justice and Security stated the Dutch government does
not have any obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child to actively repatriate children as
the government does not have any “effective power or authority” in Syria due to the suspension of relations
between the Netherlands and Syria.[232] While the local-level focus of the Dutch reintegration approach
represented a sustainable path towards long-term reintegration, the Dutch government’s case-by-case
approach towards the repatriation of foreign fighters often resulted in prolonged legal battles and
protracted uncertainty for foreign fighter-related persons. 
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VIII. Tajikistan

General Context

Like other Central Asian states, Tajikistan was deeply concerned by the phenomenon of foreign terrorist
fighters travelling to Syria and Iraq to join the Islamic State. According to Tajik authorities, around 1,900
Tajik citizens have travelled to conflict zones in the Middle East since 2014.[233] The Tajik repatriation
process described below has been influenced by the country’s history of repatriating former fighters
involved in the 5-year-long Tajik civil war, lasting from May 1992 to June 1997.

During the peace processes, the Tajik government prioritized reintegration over demobilization,
disarmament, and transitional justice.[234] The government reintegrated former opposition-aligned
combatants into society, either by drafting former opposition groups into national military and law
enforcement units, or by offering former combatants comprehensive amnesties, government positions and
economic assets.[235] Immediately following the civil war, former fighters and displaced civilians were far
more numerous than current Tajik ISIS-affiliates returning from Syria and Iraq. Thus, the monumental
reintegration efforts in contemporary Tajik history have left the state with a solid legacy of repatriation and
rehabilitation practices and institutions.[236]

Tajikistan’s previous experience in dealing with former combatants enabled the state to utilize a soft form of
reintegration, with the state announcing an amnesty policy in 2014. After the amnesty announcement,
Tajikistan received more than 800 self-returnees who declared they had abandoned radical ideology.
According to Rustam Azizi, Deputy Director of the Centre for Islamic Studies under the President of the
Republic of Tajikistan, the state granted 80% of self-returnees amnesty.[237]

After the defeat of ISIS, Tajikistan began preparations for the repatriation of ISIS-linked women and
children. In 2019, the Tajik government repatriated 84 children from Iraqi prisons in 2019. And while the Tajik
government’s efforts to repatriate women and children from northeastern Syria were significantly slowed by
the COVID-19 pandemic, the state successfully returned 145 women and children from Syria in 2022. The
Tajik authorities’ efforts at rehabilitating and deradicalizing repatriated ISIS-linked men, women and
children primarily focused on addressing existing grievances related to identity, marginalization, and
alienation from the community, leaving religious ideology as a secondary element of the radicalization of
ISIS-affiliates.[238]
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VIII. Tajikistan

Preventive and Humanitarian Approach

The two elements underpinning the Tajik approach towards IS-affiliate repatriation and reintegration have
been prevention and humanitarianism. The Tajik government posits that domestic security is best served by
repatriating and providing amnesty to IS-affiliates, while giving particular attention to the reintegration of
child returnees.[239] In practice, a humanitarian and risk-prevention focused governmental approach
towards the issue of IS-affiliated nationals has engendered the launch of several repatriation operations and
the extension of amnesty brought back hundreds of self-returnees.  

Similar to its neighbours, Tajikistan branded repatriation initiatives involving women and children as
“humanitarian rescue operations”, stressing the inhuman living conditions of Syrian camps and Iraqi
prisons in public discourse.[240] Tajikistan promoted several narratives to legitimize repatriation in its
public discourse. Central to these narratives was the vulnerability of women and children stranded in
conflict zones and the collective responsibility to aid returnees in light of a shared Tajik identity.

1.1. RELEVANT PRACTICE: MINIMISING STIGMATISATION FROM
FEAR TO SOLIDARITY

Tajikistan has created a favourable societal environment which facilitates the rehabilitation and reintegration of
returnees. Promoting a shared national identity between returnees and the rest of society is the cornerstone of
Tajik reintegration practices. In contrast, returnees were considered traitors and terrorists until the government
reframed the narrative by labelling repatriation operations as humanitarian.[241] The Tajik government has
repeatedly stated that no Tajik child should be left in the conflict zone, referring to national identity and
preventive measures for countering future terrorist threats. 

Amnesty and Self-Returnees 

In 2015, Tajikistan announced that the state would grant amnesties to citizens who voluntarily returned
from war zones, with conditions. According to the Ministry of Interior, the policy has led hundreds of citizens
to voluntarily return home since 2018.[242] According to Rustam Azizi, more than 800 citizens, including
men and women, returned voluntarily and the state has granted 87% of self-returnees amnesty.[243]
Amnesty eligibility of self-returnees is based upon confession and a screening of the individual’s criminal
history while in IS-controlled territory.[244] As a result of the amnesty process, a minimal number of Tajik
foreign fighters have undergone trials resulting in prison sentences upon return.[245] 
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VIII. Tajikistan

"
“The high number of self-returnees in Tajikistan shows that these mechanisms of amnesty work well and
naturally encourage people who have repented, and changed their minds, to return from Syria and Iraq.
The majority of self-returnees were granted amnesty.”[250]

Rustam Azizi, Deputy Director of the Center for Islamic Studies under the
President of the Republic of Tajikistan

Box 2.1.

Despite the substantial number of self-returnees, Tajikistan has not established rehabilitation and support
programs for self-returned amnestied adults, or for criminally convicted but released returnees.[246]
However, self-returnee reintegration into society is monitored by the authorities. While self-returnees are
free to travel, mandatory weekly meetings with law enforcement agencies limited their movements.[247]
Self-returnees also participate in government-sponsored programs to combat extremism, have made media
appearances to describe the atrocities committed by ISIS,[248] and have met with young people to raise
awareness regarding the negative externalities of joining extremist groups.[249]
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1.2. RELEVANT PRACTICES: MINISTRY OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS
SPECIAL WORKING GROUP

In Tajikistan, a special interdepartmental working group was created under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to
bring together all state bodies and coordinate reintegration and rehabilitation work. The working group consists
of twelve ministries and agencies and is responsible for repatriation and rehabilitation. The smooth coordination
and information sharing between these twelve ministries and agencies was the key factor in the implementation
of the given tasks. 

Repatriation and Rehabilitation of Children from Iraq

In April 2019, Tajikistan repatriated 84 children of female Tajik nationals serving extended prison sentences
in Iraq due to ISIS-affiliation. To ensure the children’s safe return, Tajik authorities cooperated with Iraqi
counterparts and UNICEF personnel.[251] However, Tajik authorities suspended repatriation efforts in 2020
due to pandemic-related travel restrictions.[252] Upon arrival, Tajik authorities housed repatriated children
at the Sanatorium Kharangon, in the Varzob area near the capital. In the residence, returnees received
medical treatments and inoculation as well as counselling from psychiatrists and psychotherapists.
Tajikistan applied an individualised approach to rehabilitation; hence, all returnees had access to group
therapy, art therapy, and individual counselling while in rehabilitation centres. 
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VIII. Tajikistan

"
“The rehabilitation work is easier with children of young age, even though there are very strong language
barriers. This is due to the fact that they were either newborns when they left Tajikistan or were born in
ISIS territory. They have forgotten their mother tongue and suffer from several gaps in their education.
Once repatriated, we saw that they were not aware of how to behave with peers and with adults, because
they have lived in a very particular environment. With older aged children and teenagers, it is more
difficult to conduct rehabilitation work because they have built their own barriers. They have their own
strong religious beliefs. For instance, they believe that education and “ordinary life” is not suited to them.
It is difficult to get them out of the comfort zone of their religious beliefs.”[253]

Farzona Sharifzoda Abdurauf, Psychologist, Tajikistan

Box 2.2.

Tajikistan’s Ministry of Education assembled a working group to facilitate the reintegration of child
returnees. While authorities and practitioners in Tajikistan struggled to find guardians for the 84 child
returnees, the working group facilitated the placement of returnees into boarding schools. While a portion
of returnees had relatives in the country, they have been often unready or unwilling to take responsibility for
raising returning children. Moreover, many relatives feared the children of be incapable of socially
reintegrating or might pose a threat to the community. As a result, a substantial number of child returnees
in Tajikistan have remained in boarding schools, although relatives have maintained regular contact with
them. 

Social workers and psychologists responsible for overseeing child returnees believe early family unification
may be counter-productive, due to the possible extent of the trauma-based psychological damage to
returnees and the skills required to support their mental health. In boarding schools, practitioners
monitored returnees while also supervising their educational progress and social behaviour. Moreover, the
rehabilitation of older children presents a far more difficult task due to more rigid indoctrination, as well as
the considerable trauma suffered.  

1.3. RELEVANT PRACTICES: PREPARING A FAVOURABLE SCHOOL
ENVIRONMENT 

In Tajikistan, awareness consulting and psychological support were provided to the classmates of child
returnees. The provision of multifaceted support may help prevent stigmatisation and backlash from peers
during the reintegration process. Through a reduction in stigmatisation from peers, child returnees were better
able to socialize and adapt to new environments. In every school, peers were assigned to every child returnee
who could then support and accompany them at school.  Consequently, facilitating the socialisation process
between child returnees and host communities improves child mental health, as the expanded support eases
returnee adaptation into school programs and normal life. Such assistance is fundamental given the potentially
fragile mental state of child returnees, who may be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and/or
socialisation issues.[254]
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VIII. Tajikistan
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Repatriation and Rehabilitation of Women and Children
from Syria

The most recent wave of repatriation involved 146 women and children, previously living in the northeast
Syrian Al-Hawl and Al-Roj camps. Authorities from Syria’s autonomous Kurdish administration transferred
104 children and 42 women to Tajik officials.[255] The 146 returnees currently reside at the Sanatorium
Kharagon, in the Varzob district. Operating under the mandate of the Ministry for Health Care and Social
Protection, the rehabilitation center, previously a youth holiday camp, has been characterized as a safe, and
peaceful environment.[256] 

In the rehabilitation centre, doctors, psychologists, social workers, and lawyers work with female returnees
through the provision of individualized support and rehabilitation programs. Social workers and
psychologists support the transition of both female and child returnees to normal life. Specialists from 12
governmental bodies have provided holistic support to returnees. For example, returnees have received aid
from the Ministry of Justice for all legal procedures and documentation, and from the Ministry of Labour,
Migration and Social Protection to facilitate future employment, through the provision of training.

Once Tajik authorities complete the initial amnesty-related investigation, the rehabilitation program’s focus
shifts to preparing returnees for reintegration. From the Sanatorium Kharagon returnees either return to
relatives or relocate to shelters overseen by the Ministry of Health Care and the Ministry of Labour. 

Around 80% of self-returnees obtained amnesty after individual legal assessments, the majority of which are
female returnees. Only three women were sentenced to prison due to their involvement in ISIS recruitment
practices, but were later released after being granted amnesty in 2021. To date, no female returnee has been
detained in Tajikistan.[257] 

1.4. RELEVANT PRACTICES: LEGAL ASSESSMENT AND AMNESTY
FOR WOMEN RETURNEES 

"
“I’m sure that newly repatriated women will be granted amnesty, The government is considering this
option and even though now a legal investigation is underway, it is clear that the majority of women will
be amnestied. I think this decision will be officially announced when the legal assessments are
done.”[258]

Rustam Azizi, Deputy Director of the Centre for Islamic Studies under the
President of the Republic of Tajikistan

Box 2.3.
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VIII. Tajikistan

[259] Farrell, et al, Processes of Reintegrating. 
[260] The Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration.”

Challenges

Despite the number of promising practices listed above, Tajikistan still faces a range of challenges. Indeed,
while many experts have strongly recommended the involvement of civil society actors in national
rehabilitation and reintegration programs, Tajikistan is the only Central Asian country not to have engaged
civil society in the design and implementation of rehabilitation and reintegration programs, having
previously legally prohibited civil society organisations (CSOs) from working with returnees on the
community level. The scarcity of civil society support to the programs created challenges towards the
reintegration of self-returned adults, forced to rely on the goodwill, expertise, capacities, and limited
resources of local communities.[259] The Tajik government sought to address the absence of civil society in
the reintegration programs, by amending the state’s National Counter Terrorism Action Plan to facilitate the
involvement of CSOs. Recently repatriated women and children are currently living in the adaptation phase,
while the government is considering involving civil society engagement in the rehabilitation and
reintegration processes. According to Rustam Azizi, the Tajik government has chosen to engage civil society
at the community level when women and children are relocated to hometowns. 

Along with the lack of civil society engagement, a shortage of human resources and expert practitioners,
caused by finite state financial resources and limited international funding, has circumscribed the scope of
Tajikistan’s rehabilitation and reintegration program. The exclusion of civil society from reintegration
programs also limited the availability of information regarding child and female returnee progress in the
process of reintegrating into Tajik society.[260] Next, the Tajik government faced the issue of arranging legal
guardians for returnee children with parents still residing in Syria or Iraq. In the absence of long-term
guardianship, Tajik authorities continued to house repatriate children in boarding schools. The lack of initial
work with family members hindered the Tajik government in preparing legal guardians. Finally, apart from
the granting of amnesties, the lack of attention given to self-returnees, as well as legal limitations placed on
their financial/institutional status has led to this group being marginalized in the state’s response.
Reintegration and rehabilitation happen individually in this context, with these individuals facing the full
hardships of resocialization. 
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IX. Uzbekistan

General Context

[261] Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, The Repatriation, Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Women and Children from Syria and Iraq: The
Experiences of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, (June 2021).
[262] Interview with Oliya Ilmuradova conducted by the Bulan Institute on 23 March 2021

Between 2019 and 2021, Uzbekistan facilitated the return of 530 women and children from Syria and Iraq
through four phases of repatriation operation “Mehr”. The first stage brought 165 people back from
northeast Syria to Uzbekistan, among these, 106 children and 48 women.[261] A second phase was
conducted in October 2019 and allowed for the repatriation of 64 children from Iraqi prisons, whose
mothers had been convicted and incarcerated on charges of terrorism. These children were handed over to
the Uzbek government for repatriation after gaining the consent of their mothers. 

The third and fourth phases were implemented between the end of 2020 and mid-April 2021, with 49 women
and 142 children repatriated in total. One of the unique features of Uzbekistan’s approach has been the
government’s choice not to imprison any of the women who were repatriated. Instead, the government
treated female returnees and children as victims of the conflict, in acknowledgment that many were
coerced into traveling to Syria and Iraq. The Uzbek government justified this decision as a preemptive form
of securitization and as taking responsibility for their citizens. The Uzbek government treated children as
victims and also considered women as innocent, misled and deceived. “Convinced that each State Member
of the United Nations is responsible for the well-being of its citizens, wherever they may be, Uzbekistan is
making systematic efforts to repatriate its citizens from armed conflict zones. Uzbekistan takes seriously its
responsibility to protect its citizens, and especially when it comes to children, we need to take actions in the
best interests of children”, stated Ambassador Ulugbek Lapasov. According to local experts, Uzbekistan’s
approach has been defined by humanitarianism, with empathy and lack of criminal prosecution of women
serving as the foundations of its rehabilitation and reintegration policy[262].

"
“These children had been living in dire conditions in Iraq. Among the 39 boys and 25 girls who were
repatriated, 14 were under 3 years of age and 2 had lost their parents. The Government of Uzbekistan
brought those children to their homeland with the consent of their mothers, who are serving various
sentences in Iraqi prisons”

Ambassador Ulugbek Lapasov, Permanent Representative of Uzbekistan to UN
Office in Geneva

Box 2.1.
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[263] Interview with Oliya Ilmuradova 
[264] Nazifa Kamolova, interviewed by the Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, 15 August 2022.
[265] Ambassador Ulugbek Lapasov, interviewed by the Bulan Institute for Peace Innovations, June 8, 2021.

"
“The returnees were provided with access to educational and other social programs, including housing
and employment programs, enabling them to return to a peaceful life and reintegrate into society. A
majority of children have successfully integrated and are enjoying school education. Many women have
found jobs and are working.”[265] 

Ambassador Ulugbek Lapasov, Permanent Representative of Uzbekistan to UN
Office in Geneva

Several civil society organizations in Uzbekistan, such as Barqaror Hayout and Istiqlol Avlodi, have been
widely involved in rehabilitation and reintegration processes, playing essential roles in facilitating access to
legal, social, and psychological support for returnees. Barqaror Hayout has received significant support
from international organizations such as UNICEF and the International Organization for Migration.[263] 

International organizations played important roles in supporting local civil society organizations which are
more limited in resources. For example, the International Organization for Migration supported Barqaror
Hayout by providing equipment for self-employed women, whereas UNICEF has helped train civil society
staff members, as well as providing essential immunizations and intensive educational programs for
children’s rehabilitation. 

The civil society organization Itoqlol Avlodi was one of the key actors in the rehabilitation and reintegration
of returnees in Uzbekistan. The organization mobilized 20 NGOs to provide psychological and psychosocial
assistance to returnees living in mahallas (local communities).[264] The government of Uzbekistan worked
with UN agencies and international NGOs, such as UNICEF, to support the effectiveness of their repatriation
and rehabilitation programs. UNICEF facilitates these efforts by assisting the government with national and
local services involved in the reintegration of returnees and with monitoring their progress.

"
“Several NGOs, including our organization, have been heavily involved in the rehabilitation and
reintegration of women and children. Our role is to facilitate legal, social and psychological support. We
provide lawyers if necessary. We have been leading the process of restoration of documents and issuing
birth certificates to those children born in Syria or Iraq. We represent these people in courts so that they
can make documents. We also deal with death and divorce certificates and disability papers. Civil society
organizations have organized professional courses for women, and work with international organizations
to have joint projects to empower female returnees”

Nazifa Kamolova, Director of NGO Istiqlol Avlodi, Uzbekistan

Box 2.2.

Box 2.3.
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Family members as a primary support network

Uzbekistan’s rehabilitation and reintegration program for repatriated women and children has been based
on a cohesive family structure.[266] Apart from a handful of adaptation centers which hosted and supported
returnees immediately after arrival, Uzbekistan did not create state-funded rehabilitation centers or
shelters. Family members have been key actors in facilitating the success of the process while state and civil
society trained and supported them in reintegrating and rehabilitating the returnees. Oliya Ilmuradova
adds, “the person who returns from the terrorist camps must know that someone is waiting for him/her”.
[267] In addition, Uzbekistan made the decision not to focus on religion or theological counseling upon
repatriation, believing that social ties between families needed to be restored in the first instance so that
returnees felt welcomed and supported in Uzbekistan before religious concerns were addressed.[268]
Overall, an important good practice of the Mehr program has been its focus on reconstructing family ties so
as to best create a support system for returnees. This practice resulted in returnees in Uzbekistan spending
less time in closed adaptation centers, and more time in social settings with their families and communities.
[269] 

[266] nterviews with Nazifa Kamolova and Oliya Ilmuradova, ibid.
[267] ibid.
[268] ibid.
[269] Maya Ivanova, “Uzbekistan’s Model of Rehabilitating and Reintegrating its Citizens.” Cabar.asia. April, 11, 2022.
https://cabar.asia/en/uzbekistan-s-model-of-rehabilitating-and-reintegrating-its-citizens-from-conflict-zones-in-syria-and-iraq
[270] Interview with Oliya Ilmuradova, ibid.
[271] OSCE, A Whole-of-Society Approach to Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism (Vienna: OSCE, 2020).
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/7/444340_0.pdf

"
“Our model in Uzbekistan is based on the principle of "My family", meaning that all the adaptation
programs and rehabilitation processes that are carried out within their families. No additional shelters are
created, which allows to avoid expensive costs for their maintenance. All processes are carried out within
the family and directly by the family members themselves. We encourage active participation of all family
members in our activities. We have had such successful cases when women attended our professional
trainings, organized by our center, together with their mothers and mothers-in-law, so that they would
also be involved in the learning and adaptation processes”[270].

Oliya Ilmuratova, Director of Barqaror Hayot in Uzbekistan

Box 2.4.

Living in Mahalla or Social Reabsorption

In Uzbekistan, mahallas are recognized as territorial units of self-government by Article 105 of the
Constitution of Uzbekistan. The government cooperates closely with them, seeing the mahalla system as an
interface between the government and communities. The government came to rely on the mahalla system
to contribute to the rehabilitation of violent extremists.[271] 
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According to an OSCE analysis, about 10,000 citizens’ assemblies operate in Uzbekistan and perform more
than 30 socially and economically significant tasks previously carried out by local governmental bodies.
[272] The mahallas are expected to play a role in enhancing tolerance and peaceful coexistence within and
among diverse communities, thereby serving as a tool for conflict-prevention and resolution.

Uzbekistan’s approach towards reintegrating women and children has been notable due to its emphasis on
community acceptance, with returnees needing to be reabsorbed into their communities. In the Uzbek case,
the community-centered strategy has been successful due to strong communal and societal ties present in
the population, with pre-existing neighborhood structures like mahallas serving as support and
reintegration networks.

Upon return, women and children spent one month in adaptation centers and then returned to their
communities of origin and released into the care of their relatives. Whereas other countries faced challenges
in gaining support at the community level, Uzbekistan`s rehabilitation program benefitted from its
emphasis on community structures and restoring social connections at the local level.

[272] OSCE, A Whole-of-Society Approach to Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism.

Voluntary Rehabilitation and Working on Mother-Child
Relations 

An important element of reintegration and rehabilitation programs in Uzbekistan was that the programs
have been voluntary and required informed consent. After repatriation, women re given a chance to decide
if they wished to participate in the rehabilitation program. During their time in Iraq/Syria under ISIS, many
women had limited agency and had many decisions about their lives imposed on them. Giving them a
choice was a correct approach which allowed women to feel support and understanding, ultimately
permitting them the final decision over what form support would be made available to them. 

Uzbekistan has not separated women and children upon their return. Instead, the state has chosen to keep
women and children together, a practice not frequently applied elsewhere due to concerns about the
underlying risks. Psychologists in Uzbekistan  stressed that female returnees had problems responding to
the everyday needs of their children due to potential mental health issues and/or trauma. Consequently,
local specialists focused on reestablishing ties and relations between mothers and children.

The mahalla's place in local communities plays a central role in social rehabilitation. Serving as a sort of
community center, the mahalla was used to reconnect returnees with pre-existing social structures.
Simultaneously, local imams provided theological counselling and challenging radicalized beliefs while
promoting beneficial forms of worship. In Uzbekistan, social connections and networks at mahalla level became a
natural social rehabilitator. The combination of both elements facilitated an R&R process seeking to reintegrate
and deradicalize simultaneously. The returnees abandoned the radical ideology embracing peaceful tenants of
Islam, at the same time reintegrating into their community and rebuilding ties. 

1.1.RELEVANT PRACTICE: INVOLVING COMMUNITY MEMBERS
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With many women experiencing violence, loss and trauma, their ability to provide adequate maternal care
to their children might have been compromised. To respond to these challenges, social workers and
psychologists have had individual and joint mother-child dyad sessions, which focus on building
relationships and explained how bonds could be improved. Upon integration of children into formal
education, local NGOs have organized group sessions for mothers, explaining how they could help with
homework, read books together, and provide support their children during their school adaptation. 

Children Specific Practices 

Children have been treated as victims and provided all necessary support upon their arrival. They spend one
month with their mothers at the adaptation center. Moreover, all children receive medical and
psychological assistance and have been provisioned with books, toys and new clothing. Children are
monitored and supported by psychologists specially trained in Women's Committees, a group-based and
individual psychological intervention. UNICEF played a major role in supporting the children’s rehabilitation
pathway by providing essential immunizations and intensive educational programs. Comprehensive
medical, psychological, and social assistance has been emphasized in the rehabilitation pathway due to the
perception of children as victims of terrorism. Local organizations such as Barqaror Hayot and Istiklol Avlodi
have managed and coordinated the whole process jointly with state agencies. 

In the experience of rehabilitation-relevant specialists, children under 5 appeared easier to rehabilitate,
whereas older children occasionally revert to extremist views when practitioners engage with them
regarding past experiences. Depending upon their unique experiences and backgrounds, rehabilitation
plans could reportedly be fine-tuned according to the needs of each child. Some of the children, primarily
children born in Syria or Iraq, were initially unfamiliar with their family members, making early interactions
and settling into education more difficult. An important intervention here was support from NGOs and other
local organizations to assist with conflict resolution and the development of secure attachments. Those
children without close relatives available to support their rehabilitation were placed in residential care with
other children to support resocialization.

Education has been the most challenging part of child reintegration. Children returned with huge
educational gaps as they were deprived of their right to study under ISIS. According to Nazifa Kamolova,
children neither spoke Uzbek nor knew the alphabet. Thus, civil society organizations heavily relied upon
university teachers to tutor children at home in order to prepare them for school. Social workers and
teachers visited children at home, teaching them and helping them with their homework. 

"
“With the status of single parents, because oftentimes these children come to us without any kinds of
documents, they don't have a citizenship or papers. So, we help them with creating a status. We are
involved in integration of children into school environment. We work in schools, with medical personnel
who interact with those children, so we want to make sure that the stigmatization does not follow these
children. That these children are victims and we need to act at the best interests of children. They are
innocent and a lot of them were born in the conflict zone”

Nazifa Kamolova, Director of NGO Istiqlol Avlodi

Box 2.5.
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Another good practice for female returnees has been support with vocational and professional
development. Civil society organizations such as Istiqlol Avlodi worked in partnership with the government
to provide education and training courses for women. For example, women have been provided with
special training centers where they could study for between one and six months, after which they received a
training certificate.[273] After having obtained a training certificate they were awarded a tax-exempt $3,500
subsidy, allowing them to create their own businesses and become financially independent[274]. 

Supporting Women by Providing Educational and
Economic Aids

[273] Interview with Nazifa Kamolovia, ibid.
[274] ibid.
[275] Oliya Ilmuratova, interview, ibid.
[276] Ivanova, “Uzbekistan’s Model of Rehabilitating and Reintegrating its Citizens”.
[277] Ivanova, ibid.

Civil society organizations run training classes for women in order to prepare them to open their own businesses.
This has been a successful practice in Uzbekistan with 14 women having launched, and now running, their family
business, giving them greater economic freedom and independence[275]. 

1.2. RELEVANT PRACTICE: OPENING SMALL BUSINESSES

Challenges 

The most important challenge that Uzbekistan’s rehabilitation and reintegration program faced was a lack
of structure. Both civil society organizations and the state were heavily involved in the rehabilitation and
reintegration process, however, there has often been a lack of clarity over institutional and CSO
mandates[276]. Without a clear structure outlining mandates, an overlap of efforts and resources persisted.
This lack of structure began to be addressed with there now being “one social worker/ specialist working
with one family directly.”[277] However, more work needs to be done to clarify the structure and roles
within Uzbekistan’s rehabilitation and reintegration program.

Uzbekistan is facing new challenges as the rehabilitation and reintegration are long processes. A notable
challenge remains to be women`s economic independence. Despite the vocational courses and small
grants provided to some women, the majority of women remain unemployed. Uzbekistan`s reintegration
model relied mainly on family members, however, these host families held limited financial resources and
returnees became a burden for some. The challenges exist against a backdrop of stigmatization and
widespread reluctance towards accepting and reintegrating returnees.
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X. Conclusion: Lessons Learned

Based on the extensive research and the overview of promising practices and challenges, our research team
has drawn several lessons learned from the cases studied. These lessons learned provide an opportunity to
other UN member states to review and integrate them into their practices as they see fit and adapt their
policies and interventions. 

Repatriation and rehabilitation require certain frameworks to be established at the government-level,
aimed at identifying general overarching approaches and guidelines to coordinate the whole
[repatriation and rehabilitation] process. This should include first and foremost an initial careful
mapping of existing resources and capacities that could be leveraged for the rehabilitation and
reintegration of returnees. The second step should entail the development of a tailored plan, in the
form of a road map or a set of guidelines, detailing the management of the return of ISIS-linked women
and children, including the general approach adopted by the country, the multi-agency structure at
national and local levels, the level of involvement of each actor, and coordination among them.

Women and children returnees have specific needs, and individual assessments should be carried out
to design a tailored approach to every returnee. This process acknowledges that there cannot be a
universal approach to human needs, hence returnee cases cannot be treated with a one-size-fits-all
approach. Nevertheless, emerging care plans should, at the very least, incorporate existing knowledge
and understanding about universal human needs, such as a sense of safety and belonging,
compassionate caregivers, and access to social, educational/vocational and leisure opportunities that
nurture a sense of purpose, achievement, and enjoyment.

The role of the media cannot be overlooked, and journalists should constitute an indivisible part of the
rehabilitation and reintegration. Media reporting plays an essential role in mitigating public negative
perception and stigmatization. To facilitate the rehabilitation of returnees into their communities
through media reporting, journalists should be trained to the main principles of writing about children,
and states can take as the UNICEF principle as main guidelines. 

Interstate exchange and learning is crucial in fostering holistic and human rights-based approaches. UN
member-states should increase engagement and enhance information-sharing and knowledge transfer. 

The rehabilitation and reintegration of returnees are long-term goals and there is no fixed timeframe.
Thus, repatriating countries should be ready to invest in long-term interventions and secure funding
through international donors to ensure that each step of the process can be carried. 

Facilitating a whole-of-society approach into the rehabilitation and reintegration process is a key
success factor. States should enable the engagement of as many diverse actors as possible since each
actor will bring new opportunities and additional capacities. Civil society organizations and community
leaders play significant roles, but states must consider involving business actors from the private sector
as well. 
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Children should be treated foremost as victims, and states should act in their best interests. In practice,
governments should guarantee the safety, well-being, education and belonging of children. States must
ensure that children are kept with their mothers whenever possible, and in other cases, place the
children among their close family members. Separating children from their mothers, or family, is a
widespread practice in many European countries. However, doing so generates additional trauma to
children and might result in future problems. There should be a careful assessment of cases of children
and priority should be given to keeping children with their mothers. Accommodation in residential
children’s homes should be a last resort. It is essential to find legal guardians among family members
for orphans and children repatriated from Iraqi prisons without their mothers. Separation from their
mothers generates additional trauma for children. Thus, countries should conduct careful assessment
of cases of children and avoid widespread practices of separation of children from their mothers after
repatriation. 

Multidisciplinary specialists are key actors who will work directly with returnees. Governments that plan
to repatriate or receive self-returnees must start preparation processes by mobilizing those specialists
and organizing capacity-building activities for training. Practitioners should be carefully selected, and
priority should be given to those who have previous experience of working with victims of conflicts,
post-conflict trauma and rehabilitating offenders and extremists. Specialists need to receive enough
information about returnees, their specific needs and how to work with them. In several countries,
trainings and workshops were organized by UNICEF, the ICRC, and other international organizations to
enhance their capacity.

Governments must secure financial and human resources to provide long-term psychological
assistance to returnees. Psychological interventions should be tailored to the individual needs of
returnees, and specialists should receive training to work with individuals suffering from post-traumatic
stress disorder and complex/developmental traumas. 

Greater involvement of civil society organization will improve the rehabilitation strategy and fill many
gaps by ensuring trust-building, access to communities, new skills and additional services provided. 

States should not overlook the family members of returnees; the involvement of extended family
members is highly recommended, unless the family constitutes a radicalization factor or where there
are systemic issues which might disrupt efforts to provide returnees with attuned and compassionate
care. Family members offer a sense of belonging, love and support, as well as community connection,
which will be necessary for all returnees. 

Rehabilitation and reintegration programs are costly, and every state suffers from a shortage of
financial resources. Thus, every state that repatriated their citizens should enable civil society
organizations to partner with international donors and develop new projects that can fill financial and
human deficits.

X. Conclusion: Lessons Learned
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Process and outcome-related data should be collated and routinely analyzed so that rehabilitation and
reintegration provisions can be evaluated, audited, and improved. Such data should be both
quantitative and qualitative in nature and should provide all key stakeholders – all returnees (including
children), family members and substitute care givers, and frontline practitioners in particular – with the
opportunity to provide feedback and suggest possibilities for program development.

X. Conclusion: Lessons Learned
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