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Al Quaeda Connections in the Balkans

By Desislava S. Chausheva

Terrorist group Al Quaeda has no center, no home, and has no exact target area. They are all over the world and Al Quaeda’s ideology continues to spread.  They act in the manner of Al Quaeda and pursue Bin Laden’s methods and instructions. As such, they are part of Al Quaeda in a different way. This is reason for that Israeli Intelligence agencies prefer to use the term “international jihad” instead of “Al Quaeda”. In every region in the world where there are compact Muslim groups, there are those connected in some way to Al Quaeda’s ideology. The Balkans has become a central area in Europe for spreading this international radical ideology.  This can be attributed to fact that the population contains a complicated mix of religion, nationality and cultural.  Moreover, after Al Quaeda was shattered in Afghanistan, the Balkans became a destination for Al Quaeda’a adherents from Croatia, Serbia, Kosovo, Albania, Romania and Bulgaria returning home.  Terrorist bases in the Balkans can be found in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Albania. The director of Interpol Bureau in Bucharest and Kishinev has disclosed that a trafficking network for nuclear materials has been discovered that ran a Pridnestrovie-Romania-Bosnia route with Bin Laden as its ultimate recipient. 

Balkan criminal networks have been proven to have ties to Al Quaeda. Criminal activities including arms, drugs, cigarette, human trafficking that result in a fast profit.  These activities are often protected by politicians or law enforcement authorities.
We will examine instances of Al-Qaeda’s presence and operations in the Balkans by country.

BOSNIA/HERZEGOVINA 
Predominately Muslim Bosnia and Herzegovina have been major bases of Bin Laden’s activity in Europe for a considerable time. A 24th of September 1999 issue of Sarajevo newspaper “Dani” published a story, “Osama Bin Laden has Bosnian passport”.  At that time the article received little attention because around 1500 non-Bosnian Islamic soldiers had been fighting on the Muslim front in Bosnia and all of them had received Bosnian passports as a sign of appreciation.  According to the German radio station “Deutsch Welle”, Bosnian authorities suppressed information that, in 1993, a Bosnian passport was issued to Bin Laden. Investigations proved that the passport was issued from the Bosnian embassy in Vienna, Austria which was, at that time, the most important political and logistical center for the Bosnian defense.    

At the end of January 2002, Immigration services in Bosnia and Herzegovina revoked Bosnian citizenship of 41 foreigners for suspected connections with Al Quaeda. They had all become Bosnian citizens after 1992.  Bulgarian national newspaper “24 Chasa” reported on January 30th, 2002 that, among the extradited foreigners from Bosnia, there were several Bulgarians. Subsequent investigations uncovered that the foreigners were citizens of Yugoslavia, Croatia, Russia, Algeria, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Turkey, Palestine and Tunis.  One of them was a known terrorist, a high-standing member of Al Quaeda and is suspected of plotting against American interests in the Balkans.  He has since been extradited from Bosnia to USA.  Journalistic investigations claim that another one, Bulgarian Ivan N., had a partnership in 6 companies of which one of them has been under police investigations regarding commodity contraband.  


Last autumn, in a series of searches in the office of the Saudi humanitarian agency in Sarajevo, investigators found maps of Washington with marked government buildings, computer programs describing how to use farm airplanes for scattering pesticides, and materials used for issuing fake ID cards or credit cards for state and government employees. 


 Bosnian army officer Avdia Shabanovich confessed to his participation in supplying Albanian terrorists in Kosovo in 1996 with arms and ammunitions. Shabanovich is one of seven military officers accused in conducting arms sales with Albanian terrorist groups in Kosovo and Macedonia.

Currently, Bosnian authorities, in conjunction with the international military contingent, are trying to destroy the base of terrorists who are involved in local foundations, political parties and the executive branch.  Recently, NATO tried unsuccessfully to catch the ex-leader of Bosnian Serbians – Radovan Karadzich - near Chelebichi, East Bosnia.  News reports claimed that the real goal of this operation was not Kardzich, but the arrest of people from Bin Laden’s inner circle, suspected of hiding in Bosnia.  
BULGARIA

In Bulgaria, European Intelligence Agencies and the FBI investigated the activities of international criminal Victor But who used companies during the years of political change in the country to supply Taliban groups with weapons and ammunitions. After these investigations, the Bulgarian Ministry of Economy claimed that But had never been part of, or acceptor of, arms or licensed Bulgarian companies that the Commission for Control had inspected. The Bulgarian Ministry of International Affairs revealed later that But had used companies with “clear registrations” and good reputation to supply terrorist groups in Russia, Afghanistan, and Russia, and governments including the Balkans and the United States with arms and ammunitions. The Washington Post and New York Times reported that large quantities of arms supplies, secured by But, and shipped from Bulgaria and Romania using fake certificates. According to these reports, all indications are that the UN did not find out these deliveries were destined for embargoed countries in the Near East including Iraq. 

ALBANIA

From Stockholm to Athens and from Istanbul to London Albanian criminal organization are involved in a number of illegal activities including drug trafficking, prostitution, illegal arms trafficking, human trafficking, car theft etc. Interpol and Europol reports are filled with items concerning these groups. These groups have proven connections Al Quaeda’s kernels in the Balkans. 

Approximately 57% of the heroin traffic in the Balkans, called the “Balkan path”, is controlled by Albanian criminal organizations. This is especially true in Bulgaria, Czech Republic and Hungary where there are concentrated communities of Albanians with temporary or permanent statutes of residence. Many of the criminals have found ways to stay legally in these countries using fake marriages or working under the guise of legal trade activity. The Federal Crime Agency of Germany reported that last year Albanians brought 18 000 prostitutes into the country, of which one third of them were under 18 years old. According to the European investigation agencies, revenue from illegal activities by Albanian criminals were around $7.7M in 2004. 

MACEDONIA


Recently, the Macedonian newspaper “Vreme” reported that there are around 100 Islamic soldiers (Uahabits – Mudzahidins) who are training in Macedonia and regarded as being under the control of Al Quaeda.  Macedonian investigators and terrorism experts corroborate the report. The Macedonian Ministry of Internal (State) Affairs has officially refused to comment this information, claiming that it is classified information. In his last official report, the President of the Antiterrorist Commission in the American Congress, Joseph Bodanski, wrote that “white mudzahidins” are training in Macedonia. Joseph Bodanski, editor of “Defense and Foreign Affairs”, affirms that the training of these soldiers is under the oversight of Mohamed Al Zauhar, brother of the second most important person in Al Quaeda – Aiman Al Zauhari.  Bodanski also says that from the middle of August 2003 Islamic fundamentalists drastically increased their activities in the Balkans, especially in Bosnia, Sandzak and in the areas called Albanian Land (Albania, Kosovo, North Cherna Gora, West Macedonia and Northwest Greece – Epir). Bodanski also thinks that Al Quaeda reasons the “white devils” are very convenient for operations in West Europe and USA because they have white skin and easy they can be confound with Europeans.

CONCLUSION


As long Balkan countries continue the process of democratization, establishing new defense forces, and security organizations and agencies, the region will continue to be a hotbed for Islamic criminal and terrorist structures.   International antiterrorist, law enforcement, and peace building organizations should heighten their interest in the Balkans to prevent possible terrorist activities there and based from there.

