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Some 20,000 Islamic State-affiliated individuals are now unaccounted for, and no one has a plan for what to do about this mix of
committed radicals, at-risk victims, and other escapees.

s i yria has just witnessed a great escape. Just weeks after a breakout (https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/us-estimates-200-islamic-state-fi

rison-us-official-says-2026-01-20/) from an Islamic State detention facility in the country’s northeast, more than 20,000 people from al-Hol detention camp, which is known for

holding Islamic State-affiliated families, are now unaccounted for. The delayed responses of the Global Coalition Agalnst Daesh, the Syrian governmen

United Nations (https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/clyzzzd2y7de) —all of which helped operate al-Hol—have done little to quell mounting security and humanitarian concerns. The

absence of transparency about this fiasco threatens not only regional stability but also the lives and futures of those whose whereabouts remain unknown.

The threat posed by these 20,000 escapees varies. Many were victims of the Islamic State, women and children who were swept up in its rapid rise. Some are committed radicals, eager to

resurrect the caliphate. Others fall somewhere in between. Now, all of these people are either abandoned or at large.

The Syrian government, which is now nominally responsible for their fate, has not provided any sort of documentation or offered clear repatriation or reintegration plans. Among other
things, this means that thousands of foreign citizens who may be subject to criminal charges in their home countries will likely quietly make their way back home in the coming months—or
simply disappear. If international actors don’t take action, and there is every reason to fear that they won’t, the result will be a humanitarian disaster for many civilians and a growing

terrorist threat from a smaller number of radicalized individuals.

How did we get here? In 2014, the Islamic State declared its self-styled caliphate in Iraq and Syria. Across the region, thousands of people either willingly joined the group or were forced
into taking some role within its so-called state. More than 40,000 foreigners traveled to join the group from across the world (https://ctc.westpoint.edu/daesh-diaspora-challenges-
posed-women-minors-fall-caliphate/) or were born there after a parent’s arrival. Then, following the caliphate’s collapse in 2019, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)—backed by the
Global Coalition Against Daesh—implemented a series of emergency detention measures. Some 10,000 men and some teenage boys were moved into detention facilities funded by the U.S.
Defense Department (https://comptroller.war.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/FY2024/FY2024_CTEF_J-Book.pdf) . Separately, tens of thousands of mostly children and women
were moved into detention camps (https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/10/26/in-syria-the-women-and-children-of-isis-have-been-forgotten/) . Most ended up at al-Hol camp, which
swelled to 70,000, with a small number later being transferred to Roj camp.

For the past seven years, these detention sites operated under what the U.S. military bluntly calls SNAFU: Situation Normal: All F*cked Up. The detention facilities and camps existed in a
prolonged state of legal and political limbo, managed by the SDF, a nonstate actor with neither the legal authority to deport foreign nationals nor the capacity to conduct credible trials.
Many governments around the world were slow—or unwilling—to repatriate their citizens (https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/five-years-after-caliphate-too-much-
remains-same-northeast-syria) , leaving tens of thousands in indefinite detention without charge or trial, and children suffering for the sins of their parents.

As conditions steadily deteriorated across detention sites, including al-Hol, both the security risks and the humanitarian suffering deepened. Throughout it all, the Global Coalition Against

Daesh continued to fund and support the system without articulating a clear or lawful endgame.

The collapse of the Assad regime at the end of 2024 presented the incoming Trump administration with an opening to advance a long-signaled objective: withdrawing from Syria. After

Trump’s team encouraged the U.N. to assume administrative control of al-Hol and Roj camps while pressing for reconciliation
analysis/time-unify-kurdish-northeast-rest-syria) between the SDF and the new government in Damascus. Simultaneously, Washington urged the Syrian government not only to
formally join the Global Coalition Against Daesh—which it ultimately did—but also to assume responsibility for Islamic State detention facilities and camps, despite the new regime having

expressed neither the capacity nor the willingness to do so.

, a handover from the SDF to Damascus of

detention facilities holding thousands of men accused of Islamic State affiliation, as well as al-Hol and Roj detention camps, would have been extraordinarily complex. What actually

happened was close to a worst-case scenario. After weeks of flghtmg, there was a prison break at al-Shaddadi prison on Jan. 19. Roughly 200 militants escaped

, though a majority were later

recaptured.

Separately, Syrian army forces moved on al-Hol on Jan. 20, prompting the SDF to abandon its positions under fear of escalating violence. That created a vacuum between the SDF’s
withdrawal and Damascus’s consolidation of its own control. Misinformation swirled around this hours-long gap. In exclusive statements given to one of the authors, a U.S. Central
Command spokesperson—Navy Capt. Tim Hawkins—said, “The U.S. military closely monitored the situation at al-Hol and observed no displaced persons or detainees departing the camp

prior to Syrian government forces arriving.” Yet other sources (https:
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advances-z003s3gh3?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqfrZrc94ry7qwVMdLykSfeOVesjtWuh4F9EQobNIgw_h-
8INbLnwwpUEO3uMKQ%3D&gaa_ts=6998cf65&gaa_sig=_4yKACiuSf1XpBhTuyGcBWyaGOGSDNBKq7pPG5UngCwc0cupkdL.0CtSi68UfIBBKXMCqLDZuYGEjV50aYbIQlg%3D%3D)

suggested that hundreds may have escaped in this transition.

Confronted with the risk of further breakouts, the U.S.-led coalition moved 5,700 male detainees (https:
centcom-transfer-detainees-prisons-sdf/248a5850-08e9-11f1-b196-5e1986b3575¢c_story.html) from SDF-run facilities to Iraq rather than risking losing them altogether. This
population included Syrians, Iraqgis, and foreign nationals, creating a host of legal complications. Meanwhile, the coalition failed to articulate a strategy for the approxnmately 25,000

individuals (https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syria-i
in al-Hol and Roj. After taking control of al-Hol, the Syrian government announced plans (https:
islamic-state-2026-01-30/) to close it, leaving the status of its inhabitants dangerously undefined.

As a result, the situation on the ground has gone from SNAFU to FUBAR, or F*cked Up Beyond All Recognition. Reports in recent days indicate that al-Hol is empty

ia-tied-alleged-families-emptied-final-130390066) . Not in a systematically organized way, but through chaos.
Videos circulating online have shown vehicles arriving at al-Hol and leaving with families of suspected militants, with no guards in sight. Reports have circulated describing documents of
residents being destroyed (https://www.thenationalnews.com/news/mena/2026/01/22/al-hol-cam;

camp on Feb. 11 between remaining residents, forcing the U.N. and other nongovernmental organizations to suspend operations.

-left-in-limbo-after-sdf-withdrawal-sparks-unrest,

. Fighting broke out in the

By Feb. 15, Gonzalo Vargas Llosa, the U.N. refugee agency representative in Syria, belatedly stated (https://x.com/llosa_gonzalo/status/2022996566273921513) , “UNHCR has observed a

significant decrease in the number of residents in Al-Hol camp in recent weeks.” This is an understatement, as it is now estimated that up to 20,000 people

gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqdVJsj7sHIGNcMkoCCqoYG2dp04ueGtl7CSWzVos5FFVNTCGNMxnbau3smaD30%3D&gaa_ts=6998cb5a&gaa_sig=zphm8GvBrPMCeLZ3MmeacFftyx993f(
WiTFGgfWrgNt6mTF6iw%3D%3D) previously held in al-Hol are gone.

For years, the SDF, U.N., and U.S. government have called on countries to address indefinite detention in northeast Syria—and warned of the consequences of neglecting this issue. The
chaos of the past few weeks was both predictable and preventable. Occurring on the watch of the Syrian government, it raises serious questions about whether this release was the result of

intent or ineptitude. Both scenarios are worrisome.

While not everyone in al-Hol was a committed Islamic State extremist, many were. Still more have been exposed to a harsh, heavily radicalized environment for seven years, and these

civilians will likely require some support transitioning back to their homes.

Two divergent regional approaches have emerged in this regard. Syria has seemingly focused on thrusting its citizens back into society in a haphazard manner. Many Syrians previously
held in al-Hol have already reportedly returned to their families (https://x.com/heidipett/status/2022666545495740462?s=20) without proper documentation or support. Iraq has
emphasized a formalized rehabilitation and reintegration program (https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/10/16/iraq-syria-al-hol-islamic-state-terrorism/) for its citizens. Some Iraqis also
remained in al-Hol camp. The Iraqi government—which has been in the process of bringing back more than 22,000 of its citizens since 2021—repatriated 191 nationals who wanted to go
home last week (https://x.com/llosa_gonzalo/status/2024788065236005127) . Which national approach will be more effective in the long term is yet to be seen, but Iraq’s undoubtedly

looks more promising at this stage, even if imperfect.

For the few hundred residents—Syrians and Iragis—that did not leave the camps, the Syrian government implemented a plan this week to send them to a repurposed camp for internally
displaced people called Akhtarin (https://x.com/llosa_gonzalo/status/2022996566273921513) in Aleppo province. The UNHCR is supporting this effort, which ultimately aims to
reintegrate this population. But it is not clear what will happen to those at Akhtarin who do not voluntarily return to their homes. Already 1,200 Iragis
(https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/22022026) have reportedly said they do not want to go to Iraq due to outstanding warrants.

As for the approximately 20,000 people who disappeared from al-Hol, they have simply been forgotten. These include citizens from 40 countries, many of whom have reportedly moved
around Idlib and Aleppo. Some foreigners are trying to return home. Others who might be facing criminal charges in their home countries are unlikely to return. Finally, those who are still
committed to the Islamic State may try to rejoin local jihadi groups or even move internationally to other hotbeds of jihadi activity. There is a long history of foreign fighters
(https://academic.oup.com/book/5522) (and in some cases, their families) moving from conflict to conflict. Unfortunately, there is no shortage of jihadi hot spots in the world today to

consider.

The smaller Roj camp—which is still under the control of the SDF—also holds around 2,000 foreigners, including many Westerners. Questions remain over the future of these populations,

but some are taking their fate into their own hands.

A group of 11 Australian families (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nchmnTMC7D0) in Roj camp attempted to return home with assistance from their relatives, but they were
returned back to the camp due to what news reports described as a “coordination problem (https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/2/16/dozens-of-australian-isil-

from-syrias-roj-camp) ” with Damascus. Australia said it would not help in their repatriation but would likely have to act if its citizens arrived at an embassy, or indeed back in Australia.

in-belgie/) who recently arrived in her home country unexpectedly
was immediately arrested. Amid the chaos, the government of Albania (https://x.com/AlbanianDiplo/status/2022742951810699340?s=20) repatriated one woman taken to Syria as a

child. While many countries are still reluctant to repatriate their citizens, they may still have to address these cases if individuals return home of their own volition.

Finally, there are the oft forgotten children of al-Hol. These Syrians, Iraqis, and foreigners have known little but conflict and have grown up amid the violence of first the Islamic State and
later the detention camp. Tens of thousands are now unaccounted for. They remain at particular risk of trafficking, exploitation, or recruitment if they are not returned to their home
countries and provided with targeted support. Programming (https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=ncitereportsresearch) needs to

address their myriad of developmental needs (https:

t.icct.nl/article/distinguishing-children-isis-affiliated-families-iraq-and-their-unique-barriers) and their unique status as both

victims and risks. These children urgently need intervention and support, not more neglect.

Iraq, for its part, is struggling to face its own new security and legal hurdles. The Iraqi Supreme Judicial Council announced that it will hold trials (https://apnews.com/article/iraq-
islamic-state-syria-prisoners-3d95b9f871ecdf7540ad27a545¢c55703) for the more than 5,700 Islamic State-affiliated men recently transferred into the country’s custody. Baghdad

continues to call on foreign governments to accept their own citizens. But until this happens, Iraq will have to deal with severely overcrowded prisons holding incredibly dangerous

detainees. Here, the country’s history (https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/iraq/) of mistreating prisoners and subjecting them to overly
hasty trials continues to raise human rights concerns.

At this stage, the Syrian government, the Trump administration, the Global Coalition Against Daesh, and other key stakeholders would ideally coordinate on next steps. But the proliferation

of urgent geopolitical crises in the world, and the neglect of this population historically, suggest that there will be few resources and little attention directed their way.

The security consequences are already emerging. Al-Hol staff have reported receiving threats (https://news.sky.com/story/syrian-government-acknowledges-widespread-escapes-

from former residents and now live in fear of reprisal attacks. Recently, the head of Iraqi intelligence

warned (https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2026/01/26/islamic-state-isis-syria-ira

-threat/) of a resurgence of Islamic State cells in Iraq, citing an increase from 2,000 to 10,000

fighters over the past year. Syria already faces an uphill battle meeting the needs of its citizens in a postwar environment with few resources, raising concerns about how it would handle

more radical challenges to the regime of Ahmed al-Sharaa. As the Islamic State waits in the shadows to reconstitute itself, international inaction may provide it the opportunity that it needs.

Devorah Margolin is the Blumenstein-Rosenbloom Senior Fellow at The Washington Institute and an adjunct professor at Georgetown University and Pepperdine University. Joana Cook is
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