
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear friends, 

From the idyllic tropical archipelago of the 
Republic of Maldives, an estimated 250 
Maldivians (the second highest per-
capita number of ISIS recruits globally) made 
the journey to the Levant to fight alongside the 
leader of the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS), Abu-Bakr al-Baghdadi, after he 
declared a caliphate, or Islamic State, in 2014. 
  
When the caliphate collapsed in 2019, thousands of foreign nationals – often referred to as 
“foreign terrorist fighters” (FTFs), were left in limbo. In many cases, they couldn’t return home 
without severe consequences, and those who are not in prison now languish in the overflowing Al-
Hol and Al-Roj refugee camps in Syria. A significant proportion of those who joined ISIS globally 
were women and children (4,761 and 4,640 respectively), and many children who were born in 
the conflict zone. Governments around the world are struggling to figure out what is the best way 
to repatriate these FTFs and their families (FoFTFs). Families, not least of all young children, now 
struggle with profound trauma from years of living under war and violence, steeped in a world 
view that is at odds with the communities from which they came. Lacking prospects for a future 
beyond their current inhumane conditions or prison, a profound sense of hopelessness and lack 
of purpose lingers in the camps, which, when combined with the long period of reinforcement of 
extremist ISIS ideology, makes it difficult to imagine “demobilizing” from a radicalized mindset 
and smoothly reintegrating into society. 

Today, Maldivian grandparents, aunts and uncles, and other relatives are scrambling to 
secure the safe return of 33 children, the sons and daughters of Maldivian FTFs, and their 
mothers, who are trapped in Al-Hol. Families fear that time is running out. The 33 children are 
crammed into a single tent. Two infants have died, while the surviving 12 mothers and their 
children are fighting daily battles against starvation and illness.  



  
The Maldives is actively seeking a way forward to 
ensure the sustainable and restorative social 
reintegration of FoFTFs. The United Nations 
International Children’s Emergency Fund 
(UNICEF) has initiated programs to support 
FoFTF repatriation, but challenges remain. For 
many countries, the biggest obstacle to 
welcoming FoFTFs lies in their limited national 
infrastructure for rehabilitation and 
reintegration. Only a handful of countries, such 
as Kosovo and Kyrgyzstan, have decided to return 
both women and children and to develop the 
necessary reintegration programs. 

The Maldives is channeling these efforts through a National Reintegration Center (NRC), 
specifically empowered to address the needs of returnees and receiving communities. ICRD, with 
the support of the State Department’s Bureau of Counterterrorism, has been working with the 
NRC to advance a “trauma-informed” methodology for FoFTF return, rehabilitation, and 
reintegration. Trauma is an overwhelming but invisible force, shaping the way we live, the way we 
love, and the way we make sense of the world. It is rooted in our deepest wounds and often buried 
in the subconscious. We envision a process in which repatriated Maldivian women and children 
are greeted, not with hostility, prejudice, and fear, but with families, faith leaders, teachers, 
neighbors, law enforcement, and policy-makers who are most concerned with understanding the 
cause and shape of the open wounds of trauma that mark the returnees. Only by applying a 
trauma-informed approach will the government of the Maldives be able to address legitimate 
security concerns, by neutralizing the grievances and narratives that fuel extremism, while 
simultaneously promoting healing and growth for the returnees and building restorative bonds 
within the communities to which they return. 

In May, two ICRD staff members traveled to the Maldives to meet with community members, 
faith leaders, and FoFTFs, finalizing specific risk and needs assessments, and to train government 
and civil society stakeholders on the core concepts and methods necessary to foster trauma-
informed care and prevent radicalization. ICRD is advancing a whole-of-society approach to best 
address the needs of these women and children, as well as those with whom they will share 
community. Through engagement with stakeholders from all sectors of society, including 
representatives of the Maldivian religious community, ICRD can ensure that the workshops and 
strategic planning being done in partnership with the NRC are religiously- and culturally-tailored 
and localized. By raising civil society awareness of the factors that contribute to radicalization, 
and those that contribute to durable reintegration, ICRD and the NRC will create greater social 
buy-in and resilience against recidivism and the appeal of extremist ideologies.  

The initial trainings conducted by ICRD staff focused on building the knowledge and capacity of 
government stakeholders from the Maldivian Police Services, the Ministry of Home Affairs, the 
Department of Juvenile Justice, the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, the Ministry of Gender, the 

"We are totally helpless. The baby is like the last member [of 

my family]" - Abdulla Jaweed, 31, an airport employee who 

has been tirelessly working to retrieve his orphaned nephew 

from Al-Hol Refugee Camp in Syria. (c) Reuters.  

	



Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Maldives Polytechnic University. Over 
the next 18 months, ICRD will deliver six additional trainings focused on advising local case 
workers and religious leaders on culturally and theologically-sensitive interventions, community-
based reconciliation, caseworker capacity-building, and trauma-informed psychosocial support 
mechanisms.   

As we support the Maldives as a global leader in the reintegration of FoFTFs, ICRD continues to 
be at the forefront of implementing innovative approaches to building social cohesion, preventing 
violence, and resisting extremist and harmful ideologies. Without your help, ICRD would not be 
able to make transformative initiatives, like our work with the NRC, happen. We are deeply 
grateful for your ongoing support.  

Double your Impact today! ICRD is pleased to announce a very generous $25,000 matching 
grant from the William & Mary Greve Foundation. Please help us as we strive to meet the total 
for this 1:1 matching opportunity by indicating "Greve Foundation match" when you make your 
gift at icrd.org/donate.  

If you believe in the importance of ICRD’s collaborative approach to sustainable peace – building 
understanding, empathy, and inclusion from the grassroots to the government – please consider 
joining us in those efforts with a financial donation today. Together, we can continue to make 
faith part of the solution.  

Warm regards, 
 

James Patton 
President and CEO, ICRD 
 
	


