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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 19
th

 June 2018 

Repeat:  Sunday 26
th

 June 2018 

 

Producer:  Kate West 

Reporter:  Paul Kenyon 

Editor:  Andrew Smith 

 

MUSIC 

 

ACTUALITY OF PHONE RINGING 

 

BENYAHIA: Hello?  Rasheed?   

He phoned me through WhatsApp.  He just kept saying, ‘Mama, Mama.’  I remember not 

knowing what to say to him and I just said, ‘Rasheed, where have you been, where are you?’  

And he just said to me, ‘I’m sure you’ve guessed.’ 

  

KENYON: This phone call, taken in the middle of a busy street in 

Birmingham in 2015, was the first time Nicola Benyahia had heard from her missing teenage 

son since he’d disappeared ten weeks before. 

 

BENYAHIA: Then I said, ‘Just tell me where you are.’ He just said, 

‘I’m in Raqqa,’ and as soon as obviously he said Raqqa, I knew who he had joined and where 

he was.  Obviously he’d joined ISIS and was in Syria. 

  

KENYON: Nicola Benyahia was numb.  Her teenage son had just 

signed up to the world’s most infamous terrorist army, 3,000 miles away in its self-declared 
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KENYON cont: capital of Raqqa.  Rasheed had been a fun-loving, 

irreverent youngster - white, middle class, with a Welsh mother and an Algerian father. 

Rasheed was a liberal Muslim, relaxed about his faith and about other people’s, but in the 

autumn of 2014, his mother had noticed changes.  They were small at first. 

 

BENYAHIA: He was quite a, I would say a funky kid, he kind of 

liked his hoodies, his tracksuits.  He began to go a little bit more conservative.  He started not 

really wearing jeans so much.  He used to like to straighten his hair, because it was very 

curly, but then he suddenly wouldn’t cut it. 

 

KENYON: Like I said, small changes. 

 

BBC NEWS THEME TUNE 

 

KENYON: The family sat together to watch the news one night, as 

usual, in 2014 - the reports bringing the latest on the war in Syria into the living rooms of 

British families.     

  

NEWSREADER: The Sunni militant group, ISIS, has announced it’s 

establishing an Islamic State or caliphate made up of territory it’s seized in Iraq and Syria.  

 

KENYON: This caliphate was led by ambitious jihadi preacher, 

Abu Bakri Al Baghdadi. 

 

MUSIC 

 

BENYAHIA: We could see Rasheed’s reaction to that and he was 

more excited and saying, ‘Ooh look, this is the Islamic State and ….’ And we had to almost 

calm him down and say, ‘Hang on, we don’t know who this Baghdadi is, we’ve never heard 

of him before,’ and he actually went quiet at that point, so we thought we’d actually kind of 

reasoned with him and he kind of really had sort of thought, oh yeah, I see what mama and 

baba are kind of talking about. 
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KENYON: Months passed and family life continued, so when  

19 year old Rasheed didn’t return home from work one Friday evening in May 2015, his 

parents spent the night ringing all the hospitals in Birmingham. 

 

BENYAHIA: We didn’t sleep all night.  It was only on the Monday 

morning, suddenly I get a message, his name pops up and I get a message from him.  I 

thought, thank God he’s alive, but then as I start, started to read this message, I realised 

something really bad was happening, there was something wrong here. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TEXT TONE 

 

RASHEED MESSAGE: I’m very safe and in good hands.  Please don’t worry 

about me.  And I’m sorry.  I’ll be without a phone for 30 days, and please know that I would 

never put anyone through this if I didn’t know the reward.  [MUSIC]  I ask Allah to protect 

you and reward you with the highest paradise.  I love you more than ever.  And again, I’m 

sorry. 

 

BENYAHIA: Nicola and the police still don’t know who radicalised 

her 19 year old.  She thinks it happened when she and her husband were having marriage 

problems and her son was looking for answers.  Rasheed was now a jihadi, at the time of 

Islamic State’s most sickening crimes.  New recruits were made to witness a beheading early 

on - he admitted that to his mum.  But most of his text messages home weren’t much 

different from those you’d imagine between a mother and a son on a gap year - what he’d 

done, what he’d eaten, his new friends.  And Rasheed called home often, sometimes twice a 

day, and they exchanged messages. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TEXT EXCHANGE 

 

NICOLA MESSAGE: Love you loads, it’s fine.  Just make sure, even if you 

can’t phone, send a message so I know you are okay.  Always remember that baba and me 

will always love you, no matter what.  Please keep safe. 
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RASHEED MESSAGE: That actually bought me to tears.  Love you loads and 

loads.  You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.  May Allah bless you in this life, and the 

hereafter. 

 

KENYON: After months of training, Rasheed was called up to 

fight.  He rang home, like always, and his mum was anxiously waiting. 

 

BENYAHIA: What do you say when you know probably that’s your 

last phone call or the last time you’re going to ever hear his voice?  I just kept saying, ‘I love 

you,’ he just kept saying, ‘I love you, I love you,’ and it just kept going back and forth, back 

and forwards.  I always describe it like when you’re holding somebody’s fingertips at the end 

of a cliff and you don’t want to let go and you’re holding on, holding on.  You know you’ve 

got to let go eventually, because you can’t do it, but neither of us wanted to take that 

responsibility, but eventually the phone just went dead on his side and that was it. 

 

KENYON: Months passed for the family, the silence from 

Nicola’s phone was deafening. 

 

BENYAHIA: My husband, when he got the call, he got it at midday 

and I was still at work.  And the agreement was with my husband that if he ever got the call 

that Rasheed was dead, that he didn’t call me at work.  So when I walked through the door, 

he pulled me very, very close to him and he held me really tight in his arms and then he just 

said in my ear, he just said, ‘I’ve had the call.’ Thank God he held me tight, because I 

remember my legs just buckling under me, I just ... my legs just went and I just couldn’t even 

hold my weight, and I was just sobbing in his shoulder at that point. 

  

KENYON: The caller, from so-called Islamic State, or what some 

refer to as Daesh, told them that their son had been killed in a drone strike.   Nicola takes a 

bitter comfort from the timing of his death. 

The reality of what Islamic State were doing, it seems a bit farfetched to think that he escaped 

the knowledge that any of that was happening.  How do you reconcile the son that you knew 

and loved with those kind of activities? 
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BENYAHIA: It’s awful to say as a parent, but I’m so glad he was 

killed and he died when he did, because maybe he was spared being dragged into maybe 

committing these atrocities.  Because up to that point, my awareness of what he was involved 

in hadn’t been something like that, but there’s no saying he would never have been dragged 

into it.  

 

KENYON: There would be no funeral, no service - just a secret the 

family would hold on to for months, about where Rasheed had gone and why he hadn’t 

returned home. 

 

MUSIC 

 

KENYON: He wasn’t the only westerner to travel - or to die.  New 

figures, published by the Government this month, reveal the shocking scale of Britain’s jihadi 

problem.  Approximately 900 British fighters travelled to Syria and Iraq, including their 

wives and children.  Those killed, like Rasheed Benyahia, number approximately 180.  But 

twice as many have returned home to the UK - an estimated 360. 

  

SOUFAN: I truly believe this a very big problem for the West and 

I think this is a long term problem. 

 

KENYON: Ali Soufan is a former FBI officer.  He runs the New 

York-based Soufan Centre, which identifies threats to the West, including returning foreign 

fighters. 

 

SOUFAN: The threat is still inside them.  Some of them probably 

will probably stay low, waiting for further instructions, and some of them will try to recruit, 

and some of them will probably say, ‘You know what, I did it, I did my jihad, it’s behind me, 

I don’t want to be part of this anymore.’  But also, at the same time, I think we will be fooling 

ourselves to believe that we contained that threat. 

 

ACTUALITY – SOUND OF AEROPLANE 
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KENYON: When returnees land in the UK, it’s the job of our 

security services to distinguish between those with blood on their hands and those who 

travelled for humanitarian purposes - in other words, the dangerous, and the less so. 

 

HILL: There is quite a broad menu of legal powers and 

procedures which the police and other services can use to deal with this acute problem of 

individuals returning from the battlefield, whom we have to sort out as between those who 

committed serious offences and those who may not have done. 

   

ACTUALITY IN STREET 

 

KENYON: I’m just walking along a narrow lane just off Fleet 

Street in central London, and these are the offices of one of Britain’s leading silks, who’s 

called Max Hill QC.  He’s the independent reviewer of the UK’s terrorism laws and he keeps 

a watchful eye over provisions available to deal with returnees.  First of all, there’s the 

removal of a suspect’s citizenship, but that only works if first of all they’re dual nationals and 

they are still out of the country at the time you impose it.  Then there’s the right to stop and 

question at UK ports.  And if there’s a suspicion of terrorism offences, arrest comes next. 

Searches start in their homes, their phones, their electronic devices, all looking for evidence.  

And, as they have started to return, the law has evolved to deal with them. 

 

HILL: The emergence of so-called Islamic State tells us that 

preparatory acts for terrorism might take place abroad, and since 2015, it is possible to place 

a returning fighter on trial in this country for acts committed wholly or partly in Syria. 

 

KENYON: But finding evidence from a war zone to reach the 

level of proof required in a British courtroom is enormously problematic.  There’s no CCTV, 

no forensic investigators, no reliable witnesses in the so-called Islamic State. 

 

HILL: The answer lies in the Terrorism Prevention and 

Investigation Measures Act – the TPIMs Act – which permits the consideration of 

intelligence material which normally can’t be deployed in front of judge and jury.  So there 

can be closed court proceedings.  Where there’s insufficient intelligence material to suggest 

that they should be subject to a TPIM order, then that is where other options come into play. 
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KENYON: The process involves the imposition of something 

similar to a control order, with tagging, and restrictions on travel and work.  Then there’s the 

option of being placed on the Government’s Prevent programme. 

  

CABLE: He was incredibly intelligent, polite; at the same time 

he could have days where he was very, very bleak, so he was a bit of a mixed bag, but until 

the events of Parsons Green, my opinion of him was mostly incredibly positive. 

 

KENYON: Kayte Cable was a volunteer mentor to a troubled 

teenage boy for 16 months at a college in Surrey.  He is called Ahmed Hassan and he claimed 

to be an orphaned Iraqi refugee when he arrived in the UK in the back of a truck, aged just 

sixteen.  When he presented himself to immigration officials to put his case for asylum 

several weeks later, he told them he’d been with Islamic State in Iraq and was trained to kill, 

but that he’d been coerced into the group. 

 

CABLE: He seemed terribly upset sometimes when he was 

retelling some of the things that had happened to him.  He would very often lapse into silence 

over it, but I do remember one time he said, ‘You don’t understand what it’s like, you don’t 

know what they do,’ and was became very, very upset and very dark after that. 

 

KENYON: Kayte and Ahmed Hassan wouldn’t always dwell on 

such dark periods in his life.  She helped him with his English, got him interested in 

photography and would take him for a coffee when he had no one else to talk to. 

 

CABLE: So I’d met him and we’d gone for a walk in the park 

and he was telling me something about Iraq and he wanted to show me a picture, and so 

while he was looking at his phone, I thought I saw a message flashed up, like a WhatsApp 

message.  

 

ACTUALITY OF MESSAGE TONE 

 

CABLE: I thought it said, ‘IS has accepted your donation.’ 
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KENYON: Concerned, Kayte reported this to the authorities.   

Ahmed Hassan then spent summer with his foster parents who, shockingly, had never been 

told of his past with Islamic State.  They might have been able to keep an eye out for 

suspicious behaviour.  They might even have been able to prevent what happened next. 

  

ACTUALITY ON TRAIN 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT: The next station is Parsons Green. 

 

KENYON: That September, Ahmed Hassan caught a tube train 

towards central London on the District Line.  He was carefully carrying a bulging plastic bag. 

Travelling the same way was commuter, Chris Wildish.  He emigrated from South Africa a 

few years ago, bringing his wife and children to London to escape escalating gun crime back 

home.  That morning, Chris was on his way to work at an advertising agency in town. 

 

WILDISH: I walked onto the station and there were two Edgware 

Road trains, which is unusual.  One was full, one was empty, so I took the empty one.  And 

when I was getting on the train, I sat further back on the train than I normally would, because 

it was filling up and I could get a seat.  So completely standard Friday morning on the way to 

work. 

 

KENYON: There was no reason for Chris to take notice of the 

teenager in the beanie hat.  Ahmed Hassan put his bag carefully on the floor and stepped off 

the tube. 

 

ACTUALITY OF ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT: Mind the gap between the train and the platform. 

 

WILDISH: Doors opened, people got on, doors closed, and before 

we pulled off, there was a thumping sound - that sound like when you light fuel and it goes 

whoosh - that’s the sound I heard.  And then there was screams and then silence.  Seconds of 

silence. 
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KENYON: Inside that innocuous carrier bag left on the floor was a 

homemade bomb, which had exploded.  A ball of fire rolled through the carriage, followed by 

the pungent smell of chemicals.  There was panic. 

 

WILDISH: A woman fell in front of me and people were literally 

standing on her to get out the way, people were running along the top of the seats, and it’s 

probably the thing that sticks with me most.  It probably is, well it is the most human thing is 

to just run like hell from danger, so this wave of people moves down. 

 

KENYON: People managed to escape back onto the platform.  

Chris stood looking around in shock. 

 

WILDISH: And then you start seeing people with burns and you 

start seeing people who are injured.  One guy’s face, he’d obviously been standing quite close 

to the device, so his face was quite badly burned, face and hair.  The skin was starting to 

come off kind of the side of his face and his hair was all singed.  There was another lady 

whose stockings had melted into her legs, and there was another guy who, his puffer jacket 

had split, so there were feathers all over the, all over the back of his puffer jacket, but it had 

melted, so they were trying to get the puffer jacket off him. 

 

ACTUALITY OF SIRENS 

 

KENYON: Fifty-one people were injured.  The home-made device 

had only half detonated.  It was filled with four and a half pounds of shrapnel - nuts and bolts 

- a recipe for maximum damage.  By the time the authorities arrived at the station, Ahmed 

Hassan was already on the run.  He was caught 24 hours later in Dover.  At his trial, he 

completely changed his story about his involvement with Islamic State.  Karen Jones was the 

lead for the Crown Prosecution Service. 

 

JONES: He himself said that he had been kidnapped by the 

Islamic State and he himself said that he had been held captive for a period of about three 

months, and whilst there had trained, but managed to escape.  When he gave his evidence in 

court, what he actually said is, well, I made all of that up, because I thought that would make 

my asylum claim better. 
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KENYON: So he was saying he used Islamic State as an excuse to 

come into the UK and get refugee status? 

 

JONES: He effectively said that’s what he decided to do when 

he was claiming asylum.  

 

KENYON: And what was the jury’s position on that?  

 

JONEES: Clearly, by their verdict of attempted murder, the jury 

did not accept that verdict either, because he was sentenced as somebody who was motivated 

by terrorism.  

 

KENYON: He was part of Islamic State, then he wasn’t; he was 

coerced, then he wasn’t.  How easy it is to fog the picture on a battlefield 3,000 miles away.    

In short, though, these were systemic failings.  Ahmed Hassan had fallen through the gaps 

onto a packed commuter train with a bucket full of explosives.  Back when he claimed 

asylum, he told the authorities about his links with IS. Surrey County Council had been 

informed and Hassan was placed on Channel - the most serious end of the Prevent 

programme.  But although he’d admitted he’d been trained to kill by the deadly terror group, 

this week a review into the case revealed that the Channel programme locally failed to take 

the right action, there was a delay in deciding how to de-radicalise him, and Surrey County 

Council never asked for a nationally recognised expert to work with him.  The Council has 

acknowledged that its work with other agencies wasn’t as good as it should have been.  

Ahmed Hassan was convicted of attempted murder and jailed for a minimum of 34 years. 

Of course, most returnees obscure and confuse their recent past just like he did.  There are 

two common mantras:  ‘I was just doing humanitarian work - prove that I wasn’t.’  ‘I was just 

seeing relatives - prove that I wasn’t.’  That lack of clarity is difficult to penetrate for those 

involved in de-radicalising extremists.  That’s the job of Jahan Mahmood, an independent 

specialist.  I met him on a sunny afternoon in a park near to his home in Birmingham. 

If I’m a returnee, and I come to see you, how do you start? 

 

MAHMOOD: So the first thing I’m going to try and unpick is the 

motivation and then I’m going to try and understand the ideology.  Is there something there 

that may have pushed these individuals to go abroad?  Then I want to know about their 
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MAHMOOD cont: experiences and the impact that it’s had on them and 

whether I can support any kind of psychological issues, because they’re bound to have some 

if they’ve seen that level of violence out there. 

 

KENYON: How do you know when someone is de-radicalised, the 

process is complete and you say, I’m happy with that now?  How do we know? 

 

MAHMOOD: That’s a really good question.  There’s always a chance 

that something could come back into their mind, that they could be triggered.  It could even 

be an Islamophobic incident, let’s say at home, where a family member is affected or abused 

by someone because of them wearing a headscarf or having a beard.  So there’s always that 

concern, once they’ve entered that kind of field of thinking, that they can return to it.  So for 

myself, it would have to be like regular conversations with that individual for a good few 

years until I feel that they’re in a place where the change has been consistent.  That’s what 

it’s about is when you see consistency. 

  

KENYON: So there is a wide variety of motive and intention.   

Dr Shiraz Maher, at King’s College London, has identified two broad cohorts: those who 

travelled before the sickening IS beheadings of 2014, and those after.  Dr Maher made 

contact with some of that first wave on social media, and soon his accounts were buzzing. 

 

MAHER: It was a surreal moment for us.  I mean, we were 

engaging a lot of these individuals over primarily smartphone applications, things like 

WhatsApp, Kick Messenger.  In essence, it was real time communication with that cohort. 

 

KENYON: And what are they telling you? 

 

MAHER: In the early phases, when the foreign fighter flow into 

Syria began in 2012, they were reacting to and talking about that sense of wanting to help 

Syrians who were being oppressed and killed by their regime, and they were telling us they 

had no animosity towards the West or towards Britain.  This was a sort of jihadi voyeurism or 

jihadi tourism essentially, that these individuals went out for a short period and returned. 
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KENYON: And as the conflict moved on and became more brutal 

and we saw the public beheadings, what kind of people were then being attracted to go to 

Syria?  

 

MAHER: As it was moving towards and ultimately declaring this 

notion of the caliphate, you had more hard line individuals travelling.  You had people who 

had grown up in the West, who had longstanding radical associations in the West - maybe on 

occasion even been jailed in the West for terrorism-related activities.  But also, of course, the 

really big plots we have seen in the West - terrorist attacks such as September 11
th

, attacks in 

Paris in November 2015 - these types of events have been planned in environments such as 

Afghanistan, such as Syria, where they could be plotted and prepared for over a significant 

period of time, with individuals who really spent time preparing and honing their skills.   

 

KENYON: The timing of travel is a significant indicator for the 

security services - earlier, potentially less dangerous than later.  But is it reliable?  Rasheed 

Benyahia, the teenager who texted his mum daily from Raqqa, travelled in the second wave.  

Would he have been a risk if he had returned?  That’s the knife-edge dilemma facing our 

security services.  In the end, hard evidence is what prosecutors need - and what’s so difficult 

to find.  Tasnime Akunjee has sat face to face with several returnees.  He’s a defence 

solicitor, and he’s witnessed the challenges of finding evidence in IS territory. 

  

 AKUNJEE: The rule of law says that you can only really have your 

liberty taken away if the evidence is there for this.  Now the problem with terrorism in other 

countries is that you’re looking for evidence outside of your normal remit of ability to gather 

evidence. Like In the UK, we have CCTV, we have all these mechanisms.  In Syria, there’s 

no one doing that, so when you still have to apply the same tests for evidence in a jurisdiction 

that has really very little evidence, then that’s where we get these issues.   

  

KENYON: Is it your view that there will be people out there in the 

UK who were members of ISIS, who we can’t prove the case against in British courts, so we 

have to allow them to go free? 

  

  



- 13 - 

AKUNJEE: Yes, there will be a small subset of people who fall 

within that category.  The only caveat to that is - I know it sounds dangerous - but we do have 

MI5 and MI6 who are well aware of these people and are watching them.  So, you know, 

we’re not sheeps to the slaughter here. 

 

MUSIC 

 

KENYON: Now, the Home Office says that the majority of those 

who returned did so in the earlier stage of the conflict and were investigated on their return, 

and that a significant proportion are no longer seen as a national security concern.  There 

have been forty prosecutions, most of them ending up in prison, out of around 360 returnees 

So let’s do the maths.  Aside from those forty, there’ll be a handful in the system still 

awaiting trial; that would leave around 300 in our communities.  Others, however, are under 

observation.  I’ve got intelligence about one of them - a British woman recently back from 

the region.   

 

ACTUALITY ON ESTATE 

 

KENYON: I’m on a sprawling low-rise estate in West London.  

There are women in brightly coloured wraps and children on swings and men smoking over 

there in the sunshine, and I’ve been told that a British returnee is living here in a small first 

floor flat.  She’s said to have been a jihadi bride who was detained in Turkey before being 

sent back to the UK.  And that’s where members of IS fled to when they were driven from 

their territory.  Many had already destroyed their passports – we know that, because it was an 

act of loyalty to IS, and they were caught around the border region.  We’re going to go and 

pay this woman a visit. 

  

ACTUALITY OF INTERCOM 

 

KENYON: Thank you. 

 

ACTUALITY OF FOOTSTEPS ON STAIRS, KNOCK AT DOOR 
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KENYON: She appears at the door and, to my surprise, calmly and 

politely, invites us in.  And then, as her toddlers play around our feet, comes the bombshell. 

 

WOMAN: I was accused of being a member of ISIS.  The police 

said, ‘You were in Syria and we do suspect you’ve been involved with ISIS.’ 

 

KENYON: We agreed to hide her identity, so her words are 

spoken by an actor.  We stood in her hallway.  It was tidy, homely, with children’s games, 

and the babble of a TV from the sitting room.  She was wearing a hijab and came across 

confident and intelligent. 

So I just wanted to know what your story was - just to start with, why were you there? 

 

WOMAN: Okay, basically I was living in Turkey at the time, but I 

had my passport stolen from me, yeah, on the train.  I was living there with my husband, but 

we got divorced, so I started living on my own and then I got with a new partner and one day 

we was on a journey, we was in a car, stuff like that, and we got stopped at one of the, they 

have like checkpoints when you’re travelling by car.  So they asked to see my passport and I 

obviously didn’t have my passport, so they put me in the detention centre, and at that point 

they asked me if I would like to go back to the UK or would I stay in the deportation centre, 

and I was like, obviously I said I’d come back to the UK. 

 

KENYON: So they put you in a detention centre at that point. How 

did that feel? 

 

WOMAN: Absolutely horrendous, because obviously I was with 

my children. 

 

KENYON: They were detained with her in Turkey, for seven 

months.  She says she didn’t know at the time that it was the terrorist wing, but there were 

several jihadi brides amongst the inmates. 

Did you get to talk to the other women at all?  Were you all kind of in the same situation? 

 

WOMAN: There were a few people that I did connect with, but 

there were a lot of people who I didn’t connect with. 
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KENYON: And was there anybody there who you thought, yeah - 

this is someone who’s been to Syria, this is someone who has got a real problem? 

 

WOMAN: Definitely.  There was a lot of Russians - those were 

the people we definitely stayed away from.  And we had, like, a little small group of people. 

There was a Christian lady that they suspected of terrorism, her and her husband, and there 

was another family; they put them in the deportation centre and said, ‘We suspect you of 

terrorism because you were travelling at night.’ There was ridiculous, ridiculous things going 

on there. 

 

KENYON: And what about the women who were, who had been 

to Syria?  Did you speak to them at all?  I mean, you must have, during all those months. 

 

WOMAN: I absolutely did not.  We were pretty scared of them, so 

that’s, we just formed our little clique and that’s it.  We tended to stay away from a lot of 

people. 

  

KENYON: When she was extradited to the UK, she claims she still 

didn’t know what the charge was. 

So what was the suspicion? 

  

WOMAN: The suspicion - terrorism.  So at that point, I only 

found that out when I came back.  When I touched down in Heathrow I was met with the 

police and they didn’t tell me anything from the time that I was there, the time that I saw my 

consulate to the time I touched down, I wasn’t told anything.  So it was complete shock.  My 

body went into shock, I started to vomit, I was shaking at the airport and I was like, what is 

going on? 

  

KENYON: And what did they say? 

  

WOMAN: They said, ‘Oh, was you in Syria?’ and I said no, and 

they said, ‘Well, we do suspect that you’ve been involved with ISIS,’ and I was like, no, not 

really, I haven’t.  And I said, and they didn’t even give me any evidential, you know, 
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WOMAN cont: standing point.  They just said ‘we suspect’ and I said, 

‘That’s not good enough, you can’t just suspect someone.’ 

 

KENYON: But had you been to Syria? 

 

WOMAN: No, no, no, I have never been to Syria. 

  

KENYON: UK law enforcement wasn’t entirely convinced by her 

story. 

 

WOMAN: I do definitely do know that they keep an eye on me. 

  

KENYON: How? 

  

WOMAN: Because they do contact me sometimes, yeah. 

  

KENYON: What do they say?  How are you, what are you up to? 

Do they openly do it? 

  

WOMAN: Yeah, they do openly do it. 

  

KENYON: And what do you say?  Good to hear from you? 

  

WOMAN: I say, yeah, fine thank you.  What can I say to that, 

isn’t it? 

 

ACTUALITY ON STAIRCASE 

 

KENYON: Well, that really does show the difficulties in all of 

this.  She was so plausible, but there must have been something that aroused suspicion 

beyond just that missing passport, and we know that others say that they were visiting 

relatives in Turkey or delivering aid and they’ve lost their passport, all that kind of stuff.  It 

could just be a version of the same kind of deceit.  I really don’t know what to make of her. 
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ACTUALITY OF DOOR OPENING AND SHUTTING 

 

KENYON: We described that encounter and some of our other 

findings to Max Hill QC. 

It seems from our research so far that what’s actually happening quite frequently is that 

people caught on the Turkish Syrian border will say, ‘I went to visit relatives, there’s no 

proof that I did anything else at all.’  It is quite difficult, isn’t it?  

  

HILL: Of course it’s difficult to tell.  That is what we rely on 

investigators and prosecutors to sort out.  Many of the cases I’ve been involved in have 

involved central evidence, comprising online communication, chat rooms, it might be a 

mobile phone, it might be the contents of a rucksack, it might be accounts from fellow 

travellers as to what the suspect has been up to, and a picture will emerge.  I’m as confident 

as I can be that for every individual - male or female, bride or fighter, young or old - who has 

returned to this country from Syria, they have been exposed to intense scrutiny. 

 

KENYON: Even if they don’t know it? 

 

HILL: Not all of that scrutiny being obvious to them. 

 

KENYON: Security Minister Ben Wallace says that scrutiny is 

working well.  There have been thirteen terrorist plots foiled by our security services already 

since the attacks last year.  

 

WALLACE: We manage plots every single day.  We are 

investigating, looking, you know, at peo ... 3,000 people involved in this type of area, but of 

course terrorism is all about attacking people’s vulnerabilities, and where we harden one 

avenue for them, they will try and switch to another.  We will always have, I’m afraid, 

terrorist attacks getting through, but we stop much more, much much more than actually are 

successful on the street against us.  And with the new Counter Terrorism Bill you see 

hopefully some measures that will make it easier in future to prosecute people who’ve been 

out abroad.  
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KENYON: The new bill outlaws expressions of support for IS and 

other proscribed groups that might encourage people to join.  It tightens the law around 

publicly displaying terror symbols and images and it extends the powers of our courts to 

prosecute terror offences committed overseas.   It’s all part of the Government’s response to a 

threat that’s continuously and dangerously changing its shape.  [MUSIC]  But there’s a 

problem coming down the tracks: many British jihadis have not yet returned and they’re 

judged by the Home Office to be the most dangerous of them all, because of their intention of 

fighting to the bitter end.  It’s thought some will be hiding in third countries, perhaps in Asia.  

Others have been caught by militias during the defeat of IS - in particular the Kurds of the 

YPG, who detained many hundreds of foreign fighters whilst securing control of land in 

northern Syria.  The YPG is a stateless group with little foreign recognition, so British 

fighters held by them are in a kind of limbo. 

 

ACTUALITY ON ESTATE 

 

KENYON: I’m on another estate in West London.  This time it’s 

close to the old BBC TV Centre.  And these streets, they were once the playground of a local 

drug dealer and a petty criminal whose family were originally from Sudan, and he’s called El 

Shafee Elsheikh – and he’s now in YPG custody.  He is one of two surviving members of the 

so-called Beatles - the British jihadis who kidnapped and beheaded westerners and posted 

their sickening footage that we all saw online..  Now the Government stripped both of them 

of their nationality, but it’s hardly made the problem go away. 

 

EXTRACT FROM SKY NEWS DOCUMENTARY 

 

ELSHEIKH: Many more people like myself will be stripped of 

rights or citizenships because of this narrow thinking, 

 

KENYON: El Shafee Elsheikh was interviewed in custody for an 

exclusive Sky News investigation.  He lounged on a battered sofa, all faux indignation and 

incoherent denials. 

 

ELSHEIKH: Many more innocent people may be harmed because of 

this narrow understanding of holding people accountable for things that they didn’t do. 
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KENYON: But leaving him in the custody of a stateless militia is 

far from ideal, as lawyer Tasnime Akunjee told me. 

 

AKUNJEE: The YPG, from their point of view, are trying to create 

a state, and they will use anything in their means to try and achieve that goal.  So, you know, 

the YPG, if they’re given no other options, may look to that as a threat that they’ll just be 

released. 

 

KENYON: What – we’ll release them unless you take your 

responsibility, British Government? 

 

AKUNJEE: I could see that on the horizon.  So the real danger here 

is that if the home states don’t take responsibility and a proto state like the YPG sort of rag 

tag group of people are having to deal with these people on a long term … they will release 

them, basically.  And some of these people need releasing, because they are innocent or 

caught up in it, but some of these people are very, very, very dangerous people. 

  

KENYON: Security Minister, Ben Wallace is conscious that the 

YPG can’t hold British fighters indefinitely. 

 

WALLACE: What we want is where people can be prosecuted, we 

would like them prosecuted.  If we have the evidence, we would like to prosecute people in 

the United Kingdom if they are UK citizens or have caused harm to UK interests and citizens, 

both at home and abroad.  Bur if, for example, Iraq felt that some of these foreign fighters 

have killed their soldiers and they want to prosecute and they have the evidence to do so, then 

of course that may be the most appropriate place.  So we all collectively, the coalition of 

those countries that have fought Daesh, all would like to see criminal justice dispensed to 

individuals.  And I think the best thing, knowing about some of these cases, is that is 

delivered where it is most appropriate and where the evidence and the statute book allows it. 

 

KENYON: There are hundreds of foreign fighters in YPG hands - 

probably dozens from the UK - and theirs is a very special kind of limbo.  In the hands of a 

militia that has no legal structure, and little interest in keeping them indefinitely.  But if they 
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KENYON cont: were to return, we would need evidence, which takes 

us back to the difficulties of securing a conviction in British courts. 

 

MUSIC 

 

KENYON: For Chris Wildish, caught up in the Parsons Green 

bomb attack, one thing is clear: what happens far away in Syria and in Iraq can impact on 

lives here, making the need to deal with those who’ve been with IS more pressing than ever.   

  

WILDISH: You kind of think it’s happening in a country 

somewhere else, and how does that affect me day to day?  And I think the fact that not only 

does it affect you day to day, but it has affected me directly is the scary bit.  What worries me 

is that somebody got through. If you identify people that you know have been radicalised and 

you know are risky, then you think to yourself that you should be able to manage and you 

shouldn’t slip through the cracks, because the net result of slipping through the cracks is 

people are really going to get hurt.  

  

 


