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ISIS Resurgence Update - April 2019  
By Brandon Wallace 

 
Key Takeaway: ISIS lost its last zone of territorial control in Syria on March 23, 2019, but its resurgent 
campaign continues to gain momentum across Iraq and Syria. ISIS is expanding its support zones and 
scaling up its attack campaign in key cities including Ar-Raqqa City, Mosul, and Fallujah as well as rear 
areas in Northern Syria and Iraqi Kurdistan. 
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Major Changes to ISIS’s Operating Areas  
 
Timeframe: December 19, 2018 - April 16, 2019  
 
In Syria: 

 The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) seized the last terrain controlled by ISIS in Syria on March 23, 
2019. The area included a network of caves and tunnels housing tens of thousands of suspected 
fighters, their family members, and other civilians, posing an unexpected humanitarian challenge for 
the SDF. U.S. President Donald Trump issued a formal statement on the same day announcing the 
full liberation of “all ISIS-controlled territory in Syria and Iraq - 100% of the ‘caliphate’.” 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-47678157
https://sy.usembassy.gov/statement-from-the-president-on-the-liberation-of-isis-controlled-territory/
https://4.bp.blogspot.com/-FMarOmzNCy8/XLoJS0DARSI/AAAAAAAAKSg/2MOxz-HOuSIlUUXaodQvodmSOs-GWDb1gCLcBGAs/s1600/ISW%2BMap_ISIS%2BOperating%2BAreas_20190416.png


 The SDF transferred more than 55,000 women and children captured in the operation to the Al-Hawl 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) Camp in Northern Syria near the Syrian-Iraqi Border. Many of the 
detainees are ISIS family members who publicly remain committed to the ideology. Some of them 
claimed that ISIS Emir Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi ordered them to surrender to the SDF in February 
2019. ISIS likely intended to exploit this displacement to infiltrate, destabilize, and recruit from the 
camps in order to create opportunities for its resurgence. Hardcore female followers have attacked 
guards and other displaced persons and burned the tents of less committed families since entering 
the Al-Hawl IDP Camp. ISW has thus mapped the camp as both an attack and support zone. 

 ISIS has intensified and expanded its resurgent attack campaign targeting the rear areas of the SDF 
in Northern Syria. ISIS is concentrating its attacks along two primary sections of the ground line of 
communication between Deir ez-Zour Province and Hasaka Province in Eastern Syria. ISIS has 
conducted repeated ambushes near Suwar along Khabur River Valley including two failed 
assassination attempts targeting SDF Spokesperson Laila al-Abdullah on February 14 and SDF Deir 
ez-Zour Military Council Head Abu Khawla on February 15.[1] ISIS is also attacking convoys in 
transit northwest of Shaddadi (the location of a major logistics hub for the SDF and U.S.-Led 
Coalition) in Southern Hasaka Province. ISIS detonated SVBIEDs targeting convoys of the U.S.-Led 
Coalition and SDF near Shaddadi on January 21 and April 9.[2] 

In Iraq: 

 ISIS is reestablishing a support zone in the southwest quadrant of the Baghdad Belts in order to link 
its operations in Anbar Province to Baghdad and Southern Iraq. ISIS is working to rebuild its 
networks in Northern Babil Province. ISIS will likely use this zone to project force into Baghdad and 
south towards soft targets in the holy cities of Karbala and Najaf. The Iraqi Popular Mobilization 
Forces (PMF) 46th Brigade - a branch of Kata'ib Hezbollah - thwarted an ISIS SVBIED in Jurf al-
Sakhar in Northern Babil in January 2019.[3] The target of this attack remains unclear but it marked 
the first such incident since the PMF cleared ISIS from Jurf al-Sakhar in October 2014. ISIS likely 
staged the SVBIED from its support zone south of Fallujah in Anbar Province. Babil Police arrested 
an ISIS fighter at a checkpoint in Iskandariya between Baghdad and Karbala on February 19.[4] The 
PMF 47th Brigade - also a branch of Kata'ib Hezbollah – later clashed with ISIS during an attempted 
clearing operation in Jurf al-Sakhar on April 9.[5] ISIS temporarily withdrew from the area but Kata'ib 
Hezbollah did not properly clear the terrain. ISIS will likely leverage its presence in the region to 
stage increasingly sophisticated attacks as it develops its attack capabilities and cells in the 
Southwest Baghdad Belts. Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) historically operated from this area to stage 
VBIEDs into Baghdad. 

 ISIS is expanding its networks in Iraqi Kurdistan and may be connecting them to its resurgent 
footprint in Kirkuk and Diyala Provinces. Iraqi Kurdish Asayish Internal Security Forces claimed to 
detain three separate cells of Arab ISIS members in Sulaymaniyah Province since January 2019 
including cells in Sulaymaniyah City, Chamchamal between Sulaymaniyah and Kirkuk City, and 
Kalar northwest of the Diyala River Valley.[6] ISIS likely is attempting to transit north and east from 
its support zones in Kirkuk Province to Iraqi Kurdistan. Iraqi Kurdish Asayish also arrested an ISIS 
militant in Southern Sulaymaniyah Province on April 11 allegedly responsible for transiting fighters 
between Kirkuk City, Hawija, and Dibis in Kirkuk Province.[7] AQI historically conducted regular 
attacks along Highway 2 stretching from Arbil in Iraqi Kurdistan through Kirkuk Province to Tuz 
Khurmatu in Eastern Salah ad-Din Province. 

 The Iraqi Special Forces (ISOF) First and Second Brigades began a major clearing operation against 
ISIS in the Hamrin Mountains of Northern Diyala Province on 11 April.[8] The operation is the largest 
to date against the support zone held by ISIS in the Hamrin Mountains to date and if successful 
could disrupt its reconstitution throughout Northern Iraq. The operation will likely fail to eliminate the 
support zone, however. The Hamrin Mountains are favorable terrain for insurgents and even the 
U.S. did not attempt to clear them completely during the Surge. ISW will publish updates on the 
operation as necessary. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/thousands-of-women-and-children-fleeing-isis-stronghold-flood-into-syrian-camp/2019/03/08/1115565e-41c1-11e9-85ad-779ef05fd9d8_story.html?utm_term=.21c55c2ff099
https://www.wsj.com/articles/islamic-state-diehards-carry-groups-ideology-from-crushed-caliphate-11552914058
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/01/defiant-women-and-dying-children-isis-desert-legacy-al-hawl-refugee-camp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLkWPjfC8fM
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/camp-guards-forced-to-shoot-as-mob-of-isis-women-attacks-0gndptwc0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oHtseE5gZCI&feature=youtu.be&t=313
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Al+Suwar,+Syria/@35.4009262,40.5380893,12z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x154900cf865146cd:0xa3cd291a70b582c9!8m2!3d35.5010854!4d40.6524512
https://twitter.com/OIRSpox/status/1087322260770295809
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/iraqi-forces-press-to-secure-shiite-south-ahead-of-religious-festival/2014/10/25/0b6ac5f0-6e1e-47f4-ab8d-a942c3606506_story.html?utm_term=.1071e14d0978
http://iswresearch.blogspot.com/2019/03/isis-re-establishes-historic-sanctuary.html
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Dahlin%20Backgrounder.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Dahlin%20Backgrounder.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/AQI-Resurgent-10Sept_0.pdf


Updates to ISW’s December 2018 Assessment  
 
ISW routinely updates and refines its assessment of the operating areas held by ISIS in Iraq and Syria based 
on openly available sources. ISIS’s activity since December 2018 strengthens our prior assessment of its 
support zones and demonstrates its further consolidation in these areas.  
 
ISIS’s recent consolidation has included its leveraging of existing support networks across Syria and Iraq to 
shift fighters and material out of its final zone of territorial control in Syria: 

 ISIS increased its transit across the Jazeera Desert between Eastern Syria and Western Iraq to 
exfiltrate fighters and materials to Iraq. Anonymous U.S. and Iraqi officials stated in February 2019 
that more than 1,000 ISIS fighters had crossed the Iraqi-Syrian Border through the Jazeera Desert 
since September 2018. ISIS is likely moving these fighters into its established sanctuaries in Iraq 
including the Badush Mountains west of Mosul. ISW has represented this cross-border movement 
with its support zone in the Jazeera Desert. 

 ISIS also transferred resources and fighters from its final pocket of control in the Middle Euphrates 
River Valley to support zones across Syria. Local media activists accused the SDF’s Zaza Regiment 
(affiliated with the Manbij Military Council) of smuggling ISIS fighters and families from Eastern Syria 
to Manbij in Aleppo Province on March 18.[9] ISIS likely also relocated militants to other support 
zones in Syria including Idlib Province.  

 
ISIS’s resurgent campaign is accelerating in the urban centers of Ar-Raqqa City, Mosul, and Fallujah. ISW 
previously depicted support and attack zones in these cities. It is now expanding these attack zones to 
account for increased activity by ISIS since December 2018. 

 The SDF are failing to contain an attack campaign by ISIS in Ar-Raqqa City. Local security forces 
lack the training to properly counter an insurgency and frequently conduct large-scale arrests of 
suspected militants based on limited evidence.[10] These arrests undermine the population’s 
confidence in the SDF but have little effect on ISIS. ISIS is directly targeting this seam between the 
local population and the SDF. ISIS assassinated prominent Raqqa Civil Council Member Sheikh 
Bashir al-Huwaydi in Ar-Raqqa City on November 1. Huwaydi was an important voice of support for 
the SDF among Arabs in Northern Syria.[11] ISIS later detonated an SVEST targeting an SDF Civil-
Military Relations Headquarters in the Karama District east of Ar-Raqqa City on March 2. ISIS has 
also conducted a series of low-level attacks involving small arms and IEDs targeting internal security 
forces, patrols, and checkpoints in Central Ar-Raqqa City. ISIS most recently detonated an IED and 
VBIED targeting a patrol in Ar-Raqqa City on April 9.[12] 

 Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) have also failed to defeat an attack campaign by ISIS in Mosul. ISIS has 
detonated two VBIEDs in Mosul since December 2018, both targeting cafes and restaurants near 
Mosul University in Eastern Mosul. It is likely staging VBIEDs from the industrial Gogjali District in 
Eastern Mosul adjacent to Highway 2. Iraqi Counter Terrorism Services (CTS) previously identified 
Gogjali as the main cluster of manufacturing workshops for VBIEDs during the Battle of Mosul. ISIS 
also operates a dense support network of safe houses across Eastern Mosul. Ninewa Police seized 
$170,000 in a safe house used by ISIS in the Zahra District of Eastern Mosul on April 1.[13] 

 ISIS also retains a robust network in Fallujah despite its lack of major visible operations in Eastern 
Anbar Province. ISIS is conducting sporadic low-level attacks to eliminate local resistance, including 
the assassination at least three village mukhtars (local leaders) south of Fallujah between January 
and February 2019.[14] Repeated clearing operations in the area have also uncovered an extensive 
support network in and around Fallujah. The ISF and PMF discovered and destroyed a sophisticated 
tunnel network in the southern outskirts of Fallujah in January 2019.[15] ISIS likely operates other 
such tunnels near Fallujah. ISIS also maintains a networked presence inside the city that provides a 
range of support functions. The ISF disrupted a counterfeiting operation in Fallujah’s Risala District 
on February 11.[16] 

http://iswresearch.blogspot.com/2018/12/isis-threat-update-december-2018.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/from-syria-is-slips-into-iraq-to-fight-another-day/2019/02/22/90e3426e-3669-11e9-8375-e3dcf6b68558_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.0bab9491cd14
http://iswresearch.blogspot.com/2019/03/isis-re-establishes-historic-sanctuary.html
https://www.facebook.com/Majlisraqqaalmadani/posts/998087300379522?__tn__=-R
https://ent.siteintelgroup.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=30448:is-claims-suicide-attack-at-civil-military-relations-hq-in-raqqah-threatens-tribal-elders&catid=14:statements
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-security-mosul/car-bomb-blast-kills-two-in-iraqs-mosul-medics-idUSKCN1QP24U
https://ctc.usma.edu/defeat-by-annihilation-mobility-and-attrition-in-the-islamic-states-defense-of-mosul/


 
Comparing ISW’s Map to the Unclassified DIA Assessment 
 
U.S. President Donald Trump shared a map generated by the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) of the 
“residual” presence of ISIS on March 20. The map is similar to ISW’s assessment of ISIS’s support zones in 
Iraq and Syria with several major differences.  
 

 
 

Image: Defense Intelligence Agency Map with ISW markings associated with the nine zones discussed below. 
 
The DIA’s assessment lacks nine key support zones assessed with moderate confidence by ISW: 

1. Manbij: ISIS retains a networked presence in Manbij in Aleppo Province in Northern Syria that it is 
using to attack the SDF and U.S.-Led Coalition. ISIS detonated an SVEST killing nineteen 
individuals including four U.S. military and civilian personnel in Manbij on January 16. ISIS also 
detonated a SVBIED targeting a marketplace southwest of Manbij on March 8. ISIS attacked a 
checkpoint of the SDF west of Manbij on March 26. The DIA does not depict this operating area for 
ISIS. 

2. Northern Deir ez-Zour / Southern Hasaka: ISIS is mounting an attack campaign against the 
ground line of communication used by the SDF and U.S.-Led Coalition in Northern Deir ez-Zour and 
Southern Hasaka Provinces (as discussed above). The DIA does not depict this operating area for 
ISIS. 

3. Central Syria: ISIS operates in uninhabited desert areas west of the Euphrates River Valley. ISIS 
transits through support zones across the Homs Desert and frequently attacks pro-regime forces 

https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1108479818000224256
https://www.wsj.com/articles/at-least-three-u-s-troops-killed-in-isis-claimed-attack-in-syria-11547651818
https://ent.siteintelgroup.com/Statements/is-claims-killing-3-americans-in-suicide-bombing-in-aleppo.html
https://www.enabbaladi.net/archives/286196
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-islamic-state/islamic-state-claims-deadly-attack-on-kurdish-forces-in-north-syria-idUSKCN1R71XX
https://3.bp.blogspot.com/-8jn4K-KNlBY/XLoFJSUJwVI/AAAAAAAAKSU/8xqvadzwtxEoCxfhnuTPdIeIVHwErhVEgCLcBGAs/s1600/ISW%2BPublications_DIA%2BMap%2BNotes.jpg


deployed to secure oil and natural gas infrastructure in areas ranging from Palmyra to the Syrian-
Iraqi Border.[17] ISIS’s Amaq News Agency, for example, released a video filmed at an unidentified 
location in the Homs Desert showing militants with two dead Russians and one live Syrian on April 7. 
Other reporting corroborated claims that ISIS ambushed pro-regime forces between the T2 Station 
and Mayadin in Central Syria.[18] ISIS tends to attack convoys rather than fixed positions in this 
area, demonstrating that its goal is likely a limited disruption of pro-regime freedom of movement and 
the generation of propaganda highlighting its anti-regime operations. The DIA has underrepresented 
this operating area for ISIS. 

4. Southern Syria: ISIS retains a residual support zone east of Suwayda Province. Pro-regime forces 
frequently clash with ISIS in the Al-Safa Region in Eastern Suwayda Province, most recently on 
March 26.[19] Pro-regime forces claimed to clear ISIS from Al-Safa on November 19, 2018.[20] ISIS 
nonetheless remains active in the area, likely exploiting extensive natural tunnels. The DIA does not 
depict this operating area for ISIS. 

5. Arbil: ISIS retains a support zone in Arbil City. Three Kurdish high school students stormed the Arbil 
Province Governor’s Building in Arbil City on July 21, 2018 and temporarily held two hostages before 
security forces killed the assailants.[21] Kurdish security forces later arrested an Iraqi Kurdish cleric 
who radicalized the attackers on July 24, 2018. Kurdish security forces arrested eight members of a 
financing network linked to ISIS in Arbil City in October 2018 and later arrested eight other ISIS 
militants in Arbil City on January 16.[22] The DIA does not depict this operating area for ISIS. 

6. Southern Diyala Province: ISIS holds a durable support zone in Southern Diyala Province. ISIS 
began conducting hit-and-run attacks in the Buhriz Subdistrict south of t Baqubah in mid-2018.[23] 
ISIS increased its attack tempo against security forces, local tribal figures, and commercial sites in 
Buhriz in January 2019 and Buhriz Subdistrict was reportedly “almost under the control of ISIS” by 
February 2019.[24] ISIS also conducts attacks on civilians and security forces from safe havens near 
Muqdadiyah northeast of Baqubah. A municipal official claimed that ISIS controls several rural 
villages west of Muqdadiyah in January 2019.[25] The DIA does not depict these operating areas for 
ISIS. 

7. Northern Baghdad Belts: ISIS is present in the Northern Baghdad Belts despite clearing operations 
by the ISF and PMF. ISIS has repeatedly attacked security forces along the highways north of 
Baghdad. ISIS most recently ambushed the ISF in Tarmiyah north of Baghdad on March 19.[26] The 
DIA has underrepresented this operating area for ISIS. 

8. Southwest Baghdad Belts: ISIS is expanding its support zone in the southwestern quadrant of the 
Baghdad Belts (as discussed above). The DIA does not depict this operating area for ISIS. 

9. Khanaqin: ISIS retains both a support and attack zone along the Iraqi-Iranian Border stretching into 
Halabja Province in Iraqi Kurdistan. ISIS is likely using mountain routes in Northern Khanaqin District 
to cross between Iraq and Iran. Its activity in the area has prompted multiple deployments by the 
PMF. PMF Diyala Axis Command deployed forces to secure Khanaqin District in early February 
2019.[27] The 20th PMF Brigade also deployed members to provide additional security Khanaqin 
District in early March 2019.[28] It remains unclear whether these deployments have affected ISIS. 
Similar PMF deployments elsewhere in Diyala and Kirkuk Provinces have consistently failed to 
disrupt ISIS and it is unlikely that the PMF will be more effective in Khanaqin. 

There are multiple possible explanations for why the DIA does not depict these operating areas held by ISIS 
in Iraq and Syria. The DIA may be unable to assess these operating areas through unclassified means. ISW 
may also have misattributed attacks conducted by other insurgents such as former Ba’athists operating 
outside the control of ISIS. ISW is actively looking for indicators to parse these groups as of April 2019. The 
DIA also mapped operating areas for ISIS near Aleppo City, Qamishli in Northern Syria, and Rutbah in 
Western Iraq not depicted by ISW. ISW does not possess sufficient evidence from the open-source to 
assess these zones as of April 2019. ISW routinely reevaluates its assessments and plans to publish a 
refined assessment as needed.  
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https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-kurds-hostages-gunmen/gunmen-in-erbil-attack-believed-to-be-islamic-state-kurdish-officials-idUSKBN1KD0ZX
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