
Russia’s Glare Turns to Home-Grown
Threats
Russian intelligence are well posed to thwart terrorists from the
North Caucasus, but extremists from Central Asia present new
challenges
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Abror Azimov (C), 27, a suspected mastermind of the St. Petersburg metro bombing, is detained during a
special operation by Russia's Federal Security Service (FSB) in Moscow Region. Federal Security Service
/ TASS

Recently, the Kremlin’s counter-terrorism policies have been simple, but controversial. After
containing radical Islamist fighters to the North Caucasus, Russia funnelled them to warring
Syria and Iraq. For a time, authorities could claim to have managed the threat of domestic
terrorism.
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But the St. Petersburg metro bombing on April 3 showed that this threat has not dissipated
entirely. While Moscow has focused on tracking and combating Islamist fighters in the
Caucasus, a new (but exaggerated and misunderstood) threat is emerging: Central Asian
migrant workers in Russia who number in the millions who could prove easy targets for
recruiters.

One of these workers, Akbarzhon Dzhalilov, was responsible for the April 3 St. Petersburg
bombing. Then, on April 18, authorities arrested Abror Azimov, who they believe recruited and
trained Dzhalilov. Both were natives of the southern Kyrgyzstan city of Osh, which has
reportedly sent dozens of fighters to the Islamic State in Syria.

“This is Russia’s nightmare scenario,” says Mark Galeotti, an expert on Russian intelligence
and security services and a senior researcher at the Institute of International Relations
Prague. Voices within the FSB have called attention to the threat of extremists from Central
Asia, he says, but to no avail. Rather, the FSB has been preoccupied with “the threat of Islamic
State fighters returning to the Caucuses and the rest of Russia.”

The FSB’s focus on the Caucasus is a textbook example of generals fighting the last war.
Extremists from the North Caucasus who went to Syria are returning home. But they have
been fighting alongside radicals from Central Asia who also making their way to Russia, says
Maxim Suchkov, a Russian expert on the Middle East.

Related article: Suspect Accused of Training St. Petersburg Bomber Arrested Near Moscow

Faced with abysmal working conditions and discrimination, Central Asian workers in Russia
are susceptible to online jihadist propaganda and returning Islamists infiltrating the ranks of
migrant workers to recruit new fighters. And the FSB simply isn’t well equipped to deal with
this, Galeotti says.

But fighters returning to Central Asia pose a much greater challenge to Russia says Suchkov,
because they enjoy visa-free entry to Russia and can travel among groups of migrant.

Even electronic surveillance of Central Asian workers is difficult. Many don’t have phones, or
they share phones among themselves. When individuals do have phones, they use encrypted
messaging apps, Galeotti says.

But, more than anything, Galeotti says, “there is a lack of resources devoted to this problem
by the FSB. So they lean heavily on their Central Asian counterparts, which is a shaky
foundation.

And the FSB lacks the analytic capacity to fact check information passed on by Central Asian
security services, which can be twisted by those agencies to further their own political goals.”

Given these challenges — and the fact that Moscow is already facing the threat of Islamic
State fighters returning to the Caucasus from the battlegrounds of Syria — the Kremlin’s
counter-terror woes are not getting any easier.
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