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Fact Check: Are there 20 U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organizations active in Afghanistan and Pakistan?

The president used a figure for terror groups that mixes apples and oranges, making it too high. (Meg Kelly/The
Washington Post)

“Today, 20 U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organizations are active in Afghanistan and Pakistan — the highest
concentration in any region anywhere in the world.”
— President Trump, remarks on the strategy in Afghanistan and South Asia , Aug. 21, 2017

A presidential address to the nation is usually carefully vetted for factual accuracy. That’s not always the case for
President Trump’s speeches, but extra care appeared to have been taken for his speech on the strategy on
Afghanistan. Still, this number — 20 U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organizations in Afghanistan and Pakistan —
jumped out at us. It seemed rather high.

Where did this number come from?

The Facts

The secretary of state designates foreign terrorist organizations (FTOs), and Trump’s phrasing suggested that he
was referring to the list of FTOs maintained by the State Department. But when we asked the White House where
this number came from, an official pointed to congressional testimony by Gen. Joseph L. Votel, the commander of
U.S. Central Command.

“There are 20 U.S.-designated terrorist organizations present today in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” Votel told the
House Armed Services Committee on March 15.

A Votel spokesman, Maj. Josh Jacques, said he was referring to the foreign terrorist organizations designated by the
State Department. He noted that the State Department has this authority under Section 219 of the Immigration and
Nationality Act (INA), as amended. “FTO designations play a critical role in our fight against terrorism and are an
effective means of curtailing support for terrorist activities and pressuring groups to get out of the terrorism
business,” he said, saying more information could be found at the State Department.

But here’s the problem: The State Department only lists 13 FTOs as active in Afghanistan and Pakistan, with one
(Hizbul Mujahideen) being added just last week.

Indeed, the White House sent us a list of 20 purported terrorist organizations that were designated, and only 12
were on the official State Department list. (The State Department FTOs are noted in bold; Hizbul Mujahideen is
missing.)

Haqqani Network
Harakat-Ul-Jihadi-Islami (HUJ/I)
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Harakat-Ul-Mujahideen (HUM)
Indian Mujahideen
Islamic Jihad Union
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
ISIS-K
Jaish-e-Mohammed
Jundullah
Lashkar-e-Tayyiba
Lashkar-e-Janghvi
Al-Qaeda core
Al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent
Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan
Jamaat-ul-Ahrar
Jamaat-ud-Dawa al-Quran
Tariq Gidar Group
East Turkistan Islamic Movement
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
Commander Nazir Group

As far we can tell, the only source for this statistic is Gen. John W. Nicholson, the U.S. commander in Afghanistan.
In interviews, news briefings and congressional testimony, he has repeatedly said that “of the 98 U.S. designated
terrorist groups globally, 20 are in the AF/PAK region.” His statements have then turned up in news reports, such as
in the New York Times.

So where did Nicholson get his figure? His spokesman, Navy Capt. William K. Salvin, said that he added entities
designated by the Treasury Department and State Department as providing financial support to terror groups under
Executive Order 13224, issued by President George W. Bush after the Sept. 11 attacks.

This is an image of a slide used by the Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan, commanded by Nicholson,
updated to show 21 terrorist groups with the addition of Hizbul Mujahideen.
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(Source: Resolute Support Mission, Afghanistan)

But adding together FTOs and EO designations really mixes apples and oranges, as some of the EO designations
are for providing support to terrorist groups instead of being a terrorist group itself. That’s the reason the State
Department has the legal authority to designate foreign terrorist organizations, and why the FTO list is considered
the gold standard.

The total number of FTOs designated by the State Department is 62, not 98.

We asked for further clarification from the White House but did not get a reply. Trump claimed the number of terror
groups was the “highest concentration” in the world. We will note that he left off a caveat that Nicholson often adds
— that groups in other places, such as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, have more members.

The Pinocchio Test

The White House really needs to do a better job of quality control for important speeches. Rather than rely on a
statistic ginned up by a field commander, someone should have called the State Department and double-checked
whether it was valid to use this figure. If Secretary of State Rex Tillerson reviewed the speech before it was
delivered, he had a responsibility to make sure it was correct as well. The incorrect number has already seeped into
news reports — and now it has been uttered by the president himself.
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Three Pinocchios

 

(About our rating scale)

The story must be told.

Your subscription supports journalism that matters.

Try 1 month for $1

 

Send us facts to check by filling out this form

Keep tabs on Trump’s promises with our Trump Promise Tracker

Sign up for The Fact Checker weekly newsletter

Fact Checker User Poll

Do you rate this claim as true or false? More Pinocchios for false, fewer based on your opinion of the statement's
truthfulness. (The check mark means you think the statement is true, not that you agree with the rating.)

This is a non-scientific user poll. Results are not statistically valid and cannot be assumed to reflect the views of
Washington Post users as a group or the general population.

 

Share The Facts

Donald Trump

President

“Today, 20 U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organizations are active in Afghanistan and Pakistan
— the highest concentration in any region anywhere in the world.”

in a speech at Fort Myer, Virg. – Monday, August 21, 2017
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