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Abstract
Within the American Muslim community there has been a major campaign of ideological radicalisation. Analysing the 
protagonists of the process of spreading religious extremism, it is essential to focus on the SAAR Foundation network, 
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quarters on American soil had been established in Virginia, where the legal headquarters of several Islamic associations 
were also located. Observing the activity of the most important personalities who were part of the SAAR network has 
shown how many held relevant positions in other organisations; most of these have proved to be a pretext for spreading 
an extremist religious message and supporting groups considered terrorist such as al-Qāʿida, Ḥamās, Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad and the mujāhidīn. 
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1. Introduction

 The 1960s and 1970s witnessed a process of fundamentalist ideological propagation within 
the global Muslim community, particularly in North America, led by Saudi Arabia, with the aim of 
creating religious uniformity and promoting geopolitical and economic interests. The Saudi Royal 
House, with the aim of achieving a leading role on the international stage, decided to break out of its 
political isolation and take on the role of representative of the ummah at the global level. In order to 
achieve this, it made use of advantageous agreements articulated from the foundation of the Kingdom, 
a plan of strategic alliances - political and ideological-religious - at the international level (benefiting 
from the international geopolitical instability caused by the Cold War) and was favoured by the eco-
nomic explosion derived from the sale of oil. The wealth achieved thanks to “black gold” constituted 
the driving force behind the entire Saudi economy (Gause III, 2014:14) and yielded its first results 
from the 1960s onwards, only to explode definitively after 1973, as a consequence of the Kippur War1 
(Kepel, 2004:77). The situation allowed the Saudis to launch a series of domestic and, particularly, 
foreign investments, directly affecting the religious and social life of believers around the world.

 The US had favoured the Saudi rise, collaborating with them as early as the 1930s. The first 
agreement between the two countries was signed by ʿAbdullah ibn Sulayman, Saudi finance minister, 
with Standard Oil of California (SOCAL), thus starting an exploration activity to open a market for 
oil sales2. SOCAL was followed in 1933 by the Arabian American Oil Company (ARAMCO), which 
became one of the largest companies in the world (Al-Rasheed, 2010:10).

 Political relations between the United States and Saudi Arabia became closer after World War 
II. The strategic plan drawn up by Truman and later by Eisenhower envisaged the guarantee of de-
fence and integrity of Middle Eastern territory against possible Soviet threats3. It also envisaged the 
recognition of the Saudis as the custodians of the Holy Places, considering Saudi aid essential in terms 
of the influence they could exercise in the region and thus eliminating any possible rapprochement 
with communist ideas. In the negotiations that followed, Saudi Arabia obtained military assistance 
and a corresponding economic investment of approximately 180 million dollars in training for its 
army (Vassiliev, 2000:719). For its part, the United States obtained control over some strategically 

1  In the 1973 conflict that saw Egypt and Syria clash with Israel, Saudi Arabia decided to participate by using oil as a polit-
ical weapon. Through OPEC, Saudi Arabia raised costs per barrel of oil from $2.01 to $10.25 in less than two years. Revenues for 
the Saudis grew accordingly and rose from $4.3 billion in 1973 to $22.6 billion in 1974, reaching $104 billion in 1980. Moreover, 
Saudi Arabia sent a message to the Muslim community, demonstrating a willingness to stand up for and truly represent the umma 
(Kepel, 2004:83-4).

2  Abdullah ibn Sulayman justified the economic agreement with a foreign power - considered an infidel - on the basis of re-
ligion. To do so, he used the sūra al-Kāfirūn (sura number 109) to demonstrate the legitimacy of the agreement, read and interpreted 
directly by King Ibn Saʿūd (Al-Rasheed, 2007:88).

3  American interest in the defence of the territory had been confirmed in a letter sent by President Truman directly to King 
Ibn Saʿūd (Gold, 2003:71).  
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important territories in the peninsula, permission to control the military base in Ẓahrān and a policy 
of privileged purchase of raw materials (Hiro, 2018:32-3).4 

 The North American region has been one of the main migration lands for Muslims since the 
first half of the 1990s. In 1952, the United States enacted the Immigration and Nationality Act, allow-
ing large numbers of Muslims to enter the continent, numbers that increased in 1965 after President 
Lyndon B. Johnson signed a second Immigration Act (Smith, 1999:52). The American umma grew, 
reaching 1.5% of the total population in 1980 and having the largest communities in California, New 
York, Illinois and Virginia (Stone, 1999:27-9).

 In this socio-political context, Saudi Arabia identified fertile ground on which to develop its 
own strategy, investing the profits and starting a propaganda campaign in North America for the 
ideological dissemination of the Wahhabi-Salafi doctrine5 - considered extremist - with the aim of 
controlling its activity and standardising religious belief under its own ideological precepts and way 
of life (Islam being orthodoxy and orthopraxis). Propaganda penetrated into youth circles such as 
schools and university campuses, family nuclei, working life and leisure time, constantly filling the 
religious aspect, both in worship and in the construction of mosques and religious centres to exercise 
it.

 The soft power strategy in the US envisaged the transformation of the various communities 
present into a single coordinated network under Saudi command. In order to exert its influence, it was 
still necessary to create a specific system for control and ideological dissemination, which is why a 
large number of Islamic institutes and associations - directly or indirectly linked to the Saʿūd fami-
ly - emerged on the continent, dedicated to education, indoctrination, control and dissemination of 
Wahhabi-Salafi literature, without forgetting the solidarity aspect. These, at least initially, responded 
to two institutes created directly in Saudi Arabia, the Rābiṭa al-ʿālam al-islāmī (known as the Muslim 
World League, 1962) and the al-jamiʿa al-islāmiyya al-Madīna al-munawwara (which is the Islamic 
University of Medina, 1961); organising, training and coordinating the staff. Both institutions have 
played a key role in the control programme since the 1960s, guiding first internally and then external-
ly the process of ideological diffusion that has represented in North America a plan for the radicalisa-
tion of the present community.

4  The interests of the two countries coincided. The danger generated by Jamāl ʿ Abd al-Nāṣir’s policies in Egypt, the growing 
influence of the Baʿth party in Syria, and the growth of the Soviet sphere of influence constituted a risk for both the Saudis and the 
Americans, who sought and found elements of common defence. Saudi Arabia took advantage of American needs by giving life in 
1960 - along with six other countries - to the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, known as OPEC, with potential 
American approval.

5  The doctrinal apparatus belonging to Wahhabi Islam, considered the purest form within Sunni Islam, can in many cases 
coincide with the purist Salafi form (Lauziére, 2016:9; Wiktorowicz, 2006:207; Nahouza, 2018:76).
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2. The radicalisation of North America. Political strategy, religious propaganda and the 
spread of Wahhabi-Salafi ideology.

 The international proselytising (daʿwa) operation promulgated by Saudi Arabia identified uni-
formity of religious belief as the focal point for gaining legitimacy and establishing themselves as rep-
resentatives of the community. Promoting the principle of oneness (tawḥīd) - central to Wahhabi ide-
ology - in the religious and social sphere, the propaganda focused on the role of the umma, which had 
experienced fragmentations and deviations, and which needed to rebuild its own identity under the 
standard of religious purity, eliminating different interpretations and divisions (Lauziére, 2016:104). 
If tawḥīd was the message, the international ummah was the recipient of the message.

 The ideological dissemination plan implemented by King Fayṣal required tight control of the 
territories, maintaining the management of worship, and attention to all social issues and people’s 
lives, especially at the youth level. Secondly, given the absence of an institutional scholastic body of 
reference, it was essential to reform the education sector through the creation of an academic centre 
that would train people according to Wahhabi-Salafi Islamic principles. The importance of the activity 
of MWL and IUM has to be analysed in relation to these elements: the Saudi power group used them 
to control all aspects of the faithful and they served as a model for the institutes that emerged in the 
following years.

 The campaign found support from the international Salafi network; the connection that had 
been established between the Wahhabis and the Salafi purists was direct and had older roots. In addi-
tion to the doctrinal link6, the Salafis had welcomed the approach of King ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn Saʿūd in 
the 1930s - important was the work of Rashīd Riḍā in rehabilitating the Wahhabi message and bring-
ing Wahhabis and Salafis closer together - by supporting their political project. The king had, in fact, 
opened the doors of the kingdom to Salafism, constructing a common narrative with the aim of gain-
ing official legitimation within Salafi circles (Commins, 2015:165). Extremist groups that recognised 
themselves in Salafi belief had also begun to embrace Saudi-Wahhabi politics. Some of these repre-
sented groups regarded as terrorists, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, Ahl al-Ḥadīth, Anṣār al-Sunna 
al-Muḥammadiyya and the Pakistani Jamāʿa al-islāmīya. Wahhabi cooperation with the Salafi net-
work became a true alliance: scholars and important members of the Salafi scene dominated the MWL 
Constituent Council7, showing the fusion of the two ideological strands (Schulze, 2022:113).   

6  Wahhabism and Salafism share an identification at the doctrinal level in the Holy Sources and in the pious predecessors 
(salaf al-ṣaliḥ), representing the first three generations of Muslims (Ṣaḥāba, Tābiʿīn, Tābaʿ al-Tābiʿīn), in orthodoxy and orthoprax-
is, in addition to the works of important Hanbali theologians (Esposito, 2003:274-5). They emphasise the importance of tawḥīd in 
its three components of sovereignty, attributes and veneration, rejecting any association (shirk), innovation (bidʿa), interpretation 
(ta’wīl) and accepting exclusively the Holy Sources and the example of the Salaf at the juridical level.

7  The first president of the MWL was Muḥammad ibn Ibrāhīm Āl al-Shaykh - grand mufti of Saudi Arabia - and the secretary 
general Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī al-Ḥarkān; other Saudi representatives were Muḥammad Sāliḥ Qazzaz, ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Aḥmad al-Sibaʿi 
(Schulze, 2022: 113), ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Bāz and ʿAbd al-Muhsin al-ʿAbbad. Important personalities on the Salafi 
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The same discourse held true for the IUM8, where most of the external staff admitted to the university 
belonged to the international Salafi network (Farquhar, 2015:701). At the same time, members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, Ahl al-Ḥadīth and Anṣār al-Sunna al-Muḥammadiyya used the campus as a 
recruitment site, carrying out propaganda activities and disseminating Wahhabi-Salafi literature.

 The MWL opened offices around the world with the idea of mobilising its people and directly 
trained academics to influence communities in different geographical areas. By centrally managing 
its offices, it replicated abroad the Saudi-Wahhabi model of state control and political authority. It 
also ran a series of satellite institutes, influencing their social and religious activity and coordinating 
all those structures that accepted, or respected, the hegemony of the MWL and consequently of the 
Royal House (Schulze, 2022:115-7). MWL personnel controlled strategic sites and occupied relevant 
positions within the emerging Islamic organisations in North America, most of these figures having 
studied at the IUM.

 While MWL and IUM were the driving force of the system, from the 1970s onwards, following 
the oil boom, the internal promotion-union and international propaganda activity moved globally, in-
tegrating into the networks adhering to Salafi ideology in the world. The United States, which had one 
of the largest communities and, by virtue of political concessions towards Saudi Arabia, was affected 
by a campaign of Wahhabi-Salafi ideological propagation carried out within the Muslim community 
present in the territory. The ideological dissemination, in relation to the principles disseminated, can 
be considered a real radicalisation operation. North America has been the region where it has been 
most concentrated, although the strategy has also reached Europe and Asia. 

 Propaganda was organised from different perspectives. Territorially, approximately 210 Islam-
ic centres, 1,500 mosques, 200 colleges and more than 200 directly run Islamic schools were built 
(Millar Burr & Collins, 2006:41). Ninety-nine percent of investment shares came from Saudi nation-
als (Gold, 2003:76). Secondly, Saudi representatives dealt with housing and receiving guarantees for 
Muslims by talking to the local administration, successively seeking a tazkiyya (‘recommendation’, 
‘consensus’) from the local MWL office that was responsible for finding staff and finding them right 
in their own network (Kepel, 2004:80-1). In this way, it was possible to activate the plan for the in-
ternational mobilisation of personnel, who, working in these centres, were tasked with carrying out 

scene who collaborated with the MWL at the time of its foundation were Mawlānā Mawdudi (leader Jamāʿa al-islāmīya), Sāʿīd 
Ramaḍān (half-brother of Ḥasan al-Bannā (Algar, 2002:48-9), Muḥammad al-Majdhūb and Muḥammad Maḥmūd al-Sawwaf.

8  The IUM did not answer to the Ministry of Education, but to the grand mufti and his deputy (Muḥammad ibn Ibrāhīm 
Āl al-Shaykh and ibn Bāz respectively). The High Council consisted of people of Salafi belief from different geographical areas 
and Salafi organisations: Ibn Bāz and ʿAbd al-Muhsin al-ʿAbbad, Mawlānā Mawdudi (Jamāʿa al-islāmīya) were Saudi ibn Bāz and 
ʿAbd al-Muhsin al-ʿAbbad, Mawlānā Mawdudi, ʿAlī Nadwi e Muḥammad Dawud al-Ghaznawī (Ahl al-Ḥadīth), ʿAbd al-Razzāq 
ʿAfīfī (Anṣār al-Sunna al-Muḥammadiyya), Hasanayn Muḥammad Makhluf (Grand Mufti of Egypt), the Iraqi Muḥammad Maḥmūd 
al-Sawwaf (member of the Iraqi Muslim Brotherhood) and Muḥammad Bahja al-Atharī, the Syrian Muḥammad al-Mubarak (leader 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria), ʿAlī al-Thantawi and al-Bitar. In the future, Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī and 
Muḥammad Quṭb will also join (Farquhar, 2017:93).

Christian Tratzi Salafi radicalisation in North America. The SAAR network and the financial nexus with international terrorism



ISSN 2660-9673 YEAR 2022 - ISSUE 6
Revista Internacional de Estudios sobre Terrorismo48

Wahhabi-Salafi propaganda activity. 

 With the increase in the movement of people and the development of the system, numerous or-
ganisations and institutes began to emerge in the United States that diversified their specific activities 
according to different sectors of competence: religious, education, leisure, youth, but also solidarity, 
charity and, in some cases, jihad. Some of these actually represented organisational umbrellas; under 
religious and charitable pretexts, they carried out jihadist propaganda and recruitment for terrorist 
groups.

 The youth sector was mainly controlled by two organisations, the World Assembly of Mus-
lims Youth (WAMY) and the Muslims Students Associations (MSA). WAMY, founded in Jeddah in 
1972, was concerned with the radicalisation of young Muslims around the world, educating them with 
fundamentalist ideological principles, and had among its founding members ʿAbd Allāh bin Lāden, 
grandson of the future leader of al-Qāʿida (Millar Burr & Collins, 2006:51). It established its head-
quarters in Riyadh and its North American headquarters in Virginia, having more than 500 affiliated 
associations (Hoffmann, n.d:4)9. The MSA, by contrast, was created at the University of Illinois by 
Muslim Brotherhood immigrants and members of Jamāʿa al-islāmīya, with the purpose of spreading 
true Islam among students. MSA disseminated Wahhabi literature through its own press agency and 
set up branches on different university campuses. From an internal split of the MSA, the Islamic Soci-
ety of North America (ISNA) emerged in 1981 in Planfield, Indiana, with the mission to bring Islamic 
unity and to spread the true doctrine under Wahhabi-Salafi concepts (Hoffmann, n.d:5). It consisted of 
a coordination platform, dealing with administrative, legal, economic and above all political matters, 
connecting through its network groups considered to be terrorists (International Assessment and Strat-
egy Center, 2007). ISNA and MSA directors later set up the International Institute of Islamic Thought 
(IIIT) to control the Islamic education sector, establishing its North American headquarters in Hern-
don, Virginia. If the pretext was the promotion of social and academic sciences in North America, the 
reality became the support and funding of terrorist groups (Shideler & Daoud, 2014:5).

 Support for religious extremism also came through the Islamic charity sector. The Islamic 
Relief Organization (IRO) in Herndon, Virginia, and the Holy Land Foundation (HLF) in Richard-
son, Texas, raised money for transfer to terrorist groups, especially those linked to the Palestinian 
cause. Also interested in the Palestinian cause was the World and Islam Studies Enterprise (WISE), 
a charitable organisation based in Tampa, Florida, which acted as an academic research centre and 
whose directors were ʿAbd Allāh Ramaḍān Shallaḥ and Sāmī al-Ariān (leaders of the terrorist group 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad10). Their target was the extremist religious propaganda of this group, which 
used the institute as a recruitment centre. Al-Qāʿida also used the weapon of charity to articulate its 

9  It was funded by the Saudi Ministry of Education and had the full support and protection of Saudi embassies and local 
consulates (Gold, 2003:79).

10  The group’s real name is “Harakat al-Jihād al-Islāmi fi Filastīn”, (“Islamic Jihad Movement in Palestine”).

Christian Tratzi Salafi radicalisation in North America. The SAAR network and the financial nexus with international terrorism



ISSN 2660-9673 Revista Internacional de Estudios sobre Terrorismo49

propaganda and recruit new members, with the main area of focus being Illinois. The Benevolence 
International Foundation (BIF) and the Global Relief Foundation (GRF) have been particularly active 
in supporting the terrorist group and its historical precedent, the Maktab al-Khidamāt. From Brid-
geview, the GRF initially funded and supported the mujāhidīn and successively MAK and al-Qāʿida, 
opening offices around the world and engaging in jihadist propaganda. BIF was involved in funding, 
coordination and propaganda for the mobilisation to Afghanistan of jihadists linked to al-Qāʿida and 
the Muslim Brotherhood, opening offices in Sudan, Chechnya and Bosnia (Emerson, 2006).

 In order to understand the strategy of these organisations, it is necessary to find the elements 
that may have brought them together. The component that brought the organisations together has to be 
sought by analysing their boards of directors, which in most cases coincided, and the sources of fund-
ing, which converged in the same direction. In the system that had been articulated in North America, 
sponsored in part directly by the Saudi Royal House, it is important to examine the private personal 
efforts of some families (politically close to the power group) and how they were able to bring togeth-
er a whole system of networks, politically and economically enabling the process of radicalisation on 
the continent to take place. In particular, it is crucial to focus on the role played by Sulaymān ibn ʿ Abd 
al-ʿAzīz al-Rājḥī, a wealthy Saudi patriarch who was at the head of the powerful SAAR Foundation 
network.

3. SAAR Foundation. The international coordination network, under the guise of Islamic 
solidarity and charity, supporting extremist groups.

 The SAAR Foundation, also known as the Safa Trust Group, was a company founded in the 
1970s by the Saudi patriarch Sulaymān ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Rājḥī. It emerged as an investment group 
with the purpose of financing and coordinating - as well as influencing - the umma present in North 
America. Over time it actually proved to be one of the most important funding agencies for terrorist 
groups on the continent (Shideler & Daoud, 2014:4). 

 Sulaymān ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Rājḥī, originally from the province of al-Qaṣīm11, was born in 
1929 and received a Wahhabi education from his adolescence, maintaining a very close relationship 
with the Royal Family. He has become one of the richest people in the kingdom thanks to his business 
activities, while his strong religiosity has generated an important commitment to the Islamic cause in 
different sectors. It was particularly in the 1970s and 1980s that he played a pivotal role for the inter-
national ummah, especially in North America. It established Virginia and Illinois as strategic areas in 
which to organise and develop its activity on the continent, spearheading the propaganda programme. 
Two of the largest Muslim communities in the world existed there, which, due to socio-economic rea-
sons, could be potential targets for propaganda. At the same time, the proximity of major American 

11  The province of al-Qaṣīm is in the geographical area of the Najd; a fundamental aspect in historical perspective, consider-
ing that the Najd is the area of origin of the Banu ʿAniza, the tribe to which the Āl Saʿūd family belongs (Vassiliev, 2000).
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cities and the presence of important university centres made these regions areas of strong strategic 
interest. This is where most of the institutes belonging to the SAAR network were established.

 The SAAR Foundation was established in Herndon, Virginia (where the MWL’s North Ameri-
can headquarters was located), bringing together a large number of organisations, associations, invest-
ment funds, religious and youth centres under one umbrella. The intended aim was to spearhead the 
process of growth of the Islamic religion - under Wahhabi-Salafi principles - in all aspects, bringing 
together charitable, research, academic and ideological-religious training companies (Millar Burr & 
Collins, 2006:253). The first director was Yaʿqūb Mīrza, while the major donor - confirmed by Mīrza 
himself - was Sulaymān al-Rājḥī. The SAAR network attracted the participation of a large number of 
Muslim professionals as well as academics, businessmen, scientists and clerics, and was composed 
of many, many satellite organisations whose activity was difficult to trace. All recognised a Wahha-
bi-Salafi ideological imposition. The majority of donations to the SAAR group, in turn, came from an 
audience mainly from Arab countries or investments from tax havens (Emerson, 2006:255).

 To expand the contribution within the ideological dissemination plan and sustain the SAAR 
network, Sulaymān al-Rājḥī also established the Sulaiman Bin Abdul Aziz Al Rajhi Charitable Foun-
dation, a private institution that annually contributed to more than a thousand charitable projects both 
in Saudi Arabia and around the world (Sulaiman Bin Abdul Aziz Al Rajhi Charitable Foundation, 
n.d.). He also owned, with his family, the al-Rajhi Banking and Investment Corporation, one of the 
largest banks in Saudi Arabia12. Through his own charitable committee and bank, Sulaymān al-Rājḥī 
built the financial circuit that fed the activity of the SAAR network, which was transformed in 2000 
into the Safa Trust Group (Emerson, 2006:254).

 Analysing the functions of the most important persons within the SAAR group entities, it has 
been noted that the directors held relevant positions in other associated companies, representing a 
well-structured system. Together, the forms of economic support had their origins in the same compa-
nies and investment groups, thus demonstrating organised planning.

 Among the most important figures was surely Yaʿqūb Mīrza, the first official director of the 
SAAR Foundation13 and CEO of the Safa Trust Group, the foundation’s historic successor. He worked 
directly with at least 19 SAAR organisations, dealing mainly with financial issues; he was CEO of 
the North American Islamic Trust (NAIT), vice president of Sana-Bell (IRO’s financial satellite) and 
worked with Amana Mutual Fund Trust, PTech and Sterling Group, all of which have been convicted 
of funding terrorist groups (Emerson, 2006). He was also Deputy Director of the PIJ-linked research 
centre WISE and Rector of the International Islamic University of Malaysia.

12  The al-Rajhi Banking and Investment Corporation became the third largest bank in Saudi Arabia in 2001 (Millar Burr & 
Collins, 2006:69-70).

13  It appears in the first report in 1983 (Millar Burr & Collins, 2006:255).
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 A key role within the system was also played by ʿ Abdul Ḥamīd Abū Sulaymān and Ismāʿīl Rājī 
al-Fārūqī, both of whom were partly linked to the Saudi power group. Abū Sulaymān was director 
of five SAAR network organisations, president of IIIT (where he developed, together with al-Fārūqī, 
a manual on the importance of the concept of ‘Islamization of Knowledge’), secretary general of 
WAMY, founding member of the Association of American Muslim Social Scientists (AMSS) and of 
several education centres; he has also been rector of the International Islamic University of Malaysia 
and professor at King Sa’ud University in Riyaḍh and at Al-Azhar. Al-Fārūqī, who worked closely 
with Abū Sulaymān, has been a director and founding member of IIIT, an activist in the MSA and 
a lecturer and researcher in different universities in the Arab-Islamic and American world (Algar, 
2002:50-1). He managed different SAAR institutes, thanks to his close relationship with the Saʿūd 
family14, and had contacts with the local headquarters of the MWL.

 The point of contact between the MWL network and the SAAR network was Ṭaha Jābir al-ʿAl-
wānī, director of several SAAR satellites, founder of IIIT and member of the MWL General Council 
in North America (Emerson, 2006:256-7). He worked officially in SAAR satellites such as IIIT, Fiqh 
Council of North America, Graduate School of Islamic and Social Sciences (GSISS) and Heritage Ed-
ucational Trust. As Abū Sulaymān, he has taught at King Sa’ud University in Riyaḍh and at Al-Azhar. 
Finally, at the political and academic level, Jamāl al-Barzinjī, director of thirteen SAAR societies, has 
been instrumental. He was co-founder of the MSA, director of NAIT, ISNA - together with Aḥmad 
Totonji and Hisham Altalib - (International Assessment and Strategy Center, 2007) and Mar-Jac Poul-
try, a company based in Georgia. Chairman of Bank Islam Malaysia, he managed funding to several 
SAAR institutes and was also director of the Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy (CSID).

 The network they controlled has proven to be a channel for disseminating, sponsoring and fi-
nancing radicalism in the Americas. In March 2002, following investigations into the 9/11 attacks, the 
US State Department ordered a search of Grove Street and Herndon - the headquarters, among others, 
of SAAR, MWL and IIIT - to dismantle the financial system behind international jihadist terrorism. 
The Green Quest Operation15 shut down fifteen institutions belonging to SAAR, resulting in more 
than 70 convictions and the recovery of $33 million (Emerson, 2006:254). A large number of SAAR 
Foundation associations were found to be shell entities and had the same location; many of these were 
based for tax purposes in the Bahamas or the Isle of Man, while more than 90 percent of the income 
came from other companies belonging to the network or from private donations. Some of the money, 
moreover, had been transferred just before the investigation to two Bahamian companies linked to 
al-Qāʿida (Gold, 2003:201).

14  It was directly al-Fārūqī who secured financial support from the Saudi government for the creation of IIIT, obtaining a $25 
million grant from the Saudi Islamic Development Bank (Abdul Rahman, 2015:239).

15  The operation was led by FBI, IRS, CIA, Office of Foreign Assets Control, Financial Crimes Enforcement Network, US 
Postal Inspection Service, Naval Criminal Investigative Service, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (Emerson, 2006).

Christian Tratzi Salafi radicalisation in North America. The SAAR network and the financial nexus with international terrorism



ISSN 2660-9673 YEAR 2022 - ISSUE 6
Revista Internacional de Estudios sobre Terrorismo52

 Analysing the activity and connections between the leaders of SAAR organisations, their satel-
lites and associated institutes, a connection (and in some cases collaboration) has been found between 
them and groups considered to be terrorists. Sharing doctrinal characteristics, in fact, cooperation 
has shifted from ideological approval to a form of active support, transforming a radicalisation pro-
gramme into direct collaboration with international jihadist terrorism.

4. SAAR and terrorism connections. Support, financing and relations with international ter-
rorism.

 The SAAR Foundation per se was not directly involved with terrorist groups. The institutes 
that answered to SARR, and especially its most influential people, have represented the real point 
of connection between the SAAR network and international terrorism. MWL, IRO (also IIRO) and 
WAMY have played the role of major players in North America, serving as intermediaries through 
their personnel, their activity and their infrastructures. Funding to jihadist groups went through these 
and other Islamic organisations, which received money from banks and investment funds and chan-
nelled the money to jihadist leaders who worked in these - directly or indirectly - and subsequently 
belonged to jihadist groups. Another means by which SAAR subsidised terrorism was the creation 
of fictitious (usually academic or cultural) programmes through which money was delivered into the 
hands of terrorists. Funding also included support for propaganda projects, military training or arms 
shipments. Although support for radicalism was global, the groups most closely linked to the SAAR 
network have most likely been al-Qāʿida, Ḥamās, and Palestinian Islamic Jihad.

 The MWL had been directly involved in the recruitment operation for jihad in Afghanistan 
by propagandising, using its personnel and managing mobilisation into the country (Hegghammer, 
2020). Subsequently, with the arrival of ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAzzām, it had incorporated its Afghan net-
work into the MAK, guiding the resistance of Arab and mujāhidīn volunteers16 (Tratzi, 2022). It was 
precisely as a result of an investigation into one of the charities involved with the Afghan jihad and the 
MAK that important documents came to light, uncovering a register of the major funders of al-Qāʿida. 
This occurred during an inspection in 2003 in Bosnia, precisely at the BIF headquarters, where a glob-
al network of al-Qāʿida funding was detected, something dubbed as the ‘Golden Chain’. Sulaymān 
ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Rājḥī - through the SAAR network - belonged to this register (Emerson, 2006; 
Millar Burr & Collins, 2006).

 Sulaymān al-Rājḥī was not the only Saudi in the cast; the wealthy patriarch Khālid bin Maḥfūẓ, 
head of the Saudi National Bank, the first private bank to emerge in the Saudi Kingdom, also ap-
peared. Another personality linked to the SAAR network and present at the Golden Chain was Ṣāleḥ 

16  The Peshawar offices of the MWL and IIRO have been run or frequented respectively by ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAzzām, Wā’il 
Ḥamza Julaīdān, Osāma bin Lāden, Sayed Abu Nasir and Ayman al-Ẓawāhirī, all individuals linked to jihadist terrorism (Heggham-
mer, 2020).
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ʿAbd Allāh Kāmel, CEO of SAAR Foundation and Sana-Bell. He was also the owner of the Dal-
lah Al-Baraka Holding Company, the company that had financed the Badr project in Afghanistan17 
(Hegghammer, 2020:207). Through the Dallah Al-Baraka Holding Company also came donations to 
Adel ʿAbdul Jalīl Batterjī, an al-Qāʿida terrorist, and at the same time Secretary General of WAMY 
and BIF. The other Saudi patriarch present at the Golden Chain was Ibrāhīm Afandi, head of SAAR 
Foundation and Sana-Bell. The MWL, BIF, WAMY, ISNA, GRF, IRO and their satellites have all had 
a close and proven link with al-Qāʿida, participating in its activity (Kean & Hamilton, 2004; Emerson, 
2006).

 The Afghan jihad (and groups linked to it) has not been the only cause supported by the SAAR 
network. In contemporary jihadist rhetoric, the Palestinian issue and the liberation of their land have 
played an important role in most of the terrorist groups’ discourse. Wahhabi-Salafi doctrinal elements 
have been used to justify actions and seek religious legitimacy. In religious and academic institutes 
there was already propaganda activity, where the efforts of MSA and IIIT (Algar, 2002:50-1), but also 
those of WISE, HLF, ISNA and WAMY, were particularly important.

 Yaʿqūb Mīrza, through Safa Trust Group, contributed to the Palestinian jihad by funding Ḥamās 
through HLF and Al Aqsa Education Fund (AAEF); at the same time IIRO, IIIT, WAMY, NAIT, Sa-
na-Bell, BMI moved large amounts of money to Ḥamās. Abū Marzūq, Ḥamās official, had close rela-
tions with the directors of IIIRO and Sana-Bell, while contact and funding with BFI was done through 
Sulaymān Bīhāirī (Emerson, 2006). MWL was also involved in supporting the group. However, the 
direct involvement of the MAK is not certain, but the involvement of ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAzzām in the 
drafting of Ḥamās’s letter is still possible, which would demonstrate plausible and probable contact18. 
MSA, IIIT and WAMY contributed to propaganda and the transfer of donations to the terrorist or-
ganisation; Ismāʿīl Rājī al-Fārūqī (particularly involved in propaganda), Abū Sulaymān, al-ʿAlwānī 
and al-Barzinjī represented the direct connection between the MWL network, the SAAR network and 
Ḥamās.

 These actors were involved in the Palestinian issue by supporting and funding another terrorist 
group committed to the cause, Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ). ʿAbd Allāh Ramaḍān Shallaḥ and Sāmī 
al-Ariān, WISE directors and PIJ leaders, connected the terrorist group to the SAAR network through 
WISE, MWL and IIIT, obtaining funding through al-Fārūqī, Abū Sulaymān, al-ʿAlwānī (instrumental 

17  The Badr project, drawn up in 1983 by ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAzzām, envisaged the creation of a training camp for mujāhidīn in 
the Sayyaf-controlled Pabbi area southeast of Peshawar. After a meeting with al-ʿAzzām, Khālid bin Maḥfūẓ decided to support the 
project (Hegghammer, 2020:207).

18  ʿAbd Allāh al-ʿAzzām was in contact with the Ḥamās directory, a group with which he sympathised because of its ideas. 
The MSA was initially the intermediary between the group and al-ʿAzzām. By analysing some elements, and considering the im-
portance of the Afghan training camps and Arab involvement as well as the effects the Palestinian cause has had in al-ʿAzzām’s 
speeches, or by studying some texts elaborated by him, part of contemporary historiography considers the possibility that al-ʿAzzām 
may have written - or at least participated - in the creation of Ḥamās’s charter (Hegghammer, 2021:430-2).
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in connecting MWL, SAAR and PIJ) and al-Barzinjī executed through HIT, a satellite of WISE. Al-
Ariān also had contacts with Sulaymān Bīhāirī, director of BIF, and thanks to the relationships that 
had been created through WISE he was able to participate in conferences organised in North America 
to discuss the Palestinian issue19.

 Al-Qāʿida, Ḥamās, and Palestinian Islamic Jihad have been favoured by the activity of organ-
isations and individuals who belonged to the SAAR network. The system was perfectly structured 
to cover illegal activities and facilitate the groups’ actions. In its structure they found possibilities of 
movement, new recruits, money and coordination, thus being able to develop their work. A complete 
analysis of the SAAR Foundation’s activities and connections shows that it played a fundamental role 
in the creation of a jihadist-terrorist network in the United States, being responsible for some of the 
attacks that have been carried out. 

 5. Conclusions

 The SAAR network’s implications for international terrorism, especially in North America, 
have been evident. The international propaganda programme of Wahhabi-Salafism, a source of reli-
gious extremism, has seen the transformation of the ideological dissemination plan into a global rad-
icalisation campaign, which has found its full realisation in the United States. The series of condem-
nations issued by the US State Department have dismantled part of the system, without yet addressing 
the roots. The ideological-religious aspect has been the element that politics, activists and jihadist 
terrorists had in common. The form of support for terrorist groups, of whatever kind, has developed 
with the aim of spreading religious traits in which the financiers really believed. The mutation and 
transformation of international propaganda activity in global terrorism were foreseeable considering 
the characteristics of the messages disseminated and examining how jihadist terrorism uses ideologi-
cal elements of Wahhabi-Salafism in its rhetoric.

 Saudi Arabia, the originator of the ideological propagation strategy, cannot be blamed for the 
terrorist phenomena that have resulted from its plan. However, terrorist groups have constructed their 
rhetoric using the same messages disseminated and in part by making use of the network promoted 
by them. The SAAR Foundation’s responsibilities, on the contrary, are evident: the network of insti-
tutes and associations it has built up has supported jihadist terrorist groups academically, culturally, 
economically, socially and militarily, transforming what was a process of radicalisation in the United 
States into a programme of support for international jihadist terrorism. 

19  Significant was his and IIIT’s involvement in the Islamic Committee for Palestine (ICP), most likely recruiting for the 
Palestinian cause (Emerson, 2006).
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