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For months, the radicalization potential of various climate activists has been clearly recognizable 
for politicians, the security authorities, science and the media. In a democracy, no one should be 
above the law. The end doesn’t justify the means. Criminal offenses committed “in the name of 
the good” should not be allowed. Politicians, especially those with government responsibility, the 
security authorities, but also the media and the middle of society are now required to respond.
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COUNTERING AL-SHABAAB: 
NOW COMES THE HARD PART 1

Tricia Bacon

After years of unchecked consolidation, al-Shabaab finally overreached and experienced setbacks 
during the past year. The combination of local uprisings, greater Somali government resolve, 
and revived international support loosened the group’s stranglehold on southern Somalia. But 
al-Shabaab is already adapting to the pressure, as it has done successfully in the past. Ousting the 
organization from its strongholds in the south and, equally importantly, weakening its influence 
throughout Somalia will be a much more difficult task. Yet, the next phase in the campaign against 
al-Shabaab as currently envisioned is not only underdeveloped but even counterproductive. 
Unfortunately, the gains over the past year have produced unfounded optimism that al-Shabaab 
can be militarily defeated and that negotiations are not necessary, which will result in missed 
opportunities to meaningfully weaken the organization. 

PROMISING GAINS

Hassan Sheikh Mohamud’s government has more to show for its efforts against al-Shabaab in just 
over one year in office than the previous government did for its entire term.1 Admittedly, those 
accomplishments are largely the result of exploiting opportunity rather than a deliberate strategy, in 
particular providing military support to local clan uprisings against al-Shabaab in central Somalia, 
including territories that were under the group’s control for over a decade.2 

International backing contributed to the Somali government’s military gains. In particular, the 
effectiveness of the United States’ support for Danab – a Somali special operations unit – validated 
the Biden Administration’s decision to return U.S. forces to Somalia after the Trump Administration 
“re-positioned” them to Djibouti and Kenya at the end of its term.3 In addition, U.S. air strikes – 
consistently al-Shabaab’s biggest fear – effectively supplemented the military operations.4 Türkiye 
also provided helpful air strike capability, while the frontline countries committed to providing 
forces for the next phase of military operations.5 

The Somali government also took aim at the group’s lucrative extortion racket, particularly in the 
capital. Though al-Shabaab has not controlled major cities in Somalia for over a decade, it had 
exerted pervasive influence in government-controlled areas through its ability to extort all sectors of 
the economy, including the port and airport in Mogadishu.6 During the past year, the government 
froze over 200 accounts associated with the organization and identified some collaborators who 
provided al-Shabaab with manifests of imports/exports at the port and airport.7 In addition, 
the government urged businesspeople to refuse al-Shabaab’s demands and even arrested several 
businessmen accused of paying the group.8 

Perhaps most importantly, there has been an intangible shift: al-Shabaab’s aura of invincibility 
has been pierced. Al-Shabaab relies on coercive power, not public support. Its provision of order 
and security in the territories it controls depends on the threat of violence. Its extortion racket 
successfully extracts payments because it violently punishes non-compliance. Even its justice system –  
the main service it provides – works in large part because people adhere to its rulings out of fear 
of the group’s retaliation. But in the past year, some local communities have succeeded in revolting 
against the group. Somali forces have seen al-Shabaab retreat rather than fight.9 Businesspeople 
have refused to pay its taxes without repercussions. Security in Mogadishu has improved.10 In other 
words, people have seen that resistance to the group is possible. 

1	 This Paper was written in March 2023 and some facts might be outdated till publishing. 
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LIMITATIONS TO THE PROGRESS TO DATE

Clearing al-Shabaab-held territories is only the first step. Rather than fight conventionally, al-
Shabaab shifted to conduct guerilla attacks on Somali forces and bide its time until they withdraw 
from liberated areas. Indeed, there do not appear to be adequate forces to hold the recaptured 
areas during the next phases of military operations.11 And local populations – many of whom have 
experienced multiple changes in control over time – have reason to be cautious. Territories seized 
by the government have frequently been retaken by al-Shabaab after government forces pull out, 
and al-Shabaab has meted out punishments for those who cooperated with them. There is no 
short-term fix for this trust deficit. The government will need to demonstrate staying power and 
consistency over time to earn the confidence of the population.

Even holding, which has proven difficult in the past, is not enough. The government not only has 
to prevent al-Shabaab’s return to liberated areas, but it has to ensure security for the population. 
In areas al-Shabaab controls, it enjoys a monopoly on the use of force and provides predictable 
order. With al-Shabaab’s coercive presence removed, local feuds and rivalries re-emerge, and crime 
increases. Al-Shabaab even stokes unrest in lost territory. Such insecurity creates openings for al-
Shabaab to present itself as a viable alternative. To compete with al-Shabaab, the government does 
not need to provide extensive services – al-Shabaab does not do so in the areas it controls – but it 
does need to provide security. 

In addition, though al-Shabaab experienced some financial losses, its taxation system remains 
intact. It has years of surplus to fall back on, and it can still “tax” at strategic checkpoints.12 It 
also controls territory further south where it can collect revenue. Years of unhindered revenue 
generation have brought inefficiencies that the group can rein in, though corruption appears to be 
limited to the senior levels and is harshly punished within the group. In response to pressure, al-
Shabaab has shifted away from the mobile economy towards tangible commodities like cash and 
animals.13 Moreover, many of the accounts frozen were reportedly empty, having been drained by 
the group.14

Notably, there has not been a substantial increase in the quantity or quality of defections.15 This is 
surprising, given that the group relies heavily on forced recruitment. It suggests that many are still 
hedging and see al-Shabaab as enjoying an advantage over the government. The ability to assess 
the rate of defections was admittedly disrupted when international funding for the rehabilitation 
centers was paused for two months at the beginning of this year over concerns about the Somali 
government’s insufficient ownership of the program.16 Consequently, there was a backlog in 
defectors, but not a clear increase. There is some debate about whether informal defections in which 
al-Shabaab members return to their communities without government involvement have grown. 
But some combination of loyalty and fear of retaliation have succeeded in limiting defections to 
date.

Importantly, there continues to be a dearth of high-level defectors. Two often cited senior al-
Shabaab leaders who “defected” years ago, Mukhtar Robow and Hassan Dahir Aweys, did not 
actually opt to leave the group. They had not only been expelled from the group but were being 
actively hunted by it when they defected. Despite persistent reports of strife at the leadership level 
and speculation about leader Ahmed Diriye’s health, senior defectors remain elusive.17 Historically, 
al-Shabaab has maintained its unity, albeit violently at times, and is likely to do so in the future.18

On the ideological front, there has been limited progress. A group of religious authorities issued a 
fatwa against the group – a notable development.19 But the controversial appointment of former al-
Shabaab senior leader Mukhtar Robow as Minister of Religious Affairs has done little to advance 
the effort, except to alienate some Sufis.20 The goal of providing a high-profile example of a former 
member who was successful in the current system was too badly damaged when Robow was 
captured by Ethiopian forces and detained by the previous government when he was poised to 
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win an election in South West state.21 There was reportedly an increase in defections from his 
clan when he was ascendant politically in South West, but few recent defectors have invoked his 
ministerial appointment in explaining their decision to leave the group.22 

FURTHER CHALLENGES AHEAD

The road ahead is paved with difficulties. The next phase of military operations takes aim at 
al-Shabaab’s strongholds in the south, where the terrain is tougher and al-Shabaab’s grip on the 
population is tighter. The successes of the past year were noteworthy in large part because the 
local rebellions were organic, and the overall military campaign was Somali led. However, the next 
phase of the military campaign relies on foreign forces from frontline states, primarily Ethiopia 
and, to a lesser extent, Kenya, conducting operations in areas where there is a “cocktail” of clans 
that are not well positioned to revolt against the group.23 Al-Shabaab has long pointed to the 
presence of foreign troops as evidence that the Somali government is simply a puppet of foreign 
powers, and it harbors deep antipathy towards Ethiopia and Kenya in particular.24 Thus, those 
countries’ central role in the coming offensive will probably harden the group’s resolve and make 
the military operations less conducive to attracting local support. 

Moreover, the group has not been idle while the government made gains over the past year. It has 
conducted ambushes, hit and run attacks, and assaults on military bases, i.e., employing tactics that 
it prefers over direct confrontation.25 And they have taken a toll, with causalities mounting among 
Somali forces. One such attack resulted in the death of a senior Danab commander.26 It has also 
been able to exert sufficient pressure on some revolting clans in central Somalia to come to strike 
deals and weakened their resolve.27

In addition, the Somali government’s ability to sustain its focus on the campaign against al-Shabaab 
may be faltering. The current administration is dogged by accusations of corruption.28 In addition, 
tensions between the federal government and federal member states are also increasing, including 
with the federal member states where the forthcoming military offensive will occur. The current 
government is also at loggerheads with the Puntland administration.29 Puntland has proven more 
proficient than other federal member states at countering al-Shabaab, though both the group 
and its rival, the Islamic State in Somalia, both have a presence in the Golis Mountains.30 More 
broadly, such political tensions distract the government’s attention and resources from countering 
al-Shabaab.

The level of international commitment may also shift. The African Union Mission, now known as 
African Union Transitional Mission in Somalia (ATMIS), is scheduled to draw down by the end of 
2024, with a phased reduction of 2,000 troops beginning in June of this year. Admittedly ATMIS 
has had little role in the operations over the past year, though it has suffered 3,500 causalities 
since 2007.31 The United States’ level of engagement may also decline, as there is little appetite 
in Washington for counterterrorism missions abroad. Somalia is one of the few places where 
the United States maintains such involvement, but there is some political pressure to reduce its 
commitment.32 

Worryingly, when al-Shabaab has experienced significant military pressure in the past, it has 
conducted terrorist attacks in the region. For example, in 2010, the group struck restaurants in 
Kampala in the midst of a grueling and ultimately failed attempt to take Mogadishu.33 Its first 
major attack in Kenya – the Westgate mall in Nairobi – came amidst an African Union offensive 
to roll back the group’s territorial holdings in 2013.34 These attacks have generally backfired and 
stiffened the resolve of those governments, but al-Shabaab is likely to return to this playbook and 
attempt an attack in Kenya, Djibouti, or even Ethiopia.35 There are numerous reports that it has 
been able to cultivate a unit of Oromos to strike within Ethiopia – a longstanding elusive goal for 
the group.36 

Countering al-Shabaab: Now Comes the Hard Part



46

Al-Shabaab has also demonstrated an ability to reach deep within the Somali government to 
attack senior officials. The threat to President Hassan Sheikh is particularly acute. Al-Shabaab 
assesses correctly that Hassan Sheikh is the driver of the campaign against the group and has 
reportedly prioritized targeting him. And over the years al-Shabaab has succeeded in infiltrating 
the government, putting operatives in place sometimes for years before using them to conduct 
assassinations.37 The group has been driven underground in Mogadishu, but it certainly maintains 
a network of infiltrators, informants, and supporters. 

Overall, the battle lines in Somalia have grown increasingly murky over time. It is no longer 
a confrontation between two sides: the internationally backed government and al-Shabaab. Al-
Shabaab has penetrated the government and society too deeply. Despite long-standing estimates 
of al-Shabaab’s size as being between 5-10,000 members 38 – estimates that do not seem to change 
even after exaggerated claims that 3,000 of its members have been killed in the past year 39 – the 
reality is that what constitutes being a member of al-Shabaab is no longer clear. Instead, there is 
a “spectrum” of affiliation with al-Shabaab that ranges from occasional cooperation by both the 
opportunistic and the coerced to full-time, committed members.40 But even full-time members 
are not just fighters and operatives; the organization has the equivalent of a civil service that 
administers the taxation and justice systems and lacks a direct role in violence.41 

THE ELUSIVE “RIGHT” TIME TO NEGOTIATE

Though formidable challenges remain, the Somali government does have some momentum 
against the group. But it is in danger of hubris. Rhetoric emphasizing the gains against al-Shabaab 
and projecting confidence about the future does help to rally the population, Somali forces, and 
international donors. But promises of the organization’s defeat through military force create 
expectations that will only be dashed, which will harm the long-term viability of the effort.42 

There have long been debates about the utility of negotiations with al-Shabaab.43 When al-Shabaab 
enjoyed the strategic advantage in the conflict under the previous Somali government, negotiations 
were dismissed as not viable or even unwise.44 Conversely, al-Shabaab’s recent setbacks have 
persuaded the Somali government that talks with the group are unnecessary until a later time. 
When exactly that later time is ranges from once the group “concedes defeat” to after the operations 
clearing the group in the south are completed.45 Such positions are premised on continued gains 
against al-Shabaab, which are far from certain.

Thus, seemingly there is no “right” time to enter negotiations with al-Shabaab. But such logic is 
flawed. There is not an ideal time to enter negotiations. Importantly, and often overlooked in the 
debate, starting talks is not synonymous with actually reaching a negotiated settlement. Far from it. 
There are more or less advantageous times to make a deal with al-Shabaab. Negotiations that result 
in a settlement could take years. Realistically, there will be stops and starts to those negotiations, 
and they may fail. But to ensure that any potential settlement is reached at a more advantageous 
time, the framework for negotiations must already be in place or the government risks missing 
windows of opportunity. 

Engaging in talks has benefits irrespective of whether the government is losing or winning or even 
whether they ultimately produce a settlement. Through negotiations, the government can better 
understand al-Shabaab’s demands, current thinking, and even its internal cohesion. Al-Shabaab 
is a highly secretive organization, and its inner workings are poorly understood, even by close 
observers. Some dismiss negotiations by arguing that al-Shabaab would be unwilling to engage in 
talks. But there is evidence to suggest al-Shabaab – or at least elements of it – are willing to talk.46 
But ultimately, there is only one way to gauge the group’s receptivity: extending an offer. 
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The recent gains against al-Shabaab came after the group enjoyed years of expansion. Though the 
organization has made mistakes and miscalculated, it has established an ability to adapt, learn, and 
stay united and will likely do so in the future. The roll backs over the past year do not bring al-
Shabaab even close to its apex. Efforts to put the group under military pressure need not preclude 
dialogue. And the government can develop a channel now from a position of strength, albeit with 
an uncertain road ahead.
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THE LIBERATION TIGERS OF TAMIL EELAM 
(LTTE): COULD IT RE-FORM?
Dagmar Hellmann-Rajanayagam

INTRODUCTION

On 19th May 2009 the Government of SL announced the military defeat and elimination of the 
“Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam” (LTTE). A bloody civil war between the Sinhalese majority 
and the Tamil minority lasting three decades had ended – but at horrifying cost due to the massive 
violations of human rights by both conflict parties especially during the final phase. As is now 
clear, LTTE leader Prabhakaran and his family including children as well as his close associates 
were killed by the Sinhalese army while suing for a cease-fire carrying white flags.1 

About two months later, on July 21st 2009, the Executive Committee of the LTTE published a 
press statement declaring that while the military fight was over, the LTTE was not annihilated and 
would continue fighting for an independent Tamil state, albeit now politically. 

“The Executive Committee of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, wishes to officially let our beloved Tamil 
people and the international community know that Mr Selvarasa Pathmanathan, who had been appointed 
as Head of International Relations by our National Leader, will lead us into the next steps of our freedom 
struggle according to the vision of our esteemed leader”, ..… Against the backdrop of Sri Lanka’s boastful 
propaganda that the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam have been annihilated and destroyed, it is our historic 
duty to rise up and fight for our legitimate rights .… At this historic juncture, … , we have set out to take our 
freedom struggle along new pathways. Accordingly, we humbly announce to our beloved Tamil people that we 
have reformulated the administrative structures of our liberation movement. Like all liberation struggles, we 
will modify the form and strategies of our struggle according to times and demands. Yet, our ultimate goal of a 
free Tamil Eelam does not ever change. In view of this, we, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, wish to join 
hands with our people in order to take forward our freedom struggle to its next phase. …“ (Tamilnet 2009).

The LTTE was long considered invincible in their own and outside eyes. The world therefore 
watched it dissolve like a snail strewn with salt during the final assault either gleefully or in horrified 
dismay. If we want to determine whether the organisation has faded or will fade away or whether 
it might resurrect in Sri Lanka or elsewhere in the diaspora, as the SL government never tires to 
claim, (Amarasingam 2015, 195; Powell & Amarasingam 2017, 34; Vimalarajah & Cheran 2010, 26) 
we have to first look at the reasons for the defeat.

THE ROUT OF THE LTTE 

The LTTE as a militant organisation, one can say with some certainty, is dead, most certainly in 
Sri Lanka itself, where no successor organisation has emerged. Nevertheless the LTTE remains a 
banned organisation also in a number of western countries as well as in India, though court appeals 
against this ruling are progressing, e.g. in UK and USA, with a measure of success (Brickcourt 
2020; Bindmans 2021).

One reason for the comprehensive rout of the LTTE apart from its own hubris and the military 
might of two big powers, India and China, stacking the odds against it was the lack of support by 
the people at large at the end. This was surprising, since, as will be argued below, they did agree 
with the objectives of the LTTE and suspected, as has been proved right in a most horrifying 
way by the bloody end of the war, that it was the thin red line between survival and annihilation. 
Yet on one side they were not prepared to actively act on this conviction, in other words: they 
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were not prepared to actively fight and resented recruitment by the LTTE. The dirty work was 
expected from them, but the fruits of the battle one way or the other should accrue to others. On 
the other side people did not expect the final defeat. In particular they did not expect it to hurt 
them as it did. And for that they blamed the LTTE. An additional problem was that the LTTE, 
in spite of considerable propaganda efforts, could not, like other militant organisations, e.g. the 
Kachin in Myanmar, capture the sympathy of world opinion after the 1990s, though the Kachin, 
like the LTTE, also led an armed struggle and recruited child soldiers. Amarnath Amarasingam 
(2015, 106/113) explains this with the fact that the Tamils were too focussed on themselves and 
their internal divisions and squabbles and their Prinzipienreiterei (harping on principles) which made 
them unable to compromise and communicate their concerns outside their own circle (similar: 
Vimalarajah & Cheran 2010, 32/33).2

But the end of the war was not the end of the conflict (Klem 2018, 234-237). And the demise of 
the LTTE does not mean that the Tamils have given up on their political and national aspirations. 
Their resistance came from the very centre of the community, and it has not stopped, not least 
because the end of the war did not mean justice or equality for the Tamils, quite the opposite 
(Powell & Amarasingam 2017, 35/36). Even commentators critical of the LTTE conceded after its 
defeat that while its rule had been harsh and often violated human rights, it had provided security 
and safety for the Tamils as long as it lasted. Life under LTTE had been a paradise in comparison 
to Sinhalese rule (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2012, 33). However, this commentator added that at the 
end the LTTE had betrayed the people by surrendering or fleeing. This was much more pithily put 
by a Canadian author: in the end the LTTE had fought for the land instead of for the people, and 
that led to the final catastrophe (Amarasingam 2017, 165/173).

Several parties who fight for Tamil self-determination with ideas and arguments that have been 
current since at least the 60s and 70s have (re)constituted themselves in the North of Sri Lanka. 
While not openly challenging the 6th Amendment that interdicts propagating secession, they 
nevertheless implicitly question the state they function in (Klem 2018, 245). But these parties 
labour under the problem that they often voice divergent or even contradictory demands, especially 
whether to argue for a federal state with autonomy for the Tamils or a much looser confederation 
based on the Vaddukkoddai resolution of 1976 (Vimalarajah & Cheran 2010, 22). In turn, the 
opposite side is often accused of treason to the Tamil cause which does not enhance chances for 
political success.

Much publicised government measures to reduce the restrictions in the Tamil areas, roll back the 
military presence and return land confiscated by the army have just been eyewash, according to 
a former LTTE adviser and now NGO worker in Jaffna: e.g. the promise that land occupied by 
the army will be given back: of thousands of acres only 180 latcam (about one or two acres) were 
returned (Anonymous 2023). Development‘ consists mainly of army enterprises: shops, alcohol 
stores, hotels and road building:

 “….the development strateg y also excludes approaches to reconciliation.” (Gerharz 2014, 161).

“Development is used as a counter-terrorism strateg y and as a means for consolidating military presence in 
the north-east on a long-term basis…”, (Gerharz 2014, 163).

Attempts to sinhalise Tamil areas, criticised for many decades, are progressing at speed (Vimalarajah 
& Cheran 2010, 24; Powell & Amarasingam 2017, 27/28; Parasram 2012, 920). Besides, the whole 
country is affected by the slide into economic and political chaos since 2022. A look at the 
development of Sri Lanka in general is therefore indicated.
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SRI LANKA AFTER 2009

The presidential elections in 2012 were overwhelmingly won by Mahinda Rajapaksa (SLFP; 
Sri Lanka Freedom Party) because he could present himself as the destroyer of the LTTE. The 
success was, however, short-lived. The alleged defeat of terrorism did not translate into economic 
development or more political freedom. In 2015, Maithripala Sirisena from the UNP won the 
presidential elections. Parliamentary elections later in the year ended in a hung parliament and a 
UNP (United National Party) minority government. Sirisena could not live up to expectations either, 
and in the presidential elections of 2019, the pendulum swung back again, and Rajapaksa’s brother 
Gothabaya, the former minister of defence (‘the butcher of the Vanni’) won overwhelmingly in the 
wake of the Easter bombings (cf. The Diplomat 2021; Deutsche Welle 2019). He pushed numerous 
family members into high positions, among others his brother Mahinda as prime minister and his 
cousin Basil as minister for Sports. The SLFP also won the parliamentary elections in 2020 on a 
number of populist promises to solve the economic crisis and numerous hand-outs to the poorer 
population. None of the promised measures were implemented or effective. The backlash came 
when in early 2022, due to a financial and payment crisis (mainly because huge loans from China had 
to be serviced) (cf. Parasram 2012, 916), the government banned the import of chemical fertilisers 
in an attempt to stabilise state finances. The ban led to harvest failure and food shortages unknown 
before. Fierce protests erupted all over the country. The presidential palace and parliament were 
beleaguered, and in the end the government was forced to resign wholesale. Gotabaya, who had 
been the main target of public fury, ignominiously fled the country. Since he was banned from 
entering his adopted country the USA, he settled in Thailand. Ranil Wickremesinghe from the 
UNP became president. He has come under criticism as well now for being unable to solve the 
economic crisis and secure assistance from the IMF (the latter’s conditions for loan forgiving etc. 
cannot be fulfilled, because China does not agree) as well as for postponing local elections due 
in February 2023. They were eventually scheduled for April and have now again been postponed 
(Perera 2023 and 2022).

All this, maybe surprisingly, has affected the Tamils less than could be assumed. As the respondent 
(2023) from Jaffna put it, the Tamils have been long used to making do and living in a crisis. They 
rely on themselves and importantly on remittances from relatives abroad. Life functions after a 
fashion while Church and social organisations are active to devise projects to provide a perspective 
for footloose and often lethargic young people rapidly sliding into criminality, drug addiction and 
alcoholism.

THE TAMIL DIASPORA

The Tamil diaspora which is distributed over a large part of the planet seemed to be shocked 
into frozen immobility after the military defeat. But it rallied quickly. Before the end of the war 
it had loudly denounced the Sinhala army’s human rights violations and demanded a ceasefire. 
Afterwards, it demanded a reconciliation with a just solution for the Tamils and to hold those 
guilty of war crimes to account. A number of pre-existing and new organisations both close to and 
critical of the LTTE came together to represent the Tamils.

Two among them are prominent: the Global Tamil Forum (GTF), set up in late 2009 with the help 
of the Malaysian Tamil Congress under the leadership of Fr. Emmanuel S.J. (Vimalarajah & Cheran 
2010, 20). It was meant as a social-cultural platform to make Tamils concerns known globally. On 
the political level, the Transnational Government of Tamil Eelam (TGTE) was formed comprising 
earlier formations like the World Tamil Movement (WTM) and Tamil Youth Organisation (TYO), 
both considered strongly supportive of the LTTE. It was proposed in June 2009 by Selvarasa 
(Amutham) Pathmanathan, official leader of the LTTE after the death of Prabhakaran, with an 
Advisory Committee under the leadership of several Tamil and international legal advisors, among 
them M. Sornarajah from Singapore, Francis Boyle from Harvard, Karen Parker, P. Ramasamy, 
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Deputy-Chief Minister Penang, academic Peter Schalk and others.3 In 2010, it was finally set up 
as a transnational government with members in more than 20 countries. In May 2010, elections 
were held to select the representatives among the diaspora. The first assembly took place in May in 
Philadelphia where V. Rudrakumaran, an American citizen, son of a former mayor of Jaffna, Rajah 
Visvanathan, and erstwhile legal advisor of the LTTE, was elected as Prime Minister. From 2011 
onwards, 3 elections have been held internationally where Rudrakumaran was always re-elected. 
Alongside, several referendums have been held to assess the support for an independent Tamil 
state in the diaspora (Amarasingam 2015, 148/157-159). Rather than basing the demand for an 
independent Tamil state exclusively on ethnic or national claims, the TGTE now argues on the 
basis of liberal western values like human rights and the right to self-determination (Vimalarajah 
& Cheran 2010, 18; 21). The membership of WTM and TYO under the umbrella of TGTE 
encouraged the Sinhala government to condemn all diaspora organisations summarily as terrorist. 
It even tried to pressurise foreign governments to prevent demonstrations and commemorative 
events by Tamils on their soil (Vimalarajah & Cheran 2010, 26).

The TGTE calls itself transnational rather than a government in exile to emphasise that it is 
not located in any one country, but transcends borders. It has been able to not only conduct 
elections, but has also formed a sort of government, though this is not recognised by any country. 
Contrary to Amarasingam’s (2015, 156) somewhat equivocal evaluation, it has been able to go 
on and prosper after a fashion. Though among its members it counts some prominent former 
members of the LTTE, these are not a majority and no longer propagate military struggle. Instead, 
it presents itself as an organisation that carries on the ideas of Tamil self-determination in a non-
violent, political fashion (Rudrakumaran 2023). It has thus contributed in keeping the Tamil issue 
alive internationally. This resonates among Sri Lankan Tamils worldwide, who otherwise may be 
quite critical of the LTTE and its actions. Among the diaspora Tamils who in the final stages of the 
war protested for a ceasefire and protection of the civil population were comparatively few LTTE 
sympathisers, but all felt compelled to support it due to the danger of annihilation the Tamils faced 
(Amarasingam 2015, 173/74; Vimalarajah & Cheran 2010, 7).

The impact of the TGTE in Jaffna, however, seems to be indeterminate given the ban on Tamil 
NGOs and support for Tamil parties by the Sinhala government (different: Vimalarajah & Cheran 
2010, 32). Even private remittances are frowned upon by Sinhalese authorities who would dearly 
love to attract the considerable economic and financial strength of the diaspora to themselves in 
order to improve its dismal economic situation (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2012, 33). But as long as 
there is no visible effort at reconciliation with and concessions to the Tamils by the government 
this rapprochement is not going to happen.

The lack of impact is, however, equally due to the difficult relationship between exile and home: 
local Tamils often consider the diaspora arrogant and supercilious, telling them what to do without 
having any idea of conditions on the ground (Amarasingam 2015, 156; Varadarajah 2021a). Besides, 
as Klem (2018, 20) has described, their values seem to gradually diverge. Some diaspora voices, 
in turn, call the Tamils in Sri Lanka political traitors for allegedly giving up on the idea of an 
independent state (Vimalarajah & Cheran 2010, 27). Yet in spite of all this, Tamils in Jaffna still 
expect the diaspora to act on their behalf (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2012).

EELAM LIVES (?!)

Currently, the LTTE seems undead rather than dead, more so in the eyes of the Sinhala government. 
TGTE and GTF are old men’s (and some women’s) enterprises with most of the surviving fighters 
now in their late 50s and beyond. They have found a safe haven abroad and have no mind for 
fighting and war games any more (cf. Sriskanderajah 2022). This led some observers to predict that 
the political activities of the diaspora would cease once the older generation passed, and the young 
people would eventually forget Eelam (Fuglerud 2009, 209). They have mostly integrated extremely 
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well into their host countries, many have been born there, and they have been outstandingly 
successful educationally and professionally. But in reality the opposite happened. The attachment 
of 2nd and 3rd generation diaspora youth to the idea of Eelam is quite remarkable. This idea actually 
both precedes and succeeds the LTTE. And after the latter’s demise, the diaspora seems to be 
more united on it than ever (Vimalarajah & Cheran 2010, 23). The attempt at forging solidarity 
with other organisations has been particularly successful with exiled Kurdish organisations, 
another people without a country (Varadarajah 2021b). The described attempts by the Sinhalese 
government to internationally delegitimise the Tamil view were countered successfully by young 
Tamils (Varadarajah 2021b; Amarasingam 2015, 33/4; 37/8).

However, the young generation has hardly any intention of returning to Jaffna or even engage in a 
renewed militant campaign for independence. As described, the fight for Tamil Eelam is primarily 
based on ‘liberal western values’: human rights and the right to self-determination, and only in the 
second place on claims of nation and ethnicity (Amarasingam 2015, 171). The fight is conducted 
through publications, discussion forums, political activities and, importantly, remembrance events 
(Varadarajah 2022). These take place yearly worldwide, e.g. the day of mourning on 19th May and 
heroes’ day on November 27th. Religious festivals are a time of war remembrance functions as 
well. All functions are attended enthusiastically by the young (Frydenlung 2016, 9/10), both for the 
sake of Eelam and from a feeling of obligation to honour the suffering of their parents who were 
compelled to flee their country and struggled to provide a better future for their children in exile 
(Varadarajah 2022).

For most diaspora Tamils Eelam has become a past, a myth of origin, a homeland – ūr – lost 
(Hellmann-Rajanayagam 1984, 180ff). But this longing for the ūr is not merely a dream, it is 
kept alive with remittances to relatives, financing of village temples, clandestine contributions to 
NGOs, and visits, if the political situation allows.

These functions are also conducted by an unexpected community: members of longstanding 
Indian and Sri Lankan Tamil diasporas in Southeast Asia, South Africa and other non-Western 
countries. They mostly migrated to Malaya, Burma, Fiji, and South Africa more than a century ago. 
Tamil migration long preceded the civil war. As Vimalarajah and Cheran (2010) put it succinctly:

“Tamil politics has always been transnational in nature….” (7).

But whereas the allegiance of the Indian Tamils was formerly paid to the Dravidian parties in 
Tamilnadu (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 1984, 180ff), it has now turned towards Prabhakaran and the 
LTTE. He has attained cult status as the leader and unifier of Tamils and fighter for Tamil culture 
and identity. In small villages in Burma and suburbs of Yangon this author attended remembrance 
ceremonies for the martyrs of Tamil Eelam on Nov. 27th conducted by Indian Tamils who had 
long been settled there. While the Dravidian parties have lost their shine, Prabhakaran and his 
ideas are now pronounced to be the property of all Tamils. Some even disbelieved the reports of 
his death, expecting him to miraculously have survived and to reappear soon (not unlike Subhas 
Chandra Bose). But what makes Prabhakaran so attractive for young Tamils to unite under the 
banner of Tamil Eelam (quite literally)? Amarasingam (2015, 184) explains this with the lack of 
another contemporary charismatic Tamil leader. Before the relationship turned sour, Jaffna Tamils 
united behind him because of an extremely strong focus on Tamil identity and Tamil culture 
as both unique and threatened, and the yearning for a homeland, a Heimat, where they could 
be themselves (Vimalarajah and Cheran 2010, 26). This strikes a chord much stronger than the 
Dravidian movement for equality, social welfare and economic success among Indian Tamils 
abroad as well. The diaspora is economically mostly settled, sometimes prosperous, but retains 
a fragile hybrid identity and, like in Burma and Malaysia, an often uncertain citizen status. This 
makes Eelam so attractive and so soothing.
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CONCLUSION

The LTTE as a militant organisation is history. And it will not rise again in the foreseeable future, 
mainly because its surviving remnants have been arrested, gone underground or fled to foreign 
countries. The latter have no mind to resurrect it as a militant organisation. On the world stage 
the Tamil issue seems to have passed into oblivion in the face of multiple other crises, yet among 
the Tamil diaspora the idea of Eelam remains strong and has found astonishing resonance in 
unlikely places. Though Sinhala politics pretends to be unconcerned by the actions of Tamils 
abroad, the diaspora is able to administer painful and annoying pinpricks, which shows in the 
government’s rather unsuccessful attempts to silence the worldwide Tamil voice. In that regard, 
a pessimistic evaluation this author gave about a decade ago that the Tamils will suffer a slow 
genocide, physically and culturally (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2012; also Powell & Amarasingam 
2017, 32), has been proved wrong: the Tamils abroad enable the Tamils in Jaffna to maintain 
their culture and identity. More importantly, the demise of the LTTE has united often mutually 
suspicious Indian and Jaffna Tamils worldwide in a manner never seen before. In that regard, the 
LTTE has been successful beyond the military even after its demise. 
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NOTES

1	 Nitin Gokhale presents a different version where Prabhakaran and the others were killed during fighting or a mopping-up 
operation, but this version is now universally discredited (Gokhale, 2009, 141/145).

2	 This author had similar experiences in her dealings and discussions with Tamil fighters and members of the diaspora. 

3	 For a detailed account, also of the controversies surrounding the set-up, see Amarasingam 2015, 142ff, and Transnational 
Government of Tamil Eelam.
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COMBATING TERRORISM IN AFRICA 
Alex Vines

Terrorism has increased in parts of Africa at an alarming rate and some states are failing to 
contain it. The African Union’s (AU) Algiers-based African Centre for the Study and Research 
on Terrorism, reports a 400 percent rise in attacks in Africa, fuelling a 237 percent rise in deaths 
between 2012 and 2020.1 In 2023 sub-Saharan Africa accounted for 48 percent of global deaths 
from terrorism. Attacks have spread beyond historical hotspots such as the Sahel and the Horn 
of Africa to southern Africa and coastal regions of West Africa.2 According to the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), West Africa recorded more than 1,800 attacks 
in the first six months of 2023 resulting in nearly 4,600 deaths. That’s in addition to that half a 
million people in ECOWAS are refugees and nearly 6.2 million are internally displaced. However, 
these terrorist insurrections in Sub-Saharan Africa have become more localised over time, building 
on local grievances and becoming intertwined with community and ethnic conflicts.3

Only relatively recently have western nations’ perceptions of terrorism in Africa became focused 
on Islamic jihadism. In 1998, truck bombs at US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya and Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania killed more than 200 people, bringing Al-Qaeda to global attention for the first time. 
Since, then – and especially following the 9/11 terror attacks – a new narrative of a global jihadist 
threat became dominant, sometimes pushing the international community to intervene in local 
conflicts that have little to with global terrorism or religious indoctrination. Even the ‘terrorism’ 
can be problematic. On many occasions it’s the right description of obscene acts of violence 
perpetrated against civilians but it is true that weak, corrupt, and colonial regimes branded 
opponents ‘terrorists’ to delegitimize their objectives. Pro-government militia groups, but also 
government forces can also be the perpetrators of extreme violence that has radicalised targeted 
communities against state forces and provided support for extremist and terrorist groups.4

The AU and its member states have adopted extensive policy frameworks on terrorism and 
violent extremism, such as the 1999 Algiers Convention on the Prevention and Combating of 
Terrorism and the related 2004 Protocol and have deployed a few counter-terrorism-related peace-
support missions in various parts of the continent.5 A regional counter-terrorism strategy and 
implementation plan passed by ECOWAS in 2013 has for example to date never been implemented. 
Its 2020-2024 Action Plan, adopted by ECOWAS in 2019, had a budget of US$ 2.3 billion and 
eight priority areas range from pooling of efforts and coordination of counter-terrorism initiatives 
to promoting inter-community dialogue and preventing violent extremism. 

A worsening trend of political instability in parts of the continent such as a spate of coups staged 
in 2020-24, successful in Burkina Faso, Chad, Gabon, Guinea, Mali (twice), Niger and Sudan 
and failed ones in Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, Djibouti, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 
Madagascar, Niger, Sierra Leone and possibly in Gambia and São Tomé have sharpened focus on 
the need for better implementation. 

Prolonged conflicts, poor rule of law, human rights abuses, discrimination, exclusion, and 
unemployment have also contributed to this crisis. Many Africans have also seen their lives have 
been badly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, high inflation, and climate change. It is estimated 
that these economic shocks have pushed an estimated 55 million Africans into poverty in 2020 
and reversed more than two decades of progress in poverty reduction on the continent.6 This 
socio-economic and fiscal fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic has also been exasperated by the 
geopolitical and geoeconomic impact of the Ukraine war, such as impacting food security across 
the continent. Thirty-three of the continent’s states were classified as least developed in 2023 and, 
equally alarming, eight African states experienced debt distress and a further 13 were at high risk.7 
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People are increasingly joining extremist groups because of economic factors and there has been 
a 57% decrease in the number of people joining for religious reasons, says a UNDP report.8 A 
significant increase of 92% of new recruits are joining such groups for better livelihoods compared 
to the motivations of those interviewed in a previous report released in 2017.9 A report in 2011 also 
reported ideological radicalisation in Mali (with responses comparable to Palestine and the Gaza 
strip compared with economic reasons for joining guerrilla fighters in the Mano River Union).10

There are currently hot spots in the western Sahel and Lake Chad Basin, eastern Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) 11, in Somalia and Libya and northern Mozambique, all of them 
crossing state borders. The conflict in Sudan from April 2023, with the regular army fighting the 
armed militia Rapid Support Forces, has also raised fears that this will provide opportunity for 
radicalised jihadi forces to reassert themselves there: it was where Bin Laden initially planned his 
jihad. 

In the Horn of Africa, Ethiopia saw an uneasy ceasefire agreed between the federal government 
and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front, given the multiple regional and identity-based conflicts 
taking place elsewhere in the country. The al-Shabaab group still possess a regional threat. In 
July 2022 hundreds of al-Shabaab fighters crossed the Ethiopian border Somalia – which the 
Ethiopian authorities said they contained. Of some 4,155 attacks by Islamist groups across Africa 
documented since in 2017, Somalia accounting for the largest number of fatalities.12

SAHEL IS THE TERRORISM EPICENTRE

Militant Islamist violence in the Sahel has been growing for the past decade and has increased by 
140 percent since 2020 and violence against civilians in the Sahel represented 60 percent of all such 
violence in Africa, an increaseof 40 percent in 2022.13 This escalation of violence has displaced 
more than 2.5 million people and killed more than 8,000 individuals in 2022.14

Although these groups are often characterized as belonging to one of two overarching banners –  
the Al-Qaeda-affiliated Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM) and the Islamic State in 
the Greater Sahara (ISGS) – the Sahelian militants are more expressions of local conflicts than 
international jihadism. They exploit local issues such as competition over dwindling natural 
resources in rural areas, poor political representation in post-colonial states and anaemic economic 
prospects. They are also deeply involved in organised crime and have benefited from kidnapping 
of local and foreign nationals. Demographics also contributes as around 65% of the combined 
populations of Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger are under 30 – seeking a better 
life.15

The epicentre for jihadist activity is in Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger – particularly Liptako-Gourma 
in the borderlands of Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger and the Lake Chad Basin.16 This is not by 
chance. It has become the focal point due to a backdrop of poor post-colonial state building but 
also four crisis points. Firstly, there is the Western Sahara crisis – in effect, a failed decolonisation 
that has resulted in a proxy conflict between Algeria and Morocco for influence. The ongoing 
conflict in Libya and especially the proliferation of arms and radicalised armed individuals since 
the 2011 NATO intervention has been a contributing factor. The Lake Chad Basin and poor 
governance and security in that region are also a driver and, finally, Mali has become an epicentre 
of insecurity. Communal/intercommunal violence such as pastoralist/agriculturalist clashes has 
worsened the situation. One can say the drivers are about communal insecurity and decolonisation 
and irredentism.

The Regional Economic Community (REC), the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS), over the last decade has also lost much of its credibility to mediate and has also 
struggled to respond to the deep-seated causes of conflict in the Sahel and broader regional 
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insurgency. The military juntas of Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger were sufficiently insecure of their 
tenure, that on 16 September 2023, they signed the Liptako-Gourma Charter, creating the Alliance 
of Sahel States (AES) as an architecture of collective defence and mutual assistance. 

The AU is also mostly ineffective, and the Maghreb Union REC is paralysed, particularly due 
to the poor relations between Algeria and Morocco. In the broader Sahel region, there were 
signs at the end of the last decade (2016-18) of improvement. Nigeria had made some progress in 
responding to the Boko Haram insurgency in partnership with Chad and Cameroon and Niger 
through the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF).17 Cameroon had also made progress in 
reducing the jihadist threat on its soil. Mali, with support of the French-led Operation Barkhane, 
the EU and other countries had also made some progress and were supporting the efforts for the 
UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) operation.18

Fast-forward to 2023 and the security situation in the region has deteriorated significantly and 
past efforts are regarded as flawed and have failed. Military campaigns to stamp out extremism 
are not proving to be successful and are driving popular unrest, disillusionment with democratic 
institutions and related military coups. In Nigeria and Cameroon, the break-up into factions of 
the former Boko Haram terrorist group has complicated the challenge for armed forces but also 
provides an opportunity. 

Foreign military assistance has also had limited success. The French military initially intervened in 
Mali in 2013 as part of Operation Serval to stop the capture of the state by jihadists. This transitioned 
into the almost decade-long French led Operation Barkhane to Mali; the operation ended in late 
2022 following a standoff between Bamako and Paris.19 By 2020, France had deployed 5,100 troops 
supported by 15,000 UN peacekeepers from around the world as part of the MINUSMA. Despite 
some achievements, such as denying that foreign jihadists laid deep roots in Mali, Barkhane had been 
effectively put on hold since the 2020 coup in Mali which brought to power a military government 
hostile to the French presence. The EU–led Task Force Takuba of special forces set up in 2020 
also withdrew from Mali and French forces left Burkina Faso in 2022 and France negotiated to 
pull out of Niger following the 2023 coup and the US is under pressure to close its military facility 
there.20 These departures and the ongoing decline of international contributions for the UN’s 
MINUSMA, has added to the regional security challenges. MINUSMA’s mandate ended in 2023 
during its 10th anniversary year as it had become the most dangerous UN peacekeeping mission 
in the world, failed to deliver on its peacekeeping mandate, and Mali had requested its termination 
– saying what it needed was counter-terrorism support. MINUSMA demonstrated that traditional 
UN peacekeeping is not compatible with responding to the asymmetric, transnational terrorism 
challenges that Africa faces today.

Chad, Niger and the coastal states of Côte d’Ivoire, Togo and Benin have become the new focus of 
French and other western security investments. The coup in Niger in July 2023 has added further 
complexity to this region – and greater focus on the coastal states. In late 2023 the EU agreed 
to launch a new training mission for advice in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and Togo as well as 
training for anti-terrorism operations and the US has been considering seeking to open a drone 
base in one of these coastal states. 

MULTIPLE INITIATIVES 

There have been multiple, often uncoordinated initiatives in response to deteriorating security: 21 
strategies currently on the Sahel, for example. Several regional and sub-regional counter-terrorism 
initiatives are currently active on the continent, including the Joint Force of the Group of Five for 
the Sahel (FC-G5S), which is in crisis,21 the Accra Initiative 22, the Nouakchott Process 23; and the 
AU Transition Mission in Somalia (ATMIS/AMISOM)24: 
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–	 The FC-G5S was established in 2017 by Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger –  
to respond to the terrorism threats that they faced and implement measures to combat 
transnational crime. This initiative had limited success, weakened also by the exclusion of 
Senegal and, in November 2023, Burkina Faso and Niger decided to withdraw from the G5 
Sahel, like Mali’s decision in May 2022. With just two members its future is uncertain.

–	 The Accra Initiative was also created in 2017 as a response to the spreading of terrorism 
to the coastal states of West Africa. In November 2022 its member states (Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Niger and Togo) announced a 10,000-troop initiative called the 
Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF/AI) but this remains on paper only. 

–	 The Nouakchott Process is aimed at strengthening regional and security cooperation and 
information sharing in combating terrorism. It is also mandated in making the over-arching 
African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) operational in the Sahelo-Saharan area. 

–	 ATMIS aims at providing support to the ongoing security operation against Al-Shabaab, 
assisting in stabilising liberated areas and providing protection to critical infrastructure. The 
plan is to completely draw this down by December 2024 – although the draw down could 
still be extended.

A challenge has been of overlapping initiatives each failing to be properly resourced or to be 
inclusive of all key state actors. For example, the G5 Sahel was supposed to eventually take over 
from France’s Barkhane’s forces in the fight against terrorism. However, it mostly failed to combat 
terrorist groups, ignoring the de facto north-south and interregional dynamics, excluding key 
countries like Senegal and Nigeria and weakening further fledging security mechanisms already in 
place, such as the Nouakchott Process, launched in 2013 by the AU’s Peace and Security Council 
(PSC), in which eleven States – ranging from the Mediterranean to the Gulf of Guinea – address 
the security crisis in this region as a whole. There are echoes of this in Somalia. AMISOM was 
replaced by the AU Transition Mission in Somalia (ATMIS) in April 2022. The new mission will 
operate until the end of 2024, after which all responsibilities will be handed to the Somali Security 
Forces.

In effect, the G5 Sahel divided the geographical and political region into three different subregions: 
the Maghreb, the Sahel and West Africa, ignoring thus their deep historical, political, geographical 
and security interdependencies. Such a flaw weakens the efforts to improve coordination and 
cooperation among all the states that make up the Nouakchott Process. The advance of Al-Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) or the Islamic State (IS) affiliates into Togo, Côte d’Ivoire, Benin, 
and their operations in Libya are a reminder of the interdependence of these three sub-regions.25

The Accra Initiative aims to prevent spillover of terrorism from the Sahel and to address 
transnational organised crime and violent extremism in member countries’ border areas. It seeks 
to learn past lessons and improve coordination and intelligence sharing. At the conclusion of 
an Accra Initiative summit, the heads of state and government of the group “reaffirmed their 
commitment to mobilise the necessary indigenous resources to operationalise within a month the 
Multinational Joint Task Force of the Accra Initiative (MNJTF-AI).” 26 Inviting Nigeria to join 
is part of this process – but more ambitious plans have been quietly forgotten in favour of less 
ambitious efforts to improve cross border intelligence gathering and sharing. 

There have also been several joint efforts with the AU and UN to combat terrorism, such as 
the UN-AU technical group on preventing violent extremism and countering terrorism and the 
creation at the 77th Session of the United Nations General Assembly in September 2022 of a United 
Nations High-Level Panel on Security, Governance and Development in the Sahel.27 Its mandate 
was to assess the situation in the Sahel and make recommendations on how to respond to the 
region’s complex security and economic developmental challenges, but the 2023 coup in Niger, 
resulted in this initiative being moth-balled, although a report might be finally published at the 
UN General Assembly in 2024. 
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Fresh thinking is needed for the Sahel. Currently the focus is to contain Burkina Faso, Mali and 
Niger. The reality is that civil society has also weakened because of decades of failed State politics 
and popular support for coups is broader than many observers like to acknowledge. 

Geopolitics is also complicating an already fragile region. The United States has provided logistics 
and advisory support to both the MNJTF and G5 Sahel Force. In addition, the U.S. military 
has increased its presence in the Sahel, deploying approximately 1,500 troops to the region and 
building a drone base in Niger as a platform for strikes against groups across West and North 
Africa. In October 2017, members of the U.S. Special Operations Task Force were ambushed by 
an Islamic State-affiliate group in Tongo Tongo, Niger, leading to the deaths of four servicemen.28

For the EU and US, countering violent extremism and migration has been the prime driver for 
engagement and investment. Russia is clearly using Sahel as a piece of chess in its global efforts to 
challenge the West, including via its Wagner Private Military Company and its successors, deployed 
in Mali Libya, and Sudan. 

FUNDING AND DEFENCE SPENDING 

Provision of sustainable and predictable funding for counter-terrorism operations is a key issue 
that has been divisive including in the UN Security Council. France and African members of the 
UNSC believe assessed contributions could fund some operations such as the proposed ECOWAS 
Counter-Terrorism Force. The UN Secretary General has supported assessed contributions to 
fund Counter-terrorism initiatives in Africa. In February 2023 the Secretary General at the AU 
summit said the UN “wholeheartedly support[s] the creation of a new generation of robust peace-
enforcement missions and counter-terrorist operations, led by the [AU] with a Security Council 
mandate under Chapter VII and with guaranteed, predictable funding, including through assessed 
contributions.”29 ECOWAS was also seeking the repurposing of some of MINUSMA’s equipment 
for its Counter-Terrorism Force, but this was not possible because of increased insecurity in Mali. 
Economic constraints have continued to subdue defence expenditure in sub-Saharan Africa with 
regional spending accounting for under 1% of the global total over the last decade. A surge in 
Nigerian defence spending fuelled an uptick of regional spending but this has since contracted. 
Ethiopia, due to its civil war, has significantly increased defence expenditure but South Africa retains 
the largest defence budget in sub-Saharan Africa. Defence spending in Mali has increased every 
year in real terms since 2013, reaching US$831m in 2022.30 This has not brought a commensurate 
improvement in security. 

SECURITY SECTOR REFORM AND PROFESSIONAL MILITARY 

UNDP’s research also suggests that about 71% of those who joined extremist groups were influenced 
by human rights abuses by state security forces, such as the killings or arrests of family members. 
Security forces in some sub-Saharan countries have been accused of brutality and extrajudicial 
killings and weak judicial systems give victims little hope for justice, it said.31

A positive development is that several African militaries have professionalised further in recent 
years. Senegal has increased its military professionalism and continues to receive military support 
from France and the US. Côte d’Ivoire has also been improving its military training and is 
increasing its developmental inputs into northern regions fronting Mali. France has continued to 
provide discreet military training and intelligence.

Togo is also upgrading its military and seeking new support and Benin is also looking to improve 
its military response to address non-traditional threats including inviting Rwanda to assist. 
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Two African counterinsurgency models offer relevant insights for the Sahel – Mauritania’s Special 
Intervention Groups (GSIs) and Cameroon’s Rapid Intervention Brigade (BIR). Both have been 
praised for their efficacy against bandits and militant groups, although human rights violations 
have sullied the Cameroonian unit’s reputation. The Nigerian military has also shown success, 
especially in NE Nigeria against Boko Haram and its efforts in partnership with Niger and Chad 
within the MNJTF. 

The worsening security situation across the Sahel has though resulted in Nigeria’s President Tinubu 
as ECOWAS chair in July 2023 forming a Troika (Presidents of Nigeria, Benin. Guinea Bissau) 
supported by a technical committee comprising the defence ministers, chiefs of defence staff and 
finance ministers of ECOWAS states that have drawn up plans for the strengthening of a regional 
standby force – in effect a regional Counter Terrorism Force – in a manner that will enable it to 
support member states in the fight against terrorism and against threats to constitutional order. 
Several options were proposed, such as establishing a 5,000-strong brigade at an annual cost of 
$2.3bn, a deployment of troops on demand at an annual cost of $360m and, out of this, a 1,600-strong 
rapid deployment battalion. Funding remains the key impediment, and a compulsory contribution 
mechanism is on the table, and the UN, EU and other partners are also being consulted. 

Training of African militaries is offered by many non-African countries, including the US, France 
and EU members, Turkey, India, Iran and China. Russia has increased its security presence in 
Africa significantly since 2015 and currently has signed 19 military pacts with African countries. 
Its so-called private military company Wagner Group and successors are deployed to conduct 
counter-insurgency operations in the Central African Republic and Mali and has a presence 
in Libya and Sudan. Russia expanded in into Burkina Faso in 2023 and failed in its mission in 
Mozambique. In September 2021, the Malian junta struck a security agreement with the Wagner 
Group for the deployment of 1,000 personnel in Mali at a monthly cost of US$10.8 million and 
500 Wagner personnel were deployed in December to Timbuktu supported by military equipment 
and helicopters.32

The Wagner Group’s counter-terrorism performance has been underwhelming and there have 
been allegations of serious human rights abuses by it, especially in central Mali – time will tell how 
its successors fare. Wagner had already deployed in Mozambique in September 2019 for counter-
insurgency operations, but the killing of seven Wagner Group personnel and 20 Mozambican 
special forces in October resulted in their withdrawal in early 2020. Although Wagner’s deployment 
in Mali had provoked criticism from the region and the AU, Russia successfully entered a security 
arrangement with Burkina Faso in late 2023. 

LEARNING FROM MOZAMBIQUE?

The Mozambican insurgency has quickly worsened since October 2017 and has resulted in 4,000 
dead (and some 850,000 have been internally displaced). These armed militants known locally as 
al-Shabab (which means “youth” in Arabic and Swahili) have captured district centres, destroyed 
infrastructure, pillaged businesses and homes, and have abducted and killed. Islamic State (IS) 
affiliation by the insurgents since 2019 is therefore mostly as a flag of convenience for the aggrieved, 
but, if it develops deeper roots, it could draw in more foreign fighters, which in turn will make 
dynamics increasingly complex. There may have been a handful of IS-affiliated militants attracted 
to Cabo Delgado from further afield, but the largest cohort of foreign fighters are Tanzanians. 
This is in effect a sub-regional conflict.33 

Although there is debate over whether this violence is aimed at creating a new Islamic caliphate, 
this insurgency is still in its infancy and is mostly fuelled by local issues. The coastal regions of 
Cabo Delgado have historically been much neglected by the distant capital, Maputo (the provincial 
capital, Pemba is the same distance as Paris to Moscow). Poverty levels are stubbornly high as is 

Alex Vines



65

preliteracy. The longer-term solutions to this crisis are developmental, particularly regarding the 
need to provide jobs, better government, and public goods.

After its Wagner Group failure, the Mozambican government then on the back foot commissioned 
a South African private security company, the Dyck Advisory Group (DAG), to support its counter-
insurgency operations. This insurgency in Mozambique’s northern Cabo Delgado province became 
international news after the March 2021 attack on the district centre of Palma and TotalEnergies’s 
suspension of the construction of its nearby $20 billion Afungi gas complex, the largest foreign 
investment in Africa. Operations on the site will only resume once TotalEnergies is confident that 
its Afungi facilities and its hinterland are secure.

RWANDA DEFENCE FORCE

In July 2021 Rwanda deployed a 1,000 strong contingent of the Rwanda Defence Force (RDF) 
and police, which was later doubled in size, while members of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) later that year deployed an eight-state, Southern African Development 
Community Mission in Mozambique (SAMIM). The South African National Defence Force 
pledged 1,495 personnel, Botswana around 300 and Tanzania some 275. These deployments had 
significant success, with the insurgents abandoning their positions and disrupting its leadership, 
command structures and bases. SAMIM’s mandate ends in 2024. 

The efforts against the IS-affiliated militants of the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) by Tanzania, 
Malawi and South Africa as members of the United Nations Force Intervention Brigade (FIB) in 
Eastern Congo had not impressed Maputo.34 It was for this reason that President Nyusi decided to 
travel to Kigali in 2021 and ask for Rwandan assistance. Having tried private military providers and 
realising that training the Defence and Security Forces of Mozambique to professional standards 
might take a generation – an effective, disciplined military that additionally spoke Swahili became 
prescient. 

The RDF success in Mozambique has been noticed. On 17 April 2023, President Paul Kagame 
visited Benin to follow up a September 2022 request by President Patrice Talon for logistical and 
military assistance from Rwanda to combat the overspill of jihadists in the northern region. With 
interventions in the Central African Republic and Mozambique, Kigali has started to market the 
Rwanda Defence Force as a highly trained and well-equipped counter-insurgency force.35 Vincent 
Biruta, Minister for Foreign Affairs of Rwanda, stated to the UN Security Council in March 2023 
that traditional peacekeeping missions alone have not proved effective enough to address terrorism 
and violent extremism.36 He underlined the importance of robust and pragmatic approaches, tailored 
to local contexts, highlighting the bilateral mechanism that Rwanda deployed in Mozambique and 
CAR at the request of both governments. He also highlighted that the European Peace Facility 
supported the deployment of the RDF in Mozambique. Moreover, post-conflict reconstruction 
must be prioritised. 

Although Benin has sought engagement of Rwanda in its security arrangements, ECOWAS has 
historically frowned upon other African state actors involving themselves in its security affairs 
(Angola in Guinea Bissau and South Africa in Côte d’Ivoire) and it remains to be seen whether 
Rwanda expands its security offer in this region.

PROVIDING HUMAN SECURITY 

In March 2023, Mozambique, during its first ever presidency of the UN Security Council in New 
York, hosted two important open debates, on countering terrorism in Africa and silencing the 
guns.37 There was more consensus than division on the remedies. Many speakers in the debates 
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highlighted that, as well as root causes such as poverty and inequality, being addressed, promoting 
the rule of law and human rights and the crafting of a multilateral counter-terrorism strategy that 
is fit for purpose in the digital age is essential. 

Past engagement has been focused on supporting state security, especially in the Sahel. This has 
been flawed as governments in the region became seen as increasingly illegitimate and militaries 
became seen as the least bad option to improve security – in effect turning fragile states to brittle 
ones. Security with development must be the way to support rebuilding more credible state and 
sub-national authority. 

It’s clear that security-driven counter-terrorism responses are often costly and minimally effective, 
yet investments in preventive approaches to violent extremism are woefully inadequate in Africa. 
The social contract between states and citizens needs to be reinvigorated to tackle root causes of 
violent extremism. Unsurprisingly, a debate by states did not emphasize that non-state actors have 
an equal role to play. Local communities can play a pivotal role in supporting sustainable pathways 
out of violent extremism, along with national governments’ amnesty programs for example. 

Again, Mozambique can provide broader learning. A 2019 peace deal assisted by the UN will see 
the last guerrilla fighters from Renamo demobilised in 2023 to reintegrate into civilian life (and 
paid a state pension) – some having been recruited in 1978. This process combined demilitarization 
with decentralisation and devolution. This policy works, from a peace and security perspective, 
to fight exclusion and promote reconciliation, and it is also an effective way to promote income 
distribution from a macroeconomic perspective. Mirko Manzoni, Personal Envoy of the Secretary 
General for Mozambique observed that ‘Putting people first pays off in peace dividends’, including 
tackling long-standing issues such as pensions for the demobilised and introduces innovative 
strategies to spur a broad range of actors, including the private sector, to embed the long-term 
sustainability of peace.38
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INTELLIGENCE AND COUNTER-TERRORISM – 
THE EXAMPLE OF THE NORTHERN IRELAND 
CONFLICT 1

Thomas Riegler

Intelligence is an essential tool in the fight against terrorism, which represents a direct challenge for 
the state. Decision-makers, the population and also neuralgic points in the infrastructure must be 
protected. This is the domain of state security institutions, in particular the police and intelligence 
services. The latter play a key role in the operational fight against terrorism. At best, the aim is 
to prevent terrorist violence before it can be carried out. This is done primarily on the basis of 
intelligence, which can be obtained in a variety of ways, be it through the recruitment of human 
sources (Human Intelligence, HUMINT), through telecommunications and electronic reconnaissance 
(Signals Intelligence, SIGINT) or through open sources (Open Source Intelligence, OSINT).

A case in point is the UK’s approach to the Northern Ireland conflict between 1969 and 1998, 
where intelligence was the decisive factor in combating terrorism from both the Irish Republican and 
Loyalist sides. 

Operation Banner, the deployment in Northern Ireland, began as a classic counterinsurgency campaign, 
but this reached a dead end in 1972 at the latest. From then on, the strategy was shifted to a 
low-threshold level. This played a large part in the paramilitaries of the Provisional Irish Republican 
Army (PIRA) switching to a political course in the 1990s and the conclusion of the Good Friday 
Agreement in 1998. 

THE BEGINNINGS

The British Army was ordered to Northern Ireland in August 1969 after violence between Catholics 
and Protestants threatened to spiral out of control. In order to separate the hostile communities, 
British soldiers patrolled the province as peacekeepers for the first time since 1921.1 The military 
were initially welcomed by the Catholics as protectors against loyalist violence, but this was short-
lived. From the mid-1970s, the soldiers increasingly clashed with Catholic youths and it became 
apparent that the army was neither properly trained nor equipped for public order operations. Under 
pressure from Unionist Prime Minister Brian Faulkner to finally provide security, the military 
drew on their experiences in Palestine, Malaysia, Cyprus and Kenya and adapted a counterinsurgency 
strateg y: this meant security measures such as house searches and curfews lasting several days, as 
well as extorting information through torture (“Five Techniques”).2

As a result, the British Army soon appeared as biased in the eyes of Catholics as the Northern Ireland 
police had previously been. The one-sidedness became particularly clear after the introduction of 
internment (i.e. arrests without trial) on August 9, 1971. Although Protestant extremists had been 
just as active, internment was directed exclusively against Catholics. By 1975, a total of 1,981 people had 
been interned without any improvement in the security situation.3

The process of alienation between Catholics and the British military was to be completed by the 
bloody end of a Civil Rights march on January 30, 1972. Paratroopers fired 108 shots. In the end, 
13 civilians were dead and 29 wounded. According to eyewitnesses of this “Bloody Sunday”, it was 
a “massacre” of unarmed people.4 It had a radicalizing effect on an entire generation of young 
people.5 The following year, 1972, was the bloodiest period in the entire Northern Ireland conflict: 
467 people were killed and almost 5,000 wounded.6

1	 This paper was translated from German to English.
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THE ACTORS

This forced Great Britain to change its strategy. Under the aegis of General Frank Kitson, 
intelligence work was intensified, in particular the “turning” of PIRA members into informants. 
This was a method that Kitson had practiced during his time as an intelligence officer with 
the Special Branch of the Kenya Police in the 1950s. Back then, “countergangs” made up of former 
insurgents had been one of the most important weapons against the “Mau Mau” guerrillas. 
Now, in Belfast, a dozen so-called “Freds” were driven through the Catholic neighborhoods in 
bulletproof cars, where the now informants identified former comrades and their whereabouts.7

The Military Reaction Force (MRF) was initiated in 1971 and was active until early 1973. The members 
of the MRF operated in civilian clothes and are said to have shot several Catholic civilians in 
retaliatory strikes. The MRF also organized the “Four Square Laundry”. Disguised as a laundry 
service, the dirty laundry of terror suspects was collected to be examined for traces of explosives. 
The laundry was then cleaned and returned. However, when an informer betrayed the operation, 
the PIRA raided one of the laundry vans and shot the driver.8

“Police Primacy” was established in 1976: This meant that the Police Service of Northern Ireland 
took over the overall direction of all security measures from the Army. However, the assassination 
of Louis Mountbatten, a member of the Royal Family, and the death of 18 British paratroopers in 
a bomb attack in 1979 changed the rules of the game again. In order to take more effective action 
against the PIRA and other paramilitary organizations responsible, the military shifted to covert 
operations.9

The architect behind this reorientation was Maurice Oldfield, who had actually retired as Director 
of the British foreign intelligence service MI6 in 1978. But in 1979, at the request of Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher, he became security coordinator in Belfast.10 Oldfield knew better than anyone 
that the only way to destroy a terrorist organization was to turn its own members against it, 
according to historian Aaron Edwards.11 The former intelligence chief gave advice on operations, 
intelligence, public relations and coordination. In particular, Oldfield was of the opinion that it was 
impossible to separate intelligence and counterintelligence from operations because the latter had a 
direct or indirect intelligence interest. 12 Although Oldfield left his post in 1980 for health reasons, the 
“Oldfield system” had now been established and was retained. The most important intelligence 
players had been merged into a common machinery, which put an end to the previous friction. 
Oldfield had also made a point of ensuring that the flow of information between security forces 
and political decision-makers was as effective as possible.13

Key players included theSpecial Branch of the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) and the army’s undercover 
intelligence units, Force Research Unit (FRU) and 14th Intelligence Company (also known as DET). 
The domestic intelligence service MI5 and the Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ) 
provided important support in the background. For example, MI5 placed technical surveillance 
measures on request and ran a small network of informants itself. On the British mainland, MI5 
itself took over the leading role from the Metropolitan Police Special Branch (MPS) in 1992. GCHQ 
in turn had two eavesdropping stations in Armagh (Northern Ireland) and Capenhurst (England), 
which intercepted telephone calls between the United Kingdom and Ireland. The various actors 
planned and implemented operations within the framework of regionally distributed Tasking and 
Co-Ordinating Groups (TCGs). The personnel strength is estimated at 1,500 men.14

An important factor in intelligence gathering from the 1990s at the latest was the growing use of 
technology: cameras, bugs and tracking devices.15 Nevertheless, HUMINT remained the decisive 
tool. From the early 1980s to the early 1990s, between 160 and 200 people were recruited as agents 
within PIRA alone.16 These human sources could be informants, but they could also be infiltrated 
agents who were controlled and directed by senior officers. According to a former Special Branch 
officer, at least 15 well-placed agents were active in the PIRA at any given time. The journalist 

Thomas Riegler



71

William Clarke even claimed that half of the senior cadres worked for the British intelligence 
services.17

On the basis of the information obtained in this way, it was possible to carry out a number of special 
operations with the help of the Special Air Service (SAS), particularly in the 1980s. For example, on 
May 8, 1987, a PIRA commando was ambushed when it attacked a police station in Loughall.18 

Apparently, the house of one of those involved had been electronically monitored beforehand.19 In 
any case, three dozen SAS soldiers were in a waiting position around the station at the time of the 
ambush. The eight-man IRA squad managed to detonate the bomb, which was being transported 
in an excavator shovel, and then the men were mowed down. There was no order to surrender. 
The SAS fired a total of 678 rounds until all the PIRA men were dead. One civilian was also killed 
because his car was caught in the crossfire. The vehicle was riddled with 40 bullets.20

Another special coup was achieved by thwarting arms shipments: On October 31, 1987, the freighter 
Eskund was intercepted by the French coast guard. On board were 150 tons of weapons, explosives 
and ammunition from Libya. The Libyan ruler Muammar al-Gaddafi had been supporting the 
PIRA since the early 1970s. It was allegedly the largest of four similar shipments to reach Ireland. 
With the help of the equipment transported by the Eskund, the PIRA had actually planned to 
undertake a massive and possibly decisive “Tet Offensive” along the lines of the Vietcong guerrillas 
in the Vietnam War.21 Areas in Tyrone, Armagh and Fermanagh were to be occupied immediately 
and held against counter-attacks. The British government would then have been faced with the 
choice of either fighting back with all its might or withdrawing. However, according to journalist 
Ed Moloney, the loss of the Eskund cargo ruined this final plan to win the conflict militarily.22

In addition, elements of the security apparatus also waged an illegal, “dirty war” against the 
republican organizations: Internal information about republican activists – identities, places of 
residence, etc. – was passed on to loyalist paramilitaries, whereupon they were murdered in some 
cases. This informal cooperation (collusion) encouraged terror against the Catholic population and 
important support groups of the republican movement.23

COLLUSION AND “DIRTY WAR”

The starting point for the revelations about the dirty war was the appointment of a commission of 
inquiry after two members of the Ulster Defense Regiment were sentenced to life imprisonment for 
the murder of a Catholic in 1992. During the course of the trial, it emerged that they had passed 
official investigation files relating to the subsequent victim to the loyalist Ulster Defense Association 
(UDA). The public outcry over this first publicized case of collusion between security forces and 
Protestant paramilitaries led to the setting up of an inquiry by police officer John Stevens. At the 
center of the investigation was the UDA’s connection to the then virtually unknown Military 
Intelligence Unit (FRU). This unit of just 100 people (also known as the Fishers of Men) had 
been set up in the 1980s and tasked with running the province’s undercover informants. Stevens 
uncovered an astonishing fact: the UDA’s head of intelligence, Brian Nelson, had been one of the 
FRU’s most important sources.24

Agent “6137”, recruited in 1983, was in a key position. Based on his information, the armed arm 
of the UDA, the Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF), waged a dirty little war against PIRA activists and 
republican sympathizers. The collusion consisted of the FRU giving their agent access to their 
records: personal cards (“P” cards) with photographs, home addresses, telephone numbers and 
entire family trees. Nelson then passed on the “P-Cards” of the targets, often personally selected 
by him, to the UFF killers. According to FRU Colonel Gordon Kerr, the calculation behind this 
was to prevent the deaths of innocent people because the Loyalists’ data collection was outdated 
and incorrect. By using the FRU material to update the UFF’s intelligence, Nelson’s approach 
became more “professional” and focused on “known PIRA activities”.25
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The use of informants such as Nelson also made it possible to take countermeasures in good time 
if there was prior knowledge of planned crimes and thus prevent them from being carried out. In 
1987, for example, an attack on Gerry Adams, the leader of the republican Sinn Féin party, is said 
to have been foiled. Nelson had informed his handlers in good time. Otherwise, the agent rarely 
knew the exact time of the attack. Nelson also hated the PIRA with a passion, which is why he 
sometimes deliberately withheld information. But the FRU was also complicit by apparently letting 
things run their course from time to time.26 Nor did they prevent Nelson from passing on the 
documents to other loyalist groups such as the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), which then also carried 
out assassinations of selected targets. According to research by the BBC program “Panorama”, a 
total of 80 people were attacked on the basis of Nelson’s “P-Cards”, 29 of whom were shot dead. In 
fact, only a minority of these victims were involved in terrorist activities. In many cases, completely 
uninvolved people lost their lives, for example when a young Protestant was shot “by mistake” in 
1987.27

Apart from Brian Nelson, there was another agent who was referred to as the “crown jewel” due 
to the quality of his information. In 1999, journalist Liam Clarke first mentioned the codename 
“Steak Knife” (which soon became “Stakeknife”). This agent had volunteered his services in the 
late 1970s, earning between 50,000 and 70,000 pounds a year. There had long been speculation 
within the republican movement about the existence of a high-ranking informant. The Stevens 
Inquiry uncovered documentary evidence that proved his existence.28 The police commander’s 
announcement that he wanted to interrogate Stakeknife triggered a wave of media speculation 
about the identity of the mole. For some time, rogue British agents had been threatening to expose 
him. A certain “Kevin Fulton” had used this move for two years as leverage for higher financial 
compensation and a new identity. After the Ministry of Defense reportedly confirmed that 
Stakeknife was in a “safe house”, three Irish newspapers and the Scottish “Sunday Herald” decided 
to publish his name on May 11, 2003.29

According to this, behind “Stakeknife” was none other than Alfredo “Freddie” Scappaticci, who 
had been in charge of internal security at the PIRA’s Northern Command since the early 1980s. 
This notorious “Nutting Squad” was not only tasked with the close scrutiny of all new members, 
but also with the investigation of informants. If there was an ideal position for a spy, it was in this 
sensitive position: the security department not only knew virtually the entire membership of the 
PIRA, but also had insight into all of the organization’s activities. This explains why the British 
security forces went to great lengths to protect this source. As former FRU agent Martin Ingram 
claimed in 2000, this went so far that innocent people had to die in Stakeknife’s place.30

There is another reason why the Stakeknife affair is so explosive: in order not to jeopardize his 
cover and obtain information, the agent practically had carte blanche for his own activities in 
the Nutting Squad. After all, the PIRA security department was tasked with internal “mole” hunts 
and was particularly feared for its brutal interrogation methods. Over the course of its history, 
the unit executed 16 PIRA members, seven former members and 24 other people.31 On the other 
hand, there is evidence that the intelligence gained by Stakeknife helped to prevent nine out of ten 
PIRA operations in Belfast in the early 1990s. An anonymous source from the army estimated in 
2017 that Stakeknife’s information saved around 180 lives – because weapons were seized in time 
or attacks were thwarted by arrests.32 Scappaticci passed away aged 77 in 2023. Operation Kenova, 
a police investigation, has been examining his activities as Stakeknife since 2017, submitted an 
interim report in 2024. The report found that Stakeknife probably cost more lives than he saved. 
The agent is said to be directly linked to 18 murders of IRA members, with his mole-hunting 
unit believed responsible for more than 30 killings.33 An informer approached by the Kenova 
detectives stated: “[…] I am sure that there were more cases in Northern Ireland, where a person’s 
life was not as important as information about … the IRA.” 34

However, the FRU was not the only institution involved in collusion. In the case of the murder of 
high-profile PIRA defense lawyer Patrick Fiucane in 1989, the initial impetus came from a rogue 
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element within the police. Two senior officers from Belfast’s RUC Special Branch are said to have 
branded Fiucane a PIRA activist and urged UDA hit men to shoot him. The officers also ensured 
that the perpetrators had a clear path to commit the crime by withdrawing a patrol from the escape 
route. Then, on February 12, 1989, two masked gunmen stormed Fiucane’s home and killed the 
lawyer with 14 shots in front of his family. William Stobie, the Belfast UDA quartermaster and 
secret informant, later revealed to the Stevens Commission that he had informed the RUC of 
the impending attack on Fiucane. Nevertheless, nothing had been done. Stobie himself admitted 
to having procured the weapons for the crime, which is why charges were brought against him. 
However, the case had to be dropped due to a lack of evidence. Two weeks later, on December 
12, 2001, Stobie himself became the victim of an assassination attempt by loyalist paramilitaries 
because of his informant activities.35

In 2007, following an investigation by the Police Ombudsman of Northern Ireland, Nuala O’Loan, 
new details emerged about the operation of collusion between paramilitaries and the Police Service 
of Northern Ireland. According to the investigation, members of the UVF, who committed 15 
murders, a bomb attack and other serious criminal acts in North Belfast (Mount Vernon) between 
1991 and 2003, were on the Special Branch payroll the whole time. Their handlers covered up the 
crimes by ensuring that the UVF killers were not arrested or assisted in interrogations so that no 
one incriminated themselves.36

CONSEQUENCES 

The terrorization of the Catholic population, especially the main Republican support groups, was 
probably not only tolerated by the security forces, but in some cases even actively encouraged. This 
was not without calculation. The fact that from 1989 onwards more and more sympathizers of the 
paramilitary organizations, but also more and more non-political Catholics, became victims of 
loyalist violence had an influence on the development of the Northern Ireland conflict. The wave 
of murders shook the Catholic population’s confidence in the PIRA’s ability to protect them from 
terrorist attacks. This spread fear and terror in the residential districts.37

On the Loyalist side, on the other hand, the conviction prevailed that they were about to win the 
conflict and finally strike back “effectively”. By 1992/93 at the latest, more people had been killed in 
loyalist assassinations than by the actions of republican organizations.38 The collusion between parts 
of the British security establishment and loyalist paramilitaries thus had political repercussions. 
The republican organizations became willing to compromise because their “grass roots” had grown 
weary of the conflict.39

What were the consequences for the British constitutional state if parts of its security apparatus had 
placed themselves above the law? In order to smash the PIRA, they had not only allied themselves 
with loyalist killers, but had also accepted the deaths of innocent people in order to protect sources 
from being exposed. Subsequent investigations were systematically sabotaged.40 When John 
Stevens presented an interim report on his 14-year investigation in mid-April 2003, he came to 
the conclusion that there had indeed been collusion.41 Stevens deliberately avoided describing this as 
systematic. It was impossible to prove whether this had been officially sanctioned.42

There is no doubt that the government was aware of intelligence operations in Northern Ireland. 
Former FRU-sergeant Ronnie Anderson stated in a 2003 interview that “decisions, which led to 
loss of life to protect Stakeknife were taken by the Joint Irish Section – MI5 in Belfast and the 
Tasking and Co-Ordinating Group, which consisted of the heads of Special Branch , MI5, British 
army command and the ministry of defence and other government officials.” 43 Furthermore, MI5 
had a permanent liaison officer directly with the FRU, who in turn reported directly to the Joint 
Intelligence Committee, which was chaired by the Prime Minister. From the information available so 
far, it can only be deduced that the political leaders did not intervene in the process. Their omission 
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was therefore that they did not provide any instructions or rules. The middle ranks had a relatively 
free hand in their aggressive anti-terrorism strategy. The security apparatus is now under much 
stricter supervision.44 The FRU has been renamed the Joint Support Group (JSG), which continues 
to work closely with the SAS .45

CONCLUSION

In any case, the unmasking of former British double agents has proven one thing: The republican 
organizations had lost the “intelligence war” against the British security forces by the early 1990s at 
the latest.46 They succeeded in preventing numerous attacks and disrupted the PIRA in certain 
periods. However, this organization in particular was too complex a phenomenon to be captured 
in its entirety and to force the republican forces to make peace.47 The depth of the infiltration was 
revealed at the end of 2005 when Gerry Adams’ chief of staff at Stormont, the seat of government 
in Northern Ireland, Denis Donaldson, was exposed as an informant. He had been one of the Sinn 
Féin leader’s closest and longest-standing confidants. A few months later, Donaldson, who had 
retired to rural Ireland, was murdered. This case once again showed the abysses that opened up in 
the course of the Northern Ireland conflict and how its unresolved circumstances are still causing 
political tensions today.48

Ultimately, the actions of the British security forces are, on the one hand, exemplary of the 
advantages offered by an intelligence-based counter-terrorism campaign. On the other hand, the 
downsides are just as clear: there were numerous innocent victims and serious violations of the 
rule of law. Overall, it showed what can happen when intelligence-based means are used without 
appropriate political and judicial control.
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TO THE TWIN TOWERS AND BEYOND: 
ON THE ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING 
STRATEGIES OF JIHADIST GROUPS
Daveed Gartenstein-Ross

INTRODUCTION

Even before al-Qaeda carried out the 9/11 attacks against the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, 
it was busy laying the groundwork for its next strike. Anticipating that airports around the world 
would bolster security screenings in response to its attacks, al-Qaeda planners already had in motion 
a shoe-bomb plot designed to skirt these anticipated new measures. Operative Richard Reid managed 
to pass through airport security with his explosive-laden shoes and boarded a December 2001 U.S.-
bound flight from Paris. Fortunately, the fuse proved to be too damp for him to detonate the device. 
In response to the fizzled attack, aviation security began requiring passengers to remove their shoes 
for screening, setting off a spiraling competition with terrorists who sought to exploit vulnerabilities 
in America’s homeland security armor. This research paper uses jihadist aviation plots as a lens for 
understanding these groups’ strategies and processes for engaging in organizational learning.

This paper’s exploration of some three decades of jihadist aviation plots demonstrates how, with 
each new security adaptation, terrorists worked to pinpoint remaining weaknesses that security 
procedures did not cover. They then set out to develop tactics, techniques, and procedures to 
exploit these weaknesses. For example, following security adaptations to the shoe bomb plot, 
jihadists turned to liquid explosives, which they correctly identified as undetectable by existing 
security measures. As security protocols then began to limit the permissible quantity of carry-on 
liquids, al-Qaeda pivoted to explosive cargo packages.

Jihadist groups’ relative inflexibility on doctrinal issues (for example, their opposition to theological 
innovation, or bida) has never interfered with their willingness to experiment and innovate with 
respect to the tactics of terrorism. In plotting attacks, these organizations constantly shift their 
strategies and tactics in response to environmental pressures, new opportunities, intragroup 
disputes, and other factors. Jihadist groups engage in organizational learning not only at a tactical 
level (e.g., in attack plotting) but also at the strategic level. In important ways, these groups have 
over time recalibrated methods for achieving their long-term goals. 

This paper argues for the recognition of jihadist groups as dynamic learning organizations. Experts 
have misread jihadist groups, and the movement as a whole, in several important ways over the 
past decade-plus. Some misreadings have been tactical in nature, as the security apparatus has been 
blindsided by innovative ideas implemented by terrorists, often with deadly effect. There are also 
instances of what can be dubbed “consensus error” at the strategic level among experts, including 
the impact of the Arab Spring revolutions on the jihadist movement, the impact of the Islamic 
State’s rise on al-Qaeda, and an overemphasis on discerning “lone wolves” in terrorist attacks.1 
Conceptualizing jihadist groups as dynamic learners at both the tactical and strategic levels can 
help to avoid such costly errors. Indeed, organizational learning provides a framework for assessing 
and anticipating jihadist groups’ likely future patterns of recruitment, attacks, and other activities.

Though this paper focuses on the organizational learning of jihadists, theories of organizational 
learning, innovation, and technology adoption are more broadly applicable to a variety of other 
violent extremist and criminal actors. It is thus hoped that this paper will contribute to better 
understanding of a range of violent non-state actors (VNSAs), and hence better anticipation of 
their future activities.
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THEORIES OF ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING 

For jihadist groups, the ability to innovate is a necessity rather than a luxury. Facing an array of 
internal and external challenges, these groups must adapt quickly and creatively or suffer the 
consequences of mounting counterterrorism policies or the influence of rival militant groups. But 
to do so, the development of resilience and strong learning processes is crucial. 

Defining organizational learning in the context of jihadist terrorism is essential to understanding 
how these groups acquire and utilize knowledge for their activities. Louise Kettle and Andrew 
Mumford define terrorist learning as “the acquisition of knowledge to inform terrorist-related 
activities in the future.” 2 This definition implies that acquisition and learning are not the same: 
acquisition of knowledge is a starting point that can inform a future learning process – not a 
guarantee. Another definition of organizational learning formulated outside the context of VNSAs 
is that of economist George P. Huber, which holds that “an entity learns if, through its processing 
of information, the range of its potential behaviors is changed.” 3 Like Kettle and Mumford, Huber 
holds that learning need not result in “observable changes in behavior.” 4 Adapting the insights 
of these two scholarly definitions, I define organizational learning in the jihadist context as the 
acquisition and subsequent processing of information or knowledge that changes the range of potential behaviors related 
to the group’s activities.

One of the more comprehensive frameworks explaining organizational learning processes is Huber’s 
“Organizational Learning: The Contributing Processes and the Literatures,” which identifies four 
stages of organizational learning: knowledge acquisition, information interpretation, information 
distribution, and organizational memory.5 While all four stages must be fulfilled for learning to 
be assimilated and adopted across an organization, the stages don’t necessarily occur in a specific 
order. Kettle and Mumford assert a slight variation of the four stages: identification, distribution, 
retention, and implementation. Unlike Huber’s model, Kettle and Mumford position identification 
as the required first step, followed by the other three in any order.6 The differences between the two 
models are subtle, and a key takeaway from both Huber’s and Kettle and Mumford’s frameworks 
is that organizational learning rarely follows a linear path. Organizations often alternate between 
acquiring new knowledge and analyzing and incorporating it.

Acquisition involves the collection of information relevant to a learning objective. The most 
effective source of knowledge is seemingly experiential learning, which allows organizations to use 
trial and error to identify best practices. The effectiveness of experiential learning often depends 
on an organization’s tolerance for risk and failure, as mistakes are “a rich breeding ground” for 
experiential learning.7

In the interpretation phase, meaning is imposed upon information that an organization has 
obtained. Information will be largely meaningless unless organizations can analyze and interpret 
it. However, interpretation can be subjective and thus susceptible to organizational and individual 
biases. Ideological flexibility or rigidity influences how an organization interprets information. 
An organization wedded to a certain doctrine may be susceptible to biases, a germane factor for 
groups that subscribe to salafi jihadist beliefs. 

The distribution phase facilitates the transmission of knowledge from individuals and small groups 
to the organization as a whole. Distribution “significantly lowers the risk that an organization’s 
learning will deteriorate” and ensures that knowledge obtained by an individual or small group will 
be retained even if the individual or group leaves.8 The organizational memory phase ensures that 
individuals far from the original source of information can benefit from it. 
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THE VIOLENT NON-STATE ACTOR TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION 
CURVE

In the current dynamic technology environment, jihadist groups’ organizational learning processes 
and outcomes are connected to new and emerging technologies. To elucidate this, I propose a 
theoretical model, the violent non-state actor technolog y adoption curve, which is shown in figure 1.9 

Figure 1: The Violent Non-State Actor Technolog y Adoption Curve

This curve consists of four phases. Early adoption is marked by a VNSA attempting to adopt a 
new technology and disproportionately underperforming or failing. The second phase is iteration, 
during which the consumer technology that the VNSA is attempting to repurpose undergoes 
improvements. These improvements are designed to benefit consumers, but the VNSA benefits 
too. The third phase is breakthrough, where the VNSA’s success rate with the technology significantly 
improves. The final phase is competition, where adversaries adapt to counter this breakthrough. 
Following the VNSA’s seemingly sudden success in the breakthrough phase, technology companies, 
state actors, and other stakeholders develop countermeasures. The contours of this phase are the 
most difficult to anticipate, as both the VNSA and its adversaries enter uncharted territory, while 
technology plunges forward apace.

It is not inevitable that a violent non-state actor’s attempts to adopt a technology will ultimately 
succeed after initial efforts fall short. Nor is it inevitable that a VNSA will fail in the earliest stages 
of adopting a new technology. Sometimes its first effort will be a stunning success – often followed 
by a series of disappointing second acts, as the actor moves into the iteration phase. This adoption 
curve should not be understood as deterministic but rather as a frequently repeated pattern that 
holds explanatory power. The adoption curve is intended to help practitioners and scholars avoid 
misdiagnosing a VNSA’s actions early in the adoption process.

Specifically, it is at best overly simplistic, and perhaps outright inaccurate, to see the VNSA’s 
early attempts with a new technology as “failures,” and later third-phase attempts as “successes” 
in a binary fashion. In understanding the problems with this binary, it is useful to consider 
improvements made by tech companies. Scholars of entrepreneurship understand that it may take 
companies time to iterate before they find success. For instance, Rovio Entertainment Corporation 
designed 51 unsuccessful games before producing Angry Birds (a breakaway success if there ever 
was one).10 Many for-profit firms now perceive a need to bring less-than-perfect products to 
market, which are generally known as the minimum viable product (MVP).11 In contrast to businesses 
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in earlier technological generations, where a poor initial product could doom a firm’s reputation, in 
the digital space firms can rapidly improve products even while they are in the customer’s hands. 
MVP principles allow a firm to disseminate a product soon after it is viable, take advantage of 
initial limited contact with the market to understand what consumers like and dislike, and leverage 
this data to rapidly improve the product. The initial attempts are not failures but rather learning 
opportunities. Just as it would be inaccurate to think of the early stages in the MVP process as a 
firm failing, so too should early attempts in the violent non-state actor adoption curve be viewed 
outside the success-failure binary. Early attempts are part of the process of learning and iterating.

The VNSA technology adoption curve should help counter the tendency to discount a VNSA’s 
efforts to employ a new technology during its early stages. The inclination to see a VNSA’s failures 
with a new technology as static and permanent is flawed and dangerous. It often leads VNSAs’ 
adversaries to delay countermeasures until the breakthrough stage. By reframing VNSAs’ processes 
of technology adoption, stakeholders can more effectively counter the malicious exploitation of 
technologies.

ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING IN JIHADIST PLOTS AGAINST 
AVIATION 

Jihadist plots against aviation have epitomized these groups’ capacity for tactical innovation, and 
thus they serve as this paper’s major case study. Sixteen days after the 9/11 attacks, President George 
W. Bush stood between two airplanes at O’Hare International Airport, one from United and the 
other from American. The President reassured a crowd of airline employees and citizens clutching 
American flags that keeping planes in the air would be a crucial early victory over the terrorists. 
“When they struck, they wanted to create an atmosphere of fear,” President Bush said. “And one 
of the great goals of this nation’s war is to restore public confidence in the airline industry. It’s to 
tell the traveling public: Get on board.” 12

The jihadist focus on aviation is far from arbitrary. Aircraft are attractive targets for numerous 
reasons: they contain concentrated groups of vulnerable passengers, they are symbolic of national 
identities, and their destruction imposes a heavy financial and economic burden on states at little 
expense to the jihadists. In 2010, for example, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s (AQAP) Anwar 
al-Awlaki spoke of an unsuccessful plot to detonate bombs aboard two planes using cargo packages, 
gloating that “you either spend billions of dollars to inspect each and every package, or you do 
nothing and we keep trying again.” 13 Awlaki’s assessment of billions in new financial burdens was 
not unreasonable, if perhaps high in this particular case.

Al-Qaeda developed its plans for 9/11 by learning from past operations, combining concepts that 
had been tried in previous hijackings and adapting them for this unprecedentedly ambitious assault. 
The idea of hijacking a plane was hardly new. Terrorist groups of various ideological stripes had 
used this tactic for hostage exchanges and other purposes. But the 9/11 attacks caught the U.S. 
intelligence community off guard. No terrorist organization had ever simultaneously hijacked 
multiple planes and turned them into human-piloted missiles. Writing with the benefit of hindsight, 
both the 9/11 Commission and 2002 Congressional Joint Inquiry into the hijackings found there 
was good reason to suspect al-Qaeda would repurpose airplanes as flying bombs.14 Two reports 
that the Joint Inquiry cited included evidence of advanced plotting by al-Qaeda-linked actors. One 
plot unfolded in December 1994, when a small team of hijackers took control of an airliner flying 
from Algiers to Paris. The second involved planned attacks that were foiled in the Philippines in 
1995. In both cases, jihadists considered flying hijacked airliners into targets.

On Christmas Eve of 1994, four hijackers disguised as policemen hijacked Air France Flight 8969 
from Algiers to Paris to barter for the freedom of two imprisoned militant leaders, before dropping 
this plan and aiming to fly to Paris to slam the plane into the Eiffel Tower.15 The plan failed when 
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the plane’s captain informed his captors that the auxiliary power had been running during the 
time spent on the tarmac, and they needed to refuel. When the plane landed at Marseille to refuel, 
French authorities stormed the cabin and neutralized all four hijackers. This hijacking marks the 
first known instance where jihadists considered flying a plane into a high-profile landmark. 

Less than two weeks before Air France Flight 8969, jihadists attempted another spectacular 
airborne attack that likely influenced the 9/11 plot. On December 11, 1994, a bomb detonated on 
Philippine Airlines Flight 434, killing a passenger and damaging the aircraft in an attack called 
“Project Bojinka.”16 The bombing of Philippine Airlines Flight 434 was intended as a test run for a 
multi-phase assault on targets in the Philippines and beyond.17 The intended carnage included the 
assassination of President William J. Clinton and Pope John Paul II during scheduled visits to the 
Philippines, the bombing of twelve planes over the Pacific Ocean, and the hijacking of a plane that 
would be flown into the CIA’s headquarters. Other than the “test” bombing of Flight 434, none 
of this was ever carried out. 

Project Bojinka generated at least three separate ideas that al-Qaeda would pursue in the years that 
followed:

1)	 Like Bojinka, the 9/11 attacks utilized suicide hijackers who received flight training in the 
U.S. 

2)	 A 2006 al-Qaeda plot to blow up several planes flying from Heathrow Airport to the United 
States was another Bojinka byproduct.

3)	 AQAP tried to destroy cargo planes bound for the U.S. in 2010, replacing explosives-filled 
jackets conceptualized in Bojinka with bombs disguised as computer printers.

Project Bojinka’s progeny thus illustrate aspects of the violent non-state actor technology adoption 
curve. The initial plot (the early adoption) failed when it was broken up by authorities, but al-Qaeda 
continued to iterate on the plot’s basic ideas for at least a decade and a half. Whether the organization 
was able to reach the breakthrough phase of the curve is debatable, though AQAP certainly thought 
it did.

Al-Qaeda drew upon past plots as it developed its plans for 9/11. In the runup to history’s deadliest 
terrorist attack, al-Qaeda demonstrated its ability to learn tactically. Al-Qaeda personnel closely 
studied flight protocols and other security measures, and the hijackers took flights over New York 
and Washington to scope out their targets. They watched how flight teams behaved, gauging their 
movements to determine the optimal time to make a run at the cockpit.18 

JIHADIST ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING AFTER 9/11

For al-Qaeda, the devastation wrought on 9/11 was a spectacular success. The organizational 
learning that al-Qaeda exhibited in orchestrating 9/11 propelled aviation attacks for years to come. 
Immediately after the attacks, the aviation sector instituted drastic changes. Responsibility for 
airport security was stripped from private firms and federalized under the new Transportation 
Security Administration (TSA). The federal government invested billions of dollars in new aviation 
security measures, including mandatory training for airport employees, stronger watch lists, bans 
on potentially dangerous passenger items, enhanced baggage and passenger screening, fortified 
cockpit doors, and more air marshals. These measures were enough to reassure civilians to get on 
board, as the president put it, but they weren’t enough to stop terrorists from trying to get back on 
board too. In the face of mounting security efforts, al-Qaeda and other jihadist groups engaged in 
organizational learning about the new defenses and launched new attacks.

It did not take long for these attacks to begin. On December 22, 2001, an al-Qaeda recruit named 
Richard Reid boarded Miami-bound American Airlines Flight 63 in Paris with a bomb hidden 
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in his shoe. The shoe bombing attempt revealed an alarming degree of organizational foresight. 
Even as al-Qaeda was finalizing its preparations for 9/11, it was in the middle stages of a second 
aviation plot that also required months of planning. The origins of Reid’s attack can be traced to 
the summer of 2001, when two of bin Laden’s top lieutenants approached an Egyptian explosives 
expert. They inquired about remaining gaps in aviation security if the “planes operation” were to 
succeed and Western countries tightened aviation security.19

Equipped with the resulting knowledge, al-Qaeda built Reid what was, at the time, an undetectable 
bomb. Footwear did not have to go through X-ray screening and a walk-through metal detector 
would not pick up non-metallic explosives. Al-Qaeda had preemptively identified a hole in security 
and exploited it. 

Indeed, it was not post-9/11 security enhancements that stopped Reid from downing a packed 
plane. Instead, he was foiled by the situational awareness of flight attendants and passengers, with 
an assist from basic chemistry. Tests on the explosives later revealed that the fuse in Reid’s shoe 
was too damp to ignite, either because of his perspiration or the rainy weather he had walked 
through on the way to the airport.20

Bruce Hoffman notes that by 2003, the “prevailing paradigm” viewed aviation terrorism as a 
threat of the past due to stricter security measures.21 The British liquid bomb plot gave lie to 
this view. On August 10, 2006, authorities announced the apprehension of more than twenty 
suspects who were part of a plot to blow up seven transatlantic flights bound for North America 
from Britain. The plotters planned to exploit another security vulnerability. Airport security was 
focused on detecting solid explosives. The attackers realized they could sneak liquid explosives 
through security checkpoints by hiding them in sport drink bottles. The plotters decided to inject 
a false bottom section of each bottle with explosives dyed the same color as the beverage.

German authorities later discovered an official al-Qaeda document that reveals the processes of 
knowledge intake and experimentation undergirding this plot. A key plotter wrote that he and 
others had analyzed “the various machines that were used for checking baggage and persons at 
airports,” and “found it was very difficult to detect [liquid] explosives.” 22 The plotters decided to 
smuggle hydrogen peroxide onto planes. They tested different methods of disguising the chemical 
and discovered a “major breakthrough”: hydrogen peroxide could be colored without compromising 
its explosive properties, meaning it could be disguised inside seemingly unopened containers.

British intelligence apprehended the plotters before they could launch the attack. The liquid bomb 
plot transformed aviation security across the world as TSA and British authorities banned liquids 
and gels from flights.

THE TERRORIST ENTREPRENEUR: IBRAHIM AL-ASIRI

Highly entrepreneurial individuals can have an outsized impact on jihadist groups’ organizational 
learning. Before his demise in an August 2018 U.S. airstrike, Ibrahim al-Asiri was AQAP’s master. 
Numerous devices used in aviation plots over the course of a decade were traced to him, many 
reflecting striking creativity. 

Asiri was a critical internal driver of organizational learning in al-Qaeda, achieving breakthroughs 
in bomb design and transferring his technical knowledge by educating “a cadre of bomb-makers.” 23 
Asiri’s abilities made several major plots possible.

The Underwear Bomber. On Christmas Day 2009, Northwest Airlines Flight 253 was in for an unpleasant 
surprise. Twenty-three-year-old Nigerian Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab boarded the Detroit-bound 
flight in Amsterdam with a PETN-based bomb sewn into his underpants. Abdulmutallab only 
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succeeded in starting a small but painful fire rather than igniting a catastrophic explosion. The 
bomb evaded detection because the explosive material, stored in a plastic container, did not set 
off metal detectors. Abdulmutallab’s operation faced, and evaded, more daunting security barriers 
than Reid’s. Abdulmutallab’s underwear bomb passed through checkpoints in three countries 
before he boarded the U.S.-bound plane – in Ghana, Nigeria, and the Netherlands. Each leg of 
the journey brought him up against increasingly advanced security measures. Carry-on screenings, 
shoe removal, and liquid restrictions had all been put in place after previous threats, and the 
underwear bomb plot adjusted to all of them. Governments once again updated their security 
procedures in response to this plot, either expanding their use of full-body scanners or beginning 
to use them for the first time.

The Parcels Plot. AQAP struck again in October 2010. The group hid explosive devices in desktop 
printer cartridges outbound from Yemen. The plot may have succeeded if not for a defector, Jabir 
al-Fayfi. While it is unlikely that Fayfi provided specific details about the plot, his warnings alerted 
Riyadh to the possibility of an aviation attack.24 Al-Qaeda had been able to smuggle bombs onto 
several planes. They were disguised so cleverly that British bomb experts couldn’t detect them 
until they were provided with the parcels’ tracking numbers. 

The parcel plot revealed al-Qaeda’s propensity for continuous learning in a manner consistent with 
our VNSA technology adoption curve: The group did not suddenly pursue a different type of attack 
but instead improved upon past plots. The process of organizational learning and iteration thus 
stands at the center of AQAP’s account of its own operation. AQAP explained that the aftermath 
of the underwear bomb plot set off research into aviation security systems which revealed that 
X-rays detect explosives by identifying objects that have a different density or mass compared to 
what is expected in their normal form. Armed with this knowledge, Asiri created a powder-based 
PETN that mimicked the normal toner material in ink cartridges, resulting in a similar X-ray 
cross-section. “The toner cartridge contains the toner which is carbon based and that is an organic 
material. The carbon’s molecular number is close to that of PETN,” AQAP explained.25

Following this scare, aviation security services around the world once again modified their practices, 
enhancing screening procedures for incoming flights from high-risk countries like Yemen and 
Somalia. Britain and the U.S. also moved to ensure that the parcel plot’s specific bomb delivery 
method could not be used aboard a passenger flight, prohibiting toner and ink cartridges weighing 
over 500 grams and 16 ounces, respectively, in passenger hand luggage.26

Underwear Bomber 2.0. The new regulations did little to dim Asiri and AQAP’s ambitions. In May 
2012, AQAP introduced an improved version of the underwear bomb. TSA chief John Pistole later 
explained Asiri’s enhancements, saying the bomb Asiri prepared in 2012 was “a next generation 
device” that was “new and improved in many respects” compared to the earlier plot.27 Fortunately, 
the man selected to carry out the operation was in fact a double agent working for Saudi and 
British intelligence, and absconded with the device. 

As the second underwear plot shows, Asiri remained confident that there would always be exploitable 
vulnerabilities in airport security. In 2012, Asiri was reportedly working to create “body bombs,” 
or surgically implanted improvised explosive devices that would be virtually undetectable to full-
body scanners.28 Asiri’s innovations in bomb design reaffirmed AQAP’s organizational dynamism 
even in the face of counterterrorism pressure.

POST-ARAB SPRING ATTACKS ON AFRICAN AVIATION

The “Arab Spring” revolutions sparked an increase in jihadist activity in Africa. A number of 
aviation plots in Africa are instructive examples of jihadist organizational learning through new 
techniques, technologies, and technical abilities. Two attacks demonstrate this trend.
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Metrojet Flight 9268. On October 31, 2015, Metrojet Flight 9268 left the Sharm El Sheikh International 
Airport in Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula around 6 a.m., bound for St. Petersburg, Russia. A two-pound 
bomb placed near the pressure bulkhead exploded, downing the plane and killing all 224 people 
aboard. ISIS subsequently claimed the attack in its English-language Dabiq magazine, publishing 
photos of a Schweppes soda can in which the group claimed to have concealed the bomb. Russian 
investigators concluded that a complicit airport baggage handler had placed the bomb in the 
plane’s luggage hold.29 

Mike Vivian, a veteran civil aviation pilot and security consultant, said: “Security is only as good 
as the weakest link – and that weakest link may well be the airport staff member, who whilst 
passing all appropriate checks and screening is secretively becoming radicalized.” 30 After the crash, 
Egypt spent millions of dollars upgrading its airport security. Many of the employee gates at the 
country’s airports were sealed, and those that remained open were equipped with X-ray machines, 
fingerprint-based access, and police dogs. Egypt also introduced explosives detection machines at 
arrival halls, with a new policy of sealing off luggage after it gets through screening.31

Daallo Airlines Flight 159. On February 2, 2016, suicide bomber Abdullahi Abdisalam Borleh, a 
member of Somali militant group al-Shabaab, blasted a hole in the fuselage of Daallo Airlines 
Flight 159 shortly after it took off from Mogadishu’s airport. 

Shabaab had also exploited insider vulnerabilities. Surveillance footage showed two airport 
workers putting the laptop on an X-ray belt, then later giving the computer to Borleh in the 
departure lounge. One of these workers, security official Abdiweli Maow, had in fact sneaked 
the laptop through an employee gate the day before. Borleh’s flight that day was canceled, so the 
computer had to be brought back on February 2. A bomb with the potential to kill scores of people 
thus made it past screening for a second time.32 Shabaab didn’t wait long before trying to replicate 
this method. A month later, on March 7, another laptop bomb exploded in the screening area of 
Somalia’s Beledweyne Airport. Authorities discovered and defused two additional bombs in the 
airport, one hidden in a printer.33 These bomb designs were reminiscent of Asiri’s printer cartridge 
plot. Indeed, in light of AQAP’s geographic proximity and close relationship to Shabaab, it is likely 
that the two groups share ways to build and use hard-to-detect bombs.

The Somali government enhanced security at Mogadishu’s airport after the Daallo Airlines attack. 
In April 2017, the airport’s general manager showcased its updated security system, including 
three layers of scanner-based screening, sniffer dogs, and procedures for examining laptops to 
differentiate between normally functioning computers and explosive devices.34 As usual, jihadists 
got to work finding a way around the new measures. The same month that the updated security 
system at Mogadishu’s airport was showcased to the world, U.S. intelligence determined that 
jihadist bombmakers had started crafting laptop-based explosive devices that did not rely on the 
computer’s battery to serve as a detonator. If this kind of experimentation produced a breakthrough 
innovation, terrorists could pass through airport screening with the computer’s battery turned on. 
(Obviously, this is not the case if the battery itself were the detonator.)

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF AVIATION TERRORISM AND 
JIHADIST INNOVATION

A foiled plot targeting Sydney, Australia offers a potential preview of the future of aviation 
terrorism. In July 2017, Syria-based ISIS commander Tarek Khayat directed his Sydney-based 
brothers, Khaled and Mahmoud, to bomb an Etihad flight that was heading to Abu Dhabi with 
400 passengers and crew. Tarek Khayat put his brothers in contact with a senior ISIS member 
who guided them in constructing the explosive device. This virtual plotter then had another ISIS 
operative in Turkey mail the Khayat brothers a partially assembled PETN-based device through 
international air cargo.35
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The bomb components made it to Australia, where the Khayat brothers assembled them into a 
functioning device that they hid in a meat mincer and a Barbie doll. On July 15, they placed the 
explosive device in the carry-on luggage of a fourth brother, Amer Khayat, who was traveling 
through Abu Dhabi for a family visit. This made Amer an unwitting accomplice – and, if the plot 
had succeeded, he would have become an unwilling victim. 

The explosive device would likely have entered the plane if not for a chance carry-on baggage 
check by Etihad that found Amer Khayat’s bag to be overweight. At that point, “the bombs were 
removed from the hand luggage.” 36 However, Australian security wasn’t aware of the plot until 
eleven days later, when they received a tip from Israeli intelligence. The Australians arrested the 
plotters as they were organizing a new attack. 

Though the Sydney plot failed, Australian officials described it as one of “the most sophisticated 
plots that has ever been attempted on Australian soil.” 37 ISIS was continuing to engage in 
organizational learning, formulating multi-continent terrorist plots employing new methods. One 
such idea introduced in the Sydney plot was the hybridization of the planning process. By sending an 
explosive in ready-to-assemble parts, ISIS reduced the amount of do-it-yourself expertise required. 
A second innovation was that the plot was designed to minimize opportunities for interdiction. 
By using an uninvolved third party, the plotters neutralized some of the key psychological and 
emotional factors that can compromise a plot. The use of a third-party attacker also meant ISIS 
wouldn’t lose skilled operatives.

The Sydney plot was in many ways foreshadowed by a special issue of Inspire dedicated to the 
2010 parcels plot, in which AQAP summarized the adaptation process at the center of its aviation 
operations: “If your opponent covers his right cheek, slap him on his left.” 38 Catalyzed by 9/11, 
governments and the aviation industry covered their right cheek with bolstered security, only for 
jihadist groups to come back and slap them on the left cheek with innovative new plots. Through 
these plots, jihadist groups demonstrated the ability to absorb, process, and integrate knowledge 
into their attacks. 

It is possible that terrorist competition with Western aviation security systems may be approaching 
a ceiling. Passenger and luggage screening techniques now employ cutting-edge technologies, 
including mass spectrometers that detect explosive vapors and biometric scanners that catch the 
identities of persons of interest.39 The most recent spate of aviation plots has unfolded in developing 
countries that lack the most up-to-date security measures. Still, precedent suggests that vigilance 
against aviation threats is still warranted: New innovations and plots have often emerged in areas 
where observers believed the terrorists would no longer tread. 

Beyond the aviation context, the current revolution in artificial intelligence (AI) is opening 
new opportunities for malign action. New generative AI platforms can synthesize convincing 
fake messages and images to spread propaganda and disinformation, and potentially to further 
recruitment and radicalization efforts. To address such challenges and defend against future 
terrorist innovation, experts should try to develop better anticipatory techniques. One potentially 
impactful proactive technique is the use of simulations and red-teaming exercises. In these 
simulated scenarios, organizations can test their defenses against potential attacks and identify 
vulnerabilities in their systems and processes. Such simulations should feature scenarios involving 
new and emerging technologies that violent non-state actors are likely to try to adopt.

In addition to better anticipation of VNSAs’ use  of new and emerging technologies, counterterrorism 
practitioners could also work to better anticipate the technologies themselves. This could be accomplished 
by outreach to tech firms to keep abreast of new innovations before they hit the market. Such 
outreach could also help tech firms think through potential malign uses of new technologies they 
are bringing to market, and take steps to safeguard against these uses.
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Overall, to effectively address the challenges associated with jihadist learning – and the 
organizational learning of VNSAs writ large – counterterrorism efforts must embrace creative and 
proactive strategies. But such efforts need to begin with an accurate conceptualization of jihadist 
groups as learning organizations, and better anticipation of how these groups’ tactics and adoption 
of new technologies are likely to evolve.
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FAR RIGHT DOMESTIC TERRORISM IN THE US 
AND EUROPE: A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE
Arie Perlinger

INTRODUCTION

On the morning of April 27, 2019, the Chabad synagogue at Poway, California, was crowded with 
worshipers celebrating the last day of the Jewish holiday of Passover. A little after 11 am, a 19-year-
old John Earnest entered the synagogue and opened fire from an AR15 Semi-automatic rifle at 
the local Rabi and one of the worshippers chatting in the foyer. He then proceeded to a side room 
occupied by additional worshipers and children. Just after firing several rounds, when his rifle 
malfunctioned, he left the synagogue and tried to run away with his Honda Sedan. Shortly after 
that, Ernest called the police and reported the shooting. He was eventually apprehended a couple 
of miles from the synagogue by a San Diego police officer responding to the shooting (Weil, 
Zauzmer, 2019). 

The ensuing investigation uncovered that Ernest was highly influenced by similar attacks in the US, 
but also in other countries, including that of Brenton Tarrant, the gunman who killed 51 people at 
two mosques in New Zealand in March 2019 and broadcast his attack via the Facebook Live app 
(Watson and Spagat, 2019). Hence, Ernest saw his attack as another expression of a global white 
nationalist movement whose members’ interests crossed national borders. Not surprisingly, his 
European counterparts showed similar tendencies and seemed to be influenced by the ideological 
narratives and violent attacks of the American far-right. One example out of many is Philip 
Manshaus, who stormed the al-Noor Islamic center near Oslo while firing from two shotguns in 
August 2019; his investigation indicated how much his attack was inspired by Patrick Crusius (the 
El-Paso shooter) 1 and John Ernest (Ng, 2020). Similarly, new far-right groups in Germany adopted 
para-militaristic practices to “protect” German borders from immigrants, adopting the methods 
of some of the American far-right anti-government militias (Deutsche Welle, 2019). 

The increasing globalization of the contemporary violent far-right may seem somewhat paradoxical. 
After all, traditionally, far-right movements and parties aspire to emphasize local and national 
themes. Moreover, many conspiracy theories that serve as ideological constructs of far-right groups 
use global cooperation as a trope that aims to warn against a sinister Jewish global conglomerate 
focusing on the advent of the destruction of nation-states (Perliger, 2020). Nonetheless, it is crucial 
to recognize the growing interactions between the American and European far-right movements, 
as well as the multitudes of ways in which they influence each other. Hence, the current paper will 
strive to provide an overview of the differences and similarities between the violent manifestations 
of far-right extremism in the US and Europe and recent trends in the transnational spread of far-
right ideology and violence. 

IDEOLOGICAL LANDSCAPE OF FAR-RIGHT EXTREMISM IN THE 
US AND EUROPE

The American far-right is highly diverse and fragmented and characterized by significant ideological 
diversity, organizational instability (frequent merges and splits), as well as various operational 
methods, as different groups prefer to use different tactics against different types of targets. 
Moreover, in the last few years, American far-right groups seem to be more open to cooperation 
and collaboration, especially in support of President Trump and his policies and in challenging 
government policies (such as public health regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic). 
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American far-right groups which engage in violent activities are usually divided into three categories. 
The first is White Supremacy groups, including contemporary variants of the Ku Klux Klan, Neo-
Nazi organizations, and Skinheads. They advocate the superiority of White protestant Americans 
and manifest animosity against other racial and religious minorities (Perliger, 2020; Atkins, 2011). 
Hence, these groups utilize their violence in order to promote practices and policies that aim to 
ensure the privileged status of white, as well as express their opposition to increased integration 
between white and non-white in various societal spheres, increasing other ethnic/racial groups’ 
access to material and political capital (i.e., inclusivity), or cultural and demographic diversity (i.e., 
inclusive immigration policies) (Perliger, 2020; Cohen-Almagor, 2018). 

The second stream of the American violent far-right is Anti-federal/government groups which 
are collectively usually addressed as the militia or Patriot movement. Emerged just in the early 
1990s as a result of economic conditions (primarily the “farms crisis” of the 1980s) and a backlash 
against rapid economic, cultural, and technological changes in American society and the growing 
political pressure to promote gun control and environmental legislation, many of the early leaders 
and members of the movement were affiliated with other far-right groups as well as veterans of 
the Vietnam war (Perliger, 2021; Belew, 2018). Contemporary militias groups, such as the Oath 
Keepers and Three Percenters, put significant emphasis on the need to oppose what they see as the 
ongoing efforts of the federal government to erode constitutional rights by promoting policies and 
legislation that: (a) limit civil liberties, especially in the context of individuals’ treatment by federal 
law enforcement; (b) attempt to limit, or increase monitoring of, gun ownership; (c) promote 
restrictive policies related to land ownership; and (d) enhance environmental regulations (Georgh 
and Wilcox, 1996; Swomley, 1995; Perliger, 2021). 

In addition to the above-mentioned two ideological streams of the American far-right, it is 
possible to identify a smaller group of associations and organizations that advocates ideas of 
nativism, segregation, and white supremacy through distinctive interpretations of religious texts. 
The Christian Identity movement and its various “churches” exploit spurious religious heritage, 
symbols, rituals, and norms in order to popularize antisemitic, racist and homophobic world views 
and related violent practices against out-groups (Barkun, 1997; Holmberg, 2008). For example, 
most Christian identity groups perceive Anglo-Saxons/Aryans are the chosen people – Identity 
leaders’ interpretation of the holy texts argues that in contrast to the accepted convention, Aryans 
(Northern Europeans and their descendants) are the true chosen people, descendants of the 
Hebrew people, not those who identify as Jews. Thus, Aryans enjoy superior qualities and attributes 
and should lead the nations of man. Identity followers also promote ideas of a Racial Apocalyptic 
War between the white Anglo-Saxon nations and various non-Anglo-Saxon ethnic groups such as 
the “Children of Satan” (Jews) and “mud-people” (non-whites). They believe that the war will end 
with the restoration of the dominance of the Aryan people (Davis, 2010; Barkun, 1997; Quarles, 
2004).

In the last few years, the various factions of the American far-right became staunch supporters of 
the Trump Presidency as they believed that Donald Trump could serve as a disruptor that could 
deconstruct many of the deficiencies which they perceived within the federal government and 
American society, as well as legitimize many of their views (Waymer and Heath, 2023; Lokay, 
Robinson and Crenshaw, 2021). Unified in their support for Trump, these groups were willing to 
collaborate in joint activities. The “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville in 2017, and especially 
the January 6, 2021 insurrection, exemplify how growing consensus around the rhetoric and 
leadership of President Trump facilitated a willingness to enhance coordination and collaboration 
between the various components of the American far-right. 

Similar collaboration occurred during the summer of 2020 when members of groups such as 
Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, III percenters, and those ascribed to white supremacist and Neo-
Nazi ideologies collaborated in organizing a series of Anti-BLM and COVID-related mass 
demonstrations and rallies all over the country (Perliger, 2023). Those demonstrations also pushed 
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more loose associations that originated in online communities into real-world activities. Probably 
the most known of such networks is the Boogaloo movement. After coalescing in 2019 mainly 
in online forums, the wave of public unrest, which began with the demonstrations against police 
brutality following the May 2020 killing of George Floyd, led its members to participate in counter-
protests and anti-lockdown rallies. Comprised of many former militia members and members of 
the more veteran extreme far-right groups, the “Boogaloo boys” promote various anti-government 
ideas, including support for violent resistance against attempts by the government to undermine 
civil  liberties and constitutional freedoms. It seems that at least some groups of Boogaloo also 
aim to exploit the social unrest in order to expedite national struggle, a kind of second civil war. 
They believe that such a war will allow them to restore what they believe is the appropriate and 
traditional American way of life and culture, as well as the privileged status of white Americans 
(Kriner and Lewis, 2021). 

The European far-right ideological landscape is somewhat narrower than the American one, as 
most European far-right movements focus mainly on their country’s changing demographic (e.g., 
a backlash against the increase in the Islamic population), as well as the arrival of growing numbers 
of refugees from the Syrian civil war and other regional conflicts (Dostel, 2015; Koeler, 2018; 
Nilsen, 2020). These dynamics helped mobilize support from those objecting to the absorption of 
a large refugee population and further gain legitimacy to their narrative regarding the Islamization 
of Christian Europe. The fact that the continent suffered several devastating terrorist attacks by 
individuals affiliated with Jihadi groups and their associates further enhanced growing xenophobic 
and nativist sentiments among some segments of the population (Kundnani, 2014).

In many ways, the refugee crisis fulfilled a similar role as the Trump Presidency in the US in the 
sense that it facilitates collaboration between far-right movements. PEGIDA rallies served as a 
recruitment reservoir for some Neo-Nazi associations. In 2015, a collaboration between local Neo-
Nazis and PEGIDA protesters led to the formation of a group in Dresden (“Freie Kameradschaft 
Dresden”) that planned multiple attacks against refugees in order to “bundle the national forces in 
and around Dresden in order to plan events together, as a closed group, to implement spontaneous 
actions, to achieve goals and to support other national alliances” (Zeit, 2020). Similarly, the 
English Defense League (EDL) and the National Action in the UK have been responsible for 
organizing demonstrations resulting in occasional violence and arrests. Individuals associated with 
these groups have been convicted of racially aggravated murder, an arson attack on a mosque, and 
possessing equipment for making a bomb (BBC News, 2007, 2015; Guardian, 2014).

The European violent far-right is also increasingly influenced by the pan-European Identitarian 
movement. The movement, which was inspired by Andres Brevick’s manifesto, and espoused to 
protect Europe’s identity from Islamization and foreign cultural and demographic influences, 
seems to attract at least several thousand supporters all over Europe, as well as to inspire some 
prominent violent attacks. In February 2020, 43-year-old Tobias Rathjen killed nine people at 
two separate shisha bars in Hanau, Germany. His manifesto emphasized the need for “ethnic 
cleansing” (Guardian, 2020), thus, linking his act to the identitarian concept of a clash between 
European and other civilizations. In October 2019, Stephan Balliet attempted to storm a synagogue 
in Halle, Germany, armed with guns and a head camera that streamed a video of the attack on 
Twitch, an online streaming platform. He killed two people and injured two others, vowing in a 
manifesto to “kill as many anti-Whites as possible, Jews preferred” (Noack, Beck and Loveday, 
2019), thus relying on ideological sentiments which are focusing on the need to protect European 
Christian and white identity. Other European countries also witnessed the impact of the spread of 
identitarian ideas. “Britain First,” which emerged in 2011, quickly assumed a hostile and combative 
approach pursuing a predominantly anti-Islam agenda and advocating ‘mosque invasions’ and 
‘Christian Patrols’ (Withnall, 2015). Similarly, the Nordic Resistance Movement (NRM) and the 
Swedish Resistance Movement (SRM) where seeking to merge all Nordic countries into “a Nordic 
national socialist republic,” creating a Pan-Nordic utopia, with antisemitism and “Nordic-ness” 
nativism being key tenants of its ideology (Nilsen, 2018).
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Like its counterparts in the US, the European far-right also utilized the spread of COVID-19 to 
engage in conspiracy theories. As the pandemic began to spread in Europe, the German interior 
minister stated, “Right-wing extremists are trying to take control (of lockdown protests), and what 
we cannot tolerate at all is violence” (Kottasova and Schmidt, 2021). Indeed, various far-right 
movements spread narratives that blamed governments for abusing their power under the excuse 
of battling the pandemic. Furthermore, similar to the case of the Boogaloo, also in Europe, the 
crisis facilitated the transition of groups that existed initially exclusively on online platforms to 
violent activism in the “real world.” In November 2017, members of the OSS (Oldschool Society), 
which began as an online network disseminating anti-immigrant propaganda, were found to have 
been engaged in actual logistical preparations for bombing refugee homes and mosques (Deardan, 
2017). 

It is also important to note that the ideological spread of far-right extremism in Europe and the US is 
facilitated by broad cultural and performative spaces where they engage in recruitment, ideological 
discourse, and organizational planning and activities. Such spaces are usually difficult to monitor 
or counter. Examples are white-power music festivals, martial arts clubs and competitions run by 
far-right groups (Perliger and Mills, 2022). Hence, any endeavors to curb the expansion of far-right 
extremist groups should also engage with the cultural spaces in which they are flourishing. 

TERRORISM AND VIOLENCE FROM THE FAR-RIGHT IN EUROPE 
AND THE UNITED STATES

Both the United States and Europe experienced a substantial increase in far-right violence in the 
last decade. While in the 1990s, the average number of attacks per year was consistently below 
a hundred, since 2008, the US is experiencing several hundreds of violent incidents per year. 
Moreover, between 2019-2022 there was another unprecedented rise, as the number of incidents 
crossed 1000 for the first time since at least early 1990 (Perliger, 2020). While the rise in the level 
of far-right violence in 2008-2009 was explained via the election of the first African American 
President and the economic recession, most studies that strive to explain the more recent rise 
in hate violence in the US highlight the growing political polarization in American society and 
political system and the related escalation of the political rhetoric (including the proliferation of 
conspiracy theories) by political leaders. Hence, it is unsurprising that President Biden recently 
declared that “White Supremacy is the Most dangerous terrorist threat (in the US)” (Ewing, 2023). 
In Germany, the most significant rise occurred in 2015 when the number of far-right criminal 
and violent offenses, according to BfV reports, increased from 16,555 to almost 22,000 in 2016 
and 22,417 in 2017.2 After a slight decline in 2018, when the number stabilized around 20,000, 
the number of offenses rose again in 2019 and 2020. In 2019 the VfB recorded 21,290 far-right 
offenses and in 2020, more than 23,000. No less concerning is the dramatic jump in violent hate 
crimes, which was less than a thousand (925) in 2019 and rose to 3,365 in 2020. The number of 
violent incidents in other European countries is more difficult to obtain but shows similar trends. 
In Italy, the yearly number of severe hate crimes jumped dramatically in 2018, from 155 the year 
before to 290, a level of violence that remained until 2022.3 British authorities also indicated a 
rise in far-right violence at the same time frame. Towards the end of 2020, far-right extremism 
was identified by the Metropolitan Police Assistant Commissioner as the fastest-growing threat 
to security in the UK. Indeed, 105,090 hate crimes were recorded in 2019-20 in England and 
Wales, more than double the number of similar crimes reported in 2012-13.4 Substantial response 
by the authorities was able to reduce the number in the last few years. Nonetheless, domestic far-
right extremism is still considered a prominent concern in the UK. Lastly, in France, the violence 
peaked in 2016 with more than 260 severe incidents, then stabilized at around 200 incidents per 
year before jumping again to almost 230 in 2020 after the eruption of the COVID-19 pandemic.5 

While demographic diversification seems to be one of the primary drivers of far-right violence in 
Europe, in the United States, the growing political polarization and the influence of groups that 
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are seeking to challenge the federal authorities, combined with the proliferation of new conspiracy 
theories and movements, also seems to be responsible for the increase in violence. Considering 
the role of demographic changes in the rhetoric and propaganda of both American and European 
far-right groups, it is predictable that ethnic and religious minorities remain their primary targets. 
The specific minorities targeted are often determined by factors related to global political and 
social trends or events. For example, in the United States, the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the related growing animosity towards China, which some Americans blamed for its outbreak, 
led to an increase in anti-Asian violence (Perliger, 2022; Gover, Harper and Langton, 2020). 
In Europe, the refugee crisis was a key driver in the intensification of violence against Muslim 
communities and asylum seekers. In Germany, most attacks are against immigrants and refugees –  
a trend that began in 2015 and has intensified since then. Secondary but still popular targets are 
Jewish communities and institutions as well as LGBTQ. The latter experienced a 36% increase in 
attacks in 2020 in comparison to 2019 (Enrique, 2021). In Norway, more than 60% of far-right 
violence is directed against immigrants and asylum seekers, and another almost 10 percent against 
Muslim targets.6 Similarly, in the UK, consistently more than 70% of attacks are targeting racial 
and religious minorities.7 

From an operational perspective, far-right attacks are still less sophisticated and organized than 
what we usually see in other ideological violent movements. Most attacks are perpetrated by small 
cells of activists or lone actors, with limited support from a broad organizational infrastructure. 
Thus, while members of large movements may engage in violent acts, rarely is it possible to identify 
direct assistance for the execution of violence from their movement/organization. Notably, in most 
cases, the attacks are carried out by lone actors with relatively limited casualties; there is no plan for 
a continued campaign of violence, attempts to conduct simultaneous attacks, or devising an “exit 
strategy.” From a broader perspective, such acts are outliers, as most violent incidents associated 
with ‘far-right’ ideology are acts of vandalism and the destruction of public and private property. 
Nonetheless, the overall increase in the volume of attacks against human targets explains the rise 
in the number of victims caused by far-right violence. 

The reasons for the relative lack of operational sophistication seem to be derived from multiple 
factors. Beyond the limited support from existing organizational infrastructure, the risk that high-
profile violent operations may alienate the public and thus undermine efforts of mass mobilization 
seems to discourage mass-casualty attacks. Similarly, high-level organizational fragmentation 
within the far-right and the fact that it is active mostly in Western countries with robust and 
effective law enforcement agencies may also play a role in the inability of the far-right to engage in 
systematic high-level violent campaigns.

CONCLUDING REMARKS: THE GROWING CONVERGENCE 
BETWEEN AMERICAN AND EUROPEAN FAR-RIGHT EXTREMIST 
VIOLENCE 

Political, societal, and technological dynamics appear to fuel an increasing convergence of and 
interaction between extremist far-right groups in the United States and Europe. This convergence 
is primarily observed in the realms of ideology and culture, whereas there is limited evidence 
of actual operational collaboration. The rise of populist political leaders, concerns surrounding 
demographic changes, and the widespread accessibility of ideological online communities have 
created an environment conducive to the sharing of similar ideological affinities, narratives, and 
focal points (Perliger and Mills, 2022). As a result, some of the recent prominent ideological 
narratives of the American far-right are finding resonance among influential far-right groups in 
Europe and vice versa.

One such narrative is the “great replacement” concept, which posits that foreigners and minority 
groups will replace white Christians in influential positions across various societal spheres. Initially 
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propagated by French and later European white nationalists, this notion was imported to the 
United States and became a rallying cry for numerous American white supremacists (Cosentino, 
2020). Its visibility gained prominence during the “United the Right” rally in Charlottesville, 
Virginia, in 2017, when thousands of far-right activists were filmed shouting “Jews will not replace 
us” during their march through town (Ekman, 2022). Similarly, the idea of establishing a pure 
white ethno-state is a fundamental tenet of the identitarian movement in Europe. However, some 
contemporary American white supremacy groups espoused the creation of independent white-only 
settlements in the “White Bastion.” This envisioned territory would encompass areas in the states 
of Washington, Oregon, Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming and would be populated by Aryan farm 
communities (Perliger, 2020). 

The cultural convergence also encompasses the utilization of similar mobilization mechanisms, 
including white power music, sports fandom groups, MMA clubs, and, more recently, online visual 
and textual propaganda. While there are indications that these cultural domains have the potential 
to foster collaborative activism, such instances currently remain infrequent and anecdotal. There is 
limited evidence that suggests these cultural activities serve as gateways to joint militant, illegal, or 
violent activism. Nevertheless, it should be noted that they may lend legitimacy to American and 
European groups, enabling them to intensify their activities within their respective homelands. 
Additionally, it is essential to highlight that previous endeavors to establish umbrella organizations 
facilitating resource sharing and closer collaboration, such as the WUNS,8 have been short-lived 
and exerted limited influence. Nevertheless, the proliferation of online communication platforms 
may bring about changes in this regard. 

The one domain in which we do see the cultural and ideological convergence translated into actual 
violent activities is the case of lone actors whose actions transform them into heroes within the 
far-right subculture. Individuals such as Anders Breivik, Brenton Tarrant, and others were elevated 
to an almost mythical stature within the far-right communities. Their ideological manifestos are 
being dissected and disseminated to far-right communities worldwide, thus providing incentives 
for like-minded individuals, such as John Ernest, whose story opened this article. Hence, any 
effort to curb the rise in far-right violence should focus on how cultural platforms, combined 
with political and societal push factors (political polarization, expansion of militant discourse) are 
eventually becoming a trigger for individuals’ aspiration to manifest their radicalization violently. 

Arie Perliger
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NOTES

1	 Patrick Wood Crusius, a 21-year-old white male, went to a Wal-Mart in El Paso, TX on August 3rd, 2019 and shot and 
killed twenty patrons alongside injuring twenty-three others. Crusius stated that his actions were a retaliation against the 
“Hispanic invasion of Texas” and a desire to emulate the actions of Tarrant. 

2	 In Germany, Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (BfV) collaborate with local law enforcement  
to collect nationwide data on politically motivated crime, including hate crimes. VfB website, see at –  
https://www.verfassungsschutz.de/DE/themen/rechtsextremismus/zahlen-und-fakten/zahlen-und-fakten_node.html

3	 Based on OSCE-ODIHR’s data which uses a more restrictive definition of hate crimes – See at https://hatecrime.osce.
org/

4	 Home Office Official Statistics ‘Hate Crime, England and Wales, 2019 to 2020,’ 28 October 2020. Available at  
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/hate-crime-england-and-wales-2019-to-2020/hate-crime-england-and-wales-
2019-to-2020. 

5	 Based on OSCE-ODIHR’s data which uses a more restrictive definition of hate crimes – See at  
https://hatecrime.osce.org/

6	 Based on OSCE-ODIHR’s data, See at https://hatecrime.osce.org/

7	 Home Office Official Statistics ‘Hate Crime, England and Wales, 2019 to 2020,’ 28 October 2020. Available at  
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/hate-crime-england-and-wales-2019-to-2020/hate-crime-england-and-wales-
2019-to-2020. 

8	 The WUNS (“World Union of National Socialists”) was the brainchild of George Lincoln Rockwell, the leader of the 
ANP (American Nazi Party). It became a formal organization In July 1962 following a meeting between Rockwell 
and prominent European Neo-Nazi leaders in Gloucestershire, England. The declared goal of the organization was to 
promote a National Socialist worldwide revolution, which will also include the continuation of the “Final Solution” for 
the “Jewish Problem.” While especially active chapters of WUNS were formed in Iceland, Denmark, France, Belgium, 
South Africa, Australia, and the UK, the decline of the ANP in the 1960s accelerated the eventual erosion of the WUNS.
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