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 Most figures, facts and interpretations of global security and terrorism developed on academic level in recent years have passed unnoticed or have not been transferred to the public discourse. Governments and the media ignore this kind of knowledge and the non-disastrous vision of the current human security that derives from it. They run the opposite view and promote a paranoid way of looking at the matter. Many people, and among them many individuals devoted to progress and peace, are convinced, therefore, to live in a world ever more dangerous and violent. Shocked by the over-information on global tragedies, many people have lowered their expectations about the future and have become more pessimistic about the possibilities of creating a more decent world. Others arm themselves and look to self defence or isolation. There are also those who believe in the possibility of building a less miserable world, but they are somewhat frustrated by the enormity of such an undertaking.

       The media constantly bombard the public with all sort of threats: the terrorist threat, the environmental threat, criminality, immigration and epidemics, without bothering to distinguish, clarify the context, weigh the messages and be responsive on the ultimate effects of their alarms. If it doesn’t bleed it doesn’t lead has become the creed of news broadcasted around the clock. The ultimate result of this hysteria is the spreading of a sense of powerlessness, if not cynicism and indifference about what happens in the most unfortunate parts of the earth. Not to mention the idea of a great vulnerability to lethal incidents such as terrorist attacks. Yet, both domestic and international terrorist events are in sharp decline.

    Yes, in decline. And not just recently but for more than twenty years in almost every part of the world. 

WORLWIDE  INTERNATIONAL   TERRORIST   ATTACKS
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Source: US Department of State, Patterns on Global Terrorism;

On this subject, the mismatch between public perception and the reality is extreme. Almost everyone thinks of  September 11th 2001 as a symbolic event, which introduced us into a new era of global insecurity. But how many – apart from a handful of scholars and insurance companies – care to quantify the temporal diagram of terrorist actions and their frequency and severity in order to measure their real level of danger?

      The media censor this aspect. They do not publish graphs that show the real picture, because they prefer to dwell on sales based on the amplification of fears that increase audience and circulation (and spread terrorist propaganda at the same time). Western governments pretend to follow the U.S. in the holy war against the fundamentalist devil and leave their media with free hands, without worrying about providing people with an accurate evaluation of the actual scale of the threat. That is, as we shall see, much smaller than most people think.

        European countries, in particular, know that terrorism does not pose a serious threat to them, and after September 11th they have been very careful not to follow the U.S. in any kind of financial, organizational or political commitment that would imply additional burden for them. What happened in Europe in the last decade was certainly an unprecedented escalation of the rhetoric alarm against terrorism, followed by a mobilization of additional resources close to zero. Only the United Kingdom has introduced significant changes in its security apparatus and has compressed fundamental rights by issuing anti-democratic laws against individuals suspected of terrorism.

       The data, however, speak for themselves. Even if public at large ignores them, they show a very sharp decrease in terrorist attacks from the eighties of last century onwards in every region of the planet. The four main databases on terrorism – the Patterns on Global Terrorism published annually by the Department of State(1), the Global Database on Terrorism (GDT, also known as Iterate) (2), the Rand-Mipt, (3) and the Tweed for Western Europe (4) – agree on this point, and differ only on the amount of terrorist acts, due to the different parameters adopted.

       According to the Department of State and the Rand-Mipt, international terrorist attacks peaked in 1986 with 647 cases and had decreased to 247 in 2007. This is a 62% reduction, and it is particularly strong after the year 2000.

       With regard to Islamic terrorism, Intelcenter, a US based think-tank, published a study in 2007 about 63 major attacks launched by Al Qaeda and affiliates over a period of almost ten years, including September 11th. The attacks in Afghanistan and Iraq have been excluded, given the state of war in the two countries. The result was that Islamic attacks fell by 65% since a peak reached in 2004, and that casualties of these attacks have decreased by over 90% (5).

What is terrorism?

     But what does the word “terrorism” actually mean? A universally accepted definition of terrorism does not exist yet. There have been attempts to categorize terrorism for a long time, but still so far no agreement has been reached. A well-known scholar of the subject published a list of 109 definitions proposed between 1936 and 1981.

     While the concept of “organized crime”, after a multi-decennial discussion, has today a universal definition, – expressed in Article 2 of the U.N. Palermo Convention of 2000 on transnational crime – the U.N. member states are still at the stage of discussing a definition of terrorism.

      In this matter the real shortcoming is not, in my opinion, the most frequently mentioned, namely the difficulty in labelling a behaviour that for some is terrorism and for others liberation struggle. Or the fact that we are talking about a method of political fight rather than a precise historical entity.

      The genuine shortcoming in addressing the problem of international terrorism is one that is not mentioned in political and diplomatic discussions because it is too embarrassing: I refer to the problem of state terrorism, which is the most deadly form of violence. U.N. member states swiftly label and punish violent actions committed by, so to say, “private” groups, but have never even tried to discuss that patterns of their own behaviour that could be considered as  acts of terrorism. 

      Almost all countries would be willing, for example, to accept a definition of terrorism that focuses on the killing of innocent civilians by non-state entities in order to terrorize people and force a counterpart to follow a given course of action. Bu this definition does not encompass state terror and does not protect us from the new Hitler, Stalin or Pol Pot. Neither does it protect us from the repetition of the most horrible episodes of regression in the standards of civilization. Like some war crimes committed by the “forces of good” during the Second World War and the subsequent anti-colonial conflicts. How could we otherwise classify certain actions such as the bombing of cities and villages by a state in response to attacks by guerrilla forces, or simply to keep going at an agonizing enemy? These questions are not extravagant.

       Take the case of the incineration of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of the Second World War. Even by the standards of the time it was a crime against humanity, which caused the death of two hundred thousand civilians, perpetrated without a serious military motivation. The proof of this is the disagreement on the use of atomic power by some of the most senior American military officials, including General Eisenhower (6).

     An international treaty against terrorism that would sanction acts performed by states would have the effect of adding yet another imputation– on top of that of crime against humanity – to those responsible for an atomic bombing, and to the authors of any act involving indiscriminate massacres of civilians.

           What happened in Lebanon in the Summer of 2006 is a very clear example of the legal-political asymmetry that impede the reaching of an agreed definition of “terrorism”. According to several humanitarian organizations and U.N. agencies, both Israel and Hezbollah committed war crimes during the August 2006 fighting. These confrontations left over a thousand people dead, mostly non-military, and caused a very large destruction of the Lebanese civilian infrastructure.

    Human Rights Watch, in particular, condemned both sides for the arbitrary use of force against the civilian population. The Israeli government was blamed for regularly avoiding to distinguish– in its attacks against Gaza, Beirut and other places – between combatants and non. The Hezbollah paramilitary were stigmatized for launching many Katyusha rockets on populated areas of northern Israel. Both have also been accused of using cluster bombs in civilian areas. The U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights has uttered the same accusations and has warned violators about their personal responsibility under international law (7).

      But according to today’s prevailing views on terrorism, only Hezbollah’s behaviour could be stigmatized as “terroristic”, because they are a sub-national entity. Accordingly, the parties can be accused for violating humanitarian law during the war in Lebanon, but only Hezbollah may have committed, in addition to war crimes, terrorist acts. 

      Twenty-one conventions against terrorism exist and are in force, and some of these are very effective. But they only cover measures designed to protect transportation, and criminalize specific actions of specific groups in specific circumstances, without touching wider spheres of jurisdiction. Most criminal laws against terrorism are therefore largely domestic, enacted and enforced by sovereign states through  internal security legislation.

The political impotency of terrorism

              When debating about terrorism, it must be borne in mind that terrorism is a proven strategy of political struggle. Terrorism is a method of action that involves the unrestrained use of violence to spread fear among opponents and the general public.

         One of the most common mistakes is to identify terrorism with an ideology, a political party, or as an expression of a given culture or civilization. Terrorism has never been the prerogative of a specific region or civilization. Its indifference to history, anthropology and geopolitics is one of the first things that struck its scholars.

      Terrorism is not, and has never been, a monopoly of the extreme left. It has been used quite frequently also by the extreme right and neo-fascists groups. Indeed, its relationship with the most conservative forces is more intimate than it appears at first sight, and is not limited to the existence of right wing terrorist practices along with those of the left. The leftist and anarchist terrorism has regularly “worked” for conservation, because the results of its actions have almost always been the opposite of those intended by its protagonists.

The most important lesson to be learned from the history of terrorism is perhaps that grassroots terrorism, that one that operates at the level of the small political games, rarely hits its targets. Its importance is related to its ability to spur another, much more serious, kind of terror. Let’s call it “the great games terrorism”, an entity that can have devastating effects. 

    There are examples that seem to contradict the idea that terrorism is not an agent of political change: Israel and Algeria are among the most considerable ones. Self determination movements in these countries made large use of terror and their leaders later became presidents of independent nations. But this happened in time-limited circumstances, and as a result of more powerful forces, unrelated to terrorism. And on the other hand, the legacy of terrorism continued to negatively affect the internal life of these two countries after independence, greatly contributing to poison relations between their ethnic and religious groups, slowing down socio-political evolution (8).

      During the seventies and eighties, the moderate European Left clashed frontally with the leftist extremist groups. One of the strongest arguments used against those groups was that their armed struggle, while bringing no benefit to the popular masses, was of great help to their capitalist counterpart. The kidnapping and murder of the Italian former prime minister Aldo Moro in 1978 by the Red Brigades, for example, did not accelerate the advent of socialism in Italy. On the contrary, the incident stirred a conservative reaction that delayed for almost a couple of decades the electoral victory of the Italian left.

     Terrorism is not an ideological phenomenon. It is a behaviour performed by states, groups and individuals to shorten the cycle of political evolution. Terrorist subversion aims at bringing down governments, encouraging uprisings and wars, starting revolutions and counter-revolutions, scaring voters, manipulating other governments and countries, gaining independence and crushing nationalist guerrillas. It can lean to the right or to the left, can be nationalist or internationalist, secular or religious.

     But the chances of success of state terror are not the same as those of private terror. When public apparatuses entered the field of terrorism with their killing machines, the deeds of  "bomb-lords" looked almost ridiculous in comparison. The scepticism of the founding fathers of socialism toward terror as a method of political struggle, moreover, was not so much motivated by reasons of principle. The doubt was rather on terrorism as a winning strategy.

       Lenin wrote that terrorism could be useful for brief moments – like during the uprising of October 1905 in Russia, when the leaders of his party had been talking so much about bombs without being able, by the way, to plant even a single one – but he believed it to be wrong and counterproductive. Trotsky later on insisted that actions of terror, even when they reach their goal, disorient the ruling class only for a short time, and that capitalism as a system, however, does not depend on the existence of a single member of government, and will not disappear only because of his physical elimination. 

        The leaders of international workers’ movement, therefore, opted for collective action through strikes, demonstrations and even revolutions, but involving the masses. These same leaders never considered violence in itself as a political asset, and consistently refused the idea of "exemplary action" against a single opponent.

      Historical events have abundantly proved the validity of the socialist criticism towards terrorist anarchism and individualism. Between the mid-nineteenth century and the outbreak of the First World War there was the greatest wave of political attacks of contemporary age. Between 1850 and 1914 anarchists, ultra-nationalists and simple misfits killed or tried to kill, one at a time, almost all kings, prime ministers and presidents available on the European, American and Japanese stage.

       In those times political assassination was quite fashionable. Two Japanese prime ministers were killed and there was even an unheard of attempt to kill the Emperor. Three American presidents - Lincoln, Garfield and McKinley - suffered the same fate. There were multiple attempts to assassinate Bismarck and Kaiser Wilhelm I of Germany. Tsar Alexander II was murdered in 1881. The French President Carnot was eliminated in 1894. The Spanish Prime Minister Antonio Canovas in 1897, Empress Elizabeth of Austria in 1898 and the King of Italy Umberto I in 1900. 

    If we add to these facts the murder of the Russian Prime Minister in 1911 and a round of attacks on minor political figures in other parts of the world, it is easy to understand why the general public ended up with the conviction of facing a giant anarchic conspiracy aimed up to subvert the established order. Governments and police chiefs, however, did nothing to counter that impression, perhaps because they were aware of the true terms of the question.  

     Today few remember these facts, and history textbooks contain scant references to the times of the great assassinations. The reason can well be because of their minimal impact on the actual course of events. 

    And what about the assassination in Sarajevo of the Archduke of Austria, which according to common knowledge sparked the First World War in 1914? The most respected scholars exclude that it was this event that triggered the conflict. They believe instead that it erupted mainly because of Germany’s demand for international status – since it saw its position in world affairs inappropriate to its naval, economic and colonial power -  and because of the decision of the Allied Powers not to satisfy this demand. The war would have taken place even without Sarajevo, because all the major players wanted it to start:  sooner or later some accident would have occurred in some part of the continent or in the vicinity - in the Balkans, on the Rhine, in Morocco - and the powder keg would be sparked (9).

     So far, almost nowhere in the world have terrorist groups managed to rise to power with weapons in hand. Only after abandoning the armed struggle and evolving into legal movements have they moved closer to power. This differentiates them from liberation armies and guerrilla national movements which in most cases have reached their goals. The method of terror has resulted in temporary changes of the political life, but its overall impact on the course of history has been modest.

      Of course, no one can accurately calculate the effects on the subsequent events of the violent elimination of individuals like Napoleon, Lenin, or Hitler in the early stages of their careers. But these are quite hypothetical exceptions. More than sixty prime ministers and heads of state have been killed since the Second World War, but it's hard to think of a single case in which the policies of a country were radically changed as a result of a terrorist attack. There have been, as mentioned above, accelerations or decelerations of the processes in place, but not major reversals (10).

    Indira Gandhi was killed. Her son Rajiv Gandhi continued in her tracks, and the Indian policy has not changed significantly even after the assassination of the latter. There has been no change in U.S. policy as a result of the assassination of John Kennedy, nor in Sweden after the murder of Olaf Palme. King Abdullah of Jordan was killed by a Muslim fanatic, but Hussein, his nephew, continued his policies. Anwar Sadat was assassinated by a militant of an extremist sect, but Mubarak, in broad terms, carried on his policies on Israel and other issues. Ultimately, the whole Arab Spring of 2011 has shown the total inability of Islamic terrorism to affect major processes of political change.

      It can be said that, when acts of terrorism have been effective, they have been so in the opposite direction to that desired by their perpetrators. The most significant outcome of terrorist actions in Latin America during the sixties and seventies, for example, was the replacement of democratic regimes with military dictatorships (11).

    At the beginning of the third millennium, terrorism continues to maintain a link with the great events of politics, and sometimes plays a role in the chess game for world hegemony. But this role is not the one envisioned by its protagonists, who are indignant about being accused of playing their opponents' game, and who refuse to admit that they are often only pawns: simple tools in plots much broader and complicated than their own cause.

       Through the eighties and after the end of the Cold War, both domestic and international terrorism have decreased. This is partly due to the sharp decline of left-wing terrorism in Europe and around the world. Some experts have linked this decline to the end of the Cold War and to the support given, in their opinion, by the Soviet Union to marxist-inspired anti-American and anti-Western groups. In the early eighties several studies came out, the most famous of which was Claire Sterling’s volume The Terror Network, which attempted to show how all terrorism of the time was nothing but a conspiracy led by the Soviet Union with the aim of destabilizing the free world (12).

Sterling’s interpretation drew a lot of attention and was well received by a newly created Reagan administration, anxious to renew the fight against the Great Enemy. But there was a remarkable incident within the intelligence, as I was told by a former official of the CIA itself.

The CIA Director William Casey, irritated with his experts on terrorism because they could not find solid enough evidence of the link between the Soviet Union and subversive groups, ordered them to read Sterling’s work. The order was carried out, and the experts were slightly embarrassed to report back that almost all the incidents mentioned by the author in support of her argument had been arranged by the CIA itself as part of its ordinary activity of misinformation. These were stories that they had "planted" in the foreign press themselves, and that Sterling had quoted in good faith. 

       Sterling's book appeared in 1981 and has served to demonstrate an interesting phenomenon, not uncommon in the world of unfounded predictions and analysis. The latter often work in reverse, in the sense that when they are checked up, they prove the opposite of what they had envisioned. Within a few years after the book was published, in fact, the main terrorist groups were out of the European scene, and the most spectacular terrorist event occurred before September 11, the attempted assassination of Pope John Paul II in St. Peter's Square in 1981, turned out to be organized by an Islamic and not a communist ploy.

It was the trial of Ali Agca, the Turkish terrorist who fired a couple of shots against the Pope, that gave way to the hypothesis of an "Islamic matrix". As an expert of the President of the Court which convicted Agca and his collaborators, I was able to reconstruct the story step by step. But in those days, an ante litteram case of Islamic terrorism was not interesting to anyone. The trial took a politically incorrect twist, and the international attention on it faded gradually.

      The lesson of the attack on Karol Wojtyla should not be forgotten. The episode had all the credentials to be presented as the greatest challenge of Islam to the Christian West, but since the "Devil of the day" was elsewhere, the attack was presented as a Soviet conspiracy against an anti-communist pope.

The real matrix of European left-wing terrorism was the student revolt of 1968 and not the subversive strategy of Soviet communism. Communist "covered" strategies in Western Europe did not aim at its destabilization and did not lean on marginal groups unable to move things in the right direction, but relied on much more influential networks internal to the inner circles of power.

       It was post-revolutionary China, if anything, that had pursued in the sixties and until the turn of 1978 a mini-strategy of nurturing marxist-leninist factions in Europe, where its focal point was Enver Hoxha's eccentric dictatorship in Albania. But these "European Chinese" were not involved in acts of terrorism, and they were more noted for their quaint political rituals than for their inclination to violence.

        Moreover, the decline of European left-wing terrorism started before the end of the Cold War, and was largely due to improvements of the police apparatuses and to the choice of European leftist parties and trade unions to isolate the extra-parliamentary fringes and to cooperate with the authorities in their repression. In most European countries the terrorist threat was, already by the mid-eighties, no longer a top priority of national security, and during the nineties it was replaced by the menace of organized crime.

The end of the Cold War, however, has indeed had an influence on the decline of terrorism in Europe, but in ways not linked to the end of the Kremlin's alleged support for subversion. The terrorist threat in Europe was an outcome of the growth of liberal democracy after the collapse of the Berlin Wall. After communism went down to history, many militants of the extreme left were forced to acknowledge that the revolutionary dream was unattainable. The only possible strategy for changing the system was internal, and did not come from outside capitalism itself. 

Not an existential threat

     Contrary to what many of its acolytes believe, terrorism is rarely a genuine phenomenon, free from contamination and "pacts with the Devil". The world of terror has always been crowded with provocateurs, secret police and security services that attempt to tinker with the special human gallery they deal with. Terrorist leaders sometimes intrigue with secret agents and accept to do dirty works in exchange for weapons, money and protection, in a game of mutual exploitation that often reaches paradox. Since these are ad hoc arrangements between actors who do not trust but despise and fight each other, they often give unexpected effects.

     Terrorist factions are not capable of causing great changes on their own. Terrorism has a limited capacity of destructiveness and destabilization. The amount of lethal violence and destruction of goods that these groups are able to implement are modest, and the fear they can provoke is also of short duration. It is also an issue of definition. When terrorism really spreads out over large geographical areas and begins to cause many casualties, then it is no longer terrorism. It is war, revolution or struggle for independence. 

       If, as has been aptly noted, terrorism is drama, many of its effects should unfold only in the virtual field. But terrorism is not just drama. It can do much more damage when it becomes an asset in the hands of powerful vested interests, holding long range strategies and able to use the hype and fear produced by their attacks to achieve their goals more quickly, or to expand their businesses or strengthen their sway. Besides traditional right-wing groups ready to satisfy the demand for order coming from communities frightened by accidents in public places and on public transports, there are military industries and security bureaucracies that rip great benefits from the climate of confrontation and war generated by terrorist activities.

     Security agencies are able to deviate governmental reactions to emergencies towards their strategic interests, taking advantage of the panic that spreads among the general public after a surge of extreme violence. By taking into account the historically perverse relationship between terrorism and its most die-hard enemies (armed forces, war industries, autocracies, police forces and secret services) we can better understand its most recent developments.

        Bin Laden and many leaders of Al Qaeda are not monsters. They did not jump straight out of hell with bombs in their hands ready to attack the Kingdom of Good. They are actually old friends of intelligence agencies that have gone out of control and have decided to play on their own. But it is exactly on them that the appeal of neocons and the American war party has been built, in parallel with the invasion of Iraq and the increase of the USA military budget.

     Few exaggerations are as implausible as that which defines terrorism as an existential threat to the West. In fact, no single group or even a set of subversive groups is able to destabilize, or even seriously damage, a Western state.

      Comparing September 11th to a world war is absurd. Globally, the victims of international terrorism are every year around two or three hundred. Before September 11th, the American victims of foreign terrorism were less than ten a year, and after the Twin Towers attack there has not been a single one on American soil. For any citizen of the planet, the probability of being victim of a terrorist attack is the same - one in eighty thousand, according to an estimate of the astronomer Harris – as that of being struck by a meteorite. Even intelligence officials close to the United States are beginning to recognize that September 11th   events– as stated in October 2008 by Stella Rimington, former head of MI5, the British secret service - have not been qualitatively different from many others, and that the reaction to them was "hugely disproportionate" (13).

      Entire continents, on the other hand, have seen the terrorism syndrome decline to almost insignificant levels today. Take the case of Western Europe, that can count on a good database, TWEED, elaborated by an independent scholar who has examined 11,245 terrorist events in 18 European countries between 1950 and 2004. The following table  shows how the annual death toll resulting from terrorist attacks reached its peak in the seventies and then declined steadily until today.

Terrorism in Western Europe: Events Data (TWEED)
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The TWEED data set contains information on events related to internal (or domestic) terrorism in 18 West European countries for the 1950 through 2004 period. Below you can read more about TWEED and download the code book and data file.
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     It is therefore difficult to regard as an existential threat to Europe an incident that from the beginning of nineties until today causes less victims a year than those of fireworks on New Year’s Eve.  

Cyberterrorism and the dirty bomb

         Globally, the victims of international terrorism are a negligible figure compared to those of civil wars and even road accidents. These facts, however, are considered irrelevant by the proponents of the Third World War, the one on terrorism. According to them, after September 11th we have entered a new era. The era of the possible use of weapons of mass destruction by terrorist groups. The era of cyberterrorism and of the  "dirty bomb".

     At this point, many questions arise. One may ask, for example - taken for granted the reduced danger of "material” terrorism- if cyberterrorism poses such a big threat. The answer is negative. Cyberterrorism is largely an invention of companies that sell security systems. It all started with the fear-scam of the year 2000, (the Millennium Bug) that was supposed to blow up computer software at midnight on December 31, 1999. A threat that never materialized itself, but was a multi-billion dollar bonanza for a group of industries. 

   Cyberterrorism - Joshua Green wrote in 2002 and his words are even more valid today - simply does not exist (14). No one has ever been killed by a computer. Al Qaeda and its followers have never used computers for destructive activities. Computer experts agree that it is virtually impossible to use the Internet to inflict death on a massive scale. One of the foremost experts, Dorothy Denning, has urged not to compare cyberterrorism to weapons of mass destruction or even to car bombs and suicide attacks (15).

       All of the above does not mean that computer crime is not a problem. It is a problem, and even a serious one. But it has nothing to do with terrorism and terrorists. Hackers and other cybercriminals cause around ten billion dollars a year of damage to businesses and citizens with their worms, viruses and bombs. They do not however have any access to the “sensitive” systems of the public security sector.

       Compared to the private sector, governments are many years ahead in terms of computer security. The IT security systems of the planet, both military and civilian (armed forces and police and intelligence agencies computers) are not physically connected to the internet. They are not connected between themselves either, because of legal prohibitions and the inter-agency competition (16).

      Even the possibility of a terrorist action against the electronic system that monitors aircrafts in flight – the scary vision of thousands of airplanes out of control - is very remote. Air traffic management systems are disconnected not only from the internet but from any other system, including the circuit of airspace administration. The "electronic Chernobyl" or the "digital Waterloo" may be good excuses to make money by selling useless counter-terrorism gadgets, but do not belong to the realm of credible threats.

   And what about the "dirty bomb", a nuclear device that consists of a cocktail of ordinary explosives that causes havoc when detonated? Here we are most certainly talking about fairy tales. The scholars of radiation not paid by the Pentagon, have consistently evaluated that the possible casualties of a "dirty bomb" explosion would be in the order of one or two. The actual victims of this bomb would probably be those caused by the panic generated by news of the explosion (17) .

Terrorism and weapons of mass destruction

      Even the so-called nuclear terrorism is an exaggerated threat. A menace that also begins to show signs of aging, as the first to evoke it was the physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer, the father of the atomic bomb in 1946. According to Oppenheimer, three or four men could have theoretically smuggled single parts of a bomb into New York City and then blown the whole city up. From then on, "the suitcase nuke" has entered the discussion. Experts such as Brian Jenkins began their career more than thirty years ago, taking it for very likely that a terrorist attack using nuclear technologies would occur. Well. We are still patiently waiting (18).

        The chance of an attack by a terrorist group with nuclear weapons is extremely remote. Nuclear technology is complex, and it is not easy, even for a sovereign state, to produce "reliable" nuclear weapons. It takes thousands of scientists, and technologies and materials that can not be found in supermarkets, as stated by the Gilmore Commission, an advisory body of the US Congress and the White House (19). It also takes years of experiments, because atomic bombs are different from other weapons. If you want them to serve the purpose, they need to be tested. It is true that Bin Laden was looking for them, but that does not mean that he would have found them. And if he had found them, he also would have had to find a place to try them. In addition, he would have needed a large, secret location to host a team of rebellious scientists, the means to deliver the bomb, etc. 

       The black market of nuclear materials is also known to be full of imposters and thieves. All cases investigated by the Atomic Agency in Vienna so far have proved to be scams. In the eighties even a metal - the so-called red mercury - was bought and sold because it was considered as fissile material. But the real problem was that neither red mercury nor its properties exist. Scammers had invented them out of the blue. Just like the "death ray" and portable nuclear bombs that Italian judge Carlo Palermo unmasked during his "Arms and and Drugs" investigation, in the early eighties (20).

        And what if a rogue state decided to arm some client country or a terrorist group with nuclear bombs, in order to hit an enemy without revealing the source of the attack?

This is a question I asked myself a few times, but my neighbours at the United Nations, IAEA officials and scientists, always replied that even the most fanatic autocracy does not make conventional military technology available to other governments or private entities. A powerful state can sell to an ally weapons that are more advanced than the average of those available in the region of destination, but will not share the most advanced armaments with anyone. And if this applies to conventional weapons, it is even more strict for nuclear ones.

In addition, there is the obstacle of the genetic "signature" that is typical of each nuclear device built in each single country. If this device is exploded in any place on earth, current technology allows nuclear experts to trace its origin. Should a government of fools put nukes in the hands of a terrorist group for an attack, it would be immediately identified and would become the target for any resulting international reaction. Therefore, those who encourage these fantasies either do not know what they are talking about or belong to the party of fear and deception.

      Now, what about chemical and biological weapons? What is the real risk in terms of a possible terrorist use? The risk is in this case insignificant (21). These weapons either do not exist at all or, if they do exist, they are unreliable on the battlefield. No serious military strategist would take them into consideration. The only terrorist attack with chemical weapons that has ever taken place was the one in the Tokyo subway in 1995, which caused a huge hype but few casualties.

     Independent scientists continue to argue that the use of gas masks is sufficient to neutralize the worst effects of an attack with chemical weapons, and that mass vaccination to protect us from an attack with biological weapons is unnecessary. But this is a huge deal for pharmaceutical companies. They certainly did not like the publication in October 2006 in the International Journal of Infectious Diseases, of an article which reported the results of a study by a team of scientists that confirmed no necessity of vaccination.

    As for the actual lethality of these weapons, Richard Clarke  - the member of the US National Security Council who resigned during the Bush administration - describes what happened before his eyes at the White House on the eve of the invasion of Iraq:

<<What would we do if Iraq used chemical or biological weapons? […] We took the issue to the “inner cabinet” of Principals chaired by Brent Scowcroft. […] Scowcroft, cracking open some peanuts, turned to Cheney [Secretary of Defense]. “Mr. Secretary, what would you recommend?” Cheney then looked at Powell […]. “Go on, Colin, say what you think,” Cheney urged. Powell shrugged and, with a sheepish look on his face, said, “I just think chemical weapons are goofy” […]. Growing more serious, Powell explained. “Chemical weapons will just slow us down a little. We will batten up the tanks and drive through. I don’t think Saddam will use biological weapons because they are not really suited for the battlefield. They take too long. Besides all of this shit can literally blow back on you. And nuclear, I don’t think he has nuclear.” (22)

      Yet the issue of proliferation of weapons of mass destruction dominates the agenda of international security since a decade. But dissatisfaction with this concept is growing. It threatens to divert our attention from the real weapons of mass destruction, those that produce large numbers of victims every year. These are the conventional weapons together with small arms. The ordinary weapons - rifles, pistols, machine guns - which are more frequently used than bombs and tanks, because of the type of conflicts that prevail today.

The Bonn International Center for Conversion is a research institute that deals with the conversion of public resources from military to civilian uses. It publishes accurate studies on wars and armaments. BICC has estimated that out of about one hundred people killed in wars in the twentieth century, less than 1% were killed in the events of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 0.3% were victims of chemical weapons, and almost all of them during the Iran-Iraq war of the eighties. The rest of the casualties was the work of conventional weapons, light and heavy.

Notes

1. Patterns on Global Terrorism, wwww.state.gov/s/ct/rls/crt/2002/;

2. Global Database on Terrorism, www. www.start.umd.edu/gtd/;

3.Rand-Mipt, Rand Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, www.rand.org.usrd/projects/terrorism-incidents.html;

4. Tweed, www.folk.nib.no/sspje/tweed.htm;

5. The news on Intelcenter are found in the Human Security Brief 2007, edited by Andrew Mack and published by the Simon Fraser University of Vancouver.

6. General Eisenhower, who later became president of the United States, wrote in his memoirs: "in [July] 1945... Secretary of War Stimson, visiting my headquarters in Germany, informed me that our government was preparing to drop an atomic bomb on Japan. I was one of those who felt that there were a number of cogent reasons to question the wisdom of such an act.[…] During his recitation of the relevant facts, I had been conscious of a feeling of depression and so I voiced to him my grave misgivings, first on the basis of my belief that Japan was already defeated and that dropping the bomb was completely unnecessary, and secondly because I thought that our country should avoid shocking world opinion by the use of a weapon whose employment was, I thought, no longer mandatory as a measure to save American lives”, in Dwight. D. Eisenhower, The White House Years: Mandate for Change, 1953-56, Doubleday, New York 1999.

7. Louise Arbour, “UN Warning on Mid-East War Crimes”, BBC News, July 20th, 2006, https://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/5197544.stm.

8. Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, Columbia University Press, New York 1998.

9. Evan Luard, The Blunted Sword. The Erosion of Military Power in Modern World Politics, New Amsterdam, New York 1998.

10. Walter Laqueur, The Age of Terrorism, Transaction Pub. 1987.

11. Paul Lewis, Guerrillas and Generals: The Dirty War in Argentina, Westport, Chicago 2001.

12. Claire Sterling, The Terror Network, Henry Holt & Co. 1981.

13. Decca Aitkenhead, “Free Agent”, in The Guardian, October 18th, 2008.

14. Joshua Green, “The Myth of Cyberterrorism”, in Washington Monthly, November 2002.

15. Quoted in Green, supra.

16. On the exaggeration of the threat, see also Gabriel Weimann, “Cyberterrorism: The Sum of All Fears?”, in Studies on Conflict & Terrorism, n.28, 2005.

17. Peter D. Zimmerman and Cheryl Loeb, “Dirty Bombs: The Threat Revisited”, in Defense Horizons, January 2004; Theodore Rockwell, “Radiation Little Chicken”, in The Washington Post, September 16th, 2003.

18. Bryan Micheal Jenkins, Will Terrorists Go Nuclear?, report to the Committee on Energy and Diminishing  Materials of California State Assembly, November 19th, 1975.

19. Gilmore Commission, First Annual Report: Assessing the Threat, December 15th, 1999.

20. Armi e Droga. L’atto d’accusa del giudice Carlo Palermo, with an introductive essay by Pino Arlacchi, Editori Riuniti, Rome 1988.

21. Matthew Meselson, “The Myth of Chemical Superweapons”, in The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, April 1991; Wolfgang K.H. Panofsky, <<Dismantling the Concept of “Weapons of Mass Destruction”>> in Arms Control Today, April 1998.

22. Richard A. Clarke, Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror, Free Press, New York 2004, cit.

�	 Most databases show a surge in the number of attacks and casualties after 2003. But the increase is due to the effect of the wars in Irak and Afghanistan. If the two countries are excluded from the calculations, the declining trend is confirmed.






