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What Al Qaeda may be doing in the future?

In July 2007, the United States said that Al Qaeda was regrouping and I share that assessment. Seven or eight pieces of evidence will be presented here to show you why that is the case. Then, I will take some time to talk about what Al Qaeda may be doing in the future.

The focus here is on the organization. There are the self-striving, homegrown radicals, but they are not really a national security problem. They are just a domestic problem. In fact, there are two examples of self-striving, homegrown radicals, and how much damage they can do. One of them is Timothy McVeigh, who bombed the Murrah building in Oklahoma City in 1995 and killed 168 people. Another example is the attack in Madrid that killed 191 people. These are important and tragic incidents, but they do not rise to the level of being a major, national security problem, as the 9/11 attacks. Self-striving, homegrown radicals are a problem, but not a national security problem, in my view.

First, Al Qaida resurgence is considered. On 7 July 2005, an attack in London killed 52 British commuters. This was the largest terrorist attack in British history. The British press and the British government initially misinterpreted what had happened. They initially said, “This is a self-striving, homegrown radical attack”. The reason they misinterpreted this was partly because Madrid had happened in 2004, and that was a self-striving, homegrown incident. As it turns out, Al Qaeda directed the London attack from different levels. First, two suicide attackers made a video production on Al Qaeda’s As-Sahab, (which means cloud in Arabic). As-Sahab does not have a presence in North England, but it does have one in Pakistan. Secondly, it became clear that two of the lead suicide attackers had travelled to Pakistan and met with people from within Al Qaeda. 

The attack was an Al Qaeda organized plan. What is interesting about the attack is it looks a little bit like the attack on USS Cole in Yemen in October 2000. The attack on the USS Cole killed 17 US sailors. It also demonstrated Al Qaeda’s ability to organize sophisticated operations thousands of miles away from its base in the Afghan-Pakistan border. 
Similarly, the London attack took about one year to plan. It was organized from the Afghan-Pakistan border. While it was not organized by Al Qaeda, two of the people involved trained with the Islamic Jihad Union, which is an Uzbek group with links to Al Qaeda and training camps in the same area. Luckily, that attack did not work out. 
Similar are the arrests made in Spain in December of 2007. Several Pakistanis were sent from the head of the Pakistani Taliban to conduct suicide operations in Spain. There was some discussion on whether or not they were planning to attack some other European countries. It seemed clear that they were going to attack in Spain. According to Spanish investigators, a number of them had called home to say, “This is my final call.” They were clearly serious.

The first piece of evidence is the attack is of 17 July 2005. The second piece of evidence, more broadly, is what is going on in the United Kingdom right now. John Adams, who is the Head of the Domestic Intelligence Service in Britain, at MI-5, made a public speech recently in which he said 2000 British citizens were considered serious national security threats. Many of them had links back to Al Qaeda in Pakistan. Why is that the case? Every year, 400 000 British citizens travel to vacation in Pakistan. Only 0.01 % of them need to go to a training camp to result in 40 people going to a training camp. Of course, disproportionately large numbers of British Muslims are Pakistani, and a disproportionately large number of Pakistani’s in Britain are Cashmeri. About 80% of British Pakistanis are from Cashmere and Cashmere is the engine by which one joins Al Qaeda, in Britain. A concrete example of this, which still relates to the second point here, is Operation Crevice. 

Operation Crevice is British police terminology for a group of people who assembled 1300 pounds of fertilizer in London. None of them had gardens. They were planning to attack a British, London nightclub, or some other target in London. It turns out, in the trial that went on, the ringleader, a large young man, a cricket player, second generation British Pakistani, essentially very British,  had travelled to Cashmere because he had become more religious. He hooked up with the Cashmere militant group, and, by a series of meetings, he eventually ended up with Al Qaeda. 


Both of these European countries do not have a large Pakistani Diaspora. However, Spain does have about 70 000 Pakistanis. More and more cases are turning up of people who have trained in Pakistan showing up in European countries. Two recent examples are Germany and Spain. 
The first piece of evidence is the event of July 2005. The second piece of evidence is what is going on more broadly in Britain right now. A key example of this is the Planes Plot of summer 2006. The Planes Plot was an attempt by a group of British citizens, all of Pakistani descent to bring down six or seven American and Canadian Airliners. The trial is happening right now, and some of the details that are coming out are simply fascinating. Clearly, had this plan worked, it would have closed down aviation and tourism around the world as a result of 6 or 7 American and Canadian airliners blowing up over the middle Atlantic. Luckily, it did not work out. However, General Maples, who is the Head of the Defense Intelligence Agency said that plan was directed by Al Qaeda from Pakistan. This is information to be taken at face value. 

What is interesting about that attack is that Al Qaeda is not interested in attacking a shopping mall in Des Moines Iowa; they are interested in attacking New York, Los Angeles, Washington D.C. or commercial aviation. Commercial aviation is the hardest target in the world right now. Al Qaeda’s attempt to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks was the Planes Plot of 2006. Therefore, they are aiming high. Another interesting thing about the plan is that it shows that there are no al- Qaeda secret cells in the United States. It is not possible to prove negatives, but I do not believe that there are large numbers of Al Qaeda members in the United States. They have not done anything, and I do not believe they exist. 

Some evidence for this counter-factual position is, to say that if they could have done it, the plan to bring down all of the airplanes, in the United States, they would have.  They had to do it in Britain, because that is where they do have the personnel to do those things.
Going back to the list, the first piece of evidence, July 2005, the second piece of evidence is what is going on in Britain more generally, the third piece of evidence is what is going on in Afghanistan. That the situation in Afghanistan is getting worse is not an accident. In my view, one of the reasons it is getting worse is because, on the top levels, Al Qaeda and the Taliban have moved together ideologically and tactically. Ideologically, they now see themselves as part of the global jihad supporting Iraq and Palestine. These are a very provincial group of people. They now see themselves as a part of a wider global movement. Tactically, they seem to have learned from Iraqi insurgency. If one charts suicide attacks in Afghanistan, there was one in 2001, 2 or 3 in 2002, 2-3 in 2003, maybe 5 in 2004 and 27 in 2005 and 139 in 2006, and a similar frequency in 2007. The suicide attacks have really taken off in Afghanistan because they see how successful they are in Iraq. There is some evidence of people travelling from the Afghan-Pakistan border to train in Iraq. 

Senior members of Al Qaeda from the Afghan-Pakistan border region have ended up dead in Iraq. For instance, Omar Al-Faruq who escaped from Bagram air force base, an American prison in 2005. He ended up dead in Basra.
In Afghanistan, the Taliban have learned ideologically and tactically from Al Qaeda. By their own account, they are taking directions from Al Qaeda. For example, Vice-President Cheney visited Bagram air force base last February. A big bomb went off and killed 20 people, but had no effect on Cheney, obviously. However, the Taliban came out and said that attack was directed by Osama bin Laden. The US military then came out and said, “No, it was not Osama bin Laden, it was another senior Al Qaeda leader”. Well, that seems like a distinction without a difference. This is an example of how the Taliban and Al Qaeda cooperate. Another dimension of this is the aforementioned Al Qaeda video production on as-Sahab, “The Clouds”. 
There was one video production in 2001, 2-3 in 2002-03. 90 were produced last year. Just as there is rising number of suicide attacks in Afghanistan and so too is there a rising number of video released productions from as-Sahab. It would be one thing if it was a bunch of talking-head propaganda, but it is more than that. It is careful documentation on attacks on NATO and American convoys in Afghanistan. 

To produce 90 videos in one year, that implies some sort of organization is needed, i.e. camera operators, editors, distribution system. Clearly, Al Qaeda is able to organize an effective information campaign. Related to the resurgence of as-Sahab is Osama bin Laden and Amin al-Zuari, if the two had remained in silence after 9/11 the two would belong to history as historical figures. However, they have said a lot. The most reliable guide to what the Jihadists will do is what Osama bin Laden and Amin al-Zuari say. There are four examples in this regard.
Osama bin Laden mentioned Spain as a potential target for Al Qaeda for the first time in December 2003. In March 2004, the biggest terrorist attack in Spanish history conducted by a cell with no relations to Al Qaeda central, but was inspired by bin Laden.

In December 2004, Osama bin Laden made it official Al Qaeda policy to attack the Saudi oil industry. He believes it is possible to bankrupt the West by attacking the Saudi oil industry. 

In February 2006, there was the attack by Al Qaeda inside Saudi Arabia on the Abqaiq oil facility. It is the most important oil facility in the world. Luckily, it did not succeed, but if it had, the epicenter of the world oil industry would have gone offline with major economic repercussions.

Bin Laden and Amin al-Zuari both call for attacks on the Pakistani government, particularly during the past several months. This is one of the reasons for one of the largest suicide bomber attacks in world history, which took place last year. 

Bin Laden and Amin al-Zuari are both still out there and still influencing things. Some people say, they do not even control their own organization, well that is to ignore the global communications evolution. There is no need to call people by phone. Every time they release a video tape, it is the most widely dispersed political statements in history. Hundreds of millions of people hear about it, read about it and see about it.

Another piece of evidence is what is going on in Pakistan. There were almost no suicide attacks in Pakistan two years ago; there were 5 in 2006 and there were 60 in 2007. Many of which were directed against the state. Of course, Al Qaeda or at least its allies in the Taliban have had one of the most successful operations in history: killing Benazir Bhutto, the most popular politician in Pakistan. The only good news about all this is Al Qaeda may have made a strategic mistake with the Taliban; attacking where they live. Support for suicide bombings dropped from 33% in 2005, in Pakistan, to about 9% today. Support for Omar in the North West frontier province of Pakistan, where he lives, dropped from 70% last August to 4% today. Clearly, Al Qaeda has had some ability to manipulate what is going on in Pakistan, but they have made some strategic errors while doing this.
Then, there is Al Qaeda in Iraq. It did not exist in Iraq before the United States invaded the country. Al Qaeda was found in Iraq in October 2004. Despite the fact that it is a rather small organization, it has had quite an impact on what is going on in Iraq. They have organized 80-90% of the suicide attacks.
Right now in Iraq is the largest campaigning for suicide attacks in history. In Iraq, 925 suicide attacks have taken place since the beginning of the war. Those attacks have killed approximately 10,000 Iraqi civilians. They got the United Nations to pull out, and they got a number of countries to pull out with their diplomatic representatives. They sparked a civil war by attacking the Samarra and Najaf Mosques. In Iraq, Al Qaeda is under severe pressure right now because they have had a big impact on what is going on there. 
As the United States withdraws from Iraq, which is inevitable, Al Qaeda in Iraq will draw some strength. They have a strategy, they want to gain control over certain territories in Iraq. Furthermore, as the United States pulls out, the civil war may intensify. One thing Al Qaeda has going in its favor in Iraq is that it can present itself as the most extreme anti-Shia element.
These strong elements suggest that Al Qaeda is resurging. Given that it is resurging, what might it do in the future? It is extremely unlikely that Al Qaeda will attack the United States in the next five years. When jihadist terrorists have attacked the United States in the past i.e. the attack on the WTO in 1993, the attempt to blow up Los Angeles International airport in December 1999, and the 9/11 hijackers, all of these people came from outside. It is extremely hard to get into the United States right now, if you are a jihadist terrorist. The United States government has made it much harder to get in. This blocks one avenue for Al Qaeda to attack the United States.

The American dream does not work all the time, but it works well for American Muslims. American Muslims are better-educated than most Americans, they tend not to live in ghettos, and are very well integrated into American society. Take all of these statements and reverse them, and that is the situation in Europe. European Muslims live in ghettos, they are not well integrated, they have much higher unemployment rates. Generally, they are quite different from their American compatriots.

It is therefore unlikely that Al Qaeda will attack the United States. However, that does not mean than and Al Qaeda inspired cell will not pull off something in the United States and kill a few people. Al-Qeada could kill many Americans outside of the United States. The kinds of things they may be able to do in the next five years include, first of all, it is quite plausible that they will be able to bring down a commercial jet with a surface to air missile or rocket propelled grenade. They have already tried to do this on several occasions in Mombasa Kenya in 2002 and an Israeli passenger jet. 

Bringing down a commercial jet somewhere in the world in the next 5 years is plausible. Also plausible in the next 5 years, is a bomb attack in a major European city. They have demonstrated an interest and capability in these sorts of things. When that happens, many people will presume that Al Qaeda have gone nuclear, that is very logical. That would be a major psychological victory, if they could pull it off. 
Another thing they will continue to do is attack Western brand name as is shown by the many attacks on Western hotels in the Muslim world. The reason for why this happens is obvious. Western hotels have Western tourists, brand names and they want to offend this. The Sheraton in Karachi attack in 2002, JW Marriot in Jakarta 2003, 3 attacks in Jordan, Amman in 2005, and the attack in Egypt. The list goes on. 
There are also attacks on Jewish and Israeli targets. Before 9/11 they had not attacked Jewish and Israeli people. However, after 9/11 attacks have occurred i.e. Mombasa Kenya, the Israeli attacks on synagogs in Casablanca and Istanbul. More of that is expected. 

Also, the use of female suicide attackers is increasing. For tactical reasons, they are going to start using more and more females for suicide attacks. The Belgian female baker’s assistant conducting a suicide mission in Iraq in 2005. There is a rise of female bombers in Iraq. Just as the Palestinians and Chechens use more female attackers, it is fair to project that Al Qaeda will also continue to do that.

That is what Al Qaeda may be up to in the coming 5 years. However Al Qaeda has weaknesses that are potentially quite devastating. It has already been seen how they have managed to make the same mistakes repeatedly because of strategic weaknesses. They have four strategic weaknesses. First of all, Al Qaeda and its affiliated groups they do not offer a positive view for the future. It is clear what they are against, but what are they really for? If Osama bin Laden was here he would say he wants the restoration of an Ottoman style of Rule that treated minorities well, however when he says this he means Taliban style Theocracies of ancient Morocco. Most Muslims do not want to live under the Taliban. Most Muslims have seen what Sudan looked like. It is not a winning vision of the future. 
Problem number two is related to problem number one. It is that Al Qaeda cannot offer anything. There is no Al Qaeda well-fare system, hospital or school. These are ridiculous ideas. Unlike Hezbollah who offer something concrete, for ideological purposes it cannot really engage in politics. 

The third problem they have is that they keep adding to their list of enemies. That is never a winning strategy. Al Qaeda has announced it is opposed to Jews, Christians, almost every European country, Muslims who disagree with them, the Shia, international aid organizations, the United Nations and the international press. It turns out there is not one category of institution or government to which Al Qaeda has said it is not opposed to. 

The fourth and final reason is that they continue to kill Muslims.
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