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Why are terrorist organisations often involved in other forms of criminality, and how can this inform counter-terrorism policing?

This essay aims to look at how terrorist groups often use other forms of criminality to achieve their goals. It will also evaluate the sorts of criminal activity they conduct and how doing so may support the terrorist group in various ways.  This essay will also explore how individuals or groups are flagged under the authorities and what these organisations do to counteract the actions of the criminals as well as looking at how individuals can infiltrate organisations like the police and the actions the police can do to counteract this issue.

Home Office, (2023) explains that terrorism is an act in which a person or group has threatened an action that can involve extreme violence against a person, potentially endangering a person’s life. It can also involve serious damage to property and or infrastructure which causes serious risk to the health and safety of the public and interfere with or disrupt everyday life. The Home Office also explains how the threat of terror can be designed to influence the government of the country the terrorist group intends to target. They also mention that the act of terror must be undertaken for the purpose of advancing political, religious, or other ideological causes. To achieve this goal, the terrorist organisation will need to find the funds to either recruit more individuals for their cause or to buy and maintain weapon systems. This can be a very costly task and these groups will often use other forms of criminality to fund their cause. Interpol, (2024) explains how any form of criminality can fund the terrorist group. They mention how terror groups use such tactics as, fraud, kidnapping and distribution and sale of items that have been taken by the group. For example, Oil, diamonds, gold and drugs. By doing this a steady stream of income can be made.

One example of a terrorist organisation conducting criminal activity to fund their terrorism around the world would be the Taliban in Afghanistan. Puttonen and Romiti, (2020) talks about how the Taliban used the sale of opium to buy weapons and recruit others to their ranks. 85% of the fields that are used to grow the poppies in Afghanistan are controlled by the Taliban and the farmers are normally controlled by fear to cultivate and distribute the opium with minimum return of profit. By doing this the Taliban will achieve the most profit from the sale of the opium, this will allow the group to have the funds to continue their fight, this demonstrated by how long the war in Afghanistan lasted against Western countries. Puttonen and Romiti, (2020) have also talked about how in recent news that ISIS/ISIL have used enslavement, rape and human trafficking to fund their cause. According to the World economic forum, (2015) they believe that ISIS has collected funding from criminal activities within the districts they have taken over. By doing this they have created their own tax system and used extortion to grow their money pot. They also sell oil and valuable antiquities to which may have been forcibly removed. It is believed that ISIS made up to “$3 million per day” in the height of 2014.

Whilst looking at terrorism closer to the United Kingdom, one terrorist group comes to mind who have been known to use other forms of criminality to further their organisation and reach their goals. Within Northern Ireland a group called the IRA (Irish Republican Army) has been the most prominent for many years. During this time, the IRA and other fractions of this organisation have been involved in multiple criminal and terror activities, not only in Ireland, but also in the UK. Jupp, J and Garrod, M, (2019) explains how the IRA uses criminal activities to control and gain finances within Northern Ireland. They talk about how the IRA use money laundering as one form of financing themselves. In 1970s a member of the PIRA (Provisional Irish Republican Army) had made a joint venture with Spanish investors, and this included multiple offshore banking accounts to try and hide the money they were making. They mention that doing this partnership made the individuals over $450 million, the group was mainly invested in the drug trafficking in and around Europe. The money that they made whilst doing this was then placed back into the terror group to fund their movement. Jupp, J and Garrod, M. (2019) also says that during the “Troubles” the PIRA had their own finance department, and they oversaw laundering illegal gained funds. They also mention that the laundering of these funds where often carried out through IRA owned businesses including pubs, taxi services, haulage companies and many more. By doing this the money laundering was more sophisticated and penetrated the legal economy.  In connection with the money laundering Jupp, J and Garrod, M. (2019) explains how the IRA used cross border smuggling to also gain funding.  They talk about how the IRA smuggled weapon systems in and out of Ireland. They also say that in early 2000’s the IRA purchased large quantities of weapons from the Balkans. It’s believed that they had weapons from the Bosnian Serb and Yugoslav armed forces and police. Still to this day the use of firearms in Northern Ireland can still be seen. The police service Northen Ireland (PSNI) has seized over 45 firearms and 75.1kg of explosives and over 2000 rounds of ammunition. This is a clear sign that the smuggling of illegal firearms is still commencing.
In addition to the money laundering and weapon smuggling, the IRA are known to conduct contract killings. Jupp, J and Garrod, M. (2019) explains how the IRA and other fractions use individuals involved in other forms of criminality and terror offences to conduct killings and to discipline others. This can be used to collect money from rival gangs or to set examples to intimidate others. This can be seen in 2016 when Gary Hutch was killed by members of the CIRA (Continuity Irish Republican Army) dressed as police officers. It was believed to have happened as a form of retaliation due to one of their members being killed. One of the most famous contract killings the IRA conducted was the death of Lord Mountbatten (HistoryExtra, 2021) says that this was a blow to the Royal Family and the IRA said the attack was conducted due to the long campaign to drive the British out of Northern Ireland. This shows how committed individuals are within the IRA terror group and the lengths they will go to achieve their goal.

Individuals that partake roles within a terrorist organisation are often highlighted to the police and other security agencies like MI5 and SIS through their actions, this may be through their online or physical presence. For example Counter terrorism policing, (2018) have staff members searching through the internet to find terrorist content. Since 2010 they worked to get over 310,000 pieces of extremist material removed from online. They also mention that it’s not only trained staff that search and report this behaviour. The Counter terrorism police have an online reporting system (ACT), allowing members of the public to inform the police. By doing so, specialist officers can access this material and determine the severity of it and act accordingly. This allows not only the police, but security agencies, the information to investigate and stop the individual, bringing them to justice. By removing content from the internet, this may also decrease the number of individuals vulnerable to radicalisation reducing the risk of further terrorist action.

Its not only online activities that can help tackle terrorism and extreme views. Policing within the community can help provide vital information and intelligence that then can be distributed to officers and other agencies. Cherney, A & Hartley, J. (2017) mentions that after the 9/11 attacks, the domestic risk has come from radicalisation of Muslims. In response to this, the United Kingdom has introduced the Counter Terrorism and Security Act 2015. This act gives the police more powers to tackle terrorism. They also document how this act has a large investment in community engagement.  However, they mention that engaging with the Muslim community can have problems and challenges. For example, they mention how the Muslim community can see themselves as suspects just because of their religion. This can cause tension between the police and individuals will feel less likely to engage with the police to provide vital information on radicalised individuals, causing a knock-on effect with intelligence potentially decreasing. Cherney, A & Hartley, J. (2017) mentions that terrorist organisation heavily relies on the community and gaining the popularity of groups. This can be spread by fear or providing protection. By having effective policing within the community, this may allow individuals to build trust in the police and provide intelligence to agencies knowing they will be protected. By achieving this the community can help break down the prejudices and can allow the police and the Muslim community to move forward.

Individuals can also be brought to the attention of the Counter-terrorism police sooner by having schools educated in the signs of a pupil being radicalised. Home Office, (2023) explains how education settings are educated to spot the signs of radicalisation. The Prevent duty requires not only education settings but also health care and local authorities to help prevent the risk of individuals joining terrorist groups. They also talk about how school staff will have training in awareness of radicalisation and schools will have computer policies where webpages accessed on school computers will be monitored and if anything, concerning is bought to attention, they will contact the relevant agencies to counter act the problem. By doing this, it can allow security services and the police to investigate the individual which may in turn provide intelligence on family members or friends who have also been radicalised or who are the centre of terrorist plots. They also mention how schools also try and educated the pupils in law and to show mutual respect and tolerance to other faiths and beliefs. 

In conclusion, terrorism and radicalisation has become more prominent within recent years. Terrorists will use other criminal activities such as money laundering, exploitation, smuggling of drugs and weapons and much more to provide the group financial gains to fund their cause or to further progress their cause by intimidating people to join or provide resources the group needs. By doing this it can allow the police and security services the chance to identify individuals within the group and hopefully be able to investigate the individual and bring them to justice.  There are still lots to learn about the world of terrorism, but hopefully providing the communities with effective policing may bring a change in how people will provide information to the police. As well as this, providing education to the younger generation will hopefully provide them the information they require to stay away from terrorist groups and prevent them from being radicalised.
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