Prepare a literature review that offers a critical discussion of academic and policy viewpoints on major UK counter‑terrorism laws and concepts. Use a real incident for example, the Manchester Arena attack or the 7/7 London bombings to demonstrate how these legal and strategic frameworks operate in real-world contexts.
Terrorism is the use or threat of violence to influence governments or intimidate the public, typically to advance political, religious, or ideological goals. The Terrorism Act 2000 defines terrorism as the use or threat of action intended to influence the government or intimidate the public, where the act involves serious violence, damage, or disruption. This definition highlights both the intent behind terrorism and its potential consequences, making it a key concern for society and police. Understanding this is essential when examining how counter-terrorism measures are applied in practice. Statistics from the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) show there were 3,416 terrorism-related deaths in the UK between 1970 and 2019 and in 2021/22 there were 196 terrorism-related arrests (Allen, Burton, and Pratt, 2022). The impact of terrorism extends beyond immediate casualties, creating fear, disrupting communities, and influencing public policy. This assignment focuses on UK counter-terrorism legislation and policies, examining how they are applied in practice by looking at cases such as the Manchester Arena bombing in 2017. 
Terrorist attacks such as 9/11, the Madrid bombings in 2004, and the London 7/7 attacks in 2005 prompted the UK government to strengthen counter-terrorism legislation. These legislations were designed to allow early intervention, giving authorities powers of surveillance, search, and control over potentially harmful materials (Rowbottom, 2022). Counter-terrorism legislation has developed over time in response to changing threats. The Terrorism Act 2000 was later amended by the Terrorism Act 2006, which builds on the original definition but expands it to include actions against international government organisations, such as the United Nations (Home Office, 2006). In 2015, the government introduced the Counter Terrorism and Security Act which was introduced to help respond to the threat of terrorism by giving police and security powers to disrupt terrorist activity. This act includes measures to prevent individuals from travelling abroad to engage in terrorism, temporarily seize travel documents at the border, and strengthen monitoring of those suspected of posing a threat (Home Office, 2015). Following on from the attacks, public support was the governments priority and so they expanded state powers with limited political resistance. This demonstrates that counter-terrorism legislation evolves in response to major attacks, balancing security needs with the protection of rights. 
The UK police and security services use a system called Threat Levels to indicate how likely a terrorist attack is, ranging from low (attack is highly unlikely) to critical (attack is highly likely in the near future). These levels are set by the Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre (JTAC) and MI5, based on current intelligence about potential risks. Established in 2003, JTAC plays a key role in assessing terrorist threats both domestically and internationally. Its assessments inform protective security measures and guide counter-terrorism policy decisions in the UK and abroad (MI5, 2024). 
Threat Levels help police and security services prioritise investigations and allocate resources and monitor potential threats. Higher threat levels trigger more intensive monitoring and surveillance. Data from the Counter Terrorism Policing (2026) have shown there were 255 terrorism-related arrests between 01 January and 31 December 2025, a 2% increase on the previous year. In 2024, there were 254 people in custody for terrorism and terrorism-connected offences, of those 254 it was noted 60% were convicted of Islamist terrorism-related crimes, and 30% were linked to extreme right-wing groups (Home Office, 2024). These statistics highlight that the UK faces a range of ideological threats, showing why counter-terrorism legislation and police powers must be broad and flexible. They also demonstrate the importance of Threat Levels in guiding police action and preventing attacks. 
Radicalisation refers to the process by which individuals develop extreme beliefs that support terrorist activity. In the UK, the most common forms are Islamist and extreme right-wing ideologies (SAB, 2025). Understanding radicalisation is important because it explains why counter-terrorism legislation and strategies exist, with laws and policies aiming not only to respond to attacks but also to prevent people from becoming terrorist. This is addressed through the most successful strategies known as CONTEST, which consists of four strands: Prevent, Pursue, Protect, and Prepare (Brady, 2016). The Prevent strategy operates through a multi-agency approach, requiring organisations such as education, healthcare, local authorities, and the police to work together to identify and support individuals who may be at risk. Prevent also provides training to help recognise signs of vulnerability and safeguard individuals from being drawn into extremism (Home Office, 2024). Data from 2025 suggests that counter-terrorism efforts address a range of ideological threats. For example, 21% of referrals relate to extreme right-wing radicalisation, compared to 10% linked to Islamist extremism, while 34% involve individuals with no clearly defined ideology (Jarvis, 2025). This indicates that counter-radicalisation policies are applied broadly rather than focusing on a particular group. 
However, despite these aims research has raised concerns about the Prevent strategy. Qurashi (2018) argues that, although Prevent is intended to address all forms of extremism, in practice it has disproportionately focused on Muslim communities, even where there is no evidence of criminal activity. This has led to criticism that the strategy can reinforce negative stereotypes, increase surveillance of certain groups, and contribute to mistrust between communities and authorities. This highlights the ongoing tension with UK counter-terrorism policy between ensuring public safety and maintaining fairness and trust within diverse communities. These concerns are supported by Awan (2012), who found that some ethnic minority communities feel discriminated against by the criminal justice system, which can undermine trust in counter-terrorism programmes such as Prevent. This suggests that while strategies aim to safeguard individuals from radicalisation, they may also negatively impact relationships between Muslim communities and the police, highlighting the importance of fairness and community perception. 
The Manchester Arena bombing, which took place on 22 May 2017 in Manchester, is a key example of how UK counter-terrorism strategies operate in practice. The attack was conducted by a suicide bomber, Salman Abedi, who created and used an Improvised Explosive Device at a concert, killing 22 people including children and injuring over 100 people (Yosipof, Woo and Komendantova, 2023). Abedi had been exposed to extremist influences through family and community links from an early age and over time developed friendships with local jihadis and had connections to extremists abroad, including members of the Islamic State in Libya. The operational phase of the attack lasted five months, showing a gradual process of radicalisation and planning (Benedek and Simon, 2020). The scale and the impact of the attack highlight the serious threat terrorism poses to public safety and the importance of effective counter-terrorism measures and the difficulties intelligence agencies face in distinguishing between ideological support and actionable risk. In the immediate aftermath, police launched a large-scale investigation, leading to multiple arrests and operations across Manchester. A report made by Manchester County Council (2017) highlights within nine days, 21 further arrests were made, alongside raids, evacuations, and controlled explosions, demonstrating the use of police powers to respond quickly and disrupt further threats.
According to Thiel (2009), intelligence is crucial for effective counter-terrorism, as it allows authorities to prevent terrorist attacks before they happen. The Manchester Arena bombing provides a clear example of how intelligence gathering and analysis operate and highlights some of the challenges. Prior to the attack, Robinson and Dodd (2022) claimed Abedi had been identified by MI5 as a subject of interest in 2014 and 2015 due to his support for the Islamic State yet despite these warnings, authorities assessed that he did not pose an immediate threat. Four days before the attack, intelligence indicated that Abedi had returned from Libya, but by this point it was too late to prevent the bombing. The aftermath of the attack had legal implications, as more than 300 people later sued the MI5, claiming its failure to prevent the bombing breached their human rights after six years (Halliday, 2024). This demonstrates both the importance and the limits of intelligence-led policing. 
In the year ending 31 March 2018, there were 441 terrorism related arrests, including 23 connected to the Manchester Arena attack (Flatley, 2018). This highlights the active use of police powers under legislation such as the Terrorism Act 2000 that allows officers to arrest, detain and investigate suspected individuals, while also emphasising the seriousness of the terrorist threat faced by the UK. Data from the same period also highlights that the Metropolitan Police conducted 768 stop and searches under the Act, demonstrating how powers are used to prevent potential threats. In response to the attack, further legislation has been developed to strengthen public protection. 
In 2025, the government introduced the Terrorism (Protection of Premises) Act, also known as Martyn’s Law, following the death of victim Martyn Hett and aims to improve security in public venues such as arenas. This Act requires venues, events, and public places to understand and reduce the risk of terrorism, taking necessary steps and preparing for emergency situations, and ensuring all staff are trained (Solihull Council, 2025). This reflects on how counter-terrorism laws evolve in response to real incidents, focusing not only on policing powers but also on prevention and public safety. 
The events of the Manchester Arena bombing highlight the importance of effective coordination and preparedness in counter-terrorism. According to Lowe (2020), Kerslake Report identified significant communication failures between emergency services, including Greater Manchester Police, who played a key role in in coordinating the initial response. However, difficulties in communication between police, fire, and ambulance services meant that vital information was not effectively shared. These issues highlight the complexity of responding to terrorist incidents and the importance of clear and effective communication between agencies. In the period following the attack the Threat Level was raised to its highest level, critical, before being reduced to severe a few days later. In addition to this, a large counter-terrorism operation was launched to commence investigations, and an operational response to support those who had been affected at scene (Manchester City Council, 2017). In the years following the incident, significant changes were made to improve future responses. One of those being the Major Incident Plan being reviewed, simplified, and improved to increase training for officers. There has also been a greater emphasis on multi-agency working, with joint exercises involving organisations such as the British Transport Police to improve coordination and preparedness (D’Orsi, 2022). 
In conclusion, counter-terrorism legislation provides a strong framework to prevent and respond to terrorist activity. Laws such as the Terrorism Act 2000, the Counter Terrorism and Security Act 2015, and more recent measures such as Martyn’s Law 2025, give the police and security services powers to investigate, disrupt, and manage threats. Strategies under CONTEST, including Prevent and Pursue, aim to stop radicalisation, safeguard vulnerable people, and ensure intelligence-led policing can detect risks before attacks occur. The Manchester Arena tragedy highlights both the importance of these laws and strategies and the challenges involved. Intelligence was able to identify Salman Abedi as a subject of interest prior to the attack, but gaps in communication and risk assessment show that systems can fail. However, operational responses such as improved emergency plans, joint agency exercises, and better threat level management demonstrate learning from past mistakes. 
At the same time, critical perspectives show limitations. Prevent has been criticised for disproportionately targeting Muslim communities which can damage trust and community relations. Overall, with the strong legislation, intelligence-led policing, and community focused strategies, there has been an improvement in counter-terrorism and the way it is managed. Yet the Manchester case suggests that there is still work to be done to balance security, fairness, and effective threat management. 
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