


  
Terrorism has changed over the years mainly due to technologies such as transport, computers, media and weaponry. One example can be seen in the use of aeroplanes and the opportunities they provide to attack large numbers of civilians as the world has witnessed on multiple occasions (Wardlaw. p.25, 1989). 
Al Qaeda (AQ), which means “foundation”, was formed in the 1980s but grew substantially during the 1990s when financers Osama Bin Laden and Ayman al Dhawahiri boded to become the biggest security threat to the West. Following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, AQ carried out the largest terrorist attack in history on September 11th 2001, attacking The World Trade Center, killing nearly three thousand innocent civilians and becoming the leading global threat during the 2000s (Hanhimaki and Blumenau, 2013). 
AQ is also known as an Islamic Fundamentalist group whose aim is to establish Islamic order throughout the world through terrorism and radicalisation. Although there are many Islamic fundamentalist groups, they each differ in their individual ideologies and goals (Khatab. p85, 2011). Bin Laden’s mission was to create an army of elite fighters who would lead the mission in making the world Jihad. He wanted all the small jihad groups who were struggling under the Western regime to be under one umbrella, to give them power and a jihad way of life. Bin Laden would entice these small jihad groups to become part of his organisation by promising them access to money, weapons, status and a better quality of life but this did not always happen (Byman, 2015).
The aim of AQ is to penetrate Western society, who they refer to as “anti-Islamic”, with political violence in a bid to spread fear amongst the people. Furthermore, AQ aims to expel Westerners from Islamic state by enforcing terror to cause physical, political, and economic harm to America and its allies (Siebert and Keeney,2017). According to Hoffman (2006), AQ use terrorist attacks to create psychological damage to the state in order to influence the government.
AQ employs various methods of attack including explosive devises used in cars, public transport and in person, shootings and close quarter attacks, kidnappings, surface to air missiles and the threat of chemical, biological, and radiological (CBR) attacks. Although CBR has not been carried out as of yet, it is strongly believed that with the evolution of terrorism, such attacks will be present in the future (Schwartz, 2001).
[bookmark: _Hlk87706019]A new tactic of “survival-cum-regeneration” terrorism was employed by AQ in stretching out globally by creating franchise groups throughout the world. Although American and British troops were hunting AQ leaders down in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the franchise strategy enabled AQ to still carry out numerous attacks including the synagogue in Tunisia in April 2002, central train station in Madrid in March 2004 and the subway and bus system in London in July 2005 (Hanhimaki and Blumenau, p.238-239, 2013). 
[bookmark: _Hlk86920075]By the mid 2000s, AQ had successfully established six official branches of its organisation across the world. Countries included Turkey, Africa, Syria and Pakistan. AQ had achieved its major strategy of global reach. Although AQ had achieved such power, according to Fishman (2008), AQ failed to invest in the franchise groups meaning franchises only benefited from the AQ name and reputation. The lack of investment is a weakness which has caused franchise groups to often make strategical mistakes, such as attacking Muslim civilians. These mistakes were an open opportunity for the West to undermine and weaken AQ ideologies. Mendelsohn (2016) argues that although AQ had succeeded on its journey to obtain a global reach, the capabilities were still out of their reach alongside the strategy, failing to increase AQ threat and carry out their political objectives. According to Hanhimaki and Blumenau (p.241, 2013), after Bin Ladens death AQ’s message weakened amongst the franchise groups which led to them to develop their own agenda, evaporating AQ’s strength.
In 2009, after enduring years of the US counterterrorism campaigns, AQ formed with AQ Saudi and Yemeni networks to create Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) which was led by Nasir al-Wuhayshi. AQAP were very successful in promoting jihadi propaganda and are determined to inflict pain and terror on the West (Clarke, 2018). AQ’s strategy to embed themselves within Yemen was extremely successful, increasing its army there from hundreds of fighters in 2009 to 7000 ten years later. This amalgamation is viewed by the US to be “the most sophisticated and threatening branch of Al Qaeda” and is said to be stronger now than it was on 9/11 (Taylor,p.2, 2019).
Although AQ are predominantly male soldiers and present as a masculine group through the violence they inflict, gender misconception, a tactic used by AQ, can easily occur. Stereotypical views of AQ targeting only men has enabled them to target women as they are less likely to be suspected (European Parliament, 2017). Woman, like men, are crucial to the running of the AQ organisation. According to the European Parliament (2017), women are often targeted to radicalise with an aim of using them to spread propaganda and aid further recruitment to the cause. Other benefits to recruiting women is when they carry out violent acts, such as suicide bombs, they attract more media attention which aids AQ in spreading their message. The perception of both women and men carrying out political violence, instils greater fear for civilians and enforces the dedication to the cause.
According to (Bizovi, 2014), women are less suspicious and therefore more likely to get past security than men.  AQ have taken advantage of this by using women as decoys, couriers and even suicide bombers to get past security, as it is understood that society is less likely to expect a woman to carry out such acts of violence and terror.
AQ employ intelligent tactics in who they target to radicalise as this is fundamental to the strength of their organisation. According to DeAngelis (2009), research has found that people who are more susceptible to radicalisation are those who have expressed anger with their government, believe their current political involvement does not have influence to create change within their society, is open to the idea of joining a movement in order to gain rewards and benefits and has no moral obligation to the thought of engaging in violence against the state, feels cut off from society, and is looking for a sense of belonging. 
Radicalisation is complex as it differs from person to person but once AQ have established the catalytic trigger, for example, a person feeling estranged from society, it accelerates the process of radicalisation as AQ home in and capitalise on such catalytic triggers (European Parliament, 2017).
According to Kemp (2018), there are more than 4 billion people across the globe that use the internet with more than 3 billion using social media. The internet and social media groups have accommodated many of AQ’s needs such as providing a platform to incite violence, recruitment to the cause, fundraise, disseminate propaganda, gather vital information to aid terrorist activities and communicate information within the organisation (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 2012). An example of a Jihadist social media platform is “Telegram” which is an encrypted site used by AQ to incite violence and spread propaganda (Bloom, 2018). According to the Counter Extremism Project (2021), Telegram also facilitates chat rooms where 5,000 members can be active at once which allows sharing of videos, propaganda, pro AQ content and attack claims.
According to Postel (2013), it is crucial to understand the recruitment of AQ “soldiers” in Western society. It is through the use of the internet that AQ channel their ideologies to exploit young individuals, often vulnerable, to become radicalised. There are various definitions of radicalisation but in terms of AQ, it is the radicalisation to violence against non-combatants, the infliction of death on innocent civilians to achieve political violence on the country, that is crucial to counter terrorism divisions to understand and prevent future attacks.
According to Husain (2015), although the internet is an asset in radicalising individuals, it would be ignorant to assume this method is the sole aid to successful radicalisation, an element of offline activity must take place with a proportion of face-to-face communication being essential to the process. Although focus is given to how the terrorist use the internet to achieve radicalisation, According to RAND (2013), there is not enough research into the internet users experience and exactly how they become radicalised. In order to produce a successful counterterrorism campaign, it is essential that such research is carried out to establish such core intelligence.
An example of AQ radicalising Westerners is evident in the case of the Boston marathon bombing carried out by the Tsarnaev brothers in 2013. The brothers attended the Boston marathon on the 15th April 2013 with two homemade pressure cooker bombs which detonated at the finishing line, 12 seconds apart, killing three people, injuring hundreds including 17 people losing limbs. Unlike the attack on 9/11 which took years to plan and fund, the Boston bombings were planned over a matter of weeks in a bid to avoid detection as they were aware of stronger counterterrorism practices born out of 9/11 (Watts, 2013). 
Brothers Dzhokhar and Tamerlan Tsarnaev were described as popular, attractive Western men who did not fit the profile of a self-radicalised terrorist. Evidence suggests that both brothers were inspired by propaganda, data collected from Dzhokhar’s laptop revealed the AQAP magazine “Inspire” and sermons by Anwar al- Awlaki (Bloom, 2018).  The youngest of the brothers Tamerlan, felt huge frustrations as he experienced deprivation within his homeland. He had previously won two Golden Gloves boxing championships in New England, aspiring to join the US Olympic Boxing Team but he was rejected due to US citizenship being needed to join, even though he was a permanent resident. Tamerlan’s frustrations were a catalytic trigger to radicalisation (Cotti and Meloy, 2019). 
The new path to radicalisation is now referred to as “self-radicalisation”. Traditional avenues to radicalise individuals was through direct contact with AQ, but now it is far easier for AQ to reach out by using social media to inspire individuals to carry out violent attacks on their own, as seen with the Boston Bomb brothers (Bloom, 2018). According to Byman (2017), the tactic of inspiring lone terrorists, also known as “lone wolves”, allows such attacks to take place due to them being small scale and less detectable. AQ are still able to cause harm to the West and continue spreading fear through such arms of terrorism.
Another example of self-radicalisation can be seen in the case of Anders Breivik, who carried out the mass shooting in Oslo in July 2011, killing children at a summer camp. Breivik admitted he was a far-right terrorist and an Islamophobe, yet he still merited AQ’s work and viewed them as the most powerful terrorist group in the world. He also spoke about creating a “European Al Qaeda”, even though he himself  was a white supremist (Postel, 2013).
The success of 9/11 was due to significant planning, intelligence and a robust strategy which initially began in 1999 when Khalid Sheik Mohammad (KSM) approached Bin Laden with a plan called “planes operation”. KSM’s original idea was to use 10 planes to target both the east and west coast of the US, but Bin Laden viewed the complexity too large and downscaled the operation to the four planes. By the autumn of 1999 training had begun in preparedness for the 19 hijackers to carry out the plane attacks (National commission on Terrorist attacks on the United States, 2004).
Airport security at the time of 9/11 was very lax and AQ took advantage . All four airports allowed the hijackers to continue their path into turning four aircrafts into fuel filled missiles. There were no security or ID checks, allowing them all to walk through metal detectors whilst carrying deadly weapons such as knives and razor blades, which were later used to take over the aircraft and carry out the largest terrorist attack on Western soil. A couple of hijackers did set off alarms, but, after a second metal detector inspection, they were allowed through the gate. Even if the knives were detected, laws in place at the time allowed knives of up to 4 inches in length on flights, which questions if this would have made any difference (Schaper,2021).
The head of the operation, Mohammad Atta moved to America well before the attacks in a bid to gain intelligence and learn how to fly commercial aircraft for the attack. Atta kept AQ update via email and disguised his email as if it were addressed to his girlfriend. In these emails, his code, also known as encryption, would update AQ of progress in training for the attack. An example of this was evident in one of his emails where he writes “The first semester commences in three weeks…...Nineteen certificates for private education and four exams”. The 19 “certificates” stood for the 19 hijackers and the four “exams” was code for four identified targets (Immelman, 2002).
According to Betancourt (2004), alongside the use of encryption is the tactic of stenography which is a new tactic employed by terrorist groups to successfully spread their ideologies, propaganda and share information on attacks. Platforms such as sports chat rooms, pornography sites and other websites are being used to post maps and plots to carry out terrorist activity. Using stenography is the simple task of downloading software that hides data amongst images which allows terrorist groups such as AQ free access to share information without becoming detected.
Alongside large scale attacks, AQ also rely on tactics such as the production of violent videos to spread fear amongst Western society. Such videos are used to encourage Jihad sympathisers to inflict brutality against non-Islamic states (Koch, 2018). Similar acts are evident throughout history, as seen with the Sicarii terrorist group during the Roman imperial period who used assassinations, beheadings, and hostage taking to encourage a Jewish uprising against Rome (D’Alessio and Stolzenberg, 2008).

Although Bin Laden was very successful in spreading his ideologies and expanding his “army”, a main weakness to his vision was he failed to offer a concrete solution to the urgent problems occurring for Muslims such as living in poverty, poor education, poor healthcare and lack of opportunities (Rabasa et al, p.14, 2006). Following Bin Ladens death on the 2nd May 2011, US officials found numerous files containing details on attacking America again. Bin Laden planned to replicate the devastation of 9/11 by targeting the US rail system at the end of 2011. His fixation with harming America caused contentions amongst his followers, as the promised life to his followers was no longer Bin Ladens priority (Memmot, 2011).
The US have succeeded in weakening AQ by the use of counter terrorism strategies, before and after Bin Ladens death, but AQ never ended.  With the recent return of the Taliban and the withdrawal of US troops in Afghanistan, it is feared that AQ will capitalise on the situation and reach out to the Taliban to regroup, leading to Afghanistan once again becoming a breeding ground for Islamic extremism (England et al, 2021) 
According to Europol (2021), the recent pandemic has enabled terrorists and extremists to exploit those who are suffering with mental health problems and have relied on the internet as a source to the outside world whilst being stuck in lockdowns and isolation. The stress of the Pandemic has led some people to become incited with violence, which has gone undetected due to the diminished human contact that the Pandemic created. It is predicted that a wave of “lone wolf” attacks are probable amongst Western society, evidencing that AQ is still successful in being a tremendous threat to its enemy, the West.
This prediction has become fact following a recent terrorist incident on the 14th November 2021, where a suspected Islam extremist set off a pressure cooker bomb inside a taxi in Liverpool, UK. The terrorist had originally planned to target a Remembrance Sunday parade where fatalities would have been mass, but the taxi driver noticed something suspicious about the attacker and locked him in the taxi where the device was detonated, killing only the terrorist. This event has raised the UK’s terrorism threat level from substantial to severe, meaning a future attack is highly likely (Government, 2021).
Intelligence is key in keeping one step ahead of AQ and stopping future terrorist attacks, but, according to Hanhimaki and Blumenau (2013), there is still so much more to be learnt about AQ with social sciences failing to provide in-depth scientific insight into the group. This needs to change.
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