Introduction
Terrorism is regarded by The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (2025) as the most direct and asymmetric threat to the security of people in NATO countries, as well as to international stability and global prosperity. The United Kingdom in particular, has suffered a series of devastating attacks over the last two decades, including but not limited to the 7/7 bombings which took place in the London Underground according to the British Transport Police (n.d), and the Manchester Arena Bombings which took place at an Ariana Grande Concert in 2017 as according to Craigie et al (2018). Both of these tragic events have profoundly shaped the development of the United Kingdoms counter terrorism policy and legislation, with new acts and legislation following, such as the Counter-Terrorism and Border Security Act 2019 and the Counter-Terrorism Act 2008. These incidents have prompted continuous reassessment of the balance between security imperatives, human rights protections, and the ethical boundaries of government power.
This literature review critically examines the academic and policy based perspectives surrounding key UK counter terrorism frameworks, focusing particularly on how they have been operationalised within policing and public protection contexts. 

Defining Terrorism and Its Legal Context
A terrorist, according to Schmid (2023), is a person or group of people who “often kills strangers whom they have never met before in contexts other than war” adding also that the strangers that they kill or injure are “generally unarmed” and have “no idea why their death should serve others involved in a conflict”, terrorism on the other hand, contextually means something different. According to the Crown Prosecution Service (n.d), an act of terrorism can be defined under The Terrorism Act 2000, which defines terrorism as being committed for the “purpose of advancing a political, religious, racial or ideological cause”. An example of this would be the Westminster attack in 2017, in which Hill (2018, p. 22) claims that the idea of globalist jihad was the motivation of the attacker, and the cause of the attack. Radicalisation in the Muslim community, such as that of an idea of globalist Jihad has been an especially prevalent form of terrorism in the United Kingdom, with HM Government (2018, p. 12) affirming this by stating “Islamist terrorism is the foremost threat to the UK.” adding then that “Extreme right-wing terrorism is a growing threat.”.
The use of the Terrorism Act 2000 is an example of a key legal framework that shapes how policymakers and the police understand and respond to terrorist threats, legislations such as these would have been used in the examples of terrorism and in other incidents.

The CONTEST Framework and Legislative Development
On the whole, counter terrorism in the United Kingdom is structured around the CONTEST strategy, the government’s comprehensive framework for preventing and responding to terrorist threats. Originally introduced in 2003 and regularly updated, the strategy aims to “reduce the risk from terrorism in the UK, its citizens and interests overseas” (HM Government, 2023, p. 10). According to Counter Terrorism Policing (2025, p. 1), CONTEST is built on four key strands: Prevent, Pursue, Protect, and Prepare, each addressing a different aspect of the threat. Prevent focuses on stopping people from becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism; Pursue is concerned with detecting and disrupting terrorist activity; Protect strengthens the security of potential targets; and Prepare ensures an effective response and recovery if an attack occurs. Together, these strands form the foundation of the United Kingdoms counter terrorism approach, linking national policy with the practical work of policing, intelligence agencies, and community partnerships. 
The development of UK counter terrorism legislation since the late 20th century reflects an ongoing balance between “national security requirements and civil liberties considerations” (Home Office, 2013). Modern legislative framework is rooted in the aforementioned Terrorism Act 2000, which according to the Crown Prosecution Service (n.d) provides the principal legal definition of terrorism and grants police powers to arrest, detail, and proscribe organisations suspected of involvement in terrorist activity. This act institutionalised the United Kingdom’s initiative-taking and pre-emptive approach to policing terrorism (Walker, 2017, p. 149). 

Legislative Expansion Post – 9/11 & 7/7
Following the 9/11 attacks, and the 7/7 London Bombings, the United Kingdom’s government expanded its counter terrorism powers through successive legislation. The Anti-Terrorism, Crime and Security Act 2001 introduced indefinite detention for foreign nationals suspected of terrorism, later ruled incompatible with the European Convention on Human Rights by the Law Lords in A v Secretary of State for the Home Department [2004]. The Prevention of Terrorism Act 2005 replaced indefinite detention with the introduction of control orders, which allowed authorities to impose restrictions on people suspected of involvement in terrorist activity without putting them on trial. This Act was however subsequently amended, notably by the Counter Terrorism Act 2008.
The Counter Terrorism and Security Act 2015 represented another major policy shift, embedding the Prevent Duty into law. As stated by Parliament (2016) this act “places duty on certain bodies in the exercise of their functions” adding then to have “due regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism”. It obliges public sectors such as schools, universities, and local councils to monitor and report signs of radicalisation. However, O’Toole et al (2016) argues that strategies such as prevent implemented by the CTS Act 2015 could disrupt and isolate relations between Muslim communities in particular, as it singles out these communities as requiring monitoring. 
Collectively these legislative frameworks demonstrate the evolution of the United Kingdoms counter terrorism policy from reactive emergency measures to a comprehensive, pre-emptive system integrated into everyday policing and governance. Yet, Walker (2010) emphasises laws relating to terrorism such as these, pose a risk to constrain individual rights, imposing tension between security and liberty.

Case Study – The Manchester Arena Bombing 
On the 22nd of May of 2017, according to the aforementioned Craigie et al (2020), a suicide bombing occurred at the Manchester Arena following an Ariana Grande concert. The result was a devastating twenty-two deaths, and well over five hundred injuries. The attack represented a stark reminder of the evolving terrorist threat within the United Kingdom, particularly against soft targets. According to Schmid (2020, p. 3) such soft targets include “transportation systems … places of religious worship … weddings, funerals, schools, hospitals, dormitories, market places” etc, all of these are areas in society typically lightly secured and of particular risk of attacks due to the number of people who would be at any of these venues at any given time. 
The bombing ultimately exposed both strengths and limitation in the United Kingdom’s counter terrorism framework, illustrating how legislation and policy operate under real world pressures. An example of this would be the United Kingdom’s CONTEST strategy (HM Government, 2018), which provided the structure for counter terrorism policing at the time of the attack. As mentioned previously, this strategy encompasses four main pillars, that being; Prevent, Pursue, Protect and Prepare. In practice, the Protect and Prepare strands were particularly relevant to the Manchester Arena attack. Venue security measures, emergency response protocols, and coordination between local authorities, intelligence agencies and the police were central to the official response. While intelligence agencies suggested that the perpetrator had exhibited radicalisation indicators prior to the attack, coordination failures and limitations in multi-agency communication reduced the effectiveness of pre-emptive interventions (Manchester Arena Inquiry, 2021, p. 176).
Legislatively, the Counter Terrorism Act 2015 enshrined into law the Prevent Duty, obligating public institutions to report individuals at risk of radicalisation. However, in the Manchester case, existing interventions had not prevented the attacker from planning or executing the bombing (Baker-Beall et al, 2024). Authors such as Baker-Beall et al (2024) have also criticised the failure by “all of the key response agencies to communicate and share information on the situation in the arena after the explosion”, as a result some first aiders where unable to enter the venue, and detonation site, to access and aid the injured.
After the Manchester Arena bombing, the police and intelligence agencies conducted investigations using the legal powers granted by the United Kingdom’s counter terrorism laws, particularly the Terrorism Act 2000, and the Investigatory Powers Act 2016. While post attack investigations relied on police intelligence operations and inter-agency coordination, including MI5 and local counter terrorism units, Manchester Arena bombing revealed significant operational challenges. According to the inquiry, there were notable “problems with the sharing of information between the Security Service and Counter Terrorism Policing” (Saunders, 2023, p. 91). Limitations in intelligence sharing, resource constraints, and the unpredictable nature of lone-wolf attacks such as that of the Manchester Arena attack illustrate the difficulties of applying counter terrorism legislation effectively in crowded public environments.
Ultimately, the attack prompted renewed legislative and policy initiatives, including proposals by the Home Office (2024) for what is known as the “Protect Duty” or Martyn’s Law, a law that received Royal Assent on the 3rd of April 2025. It details the mandate of security assessments and mitigating measures for publicly accessible locations (Adams, 2025). This reflects a direct legislative response aimed at closing vulnerabilities exposed by the Manchester Arena bombing. 
Overall the Manchester Arena bombing serves as a critical example of how the United Kingdoms counter terrorism model, being a model that finds itself constantly needing to adapt to emerging threats, balancing public protection, civil liberties, and operational practicality. 
Protective legislation such as that of the Counter Terrorism and Border Security Act 2019 and proposals for the  Protect Duty (Martyn’s Law) aim to address the risk of vulnerabilities in public areas, however, criticism has arisen especially in smaller places of worship who worry that financial implications would be too much to bear. And as a result sought exemption from this law (Home Office, 2023). This shows a recurring challenge in the United Kingdoms counter terrorism policy: balancing regulations, the safety of the public, and resource constraints.
From the perspective of the police, intelligence sharing between MI5, Greater Manchester police and other agencies improved significantly post attack. However, the bombing underscored persistent issues in multi agency coordination and real time threat assessment (Manchester Arena Inquiry, 2021). 

Conclusion
The development of the United Kingdom’s counter terrorism legislation reflects a continuous effort to adapt to evolving threats while maintaining public safety. Laws such as the Terrorism Act 2000, Investigatory Powers Act 2016, and Counter-Terrorism and Border Security Act 2019 have expanded the governments authority to identify and disrupt terrorist activity. However, the Manchester Arena bombing demonstrated that comprehensive legislation alone cannot prevent attacks; its effectiveness depends on operational coordination, intelligence sharing, and community engagement.
The attack revealed shortcomings in information exchange between the police, MI5, and local authorities, exposing persistent gaps between legal frameworks and practical implementation. Scholars argue that the United Kingdom’s counter terrorism policy often follows a reactive pattern, with new powers introduced after major incidents. While these measures strengthen national preparedness, they also raise concerns over civil liberties, accountability, and the proportionality of surveillance.
In conclusion, effective counter terrorism requires more than legislative reform. It relies on clear inter agency collaboration, intelligence integration, and sustained public trust. The central challenge for the United Kingdom’s policy remains achieving robust security while upholding democratic freedoms and maintaining community confidence.
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