Assignment Question 2 - Counter-Terrorism in the United Kingdom: A Critical Review of Legislative and Policy Frameworks through the Lense of the 7/7 London Bombings

Introduction
The threat of terrorism in the UK has been a concern for many years. This has resulted in the creation of several laws and policies being passed which aim to prevent, disrupt and prosecute any form of terrorist activity. Over time the framework surrounding terrorism has evolved because of many attacks the UK has faced in recent years, such as the 7/7 London bombings. This literature review will look at the main counter terrorism laws and policies which will show how they have been used and criticised in both academic writing and government policies. This literature review will also look at how the 7/7 bombings reshaped the laws and how they changed after the attack as well as how emergency services changed the way they respond to major incidents. The review will highlight some of the main challenges such as defining terrorism, national security and the importance of community trust in policing by consent. 
Defining Terrorism and Underlying Principles
[bookmark: _Int_KOK09G1f]One of the more basic problems when it comes to counter terrorism is defining what counts as terrorism. Without a clear definition it is difficult to provide fair and consistent laws to measure how well they work for sentencing (Human Rights Watch, 2008). In the UK, the Terrorism Act (TA 2000) provides a basic definition of terrorism in Section 1 (legislation.gov, 2000). According to the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) (2019), the act defines terrorism as ‘the use or threat of action which designed to influence the government or intimidate the public, made for a political, religious or ideological cause, and involving serious violence or damage to property’. This definition also underpins many other powers within the act. Some of these being proscription of organisations of section 11 and arrest without warrant up to 14 days in section 41 (legislation.gov, 2000). This framework allows police forces to act quickly in times of need to arrest offenders but it’s not seen as clearly as that to some human rights groups. For example, some believe that the definitions are too broad and may be subject to misuse by the police. According to Human Rights Watch (2008) they warn that vague definitions risk criminalising non-violent political activity and it may lead to the laws being applied unfairly and inconsistently. The UK government has a counter-terrorism strategy which is known as ‘CONTEST’. This strategy sets out four strands, these are, prevent, pursue, protect and prepare. These four strands are designed to stop people becoming terrorists, to disrupt attacks, protect key sites and to reduce the impact of incidents (Home Office, 2023). From a policing perspective, this infers that counter terrorism relies not only on the powers the officers have but also on the trust and cooperation from the public. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR, 2007) stresses that the respect for human rights must form every counter terrorism measure. This again shows the concerns from a human rights perspective into counter terrorism laws. 
To summarise these points, being able to define and identify terrorism in the UK is essential. The broad wording of legislation surrounding counter terrorism continues to trigger debates surrounding human rights and policing by consent. 
Further Analysis of the Terrorism Act 2ooo and Its Impacts
[bookmark: _Int_34gCGGNN]The Terrorism Act (TA 2000), at the time, was a huge step forward for counter terrorism legislation in the UK. It was able to reshape how the police and other agencies deal with the threat of terrorism with powers which are still used today. However, although after over two decades of this legislation being implemented, it continues to generate debate surrounding its use. One of the most controversial but arguably one of the most important parts of the act is Schedule 7, which allows police and border officials to stop, question and detain individuals at ports or borders without the need for reasonable suspicion (Legislation.gov, 2000). This part of the TA 2000 has been heavily enforced by police and border officials which is proven by the Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation ‘with 17,501 examinations in Great Britain in the year ending June 2017’ (Hill, 2018). Another disputable part of the TA 2000 is the use of proscription to ban groups that support terrorism. The Home Office, 2024, states that there are currently ‘84 terrorist organisations proscribed under the Terrorism Act 2000’. A recent example of an organisation being proscribed is the UK Governments decision to proscribe the group Palestine Action under section 3 of the TA 2000 on 5th July 2025 (ProtectUK, 2025). As many do with this act, the OHCHR, human rights organisation have a view on this. OHCHR, 2025, state ‘The UK government decision to proscribe the Palestine action protest group under terrorism legislation raises serious concerns that counter terrorism laws are being applied to things which are not terrorism in nature’. Since the ‘proscription of Palestine Action a total of 221 arrests has been made for suspected offences under the terrorism act’ (Counter Terrorism Police, (2025). This shows that although some organisations have been proscripted, many will continue to support them and become members of the organisations making it important and necessary to have this part of legislation. Further regarding arrest under the TA 2000 recent data shows arrests under the TA 2000 have become more common. According to Counter Terrorism Policing (2025) ‘terrorism related arrests hit a 5 year high’. ‘248 arrests’ have been made in the last year alone for terrorism related offences which show just how important and effective the legislation is in keeping the UK safe from threats. ‘Since 2017 Counter Terrorism Policing and MI5 have together disrupted 43 late-stage attacks from taking place’ (counter Terrorism Police, 2025). This is a staggering number of potentially life-threatening attacks which were planned and ready to be carried out against the people of the UK, again showing simply how important counter terrorism legislation is. Although the TA 2000 has been in place for over two decades, ultimately, it still remains the backbone of counter terrorism legislation with other sections branching off from it, creating a versatile and strong piece of legislation.
 Counter Terrorism Concepts: Prevention, Radicalisation and legitimacy
In the UK, counter terrorism approaches do not only rely on the powers given to officers, but also on preventative and legitimacy measures.  A major tool for counter terrorism policing is the use of the ‘Prevent’ strand of CONTEST (Home Office, 2023), as mentioned previously. The guidance from the Home Office, 2023, defines the aims of ‘prevent’ is to ‘stop people becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism’. This is carried out by addressing ideological causes, intervening early to vulnerable people and assisting disengagement from people and terrorist organisations. Although this aim may prove useful, some academic bodies have raised some concerns over its use and how it could be implemented. For example, becoming radicalised is a contested topic. Some raise the question of how can government agencies reliably and accurately identify if somebody is becoming radicalised and may become a terrorist (Qurashi, 2018)? There is also some criticism of ‘prevent’ where it could be used unethically to target certain communities in the UK. An example of this is where the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) found that counter terrorism measures and concepts had a disproportionate effect on British Muslim communities (Choudhury, 2011). From the perspectives of legitimacy, issues such as these matter a lot, not only for the communities effected but for the effect this has on community cohesion with the police. This could become a major issue for things such as policing by consent, if a large part of a community feels unfairly targeted or treated it can severely impact public cooperation and trust from the community which police forces are working tirelessly to gain back but are still failing (HMICFRS, 2024). The concepts and policies surrounding prevention, radicalisation and legitimacy will remain an essential part of counter terrorism but as a result they may come with tension from the public. This shows that fighting terrorism is much more about maintaining community relationships and cohesion rather that the simple use of powers granted to officers. 
Case Study: The 7/7 London Bombings
[bookmark: _Int_pSQwRNrr]‘On July 7th 2005, four suicide bombers struck London’s transport network, killing 52 and injuring over 770 others’ (British Transport Police, 2025). This attack shook the nation but for counter terrorism and policing it exposed vulnerabilities in policing, intelligence coordination, emergency response coordination and even in legislative preparedness. (Intelligence and Security Committee, 2009). The Greater London Authority Review Committee (2006) found that while each emergency service had plans, the combined response from all lacked coordination, particularly with the communities affected by the bombing. 
Impact on Legislation and Strategies
The 7/7 bombings can be described as the turning point, since after the tragedy it triggered a new wave of counter terrorism legislation and strengthened police powers (Walker, 2015). After the attack, the UK government established the Four-pillar CONTEST strategy which was announced as part of the 2003 counter-terrorism strategy. This was a huge milestone as it placed a greater emphasis on the threat of home-grown terrorism targeting the UK (ISD, 2025). Also, in response to the attack more terrorism legislation was introduced such as the Terrorism Act 2006. This act, as well as many other parts of legislation, were able to expand the definition of terrorism offences, allowed an increasement of holding times for offenders before being sentenced, strengthened stop and search and introduced more data and surveillance measures. All these benefits to come from legislation after an attack of this magnitude shows how the government responded to the threat of terrorism at the time. The events of 7/7 ultimately expedited the new wave of legislation through parliament recognising the need for change regarding the existing legislation (Feikert-Ahalt, 2013).
Practical applications of the new legislations
From a policing perspective, the 7/7 bombings highlighted the importance of intelligence and collaborations between forces and agencies. The National Institute of Justice (NIJ) (2010) show that in their ‘lessons learnt’ they found that whilst many protocols worked, issues with leadership, communication and legal clarity affected how the emergency services responded to the attack. In the years following the attack, arrests under section 41 of the TA 2000 spiked. This reflects a stronger ‘pursue’ posture of CONTEST. Statistics show that immediately after the attack, ‘96% of arrests under the TA 2000 were under section 41’ whereas by 2015’ only ‘20% of arrests’ under the TA 2000 were under section 41 (Home Office, 2024). This could be a result of many things, some being that the threat of terrorism may not be as high as previous, other sections of the TA 2000 may be more suiting and more evidence may be required now to arrest someone under the TA 2000 that would be straight after an attack. 
Reflection and evaluations of 7/7
Firstly, the 7/7 bombings showed the country the effects of home-grown terrorism as opposed to the threat of a foreign force. Secondly, the changes of existing and implementations of new legislations show how major incidents drive change not only for emergency service responses but from the government to protect the citizens, often done extremely quickly. Finally, this attack highlighted the importance of evaluating where police powers are used and how they are used to support the trust between the police and the public. 

Conclusion
To conclude, the UK’s counter terrorism framework combines prevention, disruption, and community safeguarding as the main priorities for protecting the British public from threats of terrorism. Whilst strategies such as CONTEST aim to stop radicalisation, they still raise concerns surrounding discrimination within communities. The 7/7 attack on London showed just how important strong legislation is regarding counter terrorism and more importantly, how the government deal with the threat of terrorism in its own country. Effective policing in counter terrorism relies not just on the powers that they have at their disposal but also on legitimacy, transparency and public cooperation. 
References
British Transport Police, 2025, London Bombings of 2005. British Transport Police. Available at: https://www.btp.police.uk/police-forces/british-transport-police/areas/about-us/about-us/our-history/london-bombings-of-2005/ accessed on: 11/7/25
CPS, 2019, Terrorism | The Crown Prosecution Service. Cps.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.cps.gov.uk/types-crime/terrorism accessed on: 4/11/25
Choudhury, 2011, Equality and Human Rights Commission Research report 72 The impact of counter-terrorism measures on Muslim communities. Available at: https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/research-report-72-the-impact-of-counter-terrorism-measures-on-muslim-communities.pdf accessed on: 7/11/25
Counter Terrorism Policing, 2025, Terrorism Related Arrests Hit a Five-Year High | Counter Terrorism Policing. Counter Terrorism Policing. Available at: https://www.counterterrorism.police.uk/terrorism-related-arrests-hit-a-five-year-high/ accessed on: 6/11/25
Counter Terrorism Police, 2025, Statement on Palestine Action, Counter Terrorism Policing. Available at: https://www.counterterrorism.police.uk/statement-on-palestine-action/ accessed on: 7/11/25
Feikert-Ahalt, 2013, The UK’s Legal Response to the London Bombings of 7/7 | In Custodia Legis: Law Librarians of Congress. blogs.loc.gov. Available at: https://blogs.loc.gov/law/2013/05/the-uks-legal-response-to-the-london-bombings-of-77/ accessed on: 7/11/25
Greater London Authority, 2006, Report of the 7 July Review Committee. Available at: https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/gla_migrate_files_destination/archives/assembly-reports-7july-report.pdf accessed on: 7/11/25
Hill, 2018, Sir Christopher Staughton Memorial Lecture: Reflections on my first year as Independent Reviewer «Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation. Independent.gov.uk. Available at: https://terrorismlegislationreviewer.independent.gov.uk/sir-christopher-staughton-memorial-lecture-reflections-on-my-first-year-as-independent-reviewer/?highlight=schedule%207%20statistics accessed on: 5/11/25
HMICFRS, 2024, Police are trying to rebuild public trust but are still failing too many victims, says His Majesty’s Chief Inspector. His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services. Available at: https://hmicfrs.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/news/news-feed/police-trying-to-rebuild-public-trust-but-still-failing-too-many-victims/ accessed on: 7/11/25
Home Office, 2023, CONTEST 2023 Factsheet - Home Office in the Media. homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk. Available at: https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2023/07/18/contest-2023-factsheet/ accessed on: 5/11/25
Home Office, 2024, Operation of police powers under the Terrorism Act 2000 and subsequent legislation: Arrests, outcomes, and stop and search, Great Britain, quarterly update to March 2023, GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/operation-of-police-powers-under-the-terrorism-act-2000-quarterly-update-to-march-2023/operation-of-police-powers-under-the-terrorism-act-2000-and-subsequent-legislation-arrests-outcomes-and-stop-and-search-great-britain-quarterly-u accessed on: 7/11/25
Home Office, 2024, Proscribed terrorist groups or organisations. GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/proscribed-terror-groups-or-organisations--2/proscribed-terrorist-groups-or-organisations-accessible-version#list-of-proscribed-international-terrorist-groups accessed on: 5/11/25
Human Rights Watch, 2008, Briefing on the Counter-Terrorism Bill 2008: Second Reading in the House of Lords: Definition of Terrorism. Hrw.org. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/legacy/backgrounder/2008/uk0708/5.htm? Accessed on: 4/11/25
Institute for Strategic Dialogue, 2025, Twenty years on: Responses to Islamist terrorism in the UK since 7/7, ISD. Available at: https://www.isdglobal.org/digital_dispatches/twenty-years-on-responses-to-islamist-terrorism-in-the-uk-since-7-7/ accessed on: 7/11/25
Intelligence and Security Committee, 2009, Could 7/7 Have Been Prevented? [online] Available at: https://isc.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/20090519_ISC_7-7_Review.pdf. Accessed on: 7/11/25
National Institute of Justice, 2008,  Interagency Coordination: Lessons Learned From the 2005 London Train Bombings. Available at: https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/224088.pdf accessed on: 7/11/25
Legislation.gov, 2000, Terrorism Act 2000. Legislation.GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/11/contents accessed on: 4/11/25
Legislation.gov, 2000, Terrorism Act 2000. Legislation.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/11/schedule/7 accessed on: 5/11/25
OHCHR, 2025, UK: Palestine Action ban ‘disturbing’ misuse of UK counter-terrorism legislation, Türk warns. OHCHR. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2025/07/uk-palestine-action-ban-disturbing-misuse-uk-counter-terrorism-legislation accessed on: 5/11/25
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2007, Human Rights, Terrorism and Counter-terrorism. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/Factsheet32EN.pdfaccessed accessed on: 5/11/25 
ProtectUK, 2025, Palestine Action proscribed | ProtectUK. ProtectUK. Available at: https://www.protectuk.police.uk/news-views/palestine-action-proscribed accessed on: 6/11/25
Walker, 2015, Decennium 7/7 The United Kingdom terrorist attacks on July 7, 2005, and the evolution of anti-terrorism policies, laws, and practices. Available at: https://www.zis-online.com/dat/artikel/2015_11_962.pdf accessed on: 7/11/25
Qurashi, 2018, The Prevent strategy and the UK ‘war on terror’: embedding infrastructures of surveillance in Muslim communities. Palgrave Communications, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-017-0061-9 accessed on: 7/11/25
