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The term ‘terrorism’ has many varying definitions and this in itself represents the complexities in how it is dealt with. However, Section 1 of the Terrorism Act 2000 provides a solid one; it states that it is the use or threat of violence to the public/property, with the purpose of advancing a political, religious, or ideological cause and aim being to intimidate/influence the government and public (Terrorism Act 2000). Now that the term has been identified the topic of this piece will be much clearer. The main focus of this piece will be on one particular contemporary terrorist group, and that is Al-Qaeda. First, a brief overview of the groups' background and history of their attacks will be discussed. Then, the strategies, tactics, and attack methods that they have adopted and used will be identified. Finally, all of these will be analysed and critically evaluated so that a better understanding can be gained of why these methods and tactics were chosen. By evaluating them it will also allow for a conclusion to be drawn as to whether they are useful and effective. 
Al-Qaeda is a “transnational Islamist terrorist organization” that is made up of individuals who are mainly Arabs or Muslims and all of them share the same beliefs; it was originally formed in 1988 by Osama bin Laden roughly around the same time that the Soviet-Afghanistan war was going on (Congressional Research Service, 2021, p.1). Before the group’s formation, Bin Laden was very involved with the fight against the Soviets. He worked closely with the Mujahideen and by 1986 he had the idea of ‘jihad’ and set up training camps; these played an essential part in Al-Qaeda’s framework (Khatab, 2011, p. 97). All of Al-Qaeda’s members believe that violent jihad is a religious duty (Jones, 2014, p.2). Thus, if you are to be considered as a true and pure Muslim, you will be expected to carry out the tasks that are outlined within this violent jihad. It is the groups' strong ideology that is at the core of their violence- they are considered to be Islamic extremists (Haynes, 2021, p.1). Many have deemed Al-Qaeda to be a franchise, and this is because it has various versions of the group that are present within other countries such as Iraq, Somalia etc. (Cragin, 2014, p. 804). For example, the Arabian Peninsula have a variation of Al-Qaeda based in their country and it is known as AQAP- Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. However, these group variations are run independently and are not commanded by the leaders of the main Al-Qaeda group (Cragin, 2014, p.804). 
Since Al-Qaeda initially formed they have inflicted terror and induced fear all across the globe and for well over a decade. Wander (2008) states how the group’s first attack took place in Aden, 1992 where two people were killed by a bomb explosion; it is often referred to as the Aden Hotel bombings. Although Al-Qaeda has been responsible for many terrorist attacks throughout the years, the ones that are considered to have given them their reputation and notoriety are the 1998 Kenya and Tanzania US embassies bombing, the attack on U.S.S Cole in Aden, 2001 and the World Trade Centre and Pentagon 9/11 bombings in 2001 (Byman, 2015, p.2). All of these attacks were aimed at one particular target and that was the United States. Bin Laden had made the US their main target in 1991 after the Gulf War because he was furious that Saudi-Arabia had allied itself with the US instead of himself (Wander, 2008). The US realised that they had a new dangerous threat targeting them after the 1998 attack on the US embassies. Thus, in 1999 they decided to officially name Al-Qaeda a “foreign terrorist organization” (Congressional Research Service, 2021, p.1). Furthermore, Al-Qaeda has been considered to be one of the biggest threats to US interests overseas (Congressional Research Service, 2021, p.1). This is because of the group’s success, not only the attacks they have carried out themselves but, also the number of terrorist attacks that they have inspired. In 2011, Al-Qaeda’s leader (Bin Laden) was successfully killed by US troops but, the group continues to terrorise with their new leader- Al Zawahiri (Congressional Research Service, 2021, p.1).
Al-Qaeda’s strategies have been viewed in two different ways- to be motivated by political reasons or to be motivated by religious reasons. Gunaratna (2002, p.89) states how Bin Laden declared that Al-Qaeda had not one but three types of strategies: short-, mid-and long-term strategies. Their immediate goal was to be rid of the US and create a caliphate, then their mid-term strategy was to successfully overthrow the “apostate rulers” in the Arabian Peninsula/ Middle East and finally, their long-term strategy was to form a strong, fearful Islamic state that could initiate and continue a war against the West (Gunaratna, 2002, p.89). Overall, the groups’ ultimate goal is recognised as them wanting to establish an Islamic caliphate; one single Islamic state that governs all of the Middle East (Libicki et al, 2007, p.5). Al-Qaeda believe that the US is an obstacle in their way of achieving this goal, so they decided that the only solution was to expel them and their influence from the Middle East and their Islamic world (Libicki et al, 2007, p.5). This is why their focus was solely on the US as their target, they did not want to be westernised any longer and believed that everybody should convert to Islam. They blamed the US for the problems that they were facing, for example, they declared the US were the root cause of the poverty in their country (Libicki et al, 2007, p.5). 
However, Al-Qaeda’s strategies can also be viewed as having more of a political agenda; one of their goals is to overthrow the apostate governments, but they do not mention targeting secular governments in Libya, Syria, or Iraq, and this is due to them already opposing the US and its influence (Libicki et al, 2007, p.7). Thus, if the groups' strategies were purely only motivated by their religious beliefs, then they would target these governments as they are non-religious and do not follow Islam. This reflects their political motivation of overthrowing and expelling the US. Furthermore, the groups' ongoing feud with fellow terrorist group IS also points towards their strategies being politically motivated. Both terrorist groups fight for the same belief- a caliphate and have the same targets- the US/Western countries, yet they fight each other due to both craving power and being sole rulers of the jihadist (Byman, 2017, p.1107). Overall, Al-Qaeda’s’ strategies can be viewed as ineffectual as they have still not achieved their set goals. Byman (2017, p.1107) states how at present the group are much further from achieving its goals now than they were around the time of 9/11. They have not had an infamously successful attack since the 7/7 London 2005 bombings, and many argue that the group are declining and are much weaker (Byman. 2017, p. 1109.) 
Al-Qaeda implements many different tactics as a means of achieving its goals. One main tactic that they have, and that is abundantly clear throughout their attacks, is their strategic thinking. Their intelligence and counterintelligence play a vital part in the formation and success of their attacks; it allows them to be prepared for any given situation because they know as much as possible about their target and the operating environment (Ilardi, 2009, p.171). Every single attack that they carry out is always carefully planned and they make sure to use highly skilled individuals. For example, the 9/11 attacks were thoroughly planned for years; numerous test flights were carried out before the attack by the hijackers, and they made sure to gather knowledge on the layout of the planes and its procedures (Ilardi, 2009, p.171). This research they undertook allowed the group to be precise and prepared for any obstacles that they may face. Thus, this tactic of Al-Qaeda is effective as it has allowed their attacks to be a success. Moreover, Ilardi (2009, p.171) refers to Al-Qaeda’s counterintelligence as a “security umbrella”; it makes sure their plans are not exposed in any way. This tactic is crucial as it allows Al-Qaeda to operate effectively, with no interference and ensures their plans are not foiled. For example, they have implemented this tactic when they communicate with one another. The group know that communicating via electronics, such as mobile phones and the internet, would not be wise as it is both traceable and trackable; thus, it would endanger their plans. Gunaratna (2002, p.76) confirms this by stating how Western security and intelligence agencies, such as GCHQ, MI6, MI5, FBI etc, rely heavily on technology when gathering their intelligence. Consequently, Al-Qaeda uses non-detectable methods of communication, such as communicating via a human courier (Gunaratna, 2002, p.76). Doing this allows the group to evade the security services and to be one step ahead of them. This tactic has proven to be very effective as Al-Qaeda have successfully been able to plan and execute numerous attacks on the West, unbeknownst to them. Additionally, in 2009 Al-Qaeda attacked the CIA's base in Afghanistan, and how they were able to do this was because they had a triple agent on the inside to spy and give them access (Riedel, 2011, p.26). This case reflects not only Al-Qaeda's sophistication but, it gives an insight into the true extent of their intelligence and counterintelligence skills-they were successfully able to carry out a complex operation like this one. 
Nonetheless, many would argue that the security services cannot always be successful and that they do their best to prevent as many terrorist attacks as possible. In the UK, since 2017 the MI5 have successfully prevented 31 ‘late-stage terror plots’ (BBC News, 2021). Thus, this shows that their intelligence and counterintelligence are just as effective and that Al-Qaeda’s tactics are not always advantageous. Furthermore, since 9/11 the US has been more effective at foiling potential terrorist attacks; their success rate has increased dramatically from 31.9% prior to 9/11, to 80.6% in the years after (Strom et al, 2015, p.9). The 9/11 attack was a wake-up call and the US’ success rate increase is due to them putting more time and money into homeland security and counterterrorism (Strom et al, 2015, p.3). Therefore, the US are now more equipped to deal with such attacks and subsequently, Al-Qaeda face more of a challenge when trying to execute their plans.
Moreover, the 2009 attack on the CIA base is also a good example of another tactic that Al-Qaeda implements and that is having alliances. Al-Qaeda teamed up with both the Afghanistan and Pakistan Taliban for this operation, in which they helped with propaganda and facilitating movements (Riedel, 2011, p.30). It can be argued that without their help the attack may not have been a success. In 2004, Al-Qaeda also formed an alliance with Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and this alliance meant the group were now established in Iraq (Wander, 2008). Having alliances allows Al-Qaeda and their ideology to expand further; they have the support and resources of others, and this makes them stronger and harder to tackle. For example, the groups' alliances with the Afghanistan Taliban is one of the things that helped Bin Laden evade capture for so long; they were asked by the US to expel Bin Laden, but they objected to this (Posen, 2002, p.41). These alliances mean that Al-Qaeda has more forces to help them fight against the US, making them stronger (Byman, 2015, p.6). This in turn creates a bigger threat for the US and the Western countries, as they have more people targeting them and some of these alliances may not be known. Consequently, Al-Qaeda can use this to their advantage when planning their attacks. Some of the other alliances Al-Qaeda have benefited them financially, Posen (2002, p.41) states how “wealthy individuals in several Gulf States” give support to the group. These additional funds allow Al-Qaeda to operate effectively, they can get everything they require to carry out their attacks. Thus, proving that having alliances is important and this tactic they have has been very beneficial. Despite this, Byman (2017, p.1107) states that the group are now struggling to acquire funds and recruits, and part of the reason for this is their competition with IS who have grown over the years. It now means that the group has to compete for its recruits and also maintain being the attractive choice for its militants compared to the contemporary leading jihadist movement, IS (Byman, 2017, p. 1107). Although Al-Qaeda still gets recruits, IS are proving to be much better at recruiting and are often jihadists first choice (Byman, 2017, p. 1109). Consequently, it can be argued that Al-Qaeda is not as strong as it once was and in some respects is outshined by IS. Ergo, their tactic of forming alliances is not as effective as it once was.
Al-Qaeda relies heavily on one tactic in particular and that is radicalisation. They use propaganda to convince and recruit people for their cause; it has become a major tool for them over the years. For example, Byman (2015, p.5) states how Al-Qaeda use this tactic to convince Muslims that ‘jihad is their obligation’ and to adopt the group’s goals. However, over the years their propaganda methods have changed slightly. Prior to 9/11 the attacks the group carried out and the US’ response to these attacks would be what was used as propaganda; they would get people come from all over the world come to enlist into their training camps (Posen, 2015, p.41). Whereas now, due to technology evolving over the years, radicalisation has become far more prominent. The internet and social media sites are now a “new form of outreach”, and Al-Qaeda can spread their ideologies and recruit faster and further than they ever could before (Greenberg, 2016, p.165). In the past, they have used magazines, interviews with reporters, and recordings of their terrorist attacks to spread their ideology (Byman, 2017, p.1108). Rabasa et al (2006, p.15) also states how Al-Qaeda also published training manuals online for individuals joining their jihad. The varying propaganda the group uses reflects their sophistication and allows them to strengthen their group's position. This tactic has proven to be very effective as it successfully achieves what it aims to do- it has inspired, recruited, influenced the media and the public’s perception of the group and finally, has made their enemies fear them (Rabasa et al, 2006, p.22). In 2013, a group of 4 men were jailed for discussing using an Al-Qaeda manual to make an improvised explosive device to use in an attack on a British army reservist centre (Kamolnick,2014, p.33). This case is just one example of where Al-Qaeda’s propaganda has successfully inspired individuals to commit terrorist attacks. Overall, radicalisation is probably Al-Qaeda’s most successful tactic; it makes the US/Western security’s job more challenging as it is difficult to know for certain who and when an individual has been radicalised. Thus, it provides them with the element of surprise- which then increases the success rate of their attacks. Nevertheless, IS propaganda is argued to outshine Al-Qaeda’s’ and especially when it comes to their social media platforms (Byman, 2017, p.1114). This is a problem for Al-Qaeda as it can result in them losing their support and recruits, thus, making them a weaker and less effective terrorist group. 
Moreover, Al-Qaeda’s attack methods have tended to focus on being both dramatic and of a large-scale, and their targets for these attacks are chosen strategically (Byman, 2015, p.5). The reason for this is because these sorts of attacks will bring the most attention, thus, giving them the notoriety that they desire. One method that Al-Qaeda favours in its operations is simultaneous strikes (Wander, 2008). This means that they will attack more than one place at one time and an example of this would be both the 7/7 London bombings and the 9/11 attack. For the 7/7 bombings, the group detonated four bombs one after another in three different areas of Central London (London Assembly, 2006). Then in 9/11, Al-Qaeda attacked both the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon, again around the same time. It can be argued that the purpose of this attack method is to cause both mass destruction and hysteria and overwhelm both the emergency and security services. This method that they adopt has proven to be very effective; both attacks resulted in hundreds and thousands of casualties, and it ignited fear (Hassan, 2007, p.1). Thus, the method achieves what it set out to. Another method of attack that is prominent throughout Al-Qaeda’s attacks is the use of suicide bombers. Hassan (2007, p.2) believes they use this method as it gives them an “operational and economical advantage”; it maximises the casualties but costs little resources to carry out. Thus, it benefits them in every way possible and it is evident that this method is effective as some of Al-Qaeda’s most destructive and renowned attacks have been by suicide bombers. For example, 9/11 bombings, USS Cole, and US Embassies Tanzania bombings (Hassan, 2007, p.4). Due to their effectiveness, ability to induce fear, and absorb media attention suicide bombers have been identified as one of the “most feared terrorist weapons” (Poland, 2003, p.100). These individuals are willing to die for their cause and this in itself is fearful. In more recent years it is radicalised individuals who are carrying out these suicide bombings, for example, the assailants in the 7/7 bombings were “British born Muslims” who had been radicalised and then trained in Pakistan (Hussain and Bagguley, 2012, p.2). Thus, using radicalised individuals and this method together makes it harder for security services to detect and prevent these attacks.
In conclusion, Al-Qaeda is a sophisticated and organised terrorist group that have, and implement, various strategies, tactics, and attack methods. After evaluating all of these aspects it is evident that Al-Qaeda has been ineffectual at achieving its strategies. They reached their highest point and were closest to achieving their goals in 2001 after 9/11. However, since then the group have been identified as weaker and declining in numbers. This is partly because they have experienced many losses ranging from senior members to their founder and leader Bin Laden. Additionally, Al-Qaeda has given the West a reason to unify and create stronger diplomatic ties, making them a greater military force. This then makes it harder for Al-Qaeda to operate effectively. Al-Qaeda also faces a threat stemming from within the middle east in the form of IS. However, when compared to IS, it should be noted that Al-Qaeda’s organisation, intelligence, and counterintelligence has played a vital role in their successful attacks. Advancements in technology have also aided Al-Qaeda as they can recruit, train, and radicalise from all over the world with the use of propaganda. Arguably, despite their failings, Al-Qaeda has garnered mass amounts of media attention and, dangerously, has become a model and inspiration for other terrorist organisations to follow. Finally, the attack methods they use are both cultivated and very effective. They use their skills, religious dedication, and intuition to maximise fear and casualties. Suicide bombing, in particular, demonstrates to the public that a single person can create mass destruction and death, often in seemingly safe public spaces. Overall, the threat Al-Qaeda poses today is very different to the one that they did post 9/11. Much like their counterpart IS, they have evolved and adopted modern tactics with a focus on radicalising individuals to carry out attacks rather than large-scale, organised attacks. They are therefore still a threat and should not be underestimated as a result.
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