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Everything changed on September 11, and the
United States will never be the same. This conven-
tional wisdom has become a mantra, repeated over
and over again by the media and now echoing
throughout America. As the dead are memorialized
and the dust settles, the U.S. public, for the most
part, has gradually assumed its former routines even
as the U.S. government has mounted a massive mili-
tary campaign “against terrorist organizations and
those who harbor and support them.” Undoubtedly,
the concept of U.S. national security has undergone
a dramatic transformation.

For the first time in recent memory, Americans
have begun to think of national security in terms of
ensuring their individual safety and protecting the
American homeland. Suddenly, foreign policy and
military policy are not just about the U.S. role in
global affairs but about the security of Americans
themselves. In an instant, foreign policy became no
longer about distant lands and their peoples but
about U.S. families, homes, communities, and work-
places. Defense policy was redefined as defending
America and Americans rather than as force projec-
tion. Moreover, there is a new consensus emerging
which holds that international cooperation and mul-
tilateralism constitute the only viable approach to
preventing and combating terrorism. In other words,
America knows it cannot do it alone.

There exists no universally accepted definition of
terrorism. The Bush administration’s proposed
antiterrorist legislation defines terrorism too broadly
and risks conflating political protest with terrorism.
Rather, terrorism should be defined as a form of vio-
lence that kills or maims civilians and creates an
atmosphere of fear and alarm beyond the immediate
human and physical damage that such acts may
cause. While most acts of terrorism are politically
motivated, political grievances do not justify terror-
ism. All acts of terrorism are crimes and terrorists
alone retain the responsibility for their actions. If a
state of war existed, many would also be judged as
violations of the rules of war.

According to the FBI and other agencies that mon-
itor terrorism, the number of terrorist incidents

declined in the 1990s compared to the 1980s, but
the lethality of such incidents increased, leading to a
greater number of deaths from fewer events. This
highlights a concern noted in a recent General
Accounting Office (GAO) report, that “the federal
government lacks a national strategy to guide
resource investment for combating terrorism.”
Unfortunately, the Bush administration has contin-
ued the emphasis of previous administrations on mil-
itary and police responses to terrorism. A different
strategy would focus upon and strengthen the civil-
ian public sectors and the international cooperation
that are necessary to prevent and respond to terrorist
attacks. Although the military has a clear role to play,
it is a supporting actor in the fight against terrorism.

The challenge that terrorism poses to our security
also exposes the weakness of our conventional ideas
of national security and the dominant responses—
typically military—to threats to our security.
Emphasizing military responses to terrorism, as is the
inevitable outcome of using “war” as the policy
framework for U.S. anti-terrorism policy fails on
practical grounds alone, independent of any moral or
ethical considerations. In such a war the nature of
victory is unclear, and risks a destructive spiral into
open-ended conflict and militarization. Worse, the
prosecution of a war against terrorism risks incurring
civilian casualties, creating a backlash, and intensify-
ing violence and conflict. War, in other words, is the
least effective approach to combating terrorism, and
should represent the last, rather than the first, resort.

America needs a new agenda for combating terror-
ism—one that secures us against terrorist attacks and
that integrates the use of force within an internation-
al legal and policy framework. This agenda must
bring international terrorists to justice, debilitate
their capacity to wage terrorism, and undermine the
political credibility of terrorist networks by address-
ing related political grievances and injustices. Below,
we outline a four-part framework for a new national
security policy that counters terrorism and propa-
gates justice by:

• Preventing and mitigating the effects of terrorist
violence.

FPIF Four-Part Policy Framework

A New Agenda to 
Counter Terrorism



• Strengthening the national and
international legal system to insure
that those responsible for plan-
ning, financing, directly support-
ing, and engaging in terrorist 
violence are held accountable.
When necessary, the use of mili-
tary force may need to be used to
advance the rule of law within a
multilateral and international legal
framework.

• Defending and promoting basic
civil liberties and rights at home
while working to insure that indi-
viduals and groups are neither
made into scapegoats nor become
the victims of hate crimes.
Abroad, the policy must insure
that U.S. efforts at combating ter-
rorism do not increase violations
of internationally recognized
human rights and that, in all
cases, innocent civilians are not
harmed in the pursuit of terrorists.

• Attacking the root causes of ter-
rorism by addressing the socioeco-
nomic and political conditions
that enable terrorism (in whatever
form and for whatever ends) to
appear to be a viable strategy for
pursuing political objectives.

1. Preventing Terrorist
Acts and Mitigating the
Effects of Terrorist
Violence

Prevention must have a central place
in counter-terrorism policy. We must
prevent the recurrence of terrorist
actions and mitigate the effects of those
that may occur. Prevention requires
strengthened security efforts at airports
and other transportation hubs as well as
at the border; improved intelligence
and oversight of intelligence agencies
(based on a thorough and independent
analysis of past efforts by U.S. intelli-
gence agencies to prevent terrorism);
denying terrorists access to weapons of
mass  destruct ion,  convent ional
weapons, and other items that can be

used as weapons (trucks containing
hazardous materials, airplanes, etc.);
and limiting terrorists’ access to finan-
cial and other resources necessary to
sustain their operations. Mitigating the
effects of terrorist attacks requires
strengthening disaster preparedness and
emergency response plans and pro-
grams and strengthening the infrastruc-
tures and public services that are either
targets of attack or would be necessary
to respond effectively to such an attack.

It is too soon to tell if the recently cre-
ated Office of Homeland Security will
facilitate the coordination that the
GAO has identified as lacking in U.S.
counterterrorist efforts. However, the
creation of the office itself illustrates
the degree to which the Department of
Defense and other security agencies
have focused their efforts on the exer-
cise of military force abroad rather than
effectively addressing the unconven-
tional menaces that pose the most
immediate threat to the security of the
U.S. and its citizens. In America’s new,
heightened sense of the threats to indi-
vidual and national security, citizens
and policymakers should insist that the
Defense Department reduce its global
reach and concentrate more on provid-
ing the elemental security Americans
should expect. The new office of
Homeland Security should comple-
ment the Defense Department in this
mission to provide security against 
terrorist threats while proceeding cau-
tiously when proposing security mea-
sures that would undermine basic
rights and liberties.

Specific policies include:

1. Strengthening Border and
Transportation Security
Procedures

• Nationalizing the security at U.S.
airports and strengthening on-
board security measures. 

• Improving the screening process
for visas to prevent terrorists from
entering the U.S. while retaining
the civil rights of immigrants. 
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• Curbing identity theft and docu-
ment forging. 

2. Improved Intelligence and
Intelligence Oversight

• Improving intelligence operations
through greater international coor-
dination and cooperation in shar-
ing intelligence, developing
improved human and technical
intelligence capabilities that do
not infringe on basic civil liberties,
and hiring more translators.

• Improving oversight of intelli-
gence agencies including greater
transparency in the budget for the
CIA and other intelligence agen-
cies.

3. Nonproliferation of
Weapons of Mass Destruction
(WMD) and Other Weapons

The Bush administration has been
hostile to most arms control efforts,
including the Biological and Chemical
Weapons Conventions, the ABM
Treaty, and the Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty.  Strengthening these
regimes, however, represents one of the
best means of preventing the access by
terrorists to weapons of mass destruc-
tion. At the same time, one should not
overestimate the likelihood of terrorists
using weapons of mass destruction in
an attack. An overwhelming focus on a
WMD attack may lead to inadequate
preparations for defending against
attacks utilizing conventional weapons.
Though terrifying to contemplate, the
low probability/high consequence
WMD attacks may not represent the
most significant terrorist threats. In a
September 2001 report, the GAO
argues that “By using these worst case
scenarios, the federal government is
focusing on vulnerabilities (which are
unlimited) rather than credible threats
(which are limited).” More appropriate
risk and threat assessments are neces-
sary to be able to develop appropriate
strategies and prioritize spending effec-

tively. Specific proposals should
include:

• Strengthening the conventions for
control and nonproliferation of
weapons of mass destruction and
their delivery systems, including
the Chemical and Biological
Weapons Conventions, the Missile
Technology Control Regime, the
Fissile Material Control Regime,
and the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty.

• Ending efforts to build a National
Missile Defense system and redi-
recting funds to nonproliferation
efforts.

• Increasing funding for the Defense
Threat Reduction Agency and
other efforts to monitor and con-
trol weapons material in Russia
and the former Soviet Union and
providing funding for Russian
weapons scientists to conduct
non-weapons related research.

• Ratifying the Protocol on the
Illicit Manufacture or Trafficking
in Firearms to the Convention on
Organized Crime, which the U.S.
has not signed, and implementing
the action plan on small arms
approved at the recent UN confer-
ence on the trade in small arms.

4. Limiting the Ability of
Terrorists to Mobilize
Resources

The Bush administration has already
offered a program to target the financial
assets of terrorist organizations. This is
an important first step, and it reflects a
180-degree turn from the administra-
tion’s previous opposition to increased
monitoring of money laundering. The
leading international group working on
money laundering, the Financial
Action Task Force, reported in June
2001 that the U.S is in total compli-
ance with only 17 of 28 of the task
force’s recommendations that require
specific action, with the remainder only

partially implemented. Specific initia-
tives should include:

• Implementing all the recommen-
dations of the Financial Action
Task Force and supporting the
Organization of Economic and
Development Cooperation’s
(OECD) initiative on tax havens,
increasing transparency in interna-
tional financial flows.

• Ratifying the International
Convention on the Suppression of
Financing of Terrorism and the
UN Convention on Transnational
Organized Crime, both of which
the U.S. has signed.

• Working with the Bank for
International Settlements to facili-
tate greater international coopera-
tion among central banks in order
to develop effective means to
monitor financial flows.

• Expanding the activities of the
Egmont Group, the informal net-
work of financial intelligence units
(the government agencies respon-
sible for addressing money laun-
dering).

5. Improved Responses to
Terrorist Attacks

In addition to improving emergency
preparedness plans, the administration
needs to provide support to all levels of
government to strengthening infra-
structures and public services such as
information and communications sys-
tems, water and food systems, public
health and emergency response sys-
tems, utilities and energy, transporta-
tion, and financial systems. Critically,
most of these systems are civilian pub-
lic services, such as fire, police, and 
rescue departments and public health
system, all of which will be frontline
first responders in case of a terrorist
attack.

Strengthening such infrastructures
and public services would have signifi-
cant positive side effects, since these
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systems are also threatened by natural
disasters, ordinary criminals, or infec-
tious disease outbreaks, in the case of
public health. The public health sys-
tem is critical because of the roles it
plays both in surveillance (i.e., deter-
mining if a terrorist attack has involved
biological or chemical weapons) and in
the treatment of victims. Recent exer-
cises of mock terrorist attacks have
indicated that public health infrastruc-
tures are rapidly overwhelmed in cases
of WMD attacks, suggesting that the
public health system should be a major
area for increased spending. These
efforts require both international and
national level action, as some of these
infrastructures—such as public health
and the Internet—can not only be
addressed nationally.

Specific initiatives should include:

• Increased funding for public
health at the local, state, and fed-
eral levels to improve surveillance
of infectious disease outbreaks,
provide adequate amounts of vac-
cines and medicines to respond to
a bioterrorist attack, and ensure a
functioning hospital system capa-
ble of treating victims.

• Improved security at nuclear
power plants.

• Increased expenditures on rail
transportation systems.

• Increased resources and coordina-
tion for the protection of infor-
mation and communications
technologies through the Critical
Infrastructure Assurance Office
and the National Infrastructure
Protection Center.

2. Strengthening
International and
National Legal Systems
to Hold Terrorists
Accountable

An effective response to terrorism
requires strengthening the national and

international legal infrastructure neces-
sary to identify and prosecute the 
individuals and organizations that
facilitate, finance, perpetrate, and prof-
it from terrorism.

A strengthened United Nations
should be the primary instrument for
pursuing this objective. Unilateralist
elements within the U.S. Congress and
a lack of enthusiasm by members of the
administration have been major obsta-
cles to a more sustained and construc-
tive engagement by the U.S. with the
UN system. The September 11 crisis
has forced a reassessment of that rela-
tionship, and the United States has
made an initial down payment on its
back dues. This is an important, albeit
limited, first step. Next steps taken by
the Bush adminis t rat ion should
include:

• Immediate repayment of all back
dues to the United Nations. 

• Working with the Senate to
rapidly ratify several UN conven-
tions relating to terrorism. The
administration should also move
to ratify other key conventions
relating to terrorism and interna-
tional organized crime, starting
with ones that the U.S. has signed
but not ratified.

• Expanding international police
cooperation, including allocating
additional resources to an invigo-
rated Interpol; insuring that
expanded international police
cooperation does not become a
justification for repression of
political dissidents; expanding
extradition treaties while protect-
ing the rights of dissidents to gain
asylum in exile; and strengthening
law enforcement cooperation with
other countries in counterterror-
ism efforts.

• Strengthening the U.S.
International Crime Control
Strategy.

• Promoting the adoption of the
Princeton Principles on Universal
Jurisdiction for prosecutions of
crimes against humanity under
international law, in national
courts, and based on universal
jurisdiction.

• Strengthening the institutions for
international law by proposing
the creation of a specialized tri-
bunal for judging international
terrorists; joining the
International Criminal Court; rat-
ifying human rights conventions;
and increasing financing for the
UN human rights regime.

• Exercising military force is an
appropriate option if it is used as
part of the implementation of the
rule of law under an international
legal framework. Going to war
would be a last resort after all
other efforts—extradition
requests, limited police operations
to capture terrorists, diplomatic
pressure—had failed and the evi-
dence against the terrorists and
their supporters had been made
publicly available. The use of
force would have specific autho-
rization from the United Nations
Security Council that included
specific goals and a time line; mil-
itary operations would preferably
be under UN control.

The exercise of such force would
adhere to international humani-
tarian law and the principles of
the “just war” tradition. Such
principles include: the objective is
to establish peace, not exact retri-
bution or revenge; the force used
be necessary to achieve a military
objective and not inflict unneces-
sary suffering; the weapons used
must discriminate between com-
batants and noncombatants and
every effort must be taken to
avoid killing civilians.



page 5

• Supporting the creation of a UN
Rapid Deployment Police and
Security Force.

• Approaching regimes accused of
sponsoring terrorism by following
steps outlined in international law,
as were pursued with regard to
Libya following the bombing of
Pan Am 103. This does not pro-
scribe unilateral actions through
aid, trade, and sanctions policies,
but it recognizes that such actions
should be grounded in interna-
tional law and that all things being
equal, multilateral action is pre-
ferred to unilateral action.

3. Defending and
Promoting Basic
Freedoms and Human
Rights at Home and
Abroad

Antiterrorist efforts should not sacri-
fice the very values Americans are 
trying to defend while combating ter-
rorism. Washington must listen closely
to the mounting concerns of civil liber-
tarians and constitutional rights groups
who caution that the new campaign
against counterterrorism may lead to a
garrison state that undermines all that
American stands for while doing little
to protect citizens against unconven-
tional threats.

Attorney General John Ashcroft has
asked Congress to pass counterterror-
ism measures granting the FBI far
greater powers to track phone and
email traffic and to keep non-U.S. citi-
zens suspected of terrorism in custody
for extended periods without the assent
of a judge. These proposals go far
beyond what previous antiterrorist
commissions have prescribed regarding
the need to expand law enforcement’s
power to fight terrorism. For example,
bipartisan commissions—such as the
Advisory Panel to Assess Domestic
Response Capabilities for Terrorism
Invo l v ing  Weapons  o f  Mas s
D e s t r u c t i o n  ( t h e  G i l m o r e

Commission) and the National
Commission on Terrorism (the Bremer
Commission)—note that already exist-
ing guidelines for FBI investigations
regarding terrorism are “adequate in
scope.” A more important, if more
politically difficult, effort involves
improved coordination among law
enforcement agencies at both the
domestic and international levels.

In foreign policy, the administration’s
approach to combating terrorism
should embody respect for those very
human rights America defends and pro-
motes at home. This means that citi-
zens should loudly proclaim opposition
to religious extremism and to actions
taken in its name, no matter who the
perpetrator. This also means that citi-
zens should reject policies that under-
mine human rights norms, including
inflicting casualties on innocent civil-
ians, in the name of a war on terrorism.
Such efforts include proposals for lift-
ing restrictions on the CIA to allow
assassinations and the hiring of human
rights violators—both proposals the
CIA has itself rejected. In forging inter-
national coalitions against terrorism,
the administration must not ease
restrictions on the provision of military
aid, weapons, and military training to
regimes that systematically violate
human rights. Instead, the United
States should strengthen the interna-
tional legal and human rights regimes
and evaluate its own foreign policies in
light of those norms.

The Bush administration needs to
insure in rhetoric and in deed that U.S.
collaboration with countries abroad
will not sacrifice human rights and
democratic values in the name of fight-
ing terrorism. Otherwise, it will repeat
the errors of the cold war, when the
drive against communism and socialist
values undermined basic American 
values of free speech and the right to
organize.

Finally, the administration must take
every effort to insure that counterter-
rorism policies do not unintentionally

reinforce frightening trends of harass-
ment ,  as saul t s ,  and murders  of
Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians.

4. Attacking Root Causes
Combating terrorism requires looking

beyond any one terrorist event—horrif-
ic as it may be—to address the broader
socioeconomic, political, and military
contexts from which terrorism emerges.
Because terrorism is a political act, a
preventive strategy must address its
political roots. A focus on addressing
the political origins of terrorism does
not mean that U.S. and international
authorities should refrain from hunting
down those responsible for terrorist
acts. It means that the victory we seek
will only be fully realized when there
are no more breeding grounds for ter-
rorist politics.

As a global power, the U.S. is always
likely to be a potential target for terror-
ists, whatever policies Washington pur-
sues. The best defense for the U.S. is to
insure that its foreign policies defend
and promote basic human rights and
democracy. This is both because these
values embody the best of America and
because when democratic institutions
are present and human rights are
respected, terrorism of any sort is less
likely. When Washington’s policies
undermine rather than promote human
rights and democratic institutions, the
U.S. is more likely to become a target of
terrorists.

Although no explicit demands were
made by the terrorists on September
11, it is widely recognized that a signif-
icant number of terrorist acts have
developed in response to the political
situation in the Middle East, where the
U.S. has long supported repressive
regimes and Israel’s military occupa-
tion. Similarly, the unnecessary projec-
tion of U.S. military power abroad, rep-
resented by the archipelago of overseas
military bases, often serves as a physical
reminder of U.S. political and military
suppor t  for  repress ive  reg imes .
Recognizing that this in no way
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absolves terrorists of culpability in their
attacks, reorienting U.S. policy along
the lines of respecting basic human
rights and democratic freedoms in the
region could still contribute to easing—
not eliminating—the conditions associ-
ated with terrorism.

• Such a rethinking would include:

• Ending U.S. financial and military
support for the Israeli occupation. 

• Supporting Palestinian self-
determination and a negotiated
settlement as outlined in UN reso-
lutions. Such a settlement would
address security concerns, land,
refugees, and a power sharing
arrangement for Jerusalem.

• Ending the destructive and coun-
terproductive economic sanctions
on Iraq but continuing military
sanctions.

• Withholding military aid and
opposing weapons sales to coun-
tries that systematically violate
basic human rights. Increasing
support for human rights and
democracy in North Africa, the
Middle East, Central Asia, and
elsewhere through bilateral and
multilateral initiatives.

• Supporting humanitarian relief
efforts in Afghanistan and working
to establish a negotiated settle-
ment under the auspices of a loya
jirga (grand assembly) among the
major factions in Afghanistan. The
Bush administration’s commit-
ment of over $300 million in
humanitarian aid to Afghanistan is
an important first step in this
process.

Unfortunately, the Bush administra-
tion has taken advantage of the crisis
surrounding the terrorist attacks to jus-
tify its pursuit of Trade Promotion
Authority (fast track) at home and to
seek a new round of trade negotiations
at the World Trade Organization
(WTO). This represents an opportunis-

tic effort to promote free trade in the
names of the thousands of dead in New
York and Washington. Instead, the
Bush administration should end its
support for unqualified free trade and
move to reorient discussions at bilater-
al, regional, and global economic orga-
nizations and meetings toward creating
a multilateral framework more con-
ducive to the development of poor
countries. The U.S. should also make
initial efforts in this direction by imme-
diately reducing the debt owed to it by
developing countries, championing
debt reduction efforts at the interna-
tional financial institutions, and seek-
ing an end to structural adjustment
lending. Finally, the United States
should pursue an energy policy at home
and abroad that emphasizes renewables
and makes itself and its allies less reliant
on maintaining access to oil supplies
from the Middle East and, increasingly,
Central Asia. Such policies would
demonstrate that the U.S. is concerned
about the deepening social and eco-
nomic polarization around the world
and, instead of pursuing economic
strategies that contribute to these deep-
ening divides, is committed to formu-
lating policies that hold more promise
for the world’s poor and disenfran-
chised.

Pursuing policies that strengthen the
deve lopmenta l  and democrat ic
prospects for peoples worldwide will
not make the U.S. immune from ter-
rorist attacks. But such a commitment
would likely be more effective in
diminishing terrorist threats than a
reliance on military responses—and it
would he lp so l id i fy  a  wor ldwide
alliance uniting Northern and Southern
nations to hold terrorists accountable
for their crimes. Terrorists would have
nowhere to hide.

Our Challenge Is to
Change

The sobering reality of terrorism is
that it constitutes a threat to individual,

national, and international security that
can never be completely eliminated.
Despite our best efforts, there will
always been ideologues, fanatics, and
alienated groups that may resort to ter-
rorism to express their frustration and
make their political point. No single
strategy of this four-part framework is
an adequate response to terrorism.
Only by joining all four strategies—
defending and promoting civil rights,
pursuing prevention and preparedness,
strengthening the international frame-
work for multilateral action, and
addressing roots causes—will the U.S.
government  be  able  to  te l l  the
American people that it is doing all that
it can to prevent future terrorist attacks.

Combating terrorism should not
become a crusade that trumps all other
policy concerns. Our commitment to
environmental protection, human
rights, democratic political transitions,
economic development, poverty allevia-
tion, disarmament, and gender equali-
ty—to name a few of the stated U.S.
policy goals—must remain strong. But
neither can counter-terrorism just be
added to these policy imperatives. The
challenge is to construct a counterter-
ror i sm pol icy  that  demonstrates
America’s new commitment to protect-
ing Americans and U.S. national 
security while asserting our new com-
mitment to constructing an interna-
tional framework of peace, justice, and
security that locks terrorists out in the
cold—with no home, no supporters, no
money, and no rallying cry.

I f  that  i s  our  response ,  then
September 11 will indeed have changed
America and the world.

This four-part policy framework for a new
counterterrorism policy represents the views of
FPIF directors but does not necessarily reflect the
views of the FPIF Advisory Committee or of the
board members of FPIF’s two sponsoring organi-
zations, the Interhemispheric Resource Center
(IRC) and the Institute for Policy Studies (IPS).
John Gershman, <john@irc-online.org>, who is
codirector of the Global Affairs Program of the
Interhemispheric Resource Center (IRC) and Asia-
Pacific editor of Foreign Policy In Focus (online at
www.fpif.org), was the principal author of this
reform agenda.


