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Preface 

The 22 July 2011 terrorist attacks in Norway resulted in an increased focus on 
societal security, and especially against threats related to political violence. At 
the time I had just completed my master’s degree, and with a long-lasting 
interest for political violence and societal security, I was motivated for 
pursuing a PhD. With my background from security work in the Government 
Quarter, terrorist target selection came up as a relevant topic. With a positive 
response from the Norwegian Police University College and the University of 
Stavanger a PhD was in the making soon after the 22 July attacks. 

It has been inspiring to conduct research on a topic of considerable interest for 
practitioners. As Paul Martin correctly notes; security is after all a practical 
matter (forthcoming 2019). It has, however, been important to do so without 
compromising the high academic standards all research must be founded on.  

Doing a doctorate is a long endeavour, and if done in part-time, the timeline 
becomes even longer. To me, the long haul has meant more time to think, 
meeting more people, doing more presentations and visiting more universities 
and places, than I would have with a shorter timeframe. I believe this have 
had a positive impact on the finished product. 

I have met a lot of people on this journey, and many have contributed to this 
project. It can have been a well-founded question after a presentation, or a 
comment made over a cup of coffee somewhere. It is not possible to name all 
contributors here, but rest assured that no one has been forgotten. 

There are some key individuals I want to thank in particular for their 
contributions to this work. A huge thanks to my inspiring and including 
supervisor professor Tore Bjørgo, who generously has opened doors, shared 
his knowledge and commented drafts. We have also written a book together. I 
will also thank my cosupervisor, professor Odd Einar Olsen, for well-founded 
comments, advice, and follow-up in general. Thanks also to Jon Ivar Mehus, 
who on behalf of my previous employer, The Norwegian Government 
Security and Service Organisation (DSS), supported this project when the idea 
of a PhD was born. Furthermore, I am grateful to my current employer, the 
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Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation, which is responsible for 
securing government buildings and the new Government Quarter to be. 

Thanks to all my colleagues at the research department at the Norwegian 
Police University College (PHS), and in particular Head of Department 
Haavard Reksten for unlimited and invaluable support, and Eileen Schreiner 
Berglie for excellent practical assistance. Also, many thanks to the TERRA 
group at the Norwegian Defense Research Establishment (FFI) for 
outstanding assistance, and in particular Petter Nesser, who has genereously 
shared his data and excellent knowledge on the militant Islamists in Europe. 

I have also benefitted from advice from international capacities on 
methodology, criminology and political violence. Professor and Pro-Vice-
Chancellor Richard English at Queens University Belfast has been very 
helpful since we first met years ago, when he was director for CSTPV at the 
University of St. Andrews. Moreover, I have received important inputs from 
professors Cynthia Lum, Andrew Bennet and Fathali M. Moghaddam in 
Washington DC. An opportunity to spend time with terrorism researchers par 
excellence Martha Crenshaw and Bruce Hoffman was also fruitfull. 

Other individuals I will direct mye gratitude to for different reasons are 
Håvard Walla, Paul Martin, Ellen Haugestad, Bart Schuurman, Paul Gill, 
Carlos Setas, Danny Morrison, Patrick Magee, Julia Wanda, Tor Inge 
Kristoffersen and Sissel Haugdal Jore. I must also express my sincere thanks 
to a number of persons who, due to the nature of their work, have to remain 
anynomous. Most of them work in security and intelligence agencies home 
and abroad, but members of the Norwegian National Police Emergency 
Response Unit (DELTA) and some other police units must also be included. 

Finally, I will send a huge thanks to my family. My wife Monicha, who is a 
professional capability in relevant fields herself, has been an invaluable 
discussion partner and motivator. My two sons, Michael and Eskil, as well as 
my mother Ragnhild Inger, have also been very supportive from start to end 
of this project. Although our Giant Schnauzer, Camo, is totally unaware of 
this fact, the daily walks with him have also been good for intellectual clarity 
and problemsolving. To quote Christopher Morley (1922); No one 
appreciates the very special genius of your conversation as the dog does. 
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Summary 

This thesis elaborates on the complex relationship between terrorists and the 
targets they attack. There are at least three main reasons for the complexity: 
each case, with the people involved therein, is unique; moreover, many factors 
may affect terrorist decision-making. Furthermore, most terrorists can choose 
between a number of targets. Therefore, a comprehensive approach is a 
prerequisite for research in this area. 

The starting point here is that terrorists in general must be considered rational 
actors. I analyse the dynamic interaction between four main components that 
affect terrorists’ target selection: Ideology, strategy, internal factors 
(characteristics or capacities possessed by the terrorist actor), and external 
factors (variables outside the terrorists’ control). This categorisation is 
sensible for sorting the factors of influence, but in order to identify 
correlations between variables and arrive at a deeper understanding, case-
study process-tracing has been applied. Situational analysis of plot scenarios 
and conducted attacks, with a systematic focus on offender(s), target(s) and 
situational context, also represent an essential part of this work. 

There are three main objectives for this thesis. I present a generic theoretical 
and methodological approach for qualitative research on terrorist targeting. I 
apply the above-mentioned approach to the 22 July 2011 attacks in Norway, 
tracing the terrorist’s target selection process in detail. I also analyse the 
targeting preferences of militant Islamists operating in Western Europe from 
1994 to 2016. In addition to target types, this study focuses on the terrorists’ 
casualty focus, soft versus hard target preferences and the degree of target 
discrimination – all central issues in the context of public security. 

The two concrete part studies are not comparative, but they exemplify how 
the generic theoretical and methodological approach can be applied both to 
single and multiple case studies, on terrorist actors from different ideological 
directions and on different levels of analysis. A such the two part studies are 
complementary. 

Regarding the 22 July 2011 attacks in Norway, Anders Behring Breivik was 
not the typical lone actor terrorist. The long timeline of his terrorist operation, 
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his hideous strategy, the mass-casualty focus and the brutality demonstrated at 
Utøya were beyond what most lone actor terrorists could do. His 
megalomaniac personality influenced several of these factors, but if we leave 
the aberrant characteristics and skills of Breivik aside, he was quite average in 
other ways. His background, radicalization process and ideological foundation 
were not that unusual. Also, his operational phase was not without its flaws. 

This research shows that even the ruthless terrorist Breivik was affected by an 
overarching framework and constraints of various kinds. His customised 
right-wing ideology set the scene. He took both the inner (those responsible 
for immigration) and the outer enemies (the Muslims) into consideration, but 
chose to attack the inner enemy. The public rage following a racist killing in 
2001 affected his decision. Breivik’s strategy of a massive “shock attack” was 
related to his narcissistic personality and striving for attention. Moreover, his 
lack of empathy enabled him to conduct the barbaric actions. Breivik’s 
decision to act alone, his focus on one political party only, and the fact that he 
discarded individual assassinations, were also important decisions. 

Breivik’s limited operational background was compensated for by a high level 
of motivation, persistence and thoroughness in terms of the bombmaking. The 
fact that he miscalculated the time needed to find a farm and only managed to 
make one bomb did, however, affect his plans significantly. Moreover, his 
financial situation worsened during 2011, and he also made practical mistakes 
during the operation. Regarding external factors, the terrorist took advantage 
of a peaceful society. The long process of closing the Grubbegata street in the 
Government Quarter symbolises how distant the terrorist threat was to 
different decision-makers at the time. This was exploited by Breivik. He also 
had the advantage of operating on home ground. 

Breivik experienced that terrorist operations are dynamic and not fully 
controllable. He became frustrated and pragmatic, as the Utøya attack proves. 
The Labour Party and the media represented the most attractive targets for 
Breivik, but in the end, the media was not attacked. Constraints derailed the 
terrorist from this part-goal, leading him to attack only the Labour party. It is 
also a paradox that the shooting attack at Utøya outbid Breivik’s number one 
priority target – the Government Quarter – regarding the death tolls. 
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Continuing with the militant Islamists operating in Western Europe from 1994 
to 2016, this research finds that, in general, they are conservative regarding 
their target preferences. The vast majority of targets can be sorted into few 
target type categories, but the challenge is the almost unlimited number of 
potential targets the militant Islamists can choose from within certain 
categories. Attacks against people in public areas and on public transport is 
the dominant trend. As for public transport, the aviation and railway sectors 
stand out as attractive spots for plotting and conducting attacks; however, in 
practice, railway-linked targets are attacked more often than aviation-related 
targets. Soldiers and police personnel are also frequently targeted. Most of 
these attacks take place in public area, where the personnel are accessible and 
vulnerable. Top politicians, state institutions with a highly symbolic value, as 
well as diplomatic missions, are also attractive targets, but they are rarely 
attacked due to the robust protective security measures surrounding them. 

This study finds that militant Islamists’ dominantly and increasingly focus on 
soft targets, while well-protected targets are avoided. There is a substantial 
focus on mass casualty, but few attacks lead to many deaths. Indiscriminate 
versus discriminate targeting comes out as even. Also, the jihadists are more 
ambitious in the early stages of planning than in the process that follows. 
Additionally, launched attacks physically carried out by more than one 
perpetrator are more ambitious than attacks conducted by single individuals. 
Both single perpetrators and cells or groups with two or more perpetrators 
will normally attack soft targets. Individuals carrying out attacks alone are, 
however, more likely to act discriminately, have a limited casualty focus and 
apply simpler means. Attacks against name-specific individuals are usually 
committed by one perpetrator only. 

The jihadists are, as with their target types, conservative with regard to attack 
approach and weaponry. A high level of sophistication has, however, been 
observed in a few cases, like the 2006 liquid explosives plot, and the 2010 
cargo planes plots. The most advanced plots and attacks have been linked to 
the established networks. It is hard to identify modus operandi-related 
differences between AQ and ISIS-linked perpetrators, and shifts in trends 
seem rather to be influenced by practical and contextual factors. This part-
study did not trace the decision-making processes of each case in detail, but 
those executing the attacks normally make the final target decision. This is so 
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because most attacks are not centrally organized. In several cases it can also 
be observed how the perpetrators decline target suggestions from others. 

Both part studies illustrate the complex dynamics and unpredictability that 
follow terrorist targeting processes. This research also finds that jihadists have 
higher targeting ambitions in the early stages of planning as compared to the 
attacks that are actually conducted, which was seen in Breivik’s case too. 
Moreover, the two studies illustrate how pragmatism often plays a role, 
protective security efforts being one reason for it. It is highly likely that the 
militant Islamists would conduct more attacks against attractive hard targets if 
the security efforts were not so robust. The awareness of assessing preventive 
security efforts can also be seen in the case of Breivik. Another observation is 
linked to brutality. It is commonly suggested that extraordinary brutality is a 
characteristic of the jihadists. Breivik demonstrate, however, that gruesome 
brutality is not reserved for one ideological direction only. 

Regarding practical output, the comprehensive theoretical and methodological 
approach may be of value to researchers and practitioners working on 
targeting issues – it be on  a very detailed or a slightly more superficial level. 
With reference to the complementary nature of the two part studies, the 
practical value from these differ in some respects. The in-depth study of 
Breivik provides a detailed explanation of proceedings and decisions in this 
particular case. It describes how a terrorist thinks and acts, and also the effect 
certain protective security measures have. It also shows how a terrorist may 
take advantage of exisiting possibilities, which again will be valuable for 
making new countermeasures. To a less degree, however, are such single case 
studies on their own contributing the identifiction of trends and to assessments 
of the bigger threat picture. In this area multiple case studies have more value. 

In contrast, the part study of the militant Islamists provides a broader and 
more complete knowledge-based picture of a threat that Europe has been 
exposed to for nearly 25 years. The research clarifies developments and 
trends, which is essential for updated and effective counterterrorism 
strategies. Furthermore, the dataset itself is valuable for anyone seeking case 
overviews – like I did at the start of this research. Moreover, this dataset, with 
its brief case descriptions, is helpful for those seeking to establish knowledge-
based scenarios, for example when working on threat assessments in security 
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related projects. Case overviews are also useful when organizing training and 
excersis. 

Identified trends and developments have also a practical output regarding the  
different target types. This part study shows that greater attention should be 
given to protect people in public areas and on public transport. In many ways 
this is more challenging than protecting a top politician or a highly symbolic 
government building. For attacks in public area, the combination of physical 
measures, rapid and forcefull police response, and rational public behaviour 
may prove damage-mitigating. For cost-effective reasons, however, physical 
protective measures in public area should primarily be reserved for 
particularly attractive targets. Top-level politicians must continue to be given 
adequate protection, but more attention should be given to politicians on the 
level just below these, as they have been proven to be more exposed to 
attacks. Police and military personnel represent attractive and vulnerable 
targets when in public areas, and this should be reflected in their operational 
concepts and tactical behaviour. Protection of participants of public debates is 
also an issue that requires greater focus. Moreover, the attention from jihadists 
against US, Israeli and Jewish targets justify extensive protective efforts 
around these communities. 

Finally, there is a need for more research on target-related issues. I highlight 
three concrete topics that require more in-depth research: target-decision 
making, hostile reconnaissance and the impact symbolism has in relation to 
terrorist targeting. 
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1 Understanding Terrorist Target 
Selection 

1.1 Introduction 
What and whom do terrorists attack, and perhaps even more importantly, why 
do they end up with the targets they actually do attack? How come terrorists 
choose target alternative A, and not B or C? Furthermore, why are some 
politicians and public debate individuals targeted while the majority are not? 
Further, why do some terrorists attack random civilians in an indiscriminate 
manner, while others deliberately focus on name-specific individuals, or even 
targets that are heavily protected? 

These questions, which this thesis will try to answer, are of interest not only 
to security services and others tasked with detecting terrorists before they can 
cause harm. It also has relevance for security professionals engaged in 
protecting critical infrastructure and highly symbolic assets, as well as the 
private security industry. The surviving victims of terrorist attacks also always 
and instantly raise questions about the terrorists’ choice of targets. What could 
possibly be more natural after being shot at, or indeed bombed, than to ask 
why me, and alternatively, why us? 

Terrorist targeting processes and preferences is a narrow subject in contrast to 
classic, overarching issues like the root causes of terrorism, radicalization and 
ideology. The focus of this thesis is not on what Maxwell Taylor (1988: 183) 
characterized as involvement issues three decades ago but rather on one of 
several event issues. Moreover, terrorist targeting is to a large degree an 
operational issue, even though ideological, moral and strategic variables have 
considerable impact too.  

The starting point here is that when an actor, individual or group has decided 
to turn to terrorism, initial thoughts on whom or what to physically target will 
soon emerge. The physical aggression may be directed against representatives 
of the system they want to change, or members of the police and armed 
forces, since they are the ones the terrorists are confronted by on the ground. 
The target could, however, just as well be random civilians if the actor finds 
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this morally acceptable and legitimate. In practice, and regardless of moral 
boundaries, most terrorists will have a number of targets to choose from. 
Following this, every act of terrorism will include some sort of target 
evaluation, and concrete decisions regarding whom to strike have to be made 
as the actor moves from thinking to acting.  

1.1.1 Terrorism in the spectrum of organised violence 
Physical violence occurs in many forms and surfaces under a range of 
different circumstances. Motivation and triggers for executing violence may 
vary substantially, and people involving themselves in one category of 
violence, for example in military campaigns they see legitimate, are likely to 
condemn other forms, like terrorism. There are different types of violence and 
they can be categorized in a number of ways. One way is to differentiate 
between conventional warfare, asymmetric warfare, violent uprisings, 
terrorism, sabotage, and violent crimes. It is important to note, however, that 
the difference between types of violence can sometimes be blurry and 
overlapping. This is not just due to definitional or legal issues but also 
because one violent actor may adhere to several types of violent means at the 
same time. Looking to Northern Ireland conflict it is obvious how violent 
crimes, uprisings and terrorism were – and to some degree still are – present 
in the conflict theatre. Furthermore, if we look to the militant Islamists for the 
last few years, we have seen how they have conducted classic acts of 
terrorism in the Western world, while their operational behaviour and conduct 
in Syria and Iraq have had the characteristics of insurgency operations and 
traditional warfare. 

Following up on the distinction between terrorism and warfare, it is an 
important point that terrorist actors typically see themselves fighting a war 
(English, 2009: 23). Accordingly, they often refer to themselves as soldiers 
(Richardson, 2007: 176). In fact, terrorists can even promote the “fighting a 
war” rhetoric by pointing to Clausewitz’ definition of war, as it is based on 
the two assertions that a) war is an act of violence intended to compel our 
opponent to fulfil our will, and b) war is a mere continuance of policy by 
other means (Taylor, 1988: 61–62). Naturally, one could counter this by 
saying that Clausewitz’s reflections are taken out of context and that terrorism 
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does not carry the same legitimacy as military warfare. One of the main 
characteristics of terrorism is, after all, the moral condemnation that comes 
along with it. Furthermore, terrorists will rarely follow the rules of war. But 
then again, throughout history, there are also regular armed forces that have 
committed barbaric acts clearly in conflict with the same rules. As such, 
Richard English (2009: 23; 2016: 10) might have a point when stating that 
terrorism can be characterized as a subspecies of warfare. 

1.1.2 Terrorism is also a crime 
From the perspective of law enforcement, at least on home ground in the 
Western world, terrorism is primarily countered through the criminal justice 
model. Indeed, most will agree that the best response to terrorism in 
democracies is to use the legal framework (English, 2009: 133). This is in 
contrast to the war-like rhetoric from state leaders, often seen in the 
immediate aftermath of major terrorist incidents – for example, like George 
Bush after the 2001 9/11 attacks and Francois Holland after the 2015 
November 13 attacks in Paris (Bush, 2001; Mullen & Haddad, 2015). 
Accordingly, terrorism is a crime and it should be treated like one in most 
respects (Bjørgo, 2013: 2; Clarke & Newman, 2006: VII). Evidently, though 
terrorism represents a cluster of very serious crimes, it begs the question: what 
are the conceptual similarities and differences between terrorism and other 
forms of crime? Furthermore, what distinguishes terrorists from other 
criminals from a behavioural perspective? The answers to these questions will 
rarely be absolute and vary depending on which type of crime we compare 
specific acts of terrorism to. 

Lafree and Dugan (2004) argue that some general similarities are that both 
crime and terrorism are social constructs that violate the law, and in both areas 
there are differences between formal definitions and how these are applied. 
Moreover, both phenomena undermine social trust. As for differences, the 
most striking fact, and one of few with consensus, is related to the motivation 
for the offenses (Clarke & Newman, 2006: 4–7). In contrast to most criminals, 
terrorists pursue a broader political agenda and their main motivation will 
typically not be materialistic or financial in nature. Here, it must be added that 
the motivation can sometimes be hard to identify, especially if a single 
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perpetrator dies in or after an incident. Shooting sprees in schools comes 
easily to mind, but other individual actions, like the vehicle attack by Karst 
Tates during a royal event in Netherlands in 2009, also leave the motive 
unclear (Spaaij, 2012: 12). Another major difference is that terrorists tend to 
seek maximum attention in order to spread fear among the general public, and 
communicate their message to decision-makers. Other criminals will typically 
avoid attention at any cost. Furthermore, local authorities will most often 
handle common crime, while handling terrorism is the responsibility of 
federal or national authorities. This indicates that terrorism has a status that 
goes beyond “ordinary” crimes and that it is considered to be more serious.  

When discussing terrorism versus crime, it is also important to keep in mind 
that terrorists, in addition to their terrorist activities, conduct other forms of 
criminal offenses. For example, terrorists depend on funding and apply 
various methods, such as armed robberies, black market sales, kidnappings 
and extortion (Taylor, 1988: 50–52). Moreover, they may conduct break-ins 
and thefts to access weapons or information, or steal vehicles to use in 
terrorist operations. Hence, ordinary criminal activity is an integrated part of 
terrorism, both due to organizational and operational needs. As such, the 
crime-terrorism nexus often referred to today is hardly a new phenomenon 
(e.g. Makarenko, 2004; Hamill, 2011). How this relationship functions and 
develops, however, varies with time, place and actors involved, and this also 
explains why we see more research on this topic on a regular basis. 

1.2 Defining terrorism 
There is no consensus regarding an exact definition of the term terrorism. It is 
after all a politically loaded and morally tense term, with overwhelmingly 
pejorative normative associations. As previously described, it is also 
sometimes difficult to accurately place this phenomenon in the spectrum of 
violence and sort it from among other types of criminal activity. Therefore, no 
one should be surprised over the lack of agreement when it comes to defining 
terrorism, but at the same time a number of well reflected proposals in the 
definitional area have been presented (e.g. Lia, 2005; Hoffman, 2006; 
Crenshaw, 2011; Schmid, 2011; Ganor, 2015; English, 2013; 2016). 
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Despite the lack of consensus, the debate over the definition is important not 
just because the definitions seek to clarify the phenomenon itself, but also due 
to the major impact they potentially have on research frameworks – in general 
and in specific research projects. On one hand, a definition that is too wide 
might create unclear borders with other types of violence and open up the 
potential for limitless data collection, leading to unmanageable amounts of 
information. On the other hand, a definition that is too narrow may not echo 
the true extent of the phenomenon or topic in question. Therefore, such 
questions as whether or not to include state terrorism in the definition, must 
be carefully evaluated. The author’s impression is that most terrorism 
researchers don’t include state terrorism in their research. Furthermore, it 
seems to be an increasing consensus among researchers within academia 
when it comes to the core characteristics of terrorism conducted by non-state 
actors. Following this, it seems that current debates on the definition of 
terrorism are often linked to the fringes of this issue. It is still, for several 
reasons, important to include a definitional clarification in concrete projects. 
One aspect is the impact basic definitions have on the overall framework of a 
project. Another reason is that there are research projects where terrorism and 
other forms of violent activity, like school shootings regardless of motive, 
have been merged. This underlines how important it is that readers of a 
finished work check the definitions applied, especially if they are going to use 
or refer to the work in question. 

1.2.1 Towards a core definition 
Two detailed and well-articulated definitions of terrorism can be brought in as 
examples at this point. In The Routledge Handbook for Terrorism Research, 
Alex P. Schmid proposes the revised academic consensus definition of 
terrorism, with the abbreviation ACDT 2011 (Schmid, 2011). This 
definitional solution consists of twelve elements, but we will concentrate on 
the first, which tries to capture the core dimension of terrorism, while the 
others have explanatory functions (Schmid, 2011: 86–87):  

Terrorism	refers	on	one	hand	to	a	doctrine	about	the	presumed	effectiveness	
of	a	special	form	or	tactic	of	fear-generating,	coercive	political	violence	and,	
on	the	other	hand,	to	a	conspiratorial	practice	of	calculated,	demonstrative,	
direct	violent	action	without	legal	or	moral	restraints,	targeting	mainly	
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civilians	and	non-combatants,	performed	for	its	propagandistic	and	
psychological	effects	on	various	audiences	and	conflict	parties.	
 
Schmid’s definition is thorough and not controversial per se, although one 
could argue that some terrorists display moral restraint to a certain degree –if, 
for instance, they don’t find it legitimate to target totally indiscriminately – as 
for example seen with the Provisional Irish Republican Army’s (PIRA) major 
bomb attacks in London in the 1990s. In several of these cases pre-warnings 
opened up for evacuation of people before the time of detonation. The civilian 
/ non-combatant issue is also difficult, since attacks against the police and 
soldiers in Western Europe are most often characterized as terrorist attacks – 
by the authorities, the media and the general public. This is in contrast to 
attacks on soldiers in a warfare setting in distant conflict areas. 

Another definition that grasps the essential elements of terrorism has been 
offered by Richard English (2009; 2016):  

Terrorism	involves	heterogeneous	violence	used	or	threatened	with	a	political	
aim;	it	can	involve	a	variety	of	acts,	of	targets,	and	of	actors;	it	processes	an	
important	psychological	dimension,	producing	terror	of	fear	among	a	directly	
threatened	group	and	also	a	wider	implied	audience	in	the	hope	of	
maximizing	political	communication	and	achievement;	it	embodies	the	
exerting	and	implementing	of	power,	and	the	attempted	redressing	of	power	
relations;	it	represents	a	subspecies	of	warfare,	and	as	such	it	can	form	a	part	
of	a	wider	campaign	of	violent	and	non-violent	attempts	at	political	leverage.	
 
This definition incorporates all central elements and brings the potential 
variations and dynamics of terrorist activity to light more clearly than many 
others. Furthermore, the aspects of terrorist communication, the fear factor 
and overarching objectives are well integrated. I earlier touched upon 
English’s view that terrorism can be regarded as a subspecies of warfare. We 
may also note that both Schmid and English are not making explicit 
distinctions between state and non-state actors. This is understandable in some 
ways, although their respective works concentrate on non-state actors. 

In addition to the two academic definitions above, it must be mentioned that a 
widely used definition comes from the US State Department (2006):  
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(terrorism	is)	premeditated,	politically	motivated	violence	perpetrated	
against	non-combatants	targets	by	subnational	groups	or	clandestine	agents,	
usually	intended	to	influence	an	audience.		
 
This short definition covers much of what people identify with the term 
terrorism. The US State Department’s definition has constituted the 
foundation for the definition of terrorism applied for this study, but some 
minor adjustments have been made. Credible threats and attempts have been 
included, in order to cover terrorist acts not yet perpetrated. The issue of 
credibility must be assessed in each case to enable the sorting hoaxes from 
serious threats. The somewhat widely defined non-combatant term is 
substituted with civilian targets, as this seems to offer better clarity with 
regard to the distinction between potential targets objects that are a part of the 
conflict picture and those who are not. However, it must be underlined that 
terrorist attacks on military personnel may also be regarded as terrorism – for 
example, being attacked when they are off-duty or outside the core conflict 
area. Such cases are included in the part study of militant Islamists in this 
research, which is also why I add usually perpetrated against civilian targets 
in the definition that follows below. Furthermore, the state-actor sounding 
clandestine agent expression is removed, even though it is likely that proxy 
groups are meant here. Finally, sub-national groups are substituted with non-
state actors (groups and individuals) in order to exclude state terrorism, even 
though states certainly can use the same approach. Moreover, it is important 
to include individuals to ensure that solo or lone actor terrorism is included. 
Hence, the following definition of terrorism is used in this study:  

Terrorism is premeditated, politically motivated violence, including credible 
threats and attempts of such, usually perpetrated against civilian targets by 
non-state actors (groups or individuals), usually in order to influence a wider 
audience. 

1.2.2 Defining lone actor terrorism 
Clarifying the definition of terrorism does not mark the end of the definitional 
issue because there is also a lack of consensus regarding the definition of 
single individuals committing terrorist offences – as well as what to call it. In 
fact, it gets even more complicated with lone actor terrorism because here it is 
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also necessary to define what an individual act is. The most important thing is 
to distinguish between individuals really operating alone and cell or networks 
using individual attacks as a tactical choice. That said, there are many 
different interpretations of what it means to operate alone. Furthermore, there 
is a practical side to this as it can be profoundly challenging to trace existing 
links between a perpetrator and extremist circles or networks.  

Some lone actor-studies deliberately include a small number of perpetrators 
working together (Hewitt, 2003: 79; Pantucci, 2011: 9; Ellis et al., 2016). 
Although this might be understandable in some regards, it is problematic 
since there are some basic differences between just one actor and two or more 
persons being involved – for instance, this becomes an issue with regard to 
psychological aspects and operational capability. Furthermore, the issue of 
detection is very challenging with lone actors as an intelligence-driven 
approach often is less effective on these perpetrators (Hewitt, 2003: 90; 
Bakker & Graaf, 2010). Also, by expanding to two or more perpetrators, the 
list of incidents will expand considerably, no longer reflecting what most 
readers would think of as lone actor terrorism. Another potential problem 
surfaces when lone actor terrorists are merged with offenders who are not 
politically motivated, especially if the research is tagged as lone actor 
terrorism (Ellis et al., 2016). In such cases, better transparency can be 
achieved by labelling the research in accordance with the type of crime or 
attack approach – and not motivation. One example can be works focusing in 
general on the so-called active shooters (Sinai, 2013). To sum up, there are 
arguments for applying a rather narrow definition when terrorist acts 
committed by single individuals is the subject, but, as will be made clear later 
in this thesis, most so-called lone actors are in some way connected with other 
terrorists – either physically or online. 

The most typical factor of diversity when scholars seek to define lone actor 
terrorism is the degree of assistance the perpetrator has received from others. 
Since contact, or prior contact, with other extremists and radical movements is 
not unusual – physically or online – the essential question is whether the 
phases of planning, preparation and execution of the operation have been done 
in a self-reliant and independent way. In other words, it boils down to whether 
the perpetrator has received any form of guidance or assistance from people 
that know, or should understand, what the individual in question is planning 
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to do. It is profoundly challenging to assess the impact of psychological and 
motivational support – for example, from clerics that may be very conscious 
with regard to keeping themselves on the right side of the law. Still, I will 
argue that if practical support – related to financing, training, weapons, other 
equipment, travel documents or accommodations – is received from others, 
the individual conducting the attack has not acted totally on his or her own. 
Following this, individuals deliberately guiding or practically assisting a 
person to conduct a concrete act of terrorism (even though they do not know 
the exact target, time and place) must be regarded as accomplices. There is, 
then, a joint understanding that an act of terrorism is going to take place, 
establishing some kind of informal or formal pact between two or more 
individuals. Importantly, however, it is not enough that someone other than 
the perpetrator knows that a terrorist act is going to take place. For example, 
family or close friends might be against stated ideas or already committed 
crimes, but still choose not to inform the police, as seen with the Malmö-
shooter Peter Mangs (Malmö tingsrätt, 2011). In contrast, the wife of the 
Breivik-inspired Brunon Kwiecien in Poland became suspicious of his 
behaviour and alerted the police (Evans, 2013).  

The practical challenges of identifying lone actor terrorism has been 
mentioned, and it is often quite difficult to trace links between a single 
perpetrator and other extremists or networks. This has become evident with 
the increasing number of terrorist acts committed by militant Islamists. The 
varying degree of assumed or documented affiliation to other extremists has 
led to characteristics like enabled and directed lone actors. Another, more 
comprehensive variety is the difference between isolated (inspired), 
connected (but operating independently), networked (embedded and 
coordinated with others) and FTO-supported (organizationally supported) 
lone actors (Mullins, 2017). The Danish Security and Intelligence Service 
(PET) has made a distinction between lone wolves and solo terrorists (PET, 
2012). Different terms and levels with regard to categorization does not, 
however, fully remove the uncertainty in a number of cases due to the lack of 
detailed insight into the individual cases. This is one area where the 
intelligence and security services possess a better insight than researchers do. 
On top of this, it is common that additional information regarding a plot or 
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attack keep coming as time goes by – potentially adjusting early impressions 
and conclusions. 

Another issue is what to call an individual committing an act of terrorism 
alone. We constantly see a number of terms describing this phenomenon, for 
example freelancer (Hewitt, 2003: 79), lone wolf (Pantucci, 2011; Spaaij, 
2012; Hamm & Spaaij, 2017), solo terrorist (PET, 2012, Hemmingby & 
Bjørgo, 2016), single or lone actor (PET, 2012; Nesser, 2012a), single 
operator terrorist (van der Heide, 2011) and lone mujahid (Inspire magazine, 
2013). The term to be used may not be as important as the definition itself, but 
it deserves some reflection. One reason is that glorifying terms or metaphors 
introduced by terrorist actors themselves should be avoided. Since it was 
promoted by right-wing extremists Tom Metzger and Alex Curtis in the 
1990s, the metaphor lone wolf has been used extensively by news media and 
academia (Metzger, undated). This metaphorical characterization, much up to 
the reader to digest and decrypt, was probably chosen by the extremists 
themselves to associate themselves – free of negative associations – with a 
mythological, bold and strong animal. This is in contrast to the pejorative 
term solo terrorist that clearly indicates a person violating the legal and moral 
boundaries in a democratic society. Towards the middle, we find more neutral 
terms like the lone actor or single actor. Regardless of the term preferred,  
academics, researchers and analysts should clarify their definitional choises in 
their published works. In this thesis, the term solo terrorist indicates an 
individual acting without any motivational or practical support from others, 
like Anders Behring Breivik. When it comes to militant Islamists, I use the 
term lone actor, which I regard as more loose but still adequate, since in the 
relevant sections, I make the clear-cut distinction between one and several 
perpetrators physically conducting the attack in question. This approach has a 
tradeoff with regard to how independent the attacker really is, and also since 
terrorist organizations regularly initiate one-perpetrator attacks due to tactical 
considerations. However, an advantage of the clear-cut distinction is that the 
issue can be mapped with great accuracy and the output will provide 
important knowledge without involving the network factor – not least for 
practitioners dealing with protective security or first responders. The output 
from this approach will also constitute the best starting point for lone actor 
versus group analysis, before adding the network factor. 
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1.3 Communication through violence 
Terrorist acts are in general not mindless, impulsive actions without some sort 
of function or purpose. Attacks are launched as part of a strategy to reach a 
long-term objective; so, terrorists attempt to produce social transformation 
and changes by performing symbolic acts of violence (Matusitz, 2015: 23). As 
such, the damage, deaths and injuries caused by the act are irrelevant to the 
political message the actor seeks to communicate (Neumann & Smith, 2008: 
9), although they might indeed be relevant in other regards, which I will come 
back to in the section on theoretical approach. Returning to the political 
message, however, terrorism can be seen to be about more than what the 
phrase “propaganda by deed” indicates (Laqueur, 1997, 2012: 14). Terrorists 
want to achieve something; most often, this means a reaction from political 
authorities and decision-makers. By and large, terrorism is instrumental in 
nature, although this does not exclude the possibility that there might be 
complementary and overlapping emotional and psychological aspects 
involved as well, besides the potential intrinsic benefits for those involved 
(English, 2016: 37). 

Since the terrorists can rarely strike and hurt the political authorities and the 
decision-makers directly – due to the preventive security measures 
surrounding these attractive targets – they will often attack a third party that is 
easy accessible. An essential element in this regard is publicity. Through the 
terrorist act - and the massive publicity following this - the terrorists 
communicate a message not only to the general public and interest groups but 
also to government officials and decision makers (Nacos, 2007: 15). In our 
modern world, they will often supplement the news media coverage with the 
use of their own social media channels. Also, the fact that the terrorists seek to 
create an atmosphere of fear in whole or specific parts of a population is 
central here (Bjørgo & Heradstveit, 1993: 33). It is the threat of more and 
repetitive violence, and the fear built on its basis, that the terrorists hope will 
pressure the decision-makers to implement changes in accordance with their 
superior and long-term objectives. 
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1.3.1 The faces of terrorism 
More thorough elaborations on the targeting processes and the symbolism 
involved are covered in the theoretical and methodological sections of this 
thesis, but having clarified the basic concept of terrorism, the many faces of 
this phenomenon must be briefly addressed. First of all, terrorists come from a 
range of ideological platforms, like socio-revolutionary left-wing extremists, 
far-right actors, ethno-nationalists and militant Islamists. There are also actors 
with a narrow agenda, typically referred to as single-issue terrorists. Within 
each category there are also a variety of low-capability actors and high-
capability actors, ranging from lone actors with simple means and limited 
ambitions to robust and capable networks and groups conducting complex 
attacks and sustained campaigns over a long period of time. Equally, some 
terrorists operate in our own backyard, while others limit their activities to – 
what is for us – distant conflict zones. Accordingly, the nature of the problem 
may be substantially different from one continent or region to another. 
Moreover, both the scope of the threat and potential consequences of 
terrorism might differ between continents and regions. When it comes to 
Europe and the rest of the Western world, General Rupert Smith (2007) 
rightly points out that the terrorists are not strong enough to represent a direct 
threat to our democratic state construction and control of established 
territories, but “the security of our people, other peoples, our assets and way 
of life.” 
 
In general, most terrorist incidents take place in, or in proximity to, conflict 
zones. So even though the Western world experience horrendous terrorist 
attacks from time to time, the frequency and seriousness of this particular 
security problem is higher and more substantial elsewhere, in parts of Africa 
and Asia, for instance. Furthermore, the many differences between our home 
ground and the distant conflict areas, not least societal factors, are 
illuminating exactly why counterterrorism efforts, and some research issues, 
must be customized to the regional or local context. In short, overarching 
counterterrorism strategies have to be held within the political and legal 
framework of the country in question, customised to the existing societal 
conditions and the resources within the law enforcement sector and be 
proportionate to national threat assessments. The fact that each conflict has its 
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own characteristics adds to this conclusion. For example, and as proven in the 
last decades, there are considerable differences in the way homebased ethno-
nationalist actors like the Provisional IRA (PIRA) and the Basque Euskadi Ta 
Askatasuna (ETA) have operated compared to the militant Islamists adhering 
to the global jihad campaign. 

1.3.2 Terrorist targeting research so far 
Modus operandi (MO) has traditionally not been given too much attention 
within terrorism research, and the number of publications on modus operandi 
in the 1970s and 1980s was limited. There were, however, a number of 
research notes and reports from a few institutions, like the Rand Corporation, 
where Brian Jenkins (1979; 1988; 1989) and Bruce Hoffman (1984; 1988; 
1993) were central contributors. This was complemented by other individual 
works, often related to the large conflicts at the time. The Northern Ireland 
conflict sparked some relevant publications (Lyons & Harbinson, 1986; 
Pockrass, 1987). Indeed, although brief, one of the first few books with a 
particular focus on modus operandi and targeting was IRA Tactics & Targets 
(Bell, 1990). A book also including targeting aspects in the Basque conflict 
was written by Clark (1984). Likewise, Palestinian terrorism also received 
some focus (Hoffman, 1984). The focus was not isolated just to specific 
actors. Works also addressed terrorist tactics against specific sectors with 
protective security in mind, like aviation and nuclear facilities (Jenkins, 1989; 
Wilkinson, 1993a). 

If we look at the 1990s, more work on terrorists’ targeting and tactics 
gradually surfaced. The first major academic work on terrorist target selection 
processes came with C.J.M. Drake, who wrote a PhD thesis on the subject 
before he published a book based on the thesis (Drake, 1996; 1998). It is also 
a fact that the total amount of terrorism research increased significantly after 
major events like 9/11 in 2001, the M11 bombings in Madrid in 2004 and the 
7/7 bombings in London in 2005. This came natural, as authorities and others 
put in a lot of resources to prevent new attacks and establish adequate 
protection of exposed individuals, highly symbolic assets, critical 
infrastructure and major events. One important contribution regarding terrorist 
targeting came with Clarke and Newman (2006), when they took their 
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criminal reasoning and situational crime prevention from ordinary crime to 
terrorism. Although their focus strictly speaking was on prevention, much was 
based on how terrorists operate and what they target. Another published book 
with special focus on terrorist target decision-making on the individual level 
is on the Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks in Norway 
(Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016).  

Apart from this, there have been a number of papers and reports on targeting, 
and most of them have focused on specific issues. Some have addressed 
specific actors within certain geographical boundaries (McGladdery, 2006; 
Calle & Sanchez-Cuenza, 2006; Libicki, Chalk, & Sisson, 2007; Maccartan, 
Masselli, Rey & Rusnak, 2008; Levitt, 2009; Nemeth, 2010, Becker, 2014). 
Others have been focused reasoning and psychological aspects (Johns & 
Silverman, 2001; Newman & Hsu, 2012).  

Other works have concentrated on concrete target categories. When it comes 
to attacks against the general public few works have studied these in isolation, 
but specifically focused on the targeting of civillians, but the study on soft 
targets by Asal, Rethemeyer, Anderson, Stein & Rizzo (2009) is one example. 
The same applies to Biberman and Zahid (2016) who has looked to targeting 
of children, and Bradford, Margaret & Wilson’s (2013) publication regarding 
attacks against schools touchs upon the same group.  One single case study of 
violence against children or youths concerns the school attack in Trollhättan, 
Sweden, (Erlandsson, 2017), and nor can the attack by Breivik on the youth 
camp at Utøya be forgotten (Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016; 2018). 

There are not many specific works regarding top politicians, royalties and 
celebrities to be found, although there have been some interesting publications 
about how these attract unwanted attention from potentially violent 
individuals, including stalkers (Meloy, Hoffmann, & Sheridan, 2014; 
Øverland, 2012; Bjørgo & Silkoset, 2017; 2018). When it comes to terrorist 
targeting of military installations and soldiers, as well as police stations and 
police personell there are few specific publications, but some exist (e.g. Lia, 
2001; Gibbs, 2013). 

Public transport is one category that has received noticeable attention, and 
within this category the focus has at large been on the aviation sector and 
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railway transport respectively, although there are reports covering a broader 
spectre of transport means (e.g. Lia, 2003). When it comes to targeting of the 
aviation sector in general publications of interest are for example provded by 
Jenkins (1989), Wilkinson (1993a), Merari (1998), Chow et al. (2005), Sweet 
(2008), Tønnesen (2008), Harrison (2009), Asal, Rethemeyer, Bellandi, 
Legault & Tynes (2010) and Hastings & Chan (2013). Furthermore, there are 
case-specific publications that may provide a useful insight regarding the 
targeting of flights, like the works by Silber (2012: 24-35) on the 2001 Reid 
shoebomber case, as well as Nesser (2006) and Cruickshank (2014) on the 
2006 Liquid plot in the UK. There are also several interesting research 
products concerning terrorist targeting of railway transport, like the works by 
by Jenkins (2001), Fridheim (2007), Fridheim, Schjelderup & Borander 
(2009), Strandberg (2013) and Jenkins & Butterworth (2018). Specific case 
studies of interest are for example Hoffman (2014: 192-223) and Pantucci’s 
(2015: 159-230) study of the 7 July 2005 bombings in London, as well as 
Reinares’ work on the 2004 Madrid train bombings (2014: 29-60). 

The maritime sector has been covered to some degree, although not 
extensively with regard to Europe and North America. Some contributions to 
look to are works by Jenkins (1988), Bjørgo (1991), Tønnesen (2007), Asal & 
Hastings (2015) and Migaux (2016). Regarding offshore installations linked 
to the petroleum industry, see the section below about infrastructure. 

Different target types linked to national or critical infrastructure have been  
addressed by a number of researchers, and probably first and foremost due to 
the serious consequences such attacks may cause (e.g. Lia, 2000; Lewis, 
2014). The petroleum and energy sector has been given specific attention 
within this category, as seen with the works by Kjøk & Lia (2001), Kjøk 
(2004), Lia & Kjøk (2004), Pippard (2010), Toft, Duero & Bieliauskas 
(2010), and Porter (2015). A potential infrastructure target type concerns 
drinking water sources and dams, and some publications can be found in this 
area too (e.g. Bjørgo, 2003; Lia & Nesser, 2003). Economic targeting has also 
been a subject to a limited degree (Johnstone & Nedelscu, 2005; Chesney, 
Reshetar, & Karaman, 2011). 
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The CBRN topic is also of interest in a targeting perspective, but as far as the 
author can observe it has mainly been covered as an attack approach threat, 
and in a “what if” or “how likely” perspective. That said, even such works are 
of interest in a targeting perspective, because in some scenarios this may 
include break-ins or attacks against institutions and facilities where CBRN 
means are obtained. Some interesting publications in this area are made by 
Hoffman (1988), Tucker (2000), Jenkins (2008), Stenersen (2008) and 
Mueller (2009). 

Finally,  there are works that have been focused on very specific subjects 
related to terrorist targeting, e.g. terrorist innovation (Dolnik, 2007; 
Oppenheimer, 2009; Ranstorp & Normark, 2015). Moreover, the role of 
symbolism, which is relevant for how terrorists operate and whom or what 
they target, have also been given attention (Matusitz, 2015). Relevant 
literature for the militant Islamists will be covered later in the thesis when 
discussing sources for this multiple case study. 

As described above, the amount of modus operandi and targeting related 
publications increased from the 1970s to the 2000s, but from time to time 
researchers have still encouraged more research on operational issues (Lia, 
2004: 12; Clarke & Newman, 2006: 233; Schmid & Jongman, 2007: 268; 
Schmid, ed., 2011: 468). Clarke and Newman called for systematic ratings of 
the attractiveness of different targets, analysis of attacks and other related 
subjects (Clarke & Newman, 2006: 233). In a survey made by the UN 
Terrorism Prevention Branch in 2007, initiation of more research on target 
analysis and preferred targeting was recommended (Ranstorp, ed., 2007: 286). 
A few years later, this gap in terrorism research still seemed inadequately 
covered, and in 2011 Schmid et al. (2011: 468) stressed that:  

…some	of	the	issues	that	have	been	given	a	limited	amount	of	attention	so	
far	within	terrorist	research	are	the	operational	aspects	of	their	activities,	
their	modus	operandi	and	targeting	practice.	
 
One general argument for continuous research on targeting and other 
operational aspects is simply the evolution of terrorism and shifting threats. In 
Western Europe from 1970 to the mid-1990s, this particular security threat 
came from far-left terrorists, ethno-nationalists actors and right-wing 
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extremists. Then, when the militant Islamists initiated attacks in France in the 
mid-1990s, this became a game-changer since the newcomers had a targeting 
practice that differed significantly from what Europe had experienced until 
then. Naturally, there were incidents in Northern Ireland, Spain, Germany and 
elsewhere involving indiscriminate targeting and mass-casualty focus but not 
with the established strategies and typical modus operandi as seen with the 
militant Islamists. Here indiscriminate targeting, mass casualty focus and the 
use of suicide bombers are fully integrated elements. Moreover, pre-warnings, 
as known from Provisional IRA and ETA campaigns, have never been an 
issue. Furthermore, shifting societal and technological conditions also have an 
impact on how terrorists operate and the kind of opportunities they have. 
Political shifts, demographic changes and increased mobility across continents 
are just a few factors. It is also a fact that technological developments 
continuously provide terrorists with new opportunities with regard to, for 
example, communication, information gathering and attack delivery methods. 
At the same time, however, technological progress is also beneficial for the 
law enforcement sector in creating constraints for the terrorists. In total, there 
are several strong arguments for continuous research on the modus operandi 
and targeting aspects on specific theatres of conflict as well as on the different 
actors. 

1.3.3 Level of analysis 
Before continuing to the research objectives for this project, it is useful to 
briefly say something about the link between information availability and 
levels of analysis in targeting research since this has relevance for the 
structure of this thesis. A basic acknowledgement is that the amount and 
quality of the information available affects the potential and output of any 
research. There are probably a number of ways to illustrate this, but one way 
is to make a customised use of the classic distinction between the macro-, 
meso- and micro-level respectively (Blalock, 1979).  

If only very basic data is available for all known or a high number of cases 
related to terrorism it will be possible to do macro-level research. With this 
material, one can get a satisfactory general overview of the phenomenon in 
question, including relevant statistics. It might not be detailed enough, 
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however, to establish an adequate profile of a terrorist actor or to identify 
shifts and trends within specific target type categories and other 
characteristics useful for practitioners. 

If the dataset have more detailed information that enables the researcher to 
clarify the situational context of each incident, it may be possible to map and 
analyse a terrorist group’s general characteristics and profile related to 
targeting. This can be targeting preferences and shifting trends regarding 
attack approach against specific target type categories. One limitation here, 
however, will be that it is difficult to trace the concrete decision-making 
processes in detail, for example among a few individuals or a lone actor. 
Hence, it seems reasonable to argue that we here are talking about meso-level 
research. 

That leaves us with the micro-level, which is research based on material so 
rich in details that it is possible to go in-depth on the individual level. This 
allows for opportunities to identify and trace – from start to end – the concrete 
decision-making processes, as well as the planning phase and 
operationalisation, of the case in question. In most cases, and especially when 
the research is based on open sources, micro-level research is not possible. 

For the purposes of this thesis, it needs to be clarified that the case study of 
Anders Behring Breivik is based on unusually rich material that enables 
research on the micro-level. Regarding the multiple case study concerning the 
militant Islamists, the material is for example not detailed enough to trace 
individual decisions in detail. As such, it can be characterised as a meso-level 
study. 

1.4 Research objectives and target audience for 
this project 

Research on terrorist targeting issues may seem narrow, but the complexity is 
profound, both due to the high number of factors that potentially have an 
impact on these questions and their differing nature. If we add to this the 
different characters of conflicts, actors and operational environments, it 
becomes evident that research in this field benefits from a centred, focused 
and defined framework. As such, this research is not an attempt to cover all 



Understanding Terrorist Target Selection 

26 

aspects of terrorist targeting in a detailed and general manner as that would be 
too ambitious and out of range for this project. The aim is rather to make a 
meaningful contribution to targeting research by focusing on some specific 
aspects and actors. 

1.4.1 The research objectives for this thesis 
There are three main objectives for this thesis. The first objective is to present 
a generic theoretical and methodological approach suitable for qualitative 
targeting research. This approach can be used at the individual level, or on a 
group or network level. The generic approach also means that it can be used 
on threat actors across ideological directions and in different conflict regions. 
The second objective is to apply the above-mentioned approach to the target 
decision-making process of Anders Behring Breivik, who conducted the 22 
July 2011 attacks in Norway. Here, the target selection process and decision-
making are traced in detail through the planning phase, as well as the 
operational phase. As such, the ambition is to explain why and how the 
terrorist’s operation ended up with the two attacks in Oslo and on Utøya 
respectively. The third objective is to make an in-depth analysis of the 
targeting preferences of militant Islamists operating in Western Europe. In 
addition to the specific target types, this research will examine targeting 
related issues that are central from the perspective of societal security. 

Following the conclusion of the two part studies on Anders Behring Breivik 
and the militant Islamists respectively, I will also elaborate on how in-depth 
single case studies and multiple case studies have complementary functions 
for decision-makers, analysts and others working on counterterrorism issues. 
Obviously, the two part studies serve as separate examples of the theoretical 
and methodological approach; on two different levels of analysis and with 
focus on actors with different ideological orientations. Hence they are not 
comparative, but having made that clear it should also be acknowledged that 
single and multiple case studies provide valuable insights in different ways, 
and accordingly they have complementary functions. 

It should be made clear at this early stage of the thesis that both part studies 
have a main focus on the operational context, which means that overarching 
issues like ideology and strategy, as well as psychological aspects, are only 
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elaborated upon in the context of terrorist targeting. It can also be added that 
both part studies are highly relevant for the current threat picture in Europe, 
which hopefully makes this research interesting and potentially useful for 
individuals and institutions working on counterterrorism or protective security 
in our part of the world. 

Study 1: Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks in Norway 
On 22 July 2011, Anders Behring Breivik conducted two sequential terrorist 
attacks in Norway. First, the right-wing perpetrator bombed the Government 
Quarter in Oslo, killing eight people. Then he drove to a political youth camp, 
arranged by the Labour Party’s Worker’s Youth League (AUF) at Utøya, 
outside the capital. Here, he initiated a shooting spree, in which he killed 69 
people. In total, Anders Behring Breivik killed 77 people, fully illustrating the 
damage a solo terrorist can cause. 

As described, this is a study of a solo terrorist with a far-right extremist 
ideology. Access to high-quality research material has provided a rare 
possibility to trace both the planning phase and the operational stages in 
considerable detail, primarily with an emphasis on targeting related issues. 
This includes general targeting preferences, concrete plans, priorities, 
influence of situational factors and decision-making sequences. As will be 
illustrated, the interaction between a series of variables caused a profoundly 
dynamic, non-linear process, clearly illustrating the unpredictability and 
pragmatism that normally follows terrorist operations. 

Study 2: Militant Islamists operating in Western Europe 
Militant Islamists adhering to the Sunni-based jihadi ideology have operated 
in Europe for more than two decades. Based on the dataset developed for this 
project, 246 plots and attacks are analysed to map the targeting preferences of 
militant Islamists operating in Western Europe from 1994 to 2016. In this 
case, it is not only the target types that are categorized and analysed. This 
study also addresses three features of intent with significant impact on the 
threat they represent to the general public; the degree of target discrimination 
(random or selective targeting), casualty focus, and hard or soft target 
preference. With reference to the existing research on jihadists in Europe, and 
in particular the research conducted by Petter Nesser at the Norwegian 
Defence Research Establishment (2008; 2010; 2012; 2012a; 2012b, 2015), the 
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ambition here has been to complement this with a focused in-depth analysis of 
the targeting issue specifically, including parameters not previously covered 
in significant detail. 

When it comes to target discrimination, there is a common assumption that 
militant Islamists target indiscriminately, without any moral constraints that 
would limit their scope for actions. This impression has probably been shaped 
by the combination of mass media coverage after major terrorist attacks 
against random civilians and propaganda from the terrorists themselves. There 
are several examples, however, where terrorists have been selective in their 
targeting – for example, by attacking police, authorities, name-specific 
individuals and others. Hence, this part of the research assesses the degree to 
which jihadi terrorists act indiscriminately and discriminately respectively. 

Casualty focus is also a central topic related to the militant Islamists. Several 
large terrorist attacks have caused a high number of casualties and left the 
impression that the jihadists most often have a mass casualty focus. Having 
said that, other attacks have not displayed such a focus. This part of the 
research examines the extent to which the militant Islamists in Europe have 
displayed a mass casualty focus in practice. 

The soft or hard target topic is also a relevant factor since one of the 
assumptions seems to be that Islamist terrorists primarily prefer to attack soft 
(easily accessible and not well protected) targets. We have, however, also 
witnessed an interest in, and attacks against, hard (particularly well protected) 
targets. This section elaborates on the differences between soft and hard 
targets and then examines the violent Islamists’ actions in this regard. 

The three issues mentioned above, that are commonly attributed to the 
militant Islamists, are all central with regard to the actual danger these actors 
represent from the perspective of societal security. They are also given a lot of 
attention in mass media and elsewhere, but despite this, they are often 
superficially addressed; this includes a very limited focus on defining and 
grading. As such, a closer examination of these issues will make a meaningful 
contribution to existing targeting research. The above-mentioned parameters 
are also examined in a ‘one perpetrator versus several perpetrators’ 
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perspective. Moreover, some other targeting related issues can be touched 
upon more briefly, even though the material does not allow firm conclusions. 

The main objectives of this thesis have now been described, but I will also 
repeat the previously mentioned ambition it is to demonstrate how an in-depth 
single case study on micro level and multiple case study on meso level have 
complementary functions with regard to emipirical and practical output. 

1.4.2 The target audience for this research 
In order to place this research in the academic landscape a good start is to 
look at the position of terrorism studies in general. Many researchers with 
interest in terrorism studies seem to agree that terrorism research is not an 
academic discipline, although exceptions are likely to be found. Rightly, the 
study of terrorism has taken considerable steps forward for the last 15-20 
years and an extensive amount of high quality research is being published by 
many people working at different universities, research centres and other 
institutions. Large research projects will often have a transnational profile 
with regard to participants. There are still, however, several arguments going 
against seeing terrorism studies as an academic discipline of its own. It should 
should rather be regarded as a field of research. 

Hegghammer (2013a) points to three central characteristics which partially 
explain why terrorism studies is a field of research and not an academic 
disipline; it is a small international community of academics fully dedicating 
themselves to terrorism research, it is interdisplinary, segmented and lacks 
cleary defined research programs, and it is institutionally “homeless”. Another 
factor is that terrorism studies are becoming less relevant for security services 
rich on resources, who have established proper analyst capacities making use 
of micro-level data academia have not access to (Hegghammer (2013a). 
Youngman (2018: 9-10) adds that it is a field with many one-time contributers 
(including journalists and others, author’s comment), and there is a core of 
relatively few academics who have considerable influence and “outsized” 
impact - also on new students which come under their wings. Youngman 
(2018: 7) also argues that new formats, like Critical Terrorism Studies (CTS), 
is to narrow and isolates terrorism studies from other displines within 
academia. Reinares (2012) also makes it clear that it is not enough to 
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characterise terrorism studies as a social science sub-disipline, but that it 
should be regarded as;  
	
“an	 inter-disciplinary	 field	 where	 History,	 Anthropology,	 Sociology,	
Criminology,	 Political	 Science,	 Psychology,	 Economics	 and	 other	 academic	
disciplines	 with	 their	 own	 -	 at	 times	 overlapping	 -	 traditions,	 methodology	
and	 learned	corpus,	coalesce	 in	a	mutually	enriching	exchange	on	problems	
concerning	 terrorism	 and	 counterterrorism.	 This	 exchange	 is	 thus	 based	 on	
their	different	theoretical,	analytical	and	empirical	perspectives.”	
 
As described, terrorism studies may best be characterised as a field of 
research that is approached from different academic disiplines, leaving 
researchers several possibilities with regard to approach and frameworks - and 
furthermore they can be combined (Schmid, 2011:1-2). Moreover, terrorism 
can not be studied in isolation and should also be seen in connection to other 
forms of violence. 

The link between terrorism studies and societal security studies may also be 
mentioned, because output from the first field provides important knowledge 
with considerable influence on the latter field. According to Aven et al. 
(2011), societal security has a relatively short history as a term, and like the 
terrorism term there is no accurate definition with consensus. Typically, 
however, it covers both safety (e.g. unintended accidents and natural 
disasters) and security (intended hostile acts), and the main focus is on 
protecting the basic needs of a society. Without going into a defintional 
debate with regard to what societal security is, the Norwegian Research 
Council (2011) explains that; 
	
“societal	 security	 entails	 the	 ability	 of	 society	 to	 maintain	 critical	 societal	
functions	and	safeguard	the	life,	health	and	basic	needs	of	its	citizens	during	
events	that	pose	various	types	of	stressors.”	
 
Like terrorism studies, societal security studies involves a range of acadmic 
disiplines, and some central themes are values, threats, vulnerabilities, risk 
perception, protective efforts, emergency management and resilience. 
Terrorism research provides an important supplement to societal security 
studies, and especially to the threat and risk part involved. 



Understanding Terrorist Target Selection 

31 

This research project has been a joint project between the research 
departement at the Norwegian Police University College and the Faculty of 
Social Sciences at the University of Stavanger, which has a program on 
societal security and risk management. The target audience is primarily 
academics with focus in the field of terrorism research, but also academics 
within the field of societal security issues who are engaged in security-related 
(not safety) issues. The latter category is included because this particular 
study involves a few issues with a direct link between the threat and 
protective security, like hard or soft target preference, deterrence and target 
displacement. Secondarily, this thesis can hopefully bring knowledge of value 
to practitionaries, for example analysts within police, security and intelligence 
services, protective security advisors, policy makers and others who provide 
decision-makers with advice. Parts of this study might also be of interest to a 
wider and more general audience with an interest for political violence and 
other forms of violence and armed conflicts. 
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2 Theoretical, methodological and ethical 
considerations 

There are several different theoretical and methodological approaches applied 
to terrorism research in general; this is natural because, as explained above, 
there are several scientific disciplines with numerous fundamentally different 
topics within this particular field. Furthermore, a single topic within terrorism 
research may have intertwined psychological, social, ideological and 
situational factors of influence, fully illustrating the cross-scientific nature of 
terrorism studies. Research on targeting-related issues is not exempted from 
the complexity described, and there are two main approaches that seem 
particularly appropriate to merge for this project.  

2.1.1 Criminal reasoning and opportunity theories 
The first main path is related to criminal offenders’ rationality and reasoning, 
and, in an extension of this, what may be characterized as opportunity theories 
(Felson & Clarke, 1998). Traditionally, these include theories like rational 
choice, routine activity, crime pattern theory and situational crime prevention. 
The latter is particularly relevant here because it focuses at large on the 
situational aspects of criminal acts in a local setting, or, more precisely, 
through concrete efforts reduces the window of opportunity for the criminals 
to act (Bjørgo, 2015: 23). The current popular concept of security by design, 
which means integrating physical security efforts in an environment without 
destroying the aesthetics of the surroundings, is obviously a part of this. As 
such, it is essentially about preventing specific types of crime (an act of 
terrorism) rather than attempting to reform the offenders themselves (Clarke 
& Newman, 2006: 2). It must also be added that deterrence plays an 
integrated part in opportunity theories since preventive measures are supposed 
to signal to offenders that the chances of success are minimal, thus forcing 
them to abandon plots that have been considered, planned and prepared. 

The second main path is comprehensive typological theorizing related to 
terrorist target selection processes. This approach is not unlike the theorizing 
presented decades ago in criminology (Cornish & Clarke, ed. 2014: 7). In the 
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context of terrorism, however, the first main contribution came with C.J.M. 
Drake (1996; 1998). This approach is not only meaningful, but a necessary 
supplement to the situational theories from the first theoretical path since it 
more clearly catches and integrates the overarching ideological and strategic 
aspects of terrorist targeting. When it comes to the total framework the 
terrorists operate within, both ideology and strategy are of considerable 
importance, especially since they point out the main direction of their actions. 
In total, the two complementary and partially overlapping theoretical main 
paths described function, with some adjustments and adaptions to the specific 
objective of this thesis, as a generic and sound approach to research on 
terrorist targeting issues. 

2.1.2 Terrorist reasoning 
An initial logical starting point is what can be called the reasoning of terrorists 
(individuals, as well as organizations), and here, first and foremost, it must be 
considered from an operational perspective. From the late 1970s, researchers 
within criminology started to focus more on criminals’ rationality and 
reasoning at the group and individual level. This became an important 
supplement to the social construction approaches that had dominated until 
then, often focusing on the so-called root causes of terrorism – what causes 
terrorism to occur at all and why people turn to terrorism in the first place. 
Scholars who set out to identify lack of abnormality or evidence for normality 
confronted old-fashioned assumptions that terrorists at large are mentally ill 
or stupid individuals, and the clearly dominating view today is that terrorists 
are essentially normal individuals (Bjørgo & Heradstveit, 1993; Horgan, 
2005; Richardson, 2006; Crenshaw, 2011; English, 2016: 1–2). Bruce 
Hoffman (2006: 38) has even described the modern terrorist as a violent 
intellectual. 

Without further reflections regarding how normal, or indeed how intellectual, 
the average terrorist is, there is most often some kind of rational reasoning 
behind most terrorist offenses. Offender rationality is typically seen in a cost-
benefit perspective, but when looking at terrorist target selection, we must 
also remember that terrorists operate within a framework and setting they only 
partially control. There are always some constraints, not least due to factors 
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the terrorists do not themselves control. As best as they can, terrorists will 
apply scenario thinking and try to foresee expected situational factors, but the 
execution of an attack will nevertheless always involve a certain amount of 
uncertainty and unpredictability, like sudden changes related to the target 
itself or situational circumstances, including serendipity. As such, it might be 
appropriate to characterize the rationality of terrorists in an operational 
context as constrained rationality. 

Questions regarding perpetrators and mental health are often raised, but even 
individuals with mental problems or personality disorder will often have 
abilities intact when it comes to operational reasoning and planning – as 
indeed exemplified with the Norwegian terrorist Anders Behring Breivik 
(Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016: 82). Following this, both individual terrorists 
and terrorist organisations are at large rational actors, but the question remains 
this: what is rational? For most people, the very nature of terrorism is 
inherently irrational. Killing innocent people in pursuit of a seemingly 
unachievable, distant objective does not make sense. This is closely connected 
to the psychological aspects linked to the radicalisation process itself. This 
will not be elaborated on in greater detail here, but, like Fathali M. 
Moghaddam importantly points out, terrorists’ perception of reality leads to a 
rationality different from our accepted norms of social behaviour. They still 
have, however, their alternative moral and rationality to which they are truly 
dedicated (Moghaddam, 2008: 13). The core essence is that, when conducting 
terrorism research – and when it comes to operational matters – it is in general 
important to see things from the terrorists’ point of view (Clarke & Newman, 
2006: 20–23; Moghaddam, 2006: 1–11). 

2.1.3 Situational crime prevention 
Although methodological approaches varies, research on terrorist decision-
making is often seen through the lenses of rationality. To understand this 
approach, we can go back three decades and look at works on criminal 
reasoning. In 1985, Clarke and Cornice published an article on modelling 
offenders’ decisions with the focus being not on the psychologically and 
socially determined dispositions to commit criminal offenses, but on the 
outcome of the offender’s rational decisions (Clarke & Cornish, 1985). Three 
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main components were specifically elaborated upon: the image of a reasoning 
offender, a crime specific focus and the distinction between decision models 
for involvement processes and the criminal events (Cornish & Clarke, ed., 
2014: 7). At the time, leading terrorism researchers found the latter issue 
particularly relevant for research in the field of terrorism since it turned the 
focus over to the event side of terrorism (Taylor, 1988: 181). Agreeing on this 
point, I will, however, also argue that the two first-mentioned components are 
important and relevant as well. The issue of a reasoning offender has already 
been mentioned, but a crime specific focus is also important. Evidently, white 
collar crimes and rape are different kinds of crime in a number of ways. 
Equally, terrorist offences can include profoundly diverse activities, like 
bomb-making, hostage-taking, kidnappings, assassinations and so on. 

In 2006, Clarke and Newman developed the situational crime prevention 
model further and tried to place it in the context of terrorism, applying twenty 
basic principles from traditional crime prevention. Furthermore, they 
exemplified their model on different attack types (Clarke & Newman, 2006: 
7). Conclusively, the authors argued that reducing terrorist opportunity 
includes separately analysing different forms of attack, establish separate 
programs for home and overseas protection, and build close relationships 
between governments and businesses. Furthermore, they argued that only the 
greatest vulnerabilities should be reduced, otherwise the task would be 
impossible, and nothing would be done (Clarke & Newman, 2005: 230). 

The situational crime prevention approach has been the subject of criticism, 
though not so much regarding the reasoning or the situational focus (Akers, 
1990; Weenink, 2015). One main criticism has been related to target 
displacement, in the sense that securing one asset will lead the terrorists to 
other, more vulnerable targets (Bjørgo, 2015: 23). This will be discussed more 
thoroughly later in this thesis. From my point of view, and in a terrorist 
targeting context, the limitation for the situational crime prevention model is a 
natural consequence of its local and situational focus, since overarching 
factors linked to terrorists’ ideology and strategy operate more in the 
background. On the other hand, that is exactly why this theoretical approach 
combines well with Drake’s comprehensive approach – they complement 
each other in a meaningful way. It should also be added that there have been 
constructive suggestions regarding to the methods that may be utilised to 
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expand the situational prevention model (Wortley, 1996). Having said that, 
researchers who have developed theories in this area have themselves 
answered much of the criticisms that have been raised (Cornish & Clarke, 
2003: 41–46; Clarke, 2005). Furthermore, the situational crime prevention 
model has been updated over the years, and overall, it seems like a sensible 
approach when it comes to reducing opportunities for terrorists – indirectly 
coercing an impact on terrorist targeting and attack methods. In practice, the 
principles from situational crime prevention has a lot in common with modern 
security management and the continuous circle of regularly doing risk and 
vulnerability assessments, getting protective improvements in place and 
evaluate accordingly. 

2.1.4 Deterrence and implications on terrorist targeting 
As previously mentioned, one issue intertwined with opportunity theories is 
deterrence. The principles of deterrence, as many will know, go back to 
Beccaria, Bentham and, to some degree, Hobbes (Harcourt, 2013). In our time 
however, and as described by Nagin, the modern criminal justice system 
dispenses justice by apprehending, prosecuting and punishing individuals who 
break the law. Following this, crime is prevented through incapacitation, 
specific deterrence and general deterrence (Nagin, 2013: 200). At large, 
deterrence frames crime prevention in terms of two theoretical concepts, 
namely the certainty of punishment and the severity of punishment (Nagin, 
Solow & Lum, 2015). Nagin argues that the deterrent effect from the first 
concept is more consistent than the second but also that the certainty factor 
has a stronger linkage to apprehension probability than the certainty of 
punishment itself (Nagin, 2013: 199). A central question here, though, is how 
deterrence works on terrorists. While ordinary criminals seek to avoid 
apprehension and punishment, terrorists are not necessarily concerned about 
these potential consequences of their actions. Rightly, terrorists from a lot of 
different organizations across ideological differences have normally tried to 
avoid apprehension or even less attractive forms of incapacitation, but with 
militant Islamists, it is often a different story altogether. Repeatedly, we have 
witnessed suicide bombers and perpetrators conducting fedayeen-style (fight 
until killed) attacks. Among jihadists, there is a willingness to die for the 
cause. Even martyrdom is attractive. This is well illustrated through the 
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varieties of an expression that has been used by al-Qaida jihadists, Hamas and 
Hezbollah on different occasions: We love death as you love life (Priest, 2009; 
Ryvchin, 2012; Pantucci, 2015). This begs the question, what could possibly 
deter these actors? The answer must be that for jihadists, deterrence is 
primarily linked to the question of operational failure or success. In some 
cases, the possibility of partial success may be enough for the perpetrators to 
go through with the actions, but if the likelihood of success is very small, it is 
likely that there will be a deterrent effect. 

2.1.5 The comprehensive approach 
As clarified, criminal reasoning, situational crime prevention and deterrence 
has relevance for terrorist targeting examination. It is still apparent, however, 
that a pivotal element is missing, namely a broader and overarching approach, 
linking the ideological and strategic part, together with the operational and 
tactical issues and factors. In brief, there is a need for the bird’s-eye point of 
view. Drake’s (1996; 1998) works on terrorist targeting were comprehensive 
as he systematically addressed ideology, strategy and tactics, while also 
including some of the most important external factors, target protection and 
the security environment. The outcome from his research was a couple of 
typologies, where the first typology was funnel-like, describing how ideology, 
strategy and tactics were affected by constraints, and eventually narrowed 
down to alternative targets (Drake, 1998: 176). The second typology was a 
step-by-step illustration of decision-making towards a target, including 
alternative options terrorists could take if the original target proved too 
difficult to attack (Drake, 1998: 180). 

It is arduous to identify substantial weaknesses in Drake’s work regarding 
philosophical and theological approach and structure, but his general focus 
means that the attention to detailed situational circumstances is limited, in 
contrast to the opportunity theories. Furthermore, some details in the 
typologies can be subjects for discussions, and the one-directional and 
somewhat linear illustration on decision-making may prove difficult to 
identify and follow in in-depth, real-life case studies. More evidently, 
however, some of the aspects that seemingly could be missed in Drake’s work 
are due to the substantial changes in the security and threat situation in the last 
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two decades. As such, these flaws are not due to his theoretical and 
methodological approach. Just reflect briefly on the significant differences in 
the moral compass, modus operandi and the targeting preferences of 
Provisional IRA and ETA, and today’s militant Islamists. In some respects, it 
has been a watershed. One example is the contrast between ethno-nationalist 
groups often selective targeting, and the indiscriminate mass-killing focus of 
the jihadists. Additionally, we must take increased global mobility, societal 
changes, technological developments, as well as changes regarding the broad 
approach in counterterrorism and within the security sector into consideration. 
The developments in all these areas do not change the fact that Drake’s 
comprehensive approach to terrorist targeting continues to represent a 
meaningful approach to research in this area. This is also why it is still often 
cited (Clarke & Newman, 2006; Neumann, 2009; Nemeth, 2010; Silke, 2011; 
Wright, 2013; Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016). 

2.1.6 The merging of approaches 
Based on the research questions for this project, the merging of the theoretical 
approaches described above constitutes a sound basis. Some adjustments are 
called for not only to fit the specific subject and research objectives but also 
due to this author’s preferences regarding structure, visual presentation and 
use of terms. Accordingly, this work is not so much about testing the 
theoretical approaches elaborated upon above but rather to develop and merge 
them for the specific purpose of this research project. The approach, now to 
be outlined in more detail, is generic and can be applied to any terrorist actor 
per se, even though the emphasis here will be limited to two different and 
concrete actor types. The starting point will be comprehensive, while the 
situational focus will become more apparent when it comes down to the 
tactical level, especially when analysing plot scenarios and the attacks 
themselves. 

One simple model related to the theoretical approach of the research will be 
introduced, the main purpose of which is to visualise the structured approach 
for this research – this involves mitigating some of the challenges as well as 
the complexity that comes with terrorist targeting issues. However, it is 
essential to understand that the complex and dynamic interaction between the 
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different independent variables can rarely be illuminated through such 
models. Indeed, typologies and models have their limitations, and 
considerable care must be taken to avoid mechanical simplifications. Joseph 
A. Maxwell (2008: 214) argues that; 

“…typologies	usually	are	based	on	a	limited	numbers	of	features	of	the	study,	
and	by	themselves	do	little	to	clarify	the	actual	functioning	and	
interrelationship	of	the	component	parts	of	a	design.”		
 
How limited they are regarding features is likely to depend on how detailed 
the typologies are. If the main blocks are few and major, and fit all relevant 
explanatory variables, they will in general illustrate what Elman (2005: 298) 
characterizes as the dimensions of the property space. If expanding to a more 
detailed version, however, it could easily become too complex (Drake, 1998: 
175). It might reduce the overview and make the process-tracing more 
difficult. As such, simplicity is preferable, unless complexity is absolutely 
necessary for an adequate explanatory theory (George & Bennett, 2005: 247). 

Maxwell’s point that typologies and models rarely provide a detailed 
explanation about how or why things happen in qualitative research is valid. 
Accordingly, it must be combined with other efforts like within case process-
tracing. It is important to add that models do provide guidance to a structured 
approach and can serve as useful tools, as the researcher is identifying and 
sorting different variables that come to the surface during the endeavour.  

Another point made by Maxwell (2008: 214) is that models illustrating logical 
progressions are typically linear and one-directional, and that they do not 
represent the logic and process of qualitative research. This is worth noticing 
when designing models, because interaction and dynamics between variables 
from different main categories may appear at any time of a process. One 
example is that moral qualms may force a terrorist to discard an alternative 
target early in the planning phase, or interrupt and abandon an attack minutes 
before it is initiated. For this reason, it makes sense to avoid advanced, linear 
and funnel-like illustrations. Therefore, the following model (fig. 2.1) should 
be seen as an inter-active model (Maxwell, 2008: 215). The dynamic nature of 
the issues focused upon is evident, and the main categories of influence can 
all affect, or become affected by, one another. In practice, there are no 
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rankings or priorities between the main categories related, for example, to the 
degree of influence, timing or directions. 

2.1.7 An inter-active framework on targeting processes 
What may be characterised as the structured target selection process starts 
when the actor in question seriously considers, or takes a decision, to actually 
commit a terrorist attack. On the other end, the process culminates with an 
attack, or attempt of such, against the selected target(s). Hence, the decision to 
conduct an attack and the attack itself represent the two dependent variables in 
a target selection process. 

Between the start and end of this journey, there are multiple independent 
variables that affect the target selection. On an upper level, the categories of 
ideology and strategy constitute the major framework for a terrorist actor. On 
the lower (operational or tactical) level, the categories of internal factors and 
external factors represent the capacities and constraints the actor must relate 
to. Importantly, the variables from the different main boxes will interact with 
each other, which contributes significantly to the complex dynamics that 
makes terrorist targeting so profoundly difficult and unpredictable to assess. 
The following model illustrates this: 

 

                                             Fig. 2.1 The target selection process – Scope for action 

Ideology												Strategy													
INTERACTION																																		

Internal	factors													External	factors	
Alternacve	targets	
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2.1.8 Ideology and strategy constitute the main 
framework 

Information related to ideology and strategy will provide us with the major 
framework the terrorists in question operate within. Ideology will supply us 
with the set of beliefs and moral reflections that constitute the basic 
fundament of the actor’s rationality. Accordingly, we here expect to gain 
knowledge about the actor’s subjective world-view, the current threat-picture, 
the identified enemies, more detailed characterisations of these enemies, 
moral justifications and legitimacy for violent actions as well as the group’s 
or movement’s ultimate objectives. While some of these variables can be 
rather straightforward to register from the outside, there may also be internal 
discussions of interest that are more challenging to disclose. Moral 
justification for acting against some specific parts of the public and legitimacy 
for extraordinary brutal violence are two topics that may create discontent 
within terrorist organisations. For example, is it justifiable to target civilians 
who are not a part in the armed conflict? Is it acceptable to kill women and 
children? Is it legitimate to attack people with the same religious beliefs who 
are not cooperating with the enemy? Internal debates and quarrels on issues 
like this have fractionated several groups and movements. 

Strategy in our context is often about how an armed conflict is to be won for 
political purposes (Mahnken, 2010). In short, strategies are long-term plans on 
how to achieve long-term goals. Through their strategic decisions, terrorists 
may seek to achieve not only one but several indirect objectives. Based on a 
variety of sources (Thornton, 1965; Hutchinson, 1978; Drake, 1996, 1998; 
Kydd & Walter, 2006; Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016), these objectives can be 
categorized into compliance, advertisement, endorsement, provocation, 
societal disruption and threat elimination. Compliance refers to the change 
the terrorists seek to achieve from the psychological target. Attacks are carried 
out to generate advertisement for the cause through maximum media 
attention. Through endorsement, the movement wants to consolidate its 
ideological foundation and general support among followers, potential recruits 
and outsiders. Through attacks of provocation, the authorities may, in 
rashness, initiate operations that will prove counterproductive and benefit the 
terrorists. By societal disruption, the attackers seek to affect the everyday life 
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of a society over time to boost public mistrust against the authorities – 
ultimately increasing the political pressure. Finally, threat elimination covers 
a range of issues, from taking care of internal security and reducing enemy 
capability and capability, to maintaining the strength of the movement 
towards competing actors and unwanted processes. The latter can, for 
example, mean spoiling negotiations between other groups and the declared 
enemy. 

The leadership of large terrorist movements or networks may use different 
strategies to achieve specific objectives, and they also might adjust their 
strategies over time. Solo terrorists and small-group actors will, however, 
most often have to rely on a simple and more straightforward strategy. For 
example, they may choose between conducting a complex and spectacular 
one-off attack, and a series of minor ‘needlestick” attacks. Additionally, there 
are operational issues and decisions that may have strategic importance, like if 
they have potential for substantial impact regarding end results and reactions 
in the aftermath – both internally and externally. Major decisions are, for 
example, linked to issues like fighting in their own interest area or taking the 
fight to where the enemy belongs. It can also involve indiscriminate versus 
selective killing, mass-casualty versus low-casualty attacks, and suicide 
attacks versus escape or capture. The strategic importance of such issues can 
sometimes be seen when terrorist groups, networks and organizations 
experience serious backfire after major terrorist attacks. Sometimes this 
happens  because something goes horribly wrong, or because they make poor 
assessments with regard to what kind of acts or attacks their sympathisers find 
legitimate. 

2.1.9 The internal and external factors 
On an operational or tactical level, the terrorists’ scope for action is affected 
by internal and external factors. Internal factors are characteristics and 
capacities the actor in question possess. In other words, these are variables 
that are controlled by the terrorists in one way or another. Manpower is one 
internal factor, and obviously the capability of solo terrorists, small cells, 
larger groups and networks will vary. Furthermore, operational experience, 
know-how, general skills and special expertise is likely to have an impact on 
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modus operandi and how well an operation is carried out. The weapons 
available also represent an important factor, and it has a significant impact 
both regarding attack approach possibilities and the lethality potential. In 
Madrid 2004, London 2005 and Brussels 2016 the effect of explosives was on 
display. In the Breivik case in 2001, the Tunis assault in 2015, the November 
13 attacks in Paris and the 2019 Christchurch mosque shooting in New 
Zealand (BBC News, 2019), the lethality of semi-automatic and military 
assault rifles were thoroughly demonstrated. On the other hand, we have also 
witnessed how substitutional weapons (physical items not made for the 
purpose of being a weapon) have generated tremendous damage, as proven in 
a bus massacre in Israel in 1989, in the 2001 9/11 attacks and the lorry attacks 
in Nice 2016, Berlin 2016 and Stockholm 2017 (Alexander, 2002: 37; Azulay, 
2011; Stockholm District Court, 2018). With reference to the Tamil Tigers, 
Hezbollah, militant Islamists and others, we can also say that suicide bombers 
or Fedayeen style attackers have, in some ways, a bigger operational toolbox 
than terrorists, who prefer classic hit and run attacks. A perpetrators’ ability to 
collect information and conduct hostile reconnaissance can be a factor of 
considerable influence. Furthermore, funding and logistical support, for 
example, regarding mobility, accommodations and communication, are also 
important factors.  

One important factor not to be forgotten when addressing internal factors, 
although they might be difficult to assess in many cases, is how personal and 
psychological dimensions may interfere – both on the individual level and on 
an intergroup level. It is known that in the case of solo terrorists, personality 
disorders and other mental disturbances are quite common (COT, 2007; 
Hewitt, 2003; Spaaij, 2012; Gill, 2015; Gardell, 2015; Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 
2016: 82). This can influence the degree of discrimination and brutality in the 
targeting. Furthermore, intragroup processes may have an impact when, for 
example, terrorists discuss what or whom to target. Is there room for 
individual opinions and discussion at all, and what are the dynamics in play 
with regard to strong leaders and their obedient followers? Furthermore, 
within a network or a fairly structured organization, the leadership’s discourse 
as well as the dialogue between the leadership and those carrying out the 
attack is relevant. Sometimes, it can be questioned whether the discourse from 
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central leaders in a remote location is followed in practice on the ground level 
in other parts of the world. 

External factors are variables the terrorists do not control themselves but 
which they still have to take into consideration and relate to in their 
operational planning. There will always be such factors in any terrorist 
operation, and often they will function as constraints. A part of the bigger 
picture here is, for example, international and national intelligence and 
security measures designed and implemented to detect terrorists before they 
are able to strike. This can be effective border control, advanced technical 
intelligence gathering, monitoring of online activity, procedures for 
cooperation and sharing of information between states, and so on. Other 
relevant examples can be legislation related to gun control and financial 
transactions. Then, there are factors more directly related to the operational 
level; one basic factor here is the operational environment itself. Obviously, 
homegrowns will, in contrast to visitors and foreigners, blend in with the local 
surroundings and have local know-how in many respects. In contrast, there 
will be several constraints for terrorists who arrive from abroad. They might 
not blend in very well and they cannot acquire weapons legally – perhaps they 
also lack contacts that can help them with this. It is important to include, 
however, that the external factors are not even always foreseeable for the 
terrorists. There is always the factor of serendipity. Pure coincidences and 
unexpected circumstances, such as weather change, traffic chaos, cancelled 
events, or a school class passing by a group of soldiers, can stop a terrorist 
attack that is in motion. 

Due to the need for more detailed information, as well as the high number of 
potential and very different variables involved, the operational or tactical 
proceedings of a terrorist operation are often more challenging to establish 
than the ideological and strategic background. As described here, however, it 
is evident that any terrorist actor (individual, cell or larger group) will act 
within a certain framework or scope for action, and that some factors can be 
controlled, but not others. This explains why a terrorist is never fully 
controllable and of a profoundly dynamic nature. From a research perspective, 
if the objective is to explain operational aspects and proceedings in concrete 
cases, this is also why it is essentially important to clarify how the variables 
involved affect each other. 
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2.1.10 The challenge of interaction 
Recognizing the fact that the independent variables from the four main 
categories are not living separate lives but affect each other in a dynamic 
process, interaction is a keyword. Ideally, a target should be in accordance 
with all kinds of preferences the actor may have, but this is probably most 
often not the case. It is more likely that pre-set plans and priorities are 
disturbed, bringing compromises and pragmatism into the dynamic target 
selection process. In general, unexpected changes make it more difficult for 
the terrorists besides the analysts in security services trying to stay ahead and 
predict future threats. Importantly, targeting processes are not homogenous. 
Although we have seen some large, well-prepared, seemingly structured 
terrorist operations in the last decades, these are probably outnumbered by 
operations that may best be characterized as poorly planned, chaotic and 
marked by hasty decision-making – while a lot of operations fall somewhere 
in between (Schuurman & Eijkman, 2015). 

Regardless of how structured a process has been, terrorists, if they have not 
been locked on a specific target from the start, will normally have several 
targets to choose from. They then enter the final decision-making phase, 
where minor details and situational circumstances may prove decisive. As 
previously explained, the target may be changed or abandoned at the last 
moment for various reasons. 

As described, the dynamic target selection process is affected by a high 
number of different variables, further complicated by their interaction. A 
reduced focus on some type of variables (e.g. ideological, strategical or 
tactical) or certain parts of the targeting process (e.g. early or late stages in an 
operational process) will inevitably construct problematic trade-offs. 
Therefore, if the main objective is to achieve a complete understanding of a 
target selection process, all relevant variables must be included in the 
analysis. The complexity of interaction also means that care should be taken 
regarding inferences in the research output as there might be several pitfalls 
for firm conclusions on this particular topic. 
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2.1.11 Terrorist targeting and lethality 
Targeting research generates more information than basic constructs like 
target types and categories. It can, and indeed, should be taken further, since it 
also provides an opportunity to closely explore related issues of interest and 
influence. With reference to the research objectives for this thesis, this 
includes the terrorists’ focus regarding degrees of discrimination, casualty 
focus and whether the terrorists strike against hard or soft targets. These 
issues will be thoroughly addressed later in this thesis, but an introduction is 
appropriate at this stage. 

The degree of discrimination is a most decisive factor due to its influence on 
lethality potential, and it is indisputably attached to the moral boundaries of 
the actor. Without any moral caveats at all, terrorists would find it legitimate 
to attack anyone, and the range of target alternatives would, as a result, be 
more or less unlimited. Totally indiscriminate targeting will result from there 
being no constraints at all regarding the target’s gender, age, religious 
adherence, political views, ethnic background or position. In practice, anyone 
could represent a target under such circumstances. If there are some moral 
boundaries that affect the perpetrator’s choice of victims, it is discriminate 
targeting since there is then some kind of selectivity involved. A perpetrator 
may, for example, prefer to attack a certain group of the population and not a 
name-specific individual, which represents the application of the highest 
degree of selectivity. 

Casualty focus can be graded the same way as discrimination. Mass-casualty 
focus means that the terrorists simply seek to kill as many as possible and 
cause a mass-casualty incident. Terrorists could also have a middle-range 
casualty focus, for example, by acknowledging that killing too many civilians 
will backfire at them and cause negative consequences – like loss of 
supporters and sympathisers. An even narrower focus would be to kill one 
single individual only. However, if terrorists choose to kill one individual 
only, this does not necessarily have to be founded on moral boundaries. After 
all, murdering a top politician or public debate figure could also be a strategic 
or tactical choice, with no moral reflections involved at all. 
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Finally, there is the question that concerns soft and hard targets. Soft targets 
are unprotected, vulnerable and easily accessible; hence, an attack is likely to 
be successful. In contradiction, hard targets are well protected, and an attack 
is unlikely to succeed. Importantly, and in contrast to how these terms are 
often used by news and other forms of media, the distinction is often not as 
clear-cut as it seems at first glance. After all, the hard or soft target status 
must be determined after a closer assessment of the protective measures of the 
asset or target involved. The “protective toolbox” of police, security services 
and others is packed with minor and extensive security measures, and the 
appropriate authorities will typically have fixed protective levels with a 
standardised content for each and every one of them. For example, if a 
Member of Parliament is given verbal security advice regarding his or her 
daily behaviour, the MP in question will continue to be a soft target. In 
contrast, if the MP is followed 24/7 by a team of close protection officers, the 
hard target status will have been put in place. The main point here is that 
target hardening does not necessarily lead to a hard target status. It depends 
completely on the protective measures that are adapted.  

In total, these three issues have a considerable amount of influence on the 
damage and lethality potential of terrorist attacks. Accordingly, analysing 
these characteristics together can generate useful knowledge about the actual 
security threat the actor in question represents – especially regarding the 
general public.  

While the degree of discrimination and casualty focus are linked to the intent 
of a terrorist actor, the hard or soft target question will automatically bring in 
the factor of the actor’s capability. Hence, the two key terms that are known 
from the threat assessment content, intent and capability, are brought together. 
If one of them is completely missing, there is no threat. An actor’s capability 
will, as described earlier, generally involve a lot of different variables, but in 
this context, there are two variables of significant relevance, namely weapons 
and attack approach. 

Regarding weapons, it is observed on several occasions that terrorists do not 
necessarily need a traditional weapon at all. Both bare hands and so-called 
substitutional weapons (airplanes, vehicles, diggers, bulldozers and lorries) 
have been seen in use regularly. In general, though, most will agree that 
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military assault rifles represent a profounder threat than melee (non-firing) 
weapons. A knife attack will often not lead to casualties at all, let alone mass 
casualties. Military assault rifles, on the other hand, may cause a high number 
of casualties. Nonetheless, this needs to be assessed and determined on a case-
by-case basis. After all, it is not only the weapon type that matters, the 
intentions being just as relevant. For instance, a terrorist in possession of an 
assault rifle could plan to kill just one person, just as a bombmaker could 
choose to place the device under one individual’s vehicle instead of in the 
midst of a crowded place. 

The same applies for attack approach. It can, for example, be argued that a 
suicide bomber, due to his or her ability to manoeuvre with precision and a 
no-escape mentality, will often represent a greater danger than a hand-grenade 
tossed into a shop. Likewise, a sniper operating from a long distance is not 
likely to kill as many people as a terrorist shooting into a big crowd from 
close range. Obviously, there might be factors of influence beyond weapons 
and attack approach, but these two are central issues for establishing the 
context needed to answer the research questions here. Furthermore, they are 
most often possible to identify and determine, even in thwarted plots. 

2.1.12 Establishing the situational context 
In contrast to the detailed, hard-to-get information needed to track individual 
decision-making in a targeting process, the information required to determine 
the degree of discrimination, casualty focus and target protection level is, if 
not easy, often somewhat less difficult to retrieve. This is, after all, not 
dependent not so much on the detailed information from the mind of the 
perpetrator(s), but to a larger degree on the assessment of the situational 
context of the incident in question. In practice, we are here combining the two 
main theoretical approaches described earlier, since ideological, moral and 
strategic factors also have influence here, but at the same time, it is primarily 
linked to the situational context. As for thwarted plots, we are at large 
dependent on information found, statements from the involved individuals 
and evidence produced, and often this can provide us with the most likely 
attack scenario. Conducted attacks will be further strengthened by the actual 
actions taken at the scene of the crime, and the keyword is therefore context. 
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To retrieve the situational context, I have systematically analysed the 
information related to the offender(s), the target(s) and the situational 
circumstances. Criminologists will recognise this as a variety of the classic 
triangle from Cohen and Felson (1979: 589), where the context is derived 
from a motivated offender, a suitable target and the absence of capable 
guardians. The latter is, however, just one factor among many that may 
influence and affect a terrorist attack situation. Accordingly, I have replaced 
the absence of capable guardians with the broader term situational 
circumstances to cover all relevant factors and achieve enhanced accuracy 
regarding the topic and objectives for this research. 

From the offender indicators regarding ideological adherence, moral 
boundaries and operational capability can be retrieved. For example, if the 
actor in question wears some kind of uniform, shouts something during the 
attack or leaves a note, this may indicate ideological affiliation. Furthermore, 
statements during the act, combined with the actor’s appearance, can tell us 
something about intent and the moral thresholds involved. The weapons and 
how these are used will disclose important information related to the degree of 
discrimination and casualty focus. Furthermore, the perpetrators’ operational 
behaviour on the scene can say something about the offenders’ skills and 
experience. Likewise, the target may have characteristics supplying valuable 
indicators for the research questions. Basic characteristics like ethnic origins, 
gender, age and profession are some examples of this. For example, we know 
that Jews may be exposed to terrorism from both right-wing extremists and 
militant Islamists. If, as in Merah’s case, a Jewish young girl is ruthlessly 
killed, it potentially reveals important information concerning the rationality 
and morality of the perpetrator. Furthermore, how vulnerable and accessible 
the target is will be factors to explore with regard to the hard or soft target 
assessment. Finally, the situational circumstances could be anything not 
directly linked to the offender or the target. In what kind of environment does 
the attack take place? Is it a crowded area or a remote spot with few people 
around, and furthermore, what was done and in what way? Here, attack 
method and observable situational behaviour may provide us with important 
pieces of information, making the picture more complete. 
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2.2 The methodological approach 
Several methods may be applied on qualitative research projects. Research on 
human choices or actions in a limited environment could, for example, call for 
traditional ethnographic methods like direct observation and interviewing. 
However, in projects focusing on issues related to terrorist actors, this is not 
possible to the same degree – at least not as long as they are active. Terrorists 
and extremists will often live in clandestine and autonomous social 
environments as they are involved in subversive and criminal activities. This 
does not necessarily mean that field research and interviews are totally 
impossible in terrorism research (e.g. Dolnik, 2012). At large, however, other 
methods must be applied. Therefore, case study research based on within-case 
process-tracing, and, if applicable or relevant, cross-case comparison stands 
out as a sensible approach. 

Case studies as a method are still debated within social science. Hellevik 
(2011: 98) points out that variables of value may not be present in the chosen 
research units (cases), and that it might be difficult to say how typical the 
chosen unit is compared to others. This leads to the classic argument that case 
study methods are of limited value if the meaning is to generalize on the 
results. Andersen (2010: 10) also acknowledges that to use the results from 
one or a few cases to say something about a greater universe of cases is an 
analytical challenge. We should also, however, include Yin’s (2009: 38) 
remark that a case study unit is not a representative for a greater mass, but 
more an investigation for itself. Following this, comparative or multiple case 
studies will, in principle, be a series of single experiments. The above-
mentioned views make it apparent that case studies demand a well-developed 
theoretical foundation; as for how appropriate they are for generalization, this 
also depends to a large degree on the subject, research design and coding. 
Direct comparison might often be difficult, but, having said that, this also 
depends on the topic. As for projects related to terrorist modus operandi, I will 
argue that these at least can generate some general knowledge of value. The 
fact that the terrorists themselves learn from each other across ideological and 
organizational differences directly, as seen with Palestinian and German 
terrorist groups during the 1970s, or indirectly, as seen with the Internet 
browsing terrorists at the present, supports this view. 
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Despite his critical attitude, Hellevik (2011: 99) acknowledges that case 
studies open possibilities that may exceed the negative factors, namely that 
the detailed knowledge you get on the unit(s) of research can identify a whole 
range of variables not found otherwise, which again provides a good basis for 
a comprehensive perspective. Case studies can even be preferable when the 
phenomenon to be studied is significantly complicated and involves a high 
number of variables. Agreeing on this, George and Bennett (2005: 19) also 
add the potential for achieving high conceptual validity. Yin (2009: 9) 
underlines that case study may be a good choice for projects of an explanatory 
character, while Andersen (2010: 13) regards case studies as useful for 
projects involving behavioural aspects and decision-making. Some also argue 
that case studies represent a good alternative when looking at environments 
outside the public sphere or subcultures (Johannessen, Tufte, & 
Christoffersen, 2011: 212). Finally, it is a point that case studies may be of 
particular interest to those seeking detailed knowledge, and not just the big 
lines (Flyvbjerg, 2011). In total, a case study approach does seem both 
relevant and preferable for a research project like this, which sets out to arrive 
at a deeper understanding of terrorist targeting issues. 

2.2.1 Within-case process tracing and analysis 
The model introduced earlier (Fig. 2.1) on terrorist target selection processes 
ensures a structured approach, and it is an important tool for sorting different 
variables of influence. As such, we might say it constitutes a deductive 
starting point, but it does not explain the interaction between the variables, 
only claiming that it takes place. As such, the process-tracing will be  
inductive in nature, potentially disclosing decisive variables, variables not 
considered, variables that did not exist previously or variables that have been 
overlooked. Furthermore, the typological theory and process-tracing 
technique will help detect indicators and explain the interaction effects 
between them (George & Bennett, 2005: 255). George and Bennett (2005: 
149) summarily argue that combining within-case process-tracing and cross-
case comparison “is a powerful way to create middle-range theories that are 
consistent with both the historical explanations of individual cases and the 
general theoretical patterns evident across cases”. 
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There are several varieties of process-tracing, hereby use of hypothesis, more 
general explanations and analytical explanation. The latter seems to cover the 
approach used best, considering the nature of the research problem, the 
material used and the designated process (George & Bennett, 2005: 211). 
Analytical explanation differs from a more general explanation with detailed 
process-tracing, since controlled comparison is hardly possible with the 
research problem in question. Therefore, it is a good tool to examine whether 
the phenomenon is characterized by equifinality, and the detailed study 
provides an opportunity to identify different paths that lead to a similar 
outcome (George & Bennett, 2005: 215). Moreover, process-tracing is well 
suited for investigating processes that are not likely to be structured or linear, 
but are rather a convergence of several conditions, including complex 
interaction between independent variables (George & Bennett, 2005: 212).  

At first glance, a concrete target decision identified in a case may have a 
whole range of possible explanations. For example, if a terrorist cell searching 
for a target has two buildings to choose from, why does it choose building A 
and not building B? Is it because the level of physical security gives them an 
opportunity versus the capability problem? Does the presence of many 
“innocent” civilians in one of the buildings cause a moral problem? Or is the 
geographical location itself, or the time of the day, causing situational or 
circumstantial problems? Obviously, several coinciding factors and motives 
can influence the decision taken with respect to a concrete target. It might, 
however, also be the case that only one specific variable will determine a 
decision at a certain stage in the process. 

Likewise, there might be several and different potential targets at the scene of 
the attack. In such a situation, there is a need to clarify what the original target 
is. As an example, we can briefly look to the attack on two soldiers in Nice in 
February 2015 (Reuters, 2015). The soldiers were guarding a Jewish 
community centre, so was the original target the soldiers, the community 
centre or both? Both target types are obviously attractive to militant Islamists, 
so it might not seem like an important issue to clarify, but to examine terrorist 
reasoning and decision–making on targeting issues in the most thorough way, 
we must address them. A further complicating fact is that sometimes the 
victims of a terrorist attack may not represent the intended targets at all, and 
injuring or killing them may even be in conflict with the terrorists’ own 
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rationality and moral boundaries. A bomb with a timing device may detonate 
prematurely, often killing the terrorists themselves or innocent victims 
(Oppenheimer, 2009: 62). With some caveats, terrorists can also become what 
PIRA commander Brendan Hughes has characterized as “over-zealous”, to the 
degree that they do not see the potential consequences of their actions during 
the planning process (English, 2016: 147). 

The discussion above has made it clear that each case and incident must be 
assessed properly to clarify the target selection processes, target preferences 
and the related issues this research has set out to explore. By applying 
process-tracing, looking at the smallest clues before and putting them into 
context, it is possible to analytically identify the most likely explanation and 
to discard others that are of a spurious nature.  

Having described what can be achieved with the theoretical and 
methodological approach chosen for this research, it must also be stated that 
there are limitations. Much will depend on the amount and quality of 
information. Naturally, there is no guarantee that within-case process-tracing 
will find each and every variable of interest, but such an approach will 
certainly strengthen the possibility for correct inferences. 

2.2.2 Case selection within a low-frequency 
phenomenon 

In the West, terrorism is a low frequency phenomenon. Furthermore, the 
overall character and context of terrorist related conflicts differ significantly. 
There are, for instance, many differences with regard to how militant Islamists 
operate in Europe, as compared to in Afghanistan-Pakistan or Iraq-Syria. On 
the European continent, they operate more or less like other traditional 
underground terrorist movements seen for decades, while in the 
abovementioned distant areas, they act more like paramilitary insurgents, or 
even like ordinary military units. Additionally, there are several actor type 
categories involved, like lone actors, cells, networks, central leadership and 
affiliates, which represent different sorts of capacities – and threats within the 
different main ideological directions. With regard to qualitative research 
projects, this means that it is important to assess the overall framework and 
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scope thoroughly. It may be sensible to limit the research to a specific actor 
within a specific geographic area over a fixed period of time. This will 
enhance the precision of the research and probably increase its practical value 
at the output end. That said, tailored or customized research designs must 
necessarily also lead to some limitations. The most obvious factor is that the 
results may be difficult to use for direct comparison with other projects due to 
differing frameworks or theoretical and methodological approaches, as well as 
different datasets and coding. Furthermore, the end product may have a 
limited relevance for research on actors from other ideological directions or 
geographical areas. This will, however, depend on topic, parameters involved 
and other factors. 

In the context of terrorist targeting, it is most important to choose actors that 
have actually conducted, or made credible attempts to launch, terrorist attacks. 
If we were to include individuals and groups that have only forwarded threats 
without any consolidating evidence of willingness to actually commit the 
violent act, this would cause fundamental and unsolvable problems. 
Furthermore, only with actors that have conducted attacks will it be possible 
to follow the whole targeting process from start to end. Importantly though, 
documented thwarted plots should still be included in datasets on targeting 
issues because they will also provide useful information on the selection 
processes and preferences. Evidently, we do not learn only by looking at the 
final targets chosen, but also from the targets that have been discarded en 
route to the attack itself. 

2.2.3 Terrorism research and sources 
Before looking more closely at the approach of the two respective part studies 
of this thesis, some reflections about terrorism research and sources in general 
is in order. This is a difficult topic and the most obvious reason is that most 
often, it is impossible to gather information directly from those we conduct 
research on, namely the terrorists themselves – at least those still active. A 
second challenge is that detailed, reliable and high-quality material will 
usually be under the custody of the police, security and intelligence services, 
and, when it comes to judicial documents, courts. Such information will 
typically be classified or restricted in other ways and out of reach for 
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outsiders, researchers included. The process of getting access to police 
investigation material and judicial documents (indictments and verdicts) 
varies between countries, but often it will not be possible, or alternatively too 
time-consuming in relation to the timeframe of the research project. If, 
however, access to such material is obtained, it is likely to have considerable 
value for the research. Police investigation material will be rich in details and 
give an extraordinary insight into the case in question, although the material 
may not be used in the trial at court. Court material, especially what is 
referred to in a verdict, will have gone through a legal assessment that can’t 
be ignored and can as such be regarded as quality material. In total, police 
investigation material and judicial documents are maybe hard to procure but 
will most often possess valuable information. These paths should therefore 
not be left untried, if that is possible within the timeframe of the project. 

The difficulties with access to prime research material from the terrorists, as 
well as the police and security services, means that research often or to a large 
degree must be based on open sources – at least when the mapping of 
incidents and operational details are involved. This is why information from 
news media becomes central. For various academic disciplines, which can use 
other methods and sources for information gathering, news media may not be 
regarded as the best source. It is, nevertheless, a fact that it probably 
represents the most dominant open source for terrorism research in general, 
simply because there is a lack of other alternatives, making us heavily 
dependent on it. It is true that mass media is a business where the competition 
to be the first to bring out and deadlines for printed newspapers creates time-
pressure too. Sensational headlines that are not necessarily correct, and a fair 
share of assumptions, are also often observed. In general, I find that terrorism 
scholars are aware of this and, accordingly, news sources are handled with 
care and a critical approach. On the other side, news media is not a 
heterogenous branch and the quality of their work differs considerably. Some 
are obviously tabloid, superficial or politically biased, but it should also be 
acknowledged that media actors can be serious, reflective and generally useful 
for research purposes. Media reportage from plots and incidents are essential 
for keeping track of the developments in general, updating datasets, and for 
retrieving more detailed information for in-depth follow-ups. Media articles 
may also provide important details from terrorist incidents and the following 
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investigations – for instance, when they cover ongoing trials. In-depth articles 
written weeks or months after a major incident has taken place, or interviews 
with the people involved, or officials in central positions during 
investigations, can also provide important information. As Petter Nesser 
(2015:19) points out, some media institutions have dedicated employees with 
expert knowledge on terrorism. Some have also published books which are 
well-respected in academic circles (for example, Bergen, 2002; 2011; Burke, 
2011; 2015; Sørensen, 2013). So, media sources are significantly valuable in 
terrorism research, but the researcher must be critical, selective, and assess the 
information in the best possible manner to avoid potential pitfalls. Often, it is 
sensible to use well-established and respected media institutions that are not 
linked to political parties or have private or industrial interests. 

Academic publications within the topic in question are always important. The 
authors may have in-depth knowledge on specific actors or subjects, but such 
works can also be useful as background information. The authors may also 
have benefited from sources not accessible to yourself and provide useful 
information to your project. Likewise, experts in specific areas can be 
consulted directly, and this is not limited to experts on terrorism per se, but 
could be true for specialists in other areas of relevance, like religion, 
symbolism, strategy, finances or the use of weapons. 

There are also various terrorism research databases (see e.g. Bowie & Schmid, 
2011: 294–340) that may be used to research on targeting issues. There are, 
however, known limitations and weaknesses in many of them (Crenshaw, 
2011: 4). Another point is that it must be assessed to which degree a specific 
database can be useful for qualitative research, or primarily serve quantitative 
research purposes. One example with regard to databases that can be of value 
in qualitative research is the Lost Lives project from the Northern Ireland 
conflict - systematically describing the victims of every lethal incident 
(McKittrick, Kelters, Feeney, Thornton, & McVea, 1999). Also relevant for 
qualitative research are smaller actor-specific datasets, chronologies and 
listings (e.g. Nesser, 2008, 2010, 2012; 2015; Spaaij, 2012; Hemmingby, 
2017). 

Official reports after major terrorist incidents will most often provide detailed 
and useful information. These are often detailed and based on relevant 
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information from police, intelligence and security services, and others. 
Likewise, in many countries national authorities will regularly declassify 
material, perhaps on an annual basis. Released material will then often shed 
new light on acts of terrorism committed a long time ago. 

As previously mentioned, direct access to active terrorist actors is often 
difficult – and too dangerous. Sometimes, however, it might be possible to 
talk to or interview imprisoned or released former extremists. This may 
provide valuable information, although they will often be constrained by some 
factors – for example, they may not be willing to talk about something that 
might incriminate them or people they know. Although it may not lead to very 
detailed information on concrete cases, it will nevertheless have a general 
value. From this point of view, it is a bit surprising, as Richard English (2016: 
22) points out, that so many terrorist researchers have never met a former 
terrorist. Furthermore, it can be worthwhile to look into publications from 
terrorists on social media platforms, like the militant Islamist online 
publications Inspire, Dabiq and Rumiyah. These are part of the propaganda 
machinery of the jihadists, and, even though the rhetoric is not necessarily 
followed in practice, it might have some value depending on the research 
topic – and at least as background information. 

Memoirs from “turned” terrorists or law enforcement agents that have 
infiltrated terrorist cells or organizations can also disclose details that may not 
be found anywhere else. Some examples from the Northern Ireland conflict 
are works by Eamon Collins (1998), Martin McGartland (1998) and Sean 
O’Callaghan (1999), while examples relating to militant Islamists are 
publications from Omar Nasiri (2006), Morten Storm, Paul Cruickshank and 
Tim Lister (2014), as well as Anne Speckhard and Mubin Shaikh (2014). 

So far, the research approach and sources have been elaborated upon on a 
general basis, but since the two studies here differ with regard to the level of 
analysis, form and sources, they also need to be addressed separately with 
regard to framework, sources and data. For the section that follows, Anders 
Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks is study 1, while the militant Islamists 
in Western Europe is study 2. 
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2.2.4 Study 1: Framework and sources 
The study of right-wing terrorist Anders Behring Breivik, who killed 77 
people on the 22 July 2011, has a particular focus on the target decision-
making process, which include both planning and the operational proceedings 
in this case.  

Regarding sources, access to high-quality research material has provided a 
rare possiblity to trace both the planning phase and the operational stages in 
considerable detail, and here primarily with an emphasis on targeting related 
issues. This includes general targeting preferences, concrete plans, priorities, 
influence of situational factors and decision-making sequences. As will be 
illustrated, the interaction between a series of variables caused a profoundly 
dynamic, non-linear process, clearly illustrating the unpredictability and 
pragmatism that always follows terrorist operations. 

This research is based on a variety of sources, and in total the research 
material can only be characterized as extraordinary rich and of high quality. 
As will be described later, this is first and foremost due to full access to the 
police investigative interviews of the perpetrator, including DVD recordings. 
Additionally, accurate word for word-scripts have been provided for this 
research by the Norwegian National News Agency (NTB) from the trial in 
2012. This has provided a rather unique opportunity to analyse the planning 
and target selection process in detail on the individual level. The fact that it 
has been possible to identify concrete plans, and map discarded alternative 
targets, as well as the final targets, gives a more or less complete picture of 
the concrete target selection process of this case.  

There are several important primary sources for this case study. The terrorist 
himself partially edited and partially wrote his compendium 2083 – A 
European Declaration of Independence, under the pseudonym Andrew 
Berwick (2011). This 1400 page document has three parts. The first part 
covers historical aspects, the second part concerns ideological perspectives, 
and the third part is operationally and paramilitary oriented. The two first 
parts was mostly cut and paste edited products, from a variety of sources 
Breivik found on the Internet. The third part was largely his own writings. 
Important to have in mind, the compendium was a theoretical pre-attack work, 
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and not a planning document for what he actually did or a document 
illustrating what really happened. As such it must be reviewed with a sound 
portion of scepticism. That said, it provides us with a lot of information 
regarding his ideological stances, morality, enemy picture and strategical 
elaborations. As will be elaborated later in the case study, it is also interesting 
to observe the mismatch between Breivik’s views or strategies in his 
theoretical work, and his actual operation - as well as in his appearance in 
court (Bjørgo, de Graaf, van der Heide, Hemmingby & Weggemans, 2016: 
478-479). In fairness, however, some of his strategic thoughts were also in 
accordance with what he actually did. In general, Breivik’s compendium 
provides important insight into his ideological views and operational 
elaborations.  

Another main source, and the most important one, is the detailed transcripts 
from all police investigative interviews. Breivik was interviewed for more 
than 220 hours, and every second of it was recorded both on audio and video, 
except for the very first interview on Utøya immediately after his arrets, 
which is on audio only. Police applied a structured and methodological 
approach for the police investigative interviews, called the KREATIV model, 
which will be more thoroughly described below (Fahsing & Rachlew, 2009). 
The protocolled summarised transcripts, signed by the perpetrator himself, are 
in total about 1200 pages. After a lengthy process through various instances, 
the General Attorney granted this project access to all the written material, 
and also to selected DVD recordings from the interviews. To the author’s 
knowledge at the time of writing no other research projects have formally 
been given this access. 

Another important source was the accurate word-by-word transcripts from the 
Norwegian National News Agency (NTB), from the trial of Anders Behring 
Breivik in Oslo in 2012. The transcripts fill 463 pages in all and cover 
everything that took place during the trial. The perpetrator was given several 
opportunities to elaborate on his views and actions, and underwent heavy 
cross-examination, as well. Furthermore, public judicial documents from the 
court, and especially the judgment (Oslo District Court, 2012) have been 
examined thoroughly. 
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The author has also conducted a few interviews with primary sources from the 
day of the attack. This include two security guards on duty in the Government 
Quarter at the time of the bomb attack in Oslo, and the team leader from the 
National police emergency response unit Beredskapstroppen (often just called 
Delta), who was in charge of the team that arrested the terrorist on Utøya. It 
must also be mentioned that I and my supervisor have had some 
correspondence by email with Anders Behring Breivik, as we considered 
interviewing him in prison due to a couple of concrete questions related to a 
book project (Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016). This was never realised as 
Breivik, after initially agreeing to meet, made certain demands and tried to 
influence how him and his views were to be presented afterwards. Hence the 
interview was cancelled and never followed up on. 

As for secondary sources, coverage in news media has been one source, for 
example statements from his defence attorneys and the prosecution. News 
media also released reports related to the psychiatric evaluation of Breivik. 
These were not just of interest with regard to the significant public and 
professional debate on his mental condition, or his strategy in court, since it is 
highly likely that his personality issues also affected his strategic decisions 
during the planning phase. How this happened will be described later, but one 
example is the decision to go for for an extensive shock-attack operation, 
instead of several small-scale attacks over time. Finally, there have been 
written several books and articles about Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 
July attacks. Most of them have primarily been focusing on his background 
and launched theories on his radicalisation process (e.g. Borchgrevink, 2013; 
Bangstad, 2014; Gardell, 2014; Seierstad, 2015). His main defence attorney, 
Geir Lippestad, also released a book after the sentencing (Lippestad, 2013). 

It is also relevant to point out that publications on solo or lone actor terrorism 
have added value to this research, and several relevant works are listed in the 
part study of Breivik, in the section covering comparatice perspectives.  

Having explained the sources this research has been based, it is time to 
elaborate on reliability and validity, where keywords are trustworthiness, 
confirmability and generalization (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 
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2.2.5 Study 1: Reliability 
In this part I will elaborate on the reliability of the research on Anders 
Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks. Central issues are the accuracy of the 
data, which data that have been used, the way data has been collected, and 
also how they have been processed (Johannessen, Tufte & Christoffersen, 
2011: 40). As described above, the source material in this case is unusually 
rich, but type of sources and the amount of information retrieved leaves no 
guarantee with regard to quality, reability and validity. 

The starting point here is that this material is of high quality, and particularly 
so the judgement and the police investigative interview transcripts. 
Judgements are the result of a lengthy process where evidence has been 
thoroughly assessed, and all parties have had their saying. As such, they 
should be regarded as robust sources. As for the police investigative 
interviews these have been conducted in a structured and methodological 
manner, based on an approach called KREATIV, which is Norwegian for 
creative. This is based on the PEACE police investigative interview model 
from the UK (Fahsing & Rachlew, 2009). Central for this approach is the 
principle of free explanation, and one main objective is to extract as much 
information as possible from the suspect, in contrast to hastily pursue a 
confession. This is not only the right investigative and ethical approach. It 
also benefits research since more information is likely to be generated. One 
relevant question might be whether this methodology produce too much 
irrelevant information? The answer to this is no, if a structured and consistent 
research methodology is in place. Then relevant data will be included, while 
irrelevant data is discarded. 

The interviews of Breivik were systematically covering all aspects of this 
case. They were well documented and the suspect signed the protocolled 
transcripts from each session. The interviews were held over a long period of 
time and the suspect was challenged several times over the same subjects, in 
an increasingly confronting manner. This setup strengthens the interview 
transcripts’ position as a reliable, primary source. With regard to the DVD 
recordings, these were selected by the author after the written material had 
been studied in detail. This ensured that the recordings that were important for 
the topic of this project were included, and that valuable time was not used on 
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interview sections less relevant for this research. One might ask why the DVD 
recordings were important, since the written material was available. First of 
all, they confirmed the content of the written police investigative interview 
transcripts. Secondly, the written transcripts were summarized transcripts, and 
with the DVD recordings I was able to learn exactly what Breivik said – and I 
could quote him directly in this thesis. Thirdly, the DVD recordings made it 
possible to observe the behaviour of the perpetrator, and hence get an 
impression of his appearances, as well as the interview situation in general. 

It must be added that the trial documents, the accurate word for word-
transcripts from the trial, and the police investigative interviews also offered a 
possibility to triangulate the essential information in this case - although the 
police investigative interviews gave a more detailed insight in some matters, 
compared to the two other sources. The very good source material available 
for this research has also reduced the need for secondary sources.  

There is nevertheless a question about trustworthiness that must be adressed. 
One important issue here is that Breivik was found sane and fit for sentencing, 
but he was also diagionized with a narcissistic personality. Nor does the fact 
that he talked a lot and willingly, mean that he categorically told the truth. 
What the case study process-tracing actually has disclosed is that Breivik has 
displayed the whole spectre from lies to truth in his statements - from the time 
of his arrest and to the sentencing. At large this can be split into lies, 
exaggerations and correct information. The most apparent lie is that Breivik 
claimed to be a part of a network and that he did not act alone. Shortly after 
his surrender to the police, he claimed that there were two other terrorist cell 
members out there, ready to strike with even more deadly consequences, and 
that the police could save 300 lives if they gave in for his demands (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,01). The police investigation quickly 
found that there was no indications that the two other cell members existed. 
Breivik never admitted, however, that this was a bluff. He also stuck to the 
claim that the Knights Templar organization existed, and that an alleged 
meeting took place in London in 2003. During the trial he stated that his 
description of the group was “pompous” in order to maximise the propaganda 
effect, but he downplayed this when he realised that his preoccupations with 
uniforms and rituals made him appear insane (VG, 2012). 
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Breivik’s bluffs regarding the two other cells and the Knights Templar 
organisation may be interpreted as a rational way to maximise the 
psychological impact of his terrorist attacks. One man under arrest will never 
be considered a threat, but an active terrorist group will be. It was also 
Breivik’s deliberate strategy to try to instigate copycat operations. At large, 
Breivik lied when it served his strategic purpose.  

It is also obvious that the narcissistic individual was eager to be regarded as a 
professional and skilled terrorist. Accordingly, he launched a number of 
exaggerations in order to consolidate such an impression, and one example is 
related to hostile reconnaissance. Breivik claimed to have done very thorough 
reconnaissance in the Government Quarter, but confrontations during the 
police interviews, as well as the author’s detailed knowledge on the location, 
disclosed that the hostile reconnaissance was profoundly superficial 
(Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016: 53). My cross-checking with experts on 
explosives has also disclosed what the self-proclaimed professional 
perpetrator actually did well in this field, and what he knew nothing about. He 
showed persistence and skills when making the explosives, but he had very 
limited understanding regarding how physical forces come into play when 
explosives actually detonate (Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016: 40-41).  

In contrast to his bluffs, lies and exaggerations the process-tracing also 
showed that the information he provided on concrete ideas, plans, potential 
targets and most operational steps should be regarded as reliable. The police 
investigation found little discrepancy between Breivik’s explanations and the 
evidence documented by the investigators. He has, for example, admitted that 
he was repeatedly frustrated because he had to change planes several times. It 
is also a point that his lies and exaggerations, as described above, served 
concrete purposes. In contrast, it is difficult to see what he would gain by 
lying about the target selection process. 

The theoretical and methodological approach for this research has been 
covered in detail elsewhere in this thesis, but in general I have found the 
chosen approach for this research meaningful and constructive. Hopefully, the 
clairification regarding the methododology and the primary sources for this 
research offers adequate transparency. Other researchers do have an 
opportunity to look into this research in detail, since the theoretical and 
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methodological approach is described in the thesis, combined with the fact 
that most of the material used are open sources. It is of course a factor that the 
police investigative interviews are not accessible for the public, but after the 
release of this material for this research it should be a formality for other 
researchers to gain the same access from the General Attorney’s office, after a 
formal application process. Even without such access, however, the 
transparency of this research and all the open information available, makes it 
possible to elaborate on the reliability of the data of this research. 

2.2.6 Study 1: Validity 
After elaborating on reliability, a following and central question is how well 
the data in this research represent the phenomenon (Johannessen, Tufte & 
Christoffersen, 2011: 69). Other relevant questions may be whether the topic 
could be approached in another way, if all central indicators have been 
included, and to which degree findings can be transfered in time and place. 

Initially I will elaborate briefly on the first-mentioend question. Anders 
Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks is an unique case, and indeed, most 
solo terrorists and their operations are. Accordingly, the purpose of this 
research has be to conduct an in-depth qualititative research on this case, and 
illuminate this process in the best possible way. This means that comparative 
perspectives have not been a primary priority in the part study concerning 
Anders Behring Breivik. Hence, a main question is rather how well the data in 
this study contribute to answer the research objectives of this particular case. 
Hence, we are crossing into the following, underlying questions. Is the 
approach and the data included relevant for the research objectives? As 
previously elaborated upon, possibilities regarding research approaches are 
often more limited when terrorists are in focus, compared to research on other 
categories of people. When it comes to the relevance of the data, the model 
with ideology, strategy, internal factors and external factors has a strength due 
to its comprehensive nature. Any factor with some sort of relevance with 
regard to the targeting issue should fit into one of the main boxes. Another 
question is whether all relevant indicators are found. This can never be 
guaranteed, and one must be realistic and open for the fact that some 
indicators will not surface from the research material at hand. That said, the 
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quality and amount of research material available for this study has been very 
satisfactory. 

Regarding validity it is also important to note that some indicators or 
variables are easily observable, like physical actions or items. In contrast, 
there may be variables not possible to see, like the personality or moral of an 
individual (Hellevik, 2011: 357). Often the first-mentioned category will be 
rather straightforward and not an issue of concern, while the second category 
may prove more challenging with regard to validity. If we look to Anders 
Behring Breivik his personality was a major issue in a number of contexts. 
Obviously, it would be substantially problematic if a researcher lacking 
relevant competence made assessments in this area. This is exactly why I for 
this research has relied on the assessments by the specialists appointed by the 
court, and other professionals in this area.  

In the section on reliability I have already mentioned how information have 
been triangulated, how experts have been approached in order to clarify 
specific issues, and that I with my background has a detailed knowledge of his 
target number one, namely the Government Quarter, as well as police and the 
national security authorities in general, as well as protective security. This has 
been an advantage for understanding the terrorist reflections and the 
situational circumstances in general. I will also add that the findings from this 
research have been presented to security and intelligence services in a number 
of countries. Discussions with practitioners from such services are very 
valuable, because they are in position to challenge a researcher’s thinking and 
arguments witin the field of terrorism that few other can. In general, this 
research has been based on a focused and critical approach, and combined 
with the detailed process-tracing methods described previously on case study 
approach, sound and valid inferences are likely to be the end result. 

With regard to transferability or generalisation, I have already stated that each 
terrorist and terrorist operation is unique. This does not mean that the case of 
Anders Behring Breivik is without interest in a comparative perspective, but 
consciousness should be applied with regard to the sort of issues one want to 
measure or compare. 
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2.2.7 Study 2: Framework and sources 
This multiple case study focuses on the targeting preferences of militant 
Islamists plotting or conducting attacks in Western Europe from 1994 to 
2016. Initially it makes sense to make a few definitional clarifications. With 
regard to the terms Islamism and jihadism I follow Thomas Hegghammer’s 
(2013: 3) wording; “Islamism refers to any form of political activism in the 
name of Islam (both violent and non-violent)”, while “jihadism refers to any 
form of violent Islamism”. The term militant Islamists refer to those 
promoting the sunni-based jihad ideology predominantly promoted by al-
Qaida and ISIS. When I refer to al-Qaida central this means the core 
leadership and the members under their direct control – hence excluding 
affiliates. As for IS, ISIS and ISIL, I have chosen to use ISIS without making 
a difference between these three terms with regard to content. 

The dataset has been specifically developed for this project and it is based on 
open sources only. In total 246 plots and conducted attacks are registered for 
the whole time period. There are 70 conducted attacks and 176 plots. As such 
the dataset is a complete chronological overview, at least as far as this 
research have been able to establish. 

The dataset is built on a variety of sources. The clearly single most important 
contribution has come from Petter Nesser at the Norwegian Defence Research 
Facility (FFI), who has published extensively on militant Islamists in Western 
Europe for many years (Nesser, 2006; 2008; 2010; 2012; 2012a; 2012b; 2015; 
2019; Nesser & Stenersen, 2014; Nesser, Stenersen & Oftedal, 2016). Nesser 
generously shared his dataset structure and case listings in form of a 
Microsoft Excel sheet (for the periode from December 1994 to October 2013) 
in September 2014. As such, the dataset for this project has been built on and 
is further developed from Nesser’s dataset at that time. 

Not only did Nesser’s case listings represent an excellent starting point for 
identifying cases and backtrack sources in order to search for more details for 
the research questions of this part study, but the outline of his well-structured 
Excel sheet could also be built upon and developed to suit this research. In 
order to clarify differences between Nesser’s and this project’s dataset 
specifications, I removed datacolumns not relevant for this study, like the 
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strength of perpetrator’s network connections, foreign fighters status, foreign 
fighter destination and support organisations. Nesser’s eight target type 
categories (military, government/law enforcement, aviation, public figure, 
public area, public transportation, other and unknown), were replaced with 17 
target type categories (military, law enforcement, authorities, diplomatic 
missions, public area, public figure, religious institutions, flights, airports, rail 
transport, maritime targets, bus, electicity/gas/water, Internet/information 
systems, nuclear facilities, others and unknown). I also added columns for US 
and Israeli/Jewish targets. Then I adjusted or added columns for the specific 
research topics of this thesis, namely mass casualty characteristics or not, hard 
versus soft target distinction, and the degree of discriminiation. The latter 
includes indiscriminate and discriminate targeting, as well as a column for 
individual specific targeting. There are also some different nuances between 
the two datasets with regard to perpetrator(s) cell type, and I also expanded 
upon the weapon categorisation, although Nesser’s categorisation of different 
types of explosives remained more detailed. 

Having explained the most important differences with regard to dataset setup, 
the reader might wonder how similar - or different - the two respective 
datasets are as of now. This is difficult to answer with exact precision for 
several reasons, but first and foremost because both datasets have been further 
developed and nutured separately from 2014 onwards, and a lot of incidents 
took place from 2014 to 2016. The author has no detailed insight in potential 
changes or new case listings Nesser have done in his dataset later. 
Furthermore, since there has been a constant search for identifying new or 
unknown cases, and the fact that each case have been assessed individually, 
there might be a some differences with regard to which cases that have been 
included or excluded in the respective dataset. For example the 2000 Moinul 
Abedin case in the UK, the 2006 Alex Springer-incident in Germany and the 
2007 Christopher Paul case were not in Nesser’s dataset in 2014, and I have 
for example also included the 2010 Cargo bomb plot in the dataset since it 
involved response and handling on UK soil. It can also be mentioned that 
Petter Nesser in 2014 had listed the three incidents concerning Mohammed 
Merah in 2012 as one case, while I had to list them as three separate incidents 
due to the nature of this research – target selection preferences. Furthermore, I 
have in some cases found additional information with regard to targeting 
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characteristics, but here it is a rather obvious factor that new information often 
surfaces a long time after incidents on an irregular basis. In conclusion, and 
also with refererence to works of Nesser from 2015 onwards, there are 
probably some minor differences with regard to case listings and details 
between Nesser’s dataset and the final dataset of this research project. I do 
not, however, expect these differences to be major, which means that main 
conclusions regarding modus operandi of jihadists operating in Western 
Europe in general is not likely to differ much, but rather harmonise with each 
other. Then again, the ambition of this thesis has never been to test existing 
research on jihadists’ modus operandi, but exclusively to add value to 
previous works, in the specific area of targeting preferences and 
characteristics related to this. Finally, it should be added that this dataset does 
not go further than the end of 2016, while Petter Nesser and FFI have 
continued to register new cases for updated analysis and more research on the 
militant Islamists operating on European soil. 

Continuing with the framework, the limitation to Western Europe means that 
Eastern Europe is excluded, and this due to the fact that there have been few 
known militant Islamist incidents there (Nesser & Stenersen, 2014). 
Additionally, the timeframe for this project have not allowed this to be 
explored. Importantly, however, the geographical boundaries set for this 
research is strongly related to the significant societal differences between 
Western Europe on one side, and other regions and continents on the other. 
This means, for example, that the operational conditions for terrorists in 
Europe, are inhenrently different from the conditions terrorists in Middle East, 
Asia or Africa experience. I will even argue that there are a noticeable societal 
differences between Western Europe and the US too, in this regard. Here 
demographics and the geographical distance to current conflict areas can be 
mentioned, but also how easy firearms can be aquired in the US, in contrast to 
European countries. As such, it makes sence to limit this study to Western 
Europe, because this increase presision and relevance, for academics, 
practitioners within counterterrorism, as well as policy decision-makers. 

The timeframe 1994-2016 comes naturally, as France experienced the first 
militant Islamist campaign in Europe from December 1994 to 1996, 
conducted by Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA) (Lia & Kjøk, 2001; Nesser, 
2008; 2015). According to Lia & Kjøk (2001, 43-46) this campaign was the 
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result of a strategic shift within the GIA, and not the global jihad vision per 
se, but it nevertheless marked a timeshift for societal security in Europe. In 
contrast to the typical modus operandi experienced with ethno-nationalist and 
far-left actors in the 1970s and 1980s, the militant Islamists systematically 
launched indiscriminate attacks with mass casualty focus - and pre-warnings 
has never been an issue. From 2000, the transnational character of the militant 
Islamist threat to Europe became clearer as plots and attacks started to appear 
in several countries. As previousely mentioned the dataset was locked on 31 
December 2016, due to the timeframe for this project. 

Apart from this, much of the material, and especially with regard to 
identifying plots and attacks, have been articles published online by 
newspapers or news agencies. The search has not been limited to specific 
databases or news services, since that would likely cause a number of missed 
incidents. Instead I have applied a semi-structured approach, using a set of 
specific terms related to terrorist acts and targeting, as well as years and 
countries. Online searches have mainly been executed in English language, 
but also in German, French, Spanish and Hebrew when following up concrete 
cases. It should be added here that my more or less non-existent French and 
Spanish knowledge, have been compensated with valuable assistance from 
native speakers (colleagues and research contacts abroad). These have 
translated relevant source material for me, and also helped me to assess the 
substance and seriousness of concrete cases, as well as the documentation. By 
applying a broad and open-minded information gathering strategy, the risk of 
missing out on incidents and cases has been significantly reduced. 
Furthermore, I have primarily tried to use major and acknowledged media 
institutions within each country, and in general avoided smaller news 
providers. This has not, however, automatically excluded all small or local 
newspapers, since these may be richer on details than national news sources. 
Furthermore, I have found that combining national news with foreign news 
sources can prove beneficial. When for example, Jews or Jewish institutions 
have been potential targets in terrorist plots in Europe, national media have 
from time to time failed to mention so. Israeli newspapers, in contrast, have 
had the tendency to highlight any Jewish or Israeli link. This has been 
experienced in several cases, including the M11 attacks in Madrid in 2004, the 
Geneva El Al plot in 2006, as well as the London Stock Exchange plot in 
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2010. Hence, crosschecking with news institutions in different countries has 
in some cases lead to a more complete picture. 

Legal documents are in general difficult to retrieve for reasons previously 
mentioned, but in some cases I have accessed this kind of documentation. 
Some documents, where there is a European link in the case, have come from 
the United States, and others from Sweden. Furthermore, the Crown 
prosecution service in the UK has for a number of years published annual 
reports with summaries of terrorist cases finished in the legal system. Swedish 
police have also shared some documents linked to the right-wing terrorist 
Peter Mangs. Furthermore, a few court  documents have been received from 
Petter Nesser. Often, however, detailed information from trial processes have 
been retrieved from newspapers reporting from these. 

In an early phase of the research project, I looked to academic publications 
with concrete incident information or listings on militant Islamist plots and 
attacks in Europe. The importance of Petter Nesser’s work has already been 
mentioned, and in addition to his publications works of several of his 
colleagues at FFI have proved relevant (e.g. Hegghammer, 2004; 2013; 
2013a; Hegghammer & Nesser, 2015; Lia & Kjøk, 2001; Lia, 2000; 2001; 
2003; 2005; 2007; 2015; Stenersen, 2017; 2017b; Tønnesen, 2007; 2008; 
2015). Not just with regard to the general and specific knowledge they 
provided, but also because they provided source information that could be 
followed up on. Other general works on militant Islamists in Europe, or 
specific countries, have also provided valuable background knowledge, and in 
some cases also relevant information on targeting issues (Kohlmann, 2004; 
Steinberg, 2013; Hoffman & Reinares, ed., 2014; Rabasa & Benard, 2015; 
Pantucci, 2015; Stern & Berger, 2015; Brisard & Jackson, 2016; Gerges, 
2016; Warrick, 2016; Kepel, 2017; Mullins, 2016; 2017). Academic 
publications on specific themes, and not necessarily limited to militant 
Islamists, have also been valuable sources. 

In addition to acadmic works, some publications by journalists have 
contributed with some insight in general or on specific cases. If we look to 
Denmark for example, the books by Morten Skjoldager (2009; 2016), Kaare 
Sørensen (2013) and Storm, Cruickshank & Lister (2014) give a good 
overview and insight into several cases. One example from the UK is the the 
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book on Abu Hamza and the Finsbury Park mosque by O’Neill & McGrory 
(2006). 

Another type of source I have found valuable for this project are official 
reports coming as a result of major terrorist incidents. Such reports are most 
often based on solid mandates, commission members are often highly 
regarded and experienced in their fields, they have access to all parties 
involved, and the reports are often providing detailed information with regard 
to the proceedings of the event in question - including targeting aspects. One 
example in this regard is the official reports coming after the 7/7 bombings in 
London in 2005 (House of Commons, 2006; Intelligence and security 
committee of Parliament, 2009; London Assembly, 2006). Other examples are 
the report after the Lee Rigby murder in 2013 (Intelligence and security 
committee of Parliament, 2014), and the official report following the Charlie 
Hebdo attack in 2015 (Assemblée nationale, 2016). 

On some occasions, the author has met former extremists or terrorists from 
different ideological paths. Such meetings have varied between being loose 
conversations or semi-structured interviews. In retrospect, these have not 
added detailed information on concrete cases, partially due to the parameters 
of this research, and because several of them have not been right-wing 
extremists or jihadists. On the other side, all such meetings have been useful 
with regard to the mindset and “think terrorist” perspective that goes across 
ideological directions, for example when it comes to strategic thinking, modus 
operandi and operational issues. 

Online publications from militant Islamists have also been examined, and first 
and foremost al-Qaida’s Inspire and ISIS’ Dabiq. These are obviously 
propaganda publications and not necessary credible when it comes to what 
have happened, or what is going to happen. Just like online statements from 
central terrorist clerics and leaders, however, they are interesting when seen 
up against how things have developed in practice. 

I have also found academic works on militant Islamist rhetoric interesting and 
useful (Lawrence, 2005; Kepel & Milelli, 2008; Holbrook, 2014). Finally, and 
before leaving terrorist rhetoric completely, there have been several acadmic 
publications analysing ideological, strategic and operational texts from the 
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terrorists (Lia, 2007; Lacey, ed., 2008; Stout, Huckabey, Schindler & Lacey, 
2008; Cigar, 2009). 

2.2.8 Study 2: Reliability 
This part study is based on open sources only. In total, there are 246 plots and 
conducted attacks registered for the period 1994 – 2016. There are 70 
conducted attacks and 176 plots.  

Each incident in the dataset has been carefully assessed and the criteria for 
registration in the dataset are that they involve militant Islamists, as defined 
earlier, in Western Europe. It must be strong indications on a forthcoming, 
potentially lethal attack against one or several targets (plot), or that an attack 
actually has been initiated. A plot is here defined as a planned and/or prepared 
attack that has not yet been initiated, including concrete plans that late in the 
operational process have been abandoned. The latter will for example be when 
authorities, based on intelligence information, suddenly have increased the 
security level at specific assets significantly for a period of time – and nothing 
takes place. In order to be registered as an initiated attack, the attack itself 
must have been set in motion against the selected target. This will normally 
mean conducted attacks, but can for example also include parcel bomb 
attacks, if the bomb detonates prematurely during final preparations, as seen 
in the Lors Dukajev case in Denmark in 2010. Initiated attacks are in this 
thesis interchangeable called initiated, launched, conducted or executed 
attacks, as seen fit according to context, and for lingual variation. In 
accordance with the definitions previously presented, incidents conducted by 
perpetrators with personal greviances or serious mental health issues have 
been excluded. Moreover, incidents involving terrorists that for example are 
caused by coincidenses or police arrest operations, where there are no 
indications of concrete forthcoming plots, have not been registered in the 
dataset. 

Each plot and initiated attack is registered and assessed individually, which 
for example means that Muhammed Merah’s terrorist offenses from 2012 are 
listed in this dataset as three separate attacks, and not as one case overall. This 
is a prerequisite for a functional dataset on targeting issues, since attacks 
committed by the same perpetrator may have different characteristics, for 
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example with regard to target type or degree of discrimination. On the other 
hand, incidents with simoultanous or sequential (within a short period of time) 
actions by the same actor (individual or group), like the 13 November attacks 
in Paris in 2015, as well as secondary attacks at the same location, are 
registered as one incident only. 

For structure and analytical purposes a customized excel sheet has been used 
to map the plots and attacks. Each case has been given a case ID and plot 
number. Whether the case has strong or vague documentation has been noted, 
and so has the time for the plot or attack, as well as the country involved. 
Furthermore, the following is registered in each case: Actor profile (one or 
several perpetrators), attack status (abandoned, thwarted, launched), objective 
achieved or not, number of casualties, type of weapons used, attack approach, 
casualty focus (mass or limited casualty focus), attackers expected outcome 
(e.g. suicide or escape), secondary attack, simultainious attack, degree of 
discrimination (indiscriminate, discriminate, individual specific), and hard or 
soft target. Regarding target types, these categories are established as best 
seen fit for this specific actor in question. Target types are therefore divided 
into the categoried military, law enforcement, authorities, diplomatic 
missions, public area, publice debate, religious institutions, transport and 
others. It has also been registered if the terrorist actors have displayed an 
interest for targets related to the United States of America, the United 
Kingdom or Israel (including Jewish targets). My interest for following up on 
this issue is related to the fact that the US, UK and Israel have been declared 
main enemies of al-Qaida since the 1990s. Hence there is a question whether 
the rhetoric has been followed upon in practice by the jihadists. 

A well-structured research design, including a clear theoretical and 
methodological approach, is essential if sound inferences are to be achieved. 
Sources are covered in the section before this one, but I will make some 
further comments with regard to the dataset. For this research all relevant 
incidents found for the period in question have been registered and included in 
the dataset. Hence some case selection challenges are not relevant here, since 
it is an “all in” approach. At the same time it must be acknowledged that the 
strength of the documentation differs from case to case, because the amount 
and quality of the information retrieved will vary substantially. This has to be 
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properly addressed if a negative impact on the analysis and the output from 
the research is to be avoided. 

It is important to underline that cases lacking adequate documentation have 
not been included in the dataset at all. Furthermore, I have differentiated 
between strong and vague plots and attacks. This assessment has been done 
by looking to all the information available for the case in question, and not on 
targeting issues specifically.  

Strong documentation in a case means that there are several and robust 
indications that an attack has been planned, intiated or conducted. It does not 
necessarily require convictions or confessions, since a number of plots are 
thwarted in advance in an early or late stage, but other strong indicators must 
be present. This might be that police have found firearms or explosives, plans, 
maps, photos of targets, communication etc. It could also be that some of the 
participants have been talking to the police, or that robust evidence from 
intelligence or police surveillance have been registered. 

Vague documentation will be when there are concrete indications that an 
attack is planned, but that the indications are fewer and not so strong and 
presise as in the strong cases. A turist map with well-known tourist places 
encircled is not necessarily a strong indication that an attack is planned, but 
most will agree that Islamists mapping synagogues or rabbis, or having 
pictures of police stations or UK military staff with faces encircled can be 
interpreted differently. It is also a matter of capability. If no weapons or 
explosives are found it might be problematic to claim that the documentation 
is strong, if there is no other evidence. For many extremists it is after all a 
long way from thinking to acting. 

It must be added that a case assessed to have strong documentation does not 
necessarily give a good insight on targeting issues. Moreover, in some cases 
certain aspects of targeting may be clear, while others are not. If we look at 
the Touloun navy base plot from 2015 as an example (Reuters, 2015), this is 
registered with discriminate targeting as a factor, since military personnel was 
to be targeted. It is still not possible, however, to determine whether the attack 
would have a mass casualty focus or not, or whether the target would be a soft 
target or a hard target. This would very much depend on the attack approach 
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and other situational circumstances. Critical reflections like these have been 
present thorugh all parts of this research. 

2.2.9 Study 2: Validity 
The basic strength of this part study lies in the comprehensive and structured 
theoretical and methodological approach, where multiple sources have been 
assessed with an open mind, without compromising on sound scepticism and 
critical examination of each and every plot and attack found. By casting a 
wide net from the intial phases of the project, it has been possible to locate 
more plots and attacks than a narrow approach would allow. This has led to a 
more complete picture with regard to the extent of militant Islamists’ plots 
and attacks in Western Europe for the given period of time, and also 
strengthened the potential for valid inferences. Another strength of this study 
is the geographical limitation to Western Europe, since this ensures a 
contextual exactness and increases the relevance of the end product for the 
practitioners within law enforcement and others. Furthermore, it is an 
advantage that the dataset established here (although with a starting point 
from Nesser’s dataset covering 1994-2013) has been developed by the author. 
This ensures consistency with regard to data inclusion, coding and 
assessment. It would be very challengning to achieve the same control and 
exactness if data from an external source was to be used. Moreover, the 
intimate familiarity with the research material must be regarded as positive in 
general. 

To argue that there are no weaknesses in a study like this would be ignorant 
and a mistake. There is no absolute guarantee that some cases are missed out 
even though a broad, multiple-sources approach have been applied. 
Furthermore, one should remember that the inferences and conclusions are 
based on information currently available. As seen on a number of occasions, 
new information on concrete cases may surface in months and years to come. 
That said, it is unlikely that complementing information on a few cases in the 
future will alter the main conclusions.  

The author has been open for all sorts of variables with influence on the 
targeting preferences of the militant Islamists, and as such a semi-deductive 
starting point has been followed by an inductive process (Flyvbjerg, 2011). 
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Regarding indicators, the interactive model (fig. 2.1) ensures a comprehensive 
approach. Furthermore, the approach regarding situational analysis, which is 
very central in this part study, has the same openess for different variables of 
influence. Variables that are not directly linked to the terrorist actor(s) or the 
victim(s), will be part of the situational circumstances. It is naturally another 
question whether all relevant indicators are found, and this can never be 
guaranteed. It is far more realistic to assume that some indicators often will be 
missing, but from an analytical point of view the most important thing is to 
identify a satisfactory number of central indicators that lead to the right 
conclusion with regard to the research questions and parameters. In general, 
the quality and amount of research material available for this study has been 
satisfactory, and it has been processed in a structured and thorough manner. 

Regarding validity, it is also worth noting that the parameters measured here 
to a large degree are observable. It is also a factor that relatively few 
parameters have been mapped, so although there are many cases, the low 
number of parameters makes it manageable and controllable. Accordingly, 
known challenges, like the “too few cases, too many variables” problem is 
avoided (Goggin, 1986). 

Like in the case study concerning Anders Behring Breivik, the information 
retrieved have been triangulated by using different sources. I have also been 
able to use local experts familiar with militant Islamists in their respective 
countries, and this has also widened the possibility to control source material 
in languages I do not master good enough. I have also been able to discuss 
cases with acknowledged expertise, like researchers at the Norwegian 
Defence Research Faciltity, and colleagues abroad. Moroever, the results from 
this research has also been presented to security authorities in a number of 
countries. Both the dialogoue with skilled academics and practitioners have 
strongly indicated that the approach applied has been sensible. 

With regard to transferability or generalisation, there are several interesting 
perspectives. The framework for this study has, for example, ensured a high 
degree of relevance for stakeholders within the geographical area covered. As 
such, the results are not necessarily relevant for or transferable to other 
regions, because the modus operandi and targeting preferences of actors from 
the same ideological direction may be entirely different. On the other hand, 
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this study could represent the starting point for a comparative study on 
terrorist actors from other ideological directions within the same period of 
time and geographical area, at least if the same the theoretical and 
methodological approach is applied. 

2.2.10 Ethical considerations 
When conducting research on terrorism, ethical challenges surface often and 
under different circumstances, and it is essential to pay attention to the set of 
values, norms and institutional arrangements contributing to the constitution 
and regulation of scientific activities. Terrorism is after all one of the gravest 
criminal offences any individual could be linked to, and the term terrorism 
itself is clearly a pejorative one – and not just because it is a criminal offense 
but also because it signals moral condemnation. Hence, carelessness or poor 
considerations from the researcher may wrongfully lead to substantially 
negative consequences for the people involved. 

One factor with ethical implications that is relevant here is linked to 
documentation, question of guilt and identification of suspects by name in 
publications. Terrorism research is most often based on open sources and 
typically through news media. Hence, careful considerations must be given 
regarding the truthfulness and evidence in each case. If an individual is caught 
red-handed there might be no doubts, as with Anders Behring Breivik, but if 
not, there is a potential for wrongly naming suspects. An example found 
during this work is the case of Y.B. from the UK. He was convicted for 
planning acts of terrorism after downloading an AQ-manual from the Internet 
but was acquitted in the High Court in Glasgow in 2015 after a series of 
appeals (Daily Record, 2015). In another example from the UK, the police 
arrested a student for possession of extremist material while he was in reality 
conducting research for his master’s thesis (Townsend, 2012). 

Furthermore, several attacks in Europe have been characterized as terrorist 
offenses by the media, while investigations have shown that the individual 
behind the attack suffers from a mental illness. Central here is the ethical 
responsibility researchers have towards such groups (NESH, 2005: 23). These 
are often difficult cases to assess and categorize. In this context, one might 
consider the case of the two different vehicle attacks against crowds in France 
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in December 2014. Carrying several strong indicators of attacks often seen 
with militant Islamists, the perpetrators were identified to be mentally ill and 
not terrorists by the French authorities (Nordstrom, 2014). This makes it 
problematic to include these incidents on a list of terrorism incidents, and 
accordingly these have been excluded from the dataset of the second study 
here. To make it even more difficult, there are also examples of extremists 
that seemingly have exploited vulnerable individuals. This might have been 
the case in the attack on the US embassy in October 2007 in Vienna. Here, a 
seemingly unstable individual tried to enter the embassy, carrying a rucksack 
with grenades. The authorities officially discarded terrorism claims, but 
findings in the aftermath showed that another individual in the attacker’s close 
surroundings was an extremist with Wahhabi ties, possibly exploiting the 
attacker (Alic, 2007).  

To conclude the above-mentioned challenges, identifying a terrorist by name 
in academic publications should only be considered if there is absolutely no 
question of guilt. If there is, it should be dropped. However, an alternative 
often used in news media in several countries is to use the person’s initials 
only – alternatively, the given name and the initial for the surname is used. 
Most importantly, however, anyone who considers naming terrorist 
perpetrators in publications must also ask these basic questions: Is it 
necessary? Does it say anything about the content or the meaning of the issue 
discussed, or is it, in practice, irrelevant? Often, it has no importance. On the 
other hand, it might seem odd for readers if a well-known and guilty 
perpetrator like Anders Behring Breivik is not identified by name, after 
identification by name in all sorts of media over a long period of time. 

Another consideration related to ethics that will typically surface within 
terrorism research if interviewing former terrorists is source protection, both 
with regard to the incrimination and the personal safety of the individual (the 
author has spoken to former terrorists in Northern Ireland and elsewhere on 
several occasions). In extremist circles, talking to outsiders, like researchers, 
could be fatal, if detected. As such, the subject being interviewed places 
considerable trust in the researcher’s hands, predominantly with regard to 
anonymity. Here, discretion, the way things are written and storage of data are 
typically important issues.  
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If the researcher has access to restricted material, caveats may follow. One 
example from this study is the police investigative interviews from the Anders 
Behring Breivik case. One restriction here, suggested by the author in the 
application to the Data Protection Official for Research (before it was 
forwarded to the General Attorney), was that information concerning third 
parties would not be used in the thesis publications. This was made clear for 
several reasons: not to cause negative effects to any third parties involved, to 
ensure that the individual’s privacy was secured, and to ensure personal safety 
– all in accordance with national guidelines on research ethics (NESH, 2005). 
Such an approach will probably make it somewhat easier to get the 
permissions needed, but, on the other hand, it also could mean exclusion of 
information that is relevant for analysis and conclusions. 

Another issue that comes up while seeking restricted material is linked to the 
normal practice of retrieving informed consent (NESH, 2005; Norwegian 
Personal Data Act § 8, 9 and 11). In terrorism research, this will normally not 
apply, but this does not mean that it should be neglected when possible. With 
regard to Anders Behring Breivik, professor Tore Bjørgo and the author 
retrieved informed consent directly from the perpetrator himself in late 2012. 
Then, after a formal application series involving the Data Protection Official 
for Research, the Council for Confidentiality and Research appointed by the 
Ministry of Justice and Public Security, in 2013 we were given access to all 
transcripts and selected DVD recordings of the police investigative 
interviews. It is likely that we would have gotten the access without an 
informed consent, but informed consent probably made it easier for those 
handling the application. After analysing the material, a couple of questions 
remained to be clarified, so a dialog with Breivik for a prison interview in 
writing was initiated. The rightfulness of interviewing Breivik, even in a 
research context, was, at the time, a subject of public debate – also involving 
surviving victims and their families. It did seem justifiable, however, after a 
public meeting on ethics and a more thorough dialogue with survivors and 
their families (Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016: 9). Our main arguments were 
that we only wanted a couple of clarifications; it would not give the terrorist 
any media publicity, and, most important of all, it would contribute to the best 
possible research on this important subject. Breivik himself quickly accepted 
to be interviewed in prison, but the idea was soon dropped when, during the 
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practical arrangements, he started to express distrust, launch demands and 
seemingly prioritize otherwise. Since only a couple of details were missing, 
this had no significant impact on the main conclusions of the research. 

A final ethical reflection here is specifically linked to research on operational 
issues. Terrorists gather knowledge and information from wherever they can, 
and this includes research publications (Taylor, 1988: 122–123). Researchers, 
security professionals and others publishing on modus operandi issues should 
therefore be conscious of the distribution of potentially sensitive information; 
moreover, spreading ideas about how terrorist attacks could be more effective 
should be avoided. Accordingly, such elaborations have no part in this thesis. 
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3 Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July 
Attacks in Norway 

3.1 Introduction 
The purpose for this part of the thesis is to provide a thorough insight in the 
decision-making and target selection process on a specific case, on the 
individual level.1 The case is Anders Behring Breivik’s extremely brutal and 
ruthless attacks on 22 July 2011 in Norway. He first detonated a vehicle-born 
fertilizer bomb in the centre of the Government Quarter in downtown Oslo, 
before he followed up with a shooting attack on the small island Utøya, where 
the Labour Party’s youth wing (AUF, Worker’s Youth League) arranged their 
annual summer camp. Eight persons were killed in Oslo, while 69 people lost 
their lives at Utøya, including 33 victims under age of 18. The atrocities seen 
on 22 July 2011 might be the most horrific solo terrorist operation seen to 
date. 

The Norwegian terrorist claimed to be a Justiciar Knight Commander in a 
network he called Knights Templar Europe. The following police 
investigation did not find any evidence, or even indicators, that such a 
network actually exists (Oslo District Court, 2012). In contrast, it was found 
that he had operated in a very independent manner, and consciously not 
involving others in his operation. Thus, he can rightfully be characterised as a 
solo terrorist, even if a narrow definition of solo terrorism is applied. 

Investigating or researching terrorist incidents is in general very challenging. 
Most often it is impossible to get an in-depth insight into the operational 
planning and decision making processes, due to lack of information. In this 
case, however, access to unique source material (all police investigative 
interviews), combined with a willingly talking perpetrator, has provided an 
opportunity to examine planning, decisions taken, as well as operational 

                                                        
1 This part of the thesis is further developed from Hemmingby, C. & Bjørgo, T. 
(2016). The Dynamics of a Terrorist Targeting Process – Anders B. Breivik and the 
22 July Attacks in Norway. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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developments, in unusual detail. Taking into consideration the previously 
described need for more research on targeting issues, it is evident that such an 
opportunity had to be utilised. 

Most will probably agree that the 22 July 2011 attacks in Norway and the 
perpetrator are atypical. It is simply not common that one person can cause so 
many deaths and so much damage, and display the sheer brutality that Breivik 
did. This even though we have witnessed several grave terrorist attacks 
physically conducted by one perpetrator in recent years. 

Despite the fact that Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 July 2011 attacks is a 
rare case, a substantial amount of generic insights can be extracted from it. All 
terrorists operate within a framework where they control some factors, but just 
as important, there are always factors that are beyond their control. The 
terrorists can take some of these factors into consideration as they plan, but 
there will also be potential constraints that cannot be foreseen, namely pure 
coincidences, and even luck and bad luck. As described before in this thesis, 
this is why the operational phases in terrorist plots in general are so dynamic, 
and often even chaotic. As such, there will always be a fair amount of 
unpredictability, up until the very moment an attack actually is committed 
against the chosen target. It is primarily this endeavour that is under scrutiny 
in this case study.  

In part one of this thesis, the high-quality source material for this project has 
been described. There is no need to repeat this here, but it might be of interest 
to see this work in the landscape of other publications covering Anders 
Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks. First of all, I will argue that the 
books focusing directly on Anders Behring Breivik primarily have 
investigated the personal background and radicalization process of the 
perpetrator. They have tried to establish an understanding of how he turned to 
terrorism, and indeed how he was able to commit such dreadful acts (e.g. 
Borchgrevink, 2013; Christensen, 2013; Seierstad, 2015; Skoglund, 2013). In 
one publication Breivik has also been seen in a comparative perspective to 
another killer, namely Peter Mangs in Sweden (Gardell, 2015). Other authors 
have tried to explain his extremist acts primarily in terms of the political and 
ideological context he allegedly was influenced by (e.g. Bangstad, 2014). 
There have also been books offering a general overview of the attacks 
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(Solvoll & Malmø, 2011; Stormark, 2011). Furthermore, there have been a 
number of books contributing to the public debate on different issues, for 
example with regard to privacy versus security debate, and security measures 
in public space and architecture (Hausken, Yazdani & Haagensen, 2014; 
Simpson, Jensen & Rubing, 2016). Before this research project it was, 
however, no works with a main focus on the operational aspects in this case, 
which is also important to address. Not just for the general interest and how 
this complements the other works mentioned, but not least because this may 
provide important knowledge to practitioners involved in law enforcement 
and counter-terrorism. 

Following this, a main objective of this part of the thesis has therefore been to 
fill the existing gap with regard to research on the operational aspects, by 
analysing the planning and target selection process of Anders Behring 
Breivik. Here there are several important questions to address. How and why 
did he end up with the two targets he finally attacked? What were the 
alternative targets he considered during the build-up phase? Which factors 
made him dismiss the targets he never attacked, and at what time in the 
selection process did crucial decision-making sequences take place? In most 
terrorist plots these questions are left unanswered, at least in a detailed 
manner, due to unknown or dead perpetrators, lack of cooperation from 
terrorists captured, limited research material, or no access to classified 
information. For this research project, however, the amount of primary source 
material can be characterised as better than normal, opening for a unique 
opportunity to analyse the target selection process in detail. Especially so 
because it creates an opportunity not just to learn about the two targets 
actually attacked, but just as much from the targets he considered, but did not 
choose to attack. As such there is more or less a complete picture, at least 
from the point where he started to develop concrete plans. Moreover, this 
research provides clarity to his objectives, and it gives an important insight 
into the strategic and tactical considerations the perpetrator made during the 
operation. Additionally, this work will include some elaborations regarding 
the comparative perspective between the Norwegian perpetrator, and other 
solo terrorists or lone actors. 

Does this case offer any insights that may be of relevance beyond the specific 
example of the 22 July terrorist attacks in Norway? The answer to this 
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question, I will argue, is yes. This even though Breivik is not a “typical” or 
“representative” solo terrorist. First of all, this case demonstrates how 
terrorists – single actors as well as group- or network connected – may have to 
change their plans, as things often do not develop as they had intended and 
expected. This case clearly shows that terrorist decision-making and target 
selection is a highly dynamic process. Moreover, many of the factors that 
constrained Breivik’s operation and influenced his decision-making, such as 
lack of time, capability and funding, apply to most terrorists. As such this 
research provides insights that go beyond this particular case. The way he 
organised and prepared the whole operation, as well as how he handled 
operational security challenges and avoided detection, is also of general 
relevance. 

3.2 The target overview 
When an individual decides to take action, there will be an active target 
selection process, where loose thoughts and ideas are leading to concrete 
plans, before an attack is launched. Operational proceedings and practical 
preparations can often be observed or identified, as part of a police 
investigation in the aftermath of a plot or attack. Important to remember, 
though, the perpetrator(s) will already be influenced by a number of thoughts 
and considerations when entering the concrete target selection process. As 
such, it is likely that numerous potential targets for different reasons have 
been discarded long before concrete plans are shaped, and this is very difficult 
to track during an investigation. This is one argument for tracing the personal 
history and activity of the perpetrator in question in detail, and as far back as 
possible. Accordingly, mapping and analysing a target selection process is 
just as much about finding potential targets that have not been attacked, as 
studying those targets that have actually been hit. Even potential targets that 
are not part of concrete plans have an interest in this context. 

Having clarified that there is something to gain both from potential targets not 
attacked, as well as those actually struck, a target overview should be 
established when possible. Since the target overview for this case study, with 
relevant analytical assessments, will contribute to a better understanding of 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

85 

Breivik’s targeting process and operational conduct to be elaborated upon 
later, it is introduced at this early stage. 

Before proceeding to the concrete target overview here, some reflections are 
called for with regard to substance. First and foremost, it should be 
acknowledged that more or less complete target overviews as described 
above, will be hypothetical in one end. As the process narrows down to 
concrete plans and executed attacks, however, the hypothetical aspect is 
gradually reduced, and eventually replaced, by sound inferences based on 
analysis of the documentation available. 

A target overview can be established in several ways. The approach used here 
has been based on a systematic review of two primary sources, namely all 
police investigative interviews and the word for word-transcripts from the 
trial. Breivik’s compendium is a theoretical product and it has not been given 
the same weight here, unless it has been supported by information from at 
least one of the two other sources. This review of the primary sources has 
been done in order to identify everyone and everything that could have 
represented a potential target for the terrorist. More concretely, every potential 
target listed in the overview has been mentioned, or more thoroughly 
discussed, by the terrorist on one or more occasions. Furthermore, this must 
have been in a context implying that they, from Breivik’s point of view and 
rhetoric, have characteristics or features that made them potentially attractive 
as targets. So although the majority of the individuals, institutions and 
organisations listed in the following overview did not end up in Breivik’s 
concrete attack plans, they could have been included, because they were part 
of the broader enemy picture inside the dark and sinister mind of the terrorist. 

Following this a step further, one of the most central issues when analysing 
the target overview is to explain why the targets not followed up on were 
discarded. What kind of factors influenced this? One factor can be linked to 
the importance and symbolic status of the potential target. A government or 
another highly symbolic state building is, for example, likely to represent a 
more attractive target, than a more low-level status building (e.g. a city hall 
building). It is also likely to get more national and international media 
coverage. Another issue is the threat actor’s operational capability. Breivik 
acted on his own and had in many ways limited capacities. For example, some 
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types of terrorist attacks are only possible to conduct with several 
perpetrators. Moreover, if you do not have a state-of-the-art sniper rifle, it can 
be more difficult to assassinate someone protected by close protection 
officers, as you have to get closer – also reducing the possibility for escape 
after the attack. Yet another reason for why some targets are discarded may be 
linked to geography and issues related to location. Some potential targets may 
be too far away and out of reach. Likewise, it is more complicated to strike an 
offshore installation, than assaulting a single individual on the street.  

In addition to the explanatory purpose with a target overview, it can also 
provide a practical output, based on the types of targets that have attracted the 
attention of the perpetrator. It can, for example, help decision-makers to make 
the right priorities with regard to protective security measures. Most 
importantly, however, a sequential target overview can effectively illustrate 
how the selection process narrows down towards the final targets actually 
attacked.  

In total, the target overview for Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 July 
attacks lists 65 potential targets, including the two targets that were attacked 
in the end. One individual and two premises that for different reasons could 
be mistaken for potential targets have been left out of the total list. These are 
the Gunerius shopping mall, a Swedish nuclear waste facility and an 
individual by the name Ronny Johnsen. The latter is a former Norwegian 
Manchester United player, and it is most likely that Breivik here really meant 
Labour Party Secretary Raymond Johansen. The Gunerius shopping mall has 
been named as a target in media and in one police interview, but closer 
examination have clarified that the mall’s parking facilities was to be a transit 
place for switching cars in one of Breivik’s plans. (Kristiansen, Krokfjord & 
Meldalen, 2012; Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,02; 08,03,01; 
ref nr 11762579). 

Also important to note, some assets or institutions registered in the target 
overview are in reality a number of potential targets. For example, Breivik 
refers to the asylum lobby, which is a collective term he used for all NGOs 
working for the rights of asylum-seekers and immigrants to Norway. 
Additionally, EU- and UN-buildings outside Norway represent a significant 
number of possible buildings to strike against. Therefore, the number of 65 
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potential targets in total is a modest estimate with regard to what the 
perpetrator could have established an interest for, in a targeting context. 

3.2.1 Targets discarded and selected 
The listed potential targets shall now be described and illustrated through four 
levels, where they are assessed in the light of the proven interest of the 
perpetrator, and his assumed operational capability. The levels are coded from 
Level (L) 1 to 4, and they will in the following part be presented and dealt 
with in the reverse order, illustrating how it narrows down towards the final 
targets struck on 22 July 2011. At Level 4 the starting point are all 65 
potential targets. Here the purpose has been to identify and discard all 
potential targets that are assessed to be highly hypothetical. Some of these 
would clearly be unrealistic with regard to Breivik’s capability, and others are 
those that Breivik never gave a serious thought due to strategic or contextual 
factors at the time. The remaining potential targets move on to Level 3. Here 
the purpose has been to identify and discard all potential targets that would 
have been within the perpetrator’s operational capability, but which were 
never seriously considered. If any reflections at all, they have been clearly 
superficial and without any sign of follow-up. Level 2 consists of the targets 
that have been under serious consideration from the perpetrator’s side. They 
can all be related to concrete ideas, and most of them also planning or 
preparation. Level 1 consists of the two targets actually attacked on 22 July 
2011, namely the Government Quarter in Oslo and the Labour Party’s youth 
wing camp at Utøya. 

The listed targets have been sorted after the type of targets they represent, into 
seven target type categories (TC). Theses categories have been customised in 
a meaningful way, as best for this particular case. It is made a distinction 
between TC1) Government and authorities, TC2) Economic/infrastructure, 
TC3) Events, TC4) Law enforcement / military / security apparatus, TC5) 
NGOs, TC6) Media and TC7) Others. In TC1, both state and municipality 
bodies are included, and also politicians and members of the royal family. 
Some targets could cross into two categories, like a political event on a ferry 
or at a public square. It is nevertheless chosen to keep events in a category of 
its own, because there are some specific features related to events. This can be 
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shifting locations, and the fact that events are time-fixed. This makes event 
targets different from static targets, like buildings and premises. In general, 
the events considered by Breivik was either linked to his political opponents 
or the news media. Following now is the target overview, which is in 
accordance with the levels previously described. 

 

      Fig. 3.1 Hemmingby (2016) 

At Level 4, the starting point is all 65 potential targets, and nine of these were 
either not within Breivik’s capability, or not of interest to him for other 
reasons. Offshore oil and gas installations, on-shore gas installations, and 
nuclear facilities in Norway (research and test facilities) and Sweden are 
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assessed to be out of the perpetrator’s capability, not least because he operated 
alone. Furthermore, he had no inside information from such assets. With 
regard to the oil and gas installations, Breivik has also stated that the 
Norwegian state is immune to economic attacks due to the solid financial 
situation of the country (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,09,01; 
08,29,01). Therefore he did not see much point in initiating an operation with 
economical damage as the main objective. A bomb attack on the ferry 
between Norway and Denmark is also assessed to be a highly unlikely 
alternative. It is not impossible to get a vehicle loaded with explosives on 
board a ferry, but for Breivik the civilian loss factor that he has claimed to 
take into consideration in the target selection process, would be a big problem 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,01; 08,03,01; 08,08,01; 
08,26,01; NTB court transcripts 19.04.2012; 20.04.2012). The idea itself also 
seems to be a passing thought during a police interview, and there are no 
indications that Breivik considered such an attack. EU- and UN-buildings 
outside Norway are also assessed to be totally out of the question, due to the 
fact that Breivik never was interested in conducting operations abroad. 
Rightly, he wrote about such targets in his compendium, but in his own target 
selection process these were never an alternative (Oslo Police District, 2011-
2012: Interview 08,29,01). It is also highly questionable whether Breivik 
possessed the necessary capability needed for such attacks abroad. For one, 
highly symbolic EU and UN buildings are in general well protected, and the 
Norwegian terrorist would be operating away from his home ground. The solo 
terrorist, who was determined not to involve others for operational security 
reasons, would lack local knowledge, and could not have established such a 
thorough cover as he did in Norway. Finally, to assassinate President Obama 
during the Nobel peace prize ceremony in Oslo City Hall in December 2009 
was dismissed by Breivik himself. It would clearly be beyond his capability 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,29,01). In addition to the fact 
that it would be impossible due to the extensive security arrangements in 
place, the event took place too early in Breivik’s process. He was not ready to 
act at the time of president Obama’s visit. 
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3.2.2 Most potential targets had limited symbolic value 
After making clear that nine potential targets at Level 4 were unrealistic or not 
of interest for other causes, there are 56 left, as we continue with Level 3. Of 
these 56 potential targets, this research has clarified that 35 of them were 
never part of any concrete plans. These were all, from the perpetrators point 
of view, legitimate targets. Furthermore, it is assessed that they were within 
the operational capability of the perpetrator. As such, it is likely that Breivik 
would have succeeded with an attack against most of these 35 potential 
targets. So why were these never part of any of the concrete plans Breivik 
established? One basic factor to remember here is that some of these 
individuals or institutions seem to have surfaced rather coincidentally, for 
example as instant ideas or loose remarks during the police interviews. It is 
still, however, a fact that the 35 potential targets discarded at Level 3 have 
three relevant features in common. 

For one, they have all attracted Breivik’s attention for some reason during the 
years before the attack. Secondly, he disliked these so much that they 
obviously came easy to mind when he was questioned by police. Thirdly, they 
were apparently not considered to be important enough to qualify for direct 
targeting. In general, most of the listed potential targets at Level 3 were not 
particularly prestigious, compared to most of those that he actually took into 
the planning process. In other words, most were not adequately attractive with 
regard to symbolism (see Matusitz, 2015). For many of them, the potential for 
a “spectacular” with massive and long-lasting media attraction would also to a 
lesser degree be present. Highly symbolic targets and maximum media 
potential were after all two essential criterions for this terrorist. 

Looking closer at the 35 potential targets identified and discarded at Level 3, 
there were ten politicians (potentially also including family members), nine 
NGO’s, five event venues, four media institutions, two individuals from the 
law enforcement sector, two education institutions, one individual from 
academia, one public café in the Labour Party building, and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs.  

Concerning the ten politicians at Level 3 it should be noted that not only 
representatives from the Labour Party are found. Former Prime Minister Kåre 
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Willoch from the Conservative Party is listed, together with former Prime 
Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik and former Minister of Foreign Affairs Knut 
Wollebæk, both from the Christian Democrats. Additionally, party leader and 
Member of Parliament Trine Schei Grande from the Social Liberal Party, who 
previously was in a government coalition with the Christian Democrats and 
the Conservative Party, is listed in Level 3.   

It is clear that Norway’s support of NATO’s decision to bomb Serbia in 1999 
frustrated Breivik significantly, and this was a direct reason for his 
dissatisfaction with both Bondevik and Wollebæk. Additionally, the 
Norwegian government’s comments to the Mohammed cartoons from 2005, 
the Nobel Peace Prize to Yasser Arafat in 1994, and the immigration policies 
in general were upsetting the terrorist significantly (Berwick, 2011: 1381; 
NTB court transcripts, 17.04.2012; Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,16,01; 08,20,01; 08,31,01). Important to note, however, Breivik wanted to 
concentrate his efforts on just one party due to his limited capability, and that 
would have to be the Labour Party (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,06,01). That left representatives from other parties out of 
concrete plans. 

Labour Party politicians that drew Breivik’s attention were ministers Trond 
Giske and Anniken Huitfeldt, deputy party leader Helga Pedersen, general 
secretary Raymond Johansen and Member of Parliament Martin Kolberg. 
Still, none of these were seemingly important enough to be part of any plans 
that Breivik established. 

The most prominent target discarded at Level 3 was the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. It is definitely a highly symbolic target and Breivik regarded this 
ministry as the second most important of them all. The terrorist meant it was 
infected with cultural-marxists bureaucrats, in contrast to the Ministry of 
Defence, where allegedly the conservatives dominated. That said, Breivik 
found it more important to go after the Labour party and the media institutions 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,29,01).  

The nine NGOs discarded at Level 3 are mainly immigrant-friendly or far-left 
organizations. Breivik used the expression the asylum lobby as common term 
for several of the immigrant-friendly organizations, but here he included SOS 
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Racism, the so-called Blitz anarchists, Norwegian centre against racism, as 
well as Amnesty International. Additionally, the Norwegian terrorist declared 
his dislike for the NGOs Attack Norway, the Norwegian Confederation of 
Trade Unions, the Union of Municipal and General Employees 
(Fagforbundet), a council in the Norwegian Church that he probably mistook 
for a cross-religious council, and the Norwegian broadcasting board. None of 
these can, in the context of terrorism, be regarded as highly symbolic targets, 
neither in terms of size nor political influence. Breivik very much disliked 
them, but that was more or less it. 

Regarding the event venues, it is in general important to note that Breivik 
would not have struck just any event indiscriminately. Also here it would be a 
prerequisite that the event attracted those he regarded as his enemies, like 
political opponents, people from the news media, or Cultural-Marxists in 
general. That could mean everything from conventions held at hotels, to 
rallies at squares in downtown Oslo. It is not likely, however, that Breivik 
would plan an attack against the major event venues like Telenor Arena or 
Oslo Spektrum, since these rarely are hosting events related to his enemies. 
As stated by the perpetrator himself, he could hire Oslo Spetrum and organize 
an event attracting Muslims and immigrants, but this was loose talk 
(Kristiansen, Krokfjord & Meldalen, 2012). On the other hand, the annual 
May 1st workers’ day parade at Youngstorget Square, or a (for the terrorist), 
suitable event at the House of Literature could represent more likely targets. 

The only two law enforcement individuals mentioned by Breivik in negative 
terms in the police investigative interviews were former national police 
commissioner Ingelin Killengreen, and the head of the Norwegian Police 
Security Service (PST) until 2012, Janne Kristiansen. It is apparent that these 
two women in top positions had been frustrating the terrorist over time, but 
they were nevertheless not attractive targets on Breivik’s part. One factor is 
that he never planned individual assassinations as a principle. Just as 
important here, however, the terrorist considered the police and armed forces 
to be potential allies in the future (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,35; NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012). 
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“When	there	is	a	state	coup,	we	must	have	support	from	the	police	and	
military.”	

																			Anders	Behring	Breivik,	22.07.2011	
 
As for the cafe Internasjonalen, on street level in the Labour Party’s HQ 
building, Breivik had an incorrect understanding. He obviously thought it was 
linked to the Labour Party, due to the name and because it was located in the 
same building. This misled the terrorist, since it was in fact a commercial and 
apolitical place, probably named for the surroundings. It can also be 
mentioned that Breivik in the police interviews mentioned a few individuals 
or institutions that seemed more or less spontaneous, like an academic at the 
University of Oslo, as well as a college for journalism at Volda.  

In total, some views and priorities from Breivik’s part, combined with the fact 
that a clear majority of the 35 discarded targets at Level 3 cannot be 
characterized as highly symbolic, held these away from any concrete plans 
Breivik made. As we now move on to Level 2, the hypothetical factor is also 
reduced to a minimum, since the targets here were included in concrete ideas 
and plans that Breivik established.  

3.2.3 Narrowing down to the actual targets 
Level 2 contains the 21 possible targets that Breivik actually included in 
different plans, although some more seriously than others. Since some 
individuals were included in some of the attack plans, it is initially important 
to make one thing clear. Single individuals were never a priority to Breivik as 
main targets. In the very first police interview (recorded), initiated on Utøya at 
8:15pm, less than two hours after his arrest, Breivik talks about so-called 
category A traitors (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,35; 08,01):  

”They	are	very	attractive,	but	a	person	with	my	intelligence	would	waste	his	
capacities	 by	 killing	 one	 category	 A	 traitor.	 A	 person	 with	 my	 intellect	 or	
intelligence	 would	 be	 able	 to	 achieve	 much	 more	 than	 killing	 a	 prime	
minister.”		

				Anders	Behring	Breivik,	22.07.2011	
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Breivik would in fact prefer a failed main operation, instead of killing just one 
person. He simply assumed that the overall shock-effect and the potential for 
advertisement of attacking one person only would be limited, in comparison 
to attacks of a larger scale. Hence, the politicians and others here were 
regarded as potential bonuses only (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,01; NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). In order to briefly 
mention the politicians who actually could get be struck by the terrorist as a 
so-called bonus, Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg was one. His well-protected 
office was on 16th floor in the H-building in the Government Quarter, but it 
was on the side facing the Akersgata street, and not the Grubbegata street 
where Breivik parked his rented Volkswagen Crafter. In contrast, the office 
belonging to the Minster of Justice and Police Knut Storberget, on 7th floor in 
the same building, faced Grubbegata. This office had also improved protective 
security measures, which mitigated the damages quite substantially, as can be 
seen on pictures of the building after the detonation. It is also a fact that 
neither the Prime Minister nor the Minister of Justice and Police were in their 
offices in the Government Quarter at the time of the explosion. Breivik did 
not have an overview of their whereabouts at the time, but that was not his 
priority either, as he ultimately wanted the building to collapse. 

Regarding other individuals, journalist Marte Michelet from the newspaper 
Dagbladet, Minister of Foreign Affairs Jonas Gahr Støre and former Prime 
Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, were booked as guest speakers for different 
days at Utøya, and as such they were also potential “bonus targets” for Anders 
Behring Breivik (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01). 
Rightly so, Breivik did initiate certain preparations in order to target these 
individuals at Utøya, and especially Gro Harlem Brundtland who was the 
guest on the day Breivik decided to strike on. Killing her would undoubtedly 
have been a significant achievement in the eyes of the perpetrator, due to her 
unique position in the Labour party. However, killing as many AUF youth 
camp-participants as possible remained to be the main priority for Breivik at 
Utøya, and here we return to the previously mentioned fact. Assassination of 
individuals was never a priority, as it was not spectacular or disastrous enough 
for the narcissistic Norwegian terrorist. In reality, it was therefore 16 possible 
targets that Breivik focused on in his planning process. 
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The H-building in the Government Quarter, the Royal Palace, Oslo City Hall, 
the Parliament, the Parliament Quarter, the Directorate of Immigration, the 
Labour Party HQ building and the office of the Socialist Left Party are all 
TC1 targets. The SKUP media conference, the Labour Party’s annual 
convention and the Labour Party Youth Camp at Utøya are TC3 targets. The 
only TC5 target is the Blitz Anarchist house. TC6 is represented with the 
newspapers VG, Dagsavisen, Aftenposten and the Norwegian broadcasting 
company NRK. In the end, the H-building of the Government Quarter and the 
Labour Party Youth Camp at Utøya ended up in level 1, as the targets finally 
attacked. 

A detailed analysis of the concrete planning and preparation process with 
regard to the Level 2 and Level 1 targets is covered in the next chapter. Before 
moving on, however, several important observations have been made. First of 
all, a high number of potential targets could have been selected by the terrorist 
for his concrete plans, but just a limited number were seriously considered. 
Some of them were never considered due to the limited capability of the 
terrorist. More apparent, however, a range of limited value, easily accessible, 
unprotected potential targets were simply not important enough for a 
narcissistic terrorist pursuing a spectacular operation. Rightly, many targets 
can be considered symbolic to some degree, but well-known and high-value 
symbolic targets were clearly preferred. As will be described later, iconic 
buildings were especially attractive for the solo terrorist. As for the shooting 
attack he preferred time-fixed events, crowded with his declared enemy 
categories. In total, political targets, NGOs and the media stood out as the 
most attractive targeting categories. More specifically, the Labour party 
represented main enemy number one, while media came second. 

3.3 The terrorist’s decision-making process 

3.3.1  Relevant background factors 
It is not for this study to analyse Breivik’ radicalisation process, but a short 
glance at his background is still useful for the context here, as it affects where 
the aggression is directed. 
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Anders Behring Breivik was born in 1979 in Oslo, but his parents divorced 
shortly after, and he grew up with his mother and a six-year older half-sister. 
The living conditions were reportedly unstable in the early years, and a 
psychological observation of him reported some worrying issues regarding the 
boy and his relationship with his unstable mother. A recommendation from a 
centre for child- and youth psychiatry that he should be transferred to a foster 
home at the age of four was overturned by a court decision (see Borchgrevink, 
2013; Seierstad, 2015). Thus, the boy stayed with his mother. Altogether he 
functioned normally and reasonably well in school, and also socially. At the 
age of 15, Breivik was arrested in December 1994 in relation to spray-paint 
graffiti, but apart from this incident he was never involved with the police. He 
tried very hard to become accepted in a graffiti gang, predominately 
consisting of youths with an immigrant (and Muslim) background. However, 
he was rejected as a ”wannabe”, and his immigrant mates also let him down in 
the process.  

Interestingly, it was at this age he became increasingly politically conscious 
(Oslo District Court, 2012). Breivik dropped out of upper secondary school 
during the third year in 1997. He wanted to go into business without further 
delay, and was eager to make a lot of money (Oslo District Court, 2012). His 
political interest became even stronger with time and in 1999 he became an 
active member of the right-wing populist Progress Party (Frp), and it’s youth 
organization (FpU) (Langset, 2011). This is not an extremist party, but it is 
also a fact that their distinct anti-immigration views have attracted many 
voters, who have considered this to be a very important issue. Some of 
Breivik’s friends have stated that he in this period expressed strong and 
peculiar political views (Oslo District Court, 2012). 

After a rather unsuccessful legal business experiences, Breivik started selling 
fake university diplomas. This turned out to be more beneficial, and he made 
a lot of money through this activity. He earned as much as 420 000 GBP from 
2002 to 2006, only disturbed by some less fortunate investments on the stock 
market (Oslo District Court, 2012). His political efforts were less successful 
though, and he failed to be included on the party’s list of candidates for the 
municipal election in Oslo. This was evidently a big disappointment for him, 
and it left him disillusioned with organised politics. Eventually his activity in 
the Progress party came to a halt. Breivik himself claimed he was finding the 
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party too moderate and therefore left, but his failure to get into position was 
probably the main reason for his disillusionment with regular politics. Indeed, 
so far, Breivik’s young life had been characterised by a series of failures and 
disappointments in different areas - including his political career (Seierstad, 
2015). 

In 2006, Breivik moved back to his mother’s flat, and this was the beginning 
of a time shift. He now temporarily isolated himself from his friend, and 
dedicated a year to playing World of Warcraft online. In the sentencing, the 
court explained this as a result of a complex process. Just as interesting, the 
court concluded that he had been strongly goal-oriented and structured from 
2006 and until the terrorist acts in 2011 (Oslo District Court, 2012). The 
police investigation also found little to indicate that Breivik actually planned 
to commit a terrorist attack before 2006. As such it is likely that the build-up 
to the terrorist attacks started in 2006-2007, since he then also started to work 
on his compendium (Oslo District Court, 2012). The first parts of his 
compendium, compiled and written during the early stages of his seclusion, 
were less extreme in tenor and rhetoric than the latter parts, where he 
increasingly embraced a terrorist strategy. Thus, it seems his radicalisation 
was gradual. However, from some point during this process he became, to 
borrow the expression of psychiatrist Rosenqvist, a man with a mission (VG, 
2012a). To what extent, however, was his mission and target selection 
influenced by his ideology? 

3.3.2 An ideology with a personal touch 
Like other solo terrorists before him, Anders Behring Breivik constructed and 
adhered to a personalised and customised ideology. This is hardly sensational 
since this has been the case with a number of other well-known perpetrators, 
like the Unabomber Theodore Katcinzky in the United States and Franz 
Funchs in Austria. A substantial part of Breivik’s ideology is coherent with 
traditional right-wing views and rationality. It is an important point, however, 
that right-wing extremism is not a fixed and one-dimensional ideology. There 
are a number of ideological varieties with minor or greater differences. Still, 
they do often have some basic characteristics in common, and the following 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

98 

seems to fit Breivik’s perceptions of the world (Bjørgo, 1997: 53-71, 272-
311). 

A basic component in a right-wing extremist worldview is the idea that people 
are fundamentally different and that they are given different value, due to 
race, culture, religion, nationality or sexual preferences determining their 
basic character. For example, Breivik claimed that Muslims everywhere and 
at all times first and foremost will be jihadists, whose goal it is to conquer and 
subdue Christian Europeans (Berwick, 2011: 524-527). Another typical trait 
of right-wing extremism is a conspiratorial view of the world, often claiming 
that an external enemy (e.g. Jews or Muslims) assisted by internal traitors, 
will take control of the society (Bjørgo, 1995). One typical anti-Semitic 
variety of this rhetoric, popular among neo-Nazis, is the idea of the existence 
of a Zionist Occupation Government (ZOG). The ZOG narrative has, for 
example, been fronted by the white supremacy-leader and author William 
Pierce, aka Andrew Macdonald (1978, 1989). The internal enemy will 
typically be identified as the authorities, political leftists, journalists, teachers 
and the cultural elite - what Breivik prefers to interchangeably call Cultural 
Marxists or Multiculturalists. In his compendium, Breivik states that the 
European governments have launched a great “campaign of deception” 
against their own people, in order to implement multiculturalism, ultimately 
leading to Eurabia, with the Muslims taking over Europe (Berwick, 2011: 47). 
The system-hostility is apparent. As the blogger Peder Are Nøstvold Jensen 
(aka Fjordman), stating, the EU must die, or Europe will die (Berwick, 2011: 
330). Other issues discussed are the Islamic takeover, focus on the relative 
proportion of Muslims compared with non-Muslims. In his compendium, 
Breivik also states that he has never observed a successfully implementation 
of assimilation policy (Berwick, 2011: 496). 

Ultimately, the right-wing extremists tend to draw a picture that the race, 
nation or society, as we know it, will be destroyed or exterminated in this 
globalized world, where big changes take place in a short period of time 
(Moghaddam, 2008). They fear the risk of social deprivation, both for 
themselves and the future generations. In the radicalization phase a strong us 
versus them-attitude typically surfaces, as for most violent extremists 
(Moghaddam, 2006: 97-98). Furthermore, Breivik expresses typical extremist 
feelings of group victimisation, like that nationalists are being ridiculed, 
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silenced and persecuted and that he represents the resistance (Berwick, 2011: 
13). 

 Often nationalists are primarily focused on the local, regional and national 
context and situation within the borders of their country, although cross-
border cooperation between far-right movements certainly always has been 
present to some degree. However, Breivik revealed a substantial interest for 
the European continent as a whole, and he has also applied a rhetoric that 
bears strong resemblance to the way militant Islamists are talking about the 
establishment of an ummah. Hence, he was not only aiming for a pronounced 
national position, but also international recognition and status through 
aggression towards the classical right-wing target groups, namely the 
Muslims and the alleged internal traitors. Breivik felt that he was acting on 
the behalf of a majority that was unaware, unwilling or unable to act 
themselves - like many other solo terrorists before him have tended to do 
(Crenshaw, 2011: 49). It comes almost without saying that he subsequently 
also expected endorsement and gratitude from masses of followers.  

Interestingly, some parts of the ideology presented by Breivik in his 
compendium are controversial within some of the major far-right movements. 
Firstly, he distanced himself from National Socialism. On several occasions 
he claimed that he presented an alternative to this ideology, which he has 
characterized as an ideology of hatred (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,06,01; 08,13,01; 08,18,01; 08,20,01; NTB court transcripts 
18.04.2012). Shortly after his conviction, however, Breivik have characterized 
himself as a fascist. Breivik’s self-identification as a fascist was probably 
influenced by several expert witnesses on political ideologies, who during the 
trial characterized Breivik’s ideology as a variety of fascism, based on his 
compendium and statements in court. Breivik apparently accepted and 
embraced this label and later claimed from his prison cell that he intended to 
establish the Norwegian Fascist Party. Later he even called himself a national 
socialist, claiming that his earlier distancing from this ideology was just a 
deception. 

Secondly, on several occasions Breivik expressed support for Israel and its 
right to defend itself against the jihadists (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,06,01; NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). This is naturally 
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utterly problematic for those within the right-wing movement who is adhering 
to the ZOG narrative mentioned above. Thirdly, he tried to use Christianity 
for what it’s worth, although it quickly turned out to be a rather vague 
attempt, as he is not adhering to Christianity as a personal faith, but rather 
follow the cultural traditions of Christianity (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,02; 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts, 18.04.2012). Breivik’s 
motivation for presenting these three views may be that he thought this would 
attract sympathizers from a broader political platform, since most people tend 
to automatically dislike and distance themselves both from both National 
Socialism and anti-Semitism - in addition to the fact that most Norwegians 
and other Europeans adhere to Christian culture and traditions - at least to 
some extent. On the other side, one may question the realism of the 
ideological path Breivik staked out, as the same people he tries to reach out to 
in this way, will have nothing but contempt for his ideology, which is strongly 
linked with racism, fascism and other violent ideologies - not to forget his 
actions. During the trial, he tried very hard to avoid any reference to the 
Crusader imagery so prominent in his compendium, as he had probably by 
then realised that this rhetoric approach was a failure.  

In his compendium Breivik concretised and illuminated his enemy image by 
listing potential targets. These were in accordance with his stated focus on the 
Muslims and the Cultural-Marxists, but at the same time he stayed clear of 
any targets linked to Jews and the state of Israel. However, some of Breivik’s 
writings from prison after his conviction, and embracing of national 
socialism, have become more anti-Semitic in character. The fact that he wrote 
to NSU terrorist Beate Zschäpe in 2012, although she probably never got to 
read it, also illustrates Breivik’s ideological inconsistency (Svarstad, 2012) 

In his compendium, Breivik clarified his target preferences through a listing 
of Western European primary targets, and a categorization system on the 
individual level. The first one focused on attacks against massive and compact 
buildings. He mentions the MA100 political parties (Marxist/Multiculturalist 
Alliance 100), which describes the current West European political 
establishment of political parties, who indirectly or directly supports the 
“islamisation” of Europe (Berwick, 2011: 933) He also mentions media 
conferences, individual assassinations, EU headquarters, government 
buildings, major multicultural buildings, media houses, certain universities, 
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any major Muslim targets, mosques and Islamic cultural centres (Berwick, 
2011: 930). One strategy considered by Breivik, was to attack Muslim targets 
in order to provoke the Muslims to enter the Jihadi arena, so that they would 
mobilize against the Europeans – all in order to polarize the situation and 
ultimately leading to a confrontation between the Muslims and the Europeans 
(Berwick, 2011: 931). He later dismissed this idea, as he thought it would 
backfire, and not contribute to progress. 

In his compendium, Breivik also constructed a categorization system for his 
enemies on an individual level, sorting them into the letter categories A, B, C 
or D, indicating their importance, and implicitly their value, as targets 
(Berwick, 2011: 939-940). A, B and C individuals were all considered 
traitors, while those in category D were merely facilitating for the B and C 
traitors. Category A traitors were defined as political leaders, media leaders, 
cultural leaders and industry leaders, all qualified for death punishment. 
Category B traitors were the Cultural Marxists / Multi-Cultural politicians and 
individuals from different professional groups, like media, teachers, writers, 
cartoonists, artists, celebrities and scientists. These were also qualified for 
death punishment. Category C traitors were seen as less influential than A and 
B persons, and represented targets of a lower priority. Punishment was to be 
fines, incarceration and expropriation. Category D individuals had little or no 
political influence, but were facilitating for Level B and C traitors. Here the 
punishment was set to none.  

According to this categorization it stands out as a contradiction in terms that 
Breivik actually attacked the youths at Utøya at all, since he admitted that 
they were to be considered as category C traitors (Oslo Police District, 2011-
2012: Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). His claim 
during the trial that many of the young victims killed had leadership positions 
in the youth movement, was a rather weak attempt on post-rationalization 
(NTB court transcripts 19.04.2012; Berwick 2011: 950). He also argued that 
when he could not get access to the most attractive targets, he had to go 
further down on his list of priorities (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). This stands out as a 
good example of the pragmatism terrorists often develop and adhere to during 
operational phases. 
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3.3.3 Not without moral constraints 
It is not uncommon, or unnatural, to think that the most devious and brutal 
terrorists are without moral thresholds. It is, however, not always so. In 
Anders Behring Breivik’s case there were indeed some moral constraints that 
affected him and his targeting. Despite the fact that he did not have any limits 
with regard to the number of casualties within his set enemy categories, he 
claimed to have taken into consideration the so-called civilian loss factor. 
What he meant with this was that that killing civilians outside his defined 
target groups should be avoided, or kept at a minimum. Breivik was quite 
eager to bring forward this point in the police investigative interviews, as well 
as during the trial. In fact, it was an issue already in the first police interview 
on Utøya. 

“We	have	moral	aspects,	right,	even	though	it	did	not	seem	so	obvious	today.	
There	is,	for	example,	a	reason	for	us	attacking	the	Government	Quarter	and	
not	a	kindergarten,	like	al-Qaida	would	have	done.”	
	 	 	 	 	 Anders	Behring	Breivik,	22.07.2011	
 
In an early phase after the bombing, Breivik stated that as much as 50% 
civilian losses would be acceptable, and that less than 10% would be optimal 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,01; 08,26,01). With regard to 
victims, Breivik emphasized in his compendium that women had to be killed 
alongside men (Berwick, 2011: 942). On the other side, it seemed important 
for him not to be considered a child killer. Obviously, this became rather 
difficult for him during the trial, since 33 youths killed were under age 18, 
whereas two were just 14 years old (Oslo District Court, 2012). Then again, 
Breivik had not reflected much on the distinction between youths and adults 
from a legal perspective. Nor had he bothered to check age restrictions on the 
youth camp at Utøya. It seems that he made a lot of assumptions on this area. 

When it comes to the degree of discrimination and casualty focus, most will 
agree that the worst combination is terrorist actors conducting totally 
indiscriminate attacks, with an unlimited mass casualty focus. The second 
worst combination will be discriminate (more selective) targeting and mass 
casualty focus. Then there might be threat actors that seek to practice 
discriminate targeting, and a moderate number of deaths, for example in order 
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to avoid backfire from their own sympathisers. The mildest variety will be 
individual-specific targeting, which of course is very serious for the individual 
in question, but less a threat to the general public. Following this, Breivik was 
a representative for the second worst combination with regard to target 
discrimination and casualty focus, namely killing as many as possible within a 
specific target group. He never planned for any totally indiscriminate attacks. 

3.3.4 The strategy of a massive “shock-attack” 
Breivik’s ideology took form as he worked on his compendium, and so did his 
main strategy. Regarding the terrorist’s strategic objectives, these were 
clarified by the terrorist himself during the trial. There he listed four motives 
for the terrorist attacks, namely 1) attention to the cause, 2) distribution of his 
compendium, 3) to hold responsible those accountable for promoting the 
multiculturalism in Norway, and 4) to launch a provocation leading to 
persecution of the moderate cultural conservatives, in turn boosting their 
motivation for resistance (NTB court transcripts, 23.04.2012). As described, 
Breivik’s four objectives was linked and cross-linked to advertisement, 
compliance, endorsement and provocation (Hutchinson, 1978: 41-85; 
Thornton, 1965). It seems valid to argue, however, that Breivik did not gain 
any success with regard to compliance, endorsement and provocation. 
Rightly, the terrorist received some endorsement after the attacks, but first and 
foremost through letters and tributes on social media from a limited number 
of extremists abroad. Furthermore, the support he achieved on social media 
decreased from 2013. Breivik himself expressed that the attacks might be 
condemned today, but understood in the future, but that does not alter the fact 
that the ambitions were way beyond a realistic scenario (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,21,01; 11762579; NTB court transcripts, 
17.04.2012; 19.04.2012; 23.04.2012). 

With the 22 July attacks Breivik achieved, at least partially, two of his 
declared objectives, namely maximum advertisement and distribution of his 
compendium. As for the latter, he could of course just have distributed his 
compendium on the Internet from home, without conducting the horrific 
attacks. The downside to this alternative would be no or very limited media 
attention, and not the overwhelming media coverage and attention that 
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followed the attacks. Then again, the attention Breivik got was not so much 
related to his declared cause. It did not whirl up heated public debates about 
immigration or the government’s politics. The media attention was, in 
contrast, focusing on the nature of his actions, how it was carried out, the 
sheer brutality involved, as well as the perpetrators personal history. Initially, 
he might also have boosted the fear factor in the Norwegian society, but 
mostly so while it was unclear whether two other cells existed or not – which 
did not last for long after his capture. On the other hand, it is clear that the 
terrorist failed with the two last declared objectives. He failed to hold the 
“responsible” accountable, and in particular so since the Labour Party 
received massive and unconditional support in the aftermath of the terrorist 
acts. Neither were there any signs of persecution of the so-called moderate 
cultural conservatives (NTB court transcripts, 23.04.2012). Additionally, 
Breivik failed totally to understand how counter-productive slaughtering 
innocent and defenceless civilians really are in general among ordinary 
people, and the contempt that immediately follows such actions. As will be 
described later in this chapter, he was actually reflecting on the 
counterproductive factor in his target selection process with regard to striking 
immigrants, but he obviously did not understand general mechanisms that 
come with the use of particularly brutal violence – regardless of victim 
category. 

Seen in retrospect, the most crucial decision Breivik made with regard to the 
catastrophic end-result came with his determination to launch a devastating 
“shock-attack”. This was a strategy he devoted considerable attention to in his 
compendium (Berwick, 2011: 950-973). It is not clear exactly at what time he 
took this decision, but it is also a fact that he never considered anything else 
in concrete plans. This one-off mass casualty approach was also in contrast to 
the practice of most other solo terrorists, who have prioritized a series of 
small-scale attacks as some kind of war of attrition, for example as seen with 
Theodore Kaztinsky, John Ausonius, Franz Fuchs, David Copeland and Peter 
Mangs. Breivik reasoned cynically that a brutal and devastating spectacular 
(operation) would boost the fear factor and ensure him global media attention. 
Taking his narcissistic personality disorder into consideration, this would also 
get him into his imaginary Hall of famous, or rather infamous, terrorists as 
one of the worst (or most lethal) terrorists through history. This was highly 
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likely an attractive compensation for the unsuccessful youth politician and 
businessman, who during police interviews and trial desperately tried to hang 
onto the image of an above-average intelligent individual. The latter point is 
clearly illustrated in Breivik’s correspondence with professor Tore Bjørgo and 
the author, where he commented on a remark Bjørgo made as an expert 
witness during the trial, saying that Breivik was an “above average competent 
terrorist” (Hopperstad, Ravndal, Brenna & Grøttum, 2012). That was 
seemingly not good enough for Breivik, who wanted to be rated as the 
number one terrorist of all times. In a letter to Professor Bjørgo and the 
author, dated 02.11.2012, he made the following comment (Breivik, 2012); 

“It	is	not	correct	that	I	merely	am	an	“above	average	militant	revolutionary”,	
as	I	possess	more	competence	areas	than	both	[Muhammed]	Atta	and	
[Timothy]	McVeigh.	I	would	therefore	be	interested	in	learning	which	
successful	solo	militants	in	any	political	camp,	through	history,	you	think	
possess	more	areas	of	competence	than	me	J.	You	will	not	find	anyone	J.	In	
any	case,	good	luck	with	your	project,	Bjørgo	and	Hemmingby!	J	A	
narcissistic	and	revolutionary	salute	from	Anders	Behring	Breivik.”	

Anders	Behring	Breivik,	02.11.2012	

Regarding the fear factor, Breivik was probably right, thinking that a single 
extremely brutal mass-casualty operation generally creates more fear than a 
number of small-scale attacks. A prerequisite for maintaining a constant fear 
over time, however, is that authorities and the general public believe there are 
more terrorists ready to strike left out there. It is after all the expectation of 
more violence that may lead to the wanted behaviour, if it is going to work at 
all (Schelling, 2008: 87). This explains why Breivik claimed there where two 
other cells ready for immediate attacks from the moment he was apprehended, 
in addition to his organizational claim with regard to the Knight Templar 
network. He never admitted this to be a bluff, even if evidence weighted 
heavily against it. On the other hand, the threshold for carrying out such 
extreme actions is too high even for most solo terrorists. This is partly 
because of the brutality it involves, making it too difficult psychologically and 
emotionally to carry through, but also because it would create a high amount 
of contempt and condemnation against the responsible perpetrator, making the 
operation counter-productive. Interestingly, Breivik’s grand inspiration with 
regard to means and methods came from the attack on the World Trade Centre 
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in 1993, and Timothy McVeigh’s bombing in Oklahoma in 1995 (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 11762579; NTB court transcripts 20.04.2012). 
Accordingly, it seems like Breivik decided on the methods before the concrete 
targets. Firearms were for so-called bonus operations only. 

3.3.5 Who to attack? 
Based on his perceived enemy picture, Breivik had the choice of three main 
directions for his targeting. He could have acted against the Muslims and 
Islamists, as they represented the external enemy. As an alternative he could 
choose to strike the enemy within (the traitors). The third possibility would be 
to go for both of these groups, since complexity was not necessarily an 
obstacle for the Norwegian right-wing terrorist. As for the inner enemy, the 
political elite and the decision-makers responsible for the development of the 
society distinguished themselves as attractive targets. Breivik was particularly 
obsessed with the Labour Party, who at the time was the leading party in the 
government coalition with the prime minister in front. If not settling for the 
elite, however, Breivik could also choose to strike against the so-called 
“Cultural Marxists” he accused of assisting and facilitating for the 
development. This would include different parts of the political and societal 
establishment, for example journalists, teachers, bureaucrats, artists, scientists 
and celebrities.  

So why did Breivik choose to attack the Labour party and Cultural Marxists, 
and not the Muslims and immigrants? According to Breivik, he initially 
considered striking the Muslims and immigrants like so many other far-right 
extremists have done before him. However, he claimed to have dismissed this 
option thinking years back on the racist murder of Benjamin Hermansen in 
January 2001 – long before Breivik himself turned to terrorism (Berwick 
2011: 1394; Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,16,01); 

“I	think	it	was	this	incident	that	initially	contributed	to	my	view	that	it	was	
essential	to	attack	the	facilitators,	multi-cultural	politicians	and	journalists,	
instead	of	Muslims.”	

					Anders	Behring	Breivik,	12.10.2011	
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Having a mother from Norway and father from Ghana, the 15-year old boy 
was assaulted and killed by neo-Nazis from the skinhead group Boot Boys in 
Oslo. According to Breivik, the massive public rage and condemnation 
following this killing proved to him that attacks against immigrants had a 
counter-productive effect for the right-wing movement. Hence, for him it was 
in no way a gesture of sympathy with the killed coloured youth, but rather a 
rational assessment from a strategic point of view when Breivik 
acknowledged that the goals for the operation was best achieved by attacking 
those “traitors” responsible for the situation and their accomplices (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,16,01; NTB court transcripts 
19.04.2012; 23.04.2012). 

In a police interview Breivik also stated that striking the Muslims would be 
the wrong choice since they are not traitors, but more like guests, and not the 
reason for the implementation of cultural Marxism (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,17,01). As such, both the Benjamin Hermansen case 
and more general considerations made Breivik set his sights on the Labour 
party and the “Cultural Marxists” – and not the Muslims. 

Recognizing that a brutal “shock-attack” on the internal enemy was to prefer, 
Breivik also found that doing it alone gave the best chance of success. In 
court, he referred to how the white supremacy-group The Order had been 
detected and disrupted by law enforcement agencies in the mid-1980s due to 
infiltration (NTB court transcripts, 17.04.2012; 20.04.2012). The Order, 
founded by Robert Jay Mathews who was killed by police in 1984, was 
operating in the US in the 1980s. Breivik therefore never even tried to involve 
others as he started planning his actions. Through the whole operational phase 
he made a point of avoiding any overt or covert contact with domestic militant 
nationalists, due to the risk of being detected by the security police. Hence, he 
consciously accepted that this self-imposed restriction would reduce both 
operational capability and speed. He preferred to prioritise operational 
security. In his compendium, as shown below, Breivik made an overview 
where he drew lines between the number of perpetrators, labour time required 
to complete the operation and risk of detection (Berwick, 2011: 1472): 
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The following chart illustrates labour required vs. risk of 
apprehension for individuals who are NOT already on any watch list. 

 
Risk vs. 
Labour 

Time required to 
complete 

Risk of apprehension 

 
1 person 

 
30 days 

 
30% 

2 people 20 days 60% 
3 people 16 days 85% 
4 people 13 days 90% 
5 people 12 days 90-95% 

 
Looking at the overview in the aftermath of the 22 July attacks it is clear 
Breivik did not refer to himself regarding the time required for one person 
only, especially for a complex terrorist operation. One possibility is that the 
times indicate minimum time required for simpler attack types and methods, 
while more time open for more complex operations. Regarding the risk of 
apprehension, Breivik’s calculations can be considered more realistic, but it 
will always be a considerable amount of uncertainty regarding the detection 
issue. It is nevertheless obvious that the risk for detection and apprehension is 
significantly bigger for groups than single individuals. This will be illustrated 
in the part of this thesis that concerns the militant Islamists in Europa. 

3.3.6 Persistence compensated for lack of military 
background 

Regarding capability, little from Breivik’s personal background made him a 
particularly resourceful and capable solo terrorist. He did not stand out as an 
extraordinary or specially gifted pupil in school. Neither was he particularly 
successful in the jobs he had after leaving school, with the legal business 
activity he initiated or with his political activity in the Progress party. On the 
other hand he was quite successful when he produced and sold fake American 
university diplomas from 2002 to 2006 (NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). 
Regarding technical or special skills that could be useful for an individual 
planning a major terrorist operation, there were none. Breivik had not even 
done compulsory military service, like most Norwegian young males at his 
age did. Naturally, the terrorist later regretted that he had missed this 
opportunity to acquire military skills (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,25; NTB court transcripts, 17.04.2012). As a result of this, 
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Breivik had very limited shooting experience before the 22 July attacks. He 
tried the rifle a few times and he was for some months active in a sports pistol 
club, but that was really it. Nor had he any previous knowledge whatsoever 
with regard to the use of explosives (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts 19.04.2012). As illustrated, Breivik 
did not have a particularly relevant background for a man with ambitions to 
conduct a massive, complex two-folded terrorist operation. Breivik did, 
however, compensate for his weak background in several ways. 

First of all, Anders Behring Breivik’s ability to stay focused and motivated 
over a very long period of time was essential. Despite the fact that it is 
somewhat unclear exactly when he did decide to commit a terrorist operation, 
it was nevertheless a project that went on for several years. This demands a 
high degree of long-lasting motivation, persistence and focus from the 
perpetrator’s side. Secondly, Breivik obviously had an adequate ability to plan 
and operationalize a complex operation. Not everyone would be able to do 
that. Thirdly, his extreme and somewhat exaggerated (and by some ridiculed) 
security consciousness enabled him to avoid detection during the long phases 
of planning, preparation and execution of the attacks. Rightly, a few persons 
in his close surroundings did note his radical and extremist statements from 
time to time, but he never disclosed that he was planning violent actions 
(NOU 2012: 14, 355). Finally, Breivik was to demonstrate thoroughness in 
the bomb-production. Rightly, the bomb itself was not of the same quality that 
for example the Provisional IRA produced on a regular basis during the 
Northern Ireland conflict with regard to effect, but it nevertheless killed eight 
people and caused substantial material damage. It should be added here that 
Breivik did by no means choose the easiest path when he constructed his 
fertilizer-bomb. He also showed a high degree of persistency when he 
experienced problems and challenges during the bomb making process. It 
should also be noted, however, as a contradiction to this thoroughness, that 
Breivik’s understanding of how explosives actually work after detonation was 
very poor. During police interviews he made some sketches, illustrating pre-
attack thoughts he had with regard to the positioning of the bomb vehicle 
outside the H-building in the Government Quarter. The objective was to make 
the building collapse (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,08,01). 
The way Breivik thought he could direct and control the blast, made it clear 
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that this part was based on far-fetched assumptions, and not knowledge. Still, 
he managed to build a bomb that worked, and he got it into a position where it 
caused disastrous damage. 

Funding is always a critical part of complex or continuous terrorist activity, 
and Breivik did indeed have a good starting point. The police investigation 
revealed that the terrorist had earned 3 687 588 NOK (about 420 000 GBP or 
682 000 USD - based on the exchange rate on 22 July 2011) on selling false 
university documents in the period from 2002 to 2006. Using foreign bank 
accounts, the terrorist avoided taxes on most of this income (Oslo District 
Court, 2012). A part of the profits was later invested in the stock market, but 
without any significant success. When the terrorist in 2006 moved to his 
mother, Breivik claimed he had about 5-600 000 NOK (56 800 – 68 000 
GBP) in his bank account, as well as about 300 000 NOK (about 34 000 GBP) 
in cash. Furthermore, during autumn 2009 he applied for - and got - ten credit 
cards. This provided him with an extra money reserve of 235 000 NOK (26 
700 GBP) (Oslo District Court, 2012). As illustrated, with limited living 
expenses from 2006, the terrorist had quite a satisfactory financial situation. 
Just as importantly, without a regular job he had time to devote himself totally 
to the operation. This partially compensated for the fact that he, as a solo 
terrorist, had to do everything himself, in contrast to a group that can assign 
different tasks on the members. A last point worth noting with regard to 
Breivik’s operational capability is that he did not seek to escape. He had some 
very superficial thoughts on the issue, but found it rather unrealistic. In 
general, offenders who intend to keep going until physically confronted by 
law enforcement personnel, will under normal circumstances be able to 
operate over a longer period of time, compared to offenders seeking to escape, 
hence also expanding their lethal potential. 

3.3.7 A terrorist versus a peaceful society 
It is important to remember the external factors and the societal context the 
terrorist operated within. Until the 22 July attacks, the Norwegian society had 
been blessed with an absence of major terrorist incidents. There had been a 
handful of violent right-wing attacks, but these were not grave enough to put 
societal security on top of the political agenda of any Norwegian government. 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

111 

Nor did this subject concern people in general. As Cathrine Sandnes (2012) so 
appropriately wrote in the newspaper Dagbladet: 

“Barely	any	of	us	were	capable	of	envisioning	a	terrorist	act	of	this	kind	in	
Norway,	and	just	a	few	were	interested	in	new	(counterterrorism)	efforts	and	
restrictions.	And	the	fewest	of	us	have	wished	for	politicians	prioritizing	
counterterrorism	preparedness	rather	than	school,	health	or	better	roads.”	

											Cathrine	Sandnes,	01.09.2012	

The planned closure of the Grubbegata street in the Government Quarter was 
to serve as the ultimate illustration of bureaucratic and political negligence 
regarding security efforts before 22 July 2011. In 2003, the Prime Minister’s 
Office tasked the Directorate of Police to do a threat assessment with regard 
to the security for government members and the office buildings concerned 
(NOU 2012: 14, 423). In June 2004 the report was discussed in the 
government’s security cabinet. Two months later the government decided to 
follow up on the report, which recommended no less than 179 concrete steps 
to enhance the security - including closure of the Grubbegata street (NOU 
2012: 14, 427). The Ministry of Administration, Reform and Church Affairs 
(FAD) was assigned to handle this. Although many of the recommended 
security efforts were established according to plan, the street closure turned 
out to be a particular difficult nut to crack. 

In 2006, project leader Christian Fredrik Horst in FAD made it clear on 
national television that what they really feared, was that a terrorist with car or 
truck loaded with explosives would exploit the vulnerability, and drive 
unhindered into the centre of the Government Quarter. This appearance – or 
warning - did not spark any rapid response within the bureaucracy, or on the 
political top level (NRK Østlandssendingen, 2006). It should be added, 
however, that the government’s indecisiveness in this matter, was 
accompanied by the same degree of indecisiveness from the Oslo 
municipality’s conservative-led political leadership. Furthermore, there were  
also protests from commercial interests, neighbours and news media. In 2007, 
an editorial titled “Hypothetical and hysterical” in the major Norwegian 
newspaper Aftenposten, slammed and ridiculed the proposed street closure 
(Aftenposten Aften, 2007). The Oslo municipality city development 
committee actively opposed the closure of the street, and the process was 
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delayed over and over again. It is also interesting to note that in 2012, the 
leader of the Conservative party running the Oslo municipality, Stein Berger 
Røsland, admitted that Aftenposten’s editorial was something he took into 
account when they discussed the closure of street for normal traffic (Bergens 
Tidende, 2012). The case dragged out in time and in hindsight, the 
Grubbegata-affair had all the symptoms of a ludicrous travesty, and one man 
exploited this nonconformity gravely. 

In July 2011, personnel from the Norwegian Ministries’ Security and Service 
Organisation (DSS) were securing the Government Quarter. This is an 
institution under the Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and 
Modernisation (KMD), and in practice they deliver regular guard services – 
similar to what private security companies offer. Accordingly, the guard 
personnel did not have any special authorities or weapons. Hence their 
operational capacities were limited, and they could in reality only handle 
minor security threats. For serious security threats the police had to be called 
in, as there was not a permanent police presence in the Government Quarter at 
the time. The limited security efforts were in many ways reflecting a low 
threat level, and seemingly there was an assumption that the Norwegian 
Police Security Service (PST) would be able to detect any terrorist threat in 
time. This is obviously a rather naive assumption, and especially so since 
some particular highly symbolic individuals, buildings and places always will 
attract attention from terrorists and other potentially violent actors. 

It is also a fact that the Norwegian Police Security Service, responsible for 
threat assessment and counterterrorism efforts within the borders, had been 
affected by the historical developments. This is perhaps not strange, since 
such services will prioritise in accordance with shifting trends, and with just a 
few small-scale incidents with far-right extremists for the last decades, the 
growing threat from militant Islamists was the focus in 2011. Moreover, the 
Ministry of Justice and Police had stated that international terrorism should be 
a priority for the service (NOU 2012: 14, 363, 366). Additionally, limited 
resources forced PST to focus on on-going cases, at the expense of other 
preventive functions (NOU 2012: 14, 367). 
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Overall, the peaceful Norwegian society was in 2011 vulnerable for serious 
terrorist attacks, and individuals like Anders Behring Breivik was not a part of 
the dominating threat picture.  

3.4 From thinking to acting 
As Breivik sat in his mother’s flat developing his compendium, ideology and 
strategy, concrete ideas and plans started to take shape. However, as he 
moved towards the realization of these he was soon to experience the 
complexity of interaction with regard to the target selection process. In fact, 
different practical problems and constraints were to haunt him until the very 
day of the attacks (NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012); 

	“Upcoming	problems	made	me	make	adjustments	all	 the	 time.	My	original	
plan	failed	again	and	again	and	again	and	again.	It	happened	at	least	20-30	
times…	I	had	to	adapt,	and	I	spent	a	lot	of	time	doing	so.”	

				Anders	Behring	Breivik,	20.04.2012	

To identify and establish a timeline for the concrete plans Breivik made is 
challenging and the potential pitfalls are many – even with solid research 
material at hand. One factor contributing to this is the huge amount of 
speculations and inaccurate suggestions in the media, but Breivik’s numerous 
statements in police interviews and from the trial also makes it difficult to 
grasp. He talked so willingly and much about everything on different 
occasions, that it is sometimes a challenge to clarify what was really 
considered and planned before the 22 July attacks, and what has been merely 
loose ideas or thoughts of the moment in the aftermath. Post-rationalisation is 
obviously also a subject to be aware of. Some of Breivik’s statements have 
also been rather unstructured at times, leaving room for doubts, speculations 
and misinterpretations. Furthermore, his personality disorder and narcissistic 
personality opens for the possibility that he during police interviews and the 
trial tried to present his plans and ideas as more thoroughly considered than 
they in reality have been. There are several indications of this, but that said, 
some stated ideas and plans are more consistent and trust-worthy than others.  

What seems to have been the first concrete, main plan in the planning process, 
which he according to himself devoted a lot of time on, involved three 
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vehicle-born IEDs (Improvised Explosive Devices) against different highly 
symbolic targets, followed by three shooting attacks against other targets 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts, 
19.04.12). With reference to the target overview Level 2 targets, the 
perpetrator had a range of possible targets to consider - a process that was to 
become partly simple, but also partly complicated. 

The simple part was that the H-building in the Government Quarter, housing 
the Prime Minister’s Office from floors 13 to 17 and the Ministry of Justice 
and Police from floor 2 to 12, always was the undisputable target number one. 
In a police interview, Breivik stated that he already in 2006 thought the target 
had to be the Government Quarter, unless it proved to be too problematic 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,26,01). The reason for this, as 
he explained in the court during the trial, was simple (NTB court transcripts, 
19.04.2012): 

“The	Government	Quarter,	the	H-building	that	is,	is	the	most	attractive	
political	target	in	Norway.”	

Anders	Behring	Breivik,	19.04.2012	
 
It is apparent that Breivik found the iconic H-building from 1958, housing the 
Labour Party-lead coalition government and bureaucrats that Breivik held 
accountable for the Cultural Marxist take-over of the Norwegian society, to be 
the perfect target. The fact that other ministries surrounded the H-building 
was considered a considerable bonus, boosting the attack potential with regard 
to the accountable-perspective. The Labour party’s HQ on Youngstorget 
square, located almost next to the Government Quarter, was a seemingly a 
clear target number two. However, Breivik claims to have made some 
reflections with regard to the civilian loss-factor, due to other buildings in the 
area. He specifically mentioned the offices belonging to the Norwegian 
Tourist Association, at the time located on the side of the same building-
complex, and he reckoned many would be killed if the HQ-building collapsed 
as a result of the bombing. Nonetheless, Breivik confirmed in court that the 
Labour Party-building remained to be target number two on the list even after 
the civilian loss-considerations. Like the H-building in the Government 
Quarter, the Labour Party art deco-style building from 1935 is a well-known 
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and iconic building, even though it is visually not as striking in the urban 
landscape, as the tall government building. 

Interestingly, Breivik had substantial difficulties in deciding on bomb target 
number three - almost to the degree that he didn’t quite know what to use the 
third IED for. He considered several buildings in Oslo, more specifically the 
Parliament building, premises belonging to the Parliament in the so-called 
Parliament Quarter, the Oslo City Hall, the newspaper Aftenposten’s building, 
the Directorate of Immigration, as well as the Royal Palace (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,15 01). Some of these lacked attractive 
features and some had to be dismissed for other reasons. The Directorate of 
Immigration was probably not an adequate highly symbolic target, and it was 
a rather anonymous building in a tight and busy neighbourhood. Here the 
potential for an (for Breivik) unacceptable civilian loss potential was also a 
consideration. The civilian loss factor also put the newspaper Aftenposten out 
of the question with regard to a big bomb. The newspaper was located close to 
the Oslo central train station, and it rented a limited part of the building. If the 
construction had given in, as a result of a bomb blast, most victims would 
have no connection to Aftenposten at all. The Oslo City Hall was also a 
difficult target for a bomb attack. First of all, it was housing the conservative-
lead Oslo municipality administration, including local politicians from the 
Progress party, that Breivik had been an active member in.  

“The	City	Hall	is	a	political	building	on	municipality	level.	The	City	Hall	would	
be	a	setting	with	the	conservative	parties	in	the	building.”	

			Anders	Behring	Breivik,	10.02.2012	
 
Secondly, the iconic building’s central location in downtown Oslo, normally 
crowded with tourists and locals, made it an unpredictable target with regard 
to civilian losses (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,29,01). The 
civilian casualty perspective was also a point he considered with regard to the 
iconic Parliament building. Furthermore, the terrorist was not sure how he 
could get the vehicle into a good position. As for the Parliament Quarter, this 
is an ordinary block, consisting of office buildings belonging to the 
Parliament. It stands out as a rather unattractive target alternative with regard 
to symbolism, and the perpetrator would also here have little control over 
casualties in a massive bomb blast. On the other side, the Royal Palace 
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definitely had attractive features, since it is a highly iconic building 
overlooking the Karl Johan Street. It is also some distance to other buildings 
and crowded areas. Breivik also stated that it was a factor that a blown-up 
palace would be observed from the normally crowded and long high street of 
Oslo, the Karl Johan Street. This would not be the case (at least not just as 
much) with the iconic Parliament building (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,29,01). Additionally, the mid-entrance for arriving cars under the 
palace would make it easy to get the bomb vehicle directly under the building. 
Breivik therefore ended up with the Royal Palace as the third bomb target, but 
with an ironic prerequisite. The royal family could not be present at the time 
of the detonation, because Breivik considered himself to be a monarchist 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,02; 08,03,01). 

The strong position the royal family have in the Norwegian society may have 
played a part in the considerations. Accordingly, bomb number three should 
first and foremost be a warning to the royal family with regard to their 
immigrant-friendly attitude (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
11762579). 

”It	is	not	an	alternative	to	hurt	the	Royal	family,	but	one	want	to	give	them	a	
warning	that	they	shall	not	express	any	views	concerning,	and	certainly	not	
(views)	supporting	multiculturalism.”	

							Anders	Behring	Breivik,	14.02.12	
		
Breivik considered the royal palace to be a more important symbolic target 
due to its location at the end of the Karl Johan high street. The parliament’s 
location was not so good for filming in a news coverage context. Breivik had 
tried to picture how it would appear on the television news (NTB court 
transcripts, 08,29,01). 

After placing the last bomb vehicle at the palace, his plan was to rush to the 
Blitz anarchist house nearby and shoot as many as possible, before moving on 
to the newspaper Dagsavisen a few blocks away, and finally the Socialist Left 
Party’s HQ. These targets are all located relatively close to each other, as well 
as to the chosen bomb targets, so the geographical location of the potential 
targets did probably have influence on this part of the initial plan. Another 
indication of this is that Breivik also considered to include the Norwegian 
Broadcasting Corporation (NRK) for a shooting attack. This would be a far 
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more prestigious target, compared to the three shooting attack targets 
previously mentioned. NRK is the national broadcaster in Norway, and 
attacking it would be fully in accordance with his declared hatred and focus 
against the news media in general. Here it can be mentioned that the former 
party leader of the Progress Party (that Breivik once was a member of) Carl I. 
Hagen, for a period of time consequently called the broadcasting corporation 
for the Labour Party Broadcasting Corporation, using the acronym ARK 
instead of NRK. He claimed that NRK treated the Progress Party 
unfavourably, for example in debates during election campaigns (Ringheim, 
2009). Breivik did actually go to the broadcaster’s facilities at Marienlyst in 
Oslo in order to consider the possibilities, but he quickly dismissed it as a 
potential target. One reason was the geographical location, but he also lacked 
knowledge of how it was inside the buildings. He expected there would be 
numerous sections with admittance control inside of the buildings. Hence he 
felt insecure regarding how this would affect his ability to move around when 
inside (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,29,01). This is why he, 
after placing the three car-bombs, settled for the Blitz anarchist house, the 
newspaper Dagsavisen and the Socialist Left Party’s HQ as shooting targets. 
Furthermore, he would simply keep going until the police stopped him. It 
must be noted, however, that the bomb attacks was the main priority for the 
whole targeting process. The shooting attacks were secondary (NTB court 
transcripts, 20.04.2012). 

3.4.1 Adjusting to three bombs and a shooting target 
At one point, quite early in the planning process, Breivik modified the idea 
with three bombs and three shooting attacks. He decided to change to a plan 
for three bombs, combined with only one small arms-attack at a fourth 
location (NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). The exact time and reason for 
this decision remain unclear, but three factors may have influenced his change 
of plan. For one, the anarchist Blitz house would only be crowded, and as 
such an attractive target, on Friday or Saturday nights. This corresponded 
badly with the timing regarding the other targets, since they had to be attacked 
on daytime – possibly with the exception of the Royal Palace (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,29,01). Secondly, compared to public 
events gathering lots of people, the mass-casualty potential was more 
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unpredictable with the three potential shooting targets had been thinking 
about. Thirdly, he might have feared that he could be confronted and stopped 
by police before he reached all the preferred shooting targets. He would after 
all be operating downtown all the time, quite close to the bombing targets that 
would attract a lot of law enforcement capacities. As the bombing targets 
remained to be the same, he therefore now set his sights on the SKUP annual 
prize conference for investigative journalism for the single shooting attack. 
This was to be held 1-3 April 2011, at Quality Hotel in Tønsberg, about 100 
km from Oslo. If he was unable to be ready in time for the SKUP conference, 
his backup target alternative was to be the annual Labour Party convention 7-
10 April, just one week later (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,29,01; NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). The short time-difference 
between the SKUP-conference and the back-up event indicates that the self-
confident terrorist only expected minor delays. Also worth noting, the back-
up target was in accordance with his compendium, where he specifically 
mentioned the annual meetings of the socialist or social democrat parties in 
Europe as prioritized targets (Berwick, 2011: 951). 

Breivik also thought loosely about what to do if he failed to produce the 
necessary amount of explosives for large bombs. In that case he thought about 
how to use small bombs, or a combination of a large bomb with one or two 
small bombs of about 50 kg, against news media targets. For example, he 
claims to have thought about delivering a small bomb to the newspaper 
Aftenposten wearing a FedEx uniform. He also claims to have considered the 
broadcasting company NRK and the VG newspaper for such alternative 
attacks, although both locations were inconvenient. However, it must be 
underlined that there are no indications that Breivik did seriously plan or 
make practical preparations for any such alternative small-scale plans. 
Therefore it should be regarded as very superficial thoughts only. On the other 
hand Breivik stated that with just one big bomb, he had to choose one target 
for this and one target for the shooting attack, which was to be the media 
conference SKUP (NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012).  

The first documented signs of practical preparations from Breivik’s part are 
from 2009. On 18 May this year, Breivik registered the agricultural company 
Breivik Geofarm (which the terrorist renamed to A Geofarm in March 2011) 
in the national Brønnøysund Register Centre. For Breivik, formally 
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establishing the company was a necessity in order to have a plausible cover, 
as he wanted to rent a farm for the bomb production, and not least to be able 
to buy fertilizer and other components necessary. A few months later, in 
September-October 2009, he also acquired ten credit cards from different 
financial institutions, which ensured him 235 000 NOK (at the time equal to 
26 700 GBP) in extra funding (Oslo District Court, 2012). By now he also had 
determined a strategy for the best possible distribution of his compendium, 
namely to e-mail it to as many people as possible, and preferably to potential 
sympathizers. From November 2009 to February 2010 he systematically 
collected email addresses through two Facebook-accounts (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,07). 

From 2010 Breivik started to make the necessary investments, including 
acquiring weapons. The Benelli shotgun, which was left unused during the 
terrorist attacks, had been legally bought in 2003, after Breivik had completed 
a hunting qualification course. Regarding other weapons, the terrorist initially 
conducted an unsuccessful search on the black market. He claims he did this 
in the Czech Republic too. More specifically, he travelled to Prague in the late 
summer of 2010 with two objectives in mind. He wanted to get accurate 
Norwegian police insignia replicas from a local print shop, since he was afraid 
of detection if he did this in Norway. Breivik also claims he was looking for 
weapons there, but there is no documentation supporting this (NTB court 
transcripts, 19.04.2012). He got his insignias, but returned without any 
prospects of getting his hands on illegal weapons. He concluded that it would 
be easier to acquire weapons legally. Breivik bought his Mini-Ruger rifle in 
November 2010 and the Glock pistol in March 2011 – both legally (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,07; NOU 2012: 14, 348-34). The 
rifle was in a category included in the hunting regulations and getting the 
licence for this weapon was more or less a formality, since he had done the 
qualifying course. Regarding the pistol, Breivik enrolled in a pistol sports 
shooting club in Oslo. After being an active member for half a year or more, 
the terrorist got the documentation needed. The club confirmed his active 
membership to the police authorities handling weapons applications, and 
Breivik bought his Glock pistol in a store in Oslo. With regard to other 
equipment Breivik needed for his terrorist operation, he purchased most of 
this between May and July 2010, although he undertook purchases as late as 
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June 2011 (Oslo District Court, 2012). Breivik acted cautiously as he bought 
weapon accessories, protection gear or items linked to the bomb production. 
On a few occasions, however, he was forced to accept some risk. Especially 
so when he bought sodium nitrate from a pharmacy, the 15-meter powder fuse 
from Poland, and also 150 kg aluminium powder from Poland (NOU 2012: 
14, 353). 

In December 2010, as part of an international cooperation effort, Norwegian 
customs authorities passed on a list to the Norwegian Police Security Service 
(PST), disclosing money transactions between Norwegian customers and a 
listed Polish company. The overview did not show what kind of goods that 
had been bought, but merely the names of the customers, as well as the 
amount of money involved. The list with 41 names included Breivik, who had 
paid about $20. This was for a 15 meters long fuse. Worth noting, the product 
type did not show and it was the smallest sum of money on the list. No actions 
were taken and although the list from the customs did not get appropriate 
follow-up by the police security service, the 22 July commission did not find 
sufficient reason to claim that PST should have detected Breivik in advance 
(NOU 2012: 14, 380, 393, 395). 

3.4.2 Information gathering and reconnaissance 
Breivik claims to have based his information gathering on three main sources, 
namely the media, different Internet sites and physical hostile reconnaissance. 
From ordinary news media, both paper and online sources, Breivik followed 
what was going on in general. He could also to a certain degree register the 
activities of central politicians. Not least, the terrorist could keep himself up 
to date on the planned closure of the Grubbegata street in the Government 
Quarter. It was in 2008 or 2009 that Breivik became aware that the street was 
to be closed for ordinary traffic (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,26,01). 

Using a variety of Internet resources Breivik also looked up information about 
the specific locations of institutions, details on the areas surrounding these, 
and more specific details regarding the buildings. He also tried to look into 
the activities of different ministers, as well as events coordinated by the 
ministries (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,26,01). This was 
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partly not difficult to do, due to the simple fact that much information is made 
public by the Prime Minister’s Office and the other ministries themselves. 
One example is the publishing of the official weekly programs for the 
ministers. Breivik claims he was very careful when he used his computer for 
more detailed information gathering, due to the fear of being “flagged”, or in 
other words, draw attention from the police security service. His behaviour 
was in accordance with his partially exaggerated ideas of the capacities of the 
police security service, which affected him in several ways. One of the best 
examples in this regard is that Breivik was very restrictive with regard to the 
use Google Street View for planning and reconnaissance. He believed that if 
he used this tool to look at high-value targets he could be more or less 
automatically detected. Another example is that he would not visit the Internet 
site of the Norwegian government every day, because that could be regarded 
as suspicious (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,26,01). Other 
decisions he made with regard to operational security - which made more 
sense - was that he consciously moderated his extreme political and 
ideological views when he visited far-right Internet sites and forums. This 
downplay from Breivik’s side made it more likely that political opponents, 
and the security service if it was following the Internet sites in question, 
would focus on other and seemingly more extremist individuals. Finally, the 
perpetrator took active steps to hide his IP-addresses, which also was a 
rational precaution from his side (NOU 2012: 14, 355). 

Breivik was equally afraid of detection when he conducted hostile 
reconnaissance on site, and also here his behaviour was partially affected by a 
mix of exaggerations and sensible considerations. For example, when he was 
out looking at the Government Quarter, he believed that even a short glance at 
CCTV cameras would “flag” him (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,26,01; NTB court transcripts 19.04.2012). This one exaggeration became a 
constraint for him, and it reduced the quality of his information gathering 
significantly. Overall, potential targets he looked at on site were few, and 
most of them were just given a quick and superficial glance. Not surprisingly, 
the H-building in the Government Quarter caught most of his attention, and he 
claims to have conducted hostile reconnaissance there on eight occasions - 
four times on close range and four times observing from a distance. The four 
times he passed through the Government Quarter he emphasised on blending 
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in, for example by carrying shopping bags from stores nearby the site. On one 
occasion he also walked through with a friend, who was unaware of the 
sinister intentions of the terrorist. The four reconnaissance visits he conducted 
from a distance, was highly likely of limited value. 

During the police investigative interviews Breivik was keen to give the 
impression that he had conducted the reconnaissance in a professional 
manner, and that he had been able to gather a lot of detailed construction 
information - especially from the Government Quarter’s H-building. The 
police investigative interviews found, however, that Breivik was really not 
registering very much at all from his hostile reconnaissance activity. For 
example, when he gave the impression that he had studied the pillars of the 
building thoroughly as he passed by, this was easily contradicted when the 
interviewers started to pursue details. Another indicator supporting the theory 
of a poor information gathering result is that Breivik could not give up the 
position of a single CCTV camera, which he allegedly was very concerned 
with. There were about 200 CCTV cameras in the area at that time, both 
outdoors and inside cameras counted, and many were easy to spot for those 
walking around in the Government Quarter. Furthermore, his general 
knowledge about the capacities and facilities of the local guard unit was non-
existent. He knew nothing about their organization, manpower, operational 
capacities or the location of key functions, as the guards operational control 
room. Nor did the terrorist register relevant security details in front of the H-
building. He did for example believe that the thin plastic chain along the 
pavement in front, blocking most of the arrival space, was of steel. This was 
in fact a planned security detail, because it made it possible for the cars of the 
Prime Minister and close protection officers to drive straight through it, if a 
security threat occurred at the point of arrival, or departure. 

One interesting aspect regarding critical national asset protection is that 
visible security efforts may influence the approach of a terrorist or terrorist 
group quite significantly, and this can be exemplified with one of Breivik’s 
reconnaissance observations in the Government Quarter. One terrorist 
operation that inspired him greatly was the 1993 World Trade Centre 
bombing in New York and at a certain stage he was thinking that it would be 
preferably to get a bomb vehicle under the H-building. On one of his trips to 
the Government Quarter, he found out where the goods delivery facility 
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leading under the ministerial complex was. He also observed, however, that 
there was some kind of security check there, and he also was unsure whether 
the planned bomb vehicle was too big to get in. He therefore dropped the idea 
of getting the bomb vehicle under the bomb target without further ado (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,26,01, NTB court transcripts, 
19.04.2012). This concrete example illustrates that it is not necessarily the 
robustness of a security measure, but merely the existence of it, that deter 
terrorists from initiating an attack against a potential target. 

As described, Breivik’s reconnaissance efforts were in general of poor quality. 
This stands in contradiction to the statement in his own compendium, where 
reconnaissance was one of nine basic criteria for conducting a successful 
operation (Berwick, 2011: 839). On the other hand, Breivik did have a point 
when he stated that a detailed knowledge was not necessarily important, as 
long as he was able to drive the vehicle in front of the building (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,26,01). For terrorists planning on using 
vehicle-delivered bombs, access is the one major subject of interest and 
importance. 

Another practical constraint for Breivik was his class B driver license. This 
limited him to vehicles with a maximum load weight of 1200 kg, and he was 
not prepared to challenge that. First of all he was afraid of being stopped by 
police in a routine traffic control during transport phases. Secondly, he was 
afraid that the vehicle would break down if he pushed the load limit. This did 
not have any impact for the target selection, but it was a constraint with regard 
to the size of his planned bombs (NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012). 

The psychological dimension is a central topic, when individuals are 
committing so horrific actions that Breivik did. The perpetrator was very 
conscious on this, and he claimed that he had been using meditation 
techniques to prepare himself mentally for the brutality that was part of his 
plans (NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). This in order to enable him to keep 
personal fear and empathy at a distance, and making him able conduct the 
atrocities (NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012; 20.04.2012).  In court, Breivik 
openly admitted he consciously dehumanised his enemies (NTB court 
transcripts, 20.04.2012) 
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”One	have	to	dehumanise	the	enemy,	if	not,	if	one	meet	the	enemy	face	to	
face,	you	will	not	be	able	to	attack	him.	And	the	same	goes	for	me.	I	have	
practiced	a	dehumanisation	strategy	against	those	I	regard	to	be	legitimate	
targets,	in	order	to	get	in	a	position	where	I	am	able	to	kill	somebody.	If	I	had	
not	done	that	in	a	very	thorough	manner,	I	would	not	have	been	able	to	do	
so.”		
	 	 	 	 	 				Anders	Behring	Breivik,	20.04.2012	
 

This approach also helped him keep the motivation and focus over a long 
period of time, he claimed. In the compendium, he also spent considerable 
space on developing an argument to “embrace and familiarise yourself with 
the concept of killing women, even very attractive women” (Berwick, 2011: 
942). It is not clear what direct effect these exercises had, but it is a fact that 
he on the day of the attacks demonstrated a terrifying ability to kill a large 
number of individuals, and most on short distance, without any mercy.  

3.4.3 Looking for a farm caused a serious delay 
During autumn 2010 Breivik started looking for a smallholding or a farm. It 
had to be within reasonable distance to Oslo and of an appropriate size, 
because this was relevant for the amount of fertilizer he could get without 
questions asked (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,07; NTB court 
transcripts, 16.04.2012). To his surprise, Breivik experienced significant 
problems finding a suitable place, and he was seriously delayed. As time went 
by, he widened the geographical search area considerably and he also began 
to approach several lessors at the same time. On 29 March 2011, a lessor in 
Sunnmøre (more than 500 km from Oslo) initiated an email dialogue with 
Breivik after the latter’s Internet advertisement on an agricultural site. Breivik 
ended the correspondence days later, however, when he was told it was an eco 
farm - realizing that cow manure is useless for making bombs (Nordal & 
Halkjelsvik, 2011). His frustration over this came soon to an end though, 
when he did get hold of another place. On 6 April 2011 he signed a contract 
for a farm called Vålstua at Åsta (about 150 kilometres north-east of Oslo) 
from 1 May. Four days after it came into effect, he moved in, eager to get his 
operation going without any more delays. 
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The delay caused by the search for a farm had ruined Breivik’s overall timing. 
Both his primary shooting attack target, the SKUP investigative journalist 
conference, and his reserve shooting attack target, the Labour Party’s annual 
convention some days later, had been held as planned in April, while Breivik 
was busy with his search and paper work. As such, he experienced the 
drawback of including time-fixed events into a plan, namely the fact that time 
may easily become your enemy – or at least a significant constraint. 

Settled at the farm in the beginning of May, Breivik was still aiming for three 
bomb attacks and one shooting rampage, but now he was in need of a new 
shooting attack target, since both the SKUP-conference and the annual Labour 
Party convention had passed. It was therefore at this point of time the 
Workers’ Youth League camp at Utøya surfaced as the alternative target 
number one for the shooting attack. It does not seem to have been a very 
complicated decision to make, simply because Breivik thought this event was 
the single most attractive target for a shooting spree at this particular time 
(NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012).  

”The	primary	target	was	the	SKUP-conference.	The	secondary	target	was	the	
Labour	Party’s	annual	conference.	When	these	turned	out	to	be	impossible,	I	
chose	the	third	best	alternative	target,	and	that	was	the	Utøya	conference	-	
the	political	summer	camp.	It	was	the	best	political	target	at	the	time.”		

Anders	Behring	Breivik,	20.04.2012	
 

The camp at Utøya did not surface as a coincidence, though. The terrorist had 
kept an eye on the event at Utøya, 38km northwest of Oslo, for about a year as 
an alternative target (NTB court transcripts, 23.04.2012). An indication that 
this claim has credibility can be related to the fact that a young male person 
unsuccessfully requested the member list of the Workers Youth League from 
the Ministry of Government Administration, Reform and Church Affairs 
(FAD) in May or June 2010 – a list the ministry did not have anyway 
(Bjordal, 2012). Breivik has denied that he was the person in question, but the 
employee from the ministry who met the Breivik face to face, is convinced it 
was the terrorist. 

When Breivik chose to attack the youths at Utøya, he disclosed a substantial 
degree of pragmatism in his targeting. The victims at Utøya were namely 
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what he had defined as category C traitors in his own compendium, and these 
were not eligible for death punishment. When pushed on this in court, Breivik 
said that the guidelines in the manifesto were to be followed as far as possible, 
but that adjustments could be made if it was not possible to reach the primary 
target categories (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01; NTB 
court transcripts, 19.04.2012). Not so surprisingly, Breivik tried to rationalize 
his targeting by claiming that most of the youths were political leaders, which 
was an obvious far-fetched attempt to justify his targeting. The teens held 
different administrative, functional and ordinary membership positions in 
local youth groups, and could hardly be characterised as political leaders. 
Breivik was also very keen to avoid the label child-killer, but this became 
difficult too. He (wrongly) argued that children in a legal perspective are 
those under age 14, and said he assumed everybody had to be at least age 16 
in order to participate at Utøya, but he had never bothered to check it (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,10,01). This just underlines his rather 
negligent information gathering as he planned the attacks, and this also 
corresponds with the poor quality of his physical reconnaissance efforts. 
Another peculiar aspect of the Utøya-attack was that Breivik before the 
operation thought that only 50 % of militant nationalists would support that 
specific attack. He still went through with it, arguing that people would 
understand this in the future as the situation between “Europeans” and 
Muslims in Europe deteriorates (NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). This 
might indicate an unusual degree of pragmatism on his part – or alternatively 
an unusual high degree of fanaticism. It is also important to note that Breivik 
regarded Utøya as a more or less perfect target location (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,09,01): 

“Military	technically	Utøya	is	genius.	There	are	up	to	700	AUF-members	on	a	
limited	area,	and	it	is	a	long	swim	to	the	landside.	A	big	operation	could	be	
executed	with	very	limited	resources,	if	it	was	set	up	strategically	correct.“		

Anders	Behring	Breivik,	09.08.2011	
 
The terrorist saw the potential of conducting an attack on 700 people on a 
small island surrounded by cold water and 550 meters to the closest shore. It 
stood out as a particularly vulnerable target (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,09,01). In court, Breivik was also crystal clear on his intentions 
with the attack on Utøya, stating that his goal was to kill 600 people. First and 
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foremost this was to be done by shooting and chasing the panicking 
youngsters out in the cold water and making them drown. Hence he planned 
to use the water as a weapon of mass destruction (NTB court transcripts, 
20.04.2012). He also hoped to catch and decapitate a top category “Cultural 
Marxist” visiting and talking to the youths. Breivik wanted to film the whole 
decapitation sequence and launch it on Internet. Here, the terrorist was clearly 
inspired by Al-Qaida decapitations movies on this point, and he did not deny 
it (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,09,01; NTB court 
transcripts, 19.04.2012; 23.04.2012.). Which person this would be was 
depending on the exact day of the attack. Journalist Marte Michelet was 
scheduled to visit the summer camp on Wednesday, Foreign Minister Jonas 
Gahr Støre on Thursday, and former Prime Minster Gro Harlem Brundtland 
on Friday. Prime Minister Stoltenberg was due for a visit Saturday, but this 
would not correspond time wise with the bomb in the Government Quarter. 
Stoltenberg was therefore in the clear here, and he was only threatened by the 
bomb in the Government Quarter. He was, however, not in his office at the 
time of the bombing.  

3.4.4 The final plan 
Breivik assumed it would take him three or four weeks to produce the three 
bombs needed for his major plan, but it turned out to take three times as long 
just to make one (NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012; Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,14,01). Breivik said in court that manufacturers 
efforts to make fertilizers with high nitrogen content less suitable for bomb 
making, made it more difficult and time-consuming to make the bombs (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,15,01; NTB court transcripts, 
19.04.2012). The fact that he was running out of money also became a 
constraint, adding to the increasing pressure. His bank accounts were actually 
empty before he moved in at the farm, more specifically from 26 April. From 
that time he had to start using his pre-collected credit cards (NTB court 
transcripts, 16.04.2012). This was very much due to unexpected expenses the 
perpetrator in hindsight meant he should have foreseen  (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01). 
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A significant concern for Breivik was that he would not be able to pay his 
credit card bills, when they started coming in - probably leading to insolvency 
registration in central registers. This would most likely cause him trouble 
when he wanted to lease vehicles necessary for the operation – especially the 
bomb vehicle that he was to lease just before initiating the attacks. He was 
also aware that the street leading to the H-building was to be permanently 
closed for security reasons after years of bureaucratic and political delays 
(Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,26,01; NTB court transcripts, 
20.04.2012). Late in 2010, he had also been worried that a jihadi cell arrested 
in Oslo and Germany would speed up the street closure (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,26,01). 

As Breivik worked on the explosives with slow progress, he must have 
realised that the timing of his planned attack on the Government Quarter got 
worse for every week. This due to the fact that the offices are more or less 
empty in the holiday season, stretching from mid-June to mid-August. The 
politicians are not much present at all in this period, and only a limited 
number of bureaucrats keep the machinery in motion. Breivik was also 
stressed by the planned closure of the Grubbegata street leading to his number 
one target, as the work was in progress and due to take place in the autumn – 
although this was unannounced at the time. By the end of June, Breivik 
realized he had to carry out the attack with just one bomb, and from then on 
the focus was solely on a bomb action against the H-building in the 
Government Quarter and the shooting attack at Utøya (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). This plan 
was finally locked somewhere between 30 June and 10 July (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,08,01). While Breivik had rented his Fiat 
Doblo early in April, he picked up a VW Crafter cargo van from the company 
AVIS in Oslo on 15 July. That was the vehicle he was to load with the 
fertilizer-bomb and the operation was now only one week away. 

3.5 The attacks and the consequences 
Anders Behring Breivik originally planned to detonate his 950 kg fertilizer-
bomb in the Government Quarter at 10am on Friday 22 July 2011 (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01). At that time of the day the 
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bomb would probably cause a high number of casualties, since the bureaucrats 
in general have to be in office 9am at latest. The terrorist would then easily be 
able to reach the Labour Party youth camp at Utøya, while the former prime 
minister Gro Harlem Brundtland was still present. She was the special guest 
speaker this particular day, and although she was not the main target for 
Breivik’s shooting attack, he saw such a celebrity-kill as a big bonus, in 
addition to the slaughter of the participating youths (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts, 19.04.2012). She is 
after all one of the most prominent and high-profiled leaders of the Labour 
party after WWII, and still a powerful voice when she makes comments on 
pending political issues. However, the terrorist was to experience unexpected 
complications in the very final stages of his operation. The result was a 
delayed start at the day of the attacks. This was to reduce the damage potential 
in the Government Quarter substantially. 

On the evening of Wednesday 20 July, Breivik drove the Volkswagen Crafter 
loaded with the fertilizer-based bomb from his farm to Oslo. Arriving shortly 
before midnight, he parked near the train station in the street named Sigurd 
Iversens vei at Skøyen – not far from his mother’s flat. He didn’t want to park 
the cargo van right in front of the apartment building, as his mother then could 
have raised questions if seeing him with it. Another thing worrying Breivik 
was that gases from the bomb material could leak out from the parked vehicle, 
causing smells that could make people suspicious as they passed the vehicle. 
Breivik had therefore prepared a company logo, indicating that the car was 
into the business of sewer and drain cleaning. He placed a note with it in the 
driver’s seat - visible from the pavement side. The terrorist thought this would 
minimalize the chances for someone to call in complaints or becoming 
suspicious (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,06,01). After 
parking, Breivik walked to his mother’s apartment. He slept over and took a 
train back to Rena about 10am the following morning. He arrived the train 
station there about 1pm and took a taxi straight to the farm. There he prepared 
the detonator-part for transport, as he wanted to take this separately from the 
booster charge to Oslo (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,06,01). 
At 8:40pm on the same day, Breivik drove the Fiat Doblo to Oslo. He arrived 
about 11:30pm and parked it right behind the Crafter, before walking to his 
mother’s apartment (NTB court transcripts, 16.04.2012). Fortunatley for the 
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investigation, the Fiat that Breivik rented had a GPS device mounted, making 
it easier to track the perpetrator’s movements. 

Back at the apartment, Breivik made a decision that would lead to serious 
delays at the day of the attack, which was the following day. Until this point 
of time his original plan had been to get up at 3am, in order to prepare the 
distribution of his You Tube-film and compendium. However, after an 
intensive period of preparations, and the tiresome shuttling between the farm 
and Oslo, he felt exhausted. He therefore decided to sleep longer (NTB court 
transcripts, 19.04.2012). Previous delays had already lead to a reduced 
number of targets, as well as a change of the shooting attack target itself, but 
this decision to sleep longer the day of the attacks was to have a significant 
impact with regard to the damage potential. Breivik did maybe not see all the 
potential pitfalls of sleeping longer than planned as he went to bed, but he 
must have seen at least two consequences. For one, it would at least lead to 
minor delays the following day, and secondly, if more unforeseen trouble 
came along when the wheels first were in motion, it could regardless of type 
have the potential of destroying the whole operation. Assessing Breivik’s 
explanation, it seems odd that the terrorist after years of preparations, 
consciously takes a decision in the very final phase that reduces the potential 
of his attacks. Hence the explanation from Breivik on this matter should be 
met with a portion of sound sceptimism. 

3.5.1 The day of the attacks 
Breivik got out of bed between 7 and 8am the morning of 22 July. After 
breakfast he went to the Volkswagen Crafter. Here he installed the fuse 
properly into the charge. Then he returned to the apartment and positioned 
himself in front of the computer, in order to upload his Knight Templar-film 
on You Tube. Another task was to send his compendium to a high number of 
e-mail addresses. This called for preparations, as he wanted it to be done as 
quickly as possible, when he returned after placing the escape car. He soon 
learned, however, that this was to be more time-consuming than he had 
expected. By now his time-schedule really fell apart. Subsequently, as Breivik 
drove the Doblo towards the Government Quarter sometime after 11am in 
order to park his escape-car, the damage potential was seriously reduced. He 
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now could forget about getting to Utøya in time for killing former prime 
minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, who was giving her talk at the camp the 
very same time. Furthermore, it was now clear that he would initiate the 
attack in the Government Quarter too late for full effect. A Friday afternoon in 
the middle of the holiday season meant that the H-building would be almost 
empty, maybe except for a few bureaucrats. However, even if the mass-
casualty potential now faded with regard to the bomb, Breivik could still fulfil 
his ambitions of collapsing the building. Additionally, the youths at the island 
was still there, as it would be a full schedule for the whole weekend.  

It was just before noon when Breivik parked the Doblo at Hammersborg 
square, nearby the Government Quarter. With a credit card he bought the 
maximum parking time of two hours. Then he walked through the centre of 
the Government Quarter for a last visual check. He wanted to make sure he 
would be able to park the vehicle right in front of the entrance, and there were 
no obstacles in this regard. He then took a taxi from Stortorvet square to the 
apartment at Skøyen. Here he immediately went to work, uploading the 
Knights Templar-movie on You Tube. He then sent the compendium to the 
8109 e-mail addresses he had collected. He experienced more computer 
problems, however, and later it was found that only 958 e-mails actually got 
through (Oslo District Court, 2012). Finally, Breivik consumed a so-called 
ECA stack, described to be a cocktail of ephedrine, caffeine and aspirin, that 
Breivik believed would improve his performance during the day (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,03,01). Now everything was set for the 
bomb attack and at around 2:45pm Breivik left the apartment for the 
Volkswagen Crafter. He brought with him a bag with the clothes he needed 
for the operation. In the back of the cargo van he changed to his police-like 
uniform. After that he sat the course for the Government Quarter, and this was 
just after 3pm (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,06,01). 

The drive downtown went without any problems. Breivik arrived at the 
beginning of the Grubbegata street, leading directly up to the H-building in 
the middle of the Government Quarter, about quarter past 3pm. He made a 
short halt for final preparations outside Grubbegata number 6, before moving 
on to the H-building. As he came up to the bomb target at 3:17pm, he noticed 
a parked vehicle on the side of the small plaza in front of the building. This 
car belonged to the local guard unit, and was routinely parked there. Breivik 
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could still quite easily drive the Crafter up to the main entrance. Bollards did 
not allow full contact between the vehicle and the walls and entrance, but he 
could still park very close to the entrance. After Breivik parked the vehicle, he 
quickly lit the fuse. It gave him a delay of 6 minutes and 30 seconds before 
detonation. He then got out of the vehicle and consciously locked the car, so 
that no one could get inside it and potentially disrupt the attack. The 
perpetrator then left the scene, walking firmly towards the escape car parked 
at Hammersborg Torg square. He had his Glock pistol in his right hand, in 
case he was challenged by security guards or others. This did not happen and 
reached his car without any problems. 

3.5.2 Just another annoying driver 
It was a limited number of security guards on duty in the Government Quarter 
this Friday afternoon. This was not unusual since it was in the middle of the 
holiday season. Most of the security guards on duty were in fixed positions, 
and only the commanding officer (CO) and one security guard were available 
for upcoming tasks. However, at the time Breivik parked the vehicle, the CO 
was in one of the garage entrances putting up some information, and the 
security officer had been assigned to follow some workers on 9th floor in one 
of the other government buildings (Hemmingby and Bjørgo, 2016: 63). In the 
operations room, the hub of the guard service located under ground level in 
the targeted H-building, there were two executive security officers. They were 
routinely managing the shift, monitoring the CCTV system, following up 
alarm system, and answering telephone calls coming in. 

At 3:20pm, one of the two female receptionists in the H-building called down 
to the operations room, as she found the parking of the white cargo van 
outside the entrance suspicious (NOU 2012: 14, 17). Couriers and other 
drivers regularly ignored the Entry prohibited-sign outside the building, so 
such cases were at the time normally not regarded as security threats. That 
said, it is also obvious that Breivik had parked unusually close to the main 
entrance, so the reaction from the observant receptionist was indeed in place. 

Receiving the call from the receptionist, the security officers in the operations 
room also assumed that it was a courier delivery of some sort, but both 
routinely started to use the CCTV system to locate the driver, in order to get 
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the vehicle moved straight away. The CCTV system in the Government 
Quarter was extensive and operational, in contrast to the criticism raised by 
the 22 July commission and others (NOU 2012: 419-421; Faldalen, 2014). 
The security officers were not able to identify or locate the driver in the live-
mode search, so they started to backtrack selected camera recordings, in order 
to find the vehicle’s arrival. They soon found the sequence on a camera 
positioned across the street. Due to the distance, and the angle of the camera 
at the time Breivik arrived, they could not get a very detailed view. They 
assessed that it probably was a security guard of some sort. They did not 
notice the helmet or the pistol he was holding, and the perpetrator’s dark 
helmet actually made them believe it was a person with dark skin 
(Hemmingby and Bjørgo, 2016: 63). The security officers continued to focus 
on the license plate number of the vehicle, in order to track a telephone 
number and call the driver directly. All along the vehicle and its driver was 
‘the usual suspect’, meaning just another annoying driver. 

Just when one of the executive security officers was in process of typing in 
the vehicle number for a quick-search, the bomb in the vehicle detonated 
(Hemmingby and Bjørgo, 2016: 64). The time was 3:25pm and the massive 
blast wiped away everyone and everything on the first floor and the outside of 
the building. Fragments of glass, wood and concrete flew like lethal ricochets 
through the air striking indiscriminately at people in the area. Documents 
from the offices of the top politicians and bureaucrats flew over a large part of 
downtown Oslo. Simultaneously, chaos evolved down in the guards’ 
operations room. The earthquake-like trembling and shaking was significant 
at the time of detonation. The monitors turned black as dust and smoke 
covered the cameras outside, emergency electricity power started up, water 
came in from above, fire alarm bells were chiming, and alarms poured in on 
the computer screen. One of the security officers grabbed the hotline to the 
police, telling the operator in the other end that there a there had been a huge 
bomb explosion. At that point, the police had already received other calls 
about the explosion, but the security officer could give more accurate 
information – also making it clear that this was a deliberate hostile act. After a 
couple of minutes, the first ambulance and police car arrived, and for the 
following hour medics, police officers, fire fighters, security officers and 
others constantly kept coming in for the extensive rescue operation. 
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When the bomb detonated, the terrorist had reached his escape-car at 
Hammersborg Square and started on his trip towards the youth summer camp 
at Utøya. He turned on the radio in order to get the result of the bombing, as 
he was particularly interested in whether the H-building had collapsed or not. 
He got disappointed when he learnt that this was not the case. He was at this 
time also anxious whether police controls would make leaving the city centre 
difficult. However, he had a comfortable head start, as the police capacities in 
Oslo first had to engage themselves in the Government Quarter for the initial 
phase. 

3.5.3 Police response in the initial phase 
Oslo Police District’s central of operations is the hub for management and 
coordination of all operational police patrols and officers on the streets. 
Receiving calls from several individuals, as well as the security guards in the 
Government Quarter, the operators here quickly understood that the explosion 
was an act of deliberate violence. Initially, however, ‘the big button’ was not 
pushed. The result was that a number of potentially important steps were not 
initiated as early as they should have been. The investigation of the 22 July 
commission showed that the one police helicopter the district had was not 
mobilised, neighbour police districts possessed capacities that were not used, 
the threat level in the surrounding districta was not raised, observation and 
control posts were not established early enough, the traffic control central 
(with good CCTV systems for the road net) were not notified, the national 
crisis alert was not sent out, and the emergency plans for terrorism incidents 
was not used. In total, efforts with regard to apprehending the perpetrator and 
prepare for secondary attacks were at large lacking, even though there were 
some focus with regard to protecting other highly symbolic potential targets in 
Oslo. Important to add though, the handling of the initial phase should be seen 
in the context of the time. The 22 July commission’s report also stated that it 
was a substantially undermanned central of operations, there were generally 
not satisfying tools for communication, and the police data systems were also 
out of date (NOU 2012: 90-91). 

It turned out later that the police had received a detailed, accurate and correct 
witness description of Brevik already at 3:35pm. A man called the police 
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switchboard and explained that he had observed a suspicious individual at the 
Hammersborg torg square. The way Breivik was dressed, as well as his 
behaviour, triggered the interest of the witness, who noted the car registration 
number. He called in this information, and he also described the direction 
Breivik had taken, which initially was against a one-way driven street (NOU 
2012: 14, 86). The police officer in the receiving end did, in contrast to other 
allegations, recognise the importance of the message and wrote a note. She 
then went into the operations central and put the note on the desk of the 
officer in charge. The latter was busy, but they did apparently have eye 
contact, and the switchboard operator told the leader that the note was 
important (NOU 2012: 14, 100). At 3:56pm another operator became aware of 
the note on the desk and called back to the witness, getting things back on 
track. About 4:15pm the neighbouring police districts were alerted about the 
Breivik’s description and his escape car (NOU 2012: 14, 102). In the police 
district Brevik was driving through, Asker and Bærum police district, the 
operations leader had three patrols out at the time, and two of them were on 
assignments. One had been tasked to do a prisoner transport, while the other 
was dealing with a psychiatry case. Both units were told to abort from those 
assignments and wait for further orders. It was later revealed, however, that 
they did not follow these orders – or at least not right away. The unit carrying 
out prisoner transport continued executing this, and the other patrol used a 
considerable amount of time to free itself from the psychiatry assignment. As 
described, the capability of the police district was very much reduced, and 
Breivik cruised unhindered through it (NOU, 2012: 103-104). 

3.5.4 The shooting attack at Utøya 
Breivik arrived on the landside of Utøya at 4:26pm, almost exactly one hour 
after the bomb blast in Oslo (NTB court transcripts, 16.04.2012). His bonus-
target Gro Harlem Brundtland had left the island about 3pm, but this didn’t 
change much, from the terrorist’s point of view. The main target at Utøya had 
always been the masses of participating youths and not a single, visiting 
celebrity.  

”My	objective	was	not	to	kill	21	persons.	My	objective	was	to	kill	600	
persons.”		

			Anders	Behring	Breivik,	20.04.2012	
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The Labour party youths were on 22 July already looking forward to the next 
day, when Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg would come to give a talk to the 
next generation of Labour party politicians. As Breivik wanted to time his 
arrival with the ferry times he had found on the web site of the youth camp, he 
parked and waited on a private property for about half an hour. He used the 
waiting time to modify his clothing. He removed much of the protection gear 
and put on a combat vest with a lot of pockets for weapon magazines. In other 
words, he traded protection for better mobility, as he did not expect heavy 
resistance at the island. He also wore a fake police badge around his neck, 
hoping that this would establish trust between him and the people at the ferry 
place. 

Both in police investigative interviews and in court, Breivik gave a detailed 
insight in how he got over to the island (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012). He drove his Fiat 
Doblo down to the ferry site just before 5pm. Here a small Labour party youth 
group assisted the camp administration with coordination of the ferry. When 
Breivik parked his vehicle, a person from the Labour Party group approached 
him. The terrorist now started acting as a policeman from the Norwegian 
Police Security Service. He said that he had arrived from Oslo in order to 
secure the camp, due to the bomb attack in Oslo. He explained that he had to 
be taken across to the island, and hence the ferry was called up for the task. 
While waiting, Breivik prepared the equipment he needed in the car and after 
5-10 minutes the ferry arrived. Then the female camp administrator in charge 
of the whole event approached Breivik. He presented her with the same cover 
story, and when she questioned why they had not been contacted before he 
showed up, Breivik blamed the chaotic situation in Oslo. The camp 
administrator accepted his explanation. The terrorist suggested that they took 
him over to the island, and then gathered the personnel engaged with the camp 
security, so he could brief them more properly. As the camp administrator 
went back to inform the ferry crew, Breivik pulled the rifle and the equipment 
case out of the car, and took it to the ferry. He decided to leave the shotgun 
behind, as this weapon had no significant role in his planned shooting attack. 
Before boarding the ferry, Breivik was told by the administrator to cover up 
the rifle in order not to frighten the youths. He did as told and they all stepped 
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on board. Breivik had now accomplished what he beforehand had assessed to 
be the most difficult part with regard to the attack at the island, namely getting 
over there without being compromised. During the trip over, Breivik and the 
camp administrator continued to talk. Breivik now got important information 
about the security arrangements at the camp. He learned that an off-duty 
police officer named Berntsen was in charge of the security at the camp. He 
was unarmed, like the others assisting with security, and the participating 
youths had all been checked for knifes and weapons as they came to the camp 
the first day (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,09,01). The 
terrorist nevertheless regarded the policeman as the biggest threat against the 
operation. 

When arriving at the island, Breivik arranged for the equipment case to be 
carried up behind the main house, and quite immediately he met the off-duty 
policeman Berntsen. Breivik delivered the same story he had told the others. 
He was yet again convincing enough and at this stage the fake police uniform 
did not raise any eyebrows either. This despite the fact that the upper part of 
his uniform did not bear too much resemblance to a normal police uniform, 
except for the false police patches. It was more like the top of diver’s wet suit. 
The real policeman started asking Breivik more detailed questions, however. 
He wondered exactly where Breivik worked and whether he knew some 
specific police officers. Breivik, lacking knowledge about the normal police, 
the police security service and police terminology, began to feel 
uncomfortable with the situation. He noticed that the policeman was getting a 
bit suspicious, but he bought himself some time when he suggested that they 
should go up to the main house for a more thorough brief on the situation 
there. The small group of people set in motion towards the building and 
Breivik was now walking right behind the camp administrator and the 
policeman, with a few other persons behind him. At this point Breivik thought 
it is now or never (NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012). He then raised his 
Glock pistol and fired a single headshot at the policeman, before he did the 
same with the camp administrator. Those behind panicked, and here Breivik 
let the ferry crew escape because they were not necessarily members of the 
Labour party (NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012). Everybody else was a 
target and without hesitation he shot down another security volunteer trying to 
escape (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,09,01). 
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The attack was initiated at 5:21pm and for the next 73 minutes Anders 
Behring Breivik systematically and ruthlessly hunted and massacred youths 
all over the island, where 564 people were present at the time (NOU 2012: 14, 
25). His general idea was to shoot as many youths as he possibly could, so 
that the rest were driven into the water, trying to swim the landside about 600 
meters away. The cold water, combined with distressed and panicking youths, 
would then serve as a weapon of mass destruction. He reckoned they would 
all drown. Breivik’s assumptions proved wrong as numerous locals and 
tourists with small boats came the youths in the water to their rescue. 
Additionally, a number of those escaping made it to the landside themselves. 
In fact only one person drowned, while another individual died after falling 
down from a cliff. The rest died of gunshot wounds. 

After initiating the shooting attack, the terrorist followed the main stream of 
panicking youths in the direction of the cafeteria building, just halting at the 
main building in order to get his rifle out. From then on he shot on everyone 
he spotted, both outside and inside some of the buildings on the island. Many 
of the victims were killed on a very short distance, and the calculating killer 
also managed to trick some youths out of their hiding places, claiming to be a 
real police officer coming to their rescue from the shooter that was on the 
island. Those who were deceived by his calls and left their hideouts, or just 
bravely approached him in order to get him to stop, were shot dead without 
any hesitation (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,10,01). 

The perpetrator was very conscious with regard to his tactical behaviour at the 
island. As previously mentioned he had prioritized mobility over personal 
armour at the island, in contradiction to the attack in the Government quarter, 
but it was also reflected the way he moved around. He walked in a controlled 
manner and took his time, because he did not want to oversee potential targets 
- or rush into difficult situations. Regarding visibility, he moved so he could 
not be observed from the landside. This was mostly due to his fear of police 
snipers (NTB court transcripts, 20.04.2012). For the same reason he put the 
case with ammunition and equipment he had brought with him behind the 
main house. That allowed him to go there and reload his magazines without 
being visible from the landside. Brevik was also very careful entering 
buildings, as he was afraid he could be jumped by some of the youths in 
hiding. Some narrow rooms were in fact left unchecked. 
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The terrorist had prepared some smoke grenades or improvised smoke devices 
which he planned to use, for example in order to use to smoke people out of 
the buildings (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,10,01). He had 
also brought with him diesel, which he planned to use to set fire to the houses. 
He did not, however, find his lighter, which had been left in the bomb vehicle 
in the Government Quarter, He also had a back-up lighter, but did not find 
that one either, and hence he gave up that part of the plan. First and foremost 
because of the time pressure. The terrorist had to move on and keep the 
momentum (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,08,01; 08,10,01). 

Anders Behring Breivik was originally also planning to use an IPOD to play 
relaxing and inspiring music during the attack, but once the attack was 
initiated he dropped the idea. He felt he had less control with earplugs and 
music, and that he would be particularly vulnerable for attacks from behind. 

It is worth noting that although Breivik was seemingly well prepared for the 
brutal attack, he seemed surprisingly unprepared for some. He was clearly not 
prepared for the quick decision situations he encountered on his way. This 
was partially due to the limited information gathering in advance of the 
operation, and especially so with regard to the age of the participants. Breivik 
himself expected to confront people with an average age of 22-23 years, and 
not children and adolescents for whom he now literally was the judge of life 
and death within the split of a second (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,03,01; NTB court transcripts 23.04.2012). At large, it seems 
clear that when in doubt, Breivik shot and killed, but there were a few 
exceptions. He came across a nine-year old boy, he spared. He also let “a 
conservative looking” young man go because seemed out of place and looked 
a bit like Breivik. Furthermore, he also avoided shooting at the ferry crew that 
brought him over to the island, although he later fired at a boat rescuing 
people that could be the ferry (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,10,01). He did not fire at a helicopter circling in the air during the 
massacre. In the latter case Breivik thought the helicopter belonged to the 
police, and he had no wish of killing police, since they were potential allies in 
a futuristic perspective. Had he known that the helicopter in fact was 
operating for the news media, which he hated so much, the decision would 
most likely have been different. In court, Breivik admitted it was difficult to 
make these shoot or not shoot-decisions, but the actions nevertheless spoke 
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for themselves. He rarely abstained from killing (NTB court transcripts, 
23.04.2012). Doubt never benefitted the victims. Another more macabre detail 
is that Breivik was quite surprised of the sound that came, when he shot 
victims in the head from very short distance (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 
Interview 08,10,01). So although Breivik was very conscious with regard his 
psychological preparations for killing people, not everything can be prepared 
for in practice. 

3.5.5 The police response 
The first emergency call linked to the attack at Utøya came to the medical 
emergency line in Buskerud county at 5:24pm, about 2-3 minutes after the 
killer initiated the shooting (NOU 2012: 14, 27). Due to the content, the call 
was immediately redirected to the Nordre Buskerud Police Districts’s 
operations room. The man making the call was the skipper on the ferry MS 
Thorbjørn that had brought Breivik to the island. He told the police officer in 
the receiving end that “a man is walking around shooting. He is dressed like a 
policeman…” (NOU 2012: 14, 113). Just a minute after, both Oslo Police 
District and Søndre Buskerud Police District started to receive similar 
emergency calls from panicking youths trapped at the island – however not 
always accurate with regard to information. While the local police initiated 
the first steps to get police patrols to the location, things happened fast in 
Oslo. The Norwegian Police National Emergency Response Unit 
(Beredskapstroppen in Norwegian), usually called Delta, dispatched a patrol 
in the direction of Utøya just after 5:30pm, as soon as they learned of the 
attack. This was the very first police patrol heading for the island, but very 
shortly after Delta-operators engaged at the bombsite in the Government 
Quarter were also dispatched to Utøya (NOU 2012: 14, 116). The Delta teams 
set the course at full speed in their vehicles, even passing responding 
ambulances going in the same direction, while the possibility for helicopter 
transport for other operators was being checked out (NOU 2012: 14, 116). 

At the local police quarter the first patrol with two police officers set the 
course at 5:38pm, arriving at the ferry site on the landside of Utøya just 14 
minutes later (NOU 2012: 14, 113). In accordance with messages from the 
police districts’s command central they stayed on the landside, observing and 
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trying to get an overview of the situation, and also starting to make boat 
arrangements for the Delta force soon to arrive. The communication between 
the different police quarters, as well as the local police and Delta units was 
difficult. Difference in type of communication equipment between units and 
bad signal conditions due to the terrain between Oslo and Utøya made it 
challenging to share information and establish clear arrangements for further 
action.  

The first Delta unit arrived the area of Utvika just after 6pm, soon followed by 
other Delta patrols, but were then redirected to the bridge at Storøya, because 
there was a boat there for the transport to the island (NOU 2012: 14, 117). 
The Delta operators, eager to confront the perpetrator(s) at the island with 
maximum force, miscalculated the boat’s loading capability, and took aboard 
too many heavily equipped operators. On their over way over to island the 
motor gave in, forcing the operators over to two privately owned boats 
passing by, before they could continue to Utøya. Although this unfortunate 
boat incident tarnished the otherwise very efficient Delta operation, in reality 
little time was lost, since these two boats could travel at a much higher speed. 

While the police were arriving and making an effort to get over to the island 
in order to confront the terrorist, Breivik tried to call the police ten times, and 
he got through on two occasions (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,10,01). He claimed that he considered the operation to be over, and that he 
wanted to turn himself in (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 
08,03,01). Police received the first call at 5:59 pm, when Breivik used a 
mobile phone he picked up in the so-called Café-building. He dialled the 
police emergency number 112 and was automatically routed to the operations 
room of the Nordre Buskerud Police District. Breivik presented himself as 
“commander Anders Behring Breivik in the Norwegian anti-communist 
resistance movement” (NOU 2012: 14, 27). He said he was at Utøya and 
claimed he wanted to surrender, but at this point the conversation was cut off. 
The sincerity of his claim is highly questionable, taking into account that 
Breivik continued with his massacre by killing more youths after the call 
ended. 

The last call Breivik made to the police was made 6:24 pm (about one hour 
after he started his massacre), and this call was automatically directed to the 
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operations room at Søndre Buskerud Police District. Again he introduced 
himself with his full name, claiming to be the commander in the Norwegian 
resistance movement against Islamization of Europe and Norway. He added 
that he had been conducting an operation on behalf of the Knights Templar, 
and that it was now acceptable to surrender to Delta (NOU 2012: 14, 27). This 
call was as also cut off, probably due to the technical overload of the 
communication lines in the area at the time. As Breivik used locked cell 
phones from random victims, the police did not see any number in the 
receiving end. Accordingly, they were unable to call him up again. 

3.5.6 The final act of the brutal massacre 
According to the Delta team leader that was to arrest the terrorist, who has 
provided the details of this part of the thesis, they arrived to Utøya with a 
situational understanding marked by substantial uncertainty. Based on 
incoming information, they expected to meet four to six perpetrators, who 
could be wearing police uniforms and presumably they were armed with 
automatic weapons. There were also suggestions that one of the terrorists 
could be in the main building, with a good view over the ferry site and the 
open area leading up to the house. Furthermore, there was a warning about 
possible booby traps in the trees, and there had been reports about smoke 
coming from one of the buildings. As previously described, Breivik did plan 
to set fire to buildings on the island, but he did not have his lighter with him. 
What he had, however, were at least three smoke devices. The smoke reported 
to the police came from one of these, when he tried to throw it into the main 
building. The window was shattered, but the smoke device fell down on the 
outside of the building, so Breivik did not succeed in smoking people out. 

The CT-operators’ plan was to go straight in and confront the threat as soon 
as possible. The fact that defenceless civilians were targeted, as well as the 
critical timeframe, meant that the Delta operators accepted a higher risk to 
themselves. 

The first boat with police, consisting of four Delta operators, arrived the 
island at 6:27pm. When this team arrived there was no shooting, and the team 
was guided north by someone present in the area. The second team with four 
Delta operators and two local police officers (both of these were former Delta 
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operators) arrived a minute later. Upon arrival they could hear a lot of 
shooting, and they observed people in panic towards the south tip. The 
shooting was rapid and intense. 

The operators got out of the boat before dry ground was reached and came 
over three youngsters on the pier. They were told to move to the other side for 
better cover, and while one operator stayed behind securing these, the rest of 
the team pushed on. At the pier area the operators felt exposed and vulnerable, 
and an enemy would also have the advantage of a higher position. 
Accordingly, the team moved fast up against a gravel road they had seen on a 
Google map while under transport. Moving along the water would have 
delayed them significantly, due to the difficult terrain there. As the operators 
moved up, they were continuously shouting out “armed police”, in order to 
attract the attention of any perpetrator towards themselves, and away from the 
helpless youths. As they advanced they used whatever natural cover they 
could, while maintaining a 360-degree field of observation. 

Reaching the small road, the police had neither seen, nor been confronted by, 
any perpetrators and the group continued rapidly towards a building located 
south in the end of the road, called the school building. The shooting to the 
south was now less intense and more staccato, and then it became quiet. As 
they moved against the opening by the school building, they suddenly heard 
one single shot very close by. The view was still disturbed by trees and leafs, 
and the operators sat down and listened, before proceeding to the building. 
They took up position at one corner of the building, and observed towards the 
rand of the forest on the opposite side. 

Suddenly they saw someone moving on the other side, but they could just see 
from the person’s waist and down. It could be a uniform trouser, but also a 
training trouser, and no weapons were seen. As the individual began to cross 
in front, the visual conditions remained the same: just the lower part of body, 
and still no weapons to be seen. However, now the operators engaged him 
verbally, as they moved against him. The suspect’s instant reaction was to run 
out of sight for a few seconds, in order to get rid of his rifle, before he 
reappeared. The aimpoint-device on Breivik’s rifle fell off, and this is an 
indicator that he hastily just threw his Ruger rifle away. Now he faced the 
police with the arms out to the sides, even with his palms outwards, in what 
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looked like a textbook surrender. He did not, however, follow the verbal 
orders from the police officers, and he continued to walk towards them, while 
chattering something the operators couldn’t quite catch the meaning of. 

The distance was now only 15-20 meters. The team leader had a good position 
behind a tree, his colleague two meters to the right in front had his shield for 
protection, and the others were spread out on the flanks. They felt quite 
robust, and the team leader noticed that the slide of Breivik’s pistol was in the 
rear position - the terrorist was out of ammo. However, the CT-operators 
suddenly noticed a wire going up his left arm and disappearing into the 
clothing one of his arms. He also had bulky pockets on his kit vest. 
Accordingly the situation escalated, because the police officers feared the 
terrorist was talking himself to a closer distance, in order to blow them all up. 
Due to heavy rain and dark sky it was difficult to get a clear view of the 
details of the kit vest. The verbal instructions continued, and the team leader 
had in his mind set a fixed point on the ground. If it were crossed by Breivik, 
he would fire. The trigger was partially squeezed in, and the operator knew 
that just a few more grams of pressure would release a shot into the head of 
the terrorist. Just a nanosecond before the final squeeze, both the team leader 
and one of the officers on the side understood that it was not a suicide rig, and 
they almost simultaneously called out that it was not a bomb. It was Breivik’s 
IPod Nano and the bulky magazine pouches that made it look like a suicide 
bomb vest. Breivik then suddenly stopped and one officer came in from the 
side, taking the terrorist to the ground. He was quickly secured, while the 
music was still streaming out of his earplugs. Just seven minutes after the 
arrival of the CT-units to Utøya, but a nightmare-long period of 73 minutes 
after the start of the massacre, it was finally over. 

Face down on the ground, with the team leader sitting on top of him, Breivik 
continued to chatter. Meanwhile, the three other Delta operators and the two 
police officers quickly reorganised. After all, it was still unclear whether he 
was alone or a part of a group. What they did know, however, was that there 
were a lot of dead and wounded people around. While the team leader started 
to retrieve information from the terrorist, the others initiated a quick search in 
the close surroundings. They quickly reported back to the team leader, 
requesting permission to start first aid on the several victims lying on the east 
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shore, which was granted. They were also told that if there was anymore 
shooting, the priority would still be to neutralise the threat.  

More Delta operators arrived on the island, and a systematic wider search and 
rescue phase was now initiated. In the meantime, the Delta team leader that 
secured Breivik was trying to retrieve information from the terrorist, but this 
proved difficult. After a quick body search, the team leader found a bank ID-
card (with picture) on Breivik, and a photo of this was immediately forwarded 
to the unit staff. Breivik also had 1 ½ inch spikes mounted in the heels at the 
back of his boots. These were quickly removed as they could cause harm if 
Breivik became less cooperative again. 

The terrorist, who early on claimed there was another cell, was from the start 
very self-centred, mostly talking about how difficult it had been, and how 
everyone would understand his actions later. He also wanted to be 
interrogated by someone specific (probably the police security service). The 
man that just had slaughtered a high number of totally defenceless victims 
was also complaining about a small cut on one of his fingers. There were no 
signs of empathy for the victims at all, even though there were two dead 
individuals lying nearby to the terrorist and the Delta operator. The team 
leader wanted to take Breivik’s picture with his cell phone, in order to send an 
updated picture of the terrorist with his uniform-like clothing to the unit staff. 
This made sense in case there were other terrorists involved, but a stubborn 
Breivik refused. He was soon tricked, however, and a photo was secured and 
sent, to the terrorist’s fury. From that moment, the terrorist had a face for 
more people than the targeted victims and the police officers on the island. 

After an hour or so the situational picture had changed. If there were more 
terrorists on the island, the Delta operators assumed they were now hiding or 
mixing with the victims. This has been seen on many occasions before, like in 
the Iran embassy siege in London in 1980, where the CT-unit of the Special 
Air Service (SAS) famously and successfully intervened (Davies, 1996: 78), 
What the police did find on Utøya, however, was not more terrorists, but a 
devastating number of dead victims, as well as a high number of wounded 
camp participants and unharmed, but terrified survivors. The police officers 
saved several lives that day with their excellent first aid skills, because 
paramedics could not be transferred to the island before the area was declared 
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safe and secure. After some time, the perpetrator was put on his feet and 
moved to the main building on the island. The main focus was from now on 
just two things. One was evacuation and medical assistance for the victims. 
Secondly, it was important to initiate a preliminary questioning of the 
terrorist. This in order to find out whether there were more perpetrators 
planning attacks in other places, and if Breivik had rigged any booby-traps on 
the island, in his escape car, or elsewhere 

The terrorist killed 69 of the 564 people that were present on the island when 
the attack was initiated. As many as 33 of the victims at Utøya were under age 
18. Furthermore, 33 persons suffered injuries due to the shooting, while many 
more suffered injures during their attempts to escape. To complete this 
picture, there are still a high number of persons with psychological traumas 
after the incident (NOU 2012: 14, 171). In addition to the attack on Utøya, 
Breivik was also responsible for the deaths of eight people in Government 
Quarter (Oslo District Court, 2012; NTB, 2012). In the Government Quarter 
10 people were wounded severely, while 190 persons suffered lighter injuries 
(NOU 2012: 14, 171). Moreover, the material damages in Oslo were 
enormous and the financial costs are in practice impossible to determine. The 
new Government Quarter will be raised at the same location as before. The 
ministries will be relocated back in accordance with the different phases of the 
on-going building project, and it is currently estimated that the first ministries 
will be in place in 2023 or 2024, more than 12 years after the incident. 

3.6 The trial and sentencing 
It is not part of this thesis to elaborate on the trial process and sentencing of 
Anders Behring Breivik, but a short resume is in place, because this will 
provide some relevant aspects regarding the profile of the perpetrator. More 
concretely it will support certain elements and impressions with relevance for 
understanding his pre-attack behaviour, choice of strategy and plans, as well 
as his pragmatic nature in certain situations. 

The trial against Anders Behring Breivik commenced at Oslo Court House on 
16 April 2012. For the self-confident terrorist, the trial process was to become 
just as unpredictable and dynamic as the operation itself, and certainly far 
more complex than his own expectations. Breivik was well aware that the trial 
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would provide him with a stage he could exploit for propaganda purposes. As 
such, the starting point for Breivik’s trial was not quite typical. In trials 
related to terrorism offenses defendants normally focus on denial, or at least 
they try to minimize their role in order to get the mildest sentence possible (de 
Graaf & Schmid, 2015). Breivik was, however, perfectly aware that the 
question of guilt was established before the trial even started, and he wanted 
to use the opportunity to propagate his customised ideology to the world - and 
the potential was definitely there. The extensiveness of his horrific actions had 
definitely ensured a massive global media coverage. As such, Breivik saw the 
legal process after the attacks as the beginning of a new part of the struggle, 
namely the propaganda phase. 

It was not only the two terrorist attacks, the You Tube video and the 
compendium that was to communicate Breivik’s message to the world. The 
trial would give him a chance to present his ideology and mobilise support, 
and he was determined to use it. In police investigative interviews conducted 
soon after the attacks, he put forward some demands, which had to be met if 
the police wanted him to cooperate. Some of these demands were related to 
the forthcoming court proceedings. For example he wanted to wear his self-
made military-style parade uniform in court (Kippernes & Reime, 2011). 
Another demand was that the press had to be allowed to follow the trial, 
which was not controversial since that is normally allowed in Norway (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,02). The terrorist’s attempt to take 
control was not successful, however, and the trial was run as any other trial, 
just in a bigger scale. Furthermore, a firm judge and the psychiatry 
evaluations were to effectively mitigate the terrorist’s strategy in court. 

3.6.1 Hit hard by the first psychiatric evaluation 
During the trial Breivik did nothing to moderate his extremist views, or 
excuse his actions. He seemed determined to appear fully dedicated and loyal 
to his cause. For him it was crucial to keep the game going, in order to boost 
support from individuals sharing his views. In the first remand hearing, on 25 
July 2011, Breivik once again demanded to be allowed to wear his self-made 
uniform, but this was refused by the judge (Kippernes & Reime, 2011).  
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Breivik’s principle attorney Geir Lippestad had from the start made an 
agreement with the terrorist. The defence team should take care of the legal 
issues, while Breivik could do whatever he wanted with everything else 
(Meldalen & Christiansen, 2012; Lippestad, 2013: 42). Hence, the defence 
team planned to argue in court that Breivik was mentally ill and not 
responsible for his actions, seeking compulsory mental health care as verdict. 
Initially, Breivik had no objections to this, but this was to change. 

Soon after Breivik’s arrest, the court decided that a psychiatric evaluation of 
the perpetrator was to be carried out. On 28 July 2011, the forensic 
psychiatrics Torgeir Husby and Synne Sørheim were given the task. The 
question of the mental condition of the perpetrator was of great public interest 
and widely covered in the media. The psychiatrists delivered their report on 
29 November 2011, and the conclusion was that Breivik suffered from 
paranoid schizophrenia, and that he was psychotic during the attacks. This 
assessment was to have profound impact on the strategies of Breivik and his 
defence, but also for the General Attorney and the prosecutors, since the 
report would constitute the basis for the indictment. 

For Breivik the conclusion of the report came as a shock. He knew the 
defence team was aiming for a compulsory mental health care verdict, but he 
characterised the first report as the ultimate humiliation (Dagsavisen, 2012). It 
was especially the conclusion that he was a paranoid schizophrenic that upset 
him, as he described in a letter he wrote afterwards (Andersen, 2012);  

“Sending	a	political	activist	to	a	mental	hospital	is	more	sadistic	and	cruel	
than	killing	him!	It	is	a	fate	worse	than	death.”	
	 	 	 	 																	Anders	Behring	Breivik,	March	2012	

Brevik’s main problem with this conclusion should be seen in the light of his 
plans ahead. If he was to inspire future generations of violent right-wing 
extremists he could not be deemed as a lunatic, and then put away in a mental 
hospital. For him, it was essential to be regarded as rational leader, if his life 
project was to be continued after the sentencing. It is important to add that it 
was not just the first psychiatric report that made a considerable impact on 
Breivik at this stage. Two other important factors must be added. Firstly, 
Brevik was granted access to media sources just two weeks after the 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

149 

psychiatric evaluation report, effective from 13 December 2011. Attorney 
Lippestad and the defence team had systematically collected newspapers and 
media reports for their client since the attacks. Accordingly, the perpetrator 
could now for the first time see how he had been described in the media after 
22 July (Andersen, 2012). Going through a huge amount of articles 
characterizing him as a monster or a lunatic, while numerous others ridiculed 
him for his narcissistic personality, pompous behaviour and his ghost Knight 
Templar project, made a deep impression on the terrorist. Secondly, he 
received letters from extremist sympathisers around the world. It is likely that 
some of these forwarded the point that an insanity verdict would destroy his 
possibilities to be taken seriously by anyone – even potential supporters. 

As described, over a few weeks’ time the first psychiatric report conclusion, 
the media access and letters from sympathisers affected Breivik profoundly. 
Therefore, the pragmatism Breivik had shown during the terrorist operation 
surfaced yet again. According to attorney Lippestad, the insanity issue now 
became a question about politics for Breivik – putting his own personal issues 
in the backseat (Lippestad, 2013: 103). The terrorist therefore decided to 
change the defence strategy totally. Lippestad received his client’s message 
on 23 December 2011 and the Christmas holiday was seriously disturbed 
(Lundervold, 2012). Even though the strategy for a delusion plea was 
abandoned, the defence team did not advertise this. Hence it took a while 
before the public and others noticed that a shift of strategy had taken place. 

3.6.2 The second psychiatric evaluation 
The first forensic psychiatric report was controversial, and took heavy fire 
from two different groups of experts. Leading psychiatrists and psychologists 
claimed that the diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia and psychosis were 
wrong and not documented. Experts on right-wing extremism claimed that the 
psychiatrists had no knowledge about the ideological context of Breivik’s 
statements, and misinterpreted them as expressions of paranoid 
misconceptions (Torgersen & Svarstad, 2012). In an op-ed article, professor 
Tore Bjørgo stated that the psychiatrists’ scope was too limited. It would be 
like two Norwegian psychiatrists leaving for the jungles of New Guinea to 
assess the saneness of the locals without any cultural knowledge (Bjørgo, 
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2012). In fact, both the terminology used and the worldview Breivik 
expressed were of a typical right-extremist nature. Lacking knowledge about 
this ideological context, the forensic psychiatrists misinterpreted many of 
Breivik statements, such as assessing his claims that he was engaging in a 
civil war as expressions of paranoid misconceptions. Likewise, his suspicion 
that he was under security services’ surveillance, and the measures he took to 
avoid detection in general, was interpreted the same way. The fact is that this 
kind of thinking comes naturally for terrorists planning to do something. 

The fierce public debate and professional disagreement that followed the first 
psychiatric report, created an uncertainty the court was uncomfortable with. 
The judges had also registered that the staff that dealt with Breivik at Ila 
Prison, which included one of Norway’s leading experts on forensic 
psychiatry, had not observed any signs of psychosis. Hence the judges wanted 
a second opinion, and in mid-January 2012 psychiatrists Agnar Aspaas and 
Terje Tørrisen were tasked by the court to do a second evaluation of Breivik 
(Andersen, 2013). The defence and the prosecution did not appreciate this. 
The General Attorney had already stated that the psychiatric report was ‘very 
thorough’ and had apparently committed themselves strongly to its 
conclusions. Breivik’s legal team appealed the decision for a second 
psychiatric evaluation all the way to the High Court, but without success. The 
High Court decision came 15 February, and just two days later Lippestad 
made it public that they had left the insanity plea strategy, and instead went 
for a criminally responsible plea (Meldalen & Christiansen, 2012). Having 
nothing to loose, The terrorist now cooperated with the second evaluation 
team, and the police team interviewing Breivik also noted a clear shift from 
early March 2012 onwards, for example in the way that he spoke about 
Knights Templar and the compendium (Hamar Arbeiderblad, 2012). He 
adjusted the time when he started planning the attacks, the rhetoric and 
terminology he used, and played down the importance of the Knights Templar 
network (Foss, 2012). The terrorist had adapted to the situation, become more 
pragmatic, and now his new strategy was in play. 

In their report delivered 10 April, just days before the start of the trial, 
psychiatrists Aspaas and Tørrisen concluded that Breivik was sane at the time 
of the attacks, stating that he was not suffering from paranoid schizophrenia 
and that he was not psychotic during the attacks. They found him to have a 
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dissocial personality disorder and a narcissistic personality disorder. In other 
words, Breivik was fit for a prison sentence and this conclusion was far better 
received in the media and among most experts.  

The debate concerning whether Breivik was sane and fit for sentencing or not 
is very interesting, as such assessments represent a challenge in many lone 
actor cases. Looking to the so-called “dark triad” within personality 
assessment, there are three characteristics typically associated with 
problematic behaviour. These are narcissism, psychopathy and 
Machiavellianism (Paulhus & Williams, 2002; Martin, forthcoming 2019). 
Based on the second evaluation report, it seems valid to argue that Breivik 
ticked the box in two out of three of these characteristics. He did go clear of 
psychopathy, however, which is the one characteristic here that would send 
him to a medical institution instead of a prison. 

Naturally, Breivik was satisfied with the conclusion of the second evaluation 
team, but he nevertheless felt compelled to attune his previous ‘pompous’ 
posture to these new findings, as became clear during the first day of trial. 

3.6.3 Breivik’s performance in court 
The trial began on 16 April 2012 and the defendant started his first day in 
court by making his fascist style salute with a clinched fist, which many 
people in the audience found offending (Ruud et al., 2012). He also allowed 
himself to talk for one hour in his opening statement, which was twice the 
time originally given to him. The talk was, however, not as offensive as what 
he had presented earlier for the police and in the remand hearings after his 
arrest. For example, he mentioned the Knights Templar network only once in 
the opening statement, clearly trying to play down its importance (NTB court 
transcripts, 17.04.2012). Later during the trial he continued to downplay the 
elite impression of the network, although continuing to claim that it existed.  

Breivik admitted that what he said in court was influenced by the fact that 
there were four psychiatrists present in the courtroom. He wanted to avoid 
being sent to a madhouse (NTB court transcripts, 349; Foss & Johansen, 
2012). He also argued that the prosecution wanted to make him look 
ridiculous, and he got irritated when titles and uniforms of the KT-network 
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were brought up again and again, as it now was part of his strategy to mitigate 
this dimension (NTB court transcripts, 349). He also admitted that he initially 
did want to use the uniform in court, but that he realised it would be unwise 
due to the psychiatric assessment (NTB court transcripts, 351). Clearly, the 
terrorist had adjusted his behaviour to his objective for the trial. It is worth 
noting that according to judge Wenche E. Arntzen, Brevik’s ability to keep 
focus during the trial actually did prove beneficial to him. Seeing his 
performance and hearing him argue gave the court valuable information as to 
whether he was psychotic or not (Andersen, 2013). 

As described, the psychiatric evaluation and the fear of a delusion verdict 
were the main constraining factors for Breivik during the trial process; they 
are the most likely explanation for the change of behaviour compared to his 
posture during autumn 2011. It should also not be forgotten that Breivik had 
media access during the whole trial. He could adjust to that as well. 

3.6.4 Breivik’s trial-strategy 
It is interesting to take a glance at what Breivik actually wrote in his 
compendium about trial proceedings, and what actually happened. This not 
least because his theoretical work proved uneasy to adhere to during the 
operational phase of the 22 July attacks. Accordingly, it is also here about 
how theory meets interaction and dynamics, leading to adaption and 
pragmatism. First of all, Breivik states in his compendium that a trial is an 
excellent opportunity and a well-suited arena the Justiciar Knight can use to 
propagate his case (Berwick, 2011: 1107). As such, he sees the court as a 
stage, where the defendant is playing the key role with a unique opportunity 
to present his ideology and views to a wider audience. In the compendium, 
Breivik write in a detailed manner how the defendant should behave and 
present demands to the court. Furthermore, the defendant should present the 
audience with a given scenario, and in so doing prepare both enemies and the 
public for what lies ahead (Berwick, 2011: 1107). He gives a great deal of 
attention to the opening statement, as well as the closing statement, and he 
provides his potential followers with ready-to-use scripts (Berwick, 2011: 
1107-1114). 
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Over two pages Breivik gives advice with regard to finding the right defence 
attorney, stressing that the defendant should reject any appointed public 
attorney. A patriotic-oriented attorney is important (Berwick, 2011: 1115). He 
lists three primary criteria with regard to what to expect from a defence 
attorney (Berwick, 2011: 1115-1116): 

1. Willingness to facilitate you logistically. 

2. Willingness to facilitate you ideologically. 

3. Willingness to facilitate you to build a case against the regime. 

Breivik’s priority was therefore to find a lawyer who shared his ideas and 
ideology, rather than focusing on professional skills. That was an absolute 
necessity in order to achieve a proper defence. 

As described, Breivik was in theory all set for a personal crusade in the 
courtroom, but did he really act in accordance with his own compendium, or 
was the content far-fetched and unrealistic. The answer to this is not clear-cut, 
but in some areas he did, and in other areas he did not. First of all, after 
declaring that he did not recognise the legitimacy of the court, Breivik gave a 
great deal of attention to the proceedings. He was well prepared for the 
meetings and followed every sequence closely. He also made use of his right 
to comment on statements made by witnesses. Finally, he used the opening 
and closing statement rounds. The content was not, however, the same as in 
the compendium, but very much adjusted to his personal situation. As such, 
the static and descriptive nature of the manuscripts in the compendium would 
not have worked very well, due to the dynamics of the trial. Trials can very 
much be like wars; they tend to live their own lives when first set in motion. 
Likewise, Breivik did not foresee that he would have to concentrate on 
avoiding a delusion verdict, and this constrained him significantly (Bjørgo, de 
Graaf, van der Heide, Hemmingby & Weggemans, 2016: 479). In his 
compendium, Breivik also recommended a defendant to get a defence 
attorney who sympathised with the ultra-nationalist agenda. In Breivik’s case, 
Lippestad performed his duty as a defence attorney in a highly professional 
manner, actually receiving considerable public credit for his way of handling 
the difficult task. Very much so because he did not defend the actions of the 
perpetrator, but focussed on his legal rights in order to uphold the values of a 
society governed by law and justice. In other words, Breivik did not get the 
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collaborating lawyer he described in his compendium. The only thing that 
really corresponded is that Breivik could choose his own lawyer, but the irony 
here was that Lippestad turned out to be an active member of the Labour Party 
that the terrorist hated so intensely. Ironically, Breivik’s trial became a 
significant political career-boost for Lippestad (Lundervold, 2012). The 
lawyer became an influential Labour party-member in the following years, 
and was an Oslo City Council member from October 2015 to December 2017. 
Another irony is that one of Breivik’s first demands when he was arrested  
was that torture and the death penalty should be reinstated in Norway. A 
couple of months after he started serving his prison term, he complained about 
the prison conditions, like that he had to write with a soft rubber pen. 
According to him, the pen he was given was ‘an almost indescribable 
manifestation of sadism’, and it represented a breach of the European 
Convention on Human Rights and the UN Convention against Torture 
(Tranøy, L.K., Vikås, M. & Brenna, J.G. (2012). 

Anders Behring Breivik was in August 2012 sentenced to preventive 
detention for a term of twenty-one years and a minimum period of ten years. 
This is the maximum penalty length in Norway, but in reality the terrorist can 
be kept in preventive detention for as long as the court finds him to constitute 
a danger to society - in theory for the rest of his life (Oslo District Court, 
2012). Breivik accepted the sentencing and did not appeal, although he later 
took legal steps related to the prison conditions. 

3.7 Breivik in a comparative perspective 
The 22 July 2011 attacks by Anders Behring Breivik were unique in a solo 
terrorist context, but such a claim calls for a closer look at his actions in a 
comparative perspective. With reference to the elaboration on the definitional 
issue in the introduction to this thesis, this is not necessarily a straightforward 
thing to do. 

3.7.1 Solo terrorism as seen in Western Europe 
Traditionally, the focus of terrorism research has at large been on terrorism as 
a collective activity (COT, 2007), but for the last decade or so there have been 
an increasing number of in-depth studies of lone actor terrorism (e.g. Vollers, 
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2006; COT, 2007; 2008; Michael, 2012; Spaaij, 2012; Gardell, 2015; Gill, 
Horgan & Deckert, 2012; Gill, Horgan & Deckart, 2012; Gill, 2015; 
Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016; Kaplan, Lööw & Malkki, 2015; Simon, 2013; 
Ellis et al., 2016; Schuurman, Bakker & Gill, 2017; Hamm & Spaaij, 2017). 

In general, individuals committing terrorism without the assistance from 
others has probably existed just as long as collective terrorism. Before looking 
at the phenomenon in a West European context, however, the influence from 
white supremacists in the US must be mentioned, due to their early focus on 
lone actor terrorism.  

In the late 1970s, William Pierce (aka Andrew MacDonald) wrote The Turner 
Diaries (MacDonald, 1978). It became a classic among right-wing extremists, 
but more importantly here, Pierce followed up with the book Hunter. This 
publication was dedicated to the right-wing extremist Joseph Paul Franklin, 
and it very much promoted the concept of individual action (MacDonald, 
1989). This was followed with the leaderless resistance and lone wolf focus 
from Tom Metzger and Alex Curtis in the 1990s (Metzger, undated). At this 
time, the attention towards the solo terrorist threat was minimal in Western 
Europe. The focus was basically directed against ethno-nationalist 
organisations and far-left groups, such as Provisional IRA, ETA, Red Army 
Faction and Red Brigades. Solo terrorists and lone actors were really not part 
of the vocabulary at the time. 

In 1991, John Ausonius brought solo terrorism on the agenda in the northern 
part of Europe, when he conducted a series of shooting attacks against 
immigrants in Stockholm (Tamas, 2005). Ausonius was nicknamed the 
Laserman and he generated considerable fear among immigrants in the 
Swedish capital - not least due to the extensive news media coverage. One 
person was killed and several were wounded in the attacks that Ausonius was 
behind, but after his arrest the solo terrorist focus was reduced again. Soon 
after a new threat was on the rise. 

3.7.2 From big ‘spectaculars’ to individual jihad 
In the mid-1990s, militant Islamists became a significant game-changer on the 
European continent. This happened when Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA) 
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decided to initiate a campaign of violence to France, representing a shift from 
a sanctuary strategy to a strategy based on coercion and deterrence (Lia & 
Kjøk, 2001: 43-46). It all began with the hijacking of Air France flight 8969 
from Algiers to Paris on 24 December 1994. The following GIA campaign in 
France in 1995 and 1996 included a series of bomb attacks against the Metro 
system in Paris and other targets (Lia & Kjøk, 2001: 37; Nesser, 2008). In 
contrast to the ethno-nationalists and far-left actors previously mentioned, the 
militant Islamists systematically targeted civilians in an indiscriminately 
manner, mainly through bomb attacks on public transport and in public areas. 
This represented a new, tremendous security challenge for the French 
authorities, and within a few years time it was not limited to France. It became 
a transnational problem. 

On 17 November 2000, Moinul Abedin was arrested in what has been 
characterized as the first al-Qaeda–related terrorist plot in Great Britain 
(Mackie, 2012). A month later the Christmas market-plot in Strasbourg was 
disrupted (Johnson, 2002). The militant Islamists, adhering to the global jihad 
ideology promoted by the al-Qaida Central, had by now become operational 
in Europe. The 9/11 attacks in 2001 initiated the extensive US offensive 
against al-Qaida in Afghanistan, while the 2004 Madrid bombings and the 
2005 7/7 London underground bombings boosted the crackdown on the 
Islamists in Europe. 

Over time the counterterrorism efforts and military operations in distant areas 
weakened the leadership, structure and capabilities of al-Qaida and their 
affiliates considerably. The terrorists were therefore forced to change their 
operational strategy. Among other things, that meant reducing the ambitions 
of conducting large, complex and spectacular operations. Instead al-Qaida and 
their affiliates had to settle for small-scale attacks. To their advantage, 
however, one or a small number of perpetrators are in general harder to detect 
than groups conducting large operations. Already in the early 1990s, al-Qaida 
strategist Abu Musab al-Suri highlighted such a strategy. In 1991 he wrote 
about global Islamic resistance and a year later he promoted the idea of 
phantom organisations, consisting of self-sufficient cells acting independently 
of any central command (Lia, 2007). 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

157 

The call for leaderless resistance and individual jihad did not, however, 
immediately materialise itself into a wave of lone mujahids in Europe or the 
USA. A transition from group-based operations to small-scale attacks 
conducted by one or two perpetrators came about slowly in the end of the 
2000s. The Fort Hood-shooting in 2009, conducted by Nidal Malik Hasan, 
was a grave incident, and this was followed by other lone actor incidents in 
2010 and 2011 in Europe. The challenge of home-growns and grassroot 
jihadists had by then been a security problem for years, but now individuals 
seemingly acting alone became an increasingly worrying factor. 

3.7.3 Striking from nowhere 
On 22 July 2011, Anders Behring Breivik made his appearance, and he struck 
when practically everyone were focusing on the Islamists. The attacks brought 
the solo terrorist issue, as well as the copycat-fear, to the headlines in the 
news media - and to the top of the agenda of security and intelligence services 
in Europe. Vice President Alexander Eisvogel in the German security service 
Verfassungsschutz warned against Breivik-imitators just a few days after the 
incident (Der Spiegel, 2011). Director General of the Danish Security and 
Intelligence Service, Jakob Scharf, stated that solo terrorists and small groups 
represented a grave threat to be taken seriously (Jyllands-Posten, 2011). MI5 
Director General Jonathan Evans referred directly to the Breivik-case in a 
speech given before the Olympic games in London (MI5, 2012). Like no one 
before him, Breivik had demonstrated the lethal potential of a single 
individual in the most brutal way, and the concerns in the aftermath reflected 
just that. 

At the time of the 22 July attacks in Norway, the unrest in Syria had begun 
and it developed into a regular civil war. Initially the civil war-like conflict 
did not affect the security situation too many countries outside the region 
directly. From 2013 onwards, however, the flow of foreign fighters into the 
region, the expansion to Iraq and the evolution of ISIS established an 
increased fear for militant Islamist attacks in Western Europe. Now, however, 
the solo terrorist phenomenon continued to be strengthened by the fact that 
group plots to a large degree were detected in advance, while single 
individuals (with and without links to extremists circles or networks) 
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occasionally slipped under the radar of the security services. This impression 
was particularly strengthened in the autumn of 2014. From August to 
December a number of incidents in Jerusalem, Melbourne, Quebec, Ottawa, 
New York, Sidney and France had solo terrorist or lone actor  characteristics 
(Stern & Berger, 2015: 97). Police or military personnel were targeted in 
several of these attacks, and at large, simple weapons or vehicles were used. 

The incidents in Paris in January 2015, consisting of the attacks on the 
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, the shooting of a male jogger in a park, the 
killing of a policewoman and the kosher shop siege, did not entirely fit the 
picture from autumn 2014. More precisely, it became a tragic reminder of the 
danger if two or more individuals avoid detection, and the case also displayed 
the deadly potential military assault rifles represent. The incidents (especially 
the Charlie Hebdo attack and the kosher shop siege) in Paris illustrated that 
there is something between small-scale attacks and complex spectaculars. It 
was maybe small-scale in number of perpetrators, but certainly extensive if 
the result is taken into account. Also, the weaponry may have just as much 
influence on the end result as the number of perpetrators. On one side, we 
have often seen that attacks conducted with knives, pistols and gas canister-
based bombs fail to kill a high number of people. On the other side, Nidal 
Malik Hasan, Anders Behring Breivik, Seifeddine Rwzgui Yacoubi (the beach 
and hotel attack in Tunisia in 2015) and Brenton Tarrant (Christchurch 
Mosque shooting in 2019 ) have indeed demonstrated the lethal potential of 
attacks by a single person with automatic or semi-automatic firearm.  

3.7.4 The overview 
For definitional reasons, as well as a varying amount of information in 
different cases, it is challenging to elaborate on solo terrorists or lone actors in 
a comparative perspective. This is also the case with Anders Behring Breivik, 
and especially so because he was so independent in the real sense of the word. 
Very few terrorists are like that, although Unabomber Theodore Kaczynski is 
another example coming easily to mind when discussing solo terrorists 
following a narrow definition (Simon, 2013). It is not many terrorists like 
Breivik and Kaczynski, as most lone actors have some sort of connection to 
other extremists - physically or online. Aware of this fact, we shall see 
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Breivik in the light of a selection of lone actors in Europe, whom have 
seemingly acted without direct assistance of others. Ramon Spajii’s list of 
perpetrators has served as a starting point for the selection of cases, although 
some modifications have been done by the author of this thesis (Spaaij, 2012). 
The selection has geographically been limited to Western Europa, and the 
timeframe has been expanded a bit, in the sense that a few cases from 2013 
and 2014 have been included. The overview is as follows: 

1991 - 1992, Sweden. Right-wing extremist and criminal John Ausonius 
conducted a series of shooting attacks against immigrants in the capitol 
Stockholm. Nine attacks resulted in one casualty only, much due to the fact 
that Ausonius primarily used low calibre weapons. 

1993 – 1997, Austria. Franz Fuchs was behind a campaign against 
immigrants and immigrant-friendly individuals, mainly using letter bombs. 27 
attacks resulted in four fatalities and 15 injuries. 

1994 - 2006, Italy. The so-called Italian Unabomber is believed to be behind 
33 attacks using small explosive devices in public places. None of the attacks 
resulted in casualties. A suspect was arrested, but later released, as there was 
not sufficient evidence (Spaaij, 2012: 109). 

1999, United Kingdom. Right-wing extremist David Copeland, also known 
as the London nail-bomber, conducted a thirteen-day long bombing campaign, 
striking in public places. He was focusing on immigrants, as well as gays and 
lesbians. Three incidents resulted in three people killed (Spaaij, 2012: 111). 

2002, Netherlands. Volkert van der Graaf shot and killed politician and party 
leader of Lijst Pim Fortuyn (LPF) Pim Fortuyn at close range, during the 
national election campaign in 2002 (COT, 2007). van der Graaf was arrested 
shortly after the assassination. 

2003, Belgium. A 45-year old Iraqi was arrested for sending ten letters laced 
with toxic powders, to Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt, two ministries, three 
embassies, a court in Brussels, the director of airport Ostend, and the port 
authority. Police officers and others handling letters and documents were 
treated for skin and eye irritation (Nesser, 2008: 933; Associated Press, 2003). 
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2003 – 2010, Sweden. Right wing-extremist Peter Mangs conducted a series 
of shooting attacks on immigrants in the city of Malmö in 2003, 2009 and 
2010, mainly using 9mm Glock pistol. In court, he was convicted for nine 
attacks and the killing of two people (Skåne Police Authority, 2010-2011). 

2004, Italy. Moustafa Chaouki detonated a homemade bomb device 
supplemented with gas canisters, outside a McDonalds restaurant in Brescia. 
The only killed was the perpetrator himself. His car contained four cylinders 
of kitchen gas, each with a capability of 70 liters (Popham, 2004). 

2006, Germany. Amer Cheema came to the office building of Alex Springer 
with a knife, intending to attack Die Welt director Roger Köppel, due to 
publications of Mohammed-cartoons. Security guards inside the building took 
control over Cheema, who was arrested (Der Spiegel, 2006). 

2010, United Kingdom. Roshonara Choudry arranged a meeting with MP 
Stephen Timms and stabbed him with a knife when they met. Choudry was 
arrested and Timms survived. She was inspired by AQ ideology on social 
media (Dodd, 2010a, Spaaij, 2012: 115-116). 

2011, Germany. Militant Islamist Arid Uka killed two US soldiers with a 
handgun at Frankfurt Airport. He approached soldiers outside a shuttle-bus 
going to Ramstein airbase, and initiated the shooting. Then his weapon 
jammed. Uka fled, but he was caught after a chase (Steinberg, 2013: 5). 

2011, Norway. On 22 July Anders Behring Breivik first conducted a bomb 
attack against the Government Quarter in Oslo. He then continued to the 
island of Utøya, where he initiated a shooting attack against participants at a 
Labour party youth summer camp. Eight people died in Oslo, while 69 people 
lost their lives at Utøya (Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016). 

2013, Denmark. An attacker dressed as a mailman attempted to shoot Islam-
critic Lars Hedgaard on his doorstep in Copenhagen. The first shot missed and 
then the weapon jammed. The attacker fled the scene. A suspect (Danish-
Palestinian) was arrested in Turkey in April 2014, but later inexplicably 
released by Turkish authorities (Dansk Radio, 2014). 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

161 

2013, United Kingdom. Right-wing extremist Pavlo Lapshyn stabbed and 
killed a Muslim immigrant very shortly after arriving UK from Ukraine. He 
then followed up with three bomb attacks against Mosques, before he was 
arrested (BBC News, 2013a). 

2013, France. Militant Islamist Alexandre Dhaussay attacked a soldier 
performing guard duty in a public area in a Paris suburb, using a small knife 
or box cutter. The soldier survived the attack and the perpetrator was soon 
afterwards arrested (BBC News, 2013). 

2014, France. On 20 December Bertrand Nzohabonayo attacked three 
officers in a police station in Joue-les-Tours, while shouting "Allahu Akbar”. 
The man wounded one officer's face at the entrance and injured two others, 
before he was shot dead (France 24, 2014). 

3.7.5 A low-frequency phenomenon 
Having already stated that very few terrorist attacks are conducted in such an 
independent manner as Breivik did, it is not that unusual that individuals with 
some sort of connection to other extremists act on their own. This will be 
more thoroughly addressed in the following part study focusing on the 
militant Islamists. Having said that it is an important point to underline that 
there is no definitive pattern with regard to when and where solo terrorists and 
lone actors turn up. Some countries have been spared from having incidents, 
while others have experienced several. It may be noted though, that France 
has experienced a number of attacks from 2013 onwards. 

The overview also shows that solo terrorists appear from different ideological 
platforms. Right-wing extremists and militant Islamists are dominating the 
list, while a couple of cases seem unclear. This should, however, not make us 
overlook the fact that actors with other ideological views appear in the solo 
terrorist context from time to time. Unabomber Theodore Kaczynski was for 
example neither a right-wing extremist, nor a militant Islamist.  
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3.7.6 Many attacks, few dead 
The overview shows that a few individuals conducted many attacks, but these 
were not necessarily killing most people. Regarding lethality a total of 16 
perpetrators killed 91 persons in 105 attacks, leaving us with an average of 
0,866 killed victims per attack. One should, however, take into account that 
Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks was an exceptional case. If 
this case had not taken place, the result would have been 15 perpetrators 
killing 14 persons in 103 incidents, leading to the significant lower average 
lethality rate of 0,135 per attack. Following this, solo terrorism does usually 
not lead to a high number of casualties. The 22 July attacks’ significant 
impact on the numbers, also illustrates the challenges of using statistics on 
low-frequency issues.  

3.7.7 Choice of strategy 
Like groups and organizations, solo terrorist and distinctively independent 
lone actors will normally have some kind of operational strategy – even if it’s 
only a simple one. One issue is whether to settle for a series of small-scale 
attacks in a long-term campaign, or to go for one attack only. This also begs 
the question whether the perpetrator is planning for escape, capture or death. 
A lone actor aiming for a long-term campaign depends on escape, and some 
have preferred letter bomb campaigns or remote-controlled bombs, which 
increases the odds for achieving this. 

Anders Behring Breivik chose to do a one-off spectacular shock attack, where 
hundreds of people were to be killed. None of the other terrorists in the 
overview went for the same strategy, and they can be divided into two main 
categories. More than half of the perpetrators chose to do a series of small-
scale attacks, and most of them preferred to use firearms or explosives. In this 
category we find Ausonius, Fuchs, the Italian Unabomber, Copeland, the Iraqi 
perpetrator, Mangs, Lapshyn and Dhaussy. Most of them did not seek a close 
physical confrontation with the victims and several mainly used methods 
according to this. Letter bombs, time-fixed bombs, toxic letters or long-
distance shooting were approaches used by the majority.   
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The other perpetrators chose single operations, with a significant risk of being 
arrested during the execution of the attack. This was the case with van der 
Graaf, Cheema, Choudry, Uka and Nzohabonayo. One exception was 
Chaouki, who probably aimed for a suicide attack.  

Another characteristic of Breivik’s strategy is the extreme brutality involved, 
which is not for everyone. Most people will find killing someone at close 
distance far more emotionally difficult than killing from a distance, for 
example with a remote-controlled bomb or with a sniper rifle (Grossman, 
2009: 98). Breivik, in contrast, shot unarmed and helpless youths at a distance 
down to 10 centimeters. It seems valid to suggest here that Breivik’s 
combination of lack of empathy and psychological preparations, at least partly 
explains his ability to conduct such extraordinary gruesome and brutal acts. It 
was after all, essential for him to gain maximum news media coverage, as 
well as writing himself into the history as one of the worst solo terrorists ever. 
One way to do this is to do something more spectacular and worse than 
someone before. There is some similarity here to the grotesque beheadings 
conducted by ISIS, including the chemical factory attack conducted by Yassin 
Salhi in June 2015 in France. Salhi put the severed head up at the gate of the 
company targeted, in the first completed beheading by militant Islamists in 
Europe (Doward, 2015). 

3.7.8 Solo terrorists and the mass casualty focus 
Looking to the list of solo terrorists one gets a mixed impression with regard 
to how fixated they have been with regard to the mass casualty issue. Based 
on their planning and actions it seems that van der Graaf, the Iraqi male, 
Cheema, Choudry, Uka, Dhaussay and Nzohabonayo did not have a mass 
casualty priority. Volkert van der Graaf, Cheema, Choudry and Dhaussay 
attacked single individuals. The victims of the first three were specifically 
selected, while Dhaussay’s selection probably was related to situational 
circumstances, in the sense that he picked a solider he found suitable for 
attack there and then. As for the Iraqi male the content of the letters was 
actually not lethal. Regarding Arid Uka, he clearly wanted to kill more than 
two servicemen, but was it realistic to believe he could achieve a mass 
casualty result using a pistol at a location with armed response elements 
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relatively nearby? Finally, Nzohabonayo could hardly expect to manage to 
kill a significant number of police officers at the police station. 

The three cases concerning Ausonius, the Italian Unabomber and Mangs are 
more difficult to assess with regard to mass casualty focus. Ausonius did use 
low caliber weapons, which is not the ideal choice if the intention is to kill - 
and certainly not from distance. On the other hand, he definitely shot to kill 
and it remains an open question whether he could have caused a higher 
number of deaths over a longer period of time. If we look to the Italian 
Unabomber, he used quite small explosive charges. If the number of incidents 
and the lack of control on the consequences of such acts are kept in mind, 
however, it is difficult to make this a clear-cut case in either direction. The 
Malmö-shooter Peter Mangs used more powerful weapons than Ausonius 
(who Mangs initially was inspired by), and he too shot to kill (Gardell, 2015: 
107). It is not unlikely that he could have killed 10 or more people over time, 
but his limited tactical skills combined with a lack of self-restraint makes it 
questionable whether he really could achieve this when the manhunt came in 
motion.  

Five of the perpetrators in the overview did have a clear mass casualty 
approach, and these were Breivik, Chaouki, Copeland, Fuchs and Lapshyn. 
Breivik did actually conduct two mass casaualty attacks, so there is no need to 
elaborate more on this. Chaouki could, if successful, killed a high number of 
people with his improvised bomb construction. Copeland was deliberately 
targeting public places with a lot of people. Fuchs had a rather extensive 
campaign over a long period of time, and the explosive devices he constructed 
were indeed lethal. As for Pavlo Lapshyn, he both demonstrated an ability to 
kill ruthlessy, and he also placed explosive devices in places that could lead to 
a high number of fatalities. 

3.7.9 Level of discrimination  
An actor operating in a totally indiscriminate fashion may attack anyone and 
anywhere. Not all terrorists do that, however, and if we look to the overview 
there are significant differences with regard to level of discrimination. It is 
clear that the Italian Unabomber and Chaouki conducted indiscriminate 
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targeting. Setting of explosive devices in shops and public space where just 
anyone may be struck, cannot be described otherwise.  

Then there are some actors which targeted specific, larger groups in the 
society, like immigrants, gays and lesbians, religious minorities or political 
opponents. In this category we find Ausonius, Fuchs, Copeland, the Iraqi, 
Mangs, Uka, Lapshyn and Breivik. Here it is also appropriate to include those 
attacking police and military personnel, like Dhaussy and Nzohabonayo. 
Finally, a few terrorist were very selective and attacked name-specific 
individuals. In this category we have Cheema, Choudry and van der Graaf. 

What this means, is that Breivik was quite mainstream in this area, as he did 
have a mass casualty focus, but not totally indiscriminately. He preferred to 
strike against specific groups in society, which he regarded as part of the 
conflict, namely those he found responsible for the development of the 
Norwegian society. 

3.7.10 Level of operational sophistication 
Through news media one could get the impression that terrorists conducting 
attacks on their own are either less talented misfits of our society, or highly 
intellectual individuals representing an immense threat to society. If they do 
seemingly simple mistakes and have a troubled background, it is a short way 
to be included in the first mentioned category. On the other hand, if they 
succeed with attacks and are able to evade the long arms of the law over a 
period of time, they will often be placed in the second category. Accordingly, 
the reputation of a perpetrator is much linked to operational conduct, timeline 
and number of casualties. 

To establish how advanced solo terrorists’ operate in general is a complex 
matter, but one way to do this is to try to establish their degree of innovation 
and creativity, resulting in an impression with regard to their overall level of 
sophistication. Innovation will imply that the actor is featuring new methods 
or original ideas, so there is a change to something established. In the strictest 
sense this is so to speak never taking place. However, we can adjust it to a 
terrorism context and apply Adam Dolnik’s definition; “terrorist innovation 
is the use or preparations to use a tactic and/or technology that had not been 
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adopted by any other terrorist organization prior to that moment”(Dolnik 
2007: 6; see also Wilkinson, 1993; Ranstorp & Normark, 2015). With 
Dolnik’s definition we can definitely say that some terrorist groups have been 
innovative. The prime example is the Provisional Irish Republican Army, 
which demonstrated technical and tactical innovation, as well as ingenuity 
over a number of years – especially with regard to their development of 
bombs and mortars (Oppenheimer, 2009). Another example is the 2006 
Liquid plot by a group of jihadists. This was a very advanced operation where 
the terrorists planned to down a number of airplanes over the Atlantic. This 
case is more thoroughly covered in the part study concerning the militant 
Islamists. 

Creative relates to the involvement of imagination or original ideas in order to 
create or achieve something, for example to come up with unexpected 
approaches, overcome problems, find best practice and adapt to situations. As 
such, creativity may lead to innovation, or alternatively simply remain to be 
creative in an imitative way. As for the term sophisticated, this describes the 
terrorists’ ability to be aware of, and able to interpret, complex issues. For 
example with regard to planning, logistics and coordination. Accordingly, we 
are here doing an overall assessment of both planning and the terrorists’ 
practical abilities. So how can we measure this with regard to solo terrorists? 
One way is to make a structured, focused comparison based on a set of 
variables, like personal background, targeting logic, weapons and equipment, 
method of attack, pre-attack conduct, execution of attack, post-attack conduct, 
timeline and potential patterns in their modus operandi. It is not within the 
reach of this publication to give a detailed assessment of each perpetrator in 
the overview used here, but some general impressions can be given. 

First of all, the cases selected for the comparative aspect here tell us that solo 
terrorists are normally not innovative, but rather imitative in their operational 
conduct with regard to weapons of choice, methods and approaches. Most use 
traditional attack methods and classic weapons, and even though those using 
explosives may seem more advanced, one could also argue that those using 
knifes or firearms are cleverly adjusting their modus operandi to their actual 
capability, and hence increasing the chances of a successful result. For 
example, Choudry had a rather simple strategy that worked, despite the fact 
that MP Stephen Timms survived. Volkert van der Graaf succeeded with his 
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assassination of Pim Fortuyn, and both John Ausonius and Peter Mangs 
managed to keep going for quite a period of time due to a certain amount of 
tactical understanding. As such, much is up to how well they plan and conduct 
the attack itself. Here they often display a certain amount of creativity, both in 
gaining access to their target and the conduct of the attack itself. Several, 
however, also make basic mistakes on their way, for example with regard to 
pre-attack planning and reconnaissance. Two examples here are Peter Mangs 
and David Copeland. On several occasions Mangs waited outside the 
apartment of a potential target, unaware of the fact that the person in question 
was in prison. He also shot into the wrong apartment on a couple of 
occasions. Regarding Copeland, he turned up the wrong day of the week, 
when he was going to bomb a market place. Such mistakes can only be 
characterized as amateurish (BBC News, 2000). 

In total, it seems that relatively few are displaying a low degree of 
sophistication in general, while most are at an intermediate level, with some 
pluses and minuses. Very few can be characterized as highly sophisticated. As 
for Breivik, it is already mentioned that his strategy is rather unique for a solo 
terrorist. He also conducted a far more complex and demanding operation 
than the others. Several characteristics may be mentioned here, but first and 
foremost I will highlight the time frame, his ability to keep focus and 
motivation over years, the significant operational security focus, the financial 
starting point, as well as the thoroughness with regard to building an 
appropriate cover. Furthermore, he did not take the easiest approach when he 
built the bomb. Finally, a sequentel operation involving two very different 
types of attacks on different locations quite far from each other, is more 
difficult to pull off than one single attack. 

In conclusion, and returning to the beforementioned media-constructed 
impression that lone actors are either less talented misfits or very clever, a 
more likely answer is that most lone actors are somewhere in between with 
regard to operational behaviour. 

3.7.11 The challenge of detection 
Most countries apply an intelligence-driven approach in order to detect and 
disrupt terrorists, with their respective intelligence and security services in a 
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spearhead role - and it is the most vital part in successful counter-terrorism 
(English, 2009: 131). Indeed, in our part of the world the effectiveness has 
been demonstrated by the fact that most group or network plots seem to be 
detected and thwarted in time. This is also seen in the following part study of 
this thesis. That said, solo terrorists and lone actors with a loose link to other 
extremists, do represent a particularly difficult challenge with regard to 
detection - and especially so if they are security conscious. If there is no 
communication with others the chances of detection is very limited. Most lone 
actors have, however, some sort of link to other extremists, and the 
intelligence and security services have sometimes the possibility to utilize 
such openings. 

For one, cultivation of informers and infiltration of agents into extremist 
groups and movements can prove effective against solo terrorists as well, if 
the individual in question have such affiliations. Then they may qualify for 
registration in records kept by police and security services. They can also give 
away indicators leading to an early intervention, if they are within circles kept 
under surveillance. The classic dilemma for the security services with regard 
to surveillance, however, is prioritization. Who should be given 24/7-
surveillance in a situation with limited resources? Precisely who is most likely 
to take the final step? Such assessments are extremely challenging to make 
regardless if you have 50 or 300 hot-headed extremists or potential terrorists 
on your list. Not least because it takes a lot of manpower, probably more than 
most people think, to follow and monitor someone very close in live mode. 

Second, a solo terrorist not mingling with other extremists may use social 
media platforms, and for example seek some sort of social or political 
fellowship in chat forums. If these forums, or someone in the other end, are 
under monitoring, detection may be the result. If, however, the suspect is 
deliberately downplaying his or hers extremist views, taking advantage of 
encryption tools to conceal his identity, or act security conscious in general, 
the intelligence-driven may turn out insufficient. Breivik became an example 
in this regard. He concealed his IP-adress when active on Internet, and 
furthermore he was deliberately downplaying his extremist views when he 
was online. In fact, even his political opponents following the far-right 
forums, have confirmed that there were a lot of people worse than Breivik on 
different extremist sites. 
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3.7.12 The tip from outside 
If the intelligence-driven approach is not working, the authorities will at large 
be depending on receiving the first direct indicator in the form of a tip-off 
from the outside (Hemmingby, 2014). In a lone actor research project, it was 
looked at 120 persons involved in 98 plots and 72 attacks, and the researchers 
found that 46 per cent of the perpetrators exhibited some kind of leakage 
(Ellis & Pantucci, 2016: 4; Ellis et al., 2016: 38). It is, however, important to 
note that in this studie the lone actor term was widely defined and included 
“small cells”. Furthermore, “leakage” from the perpetrator could be 
intentional or shown unwittingly. Still, the project found that 21% of the 
perpetrators shared some details of planned attacks with others (Ellis et al., 
2016: 38).  

Clearly, it will normally be the perpetrator’s close surroundings that will 
notice the first warning signs before a violent attack, but the context and/or 
the relationship between the perpetrator and the listener(s) or observant (s) is 
likely to influence if - or how - the information is being acted upon. So a main 
question is; will it be reported to the police or the security authorities or not?  
The answer is that some do and some don’t. A prime example regarding 
proper warning to the authorities took place in the UK in 2013. Colleagues of 
Ian Forman in Birkenhead noticed him browsing for chemicals on the Internet 
while at work, and his leader was notified (The Guardian, 2014c). Forman 
was confronted with his Internet activity by his superior. He did not provide 
credible answers, so the employer decided to notify the police. The warning 
was taken seriously by the security authorities and soon after the police 
conducted a search of Forman’s residence. There the police found a lot of 
compromising material, indicating that Forman planned to bomb two 
mosques, which he eventually was sentenced for. As such, this was a 
splendid, but quite rare, example of proper reaction when concern arises. On 
the other hand, there are also a number of examples of people knowing about 
plans or conducted attacks, who do not inform the police. For example, Peter 
Mangs told some of his friends about some of his deeds, but they did not 
forward the information to the police - with one exception after a considerable 
period of time (Aftonbladet, 2012). 
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3.7.13 Be prepared for the black swans 
It is essential to understand that no matter how much resources that are put 
into intelligence and preventive efforts, there will always be a residual risk, 
and from time to time someone is bound to slip under the radar. This is a 
natural limitation of the intelligence-driven approach to be expected. As 
pointed out by David Omand, there are limits to what government reasonably 
can do to protect the public (2010: 79). A main challenge in this context is 
really what to expect and what to prepare for, which is difficult with a low-
frequency phenomenon we get little experience on.  

Most threat analysts and risk theorists will know the black swan theory, often 
refered to by academics and news media in relation to unpredictable events 
and actors. The man behind the theory, Nassim Nicholas Taleb, points to the 
fact that there are two types of black swans; a) the narrated black swans that 
are in the discourse, and b) those nobody talks about, since they escape 
models (Taleb, 2010: 77). In our context we may say that that the solo 
terrorist threat is definitely in the discourse (occasionally hyped up though), 
but at the same time the shape and form they appear in may escape any model. 
Since the past does not repeat itself, it is indeed a challenging task to try to 
predict the new varieties these terrorists will turn up with. 

Another factor here is also that solo terrorists may be more difficult to foresee 
with regard to modus operandi, if compared to groups. The latter will often 
have some sort of signature characteristics or typical preferences. In total, 
those who operate alone do enjoy a greater degree of individual freedom, as 
they are not affected by intragroup dynamics. The more structured cells, 
networks or organizations  in practice are, the more reduced each individual’s 
freedom may turn out to be (Moghaddam, 2006: 118-123). 

3.7.14 Scandinavia: Lone attackers versus groups 
In order to illustrate the problem of detection, we can look to plots and attacks 
conducted by solo terrorists, lone actors with extremist links and groups in 
Scandinavia from 2008 to 2015: 
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February 2008, Denmark. Several persons, both Danish nationals and 
foreigners, were arrested for planning to assassinate the cartoonist Kurt 
Westergaard (Nesser, 2014: 441- 442). There were no convictions in this case. 

October 2009, Denmark. US authorities arrested T.H. Rana and D.C. 
Headley, on suspicion of planning a car-bomb attack on the newspaper 
Jyllands-Posten (Skjoldager, 2016: 114-138). 

2009 – 2010, Sweden. Peter Mangs conducted a series of shooting attacks on 
immigrants in Malmö, in, 2003 2009 and 2010. In 2013, he was convicted for 
two murders committed in 2003 and 2009, as well as eight attempted murders 
(Skåne Police Authority, 2010-2011). 

2009 – 2010, Sweden. An Islamist cell planned a shooting attack against artist 
Lars Vilks in Sweden. Colleen LaRose was arrested in the US. Others were 
arrested in Ireland (US District Court for the Eastern Quarter of Pennsylvania, 
2010). 

January 2010, Denmark. Mohammed Geele broke into the home of Kurt 
Westergaard, using a knife and axe, but was shot by arriving police. Geele had 
ties to AQ and al-Shabaab (Skjoldager, 2016: 139-152). 

July 2010, Norway. Police arrested one Uighur and one Uzbek in Oslo, while 
German police arrested an Iraqi Kurd (Nesser & Lia, 2010). They were later 
convicted of planning an attack against Jyllands-Posten in Denmark. 

September 2010, Denmark. Chechen Lors Doukaiev accidentally set of a 
bomb during preparation at a hotel. He was preparing a letter bomb that he 
was to send to the newspaper Jyllands-Posten (Nesser, 2014: 444). 

December 2010, Sweden. T.A. al-Abdaly conducted a suicide attack near a 
busy shopping street in Stockholm, but blew him-self up after a bomb went 
off prematurely (The Guardian, 2010). An individual was later convicted in 
Scotland for providing assistance to the perpetrator. 

December 2010, Denmark. Five men were arrested in Sweden and Denmark 
on the suspicion of preparing a Mumbai style against the newspaper Jyllands-
Posten (Astrup & Herschend, 2012a; 2012c). 
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July 2011, Norway. Anders Behring Breivik conducted the 22 July attacks in 
the Government Quarter in Oslo and at Utøya, killing 77 people in total 
(Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016). 

September 2011, Sweden. Four people of Somali and Iraqi background were 
arrested for planning to kill Swedish Lars Vilks at an exhibition at 
Goethenborg. None were convicted. 

April 2012, Denmark. Three men were arrested for illegal weapons 
possession, and suspicion of planning a terrorist attack, as they tried to buy 
two AK-47 rifles (The Copenhagen Post, 2012). The suspects had links to 
criminal gangs and it was later revealed that the arms seller was a police 
agent. It is questionable whether there is a terrorism link in this case 
(Andersen & Dürrfeld, 2015). 

May 2012, Denmark. Two Danish-Somali brothers believed to have 
connections to al-Shabab, were arrested in Copenhagen and Aarhus, suspected 
of planning a terrorist attack (The Copenhagen Post, 2012a; Nesser, 2014: 
447). 

February 2013, Denmark. A man attempted to shoot public debate 
participant Lars Hedgaard at his doorstep. The attacker missed with the first 
shot and then fled the scene. A Danish citizen of Middle Eastern origin, 
known to the police from before, was arrested in Turkey April 2014, but later 
released (Dansk Radio, 2014; Skjoldager, 2016: 316-333). 

February 2015, Denmark. Omar Abdel Hamid El-Hussein conducted a 
shooting attack, killing one, on a public meeting with Lars Vilks in 
Copenhagen. Then after midnight, he turned up at a synagogue in central 
Copenhagen, where he killed a Jewish guard and wounded two police 
officers. El-Hussein was later killed by police near his home during an arrest 
operation (Jyllands-Posten, 2015). 

October 2015, Sweden. Right-wing extremist Anton Lundin Pettersson 
attacked teachers and pupils at Kronan school in Trollhättan. He was armed 
with a sword and several knives, and three people were killed in the incident. 
The perpetrator was shot by police officers during the arrest, and succumbed 
to his wounds later in hospital (Erlandsson, 2017). 
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As described, actors with different ideologies did engage in terrorist acts in 
Scandinavia between 2008 and 2015, although militant Islamists were behind 
in most cases here. The overview tells us that all eight group plots were 
detected and disrupted. None of the eight lone actors or solo terrorists was 
detected in advance. Four of these attacks, however, failed during the final 
preparations or during the execution of attacks. Mohammed Geele, who tried 
to axe himself into a room in the house of cartoonist Kurt Westergaard, was 
shot and arrested by police. Lors Doukaiev was injured as the bomb he 
prepared exploded in his hotel room in Copenhagen. Abdulwahab al-Abdaly 
did not succeed, as he blew himself up on the streets of Stockholm. Finally, a 
male perpetrator missed when he tried to shoot Islam-critic Lars Hedegaard 
on the doorstep of the latter’s home. All these four perpetrators had links to 
extremist groups or networks. Geele was linked to al-Shabab, Doukaiev to 
extremists in Bremen in Germany. al-Abdaly got some assistance from 
Nasserdine Menni in Scotland (BBC News, 2012e). The Hedegaard-assailant 
had links to extremists in Denmark. 

This leaves us with the fact that the only four terrorists more or less managed 
to achieve their objectives with their attacks in Scandinavia from 2008 to 
2015. These were Peter Mangs, Anders Behring Breivik, Omar Abdel Hamid 
El-Hussein and Anton Lundin Pettersson. So even though groups may 
represent a greater danger due to stronger capacities, individuals acting alone 
tend to slip under the radar far more often, as exemplified with the overview 
from Scandinavia. It must be added, however, that a mix always have to be 
expected. After 2015, Sweden have both a group and a lone actor. In 
November 2016 and January 2017, right-wing terrorists from the Nordic 
resistance movement conducted three bomb attacks in the Goethenburg area. 
These were directed against a left-wing bookcafe called Syndikalisterna, and 
two refugee centers (Divinyi & Linnè, 2017). Months later, on 7 April 2017, a 
militant Islamist conducted an attack in central Stockholm. Perpetrator 
Rakhmat Akilov drove a lorry on a city center high street, before crashing into 
a building. Five people were killed in this attack (Säkerhetspolisen, 2018). 
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3.8 Concluding on Anders Behring Breivik 
Anders Behring Breivik’s ideology was based on a somewhat customized far-
right ideology. Parts of it, like his support for Israel’s fight against Islamists, 
will be controversial for some far-right movements, but on the other hand the 
right-wing extremists are fragmented as a group in general on a number of 
ideological issues. The main content of Breivik’s ideology was predominantly 
a combination of bits and pieces of conventional right-wing extremist 
material. Interesting to note, Breivik had an above average interest for the 
European continent as a whole, in contrast to many other right-wing 
extremists concentrating their efforts on a regional and national level. 

Although Breivik’s ideological stance was not unique, he was not a typical 
solo terrorist or lone actor. This is not just related to the outcome of his 
horrific actions, but just as much due to several other factors identified. 
Breivik’s hideous “shock attack” strategy, his mass-casualty ambitions and 
the appalling violence he demonstrated at Utøya were beyond what most 
people would expect from one individual only. It is, however, more to the 
special characteristics of this case than the issues that are linked to the 
physical violence demonstrated. The personality of Breivik, as well as the 
psychology involved, is also important. 

One central observation made from this research is that Breivik’s 
megalomaniac personality, and other factors linked to his personality disorder, 
most likely influenced his devious strategy of choice considerably. Breivik 
knew his operation had to be spectacular in order to gain maximum media 
attention, as well as to ensure him a place in the history books as perhaps the 
worst solo terrorist the world has ever seen. A spectacular terrorist attack may 
simply include an innovative attack approach, or that the terrorist(s) in 
question opt for a hard target. Breivik found, however, that attacks can be 
characterised as spectacular for other reasons as well. He understood that the 
use of extraordinary cruelty and barbarism, that was so thoroughly 
demonstrated at Utøya, would lead to extraordinary attention from media and 
the general public. 

Breivik also demonstrated a rare ability to stay focused and motivated for a 
long period of time. From start to finish his operation went on for several 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

175 

years, and most lone actor terrorists will not be “locked on target” for such a 
considerable time before doing something. Breivik, however, managed to stay 
motivated. He also displayed a considerable degree of persistence, for 
example when he encountered difficulties when making explosives, and in his 
search for a suitable farm. Furthermore, the decision to act alone was based on 
rational considerations related to operational security, but there were certainly 
psychological aspects involved here too. Acting alone is after all quite 
different from doing something witin the context of a group. 

Regarding the operational side of Breivik’s activities, he had the necessary 
skills for meticulous and complex planning. His decision to act alone and the 
security conscious behaviour in general was important. If he had tried to 
involve someone else in a plot as barbaric as Utøya, it is highly likely that the 
operation would have been thwarted. Two central elements with considerable 
influence regarding his operational capability were his financial situation and 
the time factor. He had a robust financial starting point, and since he did not 
have a job he could devote all his time to the terrorist operation. He also had 
the advantage that he could acquire the weapons needed legally. Furthermore, 
the right-wing extremist was operating on home ground. He knew his way 
around and could blend in without any problems in most settings. 

Leaving the aberrant characteristics and skills of Breivik, it is also apparent 
that he was quite average in other ways. His personal background cannot be 
characterized as particularly unusual, although it might have affected his 
radicalization process to some degree. He did not have any military 
background at all, but compensated for this with thoroughness with regard to 
the bomb making. When it comes to handling the weapons, he did not need to 
practice a lot with these, due to the fact that he shot most of his victims on 
rather close distances. His hostile reconnaissance efforts were clearly 
superficial and amateurish, although he tried to make a good impression in the 
police interviews in this area, so that he should be regarded as a competent 
terrorist. It did not work. 

As for external factors this will be touched upon later in this section, but right-
wing terrorism was not much in focus in Norway when Breivik planned his 
terrorist activities. Until 22 July 2011, Norway had been spared for serious 
terrorist incidents. Hence the focus and resources on societal security related 
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to the threat from terrorism had been limited before these attacks. This may 
partially explain the unfortunate process regarding the planned closure of the 
Grubbegata street in the Government Quarter, which in the end made it easy 
for the terrorist to reach his first target. It must also be added, however, that 
Breivik’s very limited insight related to the capabilities of the police security 
service and the preventive security efforts at different locations, became a 
constraint in several ways. This was for example obvious with regard to his 
information gathering and hostile reconnaissance efforts.  

Moving to the target selection process, this thesis has explained how even a 
seemingly ruthless terrorist like Breivik operated under, and was affected by, 
an overarching framework and a number of constraints. A high number of 
variables linked to ideology, strategy, internal factors and external factors -
including unexpected constraints and pure coincidences - were involved. As 
they interacted like ingredients in a simmering pot, the operational phase 
became profoundly dynamic. Hence, Breivik experienced first-hand that 
targeting processes and operational phases in general are not linear and fully 
controllable. This frustrated Breivik considerably, because he had to adjust his 
plans and activities many times. He admitted this openly during the trial (NTB 
court transcripts, 25.04.2012): 

”I	 assessed	 all	 the	 time.	 Problems	 surfaced,	 I	 had	 to	 reconsider.	 I	 had	 to	
make	 new	 assessments	 as	 a	 result	 of	 mistakes	 and	 other	 things.	 I	 had	 to	
adapt	the	strategy,	the	plan.	The	whole	day,	even	when	I	was	on	my	way	(to	
Utøya)	I	had	to	make	adjustments	and	new	assessments.”		

Anders	Behring	Breivik,	20.04.2012	
 

For Breivik, his focus on time-fixed events also increased the stress level, and 
with the decision to attack Utøya sheer pragmatism was introduced. The 
summer camp participants at the island were not eligible for death penalty, 
according to the terrorist’s own manifesto. As such, the terrorist’s 
determination and eagerness to act became too strong for his self-imposed 
restrictions with regard to whom to kill. Moreover, and as a matter of tragic 
irony, the terrorist’s main operation, namely the bombing in the Government 
Quarter, was to be overshadowed by his secondary operation at Utøya (Oslo 
Police District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,08,01). In short, one main conclusion 
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of this thesis is that terrorist operations are indeed dynamic and unpredictable 
processes, and the final output is uncertain until the attack(s) is actually 
conducted. 

The analysis of the total target overview dataset and Breivik’s concrete plans, 
has illustrated that the targets' symbolic value or status was essential in the 
selection process in this case. In particular, iconic targets functioned as 
magnets for the terrorist’s planned bomb attacks, and unfortunately, even 
these did not have adequately protection at the time. Also worth mentioning, 
Breivik could not limit himself to attack a single individual only, as this 
would not be significant enough. He also wanted to focus on the Labour 
Party, and not potential targets linked to one of the other political parties in 
Norway. Moreover, he did not want to attack police or military personnel 
since they were potential allies in the future struggle. Adding here the fact that 
he did not want to kill random civilians, although he would accept some 
“civilian” casualties, Breivik was never planning for indiscriminate targeting. 

With regard to target categories the authorities, political opponents and news 
media were the most attractive target groups for Breivik. He saw the media as 
the hub and amplifier communicating the policy of the authorities and the 
multiculturalists. In one of his writings from prison after the trial, sent to the 
police and a number of other institutions, Breivik stated that, “22/7 was 
mainly directed at the Labour party and the Norwegian press” (Breivik, 2013: 
16). Although media institutions were ranked high on the list of targets he 
considered seriously, and the SKUP media conference was the shooting attack 
target number one in the original plan, in the end no media targets were 
actually attacked. Yet again, this demonstrates that the interaction between 
different constraints derailed Breivik from his stated goal of striking the 
Norwegian press, leading him to hit the Labour party only. 

Norway learned a hard lesson on 22 July 2011. It was a peaceful society that 
was struck by a ruthless right-wing extremist, and although there was a clear 
political consensus that Breivik should be treated like a common criminal, and 
that the democratic values of the Norwegian society should continue, societal 
security came high on the agenda afterwards. This is typical for most 
countries that have experienced major terrorist attacks, and most often such 
incidents tend to boost counterterrorism efforts like nothing else. Just recollect 



Anders B. Breivik and the 22 July Attacks in Norway 

178 

how the 1972 Black September attack in Munich became the mother of elite 
counter-terrorism units in several countries in Europe, or how the Provisional 
IRA campaigns in England led to the Ring of Steel in the City of London. 
Furthermore, we saw how the 9/11 attacks boosted aviation security and 
intelligence resources, and how the more recent Charlie Hebdo attack and 
Kosher shop siege in Paris released no less than €425 million to counter-
terrorism efforts over a three-year period in France (The Local, 2015c). It 
should therefore come as no surprise that the Norwegian government initiated 
a number of evaluations in different setors after the 22 July attacks, which in 
turn led to a number of reforms and more resources with regard to societal 
security. As such, it seems valid to say that focus, abilities and capacities with 
regard to prevention, protection, emergency capabilities and resilience have 
been improved in Norway after the 22 July attacks. 

The Breivik case was not just a rude awakening for the Norwegian 
government, politicians and authorities in general. It also opened up the eyes 
of the Norwegian public. Until the attacks conducted by Anders Behring 
Breivik most Norwegians were not aware of the far-right extremist views and 
activity in our midst. The strike came from an unexpected direction, and few 
Norwegians expected to see a conservative-looking, blond Norwegian male 
on the front page of the newspapers the day after the attacks. Even though 
militant Islamists still represent the gravest security threat towards the society, 
the Norwegians may have become more realistic about the dangers of political 
violence in general after the 22 July attacks. 

Even though it was Norway who learnt a lesson the hard way on 22 July 
2011, the attacks did have an international impact too. The attacks put the solo 
terrorism phenomenon on the agenda internationally. A fear for copycats and 
“follow ups” were soon expressed from security authorities in a number of 
countries. As such, Breivik had demonstrated for the whole world that one 
individual only may cause just as much, or even more, damage than groups 
and large networks often do. His bomb in Oslo did not stand that much back 
for the Provisional Irish Republican Army’s “city buster” attacks in London in 
the 1990s. When the new Government Quarter in Oslo is established on the 
same location around 2024, the total price tag after Breivik’s attacks will by 
far exceed the costs after the mentioned PIRA bombings in London (see for 
example English, 2003). If we then add the barbaric attack at Utøya, it is clear 
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that few group-based operations have exceeded the lethality, material damage 
and financial consequences that Anders Behring Breivik caused. 
Unfortunately, we have in the last few years experienced several serious 
incidents in Europe and elsewhere where one individual only have caused a 
lot of casualties – sometimes by the use of simple means. As such, Breivik 
might not be so unique in that sense, but the long timeline, the operational 
security awareness, the complexity of the operation and the combination of 
both firearms and explosives still makes Breivik and the 22 July 2011 attacks 
to a special case.  

Solo terrorism will never be a game-changer per se, in the sense that it will 
never represent a significant threat to the existence of a state, or topple a 
democratic society. The same applies for terrorism caused by groups or 
movements – at least in Western Europe. Solo terrorists can, however, inflict 
a substantial amount of casualties, as well as significant material and financial 
damage. They can also effectively spread fear and uncertainty in a population 
over a period of time. Their actions may also lead to limited political 
consequences, for example if negligence or mistakes are disclosed after 
official hearings. Therefore, solo terrorism (just like political violence in 
general) is certainly a serious threat that cannot be neglected. After all, a 
primary task for any government is to protect its citizens.  

On a final note, solo terrorism as a phenomenon will never fully cease to 
exist, but be a part of the general threat picture. For periods it is likely to 
represent a very minor part in it, and at other times it may be a more frequent 
problem. It can, however, never be totally discarded from the threat 
assessment context. As such, solo or lone actor terrorism represents a 
constant, but unclear and unpredictable threat - and it will remain so for the 
future. There is, however, one comforting aspect. Solo terrorists, and 
especially those with a considerable operational capability and mass casualty 
focus, are a rare breed.  
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4 The Militant Islamists Operating in 
Western Europe 

4.1 Introduction 
Militant Islamists adhering to the Sunni-based Salafi-jihadism ideology have 
been operating in Europe for more than two decades. The GIA-campaign, 
limited to France in the mid-1990s, developed into a greater transnational 
phenomenon in the 2000s, and currently no parts of the continent can discard 
the possibility of experiencing an attack from jihadists – although some 
countries have proven to be more exposed to the threat than others. The 
increasingly long timeline, combined with the increasing number of plots and 
attacks for the last years, have strengthened the basis for analysing operational 
aspects related to jihadist activity, including their targeting preferences. 
Accordingly, this forms the background of this multiple case study of the 
targeting preferences of militant Islamists operating in Western Europe. As 
described in the section on theory and methodology, the open source 
information available for this research is not detailed enough to trace the 
concrete decision-making processes of most individuals, cells and 
organisations. Still, by looking at what the jihadists have actually planned in 
plots and executed in attacks, valuable knowledge can be retrieved regarding 
their targeting preferences. 

The starting point for this research is the dataset developed specifically for 
this project, as described in part one of this thesis. The dataset consists of 246 
plots and attacks, covering the period from 1994 to 2016 in Western Europe 
(see Appendix 1). In total, there are 70 conducted attacks and 176 plots. All 
conducted attacks, and 92 of the 176 plots, have been strongly documented. 
The remaining 84 plots have vague documentation. To maintain high research 
standards, only the plots with strong documentation and the conducted attacks 
are applied in the analysis (see Appendix 1). It is also obvious that only 
conducted attacks offer a complete and somewhat certain targeting process. 
Plots will always involve uncertainties until the attack in question is actually 
initiated. 
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Some countries in Western Europe have been exposed to more executed 
attacks than others. The following is an overview based on the 92 plots with 
strong documentation and the 70 conducted attacks*. 

 FRA UK GER ITA DEN BEL OTHERS 
Plots / attacks, n162 54 38 21 14 12 10 14 
 

* For plots and attacks involving trans-Atlantic flights, the country of flight departure has been 
listed. In the 2007 Christopher Paul case, the target country in Europe could not be determined. 
In the 2010 Europe Mumbai plot, several countries could potentially become involved, and this 
is why the numbers in the overview add up to 163 in total. 

There are noticeable gaps between France’s 54 cases, UK’s 38 cases, and 
Germany’s 21 incidents, but these three countries draw the main attention 
from the militant Islamists in Europe. They are all large, central countries with 
extensive military involvement in conflict zones outside Europe. Furthermore, 
all of them have significant extremist networks within their borders. Then, 
there are a few countries in a mid-position. Italy has 14 registrations. 
Denmark comes next with 12 cases, while Belgium follows behind closely 
with 10 incidents. The category Others includes Spain (five cases), 
Netherlands (four cases), Sweden (two cases), Austria (one case), Switzerland 
(one case) and Norway (one case). 

Looking at the development over time, all incidents registered for the mid-
1990s took place in France. From 2003 to around 2010, UK had the highest 
number of plots and attacks, but Italy was also very much in focus then. From 
2005, Denmark came into focus due to the cartoon drawings published the 
same year (Rose, 2005). From 2010, there was also a shift – France and UK 
were joined by Germany as the then most popular target countries. Until then, 
Germany had seen only a modest number of cases. In the last two years of this 
dataset, 2015 and 2016, France experienced the highest number of plots and 
attacks. Germany also saw a further negative development, with seven cases 
just in 2016. Belgium has also experienced more cases in recent years, which 
is probably partially due to its proximity to France. Even in the 1990s, 
Belgium was slightly affected by the terrorist activities in France. One 
example is from 1995, when a policeman was injured when a grenade was 
thrown from a car (Lia & Kjøk, 2001: 35). Another example is from 1996, 
when two GIA jihadists in a car opened fire against Belgian police officers 
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during a routine check (Nesser, 2008: 928-929). It is beyond the scope of this 
project to analyse the reasons for these geographic developments, but the 
point is that some countries are under a considerable higher threat from the 
jihadists than others. For the countries that have not been experiencing many 
cases, this offers little comfort in practice due to the transnational dimension 
of the threat and the fact that just one terrorist operation can cause devastating 
damage, as seen with Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks in 
Norway. 

4.2 Exploring the continuum of lethality 
In the following section, I first analyse the three issues of intent that have a 
substantial influence on the damage potential regarding the general public. 
These issues are as follows; mass casualty focus or not, the soft or hard target 
preference, and the degree of discrimination. For the latter, the distinction is 
between indiscriminate and discriminate targeting. Furthermore, I pursue the 
discrimination issue one step further, by categorizing and analysing the 
specific target types that have been given attention by the jihadists. 
Accordingly, the abovementioned are the key issues to be covered in this part 
of the research project. Some other related issues will also be touched upon, 
although more briefly, since lack of detailed information or a limited number 
of relevant cases do not allow for firm conclusions. 

It has previously been explained why and how militant Islamists altered the 
public security situation for European countries from the mid-1990s onwards. 
In this part of the thesis, the focus will be on the main characteristics that were 
highlighted as an explanation for this, namely their willingness to commit 
mass casualty attacks, to strike against soft targets and to target totally 
indiscriminately. Obviously, militant Islamists commit such acts, but to what 
degree? This is important to clarify since, in practice, these three features of 
intent constitute a warning triangle regarding the lethality potential of terrorist 
acts with a massive impact from the perspective of societal security. After all, 
whether terrorists attack primarily authorities and representatives of the state 
or target the general public on random in public areas are two fundamentally 
different security challenges. In the latter case, the fear in the population will 
be taken to a higher level, and the security challenges for the authorities will 
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be considerably more complex. Not least, it will be very demanding in terms 
of resources like money and manpower. Accordingly, the three features of 
intent come across as central for why militant Islamists represent a more 
complex threat for European security authorities than the terrorists from the 
1970s and 80s ever did (Alexander & Pluchinsky, 1992; Clark, 1984; 
Dartnell, 1995; Kraushaar, ed., 2006;; McKittrick, Kelters, Feeney, Thornton, 
& McVea, 1999). This seems to be somewhat overlooked when the current 
threat situation is compared to previous decades (Bergen, 2015; Stanley, 
2016). Moreover, I find that these features of intent are rarely defined 
thoroughly in books and reports – even in works focusing on operational 
aspects of terrorist activity (e.g. Hesterman, 2015; Sommer, 2010). 

It should also be mentioned that, in many ways, the militant Islamists are not 
a heterogeneous group of actors. There are lone actors, duos and groups. 
Some might be centrally-led, while some may be more loosely connected to 
networks as affiliates; others may not be connected at all, but rather be 
“inspired” by AQ or ISIS. Also, it is important to note that the average 
terrorist attack is not the result of a multi-layered, complex, centrally-led 
operation with the potential of killing hundreds of people, but more often 
small-scale operations conducted by low-capability perpetrators. Having made 
that point, this commence with the issue of casualty focus, which will be 
followed by the hard versus soft target question before the subject of 
discrimination will be addressed. 

4.3 Casualty focus and the impact of fatalities 
Material or economic damage alone can very well be an objective for terrorist 
acts. Attacks against the transport sector or critical infrastructure, for example, 
can disrupt people’s lives significantly. It is still the case, however, that 
terrorism is most often inextricably linked to death – or the threat of it. After 
all, it is the deliberate intention of killing people that is the primary fear factor 
for the general public. Even more unfortunate here, I will argue, is the fact 
that the number of casualties does matter, and this is true for all parties 
involved. Let us think about how terrorist attacks are characterized or, in a 
way, rated in a historical context. What do they have in common? The answer 
is a high number of fatalities. The 2001 9/11 attacks are probably not at the 
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top of the list of the worst terrorist attacks just due to the spectacular nature of 
these incidents, but also because almost 3000 innocent people were killed that 
day. Furthermore, most will agree that the 9/11 attacks were worse than the 
2004 Madrid bombings (191 people killed), which in turn was worse than the 
2016 Brussels attacks (32 people killed). Accordingly, for the authorities, as 
well as the public, the number of fatalities says something about the severity 
and gravity of an attack. As mentioned above, material and financial damage 
can also be a parameter for measuring consequences, but only if the damages 
are extensive. Furthermore, and at least in a Western context, such acts are 
more likely to be conducted by actors seeking to avoid killing civilians 
indiscriminately. Examples in this regard are the “city buster” bombings 
conducted by the Provisional IRA (PIRA) in London on several occasions, 
including the 1992 Baltic Exchange bombing, the 1993 Bishops gate incident 
and the 1996 Canary Wharf attack (McGladdery, 2006: 248–253). These 
attacks caused massive material and financial damage, but mass casualties 
were avoided due to pre-warnings from PIRA, allowing for evacuation before 
the bombs detonated. Militant Islamists conducting attacks in the West, in 
contrast, do not focus on material or financial damage alone. They 
consistently focus on killing a lot of people and there is no such thing as pre-
warnings in these cases. 

Considering that authorities and most people seem to rate the graveness of 
terrorist attacks by the number of fatalities, it should be added that there is a 
parallel here with the terrorists – just in an opposite manner. The number of 
people killed will typically affect the perceived degree of success among the 
perpetrators in a substantial way. The number of people killed will, at least, 
indicate a certain degree of success, while no casualties will mean total 
failure. The only way a high number of casualties can lead to negative 
implications for a terrorist actor is if the wrong people are killed. This is, 
however, at large a concern for violent actors who are constrained to target 
discriminately, and hence not necessarily a big issue for militant Islamists. 

Another factor is that the instrumental effect of terrorism is based very much 
on extensive media coverage. Nothing ensures this better than the number of 
casualties (Nacos, 2007). A terrorist attack without fatalities is not likely to 
cause a lot of media coverage – at least the international press coverage will 
be limited. If there are casualties, however, the media coverage will increase 
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both in national and international terms – here, too, the number of casualties 
will impact the extensiveness. A massive media coverage lasting several days 
is primarily seen with major mass casualty terrorist attacks, like the 2004 
Madrid bombings, the 2005 7/7 London bombings and the 2015 13 November 
attacks in Paris. After such incidents the media coverage is taken to another 
level, and it is highly likely to significantly affect the fear factor among the 
public. Moreover, attacks resulting in a lot of casualties, and especially if they 
are part of a sustained campaign, will create political pressure on the 
authorities, and they may also cause political consequences. 

Terrorist campaigns and major attacks causing a lot of fatalities can also prove 
negative for the terrorists. A point to be noted here is that although killing 
people generates publicity, it is also likely to turn people against the 
perpetrators (English, 2016: 89). The higher the number of fatalities, the 
greater the rejection can be, if the attack is not considered legitimate. This is, 
as mentioned above, somewhat dependent on the type of actor. Militant 
Islamists operating away from their geographical interest region may not fear 
such a backfire effect as much as ethno-nationalists operating on home 
territory. Another point is that complex mass casualty operations might be a 
double-edged sword for the terrorists in case they are not able to follow it up 
and keep the momentum going. Both internally and externally, a lack of 
proper follow-up may be interpreted as a sign of weakness or that the 
movement is under pressure. This leads us to the third point, namely that mass 
casualty attacks are the mother of all extensive counterterrorism packages that 
are likely to weaken the terrorists in the long run. We have seen this after 
devastating attacks, like 9/11, the 2005 7/7 bombings, the 2015 Charlie Hebdo 
attack and the 2016 Bastille Day attack in Nice. They all triggered massive 
counter-terrorism efforts in various ways, including more funding for the law 
enforcement sector and military capabilities, legislative adjustments, as well 
as increased national and international intelligence cooperation. 

4.3.1 What is a mass casualty incident? 
Before addressing the nature of the militant Islamist’s casualty focus in more 
detail, the definitional issue deserves attention. What is a mass casualty 
incident (MCI)? A common understanding is that it is an incident that 
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involves several casualties and requires an extraordinary effort from the 
emergency services - without linking it to a fixed number of deaths. This 
interpretation is in accordance with official definitions, like the one applied by 
the World Health Organization (WHO, 2007: 9): A mass casualty incident is;  

“…an	event,	which	generates	more	patients	at	one	time	than	locally	available	
resources	 can	 manage	 using	 routine	 procedures.	 It	 requires	 exceptional	
emergency	arrangements	and	additional	or	extraordinary	assistance.”	

So, for emergency services, the decision to declare a mass casualty incident 
will be situational and contextual, not initiated due to an exact number of 
victims, but rather triggered by the overall emergency sector’s ability to cope 
with the situation. This makes sense since the local capability may vary 
significantly. Furthermore, a fixed number may, in practice, become a success 
parameter for the terrorists. One of the few definitions related to this issue, 
with a fixed number of casualties, is a US federal definition of mass killing. It 
is found in the Investigative Assistance for Violent Crimes Act of 2012 (US 
Congress, 2012), also referred to in FBI report on active shooter incidents 
(FBI, 2013). Here a mass killing is defined as three or more killings in a single 
incident. Note, however, that the MCI term also covers non-criminal acts. 
From a research perspective, some may argue that a contextual assessment 
may challenge consistency when measuring this feature, but I will argue that 
contextual information will most often clarify whether the casualty potential 
is one or few victims (e.g. five or less), or a higher number of casualties. In 
the latter case, it is highly likely that extraordinary emergency steps will be 
activated, regardless of location and other contextual factors. 

4.3.2 From the dataset 
In 194 of 246 cases it has been possible to assess the casualty focus of militant 
Islamists operating in Western Europe. There are 124 plots and 70 attacks. Of 
the 124 plots, there are 47 plots with vague documentation. Confining the 
focus to the 77 plots with strong documentation (there are seven plots where 
both mass and limited focus are registered), there is a mass casualty focus in 
87.0% and a limited casualty focus in 22.1% of the plots. For the 70 launched 
attacks, in contrast, the mass casualty focus is down to 54.3%, while it is a 
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limited casualty focus in 45.7% of the attacks. The development over time is 
shown below. 
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As illustrated, mass casualty focus dominated in plots for almost the whole 
period, and quite clearly so from 2000 to 2009, before ending with a 
significant peak for 2016. As for launched attacks, the mass casualty focus 
dominated significantly in the mid-1990s. For the 2000s, however, the picture 
gets more varied. The mid-2000s came out quite even, before the limited 
casualty focus increased from 2010 onwards. It has been slightly dominant for 
the last few years, ending with a peak in 2016, a year that saw five mass 
casualty attacks and nine limited casualty attacks. The main conclusion is that 
the mass casualty focus among militant Islamists is substantial and has been 
so during the whole timeline of this study. Furthermore, mass casualty focus 
is rarely controversial within their ranks as long as the target is regarded 
legitimate.  

The most interesting finding, however, is the divergence of casualty focus 
seen between plots and attacks, respectively. The mass casualty dominance 
seen in plots is clearly reduced for the launched attacks, where the limited 
casualty focus partially dominates from 2010 onwards. The question is 
whether there are sound explanations for these fluctuations. I will argue that 
two interlinked factors contribute strongly to explain the difference observed 
here. The first factor is that networks and groups are generally likely to be 
more ambitious and plan mass casualty attacks more often than lone actors. 
This is probably linked to the perceived and factual capability of a group, 
besides the impact this has on intragroup dynamics. More manpower will 
normally mean a higher operational capability; due to an expanded network, 
different tasks can be divided among several people, making it possible for 
them to attack simultaneously, and so on. Furthermore, the perception of high 
capability is likely to trigger ambitious ideas as soon as the target browsing 
begins. Quite often, however, initial high ambitions seem to be reduced quite 
soon, or at least later, during the planning process. 

The second factor is linked to the lone actor development from around 2010 
and to the fact that groups are more likely to be detected before they manage 
to launch an attack as compared to lone actors – as seen in Scandinavia for the 
last decade (Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016: 101–105). Despite being linked to 
extremist milieus in one way or another, they slip under the radar of the 
security services more often than groups. In the dataset here, it can be seen 
how the mass casualty and limited casualty focus have developed in 
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accordance with the group versus lone actor developments. Going back to the 
timeline, the mid-1990s were dominated by the consistent mass casualty 
focus, applied by the GIA-affiliated terrorists operating in France (Lia & 
Kjøk, 2001: 37; Nesser, 2008: 927-929). The lack of other actors and thwarted 
plots in this period, however, reduces the analytical potential. For the 2000s, 
groups dominated until 2009–2010, but they were often detected in time, so 
the number of conducted attacks were rather limited. 

From 2010 onwards, the limited casualty focus increased, corresponding with 
more attacks conducted by one perpetrator only. Several attacks conducted by 
lone actors suggest that many of these actually act more in accordance with 
their somewhat limited capacities. Three examples can be briefly mentioned 
here. The first is the case of Roshonara Choudry, who stabbed MP Stephen 
Timms in East London in 2010 (Nesser, 2014: 444; Rayner & Bingham, 
2010). The second is Arid Uka, who shot and killed two US servicemen at 
Frankfurt airport in 2011 (Huffington Post, 2012). The third is Alexandre 
Dhaussy, who stabbed a soldier in Paris in 2013 (France24, 2013). As will be 
discussed more thoroughly in the section that covers discrimination, lone 
actors are more likely to target name-specific individuals, but this is not 
necessarily just a result of limited capability. It can, for example, be the case 
that such attacks are initiated against high-ranking politicians or individuals 
who have been branded with a trophy status by the jihadists. Examples of this 
are the LaRose plot against Swedish artist Lars Vilks in 2009, the Beisicht 
plot in Germany in 2013 and the interest shown for Tony and Cherie Blair by 
Erol Incidal and others in 2013. 

A complicating factor from a threat assessment perspective is that some 
perpetrators conduct both limited and mass casualty attacks. Mohammed 
Merah conducted three attacks, and while the two first attacks against soldiers 
can be characterized as limited casualty attacks, the attack on the Jewish 
school had mass casualty potential (BBC news, 2015). The same was seen 
with Amedy Coulibaly, who in his two first attacks shot a jogger and a female 
police officer, respectively, before he initiated the kosher shop siege in Paris, 
which had characteristics of mass casualty (IBT, 2015). These two examples 
illustrate how tactics, practical considerations and situational circumstances – 
and not just moral reflections – influence target decision-making on the 
individual level. 
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4.3.3 Few attacks cause many deaths 
26 of the 70 launched attacks have caused fatalities. In total, 555 people have 
been killed, leading to an average of 7.9 % fatalities per attack. It is important 
to note, though, that as few as eight attacks caused 523 of 555 deaths (94.2%), 
and seven of these were connected to established networks. In 1995, eight 
people were killed in the St Michel metro bombing in Paris (Nesser, 2008: 
927). In 2004, the most fatal attack to date conducted by militant Islamists in 
Europe occurred when 191 people were killed in the Madrid M11 bombings 
(BBC news, 2004b). A year later, the London Underground and a bus were 
struck in the 7/7 bombings, causing 52 fatalities in all (London Assembly, 
2006). The Charlie Hebdo attack in Paris in January 2015 caused the death of 
12 people (BBC News, 2015). Then, the 13 November 2015 Mumbai-style 
terrorist operation in Paris killed as many as 130 people (France 24, 2015c). 
The March 2016 Brussels bombings caused 32 fatalities and, finally, the 2016 
Berlin truck attack killed 12 people. The 2016 Bastille Day truck attack in 
Nice, causing 86 deaths, seems, at the time of writing, to be the acts of a man 
acting more independently and without a network being actively involved. 
The eighteen remaining attacks that claimed lives caused four or less fatalities 
each. Hence, a majority of terrorist attacks do not lead to casualties, few 
attacks cause mass casualties and those that do are normally linked to 
established networks. Less connected, ‘inspired’ jihadists rarely achieve grave 
results. It has been a negative development for the last few years, however, 
with more attacks. Furthermore, five of eight mass casualty attacks took place 
between January 2015 and December 2016. 

Weapons are highly relevant for the casualty factor. Melee (non-firing) 
weapons and vehicles have increasingly supplemented explosives and 
firearms in attacks during the last years. In the eight attacks causing mass 
casualties, explosives played an essential part in five –the 1995 St Michel 
incident, the 2004 Madrid attacks, the 2005 7/7 attacks, the 2015 November 
attacks in Paris and the 2016 Brussels attacks. A combined use of explosives 
and firearms was seen in the 2015 November attack in Paris. In the 2015 
Charlie Hebdo attack, assault rifles were primary weapons. A number of 
terrorist incidents has shown that explosives made with competence represent 
a significant lethality potential, while people inexperienced with bombs often 
fail. This is either because the IED does not detonate at all, or only partially. 
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In several cases, the perpetrator is the only one who is injured or killed. 
Knives and melee weapons are often not so effective when used by a lone 
perpetrator. Fusilier Lee Rigby, for example, was first hit by a vehicle before 
he was murdered in 2013. However, the 2017 London Bridge attack shows 
that several perpetrators with non-firing weapons can indeed represent a grave 
danger in crowded areas. 

As illustrated in Nice and Berlin in 2016, the lethal potential of large vehicles 
is significant. Smaller vehicles are more often than not less effective, although 
the recent attack on La Rambla in Barcelona demonstrated that mid-size vans 
can also lead to devastating results (Sage, Bremner & Morris, 2017). In 
general, the lethal potential of military assault rifles must also be noted. This 
was thoroughly demonstrated in the attacks on the Jewish museum in Brussels 
in 2014, Charlie Hebdo in 2015 and in Paris in November 2015. The 2015 
Sousse attack in Tunisia, where one man killed 38 people with a Kalashnikov 
assault rifle, is also often referred to regarding the militant Islamists. That 
said, semi-automatic rifles have proven to be just as lethal. This was 
demonstrated by Breivik with his Ruger rifle at Utøya, and also by the right-
wing perpetrator behind the recent 2019 mosque attacks in Christchurch, New 
Zealand. He used two semi-automatic rifles in addition to other small arms for 
the attacks, in which 51 people were killed (BBS News, 2019a). 

Moving to weapons we have not seen much of, chemical, biological, 
radiological and nuclear (CBRN) based devices becomes an issue. Except for 
the 2003 toxic letters case, no attacks in this dataset have involved CBRN 
weapons. The interest of using biological or chemical weapons has been noted 
in a few plots, however. In the 2002 US embassy plot in Rome, poisoning 
water networks was one idea. In the 2003 ricin plot, involving jihadist 
Bourgass, CBRN protection suits were found in the Finsbury Park mosque 
(Makarenko, 2007: 52) It can be added that the interest for ricin have been 
observed quite recently in Europe too, in the June 2018 Cologne ricin plot 
(Flade, 2018). Furthermore, experiments and attacks elsewhere in the world 
should also be taken into consideration. The prime example is the Aum 
Shinrikyo movement, which pursued both biological and chemical agents. On 
at least nine occasions they spread biological agents in and around Tokyo and 
nearby US bases (Kaplan, 2000: 216). What is better known is that they 
launched two serious sarin attacks in Japan in 1994 and 1995. The first attack, 
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which was directed against a residential area of judges, killed seven people. 
The second attack, directed at the Tokyo subway, killed 12 people (Kaplan & 
Marshall, 1996; Kaplan, 2000: 207–226). As for the jihadists, there has been a 
debate about whether the 1993 World Trade Center attackers added cyanide to 
the explosives to increase the lethal potential, but there is no certainty on this 
issue (Parachini, 2000: 185–206). As for nuclear facilities as targets, these 
will be elaborated upon later in this thesis in the target type category Others. 
When it comes to cyber terrorism as a mean to achieve killings, there are no 
incidents in the dataset for this project. However, for some time now, there 
has been a considerable concern about a cyber Pearl Harbour (Hamre, 2015) – 
for example, taking control over flight management systems controlled by 
aviation authorities. 

4.4 The hard and soft target preference 
How well a potential target is protected is an important factor that terrorists 
will consider during a target selection process. In practice, the level of 
protection ranges from totally unprotected to extremely well protected. Well 
protected targets are typically characterized as hard targets, while targets 
lacking adequate protective measures are commonly known as soft targets. A 
more thorough definitional clarification is needed, however, since some vague 
or misleading explanations can be seen in this area. The differentiation 
between military and civilian targets, as partially done by Hesterman 
(2015:1), does not work since a military target could very well constitute a 
soft target, while a civilian could represent a hard target. For example, it has 
been shown that armed soldiers conducting guard duty alone in an urban 
environment are soft targets in practice. Much is due to the fact that at close 
range, surprise typically beats reaction. Furthermore, it is impossible for one 
person to have control in all directions at the same time. One incident 
illustrating this is the attack launched by Alexandre Dhassau against a French 
soldier at a Metro station near Paris on 27 May 2013 (France24, 2013). The 
perpetrator attacked the soldier from behind and stabbed him with a sharp 
instrument, leaving him with injuries in the neck and throat, before fleeing the 
scene. In contradiction, artist Lars Vilks was in reality a hard target when the 
meeting he attended in Copenhagen in February 2015 came under attack. At 
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this event, ordinary police provided an outer ring of security, while close 
protection officers took care of Vilks. 

Another common type of differentiation is to focus on the degree of protective 
security only, where the basic principle is that well protected institutions, 
premises or individuals represent hard targets, while those insufficiently 
protected or unprotected are categorised as soft targets (e.g. Bowman, 2016: 
5-6; Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 2006: 1371; Hastings & Chan, 
2013). This is more constructive since it relates to the level of protection and 
not the target type per se. The challenge to draw the line between the two 
categories remains, however, since target hardening does not necessarily lead 
to a hard target status. There are, after all, many kinds of security efforts and 
means in the toolbox for protective security; some have more impact than 
others. A member of government or parliament could, for instance, be given 
security advice with regard to their general behaviour. Such advice can 
typically be related to avoiding routines and altering the route they use while 
going to work. This is, however, not enough to make them hard targets per se. 
If, in contrast, their homes and offices are made safer with physical and 
technical measures, and they are followed by a team of dedicated close 
protection officers, the hard target status is justified. To complicate this matter 
even more, certain potential targets may alter between being soft and hard 
targets. Cartoonist Kurt Westergaard and artist Lars Vilks are two examples. 
The protective efforts established at their private homes do not necessarily 
make them hard targets, but when close protection officers are escorting them 
to public appearances, they probably are hard targets. As for Kurt 
Westergaard, the attack against him in 2010 could have ended in tragedy. The 
attack on Vilks in Copenhagen in 2015 was, in contrast, far from successful 
(Jyllands-Posten, 2015a). 

If we turn to buildings and premises, an office building with bollards close to 
the building and ordinary admittance control will still be a soft target for 
terrorists with a certain capability. On the other hand, premises with solid 
perimeter security, good stand-off distance to traffic, CCTV and alarm 
systems, and having the presence of armed police or guards, will clearly be a 
hard target. Flights are also interesting in these contexts. In general, the 
extensive security measures at airports makes is difficult to get weapons and 
explosives onboard flights. Furthermore, the cockpits are locked, and several 
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major airliners even have armed air-marshals. Rightly, airplanes can be shot 
down with surface-to-air rockets during take-off or landing, but this is not 
easy. Just getting hold of such weapons and moving them around represents a 
considerable risk of detection. Using them also demands training and 
experience. Additionally, perimeter security around most airports makes such 
attacks difficult. In sum, flights can rightly be characterised as hard targets. 

Regarding a definitional conclusion, hard targets are here defined as targets 
protected to such a high standard that a terrorist attack clearly is likely to fail. 
Soft targets are unprotected or inadequately protected to ward off an attack. 
The hard or soft target aspect must be assessed individually in each case, 
because here it is a prerequisite that the capability of the perpetrator(s) must 
be seen up against the security measures protecting the target (s) in question.   

4.4.1 Most attractive targets are often out of reach 
Although terrorists typically attack vulnerable civilians to achieve an impact 
on political decision-makers, many violent actors would also exploit any 
possibility to strike directly against the same decision-makers, if given the 
chance. From the terrorists’ point of view, the political leadership of a nation 
do, after all, represent the command and control element of the enemy, and 
they are often held directly responsible for the conditions the terrorists 
ultimately seek to change. The terrorists’ problem is that these highly 
symbolic targets most often are very well protected. 

Just a few decades ago, protective security was not a big issue. The protection 
of highly symbolic buildings and premises was to a less degree based on 
physical barriers and technical means. The typical preventive security effort at 
exposed potential terrorist targets would – in many Western countries – 
involve some armed police officers on the outside of the building or premises. 
The risk of detection during hostile reconnaissance was limited, and for the 
terrorists the challenge was probably often more about how to eliminate 
police officers to gain entry than anything else. Today, protective security is a 
totally different matter. Highly symbolic state and government bodies, as well 
as private assets that are a part of the critical national infrastructure, are 
protected with assistance from national security authorities and police 
resources with a high-level of expertise. In the US, the Department of 
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Homeland Security and affiliated organizations are heavily engaged in 
protective security efforts. In the UK, the Centre for Protection of National 
Infrastructure (CPNI) and its partners are working extensively with protective 
security matters. The broad and in-depth approach regarding physical and 
technical security efforts can, for example, be seen in manuals published by 
security authorities (FEMA, 2007; Department of Homeland Security, 2011).  

For highly symbolic institutions and others, where robust protective security 
makes attacks difficult, the insider threat emerges as an option for the 
terrorists – for example, through infiltration. The 2010 Karim case in the UK, 
where the employee of an airliner planned to take down a plane is an 
interesting case in this regard (Pantucci, 2015: 278-279). Another alternative 
can be to exploit a dissatisfied or revenge-seeking employee or simply to trick 
unknowing employees. Employees can also be radicalized after being hired. 
Accordingly, in well-protected institutions, if holistic security is to be 
achieved, the human and organisational factor must be given just as much 
focus as the physical and technical factors. 

As described, for terrorists, the scope for action has been reduced for the last 
decades. This not only due to efforts countering the threat directly, but also 
due to protective measures. Hence, for them the decision to go for soft targets 
comes easy, if there are no moral qualms involved. This is quite evident for 
low-capability actors, but even high-capability actors will often prefer easy 
targets. We have now entered the interesting issue of deterrence, which is 
covered in the analysis part that follows. 

The elaborations above could lead to the illusion that hard targets are totally 
avoided by terrorists, but that is not the case. Several events through the 
history of terrorism have demonstrated that highly symbolic assets and 
individuals with extensive protection can be targeted for several reasons. It 
could be that a capable terrorist actor actually thinks it is possible to conduct a 
successful attack and initiate an operation anyway. If successful, the prize is 
grand, so some terrorists can indeed be willing to accept a higher risk of 
failure. When a Jewish terrorist assassinated Yitzhak Rabin in 1995, the 
Israeli Prime minister was protected by a massive security apparatus. This is 
just one example proving that what seems impossible can be done after all 
(Pedahzur & Perliger, 2009: 99–110). Likewise, the Provisional IRA’s 
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attempt to kill Prime minister Margaret Thatcher in Brighton in 1984 serves 
as another example (McGladdery, 2006: 125-135). Although the attack on the 
Twin Towers on 9/11 was not an attack on a hard target per se, the attack on 
the Pentagon certainly was. As mentioned, there will also be less rational 
terrorists that are too ambitious or zealous, and hence, initiate attacks that are 
more or less doomed to fail. Another variety is also attacks conducted against 
hard targets by high capability actors, even though they acknowledge that the 
likelihood for achieving success in the form of a kill is non-existent. In such 
cases the ability to launch an attack, as a demonstration of strength and in 
order to boost moral within their own ranks and among their sympathisers, 
might be relevant objectives (Austin & Chan, 2013: 777). One example is the 
attack conducted by the Provisional IRA on 10 Downing Street in 1991 
(Taylor, 1997: 321–322). Another is the Real IRA’s attack on MI6 in London 
in 2000 (Morrison, 2013: 186). 

4.4.2 From the dataset 
In 205 of the 246 cases, it is possible to say something about hard or soft 
target focus of the militant Islamists operating in Western Europe in the 
period 1994–2016. 53 plots have vague documentation and accordingly they 
have been excluded from further analysis. For the 82 plots with strong 
documentation (in 15 plots both hard and soft alternatives are present), there 
is hard target interest observed in 42.7% of them, and a soft target focus in 
75.6 %. For the conducted 70 attacks (in two cases both alternatives are 
present), the hard target focus is down to 14.3%, while there is soft target 
focus in 88.6%. 
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The illustrations show that the soft target preference is visible for the whole 
period, with some exceptions. The clear soft target focus in the mid-1990s is 
due to the consistent strategy of the GIA-network in France. The December 
1994 Algeria hijack is the only hard target case in this period, but the airport 
security arrangements in Algeria at the time is difficult to assess. In the period 
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from 2000 to about 2007, we can see that there were several plots that 
involved both hard and soft targets. This period was dominated by group 
plots, which often means higher ambitions and a broader target browsing 
process than individuals planning to act alone. On the other hand, groups were 
often detected in time during this period. Regarding the soft target focus from 
around 2010 onwards, this is partially linked to the lone actor developments 
seen from that time and the fact that such actors seem to slip under the radar 
more often than groups do.  

The most interesting observation from the overviews is that the noticeable 
interest for hard targets in plots has almost diminished when it comes to the 
launched attacks. A hard target focus is observed occasionally, but such 
attacks are few and far between. The most consistent hard target type seen in 
attacks are flights, with a total of four incidents. These are the 1994 Algeria 
hijack, the 2001 Richard Reid case, the 2009 Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab 
case and the 2010 cargo planes incident. Established networks were behind all 
these attacks, but low-capability perpetrators have also conducted attacks 
against hard targets, like in the 2007 US embassy case in Vienna (Anes, 
2007). 

The main explanation for the soft target preference among militant Islamists is 
that in general, they find it legitimate to attack random civilians, and because 
there are robust security arrangements around particularly attractive targets. 
The fact that it is deemed legitimate to attack civilians indiscriminately opens 
an almost unlimited targeting portfolio for the terrorists. Furthermore, nothing 
triggers the public fear factor more than such attacks, besides soft targets 
normally meaning better odds for operational success and escape.  

Protective efforts around attractive highly symbolic targets, like parliaments, 
government buildings and top politicians, is a totally different matter today if 
compared to two-three decades ago. A look to the online resources of the 
Centre for Protection of National Infrastructure (CPNI) in the UK and the 
Department of Homeland Security in the US illustrate this to a large degree 
(CPNI, 2016, DHS, 2016). Literature on protective security, developed and 
published by security authorities, gives an even more thorough insight on the 
issue (e.g. FEMA, 2007; DHS, 2011). In conclusion, for years now hard 
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targets have become harder, while soft targets are as soft as they have always 
been.  

4.4.3 Deterrence and target displacement 
Two issues often raised when discussing hard and soft targets, as well as 
protective security in general, are deterrence and target displacement. 
Regarding deterrence, protective security is very much about creating a 
discouraging, deterrent effect, so that the terrorists will not initiate an attack at 
all. As for ordinary criminals, in his work Nagin (2013: 199) has presented 
valid arguments regarding apprehension and punishment, but I will argue that 
the only factor with real impact on militant Islamists is the likelihood for 
operational success. As such, perpetrator outcome is often not a big issue. 
Criminals will normally want to escape and survive, while many militant 
Islamists don’t fear dying for their cause as martyrdom is something to strive 
for. That said, robust protective security, which makes the terrorists realise 
that the chance for operational success is minimal, will often have a deterrent 
effect. The potential target will be discarded and when that happens the 
terrorists’ risk willingness has been overcome. A practical and natural 
consequence of this fact is that there will be target displacement, since most 
terrorists act with some amount of rationality. What should also be 
acknowledged here is that, at least when it comes to the casualty factor, target 
displacement can be negative or positive. For example, if terrorists are 
deterred from attacking a top politician and initiate a mass casualty attack in a 
public area instead, the target displacement can be characterised as negative. 
If, in contrast, terrorists are denied the option of a vehicle attack on a busy 
high street due to physical barriers and instead launch the vehicle attack in a 
less crowded street, the number of fatalities can be reduced. Then the target 
displacement has led to damage mitigation. It is also a valid point that every 
shift of target during a planning process will involve more activity from the 
terrorists’ side, opening up possibilities for mistakes and pre-attack detection. 

There were no attacks between 1994 and 2016 that involved the very hardest 
targets – like state leaders or highly symbolic state buildings. An interest for 
such targets can, however, be seen in some plots. For example, the 7/7 2005 
bombers were encouraged to consider the Bank of England, the G8 summit in 
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Scotland and the London Underground as targets (CNN, 2012a). The 2007 
London car bomb plotters considered 10 Downing Street, the Palace of 
Westminster and Buckingham Palace (MailOnline, 2008). Nicky Reilly, 
attacking a restaurant in Exeter in 2008, also considered a police station, a 
shopping centre and the Devonport dockyard (Adetunji, 2008). It is also 
suggested that the trainers of Mohammed Merah in Pakistan had tried to 
persuade him to attack the Indian embassy in Paris. Allegedly, Merah decided 
against this due to the difficulties of such an operation (Naravane, 2012). As 
we know, in all the aforementioned cases, the perpetrators went for soft target 
alternatives. Furthermore, as will be discussed later under the section on target 
type category, attacks against the law enforcement and military sectors have 
gone from hard to soft target attacks in the last fifteen years. 

4.4.4 Insiders are the Achilles heel of hard targets 
One possible negative synergy effect from improved protection of highly 
attractive targets is that terrorists may seek to use other attack approaches. 
The worst-case scenario here is if they succeed in getting someone on the 
inside to assist or conduct an attack. The insider threat, I will argue, is the 
Achilles-heel of the most prestigious targets today, because even the best 
physical and technical security efforts are not likely to help in such a case. 
This fact underlines the importance of good organisational security 
management, including proper personnel security efforts. Moreover, insider 
threats may appear in different forms. It is typically linked to employees but 
can also include others with a more sporadic access to a target, like the 
employees of subcontractors. In the section of the thesis covering the different 
target type categories, it can be seen how militant Islamists have on several 
occasions tried to use the insider approach. In other words, this threat is for 
real. The Rajib Karim case from 2010 has already been mentioned, but 
another example outside the scope of this project is the policeman killing the 
Russian ambassador in Turkey in 2016. He took advantage of his position, 
which enabled him to carry out the assassination (Walker et al., 2016). 
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4.5  The issue of discrimination 
Another central topic when it comes to terrorist targeting is the degree of 
discrimination. What and who do terrorists find legitimate to attack? Is their 
focus primarily directed against military forces, law enforcement personnel 
and others that are directly involved in the conflict, or are civilians also 
legitimate targets? If so, may all civilians, including women and children, be 
attacked, or are some categories of civilians to be spared? As described, the 
discrimination issue is one of the factors with the highest influence on 
terrorists’ target portfolio, and it has significant impact on the lethality 
potential as well as the danger the actor represents to the general public.  

With reference to the definitional issue on terrorism, who is targeted is a 
central issue in terms of the distinction between a legitimate armed struggle 
and terrorism. Hence, this goes straight into the classical freedom fighter 
versus terrorist debate, which is particularly noticeable in ethno-nationalist 
conflicts. Armed actors focusing only on military targets and the security 
apparatus have a better chance of avoiding the label of “terrorist” than those 
attacking civilian targets. This means that strategic considerations regarding 
the targeting discrimination issue are of considerable importance for a terrorist 
movement – if it is an ambition to gain legitimacy outside their own ranks. 
Killing a high number of civilians indiscriminately is likely to be 
counterproductive, since existing support (if there is any at all) in parts of the 
population can be expected to drop. One problem with the militant Islamists, 
from a European perspective, is of course that this global movement’s centre 
of gravity is outside this continent. Hence, what the populations in the 
Western European countries think of the jihadists’ actions is to a substantial 
degree of no concern to the militant Islamists. This is why the jihadists can 
apply a strategy of systematic indiscriminate targeting. 

A learning point from past conflicts is that there is not always a clear-cut 
difference between military and civilian targets. There are always some 
categories of people who, due to their functions, fall somewhere in between, 
since they play some part in the conflict picture. During the troubles in 
Northern Ireland, the British Army, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) and 
the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR) became preferred targets for the 
republican groups because of their role as security forces for the Crown 
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(McKittrick, D. Kelters, S., Feeney, B. Thornton, C. and McVea, D.; 1999). 
That said, individuals working in the prison services were also targeted due to 
the central role of the prison services with regard to the British internment 
policy. If we look at Spain and the Basque conflict, courts and judges were 
often considered legitimate targets due to their role in the conflict. As such, 
we can conclude that an occupational category, if given a direct and particular 
role in a conflict, runs a risk of becoming a legitimate target. 

Two additional factors must be kept in mind when dealing with the 
discrimination issue. First, not all indiscriminate attacks are necessarily 
intentional. A bomb may explode prematurely, pre-warnings may be given too 
late to evacuate the area and the information given in pre-warnings may be 
imprecise. Moreover, the wrong category of people can be hit; for example, 
civilians being killed when military personnel were the intended target. The 
abovementioned factors by no means represent valid excuses for any 
terrorists, since everybody knows from the start that mistakes and mishaps are 
bound to take place during an armed conflict. 

4.5.1 Indiscriminate or discriminate attacks is the main 
difference 

To measure the degree of discrimination, some sort of parameter is needed, 
and the most important, overarching distinction is simply whether there is 
indiscriminate or discriminate targeting. The discriminate factor is strongly 
attached to the terrorists’ alternative moral and rationality (Moghaddam 2008: 
13). In practice, indiscriminate targeting means attacking random civilians 
that do not play any part in the conflict picture, typically in public space. To 
fulfil the criteria of total indiscrimination, there is no differentiation or 
consideration from the perpetrators side with regard to the victims’ 
nationality, sex, age, race, political affiliation, religious believes or other 
characteristics. If so, the terrorists may, in principle, attack anyone anywhere. 
Accordingly, they can make full use of the target rich environment that, for 
example, a large city centre represents. Such terrorists, if the indiscriminate 
focus is combined with a mass casualty and soft target focus, represent the 
most serious threat to public safety - especially if they are high-capability 
actors as well. These are also the most challenging attacks to handle with 
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regard to police response – at least if the actors are determined to go on until 
they are killed themselves.  

Indiscriminate attacks will normally take place in public areas, including on 
public transport. Typical outdoor targets can be iconic tourist attractions, high 
streets, markets, sports events, concerts and other crowded places. Indoor 
targets can for example be shopping centres, nightclubs, museums, hotels and 
public meetings. With regard to public transport, the aviation and rail 
transport sectors have been more frequently attacked than other transportation 
means. 

Until the militant Islamists started operating in Europe (with exceptions), 
terrorists from ethno-nationalist organisations like Provisional IRA and 
Basque ETA, or left-wing groups like Rote Arme Fraktion and Red Brigades 
had at large shown a more selective targeting practice. Accordingly, several 
European governments and their respective security authorities had to deal 
with a totally new reality when the militant Islamist attacks became a 
transnational phenomenon on the continent. To protect ordinary citizens in 
public places is different and far more demanding than being able to focus on 
a limited number of potential targets like state buildings, royalties and top 
politicians.  

4.5.2 Constraints mean discriminate targeting 
As soon as there is some type of constraint or consideration in the selection of 
target, it will in principle represent a shift to discriminate targeting. This 
could, for example, be that women and children should be avoided, or that 
ordinary civilians should be spared in general. Accordingly, discriminate 
targeting means that only specific groups or individuals are targeted, like 
military forces, law enforcement personnel, authorities, royal personages, 
political or religious opposition, NGOs, media institutions, critical 
infrastructure and so on. A consequence of terrorists dealing with constraints 
in their targeting is that they must have better control over the operation they 
undertake. 

The narrowest form of discriminate targeting is attacks against name-specific 
individuals. Such attacks are typically directed against politicians, high-
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ranking police or military officers, and public debate participants. In the 
context of societal security, individual specific plots and attacks do not 
endanger the public in general, but the threat against the individuals in 
question cannot become more serious. 

4.5.3 From the dataset 
There are 207 cases where target discrimination is registered. 55 plots have 
vague documentation, and that leaves us with 82 plots and 70 launched 
attacks as a starting point for further analysis. For the 82 plots with strong 
documentation (there are 16 cases where both alternatives are present), there 
is indiscriminate focus in 64.6% of them, and a discriminate focus in 54.9%. 
For the 70 attacks (there are two cases where both alternatives are present), 
the indiscriminate focus is down to 48.6%, while there is discriminate focus in 
54.3%. 
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The mid-1990s was marked by the consistent modus operandi of the GIA-
network, which attacked indiscriminately with only two exceptions. One was 
the killing of the co-founder of FIS, Shaykh al-Baqap Sahraoui, in Paris in 
1995 (Nesser, 2008, p. 927; Kraft, 1995). The other was a bomb attack against 
a Jewish school in Lyon in the same year, where 14 children were injured 
(Nesser, 2008, p. 928; Riding, 1995). This GIA campaign, based on 
indiscriminate targeting in France in the 1990s, represented a shift for the 
police and security services in France. From 2000 onwards, the security 
authorities in other Western European countries were to experience the same, 
as the threat became transnational. From 2000 to 2010, the balance between 
indiscriminate and discriminate attacks came out to be quite even. From 2010 
onwards, there has been a higher frequency of attacks, and for plots we see a 
considerable indiscriminate targeting focus. If we look at the launched attacks, 
however, discriminate attacks are dominant. The difference between plots and 
attacks seen for the last years is because several individuals conducting 
attacks on their own have slipped under the radar, while groups to a large 
degree have been detected in time. Many of the individuals acting alone have 
chosen to initiate discriminate attacks against military and police personnel, as 
well as individual-specific public debate participants. This seems rational 
from the terrorists’ point of view, both with regard to their limited capability 
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and the fact that those categories that are attacked are attractive targets in 
general – due to their direct part in the conflict and the symbolism involved. 
The overweight of discriminate attacks for the last years is not, however, 
overwhelming. In total, the indiscriminate focus among the militant Islamists 
is significant, and there is no reason to believe that this will change in the 
future. 
 
The details concerning what kind of targets the militant Islamists have 
focused on in plots and attacks beyond the issue of discrimination will be 
thoroughly addressed later in this thesis. What we do note here is that for 
launched attacks, there is in total a slight majority of indiscriminate attacks 
(54.3%) compared to discriminate attacks (48.6%). As for the indiscriminate 
attacks, these are conducted, with few exceptions, against random civilians in 
public areas and on public transport. Here, and this is particularly noticeable 
in the mass casualty attacks claiming a high number of victims, the attackers 
have made no difference between victims’ gender, age, skin colour, religious 
affiliation or other factors. It is public knowledge, however, that some specific 
issues concerning target discrimination are subject to discussions in jihadi 
circles. This includes the legitimacy of killing of random civilians in general, 
killing women and children, and killing Muslims. 

4.5.4 Are random civilians legitimate targets? 
When looking into why random civilians, including women and children, 
represent legitimate targets for the militant Islamists, previous research on 
Osama bin Laden’s and AQ’s discourse and statements represent a starting 
point (Holbrook, 2014; Kepel & Milelli, 2008; Lawrence, 2005). In the late 
1990s and the first half of the 1990s, Osama bin Laden rarely alluded to 
violence as an important method in the struggle. In the latter half of the 1990s, 
following the 1996 Al-Khobar bombings, he defended the use of terrorism 
and endorsed violent attacks against US troops in the Arabian Peninsula 
(Lawrence, 2005: 74, 78). Then, with the 1998 declaration of war from the 
World Islamic front, the regional focus and the military targets were expanded 
to include both soldiers and civilians – wherever they could be found (Kepel 
& Kilelli, 2008: 55). Osama bin Laden’s and AQ Central’s main arguments 
for legitimizing the killing of civilians were that those who paid taxes and 
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voted for their political leaders constituted a support network legitimate to 
target for the jihadists (Holbrook, 2014: 86). For Zawahiri and his network in 
Egypt, the targeting debate was a familiar issue from the early 1990s. After 
the attack on the Egyptian embassy in Islamabad in 1995, organized by the 
Egyptian Islamic Jihad, Zawahiri came under pressure due to the targeting. In 
Suicide Operations: The Reasons for the Attack on the Egyptian Embassy in 
Islamabad in 1995, Zawahiri addressed some targeting aspects (Lacroix, 
2008: 157). He declared that embassy workers were legitimate targets due to 
their government loyalty; furthermore, there was a lengthy piece justifying the 
killing of civilians. He concluded that if there was a need or an obligation for 
Muslims to do so, it was acceptable (Holbrooke, 2014: 86). Another input on 
the civilian casualty issue came with the publication of Toward A New 
Strategy in Resisting the Occupier by AQ strategist Mohammad Hasan Khalil 
al-Hakim. He did not distinguish between military and civilian targets but 
stated that there were combatants and non-combatants. In a pragmatic 
manner, he argued that the peoples of the crusader West were all to be 
regarded as combatants. The same rhetoric was used by Chechen leader 
Shamil Basayev when he informed Russian civilians that they were legitimate 
targets as they were “unarmed military men” (Dolnik, 2007: 116). This was 
very much based on the same arguments made by Osama bin Laden regarding 
tax paying, voting and general support to their government (Lacey, 2008: 
155). As described, Osama bin Laden and leading individuals in AQ Central 
have broadly legitimized the killing of civilians in general, but not to 
everyone’s satisfaction. Two prominent voices close to Osama bin Laden, 
Abdallah Anas (son-in-law of Abdullah Azzam) and Sheikh Salman al-
Awdah, confronted the AQ leader on different occasion, challenging him on 
indiscriminate targeting that caused mass casualty results (Bergen, 2011: 298–
299). 

Regarding ISIS, there is, at the time of writing, limited research on targeting 
relevant rhetoric. Their statements and actions, however, speak for 
themselves. The organization has followed the bloody tradition once seen 
with AQ in Iraq and made atrocities and bestiality a part of their signature 
characteristics. Conducted killings and calls for more blood have been a part 
of their online activity, and central individuals, like their former spokesman 
Abu Mohammed al-Adnani (killed in 2016), have given speeches, leaving no 
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doubt that there are no constraints with regard to their methods and targets 
(Bayoumi, 2014; Stern & Berger, 2015: 95–96). Furthermore, the external 
operations group within ISIS, Emni, orchestrated both the 13 November 2015 
attacks in Paris and the 2016 Brussels bombings (Callimachi, 2016). These 
developments represent not just talk, but also action. 

Returning to al-Qaida, there are a few specific subcategories causing 
particular challenging currents beneath a seemingly calm surface. One topic is 
the killing of women and children. Grave examples have been seen from time 
to time, not least with the 2004 school siege in Beslan, where almost 400 
people were killed – many of them children (Martin, 2011: 127). Through the 
years, there have been strong voices arguing that killing women and children 
should be avoided. In his Global Islamic resistance call, Abu Mus’ab al-Suri 
acknowledged the problem, and advised that places and institutions occupied 
only by women and children should be spared (Lia, 2007: 411). However, 
Osama bin Laden, in a 2001 interview with Taysir Alluni from al-Jazeera, 
claimed that the Prophet’s banning of killing women and children was not 
absolute (Lawrence, 2005: 183–185). His main argument was that it is 
permissible since the infidels purposely kill women and children of Muslims. 
Following this, reciprocity is a keyword for AQ’s justification for killing 
civilians in an indiscriminate manner – including women and children. There 
is also a pragmatic side to this because it would be a considerable operational 
constraint if women and children should be spared under all circumstances. 
Blowing up airplanes, packed train carriages, as well as detonating bombs in 
crowded places, would become practically impossible. It could possibly also 
have a mitigating effect in terms of the public fear factor. Looking back, the 
most disastrous jihadist attacks in Western Europe have, after all, been 
indiscriminate mass casualty attacks against soft targets. 

It is important to remember that there is also a personal side to terrorist 
targeting practice. Perpetrators that can make their own decisions may avoid 
indiscriminate attacks more than group members; this may be, for instance, 
due to group hierarchy and intragroup dynamics. There are further 
elaborations on this later in the thesis, in the section on one perpetrator only. 
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4.5.5 Shedding the blood of other Muslims 
Killing Muslims has been a more challenging topic within jihadi circles than 
the killing of civilians since taking Muslims lives is explicitly forbidden in the 
Quran. The most natural way around this obstacle for pragmatic jihadi 
hardliners has been to simply argue that those Muslims who are killed are not 
really Muslims – in accordance with the takfiri narrative (Holbrooke, 2014: 
89–90). Both Osama bin Laden and Zawahiri stated early in the 2000s that 
Muslim leaders allied with the West, as well as members of their military and 
security apparatus, were legitimate targets. This was a signal that the al-Qaida 
in Iraq followed up on so thoroughly that it eventually became problematic 
for Osama bin Laden and AQ. 

There is, however, no consensus on the matter. Even though other Muslims 
may be traitors, as well as obstacles in the way of the cause, strategist Abu 
Mus’ab al-Suri has argued that they should be met with words, not swords 
(Lia, 2007: 409). Furthermore, in the short publication Toward A New 
Strategy in Resisting the Occupier, AQ strategist Mohammad Hasan Khalil al-
Hakim argue strongly that operatives must strive to avoid killing Muslims, 
and he disagreed with common arguments about not caring about Muslims 
getting killed (Lacey, 2008: 156–157). Additionally, the Osama bin Laden 
files found in Abbottabad in 2011 revealed that the former AQ leader argued 
against mass casualty attacks against Muslims – even stating that some 
concrete individual-specific attacks could have been executed in a more 
accurate manner than they were (The Osama bin Laden files, 2012: 27–28). 
Osama bin Laden also made it clear that indiscriminate attacks against 
Muslims is forbidden by God, and this fact did not change even though the 
motive was jihad (The Osama bin Laden files, 2012: 36–38). 

The most sincere attempt to justify the killing of other Muslims came from 
Zawahiri in 2008 as an answer to criticism from one of his oldest associates, 
Dr Fadl (Sayyed Imam al-Sharif), and other jihadists in Egypt. In the 
publication The Exoneration, Zawahiri came up with three major 
justifications for shedding Muslim blood (Holbrook, 2014: 91): 
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1) Muslim	deaths	in	and	among	other	legitimate	targets	are	

justifiable	since	the	Prophet	allowed	night	raids,	as	they	were	

necessary	to	achieve	victory.	This	means	that	attacks	that	do	

not	distinguish	between	enemies	witin	a	confined	space	

must	also	be	allowed.	

2) the	seventh-century	Muslim	conquest	used	catapults	–	

therefore	indiscriminate	weaponry	and	bombs	must	be	

justifiable	even	where	Muslims	live.	

3) “captive”	Muslims	being	held	by	enemy	forces	may	be	killed	

since	this	falls	under	the	category	of	“persisting	in	combat”,	

even	if	they	uses	Muslims	as	“human	shields”	(a	concept	

referred	to	as	Mas’alatut	at-Tatarrus).	

 
As described, there is a combined use of medieval interpretations and 
modern–day scenarios in Zawahiri’s justification, but as Holbrook (2014: 91) 
points out, the arguments rest on a weak theological and jurisprudential 
foundation. In conclusion, the killing of Muslims continues to be a difficult 
issue for AQ and its affiliates, shown through more cautionary notes from 
Zawahiri in more recent years. As for ISIS, they have not applied the same 
caution. The takfiri narrative seems to be the only possible alternative – not 
least since they are waging a war in a Muslim region, partially against other 
Muslim parties. 

4.6 The target type categories 
Having covered the issue of indiscriminate and discriminate focus, the next 
step is to provide an in-depth analysis of the different target type categories 
that have been exposed to plots and attacks by the militant Islamists in 
Western Europe from 1994 to 2016. A more superficial differentiating 
between target types would not release the full potential of the research 
material. general, each target type category is different from the others in 
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several ways; so, by digging deeper, more precise knowledge can be retrieved. 
This includes an enhanced general understanding of the targeting against the 
specific target type in question, a better insight regarding the modus operandi 
applied by the terrorists, as well as an increased potential for identifying 
targeting shifts and trends against the target type over time. Furthermore, 
detailed knowledge is important for those involved in the development of 
effective countermeasures – with regard to protective security measures, for 
instance. Here, it must be remembered that general threat assessments from 
security services are rarely rich in detail. Hence, when it comes to practical 
efforts, they might be difficult to apply directly at a lower level. Establishing a 
good risk assessment, for example, will include the development of realistic 
scenarios. Good datasets with case descriptions and details will be of major 
importance for this kind of work. Furthermore, detailed knowledge on 
terrorist modus operandi will contribute to the best possible practice in terms 
of the operational tactics of the police and military, for example while 
patrolling or securing critical infrastructure or crowded places. 

I will continue to base my analysis on the plots with strong documentation 
and the conducted attacks. However, I refer to vague plots when they are 
necessary to exemplify a general or specific point. After presenting the 
numbers from plots and attacks and showing how these are linked to the 
different target type categories, each of the respective categories will be 
separately assessed in greater detail. The first four categories will be those 
directly linked to state and government, namely Authorities, Law 
enforcement, Military and Diplomatic missions. Then, the categories that 
affect the general public most directly, Public area and Transport, will be 
covered. The category of Transport will be broken down into subcategories to 
achieve more depth and precision for the sectors involved, not least because 
aviation and rail transport represent two substantially different types of 
targets. These will be followed by the categories Public debate, Religious 
institutions and Others. The latter consists mainly of potential targets linked 
to critical infrastructure and information systems, but can also involve any 
asset or individual not covered by the other categories. 

For each target type category, there will first be a general introduction 
detailing why the target type in question is attractive to terrorists. As pointed 
out by Clarke & Newman (2006: 93–96), there may be several factors that 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

212 

influence this. Focusing primarily on the target characteristics, however, the 
attention here will primarily be on the role and function (alternatively activity 
and identity) of the target – including symbolic value when relevant. 
Furthermore, the vulnerability of the target is a major factor to consider. 
Within protective security risk assessments methodology, this is typically 
related to the level of protection (if any at all), target accessibility and the 
capability to respond to an attack – alternatively, the amount of time it will 
take for first responders with adequate capability to get to the scene. How 
central and influential each of these features are will vary both across target 
type categories and from case to case. After this, I will present the results 
from the dataset. A table will point to the most central cases, and this will be 
followed by a short description of central plots and attacks in a chronological 
order, so the situational context and the timeline developments is seen. This 
will be followed by an analysis, and in addition to the aforementioned 
features, target type changes within the target type category, developments 
linked to frequency of attacks, attack approach, casualties, as well as 
indicators of contagious effect will be addressed. 

The starting point for analysis here is the 92 plots with strong documentation 
and the 70 conducted attacks. In 12 of the plots, targets have not been 
identified by the police investigations, which brings the number of plots down 
to 80. It should also be noted that many plots and attacks have involved 
several target type categories.  

Plots and attacks according to target type category 

Target type category Plots (n80) Attacks (n70) 

Authorities 13 2 

Law enforcement 11 9 

Military 17 8 

Diplomatic missions 9 2 

Public area 30 21 

Transport 34 21 

Public debate 9 7 
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4.7 Targeting authorities 
From a terrorist’s point of view, targeting authorities means attacking the 
enemy, namely those directly responsible and accountable for the specific 
situation or problem in question, at heart. It is sometimes stated that one of the 
main characteristics of terrorism is that the violence is directed against an 
innocent third party, but that is not always the case. Importantly, symbolism 
comes in with full force for this category, since an attack against an iconic 
state building – or a high-ranking individual – will generally be interpreted as 
an attack against the nation in question itself.  

As described, the motivation for staging attacks against this target type 
category will typically be very high, and if operational success is achieved, 
the satisfaction afterwards will be equally strong. Also, the legitimacy for 
attacking the leadership of the declared enemy will go unchallenged among 
perpetrators, affiliates and sympathisers alike. The authorities, as decision-
makers, are also key for the future changes the terrorists ultimately seek to 
achieve. Like terrorist attacks against other target types, this is obviously a 
double-edged sword since a successful attack is more likely to lead to more 
extensive counterterrorism measures rather than compliances. Targeting a top 
authority figure does not solely have to be linked to compliances, however. It 
could also be about changing the political landscape, if that is regarded as 
favourable from a strategic perspective. After all, a top political leader is, 
function-wise, easy to replace, but personal characteristics like charisma and 
appeal to the voters may be another matter. Just as important, a new leader 
may want to make changes with impact on the conflict situation. For example 
by adjusting the country’s engagement in a distant area. This not necessarily 
due to the terrorists activity, but to please the general public - the voters. 

Authorities may include numerous different institutions and leaders on the 
state, regional or local level. That said, the attention from terrorists is typically 
directed against the very top level, like governments and parliaments, as well 
as presidents and royalties. Rightly, royalties do not exercise politics and 

Religious institutions 12 5 

Others 6 2 
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governance per se, but their formal and symbolic role, as well as national 
value, is indisputable. Furthermore, male members of royal families often 
perform military service and some even participate in armed conflicts, like 
Prince Harry’s stay in Afghanistan (Hopkins & Davis, 2013). As such, there is 
no surprise that royalties can also be attractive targets. 

For terrorists, the main problem with highly symbolic state assets and top 
state representatives is that these are well protected. In general, they are hard 
targets and even terrorist actors with decent capacities will encounter 
substantial difficulties if they try to reach such targets. The background for the 
extensive security measures surrounding authorities, as well as royalties, is 
obviously a consequence of historic events and not related only to terrorism. 
Ministers and royalties have since long also been exposed to criminals and 
stalkers – not least mentally unstable individuals (Hoffmann, Meloy, & 
Sheridan, 2014). Looking at terrorism for the last five decades, we have, for 
example, also seen Provisional IRA’s assassination of Lord Mountbatten in 
1979, the attempt to kill Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in Brighton in 
1984 and the mortar attack on Downing Street 10 in 1991 (Oppenheimer, 
2009: 112, 119–122). Another example is that ETA in 2004 considered 
launching an attack against King Juan Carlos, as well as the Spanish 
government (The Guardian, 2009). 

As mentioned previously, terrorists may also launch attacks against highly 
symbolic targets even though they are almost certain the attack in question 
will fail. This can happen if they want to show operational strength, as 
explained in the section dealing with hard and soft targets. One example here 
is the mortar attack conducted by the Provisional IRA against Prime Minister 
John Major and 10 Downing Street in 1991 (Whitney, 1991), although a 
senior PIRA veteran interviewed by the author claims the perpetrators most 
likely actually believed they could “hurt PM Major and his government”. It 
may be questioned whether a show of strength was also a motivating factor 
with the Real IRA attack against MI6 in London in 2001. With this attack, 
they displayed an operational capability on British mainland, and they also 
revealed possession of heavy weaponry not used until then in Northern 
Ireland or England (Senguota, 2000). Such attacks could also be initiated, 
however, if the terrorists want to send a more concrete message to the 
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authorities – for example, if they want to achieve more progress in a 
negotiation process that has been standing still. 

Let us also remember that militant Islamists do not have many caveats when 
operating away from home, and that they can strike against random soft 
targets without risking backfire from their own ranks and supporters. 

4.7.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
According to the dataset, targets in the category Authorities were under 
consideration as a potential target in 27 of 138 plots from 1994 to 2016 (in 38 
plots potential targets are unknown). Focusing on the plots with strong 
documentation, the number is down to 13 of 78 plots (in 12 plots, the 
potential targets are unknown). Even here, however, the focus on top-level 
authority targets has been of a superficial nature, and subsequently they have 
been discarded in favour of other target types. There are, however, seven plots 
where militant Islamists have demonstrated serious attention towards 
authorities. These are accompanied by the two launched attacks directed 
against targets in the category Authorities. The overview is as follows: 

Year Plot / 
attack 

Description Target 

2003 Attack Toxic letters case PM, ministries and others 
2004 Plot PM Alawi plot Visiting Prime Minister 
2005 Plot Hoftstad gr. Wilders threats Member of Parliament 
2005 Plot NATO / EU-commission EU comm. 
2006 Plot Aabid Khan royalties plot Royal family, parliament 
2010 Attack MP Timms stabbing Member of Parliament 
2013 Plot Markus Beisicht plot Party leader 
2013 Plot Blair or Mumbai-style plot Former PM Blair, others 
2014 Plot EU Brussels plot EU HQ building 

 

The first incident took place in June 2003 when Belgian police arrested a 45-
year old Iraqi male for sending letters laced with toxic powders. They were 
signed “The International Islamic Society” (Nesser, 2008: 933). Letters were 
sent to Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt, the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, as well as others described in other following target type 
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categories. The content proved to be non-lethal (Associated Press, 2003). On 
3 December 2004, German police arrested three Iraqi citizens of Kurdish 
origins and members of Ansar al-Islam separately in Berlin, Stuttgart and 
Augsburg. Police suspected that they planned to assassinate the visiting Iraqi 
Prime Minister Iyad Alawi at a business forum at a bank in central Berlin the 
very same day (DW, 2004). The men were later convicted of attempted 
participation in a murder (Der Spiegel, 2008). 

In July 2005, Dutch police arrested Dutch-British 17-year old Maik R., who 
was later convicted for threatening Member of Parliament Geert Wilders 
twice via e-mail earlier in 2005. Ayaan Hirsi Ali, at the time also a Member of 
Parliament, also attracted his attention. Maik R. was in possession of 
homemade explosives that were found in his parents’ house (de Verdieping, 
2005a). He had acquaintances in the Hofstadgroup, but he was not a member. 
Two months later, in September 2005, French police arrested nine members 
of The Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) for plotting an 
attack in France (Nesser, 2008: 937). They probably planned to strike three 
European countries simultaneously on the eve of the 29 September 
referendum in Algeria. A cell that was arrested in Brussels was allegedly 
preparing suicide attacks on NATO headquarters and the European 
Commission (Tazaghart & Jacquard, 2005). 

Aabid Khan was arrested on 6 June 2006 and materials in his possession 
indicated the planning of terrorist acts (Crown Prosecution Service, 2009). 
The main focus was on royalties and potential targets, which included the 
Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh, the Prince of Wales, the Duke of York, the 
Earl of Wessex and Princess Michael of Kent, the Duke and Duchess of 
Gloucester and the Duke and Duchess of Kent. Additionally, there seemed to 
be an interest in the Palace of Westminster, Tower Bridge and the London 
Underground (Gardham, 2008). Khan was affiliated to the Toronto 18 
network, disrupted in Canada just days before (BBC News, 2008; Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2009). 

In May 2010, the second attack in this category was conducted when student 
Roshonara Choudhry stabbed and injured MP Stephen Timm during a 
constituency surgery at the Beckton Globe Library in East London. She was 
angered by the Iraqi war and inspired by AQ’s key figures Abdullah Azzam 
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and Anwar al-Awlaki (Pantucci, 2015: 283). The student had conducted 
research on the backgrounds of London MPs by using different websites, 
including They work for you, where she found information on voting records 
from the parliament (Rayner & Bingham, 2010; Dodd, 2010). She focused on 
MPs Jim Fitzpatrick, Margaret Hodge, Nick Raynsford and Stephen Timms, 
due to their support of the Iraq war (Rayner & Bingham, 2010). She decided 
to target Timms, made an appointment to see him, and stabbed him twice in 
the abdomen as they met (Rayner & Bingham, 2010). 

In March 2013, four Salafists were arrested in Germany for planning to 
assassinate right-wing party leader Markus Beisicht. Two were arrested while 
conducting hostile reconnaissance. In addition to weapons, police found a list 
with eight Pro-NRW members’ names marked in red, including Beisicht (Der 
Spiegel, 2013a). In a video made by Islamists in the border region between 
Afghanistan and Pakistan there were calls to hunt down and kill Pro-NRW 
party members. The small group had bought guns and a silencer to prepare for 
the assassination (Der Spiegel, 2013). 

In September 2013, Eron Incedal was arrested in London for a traffic offense. 
A search of his car disclosed a piece of paper with the address of former PM 
Tony Blair and his wife, and surveillance was initiated after Incedal’s release. 
Incedal had been in Syria and communicated with a male in Syria via email 
about committing an act of terrorism. Murdering an individual of significance 
or a Mumbai-style terror attack were ideas. On 13 October, police arrested 
Incedal again with Mounir Rarmoul-Bouhadjar (BBC News, 2015a). They 
found a SD memory card that contained bomb-making plans and notes for 
“Plan A” (MailOnline, 2014). Skype messages and emails on a laptop referred 
to guns (BBC News, 2015a). Police also discovered a photo of an East End 
synagogue on Incedal’s iPhone (MailOnline 2014). Both men were sentenced 
to imprisonment for possession of a bomb making manual (BBC News, 
2015c). 

In August 2014, Belgium police detained a man and woman who had returned 
from the war in Syria via Turkey under the suspicion that they were plotting 
an assault on the European Union's main offices in Brussels – the Berlaymont 
building (The Guardian, 2014). Three other individuals were arrested in 
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Belgium, Netherlands and Turkey. Weapons were recovered in a raid on one 
of the suspects’ Brussels residence (Fantz & Cruickshank, 2014). 

4.7.2 Analysis 
What the dataset shows is that the interest for targeting authorities is 
substantial among militant Islamists. Compared to other target type 
categories, the category “authorities” has in total (plots and attacks) received 
more attention than religious institutions and public debate participants but 
less attention than the categories “public area and public transport” – which 
clearly dominate. Important to note, however, is that the considerable interest 
for authorities in plots is not reflected when it comes to the conducted attacks. 
The toxic letter case from Belgium in 2003 and Roshonara Choudry’s 
stabbing of MP Stephen Timms in London in 2010 are the only conducted 
attacks within the category “authorities”, and the seriousness of the first 
incident is debatable. What this research has also disclosed is that perpetrators 
who have launched attacks against other target type categories have shown an 
interest in politicians and authorities in the early stages of their planning 
process without following up on them. For example, the individual killing 
filmmaker Theo van Gogh in the Netherlands in 2004, had previously shown 
an interest in politicians Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Geert Wilders. The 2005 7/7 
bombers were allegedly asked to consider the upcoming G8 summit in 
Scotland as a target (CNN, 2012a). Furthermore, the 2007 Haymarket 
bombers had conducted a reconnaissance trip, considering 10 Downing Street, 
the Parliament and Buckingham Palace as options, but discarded these 
alternatives immediately after observing the visible security efforts in place 
(Mail Online, 2008). The level of protection surrounding high-end targets, 
like government members and highly symbolic state or governmental 
buildings, explain why such targets remain unexplored in practice. In many 
countries, these are protected by armed police, visitors must go through 
airport-style security screening, and layers with protective efforts will slow 
down intruders, allowing the escape of the main targets. With easier access 
and greater vulnerability, however, we would have seen more attacks against 
authorities and royalties; hence, I will argue that there is a documented 
deterrent effect due to protective security efforts. 
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What must also be registered when assessing the category of authorities is 
that, more often than not, the attack is (or plans to be) directed directly at a 
high-ranking or profiled individual and not against highly symbolic buildings 
per se – for example, using a vehicle-born improvised explosive device 
(VBIED). There were no conducted attacks by the hands of militant Islamists 
against high symbolic state or governmental buildings from 1994 to 2016, and 
the only plot where there seems to be some substance for an attack against 
such a building was the Berlaymont building plot in Belgium in 2014. It must 
should be added that there was an attack against the Palace of Westminster in 
2017, and also an incident outside of the premises (vehicle attack) in 2018. 

In a broader perspective, we have obviously seen several VBIED-attacks 
against official buildings, like the Oklahoma-bombing in 1995 and Breivik’s 
bomb attack in Oslo in 2011, so it is important to keep an open mind about the 
matter. That stated, it is still clear that politicians in general are most 
vulnerable when they are out of office. This has been proven with 
assassination of party leader Pim Fortuyn in Hilversum in 2002, the stabbing 
of MP Stephen Timms in London in 2010 and the killing of MP Jo Cox in 
Birstall in 2016. It is worth noting that none of these victims had close 
protection officers,. As will be clarified in the following sections of this 
chapter, ordinary politicians, public debate individuals and media persons are 
more exposed to attacks than prominent top politicians and royalties. 

It is not only the level (or lack) of protection that matters when terrorists 
choose their individual-specific targets, because politicians are rarely chosen 
on random. MP Stephen Timms was carefully selected by Roshonara 
Choudhry due to his support of the 2003 Iraqi invasion. Tony Blair was 
President Bush’s closest ally in the “war on terror” and received attention 
from terrorists involved in the 2002 Jubilee plot (Pierce, 2007), the 2004 
Crawley case (BBC News, 2007; Nesser, 2015: 171-181), the 2007 
Haymarket bombing (MailOnline, 2008), the 2008 AQ-GB case (Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2011) and the 2013 Incedal case (BBC News, 2015a). 
Although not part of the dataset here, the March 2017 Westminster attack and 
the August 2018 vehicle attack outside the premises illustrate that the target 
hardening of such institutions makes it more likely that attacks are initiated 
and at least initially directed against people outside the established security 
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perimeter. Such attacks might seem meaningless, but the symbolic effect will 
still be significant - and maximum media coverage is guaranteed. 

Political events can also be of interest to terrorists, and both the public present 
and the political representatives can constitute the primary target. Closed 
national and international political summits will be even more attractive 
targets, but such events are always protected with a “ring of steel”. The 
chance for operational success is minimal, and this is also why there are no 
serious, well-documented plots directed against such targets. As previously 
noted, the G8 summit in Scotland was allegedly an alternative target for the 
2005 7/7 bombers, but there are no indications that this was considered at all 
by the perpetrators. Likewise, the plans to crash a plane into the G8 meeting 
in Genova in July 2001, which president Bush was attending, is vaguely 
documented (The Guardian, 2001). The operational difficulties obviously rule 
out such alternatives for low-capability actors. The conclusion is that royalties 
and top politicians, the buildings they work in, as well as top summits 
constitute attractive targets, but they are so well protected that they represent 
very difficult targets for terrorists. As such, there is a greater risk for the 
politicians a step below the top level, and especially so when they are out in 
public areas or in local offices with a lower level of security. 

4.8 Targeting diplomatic missions 
Diplomatic missions are here defined as representatives from a state, 
(alternatively, it may be an international inter-governmental organization like 
the UN or the EU) present in another state to officially represent the former 
state or organization. Diplomats will, under normal circumstances, be based at 
an embassy or a consulate. The history of terrorism has on numerous 
occasions proven that diplomatic facilities and personnel constitute attractive 
targets for terrorists. The Holger Meins’ Kommando’s (Red Army Faction) 
siege of the West-German embassy in Stockholm in 1975 is a well-known 
example (Aust, 2009: 223–226). In the 1990s, al-Qaida initiated their 
campaign against the US outside the war zones with their almost simultaneous 
attacks against the US embassies in Dar es Salaam and Nairobi in 1998 (US 
Department of State, 2013: 50). It is not only buildings and premises, 
however, that are targeted. Several ambassadors and other diplomats have also 
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been targeted while they were out of office. Provisional IRA’s assassination 
of British ambassador Christopher Ewart-Biggs in Dublin in 1976 sent 
shockwaves throughout London (Coogan, 2002: 470). Another famous attack 
is the Abu Nidal Organization’s attempted assassination of Israeli ambassador 
Shlomo Argov in London in 1982, which triggered the 1982 Israeli invasion 
of Lebanon (The Guardian, 1982). A more recent example is the murder of 
Russian ambassador Andrey G. Karlov in Turkey in late 2016 (Arango & 
Gladstone, 2016). 

Some countries have been more exposed to terrorist attacks against their 
diplomatic missions than others. The United States of America is one of them 
(US Department of State, 2013). Israel is another. That said, diplomatic 
missions from practically any Western European country may be attacked, as 
seen with the attack on the Danish embassy in Islamabad in 2008 or the Italian 
consulate in Cairo in 2016 (Rondeaux, 2008; Fahim, 2015). According to the 
Global Terrorism Database (GTD), there were 314 terrorist attacks against 
diplomatic missions around the world in 2014 and 2015 (GTD, 2016). 

As official representatives, diplomatic missions will always stand out as 
attractive targets for terrorists. Most terrorist movements are, after all, fighting 
states. The attractiveness is directly linked to the role and function of 
diplomatic missions, and the symbolic link between the diplomats and the 
very top decision-makers of a state is crystal clear. Diplomats function as 
maintainers of the interests of their country and citizens. In some cases, 
diplomatic missions are easier or more practical to target compared to 
organising an attack within the territory of the state in question. The United 
States is not accessible for a lot of terrorist actors due to geographical reasons. 
Israel is another country that is difficult to enter and operate in for terrorists. 
This is one reason why the Hezbollah from time to time have targets Israeli 
diplomatic facilities and Jewish communities all over the world – just like the 
state of Israel have targeted their oppononents abroad (see e.g. Pedahzur, 
2009; Thomas, 2000). The 1992 attack on the Israeli embassy in Buenos Aires 
that killed 29 people is one grave example (LA Times, 1992). A more recent 
case is Hezbollah’s targeting of the Israeli embassy in Baku in 2009 (Ynet 
News, 2009). It can also be the case that embassies and consulates in conflict 
regions are too difficult to attack, leading the terrorists to attack diplomatic 
missions in a third country. It is also possible that exile groups take advantage 
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of the hospitality of their host states and launch an attack against the foreign 
representation of their enemies in the country in question. 

When it comes to vulnerability, embassies belonging to exposed states like 
France, Israel, the United Kingdom and the United States of America will be 
well protected, and their ambassadors are typically accompanied by close 
protection officers when out of office. As such, embassies and ambassadors 
can rightfully be characterized as hard targets, since the chance of success 
through a terrorist attack against them is very limited. So, even though 
embassies are certainly accessible per se, security precautions will make it 
difficult to get inside the facility for anyone with such intentions. Hence, the 
conclusion is that even though embassies are attractive targets, other target 
types come forward as considerably easier to act against. 

4.8.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
According to the dataset, diplomatic mission was a potential target in 16 of all 
176 registered plots. If we just look to the plots with strong documentation, 
diplomatic missions were a potential target in 9 of 78 plots with strong 
documentation from 1994 to 2016. Seven plots from the vague plots are not 
included. To a large degree, however, the interest in embassies and consulates 
has been of an initial or superficial nature, which has been discarded in favour 
of other target types. This will be discussed later, but the starting point for 
analysis constitutes only three plots with a more serious focus towards a 
diplomatic mission, accompanied by the two conducted attacks from the same 
period. The overview is as follows: 

Year Plot / 
attack 

Description Target 

2001 Plot Khemais cell plot  Embassy, consulate 
2001 Plot Beghal, US embassy plot Embassy 
2002 Plot Russian embassy, Paris Embassy 
2003 Attack Toxic letters case Embassies 
2007  Attack US embassy, Vienna Embassy 

 

The first plot with strong documentation against an embassy is from April 
2001. Italian police arrested a cell headed by Sami Ben Khemai (Khemais) 
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Essid, linked to the Islamic Cultural Center in Milan. More arrests followed in 
October 2001. Allegedly, the cell discussed bombings and other attacks in 
Europe, including the use of chemicals (Nesser, 2008: 930). Officials stated 
that Italian authorities worked with US officials to thwart an attack on the US 
Embassy in Rome. The US Embassies in Rome and the Vatican City, as well 
as the US consulates in Naples and Milan, were closed to the public for 
several days in January 2001 (Joschelyn, 2012). Court documents also pointed 
towards US targets (Chicago Tribune, 2002). The second case within this 
category came to light in France in September–October 2001 after the Djamel 
Beghal network was disrupted (Bright, 2001; Nesser, 2008: 930). Several 
North Africans, French-Algerians and French were arrested for planning to 
attack US interests in Europe. Of the two concrete plots involving diplomatic 
missions, French investigators believed one plot to be directed against the US 
embassy at Place de la Concorde in Paris, while the other concrete plot from 
the same network was directed against the US consulate in Marseille (Bright, 
2001). 

In December 2002, nine North Africans with ties to AQ and GSPC were 
arrested in Paris on suspicion of planning to bomb the Russian embassy in 
Paris, possibly in combination with biological/chemical agents (Nesser, 2008: 
932). Empty butane gas containers, remote-control detonators and a chemical 
warfare suit were found (Smith, 2002). The first launched incident within this 
category came with the previously described Iraqi who sent out toxic letters to 
several institutions in Belgium in 2003. Among those who received letters 
were the US, British and Saudi embassies (Nesser, 2008: 933; Associated 
Press, 2003). The second launched attack in this category came to light in 
October 2007 when Austrian security authorities arrested two Bosnian 
Muslims, Asim C. and Mehmed D., for an attempted attack against the US 
embassy in Vienna. Asim C. had tried to enter the embassy while carrying a 
backpack packed with grenades, plastic explosives, nails, screws and other 
metal fragments (ORF, 2012). According to media reports in Bosnia, Mehmed 
D. had extremist links, and was the driver behind the incident (Alic, 2007). 
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4.8.2 Analysis 
What this dataset has shown is that the general interest among terrorists for 
targeting diplomatic missions is limited, but it does surface on a regular basis, 
especially when we consider that this target type also appears in several other 
vague plots that have been excluded from the overview. The role and function 
of diplomatic missions, as representatives of states, as well as the symbolism 
involved, adequately explains why they are attractive targets. The interest for 
targeting embassies and consulates is mainly observed in early target 
browsing phases, and normally it is of a rather superficial character. Most 
often, the terrorists will, further down the lane, end up focusing on other 
target types. In no other target type category, possibly with the exception of 
“Authorities”, is initial interest discarded to such a degree in the early 
planning phases. We must also note that the two conducted attacks in Western 
Europe included here, namely the 2003 toxic letters case in Belgium and the 
2007 US embassy in Vienna incident, were not sophisticated operations. As it 
turned out, the case with the toxic letters did not have a lethal potential 
(Associated Press, 2003). The second attack, the 2007 US embassy in Vienna 
case, was seemingly also significantly amateurish, and there are suggestions 
that the assailant was a weak figure, exploited and guided by the second 
accomplice (Alic, 2007). In contrast, however, more established groups or 
networks were behind the three plots in the early 2000s. What should also be 
added is that diplomatic missions from the United States are targeted more 
often than other nations’ representatives. 

As described above, the most central questions to be answered are why the 
interest for diplomatic missions in Western Europe seems to be of limited 
priority among the militant Islamists, and why an initial interest is discarded 
most often in favour of other target types. To address the first question, the 
vulnerability of the diplomatic facilities and personnel are reduced 
significantly through the established protective security measures. 
Furthermore, most diplomatic facilities are accessible to the public, but 
appointments must be made and the security procedures are often thorough. In 
order to plan a sophisticated attack, hostile reconnaissance on site is a 
necessity, and terrorists quickly realize that breaching entry, or organizing an 
attack in the proximity of the perimeter, is a difficult task. In other words, the 
chance for operational success is very limited. The second factor is that 
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militant Islamists in general find it legitimate to target indiscriminately. In 
short, the chance for operational success, maximum public fear factor and 
escape are all significantly higher when targeting civilians as compared to 
embassies or ambassadors. So, even though the motivation for attacking 
diplomatic missions might be intuitive, present and strong, most terrorists 
considering such an act will abandon the idea. 

It is interesting to note that the symbolic value of attacking diplomatic 
missions is so strong that leadership and distant instigators occasionally 
request that such targets be prioritized. In the 2007 Sauerland cell case in 
Germany, the Islamic Jihad Union in North Waziristan allegedly suggested 
that the cell should target the Uzbek embassy and other Uzbek facilities, but 
this was ignored (Steinberg, 2013: 71, 74). Moreover, media reports have 
suggested that Mohammed Merah was encouraged by his Pakistani handlers 
to target the Indian embassy in Paris, which he rejected due to the difficulty of 
such an operation (Naravane, 2012). The protective level at the embassies in 
question are likely to have played a role in both cases, and it can also be the 
case that the suggested targets were of greater relevance and importance to the 
instigators than the local perpetrators. 

The militant Islamists’ preference for US diplomatic missions is not 
surprising. The US (and, to a certain degree, Israel) has been the declared 
main enemy for the three decades AQ has existed. Furthermore, the US has 
deployed troops and been the largest military contributor from the West in the 
conflict regions. Finally, targeting the US has been a constant subject in jihadi 
propaganda and statements. The attention towards the US must be expected to 
continue. Although the focus on Israeli embassies and consulates is not 
significant in strong plots and attacks, interest is observed in several cases 
with vague documentation. Dutch Yehya K. claimed that he wanted to attack 
the Israeli embassy in the Hague since it would be easier to attack than the US 
embassy – which seems to be quite an easy assumption (de Verdieping, 
2005). In 2006, Norwegians in Oslo discussed potential targets, which 
included the US and Israeli embassies in Oslo, as well as the Israeli 
ambassador (NTB, 2006). The militant Islamists’ focus on attacking Jews – 
and not Israeli state targets – indicate a target displacement practice due to the 
robust protection of Israeli embassies. From the militant Islamists’ point of 
view, an attack on Jews is an attack on the state of Israel. Other countries that 
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particularly exposed to the terrorist threat are the large actors in the West and 
Russia. The latter has been given attention due to the Chechnya conflict, as 
well as the current Russian engagement in the Syria and Iraq conflict. The 
last-mentioned conflict is also a reason for increased threats against Turkish 
diplomatic missions. There is no reason to expect a reduced interest in 
targeting the diplomatic missions of central countries in the West, but due to 
strict security arrangements it is likely that initial interest will rarely develop 
into concrete actions.  

4.9 Targeting law enforcement 
Members of the law enforcement sector are particularly exposed to terrorist 
attacks; these include members of the police, the security and intelligence 
services, the court system and the prison services. For a more specific 
definition with regard to what law enforcement (LE) includes we can look to 
Wikipedia (2018) with their reference to New Law Journal, 1974 (Hess & 
Orthmann, 2008: 1); 

“any	system	by	which	some	members	of	society	act	in	an	organized	manner	
to	enforce	the	law	by	discovering,	deterring,	rehabilitating,	or	punishing	
people	who	violate	the	rules	and	norms	governing	that	society.	Although	the	
term	may	encompass	entities	such	as	courts	and	prisons,	it	is	most	frequently	
applied	to	those	who	directly	engage	in	patrols	or	surveillance	to	dissuade	
and	discover	criminal	activity,	and	those	who	investigate	crimes	and	
apprehend	offenders.”	
 
The police are the most exposed group within the law enforcement category, 
and this is first and foremost due to the basic responsibilities, functions and 
tasks police have in a democratic society. According to the Global Terrorism 
Database (GTD), police personnel have been targeted by terrorist groups in 11 
500 of the 98 112 recorded incidents between 1970 and 2010, comprising 
almost 12% of terrorism targets (Gibbs, 2013). From a definitional 
perspective one should keep in mind that the role and functions of the police 
may differ from one part of the world to another, and some countries also 
have police units with a paramilitary profile and function. Hence, in some 
countries there might be a blurry distinction between police and military 
identity and activity, but this is less unclear in Western Europe. 
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There are many reasons why police officers are attacked by terrorists and 
other criminals, ranging from personal motives –revenge, for example – to 
calculated strategic considerations. With regard to role and function, the 
police is tasked with keeping public order, preventing and investigating 
criminal activity and securing the public against serious threats from a variety 
of actors. They are obliged to intervene when attacks happen, and, when 
applying legal use of force, they might injure or kill the terrorists involved. 
They also assist security services in arrest operations to thwart attacks – or in 
round-ups afterwards. In short, police officers are heavily and directly 
involved as one of the primary tools for the authorities in countering 
terrorism. Also, it is important to note that the police, as representatives of the 
state, constitute symbolic targets for terrorists. Therefore, an attack against 
police officers can be interpreted as an attack against the state. Rightly, 
regular police officers are, if compared to members of government or a 
parliament building, not highly symbolic targets, but still symbolic targets on 
a more moderate level. On the other hand, the national police headquarters 
and high-ranking police commanders could probably be characterized as 
highly symbolic targets. Nevertheless, the conclusion is that the role, function 
and symbolic value of the police makes this target type attractive and 
legitimate from the terrorists’ point of view.  

The issue of their vulnerability will vary according to the context. In most 
Western European countries, the police are armed and can respond to an 
attacker with deadly force, making the outcome more uncertain for them. 
Furthermore, central police stations and headquarters are often, but not 
always, physically well protected – at least to the degree that the element of 
surprise is significantly reduced. A police officer who is alone on the street is, 
however, significantly vulnerable even to attacks from a low-capability actor. 
Falling between these two examples are contexts where police officers are 
moderately vulnerable. The conclusion, therefore, is that the capability and 
ability of the police to instantly deal with a direct attack is highly contextual. 
As for accessibility, this is the Achilles-heel of the police force. Those 
wanting to target them will find them easily. They can be found in public 
areas. They are uniformed and easy to spot. They secure exposed events and 
assets, and they can even be lured into traps and ambushes because they are, 
for example, obliged to respond to emergency phone calls. They also run an 
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extra risk when dealing directly with terrorists – for instance, during arrest 
operations and under surveillance operations. They can be targeted if they 
have not blended in properly or if they have routines on or off duty, as seen in 
Northern Ireland on several occasions (see, for example, Young, McAleese, & 
PA, 2015). Not least, police officers, as well as civilians employed in the 
police force, may be attacked on or off duty.  

Security and intelligence services will, under normal circumstances, also be 
considered to be potentially legitimate targets by terrorists, not least due to 
their direct role regarding counterterrorism. Both security and intelligence 
services constantly search for terrorist actors and networks, and while 
following up on these in practice, they become a direct and main enemy for 
the terrorists on the operational arena. Security services are, after all, the main 
reason for the operational security precautions and the general intragroup-
paranoia among terrorists on a daily basis. As representatives of the state, the 
police also have a symbolic value. In terms of vulnerability, members of the 
security and intelligence services are less accessible than ordinary police. 
They are not visible in the public domain, they work in well-protected 
buildings and most members of these institutions should be fairly security 
conscious regarding their behaviour in general. This makes them less 
vulnerable and more difficult to target directly by terrorists, when compared 
to the ordinary police force.  

The court system and prison services have not been common targets for the 
militant Islamists in Europe – at least not if compared to the Northern Ireland 
conflict and the Basque conflict, where judges and prison service employees 
were attacked on a regular basis (Irish Times, 2001; McKittrick et al., 2012; 
El Correo, 2006). Still, there are cases where militant Islamists have given 
serious attention to courts and prison services, and this should not be ignored. 

4.9.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
According to the dataset, the law enforcement (LE) sector was a potential 
target in 17 of 176 registered plots. As for the plots with strong 
documentation, there was an LE interest in 11 of 78 plots from 1994 to 2016. 
In three of the eleven plots, however, the final target was more likely to be 
from another target type category. Hence, we are left with eight plots more 
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clearly aiming for law enforcement targets. When it comes to conducted 
attacks, law enforcement employees were targeted in 9 of 69 conducted 
attacks in the same period. The overview is as follows: 

Year Plot / 
attack 

Description Target 

2003 Attack Toxic letters case Court 
2004 Plot Azzou / Hostad arrest Security service HQ 
2004  Plot National court plot, Madrid Court 
2005 Plot Bouhrama GSPC case Security service HQ 
2008 Plot Rany Arnaud case Security service HQ 
2012 Plot Richard Dart plot Security services 
2014 Plot Police and military plot Police on street  
2014 Attack Stab attack police station Police station 
2015 Attack Police attack, Paris Police on street 
2015 Plot Verviers shoot-out Police station 
2015 Attack Rafik Yousef stabbing Police on street 
2016 Attack Police st. in Paris attack Police station 
2016 Attack Girl stabbing police Police on street 
2016 Attack Magnanville couple attack Police at home 
2016 Attack Charleroi police attack Police station 
2016  Attack Brussels machete attack Police on street 
2016 Plot Disneyland plot  Different LE targets* 

* DGSI (French security service) HQ, police HQ and the High court building 

As for courts, there are only two cases in the dataset. The first appeared in 
June 2003, when Belgian police arrested a 45-year old Iraqi for sending 
several letters laced with toxic powders to different addressees, including 
Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt, ministries, embassies, and – of particular 
interest here – a court in Brussels (Associated Press, 2003). The letters were 
signed “The International Islamic Society” (Nesser, 2008: 933). The second 
case that targeted a court is from October 2004 in Spain, when police rounded 
up a terrorist cell of North Africans that planned a suicide bomb attack in late 
2001 or early 2002 against the National Court in Madrid (NBC News, 2004). 
The cell had also given attention to the Spanish Supreme Court, Partido 
Popular’s office in Madrid, the metro, Principe Pio train station and Tierno 
Galván park (Heraldo, 2007). Other potential targets mentioned in the 
indictment were Torre Picasso (Madrid’s tallest building), Real Madrid’s 
football stadium Santiago Bernabeu, a major convention hall and the railway 
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station Atocha (Villanueva, 2004; CNN, 2006). The last case that should be 
mentioned here involved the Strasbourg and Marseille cell from November 
2016. They allegedly planned attacks against Disneyland Paris and the 
Champs Elysees Christmas market, but they seemingly also planned to target 
the HQ of a security service, a police HQ in Paris and the High Court building 
(Osborne, 2016). Cafe terraces and metro stations had also received attention 
(Lockett, 2016). 

The first case with focus on security and intelligence services appeared in 
June 2004 when Dutch police arrested Samir A. (Nesser, 2008: 936). He had 
links to the Hofstad group and had been captured on security cameras at the 
AIVD’s (the Dutch security and intelligence service) HQ in Leidschendam - 
apparently measuring distances. The suspect had looked to other potential 
targets as well, including a nuclear reactor in Borssele, the House of 
Representatives, the Ministry of Defense, Schiphol airport and military 
barracks in Roosendaal (Schuurman, Eijkman, & Bakker, 2014). The next two 
cases involving security services are from France – in 2005 and 2008 
respectively. In September 2005, police arrested members of GSPC on 
suspicion of planning attacks against the HQ of the security service DST in 
Paris (Nesser, 2008: 937). Other potential targets were the Paris Metro and an 
unspecified airport (Beyler, 2006). The Paris cell was part of a bigger 
network, which allegedly planned to strike three European countries 
simultaneously on the eve of the 29 September referendum in Algeria 
(Tazaghart & Jacquard, 2005). 

Then, in December 2008, French police arrested Rany A., Nadir B. and 
Adrien G. who planned a car or truck bomb attack against the DST HQ in 
Paris (Le Monde, 2012). The next case came in the UK in July 2012, with the 
arrest of Richard Dart and three others (Dodd, 2013). The cell had discussed 
targeting Wootton Basset (a town receiving fallen British servicemen and 
servicewomen), and members of the security and intelligence services 
(Metropolitan police, 2013). A final target decision was not found, but Dart 
and two others received long prison sentences (Crown Prosecution Service, 
2014). The last case involving security services appeared in November 2016, 
when French police arrested suspects linked to ISIS in Strasbourg and 
Marseille. Allegedly the cell planned attacks against Disneyland Paris and the 
Champs Elysees Christmas market, but they seemingly also planned to target 
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the France's counter-intelligence service (DGSI) hub, a police HQ in Paris and 
the High Court (Osborne, 2016). Cafe terraces and metro stations had also 
been given attention (Lockett, 2016). 

Continuing with the law enforcement group most frequently targeted by 
militant Islamists, the ordinary police, the first case appeared in October 2014. 
Four men linked to ISIS were arrested in London, and it was found that Tarik 
H. and Suheib M. plotted to carry out one or multiple attacks against police 
officers or servicemen using a silenced handgun. Tarik H. had done online 
information gathering of a police station and a Territorial Army  (Crown 
Prosecution Services, 2017). Media reports identified these as Shepherd’s 
Bush Police Station and White City Territorial Army Barracks in London. 
Furthermore, Instagram-images of two Metropolitan Police officers and two 
Metropolitan Police community support officers were  found (The Telegraph, 
2014). 

The first launched attack against police personnel took place two months later, 
when Bertrand N. attacked three police officers with a knife at the entrance to 
a police station in Joue-les-Tours. Three officers were wounded before the 
assailant was killed (France24, 2014). The first attack that caused a fatality 
happened on 8 January 2015, the day after the Charlie Hebdo attack, when 
Amedy Coulibaly shot and killed an unarmed female police officer in the 
Paris suburb of Montrouge. The next day, Coulibaly initiated the kosher shop 
siege in Paris (BBC News, 2015). On 15 January 2015, an arrest operation 
turned into a shootout between police and militant Islamists in Verviers, 
Belgium. Two gunmen were killed, and one was wounded. Allegedly, the 
Belgian nationals were preparing terrorist attacks on police stations (The 
Guardian, 2015). Interestingly, the Verviers incident allegedly disrupted the 
first centrally-led large-scale ISIS operation against Europe (Brisard & 
Jackson, 2016: 9). 

On 17 September 2015, German police shot and killed Islamist Rafik 
Mohamad Yousef in Berlin, after he stabbed and injured a policewoman. In 
2008, Yousef had been sentenced to eight years in prison for his involvement 
in the plot to kill Iraq’s former PM Ayad Allawi in Berlin in 2004 (BBC 
News, 2015b). A few months later, on 7 January 2016, Sallah Ali, launched 
an attack against a police station in Goutte d'Or in Paris. He was carrying a 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

232 

meat cleaver and had a dummy suicide vest. He was shot and killed by the 
police. A note found on his body “pledged allegiance” to ISIS. The incident 
took place exactly a year after the Charlie Hebdo attack (BBC News, 2016). 
Then, on 26 February 2016, a 15-year-old girl stabbed and injured a police 
officer in the neck at Hannover’s main train station before she was arrested. A 
20-year-old German-Syrian was convicted as an accessory. (DW, 2017). 

In the next case, police personnel were for the first time targeted in an off-
duty situation. In June 2016 Larossi Abballa stabbed and killed police 
commander Jean-Baptiste Salvaing outside his home in Magnanville. The 
assailant then killed Salvaing’s partner, who held an administrative position 
within the police department. Their three-year-old son was rescued when the 
police stormed the house and killed the perpetrator. Abballa was known to the 
security services. At the scene, investigators found a list of other potential 
targets; rap musicians, journalists and police officers. (Labbé, Chine, & 
Carraud, Simon, 2016). A French prosecutor confirmed that Abballa knew 
Salvaing was a policeman, and the latter had at a time been stationed in 
Mantes-la-Jolie, the town in which Abballa lives (BBC News, 2016b). 

On 6 August 2016 a man attacked two female Belgian police officers outside 
the local police headquarters in Charleroi. The assailant wielded a machete 
and shouted “Allahu Akhbar”. The suspect was shot by a third police officer 
and later died from his wounds. The attack took place at a small hut that had 
been mounted outside the Charleroi police station to provide an additional 
layer of security (Dearden & Forster, 2016). Two months later, on 5 October 
2016, Hicham D. attacked a male and a female police officer on the street in 
Brussels with a machete. One officer was hit in the neck and the other in the 
abdomen before the assailant fled the scene. He was shot in the leg by several 
police officers nearby and arrested (Rankin, 2016). The final case involving 
the police has already been covered under the section covering security 
services, namely the Strasbourg and Marseilles November plot from 2016. 
Although Disneyland Paris and the Champs Elysees Christmas market were 
the primary focus, a police HQ seemed to be a potential target (Osborne, 
2016). 
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4.9.2 Analysis 
The focus of militant Islamists towards courts and judges has been few and far 
in between. Although they are a part of the law enforcement sector, they are 
not as directly involved as police and security services. However, the 2004 
national court case in Spain and the 2016 Strasbourg and Marseilles case 
illustrate, that higher court institutions are attractive as highly symbolic 
targets. Although it has not been seen so far, the risk that courts and judges 
dedicated to handling terrorist cases may be targeted remains. However, there 
are always extensive security efforts during terrorist trials, so the residue risk 
is probably to a larger degree linked to day-to-day situations, as well as the 
off-duty time of judges. It is likely that in the coming years we will see an 
increasing number of trials against militant Islamists in several European 
countries. The combination of foreign fighters returning home and new 
legislation enabling judicial pursuit in some countries, may lead to terrorists 
showing an increasing interest towards courts and judges. The probability of 
more militant Islamists being imprisoned in the coming years must also be 
kept in mind by prison and correctional services. Although, except for the 
breakout plot in Belgium in 2007 (Nesser, 2008: 940; BBC News, 2007d), 
breakouts or freeing attempts have not been a big issue so far, such attempts 
cannot be thought of as impossible in the future.  

If we look at police and security and intelligence services, the police are 
targeted more often, with 11 plots and cases in total against five for the 
security services. Maybe the most interesting part here is how security 
services received attention from the terrorists from 2004 to 2012, and how this 
focus clearly shifted to the police from 2014 onwards. Furthermore, plots 
against security and intelligence services never materialized into conducted 
attacks, while regular police were subjected to eight launched attacks from 
2014 to 2016. Several factors contribute to explain the developments. As 
previously mentioned, the headquarters of security and intelligence services 
are often hard targets, and the interest seen for these has come from groups 
and networks which dominated the 2000s. These plots have all failed and the 
risk for detection will always remain high since such HQs will require hostile 
reconnaissance, as seen with Samir A. in 2004 (Nesser, 2008: 936; 
Schuurman, Eijkman, & Bakker, 2014). A scenario that security and 
intelligence services must always be aware of, however, is the insider threat 
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(Knobbe, Schindler, & Schmid, 2016). These services are not just of interest 
as potential targets for physical attacks but also due to the information they 
possess. 

In general, police officers are vulnerable to attacks because they are easily 
accessible – even for terrorist actors with limited capability. What we can 
observe within the timeframe for this project is a shift from hard targets to 
soft targets. The conducted attacks against police officers have all been 
launched by single perpetrators – and seven out of eight attacks have been 
conducted with non-firing weapons, for example knives. All attacks have been 
directed against police officers on the street or against police personnel easily 
accessible outside or at the entrance area of police stations. There have been 
no attacks where the ambition has seemingly been to breach entry in order to 
fully penetrate a police station like in Loughgall in 1987 – or to blow it up, as 
demonstrated by the Provisional IRA on several occasions in the Northern 
Ireland conflict (Geraghty, 1998: 124–127). That said, some actors are likely 
to target civilians before police stations. Nicky Reilly, who tried to blow up 
the Giraffe Restaurant in Exeter in 2008, had considered targeting a police 
station but decided otherwise in the end (Crown Prosecution Service, 2009; 
Adetunji, 2008). 

As for the time-shift seen regarding attacks against police officers, it is 
possible that Arid Uka’s attack on US soliders in 2011, the murder of Fusilier 
Lee Rigby in 2013 and the attack on a French soldier by Alexandre D. shortly 
afterwards caused a contagious effect, inspiring others to conduct similar 
attacks against police and military personnel. This may be especially so since 
these attacks were quite successful from the terrorists’ point of view. Here, it 
must also be added that there have been several street attacks against police 
outside Europe, like Zale Thompson’s hatchet attack on police officers in 
New York in 2014 (New York Post, 2014) and the shooting attack on a police 
officer in Philadelphia in January 2016 conducted by an ISIS sympathiser 
(Berman, 2016). In general, the development in Europe has been in 
accordance with the development seen on other continents, like in North 
America and Australia.  

Conducted attacks against police officers, as well as soldiers, have provided 
valuable learning from a tactical perspective. It seems that police officers 
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alone or in pairs in public area are vulnerable for attacks simply because they 
do not have chance to react before it is too late. When three or more of them 
are together or within a short distance to each other – or the element of 
surprise is not present - targeting police officers is more difficult. This is 
logical because it should be more difficult to take out several police officers 
instead of one or two, but we can also look to concrete cases with reference to 
the cases above and Appendix 1. The February 2015 synagogue incident in 
Denmark, the January 2015 killing of a police woman by Amedy Coulibaly 
and the June 2016 Magnanville murders illustrate police officers’ 
vulnerability for close-quarter attacks. On the other hand, the December 2014 
attack against a police station in Paris, the 2015 attack by Rafik Yousef in 
Berlin, the August 2016 attack in Charleroi, and the October 2016 machete 
attack in Brussels were unsuccessful, primarily because the presences of 
several police officers nearby, and in the case of Rafik Yousef in Berlin the 
element of surprise was never there. 

The attacks outside or in the entrance parties of police stations also tell us that 
proper security efforts and routines are called for. The attack in Charleroi in 
2016 suggests that establishing a security perimeter outside a police station 
has a limited effect if the police officers manning the checkpoint remain just 
as vulnerable as they normally are (Dearden & Forster, 2016).  

4.10  Targeting military bases and personnel 
Military forces will, based on the very nature of their business, often 
constitute the most obvious and attractive targets for terrorists, not least when 
they have been activated and given a direct task by the authorities in a given 
context. This is evident for remote war zones like Afghanistan and Iraq, as 
well as in other places where expeditionary forces have been sent, but also in 
conflicts closer to home or indeed on home ground. During the Northern 
Ireland conflict from 1969 to 1998, a total of 503 army persons were killed. 
The only category with more deaths was civilians, meaning the army lost 
more personnel than police, as well as republican and loyalist paramilitary 
groups (McKittrick et al., 1999, 2007: 1552). If we look at the Basque 
conflict, civilians top the casualty list there too, while Guarda Civil (Civil 
Guard) and national police came next. Still, the armed forces lost as many as 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

236 

98 soldiers in a conflict that claimed 829 lives from 1968 to 2010 (Sedghi, 
2011). 

From the perspective of role and function, military forces in remote conflict 
areas are targeted because they represent the direct enemy on the battlefield. 
Furthermore, they are typically held responsible for the pain and loss the 
civilian population suffers – often as a result of unintentional wrongdoings. 
When it comes to distant conflict regions, armed forces, with the possible 
exception of diplomatic missions and NGOs, are the only enemy present to 
launch attacks against. For terrorists operating on European soil, however, the 
range of different targets to choose from is almost unlimited, which means 
they must give closer considerations with regard to target decisions. Also, 
under these circumstances, military personnel will be a very attractive target 
group as a direct party of the conflict. Since the armed forces, together with 
police and security services, represent the practical tool for authorities in 
combating terrorism, they are also the representatives of the state. 
Accordingly, headquarters, bases and personnel are symbolic targets. Like a 
police officer, a soldier on the street is not a highly symbolic target per se but 
rather a symbolic target on a more moderate level. The headquarters of the 
armed forces and high-ranking military commanders could, on the other hand, 
rightly be characterized as highly symbolic targets. As described, the role, 
function and symbolic link to the authorities makes military facilities and 
personnel attractive and legitimate targets from the terrorists’ point of view.  

In the West, there is always a direct link between the nation state’s decision 
makers and the military leadership, and therefore it makes sense for terrorists 
to prioritise military targets to get back at the state itself. Furthermore, 
attacking military forces will often be preferable from a strategic point of 
view. It is, after all, the most legitimate target in any armed conflict, and 
choosing this target category will not generate internal disputes or fractioning, 
nor is it likely to affect sympathisers and community support (near or remote) 
in a negative way. For civilians in a conflict zone, foreign soldiers represent 
the invaders, and they are directly responsible for failed bombings and drone 
attacks, thus inflicting pain and sorrow on the local population. Hence, 
attacking soldiers on the streets of Europe is likely to be considered logical 
and legitimate among terrorists, as well as their supporters in distant conflict 
zones. Military targets may even be seen as more legitimate to attack than the 
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police, although a number of cases suggest that targeting soldiers or police is, 
to a large degree, affected by situational circumstances and not so much moral 
considerations. 

As for accessibility, military bases and personnel can be targeted at home or 
in a foreign country. They can be struck while they are in their bases or when 
they are outside of them, in public areas and on public transport as they travel 
between home and base, for example. Like police officers, they can also be 
attacked on duty or off duty. In many European countries, army personnel are 
not as accessible as the police. In some countries, however, military forces are 
engaged in operations with policing functions typically related to protection 
of key assets and crowded areas, as well as patrolling. Such military 
operations are today seen in France with Operation Sentinelle, in Italy with 
Operation Strati Secure and also in Belgium (Higgins, 2015). Under such 
circumstances, soldiers become more visible and accessible, hence providing 
terrorists with an opportunity to strike against the ones they perhaps hate the 
most. 

For the terrorists, targeting military personnel is not a straightforward task 
since they can defend themselves. Military bases are generally well protected 
with physical barriers, armed guards and heavy response capacities on the 
location. The attacker will inevitably, sooner or later, be stopped – regardless 
of whether it is a single individual or a small group. Furthermore, the 
possibility for escape is very limited. 

Attacks on military personnel may be divided into attacks against bases and 
headquarters, attacks against military personnel accessible in public areas, and 
individual specific targeting, where the terrorists typically seek to strike a 
name-given high-ranking officer. Note that attacks on military personnel in 
the proximity of military bases or barracks are here regarded as attacks in 
public areas. It should also be noted that the jihadi propaganda instigates 
killings of military personnel – even in their home countries. For example, 
ISIS publicised in March 2015 a list with names of 100 US service personnel, 
encouraging local jihadists to act against them (Tufft, 2015). 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

238 

4.10.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
According to the total dataset, the military sector was a potential target or was 
actually targeted in 40 out of 209 cases (in 37 of 246 cases, targets are 
unknown). Looking at all plots, the sector was targeted in 31 out of 139 cases. 
If we just look to the plots with strong documentation, the military sector was 
a potential target in 17 of 80 plots from 1994 to 2016. In 3 of the 17 plots, 
however, the interest for a military target was seemingly very superficial, and 
the final target was more likely to be from another target type category. 
Hence, we are left with 14 plots that aim more clearly for military targets. 
When it comes to conducted attacks, military assets and personnel were 
targeted in 8 of 70 conducted attacks in the same period. The overview is as 
follows: 

Year Plot / 
attack 

Description Target 

2001 Plot Beghal, Kleine Brogel plot Military base 
2003 Plot Rovigo NATO plot Military base 
2003 Plot Pakistanis in Naples plot Military base 
2005 Plot NATO/EU commission Military HQ 
2007 Plot Khan soldier abduction plot Soldier in public area (PA) 
2007 Plot Sauerland cell Military base 
2008 Plot Rachi Ilhami case Military base 
2009 Attack Muhammed Game case Military base 
2011 Attack Arid Uka case Soldiers in PA 
2011 Plot El-Kebir Dusseldorf cell  Military base or PA 
2012 Attack Merah 1, soldier attack Soldier in PA 
2012 Attack Merah 2, Montauban Soldiers in PA 
2012 Plot Luton cell Military base 
2012 Plot Richard Dart plot Approach unclar 
2013 Attack Woolwich attack Soldier in PA 
2013 Attack Soldier attack, Paris Soldier in PA 
2014 Plot Brusthom Ziamani case  Soldiers in PA 
2014 Plot Police and military plot Soldiers in PA  
2015 Attack Knife attack soldiers, Nice Soldiers in PA 
2015 Plot Military institution plot Military base or PA 
2015 Plot Junead Khan case Soldier in PA 
2016 Attack Car attack, Valence Soldiers in PA 
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The first case involving a military target in the dataset came when the Djamel 
Beghal network was broken in 2001. One of several concrete plans was a 
suicide bomb attack against the Kleine Brogel Air Base in Belgium, which 
Nizar Trabelsi was later convicted for (Nesser, 2008: 930; BBC News, 2003). 
The next case appeared in January 2003 when Italian police arrested five 
Moroccans in Rovigo (Nesser, 2008: 932). They were in possession of 
explosives and maps that highlighted potential targets, such as the nearby 
NATO and US military bases (Arie, 2003). Later in the same month, several 
Pakistanis were arrested in Naples on suspicion of preparing terrorist acts. 
Police found explosives, maps of NATO bases, as well as a photo including 
UK’s Defence chief of staff, Admiral Sir Michael Boyce (face encircled ) 
(Nesser, 2008: 932-933). The US consulate was also mentioned as a possible 
target.  

After the two Italian cases things were quiet until French police arrested the 
GSPC group planning to target different institutions in Paris in September 
2005 (Nesser, 2008: 937; Beyler, 2006). The cell had international 
accomplices and a group arrested in Brussels was allegedly preparing suicide 
attacks on NATO headquarters and the EU (Tazaghart & Jacquard, 2005). 
Then, in January 2007, British police arrested leader Parvix Khan and other 
men for plotting to kidnap and kill a Muslim British soldier. They planned to 
film the atrocity and put it on the internet (Nesser, 2008: 939; Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2010). The group had a list of names and home 
addresses of 25 British Muslim soldiers from the south of England to Scotland 
(Wright & Taylor, 2007). 

In September 2007, German police arrested the so-called Sauerland cell for 
planning car bomb attacks against US interests and citizens in Germany 
(Nesser, 2008: 940). Among the targets discussed was the US Ramstein base, 
but it is likely that they narrowed down to mass casualty attacks against non-
military American targets (Steinberg, 2013: 71–74). In December 2008, 
Italian police arrested Rachid Ilhami and Gafir Abdelakder, suspected of 
preparing bomb attacks near Milan. The cell was looking at several targets, 
including military barracks in Milan, the immigration office at a police 
station, a shopping centre and a nightclub car park (Vinci, 2008). 
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The first conducted attack against a military target took place in October 
2009, when Mohammed Game detonated a small explosive device at the 
entrance of the Santa Barbara military barracks in Lombardy. Game was 
seriously injured, and one soldier suffered light wounds. Two other 
individuals were arrested for assisting Game with his preparations (Corriere 
della serra, 2009). Allegedly, during their planning, the men had identified 
seven potential targets, including barracks and other facilities belonging to the 
Carabinieri, police and the army (Bordonaro, 2009). The second launched 
attack took place on 2 March 2011, when Urid Aka shot and killed two 
American soldiers at the Frankfurt international airport. He approached 
soldiers outside a shuttle-bus that was headed to the Ramstein airbase, and 
initiated the shooting attack after being assured that they were US servicemen. 
After his weapon jammed, the assailant fled, but he was soon intercepted 
(Steinberg, 2013: 5). Just a month later, in April 2011, the Düsseldorfer cell 
led by Abdeladim El-Kebir was broken (Nesser, 2015: 275). Among other 
target types, the cell had shown a substantial interest for military targets, 
including the former commander of the elite unit Kommandos Spezialkräfte 
(KSK) Hans Christoph Ammon and a US military base in Grafenwöhr 
(Schmidt, 2012). 

In 2012, southern France was to experience three serious attacks conducted by 
Mohammed Merah, and the first two were directed against soldiers. On 11 
March 2012, Merah lured a French paratrooper to a meeting after the soldier 
had advertised his scooter for sale, where he also revealed that he was a 
soldier (Nesser, 2015: 277). As they met, Merah shot the victim in the head, 
instantly killing him. The second attack took place on 15 March, when Merah 
gunned down three soldiers using a cash machine outside a small shopping 
centre in Montauban. Two soldiers were killed, and the third was seriously 
injured. A month later, in April 2012, British police arrested five men in 
Luton who allegedly planned to attack a Territorial Army facility – possibly 
using improvised explosives and a model car. The group also discussed 
targeting the US Air force, the English Defence League and a local shopping 
centre (Taylor, 2013). The UK also experienced the Richard Dart case in July 
2012, as he and others planned to target Wootton Basset (the town receiving 
fallen British servicemen and servicewomen), as well as members of the 
security and intelligence services (Crown Prosecution Service, 2014). 
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On 22 May 2013, UK was hit by the first launched attack by militant Islamists 
against military personnel on home ground. As Fusilier Lee Rigby approached 
the Royal Artillery Barracks in Woolwich, he was run over by an accelerating 
car. After the vehicle crashed into a signpost, Michael Adebolajo and Michael 
Adebowale attacked Rigby with knives. The perpetrators were shot and 
injured when an armed police patrol approached the scene of the crime after a 
few minutes (Nesser, 2015: 281-282; The Intelligence and Security 
Committee of Parliament, 2014). Adebolajo stated that they decided a soldier 
“was the most fair target” as they had joined the army fully understanding 
their life would be at risk (Daily Star Sunday, 2013). Just five days later, on 
27 May, Alexandre Dhassau attacked a soldier patrolling outside the La 
Defense station of the Metro, RER and other railways, which is connected to 
the Quatre Temps shopping centre near Paris. The terrorist used a box cutter 
to stab the soldier, who survived, in the neck (Nesser, 2015, p. 282-283; 
France24, 2013). 

On 19 August 2014, Brusthom Ziamani was arrested in East London – police 
found a 12-inch knife, a hammer and an ISIL flag in his rucksack. Ziamani 
had showed his weapons to his ex-girlfriend, hailed the Lee Rigby murderers 
and told her he would kill soldiers. Investigations revealed that the terrorist 
had previously researched the location of army bases in the southeast of 
London (The Guardian, 2015a). Two months later, in October 2014, four men 
linked to ISIS were arrested in London. It turned out that Tarik H. and Suheib 
M. plotted to carry out one or multiple attacks against police officers or 
servicemen using a silenced handgun. Tarik H. had conducted online 
reconnaissance of Shepherd’s Bush Police Station and White City Territorial 
Army Barracks in London (Crown Prosecution Services, 2017; The 
Telegraph, 2014).  

On 3 February 2015 two soldiers were wounded in a knife attack conducted 
by Moussa C. outside a Jewish cultural centre in Nice. A soldier guarding the 
centre was initially targeted, but two soldiers nearby quickly intervened 
(Reuters, 2015). A local rabbi believed the soldier, and not the centre itself, 
was the primary target (France24, 2015b). A few months later, on 13 July 
2015, French police arrested four suspects for planning attacks against 
military sites. According to media sources the alleged plot was aimed at the 
national commando training centre in Port-Vendres, near Perpignan, and the 
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attack was to be carried out in late 2015 or early 2016 (Mullen & Smith-
Spark, 2015). Le Monde reported that the attack could include the beheading 
of a high-ranking officer, recording the murder with a GoPro camera and then 
publishing it on the Internet (Wilsher, 2015). The following day, on 14 July 
2015, Junead Khan from Luton was arrested by British police. Allegedly, he 
planned to run over a US serviceman with his car, before hacking him to 
death -  copying the attack method from the Lee Rigby attack in 2013  
(Whitehead, 2015). The prosecution claimed Khan planned to wear a suicide 
vest during the attack. Media reports suggested that the arrests could be 
connected to the cancellation of an air show to celebrate the US Independence 
Day on 4 July at RAF Feltwell in Norfolk (Sengupta, 2015). Khan had taken 
advantage of his work as a delivery driver and monitored the US air bases at 
RAF Mildenhall and RAF Lakenheath, both in Suffolk (Whitehead, 2015). 

The next incident took place in France on 9 October 2015, when police 
arrested a man linked to ISIS on suspicion that he planned to attack sailors at 
the Mediterranean base of Toulon (Reuters, 2015). The man had not formed a 
detailed plan at the time of his arrest, but had received a parcel containing a 
combat knife and a mask (The Local France, 2015). The final case with 
targeting of military personnel was seen on 4 January 2016 in France, when 
Raouf El Ayeb tried to run down soldiers guarding a mosque in Valence. The 
driver accelerated his car as he aimed at four soldiers in a car park outside the 
mosque. The driver bore down on the team of soldiers the first time, 
prompting them to shout a warning, and when he made another approach, they 
opened fire and injured him. One soldier and a worshipper suffered minor 
injuries (AFP, 2016). 

4.10.2 Analysis 
What the data shows us is that armed forces have generally represented 
attractive targets for jihadists operating in Western Europe from 2001. The 
interest must be characterized as considerable, and especially since plots with 
vague documentation are left out of this assessment.  

As previously mentioned, attacks against the armed forces can be divided into 
attacks against bases or HQs, soldiers in public area and individual-specific 
targeting. To talk of the first, there has been a focus on military bases 
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(including the NATO headquarter) in ten cases – although indicators suggest 
that other targets were probably more likely in a few of these cases. Only one 
of the cases that focused on military bases was a launched attack; Mohammed 
Game’s failed attack against the Santa Barbara military barracks in 2009 
(Nesser, 2014: 443; Corriere della serra, 2009). Attacking military personnel 
in public area have been a focus in at least 13 cases – included here are the 
remaining seven conducted attacks. However, targeting name-specific high-
ranking officers is only noted in two cases. Admittedly, the interest in UK’s 
Chief of the Defence Staff, Admiral Sir Michael Boyce, in the case from 
Naples in 2003 must be regarded as superficial (Arie, 2003). The 2012 
Düsselfdorf cell’s interest for former KSK-commander Hans-Christoph 
Ammon, in contrast, was more serious (Schmidt, 2012). 

With reference to the overall timeline, the militant Islamists did not focus on 
military bases and personnel in the 1990s due to the preferred modus operandi 
– bomb attacks in public areas – of the GIA affiliates in France. The interest 
in military targets has, however, been quite significant in the 2000s. 
Interestingly, military bases were the main focus from 2001 to 2010, and 
seven of the eight cases included here showed a focus on bases or HQs. From 
2011 onwards, there has been a shift in focus towards military personnel in 
public areas, which was the case in eleven of the fourteen cases during this 
timeframe. 

The explanation for the described developments is linked to a few factors, but 
first, we should remember that the period when military bases were in focus 
was dominated by plots, not attacks. Second, it should be added that groups 
and networks dominated at the time, and groups will arguably be more 
ambitious than lone actors. Hence, killing a soldier on the street could 
probably seem a bit unambitious at a time when the echo from 9/11, the 2004 
Madrid bombings and the 2005 7/7 bombings in London were still ringing in 
one’s ears. Finally, the failed attack by Mohammed Game in 2009 was hardly 
an inspirational act for fellow jihadists. 

The time-shift for targeting military personnel in public areas happened when 
plots and attacks from lone actors or “inspired by” perpetrators became more 
frequent. It is also important that some of the attacks were, from the terrorists’ 
point of view, quite successful. The first lone actor who caused fatalities 
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during the time shift was Arid Uka, who killed two US servicemen in 2011. 
One year later, the next perpetrator was Mohammed Merah, who killed 
soldiers in his two first attacks. Further, about a year after Merah’s crimes, the 
Lee Rigby-killers managed to achieve what they were after. It is also worth 
noting that the four attacks that caused military fatalities were conducted by 
low-capability terrorist actors, although Mohammed Merah did have a small 
arsenal of weapons which increased his capability. 

What should also be noted is that all attacks that killed soldiers that have been 
mentioned so far have taken place in public areas, in settings where the 
soldiers have been taken off guard. The US servicemen killed by Uka were in 
transit, the first soldier killed by Merah was lured into a trap, the three 
soldiers gunned down by the same perpetrator were gathered around an ATM 
cash machine and Lee Rigby was on the move, going back to his barracks. 
The fact that the four attacks directed against military personnel in on-duty 
situations failed is, however, somewhat coincidental, since they all could have 
claimed lives. It is also worth noting that, starting with the Lee Rigby-murder, 
the terrorists have shown a tendency to target military personnel near their 
bases or barracks. Junead Khan’s plan from 2015 was more or less a blueprint 
of the Woolwoch attack (Sengupta, 2015). In France, the perpetrators behind 
the July 2015 plot and the October 2015 plot planned for a similar type of 
attack – although the details from these cases are not sufficient (Mullen & 
Smith-Spark, 2015; Reuters UK, 2015).  

4.11  Targeting public area 

When people think about terrorism, the scenario that comes to mind first is 
probably attacks directed against random and vulnerable people in public 
areas. This is not least so due to a number of incidents that have taken place in 
the last couple of decades.  

In this thesis, the target category Public area covers plots and attacks taking 
place against civilians in public space, except for incidents related to the 
transport sector, which is a category of its own. This can happen both 
outdoors and indoors – for example, in restaurants, concert venues, museums 
and shopping centres. The worst scenarios in this category are indiscriminate 
mass casualty attacks. It is important to note, however, that terrorist attacks in 
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public areas are not always about the worst case-scenarios. Often, there will 
be minor caveats that end up affecting the terrorists. Sometimes, a limited 
casualty focus is seen due to the intent or capability of the attacker(s). 
Likewise, some perpetrators may attack discriminately – for instance, if they 
wish to avoid killing women and children. Furthermore, during public 
meetings, it is possible to target specific groups of society, like gays and 
lesbians, certain nationalities and ethnic groups. The one basic prerequisite for 
conducting attacks in the category discussed here is that killing defenceless 
civilians must be considered legitimate. Here, it is worth noting that the 
legitimacy and acceptance among the perpetrators alone are not really enough. 
It should also coincide with the views of existing sympathizers, as well as 
potential supporters. 

Much on this issue has already been thoroughly addressed earlier in this 
thesis, especially the elaboration on soft targets and indiscriminate targeting. 
As such, there is no need to repeat relevant factors and characteristics again, 
except for stating that attacks in public area and on public transport pose the 
greatest danger for most people in general: they create the greatest fear among 
people, and they have the greatest societal impact. It should also be noted that 
attacks in the two aforementioned categories are typically those that 
potentially lead to harsh responses from the government(s) in question, and 
they are also those that may backlash on the perpetrator(s) – for example, if 
they do things their sympathizers and potential supporters do not agree with. 
This can include killing the wrong category of people, murdering too many 
people or executing murders in a manner that is too brutal. 

4.11.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
According to the dataset, people in public areas were potential targets and 
were alternatively targeted in 72 out of 209 cases plots and attacks. If we look 
at all plots, public areas were a potential target in 51 of 139 registered plots. If 
we just look to the plots with strong documentation, public areas were a 
potential target in 32 of 80 plots from 1994 to 2016. When it comes to 
conducted attacks, public areas were targeted in 21 of 70 cases. That leaves us 
with the following 53 cases as the starting point for thorough assessments. 
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Year Plot / 
attack Description Target 

1995 Attack Arc de Triumph attack Public area (PA) 
1995 Attack Place de Bastille attack Market 
1995 Attack Market bomb, Paris Market 
1995 Attack Jewish school bomb Jewish school 
1995 Plot Lille Market plot Market 
1996 Attack Car bomb attack, Lille Street 
2000 Plot Strasbourg plot Market, cathedral 
2001 Plot France – Algeria match plot Football event 

2002 Plot Al-Tawhid plot, Germany Nightclub, bar, Jewish 
targets 

2003 Plot Rovigo NATO plot Churches’ markets 
2004 Attack Mustafa Chaouki case Drive-in restaurant 
2004 Plot UK fertilizier plot Shopping centre, nightclub 
2004 Plot Dhiren Barot case Underground car park 
2004 Plot National court plot, Madrid A variety of PA targets 
2006 Plot Aabid Khan royalties plot Tower bridge 

2006 Plot Vollsmose case Park, shopping centre, 
square 

2007 Plot Christopher Paul case Unknown 
2007 Attack Haymarket carbombs Outside nightclub 
2007 Plot Sauerland cell Americans in PA 

2007 Plot Andrew (Isa) Ibrahim case Shopping centre 

2008 Attack Nicky Reilly case Restaurant 
2008 Plot Rachid Ilhami case Shopping centre, nightclub 
2009 Plot Easter holidays plot Shopping centre, nightclub 
2010 Attack Stockholm bombing Busy shopping street 

2011 Plot El-Kebir Dusseldorf cell Crowded places, public 
buildings 

2011 Plot Naseer, Birmingham cell Crowded places 
2012 Attack Merah 3, Jewish school Outside Jewish school 
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2012 Plot Luton cell Shopping centre 
2012 Plot London Boys case Olympic park, hotels 
2012 Plot Shopping centre plot Shopping centre 
2012 Attack Kosher shop attack Kosher shop 
2013 Plot AQIM plots, France Crowded places 
2013 Plot Balir or Mumbai  style plot Crowded places 
2014 Attack Jewish museum attack Jewish museum 
2014 Plot Remembrance Day plot Member(s) of the public 
2014 Attack Dijon car attack Street attack 
2015 Attack Jogger attack, Paris Jogger in park 
2015 Attack Kosher shop siege Kosher shop 
2015 Attack Copenhagen Vilks attack Public meeting 
2015 Plot Catalonia arrests Crowded places 
2015 Plot Bike race plot Bike race 

2015 Plot Silent bomber Rehman Shopping centre, London 
underground 

2015 Attack Nov 13 attacks in Paris Football match, 
concert,cafes 

2015 Plot Saint-Denice operation Shopping centre, crowded 
places 

2016 Plot Girl school plot Schools 
2016 Plot Lyon swingers club plot Swingers club 
2016 Plot ISIS Düsselfdorf plot Crowded places 
2016 Attack Bastille Day attack, Nice Busy promenade 
2016 Attack Ansbach bombing Outside wine bar 
2016 Attack Rabbi stabbing Street attack 
2016 Plot IS inspired Elton John plot Concert, Oxford street 

2016 Plot Disneyland plot Amusement park, 
Christmas market 

2016 Attack Berlin truck attack Christmas market 
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France experienced a wave of GIA-related attacks in the mid-1990s, and most 
of these were indiscriminate attacks that took place in public areas (Lia & 
Kjøk, 2001; Nesser, 2008; 2015). On 17 August 1995, a bomb exploded on 
the corner of Avenue de Friedland and Place Charles-de-Gaulle, near the Arc 
de Triomphe in Paris, but no one was killed (Henley, 1999; Nesser, 2008: 
928). On 3 September 1995, a homemade bomb placed under a fruit and 
vegetable stand partially exploded in an outdoor market near the Place de 
Bastille in Paris, but there were no casualties (Henley, 1999; AP, 1995). The 
following day, a bomb was found and disarmed in a public toilet at a market 
place in Charles-Vallin in Paris (Henley, 1999, Nesser, 2008: 928). On 7 
September 1995, a car bomb exploded outside a Jewish school in Villeurbane, 
minutes before 700 children would have ended classes for the day. Fourteen 
people were injured (Kraft, 1995a, Lia & Kjøk, 2001: 37). Two months later, 
French police thwarted a bomb attack against a Sunday market in Lille. Ten 
suspects linked to the Bensaid-network of GIA were arrested in raids 
conducted in Paris, Lyon and Lille (Kraft, 1995b; Nesser, 2008: 928). The last 
attack with clear links to GIA came on 28 March 1996, when terrorists parked 
a Peugeot 205 rigged with explosives and four gas canisters near a police 
station in Lille, three blocks from the location of an upcoming G7 meeting. 
The bomb malfunctioned, and only a minor explosion took place (Nesser, 
2008: 929; Bernton, et al., 2002; La Parisien, 2001). 

In December 2000, German police arrested four Algerians who were planning 
to bomb a Christmas market outside the Notre Dame Cathedral in Strasbourg 
(Nesser, 2008: 929). The police seized explosives, submachine guns and rifles 
with scopes (Johnson, 2002; The Michigan Daily, 2002). A videotape of the 
Christmas market and Strasbourg cathedral, pressure cookers and 30kg of 
chemicals were also discovered (The Guardian, 2003). Almost a year later, in 
October 2001, a GIA plot, directed against the first football match between 
France and Algeria since 1962 at Stade de France in Paris was thwarted. 
Police seized bomb manuals and a statement claiming responsibility for 
attacks in Algeria from the Guardians of Salafist Preaching (CBS News, 
2001). The next case appeared in April 2002, when German police arrested 
Jordanian-Palestinians affiliated with the al-Tawhid group (Nesser, 2008: 
930). A Palestinian tasked to locate targets recommended the Jewish 
community centre in Fasanenstraße in Berlin, the nightclub Oberbayern in 
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Düsseldorf and the bar Le Clou in the same city (Steinberg, 2013: 46). He 
wrongly assumed that Jews owned or frequented the bar when it was actually 
a gay bar (Schraven, 2005). Bombs, hand-grenades and firearms were items 
mentioned by the terrorists involved. 

In January 2003, Italian police arrested five Moroccans in Rovigo (Nesser, 
2008: 932). Military bases seemed to be in focus, but churches and markets 
were also mentioned as potential targets (Arie, 2003). Then, on 28 March 
2004, the first attack outside France occurred, when Moustafa Chaouki 
detonated an explosive device based on gas canisters outside a McDonalds 
drive-in restaurant in Brescia. Driving his Fiat Tempra, he joined the queue of 
cars. The device did not work properly, and the perpetrator died in the small 
explosion (Independent.ie, 2004). The next case happened in March 2004, 
when British police arrested eight nationals with links to AQ in Pakistan in 
Operation Crevice (Nesser, 2015: 171). Seven men were charged with 
planning to launch a major bomb attack or a series of attacks. The group 
possessed 600 kg of ammonium nitrate fertilizer and aluminium powder. 
Various targets were discussed, such as the Bluewater Shopping Centre, the 
Ministry of Sound nightclub, as well as gas and electricity supplies (Crown 
Prosecution Services, 2008). At the home of Omar K. in Crawley, police also 
found a 12-page list of synagogues – these were located in Manchester, 
London, Oxford, St Albans, as well as in Spain and Portugal (The Telegraph, 
2007). Media reports also reported the tube in London, Gatwick airport and 
the Prime Minister's Questions in Parliament as possible targets (BBC News, 
2007). 

In August 2004, British police arrested Dhiren Barot and others for planning 
attacks in the UK and in the US in Operation Rhyme. Barot’s plans were 
disclosed after a computer was seized in Pakistan in July 2004 (Pantucci, 
2015: 176-183; Metropolitan Police, 2007). Four different types of attacks 
were planned for the UK. The main plot was to load three stretch limousines 
with propane gas cylinders and explosives and detonate these in an 
underground car park, possibly seeking the collapse of buildings. Three 
subsidiary and partially more unrealistic plots planned to be launched 
simultaneously, included an attack on trains, the hijacking of a petrol tanker to 
be rammed into a target, and a bomb under the River Thames to flood the 
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London Underground. Barot received a life sentence, and others were given 
long sentences (Crown Prosecution Service, 2008). 

In October and November 2004, police rounded up a cell of North Africans 
planning to attack the National Court in Madrid (NBC News, 2004). They had 
also considered the Spanish Supreme Court, Partido Popular’s office in 
Madrid, the metro and train station Principe Pio and Tierno Galván Park 
(Nesser, 2008: 936; Heraldo, 2007). Other potential targets mentioned in the 
indictment were the Torre Picasso (Madrid’s tallest building), Real Madrid’s 
stadium Santiago Bernabeu, a convention hall and the railway station Atocha 
(Villanueva, 2004). The next case occurred when Aabid Khan was arrested at 
Manchester Airport on his arrival from Pakistan on 6 June 2006. The 
materials in his possession indicated a strong interest in the Royal family 
(Crown Prosecution Services, 2009). Khan also displayed an interest for the 
Houses of Parliament, the London Underground and Tower Bridge (Gardham, 
2008). 

In September 2006, Danish police arrested nine individuals suspected of 
planning terrorist attacks in the so-called Vollsmose case (Nesser, 2008: 938). 
The group had gathered bomb-making materials, and the prosecution’s key 
witness claimed that they had discussed eleven potential targets. These were 
the Tivoli amusement park in Copenhagen, Odense railway station, 
Rosengård shopping centre in Odense, Copenhagen Central station, the 
Danish Parliament, the City Hall square in Copenhagen, newspaper Jyllands-
Posten, Vejle traffic centre, the Copenhagen metro, the Great Belt fixed link 
(Storebælt) and significant political meetings (Storm, Cruickshank, & Lister, 
2014: 67; Sørensen, 2007). The next case appeared in April 2007, when US 
citizen and convert Christopher Paul (aka Abdulmalek Kenyatta) was indicted 
and later convicted for planning attacks in Europe (Carafano, Bucci, & 
Zuckerman, 2012). He was accused of heading an AQ cell, plotting to target 
Americans living in Europe, by bombing tourist resorts and U.S. government 
facilities (McNamara, 2008). 

In the early hours of 29 June 2007, two cars containing IEDs were parked and 
left by Mohammed Asha and Bilal Abdulla in Haymarket in London 
(Woolwich Crown Court, 2008). One vehicle was left outside the nightclub 
Tiger Tiger, the other around the corner in Cockspur Street. The men failed to 
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detonate the bombs with their mobile phones and in the morning a club 
employee noticed smoke and notified the police (Crown Prosecution Services, 
2009). The failed attack led to a change of plans, and on 30 June an attack 
against Glasgow airport was launched (Nesser, 2008: 939). It is worth noting 
that the 2007 London bombers had conducted a reconnaissance trip to the 
capital in May 2007. Using tourist buses, they had looked at 10 Downing 
Street, Parliament and Buckingham Palace, but the visible security efforts in 
the area disillusioned them. Allegedly, they also discussed launching the 
attack on a significant date, like when Gordon Brown took over from Tony 
Blair on 27 June 2007 (Mail Online, 2008). 

In September 2007, German police arrested the Sauerland cell, consisting of 
Fritz Gelowicz, Daniel Schneider and Adem Yilmaz, for planning car-bomb 
attacks on US interests and citizens in Germany (Nesser, 2015: 226-233). The 
cell trained with the Islamic Jihad Union in North Waziristan, aiming to 
become foreign fighters, but IJU leaders persuaded them to act in Germany. 
Target discussions began in Waziristan and US installations were to be a 
priority, since it would be easier to attack them in Germany than in Pakistan. 
The US Ramstein base was an option, and they were also asked to initiate 
attacks at the Uzbek embassy, other Uzbek targets and targets of symbolic 
importance. The lack of concrete orders led to lengthy discussions on the 
target selection between the three men (Steinberg, 2013: 71). Moreover, the 
IJU wanted the attacks to coincide with the German debate over extending the 
mandate of the German contribution to ISAF and Operation Enduring 
Freedom (Steinberg, 2013: 73). The three men agreed to pick the final targets 
shortly before the attacks, and Frankfurt and Ramstein airports, and pubs and 
nightclubs frequented by Americans, were in their sights (Steinberg, 2013: 
73). The cell seemed to settle on a mass casualty operation against three 
American targets using three car bombs, alternatively detonating a small 
bomb inside a nightclub followed by a bomb outside (Steinberg, 2013: 74). 

On 17 April 2008, British police arrested convert Andrew (Isa) Ibrahim, after 
his visible explosive-type injuries and expressed radical views made members 
of his local community notify the police. Ibrahim had planned bomb attacks 
against Broadmed Shopping Centre in Bristol; he had manufactured 
explosives at home, where suicide vests were also found. He also had notes of 
a hostile reconnaissance visit to the Broadmed Shopping Centre on his phone 
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(Crown Prosecution Service, 2010). Police hailed the case as the first 
prosecution resulting from alerts from the Muslim community. A year later, 
on 22 May 2008, convert Nicky Reilly (aka Mohammed Saeed Alim) tried to 
blow up the Giraffe Restaurant in Exeter in a suicide attack. After entering the 
restaurant, Reilly went to the toilet and prepared three explosive devices, but 
they went off prematurely, injuring the perpetrator (Nesser, 2014: 442; 2015: 
256). Findings on his computer revealed that Reilly had considered other 
targets in Plymouth (Crown Prosecution Service, 2009). These were a police 
station, a shopping centre and the Devonport dockyard (the largest naval base 
in Western Europe). 

In December 2008, Italian police arrested Moroccans Rachid Ilhami and Gafir 
Abdelakder, suspected of preparing a series of bomb attacks near Milan 
(Nesser, 2014: 442). They were looking at several targets, including military 
(Carabinieri) barracks in Milan, the immigration office at a police station, a 
shopping centre and a nightclub carpark in Lombardy (Vinci, 2008). The next 
case appeared in April 2009, when twelve individuals (including Abid 
Naseer) were arrested across Northern England for planning a mass casualty 
suicide attack (Nesser, 2010: 3). Allegedly, the main target was the Arndale 
Centre in Manchester during the Easter holidays. The terrorists planned to 
park a bomb-rigged car outside the centre. Suicide bombers waiting in the 
nearby Market Street would then target fleeing shoppers (The Telegraph, 
2015). Evidence indicates that several targets, filmed and photographed by the 
terrorists themselves, were considered during the operation. These include St 
Ann’s Square, Cathedral and Piccadilly Gardens, the Trafford Centre, the 
Arndale Centre and the Birdcage nightclub, close to the Printworks – a 
popular entertainment complex housing cinemas, restaurants and bars 
(Express, 2009; Daily Mail, 2015). Photographs taken nine days apart in 
August 2008 show Naseer around the Arndale Centre, suggesting that the 
final target decision had been made (Daily Mail, 2015). 

On 11 December 2010, Swedish-Iraqi Taimour Abdulwahab al-Abdaly blew 
himself up near a busy shopping street in Stockholm, wounding two 
bystanders (Nesser, 2014: 445; 2015: 262). A bomb device went off 
prematurely and other bombs strapped to his body failed to explode. Abdaly 
had planned to set off three devices, including one at the main railway station 
and one at a department store. Motives declared in emails refer to Swedish 
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cartoonist Lars Vilks and Sweden's military contribution in Afghanistan 
(Borger et al., 2010). The next well-documented case appeared in April 2011 
when German authorities disrupted the Düsseldorf cell led by AQ-affiliated 
Abdeladim El-Kebir (Nesser, 2015: 275). The cell considered several targets, 
including the former commander of the Kommando Spezialkräfte (KSK) Hans 
Christoph Ammon, a US military base in Grafenwöhr, TV-journalists Markus 
Lanz (who interviewed cartoonist Kurt Westergaard in 2010) and Ingo 
Appelt, as well as the French satire publication Charlie Hebdo (Schmidt, 
2012). Allegedly, the cell settled for a mass casualty attack using splinter-
bombs and a second attack was meant for the arriving police. Media reports 
suggested that the cell had also looked at public buildings, train stations and 
airports, and that they had conducted hostile reconnaissance against some 
target alternatives (Kern, 2012; Reiner, 2012). Information from the 
prosecutor in the case indicated that they had planned to detonate an explosive 
device in a place with a large number of civilians (Steinberg, 2013: 236). 

On 18 September 2011, British police arrested several men from the 
Birmingham area for planning suicide attack(s), using time-controlled devices 
or a combination of these methods (Nesser, 2015: 275-276). The three men 
had experimented in making improvised explosive devices and discussed 
methods of attack and the number of people that they could kill (Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2014). The cell had also loosely discussed using poison 
creams on car door handles, and firearm attacks against synagogues or other 
places (Whitehead, 2012).  

On 19 March 2012, Mohammed Merah, who by then had conducted two 
assaults against soldiers, attacked the Ozar HaTorah Jewish School in 
Toulouse. Allegedly, he did so after a failed attempt to locate a soldier he had 
identified in his local area and planned to kill the same day (Willsher, 2012). 
Using two pistols and wearing a GoPro camera, he killed a 30-year-old rabbi, 
the rabbi’s two sons and a seven-year-old girl. Witnesses said Merah fired 
indiscriminatingly at everyone he could see (BBC News, 2012d). A month 
later, in April 2012, British police arrested five men suspected of planning an 
attack on a Territorial Army facility in Luton. Other potential targets were the 
US Airforce, the English Defence League and the local shopping centre 
(Taylor, 2013). The next plot of interest is the “London boys” case, which 
suggested that AQ had planned attacks against the London Olympics in 2012. 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

254 

Information found on AQ’s African leader, Fazul Abdullah Mohammed after 
he was killed in 2011, described a plot to massacre people at an Eton College 
open day event and a similar attack on a Jewish school in north London. 
Another plan involved storming and burning the Ritz and Dorchester hotels in 
central London (Express, 2013; Metro News, 2012). 

In August 2012, Spanish police arrested three suspects with AQ links. Targets 
were “British interests” in Gibraltar and a Spanish-US naval military base. 
They also had an interest for conducting an attack in France (Cruickshank & 
Robertson, 2012). Allegedly, they also considered an airborne attack using a 
suicide bomber or explosives in combination with a paraglider or hang glider 
against the shopping centre Puerta Europa in Algeciras – alternatively against 
other crowded tourist places (Nesser, 2015: 277; El Mundo, 2012). The 
airborne-plan was probably abandoned due to the complexity involved. 
Allegedly, the terrorists also considered to attack a ship in Gibraltan waters, 
using a boat filled with explosives. The men had 300 lbs of explosives in their 
possession (Mirror, 2012). 

In September 2012, two men threw a M75 hand grenade into a kosher 
supermarket full of customers in Sarcelles, north of Paris. Rolling under 
shopping wagons, the grenade had limited effect, and no one was killed. One 
of the perpetrators, Jeremie Louis-Sidney, was central in the Cannes-Torcy 
network, which was disrupted after this incident (Nesser, 2014: 448; Le 
Figaro, 2015). A list with Jewish targets and other alternatives was found 
(Reilhac & Sage, 2012).  

In June 2013, French security authorities arrested six individuals suspected of 
plotting attacks (Nesser, 2014: 449). Algerian national Ali M. was the first to 
be arrested as he tried to board a flight from Paris to Tunisia to meet with a 
top figure in AQIM. Target discussions seem to have been very general in 
nature, but included Parisian tourist sites like the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre 
museum, “thousands of Christians” attending public events (probably hinting 
at the Avignon Theatre Festival), as well as markets, nightclubs and bars. 
Shopping malls were discarded as an option, because killing Muslims was to 
be avoided (Sparks, 2014). Police personnel, nuclear power plants and 
airplanes could also be targeted (Fluery, 2014). 
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In October 2013, police arrested four men in London for planning terrorist 
acts (Nesser, 2014: 449). The cell focused on former PM Tony Blair, but they 
also talked about a Mumbai-style attack against other targets, possibly 
involving public areas (BBC News, 2015a). A launched attack was again 
experienced when, on 24 May 2014, Mehdi Nemmouche attacked the Jewish 
Museum in Brussels, using a Kalshnikov assault rifle. Four people were killed 
(The Guardian, 2014a). Two former French hostages later identified 
Nemmouche as one of their captors in Syria, and claimed that in Syria he had 
revealed that he planned to attack Paris on Bastille Day (14 July). French 
Interior Minister Cazeneuve denied that the security authorities had received 
this information (France 24, 2014a). 

On 7 November 2014, three days before Remembrance Sunday, British police 
arrested several young men on suspicion of plotting attacks (The Telegraph, 
2014a). The investigation disclosed that Nadir Ali Syed planned an attack 
after being inspired by a speech by ISIS spokesman al-Adnani (Gardham & 
Hamilton, 2016). Explosives and firearms seemed to be of interest (The 
Telegraph, 2015a), but Syed had eventually bought an 11-inch carving knife, 
which he planned to use to behead a poppy seller or other members of the 
public (Crown Prosecution Service, 2016) 

On 21 December 2014, eleven people were injured in the French city of Dijon 
after a 40-year old man drove into pedestrians while allegedly shouting 
slogans of an Islamic nature. Two persons were seriously hurt (Allen, 2014). 

On 7 January 2015, Amedy Coulibaly shot a jogger – who survived – in the 
Paris suburb Fontenay-aux-Roses (IBT, 2015). After killing a policewoman 
on the following day, he established a siege in a kosher supermarket at Porte 
de Vincennes on 9 January 2015. When the Kouachi brothers were killed in 
Dammartin-en-Goele, police intervened and shot Coulibaly dead. 15 hostages 
were freed, but four hostages were killed (BBC News, 2015).  

On 14 February 2015, Omar Abdel Hamid El-Hussein conducted a shooting 
attack against a public meeting at Krudttønnen in Copenhagen, where 
Swedish artist Lars Vilks was giving a talk. Police and close protection 
officers on site confronted El-Hussein, who fled the scene. One man was 
killed in this attack (Jyllands-Posten, 2015). El-Hussein attacked the 
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synagogue in Copenhagen the following night, before being shot dead by 
police near his home later the same night. 

The next well-documented plot came on 8 April 2015, when Spanish police 
arrested eleven people in Catalonia under suspicion that they had planned an 
attack (El Pais, 2015). The group discussed targeting a Jewish bookstore in 
Barcelona, but other potential targets included synagogues and public 
buildings in the region (Haaretz, 2015). The latter included the Catalan 
Parliament, a police station, a hotel and a shopping centre, as well as military 
personnel (Simcox, 2015). The cell also discussed beheading a person on the 
street in front of cameras and kidnapping a bank director and demand a 
ransom. The police seized a grenade, knives, shotguns, ammunition and 
chemicals that could be used for bombmaking (Haaretz, 2015).  

In April 2015, the classic bike race “Rund um den Finanzplatz Eschborn-
Frankfurt” was cancelled due to a terrorist threat. A couple of Turkish origin 
was arrested in Oberusel and police found a pipe bomb, parts of a G3 assault 
rifle, 100 shots and a training-grenade for a hand-held rocket launcher. The 
couple had also acquired hydrogen peroxide and used false IDs for the 
purchase. The man, with AQ links, had shown specific interest for the route of 
the bike race (N-TV, 2015). A month later, on 28 May 2015, Mohammed 
Rehman and his wife were arrested for planning to bomb either the London 
Underground or Westfield shopping centre. Rehman, under the nickname 
Silent Bomber, had asked Twitter followers for advice on which of the two 
targets to choose. Rehman tested explosives in his back garden at least twice, 
and on one occasion he videoed the blast and sent the film to his wife. It is 
assumed that Rahman planned a martyr operation (The Guardian, 2015c). 

On 13 November 2015, Europe experienced the first Mumbai-style attack 
when suicide bombers and shooters three locations or areas in Paris (Brisard, 
2015: 5). Initially, three bombers failed in their attempts to gain access to the 
Stade de France stadium, where France and Germany met for a friendly 
football match – the match was also attended by President François Hollande. 
The suicide bombers then detonated their suicide belts outside the stadium, 
killing themselves and a bystander. A second team with three suicide 
bombers, also armed with assault rifles, acted against the Bataclan concert 
hall, where the American rock band Eagles of Death Metal was playing in 
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front of 1500 people. Furthermore, the attackers targeted several bars in the 
eastern part of the capital. 130 people were killed in the attacks (France 24, 
2015c). On 18 November 2015, police conducted an arrest operation linked to 
the 13 November attacks in Saint-Denise in Paris. Information gathered after 
the raid documented that the terrorists were planning an attack against the 
capital’s La Defense business quarter – probably the Quatre Temps shopping 
centre and the main square of the quarter (Jarry, 2015). Furthermore, the 
ringleader behind the 13 November attacks had plans to strike Jewish targets 
and to disrupt schools and the transport system in France. Abaaoud and his 
cousin Boulahcen died in the police operation in St. Denis (Vlierden, 2015: 
30; The New York Post, 2015). 

In Denmark, a 16-year old girl was arrested in Kundby on 13 January 2016 on 
suspicion of planning attacks against two schools. One of the schools was 
Sydskolen (school) in Fårevejle, which she was a former pupil of. Police 
found bomb manuals, and also that she had tested out triacetone triperoxide 
(TATP) explosives (Berlingske tidende, 2016). A couple of weeks later, on 2 
February 2016, six Islamist extremists planning to head for Syria were 
arrested in the French city of Lyon. Two of them were believed to have been 
planning to attack swingers clubs, possibly with firearms (The Local, 2016).  

On 2 June 2016, German police arrested three Syrian ISIS-members planning 
an attack in Düsseldorf. The plan involved suicide bombings, as well as 
attacks with firearms. At least two of the suspects had entered Germany as 
refugees during 2015. Prosecutors said they had been tasked to attack an area 
of Düsseldorf packed with bars and cafes. One option seemed to be two 
suicide bombers detonating explosives along a main thoroughfare near the 
area’s subway station, while other armed attackers carried out further killings 
with weapons and more explosives (Eddy, 2016). 

On 14 July 2016, Mohamed Lahouaiej-Bouhlel drove a rented truck into 
crowds of people enjoying Nice’s beachfront, the Promenade des Anglais, 
during the 14 July Bastille Day celebrations. 86 people were killed, and more 
than 400 were wounded. The terrorist, who was shot dead by police, was in 
possession of a pistol, bullets, a fake pistol and two replica assault rifles, as 
well as an empty grenade. He had reconnoitred the area in the lorry on each of 
the two days before the attack (BBC News, 2016d). Ten days later, on 24 July 
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2016, ISIS-affiliate Mohammad Daleel blew himself up in Ansbach, 
Germany, outside Eugens Weinstube and near the entrance to the Ansbach 
Open Music festival. 15 people were wounded. 

On 19 August 2016, a rabbi in his 60s was stabbed in the abdomen in the 
Jewish quarter of Strasbourg. The assailant was arrested at the scene. 
Witnesses claimed that the man shouted “Allahu Akbar” and press reports 
stated that the man had attacked others in the local Jewish community in 2010 
(AFP Strasbourg, 2016). On 8 September 2016, British police arrested ISIS-
inspired Haroon Ali Syed for making preparations for terrorist acts. His 
brother was behind the 2014 Remembrance Day plot. Police believe Haroon 
Ali Syed originally planned to be a suicide bomber, but he was also interested 
in buying machine guns or pistols. He had shown interest in an Elton John 
concert in Hyde Park on the anniversary of 9/11, but also Buckingham Palace, 
the busy Oxford Street and military bases (Gardham & Simpson, 2017)  

On 20 November 2016, French police arrested a jihadi cell with links to ISIS 
in Strasbourg and Marseille. Police think the cell planned to launch attacks on 
1 December against Disneyland Paris and the Champs Elysees Christmas 
market. The cell is also believed to have considered targeting France’s 
counter-intelligence services (DGSI) hub, the police crime-investigation 
headquarters in Paris and the nearby High Court building (Osborne, 2016). 
Media reports also suggested that cafe terraces in the northeast of the capital 
and metro stations had attracted attention (Lockett, 2016). Firearms and 
jihadist propaganda were found during raids. Some cell members had fought 
in Syria and had links to the 2015 Paris attackers (Osborne, 2016). 

The final case for this target type category, came in the evening of 19 
December 2016, when Tunisian Ania Amri drove a Scandia semi-trailer truck 
into a Christmas market at Breitscheidplatz in Berlin. 12 people were killed 
and about 50 people were injured. The Polish truck driver was found killed in 
the truck cabin. The perpetrator was shot and killed by Italian police four days 
later (Parodi & Cinelli, 2016). 
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4.11.2 Analysis 
The militant Islamists’ general interest for attacking innocent civilians in 
public areas is significant. It is found to be legitimate and gives the terrorists 
an almost unlimited targeting portfolio. The number of cases involving plots 
and attacks on civilians in the Public Areas category is the highest when 
compared to the other target type categories applied in this project, with the 
category Transport second in line. Also, in other target type categories, 
several well-documented plots have been discarded due to a very superficial 
and initial interest not being followed up on. In this category, however, there 
are no such cases. In all the 32 of 80 cases, there was serious intent and 
capability. This illustrates that attacks in public areas are always an option, 
and when the interest for more difficult targets proves difficult to follow 
through, attacks on public areas are often the easy way out. 

The interest in causing mass casualties in attacks directed against this target 
type category is overwhelming. A mass casualty intent has been registered in 
as many as 30 of 32 well documented plots and has been seen in 18 of 21 
launched attacks. Furthermore, 18 of the 21 initiated attacks have been of an 
indiscriminate nature and all the launched attacks have involved soft targets. 
This means that attacking crowded places in central areas stand out as 
particularly attractive to jihadi terrorists. Such attacks do not offer the 
perpetrators the best chances for escape, but what they do offer is maximum 
media attention, a substantial fear potential among the general public and 
more pressure on the political decision-makers they seek to influence. Also, 
and in contradiction to most terrorists from other ideological directions 
(although exceptions can be seen), militant Islamists are willing to sacrifice 
themselves for the cause. 

The intention of causing the death of a lot of people is reflected in the 
weapons the terrorists try to obtain in plots or actually use in attacks, although 
ambitions may have to be reduced as things develop. In the 32 thwarted plots, 
as many as 27 of them involved explosives. Eleven plots involved firearms (in 
seven cases, both alternatives were of interest). If we look at conducted 
attacks only, 11 cases involved explosives, while firearms were used in 6 
attacks (in the 2015 13 November attacks in Paris, both explosives and 
firearms were used). Furthermore, vehicles were used as a weapon in three 
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attacks, hand grenades in one attack, and a knife in another. Regarding the 
outcome, the highest number of casualties in a public area attack (public 
transport excepted) was seen in the 2015 13 November attacks. Here, a 
combination of explosives and firearms was used to kill 130 people, while 
trucks were used both in the 2016 Nice attack and the 2016 Berlin attack – 
killing 32 and 12 people respectively. In five cases, suicide bomber tactics 
have been applied, and in two other incidents the terrorists have shown a 
Fedayeen-style (‘fight until you are killed’) attitude. In the rest of the attacks, 
there has been an ambition to escape or willingness to be captured. 

Most of the attacks committed in the category Public Area have taken place 
outdoors. For several cases of thwarted plots, this factor is difficult to assess, 
but in the conducted attacks, those attacked were outdoors in 16 cases, while 
in six cases the people targeted were indoors. It is only in the 2015 November 
Paris attacks that crowds both outdoors and indoors have been deliberately 
and systematically attacked in the same operation. The combination of a 
limited number of attacks and the variety of targets displayed makes it 
difficult to categorize targets more precisely, but the key word is crowded 
places. Busy streets and promenades have been hit on five occasions, 
including the 2016 Nice attack. Furthermore, three markets have been 
targeted, while restaurants, bars and nightclubs have suffered five attacks. In 
terms of time-fixed events, the 2015 13 November attacks in Paris targeted 
both a football match and the concert at Bataclan, but we can here also keep in 
mind that in the 2016 attacks in Nice (14 July Bastille Day celebration) and 
the 2016 Ansbach bombing (bomb was detonated near a festival entrance), 
timing was an important factor. Regarding the registered attacks against the 
kosher shops in France in 2012 and 2015, the school attacks in France in 1995 
and 2012, the museum attack in Brussels in 2014 and the stabbing of a rabbi 
in Strasbourg in 2016, the Jewish connection is clear, which will be 
elaborated on later in the section dealing with US and Israeli/Jewish targets. 
In the 1996 car bomb incident, Amedy Coulibaly’s shooting of a jogger in 
January 2015 and the 2016 stabbing of a rabbi in Strasbourg, the motives do 
not seem to have been as mainstream as typical attacks in public areas are. 
The target variety seen in launched attacks and well documented plots means 
that it is essential to keep an open mind when assessing potential targets. We 
are back to the general fact that crowds attract terrorists. As such, city tourist 
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maps, combined with an event calendar, will say quite a lot about what 
terrorists could be targeting. Regarding the time of day, the attacks in public 
area have taken place between 8am and 01:30am. The limited number of 
attacks, combined with the variety seen regarding attacks conducted in 
mornings, in afternoons or in evenings, the conclusion is that the time of 
attack most often depends on when there are crowds outside.  

Regarding vulnerability, ordinary people in public areas represent easy targets 
for terrorists, and it is not possible to protect everybody everywhere at all 
times. Therefore, in the large cities of several countries, a lot of resources are 
put into facilitating a quick police response. This does not mean that physical 
protective security efforts should not be implemented; this is addressed in the 
conclusions of this thesis. 

4.12  Targeting transport 
The category Transport involves different services of transportation, and, with 
very few exceptions, public transport has been focused on. That is why the 
two categories Public Area and Transport will at large mean indiscriminate 
targeting, including the significant impact this has for public security, public 
fear and the challenges for police and security services. Since transportation 
services can be quite different from each other, and some sectors are more 
exposed to terrorist attacks than others, I have chosen to use subcategories 
here. This is to enhance the precision of the analysis, as well as the relevance 
for practitioners in the respective sectors. Following this, I have divided 
Transport into the following subcategories: Aviation covers flights and 
airports; rail transport includes light trains (trams), subways and trains, as 
well as tracks and stations; ground transport covers bus and taxi services; 
maritime sector includes ferries, ships and offshore installations. Before 
commencing with the respective subcategories, some overall figures can be 
introduced. 

According to the total dataset, the transport sector was a potential target for, 
or was actually targeted by, militant Islamists in Western Europe in 61 of 208 
plots and attacks, in the period 1994–2016. If we look at all thwarted plots 
only, the transport sector was a potential target in 43 of all 138 registered 
plots. 17 of these plots carry vague documentation, while 26 plots have strong 
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documentation. As such, the starting point for analysis consists of 26 plots 
and 18 launched attacks. In eight of the 26 plots, as well as in three launched 
attacks, two different transport target types were involved. Just as important to 
note is the fact that in several plots carrying strong documentation, some 
target types were not as seriously considered as others. As will be described 
below, the terrorists’ focus is at large directed towards aviation and rail 
transport, and less so towards ground transport services and the maritime 
sector. 

4.12.1 Targeting aviation 
Crime and terrorism in the air have been seen almost from the time the 
Wright-brothers took off in the first powered human flight in 1903 – and 
increasingly so after commercial flights were introduced. From the 1930s to 
the 1950s, they mostly included criminal incidents and hijacks related to 
escape from the Iron Curtain that dominated the West. An increasing number 
of security-related incidents in the United States and Europe from the 1950s 
onwards pushed the security focus within the aviation sector forward. Two 
waves should be mentioned in particular; the first came after Fidel Castro’s 
takeover of Cuba in 1959. For many years, and with a peak from 1968 to 
1971, the hijacking-to-Cuba phenomenon represented a significant security 
challenge for the aviation sector in North America (Gero, 2009: 19–43). The 
second wave came when Palestinians began hijacking airplanes in Europe, 
starting with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine’s (PFLP) hijack 
of El Al flight 426 in 1968 - the only successful hijacking of an El Al flight to 
date. More hijackings followed and the so-called Dawson Field incident in 
1970 was one hijacking-operation with interesting similarities to the 9/11 
attacks regarding coordination. In total five airliners departing from different 
locations in Europe and Bahrain were targeted by members of The Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP). With the exception of an El Al 
flight targeted by Leila Khaled and a male partner, they succeeded in  taking 
control over the aircrafts. One empty airplane was later blown up in Cairo, 
while three others ended up at Dawson Field in Jordan, were they later were 
blown up after the crew and passengers had been removed (Gero, 2009: 53-
54). 
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In the late 1960s and early 1970s several countries had a give-in policy when 
hijackings took place. A number of countries replaced this with a no 
compliance policy. This happened gradually, but one relevant episode in this 
regard was the Black September Organization’s hijacking of Sabena flight 
571 in 1972, which ended at Lod airport outside Tel Aviv. The Israelis had by 
now established a policy of confrontation, and the aircraft was successfully 
stormed by the General Staff elite unit Sayeret Matkal, with two future prime 
ministers, Ehud Barak and Benjamin Netanyahu, participating in the assault 
team (Zonder, 2000: 64–77). After Palestinian terrorists conducted the 
massacre of Israeli athletes in Munich in 1972, several European states 
established national counterterrorism units tasked to handle flight hijacks and 
other complex situations. After Israeli commandos conducted the spectacular 
Entebbe-raid in Uganda in 1976, the Germans was to demonstrate their 
increasing reluctance to give-in to hijackers, when GSG-9 (assisted by the 
British Special Air Service regiment) successfully stormed the hijacked 
Landshut-flight in Mogadishu in 1977. It is likely that the respective 
governments hoped that the abovementioned counterterrorist operations was 
to signal to the far-left, Palestinian groups and others that hijacking of flights 
was no longer an easy or profitable approach in the West (Gero, 2009; 
Netanyahu, 2002; Peters, 2008). 

Terrorist acts against the aviation sector have not always been directed against 
flights, though. For the last five decades, there have also been several several 
airport attacks. One example was the Japanese Red Army’s attack on Lod 
airport outside Tel Aviv in 1972, killing 26 people (Farrell, 1990: 128–129). 
Another major incident was the 1985 Rome and Vienna airport attacks, 
probably conducted by the Abu Nidal organization (Melman, 1986: 126; 
Seale, 1992: 238). In the Western world, US and Israeli airliners have been 
particularly exposed to terrorism, but obviously with several exceptions. 

Attacking the aviation sector has been popular among terrorists for several 
reasons. Historically, since many airliners for decades were state-owned, 
symbolism was very much a factor. An attack against El Al, or an American 
airliner, would often be interpreted as an attack on Israel or the US, 
respectively. Although many companies have become private ventures, the 
national tag is still a factor. Furthermore, such acts were means to be able to 
attack a distant enemy without going to their backyard. It is also a fact that 
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attacks on flights stand out as spectacular acts – especially if the flight is used 
as a weapon, like the 9/11 attacks – and successful attacks will be a display of 
strength from the terrorists’ point of view. The fear factor is maximised, 
simply because those on board are totally helpless - and the outcome is 
inevitably catastrophic if the terrorists succeed. It is, of course, also a factor 
that a flight can go from one place to another after a takeover, which may give 
the perpetrators a number of options, while at the same time the possible 
countermeasures of the security authorities are reduced. 

Airports are in general easier targets than flights, and such attacks are not 
particularly different than attacks directed against crowded places elsewhere. 
The terrorists want to kill a high number of people, and since airports are 
crowded, they are potential targets. But public places in large cities are even 
less protected than large airports, so there is more to it than that. First, the 
overall impact is more substantial than a standard public area attack, since an 
airport attack will cause the airport in question to close down, and all flights 
will be cancelled – alternatively, they may be directed elsewhere. This has a 
significant effect on the general public and logistics for a long period of time, 
and the financial costs can be substantial compared to a street attack. 
Furthermore, perpetrators can focus on particular national groups or state-
linked companies at an airport. What we have seen in some attacks is that 
attackers have acted against a carefully selected party within the airport 
terminals, like an El Al counter (Feldman, 2002). In the same way, a suicide 
bomber or a perpetrator armed with firearms may be able to identify travelling 
groups from specific countries before launching an attack. 

The main challenge for terrorists planning an airport attack is that these 
targets have preventive security measures that make them difficult to 
approach. There are physical barriers outside and inside terminal buildings, 
camera surveillance, alarms and trained security personnel who constantly 
monitor travellers and the premises; moreover, the response time for police or 
other security forces is normally significantly quicker at large airports. 

4.12.1.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 

There are 13 plots with strong documentation and six attacks involving the 
aviation sector – either flights or airports. A more thorough assessment of the 
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plots has led to the conclusion that four of the cases with strong 
documentation in this sector have been very superficial. Hence, the following 
15 cases constitute the starting point for analysis. 

Year Plot / 
attack 

Description Target 

1994 Attack Algeria-Paris flight hijack Flight 
2001 Attack Richard Reid case Flight 
2002 Plot Heathrow airplane case Flight / Airport 
2003 Plot Badat shoebomb plot Flight 
2005 Plot Bourada cell, Paris Airport 
2006 Plot Geneva El Al plot Flight / Airport 
2006 Plot Airliners liquid plot Flights 
2007 Attack Glasgow airport attack Airport 
2007 Plot Perugia arrests Airport 
2007 Plot Sauerland cell Airport 
2009 Attack Underwear bomber Flight 
2010 Plot Karim Heathrow plot Flight 
2010 Attack Cargo planes case Flights 
2016 Attack Brussels 22 March attacks Airport 
2016 Plot Leipzig refugee arrest Airport 

 

On 24 December 1994, Air France flight 8969 was hijacked in Algiers by 
GIA terrorists, and three persons were killed during the takeover. It is 
believed they planned to blow up the plane over Paris (Lia & Kjøk, 2001: 37; 
Nesser, 2008: 927; Sancton, 2001), or crash it into the Eiffel Tower 
(Steinberg, 2013: 23; Filiu, 2014: 356). The plane landed in Marseille, where 
GIGN commandos stormed the aircraft and killed the terrorists. The next 
incident took place on 22 December 2001, when Colvin Read tried to detonate 
a bomb hidden in his shoe onboard trans-Atlantic American Airlines flight 63, 
which was travelling from Paris to Miami (Nesser, 2008: 930). Before the 
attack, Reid had visited several countries, including Israel and Egypt, to find 
potential targets. Reid reported to a contact in Afghanistan that the Tel Aviv 
train station would be a good bombing target (US Quarter Court of 
Massachusetts). Other targets were churches and “tall buildings”, Haifa train 
station, the Wailing Wall and Ben Gurion airport (Alleyne, 2003; Levitt, 
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2009). Allegedly, Reid got the shoebomb-idea during an El Al flight, since 
shoes then were not part of the security check (Alleyne, 2003). 

In February 2003, security was strengthened at Heathrow airport as security 
services warned about an imminent attack by AQ. Security sources claimed 
AQ attempted to smuggle SA-7s into UK to shoot down airliners taking off 
from Heathrow (The Guardian, 2003). In December the same year, British-
Malawi Sajid Badat was arrested in the UK for planning a suicide bomb 
attack on a trans-Atlantic flight back in 2001. He had previously met Richard 
Reid in Afghanistan and returned with a similar mission (Nesser, 2008: 934). 
Badat decided to abort the mission and enrolled an Islamic college in 
Blackburn (The Telegraph, 2012a). 

In September 2005, French police arrested nine alleged members of GSPC on 
suspicion of planning attacks on DST HQ, the Paris Metro and an unspecified 
airport (Nesser, 2008: 937; Beyler, 2006). The next case involving aviation 
came in May 2006, when Swiss police arrested several persons planning to 
shoot down an El Al plane during take-off from Geneva Airport using an RPG 
or a surface to air weapon. Geneva was regarded as a good location due to the 
fact that the surrounding mountains could be used to the terrorists’ advantage 
(Ynet News, 2006). As the plot evolved, the terrorists aborted the plan and 
instead aimed for airport attacks in Zurich and Geneva, according to security 
sources. 

In August 2006, British police arrested 24 Muslims suspected of preparing 
suicide bombings on trans-Atlantic flights from Heathrow (Nesser, 2006; 
2008: 938). They had developed a method to disguise homemade explosive 
devices in soft drink bottles. Mid-air on their way to USA or Canada, the 
devices were to be assembled and detonated. Ringleader Abdul Ahmed Ali 
was carrying a list of flights on a memory stick, and these were headed to San 
Francisco, Toronto, Montreal, Washington, New York and Chicago. The first 
departure, United Airlines to San Francisco, was recorded at 2:30pm. The 
final departure, American Airlines to Chicago, was at 4:50pm (Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2011). Allegedly, the terrorist network had ambitions to 
follow up on the 2006 liquid attacks with a second wave of terror against 
targets like power plants, nuclear power facilities, gas and oil refineries, UK’s 
national electricity grid, a major Internet service provider exchange, the 
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Canary Wharf quarter, Heathrow airport’s control tower, as well as a gas line 
between UK and Belgium (Cruickshank, 2014: 227). 

After the 2006 liquid plot, the first attack launched against an airport took 
place in June 2007. Following an unsuccessful bomb attack using two 
vehicles in the Haymarket area in London, an attack was initiated against 
Glasgow Airport on 30 June (Nesser, 2008: 939). A vehicle with two men and 
an IED crashed into Terminal 1, but there was only a partial detonation and 
the car caught fire. The driver succumbed due to his wounds (Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2009; Mail Online, 2008). In July 2007, Italian police 
arrested three AQ-affiliated Moroccans in Perugia. The cell was seemingly at 
large training others in making explosives, poison and fly planes, and 
chemicals and equipment for detonating explosives were found in the 
mosque’s cellar. Police suspected action was going to be taken and they found 
information on Fiumicino Airport near Rome (Nesser, 2008: 940; BBC News, 
2007b). The next case appeared in Germany in September 2007, when the so-
called Sauerland cell was disrupted. Frankfurt and Ramstein airports were 
among other targets discussed, but there is uncertainty about the final decision 
(Steinberg, 2013: 73).  

On Christmas Day 2009, Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab tried to detonate a 
bomb hidden in his underpants on a US flight from Amsterdam to Detroit. He 
had travelled with the bomb, which contained PETN and TATP, from Yemen 
to Africa, and then to Amsterdam, where he boarded Flight 253. When the 
plane was descending at Detroit Metropolitan Airport, he tried to detonate the 
bomb, but the result was a small fire. Passengers and flight attendants tackled 
the terrorist and extinguished the fire (US Department of Justice, 2012). 
Another serious case followed in February 2010, when British police arrested 
Bengali Rajib Karim, a British Airways (BA) computer expert (Nesser, 2015: 
259-260). He had communicated with Anwar al-Awlaki through encrypted e-
mails and received instructions to smuggle explosives or a person carrying a 
bomb on board a trans-Atlantic flight. Much of the information disclosed was 
due to the fact that Karim made mistakes with his disk encryption (Graham, 
2016: 20, 22-23). Karim also had concrete ideas about finding and using 
insiders (Crown Prosecution Service, 2012). 
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On 29 October 2010, in the middle of the night, police at East Midland airport 
removed a package originating from the Arabian peninsula from a UPS cargo 
plane arriving from Cologne. The package, addressed to a synagogue in 
Chicago, contained a printer cartridge in which at least 300 grams of PETN 
explosives was hidden. The bomb, designed by Al-Qaida in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP), was very sophisticated (Hastings & Chan, 2013: 788). A 
similar bomb was found on a FedEx plane in Dubai. Both planes were to 
explode mid-air over the US (Dodd, Norton-Taylor, & Harris, 2010). 
According to Ramsey (2012), Anwar al-Awlaki displayed multiple and partly 
competing targeting priorities with this operation, including American 
economy, president Obama via his home town and two synagogues.  

On 22 March 2016 at 7:58am, Western Europe experienced the second 
launched airport attack when suicide bombers Ibrahim el-Bakraoui and Najim 
Laachraoui detonated their IEDs within seconds in the check-in hall at 
Zaventem airport outside Brussels. They did so after positioning themselves at 
the opposite ends of the hall. One hour later, another bomb detonated at the 
Maelbeek metro station in Brussels. Sixteen people died in the airport attack, 
and there were 16 casualties in the Maelbeek incident. The cell was linked to 
the network behind the Paris attacks in 2015 (BBC News, 2016c). The last 
case appeared on 10 October 2016, when Syrian refugee Jaber al-Bakr was 
arrested by police officers in Leipzig after a 48-hour manhunt. Allegedly, the 
man, who had links to ISIS, planned to blow himself up at a German airport, 
probably the Schönefeld or Tegel airport in the Berlin area (Berliner 
Morgenpost, 2016). Another refugee was later arrested for providing Bakr 
with the room where he constructed his bomb (Connolloy, 2016). 

4.12.1.2 Analysis 

Looking at the overall picture, the interest in attacking flights and airports is 
moderate in terms of the registered plots and frequency. Six attacks in total 
against flights and airports are not many, but the interest in the aviation sector 
displayed in plots must also be taken into consideration. As such, there is a 
sustained threat against the aviation sector, which must be taken seriously. 
This comes out as quite even in flights versus airport attacks. From the 15 
cases, 9 involve flights, while 8 have been aimed at airports. In two cases, 
namely the 2002 Heathrow plane crash plot and the 2006 Geneva El Al plot, 
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both flights and airports were involved. Looking just at launched attacks, 
however, four attacks were directed against flights while two incidents were 
attacks against airports. 

With reference to previous elaborations about why flights constitute particular 
attractive targets, the persistence shown with regard to this target type 
category is not surprising. Rightly, all four flight attacks included in this 
dataset were unsuccessful, but this was not due to the effectiveness of airport 
security. Accordingly, Rabasa & Benard’s (2015: 157) argument that 
terrorists have not been able to successfully penetrate airport security in 
Europe can be questioned. I will say that the terrorists have done so on several 
occasions. The 1994 takeover in Algeria happened due to security breach at 
the point of departure. Even more clearly, however, both Reid and 
Abdulmutallab successfully passed airport security in Paris and Amsterdam 
(in transit from Lagos) in 2001 and 2009 respectively. Therefore, the reason 
these attacks failed was a matter of explosive device mechanism failure, not 
effective airport security. Also, the 2010 cargo plot failed due to warnings 
from intelligence services outside Europe, not due to screening of cargo 
before the flights departed. What the thwarted plots tell us, though, is that we 
rely significantly on the capability of the security and intelligence services for 
detection before the terrorists turn up at the airport. It would also be a mistake 
to think that the unsuccessful attacks discourage terrorists from future 
attempts. Seen from the terrorists’ point of view, the impact of such attacks, if 
successful, is too powerful for that. Additionally, successful attacks that have 
taken place outside Europe, like the 9/11 attacks and the 2015 Russian 
Metrojet flight 9268 downing over Egypt, are likely to inspire terrorists to 
target flights for a long time. 

There are other perspectives to note when it comes to the attacks against 
flights in this project’s dataset. One is that the four flight attacks were 
initiated outside the European continent, which illuminates why thorough 
checks are required during departure and transit from flights from certain 
parts of the world. Furthermore, all launched attacks against flights have been 
orchestrated by established terrorist networks with adequate capabilities and 
not by low-capability individuals acting on their own. The variety of attack 
approaches seen in serious plots and launched attacks against flights must also 
be noted. Traditional hijacking, suicide bombers and bombs in cargo 
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compartments have been used in launched attacks, and the creativeness and 
competence displayed in some cases have been of an advanced level. The 
2006 liquid plot can be regarded as innovative, which is quite rare, since 
terrorists are normally more creative and adaptive than innovative. That said, 
al-Qaida tried to smuggle onboard and assemble explosives long before, as 
they targeted a flight from Philippine Airline in 1994 (Tønnesen, 2008: 17-
18). The advanced construction of the printer explosive devices in the 2010 
cargo plot is another example of creativity and skills. Furthermore, we have 
recently seen how militant Islamists continue to explore methods to get 
explosives pass through security checks at airports – for example, by 
camouflaging explosive devices as iPads and laptops (MacAskill, 2017). 

Shooting down aircrafts with MANPADS, SAM and other shoulder-fired 
weapons is not for everyone. Such weapons are difficult to obtain on the 
European continent. Operating them requires training and experience, and the 
operation must be conducted within reasonable distance from take-off or 
landing zones – which increases the need for hostile reconnaissance and risk 
for detection. Overall, this attack method seems too ambitious for most 
terrorists, and as seen in the 2006 Geneva plot, where the plotters considered 
such an approach, there was a shift towards airports attacks instead. Such 
attempts cannot be totally discarded, however. In November 2002, an aircraft 
belonging to Arkia Israel Airlines with 271 persons onboard took off Moi 
International Airport in Kenya (Tønnesen, 2008: 25). Two shoulder-launched 
missiles were fired by terrorists, but both missed (Gero, 2009: 123; 
Wilkinson, 2007: 257–258) 

A serious threat that is given less attention has also here been previously 
mentioned – insider threat. There are several plots where an insider threat has 
been identified. In one case (carrying vague documentation) from August 
2005, Dutch police suspected that militant Islamists planned to shoot down an 
aircraft at Schipol airport (Schuurman, Eijkman, & Bakker 2014). Here, one 
individual allegedly recruited two workers at the airport to pass on 
information on the airline’s landing and take-off patterns (Haaretz, 2007). In 
November 2006, German police detained six Islamists suspected of planning 
to bomb an airliner (probably El Al) departing from Frankfurt during the 
summer of 2006. The suspects had engaged an airport employee to smuggle a 
suitcase with explosives onto a passenger plane, but allegedly the plan fell 
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apart due to disagreement regarding payment (Nesser, 2008: 939; Deutsche 
Welle, 2006). Furthermore, the 2010 Benji Karim case is a classic insider-
case.  

Moving from flights to airports, one could argue that attacking terminal 
buildings and the surrounding facilities is not as easy as attacking flights. For 
reasons mentioned before in this part of the thesis, however, airport terminals 
can still be more attractive than crowded places. Eight cases with a 
documented interest in airports have been described, which include six 
thwarted plots and two launched attack. The launched attacks were the 2007 
Glasgow airport attack and the 2016 Brussels bombings, where the latter has 
been the only launched attack causing casualties in the aviation sector in the 
dataset for this project. 

What this dataset, and general experiences in the West, have shown is that 
major terrorist attacks against airports are normally directed against large, 
international central airports. In terms of modus operandi, it seems clear that 
except for the 2002 Heathrow case (a flight crashing into the airport was one 
scenario) and the 2007 Glasgow attack (a vehicle driven into a terminal 
entrance), classic approaches seem to be preferred when airport attacks are 
considered, planned or executed. In seven of the eight cases, explosives have 
been involved, but both old and more recent experiences from other parts of 
the world make it clear that firearm attacks never can be discarded as an 
option either – especially in countries where assault rifles and submachine 
guns are available in criminal networks and black markets. Vehicle attacks 
against terminal buildings are, to a large degree, not an option for 
international airports anymore due to the use of bollards and other physical 
barriers. Non-firing weapons is always an option, but such low-capability and 
small-scale attacks will not cause the same disruptive effect on an airport as 
the use of explosives and assault rifles typically can. After low-scale attacks, 
it will soon be business as usual at the airport in question. 

It is important to acknowledge that airports and their terminal buildings have 
hotspots. Some areas are more accessible and crowded than others, like the 
check-in zones in departure halls. Terrorists arriving with suitcases and bags 
full of explosives will normally end up there, since arriving and going 
elsewhere could raise suspicion. Inside a terminal building, there will 
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normally be at least two attractive options from the terrorists’ point of view. 
The first option is simply to attack crowds of people, if the ambition is to kill 
as many as possible in an indiscriminate manner. The second option is to 
attack the counters and other spots belonging to some specific airlines, which 
may stand out as particular attractive targets – US or Israeli airliners, for 
example. 

Although terrorist attacks on airports have usually taken place in departure 
halls and outside the security control for departure, it is important to keep in 
mind that, depending on the form of the attack, the area beyond the security 
control may also be vulnerable. The reason for this is that airport security 
checkpoints are primarily established to ensure safe flights. Importantly, 
however, it is perfectly possible to breach entry through the security control 
(or other entry points) with the use of firearms. Furthermore, the insider threat 
can also lead to possibilities, like initiating shooting attacks in unexpected 
areas of an airport. This means that the possibility for rapid evacuation is 
important both outside and inside of the security check. As described, airport 
security is a complex matter both because the security measures serve several 
different purposes and because the threats can be of significantly different 
nature. Finally, since long, cyber-threats have been a phenomenon that 
worries the aviation sector (Wilkinson, 2007: 262). 

4.12.2 Targeting rail transport 
To continue with the transport sector, rail transport was exposed to terrorism 
in the very early days of its existence. Already on 30 October 1883, Irish 
rebellions threw a bomb from a train during its departure from Praed Street 
(Paddington), causing significant damages and a high number of injuries, 
while a similar attack took place on the same day at Charing Cross station 
(McGladdery, 2006: 233). Since then, attacks against rail transport have been 
regularly seen from actors from a variety of ideological positions. What is 
regarded as ETA’s very first attack came in 1961, and this was an attempt to 
derail a train taking Franco supporters to a commemoration ceremony in San 
Sebastiàn (Clark, 1984: 35). Many will also remember the dramatic train 
sieges conducted by South-Moluccan terrorists in Netherlands in 1975 and 
1977. The Provisional IRA launched numerous attacks against the London 
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Underground during the troubles (McGladdery, 2006). Furthermore, the 1980 
Bologna train station bomb, which killed 85 people, was a massive attack that 
allegedly had a right-wing-affiliation. As will be described, the militant 
Islamists have also targeted rail transport extensively for the last two decades. 

At large, attacks against rail transport can be divided into attacks that take 
place onboard the trains or trams themselves, attacks against station areas 
(including street entrances) and sabotage of tracks. This may, for example, 
include placing explosives on tracks to blow trains up or destroying tracks by 
other means to derail trains. Regarding vulnerability, rail transport targets are 
in principle just as vulnerable to attacks as other unprotected targets in public 
areas. Normally, there are no security checks before boarding trains, and this 
is one reason why rail transport historically has been an attractive target. 
Another obvious factor is that a railway attack will result in a more significant 
societal disruptive effect, especially when compared to street attacks. 
Moreover, public transport is in general packed with people during rush 
hours. 

In addition to the three main factors that have been mentioned, there are other 
tactical and operational aspects terrorists may include in their consideration, 
depending on what they want to do and how they want to do it. If the aim is to 
use explosives to kill as many people as possible, underground services will 
be a particularly attractive alternative since the effect of explosive devices is 
increast in closed compartments. At the same time, escape will be profoundly 
difficult for the passengers, especially if the tunnels are so narrow that it is 
impossible to exit the carriages through doors or windows. Under such 
circumstances, smoke may become an equally lethal threat. Furthermore, the 
task for police and rescue personnel will be very challenging in an 
underground incident, as pointed out by an individual involved in the 2008 
Barcelona suicide plot (Reinares, 2016a: 338). This includes general working 
conditions, facilities needed, as well as communication with the emergency 
services. Also, if the objective is to initiate a hostage situation, a seized 
carriage makes it easier for the terrorists to control the hostages and make it 
difficult for them to escape. As for sabotaging rail tracks with explosives or 
otherwise, such methods will be attractive for terrorists wanting to reduce the 
risk of detection and confrontation, since they don’t have to be present when 
the train in question arrives. As will be described in the following part, 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

274 

militant Islamists operating in Western Europe have turned to, or displayed an 
interest in, several different approaches and methods regarding rail transport. 

4.12.2.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 

There are 16 plots with strong documentation and 13 initiated attacks 
involving rail transport in the dataset. A more thorough assessment of the 
plots in question has led to the conclusion that the interest in rail transport 
targets in four of the plots has been quite superficial and was never seriously 
followed up on. Hence, the following 25 cases constitute the starting point for 
analysis. 
 
Year Plot / 

attack 
Description Target 

1995 Attack St Michel Metro attack Train 
1995 Attack Railway track bomb Railway track 
1995 Attack Maison Blanche attack Subway station 
1995 Attack Belkacem train bomb Train 
2003 Plot Bourgass ricin plot Train 
2004 Plot Milan metro/church plot Subway 
2004 Attack M11 Madrid bombings Commuter trains 
2004 Plot Dhiren Barot case Subway 
2005 Attack 7/7 London bombings Subway and bus 
2005 Attack 21/7 bombers Subway and bus 
2005 Plot Bourada cell, Paris Subway 
2005 Plot Underground plot Subway  
2005 Plot Bouhrama GSPC case Subway 
2006 Plot Milan metro and church Subway and church 
2006 Attack German train bombs Train 
2006 Plot Vollsmose case Transport hub, station 
2007 Plot Glasvej case Train or bus 
2008 Plot Pakistani Taliban case Subway  
2012 Attack Bonner train station Train station 
2015 Plot Silent bomber Rehman Subway 
2015 Attack Thalys train attack Train 
2015 Attack London underground case Underground station 
2016 Attack Brussels 22 March attacks Subway, airport 
2016 Attack Würzburg train attack Train 
2016 Plot Paris gas-cylindre plot Train station 
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On 25 July 1995, GIA affiliates placed a gas canister bomb on a RER B 
commuter train. The device exploded at the St Michel Metro station in Paris, 
and eight people were killed (Lia & Kjøk, 2001; Nesser, 2008: 927-928). 
Then, on 26 August, a gas cylinder with 25kg of explosives was found on a 
high-speed train (TGV) north of Lyon, close to a big junction of the TGV 
network (Nesser, 2008: 928). A fault in the trigger mechanism prevented it 
from exploding (Dejevski, 1995).  

On 6 October 1995, a bomb exploded outside the Maison Blanche subway in 
Paris. 12 persons were wounded (Nesser, 2008: 928). The time and place of 
the attack was probably in retaliation to an incident that had taken place on 29 
September, when French police killed GIA leader Khaled Kelkal at the 
Maison Blanche bus stop in Lyon. Moreover, the attack in Paris took place at 
the time of Kelkal’s funeral (CNN, 1995). One and a half weeks later, on 17 
October 1995 at 7:06am, a bomb placed under a seat detonated on the second 
car of a suburban C-line RER train in the tunnel between the Saint-Michel and 
Orsay Museum metro stations in Paris (Whitney, 1995; Nesser, 2008: 928). 
Thirty people were injured in the attack, which police credited to GIA (Humi, 
1995). 

In January 2003, British police arrested several North Africans linked to AQ 
and GSPC (Nesser, 2008: 932). A suspicious chemical laboratory was found 
in a flat in London. Equipment needed to produce ricin were found, but not 
the finished product. Police claimed Kamel Bourgass and others had 
discussed various ways of spreading poison, including smearing it on car door 
handles in the Holloway Road area of north London (BBC News, 2005). 
Whitehall officials dismissed this and suggested that the terrorists planned to 
plant ricin on handrails and in toilets on the Heathrow Express trains (The 
Sunday Morning Herald, 2005). Maps of the Heathrow train route were found 
at the home of an associate of Bourgass (News 24, 2005). The next incident 
appeared in February 2004, when Italian police arrested Tunisian and 
Moroccan men for planning attacks on a Milan metro stop, below the 
cathedral and church in Cremona. They planned to use C4 explosives and kill 
about 250 people on the subway, before following it up by the church attack. 
The cell was allegedly linked to a mosque in the city of Cremona (BBC News, 
2004). 
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On 11 March 2004, 911 days after the 9/11 attacks, militant Islamists linked 
to AQ, launched simultaneous bomb attacks on commuter trains in Madrid 
Nesser, 2008: 935). Thirteen bomb devices, each containing no less than 10kg 
of dynamite and about 650 grams of ironmongery, were left on twelve 
different carriages on four trains packed with people. Triggered by 
synchronized alarms of cellular phones, ten of the bombs exploded between 
7:37am and 7:41am, killing 191 people and injuring more than 1841 
(Reinares, 2014: 30). The attack was timed to coincide with the Spanish 
elections on March 14. Documents found by the police showed that the 
terrorists, who blew themselves up during an arrest operation, had planned 
more attacks after the M11 bombings. The documents listed three potential 
targets in and around Madrid; the Jewish recreation ground Masada, the 
Synagogue Hotel and the Brains school (BBC News, 2004b). 

In August 2004, British police arrested Dhiren Barot and others for planning a 
series of synchronized terrorist attacks in the UK and the US (Metropolitan 
Police Service, 2007; Nesser, 2008: 936). The investigation revealed details of 
four different attacks, but the main plot was to load three stretch limousines 
with propane gas cylinders and explosives and detonate these in an 
underground car park. Three subsidiary plots, planned to be launched 
simultaneously, included an attack on trains, the hijacking of a petrol tanker to 
be rammed into a target and a bomb under the River Thames to flood the 
London Underground (Crown Prosecution Service, 2008). 

On 7 July, at about 8:50am, there were three simultaneous explosions on the 
London Underground – in a Circle Line tunnel between Liverpool Street and 
Aldgate stations, on the Circle Line just outside Edgware Road, and in a 
Piccadilly Line tunnel between King’s Cross and Russell Square. At 9:47am, 
a fourth explosion occurred on the upper deck of a bus in Tavistock Square 
(UK Government, 2006). The suicide bombers were identified to be 
Mohammad Sidique Khan, Shehzdad Tanweer, Germaine Lindsay and Hasib 
Hussain. The bombs killed 52 people and more than 700 people were 
physically injured (London Assembly, 2006). Investigations suggested that 
friends of the bombers, accompanied by Hasib Hussein, conducted hostile 
reconnaissance in December 2004, as they visited the Natural History 
Museum, London Eye and the Aquarium (The Telegraph, 2008). These claims 
were, however, discarded by two juries (Pantucci, 2015: 195–196). 
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Furthermore, AQ documents found on a memory stick on an Islamist in 
Germany in 2011 revealed that the 7/7 bombers had considered attacking 
highly symbolic financial targets as well (The Telegraph, 2012). Here, in what 
appears to be Rauf’s writings, it seems like the three potential targets were the 
Bank of England, the upcoming G8 summit in Scotland scheduled for July 6–
8, 2005 and the London Underground (CNN, 2012a). There are no indications 
that the perpetrators seriously considered the Bank of England or the G8 
summit, but they decided to target London Underground at the time of the G8 
summit (Pantucci, 2015: 198). 

On 21 July 2005, several North Africans launched a 7/7 copycat attack against 
the three trains on the London Underground and a bus in London (Nesser, 
2008: 937). They tried to detonate four bombs, but failed. A fifth device was 
found abandoned on Wormwood Scrubs (BBC News, undated). In September 
2005, French police arrested nine members of GSPC on suspicion of planning 
attacks on DST HQ, the Paris Metro and an airport – possibly Orly or de 
Gaulle airport (Beyler, 2006; Nesser, 2008, p. 937). The Paris cell was part of 
a bigger network, and a second cell was rounded up in Italy as it was getting 
ready to attack Rome’s metro system (Tazaghart & Jacquard, 2005). 
According to Le Figaro, the network planned to act on the eve of the 29 
September referendum in Algeria (Tazaghart & Jacquard, 2005). Two months 
later, in November 2005, Italian police arrested militant Islamists discussing 
large-scale terrorist attacks in Italy and abroad (The New York Times, 2005). 
Rome was a likely location, with Naples or Brescia as alternatives, but a 
source in the Ministry of Interior claimed an attack was most likely to take 
place outside Italy. The press, citing police documents, reported that placing 
explosives on subways in France and Spain had been discussed (Nesser, 2008: 
938). Moreover, in intercepted conversations the cell discussed attacks by 
packing a large ship with explosives (The Hindu, 2009).  

In April 2006, the Italian Ministry of the Interior stated that another terrorist 
attack against the Milan subway, as well as a church in Bologna, had been 
thwarted. Three suspects were deported and two were arrested. Media claimed 
that they planned to strike close to the national elections on 9 and 10 April 
(Nesser, 2008: 938; The Jamestown Foundation, 2006). Then, on 31 July 
2006, Lebanese students Yusuf al-Hajj Dib and Jihad Hamad planted propane 
bombs transported in suitcases on board two commuter trains going between 
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Dortmund and Koblenz. The bombs failed to explode, and no one was injured. 
The perpetrators were apparently motivated by the Danish cartoon affair 
(Nesser, 2008: 938; Steinberg, 2013: 52). 

In September 2006, Danish police arrested nine individuals suspected of 
planning attacks (Nesser, 2008: 938). The suspects had collected material 
suitable for bomb production. Furthermore, they had discussed eleven 
potential targets, including Odense railway station, Copenhagen Central 
station, Vejle traffic centre and the subway in Copenhagen (Storm, 
Cruickshank, & Lister, 2014; Sørensen, 2007). A year later, on 4 September 
2007, Danish police arrested eight persons with links to AQ in the so-called 
Glasvej case (Nesser, 2008: 940). Two men were charged and later convicted. 
The police suspected forthcoming bomb attacks after observing production 
and a test demolition of TATP. One suspect had visited AQ related extremists 
in Pakistan and received advice related to explosives and poison (Berlingske 
Tidende, 2008). Potential targets remain unclear, but sketches found by the 
police indicated attacks on a bus and/or train (Pedersen, 2008; Taarnby, 2014: 
317). 

In January 2008, Spanish police arrested a cell linked to Tehrik e Taliban 
Pakistan (TTP), in what is called the Cantata plot. The cell had planned 
suicide bomb attacks on the subway in Barcelona (Nesser, 2014: 441; 20 
minutos news). Police found material for bomb production, but the 
preparations did not indicate a big operation and were probably aimed at 
testing. Furthermore, it is not clear whether it was to be triggered by the 
suicide bombers themselves or by timers (Reinares, 2014a). Some believe the 
attack would have taken place when President Musharraf visited European 
countries (Reinares, 2009). The prosecution, however, said that the bomb had 
been planned before the 2008 general elections and in response to the 
presence of Spanish troops in Afghanistan (BBC News, 2009). 

In December 2012, German citizen Marco G. was arrested and charged for 
planting a pipe bomb in Bonn. He left the device on the platform of a train 
station, intending to kill as many people as possible (Reuters, 2014). The 
homemade bomb, hidden in a sports bag, was poorly constructed and did not 
explode. Marco G. was later also charged in the plot to kill the leader of Pro-
NRW, with three other accomplices in March 2013 (Der Spiegel, 2012). 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

279 

In May 2015, a plot to bomb the London Underground or Westfield shopping 
centre was foiled with the arrest of Mohammed Rehman and his wife. Police 
found bomb-making material in Rehman’s home, and he had tested explosives 
in his garden (The Guardian, 2015c). 

In the afternoon of 21 August 2015, Moroccan Ayoub El Khazzani launched 
an attack on a Thalys train traveling from Amsterdam to Paris. A passenger 
trying to enter a toilet cubicle met El Khazzani, armed with a Kalashnikov 
assault rifle, on the way out. Passengers reacted quickly and overpowered the 
terrorist. In addition to the rifle, El Khazzani had 270 rounds of ammunition, a 
Luger pistol, a bottle of petrol, a box-cutter and a hammer (BBC News, 
2015f). The next case appeared on 5 December in London, when Muhaydin 
M. launched a knife attack from behind against a 56-year old man at 
Leytonstone tube station, seriously injuring the victim. The arriving police 
officers quickly disabled the attacker with tasers (The Guardian, 2015e). 

At 7:58am on 22 March 2016, two suicide bombers detonated their devices at 
Zaventem airport outside Brussels, killing 16 people. Just over an hour later, 
another explosion occurred at the Maelbeek metro station in the city centre, 
when a third suicide bomber detonated his device in the middle carriage (BBC 
News, 2016c). 16 people were killed. bringing the total number of casualties 
to 32. Furthermore, 340 people were injured in total. The cell conducting the 
Brussels attacks was linked to the November 13 2015 Paris attackers. 

On 18 July 2016, three people were seriously injured when a 17-year old 
Afghan refugee, armed with a knife and an axe, went on a stabbing rampage 
on a commuter train near the German city of Würzburg. The suspect left the 
train, but was shot dead by police shortly after. A hand-painted IS flag was 
found in his room, and ISIS later posted a video featuring the individual. 
(Deutsche Welle, 2016). The final case in this overview came with the arrest 
of three women at a railway station south east of Paris on 8 September 2016. 
They were linked to a Peugot 607 car packed with gas cylinders that had been 
left near Notre Dame cathedral in central Paris – it was without number plates 
and its hazard lights were flashing. No detonator device was found in the car, 
but the presence of diesel-filled canisters and arrangements made 
strengthened the assumption that there had been a plan to explode the vehicle 
(Chrisafis, 2016). The Interior Ministry stated that the intended target had 
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been Gare de Lyon, a mainline train station in central Paris. Several arrests 
followed, and there were links to Larossi Abballa, who was behind the 
murders in Magnanville, and one of the 2016 Normandy church attackers 
(Bon, 2016). 

4.12.2.2 Analysis 

If we look at the overall timeline, there has been a continuing interest in 
attacking rail transport for the whole period covered in this thesis, but there 
have been some clusters regarding the launched attacks. Four of the launched 
attacks occurred in 1995. This can be explained with reference to the GIA 
network’s competence in bomb building and preferred modus operandi. The 
next cluster came in the mid-2000s, from 2004 to 2006. Then, there was a 
pause until 2012, when Marco G. left a bomb at the Bonner station in 
Germany. Finally, in 2015 and 2016, we saw the 2015 Thalys train attack in 
France, the 2015 London Underground attack, the 2016 Brussels attacks, as 
well as the 2016 Würzburg attack. From 2012 onwards, four of the five 
launched attacks have come from individuals who have conducting the attack 
physically and by themselves. This is also in concordance with general 
developments observed from 2010 onwards with regard to lone actors. 
Moreover, four attacks have caused a high number of casualties, namely the 
1995 St Michel metro bombing, the 2004 Madrid bombings, the 2005 7/7 
bombings and the 2016 Brussels bombings.  

It may also be noted here that the most horrible attacks within this sector have 
either been centrally led or been the product of an established group or 
network. Duos and lone actors have not been behind a single attack causing 
fatalities in the transport sector. This does not, however, mean that such actors 
do not constitute a danger in this context. Looking back at the train attack in 
France in 2015, conducted by a man armed with a Kalashnikov assault rifle, 
this could have led to a significant number of deaths if observant passengers 
had not reacted immediately. 

Most plots and attacks with rail transport in focus have aimed for acts onboard 
the trains. More specifically, in 16 of the 25 cases, the focus seems to have 
been on onboard attacks; in five cases, the focus has been on platforms or 
other parts of the station area; there is just one attack directed against a 
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railway track (in three cases there is uncertainty regarding carriage or station 
focus). Concerning the use of bombs on trains, a typical question circulating 
concerns the carriage, or where in a carriage, terrorists typically place or 
detonate their bombs. Even though this is an understandable question, it has 
probably limited practical value. One factor is the low number of cases that 
may be studied. More important to acknowledge, shifting situational 
circumstances and pure coincidences are likely to have an impact. If we look 
at the 2005 7/7 bombings, one suicide bomber was in the first carriage of his 
line, while the other two were in the second carriages of their respective lines 
(House of Commons, 2006). How the perpetrators have positioned themselves 
on the platform, exactly where the train stops and how packed the train is may 
influence where a suicide bomber takes position onboard. It is important to 
remember, however, that any crowd, regardless of position, is likely to satisfy 
the needs of a suicide bomber. Also, the blast effect from a functioning bomb 
inside a carriage put everybody onboard in critical danger. 

Regarding weapons, it is notable that as many as 20 of the 25 cases from the 
overview have been based on the use of explosives. The 2015 Thalys train 
attack is the only incident where a firearm has been used. Furthermore, there 
are two cases involving non-firing weapons, namely the 2015 London 
Underground attack and the 2016 Würzburg attack. The 2003 Bourgass ricin 
plot is the only case where poison has seemingly been the approach. Finally, 
in one case (the 2006 Milan metro and church plot), it has been difficult to 
assess the weapon and attack type. Generally, the preference for explosive 
devices against this target type is logical if the objective is to kill as many 
people as possible. Furthermore, use of timers or remote control allows the 
perpetrator(s) a possibility to escape, unless a suicide approach is preferred. 
Both alternatives have indeed been seen to cause disastrous results. The 2004 
M11 Madrid bombs were triggered with cellular phones. The 2005 7/7 
bombings in London, as well as the 2016 Brussels bombings, illustrated the 
lethal effect of suicide bombers, which has the advantage that the precision 
can be maximized. So far, however, less than half of the cases involving 
explosives include the suicide bombing approach. 

When it comes to firearms, which was the preferred choice in just one of the 
listed plots and attacks (the 2015 Thalys train attack), I will argue that narrow 
and crowded carriages do not invite for the use of two-hand weapons. As 
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such, the tactical choice made can be questioned. The possibility that someone 
will be able to counterattack, as seen in the mentioned case, is substantial. 
This is why Breivik was not eager to enter small rooms on his killing spree at 
Utøya in 2011 (Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016: 69). For the same reason, melee 
weapons can hardly be regarded as suitable for attacks inside carriages. 
Station areas, however, are another matter because there, the case will at large 
be the same as conducting an attack in a public area. 

Several attacks with explosives have been seen against stations, not least in 
France in the mid-1990s. In general, however, the use of firearms, non-firing 
weapons or even bare hands may be used for such attacks. Nor must we forget 
that vehicles in several cases have been used to attack people waiting at light 
train stations and similar facilities. A variety of attack methods against light 
trains and their stop sites is still not seen in cases with militant Islamists in 
Europe, but can be illustrated with examples from Israel. In October 2014, a 
Palestinian drove a car into a crowd of people at the Ammunition Hill light 
rail station in Jerusalem, killing two individuals (Rudoren, 2014). In 
November 2014, a Hamas terrorist drove a van into people waiting at a light 
train station outside Jerusalem, causing three deaths (Dvir, 2014). In July 
2016, a Palestinian was arrested in Jerusalem as he was going to detonate pipe 
bombs on light trains (Eisenbud, 2016). In October 2016, the Ammunition 
Hill light train station in Jerusalem saw a shooting attack in which two 
persons were killed (Ynet News, 2016). In April 2017, a female student from 
the UK was stabbed to death on a light train in Jerusalem (Fisher, 2017). 

The conclusion with regard to public rail transport and central stations is quite 
clear. This sector has been, and will most likely continue to be, an attractive 
target type category for the jihadists. Accordingly, this should be given 
appropriate attention when counterterrorism strategies are developed.   

4.12.3 Targeting ground transportation 
Ground transportation typically involves bus and taxi services, although it is 
the primary targeting category that normally interests terrorists. If we look at 
Europe over the last five decades, there have been a number of serious attacks 
against bus transports, as seen during the Northern Ireland conflict. One 
example is Provisional IRA’s M62 coach bombing in England in 1974, where 
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9 British soldiers and three civilians were killed. Another example is the same 
organization’s 1988 Ballygawley bus (roadside) bombing in Northern Ireland 
that killed eight British soldiers (McKittrick, et. al, 2007: 1141). This incident 
led to a more helicopter-based transport of military troops in and out of 
County Tyrone, which is a republican stronghold. 

In general, however, rail transport has seen far more attacks than ground 
transport in Western Europe. This is also seen with the Provisional IRA that 
was referred to in previous examples. As such, systematic bus attack 
campaigns have been more common outside Europe. A relevant example here 
is Israel, where Palestinian groups have conducted numerous terrorist attacks 
against bus lines in the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s (Alexander, 2002; Aviad, 
2008; Katz, 1999). When it comes to the militant Islamists operating in 
Western Europe from 1994 to 2016, the interest for attacking ground transport 
has been very limited. 

Regarding vulnerability, ground transport in general represent soft targets that 
even actors with limited capacities can manage to target. As will be described 
in the analysis, though, there are reasons why rail transport and aviation are 
more attractive targets for terrorists. 

4.12.3.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 

In the total data set, there are three registered cases that involve ground 
transport. One of them is a plot with strong documentation, while the two 
other cases are launched attacks. 

Year Plot / 
attack 

Description Target 

2005 Attack 7/7 London bombings Subway and bus 
2005 Attack 21/7 bombers Subway and bus 
2007 Plot Glasvej case Train or bus 

 

The first incident involving a bus came to light with the 2005 7/7 bombings in 
London. After the three simultaneous explosions around 8:50am on the 
London Underground (described under Rail transport), suicide bomber Hasib 
Hussain detonated a bomb on the upper deck of a bus in Tavistock Square at 
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9:47am (UK Government, 2006). It is likely that Hussain originally planned 
to target the Northern Line of the London Underground, and that the bus was 
struck as a replacement target. Two weeks later, on 21 July 2005, several 
North Africans launched a 7/7-type attack against three trains on the tube and 
a bus in London (Nesser, 2008: 937). However, they failed to detonate the 
four bombs (BBC News, undated). The last case to be included here is from 4 
September 2007, when several individuals were arrested in Denmark in the 
so-called Glasvej case. Police suspected forthcoming bomb attacks after 
observing production of TATP, including a test demolition. One of the two 
men later convicted in the case had visited AQ related extremists in Pakistan 
(Berlingske Tidende, 2008). Possible targets are unclear, but sketches found 
by police indicated that they planned to place explosives in bus or train cabins 
(Pedersen, 2008). Another indicator may be the fact that the Danish security 
and intelligence service arranged a test detonation in a bus after the arrest 
(Skjoldager, 2016: 47). 

4.12.3.2 Analysis 

The few cases in this subcategory of Transport show that the militant 
Islamists’ interest for ground transport has been quite limited. This impression 
is strengthened by the uncertainty in the one plot registered from Denmark, as 
well as the fact that the bus attack on 7 July 2005 became a reality most likely 
due to changing situational circumstances. The fact that taxis and other small-
scale shuttle services are not attractive targets come as no surprise since the 
casualty potential is very limited, and the societal disruptive effect will 
normally be minimal. Buses, in contrast, will often have a mass casualty 
potential, and sustained campaigns can achieve a high level of public fear, 
besides disruption of everyday routine to some degree. Moreover, buses are 
often used to transport police and military personnel. 

Still, targeting a bus will have a more limited casualty potential when 
compared to rail. There are normally more people onboard a passenger train 
or a subway. For example, in the first carriage itself of the Piccadilly line 
where Jermaine Lindsay detonated his bomb in the 2005 7/7 attacks, there 
were 127 people (House of Commons, 2006). Additionally, the effect of an 
explosive device will be severe for a carriage in a tunnel, the possibility to get 
away for surviving passengers will also be more limited in a tunnel, where 
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fire and smoke become additional threats. The societal disruption will also be 
more powerful by striking rail transport compared to ground transport. 

This does not mean that attacks on buses can be discarded as a possibility in 
Western Europe. We should for example keep in mind the 2012 Burgas 
suicide bombing conducted in a bus by Hezbollah in Bulgaria. Overall, 
however, it makes sense that rail transport is preferred over bus transport. The 
fact that Israel have experienced massive bus attack campaigns thorough the 
last decades is probably due to the fact that bus transport is the most common 
way of going from A to B (except for driving cars). In contrast, rail transport 
is not much developed in the country. However, as more railways are 
introduced (like the light train already in place in Jerusalem and the subway 
currently under construction in the Tel Aviv area), it is likely that rail 
transport will become more attractive targets over time in Israel as well. 

Another point to be aware of is that bus stops, taxi stations and tram stations 
can be crowded enough to make them attractive for attacks, just like other 
crowds in public areas. Although this has not yet been seen with the militant 
Islamists in Western Europe, I have previously exemplified this with respect 
to Israel (e.g. Lynfield, 2014; Ettinger, 2015). 

4.12.4 Targeting the maritime sector 
Maritime targets, like boats, yachts, ferries, tankers and offshore installations, 
have traditionally not received much attention from terrorists in Europe, but 
on some occasions, it has been observed. One significant event was 
Provisional IRA’s assassination of Lord Mountbatten, who was killed by a 
bomb outside Sligo in 1979 (Moloney, 2007: 175–177; McKittrick et. al, 
2007: 793–795). In 1981, frogmen from ETA placed a bomb on a Spanish 
destroyer, which almost sunk the ship after detonation (Burns, 1981). Another 
well-known incident was the Palestine Liberation Front’s hijacking of the 
cruise ship Achille Lauro in the Mediterranean in 1985 –US citizen Leon 
Klinghoffer was shot to death and thrown overboard (Martin ed., 2011: 459). 
So, there have been some attacks against the maritime sector, but sabotage 
and criminal acts have dominated far more. Also, as illustrated by Bjørgo 
(1990), Tønnesen (2007) and others, terrorism at sea has traditionally been 
more common in other parts of the world. In the 2000s, the piracy activity 
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outside East Africa, also involving al-Shabaab from around 2010, is a relevant 
example in this regard (Hansen, 2013: 109–112). 

4.12.4.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 

There are no launched attacks and only two plots with strong documentation 
registered in the dataset for this research. It is important to note, however, that 
in the case of both plots, the ideas involving maritime targets have lacked 
substance, making the other options seem more likely. The first plot was 
planned in August 2004, when British police arrested convert Dhiren Barot 
and others for planning a series of synchronized terrorist attacks in the UK 
and in the US (Nesser, 2008: 936; Metropolitan Police Service, 2007). Four 
different types of terrorist attacks appeared. The main plot was to load three 
stretch limousines with propane gas cylinders and explosives and detonate 
these in an underground car park. Three subsidiary plots, to be launched 
simultaneously, included an attack on trains, the hijacking of a petrol tanker 
that would be rammed into a target and a bomb blast under the river Thames 
to flood the London Underground (Crown Prosecution Service, 2008). The 
latter two ideas seem to lack credibility, and, as Rafaello Pantucci (2015: 182) 
argues, though Barot enjoyed playing the role of the international terrorist, 
often his plans lacked realism. The second plot came to light in November 
2005, when Italian police arrested a group of militant Islamists discussing 
terrorist attacks in Italy and abroad (The New York Times, 2005). Allegedly, 
they had talked about executing an attack by packing a large ship with 
explosives, but there is no credible evidence that this was anything beyond 
loose thoughts (The Hindu, 2009). 

4.12.4.2 Analysis 

As described, the interest for maritime targets among militant Islamists 
operating in Western Europe has been marginal. Even if we include plots with 
vague documentation, like the US warning for attacks against European 
ferries in 2002 (Nesser, 2008: 931; Cowell, 2002), this impression stands its 
ground. Maritime targets have been few and far between in Western Europe, 
the documentation is most often vague, and the plans that have been observed 
have seemingly lacked realism. 
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To explain the lack of interest from militant Islamists for maritime targets, it 
should first be made clear that highly symbolic and prestigious targets, like 
offshore oil and gas installations, are difficult to access. Targeting these 
would require resources and operational expertise few actors possess; even 
then, there would be considerable uncertainty regarding the chances for 
operational success. As for large gas- and oil tank ships these may be difficult 
to exploit as attack platforms simply because they are difficult to maneouver, 
and most terrorist lack the necessary skills and resources when it comes to 
advanced maritime operations (Tønnesen, 2007: 37; 41). Furthermore, and 
this concerns economic impact, states with oil resources are most often 
financially robust and not particularly vulnerable to the financial damage of 
terrorist attacks – a point also mentioned by Anders Behring Breivik 
(Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016: 21–22). Nor will such attacks create substantial 
fear in the general population. 

Ferries and cruise ships are another matter. These are more accessible, less 
protected, and crowded with people. Here, too, however, it is true that other 
target types are easier to attack. Also, from the terrorists’ point of view, 
bombs and shooting attacks in public areas or rail transport have more 
potential regarding societal disruption and the general fear factor. Finally, on 
water, the escape option for the perpetrators is reduced – if escape is an option 
at all. In conclusion, maritime installations and vessels will probably continue 
to be low-priority targets, but isolated incidents can not be discarded. The 
importance of continuing to focus on security at sea is therefore not reduced. 

In order to conclude, the total number of cases related to public transport tells 
us that this category has been attractive and prioritized by militant Islamists in 
Western Europe during the entirety of the timeline. It is, in fact, the second 
most popular target type, only slightly overcome by the category Public Area. 
The two dominating sectors within the transport category are aviation and rail 
transport, and it is most likely that they will continue to be so. 

4.13  Targeting public debate participants 
The target type category Public debate consists of two main parts: the news 
media and others involved in public debate. The latter can involve NGOs, 
think tanks and individuals expressing their views in public. Both the press 
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and public debate participants are, like profiled politicians, regularly exposed 
to intimidations, harassments and threats. This comes normally not from 
terrorists, but angry individuals, Internet trolls, stalkers, mentally disturbed 
people, as well as radical interest groups (see for example, Hoffmann, Meloy 
& Sheridan, 2014). Many of these actors do not have the intent or capability 
to take lives or cause extensive damage, although there are exceptions.  

The news media sector is a powerful industry with considerable impact on 
society – including the top level of state. Media institutions can enjoy this 
fact, but this position can also come with a price, which in this context means 
attention from terrorists. Compared to a few decades ago, the press today 
reaches the masses far more quickly and effectively through their digital 
platforms and 24/7 broadcasting. Some might argue that terrorists do not need 
the press nowadays due to their own media agencies, glossy online magazines 
and social media tools, but they do. The main reason for this is that ordinary 
people do not follow the terrorists’ channels, but get their news feed from 
mainstream media sources. 

For terrorists, news media coverage is a prerequisite for the communication of 
their views and messages to a broader audience, as well as the decision-
makers they want to have an impact on. It is also the most effective way to 
spread fear and unrest in a population, which is a key factor to establish 
pressure on a government and politicians. In short, terrorists need the mass 
media. In her widely cited speech to the American Bar Association in London, 
former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (1985) acknowledged this. In this, 
she called for;  

“…ways	to	starve	the	terrorist	and	the	hijacker	of	the	oxygen	of	publicity	on	
which	they	depend”.	

The fact that terrorists need mass media coverage does not mean that all 
media institutions and individuals are ignored or spared. Many media 
institutions are regarded as politically biased – for example, “conservative” or 
“to the left” – and national broadcasters have many times been targeted as the 
amplifier of the state in question. Neutral institutions can also be targeted if 
they intentionally or unintentionally publish controversial, offensive or 
provocative material or views. Likewise, NGOs, political activists and other 
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public debate participants with critical voices that are found insulting by 
another party run a risk of attracting attention. 

In Europe and the US in the last decades, we have on numerous occasions 
witnessed how terrorists from different ideological directions have planned 
and conducted attacks against media institutions. The Red Army Faction 
bombed Alex Springer Publishing in Hamburg on 19 May 1972 (Kraushaar, 
2006: 1075–1078). Jewish radio host Alan Berg was shot and killed in Denver 
by members of the right-wing extremist group The Order on 18 June 1984 
(Michael, 2012: 34). The Real IRA (RIRA) bombed BBC Television Centre 
in March 2001 (McGladdery, 2006: 255). Finally, Anders Behring Breivik’s 
obsession with specific media institutions and individuals is well documented 
(Hemmingby & Bjørgo, 2016). As will be described and elaborated upon in 
this part of the thesis, militant Islamists are no exception. 

As previously mentioned, the attention media and public debate participants 
receive from violent actors can be somewhat similar to the manner in which 
politicians attract such unwanted attention, but from a security point of view, 
there are also differences here. Central public debate participants, be it 
members of the press or others, are in general vulnerable to hostile actors, 
especially when compared to high level politicians and members of 
parliaments. Their offices are often not secured beyond some form of 
admittance control; usually, they are easily accessible for anyone with an 
agenda, and appointments with them – in or out of office – can easily be 
arranged. In some cases, threats are received before attacks take place, 
allowing more extensive security measures to be taken, but this is neither 
normal nor to be expected when dealing with terrorists. 

4.13.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
There are 20 registered plots and attacks against the news media and public 
debate participants in the total dataset. There have been 7 launched attacks, 
while 13 plots have been thwarted or abandoned. Nine plots carry strong 
documentation, while four are vague. Of the 13 plots with strong 
documentation, the media option was superficial or likely to be discarded in 
the end, so, in practice, there are five plots and seven launched attacks which 
should be given particular attention regarding analysis: 
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Year Plot / attack Description Public debate target 

2004 Attack Theo van Gogh murder Filmmaker 
2006 Attack Alex Springer incident Editor 
2009 Plot Rana and Headley plot Newspaper 
2009 Plot LaRose’s Lars Vilks plot  Artist 
2010 Attack Geele axe attack Cartoonist 
2010 Plot AQ cell in Norway case Newspaper 
2010 Attack Lors Doukaiev case Newspaper 
2010 Plot JP /Villa plot Newspaper 
2012 Plot EDL plot EDL 
2013 Attack Lars Hedegaard attack Public debate 
2015 Attack Charlie Hebdo attack Publication 
2015 Attack Copenhagen Vilks attack Artist 

 
The first launched attack in this category happened on 2 November 2004. 
Theo van Gogh, the producer of the short film Submission (written by Dutch 
MP Ayyan Hirsi Ali), was killed by Mohammad Bouyeri (Nesser, 2005; de 
Graaf, 2014). The perpetrator cycled up alongside Van Gogh, shot him several 
times with a pistol and then tried to decapitate the victim with a kukri knife. 
Failing in this, he pinned a note threatening Ayyan Ali Hirsi Ali to the 
victim’s chest with another knife (Schuurman, Eijkman, & Bakker, 2014). In 
addition to Ali, MP Geert Wilders had attracted the attention of Bouyeri. 

On 20 March 2006, the first terrorist attack in Europe linked to the 
Mohammed cartoons that were published in Jyllands-Posten in 2005 took 
place. Pakistani student Amir Cheema entered the lobby of the Alex-Springer 
publishing house in Berlin, demanding to see the editor-in-chief of Die Welt, 
Roger Köppel. Confronted by security guards, Cheema drew a knife, but he 
was quickly overpowered. His motive was related to the papers’ reprinting of 
the Danish Mohammed cartoons (Steinberg, 2013: 49). On 3 May 2006, 
Cheema was found dead in his cell (Mühlman, 2006). 

In 2009, the FBI arrested David C. Headley and Tahawwur Rana for their 
involvement in the 2008 Mumbai attacks, and for planning a terrorist attack in 
Denmark with individuals from Lashkar e Tayyiba (LeT), Ilyas Kashmiri 
(leader of Harakat-ul Jihad Islami) and others connected to AQ (US 
Department of Justice, 2009). The target was the newspaper Jyllands-Posten 
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in Copenhagen or Århus; furthermore, both the editor and cartoonist were 
potential targets. Headley conducted hostile reconnaissance during two trips 
to Denmark in January and July 2009. On the first trip, Headley visited both 
Jyllands-Posten offices pretending he was interested in buying 
advertisements. He also took photographs and video recordings of the 
potential targets and their surroundings. One video focused on the Jyllands-
Posten building in Copenhagen, nearby military barracks and Copenhagen’s 
central train station (US Department of Justice, 2009; NDTV, 2011). 
Allegedly, Kashmiri suggested using a truck bomb and he also offered to 
provide manpower (US Department of Justice, 2010). 

The next incident came to light in 2009, when an Islamist cell planning a 
shooting attack against an Swedish artist was disrupted. Colleen LaRose (aka 
Jihad Jane) was taken into custody in the United States in October 2009. 
Further arrests were made in March 2010 in Ireland (US Quarter Court of 
Pennsylvania, 2010). Vilks had drawn attention from militant Islamists after 
the Swedish newspaper Nerikes Allehanda published an editorial with one of 
his drawings, which portrayed Prophet Mohammed head on a dog’s body in 
2007 (Fröden, 2015). Al-Qaida in Iraq put out a $150 000 reward for his 
death, and a $50 000 reward for killing the editor (Ynet News, 2007). On 1 
January 2010, Danish-Somali Mohammed Geele, who had ties with AQ and 
al-Shabaab, forced his way into the home of cartoonist Kurt Westergaard in 
Denmark. Geele was armed with a knife and axe, but the cartoonist managed 
to flee into a safe retreat room (Astrup, 2011). Police arrived at the scene 
within minutes and Geele was shot and wounded during the arrest. 

The next case appeared six months later in July 2010, when the Norwegian 
Police Security Service (PST) arrested Uighur Mikal Davud and Uzbek David 
Jakobsen in Oslo, while German police arrested Iraqi Kurd Shawan Sadek 
Saeed Bujak. The trio was suspected of planning a terrorist attack on Jyllands-
Posten or the cartoonist Kurt Westergaard in Denmark. The group had links to 
AQ and networks in the US and UK (Nesser & Lia, 2010; BBC News, 2012b; 
The Local, 2015a). Davud and Bujak were sentenced for planning to attack 
Jyllands-Posten in Copenhagen, while Jakobsen was convicted for assisting 
the other two. 
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On 10 September 2010, Chechen Lors Doukaiev accidentally set of a parcel 
bomb while preparing it in a toilet at Hotel Jørgensen in Copenhagen. The 
bomb was to be camouflaged in a Nintendo console, and the target was 
Jyllands-Posten. After the bomb detonated, the injured terrorist ran out of the 
hotel, but he was arrested in a park nearby (Nesser, 2014: 444; Pedersen & 
Søgaard, 2011). The next case took place on 29 December 2010 when five 
men, suspected of preparing a firearms attack against the newspaper Jyllands-
Posten, were arrested in Sweden and Denmark (Skjoldager, 2016: 202). In the 
early stages, they had also discussed entering random private houses and 
murder families enjoying their Christmas dinner (Astrup & Herschend, 2012a; 
2012b). The attack team was under close surveillance by the Swedish police 
security service (SÄPO) and their Danish colleagues from PET as they went 
from Sweden to Copenhagen. At the presumed day of the attack, the national 
CT-unit AKS moved in and arrested the cell in their flat (Skjoldager, 2016: 
215, 219). 

On 30 June 2012, police stopped two men as they drove from Dewsbury to 
Birmingham and impounded the car for lack of insurance. Searching the 
vehicle later, police discovered weapons, an improvised explosive device 
(IED), parts of pipe bombs and a document revealing a planned attack by six 
men on the English Defence League (EDL) rally in Dewsbury on 30 June 
2012. During their preparations, the men had tried to get bank loans, gathered 
information on the Internet, purchased cars, acquired weapons and made the 
IED (Crown Prosecution Service, 2014). EDL leader Tommy Robinson was 
the main target, but he withdrew from the meeting in the last minute and the 
rally finished early. Hence, the 750 EDL marchers had left when the Islamists 
arrived (Fricker, 2013). 

On 5 February 2013, a male attacker, dressed as a mailman, attempted to 
shoot and kill Islam-critic Lars Hedegaard on the doorstep of his home in 
Copenhagen just before 11am. The terrorist missed with his first shot and then 
the weapon jammed. After some grappling, the attacker fled the scene and left 
the country the same day. After a few months, the Danish security service 
PET had a suspect – a Palestinian with Danish citizenship – but they kept it 
secret, waiting for him to appear. On 25 April 2014 he was arrested in Turkey 
(Skjoldager, 2016: 322; Dansk Radio, 2014). To the frustration of Danish 
authorities, the Turks released the suspect in October 2014. 
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On 7 January 2015, brothers Cherif and Said Kouachi attacked the office of 
the satiric magazine Charlie Hebdo in Paris, where a weekly editorial meeting 
was taking place. After gaining access, they shot and killed the editor’s police 
bodyguard and editor Stéphane “Charb” Charbonnier, as well as eight others 
present in the room. When the gunmen were leaving, they killed a police 
officer on the street. The police lost track of the terrorists, but on 9 January, 
they were circled in at Dammartin-en-Goele outside Paris. The following 
standoff ended when the terrorists emerged from the building, firing at the 
police. Police returned fire and killed them (BBC News, 2015). Ameby 
Coulibaly, an acquaintance of the Kouachi brothers, initiated two shooting 
attacks apart from the kosher shop siege in Paris, during the same time period.  

A month after the Charlie Hebdo attack, on Saturday, 14 February 2015 at 
3:33pm, Omar Abdel Hamid El-Hussein conducted a shooting attack on 
Krudttønden in Copenhagen, where Swedish artist Lars Vilks participated in 
an open meeting about freedom of speech. El-Hussein used an M95 military 
assault rifle and initiated the attack as he approached the building from the 
outside. Swedish police close protection officers escorting Vilks, and the 
present Danish police officers, responded to the attack, and El-Hussein fled 
the scene. One man died, while three police officers were wounded (Jyllands-
Posten, 2015). The terrorist initiated a follow-up attack the following night 
against a synagogue in Copenhagen, killing a Jewish guard outside the 
building and was later killed by the police when he turned up near his home 
early in the morning (Jyllands-Posten, 2015). 

4.13.2 Analysis 
The number of plots and attacks against news media and public debate 
participants tells us that this is not unusual, although it is not the most typical 
target type category either. Furthermore, the overview shows that media 
institutions, and individuals affiliated to these institutions, constitute the most 
preferred targets within the category of Public Debate. Also, it is important to 
note that it is within this category that we find most of the launched attacks 
against name-specific individuals. Additionally, in every terrorist plot or 
attack related to media institutions, and individuals affiliated to them, there is 
a direct link to the publication of Mohammed-cartoons or drawings, which 
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typically are interpreted by Islamists as blasphemy or insults to the Prophet. 
This commenced with the twelve cartoons printed in Jyllands-Posten on 30 
September 2005 (Rose, 2005), but media institutions reprinting these or 
launching new versions or similar drawings at later stages, have also been 
targeted. For example, the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo re-published the 
Mohammed-cartoons in 2006, and in November 2011 the magazine had a 
Mohammed drawing on its front cover, where they also had changed the name 
to Charia Hebdo (Love, 2011).  

In some cases, it might be possible to foresee an extensive negative response 
to publications in media. When Jyllands-Posten published the Mohammed-
cartoons in 2005, it was quite obvious that it would be controversial. It was a 
response to an article in the newspaper Politiken from 17 September same 
month, where the topic was that Danish artists were reluctant to express 
themselves on subjects related to Mohammed due to fear of reprisals 
(Andersen, 2005). Furthermore, Kurt Westergaard’s cartoon stood out as the 
most provocative: it showed Mohammed with a lit bomb in his turban – 
presumably inspired by a well-known drawing of Alladin with an orange in 
his turban.  

If we, however, look at the publication of artist Lars Vilks’ drawing 
(portraying Mohammed as a dog) in 2007, it was the newspaper Nerikes 
Allehanda (NA) that got the negative attention, despite the fact that both 
Barometern and Aftonbladet published Vilks’ drawing shortly before NA did 
(Fröden, 2015). So, why did NA, in addition to Vilks (Expressen, 2010), get 
the negative attraction from the militant Islamists, and not the others? One 
possible explanation is that there were local groups and interest parties which 
instigated initial protests against NA, which in turn sparked protests from all 
over the world (Fröden, 2015). Regardless of how plausible this explanation 
is, international spread and attention will often represent a significant 
difference from a threat assessment perspective – both regarding target status 
and how the hostile focus is upheld and “kept warm” over a considerable 
period of time. Here, there are several intertwined factors in play.  

Institutions and individuals that are subject to attention from central, 
authoritative clerics or leaders on the global jihad scene are more exposed to 
attacks when compared to those receiving only local attention; this is the case 
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for several reasons. The legitimacy of taking action becomes crystal clear for 
everyone – even for extremists not directly linked to the network or the 
central leadership. The importance of striking the target in question is 
highlighted, and a successful perpetrator will not only achieve self-satisfaction 
but also be rewarded with glory and recognition from the central leadership 
and the jihadi community as a whole. Clearly, targets that are prioritized by 
leaderships and are subject to massive attention over time, become trophy 
targets in the end. Under such circumstances, symbolism becomes an 
important element too. 

To illustrate how central jihadi leaders have established a trophy target status 
for specific potential targets, the Mohammed-cartoons is a good example. On 
the day of the publication, Jyllands-Posten had already received serious 
threats, and when media institutions in other countries reprinted the 
Mohammed-cartoons in 2005 and early 2006, the situation escalated, resulting 
in violent incidents in and outside Europe. Eventually, it calmed down, but in 
April 2008, Osama bin Laden’s deputy Zawahiri highlighted the insults 
against the Prophet as a motive for attacking Denmark (Jyllands-Posten, 
2008). Shortly afterwards, in June 2008, Denmark’s embassy in Islamabad 
experienced a suicide attack that killed six people. In addition to the cartoons, 
the presence of Danish troops in Afghanistan was given as a motive (Perlez & 
Shah, 2008). In statements from 2008 made by Osama bin Laden himself, 
threats against Europe over the Mohammed cartoons was a factor (BBC 
News, 2008a). The Jihadists’ publications have also played a part, and in 
Inspire magazine (issue 10, 2013), the Islamists presented a dead or alive list, 
naming 11 people. Most of them were linked to the media, namely Carsten 
Juste (mentioned as Luste, editor-in-chief of Jyllandsposten from 2003 to 
2008), Kurt Westergaard, Lars Vilks, Stéphane “Charb” Charbonnier, 
Flemming Rose (culture editor of Jyllands-Posten from 2004 to 2010) and 
Molly Norris (US based cartoonist). It would obviously be naïve to ignore the 
seriousness of such proclamations. Finally, every plot and failed attack taking 
place against a branded person serves as a reminder to other jihadists. It 
contributes to keep the attention against the potential target alive, and it does 
not make another attempt less likely. 

From the perspective of protective security, the combination of hostile focus 
over a long timeline and proven persistence to follow up threats is 
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challenging, especially because protective resources are limited. When plots 
and attacks take place against the same target with lots of intervening years, it 
is difficult to say that “the danger is over”. As more specifically described in 
the section on hard and soft target, public debate participants are rarely as well 
protected as top politicians. Unfortunately, Lars Vilks may be right in stating 
that he will never be able to get rid of the threats to his life due to the special 
symbolic status he has been given from leading jihadists (Expressen, 2010). 

The conclusion is that plots and attacks against media institutions (including 
individuals) and others in the public debate category represent attractive 
targets for the jihadists under certain circumstances. Attacks are generally of a 
discriminate nature and are primarily directed against those who stick their 
neck out in the public debate in a manner that is provocative or insulting from 
the terrorists’ point of view. 

4.14  Targeting religious institutions 
The link between terrorism and religion is a debate that has no consensus, not 
least due to definitional reasons (Schmid, ed., 2011). Most will, however, 
acknowledge that terrorist actors either have a secular profile, a religious 
profile or a mix of both, since religion is often combined with other political 
or social objectives (Juergensmeyer, 2003: 6) As pointed out in some works 
on this subject, all religions have been extensively represented in the history 
books of terrorism and political violence (Juergensmeyer, 2003; Stern, 2003). 
Furthermore, though suicide terrorism is also often linked to religious actors, 
secular perpetrators from different ideological directions have also turned to 
this tactic (e.g. Pedahzur, 2005; Pape, 2006; Moghadam, 2008). The 
phenomenon of suicide tactics is by no means restricted to terrorists. It has 
regularly been seen in other forms of armed conflicts through history. A good 
example in regular warfare is the Japanese Kamikaze pilots during World War 
II (Pape, 2006: 11). 

Since religion plays an important role in many conflicts, one might assume 
that this is reflected in what and whom terrorists target, including buildings 
and representatives of competing religions. Indeed, religious institutions and 
individuals are targeted in many conflict regions. At the time of writing, the 
targeting of Coptic Christians by jihadists in Egypt is just one example (Trew, 
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2017a; 2017b). If we look at the modern history of terrorism in Western 
Europe after WWII, however, it still seems like religious institutions are not 
the most exposed target categories. Arguably, one exception is synagogues 
and other Jewish institutions, their leaders, as well as the common Jews, 
which are under fire from almost all directions. As will be addressed later in 
this thesis regarding US and Israeli targets, we have seen how jihadists, Shiite 
terrorists, Palestinians, far-left actors and right-wing extremists have all 
attacked Jewish targets not necessarily for being Jewish, but for being 
representatives of the Israeli state. So, even though there is often an element 
of symbolism involved when targeting institutions or individuals within this 
particular target type category, Jews are exposed to an extra dimension in the 
area of symbolism that is of a secular nature – just like American, British and 
French citizens sometimes are targeted because of their respective 
citizenships. 

Regarding vulnerability, religious institutions, their leaders and members are 
just as vulnerable as the general public. Religious communities are often easy 
to locate, easily accessible and defenceless. There are some exceptions, and 
the most obvious one is that Jewish institutions, based on their numerous 
negative experiences throughout history in the form of anti-Semitism, have 
established security measures at their synagogues and other Jewish 
institutions. It does not make them hard targets per se –at least not for 
terrorists – but it makes it more difficult for those planning devious acts. In 
the major cities of some countries, main churches, mosques and synagogues 
are provided extra security by the presence of police or soldiers, which takes 
the security to a higher level. 

4.14.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
In the total dataset, an interest in targets within the category of religious 
institution has been registered in 20 cases. There are 5 launched attacks and 
15 thwarted plots. Regarding the plots, there are 12 cases carrying strong 
documentation and 3 cases that are vaguely documented. In 6 of the 12 plots 
with strong documentation, the interest for religious targets has clearly been 
superficial and seemingly not seriously considered. As such, there are 6 plots 
and 5 launched attacks that should be analyzed attentively: 
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Year Plot / attack Description Target 

1995 Attack Sahraoui killing Cleric 
2002 Plot San Petronio church plot Church 
2004 Plot Milan metro/church plot 1 Church 
2006  Plot Milan metro/church 2 Church 
2010 Plot Cleric in Paris plot Imam 
2012 Attack Shia imam killing Mosque 
2012  Plot Jarmone, Brescia case Church 
2015 Attack Copenhagen synagogue Synagogue 
2015 Plot Church plot, Paris Church 
2016 Attack Sikh temple bombing Temple 
2016 Attack Normandy church attack Church 

 

The first attack in this category was conducted on 11 July 1995, when Shaykh 
al-Baqi Sahraoui and his bodyguard were shot dead by two attackers in a Paris 
mosque (Kraft, 1995; Nesser, 2008: 927). Sahraoui was the co-founder of the 
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), and it is assumed that the Kelkal network 
(GIA) killed him due to the rivalry between the GIA and FIS (Nesser, 2015: 
74-75). Then, on 19 August 2002, Italian police arrested one Italian and four 
Moroccan men whom they believed had planned an attack on the Basilica of 
San Petronio in Bologna (BBC News, 2002). They had filmed the area outside 
the church, the fresco that depicts Muhammad in hell and a medieval crucifix 
on the main altar (New York Times, 2002). 

In February 2004, Italian police arrested Tunisian and Moroccan militants 
accused of planning attacks on the Milan metro stop in front of the church in 
Cremona. Allegedly, they planned to use C4 explosives and estimated to kill 
about 250 people on the subway, following it up with an attack on the church. 
Allegedly, the motive for such an operation was Berlusconi’s war on 
terrorism (BBC News 2004; Nesser, 2008: 935). Two years later, the Milan 
subway was subjected to another plot. In April 2006, the Italian Ministry of 
Interior stated that they had thwarted terrorist attacks against the subway and 
the Basilica of San Petronio in Bologna (Jordán, 2014: 284). Three suspects 
were deported and two were arrested. The media claimed that the terrorists 
planned on striking close to the national elections on 9 and 10 April (Nesser, 
2008: 938; The Jamestown Foundation, 2006). 
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In November 2010, police arrested five French nationals in the Paris region on 
suspicion of having trained in the Afghan-Pakistan border region and for 
planning a terror attack. Allegedly, two of them had expressed willingness to 
become martyrs. The Minister of Interior Hortefeux stated that one of the 
suspects had been involved in an alleged plan to murder the head of the grand 
mosque in Paris, Dalil Boubakeur (BBC News, 2010). In March 2012, a man, 
armed with an axe and a knife, entered the Rida Mosque (Shia) in Brussels 
(Nesser, 2014: 447). Inside the mosque, the perpetrator spread flammable 
liquid and started a fire. A Shia Imam died, but the police investigation that 
followed found that he died of smoke inhalation, probably while trying to put 
out the fire (BBC News 2012c). It is therefore not likely that the Imam was an 
individual-specific target in this case.  

In March 2012, Moroccan Mohamed Jarmoune was arrested for planning 
terrorist attacks on the Via Della Guastalla synagogue in Milan. The suspect 
had images of the synagogue stored on the hard drive of his computer at his 
home in Brescia. He had detailed operational information on the synagogue, 
including security measures in terms of place, police presence, obstacles and 
access routes. He also had a pencil diagram illustrating a gas canister bomb. 
Other images showed the preparation of explosives (Daily Mail, 2012). 

After midnight on Sunday, 16 February 2015, Omar Abdel Hamid El-Hussein 
launched an attack against a synagogue in Copenhagen, the day after his 
shooting attack against the public meeting with Lars Vilks (). Appearing to be 
drunk, El-Hussein approached the synagogue, which was guarded by two 
police officers and a voluntary Jewish security guard. When he got close, he 
pulled out a handgun and killed the security guard before he shot and injured 
the two police officers. He then fled the scene, but was killed by police at 
4:55am near his home (Jyllands-Posten, 2015). 

On 19 April 2015, Algerian Sid Ahmed Ghlam was detained in Paris after he 
shot himself in the leg by accident (BBC News, 2015d). In his car, police 
found an AK-47 assault rifle, two handguns, bullet-proof vests, notes for an 
attack, a laptop and three mobile phones. In his apartment, police found three 
more rifles, jihadi literature, police-style lights and “Police” armbands 
(France 24, 2015). Before his arrest, Ghlam had killed a woman found dead 
in her car (Le Monde, 2015). Alternative targets seemed to be the two 
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churches Saint-Cyr-Sainte-Julitte and Sainte-Thérèse in Villejuif in Mal-de-
Varne in Paris (La Parisien, 2015), and Ghlam had planned to conduct the 
attack on the day of his arrest. The Basilica of the Sacred Heart of Paris also 
seemed to have been a potential target at one time (Quest France, 2015). The 
operation was guided from outside France (Le Monde 2015; Rayner 2015). 

On 16 April 2016, there was a bomb attack on a Sikh temple in Essen. Two 
teenagers suspected of carrying out the bombing were arrested shortly after. 
The blast is alleged to have targeted a wedding, although many guests had 
already departed to another location. Three people were injured (Worley, 
2016). 

On 26 July at 9:43am, two men attacked a church at Saint-Étienne-du-
Rouvray in Normandy during morning mass. A priest, two nuns and two 
parishioners were taken hostage. One nun escaped as the perpetrators killed 
the 85-year old priest, Jacques Hamel. The assailants also unsuccessfully tried 
to slit the throat of another hostage. French police shot the two men dead as 
they came out of the church. One of the attackers, Adel Kermiche, had been 
released from prison on 18 March 2016, and was under orders to wear an 
electronic tag (Willsher, 2016). 

4.14.2 Analysis 
Fifteen plots and five attacks against religious institutions tells us that the 
interest for this category has not been substantial among the militant Islamists, 
especially since in several cases, only a superficial interest has been seen. The 
serious plots and the launched attacks nevertheless tell us that religious 
institutions are targeted from time to time; hence, the threat must be taken 
seriously. The fact that superficial interest, concrete plots and launched 
attacks have been aimed against churches, mosques, synagogues and a Sikh 
temple, as well as imams, priests and rabbis, illustrate that hostile acts against 
religious institutions and communities appear in different wrappings indeed. 
Just as important to note, however, is the fact that religious institutions and 
figures are rarely chosen at random. 

The killing of Shaykh al-Baqi Sahraoui and his bodyguard in 1995 was linked 
to the fencing between GIA and the Islamic Salvation Front (Kraft, 1995). 
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Likewise, the San Petronio church in Bologna that was targeted both in 2002 
and 2006 seemingly became a target due to the fresco that allegedly depicts 
Muhammad in hell. It was perceived to be very offensive and attracted 
negative attention from moderate Muslims, as well as militant Islamists, 
which made it exposed to potential attacks. The fact that it was well-
established and there was strong Islamist presence in the region did not reduce 
the risk of unwanted attention. 

Furthermore, both the main synagogue in Lyon (vague case) and the 
synagogue in Copenhagen were central buildings in the respective cities and 
may have affected the target selection substantially. It should also be noted 
that Sid Ahmed Ghlam initially displayed an interest in the Basilica of the 
Sacred Heart of Paris, but this would undoubtedly be a difficult task since 
this is a place where the security focus is considerable (Quest France, 2015). 
At the time of writing, it is still an open question whether the churches Saint-
Cyr-Sainte-Julitte and Sainte-Thérèse in 2015 were selected by Sid Ahmed 
Ghlam at random, due to their status or their geographical location. Both 
churches are in Villejuif, which can be translated to Jew town. If that had an 
impact on the target decision-making process, an extra symbolic dimension 
can be noted. 

As in the case of other target type categories, demography and geography are 
likely to play a part in the target selection processes related to religious 
institutions. Terrorists will often “go central” and target the well-known and 
iconic religious buildings that attract thousands of worshippers, as well as 
regular tourists. Ghlam’s interest for the Basilica of the Sacred Heart of Paris 
has already been mentioned, but two other examples are the 2012 plot by 
Mohamed Jarmoune against Milan’s main synagogue Via Della Guastalla and 
the two French girls’ interest in the Great Synagogue in Lyon in 2014. 
Regarding the church attack in Normandy in 2015, it is difficult to assess 
whether the church was chosen due to its status or simply because the 
suspects lived there and saw the church as the most attractive local target. 
The fact that one of the assailants was under court order to wear an electronic 
tag may have influenced the decision to act locally. 

What we have seen less of are attacks and plots directed against smaller 
synagogues and rabbis on an individual basis. In some of the previously 
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described plots, such alternatives seem to have been loosely discussed or 
considered but not followed up on in practice. It should also be mentioned 
that some of the religious minorities that militant Islamists have targeted in 
other parts of the world have not been attacked in Western Europe so far. For 
example, this is the case with the Coptic Church, which has been exposed to 
violence by Islamists in Northern Africa on numerous occasions, like after the 
2011 New Year’s Day bomb attack in Alexandria in Egypt that killed 21 
people (BBC News, 2011). The absence of attacks against the Copts in 
Europe can not, however, just be explained with the fact that the jihadists 
have numerous other target alternatives in Western Europe. Violent attacks 
against Copts in Egypt and North Africa have a long history and involves a 
number of actors with different regional or local interests going beyond 
religious differences (consult for example Brownlee, 2013).  

As described, relatively few incidents within this target type involve targets 
chosen at random. Some plots and attacks are a result of what is regarded as 
blasphemy and insults to the Prophet, while a central locations and locations 
with a grand symbolic status have seemingly played a part in other cases. 
This indicates the importance of establishing basic security measures on 
some central or particularly threatened locations. Furthermore, synagogues 
are quite exposed to hostile acts. 

In general, however, it is necessary to see this from a broad perspective. In 
France, for example, there are around 45000 Catholic parishes, 4000 
Protestant churches, 2600 evangelical churches and 150 Christian Orthodox 
churches. We can add 700 synagogues and Jewish schools to this, as well as 
2500 mosques (France 24, 2016). It is impossible to dedicate robust 
protective efforts to most of these institutions. The fact that there are few 
serious plots and attacks against such institutions and that often, the attacks 
are quite specific in terms of targeting underline the importance of individual 
threat assessments for religious institutions as well. 

4.15  Less common target types 
The category Others covers target types that militant Islamists have planned 
or launched few attacks against. This is not a heterogeneous group of target 
types, so it would make little sense to approach this category the same way as 
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the others. Instead, I will address the specific and more uncommon target 
types that have been seen in the dataset. Most of these targets will typically fit 
into what is normally called national infrastructure (transportation excluded). 
This includes electricity facilities, oil and gas installations, internet and 
computer networks, as well as nuclear facilities. Some will also include 
financial targets in the national infrastructure category. Plots and incidents 
aimed to take place in the private domain (for example, within the walls of 
private homes) have also been included here. 

4.15.1 The most relevant plots and attacks 
In the total dataset, there are seven plots and one launched attack in the 
category Others. One plot carries vague documentation and, in five of the six 
plots with strong documentation, the interest for an infrastructure target was 
profoundly superficial. Regarding the launched attacks, there is only one 
attack registered, although the perpetrators behind a few attacks have loosely 
considered target alternatives in the Others category too. This means that only 
one plot and one attack can be rated as regarded relevant within this category. 

Year Plot / 
attack 

Description Target 

2010 Plot London Stock Exchange Stock exchange 
2015 Attack Lyon gas factory attack Gas fabric, employer 

4.15.1.1 An overview of the most relevant plots and attacks 

In December 2010, British police arrested nine men – all UK residents 
between 20 and 30 years of age. Four of them had planned to detonate a bomb 
in the toilets of the London Stock Exchange. Three others were preparing for 
future attacks, while the last two were involved in other ways (Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2013). During the investigations and trial that followed, 
it emerged that those planning to target the London Stock Exchange also 
wanted to send five mail bombs to various targets during the run up to 
Christmas 2010. They also discussed launching a “Mumbai-style” atrocity. 
Furthermore, a hand-written note found at the home of one of the men listed 
London’s Mayor Boris Johnson, two rabbis and the US embassy as potential 
targets. It should also be mentioned that two of the men were under 
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surveillance on 28 November 2010 as they observed Big Ben, Westminster 
Abbey, the London Eye and the Palace of Westminster. The terrorists also 
talked about leaving homemade bombs in the toilets of pubs in the West 
Midlands (BBC News, 2012). The men received long sentences ranging from 
2 to 5 years (Crown Prosecution Service, 2013). 

On 26 June 2015, Yassin Sahli killed his boss at a delivery company by 
strangulation, before decapitating him. He took a selfie with the victim and 
sent the image via WhatsApp to a Canadian mobile phone number (The 
Guardian, 2015b). Then, he mounted the victim’s head and a flag with Arabic 
writing on the gate of the US-owned chemical factory (US) Air Products in 
Saint-Quentin-Fallavier before ramming a car into the facility, causing a 
minor explosion. Investigations revealed that the attacker had regularly made 
deliveries to the factory as part of his work. Furthermore, he had been under 
surveillance from 2006 to 2008 on suspicion of having become radicalized 
(France 24, 2015a). In December 2015, Yassin Sahli was found dead in his 
cell (BBC News, 2015e). 

4.15.2 Analysis 
The fact that only one plot and one two-folded launched attack are the only 
cases with well-documented substance in the category Others tells us that the 
militant Islamists have so far concentrated on a limited number of target type 
categories. Accordingly, they have been conservative both in terms of who 
and what they have attacked, and rarely shown innovation in their target 
selection per se. Obviously, the limited number of cases here suggests that 
general reflections on the target types concerned becomes important to 
explain why they don’t seem attractive to the militant Islamists. This is not 
least because some potential target types are given considerable attention from 
researchers, in the media and from the general public. The interest in nuclear 
facilities is one example in this regard. I will therefore here focus on targeting 
aspects related to financial institutions, infrastructure and the private domain. 
I will also to a larger degree refer to vague plots in this analysis in order to see 
this in a slightly broader perspective. 

Starting with financial institutions, terrorist attacks initiated to destabilize a 
state’s economy or major financial interests are seen to emerge from time to 
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time, and it is nothing new. The Wall Street bombing in 1920 by anarchists, 
which killed 138 people, comes easily to mind. Various Provisional IRA 
attacks in England also exemplify this. One example is the republican 
organization’s bomb attack on London Stock Exchange on 20 July 1990 
(BBC News, 1990). PIRA’s city buster bomb attacks in London and Canary 
Wharf in the 1990s are other examples (McGladdery, 2006: 158–159). 
Likewise, the 9/11 attacks against the Twin Towers in New York in 2001 had 
a financial dimension. As such, the motivation for the militant Islamists’ 
London Stock Exchange plot from 2010 was seemingly rational. The wish to 
cause economic damage is likely to be also why a superficial interest for 
financial institutions have been noted in a few other cases. In March 2007, 
Islamists linked to AQ allegedly planned to bring down the internet through 
an attack on Telehouse Europe in Docklands to cause chaos to businesses and 
the London Stock Exchange (The Sunday Times, 2007). Furthermore, the 
2005 7/7 bombers were encouraged to consider the Bank of England (together 
with the G8-meeting in Scotland) as a potential target (The Telegraph, 2012). 
There are, however, no indications that they followed up on this with any 
seriousness (CNN, 2012a). 

Several factors can contribute to explain why financial institutions are not 
prioritized as targets by the jihadists. One aspect is that there are a lot of other 
target types that are easier to attack. Stock exchanges and national banks are 
normally well protected, and the odds for operational success will hence be 
limited. Furthermore, the general fear factor among the public will not be 
significant. Another aspect is that procedures at financial institutions and 
stock exchanges are likely to mitigate the economic damage to society and the 
financial sector. The third and most important aspect, however, is that both 
businesses and national economies are more vulnerable through attacks 
against other target types than financial institutions. For example, a sustained 
campaign against tourist resorts (or in the region) which reduces tourism may 
have a tremendous financial impact, as seen with Turkey at the time of 
writing. A report from the International Monetary Fund have disclosed that 
the reduction of tourism in the wake of terrorist attacks (and political turmoil) 
have cut about one percentage of GDP from Turkey’s growth in 2016 
(International Monetary Fund, 2017). Paralysing the aviation for a period of 
time is another example. Here, we should note that Israel experienced 30% 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

306 

cancellation of upcoming visits after Hamas succeeded in closing the Ben 
Gurion airport for a short period of time in 2014 (Solomon, 2014). The 
conclusion is that if hurting a national economy is the objective, there are 
more effective ways than attacking financial institutions. 

Infrastructural targets (public transport excepted) have been frequently 
targeted by a range of actors in several European countries. First, it is aimed at 
disrupting the daily life of the population to increase the pressure on 
authorities and trigger some sort of response. This is seemingly a rational 
approach if the aim is to cause damage and avoid killing people; at the same 
time, there is a limited risk of detection and apprehension. In a larger 
perspective, however, both the practical implications and the fear factor will 
often be limited. The Irish Republican Army’s Operation Harvest from 1956 
to 1962 is one example where the focus was very much on infrastructural 
targets; however, the campaign had limited support, and little was achieved 
(McKearney, 2011: 110–111). 

As described earlier, militant Islamists have shown limited interest for 
infrastructure targets in Western Europe (transport excluded), and the interest 
that has been shown often has vague documentation. One such case appeared 
in Italy in February 2002, when police arrested four Moroccans suspected of 
planning attacks using cyanide-based chemicals in Rome. The cell was 
discovered to contain maps where the water supply networks of the capitol 
were marked, and it is believed that they intended to poison the water supplies 
in a commercial area of the capital where the US embassy is located (BBC 
News, 2002). Another case of interest was the UK fertilizer plot from 2004, 
where police found 12 CDs with information relating to the national high-
pressure gas and high-voltage electricity network run by National Grid 
Transco. The CDs provided information on 4200 miles of underground 
pipelines and 24 compressor stations for natural gas along with 4500 miles of 
overhead line and 341 electricity sub-stations. One disc listed oil pipelines 
and hazardous underground plants. Police believe that one of the suspects 
stole the discs from the subcontractor he worked for (Gardham, 2007). It is 
clear, however, that, as the process evolved, the group narrowed down to 
focus more on other types of targets (Crown Prosecution Service, 2008). As 
for Yassin Sahli’s attack against the US factory in France in 2015, this is the 
only launched attack against an industrial target, and it can be questioned 
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whether the target was chosen due to its function, the US ownership or 
because it stood out as a relevant target in the terrorist’s living quarter (The 
Guardian, 2015b).  

As for infrastructure, potential targets related to water, electricity, oil and gas 
and chemicals may to some degree be vulnerable with regard to attacks, 
although oil and gas facilities will often enjoy a high level of protective 
security. However, if the main objective is not societal disruption or financial 
damage, but rather killing a lot of people and creating maximum public fear, 
this may partly explain why Islamist terrorists prefer other target types in 
Western Europe in general. Blowing up a pipeline or taking the electricity 
from a community for a day or two is neither spectacular nor nearly as 
frightening as a bomb attack or shooting in a public square. 

It must be added though, that jihadist groups have displayed a proven interest 
for infrastructure targets within the energy sector outside Europe, in order to 
achieve societal disruprion, economical damage or take control over the 
resources if they are strong enough to hold the ground. One example is al-
Qaida affiliated groups’ attention towards critical oil and gas installations in 
the Arabian Peninsula and Yemen (Pippard, 2010). This has also been 
observed in Libya for the last few years (Porter, 2015). 

Another target type that deserves additional comments, even though we have 
already discussed a few cases that involves it, concern nuclear facilities. No 
other target type can probably generate so much fear in a population as attacks 
on nuclear facilities or the use of nuclear weapons can (Jenkins, 2008). 
Therefore, nuclear facilities might easily come to mind in the early 
brainstorming during the process of settling on a target. Most often, however, 
they will be discarded because these assets represent very difficult targets due 
to a high level of security. Furthermore, there are other practical challenges 
involved – for example, a hostile actor’s lack of insight about how nuclear 
plants are constructed and run. Both the security arrangements and the need 
for insight will force a potential attacker to initiate a rather extensive 
information gathering process, as well as hostile reconnaissance. This will in 
turn lead to a high risk for detection. Therefore, the likelihood of operational 
success for non-state actors with limited capacities is significantly small. 
Finally, an outcome in the form of consequences will be very difficult to 
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predict. As it seems, both the level of protection and the difficulty of 
achieving the outcome were taken into consideration by AQ when they 
considered striking two unnamed nuclear power plants, in what later became 
with the 9/11 attacks (Mascolo & Stark, 2003). Not everyone shares these 
reflections, though, and if we look at the global arena, there are a few 
incidents showing that terrorists’ limited interest should not be taken for 
granted. For instance, there were two terrorist related cases concerning the 
Australian nuclear power plant at Lucas Heights in 2005 and 2007 (Squires, 
2005; Kennedy & Skehan, 2007). In 2014, it was also clear that Hamas tried 
to hit the Dimona nuclear facility with rockets fired from the Gaza Strip, 
although without any success (Jerusalem Post, 2014). 

Returning to the militant Islamists in Western Europe, the first case where an 
interest for a nuclear facility was noted came to light in 2004. Then, it became 
clear that Hofstad-group affiliated Samir Azzouz had gathered information on 
the nuclear reactor in Borssele (Schuurman, Eijkman, and Bakker, 2014). It is 
also known that UK police, during the investigation of the 21 July 2005 
bombers, found detailed plans of nuclear sites, including Sizewell, in a car 
connected to one of the bombers. The information had seemingly been 
gathered over at least a two-year period (BBC News, 2007a). Finally, Ali M. 
in the 2013 AQIM plot had stated that a nuclear power station could be a 
legitimate target (Sparks, 2014). It is important to underline, however, that in 
none of these cases was the interest for nuclear facilities seriously taken into 
an operational phase. Furthermore, a warning that nuclear facilities still may 
be targeted came after the 13 November attacks, when Belgian police found 
video footage of a senior nuclear official. Suspects had rigged a camera in 
bushes and filmed the official’s house entrance for several hours, before 
collecting the material (The Guardian, 2016). This could mean that they 
planned to strike against this person outside the nuclear facility, but it is also 
possible that they planned to use this person, or his official documents, to try 
to gain access to the facility. Considering the security arrangements around 
such sites, access through employees represents an alternative approach for 
terrorists.  

Apart from nuclear facilities, there are some other targets types that fall 
outside the established categories; here, two cases may be mentioned. The 
first took place in December 2010, when five men were arrested in Denmark 
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and Sweden under suspicion of preparing a Mumbai style against the 
newspaper Jyllands-Posten (Nesser, 2014: 445). Of interest here, however, is 
the fact that they also discussed entering private houses and murdering 
families enjoying their Christmas dinner – alternatively, they planned to do 
this on New Year’s Eve (Astrup & Herschend, 2012a). Entering random 
private homes have so far not been a typical modus operandi for militant 
Islamists, but it cannot be discarded as a possibility in the future. 

Another interesting target browsing process was seen in the so-called 
Vollsmose-case in Denmark in 2006, when police arrested nine individuals 
suspected of planning a terrorist attack (Nesser, 2008: 938). The prosecution’s 
key witness claimed that the group had discussed eleven potential targets, and 
most of these were classic target types linked to public area and transport, 
except for the Great Belt Fixed Link (Storm, Cruickshank, & Lister, 2014: 67; 
Sørensen, 2007). The latter consists of three bridges, one double-tunnel for 
trains, as well as a road stretch on the small island Sprogø, and it connects the 
traffic between Fyn and Sjælland. This example serves as a reminder that 
bridges and tunnels must be given proper attention from a security 
perspective. 

4.16  US, Israeli and Jewish targets 
The United States of America and Israel, as well as Jews in general, have been 
a central and consistent enemy figure since the early days of the global jihad 
movement. This has this been documented through a number of statements 
from Osama bin Laden. In the open letter to Chief Mufti bin Baz in Saudi 
Arabia, his first public statement directed to a wider audience, he 
characterized Baz’s endorsement of the Oslo accords of 1993 between Israel 
and the PLO as a betrayal of Palestine (Lawrence, 2005: 3). In a message 
from the mid-1990s, bin Laden addressed the stationing of US and other 
foreign troops in the Arabian Peninsula (Lawrence, 2005:19). In a statement 
from August 1996, he called for Muslim brothers to join the jihad against the 
enemies of God – the Americans and the Israelis (Lawrence, 2005: 30–44). 
Regarding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, how central the Palestinian cause 
really is for AQ in the big picture can be questioned (Holbrook (2014: 143–
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147), but this does not eliminate the fact that the hatred against Israel and the 
Jews are an important driver for the global jihad movement. 

In his work on the al-Qaida doctrine and the leaderships’ public discourse, 
Holbrook mapped AQ’s grievance narrative over enemies and targets based 
on central jihadi figures statements from the period 1991–2013. Here, the US 
(in general or more specific targets) came out on top, followed by The 
West/“Zionist-Crusader alliance”, Israel and then the Jews (Holbrook, 2014: 
73–74). The key analytical question here is whether this focus on the US, 
Israel and the Jews has been reflected in the targeting practice seen with the 
militant Islamists operating in Western Europe. 

4.16.1 Targeting Americans 
The United States of America is familiar with being targeted by terrorist 
groups. A study of attack patterns of 53 foreign groups that targeted the 
United States from 1970 to 2004 showed that 3% of all attacks were directed 
against the United States. Furthermore, 99% of these attacks occurred outside 
the US (LaFree, Yang, & Crenshaw, 2009). Militant Islamists have also 
primarily attacked US interests overseas. A report published by the Rand 
corporation in 2007 covers terrorist targeting preferences against the US and 
found that 9/11 and possibly the World Trade Centre attack in 1993 were the 
only al-Qaida attacks on US soil until that time (Libicki, Chalk, & Sissin, 
2007). There have been AQ-linked incidents after 2007, like the Fort Hood 
shooting in 2009, but it is still obvious that the US is being primarily targeted 
outside its borders. Most of these incidents take place in conflict zones outside 
Europe, but it has been a noticeable interest for US targets among the jihadists 
on the European continent. 

The dataset of this project shows that there have been US-linked targets 
involved in 34 of the 209 cases where a target interest is identified. This 
includes 9 conducted attacks and 25 plots (11 of these plots carry vague 
documentation). The fact that 12.9% of the 70 launched attacks in total have 
been targeting the United States and its citizens, combined with the number of 
plots where such interest is identified, makes it clear that the threat is present 
and enduring. As such, the discourse focusing on the United States seems to 
have some effect on the actors. 
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In terms of target types, if we look first at plots that have strong 
documentation, diplomatic missions come out on top of the list with six cases, 
military bases (including military airports) are second with five cases, while 
flights have been targeted in two plots; finally, there are two cases that 
involve undefined US targets, where the objective has been to “kill 
Americans”. If we look at the conducted attacks, flights are on top of the list 
with three attacks, followed by two attacks against US embassies. The 
remaining four attacks have targeted a McDonald’s restaurant, US 
servicemen, a US owned gas factory, and a concert with a US band. As 
described, there is considerable variety regarding target types but the three 
types that stand out in the crowd are flights, military targets (including 
military airports) and diplomatic missions. Flights and diplomatic missions 
represent hard targets, while military targets are at large split into soft and 
hard targets, depending on the context. Here, there is a difference from 
military personnel in countries like France and Belgium, however, because 
US military personnel in European countries are not so visible and easy to 
access as their colleagues conducting patrolling and protective tasks in large 
cities. As seen in the 2015 Junead Khan case in the UK, the perpetrator sought 
to solve this by planning to target a US soldier at the entrance part of a US 
Airforce base – in the same style as the Lee Rigby murderers in 2013 
(Whitehead, 2015). 

In general, protective measures and limited accessibility to attractive US 
targets make terrorists seek other civilian targets in public areas. This was 
seen with the 2015 November attacks in Paris, where the concert hall at 
Bataclan was attacked during a concert with a band from the US. It is likely 
that militant Islamists, and especially actors with a limited capability, will 
continue to focus on soft US targets in the future. That does not totally 
dismiss the possibility of attacks against the hard targets, as there may be 
more capable jihadi networks in Europe than in the US itself. 

4.16.2 Israeli and Jewish targets 
The state of Israel and its citizens, are no strangers to terrorist attacks – within 
or outside their borders. Different Palestinian groups conducted several severe 
attacks against Israeli and Jewish targets in Europe from the late 1960s 
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onwards, starting with PFLPs hijack of an El Al flight in 1968, although the 
1972 Munich massacre by Fatah’s Black September Organization (BSO) is 
the ultimate example for many. In contradiction to Hamas, who by strategic 
choice has contained its armed campaign to the Middle East, Hezbollah has 
for decades represented a global threat to Israel and Jews. The 1994 suicide 
bomb attack at the Jewish community centre in Buenos Aires, Argentina, 
which killed 85 people, was likely the work of the Iranian Shiite proxy 
organization (Sterman, 2014). The 2012 Burgas bus bombing in Bulgaria is 
another example of Hezbollah’s lethal activity (Daivies, 2013). Hezbollah’s 
efforts are also regularly demonstrated through their operatives being detained 
in remote parts of the world like Peru or Thailand (Jerusalem Post, 2014a; 
Levitt, 2015; Ravid, 2014). Also after Hezbollah’s engagement in Syria the 
fear for Hezbollah’s commitment to conduct terrorist attacks worldwide 
remains, and they are capable of doing so (Levitt, 2015). 

Nor can it be overlooked that Jews to a large degree are constantly under fire 
from several ideological directions. This includes actors from the far left, the 
far right, the jihadists – and sometimes even Jewish extremists, as seen with 
the murder of Prime minister Rabin in 1995. 

The dataset used for this project shows that there have been Israeli or Jewish 
targets in a total of 26 cases. This includes 19 plots (eight plots carry vague 
documentation) and seven conducted attacks. Furthermore, it must be added 
that the 2004 Madrid bombers had concrete plans to follow up their atrocity 
with attack on Jewish targets (BBC News, 2004b). Additionally, the Cannes-
Torcy network also focused on Jewish targets – although they did not get an 
opportunity to realise more than the 2012 Kosher shop attack (Le Figaro, 
2012; Le Figaro, 2013). 

The fact that 10% of the 70 conducted attacks have been directed against 
Jewish targets, along with a high interest in plots, makes it clear that Israeli 
and Jewish targets are high on the agenda of the militant Islamists – not just in 
discourse, but also in practice. The most noticeable point regarding the 
identified targeting practice is the attention given to Jewish targets and how 
little attention potential targets directly linked to the state of Israel have 
received. In the plots, there are few and vague indications suggesting an 
intention to attack Israeli embassies or consulates. This has for example been 
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indicated in the 2004 Yehia K. case in the Netherlands. In this case it was 
revealed after the sentencing, in the perpetrator’s  biography. There were also 
indications in the 2006 Oslo plot, as well as in the 2016 arrest in Italy. As for 
conducted attacks, there are only Jewish targets. A Jewish school was targeted 
in the 1995 attack by the GIA network in the suburb Villeurbanne outside 
Lyon, as well as in the 2012 attack against the Ozar HaTorah day school by 
Merah. Kosher shops were targeted in the 2012 shop attack in Paris and in the 
2015 siege conducted by Amedy Coulibaly in Paris. In 2014, the Jewish 
museum in Brussels was attacked and a synagogue was targeted in the 2015 
attack in Copenhagen. Finally, a rabbi was stabbed in Strasbourg in 2016. As 
can be seen, there are a variety of targets, and if one includes the plots, the 
variety is even more noticeable. Still, synagogues and their rabbis stand out as 
the most typical targets. They are visible and vulnerable, although synagogues 
often have basic security measures in place – sometimes reinforced with 
police presence. 

The explanation regarding the lack of attention towards Israeli diplomatic 
missions is that these are very well protected. After the Palestinian terrorist 
attack against the Israeli embassy in Bangkok in 1972, Israeli embassies and 
consulates around the world were systematically fortified (Pedahzur, 2009: 
44). The Israeli Security Agency (ISA) provides security staff for Israel’s 
diplomatic missions, and there are extensive physical and technical security 
measures. The incident in Berlin in 1999, where three Kurds were shot dead 
when a crowd tried to enter the Israeli consulate with force, demonstrates that 
Israeli diplomatic missions are hard targets (Drozdiak, 1999). Furthermore, it 
is likely that jihadists regard attacks on Jews as attacks on the state of Israel. 
Here, it must also be noted that the militant Islamists to a very limited degree 
have been able to pose a threat inside Israel and the Palestinian region. In this 
region, PLO, Hamas, Hezbollah and other groups have their own agendas, and 
it is not at all evident that they will let jihadists dictate the developments in 
their own backyard. Furthermore, it is not easy for AQ and ISIS operatives to 
enter Israel. Accordingly, there are several reasons why the militant Islamists 
attack Israeli citizens and Jews outside Israel. 

Aggression and attacks against the Jews, and to a less degree targets linked to 
the state of Israel, will continue to be seen due to the existing soft and hard 
target distinction between these target types. The security threat to Jews and 
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their synagogues, community centres and museums is furthermore 
supplemented by threats against Jewish tourist groups, other groups (like 
sports teams) and special events. 

4.17  Observations on target decision-making 
This multiple case study has focused on the targeting preferences of the 
militant Islamists in Europe and not the concrete decision-making processes 
for each case. The information available is not detailed enough for such a 
project. That said, there are some cases where the information is rich in details 
like those that have been followed by investigative commissions – for 
example, the 7 July 2005 bombings in London. Additionally, there have been 
interesting indicators related to decision-making in some cases, although this 
information is typically fragmented. 

The most central point regarding the jihadists target-related decision-making 
is that those conducting the attack normally themselves decide the target to be 
attacked. The reason for this is obviously related to the fact that most attacks 
are not centrally-led and guided by some distant command element, but both 
planned and executed by individuals or a small group of people (Nesser, 
2012; Mullins, 2017). Quite often, these are citizens of the country under 
attack. The large and complex operations executed by the core of al-Qaida 
and ISIS, like the 9/11 or the 13 November 2015 attacks in Paris, are 
relatively few and far between. Even in cases where there is an established 
network with a hierarchical organizational structure, there are good reasons 
for leaving the concrete target selection to those who would conduct the 
attack. With local knowledge, they will be in a better position to assess what 
potential targets it is possible to follow up on without too great a risk for 
detection. They are likely to blend in properly and be more qualified to make 
operational assessments related to, for example, security efforts, police 
presence, emergency services and response time. As such, leaving the target 
decision-making to those conducting the attack makes sense. 

There are also indications in this thesis that illustrate that the operational 
control that central leaderships or contacts have over small, local groups or 
individuals can be limited, even though they provide the perpetrators with 
training, practical advice or other forms of support. The 7 July 2005 bombers 
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were allegedly given a choice between the Bank of England, the G8 summit in 
Scotland and the London Underground, but there are no indications that the 
first two were ever seriously considered (CNN, 2012a). The 2007 Sauerland 
cell, which was encouraged to strike against Uzbek targets in Germany 
through their distant contacts, decided on other targets (Steinberg, 2013: 71, 
74). It is also suggested that Merah was encouraged to target the Indian 
embassy, but that he discarded this and decided to act otherwise (Naravane, 
2012). Additionally, surveillance recordings, statements from terrorists under 
investigations and other information from media and trial documents have in 
several plots documented substantial target browsing and related discussions 
among individuals planning to conduct attacks. 

4.18  Reflections on strategies and outcomes 
The main focus of this part study of the thesis is to analyse the concrete 
targeting preferences and some targeted-related characteristics of militant 
Islamists in Europe, based on cases identified. For a deeper understanding on 
Salafi jihadism ideology and theoretical militant strategies specific works on 
these issues should be consulted (some of which are referred to in this part of 
the thesis). That stated, it is important to acknowledge that attacks against the 
West is not taking place in a vacuum, but very much affected by actors, 
conditions and developments both within and on the outside of our part of the 
world. In this section, I will therefore draw some lines with regard to the 
jihadists’ reasoning for attacking their distant enemy in the West. Although 
plots and attacks against Western Europe is the main focus in this thesis,  
making a differention between Europe and the West is less meaningfull in this 
context. 

Before moving into the subject it must first be made clear that assessing links 
between stated or observed jihadist strategies and the effect of these with 
regard to concrete incidents is difficult, because many different factors are 
into play and may affect this. Some factors are related to the objectives, 
intiatives and capabilities of the jihadists, but there are also contextual factors 
with impact, like political developments, societal conditions and so on. 
Furthermore, declared or observed strategies may be regarded as more 
structured and controlled than they actually are. Anne Stenersen (2017: 173; 



The Militant Islamists Operating in Western Europe 

316 

2017b: 6, 9) convincingly argues that al-Qaida’s inititatives often have been 
the result of accidents, chance and opportunities. 

One must also be observant to the fact that neither al-Qaida (Stenersen, 
2017b: 7-8) nor ISIS (Hegghammer & Nesser, 2015: 21-23; Ganor, 2015a, 
58) can be characterized as “one terrorist organisation”, where some sort of 
general army council is coordinating all operations and attacks in Europe with 
surgical precision. Rightly, the central leaderships of al-Qaida and ISIS have 
to their disposition a limited number of troops on the ground, but there are 
also near and more distant affiliate movements, overseas cells operating in an 
independent manner, single individuals guided from distant areas, as well as 
inspired individuals with no direct contact with AQ or ISIS at all. On top of 
this mentally disturbed individuals committ violent acts, and claim it is done 
on behalf of al-Qaida or ISIS. This is also a factor as to why there is not just a 
small number of clear or coherent jihadi strategies with regard to attacking the 
West. 

4.18.1 Al-Qaida’s commitment to attack the West 
Although the history of jihadism goes a long back in time, al-Qaida and what 
Brynjar Lia (2015: 32) characterizes as “the contemporary jihadi movement” 
dates back to the late 1980s. Al-Qaida was initially established as an Arab 
insurgency group fighting side by side with the Afghan mujahidin (Stenersen, 
2017b: 8). When the Soviet bear had been driven back over the mountains 
early in 1989, al-Qaida continued to promote its Salafi jihadism ideology, 
where a central objective is to replace state sovereignity with God’s rule and 
the establishment of Qur’anic-based states (Gerges, 2015: 223). They expect 
the forthcoming revolution to be of a spontaneous nature and aim to wake up 
the sleeping masses and guide them in the struggle (Stern & Berger, 2015: 
55). As such, the central leadership of al-Qaida probably saw themselves from 
the early start as intellectual leaders taking the role of a revolutionary 
vanguard of Salafi jihadism (Stern & Berger, 2015: 55; Stenersen, 2017: 175; 
2017b: 8). Furthermore, al-Qaida acted with discretion as they provided 
guidance and support to various groups, without claiming credit for particular 
achievments or attacks.  
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Al-Qaida Central have argued that a caliphate cannot be established until 
Western forces have been defeated and removed from Muslim countries. As 
such, al-Qaida has chosen the long game strategy, or if preferred, a form of 
attrition warfare (Kydd & Walter, 2006: 63). Also in contrast to AQI and ISIS 
who have been fixated on a Sunni-Shia divide, al-Qaida Central’s ambition 
has been to gather Muslims in a common fight against an outer enemy. 
Furthermore, al-Qaida has focused on taking back lost territory, and not to 
remove Muslim governance (Hegghammer, 2004: 10).  

As earlier mentioned in this thesis, Osama bin Laden rarely hinted to violence 
against the West in the first half of the 1990s, but after the 1996 Al-Khobar 
bombings he defended the use of terrorism and he endorsed attacks against 
US military personnel in the Arabian Peninsula (Lawrence, 2005: 74, 78). 
According to Burke (2015a), a local strategy of working with individual 
groups around the Islamic world brought little success to al-Qaida Central. 
The 1996 declaration of jihad on the US did not appeal to those wanting to 
focus on the near enemy. AQ was in need of a boost, but without an 
established network in the Arabian Peninsuela at the time, alternatives were 
sought. This utimately led to the attacks against the US embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania in 1998, although there were other factors of influence as well 
(Stenersen, 2017: 169). With the 1998 declaration of war from the World 
Islamic Front, the geographical area and potential targets were expanded 
upon, as bin Laden legitimised attacks against soldiers and civilians wherever 
they could be found (Kepel & Kilelli, 2008: 55). Hence, the embassy attacks 
became the start of the international campaign. 
 
The 1998 attacks on the US embassies in Africa built AQ’s confidence, and 
both the attacks against USS Cole in 2000 and the 9/11 2001 attacks where 
organised with relatively few senior AQ senior  members involved. Al-Qaida 
saw the attacks as a necessary step for the Islamic revolutions to come in the 
Middle East – and for Osama bin Laden jihad stood above everything else 
(Stenersen, 2017: 162, 175). Regarding strategy, Stenersen (2017: 165) argue 
that bin Laden and AQ Central followed a dual strategy, in  the sense that a 
small part focused on international terrorism, while the larger part was 
consolidating AQ locally. It may be questioned how prepared OBL was with 
regard to the international response that followed the 9/11 2001 attacks, and 
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the United States-led military engagement in Afghanistan did make life 
difficult for AQ Central. According to Hegghammer (2013), AQ still 
continued to allocate a lot of resources into attacking the West. Furthermore, 
the British participation in Afghanistan put United Kingdom high on AQ’s 
priority list for international attacks, and this evolved towards 2003 (Chailand 
& Blin, 2016: 337). 

Combined intensive intelligence and military efforts from the US and their 
allies in Pakistan and Afghanistan kept pressuring al-Qaida. The leadership of 
al-Qaida was forced to Federally Administered Tribal Area (FATA) in 
northwestern Pakistan and had to alter their strategy, towards a locally 
oriented approach  in Muslim countries, but this also led to less central control 
(Stenersen, 2017: 178; 2017b: 6). As the threat from US drone attacks also 
started to force jihadis to leave FATA, the AQ affilities or franchises, 
especially those in the Arabian Peninsula and Somalia, emerged as an 
important part of the global jihad campaign (The Osama bin Laden files, 
2012: 228-229). Al-Qaida was selective, however, and seeked only ties to 
those considered to be beneficial to the cause. Accordingly some offers where 
rejected, like the Lebanese group Fatah al-Islam (Braniff & Moghadam, 2011: 
42). 
 
The invasion of Iraq in 2003 sparked more deilberate targeting of Europe 
from al-Qaida. From 2003 to 2005 plots and attacks increased, and the main 
motivation was the Western involvement in Iraq (Nesser, 2015: 129). The 
jihadists sought to create disruption for the US-led coalition forces in Iraq, to 
punish the European states taking part in the military intervention force and 
deter countries not already engaged from involving themselves. As well 
known, the jihadists succeeded in several serious terrorist attacks against 
Europe the first few years after the invasion of Iraq, most noteably the 2004 
Madrid bombings and the 2005 7/7 London bombings.  
 
Al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), who surfaced in 2009 after a 
merging of the AQ Saudi and Yemeni branches, became a very visible AQ 
Central affiliate, not least because of their focus on attacks against the West. 
AQAP had central leaders and ideologists, like Anwar al-Awlaki, that enabled 
to inspire near and distant followers. They demonstrated an ability to exploit 
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social media platforms and launched the Inspire magazine written in English 
language. AQAP called for global attacks and individual jihad, and the 
magazine was very much a how-to guide for conducting attacks (Gambhir, 
2014: 1-2). The combination of a weakened AQ leadership and the 
effectiveness of the security and intelligence services in the West made it 
natural for AQAP and others to promote the lone wolf approach – more or 
less in accordance with strategic al-Suri’s Global Islamic Resistance Call” 
(Lia, 2007: 347–483). AQAP displayed a high level of operational 
expertise and initiated several attacks against the West. Regarding lone 
actor-attacks there were a few, but the amount was limited compared to 
what we have seen in Europe after the surfacing of ISIS.  
As earlier mentioned, most AQ affiliates did not come under total control by 
AQ Central (Steneresen (2017b: 7; The Osama bin Laden files, 2012: 222). 
Hegghammer (2013) argue that the affiliates’ low motivation was as a result 
of their preference for local interests and targets. Furthermore, fear for 
massive retaliation from the US and their allies can be included. It can also be 
added that Osama bin Laden himself around 2010 had concerns regarding the 
focus of AQAP, as well as al-Shabab (The Osama bin Laden files, 2012: 222, 
248-249). 

Several important events took place over a couple of years from late 2010 
onwards. Drone attacks and special operations forces continued to eliminate 
central AQ-figures, including Osama bin Laden and Anwar al-Awlaki (both 
killed in 2011). These killings and the general pressure kept on al-Qaida 
Central and their affilites weakened the movements’ international attack 
capabilities. Another important event was the Arab Spring revolutions, which 
according to Lia (2015: 35) was a “watershed in the history of jihadi proto-
states”, that unsettled state authorities in the region. On the wave from the 
Arab Spring revolutions, and there was an escalating discontent with the 
Syrian leadership led by President Bashar al-Assad and the Syrian opposition. 
At the same time the Islamic state of Iraq (ISI), which was the predecessor of 
AQI after Zarqawi’s death in 2006, grew stronger. Soon the Syrian civil war 
became a reality and as the conflict evolved ISIS gained momentum vis-à-vis 
al-Qaida as the leading Salafi-jihadism movement, and attracted new aspiring 
followers in the West to a larger degree than AQ. Hegghammer (2013: 4) 
summarise that by 2013, al-Qaida’s core was weakened; much of the 
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leadership had been neutralised, the number of members had declined, there 
was a reduced plot frequency, fewer training camps and fewer foreign 
recruits. 

4.18.2 The state-building project of ISIS 
In contrast to al-Qaidas role as a vanguard of Salafi jihadism and its long-term 
strategy of attrition regarding the establishement of a caliphate in the Middle 
East, ISIS has displayed an outward-directed, extensive and direct operational 
engagement, and they have pursued an immediate state building project, 
following the visionary lines from al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI) and Abu Musab al-
Zarqawi (Kydd & Walter, 2006: 55). With regard to the lines back to AQI and 
ISI, which early on illustrated the independent nature of ISIS vis-à-vis al-
Qaida (Gambhir, 2014: 3, 8), it should be added that although ISIS has strong 
ties back to the Iraqi faction within AQI, the movement has also apparent ties 
to other networks, like the Baath party (Tønnesen, 2015: 54). This is also 
described by Gerges (2016: 144-169), who also claims that Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi is even more extreme and brutal than al-Zarqawi ever was (Gerges, 
2016: 145). Regarding targeting of the West it should be added that while AQ 
Central has demonstrated much focus on the far-enemy under both bin 
Laden’s and Zawahiri’s leadership, AQI/ISI has in contrast traditionally 
focused on the near enemy (Stern & Berger, 2015: 274-275). 
 
In April 2013 al-Baghdadi transformed ISI into ISIS, and June 29 2014 he 
declared that he was the head of a caliphate in a geographical area including 
parts of  Syria and Iraq. The declaration gained worldwide attention, but did 
actually not represent a new jihadi phenomenon per se. As Lia (2015: 31, 34-
35) clarifies, the formation of “Islamic states” or “emirates” has taken place in 
different parts of the Muslim world for decades, as seen with Taliban in 
Afghanistan and al-Shabaab in Somalia. 
 
The main focus of ISIS and their new caliphate was the state-building project, 
which appealed to established jhadists, as well as aspiring recruits and 
sympathisers – including many linked to al-Qaida (Gerges, 2015: 250). 
Muslims in the West and elsewhere were early on encouraged to come and 
take part in building the caliphate – as seen in the first numbers of the Dabiq 
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magazine (Gambhir, 2014: 1-2). A lot of followers responded to the calls and 
travelled to the region, also from the European countries. Many of them as 
foreign fighters, but also others that wanted to contribute to the caliphate in 
other roles and ways. 
 
There were none or few indicators of centrally organised plots aiming to 
attack the West in the early times of the Caliphate until 2015, although they 
had called for followers to take such actions (Hegghammer & Nesser, 
2015:14). On 21 September 2014, ISIS spokesman Abu Muhammad al-
Adnani (killed in 2016) declared the Islamic State’s intention to target Europe 
(Stern & Berger, 2015: 95). Al-Adnani’s call for attacks in September 2014 
was followed by a similar message in the October 2014 edition of the Dabiq 
magazine, and ISIS made clear there were to be no constraints with regard to 
methods and targets (Bayoumi, 2014; Stern & Berger, 2015: 95–96). ISIS’ 
calls for followers and sympathisers to conduct attacks in the West were not 
unlike those efforts seen with al-Qaida earlier, for example by AQAP through 
social media channels and the Inspire magazine. The motives for ISIS’ calls 
for attacks and “individual jihad” may vary, but it is likely that ISIS wanted to 
realise the potential of those who did not want to go - or were unable to go - 
to the conflict zone. Furthermore, it had by then been several attacks in the 
West conducted by followers of al-Qaida, which showed that it could be an 
effect of such calls. Also, the intelligence and security services in Europe 
were mobilising, and there were efforts with regard to make it more difficult 
to get to the conflict area in Syria and Iraq. 
 
In hindsight, ISIS and al-Adnani did not only call for followers in the West to 
conduct attacks themselves. There are strong indications that the external 
operations group Emni within ISIS from 2014, or already in 2013, were 
planning central-led attacks (Brisard & Jackson, 2016: 9). Starting out as an 
internal police and counterintelligence unit within ISIS, they expanded the 
portifolio to include organising terrorist attacks in Europe, North Africa and 
Asia (Callimachi, 2016). As such, ISIS were not longer just a locally or 
regionally focused terrorist movement with the sights on the near enemy, but 
also to the distant enemy. With self-governance, territorial control, more 
military experience and motivated jihadi fighters, one might argue that the 
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Emni project had a slight resemblance to state-sponsored terrorism, or even 
states dispatching hit teams against their enemies abroad (Barrett,  2015: 2). 

The Charlie Hebdo and kosher shop attacks in Paris in January 2015 lit the 
red light among security services and authorities in Europe, both due to the 
type of attack and the connections the perpetrators had to the conflict area in 
Syria and Iraq. As known, kosher shop perpetrator Amedy Coulibaly had 
links to ISIS. Even more interesting here, however, the Verviers incident in 
Belgium later the same month put a halt to the first centrally-led large-scale 
ISIS operation directed against Europe (Brisard & Jackson, 2016: 9). More 
specifically, the arrest operation that developed into a shoot-out between 
police and terrorists, gave grave indicators for future attacks. Morover, the 
downing of the Metrojet Airbus full of Russian holidaymakers over Egypt in 
October 2015 also indicated an evolution in the strategic thinking of ISIS. 
Allegedly ISIS planned to bomb a Western plane, but changed to a Russian 
airline after President Vladimir Putin deployed Russian troops to Syria in 
order to support the Assad regime (Fishman, 2016: 239-240).  

The 13 November Paris attacks came as a surprise to many, although the 
security services in Europe had talked about the possibility of Mumbai-style 
attacks ever since the original attack in November 2008 (Fair, 2014: 581-592). 
According to Burke (2015a) this incident confirmed that ISIS had “gone 
global”. The Paris attacks and the 2016 Brussels bombings fully demonstrated 
that ISIS had both intent and capability of conducting large central-led attacks 
in the West. As such, they were now well beyond merely inspiring followers 
to do individual jihad on the behalf of ISIS – they took lead. Central-led 
operations come at a price, however, as such capacities are limited and usually 
lost in, or immediately after, conducted attacks. This, at least partially, explain 
why there rarely are several central led large and spectacular sequential 
attacks within a period of months or a couple of years.  

Interestingly, ISIS used different tactics with regard to whom they deployed 
to the attacks in the West. For a period of time they sent experienced fighters 
(e.g. the Verviers case), but during the first half of 2015 they started to 
quickly train and send back people who came to Syria (Brisard & Jackson, 
2016: 11). In addition to this, they were able to guide followers from distance, 
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as well as to profit from actions of individuals they had no direct contact with 
whatsoever.  

So what was ISIS’ motive for launching central-led attacks instead of relying 
on acts by followers and sympathisers, like al-Qaida’s leadership under 
Zawahri seem to prefer in the current situation? One explanation might be that 
the focus on attacks in the West came as ISIS started to experience trouble in 
Syria and Iraq, and were launched to divert attention from military setbacks 
and boost the sense of invincibility among its followers (Gerges, 2015: 250). 
This can, however, hardly explain the very first operations that must have 
been planned at a time the Islamic state still was on the offensive and had a 
momentum, although it might be a contributing factor for later initiatives. 
Kepel (2015: x) suggests that attacks may have been called for or executed in 
order to create provocation from Western governments to local Muslims in 
order to polarize the situation and fuel a religious war. Such a strategy of 
provocation is not unlike what Anders Behring Breivik argued for. Another 
factor can also be that ISIS felt strong and saw the time as right, and that they 
would display proof of the operational capability they possessed in order to 
motivate their troops and followers. Finally, factors motivating al-Qaida in 
earlier years, namely to punish states involving themselves in the conflict 
theatre in Syria and Iraq, and to create a pressure for political changes, should 
also be added as factors of motivation. 

A majority of ISIS-related plots and attacks against the West have been 
conducted by people with either no direct contact, some remote contact or 
distant guidance from ISIS (Hegghammer & Nesser, 2015: 23-24). 
Furthermore, most attacks can be characterised as low-tech and relatively 
ineffectual (Mullins, 2016: 26). Hegghammer and Nesser (2015: 26-27) also 
states that the increase of low-invovlement plots in the West after September 
2014 may indicate that al-Adnani’s call for attacks actually did result in an 
noticeable operational output. Following this, ISIS has proved more 
successful with its calls for ‘individual attacks campaign’ than al-Qaida and 
AQAP years before. Rightly, al-Qaida did inspire several attacks, for example 
as seen with ‘bin Laden of the Internet’ Anwar al-Awlaki’s influence on the 
perpertrators in the Fort Hood-shooting in 2009, and the attack on MP 
Stephen Timms in  2010 (The Telegraph, 2011). The phenomenon did not, 
however, come to the extent as seen with ISIS. From late summer 2014 there 
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was a series of lone attacks in the West that probably inspired new recruits 
and followers (Stern & Berger, 2015: 95-97). 

The development with regard to less connected and “inspired by” attackers 
following al-Adnani’s calls may also have been boosted additional factors. 
The establishment of the caliphate and the territorial success in Iraq and Syria 
gave ISIS a momentum that may have triggered a number of followers – and 
also mentally unstable individuals. Likewise the increased international 
political and military involvement in Syria and Iraq can have motivated 
sympathisers sitting on the fence – not least because military interventions in 
Muslim countries has proven to be a main driver for attacks against the West 
(Nesser, 2019: 17). Other factors brought forward by Nesser (2019: 15, 18-
19) is that ISIS have benefitted from experienced individuals and networks 
previousely established by al-Qaida, as well as foreign fighters assisting 
others online. 

4.18.3 Concluding on observed strategies 
Regarding al-Qaida it is important to remember Stenersen’s (2017b: 9) 
observation that al-Qaida’s strategy does not seem fixed, but rather “more 
reactive than proactive. And it is more often steered by accident and chance 
than many tend to believe. This fact alone makes it hard to predict how this 
vanguard of Salafi jihadism will evolve in the years to come. It seems likely, 
however, that the central leadership will continue in a vanguard role, rather 
than to seek direct territorial control. 

AQ has been weakened during Zawahiri’s time as leader, but the movement is 
still an actor to be taken seriousely. In fact, Hoffman (2018) argues that ISIS 
no longer can compete with al-Qaeda in terms of influence, reach, manpower, 
or cohesion, but just with regard to power of its brand and its capabilities to 
carry out attacks in the West. The latter is helped by Zawahiri’s decision to 
refrain from attacks in the West and follow up on other regional or local 
priorities. Furthermore, Hoffman means al-Qaeda’s success in resurrecting its 
network is based on several strategic elements. These include strengthening of 
the desentralized affiliate or franchise approach, avoid mass casualty 
operations, avoid killing Muslim civilians, and let ISIS take the blows from 
the Western alliance. In general, it is likely that al-Qaida under Zawahiri’s 
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leadership has adapted or adjusted its strategy to the current situation 
(Stenersen, 2017: 179). This does not mean that their interest of attacking the 
West has gone away, but for the time being it seems they prefer attacks in the 
West to be conducted by Muslim followers and “inspired” cells or individuals 
living in the West. One of their main affiliates, AQAP, is also currently 
engaged in a long war strategy in Yemen (Horton, 2017). A more open 
question is what comes out from al-Qaida groups involved in Syria in a longer 
perspective – and foreign fighters returning to the West. 
 
Regarding ISIS, a glance back to Lia’s (2015) findings show that few jihadi 
proto-states have survived for more than a year, and not all of them have 
controlled territory to speak of. As such, ISIS managed to take their state-
building project quite far. They kept it going for longer than normal, and at a 
time they controlled significant geographical area - until the caliphate was 
defeated. 
 
ISIS have managed to exploit the use of Internet and social media platforms, 
in order to communicate their messages, recruit and inspire attacks. They also 
managed to mobilise a high number of foreigners abroad to come and join the 
caliphate, as foreign fighters or in other roles. Moreover, the broadcasting and 
distribution of barbaric actions took the psychological warfare to another 
level. According to Ganor (2015a: 59-60) this helped them attract people to 
the conflict region, but it also deterred enemies on the battlefield in Iraq and 
Syria, and it ensured obedience within the areas they controlled. As earlier 
pointed out, it also seems that ISIS, to a greater degree than al-Qaida, 
succeeded in inspiring many attacks conducted by perpertrators with weak or 
no links to the movement. Furthermore, ISIS did demonstrate a capability to 
conduct a few complex central-led operations in Europe. As earlier stated, 
however, such resources are limited and when some have been sacrificed in 
one operation, it becomes increasingly hard to follow-up with similar 
operations. 

Also after the significant attacks in Europe, ISIS’ key strategic focus has 
remained to be with its state-building project in Iraq and Syria (Gerges, 2016: 
250). With the state-building project crushed, the future of ISIS (and their 
priorities) is perhaps more difficult to predict, but as stated by Fishman (2016: 
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255), a decline of ISIS does not mean a decline of jihadism – and this applies 
to al-Qaida too. 

When it comes to Europe a number of experienced foreign fighters have 
returned, and more will return in the near future. Some of these (although 
difficult to establish exactly who) are likely to represent a security threat for 
years to come, and especially those that posess the combination of operational 
skills and networking talent. Moreover, looking back to how central jihadists 
have moved from al-Qaida to ISIS it is hard to predict what kind of 
organisational belonging experienced foreign fighters and other followers of 
al-Qaida and ISIS will have in the years to come, other than it will be within 
the Salafi jihadism oriented family. 

4.19     Jihadists’ targeting preferences in a 
comparative perspective 

After assessing the different target types focused on by militant Islamists in 
Western Europe in detail, one question remaining is how their targeting 
preferences are in a comparative perspective – all ideological directions 
included – in Europe. This is difficult to assess, also when using data from 
projects up against one of the large terrorism databases. This because the 
coding in a particular project is likely to differ from the coding in the large 
terrorism research databases - unless the latter is the primary datasource for 
the project in question. With this in mind, the Global Terrorism Database 
(GTD) can contribute to a very basic comparative assessment here. GTD is an 
open source database where incidents, and not plots, are registered. The GTD 
codebook shows that most target type categories in the database fit this 
project reasonably well, although the GTD target type categories Private 
citizens and property, Tourists and Business have to be merged for direct 
comparison to the Public Area category of this project. What GTD refers to as 
ambiguous cases have been excluded from this overview, a few incidents have 
involved more than one target type and the target is unknown in 216 cases. 

According to the GTD database (2017), in the period from 1994 to 2016, 
Western Europe experienced a total of 4409 terrorist incidents where the 
target(s) were identified. 2258 incidents were in the Private citizens and 
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property, Tourists and Business categories. 784 attacks were aimed at 
authorities, while 555 attacks were directed against police. Military forces 
were targeted in 61 cases, while diplomatic missions were targeted in 144 
incidents. Religious institutions were attacked in 185 cases, while the category 
Media, NGO and public debate participants were exposed to 99 attacks in 
total. There were also 190 attacks in the category Transport. Finally, there 
were 248 attacks in the category Others. 

If we turn to the 70 attacks conducted by militant Islamists in Western Europe 
between 1994 and 2016, 21 incidents were in the category Public area. Two 
attacks were aimed at authorities, while nine attacks were directed against 
police. Military forces constituted the target in eight cases, while diplomatic 
missions were targeted in two attacks. Religious institutions were targeted in 
five incidents, while the category Public debate was exposed to seven 
incidents. There were 21 attacks in the category Transport. Finally, there were 
two attacks in the category Others. The following illustrations show the 
results for the GTD and the dataset for this project respectively.  
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The illustrations above show that the general public is quite exposed to 
terrorist activity in general, since the categories Public area and Transport 
most often involve civilians with no part in the conflict picture. It may be 
noted that the GTD includes a number of incidents against private property, 
which is rarely seen with the militant Islamists in Europe. Therefore, it is 
reasonable to argue that the jihadists target people in public areas more 
actively than actors from other ideological directions. The Islamists are also 
more focused on targeting the transport sector than terrorists from other 
ideologies. One possible explanation for the militant Islamists’ clear interest 
in the transport sector is that they often focus on mass casualty results to 
maximize the public fear factor, and by striking against rail transport and 
aviation, the societal disruption effect is considerable. 

The jihadists’ interest in targeting law enforcement seems average, but they 
give above average attention to military targets. Furthermore, terrorists from 
other ideological directions are initiating more attacks against authorities. 
Here, however, it must be noted that while the militant Islamists’ interest at 
large is directed against protected top-level targets in this category, the GTD 
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shows that actors from other ideological directions also direct attacks against 
low-level and local authorities. Media, religious institutions and diplomatic 
missions are not frequently targeted. In the Others category of the GTD 
dataset, attacks against central or critical infrastructure is seen in several 
cases, but attacks against refugee institutions have also increased in the 
previous years.  

4.20  One perpetrator versus several perpetrators 
As elaborated upon in the beginning of this thesis, the lone actor dimension 
has been given a lot of attention in the news media, among researchers and the 
security and intelligence communities in the previous years. This is also of 
interest with regard to the targeting-related issues covered above. However, as 
described earlier regarding definitions, almost all militant Islamist lone actors 
have had some sort of contact with other extremists – online or physically – 
before they have conducted their violent acts. This is also the case when 
looking at lone actors from different ideological directions (see Schuurman, 
Bakker, Gill, & Bouhana, 2017; Schuurman et al., 2017). Hence, the general 
understanding of the so-called lone actor phenomenon becomes fragmented or 
blurry for the general public, researchers and practitioners within the field of 
counterterrorism.  

What can be accurately done regarding this issue is simply to make a 
distinction between attacks physically carried out by one perpetrator and 
attacks executed by several perpetrators. This is what I have done here. This 
approach has a trade-off with regard to how independent the attacker really is 
not only for the reasons mentioned above but also since terrorist organizations 
regularly initiate single-actor attacks after operational and tactical 
considerations. Then again, it has already been made clear that most jihadist 
attacks are not centrally-led, but the acts are decided by those executing the 
attacks; this mitigates this trade-off. Furthermore, the main advantage of this 
clear-cut distinction is that the issue can be mapped with great accuracy and, 
importantly, the output will provide important knowledge even without 
involving the network factor. This will benefit practitioners dealing with 
threat assessments and protective security, or those tasked to handle 
emergency situations. The output from this approach will also contribute to 
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reflections on the lone actor versus group perspective in general with the 
previously described challenges in mind. 

The starting point here are the 70 launched attacks. Plots are not included in 
this part due to the uncertainty it would involve, especially since several 
individuals acting alone have proven to be part of, or loosely linked to, 
extremist groups or networks. From such a setting, it is difficult to know 
beforehand whether an attack will be carried out by one individual or several 
perpetrators. If one individual decides to act alone, he is likely not tell anyone 
else about it. 

The dataset for this research shows that as many as 45 of the 70 launched 
attacks between 1994 and 2016 were carried out by one individual, while 25 
attacks were conducted by two or more persons. 

 

Looking at the development over time, there were no lone individual attacks 
in the mid-1990s. The first attack that can be documented to have been carried 
out by one individual only was launched by Richard Reid in 2001. The period 
from 2000 to 2009 was characterized by few attacks in general, but there were 
six attacks conducted by more than one perpetrator, and nine attacks 
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committed by one individual only. For the period 2010–2016, eight attacks 
were executed by several perpetrators, while as many as 36 attacks were 
executed by one perpetrator. If we look just at the last two years, 2015 and 
2016, where there was a substantially higher frequency of attacks, five attacks 
have been carried out by multiple perpetrators, while as many as 21 attacks 
have been conducted by one individual. 

The explanation for the development over time returns to the fact that groups 
were more dominant in the 1990s and the 2000s – until around 2009. Group 
plots were mostly detected in time. After 9/11 and the devastating attacks in 
Madrid in 2004 and London in 2005, the core of the central jihadi networks 
came under substantial pressure, and the capability to launch top-down 
coordinated terrorist operations in Europe was reduced. It is important to 
remember, however, that networks and organizations also initiate attacks with 
one perpetrator as a tactical choice. The attacks against flights by AQ-related 
Richard Reid in 2001 and Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab in 2009 are two prime 
examples. 

The combination of a weakened central leadership and the effectiveness of the 
security and intelligence services in the West made it natural for the Islamist 
networks to promote the lone wolf approach – this was actually not new in 
jihadist circles. In several parts of strategist al-Suri’s Global Islamic 
Resistance Call, which became available online in late 2004 or early 2005, he 
writes about “the school of individual jihad and small cell terrorism” (Lia, 
2007: 347–483). It was nevertheless AQAP who took the lead in the lone 
mujahid propaganda effort from around 2010 – for example, through the 
online magazine Inspire, which was very operationally oriented. Another 
important channel with impact was the videos with Anwar al-Awlaki, who 
was also available for direct communication with wannabe attackers from 
distant parts of the world. 

The lone actor trend has also been boosted after ISIS established its caliphate 
in 2014. Initially, their propaganda was not so oriented towards actions in 
Western Europe. In the first numbers of their online publication Dabiq, the 
main priority was to get people to come to the geographical area of the 
caliphate. Increasingly, however, ISIS propaganda has promoted operational 
activity in the West, including lone actor terrorism. The high frequency of 
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lone actor attacks in Western Europe over the last two years indicates that the 
propaganda efforts of ISIS have been successful. This is strengthened by the 
fact that many individuals without a documented link to ISIS, but seemingly 
inspired by them, have carried out attacks. It must be added, however, that 
ISIS propaganda, advice activity and operational guidance are just one side of 
a plausible explanation here. The first thing to note is that the lone actor trend 
became visible long before the caliphate was a fact and ISIS had intensified 
its propaganda to agitate lone mujahid attacks. Furthermore, there are also 
external factors and circumstances that may have contributed to the rise of 
more attacks conducted by one perpetrator only. One factor is that the massive 
counterterrorism efforts are paying off, seen through the network’s ability to 
launch major attacks being low and often being thwarted. Moreover, several 
attacks have been conducted by individuals who have not succeeded in going 
to the conflict area in Syria and Iraq. We have also seen attacks conducted by 
people who have been released from prison, as exemplified with Rafik Yousef 
in Berlin in 2015 and Adel Kermiche from the Normandy church attack in 
2016. Finally, it is difficult to assess to which degree psychiatric cases have 
launched attacks and used the ISIS tag, more or less in order to create 
maximum attention and boost the fear factor. 

4.20.1 Soft and hard targets, casualty focus and 
discrimination 

The table below shows findings related to the one versus several perpetrators 
distinction, concerning hard or soft target preference, casualty focus, and 
indiscriminate or discriminate targeting, based on the 70 conducted attacks.  

* Two attacks conducted by one perpetrator involved both hard and soft targets. 
** Two attacks conducted by one perpetrator involved both indiscriminate and discriminate 
targeting. 
 

 Hard  
Target* 

Soft 
target 

Mass 
casualty 

Limited 
casualty 

Indiscr. 
targeting 

Discri. 
targeting** 

Name-
specific 

One 
perp.  
N = 45 

N8 
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Both categories focus overwhelmingly on soft targets, but there are significant 
differences in terms of casualty focus and discrimination. Those conducting 
attacks alone have a mass casualty focus in about one third of the cases, while 
attacks involving several people have mass casualty focus in more than four 
of five cases. Regarding discrimination, we see that when there is more than 
one perpetrator, they indiscriminately target four of five cases. This supports 
the impression that groups are more ambitious than lone actors regarding 
damage result – both in planning-processes and in launched attacks. 
Perpetrators conducting attacks alone prioritize discriminate attacks in about 
two of three cases. Also, it is interesting to note that seven of the eight attacks 
targeting a name-specific individual were executed by one perpetrator only.  

4.20.2 Target types 
The table below illustrates the target type preference related to the one versus 
several perpetrators distinction based on the 70 conducted attacks.  

Target type category One perp. 
(N45*) 

Several perp. 
(N25**) 

Authorities 2 0 
Diplomatic missions 2 0 
Military 7 1 
Law enforcement 9 0 
Public area 13 8 
Transport – flights 2 2 
Transport – airports 0 2 
Transport – rail transport 4 9 
Transport – ground transport 0 2 
Public debate 6 1 
Religious institutions 2 3 
Electricity, gas, water facilites 1 0 
Other 1 0 

* Three cases incolved more than one target type 
** Three cases involved more than one target type 

The target type overview shows that 60% of the attacks conducted by several 
perpetrators have been directed against transport (the majority against rail 
transport), while 32% have been directed against public area. The remaining 
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attacks are as follows: three against religious institutions / individuals, one 
against a military target and one against the Public Debate category. When it 
comes to attacks conducted by one perpetrator only, 64.4% of the attacks were 
directed against public areas, military personnel and law enforcement 
personnel – with one exception, these were police personnel. As seen, both 
individuals acting alone and cells or groups often prioritise attacks against 
people in public areas, but attacks against public transport are more popular 
when there are more than one perpetrator. It is interesting to note that the one 
perpetrator category focuses quite a lot on military and police personnel. 
Perpetrators executing attacks alone is also dominant with regard to the Public 
Debate category. Finally, there are slightly more target type diversity with the 
one perpetrator category than several perpetrators for this dataset, but this 
observation has little practical value. The bottom line is that both the one 
perpetrator category and several perpetrators attack a variety of target types.  

4.20.3 Use of weapons 
The table below illustrates the use of weapons while comparing one versus 
several perpetrators, based on the 70 conducted attacks.  

* Three cases involve the use of arson, toxic letter and hand grenade respectively. 
** Two cases involve the use of hand grenades.  
 
The one perpetrator category clearly dominates the firearms category, while 
groups are more often behind attacks with explosives. As for melee (non-
firing) weapons, the single perpetrator category dominates totally. The same 
applies for vehicles where the only exception is that the duo that murdered 
Fusilier Lee Rigby in 2013 – although we have another example with the 
2017 London Bridge attack, which falls outside of this project duo to the 
timeframe (O’Neill & Sandeman, 2017). The attacks involving advanced 
explosives or assault rifles are without exception conducted by individuals 
with documented links to criminal networks or Islamist networks – 
alternatively both. Mehdi Nemmouche and Amedy Coulibaly are two 
examples in this regard. For lone actors without such connections, the “simple 

 Expl. Firearms Melee Vehicle Others 
One perp. (N45) 10 13 18 5 3* 
Several perp. (N25) 20 4 2 2 3** 
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means” approach comes rather naturally. It is after all not necessarily easy for 
“unconnected” people to acquire weapons illegally in West European 
countries with strict gun control without a considerable risk of detection. 

4.21  Concluding on the militant Islamists 
This research has shown that the militant Islamists represent a serious threat 
on the European continent due to the characteristics of their modus operandi 
and targeting. In general, a dominant and increasing soft target preference is 
accompanied by a substantial mass casualty focus. Just as important here is 
the fact that jihadists will typically not have any scruples when it comes to 
attacking indiscriminately, which in practice means targeting random 
civilians. The sum of these three target-related characteristics is that the 
jihadists represent a clear and present security threat to the general public in 
Western European countries today. 

The threat to the general public is reflected in the findings from the specific 
target type categories of this research. Attacks against random people in the 
categories public area and public transport is the dominant trend – both in 
plots and conducted attacks. Attacks in public areas take place in a variety of 
ways, but often it is the presence of crowds that triggers the attention of the 
terrorists. In public transport, the aviation and railway sectors are the main 
focus. These are of equal interest in plots, but in practice, railway targets are 
more frequently attacked. This is probably because flights represent hard 
targets due to the security arrangements. When it comes to ground transport 
and maritime targets, the interest for these is low. Another popular target 
category is military and law enforcement. For the latter, police personnel in 
public areas are particularly attractive targets. In earlier years, headquarters of 
security services, military bases and police stations were in focus, but this has 
changed to attacks on the streets and to a certain degree to the entrance parties 
of police stations and just outside of the perimeters of military bases. 

The categories authorities and diplomatic missions are given noticeable 
attention in plots but are rarely attacked. Initial high ambitions often seem to 
fade during the operational phase; the reason for this is the combination of 
robust protective security measures and the fact that jihadists find it legitimate 
to attack vulnerable random civilians. As for politicians, those under the very 
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top level are more prone and vulnerable to attacks compared to those on top 
with close protection police officers. Public debate participants are mainly 
targeted in a distinctively selective manner, and individuals in this category 
can get a trophy target status. As seen with cartoonist Kurt Westergaard and 
artist Lars Vilks, this may trigger plots and attacks over a long timeline. The 
picture concerning religious institutions is slightly more diverged, as there are 
several examples of both selective and more random targeting here.  

This research on the militant Islamists has also assessed the targeting of US 
and Israeli/Jewish interests. It is evident that the hatred against the US and 
Israelis/Jews in jihadi rhetoric is at least partially reflected in their actions. In 
12% of the conducted attacks, there was a link to the US, while there was a 
connection to the state of Israel or Jews in 10% of the attacks. As both US and 
Israeli diplomatic missions are heavily protected, the jihadists have to a large 
degree focused on other target types. When it comes to the US, trans-Atlantic 
flights, military personnel and ordinary citizens are particularly exposed. 
When it comes to Israel and the Jews, the jihadists most often target 
identifiable and accessible Jews in public areas, synagogues and other Jewish 
institutions. This strongly indicates that Jews in general pay a price for the 
fact that official representatives and institutions belonging to the State of 
Israel are well protected and out of reach for most terrorists. 

The findings related to the target type categories means that the jihadists 
operating in Western Europe are conservative when it comes to their choice of 
targets. The majority of targets can be categorised into a limited number of 
standard target type categories, which contradicts suggestions that ISIS has 
shown innovation in this area (e.g. Europol review, 2016). As such, the main 
challenge has so far not been to foresee what kind of targets the militant 
Islamists focus on. The problem is rather the rich range of potential targets the 
militant Islamists can choose from within the common target type categories. 
The jihadists can in principle attack anyone anywhere. Furthermore, the 
complex dynamics and unpredictability following a targeting processes and 
the operational phase, as seen with the Breivik case, makes it practically 
impossible to pinpoint what or who the next attack will be directed against. 

So what kinds of targets have been given little attention even in plots? This 
can be discussed broadly or in more detail, but it is sensible to be cautious and 
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not give the other side any ideas in this area. One obvious target type that has 
not been of particular interest to the jihadists so far, however, is infrastructural 
targets (public transport excluded). Possible explanations for this can be that 
some critical infrastructure targets are well protected, but perhaps it is more so 
because the militant Islamists pursue death tolls in addition to societal 
disruption. It can also be noted that attacks directed against random civilians 
in private homes have been more or less absent in Western Europe. This is 
from time to time seen in other regions, like in the Israel-Palestine conflict 
(B’tselem, 2018). It should be added here that the perpetrator behind the 
attack on the police couple in Magnanville in 2016 probably knew the police 
officer from before, making it a discriminate attack (BBC News, 2016b). The 
absence of attacks in the private sphere may be linked to the fact that militant 
Islamists often seek to trigger maximum public fear and societal disruption. 
Isolated, small-scale “needlestick” attacks are perhaps not regarded as an 
effective way of achieving this.  

Although this research has focused on the targeting preferences and not on 
concrete decision-making processes per se, those conducting the attack will 
normally decide which target to attack. The reason for this is simply that most 
attacks are not centrally-led but planned and executed by individuals or a 
small group. The large and complex operations executed by the core of al-
Qaida and ISIS are few and far between. There are also cases in this thesis 
that show how, when it comes to target selection, the operational control or 
resourceful contacts that central leaderships have over local groups or 
individuals is limited. 

In this study, I have also looked at the distinction between attacks conducted 
by one perpetrator and attacks conducted by several perpetrators. This is a 
clear-cut approach, in contrast to lone actor discussions where the degree of 
independency is assessed. Analysis of the 70 conducted attacks shows that 45 
of these were physically carried out by one perpetrator only; this became an 
increasing trend from 2010 onwards. Furthermore, there are higher ambitions 
in launched attacks that are carried out by more than one perpetrator. Both 
lone actors and groups prefer soft targets, but individuals acting alone are 
more likely to act discriminately with a limited casualty focus and simpler 
means. Furthermore, attacks directed against name-specific individuals are 
mostly a one perpetrator-phenomenon. 
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Having established that the targeting practice demonstrated by the militant 
Islamists is rarely innovative, this research also finds that the terrorists are 
conservative and imitative when it comes to attack approach and weapons. In 
a few cases, however, a high level of sophistication and creativity has been 
demonstrated. One example is the 2006 Liquid plot, where Islamists planned 
to blow up several trans-Atlantic flights by using homemade explosive 
devices disguised in soft drink bottles. This is probably the only attack from 
this dataset that can, in the context of terrorism context, be characterized as 
innovative. The 2001 Richard Reid shoe-bomber case and the 2009 
underwear-bomber case were, in contrast, more creative than innovative. The 
devices were small and cleverly placed to avoid detection, but did not 
represent anything new with regard to modus operandi. Another example 
where creativity and a high level of skills were displayed was the 2010 cargo 
planes plot. In this case, the explosive devices were very well camouflaged. 
The fact that the central networks are not behind most of the terrorist attacks, 
however, means that the traditional not so complex attack approaches and 
weaponry that we have seen most often will continue to dominate. One 
emerging threat that should be mentioned is linked to the use of drones. 
Jihadists have some experience with these by now due to the Syria-Iraq 
conflict (Dearden, 2016). Although this is not related to the jihadists, recently 
the Venezuelan president was also allegedly attacked by drones with 
explosive devices (Herrero & Casey, 2018). Hence, the availability of this tool 
and how it can be misused should be given attention from a security 
perspective. Another topic that has been on the table for some time, but which 
we have little experience with in terrorist attacks so far, is linked to the threat 
potentiality of cybercrimes. 

After a number of ISIS-related attacks in Europe from around 2013 onwards, 
the question has been raised whether there are modus operandi-related 
differences that may be observed between perpetrators linked to al-Qaida and 
ISIS respectively. According to this research project, the answer is no, which 
is in accordance with the conclusions of previous research by others (Nesser, 
Stenersen, & Oftedal, 2016). Shifts in modus operandi trends seem to be 
influenced more by contextual and operational factors than network 
affiliation. It is true that ISIS has proven its ability to launch complex mass 
casualty attacks, but AQ had done the same a long time ago. Both these 
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organizations and their affiliates have proven that they understand the 
psychological effects mass casualty attacks cause in any civil society, and that 
they are capable of launching such operations. Likewise, the lone actor trend 
began before ISIS established its Caliphate and initiated operations in the 
West and, as elaborated upon elsewhere in this thesis, there are other factors 
with substantial impact regarding the lone actor development. The one attack 
that arguably had ISIS characteristics, since beheadings became an ISIS 
signature from 2014, was the 2015 Lyon Air Products fabric incident, where 
the perpetrator beheaded his boss. That said, beheadings were also previously 
seen in AQ-cases in Europe. One example is the 2007 Parviz Khan plot, 
where the cell planned to kidnap and behead a British Muslim soldier “like a 
pig” (Carter, 2008). The Lee Rigby killers also tried to decapitate the victim. 
When it comes to weapons, both AQ and ISIS related terrorists have so far 
turned to traditional choices. The increased “simple means” approach seen for 
the last few years began before ISIS operations in Western Europe and is a 
consequence of counter terrorism efforts, lone actor developments and limited 
accessibility to firearms and explosives. When it comes to targets, there are no 
noticeable differences in target selection between AQ and ISIS actors. 

As for the current ISIS domination in Europe, AQ’s current absence may be 
due to a short-term strategic self-imposed restraint and not a lack of 
operational capability per se (Hoffman, 2016). It is in fact likely that al-Qaida 
under Zawahiri’s leadership has adapted its strategy to the current situation 
(Stenersen, 2017: 179). In general, it is likely that the interest of attacking the 
West is still very much present, but for the time being, however, it seems al-
Qaida prefer attacks in the West to be conducted by “inspired” cells and lone 
actors –  avoiding the potentially high price tag that usually follows central-
led attacks. It is also a valid point, that al-Qaida’s strategies seem to have been 
less structured and controlled than many have thought (Stenersen, 2017: 173) 
Regarding ISIS, the fall of the caliphate and the current situation make future 
prospects unclear, although the threat will still  be there – as it was before they 
established the caliphate. It is more a question how the threat will evolve, how 
the position vis-à-vis al-Qaida will develop, and how this will affect the 
security situation in the West. 
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5 Conclusions 

Concluding on this research, I will commence with an assessment of the 
theoretical and methodological approach that has been applied. Then, I shall 
elaborate on the empirical findings from both part studies in a broader 
context, before I elaborate on how single case studies and multiple case 
studies like these two are complementary to each other. After that I will 
continue with the practical implications of the findings from this research 
project. Finally, I will present some thoughts regarding the need for further 
research on terrorist targeting related issues. 

5.1 An expedient approach to targeting research 
The theoretical starting point for this research was that, generally speaking, 
terrorists are rational actors. There is always some kind of reasoning based on 
the ideology and objectives involved that affects the terrorists’ judgements as 
they move from thinking to acting. Since a high number of substantially 
different variables have impact on terrorists’ target selection, a comprehensive 
approach is important. This is to identify overarching ideological, moral and 
strategic variables, as well as operational factors, where both internal and 
external factors are included. This must, however, be accompanied with 
situational analysis of both plot scenarios and executed attacks. Accordingly, 
two complementary and partially overlapping theoretical and methodological 
main paths have been involved. 

The categorisation of variables into the designated main component boxes, as 
illustrated in the inter-active model (fig. 2.1), has proven to be expedient. It is 
clear, however, that such systematic identification and registration of affecting 
factors must be accompanied by thorough qualitative research and suitable 
methodology. For this research, case study process tracing has been applied in 
order to identify all variables with an impact in this area, as well as the 
detailed proceedings and dynamics of a targeting processes. In both part 
studies, for example, have compromises between the perpetrators’ ambitions 
and capacities, the surfacing of pragmatism and clarifications regarding intent 
in specific areas been illuminated, because focus have been given to details. 
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The value of situational analysis of plot scenarios and conducted attacks have 
been important. By emphasising on the offender(s), target(s) and situational 
circumstances, it has been possible to retrieve crucial information related to 
several targeting related issues, and especially was that important for the part 
study  focusing on the militant Islamists. Here the research material was not 
as detailed as with the Breivik case, and on a general note, clinical 
observations are most often not enough in order to get the correct situational 
understanding. If, for example, it is known that terrorists are in possession of 
an improvised explosive device, this fact alone tells us little about intended 
targets or the focus of the perpetrators. They could for example plan to 
assassinate a high level politician or member of parliament. If, however, 
bombs are placed in crowded areas, as seen on several occasions in Paris in 
the mid-1990s, it is reasonable to argue that the perpetrators target 
indiscriminately and that they have a mass casualty focus. Obviously, this 
difference says a lot about the extensiveness of the threat the terrorists 
represent to the general public. As a whole, I find it valid to state that the two 
main approaches applied for this research have proved complementary and 
expedient to each other. 

I still regard Drake’s research and theoretical developments to be constructive 
and meaningful, and it does not differ much from the aforementioned path of 
this research regarding comprehensive thinking, as well as the categorisation 
and sorting of variables. It is important to add, however, that the use of case 
studies, including process tracing and situational analysis, gives added value. 
It provides an enhanced insight into the dynamics and complexity of targeting 
processes and clarifies the nonlinear nature and unpredictable outcome of 
these. Additionally, it provides important knowledge about the concrete threat 
actors in question, which is important for decision-makers and practitioners 
working within a counterterrorism context. 

The potential of research in this area also depends on the amount and quality 
of the available information. In the case study of Anders Behring Breivik, the 
information available was unusually rich, and both his decision-making and 
the proceedings of the operational phase could be traced in satisfactory detail. 
This was not possible to the same degree in every case concerning the militant 
Islamists; therefore, the aim of this concrete part study was from the start 
oriented towards targeting preferences, instead of detailed decision-making 
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processes. Still, the study of the militant Islamists has shown that targeting 
preferences and other parameters related to intent can effectively be retrieved 
with a limited amount of information through situational analysis. However, it 
demands basic information about the offender(s), target(s) and the situational 
context for each plot or attack in the multiple case study. It is important to add 
that for the security authorities, such knowledge is probably just as important 
as the concrete decision-making processes of individual cases. This is the case 
not least because general threat assessments and counterterrorism strategies 
must be based on the broader picture, and not single incidents. 

Having clarified the impact of the available information, I am open to the fact 
that there are potential limitations for the systematic approach applied to this 
research. One factor with multiple case research, where one wants to include 
all incidents, is that some cases can be overlooked. It is also possible that 
some important details in specific cases are overlooked or not available as part 
of the existing information. Furthermore, relevant information on concrete 
cases may appear years after the incident took place. Another factor is linked 
to the basic complexity of research on the terrorist targeting issue. If we are 
looking at the variety of potential variables that affects this issue, it is 
reasonable to argue that it has a distinct cross-scientific character, where the 
theoretical, methodological and practical understanding of the researcher(s) 
can be put to the test. One should, for example, understand ideological, 
strategic and tactical perspectives, but also psychological implications. 
Likewise, some assessments require both competence regarding the effect of 
explosive devices and weapons on one side, and protective security measures 
on the other. This is for example very much the case when assessing the soft 
versus hard target factor, which are related and connected, but still different 
areas of competence. Cross-scientific research teams may therefore be 
sensible for in-depth research on complex issues, although other theoretical, 
methodological and practical compromises may surface instead.  

Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that in-depth research on specific 
issues that represent just a part of the terrorist targeting processes can be of 
value in terms of the broader picture. Examples can include studies that 
primarily look at intra-group decision making, the impact that overarching 
ideology and legitimacy has for targeting, how terrorists learn from each 
other, or the contagious effect some types of terrorist attacks might have. 
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Regarding comparative and complementary perspectives for two different 
studies, like those included in this thesis, I will elaborate on this after 
presenting the main findings from the two part studies. 

5.2 The main findings from the two studies 
This research on Anders Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks in Norway 
has shown that this was not only a special case due to the result, but also that 
the Norwegian right-wing perpetrator hardly can be characterised as a typical 
lone actor terrorist. The autonomy and self-reliance he demonstrated makes 
him a more distinctive and narrowly defined lone actor than many others seen, 
for example several militant Islamists. Some features that make this case 
special in general are the long timeline, his rigorous security consciousness, 
his ability to stay focused, the “shock attack” strategy, the proven mass-
casualty focus, and the horrendous brutality demonstrated at Utøya. Breivik’s 
narcissism and his strive for publicity and recognition as a very competent 
terrorist influenced several of these factors. Breivik did, however, make 
several miscalculations and faults regarding the planning and practical 
execution of his terrorist operation. The fact that he gravely miscalculated the 
time needed to locate and rent a farm, and only managed to make one bomb 
instead of three, had a significantly negative impact on his plans. 
Furthermore, he became affected by several minor constraints. Some were 
related to his own skills and capacities, but others were external factors out of 
his control. This led to several changes of plan in different phases of the 
operation, considerable frustration and pragmatism – which the Utøya attack 
stood testimony to. 

One of the most valuable lessons following this in-depth analysis of the 22 
July attacks is how complex, dynamic and unpredictable terrorist operations – 
and indeed targeting processes – are. It is reasonable to assume that the 
dynamics and unpredictability of terrorist targeting processes and the 
proceedings of terrorist operations is increasing along with the number of 
variables involved. These numbers will be affected by the complexity of an 
operation and the number of persons involved. The targeting process and 
operational phases are certainly not fully controllable for the perpetrators, 
even when they operate on home territory and are resourceful in at least some 
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areas – like time and money in Breivik’s case. Known or observable fixed 
external factors, like border controls, gun control and protective security at 
potential targets, make life harder for terrorists. What complicates matters 
even more, however, is the ever-present risk of pure coincidences and 
serendipities. Acknowledging how these complex dynamics create more or 
less unpredictable and non-linear targeting processes, it is equally easy to 
acknowledge why it is practically impossible for intelligence and security 
authorities (and others) to foresee the kind of specific targets a terrorist or a 
terrorist cell is going to ultimately strike. Here, we are returning to the fact 
that most terrorists have a range of potential targets to choose from, and that 
targets can be altered right up to the moment of attack initiation. 

As for the target selection process in Breivik’s case, he never considered 
indiscriminate attacks against the general public. He wanted to target his self-
declared enemies directly, which meant the Labour party and the media. He 
also made a basic decision to attack the inner enemies (the people responsible 
for and the facilitators of immigration), and not the outer enemies (Muslims 
and immigrants). The public rage following the racist killing of Benjamin 
Hermansen in 2001, and his general view that those responsible for the system 
were more responsible for the situation than the Muslims themselves, affected 
this decision. Furthermore, for his bomb plans, Breivik was driven towards 
highly symbolic targets. He never paid serious attention to most of the low-
level potential targets he expressed anger and aggression towards. His 
operation had to be grand in order to gain maximum attention and give him 
recognition as a highly capable terrorist. Two other important observations 
concerning his target selection are that he would not waste his capability on 
individual assassinations only, and that he preferred to concentrate on one 
political party only. Breivik’s idea that the police and armed forces were to be 
future allies also excluded these as potential targets. 

Breivik’s problem regarding finding a suitable farm, and the limited amount 
of explosives he managed to produce, altered his high ambitions significantly. 
His main plan with three car bombs directed against the Government Quarter, 
the Labour Party HQ building and the Royal Palace, followed by a shooting 
attack against the investigative journalist conference SKUP, fell through. 
Instead, he ended up targeting the Government Quarter and the Labour party 
youths at Utøya. The latter were, according to the terrorist’s own 
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compendium, not legitimate targets per se. Hence, it is a paradox that those 
that should not have been attacked were to bear the greatest losses, as 
Breivik’s main operation (the Government Quarter) led to eight deaths, while 
his secondary “bonus” operation at Utøya led to 69 deaths (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: Interview 08,08,01). It is another paradox that the media, 
which, together with the Labour party, was a declared main enemy, was not 
targeted at all. 

The research on the targeting preferences of the militant Islamists operating in 
Western Europe from 1994 to 2016 found that the jihadists in general are 
conservative when it comes to their target preferences in this part of the 
world. The majority of targets can be sorted into a limited number of target 
type categories, and none of these can be characterised as particularly 
innovative or creative. This is not surprising since creativity and innovation is 
often linked to the attack approach or method rather than the target type itself. 
There is nevertheless little comfort accompanying the conservative nature of 
the militant Islamists targeting preferences due to their practically unlimited 
and rich target portfolio. If, for example, the objective is to execute an 
indiscriminate mass casualty attack, it can be achieved in a lot of ways and in 
numerous different places, in any city or village of some size. 

Regarding the specific target type categories, the dataset shows that attacks 
against random people in public areas and on public transport is the dominant 
trend both in plots and conducted attacks. In public transport, the aviation and 
railway sectors are the main focus of the jihadists. These are of equal interest 
in plots, but railway targets are more frequently attacked in practice. This is 
most likely because flights represent hard targets. This research also finds that 
military and police personnel represent particularly attractive targets for the 
jihadists. Most of the attacks against these have for the last years taken place 
in public areas, where they are accessible and vulnerable. In earlier years, 
military bases and police stations were targeted more often, followed by the 
headquarters of the intelligence and security services. This illustrates how the 
targeting and modus operandi within a target category type may change over 
time, which again may affect counterterrorism strategies and tactics. 

Highly symbolic and prestigious targets, like government members and high-
ranking politicians, parliaments and government buildings, as well as 
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diplomatic missions from certain countries, are given a noticeable attention in 
plots, but such potential targets are rarely followed up on as the targeting 
process narrows down. The reason for this is the combination of robust 
protective security measures around such individuals and buildings, combined 
with perpetrators that have no moral qualms about attacking random civilians. 
Thus, more vulnerable targets emerge as the natural choice. Public debate 
participants are mainly targeted in a distinctively selective manner. The 
scenario concerning religious institutions is slightly more diverging in nature, 
as there are several examples of both selective and more random targeting. As 
for the jihadists’ limited interest for attacking national critical infrastructure 
targets, one central factor is simply their focus on taking lives rather than just 
disrupting people’s everyday lives in a non-lethal manner. For terrorist actors 
trying to limit the loss of random civilians and cause societal disruption, 
attacking critical infrastructure is likely to stand out as a more attractive path. 

This research has found that the hate rhetoric from the jihadists against the 
United States, Israel and Jews to some degree has been followed up on in 
practice. In 12% of the conducted attacks, there was a target link to the US, 
while there was a connection to Israel or Jews in 10% of the cases. Diplomatic 
missions are heavily protected, so the jihadists focus on softer target types. 
This is also why the jihadists primarily target Jews in public areas, 
synagogues and other Jewish institutions, instead of targets directly connected 
to the Israeli state. 

Regarding the parameters that come in addition to the concrete target types, 
this study finds that the militant Islamists’ soft target focus is dominant and 
increasing, while well-protected targets are almost totally avoided. There is a 
substantial mass casualty focus both in plots and attacks, but only few attacks 
lead to many deaths. Moreover, these incidents can most often be linked to 
established networks. When it comes to indiscriminate versus discriminate 
targeting, this comes out even. When comparing plots and conducted attacks, 
the jihadists are more ambitious regarding targets in early planning stages 
than later in the process. 

Analysis of the 70 conducted attacks shows that as many as 45 of these were 
physically carried out by one perpetrator only, and this became an increasing 
trend from 2010 onwards. There are higher ambitions in launched attacks 
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carried out by more than one perpetrator. Both lone actors and groups prefer 
soft targets, but individuals acting alone are more likely to act discriminately, 
with a limited casualty focus and to use simpler means. Furthermore, attacks 
directed against name-specific individuals are mostly a one-perpetrator 
phenomenon.  

The jihadists are conservative regarding not only what and whom they target 
but also when it comes to attack approach and weaponry. They can be 
creative, but are clearly more adaptive than innovative. A high level of 
sophistication and skills have, however, been seen in a few cases, most 
noticeably in the 2006 Liquid plot and the 2010 Cargo planes plot. The most 
advanced plots and attacks have been linked to established and central jihadi 
networks. There are no indicators from this research supporting suggestions of 
modus operandi differences between AQ- and ISIS-linked perpetrators. 
Instead, the shifts in trends seem to be influenced by practical and contextual 
factors. It should finally be noted that although this part study did not trace 
decision-making processes in each case in detail, those executing the attacks 
normally make the final target decision. The reason for this is simply that 
most attacks are not centrally organized, but in several cases it has also been 
observered that the perpetrators make the final decisions, despite suggestions 
from others. 

After going through the two part studies, it is time to elaborate on the 
comparative and complementary aspects for two different studies like this. I 
will argue that they first and foremost are complementary, but initially it 
should also be acknowledged that the studies are supportive to each other in 
some areas. First out is a subject widely covered in the part study covering the 
22 July attacks, namely the complex dynamics that represent an essential 
factor of influence during terrorist targeting processes. Although the decision-
making and targeting processes are not traced in the same detail in the part 
study of the militant Islamists, there are several examples supporting the fact 
that there is a lot of dynamics and complexity involved. This has, for 
example, been seen in the 2007 Sauerland cell plot, as well as the 2013 Blair 
or Mumbai style plot, but also in several conducted attacks. Two examples 
here are the June 2007 Haymarket car bomb incident that culminated in the 
Glasgow airport attack, and the 7 July 2005 bombings in London. 
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Another observation made in both studies concerns ambitions. The study of 
the jihadists shows that there are higher ambitions among the perpetrators in 
plots and early planning stages, compared to what have been seen in 
conducted attacks. Although Anders Behring Breivik succeeded in conducting 
a most horrific terrorist operation, this research has clarified that he too 
wanted an even more complex operation that would have caused even more 
deaths. More concretely, Breivik ended up targeting his number one target, 
but he missed out on the other two planned bombings and the preferred 
shooting attack. Accordingly, both studies contribute to document the 
dynamics and unpredictability that follows targeting processes, as well as the 
sheer pragmatism that often comes into play. Although, not a result of this 
research, I also find it interesting to note Stenersen’s (2017: 173; 2017b: 9) 
observation that the strategies of al-Qaida are not so structured and 
coordinated that one might belive, but rather affected by how situations 
develop, opportunities and chance. So also with reference to the part study of 
Breivik here, one might  argue that both on the tactical or operational level 
and on the strategic level incidents are often the results of unlinear and 
complex dynamic processes, rather than fixed strategies and plans followed 
from A to Z. 

Having mentioned pragmatism, another observation in both part studies is that 
protective security efforts represent one reason for why pragmatism often is 
displayed by terrorists. Protective measures do have a deterrent effect for 
some target type categories, and the militant Islamists (and terrorists from 
other ideological directions) would highly likely conduct more attacks against 
attractive hard targets if the protective security measures were not so robust. 
The consciousness of assessing preventive security efforts was also seen with 
Breivik, although it became less relevant for him in Oslo, as he could drive up 
to the entrance of the H-building in the Government Quarter unchallenged. If 
the Grubbegata street had been closed, it would have been a different matter. 

Another observation from the two part studies is linked to brutality. The mass 
media, and possibly the general public, tend to relate extraordinary savagery 
and brutality to the militant Islamists alone. This assumption was strengthened 
after the actions displayed by AQ in Iraq, during the partially uncontrollable 
time of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and the atrocities conducted by ISIS affiliated 
groups and individuals in later years (Gerges, 2016: 91; Stenersen, 2017: 178; 
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Warrick, 2016: 232–246). It is a point here that the brutality seen with Breivik 
hardly stand back from what we have witnessed with the militant Islamists. 
Moreover, a closer look at other conflicts and terrorist actors will probably 
disclose similarities. During the Northern Ireland conflict, for example, the 
infamous Shankill butchers displayed extremely grotesque violent actions 
against random civillians (Dillon, 1990: Edwards, 2017: 97–117). Arguably, 
the most gruesome brutality is not reserved for any one ideological direction. 

After having presented some mutual supportive features from the two part 
studies, I will now elaborate on how studies like these are complementary to 
each other. In-depth single case studies, like the one focusing on Anders 
Behring Breivik and the 22 July attacks, provides a detailed explanation of the 
operational proceedings and decision-making. This is important not only for 
investigative purposes and a following trial, but also essential for those 
seeking answers, including victims and their families. Single case studies may 
also describe how a terrorist thinks and acts in detail, which is an important 
aspect for our understanding of their radicalisation process, operational 
behaviour, decision-making and modus operandi. Such insights may come to 
use in a number of areas, like for countering extremism and radicalisation, for 
threat assessments and for establishing effective protective security measures. 

Regarding the latter it is possible to find indicators supporting previous 
assumptions that some particular protective security measures do work. In the 
case of Breivik it was seen how he had to work on the fertilizer pellets, in 
order to make them useable for his devious purposes (Oslo Police District, 
2011-2012: 08,13,01). It was also seen how some security measures, or a 
lacking knowledge of such, have a deterrent effect. In Breivik’s case not 
knowing the inside structure and compartmentalisation of the national 
broadcaster building, made him discard this potential target (Oslo Police 
District, 2011-2012: 08,14,01). It is also possible to see how one terrorist 
identifies vulnerabilities and exploit these in practice, which again will be 
valuable for new countermeasures. One lesson learned from the street closure 
in the Government Quarter is that protective security measures must be 
rapidly installed when first announced. Another detail from the Breivik case, 
as also seen with the perpetrator in the recent 2019 Christchurch mosque 
shootings (2019b), is how easily he acquired a semi-automatic rifle for his 
attack on Utøya (Oslo Police District, 2011-2012: 08,32,01). A revision of the 
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relevant laws has now removed the possibility to buy semi-automatic rifles for 
hunting purposes (Trædal, 2018). In order to conclude, in-depth single case 
studies provide a detailed knowledge that is important in many respects. To a 
less degree are they alone useful for generalisation purposes or identifying 
trends. 

Regarding multiple case studies, like the part study on militant Islamists in 
this thesis, these can contribute significantly in areas where single case studies 
come short. This is partially covered in the practical output part following 
below, but in brief, the study of the militant Islamists provides a broader and 
more complete knowledge-based understanding of a threat that Europe has 
experienced since the mid-1990s. The research clarifies developments and 
shifting trends over a long period of time. There is a range of issues of value 
here, like frequency of attacks, where they take place, actor profile, attack 
approach, weapons used and other modus operandi related issues. Such 
information is of significant importance, for example when working on threat 
assessments and effective counterterrorism strategies. 

General threat assessments will be based on current trends, and they should 
ideally be based on all identified incidents seen over a period of time. 
Important to note, it is not only security services that have to produce threat 
assessments. Security managers, project groups, event organizers and 
different institutions will often have to do the same, in order to decide on or 
maintain an appropriate protective security level. Central state institutions are 
typically in position to receive advice and updates directly from security 
services, but also they will most often be presented the big lines, and not 
detailed statistics and case overviews. Fully accessible multiple case studies 
may therefore provide valuable, detailed knowledge regarding current trends, 
and make the regional or local threat assessments more concrete, robust and 
well documented. 

Furthermore, a dataset with brief case descriptions will be very useful for 
establishing knowledge-based scenarios. Selecting scenarios is an integrated 
part of making risk analysis, and it has considerable impact with regard to  
making cost-effective decisions. It is after all a significant difference, 
practically and financially, whether the ambition is to protect a potential target 
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against a very professional, capable and heavily armed threat actor, or a lone 
actor with limited capability. 

It should also be added that the datasets with concrete case overviews are 
useful for organizing training and exercises for police, military, state and 
municipal institutions, as well as private companies. Scenarios for such 
activities should be realistic and in accordance with current trends, although 
possible new approaches from the terrorists also need to be assessed. 

With regard to counterterrorism strategies multiple case studies can ensure a 
knowledge-based approach, and also that they are in harmony with current 
needs. The threat picture is dynamic and shifting, and that should also be the 
case with counterterrorism strategies. They should be regularly revised and be 
based on the general developments, and not so much on single incidents.  

I will briefly also mention that an extensive dataset on a specific actor over a 
period of time also has value for anyone seeking case overviews – like I did at 
the start of this research. Research like this is also likely to be of interest to  
security and intelligence services. One factor is that they can keep themselves 
updated and retrieve new information by following academia, but it also 
provides an opportunity for them to see whether their internal analysis are 
corresponding with those from the research community. 

In order to conclude, and before going more into detail regarding the practical 
output from this research, in-depth single case studies and multiple case 
studies are generating complementary perspectives. We need both. 

5.3 So what is the practical output?  
This thesis has shown that terrorist targeting processes are complex and 
dynamic. It is practically impossible to pinpoint where, when and against 
whom the next terrorist attack is going to take place, unless the terrorist or cell 
in question is closely followed by security service in the final phase of an 
operation. Despite this fact, both general and specific insights from this study 
have practical value. Like in other areas, decision-makers, advisors and 
analysts working on counterterrorism or within protective security on a higher 
level should apply a knowledge-based approach to ensure that well-founded 
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decisions are taken. Scientific contributions play a key role here. Likewise, 
police, security authorities, armed forces and security managers need detailed 
knowledge in order to establish best-practice strategies and tactics for their 
activities. Additionally, new knowledge does not necessarily lead to changes 
to the existing strategies or efforts, if it is confirmed that current approaches 
work and should be upheld. 

Following this, research on terrorist targeting practice and other modus 
operandi related issues contributes to a balanced and hopefully accurate view 
of the phenomenon in question. This can be information regarding an existing 
or emerging threat, actor-specific characteristics and profile, targeting trends, 
patterns and changes in modus operandi, as well as the locations and 
frequency of attacks. For this research, I can exemplifie this point with the 
fact that the insights from part study two were presented by the author directly 
to the commission of the Official Norwegian Report tasked to review the 
arming of the Norwegian police (NOU, 2017: 9). It has also been used in 
specific reports (e.g., Hemmingby, Bjørgo, Sand, & Snortheimsmoen, 2015) 
as well as in contributions to the public debate in media (Hemmingby, 2014; 
2015).  

In general, overall assessments of threat actors that are presented to decision-
makers will affect, to a significant degree, the attention the threat receives, the 
amount of resources allocated to it, and the specific areas and efforts that 
should be prioritised in order to mitigate or remove it. Moreover, taking into 
account the threat perception and potential scenarios will influence 
overarching security ambitions and residual risk acceptance. It is 
fundamentally important to get this right because the difference between, for 
example, adhering to worst-case scenarios and most-likely scenarios can be 
enormous when it comes to costs, practical implications and societal values. 
Equally, a threat perception mistaken to be low, too relaxed or naïve may 
ultimately lead to preventable loss of lives. Here, I will argue that the dataset 
and case overview of the militant Islamists from this research represents a 
good starting point for scenario selection. It is also helpful for scenario 
selection for police training (e.g. Smith, 2013). Such datasets also have a 
potential practical value for other researchers chasing case overviews for their 
own research projects, like Petter Nesser’s work (2008; 2010; 2014) has 
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proven to be for this thesis.  In other words, knowledge related to terrorists’ 
operational activity is vital for those working to counter terrorist activity. 

This research has explained why the complex dynamics of targeting processes 
makes it practically impossible to predict exactly where and when the next 
terrorist attack is going to take place. Not in the least because actors with no 
or few moral constraints, as shown in the case of the militant Islamists, have a 
practically unlimited range of potential targets. Furthermore, Anders Behring 
Breivik demonstrated that an attack can surface from unexpected directions, 
as the militant Islamists were (and still are) regarded as the main threat in 
Norway. The right-wing terrorist also demonstrated how much damage one 
individual can cause. Finally, both the Breivik case and the attacks committed 
by the militant Islamists illustrate that measures preventing radicalisation and 
the intelligence-driven approach aiming to detect attacks in time are not 
enough. From time to time, someone with bad intentions slips under the radar, 
and attacks take place. This fact proves the validity of the well-known cliché: 
hope for the best, prepare for the worst. 

There is both substance and good intention in the aforementioned expression 
as one really must keep an open mind towards possible threats. It is, however, 
not wholly unproblematic. The problem with the “prepare for the worst” part 
is that it is not always applicable because it overlooks the boundaries and 
constraints that one encounters in real life. It will never be possible to 
eradicate all security threats or protect everyone everywhere against terrorists, 
and no one will ever get enough resources to prepare for the worst – if that 
means the very worst scenario one possibly could think of. In other words, it 
is all about finding the right balance between the threat and the 
countermeasures, which brings us back to risk- and knowledge-based 
decisions. Hopefully, findings from research projects like this one can help 
tackle sinister futuristic predictions. One basic observation from this dataset is 
that most terrorist plots and attacks in Europe take place in a few, large 
countries, like France, Great Britain and Germany. Also, on a global level, 
both the number of attacks and deaths are concentrated in a few regions 
outside our continent (Global Terrorism Database, 2018). This points at the 
obvious fact that the threat differs from country to country, and from region to 
region. Acknowledging that most plots are disrupted in time in Europe, also 
indicates strongly that the intelligence-driven approach most West-European 
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countries apply against terrorism works reasonably well. It is also important 
to observe that only a few terrorist attacks cause a high number of deaths. 
Furthermore, most terrorist attacks conducted in Western Europe by militant 
Islamists today are executed by a single individual, and most often, simpler 
means are applied. It is also worth registering that many attackers are acting in 
a rather independent manner. These abovementioned factors mean that, even 
though the threat is transnational, national threat assessments are key, and a 
reasonable balance between threat and counterstrategies should be sought. 

Going into greater details as to what the findings concerning the concrete 
target types mean, the study of the militant Islamists has shown that 
indiscriminate attacks against people in public areas (including public 
transport) represent the most challenging issue from a protective security 
perspective. The need for focus on public areas is further strengthened by the 
fact that discriminate attacks against police, military personnel and others also 
take place here. It is not possible to protect everyone everywhere, but this 
does not mean that this challenge can be overlooked. Combined efforts related 
to physical security, police response and the general public’s behaviour during 
incidents can make a difference if a terrorist incident occurs in a public area. 

Physical security efforts in public areas can be considered in urban areas 
where crowds of people are particularly exposed to attacks, like high streets, 
squares, market places or along busy shopping streets. Bollards, armed 
balustrades and vehicle barriers can for example deny access to terrorists who 
plan vehicle attacks and vehicle-born bomb attacks. Even speed mitigating 
efforts alone may have a positive effect against vehicle attacks, for example if 
noise alert people and enable them to get away in time. With reference to the 
target displacement discussion, some will argue that forcing potential 
attackers away from one crowded area to another has little effect, but if the 
perpetrator(s) are lead to a less crowded place, the damage potential is 
reduced. Breivik’s attack on Utøya and several incidents involving the 
jihadists have also shown that both outdoor and indoor time-fixed events must 
be given proper attention, and this will often implicate temporary security 
arrangements. It is important to emphasise, however, that significant physical 
security efforts in public areas must come as the result of thorough, specific 
risk assessments. Vulnerability is not the same as the likelihood of an attack, 
and both establishing costs and the unpredictability regarding where terrorists 
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will show up means extensive protective measures should primarily be 
reserved for particularly attractive potential target areas. Another reason for 
this is that traffic flow, logistics and other practicalities around the location in 
question must be ensured. Finally, there is aesthetics, which is a factor that 
cannot be underestimated when it comes to public acceptance of security 
measures. By taking advantage of the concept of modern security area design, 
protective measures should, as far as possible, fit nicely into the affected 
urban or rural landscape. At best, security measures are not visible as such. 
Ideally the public should see integrated security efforts like nice water ponds, 
statues, benches, flowerbeds and bicycle racks. 

It is a paradox that the security of top politicians and highly symbolic 
institutions, which are not often targeted by terrorists in our part of the world, 
are taken care of by well-established systems since long, while securing 
public areas has been given limited strategic thought in many countries. The 
reason for this is that public security, in the context of terrorism, is for many 
nations a relatively new dilemma. It is obviously also very challenging when 
the terrorists have almost unlimited possibilities regarding potential targets. 
Furthermore, a considerable challenge regarding protective measures in public 
areas is linked to ownership, responsibility and costs, which demands close 
cooperation between state, municipality and private actors. 

In case of terrorist attacks in public area, and especially because of the 
constraints of physical protective security efforts, a rapid police response is 
vital – as acknowledged by French authorities after the 2016 Nice attack 
(BBC News, 2016e). Police emergency readiness is first and foremost linked 
to the density of police officers, as ordinary police officers are most often the 
first-responders. Accordingly, special police units are primarily reinforcement 
forces. Taking into account how resource-demanding it is to permanently 
have police officers securing potential target locations, this can only be 
advisable on very few locations, and only if the threat level is assessed to be 
very high. This is also why an increasing number of police patrols have 
become the trend in several large European cities. In London and other large 
cities, for example, there is a systematic use of armed (police) response 
vehicles (ARVs), dedicated to incidents that may require the use of weapons. 
The measures must also be cost-effective, because security has a high price 
tag. This is well illustrated in the case of France, which spends as much as 
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nearly one million euros a day on heightened security efforts (Alderman, 
2016). It is also important to add that there is no country in Europe that will 
have enough police resources to adequately secure key assets and crowded 
places over a long period of time. During a critically high threat level going 
over time, this can be solved with the assistance of armed forces, as seen in 
France with Opération Sentinelle. Here, armed forces contribute with 
manpower to guard duty around potential terrorist targets and patrolling in 
public areas (Ministère de la Défense, France, 2016–2017). The Berlin police 
have another approach with their special guard units for securing non-federal 
assets, such as embassies and synagogues (Der Polizeipräsident in Berlin, 
2017). In Denmark, the so-called police cadets are being trained and deployed 
for border duty, so the ordinary police can focus more on public security 
(Dansk politi, 2018). The conclusion here is that good relations and plans for 
cooperation between the police and the armed forces should be in place. 

Regarding people’s behaviour in public areas, one main issue is how the 
public should be observant with regard to suspicious items and activity and 
how to report this. Another issue is how to behave during a terrorist incident. 
Campaigns from security authorities in this area have mostly been seen in 
countries, such as the UK, where there has been continuous terrorist activity 
and a prolonged high-threat level. Here, Project Griffin is an example of 
broader knowledge and information sharing between authorities, private 
partners and the public. Likewise, the RUN – HIDE – TELL campaign 
informs people on how to behave during different types of terrorist attacks 
(National Counter Terrorism Security Office, 2017). Information campaigns 
can also advice people on how to identify warning signs concerning people in 
their surroundings. Research has, for example, shown that lone actors 
relatively often give away signals to families, friends or colleagues, indicating 
that something is going to happen – in some cases even telling them so (Ellis 
& Pantucci, 2016). As such, these campaigns can help to counter threats that 
have proven to be particularly difficult to detect in time (Hemmingby & 
Bjørgo, 2016: 88–95). 

As for the transportation sector, many practical implications concerning 
public areas apply here as well, but a few additional remarks are in place. 
Starting with the aviation sector, flights are at large well protected due to the 
airport security arrangements and passenger control mechanisms. In this area 
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it is therefore most of all a question of keeping up with the creativity the 
terrorists display with regard to explosive devices and alternative weapons. 
The insider threat has to be taken seriously, since the human factor can make 
all physical and technical efforts worthless. In several countries, such as 
France, this key subject has been given more attention (Dearden, 2015). 
Finally, the cyber threat, which has worried the sector for a number of years, 
cannot be neglected either (Wilkinson, 2007: 262). As for terminal buildings 
and their surroundings these must be protected with physical and technical 
means just like other exposed potential targets. In general, there is a 
considerable security focus on large international airports today, and therefore 
there is no reason to elaborate further on this issue here. 

Rail transport is just as challenging as public area security due to the 
combination of full public access and no security control. Underground 
subways and trains represent a particularly challenging issue because of the 
nature of the surroundings, which have probably attracted threat actors in 
several cases. This justifies a special focus on railway security. Not just with 
regard to detecting and handling incidents but also other damage mitigating 
efforts (Meyer, 2011). For example, focus on good solutions against 
secondary effects from explosive devices, such as fire and smoke 
developments, is important. Here, the materials used in carriages are one 
factor. It should also be added that the increasing number of vehicle attacks 
indicate that central and busy bus and light train stations should be secured 
against such threats. 

This thesis has shown how well protected top politicians, royalties, highly 
symbolic buildings and embassies are rarely targeted in practice by militant 
Islamists. This is not due to lack of interest, but rather the result of protective 
security measures, which are now so robust that the insider threat probably 
represents the greatest risk also here. This suggests that protective security 
works, although there are no guarantees against the odd attempt, as illustrated 
in the case of the March 2017 Palace of Westminster attack and the August 
2018 vehicle incident at the same location (BBC, 2017; Dearden, 2018). What 
these cases also indicate is that such incidents increasingly take place just 
outside of established security perimeters, calling for extra attention on the 
public areas surrounding such potential targets. A good example where such 
broader considerations have been made is the Whitehall Streetscape 
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Improvements project. Efforts here do not only protect institution buildings 
and premises, but also the pedestrians in the area (BBC News, 2007c). 

Another important observation is that politicians a step below the top level are 
vulnerable to violent assaults, as seen in the knife-attack on MP Stephen 
Timms in 2010 and the murder of MP Jo Cox in 2016 (BBC News, 2016f). 
These politicians do not have the full protective security package, including 
close protection officers, and are particularly vulnerable when outside their 
offices, which are normally on well-secured premises. Behavioural advice 
from security authorities and less resource-demanding protective security 
efforts appears to be the most reasonable approach for this group. As for 
political meetings and events, the need for police presence has to be assessed 
individually, since some political topics and politicians trigger more 
aggression than others (Bjørgo & Silkoset, 2017). 

Continuing with police and military personnel, both categories have proven to 
be attractive and vulnerable terrorist targets in public areas, as well as at the 
entrance of police stations and military bases. From a tactical perspective, 
several attacks have underlined the importance of staying alert in public areas, 
when on duty and in uniform. Moreover, police officers and soldiers operating 
alone or in pairs are significantly vulnerable to attacks from close range. In 
contrast, groups of three or more police officers or soldiers normally seem to 
be able to counter an attack, if they are not standing too close to each other. 
The bottom line is that proper tactics must be applied for both guard duty and 
patrolling in public area. This should be incorporated in the basic training. In 
an off duty context, as illustrated with Merah’s first killing of a soldier in 
2012, police and military personnel should also maintain a low profile 
regarding their line of work, including on their social media profiles. In other 
words, personal security is a subject to be taken seriously. 

Public debate participants, religious leaders and other individuals who can 
attract the special attention of terrorists pose a difficult problem from a 
protective security perspective. They are not part of the security apparatus that 
high-level state officials and politicians benefit from. Threat and harassment 
are typically handled by the ordinary police organisation, and there has to be a 
more substantial threat before security authorities are engaged. This research 
has shown that public debate participants have been exposed to more plots 
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and attacks from the militant Islamists than politicians have. Furthermore, 
they can be under threat for many years. Accordingly, possible protective 
measures for this target category deserves more reflection. One should note 
with interest that former General Director of the Danish Security and 
Intelligence Service (PET), Jakob Scharf, indicates that the use of close 
protection officers should be evaluated in order to ensure they are used on 
those who need them most (Skjoldager, 2016: 153–155). As such, it appears 
more reasonable to assign close protection officers to public debate 
participants under threat, instead of individuals on the fringes of royal 
families or visitors from abroad that engage such resources for protocol 
reasons. 

Finally, regarding the assessment concerning US, Israeli and Jewish targets, 
this research has shown that the threat against these parties is real and 
enduring. Not only does this justify robust protective security around 
diplomatic missions, but also around synagogues and other central Jewish 
institutions, as well as Israeli and Jewish delegations, teams and events. This 
need for protection is further strengthened by the fact that these are not only in 
the sights of the jihadists, but also under threat from actors from other 
ideological directions, like right wing and far-left extremists, as well as 
Palestinian and Shiite groups. 

5.4 Need for more research 
There are several targeting related issues that have been left uncovered or 
merely briefly addressed because they are on the outside of the scope of this 
thesis. One reason for this is the objectives and primary focus of this research, 
as well as the limited number of parameters it was natural to include. Another 
factor is that the open-source material used for the militant Islamist section 
has not been detailed enough in order to illuminate other parameters related to 
targeting that could be of interest. In some areas, there are certainly 
indications worth noting from this work, but more research is needed in order 
to make sound conclusions. A number of topics could be presented here, but I 
will limit myself to highlighting three issues that could be explored in greater 
detail in future studies.  
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The first issue concerns the concrete decision-making processes of those 
planning and conducting terrorist attacks. This research on Anders Behring 
Breivik has shown that this can be done in reasonable detail with high quality 
research material. The part concerning the militant Islamists, however, has 
illustrated that with less detailed material, researchers will normally have to 
settle with mapping targeting preferences instead of decision-making per se. 
This means we should seek to gain more detailed knowledge regarding 
militant Islamists, as well as actors from other ideological directions. One 
subject of interest here is for example the psychological aspect of intragroup 
dynamics and how this affects the decision-making. In general, more in-depth 
single case studies would contribute to an increased understanding regarding 
target decision-making. 

Another interesting issue briefly touched upon in this thesis is the matter of 
hostile reconnaissance activity. To which degree do terrorists gather 
information about potential targets during their planning process, both online 
and through physical reconnaissance? This thesis has explained how Breivik 
was rather superficial regarding hostile reconnaissance, but in several cases 
related to militant Islamists, a substantial amount of target browsing and 
extensive preparations have been going on. In certain cases from this dataset, 
there have been surveillance recordings from the security authorities, 
statements from the perpetrators themselves in police interviews and during 
trials, written targets lists, as well as photos on the suspects’ mobile phones. 
In several cases, perpetrators have been followed while conducting hostile 
reconnaissance, and in some case the so-called dry-runs (a physical walk 
through-talk through act around the target in question) have been identified. It 
will therefore be useful to learn more about how terrorists conduct hostile 
reconnaissance in order to establish the best possible countermeasures so as to 
detect them during such activity. Two crucial questions are how can they be 
detected on site and how can their information gathering be obstructed. 

A third issue is related to symbolism, which plays a major role and affects 
terrorist behaviour (and in turn protective security measures) in a number of 
ways. There is often talk about symbolic or highly symbolic targets as well as 
symbolic actions. Most often, however, basic definitions and aspects 
regarding symbolism in terrorism are left unaddressed, and this topic deserves 
a thorough discussion and evaluation far beyond what have been covered in 
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this thesis. Even in official guiding manuals where symbolism is a central 
issue, for example, when considering symbolic values in a threat assessment 
perspective, proper definitions are not presented (e.g., Nasjonal 
sikkerhetsmyndighet, 2014). Moreover, terrorists are not only affected by 
symbolic characteristics in the targets themselves or their own flags, logos, 
photos or texts, but also when it comes to place and time. As for the latter, the 
1995 Maison Blanche metro station attack in Paris is an excellent example, as 
the choice of both timing and place was most likely a result of a previous 
incident, where GIA leader Khaled Kelkal was killed by the police at the 
Maison Blanche bus stop near Lyon. The bomb attack took place at the same 
time as Kelkal’s funeral (CNN, 1995). Hence, there is a need for more 
research on symbolism in the context of terrorism. 

After recommendations for future research have been made, this thesis have 
come to an end. It has not covered all issues related to terrorist targeting in 
depth, but hopefully the approach and elaborations on terrorist targeting in 
general, as well as the findings from the concrete part studies, will be 
welcomed as a meaningfull contribution to the exisiting research in this area.  
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Here is an overview over all cases in the data set regarding the research on 
militant Islamist in this thesis. Readers should note that conducted attacks are 
in bold fonts, plots with strong documentation are in normal fonts, and vague 
plots (not used for analytical purposes) are in italics. 

Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

1 Dec 1994 Algeria-Paris flight hijack Algeria, France 

2 Jul 1995 Sahraoui killing France 

3 Jul 1995 St Michel metro attack France 

4 Aug 1995 Arc De Triumphe attack France 

5 Aug 1995 Railway track bomb France 

6 Sep 1995 Place de Bastille attack France 

7 Sep 1995 Market bomb, Paris France 

8 Sep 1995 Jewish school bomb France 

9 Oct 1995 Maison Blanche attack France 

10 Oct 1995 Belkacem train bomb France 

11 Nov 1995 Lille market plot France 

12 Mar 1996 Carbomb attack, Lille France 

13 Nov 2000 Moinul Abedin case UK 

14 Dec 2000 Strasbourg plot France 

15 Apr 2001 Khemais cell plot Italy 

16 Sep 2001 Beghal, US Embassy plot France 

17 Sep 2001 Beghal, Kleine Brogel plot Belgium 

18 Sep 2001 Beghal, G8 Genova plot France, Italy 

19 Sep 2001 Beghal, Marseilles plot France 

20 Oct 2001 Algeria-France match plot France 

21 Dec 2001 Richard Reid case Trans-atlantic flight 

22 Feb  2002 US embassy, Rome Italy 
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Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

23 Apr 2002 al-Tawhid plot, Germany Germany 

24 Jun 2002 Queens Jubilee plot UK 

25 Aug 2002 San Petronio church plot Italy 

26 Sep 2002 Heidelberg couple Germany 

27 Oct 2002 Anzio cell Italy 

28 Oct 2002 Milan arrests Italy 

29 Nov 2002 AQ ferry threat Multiple countries 

30 Nov 2002 UK cyanid plot UK 

31 Nov 2002 Heathrow airplane case UK 

32 Dec 2002 Russian embassy, Paris France 

33 Jan 2003 Bourgass ricin plot UK 

34 Jan 2003 Rovigo NATO plot Italy 

35 Jan 2003 Barcelona/Catalonia Spain 

36 Jan 2003 Pakistanis in Naples plot Italy 

37 Feb 2003 Heathrow SA-7 plot UK 

38 Mar 2003 Anti-war demo, Berlin Germany 

39 May 2003 Tawhid poison plot UK 

40 Jun 2003 Toxic letters case Belgium 

41 Oct 2003 Hofstadgroup arrest Netherlands 

42 Oct 2003 Andrew Rowe case UK 

43 Nov 2003 Costa Brava plot Spain 

44 Nov 2003 Badat shoebomb plot UK 

45 Dec 2003 Ansar al-Islam threat Germany 

46 Jan 2004 Chechen poison plot France 

47 Feb 2004 Milan metro/church plot 1 Italy 

48 Mar 2004 M11 Madrid bombings Spain 

49 Mar 2004 Mustafa Chaouki case Italy 

50 Mar 2004 UK fertilizer plot UK 

51 Apr 2004 Bomb on track Spain 
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Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

52 May 2004 Rota Naval Base plot Spain 

53 Jun 2004 Italy/Belgium arrests Belgium, France, Italy 

54 Jun 2004 Azzouz / Hoftstad arrest Netherlands 

55 Aug 2004 Dhiren Barot case UK 

56 Sep 2004 Yehia K. case Netherlands 

57 Sep 2004 Twin Towers, Barcelona Spain 

58 Oct 2004 National Court plot, Madrid Spain 

59 Nov 2004 Theo van Gogh murder Netherlands 

60 Nov 2004 Hofstad gr.  Wilders threats Netherlands 

61 Dec 2004 PM Alawi plot Germany 

62 Jun 2005 Piranha politicians plot Netherlands 

63 Jul 2005 7/7 London bombings UK 

64 Jul 2005 21/7 bombers UK 

65 Jul 2005 Maik R. Wilders threats Netherlands 

66 Aug 2005 Piranha El Al plot Netherlands 

67 Sep 2005 Bourada cell, Paris France 

68 Sep 2005 Underground plot Italy 

69 Sep 2005 NATO/EU-commission Belgium 

70 Oct 2005 Ministry of interior plot France 

71 Oct 2005 Ex-Marrocan Minister plot France 

72 Oct 2005 Piranha, AIVD warning Netherlands 

73 Oct 2005 Glostrup, Bektasevic case Denmark 

74 Nov 2005 Bouhrama GSPC case Italy 

75 Mar 2006 Alex-Springer incident Germany 

76 Apr 2006 Milan metro/church plot 2 Italy 

77 May 2006 Geneva El Al plot Switzerland 

78 Jun 2006 Altimimi sleeper case UK 

79 Jun 2006 Aabid Khan royalties plot UK 

80 Jul 2006 German train bombs Germany 
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Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

81 Aug 2006 Airliners liquid plot Trans-atlantic flights 

82 Sep 2006 Vollsmose case Denmark 

83 Sep 2006 Oslo plot Norway 

84 Nov 2006 El Al Frankfurt plot Germany 

85 Jan 2007 Khan soldier abduction plot UK 

86 Mar 2007 Internet take-down plot UK 

87 Apr 2007 Christopher Paul case Multiple countries 

88 May 2007 Kamel Bouchentouf case  France 

89 Jun 2007 Haymarket carbombs UK 

90 Jun 2007 Glasgow airport attack UK 

91 Jul 2007 Perugia arrests Italy 

92 Sep 2007 Glasvej case Denmark 

93 Sep 2007 Sauerland cell Germany 

94 Sep, Oct 2007 Austria/Canada plot Austria 

95 Oct 2007 US embassy, Vienna Austria 

96 Dec 2007 Belgium jailbreak plan Belgium 

97 Dec 2007 Hassan T., Birmingham UK 

98 Jan 2008 Pakistani Taliban case Spain 

99 Feb 2008 Lars Westergaard plot Denmark 

100 Apr 2008 Andrew (Isa) Ibrahim case UK 

101 May 2008 Nicky Reilly UK 

102 Aug 2008 Kanmi’s AQ-GB project UK 

103 Aug 2008 Krenar Lusha case UK 

104 Sep 2008 Rennes arrests France 

105 Nov 2008 Suicide attacks plot Italy, France, UK 

106 Dec 2008 Rachid Ilhami case Italy 

107 Dec 2008 Rany Arnaud case France 

108 Apr 2009 Easter holidays plot UK 

109 Oct 2009 Rana and Headley plot Denmark 
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Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

110 Oct 2009 Adlane Hicheur case France  

111 Oct 2009 Mohammed Game case Italy  

112 Oct 2009 LaRose's Lars Vilks plot Sweden 

113 Dec 2009 Underwear bomber Trans-Atlantic flight 

114 Jan 2010 Geele axe attack Denmark 

115 Feb 2010 Karim Heathrow plot UK 

116 May 2010 MP Timms stabbing UK 

117 Apr 2010 AQ Vatican plot Italy 

118 Jul 2010 AQ cell in Norway case Norway, Denmark 

119 Jul -Sep 2010 Europe Mumbai plot France, UK, Germany 

120 Sep 2010 Lors Doukajev case Denmark 

121 Oct 2010 Cargo planes case Trans-Atlantic flights 

122 Nov 2010 Cleric in Paris plot France  

123 Nov 2010 Jewish / NATO targets Belgium  

124 Nov 2010 Kashmiri threat Germany 

125 Dec 2010 Stockholm bombing Sweden 

126 Dec 2010 London Stock Exchange UK 

127 Dec 2010 Somali RPG plot Netherlands 

128 Dec 2010 JP Mumbai style/villa plot Denmark 

129 Mar 2011 Arid Uka case Germany 

130 Apr 2011 El-Kebir Dusseldorf cell Germany 

131 Sep 2011 Røda Sten Vilks case Sweden 

132 Sep 2011 Kurt Westergaard threat  Norway  

133 Sept 2011 Naseer, Birmingham cell UK 

134 Dec 2011 Halil S. case, Dusseldorf Germany 

135 Mar 2012 Merah 1, soldier attack France  

136 Mar 2012 Shia imam killing Belgium  

137 Mar 2012 Merah 2, Montauban France  

138 Mar 2012 Jarmoune, Brescia case Italy  
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Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

139 Mar 2012 Merah 3, Jewish school France  

140 Apr 2012 Luton cell UK 

141 Apr 2012 AK-47 case, Copenhagen Denmark 

142 May 2012 Somali brothers case Denmark 

142 Jun 2012 Olympic row stadium UK 

144 Jun 2012 EDL plot UK 

145 Jul 2012 Richard Dart plot UK 

146 N/A 2012 London Boys case UK 

147 Aug 2012 Shopping centre plot Spain 

148 Sep 2012 Kosher shop attack France  

149 Oct 2012 Bombplot, Cannes Torcy France 

150 Dec 2012 Bonner train station Germany 

151 Feb 2013 Lars Hedegaard attack Denmark 

152 Feb 2013 Mohammed Echaabi case Spain 

153 Mar 2013 Marignane plot France  

154 Mar 2013 Markus Beisicht plot Germany 

155 Apr 2013 Hachemi cell Italy  

156 May 2013 Woolwich attack UK 

157 May 2013 Prince Harry plot UK 

158 May 2013 Soldier attack, Paris France  

159 Jun 2013 Sharia4Italy plot Italy 

160 Jun 2013 AQIM plots, France France  

161 Jun 2013 Model aircraft plot Germany 

162 Oct 2013 Blair or Mumbai-style plot UK 

163 Oct 2013 Lyes Darani case France  

164 Feb 2014 Boudina, French Riviera France  

165 Mar 2014 IS linked arrests Switzerland 

166 May 2014 Jewish museum attack Belgium  

167 Jun 2014 Gard and Vaucluse arrests France  



Appendix 

439 

Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

168 Jul 2014 Syria jihadi plot, London UK 

169 Jul 2014 Ouharani arrest France  

170 Jul 2014 Jihadi threat Norway 

171 Aug 2014 Roissy arrest France  

172 Aug 2014 EU Brussel plot Belgium 

173 Aug 2014 Brusthom Ziamani case UK 

174 Aug 2014 Girls’ synagogue plot France  

175 Oct 2014 Jewish girl plot France  

176 Oct 2014 Police and military plot UK 

177 Okt 2014 14-year old arrested Austria 

178 Nov 2014 Remembrance Day plot UK 

179 Dec 2014 Stab attack police station France 

180 Dec 2014 Dijon car attack France 

181 Jan 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack France 

182 Jan 2015 Jogger attack, Paris France  

183 Jan 2015 Police attack, Paris France  

184 Jan 2015 Kosher shop siege France  

185 Jan 2015 Verviers shoot out Belgium 

186 Jan-Mar 2015 Ceuta arrests Spain 

187 Feb 2015 Knife attack soldiers, Nice France 

188 Feb 2015 Copenhagen Vilks attack Denmark 

189 Feb 2015 Copenhagen synagogue Denmark 

190 Feb 2015 Braunschweig Carneval Germany 

191 Apr 2015 Catalonia arrests Spain 

192 Apr 2015 Church plot, Paris France 

193 Apr 2015 Bike race plot Germany 

194 May 2015 Silent bomber Rehman UK 

195 Jun 2015 Chechens’ Louvain plot Belgium 

196 Jun 2015 Lyon gas factory attack France  
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Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

197 Jul 2015 Military institution plot France 

198 Jul 2015 Junead Khan case UK 

199 Jul 2015 Italy arrests Italy 

200 Aug 2015 Concert hall plot France 

201 Aug 2015 Thalys train attack France 

202 Sep 2015 Rafik Yousef stabbing Germany 

203 Oct 2015 Toulon navy base plot France 

204 Nov 2015 Madrid arrests Spain 

205 Nov 2015 Nov 13 attacks in Paris France 

206 Nov 2015 Football match cancelled Germany 

207 Nov 2015 Saint-Denice operation France 

208 Dec 2015 London underground case UK 

209 Des 2015 Representatives of state France 

210 Dec 2015 New Years plot, Brussels Belgium 

211 Dec 2015 New Years threat, Munich Germany 

212 Jan 2016 Car attack, Valence France 

213 Jan 2016 Police st. in Paris attack 

 

France 

214 Jan 2016 Girl school plot  Denmark 

215 Feb 2016 Lyon Swingers club plot France 

216 Feb 2016 Algerians arrests Germany 

217 Feb 2016 Islamist arrest Sweden 

218 Feb 2016 Girl stabbing police Germany 

219 Mar 2016 Girls plotting concert France 

220 Mar 2016 Brussels 22 March attacks Belgium 

221 Mar 2016 Reda Kriket arrest France 

222 Apr 2016 UK crowded places plot UK 

223 Apr 2016 Sikh temple bombing Germany 

224 Apr 2016 Rome and Vatican plot Italy 

225 May 2016 Puglia arrests Italy, UK 
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Nr. Month Year Case description Country 

226 Jun 2016 ISIS Düsseldorf plot Germany 

227 Jun 2016 Magnanville couple attack France 

228 Jun 2016 Euro 2016 arrests Belgium 

229 Jul 2016 Bastille day attack, Nice France 

230 Jul 2016 Würzburg train attack Germany 

231 Jul 2016 Ansbach bombing Germany 

232 Jul 2016 Normandy church attack France 

233 Jul 2016 Nourredine H. arrest Belgium 

234 Aug 2016 Charleroi police attack Belgium 

235 Aug 2016 Rabbi stabbing France 

236 Aug 2016 Birmingham arrests UK 

237 Sep 2016 Paris gas-cylinders plot France 

238 Sep 2016 IS inspired Elton John plot UK 

239 Sep 2016 Schleswig-Holstein cell Germany 

240 Oct 2016 Brussels machete attack Belgium 

241 Oct 2016 Leipzig refugee arrest Germany 

242 Oct 2016 Naples arrests Italy 

243 Nov 2016 Disneyland plot France 

244 Dec 2016 Rotterdam arrests Netherlands 

245 Dec 2016 Derby and Burton arrests UK  

246 Dec 2016 Berlin truck attack Germany 

 


