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CAN WE EVER STOP TERRORISM?
•  Modern terrorism has been around since the mid 1800s. Since then, Governments, the Police, 

specialist agencies (e.g., the FBI and CIA) and many non-profit organizations have been engaged in 
efforts to prevent terrorism. 

•  There are many ways we try to stop terrorism. One method is through the court of law; The United 
States, for example, implemented the PATRIOT ACT. Other methods include creating new agencies, 
or making sure different agencies share information with each other in order to ensure they have 
the best possible information about people who might be threatening. 

•  The issue however is that many times people involved in terrorism travel to different countries, and 
this means that countering terrorism is not just a national, but an international issue. 

•  To make things worse, in Europe, they have “borderless” travel meaning you do not need to have a 
passport to travel between certain countries. This makes it very hard for people to know who is, and 
who is not, in their country at any one time. 

A PREVENTION PARABLE
This is a parable used commonly in Public Health. Imagine you are a fisherman, out fishing with a 
friend on a Sunday afternoon. While you are fishing, a man, floats past, he is drowning and needs 
to be helped. You help this man to safety and then go back to you fishing. However, 5 minutes later 
another man comes past that needs rescuing. You rescue him too. And again, and again. In fact, you 
spend all afternoon rescuing people from the river (and no time fishing!). The next day you decide to 
go upstream, to find out why so many people are drowning. Upstream is a ledge, a local viewpoint 
where people can get a lovely view of the river. However, at this viewpoint there is no protective 
barrier and so when people try and get closer to the edge to gain a better view they often fall in (and 
hence need saving downstream). So realizing that the problem is a lack of a protective fence you 
decide to go to your local council and petition for a fence to be built. Your petition is successful and a 
fence is built. Now, even though some people still do fall into the river, it happens a lot less often and 
you can now fish in peace.

DID YOU KNOW?
The USA PATRIOT Act is an acronym: Uniting and Strengthening America by 
Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act?

QUESTION FOR YOU
What do you think this parable shows us about counter terrorism? ?
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PREVENTION “UPSTREAM”
•  The parable above shows the issues with only focusing on “downstream” prevention; that is, focusing 

solely on stopping motivated offenders from undertaking, or attempting to undertake a terrorist 
attack.

•  This type of counter-terrorism is called “goal-line defending” and involves catching people as they are 
trying to use a bomb, or a weapon. This is a high-risk method, as we cannot hope to stop them all.

•  So when we think of countering terrorism, one of the most important things to think about is moving 
prevention “upstream” meaning that we focus on preventing people from developing an interest in 
extremism, or motivation to conduct an attack, rather than simply trying to prevent them from un-
dertaking one.

ADAPTING TO NEW ATTACKS
•  One issue with terrorism is that they are adapting and evolving. Meaning that when we learn how to 

stop a certain type of terrorist attack they evolve and develop new means and methods.

•  When we look at terrorist attacks, we often go back to the first World Trade Center bombing, or more 
popularly the 9/11 attacks, or maybe even the 7/7 bombings in London. These are what we look to, 
however they are nothing like what we see today.

•  Lone wolf attacks are the current trend and they have two big pieces involved. First, they hit soft tar-
gets, like a marathon or a night club; second, they are radicalized and are doing it in the interest of a 
terrorist organization’s ideology.

•  When it comes to stopping a lone wolf terrorist, it is entirely based on intelligence – but because they 
are single individuals, there are less clear indicators, meaning that it is harder to detect them, and 
hence, prevent them.

TABLE TALK TAKEAWAY
Countering terrorism is a long, and changing journey. Legislation such as the USA PATRIOT 
Act and the creation of the Department of Homeland Security have been steps to limit-
ing certain attacks however adaptations have changed terrorism just like terrorism has 
changed response. The scale at which attacks happen tend to be much smaller today. No, 
you cannot stop terrorism, but the intelligence work is continuing to adapt and foil attacks 
on US soil and the efforts overseas against terrorist organizations have been ongoing with 
hopes of a change soon.

DID YOU KNOW? 
Tamerlan Tsarnaev was flagged by Russian Intelligence and reported to the United States, 
however they did not spell his name correctly, nor did they have the correct birthday 
when he traveled to Boston where he would eventually detonate pressure cooker bombs 
at the finish line at the Boston Marathon. 
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