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Senior members of the security establishment have claimed that the 
current terrorist threat in Europe is unprecedented. This essay examines 
this claim against the background of the waves of terrorism that have 
plagued Europe over the last five decades, and specifically in light of 
the nature of the current threat and the response that it demands. The 
terrorist threat in Europe in recent years has focused primarily on Muslim 
Europeans and converts to Islam. These perpetrators are usually veterans 
of the wars in Iraq and Syria who joined the ranks of the Islamic State 
and internalized its ideas and methods. Also participating in this activity 
are Europeans who did not emigrate to the Middle East to take part in 
the fighting, along with immigrants who operate under the inspiration 
of the Islamic State. The essay presents the challenges currently facing 
Europe’s leaders and its security services and the ways in which they 
must respond to the real and potential threats that exist, in view of the 
threats by Salafi jihadist organizations, particularly the Islamic State and 
al-Qaeda, to flood Europe “with a river of blood.” 

According to the media and statements by members of the security 
establishment and various analysts, Europe is currently under a serious 
terrorist threat, perhaps the worst it has ever known.1 This contention 
comes in the wake of a series of terrorist attacks that have killed hundreds, 
as well as the fear of what will happen when those among the over 5000 
Europeans who joined the Salafi jihadist ranks in the war zones of Syria 
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and Iraq return to Europe with the goal of continuing the fight. There is also 
concern over the radicalization processes underway among hundreds of 
young European Muslims and converts to Islam who are exposed to Salafi 
jihadist propaganda on the social networks, which incites them to carry out 
violent acts in the West. 

This essay will consider whether the current threat of terrorism is indeed 
the worst Europe has known over the past fifty years, what characterizes 
the current wave of terror, and how Europe is dealing with the challenge. 

Terrorism in Europe since the late 1960s
The terrorism that struck Europe in the past was both internal and external. 
The internal terrorism, which originated among European citizens and 
residents, was characterized by several types. The first was terror carried 
out by local separatist organizations that were seeking to achieve national 
and political goals, such as the Basque underground in Spain, the Irish 
underground in North Ireland, the Moluccan underground in Holland, and 
the Corsican underground in France. The second was terror carried out by 
local organizations with Marxist-Leninist ideologies that sought regime 
change in their countries by means of violence, including Baader-Meinhof 
in Germany, the Red Brigade in Italy, Direct Action in France, and the 
Communist Combatant Cells in Belgium. Apart from these, there were far 
right groups that carried out sporadic though deadly terrorist attacks in Europe. 

At the same time, many countries in Europe became the focus of terrorist 
activity brought in from the outside by foreign terrorist organizations as 
well as by states that support terrorism, such as Iraq, Libya, Syria, Algeria, 
Yemen, and Iran, which exported their local conflicts to the capitals of 
Europe. The most prominent foreign terrorist organizations that operated 
in Europe during the 1970s and 1980s were the Palestinian organizations, 
which began to operate in Europe to apply political pressure on European 
nations to intervene on their behalf in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Among 
the leading organizations were the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestinian (led by George Habash and Wadia Haddad), Fatah, the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine – General Command (led by Ahmed 
Jibril), and Abu Nidal. These organizations benefited from cooperation with 
local European terrorist organizations, which shared the idea of promoting 
an international Marxist ideological agenda.2 
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In the latter half of the 1980s, Shiite organizations, and especially Hezbollah, 
joined the growing terrorist activity in Europe, under the auspices of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and with its active support. The Shiite terrorist 
organizations added a new and particularly deadly modus operandi to the 
international terrorist repertoire, namely suicide bombings. Under their 
influence suicide bombings became a dominant mode of attack, and as such 
was adopted and further developed by many other terrorist organizations, 
due to the extent of damage it causes, and even more, due to the fear that it 
instills.3 From the second half of the 1990s, the Salafi jihadist organizations, 
such al-Qaeda and its affiliates and in recent years the Islamic State as well, 
which are all members of the global jihad movement, joined the terrorist 
activity in Europe. 4

The Terrorist Threat in Europe in the Early 21st Century
The Salafi jihadist terrorist threat to the West, including Europe, showed 
its full potential in the attacks of September 11, 2001. The investigation 
of the attack in the US revealed a deeply embedded terrorist infrastructure 
in Europe that operated prior to the attack and was used to recruit and 
prepare some of the September 11 terrorists. The image of immense power 

Paying tribute at a makeshift memorial in front of the Bataclan concert hall in Paris, site 
of the November 13, 2015 terror attack. Photo: Miguel Medina / AFP
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that al-Qaeda commanded following its success in causing such extensive 
damage and casualties in the US and the threats of the organization and its 
supporters to “flood Europe with rivers of blood” created anxiety about 
what was to come. Nonetheless, and even though there were a number of 
mass terrorist attacks in Europe during the first decade of the 2000s, such as 
those in Istanbul (2003), Madrid (2004), and London (2005), the European 
security services managed to deal with the threat and foil dozens of other 
attacks before they occurred. 

The current threat of terrorism in Europe is a direct extension of the 
Salafi jihadist terrorist threat during the fifteen preceding years. However, 
it differs in the actual number of operatives and in the number of potential 
candidates that may take part in future attacks. The threat in its current 
form began to take shape several years ago following the intensification 
of the civil war in Syria, the rise of ISIS, and the announcement of the 
Islamic State as the basis for a caliphate. The establishment of the Islamic 
State motivated numerous young Muslims from around the world to join 
its ranks, and their numbers more than doubled with volunteers who went 
to Afghanistan in the decade from 1979-1989 to fight with the mujahidin.5 
Moreover, the media and technological environment in which they operate 
today differs from that in the past and provides them with greater freedom 
of action, and in particular gives their activities much greater resonance. 

The current generation of veterans from Syria and Iraq has adopted the 
extreme ideology of the Islamic State and their deadly methods of operation. 
Apart from the ideology, fighting for the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq 
served as an incubator for a generation of trained terrorists with extensive 
combat experience who absorbed the worldview and norms of their hosts. 
Among them are thousands of European citizens who openly declared that 
because of Europe’s involvement in the fighting against the Islamic State 
they intend to return to Europe and take revenge on Europeans on their own 
soil. And indeed, since early 2014, a gradual trend has appeared with Islamic 
State activists returning to Europe for the purpose of creating an operational 
infrastructure and carrying out terrorist attacks. Since then, there have been 
dozens of successful and attempted terrorist attacks in the cities of Europe, 
including Paris,6 London,7 Barcelona,8 Stockholm,9 and Turku, Finland.10

Terrorist attacks in Europe that are identified with the Islamic State can 
be divided into four categories: 
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a. Terrorist attacks initiated and controlled from the main headquarters of 
the Islamic State in Syria (until it was destroyed).11 

b. Terrorist attacks carried out by Europeans dispatched from Syria back 
to Europe to operate on their own.12

c. Terrorist attacks initiated locally and in coordination with Islamic State 
operatives and contacts.13

d. Terrorist attacks initiated and carried out by locals inspired by the Islamic 
State but without its direct contact.14

The easy access to the means for an attack – rudimentary weapons, vehicles, 
and improvised explosives – has made it possible to carry out a deadly 
terrorist attack without the need for a formal and professional hierarchical 
organization or prolonged preparations. This means that terror can take place 
at any time and in any place, without any prior intelligence warning that 
is necessary in order to counter it. In addition, the social networks provide 
incitement, radicalization, inspiration, and sometimes even instructions for 
lone terrorists and terrorist cells. 

More than anything else, it appears that the current threat is what has been 
described by senior military and security officers as a “generational war.”15 
Along with the fundamental difficulty in making predictions a generation 
ahead, the world is changing at an unprecedented pace. And yet, the presence 
of thousands of Western young men in regions of conflict and their contact 
with organizations that have a radical ideology and extreme methods and 
that deny the basic norms of the liberal democratic world has led to their 
indoctrination. Ours is an era in which a whole generation, including its 
offspring, have experienced the horrors of war in the Middle East and 
beyond, or alternatively, are exposed to the propaganda and uncensored 
radicalization efforts of terrorist organizations by way of the social media, 
and essentially do not share the democratic liberal values that form the 
foundation of European society.

The Response to the Threat
The counter-terrorism policy in Europe remains primarily the responsibility 
of the individual states, each within its own jurisdiction. Nonetheless, 
mutual responsibility and cultural and moral solidarity exist between the 
countries, and this leads to tight cooperation in the fight against terror.16 To 
this end, the activity of joint European frameworks has been intensified. The 
leaders of the EU member states have committed themselves to strengthen 
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cooperation in both long term strategic aspects of counter-terrorism and 
the tactical immediate-response aspects: ensuring the safety of citizens by 
organizational-bureaucratic means; preventing radicalization and maintaining 
liberal values by legal, educational, and legislative means; and engaging in 
intelligence and security cooperation with international allies.17 Among the 
various measures resulting in the most progress are increased inspections 
and security measures at the borders; improved regulatory and technological 
means for identification and processing of personal data; cooperation between 
the agencies of the various EU countries to prevent cross-border crime and 
terror; and increased intelligence cooperation between the individual countries 
and the EU and its allies, and between the EU and third party countries, 
which has been upgraded in order to fight terror and potential threats.18 

Legislation to counter terrorism in the various countries and in the EU 
as a whole has also been strengthened in order to disrupt the financing of 
terror and make it difficult for terrorists to buy weapons and explosives,19 
and in addition a number of multi-national units have been established. 
Thus, the EU hopes to improve the legal legislative efforts against the threat 
of cross border terror by means of designated legislation at the EU level; 
encouragement of coordination in investigation and prosecution between 
agencies of the EU member countries and in the exchange of information; 
and a European judicial network for fighting cyber crime.20 

Apart from the legislative response, the EU has developed a response 
to threats of radicalization and cyber attack. In order to deal with domestic 
radicalization, the individual countries and the EU have developed programs 
to deal with extremist violence (Counter Violent Extremism – CVE), which 
seek to deal with extreme ideologies used to recruit young recruits to terror.21 
In addition, there is an initiative to create educational and outreach programs in 
the Muslim communities in order to reduce their feeling of exclusion; provide 
families with the possibility of providing a warning of the radicalization of 
their younger members; and create an organized discourse with the leadership 
of these communities. In the cyber domain, a number of operational units 
have been established in order to provide a real time response to terrorist 
threats; multi-institutional forums in the EU have been created in order to 
define operating methods and to deal with hate and incitement to violence 
and terrorist activity placed on the internet and on the social media by 
terrorist recruiters and organizations; and finally, collaborations have been 
formed with leading hi tech companies worldwide.22 
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In this context, and apart from the practical steps taken by the government 
and security authorities, it is of utmost importance to develop the abilities of 
societies in democratic countries to withstand the psychological threat that 
forms the basis of terrorist strategy. The development of social resilience 
is an important challenge for every society that is facing terror, especially 
societies that are not used to dealing with terror on a daily basis. This is 
not a simple task, and the mass media, including the new media and the 
social networks, have an important role to play in this regard. The modern 
era is characterized by shared media technologies and platforms that are 
also available to terrorists and which for them constitute a force multiplier. 
These means, together with the media coverage of terrorist attacks and the 
terrorists’ declared threats, make it possible for the terrorists to inflate their 
image of power to dimensions that could not be achieved in the past, and 
this is used to instill fear that goes beyond the effect of the terrorist attacks 
themselves. Moreover, it is now even more difficult for heads of state and 
politicians with democratic and liberal values to demonstrate the leadership 
that is so essential in order to lead an effective battle against the threat of 
terror that will instill a sense of security. The recent election campaigns in 
Europe are evidence that it is easy for populist leaders to ride the wave of 
violence and threats of terror and to gain votes for themselves through scare 
tactics and incitement against minorities and foreigners in the name of the 
war against terror. 

Conclusion
Over the past two years, Europe has devoted a great deal of effort to counter-
terrorism. This imperative is reinforced not only by the declarations of the 
Islamic State and its supporters and by al-Qaeda and its affiliates, which 
threaten to flood Europe with terror, but also by every additional terrorist 
attack in European cities, as well as the arrests and thwarted terrorist activity, 
which reveal the dimensions of the threat. 

The response to these challenges takes place on two levels, and combining 
them may prevent the terrorists from achieving social, economic, and political 
impact. The first is tactical-operative, which involves the deployment on 
the ground to prevent terrorist attacks, protect the public, and minimize the 
damage from terrorist attacks through reinforcement and increased presence 
of security and enforcement agencies; the creation of barriers in locations that 
are subject to repeated attacks; the training of intelligence and operational 
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manpower; and finally the modification of legal and judicial tools to deter 
and punish terrorists and locals who assist them. 

The second level is systemic-strategic. The main challenge is to prevent 
terrorist organizations from achieving their main goals, namely undermining 
public confidence in the ability of the government to protect them, disrupting 
relations between the various sectors of the population based on ethnic 
origin, religion, and the amount of time they have been in the country, 
and finally undermining a democratic and liberal society’s fundamental 
principles and norms. 

The challenges surveyed in this essay underscore that the threat of terror 
facing Europe is indeed serious and complex and differs from terror in the 
past with respect to some of its characteristics, such as its perpetrators, and 
its potential scale. Dealing with terror in a manner that is effective, flexible, 
and appropriate to the character of the threat can help reduce its scope, 
as was accomplished in the previous five decades, while maintaining the 
democratic and liberal character of European societies and fighting terror 
through collaboration and public transparency. 
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