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As part of a broad ‘After Iraq’ project, the Australian Strategic Policy Institute sponsored an expert 

Task Force in 2007 to consider the broad issue ‘The War on Terror After Iraq’. The Task Force included 

specialists in international security, terrorism, the Middle East and Southeast Asia, and the possible 

use by terrorists of weapons of mass destruction. It met for extensive roundtable discussions, and 

its meetings occurred both before and after the delivery of General Petraeus’ report (on progress in 

Iraq) in Washington in mid-September. 

The Task Force members were: 

Dr Rod Lyon (Chair) (Australian Strategic Policy Institute)
Dr Adam Dolnik (University of Wollongong)
Dr Greg Fealy (Australian National University)
Associate Professor Nicholas O’Brien (Charles Sturt University)
Dr Leanne Piggott (University of Sydney)
Dr Carl Ungerer (University of Queensland)
Professor Michael Wesley (Griffith University)

We asked the Task Force to make some judgments about what the War on Terror might look like in 

the future. The ‘after Iraq’ part of the title was not intended to suggest either the imminent demise 

of the state of Iraq or any abrupt Coalition disengagement from that country. It was intended to 

encourage a forward-looking perspective from the Task Force members by ‘freeing’ them from the  

specifi c problems of the Iraq confl ict. This consensus report is the product of the discussions. It is 

presented—for easy digestion—in a dot point format, but we would invite readers to contact Rod 

Lyon for further detail if necessary.

We would like to thank the individual Task Force members for their contributions. All are academics 

who have experience in public policy development and are responsible for teaching and research 

programs at their home institutions. They gave generously of their time and their ideas in order to 

make the Task Force a success. Professor Bruce Hoffman, from Georgetown University, attended a 

meeting of the Task Force and participated in the group’s presentations and discussions; we would 

like to thank him for this involvement, ideas and support, although the judgments offered here 

remain the responsibility of the Task Force members.

The ‘After Iraq’ project has already produced a number of publications related to the Middle East, US 

strategic policy and the use of force forum discussion. The titles are listed at the end of the report.
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Key judgments
• Six years into the War on Terror, Western 

countries need to place meaningful 

boundaries around the confl ict. The war 

has long been ‘a banner of many missions’, 

but the number and scope of those 

missions can’t be endlessly expanded. 

• Lacking a clear understanding of the 

confl ict, a coherent strategy for waging 

it, and good metrics for judging success, 

Western publics have become confused. 

That confusion is greatest in relation 

to the confl ict in Iraq, where the costs 

have been highest and the gains the 

most abstract, and is refl ected in the 

controversy over whether the war in Iraq 

is—or is not—an important component of 

the broader War on Terror. 

• Despite those concerns, it would be wrong 

to see the War on Terror as strategically 

unimportant for Australia. The war lacks 

focus, not relevance. The rise of globalised 

terror networks is a serious development. 

Terrorism has traditionally been a tactic 

of the weak, but globalisation and the 

diffusion of technology already allow 

terrorist groups greater strategic latitude, 

and that latitude will increase in the 

future. 

• The War on Terror has never been a ‘war’ 

in the traditional sense. Traditional war 

has focused on states, territory, and 

populations. Globalised terrorist groups 

nurture a deterritorialised conception of 

war, driven by grievance and millenarian 

beliefs. They retail a narrative of change 

attractive to diverse groups around 

the world.  

• For the West, the War is not simply a 

campaign against Al Qaeda, but more 

broadly, against Al Qaeda’s supporters 

and even against what we might call 

the Al Qaeda ‘brand’. The war against 

Al Qaeda is going comparatively well, 

but the organisation endures after 

more than six years of pressure, and it 

continues to pursue hard targets, such as 

commercial aviation. 

• In relation to the ‘broader’ campaign, 

results are more mixed. A principal effect 

of our targeting of terrorist groups has 

been to cause such groups to splinter, and 

we are as yet uncertain about the effects 

of such splintering. 

• A major hurdle to any thinking about a 

world ‘after Iraq’ is the condition in which 

we leave Iraq after disengagement. The 

Coalition cannot afford to leave a broken 

state and a civil war at the heart of the 

Middle East. 

• But the War on Terror will continue, 

even if we solve Iraq’s problems today. It 

will be fought primarily in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan and across a range of Western 

countries attempting to improve their 

homeland security. Muslim populations 

across Southeast Asia have proved 

resistant to the jihadist message, but we 

need to do what we can to ensure that 

condition continues.

• The prospect that terrorist groups 

will gain access to weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD)—and subsequently 

use them—remains a worry. But that 

worry needs to be seen in context: already 

terrorists are causing considerable misery 

for the world by exploiting low-cost, 

low-technology options. The WMD option 

is attractive to them because they know 

that such usage in a major Western city 

would have an important psychological 

impact on the West.  
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The Report

The War on Terror
• It is time to place some clearer boundaries 

around the War on Terror. Over recent 

years, a number of elements of broader 

strategic policy—such as promoting 

democratisation, redressing state failure 

and halting proliferation—have been 

bundled up as parts of the broader War on 

Terror. True, they do have some links to it. 

But endlessly confl ating the scope of the 

War is not a recipe for success. 

• Six years into the War on Terror, we still 

lack a coherent strategy. 

– Neither the term ‘War on Terror’ nor 

the various attempts to rename the 

confl ict (as the ‘Global Struggle Against 

Violent Extremism’, or ‘The Long War’) 

give much sense of what we are trying 

to do.

– Nor do we have much sense of how 

we might do it. We have no underlying 

conception of how best to counter 

terrorist groups with global reach, 

and our security architecture still 

seems to be shaped primarily by 

traditional priorities.

– Moreover, we still lack sensible metrics 

for defi ning ‘success’. Six years into the 

War on Terror, we don’t even know 

which side is winning. We can’t kill off 

the tactic of terrorism. We might not 

even be able to kill off terrorist groups’ 

global reach, which is a function of 

increasing global interconnectedness 

across the transport and technology 

sectors. What ‘victory’ might look like 

remains uncertain. 

• RAND analyst Brian Jenkins has long 

described the War on Terror as ‘a banner 

of many missions.’ Disentangling the 

separate missions is an important element 

in bringing greater clarity to our strategy. 

We need to prioritise our efforts at the 

sharp end of the struggle: preventing 

terrorist attacks, disrupting terrorist 

networks, and countering the jihadists’ 

ideology. Even then, the struggle will not 

be a quick one. It is likely to last not for 

one to two more years but for one to two 

more generations.

• The War on Terror has never been a ‘war’ 

in the traditional sense. In the Westphalian 

international system which has endured 

since 1648, ‘war’ has typically been a 

contest within a fi xed conception of the 

international order; a contest between 

states, over territory and populations. 

But the War on Terror is a globalised 

asymmetric confl ict, a bizarre confl ict 

that is at once a battle between the very 

strong and the relatively weak, a battle 

between the secular and the religious, 

and a battle between state and non-state 

actors. 

• The War on Terror is not simply a 

campaign against Al Qaeda, but more 

broadly, against Al Qaeda’s supporters 

and even against what we might call the 

Al Qaeda ‘brand’. 

• Against the narrow target, Al Qaeda itself, 

we can point to considerable successes. 

But the group endures, and it is proving 

a resilient and adaptable foe. Further, it 

continues to attack and plot against what 

we might describe as the ‘hard target’ set, 

in particular commercial civil aviation. 

• The struggle against Al Qaeda’s supporters 

has also borne only mixed results. We lack 

sources of infl uence on militant Islam. The 

Taliban have been toppled in Afghanistan, 

but remain a potent force.

• The struggle against the Al Qaeda ‘brand’ 

has probably been the least successful 

part of the struggle. The Internet has 

emerged as a potent tool of radicalisation, 

and the growth of jihadist websites has 

been marked. Moreover, the war in Iraq 
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has helped to advertise a broader ‘cult of 

insurgency’, both throughout the Middle 

East and at the global level. And Western 

military interventions in Muslim-majority 

states have been ‘radicalising’ events, 

because they support major reorientation 

of those states’ political structures. 

• The direct assault on major terrorist 

groups has resulted in a ‘splintering’ of 

many terrorist structures. Splintering has 

both good and bad effects. Smaller groups 

are less likely to have talented capabilities. 

They are more likely to compete with each 

other for resources and may even turn on 

each other. But they are also likely to offer 

opportunities for the more radical to lead. 

They potentially offer a shorter-path in the 

process of ‘jihadisation’. Their targeting 

strategies may be more opportunistic. 

And their smaller footprint makes them 

harder for Western intelligence agencies 

to identify, accurately assess, and target.

The Middle East, South Asia and 
Southeast Asia
• The Middle East remains a region of 

developing states, with disputed borders, 

weak institutions, and subnational 

and transnational identities. Regimes 

there are typically authoritarian, with 

overdeveloped domestic security 

apparatuses. Further, a high level of 

external involvement exists in the region, 

in large part because of oil. 

• In that environment, jihadist groups were, 

historically, relatively unsuccessful within 

state boundaries, and thus began to look 

at other (transnational) options. A global, 

deterritorialised ideology encourages a 

differentiation between the ‘near’ and 

‘far’ enemy, the latter identifi ed as the 

Christian-Jewish ‘West’, represented 

predominantly, but certainly not 

exclusively, by the United States and Israel.

• The message of jihadists is a 

meta-narrative, that history for some 

three hundred years has gone, and 

continues to go, the wrong way. In that 

narrative, Islam has fallen from its global 

position as a world leader a thousand 

years ago, and now rests near the bottom 

of the international ladder under constant 

attack from the ‘West’. That slippage is 

attributed to the Muslim world’s turning 

away from the true message of Islam, 

adopting ‘apostate’ beliefs (including 

Shi’ism and Sufi sm) and importing the 

foreign doctrines of the West. 

• For all the jihadists’ anger, there is 

little possibility of most states in the 

Middle East changing in the near term. 

That means that jihadists will continue 

to target the ‘far enemy’ as a viable 

alternative to their relative weakness in 

relation to the ‘near enemy’—regimes 

they view as puppets of the West.

• Bush’s hopes for political reformation in 

the Middle East look likely to founder on 

the same political reality. 

• The situation in Afghanistan is also bleak. 

The democratic central government has 

little reach, and the south and east of 

the country face serious security threats 

which cannot be offset while the Taliban 

and Al Qaeda sanctuaries in north-west 

Pakistan remain.

• Pakistan remains a fragile, nuclear-armed 

state at the centre of the War on Terror. 

President Musharref’s position is 

delicate, despite the recent declaration 

of martial law, a declaration that attests 

to the country’s continuing status as 

an internally-confl icted society. Those 

confl icts promise to provide opportunities 

for jihadist groups to fl ourish there.

• In Southeast Asia, the counter-terrorist 

effort has a better story to tell. In 

Indonesia, abundant evidence exists of 

severe disruption to terrorist networks. 
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These networks have suffered a loss of 

their bomb-making expertise, and some 

reports suggest they are also fi nding 

it harder to get access to explosives. 

Jemaah Islamiyah’s targeting of Christians 

and prosecutors show an emphasis on 

the ‘near enemy’ as opposed to the ‘far 

enemy’. Such targeting suggests that JI 

believes it has not done well by attacking 

Westerners, and that those attacks 

have led to a fall-off in funding and 

membership.

• Limited terrorist training seems to 

continue in the Philippines. And Thailand 

faces large-scale violence in the south as 

the result of an ethno-nationalist confl ict 

occurring there, but there is little evidence 

to suggest much international networking 

of that confl ict.

• Importantly, the confl ict in Iraq seems 

to have made little impact on levels of 

support for terrorism across Southeast 

Asia. We haven’t seen Southeast Asians 

turning up in Iraq to fi ght Coalition forces 

there. 

• Extremist options do not typically feature 

in the mainstream debate in Southeast 

Asia, and it is this factor which most 

distinguishes the region from the Middle 

East. But we need to be aware of a 

persistent radical subculture in Southeast 

Asia, a subculture of social ties, economic 

linkages, and ideological affi liation, which 

would endure even were groups like 

Jemaah Islamiyah to fade. 

• How can we ‘lock in’ the gains in 

Southeast Asia? By helping Indonesia 

to stay focused on the problem: like 

other developmental states around the 

world—many of them critical to the global 

counter-terrorist effort—Indonesia faces 

many challenges, and may well succumb 

to a degree of ‘War-on-Terror fatigue’. 

And by working towards prison reform 

(prisoners are often radicalised behind 

bars), intelligence improvements, and 

strengthening our analytical capabilities 

against Salafi  networks there. 

• Muslim problems differ around the 

world and local problems require local 

solutions. That picture is often blurred by 

a tendency to talk of a ‘globalised Islam.’ 

In Europe, Olivier Roy has written of the 

rise of a ‘globalised Islam’, which he labels 

‘neo-fundamentalism’ in its orientation: a 

fundamentalist form of the religion that 

is modern, draws upon technical skills 

and fi ts in with the Western life-style, but 

which aims nonetheless at a fundamental 

revision of society and its structures. This 

analysis might well describe some of the 

problems of Muslim youth in Western 

Europe, but it is not a picture that is 

universally applicable. 

• Similarly, we need to beware perceiving 

all political violence in Muslim societies as 

being part of the War on Terror. Political 

violence has waxed and waned across the 

Middle East, South Asia and Southeast 

Asia for decades; it is wrong to see all such 

violence now through the lens of a global 

War on Terror.  

The War on Terror and security 
partnerships
• The protracted nature of the confl icts in 

Iraq and Afghanistan, and the rising costs 

associated with them, are eroding both 

government and popular support across 

a range of Western countries for distant 

engagements in the War on Terror. In 

several NATO countries domestic debates 

are promoting the idea that affi liation 

with the United States undermines 

national security, and that opting out of 

security commitments enhances it. Some 

of this mood also colours the debate in 

Australia about our own role in the War 

on Terror.
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• Western countries—including 

Australia—will likely face severe 

challenges of sustainability in the War on 

Terror. Popular support for the struggle 

will waver over time, and there is a danger 

some countries will slide towards policies 

of ‘cocooning’, in which they attempt to 

insulate themselves from a more barbaric 

and chaotic world order. 

• But security and law enforcement 

partnerships will remain central to our 

ability to manage the threat of globalised 

terrorism. A globally-networked adversary 

cannot be fought unilaterally, by Australia 

or any other country.

• The presidential election due in the United 

States in 2008 is increasingly seen as 

being a cross-road in terms of the way 

forward. We expect to see an important 

revisiting of core strategy in the War on 

Terror in the next twelve to eighteen 

months. Coalition-style responses, outside 

traditional alliance structures, are likely 

to continue, but a new president would 

probably want more consultation and less 

unilateralism. If the Democrats win the 

presidency, there would be more, rather 

than less, pressure for US allies to ‘pull 

their weight’.

Terrorists and ‘exotic’ weapons
• Terrorist use of chemical, biological, 

radiological or nuclear (CBRN) weapons is 

increasingly likely, but it is important to 

see this danger in context.

– Terrorists do not need CBRN weapons 

to cause mass casualties.

– CBRN weapons do not necessarily 

produce mass casualties.

– Each of the CBRN categories is subject 

to different levels of availability, has 

different effects, and can be offset by 

different counter-measures.

• Moreover, the pace of technological 

innovation by terrorist groups has been 

comparatively slow over recent decades. 

– Most terrorist groups are imitative 

rather than innovative.

– As terrorism is pushed towards the 

‘splinter’, or ‘home-grown’ end of the 

spectrum, defi ciencies in a group’s 

skills may become more pronounced. 

• Within the fi eld of technological 

innovation, most emphasis is being 

placed on a wider adoption of dual-use 

communication technologies (like cell 

phones) and on innovative concealment 

of explosives (the ‘shoe-bomber’ and the 

‘liquids’ plot).

• The use of sarin gas by the Aum 

Shinrikyo cult in Japan in the mid-1990s 

demonstrates that CBRN plots can be 

more trouble than they are worth. The 

group put a large-scale effort into the plot, 

but ended up killing only a small number 

of people.

• Still, terrorists will become increasingly 

able to mount small-scale CBRN attacks, 

and those attacks might well have a 

political impact much greater than a 

similar-scale conventional attack. Terrorist 

groups know that CBRN use would ‘push 

the buttons’ of Western policy-makers and 

populations. They also know that relatively 

small attacks can have long-term effects. 

The anthrax attacks in the US in 2001 

remain unsolved, but caused considerable 

social and economic disruption.

• Some attempts have been made by the 

Iraqi insurgency to marry conventional 

explosives to chlorine gas, but with only 

limited success.

• Nuclear weapons remain the hardest 

category of weapons for terrorists to gain 

access to. That calculation might change 

if there were a wave of proliferation 

across the Middle East, but even then we 
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judge that terrorists could more easily 

gain access to biotechnologies than to 

nuclear technologies.

• Radiological attacks—attacks which 

merely exploit the radioactive properties 

of a wide range of materials—would be 

much easier to stage, but would do much 

less physical damage.

Homeland security
• Al Qaeda-related groups pose the most 

serious terrorist threat to Australia and 

Australian interests. But Al Qaeda lacks an 

infrastructure here. In this sense, Australia 

is not subject to the same threat as the 

United Kingdom and Spain. Moreover, the 

efforts that the government has made to 

strengthen border controls and to improve 

police and intelligence agencies’ counter-

terrorist capacities makes the Australian 

homeland a harder target for terrorists. 

Australians travelling overseas are actually 

still more likely to be involved in a terrorist 

incident than those staying at home.

• Australia’s primary task is to ensure 

that neither Al Qaeda nor any other 

jihadist group develops a coherent 

terrorist structure here. To this end, the 

government needs to identify ways of 

engaging more closely with Muslim 

communities in order to minimise 

the prospect of group alienation 

and radicalisation.

• Combating the messages of radicalisation 

that come to Australia via the Internet 

might well prove a special challenge 

in coming years. Such messages assist 

the process of ‘self-radicalisation’ for 

individuals and small groups, providing 

both a jihadist world-view and a range of 

technical information about such issues as 

bomb-manufacture.

• Australia’s second primary task is to fi nd 

ways to reduce its vulnerabilities to groups 

that might use low-technology, low-cost 

attacks against it.

• Since vulnerabilities are numerous, 

the government needs to undertake 

a structured risk analysis to set clear 

priorities for safeguarding Australia 

from terrorist attack. Such an analysis 

has recently been used by RAND in the 

US to assist homeland security efforts 

there. That analysis found that ‘risk’ from 

terrorist attack was heavily concentrated 

in a relatively limited number of major 

cities. The same is almost certainly 

true here; in itself a reassurance to 

many Australians.

• Within Australia, over thirty agencies 

have an input into countering the 

terrorist threat. This makes for problems 

of coordination and cooperation. Still, 

counter-terrorism efforts both here and 

overseas have successfully disrupted 

a number of plots since 2001. And, 

importantly, there has been no attack on 

Australian soil.

• Improvements to intelligence have been 

made since the Flood inquiry, but much 

information remains stove-piped. More 

ominously, we probably haven’t yet 

addressed the specifi c challenges that 

terrorist threats pose for intelligence 

networks: we aren’t fully cognizant of how 

best to use information in this strategic 

environment. The recent unsuccessful 

court cases in Australia show that we 

haven’t yet mastered the blending of 

intelligence and law enforcement in the 

counter-terrorism area. 

• Further legislative reforms will be 

necessary to clarify the precise division 

of labour between counter-terrorism 

intelligence and policing. 

• Relations between government agencies 

and business are still hampered by issues 

of security classifi cation.
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• There are only limited opportunities 

to use the ADF in domestic security 

arrangements. Public perceptions shift 

when it’s the military donning the moon 

suits and not the fi remen. The military 

must remain an aid to the civil power. 

Implications for Australia
• There is nothing Australia can do—either 

by itself or in partnership with others—

that can end the current wave of global 

terrorism in the next ten years.

• Similarly there is nothing Australia can do 

to guarantee that it will not be the subject 

of a major terrorist attack during that 

same ten-year timeframe (although there 

are things we can do to decrease the risk 

and better manage the consequences of 

such an event).

• So Australia needs to consider issues of 

sustainability during a long War on Terror. 

It needs to prioritise its efforts, enhance 

its resilience, and decline the open-ended 

confl ation of all threats as issues relevant 

to the War on Terror.

• Setting clear priorities for our 

counter-terrorist effort means focusing 

on those terrorist groups which most 

threaten Australia and its interests. That 

means focusing on two particular types of 

terrorist threat. We are threatened fi rstly, 

by terrorists of a broad anti-Western 

mindset with global reach, who might 

have both the intention and capability 

to do us harm. And we are threatened 

secondly, by locally- or regionally-based 

groups who could readily target 

Australians within their more limited 

reach. We are not really threatened by 

ethno-nationalist terrorist groups with 

a specifi c domestic agenda, such as the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in 

Sri Lanka. 

• Against the fi rst group, the anti-Western 

terrorists of global reach, we should 

work with global partners to reduce the 

terrorists’ reach, attacking the networks 

that give them global connectivity. 

Against the second group we should work 

here at home or with regional partners 

to reduce the terrorists’ capabilities, 

attacking the group itself, its access to 

explosives, bomb-making expertise, and 

local sources of support.

• To attack both networks and groups we 

will need to know well where to strike, so 

maintaining a vigorous counter-terrorist 

intelligence effort will be central to our 

security.

• In future, other terrorist groups might 

also come to have a higher priority for 

us. State-sponsored terrorist groups 

have in the past been a major worry for 

some countries. Hizbollah, for example, 

supported by Iran, has demonstrated a 

capacity to strike at civilian targets as far 

afi eld as Argentina. Were such groups 

to have a higher regional profi le in Asia, 

and to pose a direct threat to Australia 

and its interests, countering them would 

obviously be a priority. 

• Like all Western countries we still 

need to improve our understanding 

of terrorism, and of the dynamic 

relationships between terrorism and 

counter-terrorism. The anti-terror laws 

should be amended to encourage, rather 

than to hinder, systematic academic study 

of relevant terrorist materials and proper 

academic interviewing of people closely 

involved with terrorist organisations. 

And government departments and 

agencies most closely engaged with 

the counter-terrorist effort should be 

encouraged to fund research of direct 

relevance, perhaps even by the provision 

of specifi cally tagged government 

funding. It will be important to sustain 

research in this area even during 

times when other issues—like global 

warming—have moved to the front rank 

of foreign and security policy concerns.
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