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The inner organizational structure of Al Qaeda within the expanded framework of the
“Global Jihad movement” has been a subject of much debate between scholars. As will
be elaborated later, the “Global Jihad movement” is composed of several elements that
possess radical Islamic ideology and conduct operational activity in different regions
in the world under the banner of Jihad. The dominant factor within the “Global Jihad
movement” is by no doubt Al Qaeda. The purpose of this article is to focus solely on
Al Qaeda and present the formal internal structure of the organization. The article
argues that Al Qaeda is first and foremost, an infrastructural organization with a
formal echelon, hierarchy, sub-departmental division, and duties distribution reflecting
characteristics of a guerilla and terrorist organization. The article portrays the formal
layout of Al Qaeda, composed of the main command apparatus, and names the different
personalities who fill the more important positions within Al Qaeda’s hierarchy from its
days of inception until today.

There has been much debate about the “Al Qaeda organization’s” structure or lack of, an
aspect that affects how governments perceive the threat and respond to it.1 This is especially
so after the organization suffered losses to its physical structure, including training camps
and leadership, and was hence forced to relocate from a relatively stable environment in
Afghanistan to a rather fluid existence in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA)
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1044 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

of Pakistan. In its new location “The Al Qaeda organization” is constantly fraught with the
requirements to avoid law enforcement action as well as to regenerate and reequip its losses.
This has given strength to much of the debate that Al Qaeda has declined as an organization
and hence its operational efficiency has reduced and that the organization is no longer
capable of carrying out spectacular attacks. This had led to the argument that the terrorist
threat has now moved to the other entities of the “Global Jihad movement”—local Islamic
groups, lone individuals, or small cells that, although inspired by Al Qaeda, nevertheless
evolve and work independently.

This article, however, argues that Al Qaeda, first and foremost, exists as a formal
organization with a solid structure even if it is not based in a fixed or identifiable territory. It
is this infrastructure that has provided Al Qaeda with the ability to survive the difficulties it
is facing since the declaration of the Global War on Terrorism that followed the September
11, 2001 attacks. “The Al Qaeda organization’s” ability to regroup and “replenish” the loss
of its physical infrastructure and its leadership is what is allowing it to survive and maintain
the resilience of the ideology that the group continues to recreate and disseminate. Although
in recent years, Al Qaeda has adopted more ideological and inspirational characteristics,
it still exists as a group, and possesses, first and foremost, operational characteristics of
a guerilla and terrorist organization. Therefore, it would be too early and foolhardy to
write off “The Al Qaeda organization” as both the dominant factor of the “Global Jihad
movement,” as well as the main terrorist threat in the international arena, as has been the
trend among a number of scholars and analysts.2

Organization, First and Foremost

To study terrorism, its creation as well as its decline, it is important to understand that like
an organization, terrorism is based on a model that integrates the individual, the group, and
society. Terrorists cannot be considered in isolation from social and political contexts as
well as the context of a grouping or order that they thrive in.3

Terrorism can be considered to be a rational political choice. As terrorist groups have
an inherent consistent set of values, beliefs, and images of the external environment, they
can be considered to be rational political actors. And as such, a rational group with a
consistent set of values, a set of goals and ideals, and a set of means to those goals can be
considered a collective coherent set, or an organization.4

Further, terrorist organizations are very similar to other organizations. This is because:

1. Terrorist groups have a defined structure and have processes to make collective
decisions.

2. Functionally differentiated roles exist for members of the organization.
3. There are recognized leaders in positions of formal authority.
4. The organization has collective goals, which are pursued as a unit, with collective

responsibility claimed for its actions.5

Leadership and its Role

Leadership is crucial to any organization. For the organization to be efficient, leaders
have crucial roles that eliminate inefficiency in the structure of a terrorist organization
and its activities. It has been established that leaders play a crucial role when it comes
to dissemination of ideology and the goals of a terrorist group. That role can be carried
out even if a group does not have a clear structure and is mainly a networked entity.
However, the leader of a terrorist organization also plays an important role in the planning
and overseeing of operations of the group. And it is this role of leadership that says those
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Al Qaeda’s Structure and Evolution 1045

terrorist organizations that aim at efficiency and large-scale “spectacular” attacks require a
coherent command and control structure.

When it comes to carrying out operations, the leader of a terrorist organization has
the following role. He, first, monitors and audits the middlemen involved in the operations.
Second, he provides incentive-based compensation to the middlemen. Third, the leader
engages in punishment strategies when he has evidence of shirking by members.6 With
these roles, the leader ensures communication, auditing, fulfillment, and punishment with
regard to the organization’s operations.

While the leader’s role and presence cause vulnerabilities for the terrorist organization,
it also enables the organization to have a communicative structure, which is significant for
attaining efficiency in operation.

Moreover, the leadership of an organization is important, as it is responsible for tak-
ing necessary measures in keeping the organization together and functional. A terrorist
organization offers its members the fulfillment of basic human needs: the opportunity for
action, the need to belong, the desire for social status, and the acquisition of material re-
wards. To keep the group healthy and to fulfill those needs, the organization’s leadership
is crucial. Thus, the leadership plays an indispensable role when it comes to maintaining
organizational integrity, which is necessary to both attain organizational goals as well as
offer fulfillment to its members. Organizational integrity is thus often viewed above and
beyond the group’s ideology or goals. While organizational goals are mutable and depen-
dent on external dynamics and counterterrorism efforts, integrity and structure are vital
for the group to exist and operate.7 Failure to maintain organizational integrity will create
dissention in the organization and lead it into decline.8

Hierarchy or Networks?

Contemporary terrorism discourse deals mainly with two types of terrorist group
structures—a command-cadre (hierarchical) structure and a network structure. The hierar-
chical or command-cadre structure is like a terrorist army, where the leadership provides
to the middlemen and the members both material as well as non-material (ideological)
incentives.9 A network, on the other hand, is composed of a set of actors (or nodes) con-
nected by ties. Networks are self-organized and self-enrolling.

The network organization, from the perspective of terrorists, is advantageous with
regard to a network’s resistance to disruption. As the Internet facilitates the creation of
these networks, this form of organization allows people to form cells without necessarily
meeting in person. And as communication between nodes in planning actual operations
is minimal, this form of “leaderless terrorism” is harder for law enforcement personnel to
dismantle.

However, a “leaderless terrorism” or a network-based organization remains mostly
unsuited for carrying out complex tasks that require communication, cooperation,10 and
mostly significant professional trainings. Network organizations will be incapable of car-
rying out complex attacks such as the 11 September attack on New York and Washington,
DC.11

The command-cadre structure, on the other hand, enables groups to carry out big, com-
plex strikes that require coordination and centralized professional trainings. “This structure
is characterized by clear lines of authority, functional specialization, and centralized deci-
sion making. There are separate departments for particular tasks, and training takes place
for operatives and managers at all levels.”12 In a command-cadre structure, complex tasks
are broken down into specific jobs and hence efficiency is achieved. Command-cadre struc-
tures definitely offer terrorist groups opportunities to plan and execute complex attacks
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1046 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

efficiently.13 However, it is significant to note that these organizational structures are usu-
ally found in terrorist groups operating in weak or failed states. Thus as the War on Terror
progresses, previously active groups will move to regions of failed governance to operate
in a command-cadre structure.14

For terrorist groups, there exists a tradeoff between efficiency and resilience. While
efficiency requires communication and connectedness, it also makes the group more vul-
nerable to counterterrorism efforts.15 For a group like “The Al Qaeda organization,” the
ability to carry out large-scale, efficient attacks remains important. Therefore, a command-
cadre structure (or a hierarchical) structure continues to be an organizing principle for the
organization.

Decline of Terrorist Organizations and Organization Structure

The systems theory of organization can be used to represent terrorism as a system. As
per the theory, it is explained that terrorist organizations receive exogenous as well as
constituent support. Exogenous support constitutes support from sources other than its
constituent base. These inputs form the group’s identity and the conversion of this input
into output is represented by the acts of political violence and terrorism the group conducts.
The conversion of input into output gives the throughput of a terrorist organization, and
the throughput will enhance the group’s identity. A successful operation will increase the
group’s cohesion and the legitimacy of the organization. This in turn will increase the
exogenous support and as well as constituent support (as legitimacy of the group will go up
in the eyes of constituent members). And of course, cyclically, this increase will improve
and influence the group’s throughput process.16

Such a structure and feedback cycle is possible when a group functions as a hierarchical
organization where exogenous support, constituent members, and the leadership occupy
certain roles and functions. Every efficient action (or attack) carried out by such a group,
will strengthen its base and consequently strengthen further attacks.

When counterterrorism strategies dismantle an organization or its actions they attack
the weaknesses in this system structure. These weaknesses often constitute points of com-
munication between exogenous support, constituent members, leadership, and group input.
The ultimate target of counterterrorism strategies is this infrastructure.

Organizations such as Al Qaeda realize the importance of this command-cadre, hier-
archical structure, and the feedback loop of efficiency it creates. Although the structure is
what makes the organization susceptible to dismantling by law enforcement officials, the
structure and the feedback loop give the terrorist group efficiency and growth.17

A terrorist organization does provide its members “primitive” societal needs. If the
capability to fulfill those needs is receding, the organization either changes its focus or
ceases to exist. However, organizations such as Al Qaeda, in the event of a decline, will
revert back to their hierarchical structure, as it is within that structure that a feedback loop
of efficiency can be applied, and constituents and exogenous support can be convinced of
the organization’s legitimacy.

Therefore, despite decline, there would always be a tendency for the group to recreate
and preserve the organizational integrity over everything else. As will be discussed later,
during the last nine years the “Al Qaeda organization” has lost four “chiefs of staff,” four
chiefs of the special (external) forces unit, and at least half a dozen of senior regional
field commanders (“Generals”). It was however, still able to regroup and mobilize suitable
replacements from within. Subsequently, it has been able to continue its activity and
maintain its status as the biggest terrorist threat to Western forces in the current Jihad
arenas (Afghanistan and Iraq) and the international arena as a whole.
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Al Qaeda’s Structure and Evolution 1047

Historical Development: Global Jihad Movement
and the Al Qaeda Organization

Nowadays, the main terrorist threat to the United States and its allies stems from the
“Global Jihad movement.” The movement is based on the ideology of “Salafiya-Jihadia,”
a misinterpretation of the holy book of the Muslims—the Qur’an and the sayings of the
prophet Mohammed—the Hadith. The “Salafiya-Jihadia” ideology evolved in the second
half of the twentieth century. It is an extremist offshoot of the Salafi ideology that was
developed in the Muslim world during the first half of the twentieth century. The Salafi
ideology calls for a total return to the lifestyle of the early days of Islam.18 It calls for the
implementation of Sharia (Islamic religious law) across the Muslim world as a prelude
for its implementation all over the globe. Salafi ideology is perceived as the only way
to overcome the superiority of the West, which has shaped Middle East politics for the
last two centuries. The “Salafiya” ideology was laid out in Egypt toward the end of the
1920s with the establishment of the “Muslim Brotherhood.”19 The influence of the Muslim
Brotherhood ideology on the “Global Jihad movement” remains prevalent even today. In its
early development, the different Salafi movements kept a low profile and used preaching,
propaganda (“Dawa and Tabligh”), and social activity as their modus operandi, publicly
opposing any use of violence. Salafi ideology seeks to gain the support of the people before
the imposition of Sharia, or “Muslim tradition and law,” over the land. Salafi groups, such
as the Muslim Brotherhood, were heavily persecuted by the secular regimes throughout
the Muslim world. However, these groups were able to survive and spread throughout the
Middle East and beyond. Salafism survived in Muslim states as well as through the large
Muslim Diaspora across Europe, North America, and Australia.20

As an extremist off shoot of the “Salafiya” ideology, “Salafiya-Jihadia” calls for the use
of extensive activism to implement the Salafi ideology over Muslim and non-Muslim Land.
This activism includes the use of violence and total Holy War (Jihad) against those not
holding their religious–political beliefs. Their enemies include Christians, Jews, Hindus,
and all Muslims who are not Salafies.21 The “Salafiya-Jihadia” first emerged in Egypt
during the 1960s, and was led by the Egyptian educationist Sai’d Al-Qutb. The ideology
soon spread and gained variable support worldwide.

The Blowback

The “Global Jihad movement” as the operational entity of the “Salafiya-Jihadia” ideology
emerged in Afghanistan during the uncertain decade of the 1980s. As a result of a violent
internal conflict over power between local communists and Islamists (Mujahidin—holy
warriors), Afghanistan has been experiencing instability since the mid-1970s. The internal
dispute became a regional war following the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan in
1979 to assist the communist faction. This created a surge of romanticism within the greater
Muslim world that perceived it as a religious war between the modern crusaders, the Soviets,
and the Muslims. Muslim volunteers from all over the world, on their own initiative, went to
Afghanistan in order to take part in the evolving “Holy War.” Receiving the volunteers upon
arrival and assigning them to different Afghan Mujahidin groups became the responsibility
of non-Afghan Islamic religious leaders that were in Afghanistan.

Dr. Abdullah Azzam, a Palestinian religious cleric, originally from a small Palestinian
village named “Silat Al Hartia” in the Jenin area,22 was one of the first Arabs to organize
the Muslim volunteers. Azzam was considered the spiritual mentor and ideologist of the
“Global Jihad movement” and established the “Maktab Al-Khadamat (MaK)” (the service
bureau) in 1984.23 Located in the Pakistan–Afghan border city of Peshawar, MaK dealt
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1048 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

with the growing stream of Muslim volunteers coming to participate in the war against the
Soviets. The MaK accommodated the new arrivals in several guest houses in Peshawar, and
following a couple of days of formal paper work the MaK allocated and distributed them
across different Afghan fighting groups.24 They then received basic training and were sent
to the Afghan front to fight the Red Army.25

Among those volunteers arriving at Peshawar was Osama bin Laden,26 who arrived
from Saudi Arabia. Even though bin Laden came to Afghanistan as a wealthy man, he
wanted to take part in the war as a soldier and a local commander in the field.27 In the
beginning, Azzam and bin Laden cooperated, and much of the MaK activity was financed
by Osama bin Laden. However, as the war with the Soviets reached its concluding stages
a dispute between bin Laden and Azzam over MaK resources and strategic direction28

surfaced. As a consequence, bin Laden broke away from MaK and formed the “Al Qaeda
organization” in Peshawar, Pakistan on 11 August 1988.29 Although Azzam ideologically
conceived “Al Qaeda al Sulbah” (The Solid Base),30 Osama bin Laden emerged as its
undisputed founder and remains its leader to date.

As bin Laden had been in the frontline and held financial support, the bulk of MaK
members preferred to join him. Nevertheless, Abdullah Azzam was still considered a
threat to some members in the circles around bin Laden. In November 1989, Azzam was
assassinated and bin Laden was able to take complete control over MaK and merge it into
Al Qaeda.31

“Global Jihad” Trajectory

At the end of the Afghan war, the global security landscape was dominated by four different
trends.

Internal Jihad (Jihad from Within)

The success in Afghanistan excited the minds and the hearts of millions in the Muslim
world. Supported and led by veterans that came back to their homelands from Afghanistan,
numerous radical organizations and entities were established throughout the Muslim world.
These organizations carried out waves of terrorist attacks in their homelands in order to
topple the local secular regimes and establish an Islamic caliphate instead. Enthusiastic from
the victory in Afghanistan, they believed victory in their homeland was only a matter of time
and commitment, which they strongly possessed. All nations with Muslim populations in the
Middle East, Central Asia, the Indian Subcontinent, and Southeast Asia have experienced
this trend at some level. More serious challenges to the local secular regimes were posed
by the terrorist activities of the Mujahidin elements in Egypt, Algeria, Pakistan, and to a
slightly lesser extent Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Tunisia, Libya, as well as Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan, Indonesia, the Mindanao region of the Philippines, and many more.32

Searching for New “Jihad Arenas”

According to “Salafiya-Jihadia” a “Jihad arena” is a region in the world where Muslims
fight non-Muslims. Furthermore, it is the obligation of every Muslim in the world to take
part in the fighting.33 Following the end of the Afghan war, new “Jihad arenas” were
designated in different parts of the world, with the common denominator being Muslims
who fought non Muslims. “Global Jihad” fighters found their way to fight alongside their
local Muslim “brothers” in Tajikistan, Bosnia, Chechnya, Kashmir, Mindanao (Philippines),
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Al Qaeda’s Structure and Evolution 1049

Sulawesi, and Mullukus islands (Indonesia), Somalia, as well as the traditional arena of
Afghanistan.34

Infrastructure Build-Up

This was the main activity of the newly established “Al Qaeda organization” and Osama bin
Laden. Bin Laden wanted to provide the necessary logistical backup in order to support the
fighters in the different Muslim states of the “internal Jihad” and those fighting alongside
their Muslim brothers in “Jihad arenas.” Bin Laden wanted to provide the basis35 for the
operational activity of both the internal Jihad elements and those in the different “Jihad
arenas.” In 1991, bin Laden returned to his Saudi homeland with the glory and reputation
of having fought in the Afghan war. Later that year, the strongman behind the Islamist
Sudanese regime of Hassan al-Turabi invited him36 to come with his Al Qaeda followers to
Sudan. In Sudan, bin Laden was able to implement his vision of the “base” and establish a
vast complex of training camps for newly recruited Jihad fighters.

These new recruits received early and advanced training in bin Laden camps in Sudan
and then went on to fight in their homelands or in “Jihad arenas.”37 By the end of 1995,
following the assassination attempt of Egyptian president Husni Mubarak in Adis Ababa,
the capital of Ethiopia, severe international pressure38 was put on the Sudanese regime to
expel bin Laden and his forces. As a consequence, Bin Laden was expelled from Sudan in
May 1996. He returned to Afghanistan where he allied himself with the victorious “Taliban,”
which had violently taken complete control over the country in 1996. In Afghanistan, the
“Al Qaeda organization” established a much larger complex of numerous training camps
for Mujahidin throughout the country.39 Numerous “Jihad fighters” from different locations
and entities have gone through different types of trainings by the Al Qaeda organization
trainers in the camps in Afghanistan.

External Jihad

In the early years that followed the war in Afghanistan, the “Al Qaeda organization” was
fully occupied with assisting the “internal Jihad” and the fighting in “Jihad arenas.” Al
Qaeda decided to completely abandon external Jihad at this stage. Only a small group of 40
to 50 members of Afghan veterans, who had been crystallized in the “Ittiahad Al Islami Al
Afghani” (Abd Al Rasool Sayaf Group) main training camp in Sadah, with no connection
to the “Al Qaeda organization,” decided to move their activities into the international arena
and conduct external Jihad against the West on Western soil.40 By late 1995, the activity
of this group was halted by the CIA and the FBI. Its dominant leaders (Ramzi Yossef,
Wali Amin Shah, and Abd Al Karim Murad) were arrested and the other members of the
group were put on the “Most Wanted” list with a 5 million dollar reward posted for their
arrest.41 The group’s senior fugitive Khalid Sheikh Mohamed (KSM) tried to interest bin
Laden42 with external Jihad in early 1996 and even suggested a terrorist attack scenario
that resembled the 9/11 attacks, but these ideas were rejected by bin Laden and external
Jihad planning was put on hold.

The shift from internal to external Jihad occurred toward the end of 1997 and in early
1998. At that point, it was believed that bin Laden acknowledged that the “internal Jihad”
had failed. This was because after almost a decade of intensive terrorist activity in many
different Islamic nations (with the external logistical support, mostly from bin Laden and
the “Al Qaeda organization”), the regimes in these nations managed to survive in spite of
experiencing instability at some stages. According to bin Laden’s belief, this survival of
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1050 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

these regimes was the result of Western support. Therefore, it seems that bin Laden decided
at this stage to stop the support for “internal Jihad” and focus the vast majority of his
efforts on “external Jihad.” Bin Laden believed that “external Jihad” would make the West,
primarily the United States, withdraw its influence, specifically its military forces, from
the Middle East, and as a result allow Islamic elements to take over the secular regimes
with ease. In February 1998, bin Laden announced the establishment of the “Islamic front
for the fighting against the Jews and the crusaders” serving as a cover name for operations
outside Afghan borders of the “Al Qaeda organization.” In this statement, “external Jihad”
was called against Western targets, but mostly American targets as the highest priority
targets for such attacks.43 Six months later, the first external attack of Al Qaeda was carried
out at the U.S. embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, causing 225
fatalities and approximately 5,000 casualties, most of them being locals.44 In October 2000,
Al Qaeda carried out a second attempt to hit the U.S. Navy,45 and successfully struck the
U.S.S. Cole in the Gulf of Aden, nearly sinking the ship and killing 17 U.S. Marines.46

On 11 September 2001, the “Al Qaeda organization” executed the most devastating
attack so far, targeting American symbols of power in New York and Washington, DC. In
response to the attack, a U.S.-led coalition force intervened in Afghanistan on 7 October
2001, and quickly gained control over the territory. As a consequence, the profile of the
activity of “Global Jihad” terrorism in the international arena has changed significantly.

Current Status

Even though this article focuses on the inner structure of the Al Qaeda organization, a short
introduction of the expended “Global Jihad movement” is necessary. Already defined as the
operational arm of the “Salafiya-Jihadia” ideology, the expended “Global Jihad movement”
today consists of the following components.

“The Al Qaeda Organization” (Core Al Qaeda)

As will be elaborated later in this article, the “Al Qaeda organization” still operates under an
organized structure, which includes worldwide infrastructures and echelons. With a clearly
defined leadership, membership, and a support base, core Al Qaeda (also known as “Al
Qaeda classic” or “Al Qaeda Senior Leadership”) led by Osama bin Laden still exists in
the FATA.47 As a resilient group, Al Qaeda has adapted to the demography and topography
of FATA—spread over a 1,520-mile long border and comprising of seven agencies and six
frontier provinces.48

The Logistical Networks

The “Global Jihad” movement, spearheaded by the “Al Qaeda organization,” uses a vast
logistical network in order to support its worldwide activity. These networks are responsible
for the recruitment of new activists and the safe transfer of them to training camps and
into “Jihad arenas.”49 These networks are mostly involved in logistical activity (such as
the transferring jihadi volunteers to Iraq). However, in rare cases, these elements with the
approval of the “Al Qaeda organization” leadership have initiated operational activity and
carried out their own terrorist attacks. The most famous example of an attack initiated
and executed by such a network was the Casablanca attack (May 2003) against Western
targets.50
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Al Qaeda’s Structure and Evolution 1051

Al Qaeda–Associated Local Organizations

Al Qaeda–associated groups refers to local organizations that were supported by bin Laden
during the 1990s. Al Qaeda mainly provided training to these organizations, thereby
supporting their struggle to bring down the local regimes in their own countries (“in-
ternal Jihad”). Due to difficulties that the “Al Qaeda organization” faced following the
American led coalition invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001, some of these organiza-
tions extended their targeting policy to include Western targets within the vicinity of their
own operations.51 In the earlier cases this “expansion” was the consequence of the personal
veteran relations developed between local groups’ leaders and the “Al Qaeda” seniors dur-
ing the Afghan war.52 Among those organizations one may find the Jama’ah Islamiyah of
Southeast Asia (JI), the Abu Sayaf Group (ASG) of the Philippines,53 Harakat Al-Jihad
Al-Alami (HUJA),54 and the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU),55 an Uzbek group that split from
the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU).56 Those groups have carried out attacks and
plots against international targets, within the vicinity of their own operations, on behalf of
the “Al Qaeda organization” and in accordance with its directive. These attacks and plots
include the “Al Qaeda organization” directives to JI operation in Bali in October 2002 and
the plot to blow up a truck full of explosives by ASG in the U.S. embassy in Manila in
2002. Some operatives, with or without the knowledge of the leaders of “Lashkar-e-Toiba,”
served as operational support and logistical aid for other Al Qaeda plots. These include the
“shoe bomber” British national Richard Reid, who attempted to crash American Airlines
flight 63 from Paris to Miami57 in December 2001, and the French national Willie Brigitte,
whose plan to attack Australia’s only nuclear power plant was foiled in 2003.58

In recent years “Al Qaeda’s” connections and collaborations with “local organizations”
have become more formal. Since the U.S.-led offensive in Iraq in 2003, the world has wit-
nessed the establishment of regional “Al Qaedas” initiated by the “Al Qaeda organization”
leadership that are based on local groups. The Algerian group, Global Salafist group for
Preaching and Combat (GSPC) became Al Qaeda in the Maghreb (AQIM).59 Al Qaeda in
the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and Al Qaeda in Yemen (AQIY) were established,60 and
eventually merged. In Iraq, “Tawhid Wal Jihad” changed its name to Al Qaeda in Iraq
(AQI) and formed the Islamic state of Iraq (ISI), an umbrella organization for different
jihadi groups.61 Al Qaeda in the Land of Kinanah was formed in Egypt and Palestine.62

Another formal merger took place between Al Qaeda and the Libyan Islamic Fighting
Group (LIFG) senior leaders that are located on the Afghanistan–Pakistan border.63

The “Al Qaeda organization’s” targeting policy has influenced its associating groups.
These groups have diverted some of their operational efforts from solely targeting domestic
targets to the inclusion of international targets as well. Since these mergers have been
constructed, the new “Al Qaeda” groups attacked Western targets within their vicinity of
operations, probably in accordance with Al Qaeda directives. Within this framework AQIY
has attacked Korean tourists, Western embassies, U.S. missions and compounds, as well as
oil facilities.64 The AQIM attacked UN facilities, kidnapped Western tourists of different
origins, and threatened to attack Western targets.65 On 1 February 2008, AQIM attacked
the Israeli embassy in Nouakchott, Mauritania.66

The creation of sort of the “Al Qaeda movement,” composed of the different new
established “Al Qaedas,” is a major development that should be discussed and analyzed
extensively in other publications and platforms.

At any rate the authors expect more regional groups such as the Somali “Shabab Al
Mujahidin” to “cross the Rubicon” and join hands with the “Al Qaeda organization” and
include international targets, located in the vicinity of their operation in the horn of Africa,
within their targeting policy.
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1052 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

Iraqi Off Shoots

After the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003, Iraq was marked as the central “Jihad
arena.” A large numbers of Islamic activists made their way to the nation in order to take
part in the struggle against the U.S. military. These terrorists, headed by the Jordanian
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, tended to adopt an agenda of their own, one that was unautho-
rized and even contradictory to the “Al Qaeda organization” interests and directions.67

The attacks against the Shi’ite population of Iraq, as well as the attacks conducted by
al-Zarqawi outside of the country,68 were carried out against Al Qaeda interests, and
were contradictory to specific directions al-Zarqawi received from the “Al Qaeda orga-
nization” leadership.69 The elimination of al-Zarqawi in June 2006 by U.S forces, and
the nomination of Yusuf Khalid al-Badri alias Abu Ayyub al-Masri alias Abu Hamza
al-Muhajir as his successor,70 strengthened the cooperation between the “Al Qaeda orga-
nization” leadership in the Afghanistan–Pakistan border zone and Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI).
AQI may not have completely abandoned its own agenda, but al-Zarqawi’s successor, Abu
Ayyub, was a former member of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad (EIJ), an Egyptian group that
had merged with Al Qaeda in 2001. EIJ is led by Ayman al-Zawahiri, who is the current
second in command of Al Qaeda. In a rare statement by Abu Ayyub that described the role
AQI had in the foiled attempt to strike a London night-life district and Glasgow international
airport in July 2007, AQI’s targeting policy in the international arena was referred to and
announced: “. . . indeed we have already carried out many operations outside Iraq—one
of which that should be particularly mentioned is the most recent operation in Britain,
when part [of the mission] was carried out at the airport, and rest was a failure, due to
a mistake committed by one of our brothers a few days before the operation, when he
called to break the news that the operation was about to take place.”71 The present authors
believe that this role played by AQI with this operation was part of an overall “Al Qaeda
organization” plan to attack facilities in the United Kingdom, apparently led and initiated
by Al Qaeda central. Another current example of the exact operational cooperation between
the “Al Qaeda organization” and AQI in the international arena was exposed in the foiled
attempt to conduct a terrorist attack during the World Cup games in South Africa. AQI
activist Abdullah Azzam Salih Misfar has initiated early plans to conduct a terrorist attack
in South Africa aiming at Dutch and Danish teams and supporters, but these plans had not
progressed past a wish list phase. “I wrote the idea and sent it to Abu Hamza (Abu Ayyub Al
Masri),” and the planning was said to have gone to Al Qaeda deputy Ayman al-Zawahiri for
approval.72

By late April 2010 Abu Ayyub Al Masri, the head of AQI, was killed along with Abu
Omar Al Baghdadi, the overall leader of the ISI (Islamic State of Iraq). By early May AQI
named Nasser Liden Abu Suleiman as the successor of Abu Ayyub.73

“Local Initiatives” of Al Qaeda–Inspired Elements

These like-minded individuals carry out on their own initiative and capabilities terror
attacks in the name of “Global Jihad.” They take advantage of the current simplicity of
undertaking terror tactics in order to achieve maximum damage and publicity. They often
do not possess strong ideological or religious motivation.74 Instead, they are driven by their
own socioeconomic situation and their personal frustrations against their home country.
Those individuals that are unable to adjust to the new environment in Western societies
convert their hatred into terrorist activity under the name of “Global Jihad.” These elements
can be found mostly within radical elements of the Muslim communities across Europe,
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Al Qaeda’s Structure and Evolution 1053

although there have been some converts to Islam that have been known to participate
in such acts. This phenomenon surfaced during the investigation of the assassination of
the Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh.75 Although most “local initiative” terrorists are
not that effective, they remain a source of concern and remain a threat. Their activity is
characterized by unsophisticated acts of violence such as stabbing, using Molotov cocktails,
arson (as in the case of Muslim riots in France), and solitary assassinations. But in some
cases, due to the ease of conducting terrorist activity by using raw materials—such as
fertilizers, which are available publicly, and instructions on assembling explosives found
on the Internet, large-scale “spectacular” attacks are possible. An example of this is the
attack on the Madrid train system in March 2004.76 The investigations into the attacks found
no proof of external involvement of Al Qaeda or any other extremist element. The Egyptian
authorities claim that the Sinai Peninsula attacks against Western hotels and local tourist
attractions in October 2004, July 2005, and April 2006 were part of a local initiative that is
considered homegrown. According to the formal Egyptian declaration, these attacks were
carried out by radical elements from within the local Sinai Bedouin community without any
external connections, similar to the attacks in Madrid. They were motivated by a feeling
of deprivation and poor socioeconomic status; a feeling resonated across some Muslim
communities in Europe.77

Recent exposure of homegrown terrorist cells in the United States has reemphasized
the threat that these groups pose to the West. These cells are composed of U.S citizens that
suffered from poor socioeconomic conditions and subsequently converted to Islam. They
chose to follow the Salafi-jihadist interpretation of Islam, which has led them to support
and conduct terrorist operations and plots on behalf of “Global Jihad.”78

Locally initiated homegrown cells only possess ideological affiliation to Al Qaeda and
operate on their own resources and initiatives, while associated groups have strong and
traditional operational ties with the Al Qaeda leadership. Associated groups communicate
with Al Qaeda leadership, and get advice and directions and look to receive approval for
their proposals of operations. Thus, it seems that Al Qaeda controls most of the operational
activity of “Global Jihad” in the international arena and seeks to integrate it with its
political and operational policy. As Al Qaeda possesses full control over its own operational
infrastructure it also has control over the activity of its partners, and its logistical affiliates.
It has also gained further control over the Iraqi branch, after the elimination of Abu Musab
al-Zarqawi. Al Qaeda has little to do with the activity of local elements that operate on their
own initiative and capabilities. While these elements flourish on the Internet, where they
maintain many addresses and publish their claims of responsibility as well as plan future
acts.

Within the “Global Jihad” movement, Al Qaeda is by far its most prominent element.
In less than two decades, Al Qaeda and its founder Osama bin Laden have been able to
position themselves as the pillars of radical Islam and as the operational center for the
entire radical Islam spectrum. Since the end of the Afghan war, Al Qaeda has served as a
magnet for all Islamic radicals around the world and as the sole reference and inspiration
for operational activity. In the eyes of the mass media and the public, Al Qaeda seems to
be the only default for all Islamist radicalism and Islamist terrorist activity throughout the
globe.79

The Structure of Al Qaeda

The inner structure of the “Al Qaeda” organization, since its inception, has been debated by
academic scholars and professionals researching “Global Jihad.” A central question is the
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1054 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

extent to which Al Qaeda is limited to a functional role as an umbrella organization that has
loose ties between its internal branches, and as an inspirational source for other Islamist
entities around the globe. It seems that although there is a prominent operational activity of
affiliated loose entities, as shown in the previous chapter, the role of Al Qaeda as the center
for all the operational activities of “Global Jihad” elements is still dominant. Bin Laden’s
organization is deeply involved in the operational activity of four out of the five most radical
Islamic elements that are involved in terror attacks in the name of “Global Jihad.” As a
result, the majority of the most devastating attacks in recent years internationally can be
directly attributed back to the Al Qaeda organization.

Since its establishment, Al Qaeda has evolved into a strict and clear-cut hierarchical
structure organization. It is the authors’ firm belief that this formal infrastructure is the
main factor which enabled Al Qaeda to adapt and overcome the setbacks it suffered from
the Global War on Terrorism led by the United States that erupted following 9/11 and the
subsequent invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001. Since then Al Qaeda continued its
activity in providing operational and logistical support around the globe.

To determine how Al Qaeda’s operations will change over time it is necessary to under-
stand the internal structure and hierarchy of the organization since its establishment. This
would be of particular interest to security and intelligence agencies that are concerned with
operational countermeasures to dismantle Al Qaeda’s organizational structure worldwide.

Al Qaeda’s internal structure and hierarchy was first exposed following the capture
of several documents in Afghanistan.80 It is not clear when, where, and by whom these
documents, published in the Harmony Database at West Point, were written. However, the
cooperation between Al Qaeda and the Taliban, which has been referred to in the text,
dates these documents to a period after the return of Al Qaeda to Afghanistan from Sudan
in 1996. These documents can be considered to be a sort of Al Qaeda codex or protocol.
The foundations for the hierarchy and organizational structure were laid down much earlier
throughout a series of discussions by the senior leadership of Al Qaeda. An Egyptian
journalist, Ahmad Mussa, published a series of seized documents from Afghanistan in the
Egyptian newspaper Nahadt Al Misr.81 These documents described the early infrastructure
of Al Qaeda that evolved into a fully fledged organizational structure. The information in
the Harmony database at West Point and the documents published by Ahmad Mussa were
supported and in some cases verified by the testimony of former Al Qaeda activist Jamal
Al Fadl.82

Based on these documents the organizational structure and hierarchy of Al Qaeda is
presented in Figure 1.

The Amir

The Amir, or overall leader, holds direct responsibility over all Al Qaeda’s activities. The
Amir resembles both internal and external operations—inside Afghanistan or outside its
borders. The leader possesses religious, operational, and logistical authority over Al Qaeda’s
activities. The leader is involved with operational, strategic, and tactical planning as well
as logistical and organizational planning. The leader approves the annual work plan, the
annual budget, and is in charge of changing them according to new developments. He is
also responsible for the handling of the internal functioning of the organization and is very
much involved with nominations, promotions, and manning of all senior positions in the
organization.83

The founder and undisputed Amir of Al Qaeda throughout the years has been Osama
bin Laden (OBL). In recent years, there have been increasing indications of a decrease in bin
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Figure 1. Organizational structure and hierarchy of Al Qaeda.

Laden’s dominance and his position within the organization.84 As a consequence, it seems
that his deputy Ayman al-Zawahiri85 has gained more authority within the organization.
Nevertheless, bin Laden still remains the overall Amir.86

The Deputy

The deputy’s characteristics should resemble those of the leader, or be close to them. His
duties depend on what the leader entrusts to him.87 Since the formation of the “world
Islamic front for combat against the Jews and the crusaders,” a formal unification of several
organizations dominated by Al Qaeda and to a lesser extent by the “Egyptian Islamic
Jihad,”88 Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri served as the deputy of Al Qaeda. Al-Zawahiri has gained
more authority, especially after the official fusion between Al Qaeda and the EIJ and the
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1056 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

establishment of “Qaedat Al Jihad” in June 2001. During 2008, Mustafa Abu Yazid aka
Sheikh Sai’d assumed responsibility for several utilities and tasks that were before under
the authority of al-Zawahiri, and was appointed as the overall in charge of Afghanistan.89

This might suggest that Yazid may be the current de facto deputy of Al Qaeda or some sort
of “chief executive” of the organization. In May 2010, Yazid was killed by an American
Drone strike.

The Secretary

The secretary is appointed by the Amir and is responsible for carrying out secretarial duties
such as organizing the leader’s appointments, external relations, and his work schedule. The
secretary accompanies the leader wherever he goes.90 It is not clear whether this position
is occupied nowadays and by whom. It seems that in the past Nassir Al Wahishi aka Abu
Basir Al Yamani91 was Al Qaeda’s secretary92 and was succeeded by Wadih El Hage93 until
his arrest in 1998.

The Command Council

The Command Council (“Majlis Al Shura”) is the highest decision-making body of Al
Qaeda. Nominated by the Amir, the duties of its members are to plan and supervise all
aspects of the organization’s activity. The Command Council consults the leader throughout
the process of decision making. The Command Council is considered the highest authority
in the organization, excluding the leader and his deputy. The council consists of 7–10
members and is chosen every second year by the leader and is assembled twice a month. The
Command Council authorizes the organization’s regulations and policy, the preparations of
the working plan, the annual budget, and elects the members of the organization’s different
committees.94

The Command Council fills a very important role within the decision-making process
of Al Qaeda, as well as in its day-to-day running. Only the most senior members of the
organization can be part of it. The Council was usually composed of committee leaders and
only a few select subunit leaders. The following members had served as members of the
Command Council at one stage or another:

Osama bin Laden serves as the head of the Command Council.
Ayman al-Zawahiri serves as a member of the Command Council.
Subhi Abd Al Aziz Abu Sita aka Mohamed Atef aka Abu Hafs was the former head of the

military committee. He was from Egypt and was killed during the bombardment of
Kandahar by U.S forces on November 2001.95

Madani al Tayyib aka Abu Fadhel Al Makky was the head of the finance committee of
the organization. He is related by marriage to Osama bin Laden. When Al Qaeda
was headquartered in Sudan in the first half of the 1990s, he was involved with Al
Qaeda’s efforts in obtaining nuclear capabilities.96 Currently, he is probably in Saudi
custody.97

Saif Al Adil was the former head of the security committee of Al Qaeda. He replaced Atef
as the head of the military committee after the latter’s death.98 He departed to Iran
in 2003, probably because of his criticism of Osama bin Laden’s decisions regarding
external operations.99 Al Adil was arrested by the Iranians and has been under some
kind of restraint or supervision by the Iranian forces.100 Early indications, yet to be
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verified, suggest Al Adil was released in early 2010 by the Iranians and went back to
Waziristan.101

Suleiman Abu Gheith was the former Al Qaeda spokesman.102 He departed to Iran in 2003
and was arrested by the Iranian authorities. Abu Gheith is still under some form of
Iranian supervision.

Abdullah Ahmad Abdullah aka Abu Mohamed Al Masri103 was a senior operational activist
that supervised the attacks in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998. He departed to Iran
among other senior members of the organization in 2003 and was arrested by the
Iranian authorities. Abu Mohamed Al Masri is still under Iranian custody.

Mamdouh Mahmud Salim aka Abu Hajer Al Iraqi104 was one of the most senior figures of
Al Qaeda during its early days. He is considered one of the prominent founding fathers
of the organization. Salim was arrested in Germany after the 1998 bombings in the
horn of Africa and is currently imprisoned in the United States.

Nashwan Abdulrazaq Abdulbaqi aka Abd Al Hadi Al Iraqi was the former head of the
general section (internal unit) of the military committee of Al Qaeda.105 He was
responsible for the military activity of the organization in the Afghanistan–Pakistan
border zone.106 Abd Al Hadi Al Iraqi was arrested in Turkey in 2006 and is in American
custody.107

Mustafa Al Uzayti aka Abu Farraj Al Libi was probably the former head of the military
committee, after Saif Al Adil’s departure to Iran in 2003.108 He was arrested in FATA
by coalition forces in May 2005 and has been in U.S. custody since then.

Mustafa Abu Al Yazid aka Sheikh Sai’d Al Masri is a senior Al Qaeda activist and the
head of the Administrative and Financial Committee.109 Yazid gained greater authority
and probably hold some of Al Qaeda deputy leader’s responsibilities. Mustafa Abu Al
Yazid was killed on April 2010 by an American drone attack.

Khalid Sheikh Mohamed was the former head of the “Al Qaeda special operations” unit
that was responsible for “external operations.” KSM was the mastermind of the 11
September attacks,110 and was arrested in West Ridge, Rawalpindi, Pakistan on 28
February 2003. He has been under American custody since then.

Khalid Al Shanqiti aka Abu Hafs Al Mauritani, a senior Al Qaeda theologian, was the
former head of the religious committee. He departed to Iran in 2003 with a group of
Al Qaeda senior activists. Al Shanqiti was arrested by the Iranians authorities. He is
still under Iranian custody.111

Khaled Habib was the former head of the general section (internal) of the military committee
of Al Qaeda.112 Appointed in the summer of 2005, Habib probably succeeded Abu
Faraj Al Libi as the head of the overall military committee after Abu Faraj arrest in
May 2005.113 Habib was killed in a U.S. missile attack in FATA in October 2008.114

Hamza Rabia, the former head of Al Qaeda’s special operation unit, was responsible for
“external operations.” Rabia succeeded Khalid Sheikh Mohamed after KSM arrest
in February 2003.115 Rabia was killed by a U.S. drone strike in FATA in December
2005.116

Abd Al Aziz al-Masri117 is probably Ali Sayyid Muhamed Mustafa Al Bakri, an Al Qaeda
explosives and chemical expert.

Abu al Khair al Masri aka Abdallah Muhammed Rajab Abd al-Rahman was the former
leader of the political committee.118 He departed to Iran and is currently under Iranian
custody.

Abu Khalil Al Madani is one of the least known members of the command council. In July
2008, Al Sahab foundation, Al Qaeda’s media wing, aired a videocassette “Commander
Abu Al Hasan Jihad and Martyrdom” commemorating Abu Hassan who conducted
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1058 R. Gunaratna and A. Oreg

a suicide attack in Afghanistan. Abu Khalil Al Madani was among those who spoke
about Abu Hassan and was titled in the video as a member of the command council.119

He remains at large.
Doctor Fadhel Al Masry was the most senior Egyptian Al Qaeda activist and belonged to

the early formation of Al Qaeda. In recent years he criticized Al Qaeda’s methods,
policy, and most of all Ayman al-Zawahiri. Doctor Fadhel is currently under Egyptian
custody.

Qaricept120 Qari Al Saeed Al Jazairy was a member of the command council. His exact
role is not known. Later on he returned home to Algeria and assumed a leadership role
in GSPC, the forerunner of AQIM.121

The Military Committee

The Military Committee is the body responsible for the different aspects of the opera-
tional and military activity of the organization. This task includes the mental and physical
preparation of Mujahidin for combat and their military training. In addition, the military
committee holds responsibility for the development of combat skills, military technical
skills, and developing programs and procedures for the creation of a disciplined army
based on its readings of the Qur’an.122 The leaders of the Military Committee, also known
as “Al Qaeda’s chief of staff” were:

• 1991–1996: Ali Amin Al Rashidi aka Abu Ubeida Banshiri was one of the founding
fathers of Al Qaeda. Banshiri Drowned in a ferry accident in Lake Victoria, Uganda,
in 1996.123

• 1996–2001: Mohamed Atef was killed during a U.S attack in Kandahar.124

• 2001–2003: Saif Al Adil replaced Mohamed Atef after his death.125 He fled to Iran
probably because of disagreements with bin Laden over the organization’s targeting
policy.126 Al Adil was arrested and is currently under some kind of Iranian custody.
Early indications, yet to be verified, suggest Al Adil was released in early 2010 by
the Iranians and went back to Waziristan.127

• 2003–2005: Abu Faraj Al Libi probably replaced Saif Al Adil after Adil went to
Iran. Abu Faraj was arrested by Pakistani forces in May 2005128 and has been in
custody since.

• 2006–2008: Khaled Habib probably replaced Abu Faraj Al Libi.129 Habib was killed
in late 2008 during a U.S. strike.

The military committee is composed of four different sections:

1. The General section—This unit is responsible for all the different aspects of the
ongoing guerilla war that is being fought internally (i.e., inside Afghanistan and the
Afghanistan–Pakistan border zone).130 Until the coalition offensive in Afghanistan
that followed the 11 September attacks, all the activities of this unit were focused
against the Afghan “Northern alliance” troops. Since the beginning of the coalition
offensive, the unit is concentrated on fighting the coalition forces and the Pakistani
army that is operating in the Afghanistan–Pakistan border zone. The general section
is composed of two different subunits:
The Main Unit—This unit is responsible for the fighting itself and is subdivided

according to the different geographic sections that make up the battle zone.131

Each regional section is commanded by a senior Al Qaeda operative who is
responsible for all the different military activities within his jurisdiction. Among

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

St
at

sb
ib

lio
te

ke
t T

id
ss

kr
if

ta
fd

el
in

g]
 a

t 0
3:

35
 0

6 
M

ay
 2

01
4 



Al Qaeda’s Structure and Evolution 1059

these regional leaders were senior Al Qaeda figures such as Abu Layth Al Libi132

who held responsibility for the regions of Khost, Paktia, and Paktika. He was
killed in the spring of 2008.133 Another regional commander, Abu Abdullah
Al Muhajer134 aka Muhsin Musa Matwali Atwa aka Abu Abd al-Rahman al-
Muhajir was involved in planning the attacks against the U.S. embassies in East
Africa in 1998.135 Abu Ubeida Al Masri136 was in charge of Konar province137

until early 2006. Al Qaeda guerilla-type operations in Afghanistan have been
always conducted in collaboration with and under the overall leadership of the
Taliban.138

The Training Unit—Alongside the main unit operates a smaller unit that is re-
sponsible for the training of the fighters.139 It seems that this unit also operates
in accordance with the geographic division of the battle zone. The leader of the
training subcommittee was probably Abu Mohamed Al Masri until his departure
to Iran in 2003.

There is incomplete information regarding Al Qaeda figures that held the position
of the head of the general section. It seems that Abd El Hadi Al Iraqi held this
position until 2005.140 Abd Al Hadi Al Iraqi was replaced by Khaled Habib.141 It
is possible that during the fall of 2001 this position was held by Saif Al Adil.142

The last leader of the main unit (internal) of the military committee was the
Libyan Abdullah Sai’d,143 who was killed in late 2009 by an American drone
attack.144

2. The Special Operations Unit—This is a special and discrete apparatus that is
responsible for the “external” (out of Afghanistan and the Afghanistan–Pakistan
border zone) operations. The unit holds responsibility for the initiation of external
operations and all the different aspects (operational and logistical) of supporting
them. The unit is responsible for the allocation of the needed special equipment
and training as well as the spotting of Al Qaeda members specially qualified for
these kinds of operations.145 It seems that this unit is operating through different
regional extensions spread around the world.146 Al Qaeda’s external operations are
considered special operations. Under this rubric of special operations, Al Qaeda
dispatched operatives to establish sleeping cells (extensions) in target countries
since late 1993. For example, Mohamed Odeh was sent to Kenya under cover as
a businessman engaged in the fishing industry.147 These extensions are probably
subordinated to the major central command, which operates mostly from Pakistani
major cities.148

All the known Al-Qaeda attacks in the international arena were planned and carried
out by the special operations unit through its worldwide extensions. Among those attacks
are:

• The 11 September 2001 attacks in New York, Washington, DC, and Pennsylvania.
• The truck bomb attack at the Jewish synagogue of Djerba (Tunisia) in April 2002.149

• The attacks on two Jewish synagogues and the attacks on two British targets (Hong
Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation [HSBC] and the British consulate) a week
later in Istanbul Turkey—November 2003.

• The car bomb attack on an Israeli-owned hotel and the attack on an Israeli commercial
flight, using surface to air missiles in the Kenyan city of Mombassa in November
2002.

• The attack on a U.S. Marine base in Kuwait on 8 October 2002.150
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• The attack on the British transportation system in London on 7 July 2005.151

• The attack on the Marriott hotel in Islamabad on September 2008.152

• The attack at the Danish Embassy in Pakistan on June 2008.153

In addition, Al Qaeda’s special operations unit planned numerous ambitious attempts to
conduct “spectacular” attacks in the international arena. What follows is a list of some of
the most significant planned attacks:

• An attempt to crash American Airlines flight 63 from Paris to Miami using explosives
hidden in a suicide passenger’s (Richard Reid) shoes (in December 2001).

• An attempt to conduct a second wave of 11 September 2001–like attacks on the
west coast of the United States, the Far East, and London’s Heathrow Airport (in the
summer of 2002).

• An attempt to carry out a radiological attack (a “dirty bomb”) in the United States
using a member of Al Qaeda with U.S. citizenship, Jose Padilla (in early 2002).

• An attempt to carry out simultaneous truck bomb attacks at seven Western targets
in Singapore, including the American and Israeli embassies and the Australian and
British high commissions (in January 2002).

• “Al Qaeda’s special operations unit” was also behind the attempt to blow up 7–8
American and British commercial jets flying over the Atlantic (in the summer of
2006).154

• Plot to attack New York subway system using Afghan emigrant Najibullah Zazi in
2009.155

• Plot to attack a New York City train system using an American-born Islam convert,
Bryan Vinas, in 2009.156

• Attempt to conduct a wave of attacks in northwest England during early 2010.157

• A plot to execute attacks in Norway using peroxide explosives.158

“Al Qaeda’s” special operations unit was also involved with directing and financing attacks
and attempts of attacks conducted by other organizations, such as:

• The first Bali attack (in October 2002).
• The attack on the Marriott hotel in Jakarta (in August 2003).
• The attack on the Australian embassy in Jakarta (in September 2004).

All the aforementioned attacks were carried out by the “Jama’a Islamia of Southeast
Asia.”159

The casing of a nuclear facility in Australia (2003) conducted by “Lashkar-E-Toiba”
(LeT) facilitator160 was, according to the authors’ assessment, part of an Al Qaeda special
operations unit plot. According to the authors’ assessment, the November 2008 attack in
Mumbai could have been undertaken through cooperation between the LeT and the Al
Qaeda special operations unit as well.

Bin Laden’s decision to implement external operations was probably taken in late
1997–early 1998. It is possible that Ahmad Abdullah Ahmad aka Abu Mohamed Al Masri
was the first head of this unit referring to his deep involvement in the first Al Qaeda “external
operation” that was launched in East Africa in August 1998.161 At the end of 1998 or early
1999, Khaled Sheikh Mohamed (KSM) was appointed as chief of the external unit and
received the “green light” to plan the attacks eventually launched on 11 September 2001.162

After KSM’s arrest in February 2003, he was replaced by Hamza Rabi’a, who continued
KSM’s activity, which culminated in the London transportation system bombings on July
7, 2005. After Rabi’a was killed by U.S. forces in December 2005, Abu Ubeida Al Masri
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became Al Qaeda chief of external operations.163 In late 2007 Abu Ubeida Al Masri
died of hepatitis. Recent indications suggest that Al Qaeda activist Abu Salah Al Somali
succeeded Abu Ubeida Al Masri as the leader of the special operations unit. Although his
identity is elusive, Abu Salah Al Somali, probably operating under the name of Abu Hafez,
was killed in December 2009 by a U.S. drone attack in FATA.164 Recent reports suggest
Adnan Shukrijuma, a U.S. resident of Saudi origins and a long-time Al Qaeda activist, has
succeeded Al Somali. According to these reports Shukrijuma, who is probably a licensed
pilot,165 is the current chief of the Al Qaeda special operations unit responsible for external
operations.166

The Documentations Unit—This is a small unit operating within the special opera-
tions unit and its members are fully occupied with the creation of forged documents for Al
Qaeda activists.167

The list of Al Qaeda activists that belonged at one time or another to the Special
operations unit include:

• Abdul Rahim Muhammed Abdallah al Nashiri was in charge of the Al Qaeda special
operations maritime unit,168 as well as the head of the Arabian Peninsula extension.
Nashiri was arrested in 2005 and is currently in U.S. custody.

• Rawfiq Muhammed Saleh Rasheed bin Attash aka Khallad Bin Attash169 was a
Senior Al Qaeda activist. A former bodyguard of bin Laden, he was head of ad-
ministration in the external operations unit.170 He was deeply involved in the U.S.S.
Cole attack in October 2000. Attash was arrested in Pakistan and handed over to
U.S. forces.

• Mohamed Naim Noor khan aka Abu Talha171 Al-Pakistani was a computer expert
and probably responsible for communication between the units’ headquarters and
the internationally deployed extensions.172 Khan was arrested in 2004 and had been
under custody since.

• Tariq Noor Mohamed aka Abu Talha Al Sudani, one of Al Qaeda’s founding fathers
was probably the head of the East Africa extension.173 Abu Talha Al Sudani was
killed in Somalia by American forces in 2008.

• Dhiran Barot aka Abu Issa al Hindi was the former head of Al Qaeda’s special
operations extension in the United Kingdom.174 Barot, who planned operations both
in the United States and United Kingdom, was a protégé of KSM. Barot was arrested
in 2004 by the British, and has been under their custody since then.

• Ahmad Khalfan Ghaliani175 was an Al Qaeda operational activist from Tanzania,
who was operationally involved in the attack against the American embassies in
Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998. Ghaliani was arrested in Pakistan in August
2004 and was handed over to the United States.

• Fahd Ali Msalem aka Usama Al Kini176 was an Al Qaeda activist from Kenya who
was operationally involved in the attack against the American embassy in Nairobi
on August 1998. He was probably the recent head of the Pakistani extension of
Al Qaeda’s special operations unit. Al Kini was in charge for the Marriott hotel
explosion in Islamabad177 and was probably in charge of the attack against the
Danish embassy in Islamabad as well. Msalem was killed by a U.S. drone strike in
2009.

• Sheikh Ahmad Salim Sweidan178 was another Al Qaeda activist from Kenya who
was operationally involved in the attack against the American embassy in Nairobi
on August 1998. Sweidan was killed along with Fahd Ali Msalem.
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• Rashid Rauf was probably the head of the British extension179 and might have
succeeded Barot. Following the Atlantic plot, Rauf escaped to Pakistan and rapidly
obtained a prominent position within the external unit and was deeply involved with
the unit’s plots to target the NYC train and subway system as well as a plot to hit
targets in northwest England.180 His current whereabouts are still unknown.

• Ali Abd al-Aziz Ali aka Ammar al-Baluchi,181 a family relative of KSM, was his
right hand man. Al Baluchi was arrested in Pakistan in 2003 and has been in U.S.
custody since then.

• Mustafa Ahmed Hawsawi182 was a former member of the Al Qaeda media wing.
He was the financial master of the 11 September attacks operating out of the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) on behalf of the planner KSM. Hawasawi was arrested and is
currently under U.S. custody.

• Sae’d Behaji183 was another KSM assistant in the 11 September plot.184 He is still
at large.

• Esam Radwan al-Din aka Hambali was the military chief of the Southeast Asian
group Jamm’ah Islamiayah (JI). He operated from Karachi on behalf of KSM
directives. Hambali was in charge for the joint AQ–JI Southeast Asia operations
and the operational cooperation with the JI.185 Hambali was arrested in 2003 and
has been under U.S. custody since.

• Amjad Farooki was a Pakistani member of the special operation unit. He was
probably the coordinator between the Al Qaeda special operations unit and local
Pakistani groups.186 Farooki was killed by Pakistani forces.

• Ramzi Binalshibh187 was an Al Qaeda Yemenite activist that was recruited in Ger-
many. He was part of the Hamburg cell where Al Qaeda recruited three of the four
pilots in the 11 September attacks. He was the senior assistant to KSM in the oper-
ational preparations for the 11 September attacks. Binalshibh was arrested in 2002
and has been in U.S. custody since.

3. The WMD Sub Unit—This is also called the Nuclear Weapons Section, and
the different tasks of this unit are not known. Nevertheless, it seems that this
unit is responsible for all the different aspects of non-conventional warfare in
the organization. Al Qaeda launched several projects in order to develop non-
conventional capabilities.188 The head of this unit is probably Abd al-Aziz al-Masri
aka Ali Sayyid Muhamed Mustafa al-Bakri, an Al Qaeda explosives and chemical
expert.

4. The Library and Research Section—The duties and responsibilities of this section
operating within the military wing of Al Qaeda are not known. There are no details
available as to the members who were operating in this unit.

The Political Committee

The political committee is responsible for spreading political awareness among working
individuals and the erstwhile Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, a reference to the Taliban
regime. The committee liaised and interacted with Jihad movements in general, preparing
qualified political cadre for political activity in the framework of the general activity of the
organizations and in accordance with the Sharia law.189 According to the present assessment
Osama bin Laden190 and subsequently Abdullah Rajeb aka Abu Khair al Masri might have
been the successive chiefs of the political committee.
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The Media Committee

The Media Committee, also known as the Information Committee, acts as a propaganda
committee. It focuses its activity on spreading the jihadi ideology in the general Muslim
population in cooperation with other affiliated groups that possess similar ideology in
the Muslim world (including the Taliban movement). The committee contains a special
computer department and several subunits, such as a unit in charge of the editing of movies,
the secretariat, the printing press, foreign relations, the photography branch, the phonetics
branch, the translation branch, and the archive branches.191 One of the most important
affiliations of this unit is The Al-Sahab (meaning “The Cloud” in Arabic and sometimes
written “Assahab”) Foundation for Islamic Media Publication, the media production house
of Al Qaeda, used for the dissemination of propaganda of the organization.192

The first head of the media committee was Abu Mosab Reuter.193 This committee had
always been a very important committee and senior members of Al Qaeda’s logistical and
operational were members of the media committee at one point or another. For example,
Al Qaeda’s deputy, Ayman al-Zawahiri, filled the position of the leader of the media
committee with Khaled Sheikh Mohamed as his subordinate, serving as the head of the Al
Sahab foundation.194 Later on, KSM was selected to be the head of the media committee, for
some time in parallel to his role as the chief of special operations (external).195 Furthermore,
one of the key facilitators of the 11 September attack, Mustafa Ahmad Hawasawi (the
financial intermediate between the hijackers and Khaled Sheikh Mohamed), was an active
member of the media committee under Khaled Sheikh Mohamed.196 The importance of this
committee continues to be high and it seems that senior members of the organization such
as the American Adam Gadahn197 and the German Bekkay Harasch belong to its ranks. The
current leader of the information committee is the Moroccan Muhammad Abaytah alias
Abd al-Rahman al-Maghrebi.198 Abayath is the son in law of Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri.

The Administrative and Financial Committee

The Administrative and Financial Committee undertakes different administrative services
for all the members of the organization and their families. The committee is responsible for
creating the financial policy of the organization and its implementation.199 Mustafa Abu al-
Yazid aka Sheikh Sai’d Al Masri has been the head of this committee since the mid-1990s.200

A former bookkeeper from Alexandria, Sheikh Sai’d was a member of the Islamic Group of
Egypt. He served as bin Laden’s accountant in Sudan. There are unverified reports that his
predecessor was Abu Fadhl Al Makki.201 Within the last few years there have been numerous
reports with regard to the position of Sheikh Sai’d suggesting that he has been promoted
to “the overall in charge of Afghanistan.”202 Subsequently, the present authors believe that
Sheikh Sai’d seems to have obtained several tasks and obligations of the deputy to the Amir.
It is also believed that Sheikh Sai’d remains the head of the Administrative Committee in
addition to his new responsibilities. The Administrative committee is subdivided into three
different subunits:

Accommodation Unit—responsible for welcoming guests at the airports, providing accom-
modation in guesthouses, as well as religious studies for guests.203

Accounting Unit—is responsible for the transfer of funds.204

Inter-Organizational Services Unit—is responsible for providing the necessary services for
the well being of the members of the organization and their families. These services
include handling sick members, the organization’s store, school, the organization’s
vehicle workshop, rented real estate, as well as the provision of water and electricity.205
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The Security Committee

The security committee is responsible of providing personal security services to its senior
leaders, preventing information leaks, and of conducting counterespionage activity to pre-
vent infiltration to the ranks of the organization. The special security chamber is responsible
for the supervision, classification, and collection of information regarding each person that
wishes to join the organization.206 One of the former leaders of the security committee was
Al Qaeda senior leader Saif Al Adil.207 A former Colonel in the Egyptian army, Saif al
Adil was known for identifying and neutralizing spies. The security committee seems to
be responsible to one of the most important tasks of Al Qaeda—recruiting new activists. It
seems that alongside with the operational global apparatus (Al Qaeda’s special operations
extensions) operated another apparatus, the DAWA apparatus, which was responsible for
preaching the jihadi ideology and probably recruiting new members. It seems that the whole
activity of the DAWA apparatus was subordinated to the security committee of Al Qaeda in
order to prevent penetration of Western intelligence agencies to the ranks of Al Qaeda.208

The Religious Committee

The religious (Fatwa or law) committee of Al Qaeda is responsible for the reviews of
Islamic law and decides if particular courses of action conform to the law.209 It seems
that the former leader of the religious committee was Khaled Al Shinkity aka Abu Hafs
Al Mauritani who is now probably under some form of custody in Iran.210 It seems that
the current head of the Fatwa (religious) committee is Abu Yahya Al Libi.211 For further
details regarding members of Al Qaeda that hold the more important positions within the
organization throughout the years, see the Appendix.

Mobilization

The special ability of Al Qaeda to maintain its formal structure is its ability to provide
flexibility within the strict hierarchical system, which allows for mobilization within its
ranks. This has enabled the movement of members between different committees and units
with short notice of time, which is necessary following the sudden arrests and eliminations
that occur. The most interesting aspect of this framework is the mobility between the media
committee and the special operations unit, which is responsible for the external operations.

While inner mobilization within the military committee (e.g., Abu Ubeida Al Masri who
used to be a regional field commander in the Afghanistan–Pakistan border area before he
became the head of the special operations unit) seems to be logical (operational positions),
it seems unlikely that there would be personnel movement between noncombatant positions
such as the media committee and the special operations unit. However, several senior Al
Qaeda members, such as Mohammad Hawasawi and above all Khalid Sheikh Mohamed
have moved from the media committee to the special operations unit. This shows that
there is significant similarity in the qualifications needed for participation in such different
committees. A common feature of the two committees is the need to understand Western
mentality and behavior, a prerequisite for operating in these committees. This is of particular
relevance as the vast majority of Al Qaeda operatives and members originate from the
Middle East.212

Hence, authorities should pay close and thorough attention and place high supervision
on present senior members of the media committee, such as Adam Ghadin or Muhammad
Abaytah alias Abd al-Rahman al-Maghrebi, who might become the external operational
planners of the near future.
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Al Qaeda Leadership in Iran

One of the consequences of the U.S.-led coalition offensive in Afghanistan was the creation
of a small but very senior leadership group of Al Qaeda in Iran in order to establish a safe
haven. Even though there is an ingrained rivalry between the predominant Shi’ites in Iran
and Al Qaeda (which is mostly Sunni), it seems that the two entities have been able to
overcome the “bad blood” and tactically cooperate on a basic level. Following strong U.S
pressure on the Iranian regime, these Al Qaeda figures have been put under some form of
low-level Iranian custody that provides some level of supervision, but on the other hand
allows those Al Qaeda figures a significant level of freedom for activity. Some of the most
senior figures are now based in Iran including former heads of Al Qaeda committees and
members of the Command Council (Majlis Al Shura). Since Al Qaeda lost many senior
members from within its ranks in recent years, the release of the Al Qaeda leadership in the
Iranian Diaspora has become a first-priority interest for bin Laden’s organization.213 Recent
reports yet to be verified suggest a recent pact between Al Qaeda and Iran that includes the
release of several of the detained Al Qaeda leaders, among them Saif Al Adil. At any rate,
the Al Qaeda Iranian Diaspora probably includes:

Saif Al Adil—the former head of the Military and Security Committees in Al Qaeda and a
member of the command council.214

Abu Hafs Al Mauritani—the former head of the religious committee and a member of the
Command Council.215

Abu Al Kheir—probably the former head of the political committee and a member of the
Command Council.216

Abdullah Ahmad Abdullah—senior operational activist of Al Qaeda, may have served as
the head of the special operations unit responsible for external activity in 1998.217

Saad bin Laden—the son of Osama bin Laden.218

Suleiman Abu Gheith—Al Qaeda spokesman and member of the Command Council.

Conclusions and Assessment

Al Qaeda suffered some major setbacks in recent years as a result of the Coalition’s offen-
sive in Afghanistan. Subsequently, Al Qaeda survived and revived in FATA. Nevertheless,
it seems that the organization has been able to adapt and preserve most of its formal
infrastructure and its most important committees continue to operate as the hierarchical,
command-cadre structure suits the organization’s goals more than a network-based struc-
ture. Moreover, according to the present assessment, it is the strict hierarchy and the clear-cut
organizational structure of Al Qaeda that has kept the organization from collapsing. The
nature of this structure provides it with the ability to quickly fill positions and rehabilitate
its chain of command, hence sustaining its operational and logistical performance. Since
the coalition’s offensive in Afghanistan in October 2001, Al Qaeda has lost four “chiefs of
staff” (heads of the Military Committee), four chiefs of the special (external) operations
unit, and at least half a dozen of senior regional field commanders (“Generals”). However,
it was still able to regroup and mobilize suitable replacements from within. Subsequently,
it has been able to continue its activity and maintain its status as the biggest terrorist
threat to Western forces in the current “Jihad arenas” (Afghanistan and Iraq) as well as the
international arena as a whole.
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Appendix. Al Qaeda infrastructure and internal senior positioning 1995–2010.
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