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Despite the threat posed by international terrorist alliances, the conditions that
foster and inhibit these relationships remain poorly understood. When seeking allies
outside of their primary conflict and political market, groups struggle to forge cred-
ible commitments, particularly the requisite ‘shadows of the future’ and reputations
conducive to cooperation, without third-party enforcers. Given their suspicious nat-
ure and strong in-group identities, terrorist groups sometimes balk at relinquishing
independence for security. Alliances risk precipitating counterterrorism pressure,
alienating constituents, and increasing the risk of betrayal. Even groups that enjoy
alliance success, like al Qaeda, experience these hurdles in their alliance. What
helped to set al Qaeda apart from most groups was its ability to navigate these
obstacles, though some bedeviled its alliances efforts. This offers under-utilized
opportunities for alliance disruption.

Keywords al Qaeda’s alliances, hurdles to terrorist alliances, international
terrorist alliances, terrorist alliance behavior, terrorist cooperation

International terrorist alliances, particularly those forged by al Qaeda, have shaped
the terrorism threat for decades. Given their shared reliance on violence, power dis-
advantage vis-a-vis their adversaries, and illicit status, terrorist groups have clear
incentives to ally. While they do cooperate with one another, terrorist organizations
struggle to commit to alliances. Overall, international terrorist alliances remain
rare. Moreover, when they do occur, a few organizations act as hubs within alliance
networks.? This puzzling dynamic—alliances occurring rarely, but clustering around
a small number of groups—strongly suggests that common hurdles hinder alliance
efforts, and that some groups are more capable of overcoming these obstacles. Ques-
tions remain about what the obstacles are and why certain groups can more readily
navigate them.

The claim that alliances are rare runs counter to the general public discourse on
terrorist cooperation. There is a tendency to overestimate occurrences of terrorist
alliances by mistaking instances of cooperation or public statements for the actual
existence of an alliance. In fact, operations involving more than one group occurred
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in less than one percent of terrorist attacks between 1970 and 2007, in only 417 of
81,799 terrorist attacks.’> Edward Mickolus—one of the first compilers of quantitat-
ive data on terrorism, including alliance activity—argued that they occurred
infrequently because of: a) the required expenditure of resources involved in forging
agreements; b) terrorist groups’ propensity for ideological and personality disputes;
and c) the risks posed by the increase in people with knowledge of the groups’
activities.*

In fact, little subsequent research has examined and tested the hurdles to terror-
ist alliances. In particular, unanswered questions persist about how and why terrorist
groups form international alliances, i.e., partnerships in which the allying groups do
not compete in a shared political market. Substantial scholarship looks at relations
among warring parties or terrorist groups within a common conflict.” However,
important differences exist between relations among competitors, rivals, and even
adversaries within a conflict and international alliances involving groups that are
not in direct competition.

Scholarship on al Qaeda is a clear exception to this gap in the literature on inter-
national alliances.® Ample scholarship has examined the ideological, strategic, and
organizational factors that facilitated and inhibited al Qaeda’s efforts to forge alli-
ances.’ But broader obstacles that partnering groups face when forging international
alliances under anarchy—such as difficulties establishing reputations, a lack of
enforcement mechanisms, the security-autonomy tradeoff—may also hinder inter-
national terrorist alliances. Groups must grapple with additional risks, such as pro-
voking new enemies and counterterrorism (CT) pressure, alienating constituents, and
the danger of leaks and infiltration.

The emphasis on al Qaeda’s unique characteristics neglects the role of these
structural obstacles, which may have also affected al Qaeda’s alliance accomplish-
ments as well as its failures. Understanding how al Qaeda surmounted these hurdles
as well as when their efforts were stymied will help policymakers to anticipate when
future alliance ventures will succeed, and to help them to design more effective
alliance disruption policies. To this end, this article begins by defining international
terrorism alliances. It details why this phenomenon needs to be explored separately
in the violent non-state actor alliance literature. It then proposes potential hurdles
that terrorist groups may face when seeking outside allies. Using primary sources,
declassified materials, and secondary literature, the article proceeds to test these hur-
dles on al Qaeda’s alliance experience. The article concludes by analyzing which hur-
dles impacted al Qaeda’s alliance network and what these findings suggest about
fruitful avenues for alliance disruption.

Defining International Terrorist Alliances

The internationalization of terrorism in 1968 brought with it a marked increase in
terrorist groups’ efforts to seek partnerships with one another outside their primary
conflicts. Significant hurdles remained, but three developments prompted greater
transnational collaboration. First, the prevailing ideologies that violently opposed
the status quo fostered an overarching sense of solidarity and shared struggle against
“Imperialism” and Capitalism.® With the proliferation of Leftist as well as Left lean-
ing ethno-nationalist groups, many organizations viewed themselves as part of a
common revolution, although they maintained different parochial priorities. Second,
advances in transportation and communication facilitated greater interaction among



Downloaded by [University of New England] at 21:10 16 March 2016

Hurdles to International Terrorist Alliances 3

terrorist groups operating in various conflicts.” Organizations could more readily
garner international attention through their attacks, and, in so doing, generate more
awareness among terrorist groups of potential partners outside of their primary con-
flict, particularly organizations that undertook international attacks. Third, active
and passive state sponsorship of militant groups increased. Most importantly for
alliances, this sponsorship sometimes included the provision of safe haven, which
offered venues for groups to build trust and personal relationships.'® As a result,
for the first time on this scale, terrorist groups could turn to their comrades outside
of their immediate conflict to fulfill organizational needs for training, sanctuary,
experience, weapons, and other forms of assistance.

Palestinian militant groups functioned at the center of all of these currents—
long-suffering and neglected victims of “Imperialism,” a national liberation move-
ment par excellence, the recipients of various states’ tutelage, as well as cooperative
partners and ready service providers for foreign terrorist groups. Fittingly, while per-
petually competitive with one another, Palestinian militant groups broke new
ground in international terrorist alliances during this period.'' In particular, the
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine and Fatah built robust international
alliance networks, demonstrating an ability to navigate alliance hurdles on par with
al Qaeda.'”

However, many subsequent efforts to emulate their alliance success did not fare
as well. Perhaps most notably, the West German Red Army Faction benefitted from
the expansion of international terrorist alliances in the 1970s, including cooperating
with Fatah and allying with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, but its
campaign to forge an alliance network with fellow European Leftist groups during
the 1980s foundered.!® The Red Army Faction’s efforts produced fleeting alliances
with the French Action Directe, the Belgium Communist Combatant Cells and, later,
the Italian Red Brigades. All of these alliances proved unstable and short-lived.
Notes from a meeting between Red Army Faction and Italian Red Brigades reflect
the Red Army Faction’s alliance woes as the discussions became bogged down by
arcane ideological debates.'* Soon thereafter, the much-feared “Euroterrorist”
coalition collapsed, as did the organizations that comprised it.

Nonetheless, when international alliances do occur, they can pose a serious
threat. Some of the most prolific attacks have been the product of international
terrorist alliances. Notorious examples include the Japanese Red Army’s attack on
Lod Airport in Tel Aviv in 1972, as well as the 1977 coordinated kidnapping and
hijacking by the Red Army Faction and the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine. More recently, al Qaeda closely cooperated with Egyptian Islamic Jihad to
conduct its attack on the U.S. Embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998. As these
events suggest, terrorist groups with allies tend to conduct attacks that are more
lethal."> Allied groups also tend to be more resilient. For example, terrorist groups with
allies are 50 percent less likely than those without allies to disband following leadership
decapitation, arguably the most significant blow a terrorist group can experience.'®

International relations scholar Ole Holsti remarked, ““Alliances are apparently a
universal component of relations between political units, irrespective of time and
place.” As fundamentally political actors, this clearly applies to terrorist groups.'’
Alliances refer to formal or informal relationships of security cooperation among
two or more terrorist groups, involving some degree of ongoing coordination and
mutual expectations of consultation in the future.'® For clandestine and illicit enti-
ties, this threshold is particularly difficult. Terrorist groups rely on secrecy about
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their plans and activities. To do otherwise would risk their survival, which is one rea-
son why alliances are such a rarity."”

International alliances involve partnerships between groups that do not rely on
the same conflict market. In other words, the partnering groups do not directly com-
pete with one another for personnel, resources, and support of a fixed constituency
nor are they in direct conflict with one another. A shared political market creates a
competitive dynamic among groups, particularly as groups proliferate in a conflict,
which shapes their alliance behavior. Rival terrorist organizations constantly maneu-
ver for primacy. As scholar Gordon McCormick explained, “They frequently com-
pete with each other in radical rivalries for political market share.”?® Competitors
seek to acquire their share of resources and position at the expense of one another,
thus engaging in cooperation selectively, carefully, and often temporarily. In
addition to shaping alliance behavior, competition influences the tempo and scale
of violence and the tactics that groups employ.”' In competitive situations, groups
sometimes increase the pace or broaden the scope of their attacks, such as in 2000
when Palestinian militant groups conducted suicide attacks as a way not only to
strike Israel, but also to gain position over rivals.?

Consequently, alliances within a shared political market fluctuate based on
parties’ assessments of relative power position in a shared and bounded conflict.*
The alliance terrain constantly shifts in response to defections, betrayals, fracturing,
losses, and counter-coalitions. Alliances thus tend to be tactical and temporary,
governed by a desire to capture the maximum spoils with the smallest-winning
coalition, when the risk of exploitation by partners in the coalition is acceptable.?*
The perpetual jockeying of Afghan factions after the Soviet withdrawal in 1989
and the shifting alliances between Palestinian factions are well-known examples of
intra-conflict violent non-state actor relations. In contrast, this article focuses on
relations among dyads of terrorist organizations that are not the product of the same
primary conflict and therefore are not competing in the same political market and/or
for the same resource base.

The notions of creating alliances to establish the smallest-winning coalitions and
determining relative position do not readily apply to non-competitive, international
relationships. They provide minimal insight on how to weigh the relative importance
of different partners in creating an optimal coalition in international politics.?
Resources among non-rivals can have a positive-sum value. Because they do not
operate in the same political market, non-competitors can share assets, even mem-
bers, funds, and safe haven, without the same concerns that doing so will negatively
impact their position relative to one another. Gains benefit a group’s partners in this
non-competitive, positive-sum dynamic.

Importantly, the international-competitor dynamic operates along a spectrum,
rather than as a strict dichotomy, especially since the scope of some conflicts trans-
cends borders, and the communication, transportation, and information trends that
fostered the internationalization of terrorism have continued to expand. As dis-
cussed, in order for prospective allies to operate in an international, i.e., primarily
non-competitive, dynamic, they need to rely on different primarily political markets.
Political markets traditionally have been circumscribed by conflicts delineated by
borders and relative fixed populations within those conflicts from which the group
seeks support and resources. For example, during the 1970s, the West German
Red Army Faction’s political market differed from the Popular Front for the Liber-
ation of Palestine’s political market, and they behaved as international allies while
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Fatah and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine shared a political
market and acted as competitors. The distinction was fairly clear. Now, a small
number of terrorist groups are not only international in their activities, but also in
their composition and political markets, which necessitates examining how they fit
on the spectrum.

Until recently, al Qaeda benefitted from being one of the only, if not the only,
groups operating in a transnational political market that spanned the Middle East.
This more expansive political market helped al Qaeda to minimize, although it did
not necessarily eliminate, the competitive dynamic in its alliances with partners that
functioned in more narrow political markets within the Middle East. For example, al
Qaeda’s political market overlapped with its closest ally, the Egyptian Islamic Jihad,
but their interactions fell on the non-competition side of the spectrum because al
Qaeda did not rely primarily on Egyptian Islamic Jihad’s Egyptian political market.
In contrast, the Egyptian Islamic Group also depended on the Egyptian political
market; consequently, the two Egyptian groups competed throughout the 1980s
and 1990s, despite Osama bin Laden’s attempts to unify them. In addition, al Qaeda
had allies outside of the Middle East, such as in Southeast Asia, and the competition
dynamic was further minimized, if not eliminated, because of their differing political
markets.

However, al Qaeda now has a rival that clearly operates on the competitor side
of the spectrum. Following its renunciation of al Qaeda, the so-called Islamic State
has defined its political market sufficiently similarly and broadly that it operates as al
Qaeda’s competitor. The Islamic State is arguably the first full competitor al Qaeda
has faced. Alliances are one arena where this competition is playing out, as Sunni
terrorist groups publicly declare their alignment to one group or the other. In this
era of globalization, groups can compete on a global scale. But this requires more
than international attacks; the groups must also operate in political markets that
expand that broadly as well. Most groups continue to function in narrower political
markets, in part because an international market can be difficult and unwieldy.

Therefore, theories about relationships between warring parties within a conflict
have limited utility for international terrorist alliances. In fact, the literature specifi-
cally examining the drivers of international alliances remains limited. The primary
theoretical work on the topic, Ely Karmon’s Coalitions Between Terrorist Organiza-
tions, draws on Stephen Walt’s Balance of Threat theory of alliances to posit that
terrorist groups ally in response to a shared sense of threat from the international
order, as long as they share some kind of ideological common denominator.”® Yet
these conditions occur frequently, while alliances remain rare. Therefore, to help
solve the puzzle of the rarity of alliances as well as better anticipate when these
dangerous relationships will occur, this article seeks to identify and test the potential
hurdles international alliances face.

Hurdles to International Alliances

Do terrorist organizations face the same hurdles as states when trying to form
alliances in the anarchic international system, such as difficulties fostering credible
commitments or establishing ‘shadows of the future’ or enforcement mechanisms?
They must be even more cautious about the dangers that threaten their survival,
given their weakness relative to their adversaries; therefore, the six hurdles discussed
below may deter them from engaging in alliances. Simultaneously, they lack access
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to the strategies—like institutions or third-party enforcers—that states and licit
organizations use to mitigate the risk. Sacrificing autonomy for the security of an
alliance runs counter to terrorist groups’ tendencies to have highly insular cultures.?’
Furthermore, alliances risk instigating Counterterrorism (CT) pressure or censure
from supporters. Most seriously, terrorist groups must be vigilant against existential
threats of infiltration or betrayal.

Hurdle 1

By design and necessity, terrorist groups lack the requisite transparency to assure
partners that they intend to honor future promises and obligations.”® States deal
with this by creating reputations that foster expectations for future interactions.
Terrorist groups may be poorly positioned to project the requisite ‘shadow of
the future’ or develop reputations to make cooperation worth the risk.?” Therefore,
terrorist organizations may have incentives to use cooperation opportunistically to
improve their own security, rather than to form alliances.

Hurdle 2

Terrorist groups have limited options to enforce agreements, punish non-
compliance, and police their partners. They cannot enter into contracts that an
outside institution can enforce, as a firm would. Nor do they have access to inter-
national institutions, like states do.?” Third-parties, even state sponsors, rarely serve
this function and if they do, their motives would probably diverge from the partner-
ing organizations’ goals.®' Because terrorist organizations lack enforcement mechan-
isms, fears of free-riding and cheating may inhibit efforts to form alliances.

Hurdle 3

Alliances may also present a difficult security-autonomy tradeoff, in which an
organization exchanges some independence for the improved security offered by
the partner.*” Relinquishing autonomy can be untenable, as it creates vulnerabilities
and compounds the risks of defection. Moreover, in surrendering independence to a
partner with different priorities, a group may become distracted from its primary
mission, which can endanger internal unity. By expanding security to its partner, a
group reduces the resources available to protect itself and may thereby increase its
vulnerabilities.

Hurdle 4

Allying with another terrorist organization may instigate new adversaries and
increase CT pressure on the partnering groups. As discussed earlier, alliances have
the potential to increase the threat groups pose. Thus, adversary governments may
respond by increasing their CT efforts or working more closely with one another
against them.

Hurdle 5

Terrorist groups may run the risk that their allies will undertake actions unaccept-
able to their constituencies and thereby cause them to lose support. Most terrorist
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groups have either real or perceived supporters, ranging from the international
community to specific ethnic or religious communities. Terrorist groups must con-
sider supporters’ responses to their decisions, including partner selection.®* However,
partners may not be sufficiently sensitive to their allies’ constituents’ views. A group
may lose support if its allies engage in unacceptable violence or possess other
objectionable characteristics. For example, Fatah distanced itself from its ally, the
Italian Red Brigades, following the outcry against the group’s murder of former
Italian Prime Minister Aldo Moro in 1978 because Fatah was seeking international
legitimacy.** Therefore, groups must be cautious about allying with groups that
may alienate their supporters.

Hurdle 6

Lastly, and of most concern to terrorist organizations, alliances may increase the
possibility of betrayal or leaks. As clandestine organizations operating at a material
disadvantage to their adversaries, terrorist groups must be vigilant to prevent enemy
infiltration. Alliances increase the number of people with knowledge of a group’s
activities, thus heightening the possibility of security breaches. Allies may be a source
of deliberate or inadvertent lapses in security. International allies in particular may
not be proximately located, which requires travel or communication across distance,
thereby risking interception by adversaries. Groups may struggle to verify that
hostile services have not penetrated their partners and that their allies are adequately
security conscious.

Testing the Posited Hurdles on al Qaeda

As is widely known, al Qaeda has demonstrated a superior aptitude for alliance
building. Its alliance network spans decades and dozens of countries. Without allies,
al Qaeda probably would not have survived the post-9/11 onslaught. Less often
recognized, al Qaeda has also endured numerous alliance difficulties. Much of the
literature on al Qaeda’s successes and woes focuses on its specific ideological, stra-
tegic, and organizational characteristics, qualities that have been a double-edged
sword in its alliance efforts. Without dismissing those factors, this article asks
whether its alliance difficulties also resulted from problems faced by all terrorist
groups that attempt international alliances. While ideological and organizational
attributes motivated al Qaeda’s quest for allies, its alliance aptitude may also stem
from its ability to overcome the obstacles discussed above. Next, this article analyzes
whether evidence exists that these factors affected al Qaeda’s alliances:

Hurdle 1: Al Qaeda was better able to forge and sustain alliances when
prospective partners viewed its commitments as credible and it projected
a ‘shadow of the future’ that made cooperation worth the risk. Conversely,
its alliance efforts suffered when others perceived that its commitments
lacked credibility or a ‘shadow of the future.’

Al Qaeda tended to incur a disproportionate amount of the attendant risk,
which helped cultivate a sense that its commitments were credible. It often
undertook the initial act of cooperation, such as providing money, materiel, training,
advisors or even its name, without demanding immediate reciprocation. Al Qaeda
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used this approach particularly successfully in its early years when it possessed a
substantial treasury and cadre of experienced operatives—assets that few had in
abundance or were as willing to share with partners. Thus, al Qaeda could
be—and sometimes was—used opportunistically. It dispersed this risk among
numerous prospective partners, and thereby increased the likelihood that some
would reciprocate. With its resources and state sponsors prior to 9/11, it could more
readily absorb defections. In so doing, it simultaneously cultivated a reputation as a
reliable partner and thereby projected that it possessed a ‘shadow of the future.””

But al Qaeda’s ability to use this approach effectively varied over its lifespan. It
worked fairly well during al Qaeda’s time in Sudan as groups regularly solicited bin
Laden’s assistance for various causes, and he was able to support Sunni jihadists
engaged in various ventures.*® The credibility of accounts of bin Laden’s munificence
vary, but he reportedly gave support to militants in the Philippines, Algeria, Jordan,
Eritrea, Pakistan, Bosnia, Lebanon, Yemen, Libya, Chechnya, Somalia, and Egypt
during this period.’” While in Sudan, the CIA estimated that al Qaeda supported
operations conducted by at least eight other groups.®® It supported efforts consistent
with its agenda, but did not levy requirements on groups that accepted its aid. In so
doing, it incurred the risk of future defection while credibly signaling to others the
prospects for future cooperation.®”

In Afghanistan, al Qaeda continued this approach of signaling credibility and
encouraging future cooperation, but the resources it provided shifted from money
to training.** The CIA characterized training as the “currency to increase its influ-
ence” in Afghanistan.*' In addition to training facilities, al Qaeda provided funding
and trainers for others’ camps in Afghanistan, which fostered a sense of indebtedness
and thereby decreased the likelihood of defection.*> As the CIA argued, al Qaeda
deployed resources and personnel ““to build an international network of trained Isla-
mic terrorists to which it [al Qaeda] could later turn for support for its operations.”*?
In return, “allied groups shared members with al Qaeda...and allowed al-Qa’ida
members to use their facilities and contacts. Bin Laden could call upon these groups
for logistical support and, in some cases, assistance with terrorist operations.”** In
other words, in Sudan and Afghanistan, al Qaeda created conditions that were con-
ducive to building stable patterns of cooperation by fulfilling commitments and
building a ‘shadow of the future.”*

After 9/11, when money and haven grew scarcer, al Qaeda tried to continue this
approach by publicly anointing groups as al Qaeda affiliates. In so doing, al Qaeda
once again absorbed the risks of defection. Al Qaeda vetted prospective affiliates
before recognizing them and withheld endorsements from some.*® Still, after provid-
ing select partners with its name, al Qaeda was vulnerable to opportunism as its
name could be—and sometimes was—used in ways not sanctioned by the group.
This hazard was somewhat mitigated by al Qaeda’s requirement that affiliates pro-
vide public declarations of fealty.*” But al Qaeda would learn that this was insuf-
ficient for affiliates to honor their commitments to al Qaeda.

Overall, al Qaeda’s decision to limit its allies to fellow militant Sunni jihadist
organizations helped it to forge credible commitments within that milieu.*® It
engaged in temporary cooperation with non-Sunni groups on a few occasions, but
these did not develop into full alliances.*” While a shared Sunni jihadist ideology
was insufficient for alliances to form, it did facilitate trust and discourage opportun-
ism and defection. It also helped groups to establish expectations of al Qaeda and
vice versa.>’
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Despite the overall success of this strategy, some partners defected or used al
Qaeda’s cooperation opportunistically. For example, al Qaeda assisted the Algerian
Armed Islamic Group during the 1990s, only to find that the group was subsequently
unwilling to reciprocate. Al Qaeda and the Armed Islamic Group had a seemingly
robust foundation for an alliance. In addition to their shared ideology, members
built ties with one another during the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan during the
1980s. In its early years, several Arab Afghans—as fighters who participated in
the anti-Soviet effort were known—Ied the Armed Islamic Group, which reinforced
these connections.’! In addition, the Armed Islamic Group had personnel co-located
with al Qaeda in Sudan. Bin Laden sought to influence events in Algeria the way he
did with numerous conflicts during that period: by providing money, expertise, and
guidance.”® Al Qaeda adopted a coordinating role in Sudan by forming a consulta-
tive Shura Council with representation from various groups, including Armed Isla-
mic Group.”® Al Qaeda also invested in the Armed Islamic Group’s revolutionary
jihad against the Algerian Government by deploying a lieutenant to advise the
Armed Islamic Group and providing an estimated $40,000.%*

Thus, the two groups shared personal ties, a history of interactions, an ideology,
and common enemies—seemingly an ideal blend to produce credible commitments
and expectations for future cooperation. However, the Armed Islamic Group subse-
quently declined al Qaeda’s requests for reciprocation, in part because Algerian CT
efforts shortened the Armed Islamic Group’s ‘shadow of the future.” The loss of
several Armed Islamic Group leaders in quick succession and the ensuing internal
struggles for power decreased its sense of obligation, and thereby increased its incen-
tives to defect.” In particular, when Djamal Zitouni rose to fill the vacated Armed
Islamic Group leadership position, he did not possess a sense of obligation towards
al Qaeda for past assistance, and he balked at al Qaeda’s efforts to influence the con-
flict in Algeria.’® When bin Laden reportedly explored relocating to Algeria in 1994,
Algerian jihadists declined his request.’’ Later bin Laden sought a quid pro quo: he
would provide additional assistance in return for the Armed Islamic Group permit-
ting the training facilities in Algeria. However, the Armed Islamic Group rejected bin
Laden’s request, bristling at the idea that his assistance had conditions attached.>®
Bin Laden angrily withdrew his support, and al Qaeda had little to show for its
investment.>’

Al Qaeda was not only a victim of defections, but also found itself accused of fail-
ing to honor its commitments. The relationship between al Qaeda and the Libyan Isla-
mic Fighting Group was damaged by the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group’s view that al
Qaeda had reneged on its commitments, which stemmed from al Qaeda’s acquiescence
to the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group’s expulsion from Sudan. In 1995, a hasty oper-
ation to free an injured Libyan Islamic Fighting Group operative from a hospital in
Libya led to Tripoli’s discovery of Libyan Islamic Fighting Group’s covert network
throughout Libya. This revelation forced the organization to reveal itself prematurely,
precipitating a harsh Libyan Government crackdown and pressure on Khartoum to
cease providing haven to the group.’ Already under significant international pressure,
the Sudanese Government demanded that the Libyans depart Sudan to ease tensions
with its neighbor.®! The ousted Libyans were furious when bin Laden capitulated to
Khartoum’s ultimatum, which they saw as an abdication of jihad against Tripoli.
Realistically, bin Laden may not have been able to dissuade Khartoum, as his own situ-
ation soon became precarious. Nonetheless, the loss of the haven in Sudan, at a time
when the group was under siege in Libya, dealt a significant blow to the Libyan Islamic
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Fighting Group.®* It subsequently refused to ally with al Qaeda in 1998 and 2001,%* and
many members repudiated efforts by a few Libyan Islamic Fighting Group members to
merge with al Qaeda in 2007.%*

Al Qaeda’s material resources were integral to its ability to forge credible
commitments. Its ability to provide assistance without immediate demands of
reciprocation helped it establish expectations of future cooperation among prospec-
tive allies. As Obama and Clinton Administration counterterrorism officials
Ambassador Daniel Benjamin and Steve Simon explained, bin Laden fostered
a situation whereby ““in return for allying himself with the particular, local agendas
of jihadist groups in so many parts of the world, he secured their support for his own
evolving vision of the struggle.”®> Al Qaeda had to absorb the costs when prospec-
tive allies defected or were unwilling to reciprocate, and it was not immune from
accusations that it failed to fulfill its commitments. But al Qaeda spread its wealth
liberally enough that even though only a subset responded in kind, it still had an
extensive roster of allies. Without its resources, especially in the 1990s, al Qaeda
probably would have been unable to undertake such a risky cooperation strategy
or accrue the benefits from it after its resources diminished in the face of
international pressure.

Hurdle 2: Al Qaeda was better able to forge and sustain alliances when it
developed enforcement mechanisms to punish non-compliance. Conversely,
its alliance efforts suffered when no clear enforcement mechanism existed.

Al Qaeda possessed unusual enforcement capability for a terrorist group because
it operated as a quasi-state during the pre-9/11 period when many of its relationships
were forged. Prior to 9/11, al Qaeda provided partners with “training, safe haven,
money-making opportunities, access to arms and illicit material, publishing and
media facilities, communications, transportation, documentation, technical support,
intelligence, counterintelligence, and liaison with other groups.”® In other words, al
Qaeda developed all the trappings of a state and could assist its partners in ways
more typical of state sponsors.®” In addition, it had similar enforcement capability,
particularly in alliances in which partners were dependent on al Qaeda, as it could
withhold these resources in response to non-compliance.

Enforcement grew more difficult for al Qaeda after 2001. It lost many of the
assets that it used to entice cooperation and police compliance. It had to rely on
other groups’ sense of obligation based on debts accumulated, a position that grew
weaker over time. It experienced a role reversal. Instead of providing training, it had
to train with other groups or rely on partners to provide it.*® Its alliance standing
among its peers commensurately diminished.®” With the erosion of al Qaeda’s ability
to entice cooperation through its assets, its ability to enforce cooperation weakened.

In the alliances that have dominated al Qaeda’s post-9/11 relationships—the
affiliates—enforcement has proven particularly difficult. Once al Qaeda anointed
a group as an al Qaeda affiliate, the main punishment for non-compliance required
rescinding its endorsement. Al Qaeda proved reticent to do this because it relied on
affiliates to maintain relevance and strength post-9/11. Like parent companies and
franchises, once al Qaeda terminates an affiliate, the prospects for future, mutually
beneficial cooperation diminish significantly.”” Thus, it attempted private rebukes
and sometimes public appeals, but has struggled to police its affiliates. Its reputation,
the very commodity that attracted affiliates, suffered as a result.
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The clearest example of this tension occurred in the case of al Qaeda’s relationships
with al Qaeda in Iraq. Although the recent public break garnered significant attention, al
Qaeda’s frustrations with its inability to police Al Qaeda in Iraq began immediately after
Al Qaeda in Iraq adopted al Qaeda’s name in 2004. Al Qaeda leaders tried in vain to
privately correct Al Qaeda in Iraq’s behavior under Al Qaeda in Iraq’s founding leader
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. The now deceased al Qaeda leader Atiyah Abdel Rehman
issued instructions to Zarqawi in which he acknowledged al Qaeda’s lack of enforcement
mechanisms and instead appealed to a higher “third party”” enforcer:

Abstain from making any decision on a comprehensive issue (one with
a broad reach), and on substantial matters until you have turned to your
leadership; Shaykh Usamah and the Doctor [Zawahiri], and their
brothers there, and consulted with them. ... I command you, my brother,
and I am your brother and I have nothing except these words that are
between the two of us and God as the third party.”"

However, this letter had a limited impact, and Al Qaeda in Iraq’s responsiveness
did not improve following Zarqawi’s demise in 2006. By 2010, American al Qaeda
member Adam Gadahn pleaded with bin Laden to publicly dis-associate with Al
Qaeda in Iraq, by then called the Islamic State of Iraq, which he derided as a “group
who believes the authenticity of their fictitious state.”’* He wrote to bin Laden:

I do not see any obstacle or bad act if al-Qa’ida organization declares its
discontent with this behavior and other behaviors being carried out by
the so-called Islamic State of Iraq, without an order from al-Qa’ida
and without consultation. ... This is the only solution facing al-Qa’ida
organization, otherwise its reputation will be damaged more and more
as a result of the acts and statements of this group, which is labeled under
our organization.”

Al Qaeda’s limited ability to influence Al Qaeda in Iraq/Islamic State of Iraq’s beha-
vior was evident in bin Laden’s final days. A week before his death, bin Laden
requested an update from Islamic State of Iraq as well as an explanation for its lack
of communication.’”* Zawahiri publicly disassociated al Qaeda from Islamic State of
Iraq in 2014, but he did not take this step until Islamic State of Iraq publicly rejected
his leadership and legitimacy. As these were al Qaeda’s only remaining bases for
enforcing compliance, once Islamic State of Iraq denigrated them, Zawahiri had little
choice but to cut ties.

Problems stemming from a lack of enforcement mechanisms were not limited to
al Qaeda’s affiliates or those located at a geographic distance. Al Qaeda attempted to
police the behavior of the Pakistani Taliban (aka Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan) to no
avail. Al Qaeda leaders demanded that the Pakistani Taliban reform in blunt terms,
writing to Pakistani Taliban’s now deceased Emir Hakimullah Mehsud, “We hope
that you will take the necessary action to correct your actions and avoid these grave
mistakes; otherwise we have to take decisive actions from our end.”” Al Qaeda’s
promise of ““decisive actions’ implied that it had some enforcement or punishment
capacity. But its rebuke did little to change the Pakistani Taliban’s behavior, and
revealed that al Qaeda could not follow through on its threat. Al Qaeda’s inability
to police the Pakistani Taliban, an ally with which it is co-located, demonstrates



Downloaded by [University of New England] at 21:10 16 March 2016

12 T. Bacon

its weakened enforcement capability. Consequently, al Qaeda will likely experience
more defections, opportunism, and compliance failures.

Hurdle 3: Al Qaeda was better able to forge and sustain alliances when
groups were willing to relinquish some autonomy in exchange for the security
that al Qaeda could offer. Conversely, al Qaeda’s alliance efforts suffered
when other groups balked at relinquishing autonomy or did not require the
security al Qaeda could offer.

Al Qaeda struggled to persuade prospective partners to relinquish independence
in exchange for the resources and security it could provide. Al Qaeda wanted allies to
pursue its mission, often at the expense of their own. Even when it was successful at
creating alliances, most groups resisted this loss of independence. Weakened
groups—or factions of them—were more willing to accept this tradeoff, especially
when they could no longer survive without al Qaeda’s assistance. For example,
during internal Egyptian Islamic Jihad deliberations about whether to ally with al
Qaeda, Zawahiri confided to one of his men that “joining with bin Laden [was]
the only solution to keeping the Jihad organization alive.”’® In other words, the loss
of autonomy was acceptable in exchange for al Qaeda’s ability to offer greater
security when this security was tantamount to Egyptian Islamic Jihad’s survival.

The reluctance to accept this tradeoff helps to explain al Qaeda’s lackluster
“International Islamic Front for Jihad against Jews and Crusaders.”’”’ The 1998
statement described its grievances and declared war against the United States.”®
Benjamin and Simon characterized the declaration as “‘canonical bin Laden: a call
to action to all Muslims, a summons to overcome imposed divisions, a demand that
injustices be set right.””” It focused on three core grievances: a) the presence of U.S.
troops in Saudi Arabia; b) the impact of U.S. sanctions against Iraq; and ¢) the U.S.
Government’s support for Israel.** The declaration was also essential to al Qaeda’s
impending operations in that it expanded the set of permissible targets to civilians.

Less frequently recognized, al Qaeda used this declaration as an alliance-building
effort. Bin Laden solicited signatories to publicly align with al Qaeda’s agenda and
form the nucleus of a counter-coalition against the “Zionist-Crusader alliance.” Al
Qaeda intended the declaration to be a show of unity and sign of the strength of its
alliances. It also reflected al Qaeda’s desire to have other groups sacrifice their auto-
nomy to come under its rubric.®' Despite naming themselves the “International Isla-
mic Front for Jihad against Jews and Crusaders,” the signatories of this declaration
fell well short of a jihadist quorum.® Of the dozens of groups present in Afghanistan
and despite al Qaeda’s connections to “every noteworthy Islamic extremist group,”
only four groups signed onto the declaration.®® Exactly which groups bin Laden
asked to sign remains unclear, but he sent envoys and messages to solicit signatures.

The Libyan Islamic Fighting Group was among the groups that declined bin
Laden’s invitation to join.** While Libyan Islamic Fighting Group was less notorious
than the two Egyptian signatories, Egyptian Islamic Group and Egyptian Islamic
Jihad, as one of the largest groups in Afghanistan, it would have provided additional
heft to the coalition. In addition to the bad blood stemming from the Libyan Islamic
Fighting Group’s ouster from Sudan, a Libyan Islamic Fighting Group member
attributed the group’s refusal to its unwillingness to relinquish its autonomy:
“merging with another group would have meant the LIFG losing its freedom to
operate independently in Libya; it was an idea that we rejected from the outset.”®’
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Even some of the signatories were uncomfortable with the autonomy loss
implied in joining the coalition. Rifai Taha’s signature, ostensibly as a representative
of Egyptian Islamic Group based in Afghanistan, was arguably the most important.
Of the five signatories, Egyptian Islamic Group was the largest and most well
known, which gave the declaration influence that it did not otherwise command.
Moreover, Taha’s move suggested that Egyptian Islamic Group did not accept
a recent ceasefire declared by the group’s imprisoned leaders. However, the impri-
soned Egyptian Islamic Group leadership in Egypt demanded that Taha revoke
his signature and publicly announced that attacking the United States was not
a priority for Egyptian Islamic Group.® Taha capitulated, alternatively claimed that
he had signed for himself, not Egyptian Islamic Group as an organization, and that
he was misled as he was only asked over the phone whether he would join a statement
supporting the Iraqi people.®” Regardless of the circumstances that led to Taha’s
signature, he withdrew it and Egyptian Islamic Group leaders removed him from
the Shura Council abroad.®® The Egyptian Islamic Group leadership was intent
on retaining its autonomy and only the faction in Afghanistan would benefit from
the security that al Qaeda could offer, which would eventually lead to a merger in
2007. For the rest of Egyptian Islamic Group, taking on the United States further
threatened the group’s tenuous security.®

Even al Qaeda’s Southeast Asian ally, Jemaah Islamiyah—the group that
conducted the 2002 bombings of nightclubs in Bali, Indonesia, with financial support
from al Qaeda—protected its autonomy in its relationship with al Qaeda.”® In
this case, it did not hinder the alliance. Al Qaeda provided funds, training, and
supplemented Jemaah Islamiyah’s operational capability, but Jemaah Islamiyah
was unwilling to surrender its independence. This worked in this alliance as Jemaah
Islamiyah produced violence that dovetailed with al Qaeda’s vision without
sacrificing its autonomy. Al Qaeda was so pleased with the Bali bombings that
it provided Jemaah Islamiyah with another influx of funds, including a delivery of
$130,000, with no conditions attached.”’ One Jemaah Islamiyah member likened
the relationship to:

that of an NGO with a funding agency. The NGO exists as a completely
independent organisation, but submits proposals to the donor and gets
a grant when the proposal is accepted. The donor only funds projects that
are in line with its own programs. In this case, al-Qaeda may help fund
specific JI programs but it neither directs nor controls it.”?

Another Jemaah Islamiyah member invoked a similar comparison, describing
Jemaah Islamiyah as “a business affiliate, we can ask them (i.e., al Qaeda) for an
opinion, but they have no authority over us. We are free. We have our own funds,
our own men. We are independent, like Australia and the U.S. But when it comes to
an operation, we can join together.”?

Since 9/11 and under constant pressure, al Qaeda can offer little security to its
partners in exchange for their relinquishment of some autonomy. In fact, being
co-located with al Qaeda increases the possibility of being targeted and association with
al Qaeda often reduced its partners’ security. Now al Qaeda tries to persuade partnering
groups to relinquish autonomy without offering a security advantage, a difficult chal-
lenge given that al Qaeda grappled with resistance to the security-autonomy tradeoff
in its alliances pre-9/11. Stronger groups had less need for security from al Qaeda
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and tended to protect their autonomy and weak groups struggled to relinquish it, even
when a clear need for additional security existed.

Hurdle 4: Al Qaeda was better able to forge and sustain alliances when
groups already experienced high levels of CT pressure or shared al Qaeda’s
enemies. Al Quaeda’s alliance efforts struggled when they provoked new
enemies or heightened CT pressure on prospective allies.

Al Qaeda’s alliances trigger strong CT reactions from threatened governments,
particularly the United States, and while the group has considered this problem, it
has not significantly influenced its alliance calculus. CT pressure on groups allied
with al Qaeda escalated significantly after 2001 as the United States cooperated
extensively with other governments threatened by al Qaeda and its allies. The United
States even worked with governments that it had previously viewed suspiciously,
such as the Libyan Government, and expanded ties with governments, such as Mali,
with which the U.S. typically focused on non-security issues, like humanitarian
concerns and democratization.

Even before the 9/11 attacks, signing onto bin Laden’s anti-U.S. mission ran
the risk of provoking U.S. CT pressure. For example, Egyptian Islamic Jihad
experienced a marked increase in CT pressure following the 1998 International Front
announcement and the 1998 embassy bombings in Africa. The United States
responded by targeting Egyptian Islamic Jihad and working closely with the
Egyptian Government, despite reservations about Cairo’s human rights record.”
This produced damaging arrests for Egyptian Islamic Jihad. Shortly thereafter, the
Azerbaijani service—reportedly working with the CIA—captured Egyptian Islamic
Jihad veteran member Ahmed Salama Mabruk in Baku. In the tightly compart-
mentalized group, Mabruk was one of few Egyptian Islamic Jihad members with
extensive knowledge of the whereabouts and activities of Egyptian Islamic Jihad
members worldwide.”> Much of that information was on his seized computer,
and the rest was extracted from him during interrogations back in Egypt.’® In less
than a year, hundreds of Egyptian Islamic Jihad associates were taken out of
commission on the basis of Mabruk’s information.”’

This left the already-weakened group in shambles and stoked dissent among
those who viewed Zawabhiri’s signature on the 1998 declaration as further endanger-
ing the group.”® Their conclusions had merit. The CIA and the Albanian service
captured another five Egyptian Islamic Jihad members in Tirana later in 1998.
Egyptian courts convicted them, and their confessions went on for thousands
of pages.”” They claimed that only 40 members remained in the organization, all
residing outside of Egypt.'® CT pressure in response to its alliance with al Qaeda
had decimated the beleaguered Egyptian Islamic Jihad.

However, this weakness only pushed Egyptian Islamic Jihad closer to al Qaeda.
Zawahiri advocated a merger with al Qaeda in 2001, arguing that it was the only
“way out of the bottleneck.”'®! Several senior members objected, in part out of fear that
CT pressure would further increase. They did not share Zawahiri’s conviction that it was
wise to confront a superpower. Expanding the battle against America “is a dangerous
matter,” warned Zawahiri’s deputy.'” Another member argued that allying with al
Qaeda against the U.S. was “a dead end, as if we were fighting ghosts or windmills.
Enough of pouring musk on barren land.”'* Nonetheless, Zawahiri proceeded with
the alliance and, as anticipated, the group experienced the ensuing CT consequences.
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After 9/11, the CT impact caused al Qaeda to weigh the impact in its alliance
decisions. Shortly before his death, bin Laden shifted al Qaeda away from publicly
declaring alliances in part to avoid CT pressure. Specifically, in 2010, bin Laden
opted not to announce al Qaeda’s alliance with the Somali terrorist group
al-Shabaab for this reason. He explained to al-Shabaab’s leader:

If the matter [of affiliation] becomes declared and out in the open, it
would have the enemies escalate their anger and mobilize against you;
this is what happened to the brothers in Iraq or Algeria. It is true that
the enemies will find out inevitably; this matter cannot be hidden,
especially when people go around and spread this news. However, an
official declaration remains the master for all proof.'*

But Zawabhiri did not adhere to this approach when he ascended to the top pos-
ition. One of Zawabhiri’s first acts as al Qaeda’s emir was to announce al Qaeda’s
alliance with al-Shabaab.!?® In his estimation, the need to demonstrate al Qaeda’s
continued relevance outweighed the CT pressure the announcement might cause al
Qaeda’s partner. Thus, the increase in CT pressure caused some hesitation, but
overall, it did not deter alliances, even in the case of tremendous international
pressure on al Qaeda and its allies after 9/11.

Hurdle 5: Al Qaeda was better able to forge and sustain alliances when the
partnering groups’ supporters viewed al Qaeda and its actions favorably and
vice versa. Al Qaeda’s alliance efforts struggled when groups’ constituents
opposed al Qaeda and its methods or vice versa.

Even as an organization that justifies its actions in the name of religion and
claims to undertake actions to please God, al Qaeda has sought to build support
among the broader Muslim public and to prevent partners from alienating it.
Initially, al Qaeda instilled this instruction in its training camps in Sudan and
Afghanistan. After 9/11, it grew more reliant on propaganda and private communi-
cations to counsel its partners as well as the broader jihadist movement. Al Qaeda
used private communications from its leaders and from individuals respected for their
religious credentials to rebuke allies for actions that alienate Muslims. Such actions
have become an increasing problem for al Qaeda since 9/11.

This problem has been the most pronounced with its first and now former
affiliate, Al Qaeda in Iraq. For example, Al Qaeda in Iraq’s 2006 attack in Jordan
badly damaged al Qaeda’s reputation. Zargawi sought to export his violence to
Jordan, the place that had animated his commitment to jihad. The bombing
of three hotels in Amman killed sixty people, many of them guests at a Muslim
wedding underway at the hotel.'°® From al Qaeda’s perspective, the attack was
a public relations disaster that alienated supporters in the Muslim world. In
response, al Qaeda undertook a private effort to counsel Al Qaeda in Iraq. Atiyah
Abdel Rehman implored Zarqawi to ‘“‘strive, may God bless you, to avoid
repeating the mistake of lack of precision in execution, like what happened in
Jordan.”'®” Atiyah went on to lecture Zarqawi on the need to build public
support and maintain good relations with clerics and scholars. Atiyah advised
Zarqawi that strengthening Al Qaeda in Iraq’s relationship should be
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Zarqawi’s priority, even more so than external operations, as greater consultation
would avoid such catastrophic actions that estrange Muslims.'®

Likewise, Zawabhiri pleaded with Zarqawi to cease the practice of beheadings
because of the adverse impact it had on Muslim public opinion. Zawahiri wrote
to him:

Among the things which the feelings of the Muslim populace who love
and support you will never find palatable are the scenes of slaughtering
the hostages. ... The general opinion of our supporter does not compre-
hend that, and that this general opinion falls under a campaign by the
malicious, perfidious, and fallacious campaign by the deceptive and
fabricated media. And we would spare the people from the effect of
questions about the usefulness of our actions in the hearts and minds
of the general opinion that is essentially sympathetic to us.'"”

Al Qaeda’s concerns about the impact of Al Qaeda in Iraq’s actions on Muslim
public opinion did not improve after Zargawi’s death in 2006. In 2007, an al Qaeda
leader wrote to an Islamic scholar, urging him to reach out to Al Qaeda in Iraq’s lea-
ders to help them to correct their ways to no avail.''® While bin Laden was not will-
ing to repudiate Al Qaeda in Iraq, now known as Islamic State of Iraq, he did
publicly distance al Qaeda from it. In October 2007, he dis-associated al Qaeda ““from
any unlawful acts in Iraq” and urged greater unity there without referencing Islamic
State of Iraq in the statement, a conspicuous oversight."'! In early 2011, American al
Qaeda member Adam Gadahn authored a letter sharply criticizing Islamic State of
Iraq’s targeting and tactics. Gadahn pointed out that the Islamic State of Iraq was
widely known to be associated with al Qaeda, so its mistakes, like targeting churches
during mass, harmed public opinion of al Qaeda and alienated the Iraqi people.''?

In addition to its efforts with Al Qaeda in Iraq, al Qaeda counseled its affiliates
on how to avoid further damage to al Qaeda’s image. To correct for “the alienation
of most of the nation from the mujahidin,” bin Laden instructed one of his deputies
to prepare a covenant for partner groups committing to avoiding the mistakes that
had tarnished the reputation of jihadists. He planned to distribute policies on opera-
tions to the affiliates stressing the need to avoid Muslim casualties in their operations
as part of an effort to rehabilitate Muslim public opinion towards al Qaeda.''® This
problem with the affiliates led terrorism scholar Vahid Brown to conclude that “if
anything, the rise of the franchises has rendered al-Qa’ida more vulnerable to losses
in its appeal by the strategic and ideological aberrations of its new partners.”''*

This problem became sufficiently acute for al Qaeda to consider whether its
name—arguably its greatest asset—had become a liability. An al Qaeda leader, prob-
ably bin Laden, authored a letter proposing that al Qaeda change its name in order
to improve its connection to Muslims. He wrote:

I make mention to you of a very important matter that came to me,
which is changing the name of (Qa’ida al-Jihad), because there are several
necessary and attention-worthy reasons to change it, of them: Al Qaeda
al-Jihad was abridged by the people and only a few people remember this
name; it has come to be known as (al-Qa’ida) and this name reduces the
feeling of Muslims that we belong to them, and allows the enemies to claim
deceptively that they are not at war with Islam and Muslims, but they are
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at war with the organization of al-Qa’ida, which is an outside entity from
the teachings of Islam. ... Al-Qa’ida describes a military base with fight-
ers without a reference to our broader mission to unify the nation.'"

This problem was not limited to partners that adopted al Qaeda’s moniker.
Those groups often operated at a distance from al Qaeda, which contributed to al
Qaeda’s inability to correct their errors. But al Qaeda experienced similar problems
with allies with which it was co-located. Al Qaeda leaders chastised the Pakistani
Taliban for alienating Muslims by ‘“killing more people, taking them as shields
without basing the action on the Shari’a, killing the normal Muslims as a result
of martyrdom operations that take place in the marketplaces, mosques, roads,
assembly places, and calling the Muslims apostates.”''® But al Qaeda had no more
success changing Pakistani Taliban’s behaviors that disaffected Muslims in Pakistan
than it did with Al Qaeda in Iraq. Al Qaeda thus remains vulnerable to actions by its
allies that alienate Muslims, despite its efforts to ameliorate this problem.

Hurdle 6: Al Qaeda was better able to forge and sustain alliances when
it assessed that prospective partners were not infiltrated and that they
practiced good security and vice versa. Al Qaeda’s alliance efforts struggled
when it assessed that hostile services had infiltrated potential allies or that
they utilized sloppy security practices.

Like all terrorist organizations, al Qaeda avoids alliances with infiltrated or care-
less groups. Pre-9/11, al Qaeda could more readily vet prospective partners prior to
forging alliances, as it was co-located, accessible, and could interact with groups over
time to build trust. Al Qaeda used liaisons to manage some of its allied groups, which
also helped to reduce its exposure, even if an ally had been penetrated.'!” It tightly
compartmentalized information, especially on its operations, even from its allies.
Zawabhiri only learned of the 9/11 plot upon merging his group with al Qaeda and
being anointed as bin Laden’s deputy in the summer of 2001.'"®

Concerns about infiltration helped to thwart an alliance between al Qaeda and one
of the most powerful groups in Pakistan, Lashkar-e-Tayyiba. In late 2001, al Qaeda fled
across the border to Pakistan to find haven from the U.S. and Northern Alliance
onslaught. Though Lashkar-e-Tayyiba had not been an al Qaeda ally in the years leading
up to 9/11, it was well positioned to help in the aftermath of the U.S. invasion because of
its extensive infrastructure throughout Pakistan.''® But Lashkar-e-Tayyiba also had—
and maintains—a deep-seated relationship with the Pakistani security services due to
Lashkar-e-Tayyiba’s nationalism and commitment to the Pakistani state.

One senior al Qaeda leader, Abu Zubaydah, found shelter in a Lashkar-e-
Tayyiba safe house in Faisalabad.'?® Pakistani intelligence subsequently captured
him there in March 2002.'?! Zubaydah’s capture was the most significant post-
9/11 arrest outside of Afghanistan. Islamabad subsequently rendered Zubaydah to
the United States’ custody where he underwent interrogation methods, such as
waterboarding.'?> Lashkar-e-Tayyiba’s seeming betrayal made al Qaeda leery of
further cooperation with Lashkar-e-Tayyiba. Lashkar-e-Tayyiba has maintained
its close ties with the Pakistani state, which has contributed to the lack of alliance
between these two formidable terrorist groups.

Because al Qaeda is no longer readily accessible, vetting prospective allies to ensure
they are secure has become more difficult. For example, after al Qaeda’s experience
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with the Armed Islamic Group in the 1990s, it approached the merger with the Armed
Islamic Group’s offshoot, the Algeria Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat, cau-
tiously. Unable to vet the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat on its own and
despite its problems with Al Qaeda in Iraq, al Qaeda requested Al Qaeda in Iraq’s
assistance in ensuring Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat’s integrity.'** In its
weakened state, al Qaeda must be even more vigilant of this risk and, simultaneously, less
able to mitigate it while maintaining its alliance position. Its ability to vet partners will
continue to diminish after its years spent in hiding and the persistent loss of key person-
nel. Thus, opportunities exist to exploit this vulnerability.

Conclusion

Despite the threat alliances pose, CT efforts to date to disrupt them have unfortu-
nately had little impact. None of al Qaeda’s alliances have been severed due to
CT actions. As natural barriers do exist to these relationships, government efforts
should focus on exploiting these obstacles. At a minimum, they can cause strain
within alliances, and under some conditions, they may prevent or disrupt alliances.
While al Qaeda experienced the posited hurdles in its alliances with other terrorist
organizations, they did not all affect al Qaeda’s alliances to the same degree.
Resistance to the security-autonomy tradeoff, difficulties forging credible commitments,
and concerns about infiltration all demonstrated the ability to derail or prevent alliances.
Therefore, uncertainty can be injected into alliance calculations using covert messaging
that emphasizes issues like groups abandoning their founding causes by allying with
another group, highlights unfulfilled promises, and sows suspicions about whether
groups have been infiltrated. Early disruptions, such as intercepting money, manipulated
to appear as unfulfilled commitments, can also hinder alliances. Targeting efforts that
follow communications or meetings between al Qaeda and its allies may also create
uncertainty about infiltration or betrayal and thereby damage alliance prospects.
Enforcement problems and negative impacts on al Qaeda’s perceived constituency
caused strife within alliances, but did not sever them. Like credible commitments, gov-
ernments can exploit the lack of enforcement mechanisms to create frustration with CT
interventions masked to appear as reciprocation failures. The U.S. Government already
highlights terrorist activities that harm civilians, especially Muslims. To date, these
efforts have sought to erode public support for al Qaeda and its partners, but messaging
that exploits this tension between al Qaeda and its allies may also degrade al Qaeda’s
partnerships. Surprisingly, although al Qaeda demonstrated concern about CT pressure,
this did not weigh heavily in its alliance calculus, compared to the other hurdles. Policies,
such as designations at the UN that levy sanctions based on association with al Qaeda,
may not have much tangible effect on alliance decisions. Nonetheless, premature desig-
nation of a group as an ally will reduce the efficacy of CT pressure as a tool for alliance
disruption, as it reduces one hurdle to allying, and thus should be avoided. Overall,
while no silver bullets exist, some under-utilized obstacles offer avenues for exploitation.
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