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Border Security and the New 
Frontier of Terrorism

Foreword 
In the past several years, Europe has gained notoriety as a 
continent facing constant fatal terror attacks. The facts paint a 
different story - the data concerning Europe’s history with terror 
attacks shows that overall casualties have been on the decline. 
More than 150 people died almost every year between 1970 and 
1990, in contrast to less than 50 fatalities during most years from 
2000 to 2015 (Luxton, 2016). Yet terrorism remains a pressing 
security issue for most European countries. These deliberate acts of 
violence are motivated by political aims such as left-wing and 
right-wing extremism, separatism, as well as jihadism (European, 
2017).  

Since the turn of the millennium, jihadism and right-wing terrorism 
have been increasingly associated with high-fatality attacks in 
Europe. Ranging from 24 killed in Barcelona to 77 killed in Oslo to 
137 killed in Paris, the number of high-fatality attacks motivated 
by those factors has been increasing in the last couple of years 
(Hanrahan & Wang, 2017). 
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Reason Behind the Madness 
The rise in high-fatality jihadist attacks can be 
attributed in part to low levels of economic and 
social integration and high degrees of alienation 
among Muslim immigrant communities in 
Western Europe. Muslims represent a small but 
increasing segment of the European Union’s 
population; a lack of integration stemming from 
higher unemployment levels, discrimination and 
xenophobia creates a large pool of disaffected 
young men that are more vulnerable to jihadist 
propaganda than in other regions (Maher, 2017).  

Additionally, Europe’s proximity to high-terror 
regions in the Middle East and North Africa make 
it an easier target for jihadists targeting Western 
powers than, for instance, North America (Maher, 
2017). Modern patterns in terrorist activity are 
also tied to the changing strategies employed by 
the Islamic State (IS) terrorist group. Rather 
than orchestrate complex attacks like other 
extremist groups, IS relies on a greater number of 
low-cost, moderate-payoff attacks that, while less 
sophisticated, continue to wreak havoc and create 
fear in targeted countries (Peters, 2017).  

Lastly, Europe’s status as a target for jihadist 
terrorism is inextricably linked to Western 
interventions in the Middle East. Resentment 
towards European powers in the Middle East 
extends back to the Sykes-Picot agreement of 
1916 where France and Britain created the 
region’s modern borders. These borders, which 
had little to do with the ethnoreligious reality of 
the region, significantly contributed to local 
instability. More recently, such resentment has 
been exacerbated due to Western involvement in 
Iraq and Syria (Sampat, 2017).     

On the other hand, the rise in right-wing 
terrorism is attributed to factors such as 
frustration with immigration policies and the 

aforementioned rise in jihadist terrorism. The 
large influx of refugees, asylum seekers, and 
economic migrants potentially disrupts these 
right-wing extremists’ sense of national identity 
and the availability of economic resources for 
lower-skilled workers (Kulish, 2011). Moreover, 
reports of jihadist terrorism only continue to fan 
the flames of right-wing terrorism. In the 
aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo shooting, six 
mosques and a Muslim restaurant in Paris were 
attacked (European, 2016). The surge in jihadist 
terrorism has captured much of the media’s 
attention, resulting in many right-wing terrorist 
acts going under the radar (Kulish, 2011). Fewer 
incidents of right-wing violence are categorized as 
terrorist attacks by law enforcement authorities; 
they are more often deemed hate crimes.  
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Terrorist Attack Deaths in Western Europe (1970 – 2016)
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Implications 
Acts of terrorism have both primary and 
secondary economic impacts. Primary economic 
impacts consist of physical destruction of property 
and human casualties (Schneider, Brück, & 
Meierrieks, 2010). Some of the secondary 
economic impacts include changes in tourism, 
foreign direct investment, and foreign trade (Frey, 
Luechinger, & Stutzer, 2007). In a country like 
France where tourism accounts for around 7 to 8% 
of GDP, a 30% decline in visitors after the Nice 
attacks had a significant impact on the local 
economy (Ross, 2016).  

Furthermore, a similar relationship exists between 
terrorism and trade as a doubling of terrorist 
activity reduced bilateral trade flows by 4% (Frey, 
Luechinger, & Stutzer, 2007). A country’s policy 
could incur significant counter-terrorism costs as 
well. 

Terrorism in Europe has important political and 
social ramifications, wherein the citizens of a 
targeted country are likely to have a reduced 
sense of safety and security. Trends in terrorism 
have contributed to the rise of populism as 
resentment towards Muslim minorities is spurred 
by anger at jihadists. As these acts of terror 
continue, anti-immigrant sentiment and the 
deportation of migrants increase proportionally 
(Holleran, 2018).    

Europe’s Response to 
Terrorism 

Western Europe 

Launched in 2005, the EU Council’s counter-
terrorism strategy is based on four pillars: 
prevent, protect, pursue and respond (European 
Council, 2018). Prevention aims to address the 
underlying causes of terrorism, such as 

radicalisation and recruitment. This pillar has 
since been revised in 2014 to account for the 
upswing in lone-actor terrorism and the use of 
social media in recruitment. The second pillar 
refers to the protection of citizens and critical 
infrastructure through defending borders, and 
strategic targets. Pursuit refers to the attempts 
made in cracking down on terrorists’ ability to 
commit acts of terror. This means stifling 
communication between terrorists, breaking 
methods of financing, as well as improving 
mediums of communication between different 
levels of authorities. The final pillar, respond, 
aims to develop the best practices in dealing with 
the aftermath of a terrorist attack, such as victim 
assistance. 

Individual countries in Europe have also 
introduced counter-terrorism measures. For 
example, in 2006 France doubled their sentence 
length for those who under a charge of “criminal 
association in relation to a terrorist undertaking” 
and increased their maximum length of custody 
for suspects up to six days (Ferber, 2015). In the 
wake of the Charlie Hebdo attack in 2014, the idea 
of a French PATRIOT Act analogue, like the 
American PATRIOT Act (passed one month after 
9/11), become a topic of discussion. In 2017, the 
Macron government passed an act in this vein, 
which greatly extended governmental powers to 
combat terrorism (McAuley, 2017). 

Russia 

A country that has taken a wildly different 
approach in combating terrorism is Russia. After 
a series of attacks from the Chechen-based Islamic 
forces, Russia launched an anti-terrorist campaign 
in Chechnya in 1999, and within a year had 
completely decimated Grozny, the capital of the 
Chechen Republic. Since then, the European 
Court of Human Rights has found Russia 
responsible for a multitude of human rights 
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violations in relation to counter-terrorism. Some 
of the allegations include attacks against suspects 
and their families, torture and abductions, among 
others. 

Counter-Terrorism and Its 
Downfalls 

The two biggest downfalls of European counter-
terrorism efforts are the lack of unison between 
countries, and the limited mandate of Europol. 
Given the open-border nature of the European 
Union, terrorist networks can operate across the 
continent relatively easily. Intelligence agencies 
and police forces, however, tend to operate within 
their own jurisdictions. Furthermore, there exists 
a significant disparity between European 
countries in terms of legal proceedings with 
terrorism. Countries have different regulations 
surrounding terrorism, collection of intelligence 
and the powers of law enforcement, which makes 
it extremely challenging to have a unified cross-
continent counter-terrorism effort (Maher, 2017). 

The second downfall is the limited mandate of 
Europol. While there has been progress, such as 
the passing of a directive to use passenger name 
record (PNR) data for flights coming in and out 
of Europe, the reality is that much of the policy 
brought in by Europol has yet to be integrated 
by the individual EU member states. Moreover, 
Europol is a chronically underfunded and 
understaffed, which means that it can only go so 
far in introducing the appropriate measures. It 
also lacks operational authority, which means 
that it cannot make arrests or enforce its other 
measures, unlike organizations such as the 
American FBI. 

Looking Ahead 
Moving forward, the EU will find it challenging to 
lead a unified effort against terrorism. The 2018 
budget for Europol of $151.1 USD million pales in 
comparison to the 2018 FBI budget of $8.77 
billion USD. Furthermore, countries recognize the 
Europol’s lack of operational authority, and thus 
mainly use it as a source of information and 
guidance for their own domestic policies. As a 
result, European countries have began to diverge 
significantly in response to growing terrorism. We 
have seen the election of populist governments in 
several countries such as Poland and Austria, and 
close calls in France and Netherlands. These 
newly elected governments have caused 
fragmentation within the Union, which puts its 
image and reputation on the line, as member 
states must decide what the role of the EU 
beyond an economic union. Europol may be 
caught in the crossfire. 

In solving the issue of terrorism there are two 
main paths. First, the EU could expand the 
mandate of Europol and attempt to grow it as the 
main, unified counter-terrorism body in Europe. 
The main concerns with this path are that it 
would be logistically challenging to fully integrate 
a unified network in 28 countries given current 
funding and staffing levels, as well as convince all 
members to commit to such an operation. The 
second option is to keep any unified EU effort in a 
strictly communication-facilitating role and enable 
member states to use their own approaches in 
dealing with terrorism. The concerns with this 
option are similar to the current issues, wherein 
there is a low level of cooperation and 
standardization across countries, which creates 
pockets where oversight is lacking and terrorism is 
allowed to breed. All in all, whether attacked 
through a unified body or through separate 
entities, Europe cannot fully mitigate its terrorism 
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problem, especially with the prevalence of internet 
usage in modern terrorism, unless there is 
increased partnership between members.  
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