
TERRORISM: FUTURE TRENDS

With the military defeat of  so-called Islamic State in 2018, 
many experts and commentators expected the threat from 
terrorism to decline. But recent events have shown that 
terrorism will continue to affect NATO, and that member 
states need to remain vigilant and cooperative in reducing its 
potential impact. This article provides an overview of  future 
trends and developments, with a particular emphasis on 
jihadist and far-right extremism, as well as new and emerging 
forms of  extremism and state-sponsored terrorism.
 

Jihadism
 
The military defeat of  Islamic State’s territorial 
Caliphate in December 2018 was the result of  
a four-year long campaign, which was led by 
the United States and actively supported by the 
overwhelming majority of  NATO member states 
(as well as NATO itself). It deprived Islamic State 
of  its operational base, from where the group 
had fought against neighbouring territories and 
trained terrorist operatives to carry out attacks in 
NATO countries. It also defeated Islamic State’s 
narrative of  a new, powerful and seemingly ever-
expanding ‘Caliphate’, which had drawn up to 
40,000 so-called foreign fighters from nearly 100 
countries into its orbit.
 
Yet, while the ‘Caliphate’ no longer exists, 
the movement and ideas behind it continue 
to have some traction. Furthermore, Islamic 
State as an organisation has not disappeared, 
but merely gone underground, waiting for the 
next opportunity to re-emerge. It is too early 
to tell whether the American withdrawal from 
Northern Syria will allow Islamic State to re-
gain support. But it seems clear that the chaos 
and lack of  stability, which has resulted from 
this decision, has the potential to re-create the 
conditions from which the group had emerged 
in the first place. It also seems obvious that none 
of  the political grievances that gave the group a 
degree of  legitimacy in the eyes of  its followers 
have been addressed. It is vitally important, 
therefore, for NATO members to remain engaged.
 
Indeed, the wider regional situation in the Middle East 
continues to be highly volatile. Given that more than 80 
per cent of  terrorist attacks globally occur in the context of  
violent conflicts, and that a large part of  the remaining 20 per 
cent are linked to those conflicts, the prospect of  a regional 
confrontation between Saudi-Arabia and Iran will inevitably 
have consequences for the level of  terrorism in the Middle 
East and beyond. Both countries have histories of  framing 
their grievances in sectarian terms – appealing to Sunnis 
and Shias respectively – and have supported sectarian proxy 
groups, which have used terrorist tactics and/or evolved into 

terrorist groups. Should the confrontation between the two 
powers escalate, it is reasonable to expect that this will lead to 
increased support for proxy groups in various conflict theatres, 
such as Yemen, Syria, and Iraq, and may spill over to the 
territories of  their respective allies. This will have significant 
consequences for terrorism, and may empower groups like 
Hezbollah and/or Sunni jihadist groups across the region. 
 

Far-right extremism
 
As well as jihadism, NATO member states are increasingly 
affected by a rise of  far-right extremism. To some extent, this 
is a result of  the increasing domestic polarisation that could 
be witnessed across Europe and North America in recent 
years, with increasing conflicts and the nature and identity 
of  Western societies, as well as issues like immigration, 

globalisation, and rapid economic change. In 
practically every Western country, there has been 
an increase in incidents of  so-called hate crime, 
which are defined as criminal offences that are 
motivated by offenders’ bias. In addition, there 
has been a rise in extreme Right terrorist attacks, 
often carried out by lone attackers who have 
been socialised into far-right communities on 
the internet. Law enforcement and intelligence 
agencies across NATO member states believe 
that this trend is likely to continue.
 
One particular risk is what academics have 
described as ‘cumulative extremism’, whereby 
jihadists and far-right extremists justify their 
attacks with reference to the others. An example 
was the March 2019 attack on two mosques in 
Christchurch, New Zealand, which the attacker 
explained as a response to jihadist terrorism. 
Writing in his manifesto, he claimed that he 
“could no longer ignore these attacks. They were 
attacks on my people, attacks on my culture”. 
Islamic State, in turn, called on its supporters 
to respond to Christchurch by launching more 
attacks of  their own, demonstrating that ‘the 
enemies of  Islam’ had to pay a price. It is easy 
to see how such dynamics could create vicious 
cycles of  violence and increase the potential for 
communal conflict. 
 
Moreover, supporters of  the extreme Right 

are increasingly networked across national borders. While 
earlier far-right groups had focused on the situation in their 
own countries, and only maintained sporadic links to their 
‘brethren’ abroad, recent years have seen the emergence 
of  transnational networks on virtual message boards like 
8Chan, where the ‘struggle’ is consciously framed as one for 
‘European civilisation’. Many of  the individuals who populate 
these message boards are socially isolated males, who 
consider themselves ‘losers’ and are inspired by the actions of  
‘lone shooters’ such as the Christchurch attacker. While there 
are limits to which these individuals are capable of  collective 
action, they represent a significant – and growing threat – 
to the security of  NATO member states, and increasingly 
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require international cooperation and exchange.
 

Other forms of  terrorism
 
All forms of  terrorism reflect societal fault lines of  conflicts, 
and are often directly related to them. As a result, anyone 
who wants to predict or anticipate future types of  terrorism 
needs to take a close interest in the wider political cleavages 
and tensions that could give rise to radical and, in some 
instances, violent activism. For example, while the anti-climate 
change movement that has grown stronger in many countries 
is largely peaceful and has expressed legitimate political 
grievances, there can be no doubt that some of  its fringes have 
increasingly portrayed the problem in urgent and existential 
terms, made demands that no liberal democracy can easily 
meet, and been prepared to break laws in the name of  their 
cause. Once it becomes clear that radical change is not 
possible or forthcoming, it will require significant discipline 
for their movement to maintain a peaceful stance and prevent 
violent splinters from emerging.
 
Equally, NATO member states are likely to be affected by spill-
overs from conflicts outside their borders. This may be relevant, 
for example, with respect to the conflicts in Kashmir and 
between Turkey and Kurdish forces in northern Syria. With 

significant diaspora communities in NATO member states, 
such conflicts hold the potential for causing terrorist activity, 
including fundraising, recruitment, if  not outright attacks.
 
Lastly, there is an ongoing threat from state-sponsored 
terrorism, which – again – may be related to conflicts in other 
parts of  the world. Groups like Hezbollah, for example, have 
long built structures across Western countries, which may 
be reactivated in the case of  a wider conflict in the Middle 
East and target Western institutions and those of  Iran’s self-
declared enemies.
 
It is important, therefore, that NATO member states realise 
that terrorism is not ‘over’ with the defeat of  Islamic State, 
and that global cooperation against terrorism is a never-
ending task. While few of  these threats are likely to trigger 
Article 5, NATO can nevertheless make a significant 
contribution in minimising the resulting risks, for example 
by maintaining its efforts in capacity building, training, and 
exchange of  information.
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While the ‘Caliphate’ no longer exists, the movement and ideas behind it continue to have some 
traction. Furthermore, Islamic State as an organisation has not disappeared, but merely gone 
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Mission 
accomplished? A 
coalition member 
hangs an 81mm 
mortar prior to 
launching it at a 
known ISIS location 
near the Iraqi-Syrian 
border on May 13, 
2018. The coalition 
provided fire support 
and air-strikes to 
assist the Syrian 
Democratic Forces 
as they continued 
Operation Roundup, 
the military offensive 
to destroy the Islamic 
State of  Iraq and 
Syria and liberate 
all land east of  the 
Euphrates River.
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