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Workshop Summary

Overview

The Securing the Future Initiative (SFI) workshop on 23 March 2022, which was organized in
cooperation with the Royal United Services Institute, convened officials from the UK
Government and UK-based researchers and NGOs to exchange views on the impact of the UN
Security Council’s (UNSC) counterterrorism (CT) activities over the past 20 years, with a
particular view on impacts in and on the United Kingdom. The event also builds on the
recently-completed, RUSI-led Prevention Project, a multi-year research initiative focused on
gaining a better understanding of ‘what can work and what has not worked’ in terms of efforts
to prevent and counter violent extremism over the past two decades.

Discussions focused on ensuring that the Council’s approach to addressing the evolving
terrorist threats is fit for purpose more than two decades since the 11 September 2001 attacks
that catalyzed its growth in this field, and in light of an evolving terrorist threat landscape and
changed multilateral CT architecture.

Workshop participants noted the complications of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, including on
Security Council dynamics, and the reemergence of “great-power” rivalries, stimulating
concerns about how these will impact the Council’s counterterrorism efforts as well as
international peace and security issues more broadly going forward. Throughout the day,
participants offered recommendations for enhancing the effectiveness and sustainability of the
Council’s approach to addressing terrorist threats. These recommendations will be considered
during SFI activities in 2022 and inform the project’s findings and conclusions, which will be
presented in September of this year during the opening of the 77th UNGA.

Below is a summary of key discussion points. It is not a transcript of the event and does not
necessarily reflect the views of RUSI, The Soufan Center, the Fourth Freedom Forum, or SFI
sponsors.
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The Challenges of a State-Centric UN Security Council Address Non-State Terrorist
Actors

Participants noted that until the terrorism threat took on a more globalized form, exemplified in
the attacks of September 11, 2001, the multilateral architecture had been more tailored to
state-sponsored or supported terrorism. The Council was not designed to address threats
emerging from nonstate actors —threats that are often tactical within a wider conflict with
differing strategic aims—that have dominated the terrorist landscape over the past two
decades. They highlighted that the Council’s efforts to adapt to this reality has led to a siloed
approach that has not been able to address the threat at a local level, where it is most felt, and
failed to take full advantage of the other parts of the UN that have developed core
competencies in related areas, such as development, conflict prevention, gender equality, and
the protection of children. In contexts like Somalia, the confluence of conflict, humanitarian
crises and economic breakdowns have contributed to violence, which terrorist groups like
al-Shabab have been able to exploit.

It was highlighted how Security Council resolutions have blurred the lines between terrorists
and insurgents, applying tools like “1267” sanctions, encompassing travel bans, asset freezes,
and arms embargoes, as well as through broader legal and operational measures contained in
Resolution 1373 (2001), which may not be appropriate measures to take against groups, rather
than individuals. These efforts have been amplified through the elaborate UNSC CT
architecture that has emerged over the past 20 years to encourage states to implement these
Council resolutions.

The (Im)Balance between Security and Prevention

It was discussed that there was insufficient attention given to addressing human rights abuses
and other conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism which are outlined in pillars I and VI
of the UN Global Counterterrorism Strategy, or to the potential for these frameworks to create
an enabling environment for states to utilize them for repressive measures. Concern was also
expressed that tools such as sanctions may have seemed expedient when they were first
imposed more than 20 years ago but that they have generated a series of unintended
consequences. Designating groups and individuals has created administrative roadblocks that
inhibit reconciliation, hamper humanitarian efforts, and limit opportunities for NGOs to offer
services that address the very needs and grievances which can contribute to making
communities vulnerable to exploitation by terrorist groups.
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Participants discussed the implications of the Council treating terrorism as an “exceptional”
threat for the past two decades – which has stoked the impulse to muster an “exceptional”
response – and how this has failed to take into account the dynamics of complex conflicts of
which terrorism is often just one aspect. One result of this approach, it was noted, has been the
Council’s failure to learn lessons from and integrate its approach to CT with the peacebuilding,
conflict prevention, and conflict resolution fields and the experts on the ground who often have
a rich understanding of the intricate conflict dynamics and actors involved.

Instead, participants noted how UNSC’s CT resolutions and its elaborate CT architecture have
helped to create a burgeoning counterterrorism sphere that can instrumentalize peacebuilding,
development, and governance initiatives when simply applying an unhelpful “counterterrorism”
label to their activities rather than redefining and conceptualizing them to address specific
contexts and needs. It was noted that non-security ministries, which are often under-funded as
compared with those working in the security sector, can sometimes benefit from the added
attention (and resources) that comes when they work more closely with the security ministries.
In some cases, the former agencies have felt pressure to align their work more closely with the
latter in order to gain more resources. However, participants cautioned that this could be
counterproductive in the long-term if their traditional work becomes instrumentalized or
securitized as a result of cooperation with the security sector.

Some argued that this dynamic contributed to the imbalanced approach to how resources are
deployed at the UN itself, with too much devoted to strengthening law enforcement and other
security-related capacities in member states (i.e., pillars 2 and 3 of the UNGCTS) and too few
focused on prevention (i.e., pillars 1 and 4). However, it was also acknowledged that this was a
reflection of donor priorities and influences shaping the UN’s engagement, rather than the
needs of various national or community actors on the ground. In this regard, participants
stressed that more assistance should target the drivers of extremism that exist in the relevant
local context—particularly by supporting non-security actors at the local level as opposed to the
current situation where states (who are often stoking grievances with their own bad behavior)
are given resources which do not reach local communities.

The UNSC’s CT Contributions: A Mixed Bag

Participants enumerated a number of the UNSC’s CT contributions over the past 20 years, and
the particular proliferation of resolutions since 2014. These include the creation of a common
global framework for addressing the terrorist threat, catalyzing more states to sign and ratify
the now 19 international counterterrorism legal instruments that help facilitate more inter-state
counterterrorism legal cooperation, responding quickly in response to specific attacks or threats
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that helped mobilize a collective response to threats affecting scores of member states (e.g.,
after 9/11 and in response to concerns about “foreign terrorist fighters” (FTFs)).

However, participants noted how the numerous UNSC CT resolutions – with the dozens of
primarily law enforcement, criminal justice, border and other security-related requirements they
have imposed on governments around the globe – together with the informal norms generated
by bodies such as the Global Counterterrorism Forum - have contributed to the continued
growth of a global counterterrorism architecture that is predominantly focused on the security
side of the CT equation. Numerous incentives and resources have been offered to support
states’ capacity to implement harder security measures. Yet, it was pointed out, the
opportunities for those with field experience working on prevention, e.g., those involved in
peacebuilding, conflict prevention, and development, to influence and inform these efforts has
been more limited.

Furthermore, participants reflected concerns from the field about how the “exceptional” nature
of terrorism has become normalized over the years. This has created the space for more
governments to rely on emergency powers (often invoked without limits for decades) to
address the threat. This has created opportunities for governments to hide repressive
measures and human rights violations behind the label of counterterrorism to divert or avoid
public scrutiny. It has also led to a certain amount of bureaucratic inertia where the systems set
up to deal with the threat as it existed 20 years ago may no longer be reflective of current
threats and needs.

Participants highlighted how the UNSC has done little to nothing to provide incentives for
governments to change their behavior and to focus more attention on respect for human rights
and other measures to address the underlying conditions that can give rise to extremist
violence. For example, it was pointed out that the UNSC’s Counter-Terrorism Committee
Executive Directorate (CTED) does address these issues when it visits individual member
states and includes recommendations on how to address them in its country assessment
reports. However, it was also noted that these reports need to be approved by the visited
country, and cannot be shared beyond the Council, or wider UN system, unless that is
approved by the visited state. While several countries have since 2017 agreed to share their
reports or parts thereof with the wider UN system, only Switzerland and Finland have made
their reports available to the public. The lack of transparency regarding the reports and visit
outcomes means that CTED is limited in its ability to draw attention to its assessment and the
gaps it identifies or to incentivise compliance with its recommendations.

UNSC CT Impact: Sanctions and Countering Terrorist Financing
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Discussions on impact also focused on the UNSC’s sanctions regime and the Council’s work to
counter terrorist financing (CTF). On the former, participants cited an example of the Head of
the Afghan Red Crescent Society (ARCS) who was placed on the Council’s list of Taliban
members subject to the UNSC’s asset freeze, arms embargo, and travel ban measures. This
initial designation in the name of CT took place more than two decades ago. On the one hand,
the person designated was not aware that he was listed at all (calling into question the efficacy
of the sanctions regime). On the other hand, the sanctions listing had negative consequences
for people in need of medical treatment who were served by the ARCS, which had its
international funding cut off under the sanctions imposed on its Executive Director.

On the latter, it was noted that the standards and best practices for CTF are developed,
required, and assessed by a non-UN body, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) and the
UNSC has endorsed the FATF framework. Yet the CTC and its CTED have continued to
engage member states on these same issues, without adding perceptible value. Further, it was
noted that even UN experts have shared concerns about the relevance of a CFT regime
designed to cut off funding for the expensive spectacular attacks carried out by al-Qaida, for
example, in East Africa, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United States, beginning over 20
years ago. They have pointed out that current attacks are much lower in cost to execute and
the funding (often garnered outside the formal banking system) is harder to trace. Furthermore,
it was noted that questions have been raised about whether the negative impact of CFT
measures, such as over compliance by banks and general risk aversion by donors and
foundations, is outweighing the benefits of an undefined CTF mission.

Other UNSC CT Limitations/Shortcomings

Participants cited a number of other UNSC CT limitations and other shortcomings. These
included: 1) the UNSC counterterrorism framework has grown too large and unwieldy; 2) the
UNSC CT resolutions – both in terms of the content and the UNSC’s role in monitoring their
implementation – are diluted by authoritarian states in the Council, including by limiting the
emphasis on preventive measures, such as community engagement, and undermines the
UNSC’s and wider UN’s ability to maintain international peace and security and uphold UN
values; 3) member states have been given a considerable amount of license to justify human
rights abuses in the name of counterterrorism without having to worry about a UNSC reaction;
4) a proliferation of thematic Security Council resolutions on counterterrorism lack strategic
awareness and have put the Council’s work on counterterrorism into a “downward spiral
towards irrelevance,” with very few people either aware of what the UNSC and its CTED and
the United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism are doing with all the resources they receive, let
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alone able to translate the UNSC resolutions into meaningful actions on the ground in their own
countries; and 5) Security Council resolutions are typically drafted and negotiated by generalist
diplomats with little background on implementation or specific counterterrorism expertise, and
limited awareness about where and how the Council’s counterrorism measures might
undermine or actually harm prevention efforts. Although a number of UN technical documents
and guidelines may reach specialized ministries and experts, there remains little publicly
available data on the wider impacts and outcomes of these activities that seek to implement
them.

Recommendations

During the discussions, participants put forward a range of recommendations aimed at
enhancing the effectiveness and positive impact of the Council’s efforts in the future. These
included:

1) “right-sizing” the Council’s approach to counterterrorism in the future, including by
consolidating the multiple UNSC CT bodies and expert groups, thus reducing the number of
UNSC CT meetings in New York and the UNSC’s CT footprint more broadly;

2) considering a revision of CTED’s mission to focus on a wider range of peace and security
threats within a more strategic approach that lowers counterterrorism as a priority and takes
conflict prevention and human rights into fuller account by integrating the Council’s
counterterrorism work with its conflict prevention and peacebuilding efforts in the field;

3.) encourage UNSC permanent and elected members as well as all other member states to
see that other parts of the UN are able to contribute to the prevention of terrorism and can do
that work more effectively without asking them to apply a counterterrorism label to what they
are doing;

4.) develop a set of UNSC best practices designed to ensure that the Council and UN member
states adopt a ‘do no harm’ approach to guide the development and implementation of CT
measures, e.g., one that views civil society as prevention partners to be protected and protects
civic space to help local communities become and remain resilient to violent extremism
emanating from state as well as nonstate actors; and

5) having a group of like-minded UNSC members develop a set of criteria which would need to
be met before the Council adopts another CT resolution of a global nature, e.g., along the lines
of resolution 1373, 2178, and 2395; such criteria could include, for example, ensuring any such
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resolution has the co-sponsorship of more than two-thirds of the UN membership in order to
demonstrate the global support for the proposed measures.

# # #

For more information on the SFI please go to www.sfi-ct.org or contact:
Michaela Millender: Michaela.Millender@thesoufancenter.org
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