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History of Major Terrorist Events and Their U.S. Outcomes(1988-2001)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This project, which was supported by a SGER grant from the National Science Foundation (NSF Grant # CMS-0231624), was completed by Claire B. Rubin William R. Cumming, Irmak Renda-Tanali, and Thomas A. Birkland.  The team used as a starting point the two historic disaster time line charts created by Claire B. Rubin et al: (1) The Disaster Time Line (DTL): Selected Milestone Events and Their U.S. Outcomes (1965-2001), which includes major natural and industrial/ technological disasters and their outcomes; and  (2) The Terrorism Time Line (TTL): Selected Milestone Events and their U.S. Outcomes (1988-2001), which covers only major terrorist events. 

The project team focused on major terrorist events in the past two decades, using the TTL as a visual outline and reviewed and documented these events, as well as the essential emergency management (EM) infrastructure  - including laws, regulations, practices, expert systems, and organizational changes - that has evolved. This systematic examination of major terrorist events and their outcomes, although limited in scope and duration, does provide an explanatory factual foundation that can serve as the basis for policy analyses of the major events and their outcomes for the past two decades.

Since the SGER grant was limited in time and funding, the authors chose to focus recent terrorist events.  The project examined major terrorist events from 1988-2001 in order to accomplish the following: (1) Systematically identify and analyze major defining events and document them in a narrative chronology; (2) Identify and describe the major outcomes from each defining event, and (3) Describe the causal relationships between the events and their major outcomes, to the extent that the information collected allows. 

This project identified but did not address the need for a similar research effort regarding  the events and outcomes for natural and industrial/technological disaster events in the past few decades, as shown on the DTL. Once that step is taken, then it will be possible to compare and contrast the authorities, programs, plans, and systems used for the three major categories of disasters in the U.S. – natural, industrial/technological, and human-induced. This project also discovered the need to more closely analyze the mutuality of relationships in the homeland security and emergency management arenas.  Currently, there is great interest in knowledge transfer from the natural and industrial/technological disaster fields to national defense and homeland security.


As an aside, there is great interest among practitioners in federal agencies in Washington and elsewhere in the time line charts.  The Terrorism Time Line has been reprinted three times and almost 5,000 copies have been distributed in the past year. Many of the users have expressed interest in obtaining the narrative analysis that is underway.

Findings To Date

(a) Importance of  2002 Events and Outcomes.  Although this analysis covers only events and outcomes that occurred through the year 2001, in the background of this report are the profoundly influential outcomes and general unease resulting from the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. Concern with national security and homeland security has extended to the nation as a whole and to many other countries. Concerns are being raised about the shape of future policies to reduce our nation’s vulnerability to terrorism..

The aftermath of the September 11th events provided a sense of urgency and currency to this analysis and also may have indirectly affected the research.  There now exist both unprecedented awareness and deep concern nationally about emergency management capacity and capabilities at each level of government.

b) Importance of Selecting Focusing Events

The authors are concerned not only with assembling the facts of recent experiences with terrorist events in the U.S., but also with supplying a context for examining and understanding the facts. In order to derive knowledge and practical applications from past events, far more research has to be done, particularly with regard to examining the many outcomes from the September 11th events, and also the Anthrax incidents (2001), that occurred during calendar years 2001 and 2002.

The definitions and criteria for the selection of “defining” and “focusing” events need to be sharpened and refined.  In this regard, the TTL served as a graphical table of contents initially.  Upon closer examination of events and their outcomes identified in the TTL, however, some events in fact were not defining events, and it will be necessary to eliminate them from future revisions of the TTL
(c) Measurement of Outcomes

Among the questions and issues for further research are the value, duration, and importance of the outcomes of key defining events.  More study is needed to determine several issues:  

· if the documented outcomes simply result in corrective actions to deal with specific problems or needs revealed after that disaster; 

· if some outcomes in fact contributed to improvements in the effectiveness and efficiency; or,

· more importantly, what are the capacity and capabilities of emergency management to deal with future major disasters.
d) Duration and Importance of Major Outcomes

The need exists for more in-depth analyses of outcomes from major disaster events of all  types in order to determine how lasting and significant they were. To what extent major changes (legislative, regulatory, organizational, or programmatic) were merely near-term “fixes” for problems or were far-reaching changes that led to more efficient and or effective emergency management capabilities?

It would appear that the September 11th attacks led to a significant number of legislative and regulatory actions and were the major contributor to the very comprehensive and ambitious outcome of creating the Department of Homeland Security in November 2002. The September 11th attacks cannot be considered in a vacuum, however. Other efforts, undertaken in the wake of attacks or without any obvious trigger, provided the groundwork for the ultimate creation of the new department. For example, the Hart-Rudman Commission III report recommended that the federal government should create a National Homeland Security Agency. 

Next Steps

The project team is well aware that more research and analysis is needed regarding the relative importance, duration, and impacts of many of the major outcomes identified in this report. 

In his recent textbook, William Waugh (2000) states that the U.S. emergency management system has largely developed in response to specific major disasters. According to Waugh, “For the most part, policies and programs have been instituted and implemented in the aftermath of a disaster, based almost solely on that disaster experience, and with little investment in capacity building to deal with the next disaster.”[emphasis added]  He also notes:

…There are increasing political and economic pressures to reduce disaster losses, but there are still political, economic, and social and cultural obstacles to the development of an effective national emergency management system. While there has been more investment in emergency management during the last decade, and capabilities are expanding, much needs to be done to improve the national system. [Waugh, p. 24] 

Waugh’s book was published in 2000, and since then a great deal of attention, effort, and money have gone into refashioning emergency management for the imminent threats of terrorism in the United States.  There is now is more urgency to the needed task of examining and testing the statement above about the lack of long-term outcomes and investment in capacity building.

Is Disaster Policy Always Reactive? 

The research team has observed that typically policy is reactive. The Disaster Time Line  and to a lesser extent the Terrorism Time Line graphically display the reactive nature of emergency management, showing graphically that major events are the drivers of changes in legislation, policy, regulation, and organizations dealing with emergency management.  
What remains to be examined closely, especially for the years 2001 and forward, is the extent to which outcomes build capacity. It may be that, since the catastrophic events of September 11, 2001, the quantity and quality of outcomes are very different and perhaps more significant than at any previous time. Two new considerations are:

1. Capacity in many realms of emergency management has increased, owing to the high profile of those incidents and the national attention being paid to various public safety and emergency management services, functions, and organizations. For example, virtually every state has added a homeland security office or set of functions to their emergency management agency, and new resources have been allocated to these areas.

2. Even if capacity is not in fact greater currently, commitment to the issue/need may have increased since September of 2001. 

Additional research work is needed to closely examine disaster policies and determine if the September 11, 2001 events, and the Anthrax Incidents (2001) were in fact major milestones in terms of policy development and if recent changes in national policies regarding emergency management and homeland security have resulted in increased capacity.

It also is important to understand that while many states have made homeland security an important part of their emergency management agencies’ missions, the extent to which this mission is displacing the natural and technological disaster function is an important question. Related to this question is the degree to which experience in natural hazards has been leveraged - or ignored - in the new reality of homeland security. For example, FEMA’s role in the Department of Homeland security may shift away from natural disasters and more toward security. 

How Significant Were the Outcomes from Major Events in 2001?
Since this research project was conceived and carried out during 2002, for the most part it was not possible to include outcomes from the September 11, 2001 events and the Anthrax Incidents (2001) in this report.  

As was noted in Part 2, both the September 11th attacks and the series of anthrax incidents that occurred in 2001 led to major outcomes in 2002. Moreover, it would not be surprising if outcomes and ramifications occurred for a few more years. 

Preliminary research indicates that a large number of highly significant outcomes from those attacks occurred during 2002.  They include: 

· At least 10 pieces of national legislation

· Two Executive Orders

· One Homeland Security Decision Directive, 

· One new federal department – the Department. of Homeland Security, and  

· Several significant reports.

Given the magnitude of the two sets of  terrorist events in 2001, it is no surprise that their outcomes and ramifications would continue for one or more years after the disasters.  These outcomes have yet to be analyzed collectively, yet they are likely to have great significance.

Finally, this project identified but did not address the need  for a similar research effort regarding  the events and outcomes for natural and industrial/technological disaster events in the past few decades, as shown on the DTL. Once that step is taken, then it will be possible to compare and contrast the authorities, programs, plans, and systems used for all categories of  major disasters in the U.S.
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