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Among the U.S. government's rationales for invading Iraq after 9/11 was the belief
that doing so would ensure that Iraq did not become a safe haven for terrorists. Yet, with
the U.S. invasion in March 2003WHUURULVPZLWKLQ,UDT¶VERUGHUVURVHSUHFLSLWLRXVO\1
There were 78 terrorist attacks in the first twelve months following the U.S. invasion; in
the second twelve months this number nearly quadrupled, to 302 attacks.2 At the height
of the war, in 2007, terrorists claimed 5,425 civilian lives and caused 9,878 injuries.3
(See Figure 1) The presence of U.S. troops in the country served as a powerful recruiting
tool. Numerous jihadi leaders around the globe described the U.S. occupation as a boon
for their efforts. An Al Qaeda strategist, the Syrian born Mustafa bin Abd al Qadir
Setmariam Nasar, who wrote under the pen-name al Suri, claimed that the war in Iraq
almost single-handedly rescued the jihadi movement.4 [Al Suri is the intellectual architect
RIDO4DHGD¶VVKLIWIURPDEXUHDFUDWLFRUJDQL]DWLRQOHGE\DFKDULVPDWLFOHDGHUWRDglobal
group of groups inspired by a movment.] It is the spread of this jihadi movement that
continues to haunt us, to this day. Iraq, as PresidenW%XVKFODLPHGEHFDPHD³FHQWUDO
IURQW´LQWKHZDURQWHUURULVP5 But it was a front that the United States created.6 Worse
still, now that US troops have left Iraq, the terrorist group borne of that conflict, AQI, is
resurgent ± not just inside Iraq but as a regional movement, rebuilding its networks in
Syria, Jordan, and Libya.7
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Figure 18

The costs of the terrorism inspired by the war include much more than the number,
however horrifying, of lives lost wiWKLQ,UDT¶VERUGHUV$O4DHGDDQGLWVRIIVKRRWVUHFHLYHGDQ
uprecedented education, testing their mettle against the best trained military in the world. New
tactics, including the use of improvised explosive devices, were perfected, and copied elsewhere.
New alliances were forged. The use of propaganda became a central part of the Salafi-MLKDGLVW¶V
DUVHQDO$QGYHWHUDQVRIWKHZDUIORZHGDFURVV,UDT¶VSRURXVERUGHUVWRQHZIURQWVHPHUJLQJLQ
WKH³JOREDOMLKDG´
The number of foreign fighters9 who participated in the Iraq war significantly exceeded
the number active in Afghanistan between 1984 and 1992. Unlike in Afghanistan, a relatively
high percentage of foreign fighters in Iraq were suicide bombers, leading to a lower number of
foreign veterans than might otherwise be expected.10 But the veterans who survived pose a far
more serious threat to international security than those who emerged from the Afghan war and
formed the basis of the original Al Qaeda organization. They trained against the most
sophisticated military in history, often working together with former Iraqi government officials.
Their expertise includes counter-intelligence, gun-running, forgery, and smuggling.11 Moreover,
smuggling routes and alliances established to move terrorists and goods into Iraq during the
height of the war are, in many cases, easily reversed, allowing fighters and supplies to flow into
QHLJKERULQJFRXQWULHV7KLVLVDSDUWLFXODUFRQFHUQLQ6\ULDZKHUHDO4D¶LGDLQ,UDT $4, KDG
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This chart was drawn using data from the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to
Terrorism (START) Global Terrorism Database (GTD). Data was initially filtered to meet the parameters identified
in footnote 1 and was then filtered by location (country = Iraq). Additionally, events in which the target was
identified as being associated with the military were eliminated (targtype1, targtype2, or targtype3 = military).
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longstanding logistical capabilities.12 Of greatest concern is the movement into Syria of AQIaffiliated operatives, including experienced bomb-makers and military tacticians.13 Syria itself is
now becoming a new training ground for jihad, including of foreign fighters who may put other
regimes at risk, perpetuating a vicious cycle.14
Another cost of the war was its exacerbation of existing Sunni-6KL¶DWHQVLRQVDQGWKH
creation of a fighting force capable of exploiting those tensions throughout the region.15 Iran
used terrorist proxies, including Hezbollah operatives, in its effort to undermine coalition forces
in Iraq. NowIraqi Shi'a fighters have been moving to Syria in increasing numbers.16 Whether
6XQQLRU6KL¶DWKH,UDTLILJKWHUVZLOOFRPSOLFDWHWKHVHFRQIOLFWVEHFDXVHWKH\DUHOLNHO\Wo
advocate agendas distinct from those of the local rebels.17
Powerful new jihadi groups with roots that can be traced to AQI, the group responsible
for the overwhelming majority of attributed terrorist activity in Iraq, now pose a threat to
regional security. Most prominent in Syria is Jabhat al-Nusra (JN), a Syrian jihadi militant group
led by Iraq veteran Abu Mohammad al-Julani and populated with jihadists from former AQI
leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi's extensive network.18 This group, while relatively small
compared to some of those involved in the Syrian civil war, is nonetheless one of the most
effective resistance groups active in the country.19 It has, moreover, continuing ties with AQI and
its political front, the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI); ISI has, since the beginning of the Syrian
conflict, been sending veterans of the Iraq conflict and experts in guerilla warfare into Syria to
aid JN.20 Another group active in Syria is Fatah al-Islam (FAI), a Sunni Islamist group founded
in a Palestinian refugee camp by Shakir al-¶$EVLDQDOOHJHGDVVRFLDWHRI=DUTDZL7KRXJK
active primarily in Lebanon, FAI fighters were responsible for a number of small attacks in Syria
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as recently as 2012 and have, in fact, suffered serious leadership losses in Syria.21 Moreover, the
group has borrowed heavily from the repertoire of tactics developed and improved by AQI.22
Perhaps the most critical export from Iraq-based terrorist groups comes in the form of
tactical innovation. For nearly a decade, Iraq functioned as a laboratory in which terrorist actors
were able to hone techniques that could be shared globally. Terrorist tradecraft innovated in Iraq
includes a widespread campaign of suicide attacks, a sophisticated effort to spread jihadi
propaganda via the video-recording of terrorist activities and development of jihadi bulletin
boards and websites, and the extensive use of improvised explosive devices.23 Suicide attacks,
for example, were used with increasing frequency by actors in Iraq between 2003 and 2005
before the tactic migrated to neighboring countries like Afghanistan and Pakistan.24 (See Figure
2) The adoption of this tactic by Taliban actors in Afghanistan was particularly noteworthy and
represented a marked shift given the virtual absence of suicide attacks in Afghanistan prior to
2005.25 By 2010, however, there were more suicide attacks in Afghanistan than in Iraq.26
Similarly, Iraq seems to be the place where terrorists perfected the use of car bombs and vehicleborn improvised explosive devices (VBIEDs). In the first twelve months following the U.S.
invasion, there were 19 reported vehicle-born bomb attacks in Iraq.27 This number increased at a
staggering rate over the next few years; there were 54 attacks in 2004, 82 attacks in 2005, 101
attacks in 2006, and 204 attacks in 2007.28 During this time 61 percent of VBIED and car bomb
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attacks worldwide occurred in Iraq.29 While the number of attacks in Iraq and worldwide has
declined since 2007, neither statistic has returned to pre-invasion levels. In fact, while the
number of attacks in Iraq has dropped nearly 70 percent since the 2007 peak, the number of
attacks worldwide has only dropped 49 percent because the tactic has migrated beyond Iraq's
borders.30

Figure 231

The prolonged occupation of Iraq, and the failure to reconstitute a functioning
government able to garner widespread legitimacy and police its borders, generated the
motivations for, and enhanced the ability of, terrorist groups to form and fight. The United
States did not fully consider how a protracted war would benefit groups using terrorist tactics by
allowing them to train against the most powerful military in history. The terrorism inspired by
the war in Iraq is already becoming Iraq's most dangerous export, likely to serve as a source of
grief and loss for years to come.
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