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New terror threat to Britain

Security services deliver stark warning of risk,
including from nuclear and chemical attack

Jeevan Vasagar
Guardian

Saturday December 22, 2001

The scale of the risk to Britain posed by international terrorism
emerged for the first time last night in an assessment from the
security services.

The detailed account of how the country is vulnerable to
lightning attacks came during a court hearing in which a London-
based Moroccan man was remanded in custody under the new
anti-terrorism laws on the grounds of national security.

The document used to support the government's case that
Djamel Ajouaou should be kept in custody concludes with a
stark warning: "The presence of extremists in the United
Kingdom at this time and for the forseeable future creates a
situation of public emergency threatening the life of the nation."

It lists specific risks:

- A nuclear attack "which would have a devastating effect on
the UK";

- An attack on the London Underground using a small,
unsophisticated, improvised explosive device;

- A chemical or biological attack, for example, on the tube.

"Biological or chemical attacks although potentially less
devastating would lead to widespread public alarm and
potentially many fatalities," the document says.

A Home Office statement warns that because of its close
alliance to America, Britain is vulnerable to a "nuclear attack, an
attack on the London Underground of the type used in Paris in
1995... [or] a chemical or biological attack, for example on the
underground".

There is also the risk of a September 11-style attack involving
hijacked airliners. Raised security standards have made such
an attack more difficult, the document says, but "protection
depends on their uniform application internationally”.

The 20-page document, placed before the court on behalf of the
home secretary, David Blunkett, refers to intelligence warnings
of further attacks and expresses the fear that if Osama bin
Laden were killed, "the UK alongside the US will be a target for
vengeance".

It said the fact that Britain was a close ally of the US and that
British troops were involved in the military action in Afghanistan
and in seeking out Bin Laden made Britain potentially more
vulnerable: "Whether he is killed or not Bin Laden's allies need
urgently to re-establish their capability and intent in order to
make up the ground they have lost since September 11: they
will seek to do this through terrorist attacks.

Al-Qaida supporters in Britain had played a role in four terrorist
attacks foiled by police, the document disclosed.

But it warns that efforts to deal with terrorists in Britain beyond
these arrests had been "ineffective". "There remain in the UK a
number of foreign nationals who are suspected of being
concerned in the commission, preparation or instigation of acts
of international terrorism." Security measures had been
ineffective because the suspects arrested were released when
the crown offered no evidence, or the suspects had chosen to
leave Britain but continued to pose a threat, or because under
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human rights law they they could not be deported to countries
where they might be ill-treated.

The document says that the four terrorist attacks foiled by
police and intelligence work were to have been carried out by
"overlapping networks closely linked to al-Qaida".

- In December 1999 a group of individuals in Jordan planned to
attack a series of targets there frequented by American and
Israeli tourists.

- In the same month, Ahmed Ressam was stopped on the
border between Canada and the US with a large quantity of
explosive. He intended to attack Los Angeles airport.

+ In December 2000 a group in Frankfurt was arrested in
possession of arms, chemicals and homemade explosive.

- In September 2001 individuals in a number of European
countries, including Britain, were arrested as they were
preparing an attack against US interests in Paris.

The document notes: "Activity in the UK formed essential
building blocks for each of these frustrated attacks."
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