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The United States projects an image of strength and stability, and attempts to present the appearance of an environment incompatible with vulnerability to terrorism. Indeed, highly dramatic terrorist attacks against Americans have been relatively few in number, since September 11, 2001. Examination of the actual frequency of terrorist attacks within the United States is not consistent with this image. Terrorist attacks are thought to be isolated events, in the minds of lawmakers who are entrusted to allocate funding which to address terrorism in the United States. Misunderstandings about US vulnerability to terrorism can distort reality and cause both policymakers and lawmakers to overlook key areas terrorists might exploit, especially infrastructure and the economic targets.

Since September 11 2001, no tectonic-shifting terrorist attacks have succeeded in the United States, leading some to infer fallacious causes to this phenomenon. The one arguable exception would be the anthrax attacks between September 18, 2001 and August 2002, though these were dwarfed by the trauma felt within the United States by the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the Shanksville, PA airline attacks from 9/11. Many major terrorist incidents have been prevented against American targets, domestically and abroad. Principle examples of foiled plots against American targets since 9/11 include the "Brooklyn Bridge bomber" Iyman Faris or the Cyanide Plots in Amman Jordan and in California. Some might syllogistically conclude (as has been proposed) that since no major plots against American targets have taken place, "our policies must be succeeding." The fallacy embedded in the above statement could easily have been applied to counterterrorism policies prior until September 10th. Furthermore, such deductive logic, while factually valid, is not truthful, for it omits from consideration the roles of poor planning by terrorists, the role of serendipity in counterterrorism, and evidence that terrorists sometimes abort their own plans. 

The terrorist cult Aum Shinrikyo failed to injure or kill anyone at all, in the forgotten Anthrax terrorist attack against a US military base in Japan, during 1994.
 The fact no one fell ill or was killed is attributed to the size of the Anthrax spores employed. The failure is not exclusively Aum Shinrikyo's, for the attack was not stopped before it happened, it was not noticed during the attack, and, as is well known, Aum Shinryko eventually succeeded in carrying out a massive Sarin nerve gas attack in the Tokyo subway system. The fact that their attack on the US military base failed is not a success of US counterterrorism policy. The well-known maxim "peace is not the absence of war" may be appropriately applied here, reconstructed to read "the absence of terrorist success does not indicate the success of counterterrorism policies." 

Serendipity plays an apparent role in scientific discovery,
 and both law enforcement and counterterrorism are no exception. The USS Sullivans attack illustrates this well, for the plot to sink the US warship was discovered only after the terrorist boat sunk after casting off, due to the extreme weight of all the deadly explosives packed in the craft.
 In some cases, the terrorists have actually called off their attacks, apparently from a change in strategy. A well known example of terrorists aborting a plot is Al Qaeda's fall 2003 plan to ignite explosives in the New York City subway system.
 The reason for abandoning the plot (in the final stages of preparation), according to intercepts, is it should be dropped "for something better." This can hardly be characterized as a counterterrorism victory anymore than the USS Sullivans attack. Serendipity will always play a role in counterterrorism, as it will in scientific discovery, but this is not a premise to make the centerpiece of counterterrorism strategy.

Hard data on terrorist attacks worldwide does not show an absence of terrorist activity within the United States, in fact it shows precisely the opposite. Figures on terrorist attacks were reviewed from the MIPT Terrorism Knowledgebase, from 1968 to 2007. The United States accounts for 554 of 588 total incidents in this period of time. Comparing this data with incidents in Latin and Caribbean America, the United States ranks second only to Colombia. Also considering regions such as Central Asia, East Asia, Eastern Europe, and all of Africa, the US far exceeds the frequency of terrorist attacks, and is second only to Thailand in Southeast Asia and Oceania. It would be a gross exaggeration to imply that the United States has had more terrorists attacks than any other country, for the attacks in Western Europe, the Middle East, and South Asia certainly exceeds American numbers. However, it would also be irresponsible to conclude that terrorism is either exclusively or especially a foreign phenomenon. The dramatic Hanafi terrorist attack, which involved homegrown terrorists claiming to "defend Islam" took place in Washington DC, years before Hizbollah and Hamas were formed, the Rex Cinema was still standing, the Grand Mosque of Mecca had not been stormed, the Shah was still in power, and Osama bin Laden had yet to leave the university. Terrorism indeed has a measurable presence within the United States, and is not mostly a consequence of foreigners coming to the US with extremist ideologies.

The way that terrorism is reported in news media outlets impacts not only the success or failure of an attack (in the mind of the terrorists) but it also informs and shapes how lawmakers come to view the phenomenon of terrorism overall. If the news media provides too much coverage, it is accused of sensationalizing the events, and helping the terrorist cause. Should the news media not report enough on terrorism, it can be said to be engaging in a cover up. Over reporting spreads fear and concern in the population and underreporting makes it difficult for non-specialists (who study terrorism) to easily perceive patterns and pick up on trends.

A phenomenon of increasing importance is cross-fertilization between terrorist organizations. Alliances between disparate groups of violent terrorists are a phenomenon with a history in the United States. The Ku Klux Klan is known to have worked with radical anti-integrationist blacks in the 1950s and 1960s, who shared a common vision of separate communities for blacks and whites. Alliances between militias and rightwing anti-government organizations are also likely to develop, with a common "foe" located in the immigrant population from Mexico. Christian fundamentalism is very widespread in the United States, and is a very likely breeding ground for religious terrorism within the United States. Fundamentalist Christianity, more radical in temperament, is supplanting more orthodox Christian denominations, in the United States.
 Environmental and animal rights terrorism are likely to increase, and various alliances between otherwise unconnected terrorist groups can be expected. A review of the MIPT Terrorism Knowledgebase illustrates that environmentalism and animal rights terror attacks are prominently represented. As global warming becomes more a topic of discussion, the United States becomes a more likely target of environmental terrorism. The overwhelming majority of Muslims are peaceful, living lives of daily-lived piety. Tiny fractions of the whole have become militant, totalitarian Salafis. Islam is the fastest growing religion in the United States, and the ranks of "homegrown" Salafis can be expected to swell. One indicator of the spread of Salafi Islam to the United States is that the majority of Salafi web sites are hosted in the United States.
 Salafi Islamists are the group least likely to engage in alliances with other terrorist organizations. Internet communications, from e-mail and instant messenger, to websites and forums will facilitate collaboration of like-minded individuals, from thousands of miles away, never would they have met, but for the Internet. In a similar manner, the Internet has the potential to bring together individuals from groups of different principles. Collaboration between terrorist organizations can be expected to increase.

Terrorist attacks in the United States will be a function of capability, convenience, and opportunity. Bioterrorism is probably the least likely of the "Weapons of Mass Destruction" genre to be carried out. Aum Shrinikyo's attempts at bioterrorism with releasing Anthrax into the air demonstrated how difficult it is to fashion a biological weapon, even with the requisite deadly agents. The Anthrax attacks following September 11, by many accounts, contained military grade biological agents, agents extremely difficult to acquire or manufacture. Terrorism using chemical weapons is more likely than bioterrorism, though still no easy accomplishment. Attacks in the United States employing chemical weapons could well involve cyanide bombs. In October, a cyanide bomb was retrieved in California, before it was detonated.
 Terrorists needn't go to the trouble of combining cyanide with explosives, as demonstrated when terrorists plotted to lace doorknobs with cyanide in a fancy hotel in downtown Amman, Jordan, more convenient vector to deliver death than the construction of a bomb. Al Qaeda had a demonstrated chemical weapons capability in its now-destroyed Darunta camp in remote Afghanistan. Despite certain efforts to prevent access to chemicals that can be weaponized, the fact remains that rail transportation of the chemicals is largely unsecured.
 In fact, the rail system itself could be relatively easily compromised and used to disperse chemical agents across a distance of rail. The water systems, notably the lock and dam system, for instance the Louisville locks on the Ohio River are in terrible disrepair and could be sabotaged, producing massive flooding. The August 2007 bridge collapse in Minneapolis shows the impact that terrorists could have on the economy, had it been the target of an attack (the Brooklyn Bridge was one such target, though the attack never carried out). Terrorist attacks in the United States will seek to exploit vulnerabilities in US infrastructure, as well as economic targets. In particular, terrorists shall strike targets that are convenient for them, in effect, targets of opportunity.

Contrary to the image of invulnerability, the United States has been the target of many terrorist attacks. Many attacks have not succeeded, since September 11th; partial credit is due to refocused attention on counterterrorism. Terrorism in the United States is not exclusively foreigners attacking the United States, and the earliest Salafi fundamentalist Muslims terrorist attack in the United States predates many terrorist groups in the Middle East. Cross-fertilization of terrorist groups is likely to spread, between organizations with little in common. Concerns of global warming will probably focus the sites of more terrorists on the United States. Infrastructure and economic targets are likely to remain favored targets of terrorists in the United States. The greater the acknowledgement of the vulnerability of the United States to terrorist attack, the better prepared the country can be, in defeating the terrorist threat.
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