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Articles & Testimony

Faced with brain drain, ideological distortion, and a wavering strategic focus, U.S. counterterrorism officials are being asked to
do more with less today than their predecessors post-9/11.

I wenty-five years after 9/11, the U.S. counterterrorism community still must stop threats to the United States—but with fewer resources, additional responsibilities, and new threats.

Directing the counterterrorism community to do more with less is a recipe for disaster.

After al-Qaeda’s September 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, Washington built an extensive counterterrorism bureaucracy to guide the U.S. response to the threat

of al-Qaeda specifically and terrorism more broadly. This enterprise proved highly effective tactically, foiling attacks and disrupting terrorist networks. Strategically, it was less successful:

more people are radicalized (https://www.washingtoninstitute.or:

terrorist threat.

Those U.S. tactical successes came at an unsustainable cost. According to one study (https://www.stimson.org/2018/counterterrorism-spending-protectin
efficiencies-and-accountability/) , from fiscal year 2002 to 2017, the United States spent 16 percent of its discretionary budget on counterterrorism, totaling $2.8 trillion, or an average of

$186.6 billion annually over 15 years. Over time, both Democratic and Republican administrations grasped the need to end “forever wars

” budgeting for a more sustainable long-term counterterrorism

posture and share the burden of combating groups like al-Qaeda.

In 2017, the first Trump administration explicitly reordered the U.S. prioritization of international threats, placing counterterrorism behind strategic competition with China and Russia

and threats from Iran and North Korea. As Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis framed (https://www.war.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/1420042/remarks-by-secretary-mattis-
on-the-national-defense-strategy/) the priorities in 2018, “Great Power competition, not terrorism, is now the primary focus of U.S. national security.” But the first Trump team did little to
shift resources to match this declared shift in priorities. The Biden administration also didn’t do much to budget limited resources against those emerging threats, as well as other

challenges like pandemics and climate change.

The changes that followed, first implemented (https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/NSCT.pdf#tpage=31) under the first Trump administration and
then continued under the Biden administration, amounted to a tectonic shift in U.S. counterterrorism policy. Instead of the old model in which America took the lead in fighting terrorism

around the world while asking allies and partners to join in, we now have a “

model in which America merely supports partners who take the lead combating terrorism closer to their borders.

This shift was long overdue, but focusing only on terrorists with the current intent and capability to attack the U.S. homeland or Americans abroad is highly risky. For example, Somalia’s al-

1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL_Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpIJmO0s&m=c8igqvqzocRxTWOhKkKZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_f9gMoDOvVdMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=gnZIntUSx41d8jmnDEois58S:
terrorist group seemed not to threaten the homeland, until it did. The same is true for the Yemen-based al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP

(https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.washingtonpost.com_world_national-2Dsecurity_al-2Dawlaki-2Ddirected-2Dchristmas-2Dunderwear-2Dbomber-
2Dplot-2Djustice-2Ddepartment-2Dmemo-2Dsays_2012_02_10_gIQArDOt4Q-5Fstory.&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-

1Q&r=JZwWLRYy50hjDpu4XJL_Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJm0O0s&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKKZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_f9gMoDOvVAMPTjL8 UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=9EgILxn8pNiHw75BnxiuKow

) and extremist groups in Africa like Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin. With thousands of operatives and the ability to raise tens of millions of dollars through kidnap-for-ransom
(https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.reuters.com_world_middle-2Deast_50-2Dmillion-2Dhostage-2Dransom-2Dfunded-2Dal-2Dqaedas-2Dmali-
2Doffensive-2Dun-2Dsays-2D2026-2D08-2D14_&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-
1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL._Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJmO0Os&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKKkZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_fogMoDOvVdMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=hKBvIW4EXr0gB98KXVHXnS
plots, al-Qaeda and Islamic State affiliates in Africa have both the motive and the money to quickly pivot to targeting U.S. interests, should they so decide. Worse: just when the United States
needs better and timelier intelligence to forecast coming threats, the U.S. military is redeploying from places like Niger (https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-
3A__www.africom.mil_pressrelease_35590_us-2Dwithdrawal-2Dfrom-2Dniger-2Dcompleted&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-
1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL_Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJmO0s&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKKZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_fogMoDOvVdMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=vTMY3j4ANSPW1MCuX4Ytox
and Nigeria (https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.nytimes.com_2026_08_27_us_politics_nigeria-2Dtrump-2Dtroops-2Dterror-

2Dattacks.html&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-

uVZpJYVmWgQXT_ghqJBJed44opt4&e=) .

The issue isn’t just shrinking U.S. capacities but wavering U.S. focus. In May, the White House released its counterterrorism strategy (https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2026/05/2026-USCT-Strategy-1.pdf) , which sees today’s terrorist threats through distorting ideological glasses. According to the Trump strategy, today’s threats come
from “legacy Islamist terrorists” like Islamic State and al-Qaeda, violent left-wing extremists, and narco-terrorists and transnational gangs. The strategy addresses Iran and its proxies

sporadically throughout the document, but its absence from this list of “major types” of terrorist threats stands out given that it was produced in the middle of a war with Iran.

To be sure, the threat from far-left extremism has risen
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4PTgnZ2vql-KsmsOghZhGjKrSqE&e=) , but not as much (https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.justsecurity.org 122278 _correctly-2Dassessing-2Dleft-
2Dwing-2Dterrorism-2Dand-2Dpolitical-2Dviolence-2Din-2Dthe-2Dunited-2Dstates_&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-
1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL_Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpImO0s&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKKZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_fogMoDOvVdMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=JilyuPhJxp9R6aaHYYMW43Z
BHUYgbCxuHF300&e=) as some make out. Yet the Trump strategy lacks a concurrent appreciation of the threat of far-right extremism. According to the Anti-Defamation League, all

extremist-related murders (https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.adl.org_resources_press-2Drelease_adl-2Ddata-2Dshows-2Dextremist-2Drelated-
2Dmurders-2Dset-2Dincrease-2D2025-2Ddespite-2Dthird&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-
1Q&r=JZwWLRYy50hjDpu4XJL_Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJm0O0s&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKKZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_f9gMoDOvVVAMPTjL8 UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=4DPf2IVAX5Rk3-
WjLUcgFOUAuCWNFWjueil.sxwQAOWSs&e=) in the United States in 2024 were committed by right-wing extremists.

Today, some counterterrorism professionals have been reassigned (https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__abc7chicago.com_post_fbi-2Dagents-2Dreassignments-
2Dus-2Dimmigration-2Denforcement-2Ddonald-2Dtrump-2Dmay-2Dimpact-2Dcounterterrorism-2Dcorruption-

2Dinvestigations 18007962_&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-
1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL_Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJm0O0s&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKKZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_f9gMoDOvVAMPTjL8 UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=z000KKMkRdmuW50My2xkVN

to immigration enforcement; other fine agents have been removed from their assignments for 1nvestlgat1ng the January 6, 2021 attack on the U.S. Capitol, leading to a “brain drain

2Dinvestigation&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJhe00g-

1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL._Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJmOOs&m= cBlggvgzocRxTWOthZEPolysygebevO f9gMoDOVVdMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=kRweAnsiYu m8PssRhIfng
AgFHP2HeiVaPDs&e=) ” from counterterrorism agencies. About 300 FBI agents (https:
2Dexperienced-2Dcounterterrorism-2Dminds-2Dat-2Da-2Dcritical-2Dtime-2Dsay-2Dcurrent-2Dand-2Dformer-2Dofficials&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-

1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL._Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJmO0s&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKkZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_fogMoDOvVVdMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=I5Tm2tUGVZRWVheHToHRH
GGG30A4A39kpu-szE&e-) have left the bureau since Trump’s second term began Meanwhile, incoming intelligence and law enforcement officials have reportedly

i had to pass loyalty tests.

Finally, the Trump administration’s decision to designate drug cartels (https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.state.gov_designation-2Dof-2Dinternational-
2Dcartels&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-
1Q&r-=. JZWLRYV50h] pu4XJL Ofth3DNnVr4lO9kSgQJmOOS&m c8igqvqzocRxTWOhKKkZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_f9gMoDOvVAMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=YXWbTL8c4fiLxzrB2YDgh1J\

2Dorganizations&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJhe00g-

1Q&r=JZwLRYy50hjDpu4XJL_Qf2hS3DNnVr4109kSgpJmO0s&m=c8igqvqzocRXTWOhKKkZEPojy5ygexLbyQ_fogMoDOvVdMPTjL8_UY2dXeCT4aPGQ&s=E4V_Fa2rW-
9LYrYxzaklyepud4aRiJY_Mk-BXnvuZOcM&e-=) is drawing funds and personnel away from actual terrorism cases. The cartels are a threat to the United States, of course, but they need not
be reclassified as terrorists to be a priority. Better to beef up the Drug Enforcement Administration’s capabilities than to pull counterterrorism resources

designation/) away from the actual counterterrorism mission.

The U.S. intelligence community is being tasked to better forecast tomorrow’s terrorist threats just as it is losing expertise and gaining peripheral responsibilities. Jihadist groups in Africa
may not be targeting the homeland today, but they could tomorrow. America faces serious threats from both far-left and far-right groups here at home, and Iranian agents and proxies have

i i ttps://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.foreignaffairs.com_iran_will-2Diran-2Dturn-2Dterrorism&d=DwMGaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbe00g-
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their international terrorist plots, including in America.

On counterterrorism, America is now experiencing not only “a failure of imagination” (as the 9/11 Commission famously invoked that frame) but also of policy and leadership. Today,

ideology is trumping data when it comes to assessing the most pressing terrorist threats to the country. We are not safer for it.

Matthew Levitt is the Fromer-Wexler Senior Fellow at The Washington Institute and director of its Reinhard Program on Counterterrorism and Intelligence. This article was originally

published on the Just Security website (https://www.justsecurity.org/156517/looming-terrorist-threats-america/) . %*
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