
Organization and Performance: What 
Intelligence Can Accomplish 

By now, you should have some idea of what intelligence can and cannot do in counterterrorism. 
But just to recap, what are some of the most important ways in which you can succeed or fail, 
and what the patterns generally are, and how it does succeed and fail. People argue and 
discuss this all the time about what should intelligence services be able to provide in the way of 
protecting us from terrorism.  
 
But I would summarize it this way-- one, the most difficult thing for it to do is to get that 
information about that next terrorist plot and to prevent it. And that's hard for all the reasons that 
I mentioned earlier. What it can do and what it should be expected to do more of is the kind of 
strategic warning-- that even if we fall short of specific information about a particular plot-- can 
be used to save lives.  
 
9/11 was a tactical intelligence failure, just like any terrorist attack is. If we have the information 
that we require to roll it up, then obviously we're going to roll it up, and the attack won't occur. 
But 9/11 was actually a strategic success in the sense that there was a lot of strategic warning 
provided by the U.S. Intelligence Services about what Al-Qaeda was likely to do.  
 
There were repeated warnings, particularly the worldwide threat assessment that the U.S. 
intelligence community issued in 2001 prior to 9/11. In identifying terrorism from Al-Qaeda as 
the number one threat said, Osama bin Laden and his global network of lieutenants and 
associates remain the most immediate and serious threat. He is capable of planning multiple 
attacks with little or no warning.  
 
Now, one last point about what intelligence can or cannot be expected to do looking into the 
future. There are a couple of things that have made the intelligence task inherently harder. One, 
and you've heard about this in previous lessons, is how Al-Qaeda and the nature of the terrorist 
threat that it represents has evolved in recent years.  
 
It has become more diffuse, more disorganized. It's not just one place where the action is taking 
and where the plots are being hatched. You can argue about whether or not it poses a greater 
threat. But it is a more difficult intelligence task because there is action in more different places, 
not just South Asia but Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, many other places, many other 
organizations.  
 
The other thing that is going to make intelligence even a harder job to do with regard to 
counterterrorism in years ahead is going after those lone wolves and those small cells that don't 
have a previously known existence, just like the two Boston Marathon bombers. 
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