
Counterterrorism Instruments: Diplomacy 

Let's talk about diplomacy as our first instrument. When it comes to counterterrorism-- as it does 
with any other topic-- diplomacy is basically a matter of persuading other governments to do 
something we want them to do. You may recall from our lesson on intelligence that other 
governments are often in a much better position to do something we want to have done in 
counterterrorism. Well, the same is true not just in intelligence, but with regard to diplomatic 
channels as well.  
 
Diplomacy in counterterrorism can be either multilateral-- involving a lot of countries at once-- or 
bilateral. On the multilateral side we're talking about what goes on at places like the United 
Nations. Now, unfortunately for many years there wasn't really much being done because of 
disagreement-- a lack of consensus-- even on what should be considered terrorism. In bodies 
like the United Nations General Assembly, there was a reluctance of the majority to take action 
even in resolutions condemning terrorism because many members feared that this would be 
seen as a criticism of what they considered to be legitimate national liberation movements.  
 
We don't see too much of that problem anymore. And indeed there has been some useful 
multilateral work done in recent years-- particularly in the form of the negotiation of several 
multilateral conventions or treaties that deal with certain practical matters having to do with 
counterterrorism. For example, one such treaty has to do with sorting out the responsibilities 
when you have an international air hijacking. Given that you typically have several countries 
involved, the nationality of the hijackers, of the airline, and wherever the hijackers flew the 
plane.  
 
Another such treaty or convention is one that deals with so-called tagging of explosives. This 
refers to adding particular trace chemicals into explosives that make it better for investigators-- 
after an incident-- to try to track where the explosives came from and therefore enable them 
better to determine responsibility for the attack. Well, that's the multilateral side.  
 
Bilateral diplomacy takes place much more behind closed doors in secret. And it's basically a 
matter of persuading or trying to persuade some other government to arrest someone, or 
conduct a raid on a safe house, or something of that nature. That's the key part of it.  
 
But bilateral diplomacy and counterterrorism also include some other things. The U.S. State 
Department has an anti-terrorism assistance program which is used to provide training, 
equipment, and other aid to the police forces and internal security services of many other 
countries. And this has several benefits. It directly increases the capability of those other foreign 
forces to act against terrorism. And it also is used as a way of enhancing overall relations and 
enhancing the cooperation that we might hope to get from those countries on other 
counterterrorist measures.  
 
Now, the main advantages of any kind of use of the diplomatic instrument are basically two 



things. One, just as we saw with intelligence and foreign liaison, it's a force multiplier for the 
United States or for any other one country. We can do a lot more things in conjunction with 
other countries than we can do all by ourselves.  
 
And it also-- and this is true particularly of diplomacy and not of intelligence cooperation-- it's a 
legitimizing technique. Especially in the multilateral area, if you can get other countries to sign 
on to be a part of counterterrorist efforts then it's not simply identified with the United States or 
any one country. And that makes it more politically sustainable.  
 
The basic limitation of the diplomatic instrument is simply, we don't control it. And it's based on 
the goodwill and intentions of other foreign governments. And unfortunately, many times other 
political considerations get in the way and we don't get the kind of cooperation we would like to 
get from the other government. 
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