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Countering violent extremism in the USA
The fight against terrorism is a key element in the United States' national security policy. The
strategy for Countering Violent Extremism launched by the Obama administration in 2011 signalled
a turn away from a counterterrorism policy dominated by law enforcement and intelligence
towards a comprehensive strategy based on engagement with broader policy communities.

A new comprehensive strategy
Following the terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001, the USA pursued the fight against terrorism on two
fronts. At home, the US government concentrated on strengthening institutional structures and equipping its
law enforcement and intelligence services with new tools. Abroad, the 'Global War on Terror' aimed to
employ diplomacy, intelligence, law enforcement, financial influence and military might to disrupt and
defeat global terror networks. The evolving nature of the terrorist threat, however, gradually pushed the
government to adjust its approach. With the arrival of President Obama in the White House in 2009, and in
the light of the threat posed by home-grown terrorism, US counterterrorism policy has shifted increasingly
from efforts focused mainly on combatting terrorism towards a more comprehensive framework that
includes terrorism prevention and the battle against radicalisation. In August 2011, the Obama
administration presented a Strategy to Prevent Violent Extremism in the USA. This centred on preventing
violent extremists and their supporters – i.e. individuals who support or engage in ideologically motivated
violence to further political goals – from inspiring, radicalising, financing or recruiting individuals or groups in
the USA to commit acts of violence. At the centre of this strategy is a grassroots-based approach that
highlights the importance of partnerships between government agencies, local stakeholders, and
communities, with particular focus on building their resilience against violent extremism.

From strategy to implementation
The strategy and the Strategic Implementation Plan to prevent violent extremism, which was issued in
December 2011, focus on three core areas of activity:
 Enhancing engagement with and support for local communities that could be targeted by violent

extremists. The aim of this process – derived from the community policing model developed in the 1990s
– is primarily to build trust between government agencies, acting as facilitators or sources of information,
and, for instance, Muslim communities.

 Building government and law enforcement expertise in preventing violent extremism. This involves
improving understanding of radicalisation (e.g. via research and partnerships), stepping up information-
sharing across government agencies on recruitment and radicalisation (e.g. using case studies and fusion
centres), and providing radicalisation-related training based on revised training programmes, reviews and
best practice.

 Countering violent extremist propaganda while promoting US ideals. In addition to community outreach,
the government has focused on counter-messaging and positive narratives (e.g. awareness-raising
programmes for teenagers) to diminish the appeal of online jihadi propaganda.

Responsibility for achieving these objectives is shared between several US government departments and
agencies, including the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), the Department of Justice, and the Federal
Bureau of Investigation. The DHS, for instance, focuses on four core initiatives: sharing information about
CVE through outreach to domestic stakeholders and international partners; offering training aimed at
improving communication, building trust and encouraging collaboration between officers and communities;
funding initiatives aimed at improving ways to understand, recognise, report and respond to potential
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indicators of terrorist activity; and supporting federal, state, local, territorial and tribal officials in identifying
and mitigating violent extremist threats through analysis and research into trends in domestic terrorism and
terrorist propaganda. In January 2016, a CVE Task Force was set up to improve inter-agency coordination.
The State Department and the White House have been actively promoting the CVE agenda at international
level (e.g. the CVE Summit in February 2015 and the Leaders' Summit on Countering ISIL and Violent
Extremism in September 2015).

Challenges to implementation
The CVE strategy has been criticised on institutional and conceptual grounds, with problematic areas
including inadequate funding, the absence of a lead agency, limited jurisdiction and legal framework, and a
lack of legitimacy on the part of the government institutions tasked with carrying out CVE initiatives within
communities. The role assigned to various departments in the Office of the Attorney General has, for
instance, been called into question, since their primary experience is in prosecution rather than engagement
and prevention. Moreover, the lack of coherent terminology among the various US counter-terrorism
institutions and shortfalls in training are seen as potentially leading to inconsistencies in the development
and application of the law. Some critics of the US approach to CVE argue that the current 'misguided
narrative' disregards the role that Islam plays in the radicalisation process. American Arab and Muslim
organisations are sceptical as to whether the outreach efforts undertaken by agencies like the FBI and the
police are not, in reality, intelligence-gathering exercises. They also argue that the CVE approach contributes
to the stigmatisation of Muslim communities, despite only a small fraction of acts of extreme violence being
carried out by Muslims. In addition, some of the investigative techniques employed by law enforcement and
intelligence services (e.g. surveillance of mosques and Muslim community leaders) and the lack of
transparency are said to be undermining trust between Muslims and government agencies, and acting as
'radicalisation multipliers'. Civil liberties organisations have expressed concerns about the possible use of
CVE-driven measures to counter ISIL/Da'esh propaganda as a censorship tool. Lastly, there are questions as
to the effectiveness of CVE measures and their real impact on reducing recruitment to terrorist groups,
given that between June 2014 and December 2015 the number of militants travelling to join ISIL/Da'esh rose
from 12 000 to as many as 31 000.

Cooperation with the EU
Transatlantic cooperation on counter-terrorism has a long history and one not always without controversy
(not least surrounding personal data protection for EU citizens). The policy challenges and dilemmas posed
by CVE follow the same pattern. In 2010, the first US-EU seminar on CVE took place in Brussels, resulting in
the setting up of an action group – later renamed the US-EU Countering Violent Extremism Steering
Committee – to address terrorist travel, violent extremist propaganda, terrorist activities online, and to look
at partnering with diaspora communities in relation to CVE-related issues, conflict prevention/resolution in
third countries, and prison-based de-radicalisation programmes. The Global Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF)
has seen the US and the EU working together on the establishment of three institutions: Hedayah, the first
international centre of excellence on CVE; the Global Community Engagement and Resilience Fund, a public-
private global venture supporting grassroots efforts to counter violent extremism; and the Malta-based
International Institute for Justice and the Rule of Law, which concentrates on training criminal justice
officials to counter terrorism and handle transnational security challenges. Both the US and the EU serve on
these institutions' governing boards and support them financially. Advanced cooperation is also ongoing at
operational level between Europol and the Department of Homeland Security, with work on case study
development, training, measures to address the use of the internet for spreading terrorist ideology, and the
operation of the fusion centres. The Riga statement on enhancing transatlantic cooperation in the area of
Justice, Freedom and Security, adopted at the EU-US Justice and Home Affairs Ministerial Meeting in June
2015, lists counterterrorism and countering violent extremism as key areas for cooperation, along with the
need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism, build civil society capacity to support those at risk
of radicalisation to violence, and challenge terrorist and violent extremist narratives.

In November 2015, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on prevention of radicalisation, which acknowledged
the global nature of the phenomenon and stressed the importance of boosting cooperation with third countries
to identify recruitment networks and increase security at the borders of the countries concerned. It also called for
enhanced diplomatic, political and intelligence cooperation with key partners facing similar challenges.
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