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Five years after the September 11 attacks, unprecedented global co-operation in the police and intelligence fields has thwarted dozens of potential terrorist atrocities on the soil of Western nations.

Yet the traditional heartlands for sustaining Islamic extremists and their armies — Pakistan-Afghanistan, the Horn of Africa and the Middle East — are still being bitterly contested and even expanding as a result of the West's policy failures and refusal to allocate sufficient troops and resources to these regions.

In recent weeks terrorist plots planned by Islamic extremists have been uncovered in Britain, Germany, Denmark and Morocco, while terrorist attacks have succeeded in Jordan and India. The intelligence successes could never have happened unless each national agency was co-operating with every other intelligence service, especially in pro-Western states in the Muslim world.

However, after the war in Iraq and the US-British supported war in Lebanon, there is far greater anti-Americanism in the Muslim world than ever before and that could limit future intelligence co-operation. 

Also, the West's capacity to negotiate regional disputes is being undermined. Senior US diplomats admit it will take one or two generations to turn around America's image and potential in the Muslim world.

A recent poll by the US think-tank, the Marshall Fund, says Americans and Europeans see the greatest threats to world peace emanating from the Islamic world. If that is so then why has the West done so little to win the battle for hearts and minds in those heartlands deemed vital by al-Qa'eda ?

Five years after liberating Afghanistan the West's failure to provide sufficient troops, money and resources to secure the country and carry out reconstruction is now forcing Nato troops to fight a resurgent Taliban in hand-to- hand combat.

President Hamid Karzai's political support is dwindling because Western largesse has not been forthcoming and he now has little to show his people.

The catastrophic increase in opium production in Afghanistan, which is providing the Taliban with unlimited funds, is a direct consequence of the West's failure to revive the Afghan economy and agriculture.

US commanders in Kabul call the Afghanistan-Pakistan border region "terrorism central", where al-Qa'eda leader Osama bin Laden is still free to roam and re-organise the dozens of groups that now operate there from Central Asia, the Caucasus and the Middle East.

President Pervez Musharraf has just signed a controversial ceasefire with the Afghan-Pakistani Taliban living in this tribal region after his army got a beating over the past three years, losing some 800 soldiers.

In Somalia an extremist Islamic movement conquered the country while the Americans were busy backing discredited and now defeated warlords.

Al-Qa'eda is now free to build a major base in Somalia from where it can undermine other parts of Muslim Africa. In the Middle East there has emerged a new phenomenon of Islamic movements rather than secular resistance groups or states, winning support.

Despite Israel's insistence, Hamas and Hizbollah are not terrorist groups, but social and political movements with a strong Islamic agenda. Yet elements from these parties could become the cutting edge for a revamped al-Qa'eda in the Middle East. The growth of extremist Islam is directly related to the refusal by the West aggressively to address the Israel-Palestine issue.

Unless the West backs democratically-elected governments and then provides the resources to secure them, the battle for hearts and minds will never be won.
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