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Attractiveness of Cruise Ships as Targets of Terrorism

There are several facets of the luxury-oriented, yet highly popular
cruise liner industry that would appear to have particular relevance for
future terrorist attack contingencies. Most fundamentally, these vessels
constitute an attractive target that directly resonates with the under-
lying ideological and operational rationale of al Qaeda and the wider
international jihadist movement. Not only do cruise ships cater to large
numbers of people who are confined to a single geographic space—
which makes them ideal venues for carrying out assaults intended to
maximize civilian casualties (a hallmark of jihadist terrorism in the
post—September 11 era)—they are also highly iconic in nature, reflect-
ing the type of explicit Western materialism, affluence, and discretion-
ary spending to which bin Laden—inspired extremists are opposed.?
Moreover, the fact that an overwhelming majority of passengers on
cruise lines are of Judeo-Christian background means that indis-
criminare attacks can be carried out with little or no risk of negatively
affecting wider Muslim interests (anonymous former defense intelli-
gence official, 2005). This is not necessarily the case with land-based
incidents, as bombings of Western embassies in Kenya and Tanzania
(1998), tourist resorts in Bali (2002), and hotels in Jakarta and Amman
(2003 and 2005, respectively) clearly demonstrated.?

On a more general level, a decisive strike against a major ocean-
going carrier would almost certainly result in a global CNN effect.
Indeed, as the November 2005 attack against the Seabourn Spirit off the
coast of Somalia demonstrates, even comparatively small-scale events
have the potential to elicit considerable international media attention
and interest. Generating this type of publicity is critical to the dynam-
ics of any terrorist entity, not least because it can be readily exploited to

2 A dossier captured with Nashiri in 2003 specifically listed cruise liners sailing from West-
ern ports among al Qaeda’s targets of opportunity, highlighting their “attracriveness” in
terms of mass casualty attacks. See Koknar (2005) and English, Gallagher, and Sommerfeld
(2003).

3 All of these atracks resulted in inordinately high casualty rates for local Muslims, which,
at least in the case of the embassy bombings, far outweighed Western fatalities and injuries.







