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Foreword

The United States has been a prime target of international terrorism for at least two
decades. In the 1980s, several terrorist attacks had a particularly powerful effect in mobilizing
public opinion and government action. These were the bombings of the U.S. Embassy and of
the U.S. Marine Barracks in Beirut in 1983, and the destruction of Pan American Flight 103
over Lockerbie, Scotland in 1989. The Federal Government reacted in both cases by devoting
more attention and resources to developing strategies and tools to defend U.S. lives and
interests against such outrages. Unless underlying causes are eliminated, terrorist attacks will
continue. Since they may change in type and scope, the United States must be prepared to deal
with a wide range of eventualities. The widespread availability of sophisticated weapons
makes the challenge of counterterrorism all the more difficult.

In 1989, the Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs; the Senate Subcommittee on
Terrorism, Narcotics, and International Operations of the Senate Committee on Foreign
Relations; and the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, together
with its Subcommittee on Aviation, requested the Office of Technology Assessment to
investigate the status of research on technological means to protect ourselves against terrorist
threats. A later endorsement of the study was received from the Senate Select Committee on
Intelligence.

This report is the first of two in response to these requests. A classified version was
transmitted to Congress on September 24, 1990, and an unclassified summary was released
to the public separately on February 26, 1991. It deals with the Federal research and
development effort in countering terrorism, and with the state of attempts to use technology
to aid in detecting and preventing attempts to introduce explosives aboard aircraft. A review
of the relevant R&D programs in many agencies is provided. The second report of this study
will be released in late summer 1991.

The help and cooperation of many scientists and officials from the Departments of
Defense, Energy, Justice, State, Transportation, and Treasury, and the Intelligence Commu-
nity are gratefully acknowledged.
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