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Even al Qaeda supporters can be won over
By Ken Ballen

The relationship of American national security to popular support for terrorists
and views of the United States is the key to our future national security. A new
study just released by the Rand Corporation and funded by the U.S. Department
of Defense agrees. Rand finds that the success of both al Qaeda and the Taliban
in re-establishing themselves in Pakistan is in large measure dependent on their
popular support.

More than just in Pakistan and Afghanistan, the Rand study also found that
governments with high levels of popularity were successful in defeating
insurgencies, while unpopular governments lost most of the time.

Not only is the popular support of al Qaeda and the Taliban fueled in part by anti-
American sentiments, the ability of the Pakistani government to cooperate with
the United States against these groups is constrained by widespread anti-
American feelings among the people of Pakistan. The Pakistani government's
effectiveness against al Qaeda and the Taliban would unquestionably be
strengthened if the staunchly anti-American views inside Pakistan could be
lessened.

In two recent nationwide surveys of Pakistan, we found that more than six out of
every ten Pakistanis — even those who have a favorable view toward Bin Laden
and al Qaeda — said their opinion of the United States would significantly
improve if the U.S. increased educational, medical and humanitarian aid to
Pakistanis, as well as the number of visas to work or study in the U.S.

The fact that a mere 10% of al Qaeda and Bin Laden supporters would not
change their view with new American humanitarian policies shows both the
softness of support for al Qaeda and the power that direct American aid to
ordinary Pakistanis has to fundamentally change perceptions.

In Indonesia, the world's largest Muslim country, the Indonesian government,
buoyed by popular support, is now winning decisively against the terrorists —
with important assistance from the United States. There are a number of factors



responsible, from public revulsion over innocent civilian deaths to increased
democratic participation. But the change in public opinion toward the U.S. among
Indonesians after American tsunami aid — a change we have documented has
been largely sustained — has given the Indonesian government the necessary
space to cooperate successfully with the U.S. in shutting down the terrorists.

If we only asked overall opinions of the United States, we find widespread anti-
American sentiment, reflecting the pervasive and deep unpopularity of the U.S.
war on terror throughout the Muslim world. The point is that our questions went
further and also uncovered an equally profound ability of direct American
humanitarian aid to change perceptions over a sustained period of time.

Terror Free Tomorrow, the non-profit polling organization | lead, has conducted
some 30 nationwide public opinion surveys over the past four years in Indonesia,
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Bangladesh, India, Nigeria, Iran, Syria, Turkey, and
elsewhere.

What our surveys uncovered is that the U.S. would witness dramatic
improvements in the view of the United States among the overwhelming majority
of Muslims, including those who express support for al Qaeda and Bin Laden, if
we demonstrate respect and caring for people in their daily lives through
practical, relatively achievable steps — such as increasing direct humanitarian
assistance (medical, education, food), visas and better trade terms.

And change in perceptions can make a very real difference in combating
terrorists and insurgents on the ground — as Rand and the Department of
Defense have also concluded.

Ken Ballen is the president of Terror Free Tomorrow: The Center for Public
Opinion.
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result in sustained, long-term improvements in public opin-
ion.

president. The first is this: don’t be too alarmed by

the apparent high level of support for bin Laden in
the Muslim world. Such support is soft, and can be made
softer still with the right policies.

The second lesson is that in order to repair the dismal im-
pression that many Muslims have of the United States, a
new president doesn't need to pull all troops out of Iraq right
away, or solve the Israel-Palestine conflict overnight. More
modest—if still politically tricky—actions can have an im-
mediate and dramatic impact. It is essential for the United
States to adopt policies that reveal a different side of Ameri-
can power—one that demonstrates respect and compassion
by improving the lives of individual Muslims. Such policies
include increasing student and work visas, direct humanitar-
ian aid, and trade agreements. Since much of the Muslim an-
ger towards the United States and the West is fueled by the
widespread perception of a lack of respect, all of these peo-
ple-based policies send a powerful, tangible message that we
care about Muslims and regard them as equals.

The third lesson is that these practical, direct-to-the-pub-
lic policy initiatives should be seen as an opening to a new
American stance that, in both word and deed, manifests re-
spectful relations between people. These initiatives need to

Our polls provide three useful lessons for the next

To repair the dismal
relationship between the
U.S. and the Muslim world,

a new president doesn’t
need to pull out of Iraq right
away or solve the Israel-
Palestine conflict overnight.

be followed up with meaningful action on the major geostra-
tegic issues that fuel Muslim resentment. We need to create
more effective counterterrorism strategies, break the log-
jam on peace with Israel, and resolve the wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan. Otherwise, whatever goodwill we create is likely
to fade.

That goodwill is an invaluable asset to our national securi-
ty. Negative public opinion towards the United States acts as
areal political constraint on the leaders of Muslim countries,
limiting their ability to work with America and its allies on
everything from counterterrorism operations to negotiating

peace agreements. When public opinion towards America
has improved and support for terror organizations has de-
clined, governments—even with the overt help of the Unit-
ed States, as in Indonesia and the Philippines—have been
able to isolate and target the terrorists.

In the wake of 9/11, America fell into a vicious cycle in
which our major security policies, aimed at combating ter-
rorism, actually made the threat of terrorism worse by in-
flaming popular sympathy for extremism. Turning that opin-
ion around could be the first step towards finally getting our
counterterrorism strategy right. And while first steps are of-
ten said to be the hardest, in this case, the opposite is true.
Indeed, as we learned that night in Jakarta, the most impor-
tant first step is the easiest. It is to listen. Wm

Kenneth Ballen is the president of Terror Free Tomorrow: The Cen-
ter for Public Opinion, a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization which
has conducted international polling in Pakistan, Iran, Syria, Indone-
sia, Saudi Arabia, India, Bangladesh, Nigeria, Turkey and elsewhere.
The results of the surveys are at www.terrorfreetomorrow.org.

How We Can Help al-Qaeda
Ruin its Own Reputation

Terror Free Tomorrow's surveys reveal some good
news: In many Muslim countries, public support for ex-
tremism is in decline. In Pakistan, for instance, popular
regard for bin Laden and al-Qaeda has decreased by half
in just six months. In the North West Frontier Province,
near the Afghan border where al-Qaeda is based, that sup-
port has plunged from 70 percent last summer to single
digits this year.

These changing attitudes are largely the result not of
America’s actions, but al-Qaeda’s: citizens in Pakistan and
other countries are becoming increasingly disgusted with
the group's barbaric violence. This shift in mood is signifi-
cant because history shows that success against terrorism
almost always occurs when local residents turn on the ter-
rorists themselves. Even more important, when al-Qaeda
and the Taliban become unpopular, a democratically elect-
ed Pakistani government can aggressively isolate and pur-
sue them without taking as many domestic political risks.

But the new Pakistani government's hand would be
strengthened even further if the staunchly anti-American
views of its citizens could be diminished. Don't forget, it is
bin Laden’s potency as an anti-American icon that drives
much of his support. And as we saw in Indonesia, when
opinion towards America improves, support for bin Lad-
en and al-Qaeda declines as well. Put these two dynam-
ics (declining sympathy for terrorists and rising regard for
America) together, and you have a powerful tool against
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terrorists.
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