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Quid pro quo
State sponsorship of terrorism in the

Cold War

Thomas Riegler

duction
and 1980s terrorism is very different from contemporary political
ce: whereas radical Islamic terrorists today form a web of decentral-
ocal actors without clear hierarchies, who are linked together by the
net, the ‘old terrorism’ of the Cold War era was a group phenomenon,
cear structures, and primarily secular by nature. One of the foremost
cteristics of organizations, led by Abu Nidal or ‘Carlos’, was that the
orists received substantial assistance from state actors. The main spon-
Soviet satellites in the Middle East and the Eastern Bloc, not only
rated the presence of terrorists on their soil, but provided them with
ing, weapons, explosives, and safe passage. The enlisted groups and
Jnizations were then used to conduct surrogate operations against rival
es, internal enemies, or dissidents. Whereas the relationship between
sors and terrorists has often been described in the form of top-down
itrol, this contribution instead suggests more of a balanced mode of
d pro quo collaboration among the two parties.
To explore the connection between states and terrorists further, a case
dy is presented by drawing on primary sources from the Foundation
uno Kreisky Archive (StBKA, Vienna) and the Federal Commissioner for
. Stasi Archives (BStU, Berlin): the confrontation between Austria and
Abu Nidal group, which was then supported by Syria. Since Austria
yed a key role in promoting the Palestine Liberation Organization
1LO) as a political force in the late 1970s, it became a target for
estinian hardliners, who opposed any compromise with Israel. By attack-
g Austria in 1981 and 1985, Abu Nidal served his own ideological agenda,
t also satisfied the political interests of his sponsor in the Middle Fastern
wer game — which makes this case a telling example for the described
agmatic cooperation between host and client.

State-sponsored terrorism and the Cold War

1 2010, Corinna Ponto, the daughter of a prominent victim of the Red
Army Faction (RAF), published a critical article in a major German
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o of terrorist activity worldwide, with every major group sponsored
ing a subversive proxy force to undermine Western democracies.’
uential in the promotion of this threat was ‘the Terror Network’
Claire Sterling, an American correspondent living in Italy. Her
osis was that Moscow had infiltrated every major leftwing group,
1o the Palestinian factions, and turned them against Western
_A Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) research team later found out
¢ Terror Network’ contained some ‘black information’, which had
irculated by the intelligence service itself.* But US officials never-
used the book to send their message: Foreign Secretary Alexander
resented ‘the Terror Network” at his first press conference to accuse
viet Union of state sponsorship of terrorism.” Unofficially, the US
ence community had reached a more sober assessment on the
¢ in. 1981 — with regard to the links between Moscow and Middle
n groups the National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) stated:

The Soviets provide assistance, including training and weapons
pport, to states and organizations which they know conduct or
upport terrorist activities. The Soviets themselves do not direct these
groups, however they encourage specific terrorist operations. In some
ases, they have advised their friends and allies against the use of such
actics, although they have acquiesced in their use.”

ce this early discourse was swayed by ideology and lacked a neutral fact

ated basis, it took the fall of the Iron Curtain (1989) for the nature of
. nexus between the Soviet Union and international terrorism to become
re apparent. While Moscow had not been the source of all terrorist evil,
described by Sterling, it was certainly no innocent bystander. The Soviets
d supplied arms not only to Third-World ‘national liberation movements’
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, but also to terrorist groups in the Middie
stand in Northern Ireland. Substantial as it was, this supporting role did
¢ amount to total control as Sterling and other experts had suggested.
cording to historian Timothy Naftali, these relationships, ‘while signifi-
nt, were limited and represented assistance to autonomous movements.

'hese groups did not become extensions of Soviet foreign policy.™
An often-cited example for the relationship between the KGB and

rorist allies is Wadi Haddad, founder of the Popular Front for the

iberation of Palestine (PLPF) external operations department and ‘godfa-
ther’ of international terrorism. According to Vasili Mitrokhin, a senior
KGB defector, Haddad had been recruited by the KGB under the code-

me ‘NATIONALIST’ in 1970." KGB chief, Yuri Andropow, reported to

prime minister Leonid Brezhnev:

W. Haddad turned to us with a request of help for his organisation in
the acquisition of certain kinds of special technical means necessary
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<t the Kurdish PKK with widespread use of torture and tactics like
ing’ victims." More and more information suggests that the Red
in Italy had been penetrated, which allowed some degree of
ver their operations.” Little is known about the secret struggle of
German authorities against left-wing terrorism. But it is evident
m the beginning, agent provocateurs were involved in arming the
fringes of the 1968 student movement.® On one occasion in 1978,
mestic intelligence service went so far as to fake the liberation
. of an RAF member by blowing a hole into the prison wall.”
oles like these demonstrate that Western counter-terrorism had its
dé and that the fear of terrorism was sometimes manipulated to
political stability. However, according to the available records, the
Bloc’s involvement with terrorism was by far more substantial and
aimed against the West. This is clarified in the following section by
from relating files from the archive of the German Democratic
blic’s (GDR) Ministry for State Security and declassified CIA sources.

oring terrorism: the role of Middle Eastern governments and
rn bloc countries

¢ satellites in Eastern Europe and allied regimes in other regions
ged in substantial dealings with terrorists. This was especially true in
fiddle East, where all major Arab groups were affiliated either with

, Syria, Iraq, or South Yemen (theocratic Iran was the main sponsor
hiite extremists, mostly during the civil war in Lebanon in the 1980s

| against American targets in the Arab peninsula in the 1990s). The
ernments had various reasons for the employment of terrorists. Mostly,
y were used as surrogates to target regional rivals. For example, Syria
Iraq used terrorists to strike against each other’s officials and facilities.
m 1983 until 1985, Jordan was attacked several times by forces sent out
yrian president Hafez al-Assad to punish the government in Amman for

upport of the Islamist opposition against his rule.”
Another major reason was to have a covert capability ready to use against
rnal threats posed by dissidents and exiles. Between 1980 and 1985, the
byan government alone engaged in more than thirty assassination
tempts outside of its borders.” Sponsorship of terrorism was also an
portant means of undermining Western policies in the Middle East, to
estabilize pro-Western governments and moderate Arab regimes, to
eaken Israeli security, and to derail peace initiatives between Israel and
e Palestinians. In effect, sponsors had various advantages to gain: plausi-
e deniability, the possibility to project power despite little geopolitical
gnificance, and the enhancement of their image as fighters for the cause
f the ‘oppressed’.* There is also no doubt that using terrorists bore
onsiderable risks such as provoking retaliatory attacks or a tarnished inter-
national reputation in case of these secret policies becoming public.
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oup to ‘silence’ the Romanian branch of Radio Free Europe in

a gross operational error was committed by detonating the

bomb in front of the Czech section of the building).* Mostly,

of the terror connection paid off in an indirect form: the host

ccess to valuable intelligence, Western weapons and technology,

e client benefited from safe haven, training, and easy transit into

countries and Western Europe. A major motif for the Eastern bloc

eep its territory safe from possible security risks. The danger of

etaliatory attacks by terrorists in case of an active approach

them was taken very seriously.” Another priority was to ensure that

cotntries would not be implicated in case of terrorist attacks in

Europe. But, while the secret services had detailed knowledge

anned strikes, sometimes nothing was done to stop the perpetra-

1083, an MIS officer returned confiscated explosives, which were

d to commit a bomb attack against the Maison de France in West

1 the case of the La Belle bombing (1986), the MI£S knew at least

ys ahead that Libyan agents would possibly target the discotheque,

warning was given.*

is hardly surprising, since the destabilization of the West by terror-

s in the interest of the Eastern Bloc. It provided the Socialist

ies with a means of inciting or exploiting violent conflict on a

al as well as global scale, with small risk of US retaliation or direct

iry confrontation. But some red lines were observed: when Palestinian

sts hijacked a Lufthansa jet in 1977, the Soviet Union and the GDR

ured its ally South Yemen to prohibit the landing and thereby foiled

riginal plan of the terrorists.* On another occasion, Bulgaria allowed

rest of several left-wing terrorists by German police on its territory in

% In the same year, Yugoslavian authorities detained four RAF

bers in Zagreb, but released them after receiving threats from a

tinian group.” ‘Carlos’, whose presence became an open secret for

ern intelligence agencies and thereby compromised his hosts, was

tually kicked out: in 1984, he was banned from the GDR and Hungary,

1985 Czechoslovakia served its ties with his organization.” Obviously,

orist plotting against the West was tolerated within certain limits, on the

dition that it would not cause a major disruption in superpower rela-

s. But, as Markus Wolf, head of the foreign intelligence division of the

, wrote in his memoirs, his superior, Minister for State Security Erich

lke, did consider a supportive role for terrorist organizations in the

nt of war: ‘his theory seemed to be that the terrorists we befriended or,

n the case of the Red Army Faction, sheltered, could be used as behind-
lines guerrilla forces for sabotage against the West.™

n contrast to these frank words, during the Cold War, the reasons for

is uneasy but extensive cooperation with terrorists were often dressed up

terms of ideology. An undated document about a meeting between

presentatives of the MfS and members of the Palestinian PLFP stated:
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psidering state sponsorship of terrorism, one has to include the
change among the groups themselves, which, of course, had been
peforehand, as the case of Wadi Haddad and his KGB connec-
kmpliﬁes.
to its key role in the whole process, the GDR became, in fact, a
asis for international terrorism. This is evident from a report that
eneral Werner Irmler sent to Mielke in 1979. The document,
details of the activities of terrorists residing in the GDR were stated,
ensitive that it was labelled ‘only for personal information, return is
d’. Besides Mielke only seven other high-ranking officials got to
material before it was discussed in a Politburo meeting chaired by
Tonecker.* A key passage reads:

cording to inside information, partly politically indeterminable
ces of the Palestine national liberation movement, in alliance with
archo-terrorist groups from Western countries are increasingly
dertaking efforts to use the territory of the GDR as a logistical base
d starting point for the execution of terrorist acts in Western
ope. The generous solidarity of the GDR with national liberation
ovements of the Arab people is seen as favourable for the planning
d preparation of operations by these forces. The communication
ssibilities of the capital of the GDR are also taken into account.®

eport also details the agenda of terrorist groups such as the
nization of International Revolutionaries, led by Ilich Ramirez
hez, aka ‘Carlos the Jackal’, on East German soil:

stablishment of logistic bases in the capital of the GDR with involve-
ment of GDR citizens; Arrangement of conspiratorial gatherings and
meetings between citizens of various Arab states; Acceleration of travel
ctivities of liaisons of the ‘Carlos’ group into the FGR (Federal
German Republic) and other Western European countries as well as to
West Berlin; Efforts for the acquisition of weapons, explosives, funds,
and information; Agreements for an expansion of a conspirative ‘revo-
lutionary department’; Inspiring violent acts of the armed struggle as
well as single actions, terrorist attacks and so on against the imperialis-
tic: policy of the US, the Zionists, and the clique around Sadat;
Activating contacts to anarcho-terroristic forces in the FGR/West
Berlin; Intentions to create operation centres in the SAR (Syrian
_Arabic Republic) via the capital of the GDR with involvement of the
_embassies of the USSR and the GDR in Syria.”

providing such possibilities, countries like the GDR enabled compara-

ely small terrorists organizations like the one led by ‘Carlos’ to function

a way that served their own strategic interests.”




124 Thomas Riegler
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Austria as a victim of state-sponsored terrorism
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In 1981, Heinz Nittel, a high-ranking Vi 1 i

representative, was murderec% A few mintllﬂina?f;rewzité]s Otff l\afﬂ .
gogue was assaulted by two Arab gunmen who killed m,zo wo 0
wounded twenty-two others. The worst attack took place on 1;’? '
1985: three terrorists attacked the El Al counter at Vienna aj

grenades and assault rifl )
wounded. rifles. Three bystanders were killed and

. , onsi

Austrl.a,. he also targeted other WesIt)ern ll)*lllelrf)opre:11111I gcl)fet PIO
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u Nidal himself had been a high-ranking PLO repre i
a.nd Iraq. But soon.he became a focal poing;; for the I‘)rejiecrtlitcz)l:lli‘;e
tion formed by radical Palestinian factions that were aiming to
Yasser Arafat’s claim to PLO leadership and faithful ?o O}‘]l
Egogrilm;:l;a that had elevated armed struggle to ‘the one andt on]

erate Palestine’. With Arafat’s famous i .
.front of the United Nations (1974) that mi?l?e:griﬁeoll)lzeiggim(:h
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i

Weakep Arafat. by undercutting supporters in the West. This eff
Llne wﬁh the interests of his sponsors. In the beginning, Abu 1(\);
sec;n alllhclz;l to Iraq, which used his organization to target i)oth Jore
t }}l/r a.h.n 83, he was z.lble to establish offices in Damascus, despite
at his group had tried to kill high-ranking officials only ygars

Comrmsspning Abu Nidal offered president Hafez al-Assad and hi
gEmce services certain advantages. Starting in the late 1970s, As dl
a reglongl strategy to become the dominant strongman in éhe SIile .
a}r;d achieve a ‘comprehensive strategic balance’ with Israel. ch

t IS. goal, Ass,ad was eager to control ‘all the Arab variables in th
a}%amst Israel’, as political analyst Patrick Seale put it. The Syrian Pre
therefore strove to keep the PLO under his influence, to force neig L

like Jordan from i
making separate settlements wi
with
ferences from the outside.” foracl, and g

pohcy of limiting such operations to Israel and the Israeli-occu ied te
rI}els. .. They are determined to bring the PLO under Syrian cfntrolﬁ
;v en MfS.-har.ldlers questiqned a source in 1981 about Abu Nidal’s In
Or assassinating Heinz Nittel, the informant pointed to the ‘rela
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ks between Arafat and Kreisky for a solution to the ‘Middle
roblem’. The source continued to explain:

¢ Abu Nidal is against a political settlement of the Palestinian prob-

he obviously wanted to demonstrate to Arafat that by murdering

, Nittel, his group would not stand idle when compromises with
, US or other imperialistic nations are made.”

MfSreport from the same year stressed Syria’s role behind the

said that Syria is not interested in a solution of the Palestine prob-
or in the conclusion of a peace treaty should it not have a leading
e. For this reason, Abu Nidal is supported by Syria. The murder of
ttel is described as a warning for Kreisky to abandon his mediator

¢ between Israel and the PLO.®

1 Nidal also had his own reason for targeting Austria: in the wake of
acks of 1981, three members of his organization had been arrested,
them a high-ranking ‘officer’. The group wanted to liberate him at

ts. It was Kreisky himself who authorized secret negotiations on the
er’s fate in 1982. When those talks stalled, the terrorists subsequently
ed the Vienna airport in 1985. ‘Abu Nidal is known to retaliate
t those governments that imprison his members’, a CIA paper
ded only days after the assault and emphasized: ‘Both Italy and
ria are now holding three group members each. Senior officials of the
idal group last week held discussions with Austrian officials about the

y release of its prisoners’.” Kreisky had already left office in 1983, but

than two weeks before the terrorist strike, he had tried to defuse the

wing danger by utilizing his personal contact with Libyan leader

hafi. A trusted official was sent on a last minute mission to Tripoli to

eal to Qadhafi to discourage Abu Nidal from threatening Austria. The
an leader agreed to do just that, but eleven days later the attack never-
ess did take place. Afterwards Kreisky received an apology — the Libyans
been unable to contact the terrorists, who operated out of a military
in Syrian controlled Lebanon, in time.*”

n order to prevent further bloodshed, a deal was struck. In 1988, the
£ of the Austrian state police secretly met with an Abu Nidal represen-
e at Orly airport in Paris. It was agreed that the group would not target

pstria again. In return, their emissaries were allowed to visit the impris-
d ‘officer’ and to occupy an apartment in Vienna. By allowing such a

sence in the capital, the Austrian authorities managed to postpone the

essing issue of an early release of the prisoner. He wasa free man by 1995,

T serving two-thirds of his jail term. At that time, the base in Vienna no

nger existed — aided by a foreign intelligence service, it had kept
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operating under surveillance until 1993. Despite the high rig
there was no further act of Palestinian terrorism in Austria. By
Kreisky’s successors had already abandoned the former highly
n international affairs and instead concentrated on joining the |
Union. In part, this was also a result of the public’s growing con,
terrorism after the wave of attacks in the early 1980s.

To sum up, the example of Palestinian terrorism in Austria dem
the complicated nature of state-sponsored terrorism. The COUNry
the cross-hairs because of its prominent role in the early stages of ;
ical transformation of the PLO. For different reasons, this dreyw
both Syria and Abu Nidal - the latter responded with acts of terre,
were in part funded and supported by Assad’s intelligence Services
tion to the shared interest of disrupting Austrian policies in th
East and weakening Arafat, Abu Nidal also

keeping up the pressure even reached a fo
Austrian authorities.

pursued his own goal
rm of understanding

Conclusion

In 2010, Olivier Assayas presented his e
Ramirez Sanchez. According to the dir
the depiction of Cold War terrorism as
and commissioned by states: ‘Terrorism is about one state sen,
message to another. Usually you never know who is sending a-mess
whom, it only surfaces years later’ ™ Assayas may have neglected the
political and social preconditions for terrorism, but his main th

pic film Carlos, a biography
ector, a key element in the fi
a form of dirty warfare orch

correct: without state support and international cooperation amo
groups themselves, 1970s and 1980s terrorists would most certainl
have been as effective and operational as they were.

Compared with contem
or Abu Nidal seem to belon

porary political violence, terrorists like ¢

matter how confusing and destructive Cold War terrorism proved: to b
served political aims and interests. Radical Islamist terrorists, on the o
hand, do not pursue a similar clear agenda. The death toll also d

Spectacular suicide attacks began to set in during Lebanon’s civil

during the early 1980s, but remained exceptional. Mainly, the viole
inflicted by Cold War terrorists was limited and applied in close relatio
the desired results. Today’s terrorism targets the public at large for m

mum impact, while the perpetrators are no longer constrained by the
of alienating SUppOTrters or sponsors.
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he hijacking of TWA-847

A strategic analysis

Richard C. Thornton

hijacking of flight TWA-847, on 14 June 1985, created a crisis of the

order for the Reagan administration and had a dramatic impact on

olicy. An analysis of the event, including the administration’s

and the actions and motives of the sponsors and participants,

ant lessons for possible crisis-situation negotiators today.

¢ event seemed straightforward enough. Two Lebanese men hijacked

irliner after it left Athens headed for Rome and forced Captain John

ake to divert from his scheduled destination to Beirut. From Beirut,

flew to Algiers, then back to Beirut. From Beirut they flew to Algiers a

ond time, then finally back to Beirut where a prolonged negotiation

nning over two weeks took place. The crisis was resolved by a swap of the
sengers for over seven hundred Israeli-held prisoners.

The conventional wisdom, expressed in the works of Wills, Martin and

lcott, and Woodward, holds that the hijack was sponsored by Syria and

n and carried out by Iran’s surrogate in Lebanon, Hezbollah.' These

thors saw no motive beyond the use of a terrorist act to gain the release

hearcerated comrades. A close look at events, however, makes clear that
se assumptions were incorrect and yields a much different interpreta-

n of the hijacking as a supremely political act and offers lessons to those

o might face a similar situation today.

A reconstruction of the crisis will demonstrate that Moscow and Qadaffi,
ot Syria and Iran, were the sponsors of the hijacking, and Imad Mugniyeh,
ot Hezbollah, was the perpetrator. In fact, Hafez Assad of Syria and
yatollah Rafsanjani of Iran played critical roles in resolving the crisis both
irectly and through their surrogates in Lebanon, the Amal and
ezbollah.

A strategic perspective is an essential starting point. The fall of the shah
nd the resulting Iran-Iraq war offered Moscow an historic opportunity to
raw Iran into its orbit. But the great opportunity appeared to be fleeting
s President Reagan, starting his second term, expressly sought to re-
stablish relations with Iran. Moreover, Iran was receptive, hoping to




