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It is less than a month into 2016, and two terrorist 
plots have occurred, one foiled and the other suc-

cessful. additional information has become avail-
able regarding a case from December 2015, resulting 
in another addition to The Heritage Foundation’s 
list of terrorist plots and attacks. The FBI’s release of 
more information in December about the shooting at 
two Chattanooga military facilities in July 2015 also 
adds to the list, bringing the total number of Islamist-
inspired terrorist plots and attacks against the u.S. 
since 9/11 to 80.

Chattanooga, No. 74
The Heritage Foundation is now adding the July 

16, 2015, shooting at two military facilities in Chat-
tanooga that killed four Marines and a sailor to its 
list of Islamist terrorist plots. While there were news 
reports pointing to an Islamist motivation, Heritage 
preferred to wait for the outcome of the FBI’s inves-
tigation before making a final determination. 

In December 2015, FBI Director James Comey 
announced that the shooter, Mohammad abdu-
lazeez, “was inspired, motivated by a foreign ter-
rorist organization’s propaganda.”1 Comey further 
claimed that it was difficult “to untangle which 
particular source,” as there “are lots of competing 
[terrorist] poisons out there.”2 The FBI, however, 

certainly knows the general kind of terrorist poi-
sons to which abdulazeez was attracted: They were 
of a violent, Islamist nature. 

The FBI’s failure to provide the american peo-
ple with this information means that other sources 
need be relied upon. Multiple news organizations 
reported that abdulazeez attacked these facilities 
for Islamist reasons. Counterterrorism sources for 
aBC reported that abdulazeez searched the Inter-
net to learn how such violence could remove his 
sins and found justifications and guidance on vio-
lent Islamist websites.3 reuters reported that abdu-
lazeez was inspired by the general propaganda of 
violent Islamists.4 Sources for NBC reported that 
abdulazeez had downloaded audio recordings of al-
Qaeda cleric and propagandist anwar al-awlaki.5 
The FBI conclusion, added to varied news reports is 
enough evidence to add the Chattanooga attack to 
the list of Islamist-inspired attacks.

Mohamed Elshinawy, No. 77
Over the course of 2015, Mohamed Elshinawy 

conspired with others to support ISIS. Starting in 
February 2015, Elshinawy discussed with a co-con-
spirator the possibility of attacking the u.S., being 
careful to avoid discussing specific plans because 
he feared that he was being monitored. Elshinawy 
and his co-conspirator regularly took precautions 
to avoid detection by using false names and different 
phones, lying to authorities, and concealing connec-
tions to ISIS and to each other.6

Elshinawy pledged allegiance to ISIS while stat-
ing his desire to undertake jihad.7 While he would 
remain in the u.S., Elshinawy stated that he had sev-
eral targets but was taking his time. Elshinawy also 
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discussed making “some sort of explosive device” 
and that he dreamt of using a gun to kill people in a 
church. 

To support this plot, Elshinawy and his co-con-
spirator received at least $7,700 from a source that 
Elshinawy identified as an ISIS operative, to be used 
in carrying out an attack in the u.S. When initially 
questioned by the FBI, Elshinawy lied about how 
much he had received and took steps to hide his con-
nections to other ISIS operatives.8 He was arrested 
on December 11, 2015, on related charges.

Houston Malls, No. 79
Omar Faraj Saeed al Hardan, a Palestinian born 

in Iraq who entered the u.S. as a refugee in 2009, 
was initially charged with attempting to provide 
support to ISIS and lying to officials on his citizen-
ship application and associated interview.9 This 
is all that could be gleaned from the indictment 
against al Hardan, but more details came to light in 
court when Homeland Security Special agent Her-
man Wittliff testified regarding whether to grant al 
Hardan release on bond. according to Special agent 
Wittliff, al Hardan wanted to set off bombs using 
cellphone detonators at two Houston malls and told 
an FBI informant that he wanted to imitate the Bos-
ton Marathon bombing. Evidence collected at his 

house included electronic components, soldering 
equipment, a tool for stripping and crimping wires, 
a bag of fireworks, firecrackers, glasses with a hidden 
camera, and an ISIS flag.

Following the court appearance, an FBI official 
stated that there was no active or planned plot.10 
With security officials providing two competing ver-
sions of the crime, it is unclear just how much prog-
ress al Hardan made in his plot. However, al Har-
dan’s possession of the materials to make a bomb, 
discussion of potential targets, and noted inspira-
tion by ISIS are sufficient evidence to add the plot to 
The Heritage Foundation’s list as the 79th Islamist-
inspired terrorist plot or attack against the u.S. 
since 9/11. It is also at least the 17th plot targeting a 
public gathering such as a restaurant or mall, tying 
such gatherings with New york City for the second 
most targeted venue.

Shooting of Philadelphia Police Officer, 
No. 80

On January 7, 2016, 30-year-old Edward archer 
shot and wounded Philadelphia Police Officer Jesse 
Hartnett. Firing at least 13 rounds, archer hit Offi-
cer Hartnett in the arm three times as Hartnett was 
in his police vehicle. Despite his injuries, Hartnett 
was able to return fire and pursue the fleeing archer, 
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wounding him before his arrest by other officers. 
according to Police Commissioner richard ross, 
the gun used by archer was stolen in 2013.11 

While the investigation is still ongoing, it has 
been made public that archer travelled to Saudi ara-
bia in 2011 and Egypt in 2012.12 according to Homi-
cide Captain James Clark, archer has pledged alle-
giance to ISIS.13 This attack matches many previous 
attacks by ISIS-inspired terrorists in which the sus-
pect targeted law enforcement, making it at least the 
seventh time Islamist terrorists have targeted law 
enforcement in the u.S. since 9/11.

The Terrorist Threat Continues
With these additions, the number of terrorist 

plots and attacks in 2015 reaches 15, well more than 
any year since 9/11 and more than 2012, 2013, and 
2014 combined. and there already have been two 
terrorist plots in 2016. Of the 80 plots since 9/11, 
69 have involved individuals radicalized inside the 
u.S.: so-called homegrown terrorists. Of the 80 total 
plots, the shooting of Officer Hartnett brings the 
total number of successful attacks to nine.

Congress and the administration should:

 ■ Support stronger action against Islamist 
terrorist groups. The united States and its 
allies need to take more effective steps to isolate, 
undermine, and defeat ISIS and al-Qaeda. Great-
er intelligence and law enforcement cooperation 
is needed to uncover and neutralize terrorist 
plots, curtail the flow of foreign fighters to Syria, 
and monitor the activities of foreign fighters who 
have returned to the united States and other 
countries. The existence of ISIS in Iraq and Syria 
and continued ISIS propaganda across the Inter-
net continues to influence disillusioned individu-
als to plan or commit acts of violence.

 ■ Maintain essential counterterrorism tools. 
Support for important investigative tools is 
essential to maintaining the security of the u.S. 
and combating terrorist threats. Legitimate gov-
ernment surveillance programs are a vital com-
ponent of u.S. national security and should be 
allowed to continue. The need for effective coun-
terterrorism operations does not relieve the gov-
ernment of its obligation to follow the law and 
respect individual privacy and liberty.

 ■ Streamline U.S. fusion centers. Congress 
should limit fusion centers to the approximately 
30 areas with the greatest level of risk as identi-
fied by the urban area Security Initiative (uaSI). 
Some exceptions might exist, such as certain 
fusion centers that are leading cybersecurity or 
other important topical efforts. These centers 
should be fully funded and resourced by the uaSI.

 ■ Stem the flow of fighters into Syria and Iraq. 
The u.S. should promote greater sharing of intel-
ligence on the Islamic State, its recruitment 
activities, and the movement of new recruits to 
Iraq and Syria. In particular, Western, arab, and 
Turkish intelligence agencies that have infiltrat-
ed the group should share information useful for 
disrupting the recruitment, mobilization, and 
training of potential ISIS terrorists.

Conclusion
With 2016 already on track to be yet another year 

of heightened terrorism activity, Congress and the 
administration need to take a proactive approach to 
keeping the u.S. homeland secure.
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