
Councilor Craig Kelley’s Notes on Homegrown Violent Extremism meeting 20 May, 2015 

(these are my notes from the meeting with some post-meeting editing.  I have not vetted them 

with anyone else so there may be mistakes or misstatements for which I am solely responsible) 

 

Homegrown Violent Extremism (HVE) 

Presentation by Kieran L. Ramsey, Assistant Special Agent in Charge, FBI Boston- It’s a real 

threat. It may not happen, but it’s real. He is not the good news fairy. Marathon bombers put 

bomb down behind specific people, planning to do them harm. 

 Who has done vulnerability threat assessment, done facility evacuation plan, practiced 

evacuation with everyone, done it with local law enforcement, etc? You may not ever have a 

mad employee decapitating people but does happen. We have HVE cases in every state and 

every major city.  

HVE’s are almost all men. 

At what point does the terrorist action cross a line and transition to simpler attacks, 

expanding the pool of actors and presenting a greater set of challenges. 

Foreign terrorist organizations are kicking our butt in social media. They are sending out 

a call to action and a getting a resonating response. 

They are here in the US and are not connected directly to foreign terrorist organizations. 

It’s a bastardized Jihadist narrative, “as violent as possible”- low in actual numbers but super 

violent with things like gory beheadings. There is no profile of HVEs, they are of all sorts. 

 No sleeper cells, radicalization is not happening at mosques. It is online, overseas travel 

and training is just an add on for HVEs, they can learn all they need here in the US. 



 And they’re adapting their tradecraft, avoiding counter-terrorism efforts (such as doing 

the marathon bombing after elite runners went by and surveillance dropped), their on-line foot 

print is tougher to trace, the ‘going dark’ threat is real and the FBI is getting boxed out of folks’ 

communication. The extremists’ info is often encrypted and wiped making followup by the FBI 

and other authorities tougher. 

 Its individuals and pairings, not small groups, that are trending now as violent extremists. 

These father/son, sibling, cousins, best friend pairings are impossible to break, impossible to 

infiltrate.  Almost ad hoc in how they occur so super tough to predict. 

 If counter-terrorism is no longer convert, if HVEs see the cameras, they’ll adapt their 

tactics and the information you collect changes. 

 HVEs are getting better at IDing informants and their simpler attacks involving fewer 

people with on-line instructions makes it easier for them to keep things simple.  “The simpler 

they attack the better” is the current message. 

 Lethality isn’t the point, the jarring message to the rest of the world (“on behalf of”) is 

what they’re aiming for.  

 They trade notes on-line. 

 Post-9/11 we prepped to counter 9/11. That model attack cycle was exactly what 

happened- terrorists would get a target list, surveil, plan, select, rehearse, pre-attack, then attack. 

But now, HVE threat only has two stages, target selection and attack, because HVEs are already 

familiar with the target because they live there or work there or something like that. There is no 

cycle to break into and the attacks are almost impossible to stop.  



 Terrorist web forums are a thing of the past, leaving no private, password protected on-

line sources for the FBI to tap into. FBI got good at that, but in 2009 that shifted and now the 

FBI is on the outside. 

 Social media makes this tough to crack. Even Facebook is old news. 

 They’re sending tweets from the battlefield. That sort of communication is a game 

changer. 

 A bunch of anonymous social sites or digital communication tools like Viber exist to 

serve terrorists (along with the general public) that the FBI can’t get into. They are coming faster 

than the FBI can keep up with. 

 HVE is complicated by the growth of English-language terrorism propaganda on social 

media. The “Inspire” magazine is very sophisticated online. Same with “Dabiq”  This stuff is 

glossy, westernized, and it resonates. 

ISIL 

 More than 22,500 foreign fighters have gone to Syria since 2012. That number is huge. 

Over 180 from US, 4,000 Westerners.  Europe is facing that challenge and the greater-Boston 

area is too. 

 ISIL is way more sophisticated than Al-Qaeda. Lots more money and infrastructure.  

Their message is that if you can’t get to Syria to fight, that’s okay, just attack at home. This 

violent stuff is bringing them more recruits. “Stab the crusader” resonates. 

 Coalition air strikes bring threats of retaliation against US. And our air strikes are not all 

that useful.  

http://www.viber.com/en/faq
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_State_of_Iraq_and_the_Levant


  

 HVE’s (or anyone else’s) “leaking” home addresses of military folks is the ultimate in 

Psych-ops as it really freaks out service members to think their families may get hit at their 

homes. The FBI has a “duty to warn” and that can be freaky for the folks who live there now, 

whoever that might be, and it can kill the value of someone’s house. Same thing with leaks about 

law enforcement, etc.  

 The trend lines are all going in the wrong way regarding this sort of violence as we seem 

to be moving into a decentralized attack mode with random individualized acts of violence. Even 

Youtube videos are increasingly old news. 

 Still, there are signs the general public can notice, “see something, say something.” If we 

see something out of place, pass it on.  

 The FBI does not have the bandwidth to ‘look’ at cameras for random reasons so Big 

Brother type surveillance should not really be a concern. The slippery slope of privacy is 

something they can’t get to, that’s a false premise. 

 (Peter Brown, moderator.) 

 Overcoming the mistrust of government can be tough. 

 The entire world can come into your house through a computer where people can say 

whatever they want to your kids. 

 

 CPD Deputy Superintendent Steve Ahern 



 Now CPD has a full-time detective at the Joint Terrorism Task Force (JTTF), plus the 

Fusion Center and the Boston Regional Intelligence Center (BRIC) that feeds info to CPD on a 

daily basis. He’s CPD’s counter terrorism guy for planned events, specific threats, etc. How to 

train officers includes helping them deal with pressures such as being targeted by ISIL. CPD has 

upped its training with behavioral detection, HVE training, work with medical experts and the 

fire department. They have joint hazardous assessment teams, bomb/hazmat tech teams. Things 

like the internet bomb threat at Harvard had quick response regionally and that serves as an 

example of regional cooperation in addressing emerging threats. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

http://www.justice.gov/usao-ma/anti-terrorism-national-security/jttf
http://www.mass.gov/eopss/home-sec-emerg-resp/fusion-center/fusion-center-overview.html
http://bpdnews.com/bric
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/12/16/harvard-bomb-threat-evacuation_n_4452983.html

