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Analysis: Italian Police Foil Plot to Bomb Milan Subway and Medieval Cathedrals  
Attack planned by cell of North Africans affiliated with radical mosque 

 
Summary 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 
• 

 
February 2004, Italian police arrest three men (two Moroccan’s and a Tunisian) in northern Italy 
for planning to blow up the Milan subway, Milan’s Duomo, and the Cremona Cathedral 
The men belong to a radical mosque located in Cremona with links to al Qaeda and Ansar al-Islam 
The imam, a Tunisian named Mourad Trabelisi, is now in police custody for his role in suicide 
bombings in Casablanca that killed 45 people in May 2003 
Five Algerians (reportedly all Salafis) connected to the Cremona mosque were arrested for plotting 
to blow up the Christmas market and cathedral in Strasbourg 
Scotland Yard believes this Algerian network is a key dimension of al Qaeda in Europe 
Milan’s subway was scene of a fire attack in May 2002. Subsequent investigation uncovered a note 
in Arabic near a gas cylinder used in the attack 

  
Local Response 
• Arrests resulted from information obtained from wiretaps and the testimony of a Tunisian man 

already in police custody for drug trafficking 
• These arrests were part of larger investigation aimed at terror cells throughout northern Italy 
Tactic  

Suspects planned to explode C-4 on multiple subway cars, as well as in the Duomo Station • 
• 
• 
• 

Duomo station is a hub; plan envisioned multiple explosions there 
Same tactic was planned in Cremona against cathedral 
Subway has 3 lines, 84 stations, 69 km of track; two lines converge at Duomo Station 
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Implications for Local Law Enforcement 
 
• This is another example of a subway hub targeted for multiple attacks at peak usage hours 
•  Incidence of attacks perpetrated by North Africans influenced by jihadist ideology is noteworthy 
• Imam here exhorted and participated in terror operations 
• Two landmark Catholic churches were targeted 
•  Such individuals may attempt to blend into Western society; radicalizing speech or literature 

focused on political (vs. religious) and anti-Western themes are distinguishing marks 
 
 
Italy as Terror Crossroads 
• Investigators have described Italy as an important logistical base for the al-Qaeda network, 

especially for procuring false identity documents and recruiting 
•  Jihadist cells are very active throughout northern Italy, specifically in Milan, Parma, and Cremona 
• Milan acted as headquarters for two top al Qaeda leaders in Europe: Abdelkaber Mahmoud Es 

Sayed and Essid Sami ben Khemais 
•  In 2002, four Tunisians (from Meliani cell led by Mohamed bin Sakhria) found guilty in Milan of 

planning attacks against U.S. targets, including a poison gas attack against U.S. Embassy in Rome 
• Another plot originating from Milan was Tunisian Nizar Trablelsi’s plan to bomb the U.S. base at 

Kleine-Brogel outside Brussels (said to house 26 nuclear weapons) 
• Also in 2002, nine people affiliated with either Milan’s Via Quaranta mosque or the Cremona 

mosqe were arrested in Milan and charged with aiding al Qaeda 
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 For more information please contact Georgia Pellegrini, Associate Director of the Center for Policing 

Terrorism, at (212) 599-7000 or via email: gpellegrini@manhattan-institute.org 
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