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The bombings will change London, but not in the ways most people expect

“OUR lucky day” was the judgment of one British newspaper on the second attempt in as many weeks to murder users of London's transport system. Unlike the four men who blew themselves up on July 7th, killing 52 others, the plotters who struck a fortnight later failed to take lives. But the second bombing hinted, unnervingly, at a long-term campaign. Before July 21st, London was recovering from a past atrocity. Since then, it has been coping with an enduring menace. Two terrorist bombings, it turns out, are more than twice as bad as one.
If spreading fear was the terrorists' objective, they have succeeded. A poll for The Economist shows that 90% of Britons (and almost the same share of Londoners) believe the city will be targeted again within a year. Fully 59% reckon that travelling in the capital has become more dangerous, while only 1% believe the opposite. 
But what will be the lasting effect of the bombings? There is a simple rule of thumb. If it is difficult to imagine something ever returning to normal, it is likely to do so quickly. The sources of long-term disruption and damage are more subtle. Much of the harm will come only indirectly from the attacks, and will be caused by the responses to terror rather than the terror itself. 
Any fear and anxiety whipped up by the bombings will dissipate quickly. “Most people recover of their own accord in just a few weeks,” says Anne Eyre, a consultant who specialises in trauma and disaster management. While some people who were close to the bombings or have experience of traumatic events will find it harder to recover, the great majority will not require counselling or therapy. 
That was so even in New York, where the attacks of September 11th were far more deadly and visible than the London bombings. Project Liberty, a federally funded outfit, deployed thousands of counsellors to meet some 1.2m people. Just 6% were referred for further treatment, mostly for minor symptoms such as sleeplessness. Another survey found that the share of local people reporting symptoms of trauma fell by two-thirds in the six months following the attacks. 
Travelling habits will return to normal just as quickly. Andrew Evans, of the transport research unit at Imperial College, says people often declare they will never return to a network that has suffered a calamity. But most soon do so. The exception is the King's Cross fire of 1987, which killed 31 people and led to revelations about the dangers of the Tube that were as shocking as those exposed in the past few weeks. Even then, passenger numbers fell below expectations by just 6% in the first year and returned to normal within three years. Some of that was probably due to fears of nothing more scary than a delay. 
One measure of Londoners' jumpiness is how often stations and lines are closed following reports of something suspicious. In normal times this happens twice every three days. In the week after the July 7th atrocities, when every bag seemed to contain a bomb, there were an average of ten closures a day. In the following week, though, this number fell to just under four, before increasing again after the second wave of attacks. That suggests only frequent atrocities will cause havoc.
City workers are even steelier. The FTSE 100 share index wobbled slightly on July 7th, losing 4% of its value before recovering later in the day. Such calmness is to be expected. Rafi Melnick, who follows the Tel Aviv stock market at the Interdisciplinary Centre in Herzliya, says that bombings affect equity values only if a campaign is prolonged and deadly. World markets reverted to trend (a downward one, as it happened) within two months of the September 11th attacks, which struck the financial sector directly. 
A corporate exodus to Frankfurt or other cities is also unlikely, in part thanks to London's pre-eminence in finance, in part because of the cumulative effect of attacks. As the tally of cities struck by Islamist terror lengthens, every financial centre begins to look like a potential target—which means none seems especially risky.
Other big industries such as tourism and retail will suffer more, at least in the short term. Oxford Economic Forecasting, a consultancy, estimates that Britain's tourism industry will lose about 1.5m visitors by the end of 2006. That does not take into account the second bombing. The London Chamber of Commerce and Industry believes the failed attack, which has been widely reported outside Britain, will displace more tourists and shoppers, although the shoppers will probably go only as far as the suburbs. 
Of all the shocks caused by the bombings, none will endure as long as the measures that are put into place to stop them. Terrorism jolts most people, but a few react by calmly seizing the opportunity to push long-nurtured demands. The notoriously militant RMT transport workers' union moved quickly, insisting that plans to reduce station staff be put on hold and extra guards be added to trains. 
The Association of Chief Police Officers, representing senior coppers, tabled no fewer than 28 suggestions for reform. These range from extending the maximum holding period for suspected terrorists from 14 days to three months (which the government seems to favour) to more powerful and wide-ranging search warrants and—no surprise, this—more money. 
Such a flurry of opportunistic demands, when presented to a government that is keen to “do something” about terrorism, can result in colossal distortions to spending. In America, the Department of Homeland Security burns through almost $40 billion a year, routinely doling out grants to places that are unlikely to be on any terrorist's target list. For that reason, it may be lucky that MPs have already quit Westminster for their villas and rural retreats. Work on a promised anti-terrorism bill will resume only in October. 
Meanwhile, the police carry on. Their conduct over the next few months poses the greatest long-term threat, as well as the best hope for stopping further attacks. So far, London's Metropolitan Police have a mixed record. Mosques have been visited and politically incorrect talk avoided. But the shooting of a man mistakenly thought to be a terrorist (see article) has set some Muslim nerves on edge. 
The danger is that Muslims'relations with the police will sour, rather as happened with Afro-Caribbean men in the 1980s. Black anger stemmed from the seemingly prejudiced use of street searches—a tactic that, ominously, was increasingly directed against Asians even before the London bombings. Between 2000-01 and 2003-04, the number of Asians stopped and searched rose by 60%, compared with an 8% rise among the population of England and Wales. Fewer of these searches led to an arrest than searches of any other ethnic group. 
In the aftermath of terrorist attacks, the extravagant use of such police powers might seem tolerable, or even desirable. In the long term, the consequences are more likely to prove otherwise.
