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Topic A: Mitigating the Civilian Effects of Turf Wars
“The right to life is the supreme right under international law, and the State has the duty to protect that right,

including from threats emanating from violence between private individuals and entities.”
- Jeremy Laurence, Spokesperson of the United Nations OHCHR

Introduction
Through undermining government rule and recklessly endangering civilian health, turf

wars have the capacity to destroy the infrastructural integrity of any given nation. Though “turf
war” has not been given a formal United Nations definition, it is loosely defined as conflict
between organized crime groups to obtain the right of operating in a given area.1 Turf wars are
generally initiated between territorial gangs, and regularly cause shootouts and physical
confrontations that jeopardize civilian safety.2 Winning a turf war promises crime groups the
“jurisdiction” over a defined area of land to extract rents through racketeering, drug-selling
monopolies, and other criminal activity, without the threat of their business being overtaken by a
rival gang.3 Though the level of control a criminal group has over their territory varies based on
the country, many gangs have the capacity to overtake the authority of the government itself,
often controlling banks, businesses, and job distribution without administrative oversight.
State actors play a large role in influencing the outcome of a turf war. Corruption within
government systems frequently leads to crime groups colluding with government officials to
collect support for conflict situations. The effects of turf wars are magnified near or on the
borders of a given state. By controlling territory on the borders, groups unlock the ability to
exploit transnational organized crime opportunities, including drug trafficking, human
trafficking, and firearm trafficking. These activities further instability within a nation, and have
detrimental effects on a nation’s infrastructural development.4 In the midst of turf wars, civilians
are often directly targeted with extortion, gun violence, and rape to enforce gang dominance over
another rival group; these issues will only worsen as time passes.5 UNODC reports that
organized crime kills as many people as all armed conflict combined, with an estimated 1 million

5Bangerter, Olivier. “Territorial Gangs and Their Consequences for Humanitarian Players.” International Review of
the Red Cross, June 2010, accessed July 31, 2022,
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/irrc-878-bangerter.pdf.

4Adriaan Alsema, “Decapitations Take Turf War over Colombia's Border with Venezuela to New Level,”
Colombia News , July 16, 2019, accessed July 31, 2022
https://colombiareports.com/amp/decapitations-take-turf-war-over-who-colombias-border-with-venezuela-to-new-le
vel/.

3Bangerter, Olivier. “Territorial Gangs and Their Consequences for Humanitarian Players.” International Review of
the Red Cross, June 2010, accessed July 31, 2022,
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/irrc-878-bangerter.pdf.

2 Harv. “Turf Wars: Street Gangs, Local Governments, and the Battle for Public Space.” HeinOnline, March 8, 2021,
accessed July 31, 2022,
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals%2Fhcrcl29&div=25&id=&page=.

1Ward, Joe. “Gang 'Turf War' and Booming Drug Business Blamed for Uptick in Uptown Shootings, Police Say.”
Block Club Chicago, February 18, 2020, accessed July 30, 2022,
https://blockclubchicago.org/2020/02/18/gang-turf-war-and-booming-drug-business-blamed-for-uptick-in-uptown-s
hootings-police-say/.
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homicides between 2000-2017.6 Turf wars can also indirectly derail service provisions in areas of
conflict. These "wars" can leave many civilians unable to access basic healthcare, essential
nutritional needs, and educational needs.7 Currently, there is no international legislation in place
against turf wars, and major transnational organizations battling regional gang violence are
nonexistent. However, many actions of the UN’s Convention Against Transnational Crime target
various transnational crime groups that often initiate turf wars.8 Additionally, the UNODC has
released a number of research papers and press releases addressing the effects of regional turf
conflicts and their many causes.9 10 Nonetheless, without international intervention, these
conflicts will only continue to endanger the livelihoods of civilians. To combat this issue, the
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime will convene to discuss methods of combating turf
wars and mitigating its effects on the civilian population.

Background
Prior to the late 20th century, gangs were primarily composed of small groups of youth

that exercised petty theft for money.11 Teenagers commonly used fists and brass knuckles to fight
for small areas of territory, and were easily subdued by local police. However, the widespread
boom of civilian firearms fueled the sudden growth of large-scale criminal shootouts in the
1970s and 1980s, setting a precedent for record-high homicide rates across the globe in the
following decades.12 In 1973, a New York Times reporter from Philadelphia announced the
average age of both victim and killer in his region was 16; the bulk of these deaths derived from
turf war shootouts.13 In Los Angeles, homicide rates increased by 184% between 1970-1979,

13Wayne King, “In West Philadelphia, Gang Wars Are a Way of Death,” The New York Times, June 11, 1973,
accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.nytimes.com/1973/06/11/archives/in-west-philadelphia-gang-wars-are-a-way-of-death-a-sixth-sense.ht
ml.

12Walter B Miller, “Crime by Youth Gangs and Groups in the United States” (Bureau of Justice Statistics, October 5,
1995, accessed August 1, 2022,
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/cyggus.pdf.

11“Crime, Violence, and Development: Trends, Costs, and Policy Options in ...,” United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime and the Latin America and the Caribbean Region of the World Bank, March 2007, accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/research/Cr_and_Vio_Car_E.pdf.

10“Transnational Organized Crime in Central America and the Caribbean” (United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime, September 2012, accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/TOC_Central_America_and_the_Caribbean_english.pd
f.

9“Drug Trafficking in Central America and the Caribbean.” United Nations: Office on Drugs and Crime. Accessed
July 31, 2022.
https://www.unodc.org/ropan/en/BorderControl/drug-trafficking.html.

8“United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime,” United Nations : Office on Drugs and Crime,
September 29, 2003, accessed July 31, 2022,
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro/UNTOC.html.

7Bangerter, Olivier. “Territorial Gangs and Their Consequences for Humanitarian Players.” International Review of
the Red Cross, June 2010, accessed July 31, 2022,
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/irrc-878-bangerter.pdf.

6“Global Study on Homicide.” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2019, accessed July 31, 2022,
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/Booklet1.pdf.
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with more than half of the murders being attributed to gun violence.14 During this time period, as
gangs began to grow in size and gain the capacity to introduce new means of crime for more
profit, many of these groups eventually evolved into intricately organized criminal groups that
have garnered both political and economic control over broad areas of (mostly) urban land.15

During the mid 70’s, many turf wars shifted to conflicts over control of drug trafficking
trade routes. Organized crime groups capitalized on the upward trend of the illicit drug market,
with the first official drug cartels forming in Latin America.16 The Colombian market rose to be
the most prominent supplier of drugs in the western hemisphere, with the Medellín Cartel
leading the explosion of the sale of cocaine, marijuana, and heroin across the Mexican-American
border. Eventually, operations shifted to Mexico in the late 80’s.17 Turf wars over control of drug
trafficking trade routes have since become widespread in Mexico, with smaller scale wars also
occurring throughout South and Central America. Conflict is almost always centered around the
transnational drug trade in this region.18

Many turf wars are also often sparked from ethnic or religious differences. This can be
seen in the origins of the Chinese Triads, which began in 1949 when refugees fleeing Communist
China joined opposing "triads" in Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, and Chinatowns overseas.19 By
grouping themselves based on ethnicity to form violent triad societies, refugees exercised local
protection rackets, extortion, and robberies. Some members of the triads even began battling for
transnational crime opportunities in mainland China through the induction of the 1978 Open
Door Policy.20 Not only did this legislature create a sharp increase in the influx and outflux of
goods through the country's border, but it also stimulated the growth of the illicit trafficking
industry throughout the continent of Asia.21

In other instances, crime groups can form after periods of conflict or instability within a
nation that leave a substantial number of citizens jobless. Some unemployed individuals tend to
turn to crime organizations not only to survive but to feel a sense of protection inside larger

21“Open Door Policy.” BBC News. Accessed August 1, 2022,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/in_depth/china_politics/key_people_events/html/8.stm.

20Ibid(19)

19Kwok, Sharon I, and Wing T Lo, “Chinese Triad Society.” Oxford Bibliography, September 27, 2017, accessed
August 1, 2022,
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396607/obo-9780195396607-0115.xm.

18David Smith, “Overview of the Latin American Drug Trade, 1970s-Present,” UVM, April 11, 2019, accessed
August 1, 2022,
https://blog.uvm.edu/sosten-centralamerica/2019/04/11/overview-of-the-drug-trade-1970s-present/.

17Ibid(16)

16Smith, David. “Overview of the Latin American Drug Trade 1970s-Present.” UVM Blogs, April 11, 2019,
accessed September 3, 2022,
https://blog.uvm.edu/sosten-centralamerica/2019/04/11/overview-of-the-drug-trade-1970s-present/.

15 McCort, M C. “Evolution of Street Gangs: A Shift toward Organized Crime.” Office of Justice Programs , 1996,
accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/evolution-street-gangs-shift-toward-organized-crime.

14 “Homicide -- Los Angeles, 1970-1979.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, February 7, 1986, accessed
August 1, 2022,
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/00000841.htm.
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groupings.22 This can be seen by the actions of the organization of militias/rebel movements
between 1950-1975 to fight imperialist powers in Africa. The decolonization movement
ultimately left the entire continent of Africa independent, but broken. Not only had many
imperialist states exploited their colonies’ economies beyond repair, but their actions also stunted
political and social growth throughout the continent.23 Fueled by the lack of employment
opportunities and educational provisions, many militias persisted even after the conflict ended in
the post-colonial era.24 The militias quickly divided into ethnic and religious groups, fought for
“turf” through supporting and funding politicians that matched their own ethnic or religious
groups, as well as exercising armed conflict between rival militias.25

Current Situation
The continuing spread of turf wars in modern society can be attributed to both

government corruption and government insufficiency. Corruption is best demonstrated by the
present struggles of the turf-war-ridden Latin American states. The majority of drug cartels in
this region operate with relative impunity due to their many agreements with government
officials and police authorities. For instance, in 2012, the Sinaloa Cartel was discovered to have
bribed Mexico’s former Security Minister, Genaro Garcia Luna, to ensure safe passage for its
drugs, and to obtain valuable information regarding  rival cartels.26 Not only does the
collaboration between criminal groups and state actors give cartels adequate information to
infiltrate their rivals’ preferred trafficking routes and base of operations, it also further intensifies
the potential for a turf war. This incentivizes criminal groups to initiate conflict, as winning a turf
war promises them a larger share of the drug capital. Cartels in Mexico have continuously fought
for control of territories containing various drug trafficking routes into America.27In fact, the
regions near the Mexican-American border are considered to be of the highest value.28 By

28Emmott, Robin. “Police Corruption Undermines Mexico's War on Drugs.” Thomson Reuters, May 23, 2007,
accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mexico-drugs-police/police-corruption-undermines-mexicos-war-on-drugs-idUS
N1521094020070523.

27“Mexico: Organized Crime and Drug Trafficking Organizations.” Congressional Research Service, June 7, 2022,
accessed September 3, 2022,
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/R41576.pdf.

26Pierson, Brendan, and Jonathan Stempel. “U.S. Says Former Top Mexican Security Official Took Bribes to Give
Sinaloa Drug Cartel 'Impunity'.” Thomson Reuters, December 10, 2019, accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-mexico-corruption/u-s-says-former-top-mexican-security-official-took-bribes
-to-give-sinaloa-drug-cartel-impunity-idUSKBN1YE26O.

25 Reuters. “Militias Kill at Least 20 in Turf Battles in Somalia (Published 2006).” The New York Times, May 28,
2006, accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/28/world/africa/28somalia.html.

24Ibid(23)

23Alozieuwa, Simeon H.O. “Rebel Movements, Militia Groups, and the Problematic of Contemporary African
Leadership.” Journal of African Foreign Affairs, 2014, accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.jstor.org/.

22 “Gangs.” Missouri State Highway Patrol, 1998, Accessed August 1, 2022,
http://www.16thcircuit.org/.
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claiming “turf” on the borders, a criminal group would effectively control the entire supply of
drugs going in-and-out of the country.

With Central and South American cartels initiating shootouts to gain control of local and
transnational drug-dealing industries, turf wars extend far beyond Mexico's borders.29 Police and
border patrol officers play a large role in initiating confrontations, and facilitating cartels’ drug
trafficking schemes. These officials are often bribed by gangs to target the operations of a rival
gang, and allow their “allied” gang to expand their territory with impunity.30 To combat these
issues, Mexico’s President, Felipe Calderón, initiated the 2006 War on Drugs, a movement that
deployed thousands of military troops throughout Mexico to directly fight cartels into
capitulation. Since President Calderón’s call for action, Mexico has seen a 412% increase in
intentional homicides, the majority deriving from turf war conflicts.31 Though President
Calderón’s strategy has been emulated across Latin America, fighting violence with violence has
further exacerbated conflict everywhere. Instead of attempting to alleviate government
corruption or strengthen border security, the Mexican government’s actions have created
additional turf wars between the government and criminal groups.32 33

However, in heavily underdeveloped nations, government insufficiency is often the root
cause of turf wars. The illicit economy promises criminals a steady income in nations where job
opportunities are sparse. Without proper educational provisions, many younger individuals turn
to gangs to make a living; combined with an underdeveloped government and poorly-funded law
enforcement branch, turf wars become rampant globally.34 This has become increasingly
apparent in many African nations. Due to the lack of economic flexibility, many nations do not
have the capacity to build a sufficient military or police workforce. Due to these various issues,
many countries commonly entrust civilian-built militias to fill their security vacuum.35 Despite
militias being initially organized to protect local communities from insurgents, many morphed
into criminal organizations and violent armed groups due to ethnic and religious rivalries.

35 Glenn, Cameron. “Libya's Islamists: Who They Are - and What They Want.” Wilson Center, August 8, 2017,
accessed August 2, 2022,
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/libyas-islamists-who-they-are-and-what-they-want.

34“Crime and Development in Africa.” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, June 2005, accessed August 2,
2022,
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/African_report.pdf.

33Stevenson, Mark. “Mexico's Army Stands between Gangs, Enforcing Turf Divisions.” Associated Press,
November 8, 2021, accessed August 2, 2022,
https://apnews.com/article/business-mexico-caribbean-army-drug-cartels-5b165c95f2d1c276fbccd688d1ee12a0.

32Sheridan, Mary Beth. “As Mexico's Security Deteriorates, the Power of the Military Grows.” The Washington
Post, December 17, 2020, accessed August 2, 2022,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/world/mexico-losing-control/mexico-military-security-drug-war/.

31 Romero, Teresa. “Number of Homicides in Mexico 2020.” Statista, June 22, 2022, accessed August 2, 2022,
https://www.statista.com/statistics/312488/number-of-homicides-in-mexico/.

30Valerie Stocker, “How Armed Groups Are Plundering Libya's Banks,” Middle East Eye, April 11, 2017, accessed
July 31, 2022,
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/how-armed-groups-are-plundering-libyas-banks.

29 Chaparro, Luis. “Recent Beachside Attacks Reveal a New Cartel Turf War in Some of Mexico's Most Popular
Tourist Destinations.” Business Insider, December 14, 2021, accessed August 1, 2022,
https://www.businessinsider.com/attacks-reveal-new-cartel-turf-war-in-mexico-tourist-destinations-2021-12.
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In Kenya, militias have taken control of the banks, distributing their money to their men
and using hard cash for bribes.36 They are also known to kidnap and abduct rival militia members
and civilians to assert authority while also instituting protection rackets on their members.37 With
militias controlling virtually every aspect of civilian life, governmental and police authority have
become nonexistent in most African nations. However, several nations have made attempts to
reinstate governmental control by collaborating with these groups. Many secular pro-government
militias receive specialized training from the military to initiate turf wars against anarchist
militias and various terrorist groups on behalf of the government.38 For example, on July 25,
2022, the UN reported a pro-government militia with former Anti-Balaka members had killed 20
assascivilians, raped five women, looted and burned 547 houses, and forced over 1,000 civilians
to flee their village in the Central African Republic. The village Anti-Balaka targeted was a
UPC-occupied Muslim village, a rivaling religious militia engaged in fighting the government.39

While the UN condemns nations using affiliated pro-government militias, some nations still
utilize them, arguing there is no other way to shut down criminal operations. Similarly, Haiti has
faced rapidly increasing rates of gang violence since the assassination of their President, Jovenel
Moïse in July 2021. Since the assassination, criminal groups have run rampant throughout the
nation, waging turf wars for political power that have caused thousands of kidnappings, murders,
and sexual assaults.40 Additionally the conflict has caused the closing of 11 hospitals and 442
schools. The UN Security Council has passed several resolutions to combat these human rights
violations in Haiti, and UN Humanitarian agencies have supplied service provisions to at-risk
civilians.41 However, no action has been made to hold these criminal groups accountable. As a
result, the powerless Haitian government, like many African nations, has entrusted several armed
criminal groups to fill their security vacuum, exacerbating death rates across the country.42

42Obert, Jess DiPierro, and Paula Dupraz-Dobias. “How Haiti's Gang Violence Strains Aid Operations and Demands
New Approaches.” The New Humanitarian, July 28, 2022, accessed August 3, 2022,

41“UN Delivers Aid Directly to Haitians Caught up in Gang Violence.” United Nations, July 25, 2022, accessed
August 3, 2022,
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/07/1123222.

40“A Year after the President's Assassination, Haitians Endure a Broken Nation or Flee.” The Associated Press, July
7, 2022, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.npr.org/2022/07/07/1110257719/haiti-assassination-president-jovenel-moise-anniversary-gangs-refugee
s.

39 “Central African Republic: UN Reports Detail Serious Violations, Some Possibly Amounting to War Crimes and
Crimes against Humanity.” United Nations Human Rights Office, July 25, 2022, accessed August 2, 2022,
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/07/central-african-republic-un-reports-detail-serious-violations-some-
possibly.

38 “Double-Edged Sword: Vigilantes in African Counter-Insurgencies.” Crisis Group, September 7, 2017, accessed
August 2, 2022,
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/west-africa/sierra-leone/251-double-edged-sword-vigilantes-african-counter-insur
gencies#:~:text=7%20September%202017-,Double%2Dedged%20Sword%3A%20Vigilantes%20in%20African%20
Counter%2Dinsurgencies,option%20for%20fragile%20African%20states.

37Ibid(36)

36Mannocchi, Francesca. “Libya - A Country Controlled by Organised Crime Gangs.” The New Arab, September 27,
2017, accessed August 2, 2022,
https://english.alaraby.co.uk/analysis/libya-country-controlled-organised-crime-gangs.
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Another alarming trend is the growing link between criminal groups and terrorist
organizations. Middle Eastern terrorist groups often wage turf wars between one another within
thier nations, but their conflicts have begun to reach outside their countries’ borders. Several
religious militias across Africa have pledged their allegiance to Middle Eastern terrorist groups
such as Al Qaeda and ISIS.43 With these extremist groups expanding their territory into Africa,
there have been many turf wars between Islamic terrorist organizations in the Middle East and
the Sahel region.44 45

Questions to Consider
1. Does your nation have previous experience in combating turf wars?

a. What strategies did your nation utilize?
b. Were these strategies effective in controlling turf wars?

2. Are your nation’s civilians affected by gang-related violence?
a. How is civilian livelihood affected during turf wars?

3. How do state actors (ie. gov. officials, police, military) contribute to turf wars?
4. How large of a role do transnational crime opportunities play in exacerbating turf war

conflicts within your nation?
5. Is there anything that makes your nation's position on turf wars unique?

a. How will your position affect debate in committee?
b. What aspects of turf wars should be prioritized in debate?

Suggested Sources
1. Territorial gangs and Their Consequences for Humanitarian Players | Red Cross

https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/irrc-878-bangerter.pdf
2. The Importance of Territorial Groups in Central America | UNODC

https://www.unodc.org/documents/toc/Reports/TOCTASouthAmerica/English/TOCTA_C
ACaribb_territorialgroups_centralamerica.pdf

45“Crime and Development in Africa.” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, June 2005, accessed August 2,
2022,
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/African_report.pdf.

44 Burke, Jason. “Isis and Al-Qaida Turf Wars in Africa May Push Fragile States to Breaking Point.” The Guardian,
October 6, 2016, accessed August 2, 2022,
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/oct/06/isis-al-qaida-turf-wars-africa-may-push-fragile-states
-to-breaking-point.

43“Exploiting Disorder: Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State.” Crisis Group, June 16, 2021, accessed September 3, 2022,
https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/exploiting-disorder-al-qaeda-and-islamic-state.

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2022/2/7/Haiti-gang-violence-strains-aid-operations-demands-ne
w-approaches.
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Topic B: Agroterrorism
“While opportunities for agroterrorism are abundant, the mechanisms for detection and response are limited.”

- Ann Marie Kimball, Rotary International Vice Chair
Introduction

Agroterrorism is an issue that reaches across borders, having the potential to endanger the
well-being of all species of life on our planet. INTERPOL defines bioterrorism as the deliberate
spread of biological agents or toxins to plants, animals, and humans with the intention to
terrorize the civilian population or manipulate the government.46 The Biological Warfare
Convention (BWC), under the regulation of the UN, internationally prohibits the use of
biological weapons.47 Yet, now more than ever, terrorists have continually relied on bioterrorist
strategies to disseminate hysteria and pain. Agroterrorism, in particular, has become an
increasingly researched subset of bioterrorism that both state and non-state actors have utilized in
the past. Though agroterrorism does not have a formally approved United Nations definition, it’s
traditionally classified as a strategy that specifically targets the sabotage of a given state’s
agricultural operations. By deliberately implanting a pathogen within the components of the food
supply chain, civilian health, and government stability are jeopardized.48 Additionally,
agroterrorism can also simply be interpreted as any form of attack against the food supply chain
with the intent to stunt agricultural growth: bombings, kidnappings, and shootings.49

The agricultural sector is commonly perceived as the backbone of the world’s economy,
generating over 1.3 trillion dollars worth of food every year.50 However, the average country
lacks the resources needed to protect its food operations from terrorist attacks, leaving the food
industry vulnerable.51 Due to agricultural components, such as fields, farms, and feedlots, being
largely exposed and unregulated, both plants and animals are susceptible to attacks. In addition,
agricultural attacks are generally inexpensive and easy to execute.52 Due to the lack of public
information and public perception towards agroterrorism, if an attack against a nation’s food
supply were to be successful, the effects it would have on its infrastructure could be

52Terry Knowles. “Defining Law Enforcement’s Role in Protecting American Agriculture from ...” U.S. Department
of Justice., June 30, 2005, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/212280.pdf.

51 “Global Public Health Response to the Deliberate Use of Biological and Chemical Agents, and Radio-Nuclear
Attacks to Cause Harm.” Microsoft Word Apps. World Health Organization, January 17, 2002, accessed August 3,
2022,
https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/EB109/eeb1098.pdf.

50 “Impact of Sustainable Agriculture and Farming Practices.” World Wildlife Fund, accessed August 3, 2022.
https://www.worldwildlife.org/industries/sustainable-agriculture.

49Renaud, FNR. “Agroterrorism.” Ouvry, January 8 2022, Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://ouvry.com/en/agroterrorism/.

48“Agroterrorism Definition & Meaning.” Merriam Webster,
accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/agroterrorism.

47“Biological Weapons Convention.” United Nations. Accessed September 3, 2022.
https://www.un.org/disarmament/biological-weapons.

46“Bioterrorism.” INTERPOL. Accessed July 15, 2022.
https://www.interpol.int/en/Crimes/Terrorism/Bioterrorism
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devastating.53 This has become especially apparent in developing nations, where the effects of
agroterrorism are exacerbated. Many terrorists or state actors strategically kidnap or even kill
farmers to undermine food production in underdeveloped states, leaving a substantial portion of
their population starving.54 Food insecurity plagues nations across the globe, and terrorist groups
can easily exploit an already vulnerable weakness in an unstable nation.55 The agricultural sector
encompasses two components: crop and livestock. The protection and prevention of infiltration
of these two agricultural components have yet to be addressed in tandem on the international
stage, but the UN Food Safety Department’s guidelines on battling “Terrorist Threats to Food”
can serve as a general baseline in effectively addressing agroterrorism.56 To combat this issue, the
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime will convene to discuss methods of combating
agroterrorism and its effects on the infrastructure of the international community.

Background
The concept of agroterrorism was first derived from biological warfare developments in

WW1 when Germany attempted to harness anthrax and glanders to infect enemy cavalry.57

Between the World Wars, various European states initiated research on utilizing bacteria for
militaristic purposes. During the early stages of WWII, the UK reportedly produced a substantial
amount of anthrax-laced cattle feed that they had planned to drop on Germany’s feedlots to
deplete their food supply.58 Both Russia and Japan have also been speculated to have harnessed
and deployed biological weaponry during this time period; with the former having experimented
with the African swine fever virus and the avian influenza virus.59 Since the World Wars, 166
nations have signed and ratified the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention of 1972, which
formally outlawed the development of biological weaponry.60 However, Iraq, Iran, Libya, China,
Russia, and North Korea are suspected to have persisted in developing biowarfare programs and

60 United Nations Office of Disarmament Affairs. “History of the Biological Weapons Convention – UNODA.”
United Nations.
https://www.un.org/disarmament/biological-weapons/about/history/.

59 Haralampos Keremidis, Bernd Appel, Andrea Menrath, Katharina Tomuzia, Magnus Normark, Roger Roffey, and
Rickard Knutsson. “Historical Perspective on Agroterrorism: Lessons Learned from 1945 to 2012.” Mary Ann
Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080

58 Ibid (12)

57 Haralampos Keremidis, Bernd Appel, Andrea Menrath, Katharina Tomuzia, Magnus Normark, Roger Roffey, and
Rickard Knutsson. “Historical Perspective on Agroterrorism: Lessons Learned from 1945 to 2012.” Mary Ann
Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080

56 “Food Safety Issues.” World Health Organization, 2002, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.who.int/fsf.

55Renaud, FNR. “Agroterrorism.” Ouvry, January 8 2022, Accessed August 3, 2022.
https://ouvry.com/en/agroterrorism/.

54Terry Knowles. “Defining Law Enforcement’s Role in Protecting American Agriculture from ...” U.S. Department
of Justice., June 30, 2005, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/212280.pdf.

53 “Global Public Health Response to the Deliberate Use of Biological and Chemical Agents, and Radio-Nuclear
Attacks to Cause Harm.” World Health Organization, January 17, 2002, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/EB109/eeb1098.pdf.

14

https://www.un.org/disarmament/biological-weapons/about/history/
https://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080
https://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080
https://www.who.int/fsf.
https://ouvry.com/en/agroterrorism/
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/212280.pdf.
https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/EB109/eeb1098.pdf.


continue to pose threats through agroterrorism.61 Additionally, past instances of state-sponsored
food attacks largely influenced the future strategies of non-state actors.

The first confirmed agroterrorist attack occurred in 1952 and targeted cattle.62 The attack
was perpetrated by the Mau Maus, who were a militant secret society group in Kenya that
initiated a rebellion for independence against their former British colonists.63 As a part of the
onslaught of attacks they committed against the occupants, the Mau Maus carved incisions on
the British’s cattle late at night and poured toxic sap from African milk bush plants into their
wounds, causing the death of 33 cattle. Investigations tallied a death count of 33 cattle.64 This
attack demonstrates how a simple and low-tech agroterrorist attack can still inflict substantial
damage on another group.

In 1984, a religious extremist group named the Rajneeshee Cult infected the salad bars of
10 Oregon restaurants with salmonella.65 While this incident was not necessarily a “crop”
targeted attack, the cult specifically aimed to spread the pathogen to vegetables and fruits.66 The
attack caused 751 people to become infected, with 45 of the victims being hospitalized.67 The
cult's intention was to make voters sick in order to sway county elections in their favor. Initially,
the CDC blamed the outbreak on improperly-trained food handlers, but due to public pressure to
find a definite cause, the CDC launched a year-long investigation that discovered that salmonella
was deliberately spread by the cult.68 As illustrated through this incident, it is likely that previous
acts of agroterrorism may have been mislabeled as naturally occurring. Without the proper

68 Sen, Mayukh. “How a Cult Used Salad Bars to Orchestrate the Worst Bioterror Attack in US History.” VICE,
March 15, 2018, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.vice.com/en/article/kzp4n9/wild-wild-country-netflix-salad-bar-bioterror-attack.

67 Haralampos Keremidis, Bernd Appel, Andrea Menrath, Katharina Tomuzia, Magnus Normark, Roger Roffey, and
Rickard Knutsson. “Historical Perspective on Agroterrorism: Lessons Learned from 1945 to 2012.” Mary Ann
Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080

66 Haralampos Keremidis, Bernd Appel, Andrea Menrath, Katharina Tomuzia, Magnus Normark, Roger Roffey, and
Rickard Knutsson. “Historical Perspective on Agroterrorism: Lessons Learned from 1945 to 2012.” Mary Ann
Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080

65 Haralampos Keremidis, Bernd Appel, Andrea Menrath, Katharina Tomuzia, Magnus Normark, Roger Roffey, and
Rickard Knutsson. “Historical Perspective on Agroterrorism: Lessons Learned from 1945 to 2012.” Mary Ann
Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080

64 “When the Mau Mau Used a Biological Weapon.” Owaahh, April 19, 2016, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://owaahh.com/when-the-mau-mau-used-a-biological-weapon/.

63Haralampos Keremidis, Bernd Appel, Andrea Menrath, Katharina Tomuzia, Magnus Normark, Roger Roffey, and
Rickard Knutsson. “Historical Perspective on Agroterrorism: Lessons Learned from 1945 to 2012.” Mary Ann
Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080

62Haralampos Keremidis, Bernd Appel, Andrea Menrath, Katharina Tomuzia, Magnus Normark, Roger Roffey, and
Rickard Knutsson. “Historical Perspective on Agroterrorism: Lessons Learned from 1945 to 2012.” Mary Ann
Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080

61“Biological Weapons Convention (BTWC).” The Nuclear Threat Initiative, May 5, 2022, accessed August 3, 2022,
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infrastructure to identify and deter agroterrorist attacks, the food supply industry remains
extremely vulnerable to terrorist infiltration. While various other non-state actors have
committed smaller-scale food attacks throughout history, agroterrorism remains a developing
strategy that is currently being researched and experimented by terrorist organizations
worldwide.

Current Situation
In 2002, the World Health Organization passed a resolution that encouraged

member-states to increase surveillance and security measures within the food supply chain to
lessen the likelihood of intentional contamination and destruction of food products.69 The
resolution put a large emphasis on the need for international collaboration, recommending that
the deliberate release of biological agents in one nation be treated as a global public health threat
by other member states. However, in the majority of nations, local law enforcement agencies are
given primary responsibility for deterring food infiltration.70 Additionally, any means of progress
in internationally fighting agroterrorism seem to have halted.71 Though WHO’s resolution
prompted Germany to propose a worldwide Bioincident and Biocrime Database in 2007,
INTERPOL and UNODA claim the database is still “in development” 15 years later. 72

Furthermore, the effects of pathogens like COVID-19 are magnified in today’s modern society,
where ease of transportation and international shipment of goods has allowed for outbreaks to
occur at any time.

In 2011, a South African man was arrested for threatening to introduce foot-and-mouth
disease (FMD), an extremely infectious virus that spreads amongst cloven-hoofed mammals, in
the United States and Great Britain if he was not paid four million dollars.73 The man was
convicted of terrorist activity and money laundering despite the fact he was not found to have
possessed FMD.74 The US Department of Justice admitted that the introduction of the virus
would have caused the destruction of property and major economic losses. Additionally, they

74Olson, Dean. “Agroterrorism: Threats to America's Economy and Food Supply.” FBI, February 1, 2012, accessed
August 3, 2022,
https://leb.fbi.gov/articles/featured-articles/agroterrorism-threats-to-americas-economy-and-food-supply.

73Olson, Dean. “Agroterrorism: Threats to America's Economy and Food Supply.” FBI, February 1, 2012, accessed
August 3, 2022,
https://leb.fbi.gov/articles/featured-articles/agroterrorism-threats-to-americas-economy-and-food-supply.

72 “United Nations Counter-Terrorism-Strategy.” United Nations, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.un.org/disarmament/counter-terrorism/.

71 Ibid (25)

70Olson, Dean. “Agroterrorism: Threats to America's Economy and Food Supply.” FBI, February 1, 2012, accessed
August 3, 2022,
https://leb.fbi.gov/articles/featured-articles/agroterrorism-threats-to-americas-economy-and-food-supply.

69“Impact of Sustainable Agriculture and Farming Practices.” World Wildlife Fund, accessed August 3, 2022.
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stated, ‘‘agricultural experts say that today they are most concerned about the intentional
introduction of foot-and mouth disease virus into the food supply.’’75

With border patrol agents only inspecting a small percentage of agricultural products
flowing through a nation's borders, it has become increasingly easier for agroterrorists to launch
attacks transnationally. In The United States Agricultural Department’s latest report, researchers
have identified a decrease in agricultural product inspections despite a steep increase in imports
and international flights.76 They have also received various complaints from agricultural
shipment inspectors that they do not always receive timely information about high-risk cargo that
should be held for inspection.77 For example, in 2004 inspectors at an American sea port did not
receive an alert about an outbreak of a deadly avian influenza strain until a week after the
warning was released.78 Since this incident, the US has initiated specialized training in handling
agricultural shipments. However, many nations lack the economic flexibility to institute
programs such as the US’s.79 There has been growing speculation that terrorist organizations
have recently been mastering synthetic biology to manufacture pathogens and to modify certain
viruses to become more deadly.80 As time passes, terrorists will only continue to expand their
long list of bio-agents that could be planted directly into the food supply chain.81

Islamic terrorist groups, in particular, have been closely linked to the development of
agroterrorist strategies.82 In 2002, thousands of U.S agriculture documents and terrorist training
manuals targeting the agricultural sector were discovered in al Qaeda cave sanctuaries across
Afghanistan.83 Additionally, the UN credits the attacks of various Middle Eastern non-state
actors as the driving force for the exorbitant increase in food insecurity throughout the African

83Olson, Dean. “Agroterrorism: Threats to America's Economy and Food Supply.” FBI, February 1, 2012, accessed
August 3, 2022,
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Challenges Remain.” GAO, March 9, 2005, accessed August 3, 2022,
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80 Pelayo, Joze. “Facing the Future of Bioterrorism.” Atlantic Council, September 7, 2021, accessed August 3, 2022,
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79 “FSMA Training.” U.S. Food and Drug Administration, July 27, 2020, accessed August 3, 2022,
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Liebert Inc, August 24, 2013, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://doi.org/10.1089/bsp.2012.0080
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Sahel region.84 Last February, the UN World Food Program reported al Qaeda, along with other
terrorist groups, had been utilizing “cattle rustling”, in which terrorists steal livestock, sheep, and
pigs from farming communities.85 This strategy created a 233% increase in animal prices in
Burkina Faso’s markets, and the World Food Program predicts a 50% increase in hunger over the
coming months across the Sahel region.86 Studies have also reported hundreds of terrorist
kidnappings and murders of farmers in Nigeria during 2021 alone.87 The threat of terrorist harm
alone has caused many farmers to abandon their communities and relocate to urban areas.88 As a
result, Nigeria has been forced to rely heavily on food imports, and prices of basic staple crops
have risen exponentially.89 Furthermore, these agricultural attacks have had large ramifications
on the logistics of organized crime in the Sahel region.90 Food insecurity from steep food prices
has caused an uptick in citizens resorting to racketeering, smuggling, and theft as a means of
sustenance.91 Additionally, transnational crime has also boomed in Africa as a result.92 Though
several criminal groups participate in drug, armaments, and human trafficking, civilians are
highly involved in smuggling high-demand products out of their country and bringing back
essential commodities, such as food.93 94 Though the aforementioned terrorist attacks did not
utilize pathogens, they did specifically target the food supply chain and have severely stunted
agricultural production. As such, these incidents serve as a demonstration of the far-reaching
impacts of a potential agroterrorist attack.

94“The Sahel Programme.” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crimes, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.unodc.org/westandcentralafrica/en/newrosenwebsite/sahel-programme/sahel-programme.html.

93 “05-214, Homeland Security: Much Is Being Done to Protect Agriculture from a Terrorist Attack, but Important
Challenges Remain.” GAO, March 9, 2005, accessed August 3, 2022, https://www.gao.gov/assets/a245540.html.

92Lacher, Wolfram. “Organized Crime and Conflict in the Sahel-Sahara Region.” The Carnegie Papers, September
2012, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/sahel_sahara.pdf.

91Ibid (45)

90Lacher, Wolfram. “Organized Crime and Conflict in the Sahel-Sahara Region.” The Carnegie Papers, September
2012, accessed August 3, 2022,
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March 4, 2022, accessed August 3, 2022,
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In today’s technologically-advanced society, terrorist organizations rely heavily on media
coverage to spread their beliefs and message globally. However, many media outlets tend to
ignore attacks that do not create tangible evidence of destruction (ie. burning buildings or dead
bodies).95 This could be a major factor in why agroterrorism is still largely a secondary form of
attack for non-state actors. Lack of coverage, citizen upheaval, and credit given to the culprit
terrorist group discourages them from turning to agroterrorism as a viable strategy.96 Many
nations choose to censor certain digital content and enforce more strict internet restrictions when
faced with any terrorist threats and attacks. For example, after several deadly terrorist events,
France greatly tightened its legal rules on digital content, going as far as authorizing a state of
emergency that resulted in a tremendous number of content restrictions and an overall reduction
in internet freedom.97 Many nations have likely censored media coverage on agroterrorist attacks
while blaming outbreaks on naturally-occurring infections to appease the civilian population and
undermine terrorist publicity.98 99Additionally, the bulk of farms and food supply chains are
established in relatively rural and remote areas where law enforcement infrastructure is less
established; many attacks have gone unnoticed or unreported there as a result.100

Questions to Consider
1. Does your country have experience with researching or utilizing biological weaponry?

a. Has your nation initiated programs or been involved in conventions linked with
bioterrorism?

2. Has your country been previously targeted with agroterrorism?
a. What effect did the attacks have on your country’s infrastructural integrity?
b. What vulnerability in your country’s infrastructure allowed the attack to be

successful?
c. Has your country instituted new legislation or regulations to combat the threat of

agroterrorism?
3. Does your nation struggle with food insecurity?

a. Have terrorist organizations intentionally exacerbated this issue within your
country?

100 Otto, Weisner. Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, 2020, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://icjia.illinois.gov/researchhub/articles/issues-in-policing-rural-areas-a-review-of-the-literature.

99“Disease Control?” Index on Censorship, August 11, 2020, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.indexoncensorship.org/disease-control/.

98 Feng, Emily, and Amy Cheng. “Critics Say China Has Suppressed and Censored Information in Coronavirus
Outbreak.” NPR, February 8, 2020, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/08/803766743/critics-say-china-has-suppressed-and-censored-in
formation-in-coronavirus-outbrea.

97 Pemstein, Dan. “Terrorism and Internet Censorship.” Research Gate, October 2020, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/346483896_Terrorism_and_internet_censorship.

96“Biological Weapons Convention (BTWC).” The Nuclear Threat Initiative, May 5, 2022, accessed August 3, 2022,
https://www.nti.org/education-center/treaties-and-regimes/convention-prohibition-development-production-and-stoc
kpiling-bacteriological-biological-and-toxin-weapons-btwc/.

95 “Media and Terrorism.” Committee on Culture, Science, and Education, May 20, 2005, accessed August 3, 2022,
http://www.assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/X2H-Xref-ViewHTML.asp?FileID=10914.
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4. What makes your country’s position on agroterrorism unique?
a. How will your position affect debate in committee?
b. What aspects of agroterrorism does your country think should be prioritized in

debate?
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