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Welcome Message by the Chairs

Honourable delegates, 

It is our great pleasure to welcome you to the best committee of all: the Disarmament and 
International Security Committee, otherwise known as DISEC. Both of us have great enthusiasm, 
desire and passion for this committee and as such, we hope that you’re looking forward to being a 
delegate in DISEC. DISEC actually does have significance for the both of us as we first chaired this 
committee together three years ago and as such it is a great pleasure to chair this committee at 
CologneMUN.  

Asides from this passion for DISEC, the topics that we have selected are of great importance today 
in the realms of international peace and security. Firstly, the role of Private Military Contractors has 
been an ongoing discussion within the realms of international security. Concerns over the 
privatization of war and the potential for these organisations to profit from acts of proliferation and 
potential human rights abuses put serious questions towards institutions like the UN which aim to 
protect international law and order. However, proponents rightly point towards the vital role that 
PMCs play in protecting embassy staff and international civil servants like UN Diplomats in 
conflict regions.  

The building of IEDs is an issue which the UN has long tried to resolve yet has unfortunately failed. 
The vast amount of casualties caused by IEDs to not only combatants but also innocent civilians is 
an ongoing tragedy which continues for decades as unexploded munitions remain a threat to local 
inhabitants far in the future. Similarly, the low cost in making IEDs render them an ideal weapon 
for counter insurgencies and guerrilla fighters which scatter them across their respective countries.  

In either case, we hope that you are looking forward to our committee. We are definitely looking 
forward to meeting you all soon! 

Sincerely yours, 

George and Alfie, Chairs of DISEC 
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Disarmament and International Security Committee

Introduction to the Committee

With the creation of the United Nations and the failure of the League of Nations, the formation of 
the General Assembly, the Disarmament and International Security Committee (DISEC), otherwise 
known as the First Committee, occurred due to a realisation from member states that there was a 
necessity to deal with a wide variety of international security issues worldwide.  

DISEC due to its role within the General Assembly, it is considered to be amongst the most 
powerful committees within the UN. Similarly, DISEC’s role in discussing security issues allows 
for all member states to have an equal say without the restrictions posed by the Security Council. 
Members of the First Committee will generally work together and pass numerous non-binding 
resolutions by consensus which will then go onto the Security Council to be debated.  

The First Committee also has close relationships with a number of other disarmament bodies both 
within the UN system. For instance, DISEC has cooperated with the Geneva based Conference on 
Disarmament, as well as the United Nations Disarmament Commission.  1

 United Nations (2017). Disarmament and International Security (First Committee). Available at: 1

http://www.un.org/en/ga/first/. Accessed on13/12/2017 
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Topic A: The Role of Private Military 
Contractors in International Security and 
Conflict

Introduction
The issue of Private Military Contractors 
(PMCs) has come into greater prominence in 
the late 20th and early 21st centuries. PMCs 
are companies which provide military related 
services to member states, humanitarian 
agencies, companies and individuals around 
the world.  This can vary from training and 2

logistics to soldiers and post-conflict 
reconstruction. PMCs have grown hugely in the last three decades and it is known that the United 
States hired over 160,000 civilian contractors during the Iraq war alone.  One of the issues which 3

PMCs bring is that, unlike national and international military services, PMCs fall outside of the 
jurisdiction of national and international legal frameworks due to their cross-border nature. Many 
PMCs are involved in paramilitary services; even engaging in combat missions. Indeed, in Iraq, 
organisations such as Blackwater (now known as Academi), Titan and CACI have been implicated 
in some of the worst human rights abuses: from the torture of prisoners at the infamous Abu Ghraib 
prison to the murder of 17 Iraqis.  PMCs benefit financially from instability and war, with current 4

estimates putting the PMC market at over $218 billion per year.   5

Additionally, there are different types of these organisations. Firstly, there are private military 
companies (PMCs) - these are corporate entities which provide offensive services designed to have 

 Alex Casendino (2017) “Soldiers of Fortune: the Rise of Private Military Companies and their 2

Consequences on America’s Wars”, Available at: https://bpr.berkeley.edu/2017/10/25/soldiers-of-
fortune-the-rise-of-private-military-companies-and-their-consequences-on-americas-wars/, 
Accessed on 16/03/18

 New York Times (2011) “Runaway Spending on War Contractors”, Available from: http://3

www.nytimes.com/2011/09/18/opinion/sunday/runaway-spending-on-war-contractors.html?_r=0, 
Accessed on 16/03/18

 Raymond, L. (2013) “Abu Ghraib Torture Survivors Fight on Against Military Contractors”, 4

Available from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/the-center-for-constitutional-rights/abu-ghraib-
torture-surviv_b_4227182.html, Accessed on 16/03/18

 Vice (2014) “Superpower for hire: Rise of the Private Military” [Video file], Available from: https://5

www.youtube.com/watch?v=6LaSD8oFBZE, Accessed on 16/03/18
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a direct military impact in a given scenario who are generally contracted by governments. On the 
other hand, private security companies (PSCs) are corporate entities which provide defensive 
services to protect individuals and property. However, it is worth keeping in mind that due to 
mergers and acquisitions between PMCs and PSCs, it can be be difficult to distinguish between 
these two. They are usually hired by multinational companies, humanitarian agencies and 
individuals in regions of conflict or instability. 

Proponents of these corporations claim that 
they solely protect their clients; whether it be 
an ambassador, general or high profile 
businessmen. Indeed, they work on all aspects 
of the military but claim to be in regions of 
conflict for defensive rather than offensive 
purposes. The advantage that PMCs give is that 
because they are not part of the official armies 
of member states, the deaths of their employees are not counted amongst the official death tolls. As 
political leaders do not have the desire or political muscle to intervene in conflicts, PMCs become 
an increasingly attractive alternative in order to avoid suffering the political consequences of 
military action. 

PMCs bring a fundamental question to light: how should they be treated under international law?  6

And, do they proliferate conflict? There has been a blurring of the line between PMCs and 
mercenaries, which are illegal under the UN Mercenary Convention. Indeed, because PMCs are not 
part of the state, many are not held accountable due to issues of jurisdiction. This often means that 
domestic courts find it difficult to find grounds to prosecute. While PMCs indeed might seem 
similar and could fall within the remit of article 1 of the Mercenary Convention, member states 
have not prosecuted PMCs for being mercenaries, even though many of the services provided could 
be mistaken for mercenaries. This vague status of PMCs under international humanitarian law has 
resulted in confusion as “Though there is specific reference to mercenaries in international 
humanitarian law (IHL), there is no such reference to PMCs either in IHL treaties nor are they 
specifically regulated in customary international law“  as stated by Louise Doswald-Beck.  7

 Francioni, F. (2008) “Private Military Contractors and International Law”, The European Journal of 6

International Law: Florence

 Doswald-Beck, L. in “From Mercenaries to Market: The Rise and Regulation of Private Military 7

Companies”, Chapter 7 “Private military companies under international humanitarian law”, 
Available at: https://lapa.princeton.edu/conferences/military07/restricted/doswald-
beck_military07.pdf, Accessed on 26/04/2018
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As a result, delegates should consider their legitimacy as they start doing the missions which are 
reserved to governments and official militaries. In comparison to PMCs, armed forces have their 
own established methodology of accountability within the army for those who do wrong. In the case 
of military contractors there is no criminal or civil accountability. The victims of their actions 
cannot be certain to gain any remedies for the wrongs which they have suffered. 

Despite their failings, PMCs have certain 
advantages. Namely, they allow for non-
governmental organisations to ensure their own 
security without having their own armed 
forces. Similarly, they have been helpful in the 
reconstruction of many war-torn nations. They 
play a vital role in ensuring the security in 
many embassies, such as the British Embassy 
in Kabul, Afghanistan. However, due to a lack 
of regulations in the international community, 
their roles often remain vague and ill-defined: allowing them to take advantages of loop holes in the 
law to avoid prosecution. As such, the role of DISEC is to provide greater regulation of PMCs 
whilst maintaining their benefits.  

History
The practice of hiring mercenaries has been a significant part of military history, even dating back 
to Ancient Greece and Rome. Indeed, mercenaries were even used during the American Revolution 
by the British Empire who hired German soldiers. More recently, mercenaries have been used in 
unstable regions of the world to prop up governments which cannot afford the expense of setting up 
technologically advanced armies. With the end of the Cold War, many of the world’s largest armies 
started to decrease in size because there was no need to have a large standing army. Indeed, PMCs 
evolved because of this. Former officers joined forces and formed these companies and hired 
soldiers who had previously served a vital role during the Cold War but were no longer needed.  8

The first PMC to rise to prominence was Executive Outcomes. This South African PMC was hired 
by the Angolan government in 1993 to fight against the US and South African backed UNITA party 
during the 1990s. As such, they played a significant role in weakening UNITA; this was achieved 
through a use of more advanced technology and highly trained troops. However, despite praise from 
the Angolan government, they were accused of escalating the war due to their own interests in 
Angola. Due to a lack of government funds, they were paid in shares of the valuable diamond 

 Singer, P. (2005) “Outsourcing War”, Available from: http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/8

60627/p-w-singer/outsourcing-war Accessed on 17/03/18
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industries present in Angola. Because of these interests in the diamond mines, they showed little 
regard to Angolan lives. With more regulations in place, Executive Outcomes’ use of force could 
have been minimised, resulting in less casualties.  9

One of the more worrying situations in which 
PMCs operated was in Bosnia. In 1995, due to 
continued instability in the region, many PMCs 
were hired to maintain order. One of these 
companies was DynCorp.  However, DynCorp 10

was not known for its reconstruction efforts; 
instead, several of its employees have been 
implicated and found guilty of being involved 
in prostitution rings and child sex trafficking with girls aged from twelve to fifteen. However, 
despite the fact that their actions were confirmed, the employees responsible were only fired from 
their positions and were never prosecuted for their crimes due to confusions over whether they 
could be prosecuted in Bosnia or in their home countries.  11

The most controversial use of private military contractors was during the Iraq war. At first, 
contractors were employed by the US Army due to a lack of interrogators and translators. However, 
their employees became highly implicated in the torture, rape, murder, physical and mental abuse of 
detainees at Abu Ghraib prison.  Many of the US Army officials who were involved in these 12

scandals were tried and have faced sentences ranging from being discharged to prison. However, 
whilst over one third of these incidents were caused by the employees of PMCs, none have faced 
prosecution.  

Another incident which occurred during the Iraq war was the shooting of 17 civilians in Baghdad’s 
Nisour Square in September 2007 by Blackwater employees.  The contractors were given a 13

 Richards, L. (2010) “Corporate Mercenaries: the threat of private military and security 9

companies”, War on Want: London

  Isenberg, D. (2010) “It's Déjà Vu for DynCorp All Over Again”, Available from: http://10

www.huffingtonpost.com/david-isenberg/its-dj-vu-for-dyncorp-all_b_792394.html Accessed on 
17/03/18

 McGrory, D. (2010) “Bosnia Sex Trade Whistler Blower Wins Suit Against Dyncorp”, Available 11

from: http://www.rense.com/general28/dyn.htm Accessed on 17/03/18

 Cockburn, P. (2013) “Iraqis win $5.8m from US firm in Abu Ghraib torture lawsuit”, Available 12

from: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iraqis-win-58m-from-us-firm-in-
abu-ghraib-torture-lawsuit-8444907.html, Accessed on 16/03/18

 Johnston, D. and Broder, J. (2007) “F.B.I. says guards killed 14 Iraqis without cause”, Available 13

from: http://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/14/world/middleeast/14blackwater.html, Accessed on 
17/03/18
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warning of a suspicious vehicle when the Iraqi army mistook them for enemy combatants and 
opened fire. The fighting soon stopped and a ceasefire was ordered on all sides. Despite the 
ceasefire, the contractors continued to fire upon 
both civilians and military personnel, even 
though all other participants had stopped 
shooting. After this incident, the Iraqi 
government temporarily revoked Blackwater’s 
license to operate in Iraq. However, a court in 
the US dismissed all charges against those 
involved. Some of these employees were fired 
from their positions, but many found work in 
other PMCs soon after the incident.  

Irrespective of their human rights abuses, PMCs have also been controversial due to their costs, 
especially during the Iraq war. A Blackwater employee is estimated to have earned over four-
hundred and fifty thousand dollars per annum - over six times more than a regular US soldier. 
Private military corporations are driven by their profits rather than the wellbeing of the public.   14

It is important for delegates to realise that despite their failings, private military contractors have 
been extremely useful in many of their missions, despite the lack for accountability mechanisms. 
Their employees are usually highly trained officers and regular soldiers with experience in some of 
the world’s most rigours and difficult environments. As such, it is fair to say that if proper 
accountability mechanisms and regulations are put in place then they can be extremely effective 
solutions to many global issues.  

Indeed, these corporations have been advantageous in non-combat roles. These roles usually extend 
to training, intelligence, advising, housing and construction. An example of this is the training given 
to the Croatian army by MPRI in 1994 and the construction of housing in Kosovo by Brown & 
Root in 1996.  These operations are usually subject to fewer controversies and form the main bulk 15

of their business. 

Discussion
There are a variety of issues when considering the role of private military contractors, one of the 
major issues which member states are facing is a lack of legal certainty at an international level 

 Stranger, A. & Williams, M. (2006) “Private Military Corporations: Benefits and Costs of 14

Outsourcing Security”, Yale Journal of International Affairs: New Haven

 Global Security (2010) “Croatia - Operation Storm 1995”, Available from: http://15

www.globalsecurity.org/intell/ops/croatia.htm Accessed on 17/03/18
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when considering how PMCs should be treated when their employees commit crimes in different 
member states.  16

Legal Issues
Firstly, delegates must distinguish between private military contractors and mercenaries. According 
to the Geneva Convention’s Additional Protocol 1, Article 47, a mercenary is a person who:  

“Is specially recruited locally or abroad 
in order to fight in an armed conflict, 
does in fact take a direct part in the 
hostilities, is motivated to take part in the 
hostilities essentially by the desire for 
private gain and in fact is promised by or 
on behalf of a party to the conflict 
material compensation, is neither a 
national of a party to the conflict nor a 
resident of territory controlled by a party 
to the conflict, and is not sent by a state other than a party to the conflict on official 
mission as a member of the armed forces of said state.” 

We can naturally see that there are certain similarities between PMCs and mercenaries. However, 
they have managed to distinguish themselves in a number of ways. They have sought to avoid the 
label of ‘mercenary’ due to the negative connotations which it gives. Mercenaries are seen as ‘hired 
guns’ with no allegiance and only seek monetary gain. It is clear to see that PMCs are an evolution 
of mercenaries and whilst they advertise themselves as legitimate companies, it is often difficult to 
distinguish between the two.   17

There has been little regulation which 
specifically targets PMCs. Most importantly, 
none of regulations put in place are obligatory 
under international law. Most of the existing 
measures pertain to mercenaries. The first 
piece of international legislation was the Hague 
Convention of 1907 which stated that neutral 

 Human Rights Council (2013) “Report of the Working Group on the use of mercenaries as a 16

means of violating human rights and impeding the exercise of the right of peoples to self-
determination”, United Nations: New York

 Mathias, S. (2012) “Regulating and Monitoring Private Military and Security Companies in 17

United Nations Peacekeeping Operations”, International Institute of Humanitarian Law: Sanremo
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countries should not allow the raising of mercenary forces in their countries.  

The most comprehensive piece of legislation for this issue is the United Nations Convention against 
the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries. This act is designed to tackle 
mercenaries in Africa; however, it does not address the use of PMCs by sovereign states. The 
convention is completely voluntary and at present only 35 member states have ratified the treaty 
with nations such as the United Kingdom and the United States not even signing the convention. 
For any legislation to be effective, it must be agreed upon by all member states.   18

Another major document which specifically addresses PMCs is The Montreux Document. This 
document was drafted by the Swiss Foreign Office and the International Committee of the Red 
Cross. It was developed with government experts from a number of member states including: 
Afghanistan, Angola, Australia, Austria, Canada, China, France, Germany, Iraq, Poland, Sierra 
Leone, South Africa, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Ukraine, and the United States of 
America. It essentially outlines international legal obligations and good practices for states. 
However, this document is not binding under international law. 

The major concern with PMCs is to do with accountability. In a conventional army, if a soldier 
disobeys orders or violates laws then they can be subjected to disciplinary punishment, including 
criminal prosecution. You cannot do this with a civilian contractor. Gabor Rona, the international 
legal director of Human Rights First points out that there is “No mandatory legal framework by 
which military contractors are held accountable and liable to answer to those whom they have 
wronged.”   19

Bloc Positions
There are three main blocs when it comes to 
the use and regulation of PMCs. Firstly, there 
are the countries which use PMCs. These 
states generally have PMCs based within them 
and they often have a large influence over 
government policy. Indeed, PMCs have 
benefitted from governments not acting to 
support international treaties such as the UN 
Convention on Mercenaries, despite the 

 Fallah, K. (2006) “Corporate Actors: The legal status of mercenaries in armed conflict”, Available 18

at: http://www.corteidh.or.cr/tablas/a21934.pdf, Accessed on 17/03/18

 Rona, G. (2003) “Interesting Times for International Humanitarian Law: Challenges from the 19

‘War on Terror’”, Available at: http://insct.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Rona-
Gabor.Interesting-Times-for-IHL.2003.pdf, accessed on 17/03/18
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obvious need for legislation within these countries. Many of these member states have laws to 
regulate their formation and use. An example of this is the United States Uniform Code of Military 
Justice which was amended in 2007 to allow for the prosecution of PMCs. However, despite these 
laws, US based contractors often receive lighter or no sentences, essentially making the law void of 
any purpose. Other countries which have similar positions are France, the United Kingdom, the 
Netherlands, South Africa and others.  

The second bloc is formed of countries which have PMCs operating to a lesser extent in their 
territory. They have a vested interest in ensuring that PMCs are well regulated. PMCs have been 
useful in maintaining some stability in their nations yet have also had negative consequences. As 
such, these countries want to maintain the benefit of PMCs yet ensure that they can be prosecuted 
for any negative actions that PMCs might have caused. These member states include, but are not 
limited to: Iraq, Afghanistan (at present the two largest hosts of PMCs worldwide), Congo, 
Venezuela and Somalia. 

The last bloc is formed of countries which are neutral regarding the use of PMCs, but are interested 
ensuring that human rights are respected by PMCs. As such, they support greater regulation of PMC 
but are not directly impacted by their use.  

Guiding Questions
• How, if at all, should PMCs be differentiated from mercenaries under international law? 

• How can the advantages of PMCs be maintained whilst curtailing their disadvantages? 

• How is national sovereignty affected by PMCs? 

• How can the accountability and transparency of PMCs be ensured when they act contrary to 
humanitarian law?  

• In which ways should the companies be held accountable? Should member states be held 
accountable for the actions of PMCs? 

• How can DISEC promote the creation of an international framework to regulate the actions of 
PMCs? 

• In what ways can PMCs promote economic efficiency in comparison to traditional militaries? 
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American troops waiting for evacuation after an IED hits their vehicle 

Topic B: Preventing Terrorists from Building 
Improvised Explosive Devices

Introduction
The issues of both terrorism and Improvised Explosive Devices are very topical in today’s world. 
Terrorism as a phenomenon has existed for quite some time throughout world history and 
Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) are very much a new and difficult-to-deal with threat. Taken 
together and they could prove to be a danger at any time or place. DISEC has previously discussed 
this topical issue but the sooner ideas and steps can be taken to combat these two dangers combined, 
the sooner both civilians at home and military personnel out on missions will be made safer. The 
UN has not passed any resolutions on this topic and so committee sessions will be an opportunity to 
discuss fresh ideas as to how people, civilians and military, can be better protected from this threat. 
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While IED usage is nothing particularly new, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have seen them 
become particularly notorious due to the persistent trouble they have given troops, being the 
insurgent’s number one weapon of choice.  

An improvised explosive device is the use of a homemade bomb with the intention to kill, harass, 
destroy or distract, and it is employed by a variety of people including criminals, vandals, terrorists, 
suicide bombers and insurgents. They can also be employed in a variety of ways, including via a 
vehicle, carrying, planting, throwing, delivering in a package and concealment along a roadside.  20

They also consist of multiple components including a switch, main charge, initiator, power source 
and container, and additional materials are often used such as nails, glass or metal fragments in 
order to increase the shrapnel propelled by the explosion. 

History
This section will cover both terrorism and IEDs separately as they do not necessarily have a shared 
history.  

IEDs

While IED’s have sometimes been described as a ‘new technology’, its history actually goes quite 
far back. One of the first variants of the IED was used back in the 1500s when ships loaded with 
explosives were utilised, and jury-rigged bombs were used in the American civil war, the naval 
battle of Mobile Bay and the land battle of Petersburg. Even with the ‘new’ version of IEDS, with 
explosive capabilities that can penetrate army vehicle plating date back to World War II.  

However, these old types of IEDs were limited in their use and did not have any strategic 
consequences. Even the name ‘improvised’ implied that there was nothing better that you could turn 
to, not that you were a force to be considered with. This was to change with the United States led 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, in which IEDs would now halt the overwhelming military superiority 
that America enjoyed during the conflicts in those countries.  

1983 Beirut bombings
But Iraq and Afghanistan, while being the modern day examples of IED usage, are not the first 
cases of IEDs being a deadly threat with leverage behind it. On 23 October 1983, IED bombings 
happening in the midst of the Lebanese civil war (1975-90) helped to drive out the peacekeeping 
force that had been deployed to calm the violence. The peacekeeping force was deployed to oversee 
the ceasefire that had been established but despite initial success, the sense of calm was shattered 

 Department for Homeland Security “IED attack: Improvised Explosive Devices”, Available from: 20

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/prep_ied_fact_sheet.pdf (Accessed on 
29/03/2018) (No publishing date available)
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when in April 1983 a car bomb destroyed the US embassy in Beirut, killing dozens of people and 
fighting then resumed, followed by what happened in October that year which saw a dumb truck 
packed with 12,000 pounds of explosives crash through the gate of the US marine barracks in 
Beirut. The detonation imploded the barracks and 241 marines were killed. This was followed by a 
second suicide bomber driving into the French paratrooper barracks and killing 58 soldiers. As well 
as successfully driving out the multinational force, these attacks were to fundamentally change the 
tactics of militia groups and terrorists in the Middle East.     21

 

IEDs are a favourite weapon for terrorist groups due to the destruction that they can cause at such 
little cost to the terrorists  

 Encyclopaedia Britannica, “1983 Beirut barracks bombings” (22/11/2017) Available from: 21

https://www.britannica.com/event/1983-Beirut-barracks-bombings (Accessed on 29/03/2018)
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Terrorism
Terrorism, like IEDs has existed for quite some time as a concept. Although there is no definite 
answer as to what the first terrorist group was, it is widely agreed that one of the first examples of 
terror attacks was from the ancient religious zealots. Overtime, terrorism has evolved not only in the 
objectives that terrorists have pursued, but also the religious influences of terror groups, their 
political ideologies and their targets. 

Different academics in the field of terrorism have provided different theories for how terrorism has 
evolved over time. David Rappaport  for example provides a four waves theory in which terrorist 22

groups have had a different nature depending on the point in history in which they operated. The 
first wave was the anarchist wave, and was most prominent in 1900s Russia including with the 
Assassination of Alexander II. The next wave was the anti-colonial wave which became prominent 
from the end of World War II until the end of most colonies. As the name would suggest, it was 
most influential in countries that had experienced some form of colonial oppression, including 
Algeria, Ireland and the British mandate of Palestine. The next wave was the ‘New Left’ wave that 
was most prominent in the 1960s and 1970s and one of its primary causes was the Vietnam War. It 
tapped into anti-American disillusionment, particularly among Western youth and it was most 
prominent in Germany and Italy with the West German Red Army Faction and the Italian Red 
Brigades, with Kellen (1990) noting that the youth were “disappointed by the purely materialistic 
and hedonistic course of the post war decades” while others were “further shocked by the Vietnam 

 Horgan J & Braddock K. ed., (2012) “Terrorism studies: A reader” (London, Routledge)22
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War…eventually the terrorist grew out of that vast cauldron of disaffection”.  Lastly was the 23

religious wave, first starting up in 1979 with the Iranian revolution and remaining influential today, 
most notably with Al-Qaeda, ISIS and other Islamist groups who have been at the forefront of 
different conflicts in the Middle-East.  

Tom Parker and Nick Sitter  on the other hand, reject the idea of terrorism as ‘waves’ throughout 24

history, instead arguing that terrorism has appeared as ‘strains’, all appearing at roughly the same 
time in history and evolving in their own right, from time to time mutating, combining and learning 
from one another. The first strain identified is the nationalist strain, seen in Algeria with the 
Algerian National Front (which was of course anti-colonial but also nationalist), Ireland with the 
IRA and its bombing campaigns against Britain and also the Irgun in British Palestine. The second 
strain was socialist terrorism, as previously mentioned influential in Europe but also in Tsarist 
Russia and even in Al-Qaeda.  Religious terrorism is also considered a strain but one that was 25

active before 1979. Finally, the social exclusion terror strain consists of far-right ideas of racism, 
anti-Semitism and the like. The KKK and other white supremacist groups are the most prominent 
examples of these and while somewhat in decline, do still very much exist. 

Committee discussions should not focus too much on which one of these competing perspectives on 
the history of terrorism is right. But they are useful to know about in any topic involving terrorism 
so that delegates have a general idea of how terrorism has evolved over time, and the differing types 
of terrorism that exist. This also serves as an important reminder that terrorism is not defined by any 
particular religion, political ideology or social group. A terrorist group can spawn in any number of 
given contexts, and it is imperative in intellectual debate around terrorism that this is not forgotten.  

Discussion

Defining terrorism

Given that this topic includes the problem of terrorism, one issue that has been ongoing is the 
question of how to define terrorism. Countless definitions exist but it has so far proven impossible 
for a universally agreed upon definition to be formed. Even more problematic still is whether the 
concept of terrorism is even meaningful. This is frequently contested in academic discourse, with 
some arguing that the concept of terrorism should be retained as we know a terrorist attack when we 

 Reich, W. (ed) (1990) “Origins of terrorism: psychologies, ideologies, theologies, states of 23

mind” (Cambridge University Press) Page 47

 Parker, T & Sitter, N (2015) “The Four Horsemen of Terrorism: It’s not waves, it’s strains” 24

Terrorism and Political Violence, 28 (2) pages 197-216 Available from: http://
www.tandfonline.com.idpproxy.reading.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/09546553.2015.1112277 
(Accessed on 30/03/2018)

 Ryan, M (2013) “Decoding Al Qaeda’s strategy: The Deep Battle Against America” (New York, 25

Columbia University Press)
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see it, while others believe that because it is a value-laden concept, open to abuse by those who may 
deem legitimate political opponents as terrorists, it should be abandoned as it serves no use.  

Again, these considerations should not occupy much time from committee sessions but they are 
worth bearing in mind like with the history of terrorism. It may be helpful for delegates to consider 
employing a working definition for the sake of tackling the specific issue of IEDs but they should 
be reminded that this is the issue to be discussing, not just finding a commonly agreed upon 
definition for terrorism (which in hindsight, is next to impossible anyway).  

Some examples of IED explosives, as taken from the Department of Homeland security 

IEDs
IEDs are a common weapon for terrorist groups to deploy and have been for some time. They can 
be delivered to targets via multiple means including post, person or in vehicles.  

Vehicle use is a common one for terror groups. In Northern Ireland for example, the Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) frequently used car bombs during the period known as The Troubles. ISIS 
and Al-Qaeda use suicide bombers in vehicles to increase the chances of the bombs detonating at 
the required moment.  

As well as using vehicles, suicide bombers also carry explosives into targeted locations or within 
the vicinity of a specific individual, such as in Ankara in October 2015 when two people detonating 
suicide belts killed over 100 people and injuring more than 500.  Carrying explosives onto planes 26

has also been attempted, such as in October 2015 when a Metrojet flight travelling to St Petersburg 
exploded in the air, killing 224 people.   

 MI5 (2018) “Terrorist methods” Available from: https://www.mi5.gov.uk/terrorist-methods 26

(Accessed on 26/03/2018)
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IED effects: 

The degree and severity caused by an IED depends on the size, explosive charge and placement, 
with vehicle-borne IEDs being particularly deadly. Damages to structures and infrastructure is 
particularly prominent, and an explosion near or in a building can destroy walls, blow out windows, 
shut down building systems including power and ventilation. On top of this, building failure may 
lead to hazardous materials being released, such as radioactive material from medical devices.  

Another tactic/effect is to utilise a distraction – typically a smaller explosion – to draw crowds 
together and then detonate a larger and more destructive explosion at the gathering point in order to 
cause maximum damage. Multiple detonations also undermine rescue efforts by forcing services to 
respond to more than one site.    27

Making IEDs: 

What makes IEDs particularly challenging to deal with is the fact that they can be made from 
everyday common goods such as pool sanitisers, fertilisers and paint removers.  Any delegate who 28

has watched the Jackie Chan film ‘The Foreigner’ will remember that the protagonist was able to 
trigger a basic explosion just with groceries. It is therefore, not a problem that can be solved simply 
by prohibiting the materials used to build an IED. Even then, it may be argued that such prohibition 
would not work anyway (in a similar way to how political libertarians argue that drug, alcohol and 
gun prohibition do not work) as terrorists would find ways to acquire the necessary materials 
anyway, just through underground/black market means. This difficulty is amplified by the fact that 
modern terrorist groups frequently use weak or failed states as a means to carry out their operations, 
making it more difficult to stop them from 
acquiring materials that they desire.  

Another problem is the state supplying of IED 
components to terrorists (linked to the wider 
issue of state sponsored terrorism). Afghanistan 
and Iraq have earlier been cited as the modern 
case studies of IED usage but the latter has 
been particularly problematic because of 
allegations that Iran has been supplying Shia 
militia groups with the materials to build IEDs. 

 Department for Homeland Security “IED attack: Improvised Explosive Devices” Available from: 27

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/prep_ied_fact_sheet.pdf (Accessed on 
29/03/2018) (No publishing date available)

 Department for Homeland Security “Bomb-making materials awareness program” (9/03/2018) 28

Available from: https://www.dhs.gov/bmap (Accessed on 29/03/2018)
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Iran has denied these claims, but American intelligence has reports from 2007 that indicated that 
money and weapon components were being brought into Iraq from across the Iranian border in 
vehicles that travelled during night time,  with the border crossing at Mehran being identified as a 29

major smuggling point. Although this is just one example of state sponsored provision of IED 
materials to terrorists, it is something that could well happen in other conflict ridden areas around 
the world.  

Bloc Positions

United States of America
Back in 2013, former U.S President Barack Obama released a comprehensive document that 
outlined how the administration was going to update current policy on combatting IEDs. It outlined 
three areas for strengthening current policy which included: 

(1) Leveraging, integrating and aligning US government efforts to coordinate activities across 
all departments and agencies, utilising capabilities and resources to increase effectiveness of 
counter-IED policies. 

(2) Enhancing focus on protecting American lives, recognising that these lives are threatened 
both domestically and abroad from IEDS, and that working overseas with partner nations is 
necessary to protect the latter while learning lessons from abroad will help protect lives 
domestically 

(3) Promoting cooperation with governmental, international and private sector partners by 
sharing meaningful information about IED threats including intelligence, building capacity and 
developing complementary activities  

In terms of translating the above into meaningful action, the following 8 priorities were cited as a 
means to realise these objectives: 

(1) Increasing domestic and international engagement by improving public awareness of IED 
threats and enhancing information sharing with public and private sectors on current threats 
while increasing global participation in counter IED dialogues.  

(2) Effectively exploiting information and materials from IED attacks, enhancing our 
capability to identify IED networks, tactics etc via coordination of IED collection and 
exploitation efforts and enhancing policy, process and mechanisms to share IED exploitation 
results more effectively.  

 Gordon, M. (10/02/2007) “Deadliest Bomb in Iraq is made by Iran, U.S says” New York Times, 29

Available from: https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/10/world/middleeast/
10weapons.html (Accessed on 29/03/2018)
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(3) Advancing intelligence and information analysis, enhancing the reporting of criminal 
intelligence and suspicious activities involving explosives, making counter IED intelligence 
resources more accessible etc 

(4) Maintaining deployable counter IED resources including with the assisting of international 
partners and conducting exercises with counter IED resources  

(5) Screening, detecting and protecting people, facilities, transportation systems etc via 
improving explosives screening, protection and detection technology and deploying these 
technologies into critical infrastructure and transportation systems  

(6) Safeguarding explosive materials through: promoting mechanisms that better detect and 
prevent the theft of explosives, enhancing enforcement of laws regarding commerce in both 
explosives and materials that can be used as IED components, coordinating domestic and 
international efforts to investigate, dismantle and arrest members of networks involved with 
financing and illicit movements of IED components etc 

(7) Coordinating and standardising training and equipment to domestic and international 
partners and finally… 

(8) Enhancing operational planning including with a federal counter IED plan and evaluating and 
reporting annually on interagency progress towards set goals.  30

United Kingdom
The United Kingdom has suffered from multiple IED attacks in recent years, not only from the 7/7 
bombings in London 2005 but also the 2017 Manchester arena suicide bombing. The attacks have 
varied in severity, with one in September 2017 occurring on the London Underground but causing 
no fatalities due to only partially exploding.   31

The IRA have been the most prominent threat to Britain by way of terrorism and IED usage. As 
previously mentioned, such attacks occurred most often during the period known as The Troubles 
but this does not mean that the group is not in existence today. They have supposedly adopted and 
learnt new tactics from ISIS and Al-Qaeda, but whether this is confirmed or not, it does highlight 
how terrorist groups are capable of learning from one another very easily. Assistant Chief Constable 
Bill Kerr said of the matter “Some of this technology has been tried and tested in Afghanistan and 

 Obama archives “Countering improvised explosive devices” (2013) Available from: https://30

obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/cied_1.pdf (Accessed on 28/03/2018)

 York, Chris. (15/09/2017) “Parsons Green Improvised Explosive Device: What we know so far” 31

Huffington Post, Available from: https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/parsons-green-
improvised-explosive-device-what-we-know-so-far_uk_59bbb6ece4b02da0e14114d1 (Accessed 
on 30/03/2018)
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Iraq as there is some open source material you can see as to how these devices are constructed. 
There is no doubt that some of these dissident groups have looked at the IED development 
internationally. In terms of either meeting others in Iraq or Afghanistan or simply looking along the 
Internet I would say it was more the latter.”  32

However, the Business Insider reported last year that 9 terror plots had been thwarted in the last 12 
months, including one to detonate an improvised explosive device at Downing Street and kill the 
Prime Minister Theresa May in the chaos.  The UK therefore, has an overall strong and stable 33

counter-terrorism policy in place.  

The remains of the IED in the Parsons Green attack in London. IEDs can vary in their severity/
degree of damage caused 

 McDonald, H. (18/01/2015) “Irish Dissident Groups learning from Taliban and Isis, police officer 32

warns” The Guardian, Available from: https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/jan/18/irish-
dissident-groups-ira-learning-taliban-isis-police-officer (Accessed on 27/03/2018)

 Business Insider, “Police foiled a terror plot to assassinate UK Prime Minister Theresa 33

May” (06/12/2017) Available from: http://uk.businessinsider.com/police-foiled-terror-plot-to-
assassinate-theresa-may-2017-12 (Accessed on 30/03/2018)
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China
Last year, China and the United States held a joint press release on matters concerning terrorism and 
specifically, terrorist usage of IEDS. Both countries recognised that international cooperation is 
essential to counter-terrorism and to prevent actors from exploiting the global supply chain in their 
respective territories. Also noted as being important was the need to promote greater engagement 
between industry and government, including with relevant stakeholders, companies and associations 
so that security in supply chains is developed. Cooperation should include preventing the illicit 
proliferation of components and explosive chemicals used in IEDs as well as the spreading of IED 
manufacturing methods. Finally, both states agreed that as modern supply chains are inherently 
international, both should seek to expand counter-IED efforts to relevant international organisations 
such as the World Customs Organisation.   34

Guiding Questions
The bloc positions as well as some of the other issues raised in the discussion section of the study 
guide should give delegates some food for thought when doing research for this topic. As 
previously mentioned, it would be extremely difficult/impractical to simply ban materials that could 
be used to create an IED but measures can be taken to reduce the likelihood of terrorists illicitly 
acquiring IED materials and from successfully using them. The bloc positions will highlight some 
potential ideas but delegates are encouraged to do their own research along with a critical mind. A 
few links for further research can be found at the end of the bibliography, it is strongly encouraged 
that delegates read these.  

• How can governments better educate their publics to be aware of IED threats? 

• What experiences does your country have with IEDs and/or terrorism? 

• Are there measures states can take to tackle the proliferation of IED-related materials to 
terrorists?  

• Should a working definition of terrorism be employed for the sake of this topic? 

• What differences should exist in approaches to dealing with IEDs domestically in comparison to 
dealing with them in war fronts (Afghanistan and Iraq)? 

• Can measures be employed against states that are found guilty of supplying IED materials to 
terrorists?  

• How, if at all, can states improve security in global supply chains to prevent initial acquisition of 
IED material by terrorists? 

 US Department of State “U.S-China Joint statement on countering the threat of improvised 34

explosive devices” (21/01/2017) Available from: https://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/fs/fs/265912.htm 
(Accessed on 29/03/2018)
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