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Assisting victims of terrorism

Victims continue to be the biggest losers in the fight against terrorism. As 
terrorist acts indiscriminately target different countries, cultures and 

religions, the largest proportion of casualties are ordinary people.

(Vladimir Voronkov, Under-Secretary-General for Counter-Terrorism, 2018)

What is required?  An understanding of the ramifications of a terrorist act on 
the civilian population and the need to support victims

 Aims of this presentation are:

 To outline the rights of victims of terrorism

 To identify the key concepts and elements of good practice victim 
assistance

 To highlight good practices on financial assistance to victims of 
terrorism



What do you see?



Defining terrorism

 'One person's terrorist is another person's 
freedom fighter.’

 ‘… terrorism is seen as crime or as a political 
act, there is also room for different 
interpretations (or discourses).’

 ‘Terrorism … diplomacy by other means.’

 '...terror is often at its bloodiest when used 
by dictatorial governments against their own 
citizens.’

 Western concept of “just war” and Islamic 
concepts of “jihad” (Silverman 2002).



 The ‘conflict’ or ‘troubles’ in Ireland can be traced to 1172 religious 
differences and territorial disputes gave birth to armed conflict … intense 
quarrels over, among other issues, nationalism or separatism continued for 
centuries, including in late the 1800s when the Irish Republican 
Brotherhood encouraged rebellion against the occupying English

 French revolution of 1789 - Governments in Paris tried to impose their 
radical new order on a reluctant citizenry, largely by violence, which 
Académie Française described as the 'system or rule of terror, as terrorism’. 

 Portuguese – Dutch – British colonization of Sri Lanka provided for the 
fertile ground and roots that ultimately shaped the Shinhalese v Tamil 
conflicts … After the Shinhalese took control of the country, they 
introduced measures to counter perceived bias that benefitted the Tamils. 
Discriminatory policies, state repression, broken pacts and so on fuelled ‘a 
struggle for justice’ manifest in the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam.

What is terrorism?



What is terrorism

 ‘Food for thought’:

 South Africa – apartheid … 

sponsorship from abroad of 

the ANC – financing a 

terrorist organization?

 Can massive retaliatory 

measures against 

‘terrorism’ become 

insurrection and then civil 

war? 



 During the 19th century terrorism began to be associated, (as it is 
today) with non-governmental groups. 

 “Through-out the post-World War II era, terrorism was strategic 
warfare on the cheap.” (Hamm 2007, p 2)

 In the late 1980s a study identified a total of 109 different definitions.

 Today, there would be more definitions.

What is terrorism?



An International Definition - UN General Assembly

 During 1960s attempted to formulate an internationally 
acceptable definition of terrorism.

 Many members were reluctant to outlaw terrorism unless 
international community agreed to address the 'causes of 
terrorism‘.

 Other members argued that to do so, suggested that terrorism was 
a response to genuine grievances, which implied that it was 
justified. 

 Between 1963 – 1999, twelve international conventions 
were endorsed that address particular terrorist acts, 
such as aircraft hijacking and diplomatic hostage-
taking. 

What is terrorism?



UN General Assembly

 In the 1990s, UNs’ Legal Committee promulgated a 
definition:

 Reiterates that criminal acts intended or calculated to provoke a 
state of terror in the general public, a group of persons or particular 
persons for political purposes are in any circumstances unjustifiable, 
whatever the considerations of a political, philosophical, ideological, 
racial, ethnic, religious or other nature that may be used to justify 
them.

 [http://www.un.org/terrorism/]

What is terrorism?



Australian definition of terrorism:

 Violence intended to further a “political, religious or 

ideological cause” through intimidation

AND

 Specific examples, for instance tampering with electronic 

systems. 

What is terrorism?



What are the elements of terrorism from a 
victim-perspective?

1. Anxiety-inspiring repeated violent action

2. Perpetrated  by a clandestine individual, group or state actors

3. For idiosyncratic, criminal or political reasons

4. Where the direct targets of violence are not the main target

5. Resulting in immediate human victims of violence who:

 serve as message generators

 randomly chosen from a target population or are a target of 
opportunity

6. Threat of or act of violence means of communication between 
terrorist, victims and target of terror, target of demand, or 
target of attention

7. Primarily intended to intimidate, coerce or advance propaganda. 
(Schmid 1988)



Who are victims of terrorism?



Who are affected by terrorism?

 The ‘ripple’ impact of terrorism may 
spread to—

•Direct / primary victim

•Good Samaritans / by-standers

•Victim’s immediate family (spouse, partner, 
(step)parents, children, grand-parents);

•Victim’s extended family / kinfolk (nieces, 
uncles);

•Victim’s social network (friends);

•Victim’s work colleagues;

•‘First responders’ (police, para-medics, 
doctors, nurses, crisis care);

•Criminal justice personnel (prosecutors, 
judges, victim advocates);

•People assisting victims (counsellors, 
psychologists, funeral directors);

•Public in general.



What are the effects of terrorism?

 Physical

 Emotional

 Psychological

 Social support

 Practical / material

 Inconvenience 

 Spiritual



What are the needs of victims of terrorism?

Are there ‘empirical reasons to 
differentiate between victims of 
terrorism and other victims of crime?

 “For the most part, the needs of direct 
victims of terrorism are similar to those of 
other victims of crime, differing not in kind 
but in degree or in possibilities for 
implementation. On average the impact of 
terrorism in a financial, psychological and 
physical sense may be larger, but definitely 
not always.” (Letschert et al 2010, p xi)



The rights of victims of terrorism



VICTIMS’ RIGHTS - Rights of victims of terrorism

 International human rights

 Security of person

 Equal and effective access to justice

 Appropriate remedies

 Provision for reparation

For example -

 Covenant on Civil & Political Rights (eg Article 2)

 Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for Victims of Crime & Abuse of 
Power (General Assembly resolution 40/34)

 Basic Principles & Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for 
Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious 
Violations (General Assembly resolution 60/147)

 Set of Principles for the Protection & Promotion of Human Rights through 
Action to Combat Impunity (E/CN.4/2005/102/Add.1)

 Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (eg Articles 24 & 25)

 Convention against Corruption (eg Article 32)



VICTIMS’ RIGHTS - Rights of victims of terrorism

 Responding to the needs of victims of terrorism:

 Inform them of their role & responsibilities in 
the criminal justice process; progress of the 
investigation & prosecution.

 Allow their views and concerns to be 
presented & considered at appropriate stages 
in criminal proceedings.

 Provide assistance to them throughout the 
criminal justice process.

 Minimise inconvenience to them, protect their 
privacy & take steps to maintain their safety.

 Avoid unnecessary delay in criminal 
proceedings & in executing court or other 
orders grant in their favour.

 Offer them material, medical, psychological 
and social assistance.

 Offer them restitution and compensation



 Commonwealth Statement of Basic Principles of Justice for 
Victims of Crime (endorsed by Senior Law Officers for the 
Commonwealth 2005).

 National Charter on Victims’ Rights (endorsed by the Standing 
Committee of Attorneys-General, Australia 1993):

• SCAG Secretariat

 South Australia – to honour international & national 
obligations

• Declaration on Victims’ Rights (1985)

• Declaration Governing Treatment of Victims (1999 
(administrative; 2003 in Victims of Crime Act 2001)

VICTIMS’ RIGHTS - Rights of victims of terrorism



What are the ‘good practice’ ingredients 

necessary to assist victims of terrorism?



What are the key objectives of assistance for 

victims of terrorism?

• Promote safety and security (e.g. psychological first aid)

• Identify priority needs and solutions

• Screening and watchful waiting

• Assess functioning and coping

• Provide: Reassurance 
Psycho-education
Practical assistance
Survivor education

• Enhancement of social support

(Pemberton 2010)



 Normal reactions to an 
abnormal situation

 Avoid “mental health” 
terms and labels

 Assume competence and 
capability

 All who witness are affected

 Respect differences in 
coping 

What are the key concepts of assistance 

for victims of terrorism?

• First, do no harm

• Assistance is practical 
and flexible

• Focus on strengths 
and potential

• Encourage use of 
support network 

• Tailor for active, 
community fit

• Be innovative in 
helping



 Psychological ‘First Aid’

 Liaison with key agencies

 Psycho-education through media

 Health & welfare services for:

 survivors, families etc

 responders

Immediate Emergency Assistance



 Direct to medical care, 

safety; shelter –

fundamental / basic 

needs

 Protect from trauma, 

media, onlookers

 Connect to family, 

information, comfort

(Myers and Wee, 2003)

On-Scene Interventions

Bali terrorist bombing – 12 October 2002

"Operation Bali Assist" :

Australian Defence Force - evacuation of 

injured Australians and foreign nationals -

involved the triage, stabilisation and evacuation 

of 66 critically ill patients from Bali to Darwin 

over 21 hours.

Australian Federal Police -

response team

including specialist victim identification officers, 

scientific crime

scene investigators and post-bomb-blast 

investigators



 Medical & therapeutic interventions

 Assistance as for other Victims of 
Crime

 Psycho-education & awareness raising

 Program to support the rule of law and 
counter violent extremism

Longer-Term Interventions



UN Victim-focused responses



UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy

 A/RES/60/288) was adopted by Member 
States on 8 September 2006.

 A resolution and an annexed Plan of 
Action, 

 Four Pillars: Pillar I (details the conditions 
conducive to the spread of terrorism) and 
Pillar IV (respect human rights and the 
rule of law as the fundamental basis of 
any counter terrorism effort) underscore 
the importance attached to victims of 
terrorism by Member States and 
recognizes that without their participation 
terrorism cannot be comprehensively 
defeated.

 Yet Member States have often failed to 
include victims in their efforts to fight 
against terrorism, notwithstanding the 
emphasis placed on victims by the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Strategy.

 The United Nations Counter-Terrorism 
Centre (UNCCT) has undertaken a number 
of victims’ activities: 

 Establishing a UN Support Portal for 
Victims of Terrorism

 A documentary series to give victims a 
voice, to providing the skills

 Tools for victims to develop personal 
communication strategies to counter the 
narratives of violent extremists

 Handbook of Good Practices to Empower 
and Strengthen Civil Society Organizations 
Supporting Victims of Terrorism, focused 
on Africa & the Middle East

 Handbook for Asia-Pacific currently 
preparatory work (e.g. exploratory 
meeting)



Thank you
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