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The International Criminal Police Organization 

The idea for an international body for the coordination of police forces worldwide 

was first presented at a conference in Monaco in 1914; today, that vision manifests itself 

in the International Criminal Police Organization.  

ICPO, or Interpol, as it is commonly known, is an international peacekeeping 

organization that is headquartered in Lyon, France. The Organization has a National 

Central Bureau in every one of its 190 member countries, as well as two centers in 

Buenos Aires, Argentina and Singapore. Buenos Aires is home to Interpol’s Americas-

based Command and Coordination Center (CCC), the central hub for police 

communications in the Americas region. There is a similar CCC for Europe, Asia, and 

Africa at Interpol Headquarters. Interpol’s Global Complex for Innovation, located in 

Singapore, is a cutting-edge research facility dedicated to the improvement and 

modernization of policing techniques around the world. Interpol’s locations and 

programs are funded primarily by member dues, which are determined by a country’s 

economic output. Additional contributions by countries and other groups are made on a 

voluntary basis. 

Interpol prioritizes secure data transfer between national police organizations, 

constant support of those police organizations through provisions of various support 

resources, rigorous and extensive research for innovation of policing techniques and 

strategies, and assistance in the identification of criminals across the globe. While these 

goals are indeed supportive of Interpol’s mission to connect police for a safer world, the 

organization places restrictions on itself in order to prevent it from intervening in a 
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conflict where their neutrality might be questioned. Interpol will not intervene in conflicts 

involving race, religion, politics, or the military of a country. These goals, together with 

these restrictions, help fulfill the Interpol mission of “preventing and fighting crime 

through enhanced cooperation and innovation on police and security matters” (Interpol). 

It is imperative to recognize that Interpol itself is not a police force; never in its 

history has an Interpol employee made an arrest, and it never will. The focus of Interpol 

is to facilitate quick, secure communication between police forces and to protect the 

sovereignty of each of its member nations. 

Interpol’s Strategic Priorities 

Sharing Data for a Safer World 

Interpol’s data sharing network is equipped with two main tools: I-24/7 and I-link. 

I-24/7 is Interpol’s global police communication system on which police organizations 

can transfer urgent and confidential information quickly and securely. The 

internationality of this system facilitates easy communication between countries of 

different languages and reporting systems. I-link is an online application that allows 

police to enter information into I-24/7 in a standardized, translatable way.  

Information fed into I-link is not only sent to I-24/7, but also to Interpol’s plethora 

of specialized databases that it uses to consolidate and organize the information it 

receives from its member countries. All databases, except for the Interpol Ballistic 

Information Network, are available 24/7 to Interpol’s member countries through I-24/7. 

There are a significant number of databases, each focused on different issues from 

tracking wanted individuals to reporting on trafficked firearms. They also have many 
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public databases on their website, such as one listing all missing persons, one listing all 

missing works of art, and one listing all wanted persons. 

I-link, I-24/7, and all of Interpol’s databases are completely encrypted and 

securitized to prevent criminals from hacking into and accessing all data that Interpol 

has on criminals and criminal organizations and practices worldwide. 

Interpol’s Notice System 

Within Interpol’s data sharing network, countries share Notices: color-coded, 

universally understood warnings or calls for action sent to pertinent member countries 

and relevant bodies. The basic meaning of each notice is detailed in Figure 1 below. 

 

 

Red Notice 

To seek the 

location of wanted 

persons with a view 

to extradition or 

similar lawful action  

Yellow Notice 

To help locate 

missing persons, 

often minors, or to 

help identify 

persons who are 

unable to identify 

themselves 

 

Blue Notice 

To collect additional 

information about a 

person’s identity, 

location, or 

activities in relation 

to a crime 

 

Black Notice 

To seek information 

on unidentified 

bodies 
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Green Notice 

To provide 

warnings and 

intelligence about 

persons who have 

committed criminal 

offences and are 

likely to repeat 

these crimes in 

other countries 

 

Orange Notice 

To warn of an 

event, a person, an 

object, or a process 

representing a 

serious and 

imminent threat to 

public safety 

 

INTERPOL-United 

Nations Security 

Council Special 

Notices 

Issued for groups 

and individuals who 

are targets of UN 

Security Council 

Sanctions 

Committees 

 

Purple Notice 

To seek or provide 

information on modi 

operandi, objects, 

devices, and 

concealment 

methods used by 

criminals 

Figure 1: Descriptions of all Interpol notices 

Supporting Police on a Global Scale 

Another key feature of Interpol’s main support structures are its response teams 

that provide supplemental support in emergency situations and at major events and 

training programs that better equip national police organizations to respond to any 
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situation. These two pillars of Interpol’s support structure provide means by which its 

member countries can request and receive help in an organized and timely manner. 

Interpol has two types of response teams: Incident Response Teams (IRTs) and 

Interpol Major Event Support Teams (IMESTs). IRTs are groups of experts and 

investigators deployed to the site of a disaster, such as a large-scale accident, natural 

disaster, or a crime - such as a terror attack. These groups are specialists in particular 

fields that are tasked with providing investigative support on the scene. They are 

typically deployed within 24 hours of the event’s occurrence. For example, after the 

terror attack in Brussels, Belgium in March of 2016, Interpol deployed an IRT to the area 

“to help identify potential links with other individuals and attacks around the world” 

(Interpol).  

IMESTs are planned deployments of specialists and supplemental police forces 

tasked with helping in preparation for and protection of major events such as high-

profile conferences and sporting events of international scale. These teams provide 

immediate access to data services and support local police in their monitoring of threats 

to attendees of the event. Interpol workers were crucial to the organization of police 

forces protecting the Euro Cup and Rio Olympics this past summer. 

Outside of direct support, Interpol provides both online and in-person trainings for 

police officers worldwide. These trainings cover policing of specialized crime, such as 

sex trafficking, drugs, and terrorism, and proper use of Interpol’s databases. These 

programs teach based on an officer’s command level, experience, and area of interest, 

and are crucial to development of standardized, humanitarian policing around the world. 

A key component of this training that has been emphasized in recent years is national 
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border control, for which Interpol has developed the specialized Integrated Border 

Management Task Force (IBMTF) and I-Checkit, a documents cross-referencing system 

that ensures no borders are crossed using stolen or lost travel documents. 

Research for Constant Improvement 

Research and development of new practices is one of Interpol’s most powerful 

tools in developing new policing strategies and better evaluating areas at risk of 

experiencing major crimes. Because of the standardized nature of its data collection, 

Interpol is able to conduct in-depth strategic and operational analysis to better police 

regions, people, and groups. Operational analysis focuses on linking suspects to crimes 

and organized criminal activity, identifying investigatory information gaps, and preparing 

profiles of suspects for various national police organizations. Strategic research and 

analysis works to identify emerging types of crime, new threats to member countries, 

modus operandi of organized crime groups, and how external factors impact crime 

levels around the world.  

Identification Across Borders 

 All of the aforementioned endeavors undertaken by Interpol--data sharing, 

strategic support, and diligent research--combine to achieve Interpol’s ultimate goal: to 

help nations identify criminal fugitives and potential threats across borders. With all of 

the tools and systems built into Interpol’s communication and training infrastructure, 

proper utilization of these tools makes police forces around the globe more capable of 

preventing crime from happening and more prepared to combat crime when it happens. 
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Key Partnerships 

Interpol works closely with many of the other international peacekeeping bodies 

around the world, especially the United Nations, the European Union, and the 

International Criminal Court and International Court of Justice. These partnerships help 

to bolster Interpol’s data and coordination capabilities, and understanding how Interpol 

cooperates with other international bodies is crucial to understanding how our 

committee will function in the larger framework of conference. Three of the most 

important partnerships Interpol has are its partnerships with the International Criminal 

Court, the European Union, and the United Nations. 

The International Criminal Court 

Signed in 2004, the International Criminal Court’s Office of the Prosecutor 

entered into a data sharing agreement with Interpol with the goal of improving 

communication between global peacekeeping organizations. This agreement created a 

reciprocal relationship wherein any information obtained in ICC proceedings may be 

used by Interpol to seek out criminals and any information obtained by Interpol may be 

used to prosecute criminals. 

The United Nations 

The UN and Interpol signed an official, overarching cooperation agreement in 

1997 that detailed the areas in which they were to cooperate, particularly in the taking 

down of transnational crime and the promotion of world safety. More recently, Interpol 

has entered into specific cooperation agreements with different committees, offices, and 

departments of the United Nations, with a focus on enforcing sanctions and bolstering 

peacekeeping operations.  
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Topic 1 | Protection and Preservation of Civil War Antiquities 

Background 

A treasured cultural item is captured by a rebel group in a warring country, it’s 

passed on to smugglers who take it into peaceful, often Western territory. Not weeks 

later, it’s on display in a respected museum visited by wealthy tourists from all around 

the world. The number of people that benefit from the antiquities trade is vast and 

varied. There’s the original group that takes a storied item from its own country, then the 

smuggler gets a cut of the profit. The gallery owners get to drive greater traffic to their 

museums, and the visitors get to experience the piece without a thought as to where it 

came from (Mackenzie). But those that suffer from the consequences of this trade 

extend far and wide. 

The illicit antiquities trade is an ancient practice that has its roots in some of the 

oldest civil wars on record, but today it influences conflict in ways that are much more 

insidious and devastating than they were BCE.  These antiquities are not only statues 

and pots that we traditionally consider antiquities: they include scrolls of ancient 

academic texts and embalmed bodies of rulers; they’re telescopes and centuries-old 

maps. And without the excavators, middlemen, retailers, and customers that move them 

from one country to another, they wouldn’t move at all. The trade’s influence in global 

terrorism and cultural imperialism has made it a problem so impactful that Interpol has 

dedicated multiple technologies and task forces to the recovery of cultural objects lost in 

the illicit antiquities trade. 

Why do we call it “illicit” instead of a more explicitly condemning term like 

“illegal”? “Illicit” better captures the indeterminate nature of the antiquities trade in a way 
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that more black-and-white terms cannot. The goods passed between hands in this trade 

are not easily attached to one place of origin not only because they change hands 

multiple times between their first and final destination, but also because they often 

aren’t marked with any specific symbols that attach them to a particular modern nation. 

The motivations of each of the parties involved in the trade are also not necessarily 

malicious. As Professor Colin Renfrew of the University of Cambridge argued to the 

BBC in 2004,  

“The peasants who dig the objects out of the ground because there are people 

who pay good money for them, they are the innocent wrongdoers, the people 

who pay money for antiquities when they have no idea where they're from - 

they're the people I would blame. Curators, museum directors who willingly 

purchase or accept as bequests material they know they have no provenance 

for, they're the real villains, the real pushers who drive this trade.” 

Indeed, the reasons why people participate in this trade are often out of desperation; 

those that participate for these reasons are called “subsistence diggers”. When one’s 

country is ravaged by civil war and rampant poverty, digging a vase out of the ground 

that you have no personal attachment to seems not just like a good solution, but a 

logical one. For example, the tradition of digging up antiquities in Belize has resulted in 

a culture of looting, equipped with its own mythology and colloquialisms. Those who dig 

up archeological artifacts are called “huecheros” and refer to their findings as “semilla,” 

or seed. They believe that the artifacts were planted in the ground by their ancestors to 

later be harvested for money--or even in exchange for the corn seed for which the term 

is named (Alderman). One Afghan subsistence digger was quoted as saying “If you’re 
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not desperate, you never do this”. These actions, however, results in dire consequences 

because of the groups that stand to benefit the most from the trade of antiquities: 

organized crime and terror organizations. 

ISIS, or the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, is funded significantly by the 

antiquities trade. Aside from their other revenue streams such as oil profits and stolen 

money from local banks, the group “profits from its lucrative trade in pilfered Roman, 

Greek, and other antiquities found in Syria and northern Iraq” (NCPA). This 

remunerative trade resulted in $36 - $360 million dollars in profit for the group in 2013. 

This is by no means a new strategy for organized militant groups. As a report from the 

National Center for Policy Analysis states, “Nazis looted public and private collections 

from across Europe” during World War II to fund their military efforts (NCPA). Later on 

in the First Gulf War, “eleven museums lost 3,000 artifacts and 484 manuscripts to theft. 

A majority have yet to be recovered” (NCPA).  

This trade persists for many reasons, but particularly because of how hard it is to 

regulate a black market that sells unmarked items across borders. Although many 

efforts and agreements have been signed into law that attempt to meter or even stop 

this crime, enforcement is complicated by agents’ inability to distinguish a smuggled 

good from a legally obtained good. Also, as noted earlier, blame is hard to place when 

an item changes hands so many times. Sanctions can be placed on those who sell and 

those who buy antiquities, but ultimately, one party might not know whether a good is 

illicit or not. Regardless of the difficulties of regulating this black market trade, it’s clear 

that the sale and purchase of antiquities persists for one reason: there’s a market for 

them. 
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The Microeconomy for Antiquities 

The illicit antiquities trade exists because there is a market for antiquities. If they 

weren’t valuable both to those that dig them up out of the ground and those that buy 

them for family collections or museum displays, the practice wouldn’t exist. The illicit 

antiquities trade has been linked to “organized criminal activities such as money 

laundering, extortion, the drug and arms trades, terrorism and insurgency, and slavery,” 

making the reach of this market and its international impact broader and deeper than 

simply a vase ending up in a museum (Alderman). Despite its lack of coverage in global 

media and lack of significance in public conversations, “looted antiquities remains one 

of the most prolific illicit trades globally, together with drug and arms trafficking” 

(Amineddoleh).  

The persistence of the antiquities trade can be examined in a simple supply-

demand model as any other tradable commodity: there are peasant excavators and 

groups that supply the antiquities from a country’s historical and cultural sites and 

museums and buyers that demand them. Changes in both the legal systems and moral 

beliefs that regulate this trade have increased global scrutiny of looting (Mackenzie).  

In recent years, regulations have appeared in both international and national 

bodies to help combat the illicit antiquities trade, but these regulations remain extremely 

limited and fail to address the larger issues that influence and stem from the antiquities 

trade. For example, the United Kingdom introduced legislation in 2003 entitled Dealing 

in Cultural Objects (Offences) Act (DCOA) which was the first legislation of its kind to 

come from an importing country that directly addressed illicit antiquities. DCOA 
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ultimately failed to be anything more than a symbolic act since its language is incredibly 

vague and its regulations are therefore hard to enforce. 

  



 

 13 

Past Interpol Action 

Partnerships are key in Interpol’s combating of the antiquities trade. In February 

of 2015, the United Nations Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 2199, 

which “calls upon the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO), Interpol, and other international organizations, as appropriate, to assist in 

the implementation of” the resolution, which focuses heavily on member participation in 

attacking the trade from all angles. The resolution dictated that member states should  

“take appropriate steps to prevent the trade in Iraqi and Syrian cultural property 

and other items of archaeological, historical, cultural, rare scientific, and religious 

importance illegally removed from Iraq since 6 August 1990 and from Syria since 

15 March 2011, including by prohibiting cross-border trade in such items, thereby 

allowing for their eventual safe return to the Iraqi and Syrian people”  

(Security Council). 

Later that year in December of 2015, the UN Security Council adopted resolution 

2253, which highlighted the importance of UN Security Council-Interpol Special Notices 

in combatting terrorism and the trafficking of cultural property that funds it. These two 

resolutions are cornerstones of Interpol’s current operations in the realm of stopping the 

movement of stolen cultural property across borders. As a result of these two 

resolutions and other cooperative meetings between Interpol and the UN Security 

Council, the Council launched the “Protecting Cultural Heritage—An Imperative for 

Humanity” initiative, the main goal of which is to follow up on the aforementioned 

resolutions and ensure their implementation. Other organizations involved in the 

enforcement of resolution 2199 and resolution 2533 are the UN Office on Drugs and 
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Crime (UNODC) and UNESCO. President of Interpol Mireille Ballestrazzi “stressed the 

need ‘to combine our efforts and resources to efficiently curb this criminal phenomenon 

and protect the world’s cultural heritage for future generations,’” with regards to this 

initiative, reiterating the importance of collaborative work in the arena of protecting 

cultural artifacts (“Global initiative”). 

Interpol’s individual actions on the prevention of trafficking of illicit antiquities has 

been both direct and indirect, focused on a variety of means of spreading awareness 

and creating means of consistent enforcement across police agencies worldwide.  

Distributing Information 

 The dissemination of information on internationally reaching crimes is one of 

Interpol’s principal goals, and their work in preserving and protecting antiquities is no 

different. The main means by which Interpol distributes information on lost or stolen 

antiquities is through their biannual posters, their Works of Art database, and through 

collaboration with the International Council of Museums on their joint Red Lists that 

detail the most wanted cultural items in specific regions and countries. 

 Interpol produces and distributes a poster highlighting the most wanted works of 

art every June and December. These posters highlight only the works of art that have 

been identified as lost or stolen in the 6 months prior the poster’s release. After their 

creation, they’re distributed to the Interpol NCB’s in each of the organization’s member 

countries for display in the country’s museums and police agencies. Of the objects 

displayed on the posters since the beginning of their production in the 1950’s, about 

20% of the works have been successfully returned to their native countries. An example 

poster can be seen below in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: An example Interpol Works of Art poster from June 2016. 
 
 At the request of member countries, specific posters for museums or entire 

countries that have been the victim of looting can be produced to highlight items taken 

from large burglaries. An example, one produced after the ransacking of the Mosul 

Museum in Iraq, is below in Figure 3. 

 
Figure 3: An example Interpol Works of Art special appeal poster from 2015 after the 
looting of the Mosul Museum in Iraq. 
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 Similar to the above posters, Interpol works closely with the International Council 

of Museums to regularly produce guides to stolen and missing cultural artifacts called 

Red Lists. These lists describe specific items and categories that are particularly at risk 

to trafficking depending on their geographic region of origin, and help museums and 

other buyers stay aware when purchasing items. Identifications from Red Lists can lead 

them to investigate further using other Interpol-sponsored tools, such as the Works of 

Art database. 

Aside from physical productions, Interpol also maintains a critical database, their 

Works of Art database, which compiles all reported missing items together in a publicly 

accessible website which allows museums and art collectors to quickly and easily 

identify if an object they’re about to purchase is stolen or otherwise tainted. The 

database is as comprehensive as possible considering the limitations of the data: some 

items are never reported missing or stolen, some reports have yet to reach Interpol, and 

some countries even choose to only execute searches on a national level, and therefore 

reserve the right to keep that item off of Interpol’s database. 

Clearly, Interpol invests heavily in creating resources for museums and other 

buyers to try and create barriers on the buying end, but have a hard time interrupting 

the process in the middle. While the posters, lists, and databases are useful for stopping 

the goods from ultimately being purchased, they do little to stop the initial excavation 

that puts those works of art on the posters in the first place. 

Creating Means of Consistent Enforcement 

 The efforts made by Interpol to create a means of consistent enforcement 

through annual conferences and the establishment of an international standard for 
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identification also work to combat the antiquities trade on the back end, but provide a 

forum for a dialogue on the prevention of these crimes before they occur. 

 Every year, Interpol hosts a meeting of the Interpol Expert Group on Stolen 

Cultural Property at its headquarters in Lyon, France. In 2016, the participants of the 

meeting drew a series of conclusions that were targeted at addressing the most 

prevalent issues in the movement of stolen cultural property today. The participants 

suggested that Interpol establish a regular task force in the primarily affected areas in 

the Middle East and North Africa, initiate the development of a mobile app, and 

strengthen the relationship that Interpol has with the World Customs Organization to 

enforce searches at borders in particularly affected areas.  

 Through the gatherings of Interpol experts, Interpol has established an 

international standard for object identification to make their identification and return to 

their country of origin easier and faster called Object ID. This system was conceived 

using input from museums, law enforcement agencies, customs agencies, insurers, and 

art traders worldwide. Object ID is also intentionally vague so that it may be broad in its 

reach across borders and is available in 17 languages so that it may be used by the 

majority of the world’s enforcement and identification agencies. 

 All of these combined areas, along with the key partnerships that support 

Interpol’s efforts, encompass some of the initial steps Interpol has taken to combat the 

illicit antiquities trade and shrink the market. Most of the implemented notices, 

productions, and databases work on the receiving end of the trade, and the 

Organization is actively working to create resources and forces to prevent goods from 

entering the market on the front end. Nevertheless these systems need to be adapted to 
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deal with the persistent problem of antiquities trade in the Middle East and Central 

America. As the nature of these conflicts continue to evolve,  
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Case Studies 

ISIS and the Antiquities Trade 

 Why is the trade of antiquities such an increasingly concerning problem for the 

international community? At the heart of the problem, the Islamic States are at war with 

the western nations, and the terrorism acts they carry out require a huge amount of 

funding. The antiquities trade is known to be a primary source of funding for ISIS, and 

as a result cutting down on the illegal trade of antiquities will greatly limit the power and 

extent of the Islamic States. The Islamic States’ power has reached the point where it 

rivals several nations, and at the heart of this power is its immense, yet illegal, source of 

funding. Recently in February 2015, as highlighted by Resolution 2199, the UN Security 

Council unanimously banned the trade of antiquities in the Middle Eastern area in 

response to ISIS, however with recent updates it seems that the ISIS-led antiquities 

trade is as prominent as ever. In order to deter this act, the journey and stages that 

these antiquities often go through should be taken into account: 

• Smuggler – Brings small, concealable artifacts to the border (often Turkey), and 

pays a taxi driver to bring it across. 

• Go-Between – Receives the goods, and moves them to local dealers. Many 

artifacts are often stashed here, but no one has any idea where they are. 

• Dealer – Presents the goods as fake, in order to discourage authorities from 

investigating, but primarily makes money through transportation and shipping of 

artifacts from Syria and Iraq. 

• Cop – Artifacts and goods rarely end up in the cops’ hands, as its estimated that 

most of the underground trading go unnoticed. However, most of the cop-
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recovered artifacts have come during transition to Europe, as artifacts can go for 

the highest price (and highest risk) in Europe. 

• Dubai, Europe, and Beyond – Once the goods reach the final buyer’s hands, they 

are considered “lost,” as the density of these countries deem them virtually 

undetectable.  

In the case of Syria and Iraq, a lot of regions are under the control of ISIS, which 

makes exploitation difficult. According to BBC, “it’s impossible to stop the looting” in 

these areas, as authorities have little control over these regions. However, what can be 

done is to focus more on the trade that comes in to big market countries such as UK, 

Germany, and Dubai. As previously mentioned, these goods and artifacts make it 

through several hands before reaching the final buyer, often in a well-off country. The 

United Nations and the international community have yet to figure out which stage is the 

best to try and intercept these artifacts, however certain regions and their geographies 

have proven to have different effective advantages. Depending on where a country is 

located, where the goods are coming from, what types of artifacts are being sold, and 

through what means of transportation, certain stages will be easier to track down than 

others. The following example demonstrates a recent case of artifacts trade, and the 

determinants that go into such a process. 

Palmyra: A Case Study 

 During March 2016, the region of Palmyra was taken over by ISIS, and soon 

became a designated war zone. Palmyra is a UNESCO protected region, however the 

bombings and airstrikes from both ISIS as well as countries who have declared war on 

ISIS have destroyed several of the historical cultural sites as well as the artifacts 
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associated with them. Residents were able to flee the city, however the culture that was 

left behind was left for ISIS to destroy. What was left behind can be broken down into 

two categories: artifacts, and cultural sites.  

The majority of artifacts leftover were stolen and then sold by ISIS. Even after the 

trade ban imposed by the UNSC, a black market was immediately set up within the 

region. Geographically, Palmyra is close to Iraq and Turkey, as well as the 

Mediterranean coast, which not only makes trade easy, but extremely profitable as well. 

Artifacts include small, mobile objects that are easily transportable via foot. Usually, a 

jobless individual is hired to transport a single artifact to German, French, and American 

buyers, and in return keeps roughly 15% of the money. One individual claims he sold 

certain artifacts from Palmyra for as much as $60000 a piece, but research shows that 

some articles sell for much more. All in all, the problem with artifacts is that they can be 

snuck anywhere in low quantities undercover, which makes the practice extremely hard 

to track, let alone control. 

In the illicit trade of artifacts, what can’t be transported discretely is destroyed “for 

the cameras” (Engel, Petropoulos, and Omar). The map below shows damage to 

Palmyra sites since 2014, the majority of culture sites have been lost to explosives and 

intentional destruction. Theaters, museums, mosques, and even cemeteries have been 

intentionally blown up, in addition to historically significant places such as the Triumphal 

Arch and the Valley of the Tombs.  
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Source: ASOR Cultural Heritage Initiatives  

As of today, ISIS has left the region of Palmyra, however not without either taking 

or destroying the majority of the region’s cultural and historical significance. The Syrian 

regime has opened the doors of Palmyra to past citizens, however even with 

maintenance and reconstruction it will take several years for the region to become a 

civilization again, and that’s not considering the damage to the ancestry and the legacy 

that’s been lost.   

 The case of Palmyra brings up an interesting debate: Are priceless antiquities 

worth more than the lives of people? To put into perspective, when ISIS approaches 
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ancient ruins or a cultural site, is it worth sending military personnel to protect it? Or 

better yet, is it worth sacrificing the ruins with an air strike that could also potentially 

eliminate ISIS personnel? In the case of Palmyra, the international community did little 

to intervene, for fear of losing more human lives. Instead, sites of culture and priceless 

antiquities were sacrificed, and this allowed ISIS to expand their network as well as 

increase their funds tremendously.  

 In 2013, US antiquities import from Syria grew over 130% to roughly $11 million. 

It is further estimated that ISIS has made $36 million off the antiquities trade, at the very 

least. Even with the international community beginning to recognize the pressing 

severity of the situation, the antiquities trade continues to grow uncontrollable and out of 

hand. After witnessing the results of Resolution 2199 and the events of Palmyra, it 

seems that though there exists international recognition of a problem, there hasn’t been 

any specific strategies mapped out to stop the ISIS operation.  

The two sides of the equation that David Grantham highlights in his article 

“Shutting Down ISIS’ Antiquities Trade” effectively relate the economics of the 

antiquities trade. Grantham suggests that on the supply side, smaller task forces should 

operate out of Turkey, in proximity to Syria, focusing on transport out of UNESCO-

protected cultural sites as well as general ISIS strongholds. On the other hand, 

Grantham argues that since ISIS may be moving its headquarters out of Syria soon, it 

would make sense to track their movement and potential destination, since they will 

likely move towards where the demand of antiquities (their source of funding) lies. All in 

all, Grantham deems from the antiquities trade out of Palmyra, in accordance with the 
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United Nations, that the resources in any given area will be used up, and if ISIS isn’t 

stopped soon, their operations will only exponentially grow out of the region. 

The Plundering of Central America 

Many countries in South and Central America have been subjected to the 

plundering and theft of antiquities in the wake of political instability and civil war. 

Specifically, when looking at the Guatemalan Civil War, a war wrought with human 

rights violations and the genocide of the Mayan people, a systemic loss of Mayan 

cultural icons and heritage occurred during the 36-year long war. 

During the Guatemalan Civil War from 1960-1996, the country lost a vast amount 

of its cultural property and oral history with the genocide of the Mayan people. After a 

period of political instability following World War II, the threat of civil war began to loom. 

In June of 1954, coup was set into place and backed by the United States to put 

Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas into power; this was due to the fact that the previous 

president, Jacobo Arbenz Guzman, was jeopardizing the United Fruit Company with 

plans to nationalize it and redistribute the land within Guatemala for the betterment of 

the country. In order to do so, the President of the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower, 

directed the task to the CIA who then established a multifaceted covert operation (code 

named PBSUCCESS). The CIA then immersed Guatemala with propaganda 

transmitted via radio, paper leaflets, and small bombing raids from unmarked airplanes 

in order to fuel “freedom fighters” composed of Guatemalan refugees and mercenaries 

to target President Jacobo Arbenz Guzman. Although this coup of only a few hundred 

men had little impact, the complete economic and diplomatic isolation of the 
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Guatemalan government from the United States forced President Arbenz to resign, 

effectively putting Castillo into office.  

After only three years of office, Castillo’s communist ways such as violently 

ending labor and peasant unions, and terminating all agrarian reformation, his 

presidency was very short-lived, as he was assassinated in 1957. Following this, 

Guatemala went into a span of nine years of being ruled by militiamen that essentially 

ignored any and all political progress the country had made towards establishing 

democracy. With such political instability, in 1960, the civil war saw its official start on 

November 30 when a group of junior military officers led a revolt against the new 

autocratic ruler Gen. Ydigoras Fuentes. Although they failed at leading anything near a 

successful revolt, these men ignited the forces that would be responsible for the armed 

insurrection against the government for the next 36 years to come. 

Four principal left-wing guerrilla groups then took charge of the government by 

targeting the economy, government installations, and government security officials. 

These groups, including the Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP), the Revolutionary 

Organization of Armed People (ORPA), the Rebel Armed Forces (FAR), and the 

Guatemalan Labor Party (PGT), then sparked the creation of right-wing groups as the 

opposition. The two most notorious groups, Secret Anti-Communist Army (ESA) and the 

White Hand, were responsible for the committing the atrocities within the Guatemalan 

Civil War: torturing and murdering students, professionals, and peasants who were 

suspected to be part of their opposition. The Mayan people began to speak out against 

the government and demand for more equality and inclusion of their culture and 

language, making them a prime target for these right-wing groups. 
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Starting in 1980, the Guatemalan army instituted a plan called “Operation 

Sophia.” This plan was geared to end the insurgent guerilla warfare by targeting the 

civilian population that seemed to be most in support of the leftist plight, which inevitably 

ended up being the Mayan people. For the following three years, the Guatemalan 

government’s army went through and destroyed 626 villages, killing upwards of 200,000 

people and displacing approximately 1.5 million; these people were captured by their 

government force, they were arrested, abducted, killed, and buried in unmarked mass 

graves, showing the first signs of genocide. Along with the loss of the Mayan people, 

the government forces also adopted the scorched earth policy, where they destroyed 

burned Mayan crops, livestock, buildings, and sacred sites and cultural symbols. Thus, 

a large majority of Mayan antiquity has been forever lost due to the Guatemalan 

government’s attempt to destroy Mayan culture. This militant action went on for years, 

due to the fact that it was partially fueled by the United States as part of its “anti-

communist” agenda; however, after 36 long years, the Oslo Accords were signed, and 

the Guatemalan genocide and the virtually complete destruction of Mayan culture and 

antiquity was internationally recognized by 1999.  
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Mayan heritage was not just destroyed; the war opened the opportunity for 

looters, also known as huecheros, to steal Mayan antiquity to be sold on the black 

market to high-paying wealthy foreigners. Huecheros are shown in the picture below, 

where civilians simply took advantage of the civil war and realized it was a gate of 

opportunity to steal, sell and make large sums of 

money. However, some of the looters were much 

more destructive and malicious. The photo seen to 

the right is the Maya Temple of the Great Jaguar. 

This temple was cut in half by looters, who tunneled 

through it, “excavating” and taking any piece of art, 

mainly including panels with writing on them, 

statues, and sacrificial ceramic pots that had been 

incorporated in the design. In a documentary called 
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Dance of the Maize God, they discuss how although these artifacts being brought to 

light has given the world more knowledge about the Mayan culture, the race to unearth 

them has led to the destruction of ancient temples and palaces, culminating in the 

takeover of entire ancient cities by looter armies. 

This looting issue, though, presents a whole different world of problems beneath 

its surface, mainly regarding how huecheros came about. At first, they were a lawless 

group where if someone had a lucky find one day, the next day they were commonly 

murdered with their loot nowhere to be found. Eventually, though, it was estimated that 

when looting became more organized during the war, there were roughly a million 

looters, mainly classified as “subsistence diggers.” These men would be paid roughly 

$10 for a piece that would end up being sold to its final buyer for $10,000, and these 

buyers including art collectors and museums in both the United States and Europe had 

little to no interest where or how the huecheros obtained them. 

Since then, the international community has put forward efforts to try to halt the 

illegal trade of Mayan antiquity and restore the remaining pieces of Mayan culture from 

the civil war. Within Guatemala itself, the Ministry of Culture was created in order to 

protect the country’s most prominent sites with guards along with government-

sponsored archeological programs meant to locate, register, and excavate additional 

Mayan sites to recover and preserve artifacts of the Mayan culture. Although looting is 

still a problem to this day, the armed forces have successfully recovered and protected 

lost pieces of Mayan antiquity that would have otherwise been traded illicitly. In order to 

address the “demand” part of the illicit antiquities trade, efforts have also been activated 

on the receiving end, specifically within the United States. Immigration and Customs 
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Enforcement (ICE) and U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) have worked 

tirelessly to track down pieces of antiquity within the United States and return them to 

the Guatemalan government to “provide the people of Guatemala a key to their past”. 

They work by leading investigations when given tips through either Homeland Security 

Investigations (HSI) or Interpol on suspicious antiquity auctions that are taking place 

within the United States. 

By reflecting on the atrocities seen within the Guatemalan Civil War and its affect 

on Mayan culture and antiquity, it is extremely important moving forward to recognize 

why we should look at both recovery and prevention. While it is evident that the 

international community has followed through with efforts to recover the lost pieces of 

Mayan culture, more can still be done within the country itself to prevent looting and 

other countries across the globe to stop this illicit trade and the buyers who participate 

in it. Also, it is of extreme importance to note that this is just an example of one culture 

that has been affected; events like this are happening around the globe and the loss of 

antiquities needs to be something that is given attention while the event is occurring and 

not after the culture is in shambles. 
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Questions to Consider 

● What is your country’s population and government’s relationship with its police 

force? How do these relationships directly influence law enforcement as well as 

the protection of international standards such as antiquities protection? 

● Why should we dedicate forces to combating the smuggling of antiquities while 

people are dying in massive numbers from terror attacks? How should we 

prioritize and allocate troops and police forces to best combat both of these 

terrorist behaviors? 

● What are the implications of online marketplaces on the antiquities trade and 

international attempts at both recovering and preventing the movement of 

artifacts? 
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Topic 2 | Protection of Journalists in Conflict Zones 

Background 

Journalists have always played a central role in armed conflict, from reporting on 

the events that initiate it, to broadcasting the battles and negotiations that take place, to 

following up with the results of the conflict to ensure that they are not forgotten. This 

massive responsibility is not taken lightly, neither by journalists themselves nor their 

opponents and dissenters. The prevalence of violence against journalists in conflict 

zones demonstrates the threats that reporters face on the ground and the impunity their 

attackers face in court.  Casualties of media in armed conflict are not all necessarily 

attributable to direct attacks; they “can be attributed to various causes, from the 

deliberate execution of journalists to poor training and preparedness by media 

organizations, reckless risk-taking and sheer bad luck” (Saul). Regardless, journalists 

have faced similar proportional death rates as belligerents in recent conflicts, especially 

in the Middle East. Several recent studies of the prevalence of impunity in cases of the 

murder of journalists “were unanimous in their conclusion that in almost all cases the 

perpetrators of crimes against journalists escaped justice” (“Protection”). 

Figure 4 below highlights the types of death of journalists in 2016, the beats of 

those reporters, and the rate of impunity in the cases of murder in each of those cases.  
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Figure 4: The values on the “Type of Death” chart does not sum to 100% because one 

case’s type was indeterminate and the “Beats Covered” chart sums to greater than 

100% because some reporters covered multiple beats. The world map is a heat map of 

countries in which journalists were killed in 2016, with the most opaque red being the 

greatest violator of journalistic protections against death. The bar chart below graphs 

confirmed journalist deaths since 1992. 

 

The impact on the journalistic community is significant but understandable: who 

would want to enter into a career where they should be safe, but they most certainly 

aren’t, especially when you know those responsible won’t be brought to justice? 

Protecting journalists in conflict zones has become an issue of serious focus in 

international circles, even garnering the attention of UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, who “warned that such attacks against journalists and the 
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ensuing impunity result in a chilling effect and have serious negative repercussions on 

freedom of expression and human rights in general” (“Plan”). The “chilling effect” 

Hussein is referring to is an increase in reluctance of journalists to enter combat zones, 

resulting in a loss of information flowing out of the conflict. A chilling effect would only 

allow war criminals to continue to commit crimes with indemnity, in turn making conflict 

zones progressively more dangerous to journalists and creating a vicious, self-

perpetuating cycle of journalistic discouragement. Efforts to combat this effect are 

crucial, as “journalists are often at their most vulnerable exactly where they are needed 

most” (“In All-Day Debate”). 

As simple as it might appear to say that Interpol needs to deploy task forces to 

protect journalists, the argument is both historic and remarkably complicated. 

Protections are contingent upon the type of journalist one is, the journalist’s or news 

syndicate’s relationship to his or her home country, and the type of conflict he or she is 

covering. Blogs and other internet-based forms of media have further complicated the 

protection of journalists, calling into question the very meaning of the word “journalist” 

and the definition of “real journalism.” 

Indeed, as conflicts become increasingly international and therefore less 

geographically contained and as the Internet grows to even grander scales than it was 

in the last second, the intricacies of the question of how to best protect journalists, and 

who gets to be protected, snowball. But with inventive solutions and collaborative work, 

the global body politic might be able to heat up journalistic fervor yet again. 
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What is a Journalist? 

 Journalists enjoy the protections that they do in wartime because of their non-

combatant status; so long as they never toss a rock at a participant in the conflict, they 

are given explicit civilian status, and therefore civilian protections, in the zones in which 

they report. This works to both protect journalists from direct retaliation by belligerent 

groups, and also to keep those belligerent groups from claiming journalistic protections 

for their group merely because they are able to make statements and write press 

releases.  

As a journalist, you can’t be used as a human shield and you can’t be used in an 

act of reprisal. These protections are universally recognized both for nationals of the 

participating nations and journalists that go to an active combat zone to report from an 

uninvolved country. Incidental or collateral killings of journalists, such as if a journalist is 

in an army uniform or is standing dangerously close to a specific military target, are also 

protected and are not treated as deliberate civilian casualties because the group was 

not specifically targeting them because they are a journalist. At the same time, there are 

some disparities in the treatment of various types of reporters and even between a 

reporter and his or her equipment. Specifically, accredited war correspondents, those 

who are certified by the army to which they are attached, and “embedded” 

correspondents receive different treatment than their non-accredited, not embedded 

counterparts. 

 Accreditation is a key means by which journalists may secure greater protections 

in the zones they cover. Accreditation methods range based on the state of the person’s 

origin, but are generally characterized by a card with the person’s name, picture, and 
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nationality, sometimes referred to as a credential. While this certification is important for 

ensuring the safety of journalists in combat, the army or country of the journalist’s origin 

decides the designation. This leaves open the possibility of censorship through 

restriction of accreditations to agencies that the country or army doesn’t necessarily 

agree with.  

War correspondents that garner this title, however, are allotted “a special 

entitlement (not enjoyed by other civilians) to prisoner of war (POW) status upon 

capture by a belligerent force” (Saul 3) which, in times of conflict, is both a blessing and 

a curse. POW status means that they are protected from slaughter in war prisons, but 

also means that they may be held without accusation of a crime until the end of the 

conflict. Traditionally, this designation, as it applied to opposing soldiers, was used to 

keep enemy troops off the front lines so that they didn’t pose a threat to the troops of 

the holding force, but holding journalists, particularly accredited war correspondents, 

under the same pretense allows for a different kind of threat to be muted: a moral one. If 

there are no journalists in the field, there is no way for information on potential war 

crimes to be disseminated in a way that could effect change. Their confinement to their 

jail cell prevents them from doing their job. 

 While the status of deployed, semi-independent war correspondents is nearly 

indisputable, the status of so called “embedded” journalists has been a source of heavy 

debate since the Gulf War, when the United States Department of Defense dispatched 

14,000 journalists and heavily regulated their access to the battlefield (Saul 7). 

Embedded journalists, since they are inherently supported by the state, do take on the 

status of “war correspondent,” but have the potential to act as much more than just 
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journalists. Concerns over these types of labels stem from debates over the power of 

journalists as watchdogs in times of war; if they are sponsored and picked especially by 

a combatant country, it’s hard to believe the information they present will be unbiased or 

even truthful. The incentives in place for these types of journalists lie less with the truth 

and more with the organization that provided their means for reporting: the very group 

they’re supposed to be keeping in check, potentially compromising their neutrality.  

 Additionally, there are many circumstances under which journalists may fall 

victim to death or injury with impunity, demonstrating the incomprehensive nature of 

modern protections for journalists. While it’s understandable that a journalists who 

becomes militant, either by directly participating and enlisting in combat, by operating 

military equipment, or by working in any other way to directly enhance the opportunities 

of a militant group, revokes his or her right to special civilian protections, there are other 

situations in which their deaths would be considered accidental or incident. For 

example, accidental or coincidental deaths are fairly common. A soldier could mistake a 

camera lens for a weapon from a distance and shoot at what he or she thinks is an 

opposing soldier. Since the soldier didn’t intend to harm a civilian, he or she would not 

face war crime prosecution. If a reporter is too close to a bombing on a military 

stronghold, their death would also not be considered that of a civilian, because the 

bombing was executed with the intention to harm the stronghold, not the journalist. 

 The camera in the first example case receives similar protections and 

exemptions to its owner, as do all equipment and staff involved in the documentation of 

journalistic productions. The Geneva Conventions protect journalistic equipment in the 

same way that other civilian objects are traditionally protected from attack by combatant 
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groups, but again these items garner special protections because of the information 

they contain. The Internet has drastically increased the volume and speed at which 

information leaves any situation, but traditionally information had to be transmitted 

through radios and handwritten notes, and was therefore much more easily blocked or 

destroyed. The transformation of the meaning and form of journalism and its 

implications in protecting journalists will be discussed later in this synopsis, but the 

protections applied to journalistic equipment is clear. 

 The protections in place for journalists, attached and independent, seek to 

provide them with enhanced civilian protections and ensure their well-being while 

pursuing one of the most dangerous tasks a newsperson could attempt. The extensions 

of these rights to their equipment, their staff, and their words help ensure that 

regardless of the situation, the world will have the ability to know the truth. 

Types of Conflict 

As outlined above, the regulations and protections of journalists in international 

armed conflict fairly straightforward, with various designations afforded to different types 

of journalists. The question becomes even more convoluted when the conflict becomes 

smaller: civil and indeterminate “guerilla” or “cartel” conflicts are much harder to regulate 

because of their respectively internal and indefinite natures. 

Civil conflict, conflict between hostile groups within a single country, is much 

harder to regulate because of the potential threat regulation poses to the nation’s 

sovereignty and the privacy of its people. While international conventions have 

attempted to alleviate this issue by imposing semi-strict regulations that recognize the 

unique state of a country in the midst of civil war, protections for native and visiting 
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journalists remain within the country’s jurisdiction. As Somali journalist and then-

president of the Federation of African Journalists, Omar Faruk Osman, stated in 

address to the United Nations Human Rights Council meeting on the protection of 

journalists in conflict, “the choice of being society’s messenger often equates with 

choosing martyrdom…Political instability, election-related violence, military coups and 

civil wars...continue to endanger the lives of journalists”  (“Protection”).  

Osman himself had borne witness to the slaughter of many of his colleagues for 

opposing the dominant power in Somalia throughout his career, and his experience is 

one that resonates with journalists around the world. In fact, newspeople were more 

likely to be killed in countries engaged in civil war in 2016 than those reporting in 

countries engaged in international or no conflict. Because of the internal nature of civil 

conflict, all journalists, both domestic and visiting, are subject to the local legislation, but 

often these are suspended in wartime. Implementation of martial law and lack of 

international protections make civil wars some of the most perilous situations to report 

on, but almost equally so in times of indeterminate guerilla conflict. 

When we say “indeterminate guerilla conflict”, we mean to refer to conflicts that 

are not characterized by two organized countries fighting each other, but rather by one 

organized crime group attempting to maintain power and influence in spite of 

international opposition. These crime groups are notorious for actively targeting 

journalists for their expositional publications. One of the best ways to illustrate this type 

of conflict is with an example: the murder of journalists in Colombia in the heat of the 

reign of the Medellín Cartel, headed by Pablo Escobar. The cartel bribed journalists to 

publish their announcements in order to gain public approval and killed those who 
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wouldn’t comply, including prevalent editors and reporters with national recognition. 

Years after the cartel’s dismantling, the Colombian government declared the 1986 

murder of Guillermo Cano Isaza, then a prominent pro-extradition journalist, a crime 

against humanity, describing “a systematic and widespread plan carried out by drug 

trafficking groups against journalists...in favor of the extradition of nationals” (El 

Tiempo). This pattern is resurging with the growth of Mexican drug cartels since the 

beginning of the American War on Drugs, with 8 journalists having been deliberately 

assassinated with no punishment for the responsible party in 2016 (Committee to 

Protect Journalists). 

The challenges presented in regulating these conflicts exist not just with regards 

to protecting the journalists that are working to report on the atrocities associated with 

them, but because of their often international and characteristically informal nature. In 

the battle between the Medellín Cartel and the Colombian police and American DEA’s 

forces, there was never an official declaration of war; a state of emergency was never 

declared. All that there was to signify that there was a war going on in the streets were 

the casualties that kept mounting. Again, responsibility for prosecution and 

management of these crimes falls primarily on the state in which the action is taking 

place, but this time it’s happening outside of martial law. Some countries have created 

specific bodies for regulating and investigating these crimes, but these are still confined 

to specific borders. Governments are forced to act independently, though not without 

international support, to protect journalists, or not. Some corrupt and militaristic states 

benefit from the suppression of journalistic freedoms, and as such they have no 

incentive to protect the journalists in their state.  
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International conflict is almost counter intuitively easier to regulate, while 

unofficial and civil conflict present unique dangers to the journalistic community. 

Multilateral agreements only have power in civil and disorganized conflict when 

imposing sanctions, and are unable to force another country to act contrary to its 

desires and goals. 

The Modern Face of Journalism 

 Technology has undeniably changed the landscape of journalism forever, making 

it more widely accessible in terms of both production and consumption. Anyone with a 

phone, tablet, or mere access to a computer can provide and distribute information on 

what’s going on in their country with the click of a button. This new face of journalism is 

a haven for residents of combat zones, a source of constant, new, and immediate 

information, and at the same time a monstrous challenge for enforcement and 

regulatory bodies. 

 Increased access to the Internet and the blogosphere comes with a bounty of 

benefits and opportunities for the people experiencing the conflict and those outside 

who want to get a better understanding of it. New technologies “are facilitating an 

unprecedented flow of information from conflict settings” everyday, and have become 

prevalent sources for more established syndicates around the world (O’Reilly). Beyond 

the practical informational benefits of microblogging and digital journalism, citizens of 

countries in conflict experience rehabilitative social benefits from participating in 

dialogues and visiting spaces created by blogs. According to researchers at the 

University of California, Irvine, blogs  
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“create a safe virtual environment where people [can] interact, free of the 

violence in the physical environment and of the strict social norms of their 

changing society in wartime. Second, blogs enable a large network of global 

support through their interactive and personal nature...blogs enable people 

experiencing a conflict to engage in dialogue with people outside their borders to 

discuss their situation” (Al-Ani). 

The research team also found that blogs created digital means by which civilians 

in regions of conflict could achieve recovery within Hoffman’s stages of recovery model. 

The communities built online mirrored those that helped survivors transition into civilian 

life after conflict through collaborative interpretation of the conflict they’ve experienced 

on different sides of the country or globe. At the same time, blogs provided victims and 

citizens with anonymity to protect their - sometimes provocative - opinions.  

The social spaces and information provided by “citizen journalists” in conflict 

zones provide benefits for the citizens and journalists observing conflict and create 

opportunities for news syndicates to observe and report on the conflict with a nearly 

unlimited amount of sources. In a statement made to the United Nations human Rights 

Council, the Deputy High Commissioner on Press and Freedom of Expression 

emphasized how the modern technological era “creates a wealth of opportunities for the 

dissemination of information and opinions” (“Statement”). These new “citizen journalists” 

are essential to the preservation of news’ watchdog function, as in some of the most 

dangerous and hostile countries, they are “often been the only source of news 

available” (Witness). If no one else was available to tell the stories of wars traditional 
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reporters didn’t have the resources, access, or protections to cover, we wouldn’t know 

the experience of those on the ground. 

That being said, these stories are not always the most accurate or impartial. As 

one Syrian citizen journalist said in the documentary The Revolution is Being Televised, 

“The foreign media don’t trust us and they are right. I am an activist, only an activist. I 

am with the revolution, so I will only tell this side” (O’Reilly). Journalists have 

traditionally taken on the role of being conveyors of truth, presenting to the public the 

details and information they need to draw their own conclusions without presenting their 

own. There’s no “Opinion Section” on activist citizen journalists’ blogs; the entire site is 

an opinion section. On top of the challenges of distinguishing fact from opinion in the 

publications of citizen journalists, these freelancers “rarely have adequate training or 

support for their work in hostile environments” (O’Reilly). Because they are often the 

sole source of information on a regional conflict, citizen journalists and their writings are 

leaned on heavily to support the more robust international journalistic community. These 

reports create significant challenges in verifying and supporting content and in the 

extension of journalistic protections to bloggers. 

The expansion of citizen journalism inherently implies an expansion of journalistic 

protections to these contributors, but protective resources aren’t growing at the same 

pace as the new press corps. As the Security Council noted in their deliberations over 

resolution 2222, which addressed growing threats to journalists in conflict regions, 

“more citizen reporters and independent bloggers [are] joining the traditional media 

corps, and more freelance staff [is] being hired. As a result, it [is] more difficult to 

provide protection” (“In All-Day Debate”). Resources continue to be focused on 
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mainstream journalists that are attached to specific countries and syndicates, but this 

allows the threats to bloggers and citizen journalists to persist. If resources aren’t 

allocated to them, “independent and freelance blogwriters will continue facing the same 

dangers and be protected by the same provisions as ordinary citizens, despite the 

similarly dangerous nature of their work” (Düsterhöft). To protect citizen journalists is to 

protect freedoms of speech and the flow of information that is enabling people across 

the world to see what life is like on the ground in places like Syria, but are stretching thin 

the capabilities of international and national peacekeeping bodies to maintain these 

safeguards.  

  



 

 46 

Past Interpol Action 

 Interpol’s efforts to protect journalists across the globe have been focused on the 

enforcement of laws and retrieval of lost or kidnapped journalists. For example, Interpol 

was central in the successful retrieval of Pakistani journalist Talat Hussain Syed. Mr. 

Syed from capture in Israel, which resulted “following close co-operation between 

INTERPOL’s National Central Bureau (NCB) Jerusalem, its General Secretariat 

Headquarters in Lyon, France and the National Central Bureau in Islamabad, less than 

24 hours after INTERPOL issued an international missing persons alert” (“Pakistani”).  

The collaborative nature of the rescue is characteristic of the active efforts 

Interpol has traditionally taken to rescue journalists and other citizens from dangerous 

and hostile situations, but other productions such as condemnations and press releases 

addressing the specific issue of targeted attacks on journalists in areas of conflict are 

central to their fight. When American journalist James Foley was murdered by ISIS in 

2014, “INTERPOL Secretary General Ronald K. Noble...condemned in the strongest 

terms [his] murder...at the hands of Islamic State militants. ‘The barbaric murder of 

James Foley by the Islamic State group underlines the depths of its depravity as it 

wages its campaign of terror across Syria and Iraq,’ said Secretary General Noble” 

(“INTERPOL condemns”). Although public condemnations and statements aren’t direct 

action, they are critical in the reinforcement of Interpol’s commitment to safety 

worldwide. 

 The many successes of Interpol’s efforts to protect and rescue journalists stand 

in the shadow of its history of failures and leniency that have led to abuses of their 

enforcement systems by autocratic states against opposition journalists. Radical or 
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totalitarian states have used Interpol’s Red Notice system to persecute journalists, and 

political activists and refugees for years. As recently as 2013, Interpol’s Red Notice 

vetting policy was so lenient that they were “not vigorous enough to prevent...abuse, 

with severe implications for the [activists and journalists] concerned: damage to 

reputation, loss of work, inability to travel and even arrest and extradition” (“Policy 

Report”).  

Red Notices are built to assist countries in the extradition of criminal nationals 

that have escaped borders based on the country’s definition of criminal activity. 

Sometimes, this means assisting with the enforcement of legislation they don’t 

necessarily agree with. In remaining politically neutral by helping all countries enforce 

their policies, some have accused the Organization of participation in crimes against 

humanity and violation of international human rights. In order to combat abuses by its 

member countries and reduce the amount of genuine political refugees pursued by their 

forces, Interpol has put in place “computerised and manual checks” to ensure the 

validity of Red Notices before they are published and distributed to its member countries 

and NCB’s (“INTERPOL confirms”). In the past, Red Notices were issued and 

distributed before they were confirmed factually. Today, Interpol is actively pursuing 

policies that balance their dedication to political neutrality and lawful enforcement of 

both international and national policies. 
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Case Studies 

Carteles y Cámaras (Posters and Cameras) 

To date, countless journalists and reporters have been either severely injured or 

killed in conflict zones. Although this has been deemed a pressing issue by the United 

Nations, there lacks any authority and jurisdiction in which the United Nations can 

actually intervene. By customs, this isn’t a national health issue, nor an international 

security problem, and because conflict zones often lack boundaries and clear 

regulations, the United Nations can rarely impose on a region’s sovereignty. This brings 

up the question of whether we can establish these clear boundaries as an international 

community, but the difficulty lies in the uniqueness of different situations. One conflict 

zone can and will have completely different circumstances, and once the United Nations 

have figured out the regulations for one conflict zone, several others have arisen 

already. An increasingly pressing situation lies now in Mexico and its drug cartels, 

where it’s certain that the international community has not yet established regulations 

for a conflict zone of this nature.  

 High danger zones for journalists are typically associated with countries in the 

midst of civil war or conflict such as Iraq and Syria, yet it seems that Mexico has since 

joined that list of countries. Since 2014, there have been 17 documented murders of 

journalists, which has changed the security landscape for journalists wishing to operate 

and report on Mexico. To put these numbers into perspective, a total of 110 journalists 

were killed in 2015, in war-torn Iraq and Syria, the most dangerous places for 

journalists, there were 11 and 10 deaths respectively (Reporters Without Borders, 

2015). Mexico places within the top ten most dangerous places for journalists. The 
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difference is that Mexico’s case isn’t thought of as a traditional “conflict” zone though 

journalists are constantly displaced, and in certain situations, killed. Nacha Cattan from 

Bloomberg reports on three examples of journalists in Mexico being placed in 

dangerous situations: 

• Mario Segura – kidnapped and beaten for creating a public forum on violence 

and corruption. 

• Emilio Lugo – had his home broken into for reporting on subjects that were 

censored and blocked from public. 

• Veronica Basurto – had her life threatened for interviewing kidnappers about the 

justice system.  

What makes the above cases interesting is that they all deal with the governing 

system in some way, whether it be going against censorship or speaking out against the 

system. This may demonstrate a deficiency in the government, and it is further noted 

that President Nieto’s ministry has done little to counter that claim (Cattan, 7). “The 

authorities offered to buy [Lugo’s] site,” and “when he declined, it was shut down” 

(Cattan, 18). Mexican authorities have failed to definitely address the escalating 

violence being perpetuated against reports and activists who speak out against the 

problems of corruption and organized crime that plagues Mexico. This further portrays 

the extent of corruption pervasive to the issue at hand, and if the government itself is 

unable to better the situation, then perhaps the international community should 

contribute to alleviate the situation. 

The Drug Cartel 

 So how are drug cartels involved? It seems that at the heart of it, because drug 
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cartels encompass such a large percentage of Mexican crime, reporters are frequently 

tasked, sometimes against their own will, to report on such high-risk situations. One of 

these regions is the state of Veracruz. Not only have several reporters have gone 

missing recently, but the state government’s efforts have been virtually inadequate.  

In the case of Moises Sanchez Cerez, a journalist and owner of the newspaper 

La Union, he went missing on January 2, but the government took over 22 days to 

eventually find his dead body (Ramos; “Jose Moises Sanchez Cerezo”). Sanchez’s 

case was particularly controversial because there were suspicions that the mayor and 

other authorities were complicit in his murder. Sanchez often wrote criticisms of city 

authorities, including the mayor, Omar Cruz Reyez, denouncing local criminal activity 

and the inadequacy of public services in Veracruz. Despite charges being levied against 

deputy police chief of Medellin, Martin Lopez Menses, and Mayor Cruz, Cruz was not 

arrested, and Lopez was released from prison.  

An increasing number of similar cases have occurred since then, and with each 

subsequent event, drug cartels gain more confidence they can get away with such acts. 

As Ramos puts it, “drug cartels and others know they can attack the media with little 

fear of consequences,” and that is because they have experienced little opposition to 

their crimes and kidnappings of journalists. The cartels are undoubtedly gaining in 

power, yet the government seems to be losing control. Here is a breakdown of four 

characteristics of the cartels’ structure and control: 

Power – what the government lacks in authority, the cartels seems to have. With 

each successful kidnapping, they assert more power over the region, which in turn 

discourages more reporters from wanting to risk their lives for their job. The cartels have 
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shifted from a small, underground black market to an open-market, economy-affecting 

trade, and yet the authorities are still unable to control the situation at hand. If their 

power is allowed to escalate any further, it’s possible that Syria could be repeated with a 

third-party gaining complete control over a region. In that situations, journalists would 

have absolutely no protection, let alone motivation, to enter such areas. 

Mobility – earlier in the decade, violence against the media was primarily 

focused in the northern part of the country. It has since shifted to the south, without 

warning and without delay. Obviously, the media will follow crime, and it seems that 

cartels have simply moved across the country without an issue. This would prove 

difficult for authorities to track activity, and possibly even harder to track kidnapped 

journalists. The network of the cartel can move around so freely that perhaps focusing 

on how to rescue journalists isn’t the best solution, but rather how to protect them in the 

first place. 

Connection – what may be the cause of the above two is the cartels’ vast 

network. Once a small and underground market, these mini-markets have expanded 

and overlapped to become one of Mexico’s largest factors of economy. Cartels often 

have undercover agents working with the authorities, and often leak fake information to 

mislead law enforcement teams. The deficiencies in the competence of the government 

cannot be completely credited to their inability to perform, but rather it can be partly 

attributed to the problem of misinformation that always puts them one step behind crime 

organizations. 

Evasiveness – partly due to their network of connections, cartels are very good 

at avoiding the authorities. When journalists’ bodies are found, it leaves no evidence, 
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and in the rare case journalists are released, they come back with no helpful 

information. Again, it seems that cartels are the center of the issue, but cracking down 

on them directly may simply be a waste of time. Furthermore, the evasiveness of cartels 

may show that sending in journalists to report may also be a waste of time, and perhaps 

a waste of lives as well. 

The criminal crisis created by drug cartels is often viewed separate from the 

issue of journalists, which is why little priority is seemingly placed on these journalists. 

However, these journalists and their on-the-ground reporting are crucial to aiding 

authorities in their crackdown on the cartels. The cartel leaders understand this, which 

is why they have prioritized targeting these journalists, however the government and the 

rest of the community don’t seem to have this figured out yet. Based on the structure of 

the cartels mentioned above, it seems that cartels are being too heavily directly 

focused. We are risking journalists’ lives to report on a situation we still have learned 

little about. Ultimately, more focus needs to be put on the lives and protection of these 

journalists, as what we have sacrificed so far has proved to be quite counterproductive 

to the cause. 
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Questions to Consider 

● How does the status of the media in your country and its relationship with both 

your country’s government and its public affect your country’s policy on this topic 

and it’s ability to enforce protections for journalists? 

● Does the prisoners of war designation for accredited war correspondents 

ultimately help or hurt their ability to pass information onto the public? Explain the 

process of their interactions with the public.  

● Should the protections afforded to journalists extend to their sources, anonymous 

and named? Please support your argument with examples and a suggestion for 

what these protections would hypothetically look like and therefore why you 

would or would not support them.  
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