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Despite the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, other threats to public safety remain persistent. Perilous threats are
grouped under the label of chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear, and explosive (CBRNE) events. These
events are observed and prepared by various military and civilian organisations, such as the NATO’s Joint
Chemical, Biological, Radiological and Nuclear Defence Centre of Excellence (JCBRN Defence COE); or the EU’s
Emergency Response Coordination Centre (ERCC). Likewise, most of the world’s military forces have within
their ranks specialised command structures, such as the US-American 20th CBRNE Command. However,
training and defence preparations do not eliminate the threat posed by CBRNE events, which raises the
question: How often do CBRNE events occur? The Italian Observatory on Security and CBRNE defence (OSDIFE)
publishes a monthly report to shed some light on this issue. The OSDIFE’s report compiles CBRNE event-
related reports worldwide and further supplements this collection with reports about counterterrorism,
terrorism, and innovations in defence technology. 

The publication of the most recent OSDIFE report, which covers the time frame of October to December of
2021, is an excellent opportunity to discuss the global persistence of CBRNE events and terrorist activity.
Given Finabel’s special interest in defence and security problems, this article will focus on and discuss three
key issues: 1) Roadside IED events, 2) Islamic State (IS) activity, and 3) a special spotlight on Somalia. These
three issues demand discussion due to the high levels of casualties involved and their relative absence from
global headlines. Even though what might be termed the ‘boots-on-the-ground’ era of the global ‘War on
Terror’ seems to be behind us, roadside IEDs, a major issue of the campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan, persist
in being a formidable challenge to the safety of both civilians and military actors in the global south. Similarly,
the terrorist activities of IS remnants and the counter-terrorist responses from governments that they
engender are underreported issues. Lastly, Somalia and its ongoing struggles with public safety have also
become out-of-focus. 

Global incidents of roadside IED explosions 

IED explosions, particularly roadside IEDs, became a key concern of military planners in the aftermath of the
invasion of Iraq. It is estimated that IEDs have caused up to 21,000 casualties to US-American forces in Iraq
(Wilson, 2011, p. 578). In particular, roadside IEDs have been responsible for the “majority of U.S. casualties” in
Iraq (Shell, 2017). Consequently, roadside IEDs were designated as the coalition forces’ “number one threat”
(Guardia, 2013, p. 5). Of further relevance is the large amount of money that U.S. policymakers devoted to
largely unsuccessful technical schemes intended to resolve the issue of IED attacks, namely $14.5 billion by
2008 (Shell, 2017). However, roadside IEDs do not only target military personnel but also civilians. In
Afghanistan, civilians were particularly vulnerable to roadside IED attacks during the years of the International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) presence in the country (Zürcher, 2019, p. 203). Given this tragic history, it is
even more refreshing to be informed, by the OSDIFE’s report, that the Italian army now has access to
specialised medium protective vehicles (MPV) with anti-IED capabilities. These novel MPVs named Orso are
furnished with “sensors and equipment for the search and removal of […] [IEDs] commonly used on road
routes against military convoys in motion.” (OSDIFE, 2021, p. 248). 



Generally, the integration of MPV’s with anti-IED capabilities into the Italian army is of great importance. Global
incidents of roadside IED explosions have not disappeared since their most high-profile usage during the Iraq
Insurgency (2003–2011). The London-based charity Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) estimates that “between
October 2010 and the end September 2020, there have been 28,729 incidents of explosive violence, resulting
in 357,619 casualties” (Overton, 2020). Moreover, data compiled from the OSDIFE report demonstrates that
between October and December 2021, there have been 35 incidents of roadside IED events, which caused 64
deaths (see Fig.1). Of those 35 explosive events, 28 were targeted at combatants, while seven were intended
to inflict violence on civilians.

More specifically, the integration of MPV’s with anti-IED capabilities into the Italian army is of note for two key
reasons. First, the development of the MPV Orso represents an important step towards the broader
proliferation of Mine Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) vehicle technology. The US-American armed forces
had already acquired MRAP vehicles, such as the Cougar TTe and the Buffalo A2, during the years of the Iraq
Insurgency (Guardia, 2013, p. 36-41). However, the integration of MRAP vehicles into European armed forces
had been long confined to coalition partners active in Iraq, such as the UK (Dean, 2021). Other European
countries have only recently begun acquiring much-needed MRAP vehicles (Adamowski, 2021). 
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Secondly, Orso’s development also has important operational implications for the Italian armed forces. Italy is
among the top 25 contributors to UN Peacekeeping missions. In 2021, Italy devoted 914 uniformed personnel
to UN missions (UN Peacekeeping, 2021). Furthermore, Italy has long been the “top troop contributor to UN
Peacekeeping operations from the ‘Western European and Others Group’” (Terovich, 2016, p. 681). To many
UN Peacekeeping missions, roadside IED attacks “are the largest single threat” as they frequently rely on
“unarmoured pick-up trucks that are highly vulnerable to IEDs” (UNODA, 2022). This vulnerability has severe
implications on the missions’ effectiveness as it diminishes the Peacekeepers’ ability to “patrol rural areas,”
which in turn “allows insurgents to establish and maintain control over territory.” Thus, the development of the
MPV Orso has the potential of allowing Italian forces, when operating as UN Peacekeepers, to maintain control
more effectively over rural territory as they now have the capability of seeking out and removing roadside
IEDs. 

In conclusion, while witnessing a high amount of progress, many variables are still to be discussed. It is safe to
say that we may be finding answers to them quite rapidly, given the long way we have come. Contemporary
warfare has already entered a new phase, whatever the case may be.

Islamic State Activity

Starting in 2014, IS gained an ominous reputation as an arbiter of global terror and unimaginable violence. At
its zenith of power, IS “held about a third of Syria and 40 per cent of Iraq” (Glenn, 2019). However, the group’s
fortune reversed in 2017 as it lost 95% of its territory. Then, in 2019, some even declared the organisation
“defeated” (BBC, 2019). In retrospect, such pronouncements of victory seem overly optimistic, or at least
premature. Data compiled from the OSDIFE’s report suggests that IS militants and affiliates are still highly
active throughout the globe (see Fig. 4 in Appendix). From October to December 2021, 62 people were killed
and 29 wounded by IS militants and affiliates (see Fig. 2). Additionally, IS remains a global threat: 50 distinct IS-
related events have been reported in Asia, Africa, and Europe. The majority of events were reported in Iraq,
where 28 occurred (56%) — followed by Syria, where 13 occurred (26%).
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From October to December 2021, 19 IS militants and affiliates were killed in counterterrorism operations.  It
seems a stunningly low number in comparison to the 62 people killed by IS. However, the actual number of
slain IS militants and affiliates, as opposed to the 19 derived from an analysis of the OSDIFE’s report, is likely
to be much larger. This discrepancy can be attributed to two interlocked causes arising from the methodology
employed by OSDIFE’s report. Firstly, the OSDIFE report relies almost exclusively on news reports. Omissions
are, thus, unavoidable. Secondly, news providers often do not report casualty numbers or death counts.
Specifically, five reports on counterterrorism operations against IS refrain from reporting on the number of
killed or wounded IS militants or affiliates. Unfortunately, many of these events are likely to be high casualty
events as they are reports of airstrikes or large-scale military operations conducted by national governments.
As a result, one cannot establish a good overview of how many casualties IS has suffered in the time frame
covered by the report. Nevertheless, OSDIFE’s report allows us to determine that IS remains a global threat
capable of inflicting violence on combatants and civilians, albeit on a smaller scale as compared to 2014-2017.
Therefore, the report serves a crucial function, which this Info Flash is intended to amplify, namely that IS,
unfortunately, remains a threat to public safety on a global scale.

Public Safety in Somalia

Lastly, this report wants to remind the reader of the ongoing security struggles and threats to public safety
experienced by both civilians and combatants in Somalia. Since the Somali Civil War, which started in 1991,
and the Battle of Mogadishu in 1993, the East African country, has become synonymous with violent chaos.
Many observers had described Somalia as a ‘failed state.’ Indeed, for much of its recent history, no
governmental structure in Somalia was able to comply with the standard Weberian definition of a state as
being the only organisation that “(successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force
within a given territory” (Weber, trans, 1946, p. 77). However, the situation in Somalia has improved in recent
years. In 2015, Somalia’s status was officially upgraded by the UN from ‘failed state’ to ‘fragile state,’ and
according to a UN press release from 2021, Somalia seems to continue towards a stable future (Guardian,
2015; UN News, 2021). 

Nevertheless, Somalia remains very much a ‘fragile state.’ The annually compiled Fragile States Index, which a
US-American non-governmental organisation publishes, lists Somalia as the second most fragile state in the
world (Fragile State Index, 2021). A key reason for this fragility is the armed violence that plagues Somalia. The
OSDIFE report helpfully sheds some light on the quality and frequency of this violence. The leading source of
insecurity in Somalia falls under the rubric of explosive events. Between October and December 2021, Somalia
experienced 21 distinct explosive incidents (see Fig. 5 in Appendix). Together with several terrorist and
counterterrorist activities, these explosive events caused the deaths of 77 people and wounded 81 others (see
Fig.3).
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Of those killed, 22 were civilians, and further victims include 9 government soldiers, 6 
African Union Soldiers, 3 police officers, one prominent journalist, one mayor, 17 al Shabab militants, and a
further 17 Ahlu Sunna Waljama’a (ASWJ) 17 militants. Of those wounded, 19 were civilians. However, as with
the number of dead IS militants and affiliates discussed above, the figure is likely to be substantially larger as
the OSDIFE report lists several news stories on IED explosions that give an unspecified number of wounded
civilians. Further casualties include three lawmakers, two government officials, four police officers, 23
government soldiers, and 23 ASWJ militants. Strikingly, 23 of the 77 total deaths in the relevant period stem
from roadside IED explosions, which means that at least 65.7% of global deaths related to roadside IED
incidents have taken place on Somali soil. Given these stark numbers, it seems appropriate to end this Info
Flash on a more positive note: the Somali army engaged in counter-IED training between October and
December 2021 and has completed several successful counterterrorism operations (OSDIFE, 2021, 28, p. 236).
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Appendix

Fig. 4 Overview of global IS and related counterterrorism activities from October to
December 2021
.
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Appendix

Fig. 5 Overview of explosive incidents, counterterrorism, and terrorist activities in
Somalia from October to December 2021.


