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> At a Glance

Most Affected Region
in Q3

Most Affected 
Nationality in Q3

Most Targeted 
Group in Q3

Americas 32%

Africa 29%

Asia 20%

Middle East 18%

Europe 1%

Top 10 Foreigner 
Kidnapping Hotspots in 
Q3

Highest Ransom Payments (P) / Demands (D) in 
Q3

Mexico 49

Libya 34

South China Sea 24

Iraq 20

Mali 8

Lebanon 7

Syria 7

Afghanistan 7

Dem. Rep of Congo 6

Brazil 5

Turkish 19

Egyptian 14

Indian 10

Singaporean 10

U.S. 9

Migrants 44

Construction 40

Maritime 24

Tourists 11

Aid Workers 10

$25 million USD (P) Yemen British Oil Worker

$7.5 million USD (D) Philippines Two Malaysians

$1.5 million USD (P) Spain French Millionaire

$1 million USD (D) Colombia Israeli Businessman

$500,000 USD (D) Turkey
Son of a Syrian
Businessman
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Shifting to Africa, the Northern Maghreb 
state of Libya was bumped off the top 
kidnap hotspot for the first time this year. 
The Islamic State pushed aside Salafist 
resistance in Sirte before taking captive a 
group of foreign construction and 
medical workers. Feuding between 
opposing political factions in Tripoli and 
Tobruk is perpetuating the conflict with 
militants seemingly multiplying in the 
absence of state authority. 

Mali and Somalia experienced a reversal 
of fortunes with al Qaeda affiliates AQIM 
and Al Shabab, counterpunching into 
liberated areas with coordinated attacks 
including the kidnapping and killing of 
foreigners. 

Egypt is on Unity’s watchlist heading into 
Q4. The Islamic State affiliate operating in 
the Sinai has become more ambitious 
with recent assaults. The militants have 
extended their operational reach into 
Cairo this quarter, killing Egypt’s top 
prosecutor, bombing the Italian 
Consulate, and beheading a Croatian oil 
worker. Emboldened by tactical virtuosity 
and galvanized by the tenacity of their 
brethren in Syria and Iraq, the group is 
expected to launch further media-
grabbing attacks in the coming months.  

It is conflict deadlock in the fight against 
the Islamic State in Iraq with the security 
forces stymied by poor coordination and 
divergent interests. The kidnapping of 18 
Turkish construction workers catapults 

the war-torn country back into the top 
five-kidnap hotspots for Q3.

We finish with Afghanistan, a consistent 
top ten-kidnap hotspot Aid workers were 
targeted, and Kabul witnessed a 
quickening of sophisticated bombings. 
The Taliban demonstrated a show of 
force taking control of Kunduz in the 
northeast, despite entering peace talks 
with the Afghan government.

In our Special Focus report, we provide 
insight to travel risk management. As 
Scott Carnie, Unity’s VP Risk Advisory tells 
us: “failing to plan is planning to fail”. 
Scott’s article touches on some key 
considerations when establishing a Travel 
Risk Management (TRM) plan and 
discusses risk reduction strategies 
through training and incident response. 
To find out more turn to page ten. 

> Director’s 
Note

“Egypt is on Unity’s 
watchlist. The Islamic State 
affiliate operating in the 
Sinai has become more 
ambitious and extended its 
operational reach into Cairo”

Paul Allum
Director – Intelligence
Unity Resources Group
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There was a 44 percent reduction in the 
number of foreigner kidnappings recorded 
by Unity this quarter. Propitious figures do 
not point to a rosier picture, with the drop 
in incidents linked to fewer mass 
kidnappings rather than any significant 
reduction in the frequency of attacks.

Mexico showed no relief from violence, 
ranking as the top kidnap hotspot. There is 
little evidence to suggest the Peña Nieto 
government has succeeded in shaping the 
security climate. While the impunity 
afforded to drug cartels continues to 
render many parts of the country 
extremely dangerous for travel. 

Unrest plagued both Brazil and Venezuela, 
brought on by economic desperation and 
corruption scandals. 

Peace talks in Colombia made headway, 
including an agreement on political 
participation and amnesty for FARC 
combatants. However, rising drug-related 
violence is filling the security void with a 
low-level assassination and kidnapping 
campaign prevailing in the south-west and 
north-east states. 
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The Americas accounted for 32 percent of foreigner 
kidnappings. Mexico retained its regional ranking as the 
worst affected country and moved into the number one 
hotspot for Unity’s global kidnapping statistics. U.S. and 
South Americans were the most targeted nationalities. 

Americas
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> Colombia’s government and the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC) announced a 
breakthrough in peace talks. While a 
subsequent FARC disarmament would 
further reduce Colombia’s already low 
kidnapping numbers, disaffected FARC 
members may continue their 
participation in the drug trade and 
other illicit activities, including 
kidnapping and extortion. Colombia is a 
high-risk country and a significant 
kidnapping risk remains for foreign 
business travellers, particularly in the 
rural north-eastern and south-western 
departments. 

> Brazil witnessed renewed violent anti-
government protests against high-level 
corruption allegations, poor services, 
and police brutality. Looting and 
robberies were reported. The situation 
doesn’t appear to be improving in the 
near-term, raising the prospect of 
increased criminal activities in a country 
where homicide rates are already 
among the world’s highest. Unity 
recorded more foreigner kidnappings in 
Brazil this quarter than in all of 2014. In 
one particular case, criminals in Sao 

Paulo demanded a ransom of $305,000 
USD for a Chinese woman who was 
subsequently rescued by the 
authorities. Unity’s statistics shows that 
60 percent of abductions in Brazil are 
express kidnappings, 20 percent virtual, 
with the remainder recorded as kidnap 
for ransom. 

> In Mexico, the prison escape of El 
Chapo, the former Sinaloa cartel leader, 
was a blow to President Enrique Peña 
Nieto’s security credentials. There has 
been no significant improvement in 
public safety during his administration, 
with reports of disappearances having 
doubled since he took office. A recent 
survey by the National Institute of 
Statistics (INEGI) showed 64 percent of 
respondents believed the security 
situation would remain the same or 
worsen over the coming 12 months.

> Similar to last quarter, Guerrero, 
Veracruz and Tamaulipas prevail as 
Mexico’s top kidnap hotspots, while in 
Tamaulipas the infamous drug cartel 
Los Zetas held four Mexican travellers 
for a week before a ransom of $63,000 
USD was paid for their release. 

Fig 1. Percentage Kidnapping 
Incidents Q3 2015

An Express Kidnapping in Buenos 
Aires

A group of criminals snatched two IT 
technicians driving to a worksite in 
the outskirts of Buenos Aires. They 
demanded an immediate ransom of 
$3,000 USD. The victim’s employer 
was contacted to make the payment, 
and after quick negotiations, two-
thirds of the initial sum demanded 
was transferred to one of the 
technicians’ bank accounts. With one 
victim held by the perpetrators, the 
other withdrew the ransom, and both 
were released unharmed. 
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Foreigner kidnappings remain low across Europe with high 
net worth individuals targeted in Spain and Germany. 
However, there was a significant increase in the number of 
Europeans kidnapped abroad, in particular, across high risk 
countries in Africa and the Middle East. 

> In Spain, a French millionaire was 
released after two months in captivity 
in the southern coastal city of Marbella. 
The gang extorted $1.5million USD 
from the victim throughout this period 
before he was released for a final 
ransom payment of $113,000 USD. 

> In Germany, a pair of would-be 
criminals demanded $3.1 million USD 
for the release of a wealthy 
businessman’s daughter, kidnapped 
near her home in Saxony. Although the 
family appeared ready to pay a ransom, 
she was murdered after one of the 
captors believed she would recognize 
their faces after her release. 

> Dependants of wealthy businesspeople 
are the most targeted demography in 
central Europe. Ransom payments for 
high-value targets tend to be in the 
millions of USD, especially if the 
criminal group is sophisticated, 
although more often than not, criminals 
simply research the wealth of the 
abducted. Generally the victim is not 
harmed as the kidnappers want to 
ensure a ransom payment. High-net 
worth individuals are advised to adopt 

security measures, and avoid 
publicising personal information online, 
which can be used by kidnappers to 
surveil a potential target.  

> More than twice as many Europeans 
travelling and working abroad were 
targeted compared to last quarter, 
accounting for 13 percent of global 
foreigner abductions. The majority of 
European nationals were kidnapped in 
Africa and the Middle East, with Libya, 
Lebanon and Syria recording the 
highest number of incidents. 

> The most targeted European 
nationalities were the Ukrainians, 
followed by the Czechs, Italians and 
Spanish. Citizens from these countries 
comprised of two-thirds of all European 
victims. More than half of Europeans 
kidnapped were aid workers, 
employees in the construction sector, 
and tourists. About 50 percent of the 
victims remain missing, a quarter have 
been rescued, while 14 percent were 
killed during a failed rescue attempt or 
by militant execution. 

Europe’s Migrant Crisis

Europe is struggling to respond to a 
surge of migrants and refugees fleeing 
from conflict and crisis in Syria, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Eritrea, 
Yemen, Ukraine, and elsewhere. The 
latest UNHCR figures estimate up to 
500,000 migrants will have crossed 
into Europe by late September. The 
European Union currently remains 
divided over the relocation of 
migrants into the continent, with 
Germany, Croatia, Austria and Serbia 
introducing stiffer border controls or 
closing crossings altogether. 
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> The security situation in Libya remains 
critical with political instability 
perpetuating the on-going conflict. A 
deadline for the self-imposed UN peace 
settlement seems unattainable.  
Fighting escalated in Benghazi, parts of 
Tripoli and Sirte, as Islamic State 
militants attempt to gain a foothold. 
This was the first quarter without a 
mass abduction reported since June’s 
kidnapping of Eritrean refugees in 
Tripoli. However there was still a high 
volume of kidnappings with Egyptians, 
Filipinos and Indians targeted, as well as 
four Italian construction workers taken 
near an oil field west of Tripoli.

> A Croatian expat was abducted from 
the outskirts of Cairo and purportedly 
beheaded three weeks later by the 
Islamic State in the Sinai Peninsula. The 
kidnapping brought to light the rising 
militancy in the Sinai and its 
encroaching threat on the capital. 
Egyptian forces have tried to counter 
the Islamic State affiliate in recent 
military operations, but the group 
remains active and a potential threat to 
the international community in the 
Sinai. 

> The fight to degrade Nigeria’s Boko 
Haram has contained the militants to 
the northeast of the country. But the 
joint task force, which includes Nigeria, 
Niger, Chad and Cameroon, lacks 
sufficient intelligence and air support to 
defeat the group effectively. The kidnap 
risk environment experienced almost 
no change, with Nigeria recording four 
foreigner abductions. There was a spike 
in local nationals targeted by criminals 
in southern Bayelsa. In one case, three 
civil servants were released after three 
days in captivity following a ransom 
payment of $50,000 USD. While the 
wife of a former Bayelsa state official 
was released after five days in captivity 
for a payment of $41,000 USD.

> In southern Somalia, Al Shabab overran 
a military camp killing numerous 
African Union Mission in Somalia 
(AMISOM) troops. Despite having been 
dislodged from several towns in the 
recent Operation Jubba Corridor, the 
militants remain a potent guerrilla and 
terrorist threat across Somalia, with a 
dangerous but limited operational 
reach into Kenya. 

Africa ranked as the second worst affected region for 
foreigner kidnappings, with four countries in the top 
ten global hotspots. Islamist militancy continues to 
exacerbate the security environment for local and 
foreign workers in Libya, Somalia, Nigeria and Egypt.

Fig 1. Percentage Kidnapping 
Incidents Q3 2015

Coup in Burkina Faso

In a week-long coup, the presidential 
guard overthrew the interim 
government following political 
exclusion prior to the elections. The 
government was subsequently re-
instated after the coup plotters 
surrendered, but the guards have not 
yet disarmed. Some demonstrations 
turned violent, and further protests 
may follow as a result of ongoing 
military action. There was no looting 
or threats made against westerners, 
although land and air borders were 
closed during the initial coup attempt.
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> A rising number of western nationals 
have been kidnapped in the Levant, 
including three Spanish journalists in 
Syria and five Czech tourists in 
Lebanon’s Bekaa valley this quarter. 
The Islamic State in Syria announced 
the abduction of a Norwegian and 
Chinese national. The group published 
their photographs online, claiming the 
two are ‘for sale’, but without disclosing 
a ransom sum. According to Unity’s 
statistics, 20 foreigners were released 
in Syria this year, while another 14 
remain captive. 

> The Iraqi Shia militia Katai’b Hezbollah 
was likely responsible for the 
kidnapping of 18 Turkish construction 
workers in Baghdad. The abduction was 
politically motivated with demands for 
Turkey to halt its military action in Syria 
and Iraq. They were reportedly released 
unharmed after a few weeks. The 
impunity afforded to Shia militias 
operating under a government aegis to 
protect the people against the Islamic 
State has led to widespread abuses, 
including kidnap for ransom, which is 
especially acute in the capital. 

> Military forces from the United Arab 
Emirates rescued a British oil worker 
after one year and six months captivity 
in Yemen’s eastern Hadramawt, an Al 
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) 
stronghold. Local commentators allege 
a $25 million USD ransom was paid for 
his release. If verified, the ransom is 
among the highest paid to militants in 
Yemen. In 2013, four European 
nationals were released against $20 
million USD, and in 2013, $10 million 
USD was paid for two Dutch journalists 
held by AQAP. 

> It emerged that Iran negotiated a 
prisoner exchange of five senior Al 
Qaeda members in return for the 
release of an Iranian diplomat, held for 
a year and eight months in Yemen, and 
released this March. Among the freed 
militants were three well-known senior 
al Qaeda leaders who served in the 
upper echelon of the militant group, 
including top military strategist, Saif al 
Adel. Jihadists have been circulating 
rumours suggesting that al Qaeda plans 
on re-launching a new brand inside 
Iraq, in direct competition to the Islamic 
State. 

The Middle East accounted for 18 percent of foreigner 
kidnappings, representing a 46 percent increase 
compared to last quarter. Over half of the victims were 
kidnapped in Iraq. Overall, 55 percent were released, 
30 percent remain missing and five percent were killed. 

Fig 1. Percentage Kidnapping 
Incidents Q3 2015

Home Invasion in Baghdad

Three gunmen broke into the home of 
an employee working for an 
international construction firm in 
eastern Baghdad. The assailants 
claimed to be members of Iraq’s 
intelligence police unit demanding he 
cease working for the “Westerners”. 
The authorities were suspected of 
involvement and provided no 
investigation. Militia gangsterism is 
gripping Baghdad, although cases of 
anti-western sentiment remain few. 
Iraq remains an extremely dangerous 
place to work and travel. 
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> Afghanistan is experiencing an influx of 
foreign jihadists, with military 
operations in Pakistan’s Waziristan 
causing insurgents to flee across the 
border. The Islamic State appears to be 
the main recipient of the incoming 
militants. For further information 
please refer to Unity’s report on The 
Taliban in Afghanistan. The Taliban 
made advances beyond its rural 
strongholds and overran Kunduz city, 
capturing government buildings and 
freeing prisoners. Suicide bombings and 
coordinated attacks have also increased 
in the capital Kabul.

> Kidnappings in Afghanistan this quarter 
targeted the construction and 
developmental sector. 70 percent of 
the victims were regional nationals, and 
the rest Europeans. 57 percent were 
released, 28 percent are missing, and 
the remainder escaped. Captivity 
periods of those released this quarter 
varied from one week to three months. 

> Pakistani security forces rescued a 
Chinese tourist who was kidnapped by 
a Tehrik-i-Taliban in Pakistan (TTP) 
splinter group in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
in early 2014. Reportedly the group had 

made unknown demands to the 
Chinese government. Two more foreign 
hostages were rescued by police in 
Karachi, held by criminals for over a 
month. According to Unity statistics, 
the majority of foreigners kidnapped in 
Pakistan since 2013 were abducted in 
south-western Balochistan, followed by 
Sindh province, travelling in areas 
where security is weak. The most 
targeted demographics are tourists, 
businesspeople and students. 

> The militant Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) 
threatened to kill two Malaysians 
captured in May unless a ransom of 
$7.5 million USD was paid. The group 
beheaded the chief of Barangay Aliguay
in Dapitan City in August after 
demanding $21,500 USD for his release. 
The ransom was lowered to $10,800 
USD but negotiations broke down. ASG 
kidnappings are mostly driven by 
financial means, and while the threat of 
beheading suggests an increased 
danger to kidnap victims, Unity 
statistics show that since 2014, ASG 
released 68 percent of foreign victims 
unharmed, while 26 percent remain 
missing and the rest escaped. 

Asia experienced a 40 percent reduction in the number 
of kidnappings compared to last quarter, with fewer 
maritime crew taken hostage by pirates in the South 
China Sea. There was also a relative lull in abductions 
across Afghanistan, despite worsening violence.

Fig 1. Percentage Kidnapping 
Incidents Q3 2015

Abducted in Malaysia

A Bangladeshi businessman was 
abducted in Malaysia and released 
after 13 days following a ransom 
payment of $35,000 USD. The 
perpetrators were part of a 
sophisticated criminal ring known to 
target Bangladeshis traveling to the 
South Asian country. Unity has 
recorded an uptick in the number of 
Bangladeshis kidnapped this year, 
with the demographic accounting for 
25 percent of foreigner kidnappings in 
the region since 2014. 



10Crisis Monitor / Q3 Report 2015

> Special Focus
Q3 2015

> At a Glance > Director’s Note > Regional Analysis > Special Focus > Contact Us
Americas
Europe
Africa
Middle East
Asia

Managing the Risks 
Associated with 
International Travel

For many of us travel is an essential part 
of our job and most of us take it for 
granted that our company has our back in 
the event of a crisis or emergency. Sadly, 
this is not always the case and while 
personnel are being asked to travel to 
unfamiliar or challenging environments, 
they are often sent there ill-prepared and 
uninformed about the risks involved. 

Travel Risk Management 

Most of our readers will be familiar with 
the concept of “Duty of Care” and an 
employers’ obligation to protect 
personnel from these unfamiliar, yet 
often foreseeable risks and threats. 
Clearly this is a governing principle for 
any Travel Risk Management (TRM) 
program, but in this article we are going 
to focus on what that looks like from a 
practical standpoint. This is not intended 
to be an exhaustive overview of TRM but 
instead aims to touch on some of the key 
considerations for organisations looking 
to establish a TRM program.

So how should a responsible organisation 
approach TRM? The foundation for an 
effective TRM program begins with a 
clearly defined strategy, which is then 
integrated into the organisation’s travel 

policy and other key plans including the 
corporate crisis management plan. Put 
simply, failure to plan is planning to fail, 
so the primary objective is to develop a 
rehearsed response so you are not left 
reacting to events when they occur.

“Failure to plan is planning 
to fail, so the primary 
objective is to develop a 
rehearsed response”

This involves the development of robust 
plans and contingencies to address a 
range of potential scenarios. What is the 
organisation’s response if an employee is 
injured, kidnapped or killed? How will the 
organisation evacuate travellers in the 
event of a crisis? What if an employee 
becomes seriously ill while travelling? All 
of these questions need to be carefully 
considered and addressed during the 
planning phase.

Personal Security Awareness 
Training 

Once these polices, plans and procedures 
are in place, they must be supported by 
comprehensive education and training. A 
plan isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on 
unless it is exercised at regular intervals 
and key stakeholders are aware of their 
roles and responsibilities. Plans are living 
documents that must be regularly 
updated to account for staff turnover and 
other critical factors that might 
undermine or impede their effectiveness.

Scammers at Brazil’s 
International Airport

Upon arriving in Brazil’s Sao Paolo 
International Airport, a U.S. 
businessman spotted a man 
holding a card with his name at 
the arrival hall. Little did he know 
that this man was not his 
designated driver, who was 
actually standing further back in 
the crammed space, and was not 
so easily spotted. By copying his 
personal details, the criminals 
easily convinced the victim to 
follow them to the car. Not 
confirming the identity of either 
the person waiting for him at the 
airport, or that of the driver, the 
businessman made it easy for the 
criminals to carry out the scam. 
After driving off, they stopped at 
several ATMs, extorting money 
from him, until his credit card 
reached the limit. Airport scams 
and express kidnappings are 
commonplace in many parts of the 
developing world, so always check 
the driver’s credentials to avoid 
becoming a victim. 
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“A plan isn’t worth the paper 
it’s printed on unless it is 
exercised at regular intervals”

Continuing with the education and training 
theme and adhering to the principle of 
informed consent, employees travelling to 
unfamiliar environments should be aware 
of the risks they are likely to face and 
equipped with the knowledge, skills and 
attitude necessary to conduct their 
business activities safely.  This is normally 
achieved through Personal Security 
Awareness Training (PSAT) and further 
enhanced by providing employees with 
easy access to reliable risk and security 
related information.

Monitoring and Tracking

Once the planning, education and training 
has been addressed, organisations then 
need to consider how they are going to 
monitor and support their travellers. There 
are various solutions on the market that 
can provide real time monitoring of 
potential risks and push valuable 
information to travelling personnel. Active 

tracking is another option that allows 
organisations to rapidly account for 
travellers in the event of an incident. Add 
to this the need for reliable 
communications along with strict 
adherence to the above mentioned 
policies, plans and procedures and you 
begin to realize that TRM is not a simple 
undertaking and requires a real 
commitment from the Senior Leadership in 
order to function effectively.

Personal Security Tips

> Take the time to research and plan your 
trip to ensure you possess a basic 
knowledge of the culture and prevailing 
risks prior to departure. 

> Only use vetted transportation and use 
an authentication process to make a 
positive ID on arrival. 

> Trust your instincts – if something 
doesn’t feel right, act on it. 

> Employ a heightened level of 
awareness during vehicle travel and 

avoid unnecessary distractions like 
checking E-mail or making phone calls 
until you are in a secure location. 

> Be discreet with your travel plans and 
itineraries. 

> Avoid wearing expensive sunglasses, 
watches, jewellery or anything that 
might attract unwanted attention – do 
everything you can to blend into your 
surroundings. 

> Avoid using your mobile phone in 
public, and if you need to use an ATM 
find an off-street location. 

Incident Response

The final critical consideration is incident 
response. When disaster strikes who do 
personnel contact for immediate advice or 
support? Many employees we speak to 
express a lack of confidence in their 
organisation’s ability to provide this 
capability and believe it is critical to have 
access to a credible 24/7 response in the 
event of an incident. 

To address this requirement and maintain 
the confidence of international travellers, 
organisations should have a dedicated 
crisis-line that provides immediate access 
to risk and security professionals. The key 
elements to keep in mind are: one single 
number accessible 24/7, linked to a 
consistent protocol capable of responding 
to travel, security and medical 
emergencies. 

This type of service is a central feature of 

most Special Risk policies.

If you’d like to learn more about Travel Risk 
Management, please contact Unity’s Risk 
Advisory Service team at 
riskservices@unityresourcesgroup.com
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Thank You
For more information contact us at: 
AMERICAS – EUROPE – AFRICA & MIDDLE EAST – CENTRAL ASIA – AUSTRALASIA

crisisresponse@unityresourcesgroup.com
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