
 

General Information About Terrorism 

 
Terrorism is the use of force or violence against persons or property in violation of the 
criminal laws of the United States for purposes of intimidation, coercion, or ransom. 

Terrorists often use threats to: 

• Create fear among the public.  
• Try to convince citizens that their government is powerless to prevent terrorism.  
• Get immediate publicity for their causes.  

Acts of terrorism include threats of terrorism; assassinations; kidnappings; hijackings; 
bomb scares and bombings; cyber attacks (computer-based); and the use of chemical, 
biological, nuclear and radiological weapons. 

High-risk targets for acts of terrorism include military and civilian government facilities, 
international airports, large cities, and high-profile landmarks. Terrorists might also target 
large public gatherings, water and food supplies, utilities, and corporate centers. Further, 
terrorists are capable of spreading fear by sending explosives or chemical and biological 
agents through the mail. 

Within the immediate area of a terrorist event, you would need to rely on police, fire, and 
other officials for instructions. However, you can prepare in much the same way you 
would prepare for other crisis events. 

General Safety Guidelines: 

• Be aware of your surroundings. 

• Move or leave if you feel uncomfortable or if something does not seem right. 

• Take precautions when traveling. Be aware of conspicuous or unusual behavior. 
Do not accept packages from strangers. Do not leave luggage unattended. You 



 

should promptly report unusual behavior, suspicious or unattended packages, and 
strange devices to the police or security personnel. 

• Learn where emergency exits are located in buildings you frequent. Plan how to 
get out in the event of an emergency. 

• Be prepared to do without services you normally depend on—electricity, 
telephone, natural gas, gasoline pumps, cash registers, ATMs, and Internet 
transactions. 

• Work with building owners to ensure the following items are located on each 
floor of the building: 

o Portable, battery-operated radio and extra batteries.  
o Several flashlights and extra batteries.  
o First aid kit and manual.  
o Hard hats and dust masks.  
o Fluorescent tape to rope off dangerous areas.  

Biological Threats 
Biological agents are organisms or toxins that can kill or incapacitate people, livestock, 
and crops. The three basic groups of biological agents that would likely be used as 
weapons are bacteria, viruses, and toxins. Most biological agents are difficult to grow and 
maintain. Many break down quickly when exposed to sunlight and other environmental 
factors, while others, such as anthrax spores, are very long lived. Biological agents can be 
dispersed by spraying them into the air, by infecting animals that carry the disease to 
humans, and by contaminating food and water. Delivery methods include: 

• Aerosols - biological agents are dispersed into the air, forming a fine mist that 
may drift for miles. Inhaling the agent may cause disease in people or animals. 

• Animals - some diseases are spread by insects and animals, such as fleas, mice, 
flies, mosquitoes, and livestock. 

• Food and water contamination - some pathogenic organisms and toxins may 
persist in food and water supplies. Most microbes can be killed, and toxins 
deactivated, by cooking food and boiling water. Most microbes are killed by 
boiling water for one minute, but some require longer. Follow official 
instructions. 

• Person-to-person - spread of a few infectious agents is also possible. Humans 
have been the source of infection for smallpox, plague, and the Lassa viruses.  

Specific information on biological agents is available at the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention's Web site. 



 

Chemical Threats 
Chemical agents are poisonous vapors, aerosols, liquids, and solids that have toxic effects 
on people, animals, or plants. They can be released by bombs or sprayed from aircraft, 
boats, and vehicles. They can be used as a liquid to create a hazard to people and the 
environment. Some chemical agents may be odorless and tasteless. They can have an 
immediate effect (a few seconds to a few minutes) or a delayed effect (2 to 48 hours). 
While potentially lethal, chemical agents are difficult to deliver in lethal concentrations. 
Outdoors, the agents often dissipate rapidly. Chemical agents also are difficult to 
produce. 

A chemical attack could come without warning. Signs of a chemical release include 
people having difficulty breathing; experiencing eye irritation; losing coordination; 
becoming nauseated; or having a burning sensation in the nose, throat, and lungs. Also, 
the presence of many dead insects or birds may indicate a chemical agent release. 

After a Chemical Attack 
Decontamination is needed within minutes of exposure to minimize health consequences. 
Do not leave the safety of a shelter to go outdoors to help others until authorities 
announce it is safe to do so.  

A person affected by a chemical agent requires immediate medical attention from a 
professional. If medical help is not immediately available, decontaminate yourself and 
assist in decontaminating others. 

Decontamination guidelines are as follows: 

• Use extreme caution when helping others who have been exposed to chemical 
agents. 

• Remove all clothing and other items in contact with the body. Contaminated 
clothing normally removed over the head should be cut off to avoid contact with 
the eyes, nose, and mouth. Put contaminated clothing and items into a plastic bag 
and seal it. Decontaminate hands using soap and water. Remove eyeglasses or 
contact lenses. Put glasses in a pan of household bleach to decontaminate them, 
and then rinse and dry. 

• Flush eyes with water. 

• Gently wash face and hair with soap and water before thoroughly rinsing with 
water. 

• Decontaminate other body areas likely to have been contaminated. Blot (do not 
swab or scrape) with a cloth soaked in soapy water and rinse with clear water. 



 

• Change into uncontaminated clothes. Clothing stored in drawers or closets is 
likely to be uncontaminated. 

• Proceed to a medical facility for screening and professional treatment.  

 

 

Radiological Dispersion Device 
Terrorist use of an RDD—often called “dirty nuke” or “dirty bomb”—is considered far 
more likely than use of a nuclear explosive device. An RDD combines a conventional 
explosive device—such as a bomb—with radioactive material. It is designed to scatter 
dangerous and sub-lethal amounts of radioactive material over a general area. Such 
RDDs appeal to terrorists because they require limited technical knowledge to build and 
deploy compared to a nuclear device. Also, the radioactive materials in RDDs are widely 
used in medicine, agriculture, industry, and research, and are easier to obtain than 
weapons grade uranium or plutonium. 

The primary purpose of terrorist use of an RDD is to cause psychological fear and 
economic disruption. Some devices could cause fatalities from exposure to radioactive 
materials. Depending on the speed at which the area of the RDD detonation was 
evacuated or how successful people were at sheltering-in-place, the number of deaths and 
injuries from an RDD might not be substantially greater than from a conventional bomb 
explosion. 

The size of the affected area and the level of destruction caused by an RDD would 
depend on the sophistication and size of the conventional bomb, the type of radioactive 
material used, the quality and quantity of the radioactive material, and the local 
meteorological conditions—primarily wind and precipitation. The area affected could be 
placed off-limits to the public for several months during cleanup efforts. 

  Preparedness for KIDS: 
http://www.ready.gov/kids/home.html 
Once you have a plan, remember to follow it! Always listen to the adults in charge and 
ask for help if you need it. 

   

 



 

Are you ready to put your planning skills to good use? Are you ready to help your family 
get prepared for the unexpected? Your family can use this Web site to create a plan that 
will help you be ready for many different kinds of unexpected situations! 

You're already a great planner! Every day you get your homework done, get to music or 
sports practice on time, and plan where and when you'll meet up with friends. But how do 
you get prepared for emergencies? 

It's simple! It just takes planning and practice, and these fun activities from Ready Kids 
can help! 

 

Click on the link below for a fun, interactive way for kids off all ages to learn more about 
emergency preparedness: 

 

http://www.ready.gov/kids/home.html 

 

 

 


