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Not quite terrorism – animal rights extremism in the United Kingdom 

 

Political violence undertaken in the name of animal rights has been ongoing for 

some 35 years in the United Kingdom and yet such activity is commonly termed 

extremism not terrorism. Existing counter-terrorism measures have not been 

utilized by the state against individuals and groups engaged in such violence. 

This article explores the criminal justice response to the various types of political 

violence, which have been claimed by groups like the Animal Liberation Front, 

the Animal Rights Militia, the Justice Department and the Provisional ALF. 

Moreover, the article argues that terrorist laws do not have to be used to 

effectively tackle single-issue terrorism such as animal rights extremism where 

activists employ tactics more commonly associated with a terrorist campaign.  

 

Introduction 

Since the early-mid 1970s a number of animal rights groups in the United Kingdom (UK) 

have utilized increasingly violent tactics in the pursuit of their cause. Such tactics have 

included arson attacks, incendiary devices and the use of car bombs. This article will 

examine the British state’s response to violent animal rights activism and will argue that 

the resort to terror laws is not necessary when dealing with single-issue causes utilizing 

political violence akin to terrorism. The article will provide the reader with an overview of 
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the development of violent animal rights activism in terms of tactics, targeting and 

organization thereby demonstrating the terroristic nature of past and current actions in the 

name of animal rights. Furthermore this article will explore such activities through the lens 

of single-issue terrorism. Within the academic literature reference to single-issue terrorism 

tends to be found in discussions of domestic terrorist threats, primarily in relation to the 

UK and the United States of America. Such discussions focus on a number of single-issue 

campaigns concerning animal rights, the environment and abortion, which have seen the 

use of political violence and terrorism.1 Conceptually, single-issue terrorism has been 

explored within motivational typologies, which focus on the goal orientations of the groups 

under analysis. Such classificatory schemes are concerned with the aims or reasons behind 

the terrorism and a differentiation is often made between those groups pursuing a 

fundamental or revolutionary change in the political system and those who merely wish to 

achieve a specific more limited political change.2 It is within this latter category that single-

issue terrorism is usually located either as a category in its own right or as a sub-category.  

 

Both Crenshaw3 and Smith4 consider single-issue terrorism as a unique category in their 

typologies of motivation and political-orientation. Within Crenshaw’s scheme, terrorism 

resulting from the actions of groups designed to stop particular practices is covered by the 

category “reformists”, for example, the bombing of a nuclear construction site in 

opposition to nuclear power. Smith’s typology includes the category of “issue” terrorism, 

which involves “militant protest to remedy perceived grievances or wrongs, such as 

government legislation.”5   
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Other academics such as Schmid see single-issue terrorism as a sub-category of insurgent 

terrorism.6 A view echoed by Combs writing in the early 2000s when she stated that the 

“predominant type of insurgent terrorism in the United States in this new century appears 

to be issue oriented”.7  For others like Clutterbuck8, single-issue terrorism is covered by 

ideological terrorism and within the literature it is often presented as either a weak 

extension of right-wing terrorism, for example the Army of God or left-wing terrorism in 

the case of the Earth Liberation Front.9 As has been argued elsewhere such a view is 

oversimplistic and masks the varied backgrounds of those involved with single-issue 

terrorism and the wider non-violent social movements concerned with animal rights, the 

environment and opposition to abortion.10  

 

Thus single-issue terrorism seeks not the overthrow of governments but rather the 

rectification of a perceived wrong or grievance. Subsequently, in the case of animal rights 

those targeted are often companies and individuals associated by activists with animal 

abuse or exploitation as opposed to being part of the government in power. Yet despite the 

use of tactics more commonly associated with terrorist campaigns there has been a 

reluctance to label such actions as terrorism but to categorize them as extremism in that 

they do not pose a threat to the state. In doing so, the resources and measures to counter 

such political violence and to aid those targeted are not as great as they would have been if 

they had been recognized and considered terrorism. Consequently, in the UK this has led 

to the introduction of distinct measures designed to counter the threat posed by animal 

rights extremism and the latter part of the article will discuss the criminal justice response 

including the emergence of specific police units such as the National Domestic Extremism 
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Unit, the introduction of new laws, for example, the Serious Organised Crime and Police 

Act 2005 and the strengthening of existing legislation including the Criminal Justice and 

Police Act 2001. This article will consider whether such measures have been effective in 

tackling such political violence. But before outlining the development of violent animal 

rights activism, the methodology utilized in this article’s research will be noted.   

 

Methodology 

The research triangulates data on the violent tactics of animal rights activists through semi-

structured interviews with relevant spokespersons from the police, from an umbrella 

organization, Understanding Animal Research which seeks as its vision a “broad 

understanding and acceptance of the humane use of animals in biomedical research in the 

UK, to advance science and medicine”11 and from Huntingdon Life Sciences.12 

Additionally, it examines autobiographies and writings of Animal Liberation Front 

members and group publications, communiqués and internet postings claiming 

responsibility for actions by animal rights activists, court judgments and also secondary 

data sources (newspaper reports and statistics collated by other organizations).  

 

The evolution of violent animal rights activism 

Direct action by anti-hunt activists has been utilized since the late 1950s/early 1960s and 

involved not only attempts to confuse the hounds by the laying of false scents and blowing 

of horns, but also the feeding of meat to the hounds, the prevention by activists of huntsmen 

digging out foxes and the blocking of roads.13 It was not, however, until the early 1970s 

that the first actions by animal rights activists concerning a much wider focus of “animal 
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abuse” were undertaken. Between 1973 and 1974, Ronnie Lee, Cliff Goodman and four 

other animal rights activists calling themselves the Band of Mercy launched a campaign of 

property damage not only against fox hunts but also companies involved in animal 

experimentation, factory farming and seal hunting.14 This campaign of property damage 

included two arson attacks on Hoechst Pharmaceuticals partially built research laboratory 

near Milton Keynes and an arson attack on two boats connected to the proposed seal cull 

of the Wash along the Norfolk coast.15 These attacks were followed by the first intensive 

primary targeting of businesses involved in the supply of animals for experimentation. 

Eight attacks involving property damage to buildings and/or vehicles occurred between 

June and August 1974. The campaign was according to Lee designed “to prevent the torture 

and murder of our animal brothers and sisters by evil experiments” and the group 

considered itself “…a non-violent guerrilla organization dedicated to the liberation of 

animals from all forms of cruelty and persecution at the hands of mankind”.16 Those 

targeted included a guinea pig farm where a number of animals were “rescued” (the first 

recorded animal liberation by the group) and the Oxford Laboratory Animal Colonies in 

Bicester. It was here that the Band’s short-lived campaign came to an end with the arrest 

of Lee and Goodman. Both activists were subsequently convicted in March 1975 of causing 

more than £50,000/US$75,000 worth of damage and sentenced to three years 

imprisonment.  

 

The Animal Liberation Front (ALF) was formed by Lee in 1976 after being released early 

from prison with initially thirty members. The group continued with the methods adopted 

by the Band of Mercy, namely property damage including arson and acts of vandalism (the 



Not Quite Terrorism 

 

6 

 

super gluing of locks, the pouring of paint stripper on motor vehicles and the breaking and 

etching of windows) and the rescuing of animals. Those targeted included businesses 

involved with animal experimentation, for example, animal breeders and pharmaceutical 

research laboratories. Other sites of animal “abuse” and “exploitation” were also targeted 

including butchers’ shops, furriers, circuses, abattoirs, fast food restaurants and 

racecourses. More than £250,000/US$377,000 worth of damage was attributed to the ALF 

in its first year of operation.17  

 

Writing in 1979, Lee acknowledged that “the ALF is destructive but only to property used 

to inflict, promote or transport animal exploitation” and that this philosophy of non-

violence had resulted in actions being aborted “because of possible confrontation”.18 This 

pattern of impersonal attacks on property continued to account for ALF actions up until the 

late 1970s. In the early 1980s, an observable shift occurred in terms of the group’s tactics 

and targeting and resulted in the personalizing of threats.19 In 1980, the ALF paid its first 

visit to the home of an employee of a pharmaceutical company and daubed graffiti, this 

tactic of home visits was replicated the following year with a co-ordinated night of action 

involving the homes of 40 individuals connected with animal experimentation.20  

 

The ALF also launched a campaign against department stores selling fur products by 

leaving small incendiary devices timed to go off when the stores were closed. According 

to convicted animal rights activist, Keith Mann, the devices were designed to ignite and set 

off the in-store sprinkler systems, thus causing water and not fire damage.21 This was the 

case for the device planted in a Sheffield department store but in the other two attacks in 
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Luton and Plymouth, the sprinkler systems failed to douse the fires and the stores were 

gutted. It is estimated that £9 million/US$13.6 million worth of damage was caused.22  

  

Product contamination threats undertaken in the name of the ALF, also signified a shift in 

tactics and a move from primary to secondary targeting, in that the general public were 

now legitimate targets as customers of companies which used or exploited animals. The 

most noteworthy hoax occurred in 1984 with the alleged adulteration of Mars Bars with rat 

poison. It has been estimated that Mars lost £6/$9 million as a result of this hoax.23 

Subsequent contamination threats have included mercury in turkeys, spiked baby oil and 

bleach added to shampoo. 

 

The early 1980s also heralded the use of explosive devices being sent through the post 

(letter bombs) with the leaders of the four main political parties targeted in 1982.24 A 

previously unheard of group, the Animal Rights Militia (ARM) claimed responsibility. 

Whilst the ARM holds similar views to that of the ALF they are willing to harm humans 

evidenced by six minor bomb attacks on scientists’ homes in 1985 and four car bombs in 

January of the following year. With respect to the January car bombs warnings were given 

but a further attack in April 1986 marked a change in policy to one involving ‘no more 

warnings’. The group was also responsible for the planting of incendiary devices in shops 

in Cambridge, Oxford, York, and Harrogate and on the Isle of Wight in 1994.25  

 

The 1990s also saw the appearance of a further animal rights group, which like the ARM, 

was prepared to harm humans in the pursuit of an end to animal suffering. In October 1993, 
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the Justice Department claimed responsibility for a package addressed to an individual 

connected with field sports, which exploded at a postal sorting office. A further thirty 

attacks including a number of timed incendiary devices, poster tube and videocassette 

bombs were claimed by the group in the last three months of 1993. Targets included 

individuals connected with field sports, companies involved in animal experimentation and 

furriers. In a statement released from the group, they warned: 

 

We’ve sat back for years and watched AR activists ask nicely for all the abuse to 

stop – the more daring risk their lives and liberty but still the unacceptable number 

of tortured animals keeps rising… We won’t be asking anymore to stop messing 

with animals and make no more excuses for our violent intervention – they’ve had 

it too good for too long.”26  

 

The group claimed a further one hundred attacks in the following year including two 

serious car bombs, which exploded under vehicles belonging to individuals connected to 

animal experimentation. Moreover, they extended their targeting to include secondary 

targets, namely suppliers of a service or goods to a business involved in animal 

“exploitation” and sent six letter bombs to companies involved in the transportation of 

livestock. This included cross-channel ferry companies that permitted livestock freight on 

their vessels. Following this action, the number of ferry companies willing to transport 

livestock from Britain to mainland Europe decreased. The Justice Department activist 

responsible for the letter bomb campaign argued it was carefully planned and researched: 
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This wasn’t token protest, or mindless retribution, or even economic sabotage…it 

was strategic action. I researched that the meat trade is massive and can’t be easily 

beaten, but live export is one vulnerable aspect of that trade that could be defeated. 

Furthermore, the ferry companies are not primary animal abusers, they could exist 

perfectly well without live exports, so hit them and they will withdraw – and they 

did.27  

 

The increased amounts of violence that some animal rights activists were willing to use in 

the late 1980s/early1990s were not matched in the late 1990s. Indeed, there was a decrease 

in bombings and arson attacks committed in the name of animal rights. Robin Webb, the 

ALF Press Officer, suggested that this reduction in violence was connected to the Labour 

Party gaining power in the 1997 General Election and the hope that Labour would deliver 

more change.28 The Labour Party had pledged prior to election to ban hunting and fur 

farming and to establish a Royal Commission on animal experimentation.29 While the use 

of bombs and arson decreased, animal rights activists continued to engage in liberation 

actions. Some of these actions have involved hundreds of animals, for example, 600 guinea 

pigs were liberated from a guinea pig breeder (Darley Oaks Farm) in Staffordshire and re-

homed while other liberations have seen the release of some 13,000 farm-reared mink into 

the English countryside.30 

 

A new campaign of violence by animal rights activists appears to have been inspired by 

the 1998 hunger strike of Barry Horne, a convicted ARM activist in protest at the Labour 

Government’s failure to set up a Royal Commission.31 The use of firebombs re-emerged 
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in 1999 and continued into 2000 with the ALF firebombing lorries belonging to a meat 

firm (Weddel Swift) in Devon, Unigate Dairies and a poultry farm in Oxfordshire.32  

 

Tactics by some animal rights activists have involved a mix of both legal and illegal protest 

where a single target is identified and subjected to an intense campaign, a blitzkrieg 

including demonstrations and rallies, mass protests with direct action (for example, 

trespass, physical damage to property and animal liberations), visits to employees’ homes, 

firebombing of vehicles, death threats and letter bombs. Such tactics have brought about 

the desired end result, namely, the closure of the establishment targeted. Examples include 

small businesses that bred animals for scientific research including Regal Rabbits which 

closed after a 12-day campaign; Consort Kennels (beagles) shut after a 10-month campaign 

and Hillgrove Farm (cats) was targeted from March 1997 until its closure in August 1999.33 

Speaking of his experience, Christopher Brown, the owner of Hillgrove stated that “My 

car has been firebombed, my house burned and the windows on my house broken. I have 

been beaten up and my wife and my staff have been attacked,” he was also subject to a 

death threat from the ARM.34  

 

This blitzkrieg approach has continued in the new century with three prominent campaigns 

undertaken by animal rights activists targeting Darley Oaks Farm in Newchurch, 

Staffordshire; the University of Oxford and Huntingdon Life Sciences (HLS) based in 

Cambridgeshire. The campaign against Darley Oaks Farm, owned by the Hall family, 

started in 1999 with the already mentioned liberation of 600 guinea pigs by the ALF and 

the formation of the Save the Newchurch Guinea Pigs (SNGP) and continued until 2006. 
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During this time, the Farm and its employees were subject to arson attacks, death threats, 

hate mail, hoax bombs, criminal damage (including smashed windows) and a smear 

campaign alleging pedophilia.35 In 2004, the remains of Christopher Hall’s mother-in-law, 

Gladys Hammond were dug up and stolen from a graveyard and the campaign against the 

Halls extended to secondary targets, suppliers of goods and services to the family.36  For 

example, a tennis group that met once a week at the farm was harassed and a tractor fuel 

supplier had his home visited by masked individuals who smashed windows and daubed 

his home and vehicles with paint stripper.37 Tertiary targeting of suppliers and customers 

of secondary targets was also used and animal rights activists have targeted the wider 

community by cutting down an electricity cable, which left local residents (some 2,000 

homes) without power on three occasions.38   

 

The campaign against the University of Oxford was as a result of their decision to construct 

a new biomedical sciences building, which would re-house research animals. According to 

their literature, SPEAK was formed after the Stop Primate Experiments at Cambridge 

(SPEAC) stopped the University of Cambridge from building Europe’s largest primate 

research centre in 2003.39 The group encouraged supporters to undertake legal protests by 

attending demonstrations and letter-writing and publicly eschewed the use of violence. 

However, Mel Broughton, a co-founder of SPEAK was arrested in 2007 following the 

discovery of a number of incendiary devices at colleges of the University.40 An ALF 

communiqué posted on the Bite Back website following their arson attack on Hertford 

College’s boat house stated: 
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Oxford University’s holdings now own the contract to build the South Parks lab, as 

far as The A.L F are concerned this means that Oxford University as a whole must 

accept the consequences. From here on nothing you own, rent or have dealings with 

is off limits until the project is scrapped, To warn builders and suppliers that they are 

going to get some, even if their involvement comes to light years later we will not let 

you off the hook!41 

 

Building contractors working on the project and suppliers of materials such as concrete 

were targeted by the ALF with machinery and vehicles belonging to them damaged in 

locations outside of Oxford including Surrey and Dorset.42 Work did stop on the project 

for some 16 months with the government underwriting the costs associated with the 

project.43 Following the decision by a number of contractors and suppliers to withdraw 

from the project, new firms have remained anonymous with employees wearing masks on 

site.44 The building was finally completed in 2008. 

 

The campaign against Huntingdon Life Sciences (HLS) began in 1999 with the formation 

of Stop Huntingdon Animal Cruelty (SHAC), which seeks the company’s closure.45 In 

addition, to public demonstrations in Cambridge and pickets and protests outside the 

company’s premises, SHAC has also utilized secondary and tertiary targeting. As 

explained on their website, SHAC adopts a three pronged approach targeting HLS’ 

customers without whom they argue HLS would not have an income and hence produce a 

profit, their suppliers who provide the resources for the company to conduct its work and 

the financial arena comprised of shareholders, banks and markets.46  This has resulted in 
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the company’s institutional investors being targeted, for example, in February 2000, the 

ALF made bomb threats against HLS’ major shareholders.47 In the same month, Phillips 

and Drew, the fund management group, sold its 11 per cent stake after allegedly receiving 

death threats and hate mail and in April, the first private investor to be directly targeted had 

his home picketed following a letter sent by a Group with No Name to 1,700 people holding 

HLS hares warning of doorstep protests if they did not sell their stake in the company.48 

Employees of HLS and suppliers of goods and services to the company have also been 

subject to a number of tactics including criminal damage (including smashed windows), 

arson attacks, hoax bombs, bombs, death threats, physical assaults, threatening and abusive 

phone calls, e mails and letters, repeated silent phone calls in the middle of the night and 

false allegations of pedophilia.49  

 

In addition to these three high profile campaigns of the 2000s, the Association of the British 

Pharmaceutical Industry (ABPI) has been recording data on incidents since 2002. The table 

below shows the number of incidents recorded between 2002 and the second quarter of 

2006.50 

 

Table 1: Breakdown of incidents by event type 

Event Type 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Abusive 

messages/threatening 

letters/text messages 23 38 108 36 6 

Damage –company, 

personal and public 

property 60 146 177 85 29 



Not Quite Terrorism 

 

14 

 

Advertized 

demonstrations51 330 298 397 297 128 

Not advertized 

demonstrations 500 616 680 908 296 

Home visit - director 69 113 90 38 13 

Home visit - employee 66 146 89 12 2 

Home visit – family and 

friends 0 0 0 7 0 

Incendiary devices 2 0 1 8 1 

Personal attack - slight 

injury 7 1 0 6 0 

 

Figures released in 2009 show that the combined number of attacks on the homes of 

directors and employees was 10 for 2008.52 While the majority of animal rights attacks 

have been concentrated on targets linked with animal experimentation, nearly one in five 

were recorded by the police as being directed at the farming industry including sellers of 

foie gras and businesses with captive animals such as zoos and circuses. Reports suggest 

that farmers were being targeted “at a rate of one incident every nine days” and included 

bombs attacks, break-ins, threatening phone calls and e mails and the receipt of unidentified 

white powders.53 Animals, notably chickens have been liberated with both the ALF and 

the Poultry Liberation Front posting claims of responsibility on the Bite Back website.54 

Surprisingly, the National Farmers Union does not record attacks on its members and 

whilst claims of responsibility posted online are often difficult to verify, a police source 

has suggested the vast majority are true with very few false claims.55 Incidents which 

reached the media’s attention included the use of incendiary devices against separate 
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poultry farms in Oxfordshire, in 1999 and 2006, which resulted in the destruction of four 

and six vehicles respectively.56  

 

From the discussion above, it would appear that a number of organizations exist who 

undertake illegal activities, some of which are characteristic of terrorist campaigns in the 

name of animal rights. According to ALF guidelines: “Any group of people who are 

vegetarians or vegans and who carry out actions according to ALF guidelines have the right 

to regard themselves as part of the ALF”.57 In terms of organization the ALF is presented 

as a non-hierarchical organization lacking a centralized authority structure with activists 

operating in autonomous cells and choosing their own targets and methods.58 Such a set up 

is said to be characteristic of leaderless resistance involving “a radical movement 

composed of atomistic cells of like-minded activists rather than a distinct organization” 

and one that has been utilized by other terrorist groups including Al-Qaeda.59 This then can 

give rise to lone-wolf operatives such as Barry Horne, who chose to work alone as the 

ARM with respect to his firebomb campaign in the 1990s after having previously 

undertaken actions with other animal rights activists under the banner of the ALF.60 

Deborah Morrison is an example of lone activist who sent letters attempting to blackmail 

companies and individuals linked to the animal research industry over a five year period. 

Lord Justice Tuckey noted that although she acted alone, she deliberately gave the 

impression she was part of an organized group, namely the ALF and threatened home visits 

and car bombs.61 A police source with considerable expertise in the area of animal rights 

extremism has suggested that the most serious incidents involving animal rights extremism 

have involved individuals connected to organizations which publicly eschew the use of 
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violence such as SHAC and SPEAK and that activists within SHAC willing to use violence 

operated in a cell structure similar to the Provisional IRA.62  

 

In relation to the existence of various groups, it has been suggested that animal rights 

extremists associated with the ALF, invented names for supposedly new groups that then 

took notional responsibility for acts too violent to accord with the ALF’s public stance of 

non-violence to humans.63 Robin Webb, the ALF’s Press Officer conceded that “If 

someone wishes to act as the Animal Rights Militia or Justice Department, simply put, the 

…policy of the Animal Liberation Front, to take all reasonable precautions not to endanger 

life, no longer applies.”64 A police source confirmed that SHAC activists would adopt the 

badges of either the ALF or ARM when undertaking direct action against companies 

connected with HLS and that their lawful activities were “just the tip of the iceberg” and 

that many of their activities were unlawful.65  

 

The picture of past and current actions of animal rights extremists detailed above has 

demonstrated the terroristic nature of their campaign, the article will now outline and 

analyze the state’s response to such single-issue terrorism. 

 

The Criminal Justice Response 

The state’s response to animal rights extremism has been somewhat slow with the 

establishment of a new police squad attached to New Scotland Yard’s C 11 branch 

(responsible for intelligence gathering) in 1984, some eight years after the formation of the 

ALF. This new squad became known as the Animal Rights National Index (ARNI) in 1986 
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when it became an autonomous national unit liaising with animal rights officers in every 

force outside of London. ARNI was responsible for operating a database of intelligence on 

illegal animal rights activity; it provided assessments and information for police special 

branches to help them protect potential targets.66 In the past it successfully infiltrated the 

ALF resulting in activists being prosecuted.67 However, within the last year, concern has 

arisen with regards to the infiltration of police officers into groups such as the ALF. Green 

Member of Parliament, Caroline Lucas, used parliamentary privilege to name an 

undercover police officer who allegedly planted a firebomb at a London department store 

in 1987.68 The claim is strongly denied by the former officer concerned, 

 

It was necessary to create the false impression that I was a committed animal rights 

extremist to gain intelligence so as to disrupt serious criminal conspiracies. However, 

I did not commit serious crime such as ‘planting an incendiary device at the 

[Debenhams] Harrow store’.69 

 

Despite the prosecution of hundreds of animal rights activists who have utilized the tactics 

described in this article; many of whom received custodial sentences ranging from 12 

months for communicating to the police a bomb hoax, three years for conspiracy to incite 

others to commit criminal damage and economic sabotage, five years for causing a public 

nuisance (involving some thousand telephone calls of an abusive, intimidatory and 

threatening nature) and six years for attempted arson, animal rights attacks continued.70 

Thus it can be argued that the existing criminal law and the options available to judges 

when sentencing those guilty of animal rights attacks did not afford a sufficient enough 
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deterrent to dissuade activists from engaging in animal rights extremism. This view was 

echoed by Dr Mark Matfield from the Research Defence Society, who remarked “It is all 

too obvious that the law does not provide any kind of deterrent to those motivated to break 

in, burn or bomb in the name of animal liberation.”71 

 

Following the announcement of its ceasefire by the Provisional IRA and Northern Ireland’s 

move towards peace culminating in the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, 

animal rights extremists were considered to pose the “most serious domestic terrorist threat 

within the United Kingdom.”72 The use of tactics characteristic of terrorist campaigns by 

animal rights activists had also begun to be recognized by some within the government and 

judiciary as being terrorism. The Home Secretary, Jack Straw in publishing proposals to 

overhaul existing terrorism legislation in 1998 including a new definition of terrorism 

recognized “the extension of the definition will enable counter-terrorist provisions to be 

used against, for example, animal rights activists who perpetrate serious acts of terrorist 

violence.”73 At the trial of Barry Horne, who was convicted on four counts of arson, five 

counts of attempted arson and one count of possessing articles for making incendiary 

devices in relation to attacks on the Isle of Wight, Judge Simon Darwall-Smith told Horne 

in sentencing him to 18 years imprisonment that he had shown 

 

no form of remorse at all, and that your intention was to cause the maximum amount 

of physical and economic damage to your chosen targets. You believe, it seems, that 

your acts were totally justified, although you accept that you will be too old when 
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you come out to take an active role again ... This was urban terrorism for a particular 

cause-- the object of putting communities in terror.74   

 

Similarly, Judge Selwood presiding over what became known as the GANDALF trial 

involving individuals involved in the production of various publications including Green 

Anarchist and Eco-Vegan and the inclusion of material (for example, instructions how to 

make an incendiary device, the reporting of incidents, stories of criminal damage and calls 

to take direct action) therein of material likely to incite others to commit criminal damage 

in his sentencing remarks viewed such criminal damage and arson as terrorism. At the 

subsequent appeal, the appeal judges noted, “the sentencing remarks show that the judge 

took a very serious view indeed of the “terrorism” advocated by some of the more extreme 

publications…When a front-line bomber is convicted, he can expect sentences of upwards 

of ten years. For such central involvement, the word terrorism is appropriate.”75 

 

Yet despite these pronouncements from judges and the introduction of new terrorism 

legislation, the Terrorism Act 2000, covering the use or threat of action involving serious 

violence against the person and/or serious damage to property “made for the purpose of 

advancing a political, religious or ideological cause”, the government did not feel the need 

to apply it to animal rights extremists or to include them in their counter terrorism 

strategies.76  The Terrorism Act 2000 allows for the proscription of violent animal rights 

groups; if for example, the ALF was proscribed, membership of the group would become 

an offence, as would supporting the group either financially or by wearing an ALF T-shirt 
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or lapel badge. The group’s assets would be subject to seizure or forfeiture. Suspected ALF 

members could be arrested without warrant and detained for up to seven days. 

 

Instead the government adopted an approach which focused on further criminalizing 

animal rights activists’ behavior by strengthening existing legislation and introducing new 

police powers.77 For example, the Criminal Justice and Police Act 2001 provided new 

powers for the police to move protestors away from homes, allowed for the amending of 

the Companies Act 1985 permitting company directors to use service rather than home 

addresses on the Companies House register, extended the Malicious Communications Act 

1988 to cover electronic communications and amended the Protection from Harassment 

Act 1997 so that it is an offence for a group of people to collude with each other to cause 

other harassment, alarm or distress, where each of the perpetrators only undertakes one act 

of harassment.78 The Act has been successfully applied against anti-fur protesters who had 

been picketing a fur shop in London.79  

 

Additionally a number of companies and organizations have also used civil remedies, 

notably the Protection from Harassment Act 1997 to seek injunctions against animal rights 

activists preventing them from harassing employees, families and suppliers by restricting 

a protest’s location, time, character and duration, imposing exclusion zones from which 

activists are banned from entering, prohibiting specific forms of harassment of protected 

persons including taking photographs of them or their vehicles and prohibiting abusive 

communications, such as letters and defamatory public notices.80 Breach of an injunction 

is a criminal offence and carries a maximum five-year jail sentence. Injunctions have been 
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granted to HLS, the University of Oxford and the GlaxoSmithKline group of 

pharmaceutical companies.81 Interestingly, these injunctions have been brought against 

named individuals (defendants) like Mel Broughton, the co-founder of SPEAK and Greg 

and Natasha Avery, spokespersons of SHAC and also against the ALF as an unincorporated 

organization. As a result, named individuals are deemed by the court to be representative 

of the unincorporated organization and hence liable to be sued as its representative. The 

High Court ruled: 

An organisation as coherent as the ALF could be represented in a legal action. Whilst 

it deliberately lacked the trappings of an organisation, the truth of the matter was that 

it was an organisation with a consistent and coherent body of people at its heart. There 

were active members of the organisation who, in complete agreement about aims, 

objectives and means, co-operated fully and actively with each other and who 

concealed the skeleton and sinews of the organisation for tactical reasons.82 

 

Such an approach has also been utilized in the context of dissident republican terrorism in 

Northern Ireland, notably in the civil proceedings arising out of the Omagh Bombing. 

Families of those killed and injured claimed damages against named individuals including 

Michael McKevitt and Colm Murphy and also the Real IRA.83 

 

In addition to legislative changes, there have been a number of initiatives within policing. 

For example, ARNI was incorporated into Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) 

the National Public Order Intelligence Unit (NPOIU) in 1999.84 This unit has been 

constructing a national database of various campaign groups and activists, including those 
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associated with animal rights and is tasked with gathering, assessing, analyzing and sharing 

information and intelligence relating to criminal activities.85 Furthermore, 2004 saw the 

creation by ACPO of the National Extremism Tactical Co-ordination Unit (NETCU) to co-

ordinate a more joined up and effective response from local police forces with respect to 

individuals or groups engaged in criminal acts of direct action.86 As Gay explains the use 

of secondary and tertiary targeting by animal rights extremists in other constabulary areas 

meant that the dots were not being joined up and incidents were not being regarded a part 

of a co-ordinated campaign.87 This was followed in 2004 also by ACPO’s appointment of 

a National Co-ordinator for Domestic Extremism.  

 

Unlike terrorism which has a legal definition contained in the Terrorism Act 2000, no 

equivalent definition exists of domestic extremism. As explained on the ACPO website 

“this is because the crimes committed by those considered a domestic extremist already 

exist in common low or statute.”88 Both illegal activities undertaken as part of a single-

issue campaign or protest and similar activities linked to extreme left and/or right wing 

political campaigns are considered by ACPO as constituting domestic extremism. As 

Eatwell and Goodwin point out in relation to such an approach that extremism is viewed 

as a “spectrum of behaviour” that differentiates between peaceful protests conducted within 

the confines of democracy and illegal acts including public disorder, which fall outside the 

normal democratic process. Moreover, their argument echoes the view that such extremism 

does not constitute a significant threat to the survival of the state, 

While it could be argued that such ‘extremists’ have a monist view of the ‘truth’ about 

animal rights or ecological deprivation, most such activists would undoubtedly see 
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themselves  as ‘democratic’ and/or liberal in a wider context – for example, accepting 

a multi-cultural society in Britain.89 

 

In July 2004, the government published its strategy for dealing with animal rights 

extremists after lobbying from a coalition of interests including the Research Defence 

Society, Victims of Animal Rights Extremism (VARE), the bioscience industry and 

companies like HLS. The strategy included a more joined up approach between the police, 

the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) and courts, awareness raising in terms of the courts 

with respect to aggravating factors and introducing further legislative changes.90 This 

included re-defining public assembly by reducing the number involved from 20 to 2 with 

respect of section 16 of the Public Order Act 1986 and extending the offence of aggravated 

trespass in section 68 of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994 to include trespass 

in building – both of these changes took effect in January 2004.91  

 

The police and CPS now work more closely together and 43 special prosecutors are tasked 

with dealing with animal rights cases.92 The change in law with respect to Anti Social 

Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) meant that courts could now impose an ASBO upon conviction 

for any criminal offence and they have been given to a number of animal rights activists. 

For example, Heather Nicholson was made the subject of an ASBO banning her from going 

within 500 yards near HLS premises or approaching other companies linked to animal 

experimentation for 5 years.93  
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A year later, the government introduced the Serious Organised Crime and Police Act, 

which contained several clauses aimed at addressing animal rights extremism including 

outlawing demonstrations at private addresses, the creation of a criminal offence to threaten 

or cause economic loss or damage through intimidation with respect to animal research 

organizations and those connected with them.94 These clauses were important in that they 

try to redress the use of secondary and tertiary targeting by animal rights extremists and 

attempt to lessen the likelihood of firms and suppliers deciding not to offer their services 

and goods to primary targets. Also in 2005, the government denied entry to Steven Best, 

an American professor and animal rights activist under measures introduced in the wake 

of the London bombings.95  

 

The already discussed National Co-ordinator for Domestic Extremism oversaw three 

specialized units, the NPOIU, NETCU and the National Domestic Extremism Team (co-

ordinated national implications assessments in relation to domestic extremism).96 More 

recently, these units have been merged to form the National Domestic Extremism Unit 

(NDEU), which provides support to all police forces with the aim of reducing the criminal 

threat from domestic extremism and in 2011, the Metropolitan Police Service became the 

lead force for NDEU.97 

 

The police have launched a number of successful operations against animal rights 

extremists including Operation Forton in 2005 and Achilles in 2007, which saw the arrests 

and prosecution of activists. Following Operation Forton, the police believed that half of 

the most violent animal rights activists were in prison including the ALF’s top bomber, 



Not Quite Terrorism 

 

25 

 

Donald Currie who subsequently received a 12 year sentence.98 Operation Achilles 

involved some 700 police and support staff, raids on 29 British addresses and three raids 

abroad (one in Belgium and two in Holland). A police source suggests that after the arrests 

of the Averys and other SHAC activists as part of Operation Achilles, incidents of violent 

animal rights extremism recorded by the police dropped to zero in 2007 and there were 

only two recorded serious criminal incidents involving animal rights extremism reported 

between 2009 and 2011.99 Both these incidents were arson attacks against Highgate Farm 

in Lincolnshire, which breeds rabbits for medical research. The first attack in July 2010 

was claimed on behalf of the Militant Forces Against Huntingdon Life Sciences (MFAH) 

and in their communiqué they warned: “We’ll be back when you least expect it until you 

stop your vile business for good. This is just a little warning, if we have to come back again 

the next time will not be so nice.”100 In this attack a vehicle was set alight, the following 

year the farm was targeted again with both an arson attack on a vehicle and an incendiary 

device was thrown at a building on the farm. The Provisional RSPCA claimed 

responsibility for the attack and the attempt to set fire to a property where people were 

sleeping was described by a police spokesperson as “an extremely serious crime that could 

very easily have led to people living at the farm being seriously injured or killed” and 

marked “a new level of criminality.”101 

 

As outlined above, the government has introduced a number of specific measures in 

relation to countering the threat posed by animal rights extremism without resorting to 

terrorism legislation per se. The question as to their effectiveness will now be addressed. 
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Effectiveness of Criminalization 

When one looks at the internet and the web pages concerning animal rights campaigns, 

protest and groups, the impression given is that there is a lot of activity going on in the 

name of animal rights, some of which involves the types of activities already discussed. 

However, Richard Scrase from UAR explains that “very few people can through the 

internet cause a lot of noise or appear to be much larger and powerful… than they really 

are”.102 

 

In addition to this observation, according to a police source103, the ALF of today is 

somewhat different to the ALF of old as individuals connected to the old ALF have been 

declared bankrupt following breaches of injunctions where they were deemed 

representative of the group. This led to them being personally liable for the group’s 

activities and sued by the companies and individuals who had brought the injunction 

initially. The use then of the monikers ALF and ARM when claiming responsibility or 

threatening action are now merely badges attached to actions.  

 

The combination of extra police powers, new legislation and amendments to existing 

legislation appear to be working in countering animal rights extremism. Convicted activists 

are receiving near maximum or maximum sentences and additionally aggravating factors 

are now being taken into consideration. Claims on Bite Back of actions by animal rights 

activists have declined and the types of action undertaken is more akin to the early days of 

the ALF, namely minor criminal damage and vandalism.104 Whilst HLS still retains its 

injunction, the company is no longer the primary focus of animal rights extremism and as 
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Gay notes it “is hardly ever mentioned in the last four years” with respect to animal rights 

actions around the country.105 However, Scrase believes that the “perception within 

universities, within pharmaceutical industries and their supplies of the threat of animal 

rights extremism is very much created, is very much historic, so people remember back a 

decade or more and are still concerned.”106 Universities UK, the organization representing 

vice-chancellors in a recent report stated that it “had more of a problem with animal rights 

extremists than Islamist radicals.”107 The University of Oxford still has an injunction in 

place with respect to its biomedical sciences building. 

 

Although animal rights extremism appears to be declining in the UK, European activists 

have engaged in arson attacks, product contaminations, letter bombs and widespread acts 

of vandalism. These have been reported on Bite Back and within Europol publications.108 

Indeed Europol believes that “UK animal rights extremists are perceived to hold a pivotal 

role in the animal rights scene in the EU and UK activists are frequently taking part in 

extremist activities throughout Europe.”109 A view borne out by the arrest of three Britons 

in London and Amsterdam in July 2012, in connection with both an alleged Europe-wide 

blackmail plot and arson attacks on the continent.110 

 

Conclusion 

Animal rights extremism has a long history within the UK, the levels of violence 

undertaken by individuals and groups has varied over the years as has the targets of their 

actions shifting from primary targeting to secondary and tertiary targeting. Whilst at times 

the actions of animal rights extremists have resembled a campaign of terrorism, a point not 
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lost on those targeted, some members of the judiciary and the government. Indeed, the 

Prime Minster and Home Secretary noted that such activists were “organized in a quasi-

terrorist cellular structure across the country” and Professor Blakemore called activists who 

used arson, assault, letter bombs and threats “terrorists.”111 Yet, the government has 

resisted applying measures contained within terrorism legislation to the individuals and 

groups concerned and rather has responded with the promotion of a more joined up 

response within the criminal justice system including a closer working relationship 

between special prosecutors and designated police officers in respect of cases, the 

amendment of existing laws and the introduction of new legislation. These measures appear 

to be working with the reduction of violent animal rights attacks and the unwillingness of 

the core activists who have been imprisoned as a result of these measures to engage in 

illegal behavior upon their release.112 The British government’s decision to increasingly 

criminalize the extremist behavior of some animal rights activists may offer a model of 

how to deal with single-issue violence akin to terrorism without resorting to terrorism 

legislation, which can be applied to other domestic extremist threats facing not only the 

UK but other European countries and elsewhere in the world. 
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