




 

 

Article calling V.I. ripe for terrorism draws blistering response  
By AESHA DUVAL  
Thursday, September 7th 2006 
 

ST. CROIX - Residents and V.I. government officials spoke out strongly against an 
article published in British magazine The Economist that sharply criticized the territory's 
preparedness for a terrorist attack.  

The article, titled "America's Underbelly," appeared in the Sept. 2-8 edition of the 
magazine, which has a circulation of more than 1 million readers in Great Britain, parts 
of Europe and the United States. The article also appeared in the Sept. 2 edition of The 
Hamilton Spectator, a Canadian newspaper.  

The Economist headline describes the territory as being "woefully unprepared for a 
terrorist attack," and the piece goes on to say that the Virgin Islands is a prime target for 
terrorists because of government corruption, unprotected borders, the territory's weak 
infrastructure and poorly trained and inadequately staffed police, fire, paramedic and 
rescue services.  

It stressed the need for Border Patrol officers and an increased presence of federal law 
officers.  

The article also states that the security issues in the territory are compounded by a host of 
social ills including "racism, poverty, stark and increasing economic disparity and poor 
education."  

"Addiction to drugs is common, and substance abuse is accepted and even routine," the 
article states.  

It goes on to say that St. Thomas and St. John lack a sense of community and that the 
various cultures and groups from neighboring islands are "unassimilated and self-
contained, with their own meeting places and their own social circles."  

The article makes no mention of St. Croix.  

While a byline does not appear with the article, it was written by Martin Alperen, a 
former St. John resident and former V.I. assistant attorney general in St. Thomas who 
now lives in Colorado Springs, Colo. Alperen said the article is based on research he 



gathered for his thesis project on homeland security strategies, terrorism and natural 
disaster preparedness for the Virgin Islands.  

He lived in the territory for more than seven years and was the former president of St. 
John Rescue.  

In March, Alperen obtained a master's degree in homeland security and defense from a 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security-sponsored program at the Naval Postgraduate 
School in Monterey, Calif. He started his research in 2004 and took an unpaid leave of 
absence from his job last year to focus full time on his thesis.  

He said wrote the article to raise awareness about the security issues facing the territory 
and to create a dialogue on how best to resolve them.  

"It's a small enough place that it can be dealt with better than they are right now," 
Alperen said Wednesday. "I would like people to talk about these things."  

That dialogue already is taking place, government officials argued Wednesday, and most 
of the security issues raised in the article already have been addressed or plans are in the 
works to address them.  

V.I. Homeland Security Director Mel Vanterpool called the article "disparaging" and 
"ridiculous."  

"It makes it look like we are doing nothing to protect ourselves, and he couldn't be more 
wrong," Vanterpool said. "We are as secure as we can be at this time. No one ever in the 
world is safe from terrorism."  

The article describes a scenario in which seaplanes that fly between St. Thomas and St. 
Croix could be used by terrorists to crash into cruise ships and ferries and that there is no 
passenger screening.  

Vanterpool said that the agency already has met with Seaborne Airlines and the airline 
now implements random security checks on passengers and that the seaplanes no longer 
fly over the ships in the harbor.  

He said the agency is working to obtain a fire boat, which would provide the ability to 
fight fires at sea. The article pointed out that emergency responders have no means of 
fighting a blaze out in the waters.  

He said first responders - firefighters, police, paramedics, search and rescue personnel 
and hazardous materials specialists - receive constant training.  

Vanterpool said the issues raised are not new to his agency or the government, nor are 
they unique to the Virgin Islands. He said having enough federal funding always has been 
an issue.  



"It's not like we are sitting here and waiting for something to happen," he said. "We are 
proactive and we take a stand on prevention."  

Government House spokesman James O'Bryan Jr. said the territory has made some great 
strides to train personnel and update equipment since the Sept. 11 attacks.  

"We have exhausted the required local spending," O'Bryan said. "To do more would 
require the investment of a significant amount of money."  

O'Bryan said the article unfairly slams the Virgin Islands, while many other jurisdictions 
face similar problems.  

"I think we have nothing to be apologetic about," he said. "We have our good issues and 
our bad ones, but we still are very much further ahead in terms of safety than some parts 
of the world."  

U.S. Delegate to Congress Donna Christensen, who has been the most vocal on the need 
for border protection in the territory, said the article is over-reaching and exaggerates the 
problems in the Virgin Islands.  

"We have some problems and there is grain of truth in some of it, but it takes a very 
negative slant," Christensen said.  

She said a bill is working its way through the Senate that calls for more Border Patrol 
agents in the territory.  

As for the social ills and government corruption mentioned in the article, Christensen said 
that while those issues do exist, they too are grossly exaggerated.  

V.I. police spokesman Sgt. Thomas Hannah said on Wednesday the department has no 
comment in response to the statements made in the article.  

V.I. Tourism Marketing Director Steven Bornn said the article puts the territory in a 
damaging light, but it was too soon to tell if the tourism economy would be adversely 
affected.  

"As a community we are ever mindful of what we sell," Bornn said. "We all have to think 
about what we say, how we say it and to whom we say it. Word of mouth is a very strong 
and powerful means of communication."  

Alperen said the article was sent to 20 publications and it included excerpts from his 200-
page thesis and attribution from sources for much of the information. He later found out 
The Economist does not carry bylines and that the sourcing had been edited out.  

Alperen said the version that appears in magazine also was edited heavily, but he still 
stands by his story.  



"My whole objective was to establish a dialogue that will foster a positive change," 
Alperen said. "It may be disparaging, but I did it because I love the Virgin Islands." 

 


