
In late May 2021, JBS, the world’s largest meat processing company, experienced a ransomware 
attack that shook the global food supply chain. The scale of this incident exposed critical vulnerabilities 
not just at JBS but throughout the agriculture sector, a linchpin of global infrastructure increasingly 
targeted by cybercriminals.
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Inside the JBS Ransomware Attack: How a Meat 

Giant Was Paralyzed by Cybercriminals

Anatomy of the 
Attack

Attribution quickly pointed to REvil (also known as Sodinokibi), a notorious Russian-linked 
ransomware syndicate. REvil operates as a Ransomware-as-a-Service (RaaS), meaning its core 
developers lease the ransomware infrastructure to affiliates who carry out targeted intrusions.

Technically, the REvil ransomware variant used against JBS employed a combination of strong 
encryption algorithms including AES (Advanced Encryption Standard) and RSA (Rivest-Shamir-Adleman), 
rendering encrypted files inaccessible without a private decryption key held solely by the attackers. 
Files targeted included crucial operational data, inventory management systems, payroll databases, 
and customer records, crippling operations and creating immediate urgency.

The attack unfolded quietly at first, likely beginning months earlier. Analysts determined that 
attackers gained initial entry into JBS’s network through compromised credentials, most likely obtained 
via phishing emails or previous data leaks. Once inside, they exploited weaknesses in JBS’s remote-
access technologies, specifically vulnerabilities in outdated VPN software or misconfigured Remote 
Desktop Protocol (RDP) services. Investigators pointed specifically to compromised TeamViewer 
accounts, which attackers leveraged to move laterally within the network, systematically gaining control 
over sensitive infrastructure.

Forensic analysis later indicated the attackers maintained stealthy, persistent access for several 
months. They conducted reconnaissance on network assets, identifying valuable targets, assessing 
defensive measures, and quietly exfiltrating sensitive corporate data. Only after fully understanding 
the infrastructure and exfiltrating sensitive information did the attackers launch their crippling 
ransomware payload—classic double-extortion tactics now commonplace among sophisticated 
cybercriminal groups.

Technical 
Breakdown



Notably, REvil’s approach also involved sophisticated evasion techniques to avoid early detection. The 
malware obfuscated its executable code and actively disabled or bypassed endpoint security measures, 
antivirus software, and intrusion detection systems. This allowed the ransomware to propagate rapidly, 
infecting a large swath of JBS’s global IT environment in just hours.

Immediate Impact & 
Crisis Response

As the encryption took effect, JBS’s IT teams found themselves locked out of their critical 
infrastructure. Operations ground to a halt across the United States, Canada, and Australia, where 
meat processing plants temporarily shut down completely. The disruption rippled through supply 
chains, sparking fears of widespread meat shortages, and elevating national concern over food 
security.

With no immediate alternatives and facing mounting losses, JBS made the controversial decision to 
pay an $11 million ransom in Bitcoin to regain operational control. CEO Andre Nogueira defended the 
decision, citing the urgency of restoring operations and preventing further disruptions. Despite having 
backup systems, the scale of encryption and operational downtime compelled the payment, a stark 
illustration of ransomware’s potency in coercing even the largest global enterprises.

Shortcomings and 
Vulnerability

Post-mortem analyses by cybersecurity experts and Homeland Security identified substantial lapses 
in JBS’s cyber defenses. Reports indicated JBS’s cybersecurity measures were severely inadequate, 
characterized by outdated systems, insufficient patch management practices, weak access controls, 
and poor network segmentation. Investigators highlighted significant failures in basic security 
hygiene—unpatched vulnerabilities in critical infrastructure, outdated server operating systems 
susceptible to known exploits, and inadequate monitoring of remote access solutions.

Alarmingly, these gaps aren’t unique to JBS. Many food-processing companies, classified as 
critical infrastructure by the U.S. government, lag significantly behind other sectors in cybersecurity 
preparedness. The JBS attack illuminated an industry-wide trend: critical sectors remain dangerously 
vulnerable due to insufficient cybersecurity investment, often overlooked until disaster strikes.

Broader Implications 
& Policy Responses

The JBS ransomware incident amplified calls for more stringent cybersecurity regulations across 
critical industries. The Biden administration quickly engaged, signaling a tougher stance against 
ransomware actors and encouraging improved cyber defenses industry-wide. In response, federal 
agencies such as CISA (Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency) ramped up outreach to the 
agricultural sector, issuing detailed guidelines emphasizing preventive measures, including network 
segmentation, robust authentication protocols, multi-factor authentication (MFA), regular vulnerability 
scanning, and comprehensive employee training on phishing awareness.

REvil’s attack served as a wake-up call, triggering industry-wide reevaluation of incident response 
protocols. Organizations were urged to adopt zero-trust architectures, continuously monitor networks 
for suspicious activities, and implement comprehensive endpoint detection and response (EDR) 
solutions. Businesses across sectors began investing significantly more in cybersecurity, recognizing 
the severe economic repercussions of a single ransomware event.
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Conclusion: Lessons 
Learned and the 
road ahead

The JBS ransomware incident demonstrates how rapidly ransomware threats have evolved from 
opportunistic attacks to sophisticated, strategic operations capable of paralyzing critical infrastructure 
globally. While technical defenses—such as regular patching, endpoint protection, and robust 
encryption—are crucial, broader changes in cybersecurity culture are equally essential.

The episode underscores the urgency for organizations, especially those considered critical 
infrastructure, to view cybersecurity not merely as a cost center but as fundamental business 
continuity insurance. Failure to invest proactively can lead to catastrophic financial and operational 
consequences, something JBS painfully experienced firsthand.

Ultimately, the JBS attack isn’t just a cautionary tale—it’s a turning point. It highlights the pressing 
need for coordinated industry and governmental actions to bolster defenses against an evolving 
cyber threat landscape. Only through sustained investment, rigorous preparedness, and strategic 
collaboration can businesses hope to stay ahead of sophisticated cyber adversaries like REvil.
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