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Terrorism: A Global Threat in Southeast Asia

Introduction

On the night of 12 October 2002, two bombs ripped through the popular tourist district of Kuta, in Bali, Indonesia. It was a Saturday evening, and the bombs were part of a planned attack by the Jemaah Islamiah terrorist group. They targeted the Western tourists who revelled in Kuta’s many nightclubs. Two-hundred-and-two people died because of the blast, many from secondary injuries. Another two-hundred-and-nine were severely injured but survived. At the same time at the American Consulate office across town, a third, smaller, bomb was detonated. 

The message to the world was clear: the global war on terror had reached Southeast Asia and Western civilians and governments were targets. The Islamic terror group Jemaah Islamiah (JI) claimed responsibility for the attack. Afterwards, they released an audio recording in the aftermath of the attacks, purportedly of Osama Bin Laden himself proclaiming the bombings to be in retaliation for the American military operations in Afghanistan and for Australian involvement in the liberation of East Timor. Since then, a total of 7,222 unambiguous terrorist incidents (successful and unsuccessful) have been recorded in Southeast Asia (Global Terrorism Database, 2018).
These attacks evidence that terrorism in the 21st century is a global issue. In the days following the 2002 bombings, Australia warned its citizens against travel in all of Southeast Asia. The lucrative Southeast Asian tourist industry suffered short term but acute loses due to these warnings (Collins 2003; Gunaratna 2006). Terrorism, once an issue of domestic security for the states in Southeast Asia, was now articulated as a global threat that would require international cooperation and coordination. 

This case study examines terrorism in Southeast Asia, introducing the history of terrorist groups in the region and how the situation has changed in recent years. Highlighting the true complexity of the issues at hand, it is asked whether it is realistic to link domestic terrorist groups to Al-Qaeda or DAESH (also known as the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant), or whether invoking the name of these infamous groups is used for political and diplomatic advantage. Terrorism in Southeast Asia is explored as a concern for the global community, and this case study looks at who else is following the region with interest and why. Why, for instance, does the New York State Department have an office in Singapore, over 15,000 kilometres away from Albany, New York? The issues at hand are complex and serious as terrorist attacks continue to occur on a daily basis in Southeast Asia, although international attention is drawn almost exclusively to those that target Western civilians or government offices. To tackle the on-going issues, the motivations and roots of these attacks must be explored, alongside an examination of who is involved and why. This case study examines a few key examples, and illustrates the severity of the problem and the complexity of dealing with this international threat.

An Overview of Terrorism in Southeast Asia
In the aftermath of 9/11, Southeast Asia was declared the ‘second front’ in the American-led ‘war on terror’. But terrorism has existed in the region for far longer than America’s interest in its domestic affairs; with a history of European and Asian colonialization, the countries in Southeast Asia are familiar with violent conflict, insurgent groups, and militancy. In the period of decolonization that followed 1945 and the end of the Second World War, communist and separatist insurgency groups wreaked havoc throughout the region, exacerbating existing tensions between the diverse ethnic, religious, and ideological communities (Tan 2007). Today, the threat of terrorist activity by communist groups has largely disappeared, with the exception of the Filipino Communist Party, whose military wing, the New People’s Army (NPA), still boasts over 1,000 guerrilla fighters. Terrorism in Southeast Asia can be categorized into three types: ideological groups such as the NPA, ethno-political groups organized around issues of ethnic identity, and religious political groups, such as Islamic State associates. 

The religious political Islamic terrorist groups are the most prominent in international discourse on terrorism and are currently the gravest concern for external Western states. In Southeast Asia, the threat from these groups is both regional and global as domestic targets are attacked by separatist groups representing the interests of local groups, such as the insurgent groups in Thailand who have committed almost daily attacks in the south of the country since 2004 (FCO 2012; Smith & Zeigler 2017). 
Terrorist groups have targeted international cities, including Bali in 2002, but the larger concern stems from the use of unpoliced training camps in the region. These camps provide Al-Qaeda with the resources necessary to train new operatives, expanding their network and offering military and ideological training to radicalized Muslims from across the world. Since 9/11, active Islamist training camps for Jihadist terrorism include Poso, Sulawesi, Balikpapan, and Kalimanthan in Indonesia; Rohingya camps on the Burma-Bangladesh border, and others in Vietnam and the Philippines (Gunaratna 2006: 4; Gunaratna 2016). Those who are trained in such camps go on to operate internationally, utilizing and expanding the global network structure that characterizes Al-Qaeda and Islamic State in the post 9/11 world. 

Political Issues and International Presence 

Historically, Southeast Asian terrorist groups have tended to act independently, without international support or coordination. This operating structure allowed terrorism to be contained as an internal security issue. Globalization has changed this and has brought about new ideological conflicts while also enhancing the ability of criminals and terrorists to communicate and operate in transnational networks. 
In 2001, Singaporean and Malaysian security officials working for Singapore’s Internal Security Department coordinated the arrest of 13 members of the JI terrorist group, who were planning an international attack from Southeast Asia. The arrests marked a new era in regional security for the states; transnational terrorism had arrived and states would be required to cooperate and coordinate if effective responses were to be possible. One year later, the Bali bombings in Indonesia starkly revealed the international dimensions of the threat posed by jihadist terrorism, as well as the role of international diplomacy in dealing with the issue.  
Initially following the 9/11 attacks in the United States, the Indonesian state resisted international pressure to criminally investigate and detain JI leaders in the country, despite claims that JI was linked to Al-Qaeda and thus a target in the American-led war on terror. However, after JI claimed responsibility for the Bali bombings, the Indonesian state was forced to confront the group, who explicitly made clear their affiliation with Osama bin Laden and the Al-Qaeda network. When JI leader Abu Bakar Bashir was arrested in Indonesia on 19 October 2002, it was formally on charges relating to bombings in 2000 rather than those from Bali. This decision revealed the pressure felt by the Indonesian state concerning the arrest of Bashir; reluctant to alienate powerful Islamic political allies, President Megawati was keen to appear able to resist international pressure to pursue the JI leader on home soil (Collins 2003). Such are the complexities of internal political dynamics that states may only be prompted into action issues when diplomatic pressure makes this a necessity. This pressure is not restricted to Indonesia. It was not, as Gunaratna notes, until the discovery of plans by Jemaah Islamiah to bomb American, British, Australian, Israeli, and Singaporean diplomatic targets in Bangkok in 2003 that the Thai government was able to confront ‘the ugly reality’ of Islamist terrorists on their soil and begin to formulate a response to the problem (Gunaratna 2006: 6).

Recognizing that effective cooperation between states can be complicated by diplomatic and political tensions, counter-terrorism and law enforcement agencies sought their own mechanisms for international coordination. The New York State Police Department has a presence in Southeast Asia and in 12 key cities across the world, including an office built in Manilla in 2012. The role of the NYPD office in Singapore is to provide surveillance and intelligence, complementing existing intelligence services in the region and to build good relations with key actors in the field. Knowledge sharing on practical matters in the area of law enforcement is also facilitated by the International Liaison office, which allows agency staff to share insights into best practice and effective solutions for tackling crime, as well as more traditional intelligence gathering. 
This role was created following the attacks of 9/11, after which the US paid special attention to events overseas, and recognized the importance of building strong international networks in response to those already in operation by terrorist groups. The New York State Police Department, being the most experienced police department in the US at dealing with terrorism, took a lead in its international efforts. Unlike terrorist attacks of the past, the contemporary jihadist movement has been able to utilize developments in technology and communications, using high-tech travel and telecommunications systems to facilitate their global reach and global threat.   

Al-Qaeda Comes to Southeast Asia
Al-Qaeda has a historic presence in Southeast Asia; during the 1990s between 70,000 and 120,000 Muslim youth were trained by Al-Qaeda to fight as part of the global jihad movement, many in the Mindanao region of the Philippines, as well as in Indonesia, Myanmar, and across Central Asia (Gunaratna 2016). Al-Qaeda involvement in the region is dated to 1988, when Mohammed Jamal Khalifa, a family relation of Osama bin Laden, visited the Philippines in order to make contact with local militant groups using a Muslim charity, the International Islamic Relief Organization. Personal connections between Osama bin Laden and a Filipino Islamic cleric Abdurajak Abubakar Janjalani have also been linked to the establishment of Al-Qaeda interests in the region (Thayer 2003). 

Although initial links between the global jihadist movement and local groups were largely based on personal relationships, Al-Qaeda’s presence in the region solidified as the group gained support and resources. When the American orchestrated ‘war on terror’ came into force after 9/11, many in Southeast Asia were sceptical about the proposed links between Al-Qaeda and regional terror groups. Having operated in relative isolation for so long, states and experts asked whether local organizations were really cooperating with the Al-Qaeda group that was being pursued in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Coupled with this scepticism was a reluctance to acknowledge the presence of extremist, militant Islamists inside certain countries. Singapore was slow to officially recognize the existence of JI within its state, while senior politicians in Thailand denied that Muslim insurgency groups in the South could be linked to Al-Qaeda (Thayer 2003). This changed in the aftermath of the Bali bombings, and the extensive political and media attention now given to the Southern insurgency in Thailand attribute the on-going violence to Islamic militants. Through a combination of international pressure and numerous violent attacks, regional security experts and political elites were forced to confront the fact that domestic terrorism was linked to an international network of radicalized and militant Islam, and the pursuit and eradication of such groups became a matter of local as well as international concern.

However, despite the pervasive rhetoric, the links between Thai insurgency groups and Al-Qaeda are not accepted universally. Those who doubt that Al-Qaeda is supporting militant groups in the South point to the lack of empirical evidence and highlight the fact that the tactics used by each group are markedly different. Violence attributed to Thai insurgents usually takes the form of shootings, bombings, and grenade attacks, differing significantly from the preferred modus operandi of Al-Qaeda operatives. Sceptics claim that linking these groups to the global jihadist movement has been a political strategy employed by the state in order to gain greater power. In 2005, Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra was awarded wide-ranging emergency powers in order to deal with the insurgency in the Southern provinces, although the problem has yet to abate and violent attacks continue on an almost daily basis. Furthermore, there have been doubts cast as to the true nature of the violence in these provinces; widely reported as being fuelled by Muslim–Buddhist tensions and the Islamic pursuit of a separatist state, the role of inter-gang warfare over the lucrative narcotics industry has been suggested. However, it remains difficult to determine the true nature of the dynamics that fuel on-going conflict, and a lack of transparency concerning political corruption and organized crime makes researching these links difficult. Despite this, it is worth considering the potential political dimensions of rhetorically linking domestic security threats with Al-Qaeda; in doing so powerful international allies can be made or lost, and as was seen in Thailand, political leaders can gain legitimacy and power to conduct their security operations. 

The US-led wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the global ‘war on terror’ had significant impact on the structure and operations of Al-Qaeda. The regional network of operatives was broken up and disrupted, and several JI cells were eliminated as a result of counter-terrorist state operations. Whilst local groups have been disbanded, Al-Qaeda does remain a global player and a significant threat to international security. Operationally, it threatens military, diplomatic, and civilian targets and still continues to use both conventional and unconventional weapons (Gunaratna 2006: 11). The 2002 Bali bombings marked the first recorded use of suicide bomb attacks in Southeast Asia, but after the death of a number of key bomb makers in counter-terrorism operations, the tactics employed by terrorists in Southeast Asia have changed dramatically. There has been a shift away from the use of human or vehicle-based bombs used in suicide attacks, and instead police and military forces are increasingly trained to deal with armed assaults similar to the attacks conducted in Mumbai in 2008 and Tunisia in 2015. 

Strategically, the Al-Qaeda network is now thought to be operating as a form of global leaderless resistance; it has dispersed geographically since the invasion of Afghanistan, and collaborates with terrorist groups across the world through the provision of support and resources. As a result of being weakened in their operational base in the Middle East, Al-Qaeda began to rely more heavily on cooperative Islamic counterparts around the world, including those in Southeast Asia. In the Philippines, Al-Qaeda has funded the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) and Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG); in Malaysia it has links to Kumpulan Mujahidin Malaysia (KMM), to the Arakan Rohingya Nationalist Organisation (ARNO) and to the Rohingya Solidarity Organisation (RSO) in Myanmar, and to the Jemmah Salafiyah (JS) in Thailand (Gunaratna 2006). This list is by no means exhaustive; the clandestine nature of local terror groups and the fragmented structure of the Al-Qaeda network make it difficult to trace the relationship between those providing or receiving support.
Since 2013, the influence of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has grown in Southeast Asia, in some views surpassing the threat posed by Al-Qaeda and its affiliated local networks to the region. Analysts believe that around 30 militant groups operating in the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia have pledged their allegiance to ISIS. While the old guard of JI remained loyal to Al-Qaeda, other groups such as Jamaah Ansharut Tauhid (JAT) and Mujahidin Indonesia Timur (MIT) joined in support of ISIS. More broadly, ‘the dramatic rise of ISIS has energized the transnational Islamist terrorist movement in Southeast Asia, which has been decimated by strong security and law enforcement action in the past decade or so’ (Ramakrishna, 2017: 4). In addition to affiliation with ISIS, the war in Syria has created a battlefield in which foreign fighters, including from Southeast Asia ‘may develop their military skills, strengthen their ideology and regional contacts, to considerably heighten the terrorist threat to the region in time to come’ as they return (Chan, 2015: 5). This is adding to the security challenge posed by transnational terrorist groups in Southeast Asia.
Solutions and Responses

In order to deal effectively with terrorism, long-term solutions must be found and the root causes of militancy addressed. Establishing both how and why some people and groups turn to violence and terror tactics is a complex task, and finding effective counter-measures is difficult. For instance, violence in the southern provinces of Thailand continues despite the proactive stance adopted by political leaders that included Thaksin Shinawatra’s declaration of a state of emergency in 2005. Theories abound as to the causes of this conflict; economic disparity between Islamic and Buddhist communities, and between the affected provinces and the rest of Thailand, have been suggested as a potential source of tension, but there is little empirical evidence for these claims. Studies suggest that ideological factors are more likely to be at the root of the recent resurgence in violence, rather than economic conditions (Srisompoba and Panyasak, 2007) and Lutz and Lutz (Chapter 22) point out that the link between poverty and terrorism is ambiguous. 

Identifying the roots of terrorism will most likely lie at the heart of formulating effective responses; although it may be that the state is not the best-placed agent to deal with the issue. Critics of state-centric security responses argue that terrorism is founded in socio-economic problems, typically in weak or struggling states, where ruling elites may exacerbate problems rather than solve them. How policy makers think about terrorism affects the measures they are likely to prescribe; as explained in Chapter 22, treating terrorism as warfare, a criminal problem, or as a disease will require different action in response. Most likely, an amalgamation of the three approaches is required; treating terrorism as a disease, with symptoms and causes, allows us to address the roots of terrorism in communities, whilst the state is best mobilized through the terrorism as warfare or crime approach. The ‘war on terror’ that followed 9/11 and the subsequent destruction of much of the Al-Qaeda network illustrates the possible successes of the warfare approach, as well as the potential side effect of further alienating Muslim communities and exacerbating radicalization. This is markedly apparent by the rise of the so-called Islamic State from 2013 onwards, where warfare in the Middle East region fuelled an even more extreme offshoot of Al-Qaeda. The terrorism as crime framework is advantageous because police forces and intelligence services are well designed to investigate and prosecute terror suspects, although their resources are limited compared to those of military departments that are charged with state security. However, police forces are usually better trained than the military to conduct complex hostage negotiations, and crucially, police forces are designed to protect citizens and civilian structures in a way that military operations are not designed to do. Criminalization of terrorist groups also inhibits their access to mainstream populations and resources; in Indonesia, the state’s initial reluctance to criminally pursue JI allowed the group to expand its terrorist activities, particularly through the dissemination of propaganda and recruitment campaigns. This inaction in part contributed to the events in Bali in 2002, and serves as a warning to all that complacency is not an option; both states and their citizens will suffer if extremism is left unchecked.
Civil Society Engagement
To view terrorism as a disease within society suggests that the causes of the phenomena should be identified, explained, and addressed. This framework suggests that to effectively tackle terrorism requires an approach that addresses the roots of extremism, beginning in the communities where the radicalization begins. This has become more complex as such communities are not always physical. As evidenced by the growing number of European, Russians, and Americans attempting to join the Islamic State after being recruited on the Internet, these communities are often based online. 

State agencies alone are unable to tackle the roots of extremism, and for engagement with marginalized, radicalized, or alienated community groups, it is essential to mobilize non-governmental actors. Civil society actors, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), voluntary groups, community groups, and civic organizations, can be involved in both the formulation and implementation of counter-terrorist policy. Internet Service Providers and other telecommunication providers can also be involved in working with counter-terror policy. These organizations are often perceived by target communities to be more trustworthy than state institutions, and can provide a crucial point of liaison between communities and agents in law enforcement or security offices. It has, for example, been suggested that empowering villages in the Philippines through grassroots-based, ‘community-oriented policing’ could be successful in preventing violent extremism (De Leon, Rufo, and Pablo, 2018). An additional advantage of civil society involvement is that many organizations already work to address existing grievances that may lead to violent radicalization or participation in criminal groups, such as the marginalization of young people. Inclusion of civil society groups in government policy will also facilitate inclusive platforms of dialogue between communities and the state, providing an antidote to the exclusion that feeds extremism. Examples of effective civil society involvement include human rights groups and women’s empowerment groups in Indonesia that have collaborated to develop and spread an alternative narrative of Islam, working with the government and disseminating their message through mosques and local schools. 

Conclusion 

From an international perspective, both Al-Qaeda and the so-called Islamic State pose a significant global threat, whilst regional groups continue to terrorize and kill within domestic populations on a daily basis. If future terror attacks are to be prevented anywhere in the world, regional governments and security apparatus must tackle local terror groups, and international support may be required to do this. Transnational cooperation is essential to deal with the global jihadist movement, but the issues are complicated by internal political dynamics, and lack of trust between states (Gunaratna 2006: 7). The range of causes that lead to devastating terror attacks, such as those in Bali in 2002, are so complex that effective solutions will need to be multifaceted, multi-agency, and international. A multi-sectoral response that incorporates private and public sector actors, and that works on projects within communities as well as political leaders, is the most effective way to combat terrorism but one that will require long-term commitment and resources from across the world.

Questions:

(1) How can states with distinct differences coordinate to effectively eliminate transnational terrorist organizations operating across borders? What are the risks and how should each state proceed?

(2) The rapid development of information technology since 2001 has facilitated the decentralization of the world’s terrorist networks. Simultaneously, technological developments have enabled governments to build stronger surveillance capabilities. What are the privacy or political concerns that this monitoring illustrates? Is it worth having the surveillance to eliminate terrorism?

(3) What are the benefits and disadvantages of addressing terrorism as war, crime, and disease? How successful is each approach likely to be in combating transnational terrorism?

(4) To what extent should a government be allowed to dissolve civil liberties in an effort to increase security? Can repression by governments have unintended consequences?
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