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Introduction:
 
On October 23rd, 2017 ISIL forces charged through the
Philippine city of Malawi capturing entire blocks of buildings.
The ensuing response carried out by the Philippines’ army
came to be known as the battle for Malawi. After five months
of gruelling house to house combat, the ISIL forces were
defeated and surrendered. Approximately 1200 lives were
lost, including 500 civilians. Scenarios like this, although
smaller in the numbers of combatants, are happing throughout
the entire Southeast Asian sphere, especially in the
Philippines and Indonesia, were a large radical Muslim
minority live. The recent success of ISIL in the middle east
was the injection these radicals needed to become part of the
so called ´´Daesh´´ or form their own radical groups. Because
of the complicated bureaucracy of Southeast Asian countries
and the underfunding of counter-terrorist groups, radical
Muslim cells are often well founded and supplied by wealthy
patrons. Put together with the complicated geography of
Southeast Asia, these groups thrive on small archipelagos
creating bases of operations from which they launch attacks.
Without assistance Southeast Asian counter-terrorism units
are unable, and sometimes unwilling, to conventionally
eliminate these cells, due to them being under-founded and
lacking motivation. Since the battle of Malawi, the militant
Muslim groups have not dared to attack a bigger target and
the collapse of ISIL certainly didn´t help. However, a sever
threat is still on the horizon if they are let to exist undisturbed.
 
The Issue:

Terrorism is not new to Southeast Asia. For much of the Cold
War, the activities of a variety of domestic nationalist and
religious militant groups posed a significant challenge to the
region's internal stability. Since the 1990s, however, the
residual challenge posed by militant extremism has risen in



reaction to both the force of modernization pursued by many
Southeast Asian governments and the political influence of
radical Islam. Considering this it is of mass importance to not
group all countries together, instead to understand them as
separate entities with specific problems having a general
problem of Islamic radicals.

 

 

 

 

Indonesia

Traditionally militant’s opposing the government structure in
Indonesia were responsible for terrorist attacks in Indonesia.
Separatist movements such as Darum Islam, Fretitin and
Geraken Aceh Merdeka amongst many others were often held
responsible for attacks against the Indonesian government and
state. However, recent terrorist attacks can be accounted to a
shift in terrorist ideology. The main terrorist front has now
shifted from separatism to radical Islam. This can be in part
attributed to the success of al-Qaeda and ISIL. Both groups
have a strong interest in Indonesia and are providing political
and financial support to radical Muslim cells in Indonesia. A
target of these terrorist attacks has also changed to tourism
centers and western institutions, former being Indonesian
government structures, an example being a 2002 suicide-
attack on a hotel in Bali, Indonesia, which claimed more than
200 lives, half of them being international visitors mainly
from Australia. The subsequent outrage by the international
community led to the collapse of tourism in Indonesia which
hurt the economy bad.

This led to a change in policy by the Indonesian government,
forming a counter-terrorist unit Detachment 88, which was
successfully ably to hunt down the key members behind the
attack and many others. Since then, terrorist cells in Indonesia
have grown more and more insignificant in the field of
orchestrating attacks against a large target. This can be
attributed to the Detachment´s88 ability to eliminate all key
figure head and leaders and their consistent crackdowns on
suspected cells.

Since 2011, terrorist attacks seemed to shift, from targeting
mainly western centers, to attacking Indonesian police. The



police and their organs (Detachment 88) were able to
successfully crack-down on many radical calls and in
retaliation the Cirebon Cell began targeting police officials.
On April 15th, 2011 a suicide bomber killed 2 police officials,
In October the same year a police station was ambushed, and
the entire garrison was killed, In September 2012 a police car
was shot at. However, all these attacks lacked the preparation
and skill to be as effective as the former Jemmah Isamiyah
were.

This situation continues until know, with the police force
being unable to eliminate all resistance, but the terrorists
being unable to achieve significant goals.

 

Philippines

The Philippines has been a breeding ground for terrorists
since the end of the 20. century. Militant groups like Abu
Sayyaf Group or Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF)
operate in south Philippines, where a rugged terrain, poverty,
weak government law and a Muslim minority make it hard for
the government to successfully root them out. Since 2006,
south Philippines have been on the list of ´´terrorist safe
heavens´´. The Philippines government has virtually no
control over the Sulu archipelago and the Island of Mindanoa
(south Philippine’s) and thus it has become a breeding ground
for radical militant groups.

Since 2004 numerous new militant groups sprung up, often
combating with each other for local dominance. With the
government’s inability to supress these groups many terrorist
attacks were carried out, the largest being a 2006 ferry
bombing, which killed 130 people, many of whom foreign
visitors. Similar attacks continued throughout the next year,
resulting in hundred dead and thousands displaced.
International groups like al-Qaeda started supporting and
funded their own attacks through local organisations like the
Moro Islamic Liberation Front.

Since, President Rodrigo Duterte took office in 2016, he
declared a war on drugs, establishing new counter-terrorist
units and supporting government crackdowns on suspected
criminals. The militant organisations reacted and started
actively bombing and killing police officials and other
government staff. This escalated into the battle of Malawi,
where an Islamic terrorist group Jemaah Islamiyah attacked



the city of Malawi and tried to seize it. After a gruelling 5-
month-old siege they were defeated, but this was a clear show
of just what these groups are capable of. The war on drugs led
to thousands of dead, mainly in the poorer areas in southern
Philippine’s where a shout out between police and militant
groups are on the daily bases.

Although, the Philippines government has tried to root-out
terror, they are fighting fire with an even smaller fire. Their
police and task forces are poorly founded, unequipped, poorly
trained and demoralized by the staggering loss of live. If this
state of order prevails, Philippines can very easily become a
new Mexico, plunged into a never-ending fight between the
government and militants.

Other countries:

Other states in Southeast Asia has also seen a rapid rise in
terrorist activities, although not that alarming yet. Namely
Malaysia and their radical Muslim fighters coming back from
the middle east and Myanmar and their Rohingya crisis. Both
states have seen a growth in the number of active terrorist
cells and attacks. These can be contributed to many factors,
such as the rise of ISIL and the economic instability facing the
entire Southeast Asian area.

Malaysia has been a breeding ground for foreign fighters
since the Soviet invasion into Afghanistan. Because of its
relative economic stability, compared to other Southeast Asian
states, it has now suffered from direct attacks by terrorist
groups on their home soil. Rather, they have become a
breeding ground for foreign fighters who are indoctrinated
online, through social media and websites, and then leave
Malaysia to fight as foreigners. These could be most notably
seen when hundreds of Malaysians travelled to fight for ISIL
in Syria. Now, after the fall of ISIL they are coming back, and
the Malaysian state faces a potential threat of having terrorist
on their soil.

Myanmar has made international headlines when, what some
may call genocide and others forceful displacing, they
relocated millions of Rohingyas (Muslims). This has led to
condemnation by the international community and sanctioned
imposed upon the government. It also helped radical Islam to
spread it the Rohingya minority. Now the state of Myanmar
must face the rapid radicalisation of a part of their own
population. This has resulted in many deadly clashes between
the government police and Muslim Rohingyas resulting in an



even greater death toll.

 
Key Events
 
 
Event/Date Explanation
ISIL Islamic State of Syria and Levant (terrorist

organisation)
al-Queda Terrorist organisation, orchestrated the 9/11 attacks
Abu Sayyaf Group Terrorist organisation, operating in Southeast Asia
´´War on drugs´´ Series of actions tending toward the prohibition of

drugs
Mono Islamic Liberation Front
(MILF)

Terrorist group operating in south Philippines

Moro National Liberation Front
(MNLF)

Terrorist group operating Philippines and Indonesia

Dirty bomb Bomb which combines radiological and
conventional weaponry

Foreign Fighters Mercenaries fighting in foreign countries without
the indulgence if their home country

Daesh The Arabic name for ISIL
Battle of Malawi Battle between Islamist and Philippines armed

forces for the control of Malawi
2016 The year when Philippines declared war on drugs.

 
 
 
Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue
Many countries have tried to eliminate the terrorist threat each
to a limited degree of success. The Philippines are trying to
eliminate fire with fire by declaring their war on drugs.
Indonesia has created specially trained units (Detachment 88)
to eliminate terrorist cells one by one. Other countries such as
the US has helped by sending financial and material support
to Philippine’s in their war on drugs
 
 
Since taking office in 2016, President Rodrigo Duerte has
declared a ´´war on drugs´´ and martial law in south
Philippines. This has created turmoil in that part of the
country. Since, groups like MILF or MNLF have their bases
of operation on small island near the Sulu archipelago it is
nearly impossible for the government forces to eliminate them
conventionally. Instead they focused on local drug gangs and
narco-barons which resulted in thousands of deaths, especially
in the poorer regions of south Philippines where there is
almost no government control.
 
The Indonesian government has implemented a similar yet
different solution. Instead of a large-scale government crack-



down, specialised units like Detachment 88 are being used to
eliminate terrorist cells. This was very effective at the start,
being able to eliminate all leaders behind the biggest bombing
in Indonesian history and virtually eliminating all major
figureheads in the Islamic front. However, now the progress
has slowed down, with the terrorist groups becoming more
and more guerrilla militias then active terrorist cells and with
continued funding of these groups by wealthy individuals.
This has resulted in a change of policy by the Indonesian
state, to support more widespread government crack downs,
which has led to a similar situation like in the Philippines.
 
The International community, namely the US, has tried to help
by providing financial and material support the Philippines
government. It has also sent US advisors to Philippines, in
order to help their government combating the extreme amount
of terrorist cells in their country. Many member states have
also decided to freeze financial accounts of any individuals
who are suspected to be associated with these groups, slowly
crippling their economic status.
 
Possible Solutions
 
 
● Financial aid
● Government crackdowns
● More monitoring
● War on drugs
● Re-education
● More autonomy
● And many others
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