“Security Cooperation and Governance in Southeast Asia:  Responding to Terrorism, Insurgency, and Separatist Violence in Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines” held in Singapore, 26-28 Sep 06


1. SUBJECT.  Executive Summary for the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies (APCSS) and the Institute for Defence and Strategic Studies (IDSS) co-hosted conference on “Security Cooperation and Governance in Southeast Asia:  Responding to Terrorism, Insurgency, and Separatist Violence in Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines” held in Singapore, 26-28 September 2006

2. DISCUSSION.
a.  Overview:  The patterns of political violence associated with Thailand’s south, with Indonesia’s Aceh province, with the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) and the New People’s Army (NPA) in the Philippines, and even with Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) in Indonesia, display many similarities despite their clearly unique and individual characteristics.  These common elements are frequently overlooked because these regions and their associated militant movements are generally dealt with separately and seen in their own particular context.  Comparative analysis reveals that across the region:

· Political violence typically manifests itself at the peripheries of the nation states in regions that are marginal and marginalized and where much of the local population feels neglected by the government in the remote capital
· Porous borders and high levels of traditional mobility mean that security forces find it difficult to track and interdict militants and the flow of weapons
· The response of the security forces has been generally problematic and has tended to exacerbate problems by consolidating the perverse synergies of mutual interest between protagonists that sustain conflict and by radicalizing individuals and groups that are the victims of excessive brutality
· The absence of sufficient trust between local communities and security agencies makes sustained ‘community policing’ difficult in the areas where it is most required
· National governments have, in some cases, failed to adequately engage with legitimate underlying grievances that are only partly economic in nature and poorly understood
· The legitimacy and ‘soft power’ of national governments is further diminished by corruption, poor governance at the local level, and the failure of hope in the absence of evidence that conditions will ever improve, and
· In short: where governance fails political violence follows
b.  Conference Objectives:

· Achieve a comprehensive and up to date assessment of the current status and prospects for resolution of the three primary security threats facing Southeast Asia today: separatism, insurgency, and terrorism. The focus is on Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand

· Identify the relationships and dynamics linking these three threats

· Absorb lessons learned from security responses to date, and

· Identify regional needs and opportunities for US engagement to address current and potential threats

c.  Key Findings:
Aceh

The December 26, 2004, earthquake and tsunami was critical in:  i) opening the way for international involvement in the region and providing the Indonesian military (TNI) an occasion to be rewarded for reform and openness; ii) focusing attention on achieving peace if long term aid was to continue to flow; iii) consolidating the political will of the Government of Indonesia (GOI) to push for a comprehensive settlement and; iv) in convincing the Free Aceh Movement (GAM) that the time had come for a negotiated conclusion to hostilities.
The second key factor was the presence of the newly elected president, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, who had a clear public mandate as a result of Indonesia’s first direct presidential elections, a good working relationship with his former colleagues in the TNI, and considerable prior experience in the Wahid and Megawati administrations as coordinating minister for political and security affairs in working toward a settlement in Aceh.

The current approach of the GOI is broadly on the right track in dealing with Aceh but in needs to be encouraged to continue along this path and not allow local TNI and aberrant GAM figures to disrupt the peace process.

Southern Thailand

The underlying issue is essentially an ethno-nationalist one – it is bound up with Malay identity and the failure of the government in Bangkok to accommodate Malay aspirations.  Religion is very much a secondary issue.  This is about Malayness not about Islam, and linkages with ulama (Islamic scholars), mosque and madrasah (Islamic schools) are secondary and essentially coincidental as sites for traditional Malay community consultation and leadership.

As with Aceh, Wahhabism has made surprisingly little headway amongst Thailand’s Malay communities – these traditionalist communities are antagonistic to Wahhabism.

There is so far no clear evidence of global jihadis such as JI being active in the south but if the conflict drags on this might change.

Malaysia is positioned to play a key role in working with Bangkok in the south but political will in Kuala Lumpur is constrained by the desire of United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), the governing party, to defeat Parti Islam Semalaysia (PAS), the Islamist opposition party in Kelantan.  It is estimated that there are 300,000 ethnic Malay Thai citizens living in Kelantan and possessing Malaysian identity cards, and therefore able to vote in Kelantan.

The approach of the Government of Thailand (GOT) in dealing with grievances in the south up until September 18, 2006 was wrong-headed and deeply flawed.  The ending of the Thaksin government may well lead to renewed engagement with the south but leaders such as the Muslim but ethnically Thai Gen Sonthi, whose previous efforts to engage with the south had been rebuffed by Thaksin, need to understand that the problem is essentially bound up with Malay identity rather than Islam.

Mindanao

Islam plays a much greater role in the southern Philippines than it does in southern Thailand but even there it is important to understand that Islam is but one factor in a very complicated mix.  

This is true even within the MILF which is so highly factionalized as to no longer represent a single, coherent, organization.  Some factions are strongly motivated by Islamist, and even jihadi Islamist, political aspirations whereas others are willing to negotiate with the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) and accept secular government and social pluralism.  The role of personal charisma and personal networks cannot be underestimated.  

There is a great multiplicity of key actors and most are very fluid in their orientation. This needs to be kept in mind in analyzing current and future JI links with MILF factions.

The ASG has been able to rebuild its force strength to a current level of around 600 fighters.  It continues to be the case that the ASG is best understood as a violent criminal group but the contribution of jihadi ideology, which ebbs and flows in the ASG, should not be ignored.

The Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP) and the NPA, its militant wing, represents a growing threat not only in the south but throughout the RP.  The CPP/NPA has demonstrated much better strategic planning and more disciplined focus than groups like MILF and ASG and has been much more successful in garnering broad public support in virtually every corner of the RP.

If the RP was a strong state with a growing economy it would still face a great challenge to deal with the current levels of insurgency, terrorism and separatism.  Given the persistent weakness of the state, however, it is difficult to see the GRP making sustained progress against these challenges, least of all in the south.  The GRP has done many things right in the south but much more is required.

Eastern Indonesia and Jemaah Islamiyah 

JI is much less a geographically-driven phenomenon than are the other movements discussed here but even so it too has been shaped by and benefited from ‘ungoverned spaces’.

JI began its ‘jihad’ in post-Soeharto Indonesia in the Eastern Indonesian regions of Maluku and Central Sulawesi by sending in mujahidin to exacerbate the communal conflict which erupted at the beginning of the decade.  Some within JI apparently wanted to confine JI’s activism to these troubled and weakly-governed regions but lost out to the pro-bombing faction of Samudra, Hambali, Azahari, and Top.  Now, substantially crippled and greatly constrained, it seems likely that JI will seek to rebuild and consolidate itself in Eastern Indonesia, and possibly, to a lesser extent, in the southern Philippines.

Just as the future of al-Qaeda, to a significant extent, appears to lie with semi-autonomous cells recruiting and acting outside of hierarchical control inspired and directed by the ‘idea of al-Qaeda’ rather than the organization, so too it appears that the JI of the future will be a much looser network that may well prove even more dangerous in the medium to long term. 

The response of the GOI and particularly the Indonesian police (POLRI) since the October 12, 2002 attack in Bali has exceeded all expectations.  Nevertheless, certain key matters require attention:  i) tensions between the Indonesian armed forces (TNI) and POLRI need to be resolved and the military and police should be encouraged to work together; ii) there needs also to be better cooperation between the relevant intelligence agencies, including POLRI intelligence and; iii) community policing needs to be developed across Indonesia, especially in Eastern Indonesia.

3. ACTION PLANS/FOLLOW THROUGH/LESSONS LEARNED

Lessons for the US and factors shaping the role of the US in the region

· International cooperation was key to the successful post-Bali actions against JI
· Whether desired or not US policy decisions around the world reverberate across the region
· Diminished perceptions in the region (as evidenced by Pew Research polling) of US legitimacy and the consequent erosion of its soft power (its capacity to influence and co-opt because of the esteem in which it is held) significantly hampers US engagement in the region.  This means that we need to be more thoughtful and sensitive about how we build and grow our partnerships in the region, particularly when working with Muslim societies and organizations
· The Jakarta Centre for Law Enforcement Cooperation (JCLEC) in Semarang, the Basilan model in the Philippines and the work of the Asia Foundation across Southeast Asia point the way to sort of work that the US and its allies will need to do in the region going forward
Action Points for US agencies (DoD, DoS, USAID etc.) and partners
· Continue to give attention to capacity building across the board, not least with agencies positioned to strengthen good governance and drive economic and social development and deliver social services

· Continue to encourage our regional partners with respect to timely intel exchange and inter-agency cooperation

· Give greater attention to the analysis of underlying issues in order to facilitate more strategic engagement with the enabling conditions

· Explore engagement with communities and civil society groups, including a broad spectrum of Islamic groups including even socially conservative Islamist political parties such as Malaysia’s Parti Islam Semalaysia (PAS) and Indonesia’s Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) in addressing enabling conditions, including the ideology of jihadi radicalism and violence
· Don’t try to get regional groups, including Islamic groups, to “carry our message”, which they are now more than ever disinclined to do, rather help them to see the threats and challenges that we see such that they can then articulate them passionately and effectively in their own way, based on their own convictions and priorities
· Don’t speak of partnering with “moderate Muslims” and risking damaging their integrity and legitimacy with our labels, rather speak of working with “mainstream Muslims” who, whether they be social conservatives or progressives, reject violence in the name of Islam
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