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JAKARTA – On Wednesday, 14 February 
2018, The Habibie Center (THC) held its 
Talking ASEAN dialogue entitled “Armed 
Extremism in Southeast Asia and the Role 
of ASEAN” at The Habibie Center Building 
in Jakarta. 

This edition of Talking ASEAN was 
moderated by Muhamad Arif 
(Researcher, ASEAN Studies Program, 
The Habibie Center)  and featured an 
expert panel made up of  Prof. Jennifer S. 
Oreta (Professor at the Ateneo de Manila 
University, Former Assistant Secretary 
for the Office of the Presidential Adviser 
on the Peace Process, the Republic of 
the Philippines), Dete Aliyah (Executive 
Director, SeRVE Indonesia (Society 
Against Radical & Violent Extremism)), 
and Dr. Mohammad Hasan Ansori (Senior 
Researcher, Conflict Monitoring and 
Resolution, The Habibie Center).

The objectives of this Talking ASEAN were 
to: (a) discuss the current state state of 
armed extremism in ASEAN, especially in 
the southern Philippines and its impact on 
ASEAN, (b) identify national and regional 
challenges and opportunities to counter 
growing threat of violent extremism, and 
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Among the key recommendations that 
emerged from this particular Talking 
ASEAN public dialogue were: (1) to 
establish a comprehensive concerted 
approach between the government and 
the society; (2) to find balance between 
state-based and community-based 
solutions; (3) to provide a comprehensive 
assessment per community, rather than 
a “one-size-fits-all” prescription; (4) to 
provide strong community-based peace 
and security programs, with strong 
emphasis on religious engagement, youth 
involvement, women empowerment, 
and ex-combatants; (5) to de-emphasize 
the role of violence in pursuing political 
ends through a strategic communication 
plan; and (6) to keep the momentum 
going through sustainable and long-term 
solution.

(c) explore area of cooperations among 
ASEAN countries in addresing this issue.

This discussion report summarizes the 
key points of each speaker, as well as 
the question and answer session that 
followed.
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Prof. Oreta outlined at the beginning 
of her presentation that she would 
cover some issues about the 
terrorism challenge, its impact to the 
compounding problems, and strategies 
to move forward using convergence 
and community policing approaches.

First of all, Prof. Oreta explained the 
givens and the assumptions of the 
terrorism challenge. She saw that 
violent extremism is growing in the 
Mindanao region of the Philippines. 
One of the reasons behind the sense 
of public frustation felt among those 
who lived in the Autonomous Region 
of Muslim Mindanao areas is the 
failure of the Philippine government 
to pass the proposed Bangsamoro 
Basic Law as the legal translation of 
the political agreement between 
the government and the rebel group 
MILF. The Government remains at the 
forefront in addressing violent extrimism 
and terrorism activities, while the local 
government plays the pivotal role as 
the ‘front-line’ institution. On the other 
side, civil society organizations also 
have shown interest and commitment 
in the peace process. However, it 
was noted that CSOs are also divided 
between those with sincere intentions 
to help, and those with hidden interests.

The aforementioned failure to pass the 
Bangsamoro Basic Law has  transformed 
Central Mindanao into a safe-haven 
for members of various terrorist 

organizations. Central Mindanao has 
seen a rise in terrorist movement. Most 
of these groups have since declared 
allegiance to the Islamic State. In 
addition to the growth of terrorist safe-
havens, the Philippines is also facing 
problems with those who have gone to 
fight in foreign lands and return home 
to an existing organization or create a 
new organization. These returnees are 
mostly inspired to continue fighting in 
the home-front. The returning overseas 
Filipino workers or overseas contract 
workers who have been radicalized 
abroad further has further added 
additional concerns for the Philippine 
government.

The presence of these returnees has 
changed the landscape of armed 
conflicts. Returning terrorist fighters 
are able to internationalize the 
local domestic conflict using their 
international network of connections. 
They also bring new ideas and skills 
in fighting and in developing war 
instruments. Prof. Oreta added that 
these returning terrorist fighters manage 
to create safe havens to other foreign 
terrorist fighters.

The discussion went on to address three 
important groups that have pledged 
allegiance to DAESH, namely Rajah 
Sulayman Movement, the Abu Sayyaf 
Group, and the Maute Group. It is 
important to note that in the Philippine 
context, violent extremism latches on 
to the legitimate grievance against 
perceived or actual injustice against 
the Bangsamoro people. The Daulah 
ideology has facilitated the alliance of 
groups that are traditionally divided by 
ethnicity and history. It also facilitates 
the linking of local-domestic conflicts 
with a global struggle. 

Prof. Jennifer S. Oreta
(Professor at the Ateneo de Manila 
University, Former Assistant Secretary 
for the Office of the Presidential 
Adviser on the Peace Process, the 
Republic of the Philippines)
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Prof. Oreta further shared a success 
story of turning an ex-combatants to 
be a “peace holder”. The first strategy 
is to use “Whole of Government 
Convergence Approach.” The first 
phase includes security engagement 
of armed forces as well as a series of 
sustained confidence building acts 
which involve CSOs. The second 
phase includes development by 
providing access to services and better 
livelihoods as well as traditional and 
social communications.

The second strategy is called 
Community Policing as a collaborative 
approach in managing peace and 
order in the community. The goal of 
this strategy is to increase community 
participation in crime reduction and 
prevention and security management, 
increase the level of community 
resources devoted to crime reduction 
efforts, and increase the confidence 
of people to participate in community 
activies.

Lastly, Prof Ireta emphasized that the two 
strategies need to converge by creating 
a framework both from the government 
and the whole society. The government 
side needs to provide a comprehensive 
assessment per community. This cannot 
be a “one-size-fits-all” prescription. On 
the society side, it needs to provide 
strong community-based peace and 
security program that is tailor-fitted 
per community, with strong emphasis 
on religious engagement, youth 
involvement, women empowerment, 
and ex-combatants. It also requires 
de-emphasizing the role of violence 
in pursuing political ends through a 
strategic communication plan: “invest 
on peace” and not “rewards for 
violence.”

According to Ms. Aliyah, there are a 
number of challenges for ASEAN in 
dealing with the growing threat of armed 
extremism. First, the geographical 
landscape of Southeast Asia enables 
easy and cheap access for the 
movement of people and dangerous 
goods. Second, the strong bond among 
Muslims, especially with those who they 
see as persecuted groups and their 
lack of understanding about the issue 
in Syria and Afgahanistan as well as the 
dream of building a new caliphate in the 
region have step up this brotherhood 
solidarity. Third, transnational marriage 
also contributes to build, expand, 
and strengthen the network of these 
terrorists. Not to mention the very 
challenge coming from ASEAN law 
enforcement themselves—the ease to 
fake travel documents.

There are also socio-political aspects 
that come into play. Ms. Aliyah argued 
there has been an ongoing politicization 
of issue, such as labelling political 
conflict as reglious conflict. There are 
also people who are vulnerable for 
recruitment. Those who live in poverty, 
have limited access to education, have 
strong kinship, friendship, or discipleship 
are the best target for systematic 
recruitment methods. 

Further on in her presentation, Ms. Aliyah 
put a special focus on one vulnerable 
group, particularly women and children. 
Terrorism used to be a very masculine 
issue. But nowadays, women have also 
become prone and potential targets 

Dete Aliyah
 (Executive Director, SeRVE Indonesia 
(Society Against Radical & Violent 
Extremism))



for recruitment. Instead of acting as a 
passive and domestic actor, women 
could also encourage their spouse and 
children to engage with radical groups. 
They take important roles in violence 
extremism acts, such as finance, suicide 
bombers, or networkers.

Considering those challenges above, 
Ms. Aliyah suggested a number 
of strategies to address the issue. 
It requires cooperation from legal 
enforcement in terms of a more strict 
border and immigration control as 
well as paperwork process. On the 
issue of identity, Ms. Aliyah strongly 
suggested that it should be countered 
immediately and treated equally. 
Knowledge education and counter 
narrative strategy should also be done 
online and offline. At the ASEAN level, 
we need to build network among the 
states and CSOs, and establish joint 
concrete activities, such as evidence 
based research.

ASEAN already has numerous 
initiatives. However, the main problems 
lie in its concrete implementation, 
coordination among existing initiatives, 
and communication among the 
stakeholders.
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Dr. Mohammad Hasan 
Ansori
Senior Researcher, Conflict Monitoring 
and Resolution, The Habibie Center

ASEAN’s policy and practice play a 
role in fighting terrorism? Third, what 
are ASEAN approach, challenges, 
and modalities in addressing this issue?

Dr. Ansori argued that the world is 
currently at the fourth period of global 
war. Since the 1970s, the global focus 
has shifted to the War against Terrorism. 
Internal war has been currently a 
dominant global phenomenon, 
especially after the end of Cold War.

Southeast Asia itself does not do 
quite bad in terms of terrorism trend 
released by the Global Terrorism 
Index. When we compare this region 
to South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, or 
the Western Europe, Southeast Asia 
has the smallest number of terrorist 
attacks. After 9/11, there is indeed an 
increasing trend of terrorist attack in 
Southeast Asia. It reached its peak in 
2010 and continues to be fluctuative. 
Dr. Ansori further compared the trend 
on the 10 ASEAN Member States. It turns 
out that the Philippines and Thailand 
have the highest terrorist attack rate. 
The pattern in these two countries 
coincides with each other. When the 
trend is increasing in the Philippines, 
it will also increase in Thailand, and 
vice versa. However, we need to 
keep in mind that this Global Terrorism 
Index has a very flexible criteria. For 
example, in Indonesia, Front Pembela 
Islam (FPI) and Pemuda Pancasila are 
both included in this Index.

The Habibie Center itself has started 
its own terrorism database called 
Deteksi-Indonesia. It is a large 
quantitative database of terrorist 
events in Indonesia, covering 34 
provinces containing burgeoning 
events and a wide range of variables. 
Once it is made available by the end 

Dr. Ansori started off his presentation 
by providing some guiding questions 
to the audience. First, what is the trend 
and dynamic of the terrorist threat in 
Southeast Asia? Second, how does 
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of this year, the public can access this 
database freely.

Dr. Ansori moved to analyze the data 
explained previously. He saw that 
Southeast Asia has been the home and 
fertile ground for terrorist networks for 
decades, such as Jemaah Islamiyah, 
Al Qaeda and now ISIS. Some of the 
explaining factors, as mentioned 
by previous speakers include history 
of political violence, high levels of 
poverty, porous borders, political 
corruption, loosening political controls, 
and ignorance toward the insurgence 
of militant groups.

He saw that there is the need for 
a regional collective cooperation. 
Terrorism is considered as a trans-
national threat, therefore it requires 
an inter-connected collective 
strategy, including: inter-state agency 
cooperation, analysis and assesment 
of inter-agencies, intelligence sharing, 
and military capacity collaboration.

There are also a number of challenges for 
regional cooperation against terrorism. 
Different perception and assessment of 
the terrorist threat remains apparent. 
In addition to this, different political will 
also lead to different perceptions on 
concrete approaches to fight terrorism 
which create different capabilities 
of the national military and budget 
and law enforcement agencies. In 
return, regional cooperation always 
refers back to the principle of non-
interference and national sovereignty.

Fortunately, according to Dr. Ansori, 
ASEAN has all sorts of modalities 
for regional cooperation, namely: 
information  exchange  among member 
states, member states’ humanitarian 
assistances, legal frameworks and joint 
declarations, Ministerial or Defense 
Ministers’ meetings, sub-regional 
cooperation, and cooperation with 
external partner.



QUESTION AND 
ANSWER SESSION



Comment No. 1: There has been a rumour about Rizieq’s return to Indonesia this 
month. What are the panelists’ thoughts and views? On terrorism issue, it seems 
that the Philippines and Thailand have their turns in dealing with the issue. Now, 
this trend is leaning towards Indonesia. What’s your comment on that?

Comment No. 2: The Philippines and Indonesia share the same issue: we’ve 
been facing terrorism from all parts of the country. Indonesia has succeeded in 
implementing the hard approach, but not the soft approach. What about the 
Philippines? Secondly, terrorist activity in Marawi is considered done. But now, 
people worry that they might come to Indonesia. Why did they at the first place 
decide to establish a caliphate state in the Philippines?

Comment No. 3: The Rohingya case has been a serious bloodblath while the 
international community can only be the spectators. How should we approach 
that as a Muslim? On a different note, when we approach the issue of terrorism, 
we always talk about side effects. I believe that there are also unsolved ongoing 
problems. The major powers don’t take responsibility and ended up providing 
safe havens for terrorism to bloom.

Comment No .4: What is the root of of terrorism? How terror is created? People 
said ISIS is created by countries. 

SESSION I

RESPONSE
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Prof. Jennifer S. Oreta ; Our military recognized that a hard approach never 
wins. The military is now shifting focus by redefining their role in supporting 
deradicalization.  The root cause of extremism is not because they simply want 
to rebel but more on the legitimate reasons, such as social injustice and the 
government’s failure to deliver services. There is also a recognition that because of 
these structural and historical injustice, the solution has to be comprehensive—a 
balance between a military solution and convergence approach.

Now how to solve the root of the problems? I believe it’s in the heart of the locals. 
I still believe in regional cooperation and etc, but this is not an operational unit. 
As we know, the real challenge is how to operationalize the framework. It can 
only be effective at the local level.

Ms. Dete Aliyah: We’ve done both soft and hard approaches in Indonesia. Hard 
approach is good to give deterrence. However this also creates a whole new set 
of problems of creating a new generation of terrorists. It will create a desire by 
their fellow groups and families to take revenge. That is why we heavily criticize 
a mililtary approach. Indonesia is now trying to implement a soft approach, 
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but it hasn’t been optimal because we lack people who can do monitoring 
after the soft approach is taken. Our government has been providing capital 
support, but there is no tangible follow up. Money does not solve radicalism. 
NGOs are also in the learning and evaluation process to see whether a soft 
approach is working.

I definitely agree that we need to address the root of terrorism. Many CSOs 
have provided opinion to the government that it is not merely about ideological 
issues but also socio-cultural ones. Therefore, a hard approach won’t help to 
solve the problems. Most of their grievances are about injustice. So we need to 
learn to solve the injustice. There are also so many players in the issue, it is not 
easy to solve the problem

The case of Rohingya is not merely about slaughtering Muslims by Buddhists. 
There is also a long history related to the British. The Myanmar government has 
tried to solve it but it also includes many delicates issue, therefore they cannot 
react to the expectation of the international community. We can expect them 
to create a statement in order to help international community understand  
what is really going on.

Dr. Mohammad Hasan Ansori: Based on an intensive discussion with Densus 88, 
Indonesia has put all energies to understand and assess from different kinds of 
perspective and dimensions. There had been public criticism towards all the 
initiatives taken so far. However there has not been any proper evaluation of 
the initiatives to determine to what extent they were successful or not. But we 
keep doing all these initiatives anyway.

The root of terrorism has always been sensitive for the government, because the 
definition of terrorism is always normative and state-oriented. State can brand 
something as terrorism, but we never know to what extent it is really a state of 



terror. We can see it from the macro perspective, such as: ideology, globalization, or 
thr colonialization by the west in Middle East. But we cannot dismiss the micro ones: 
hijrah for very personal reason, the feeling of discriminated, etc.

The latest Rohingya crisis has two different perspectives between the Burmese 
government and international community. The international community says what’s 
going on in there is ethnic cleansing, genocide, or a humanitarian nightmare. 
However, the Burmese government frames it as a fight against terrorism. 

Prof. Jennifer S. Oreta: Even the leader of the Daulah was killed, it does not mean that 
it is the end of them. The military believes that they will be able to bring up a second 
line of leaders.

Comment No .5: There’s a rumour that Amin Baco has been made the leader. How 
big is the influence of his leadership?

Comment No .5: Do hoax and fake news, feed well in the growing presence of 
radicalism? Is this trend of radicalism a back-flute of globalization?

SESSION II

RESPONSE
Prof. Jennifer S. Oreta: We heard abour Amin Baco but it’s not confirmed yet. Compared 
to Hapilon, he is not as influential but has the potential. The military continue to look 
for those who pledge alliance to IS. If the government fails to address the sentiment, 
it’s a possible route for radicalization. It requires a concerted government and society 
approach. The word “fake news” is so fluid. Some call it propaganda or advocacy 
material. I believe it contributes to channelling people’s emotions and anger. They 
are manipulating and contributing to radical effort of some organizations.

Ms. Dete Aliyah: In the former case of the former Jakarta Governor, fake news 
contributes to all the growing  sentiments against Ahok.  There was also a discourse 
mentioning that Muslims cannott respond to globalization. In fact, radical groups  
have now changed the strategy. It used to be them against democracy, but now 
they use democracy to advance their agenda.

The nature of terrorist threat in Southeast Asia requires an inclusive approach. It 
cannot be dominated by states. We need to find balance between state-based 
and community-based solution.

Question and Answer Session 10
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