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The Terrorism Threat to Singapore

Singapore, a city-state in Southeast Asia, is known for its capitalist economy and being one of the busiest trading ports in the world.   With this comes a strong economy, but also a target for terrorism, since terrorists love a stage.  Coincidently, Southeast Asia has been identified as the “Second Front” on the war on terrorism
.  John Gershman, who originally coined the phrase of Southeast Asia being the “Second Front”, justified it with the following:

With the Taliban in Afghanistan having been routed, Southeast Asia—home to radical Islamist groups such as the Jemaah Islamiyah (JI), Abu Sayyaf, and the Kumpulan Mujahideen Malaysia (KMM)—was starting to seem like the new home base for the terrorist movement that had brought down the World Trade Center.

Singapore has indeed arrested many members of JI, especially in the first 12 months after 9/11.  With these arrests, and Singapore’s strong support for the U.S., JI has a strong motive to retaliate and attack Singapore.
  Along with the multiple bombings in nearby Indonesia by JI
, the question is not if, but when will Singapore be hit with another terrorist attack.  A member of the Singapore Armed Forces summarizes what many analysts have said in regard to Singapore being in the crosshairs of Islamic terrorists:

It is international terrorists and religious extremists who will present the biggest terrorist threat to Singapore, because of the Islamic extremist network established in the nearby Philippines, Malaysia, or Indonesia. In this age of worldwide hostility between Islamic radicals and Western nations, a main cause of international terrorism, Singapore is in danger of becoming caught in the cross fire, because of its pro-Western attitude and the abundance of Western targets on its soil. It is, therefore, my assessment that the next terrorist attack on Singapore will most likely be carried out by an international terrorist group, probably religiously motivated, attacking some Western interest.
  

This was stated just prior to 9/11.  Due to 9/11, and the movement of terrorists from Afghanistan to Southeast Asia as explained previously, this assessment has even more credibility today.  

Background on Past Terrorist Attacks


Fortunately, Singapore has not had many terrorist attacks.  Early on as it struggled for its independence (Singapore became a country in 1965), Singapore successfully defeated a communist insurgency that tried to rule over what is today Malaysia and Singapore.  Since then, there has only been 3 notable terrorist attacks within Singapore:

1. The 1965 MacDonald House Bombing by Indonesian Operatives:  This attack was a result of Indonesia being opposed to Singapore’s merger with Malaya at the time.  Singapore captured the operatives and they were convicted.

2. The 1974 Laju Incident by the Japanese Red Army and the Population Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP):  These terrorist groups were trying to disrupt the supply of oil from Singapore to South Vietnam, which was fighting alongside the United States against communist North Vietnam.  The terrorists eventually hijacked the ferryboat Laju and held 5 crew members hostage.  Singapore was able to negotiate the release of hostages in exchange for the terrorists’ safe passage to Kuwait.

3. The 1991 Singapore Airlines Flight 117 Hijacking by the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP):   The PPP was demanding the release from detention of former Pakistani Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto’s husband and other PPP members.  In a very successful counterterrorism effort, Singapore commando’s stormed the plane, killed the hijackers, and freed all of the 188 passengers and crewmembers unharmed.
 

Since 1991, there hasn’t been a terrorist attack within Singapore; however the threat today is much different than before, especially with the presence in Singapore and Southeast Asia of Al-Qaeda and its “partner” terrorist groups, such as JI.  Terrorist threats to Singapore today also differ in that they are homegrown and driven by religious radicalization with much bigger aims than the release of a few detainees.
JI in Singapore

Dr. Rohan Gunaratna, an international terrorist expert and head of terrorism research at the Institute for Defense and Strategic Studies in Singapore, had this to say about JI’s presence in Singapore: 

JI is a group set up by Osama bin Laden’s Al Qaeda network specifically to attack Western targets in Asia and advance its objectives in the region.  Many of the terrorists trained in Afghanistan have moved to theatres of conflict in the region and are in the neighborhood.

A study by the U.S. Congress on terrorism in Southeast Asia agrees, when they noted that in the late 1990s the locus of Al Qaeda’s Southeast Asia activity moved to Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia.

To the credit of Singapore’s countermeasures and their Internal Security Department (ISD), Singapore was the first country in the region to uncover the Jemaah Islamiyah presence.  In December 2001, Singapore discovered a network of JI operatives planning large scale attacks against Western interests in Singapore.  Its initial detention of JI operatives led to further arrests and the discovery of JI networks elsewhere in the region.

JI Plot in Singapore
In December 2001, the Singapore ISD arrested 15 people, of which 13 were members of JI.  At the time of the arrests, members of the group had been planning a series of bomb attacks in Singapore that would have had “catastrophic consequences”.    JI planned to attack a shuttle-bus that conveyed US military personnel and their families, the US and Israeli Embassies, the Australian and British High Commissions, commercial buildings housing US firms, and US naval vessels in Singapore.
  In August 2002, ISD arrested another 21 people, all of whom, except two, were members of JI.
  All 36 people arrested were done so under Singapore’s Internal Security Act (ISA).

The Singapore ISA allows the government to detain and hold individuals, even if it is based on only suspicion, if they present a threat to Singapore’s security.  Detainees can be held up to two years, however, it can be extended in two year intervals.  No trial is required.
  This is a very powerful countermeasure that allows Singapore’s counterterrorism teams to help stop any terrorist action in its infant stages without waiting before it is too late.  At the same time, it infringes on civilians human rights, at least as considered by many Western democracies and their recognition of the writ of habeas corpus.  However, as evident with Guantánamo Bay, the United States also realizes the need to detain people for extended periods of time as it relates to terrorism against the country.
Without getting into the argument of habeas corpus, the ISA does have its benefits.  For example, the ISA allowed Singaporean officials to detain and interview the JI members to understand their motives.  According to the well-known white paper that the Singapore Ministry of Home Affairs released to the public:

In Singapore, members of the JI network arrested in December 2001 disclosed that their original vision of an Islamic Indonesia had in recent years expanded into a vision for a Daulah Islamiya Nusantara (Islamic state or archipelago) consisting of Malaysia, Indonesia and Mindanao, into which Singapore and Brunei would inevitably be absorbed.

ISD’s assessment was that with the second batch of arrests and detentions in September 2002, the JI network in Singapore had been severely disrupted.  However, the Singapore government was quick to point out to their citizens that the threat from JI and other terrorist groups still existed and they needed to stay on guard, as evident from the bombings in Bali and the Philippines.
  As will be discussed later, major elements of Singapore’s security strategy is to both understand the terrorist’s mindset and to psychologically prepare its citizens for the next terrorist attack. 

JI is not the only terrorist group that threatens Singapore.  The Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) is also of great concern to Singapore.  Among the 18 terrorists detained in the September 2002 arrests, 3 had a deep association with the MILF.

Singapore’s National Security Strategy

Shortly after 9/11, Singaporean authorities launched aggressive operations to counter terrorist activities.
  After many countermeasures were put in place, Singapore published A Fight Against Terror: Singapore’s National Security Strategy to document these operations.  It was imperative for the Singapore government to make their strategy available to their citizens because a major element in their fight against terror is involving their citizens and preparing them for their role in defending the country.  

Singapore’s strategy is broken down into 3 components: Prevention, Protection, and Response.  However, those are largely the responsibility of the Singaporean government.  Additionally, Singapore’s strategy consists of “Total Defense”, efforts the citizens of Singapore can do to help protect the country. 


Following is a description and analysis of the countermeasures Singapore has developed.

Prevention

International Efforts
A signature element of Singapore’s countermeasures involves their reaching out to the international community for assistance.  The Australian Government has particularly noted how Singapore’s counter-terrorism cooperation with other countries has been crucial in developing the region’s ability to combat the terrorist threat.
  Working within the United Nations (UN) framework, Singapore helped pass the landmark United Nations Security Council Resolution 1373 of 2001, which established a legal foundation for international action against terrorism.  Singapore also signed the UN Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism in December 2001, ratifying it the following year.
  Singapore has also worked very closely with the United States.  Singapore is a leading participant in the US-led Proliferation Security Initiative, a multilateral effort to combat the spread of weapons of mass destruction.
  The first exercise in Southeast Asia was hosted by Singapore.
  Singapore was also the first Asian country to implement the US Container Security Initiative (CSI) in January 2003. The CSI aims to screen high-risk containers before they arrive at American ports.

Singapore has done a commendable job in engaging the international community in order to augment and enhance their countermeasures.  They have been the first country to support international efforts on many occasions, showing their resolve and action, not just words, to protect their country and the region.

Terrorist Financing


Singapore has been very aggressive in denying terrorists the funding they need to operate.  As has been noted by analysts, although many of the terrorist organizations in Southeast Asia are motivated by local agendas, many have benefited from logistical and financial support from international terrorist groups.
  As mentioned above, Singapore signed the UN Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism, however, in ratifying the act within their country, they added more teeth to it to allow Singapore to seize and forfeit terrorist assets without a criminal conviction.

Based on an in-dept study of terrorist financing countermeasures of ten Southeast Asian countries by Aurel Croissant and Daniel Barlow in the February 2007 issue of Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, Singapore, along with Thailand, were rated the highest in the region in combating terrorist financing.  After analyzing various categories of terrorist financing, the study had this evaluation of Singapore:


a) Singapore has one of the most comprehensive legal frameworks.


b) Singapore scores “high” with regard to their administrative framework (such as having a Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU) within the Egmont Group, the premier organization of FIUs).


c) Singapore is one of only 4 Southeast Asian countries to have a comprehensive approach to counterterrorism financing by ensuring banking compliance of informal value transfer systems (IVTS), money changers, casinos, and charities.


d) In regard to enforcement, Singapore was one of only four Southeast Asian countries to have “credible efforts” to enforce anti-money laundering (AML) and counterterrorist finance (CTF) regimes.


Once again, Singapore has stepped up to an international agreement and produced measurable results.
Intelligence Coordination
Singapore has worked closely with fellow Southeast Asian countries in sharing intelligence with hopes of arresting key terrorists within the region.   For example, Thailand arrested Arifin Ali, a senior member of the Singaporean JI cell.
  Additionally, Indonesia arrested and handed over to Singapore Mas Selamat, the Singapore JI cell leader.  This was a major arrest and capture.  However, as will be discussed later, earlier this year he escaped from a Singapore ISD facility and is still at large.  

Border Control

As a major international port and trade hub, Singapore has a great number of visitors.  Additionally, Singapore hosts many international events and conferences.  As the U.S. did in creating the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), Singapore recognized the need to create a clear, coordinated border control system.  Therefore, Singapore merged the border control functions of its Customs and Excise Department and its Immigration and Registration to form the Immigration and Checkpoints Authority (ICA) in April 2003. The ICA is now responsible for monitoring and regulating the movement of goods and people across Singapore’s borders.
 

Some of the border control countermeasures that were implemented by the ICA include: sophisticated screening facilities at border points and at ports and airports; use of x-ray machines to scan containers; deployment of ‘sniffer’ dogs; and naval escorts for tankers and other high value and vulnerable vessels.
  Not soon thereafter, in 2005, Singapore introduced an advanced biometric passport which contains a chip that provides the owner’s facial and fingerprint identification information.
  Comparatively, the U.S. didn’t start issuing biometric passports until 2007, and they only include facial biometrics, not fingerprints.

Protection

Electronic Surveillance
Singapore is known for its very strong electronic surveillance methods.  These methods have attracted the attention of human rights groups.  In a US State Department 2007 report on Singapore’s human rights practices, the State Department concluded that Singapore utilizes “extensive networks” for conducting surveillance and “highly sophisticated” capabilities to monitor telephone and other private conversations.  Additionally, no court warrants are required for such operations.  As for the internet, Singapore laws allow the government to monitor all internet use, and the government does closely monitor internet activities.

Critical Infrastructure

Not only is Singapore’s electronic surveillance used to monitor citizens, it is used to protect is critical infrastructure.  Singapore has instituted a range of security measures, such as the installation of surveillance cameras at power stations and water networks.  On Jurong Island, the site of Singapore’s petrochemical hub, armed personnel, including Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) troops, have been deployed to increase security.

Land Transportation Security


Electronic Surveillance is also used to protect Singapore’s train systems.  Singapore uses close-circuit television to monitor the train network and has tightened access to the train stations and cars.

Aviation Security

Singapore has implemented aviation countermeasures very similar to the United States.  Singapore’s two main airlines have implemented measures such as the installation of bullet-proof doors and surveillance cameras for the cockpit entry area. Additionally, air marshals on deployed on selected flights and all checked-in baggage is also screened.
  In order to measure themselves on their countermeasures, Singapore’s flight security standards are benchmarked against those of Australia, Israel, the United Kingdom and the United States.  One notable recently enhanced security measure has been a new baggage screening system that uses the latest explosive detection devices to screen departing baggage in all terminals.

Maritime Security


A major concern for not only Singapore, Southeast Asia, and to the rest of the world, is the Malacca Straits.  Yun Yun Teo, in an essay in Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, in discussing the possibility of a major terrorist attack in the Malacca Straits, had this warning:

It is not unimaginable because terrorists today plan for attacks that cause maximum carnage and disruption, and the Malacca Straits—with 50,000 ships carrying all the Middle East oil bound for Asia, 2/3 of the world’s liquid petroleum gas, and 1/4 of its sea trade passing through every year— provides the potent ingredients needed to concoct just such an explosive splash. That this artery of world trade runs through a Muslim region where Al Qaeda–linked groups like the Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) are based makes the threat more tenable. 


Concerning to the international community is the chilling reports of how pirates in the Malacca Straits are hijacking ships just to learn how to steer.
  This is eerily familiar to the 9/11 terrorists taking flight training lessons in preparation of 9/11.

In Yun Yun Teo’s assessment, he notes that Singapore is the most pro-active and best prepared technology-wise to tackle the potential maritime threat.   He goes on to list the following measures that Singapore has adopted.  These include:

· Having oil tankers give 24-hour notice of their arrival and the use of high-tech identification systems to track their movements

· Strengthening security at sea checkpoints like the Singapore Cruise Centre

· Having navy ships escort selected merchant vessels in territorial waters

· Marking out routes for ferries and other commercial vessels to keep them clear of sensitive anchorages and installations

· Deploying radiation detection equipment at border entry points to screen containers and personnel for radiological materials

Singapore has gone even further in putting together a regional coalition of countries to protect the Malacca Straits, called Eyes-in-the-Sky (EiS).   Aircraft of the Singapore Air Force, the Indonesian Air Force and the Royal Malaysian Air Force patrol the Straits. Working together with ground agencies listening to their transmissions, once a suspicious contact or incident is picked up, a message is sent to all relevant agencies, who then take action in their territorial waters.
  This is a major breakthrough by the Singapore Government since Southeast Asian countries are known for their sovereignty and usually don’t cede any rights or control to even neighboring countries.


Once again, taken advantage of electronic surveillance, Singapore implements a system called Harbor Craft Transponder System (HARTS).  HARTS requires small harbor and pleasure craft, about 3,000 of them, to install a small tracking device.  HARTS, together with other systems already in place to that track larger vessels, enable the port authorities to track the movement of almost all vessels around Singapore.

Lastly, and probably most importantly from an U.S. perspective, is Singapore’s agreement with the U.S. on the Container Security Initiative (CSI) and the Radiation Detection Initiative.  Both initiatives screen high-risk cargo containers before they arrive at American ports.

Singapore has overcome many obstacles and remained adamant in getting Indonesia and Malaysia to help in the protection of the Malacca Straits.  Without their persistence, a regional agreement, which is needed due to territorial waters, would not have happened.  The fact that the Malacca Straits is one of the most critical waterways in the world, Singapore has done not only itself, but the world a great service.
Response


Along with the countermeasures and response teams identified above, Singapore has a dedicated team for handling chemical and biological attacks.  This team, called the Singapore Civil Defense Force (SCDF), has an immediate response capability to handle chemical and biological attacks.
  The SCDF has procedures to deal with ‘dirty bombs’ that scatter radiological materials through an explosion, along with any incidents that may be uncovered at their ports through the Radiation Detection Initiative mentioned.

The Singapore SCDF learned much from a relatively similar occurrence with the SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) crisis in 2003. This knowledge has helped Singapore create and improve procedures to deal with biological situations. Because of this, Singapore has a national medical surveillance system to track infectious diseases in order to alert response teams of a possible biological attack.

Public Involvement – Singapore’s “Total Defense”


A major pillar in Singapore’s countermeasures, is it reliance on its citizens to help in the protection of the country with what it calls its “Total Defense” program.  It consists of five components:  Military, Civil, Economic, Social and Psychological Defense.


The Military Defense component consists of citizens helping to defend the country by joining the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF).   The Civil Defense component is those actions civilians can do during a disaster.  Included in this are volunteers in support of the SCDF.  Economic Defense is those actions citizens can do to help keep the economy strong, such as training to stay employable.
  The next two components, Social and Psychological Defense are by far the components Singapore government officials stress the most.

Social Defense
Singapore has noticed a relationship between a greater religiosity and terrorism.  Lee Kuan Yew, first Prime Minister of the Republic of Singapore from 1959 to 1990, and still today a very influential figure, had this to say:

In keeping with a world-wide trend, over the last three decades many Muslims in Singapore and the region are becoming stricter in their dress, diet, religious observances, and even social interaction, especially with non-Muslims. Increasingly Muslim women will not shake hands with men. The generation of convivial and easy-to-get-along-with Muslim leaders in the region has given way to successors who observe a stricter Islamic code of conduct. My original concern was over the growing separateness of our Muslim community, as Singaporean Muslims tended to congregate for their social and extra-mural activities in their mosques, instead of in multi-racial community clubs. What came as a shock was that this heightened religiosity facilitated Muslim terror groups linked to Al-Qaeda to recruit Singapore Muslims into their network.
 

Therefore, Singapore has gone to great lengths to keep social and religious harmony.  Due to the number of Muslims involved in terrorist attacks and those arrested under the ISA, Singapore has reached out to their Muslim community to ensure no hard feelings, and at the same time to elicit their help.  The second Prime Minister, Goh Chok Tong, made the following statement:

I strongly urge our Muslims to…speak up against developments which threaten the harmony of our multiracial, multi-religious society. They must stand up against those who advocate intolerance and extremism. They should not allow the extremists and militants to set the Islamic agenda. They should not accept extremist views propagated in some other Muslim societies, as those are aimed at achieving political goals.

The MUIS, the Islamic Religious Council in Singapore, which includes the Mufti of Singapore, has also made statements to aid in the social harmony.  The following statement by MUIS, included in Singapore’s National Security Strategy, is as follows:

We condemn terrorism and will not allow Islam to be misused by any individuals or groups for their violent and destructive agendas. The Muslim community has always and will continue to stand united with other fellow Singaporeans to protect this nation against terrorism.


One initiative in which Singapore has involved the Muslim community is the popular and heavily relied upon Religious Rehabilitation Group (RRG).  As one of the RRG member’s state: “JI’s resilience can be partly contributed to its religious ideology; hence an effective counter terrorism strategy should not only disrupt the terrorists’ base but also its ideology and appeal.”

The RRG consists of approximately 30 Islamic religious teachers which work to steer ISA detainees away from the JI's distortions of Islam. The group started when a handful of senior religious leaders were approached by the Singapore Government in 2003 to help counsel the detainees. The religious counseling has been a key part of the rehabilitation process for the detainees.
  Once rehabilitated, Singapore releases the detainees.  Senior Minister for Law and Home Affairs, Ho Peng Kee, explained the importance of the RRG:

We cannot afford to only rely on the police and security services to guarantee our long-term security. Ultimately, it rests on whole communities to come together in a consolidated effort to challenge and defeat the extremist ideologies and keep our society together.  Terrorism developments can potentially lead to increased polarization. This is where the public at large can take active steps to build bridges and defuse misunderstandings between and within communities to improve the situation.

Mohamed Feisal Mohamed Hassan, a member of the RRG Secretariat, has commented on how “well-thought actions of the government in handling this crisis have opened the doors for the Muslim community to counter Jemaah Islamiyah’s existence in Singapore.”
  Hassan argues that contrary to popular belief that radicals cannot be cured; the rehabilitation program in Singapore can do just that.

Renowned terrorism expert Dr. Bruce Hoffman, in testimony to U.S. Congress, pointed out the usefulness of the RRB program, not so much in the rehabilitation effort, but in the RRB’s efforts in understanding the terrorist mindset: 

To effectively counter that [the legitimizing of violence by terrorists through theological and religious arguments] we need to deliberately harness theological counter-arguments. In this respect we see our allies like in Singapore, for example, as part of their effort, …not necessarily to rehabilitate the al-Qaeda or Jihadist terrorists in their prisons, but to understand their mindset, have actively enlisted moderate clerics as a way to get insight and then to use the information from that cleric, those clerics, to construct very effective information and psychological operations. That is an element that we have not, I think, paid sufficient attention to.

Psychological

Singapore has been preparing their citizens for another terrorist attack.  By doing so, they hope they won’t be surprised and shocked.  They are also hoping that by being mentally prepared, they will be able to come together as a community to stay strong and work together through it.  Mr. Teo Chee Hean, now Singapore’s Minister for Defense, stated:

We need to prepare ourselves psychologically – to strengthen our resolve, our resilience and our commitment – because it will be a long-drawn battle and the terrorists want to wear us down. Our security authorities take comprehensive pre-emptive and preventive measures, but no one can guarantee absolute security against the terrorists. So psychological preparedness and psychological strength are critical. If anything should happen in Singapore or to Singaporeans, we must be able to respond calmly and rationally, and pull ourselves through the crisis. We must have the strength to face the threat squarely and show that we cannot be cowed.

Conclusion

Singapore has been at the forefront of anti-terrorist activity in Southeast Asia.
  For a very small country, they have implemented countermeasures that mirror the United States.  But have they been successful?  If measuring success means preventing terrorists attacks, then the answer is yes.  According to the U.S. National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC) Worldwide Incidents Tracking System (WITS), in the past four years (1/1/04 – 12/31/07), Singapore, along with tiny Brunei, are the only Southeast Asian
 countries not to have a terrorist incident out of the 3,707 terrorist incidents in Southeast Asia.  By comparison, nearby Indonesia had 133 incidents resulting in 139 deaths.  The Philippines had 674 incidents resulting in 890 deaths and Malaysia had 9 incidents.  Most of the incidents (2770) were in Thailand.
  This is remarkable.  Therefore, it is not a stretch to state that Singapore must be regarded as having one of the most successful counterterrorism programs in the world.  

 
A very successful program has been the RRG and the efforts to build social harmony under the Total Defense program.  The Singapore Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) stated that the results have been encouraging, with a fair number turning their back on JI views. Without giving numbers, the MHA said that half of the men detained have been assessed, found to be rehabilitated and released.
  Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong points out how security agencies from the United States and Europe “have been especially impressed by our [Singapore’s] success in winning the support of our Muslim community...and by the religious rehabilitation efforts of our ulamas to try to guide the detainees back onto the right path.”

On the negative side, on February 27, 2008, Mas Selamat, leader of the Singapore JI network, escaped from an ISD facility during the middle of the afternoon.  He was allowed to enter a restroom designed for visiting family members.  The guard allowed Mas Selamat to close the restroom door behind him, which should not have been allowed.  The window he escaped from in the restroom was not secured.
  This is a major loss in confidence of Singapore’s ISD and overall government.  To allow public enemy #1 to walk out of prison in broad daylight makes one wonder how effective the other countermeasures will be when tested.  It could be that there hasn’t been a terrorist attack in Singapore because none have been attempted.  However, with the recent escape of Mas Selamat, chances are Singapore’s countermeasures will be tested very soon…and often.

What make Mas Selamat’s escape even more damaging is that it will affect the very thing Singapore has been trying to prevent through their Total Defense program and RRG, a homegrown attack.  With a terrorist attack, especially a homegrown attack, the primary concern for Singapore officials is the potential backlash against the Muslim community and the unraveling of Singapore’s social fabric. This overriding fear took on added urgency following the London bombings by homegrown British terrorists in July 2005.
  

This is not the first time the ISD has been criticized.  An essay in Studies in Conflict & Terrorism suggested that ISD failed in detecting the presence of JI in Singapore:

The failure to detect an Al Qaeda regional franchise was especially notable in Singapore, the rich ethnically Chinese city located in what Lee Kuan Yew described as “a sea of Malay peoples.” This was highlighted by the fact that the disruption of Jemaah Islamiyah had little to do with Singapore’s feared Internal Security Department (ISD). Instead, the arrests occurred as a result of a tip-off from MI6, the British intelligence service, following the fortuitous discovery of Jemaah Islamiyah’s video application for funding found in the Kabul rubble that once housed the jihadist equivalent of the Ford Foundation.

The essay goes on to say that the “failing was all the more acute given the government’s preoccupation with a “total defense” strategy intended to sensitize the population at all levels to the need to retain vigilance.”


Considering all factors, Singapore has been very successful in their countermeasures against JI, MILF, and other terrorist organizations.  They have been successful for four major reasons: one, their aggressive engagement with the international community in fighting terrorism; two, their pervasive electronic surveillance; three, the powers granted to them by the ISA in detaining individuals that are deemed suspicious; and lastly, their outreach to their Muslim community with such programs as the RRG.  The impact has had dramatic effects on JI, as evident from the large number of arrests of key leaders from the JI Singapore cell.  Additionally, this has had a positive psychological effect on not only Singaporeans, but also the international community, as evident from the ever increasing number of visitors to Singapore.

If there is one countermeasure that Singapore does not use (at least not publicly mentioned) that would be beneficial, it would be clandestine operations.  Singapore has the necessary countermeasures to handle homegrown terrorism; however, it is terrorism from abroad that is their greatest threat.  Working in cooperation with foreign intelligence agencies, such as the U.S., England, Thailand, and Indonesia, to obtain foreign human intelligence (HUMINT) is a start.  However, there is no substitute for having your own clandestine operations and HUMINT capability to learn about the threat outside of Singapore’s borders.


Based on their efforts to understand the root of the problem of Islamic radicalization, Singapore will be able to at least contain homegrown terrorists in the near- and far-term.  However, as long as they remain an ally of the United States, a major international port, and host major world events, they will remain a target of Islamic jihadists.
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