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Despite the extensive counter-terrorism efforts invested by states in the region,
terrorism continues to be a key national security threat among states in the Indo-Pacific
region. During the earlier part of the century, terrorist organizations such as Al Qaeda and
Jemaah Islamiyah were able to develop complex networks and systematically execute
attacks across multiple states across the Indo-Pacific.” While the operational capabilities of
these organizations are now degraded, a resurgence of violent extremism in the region
inspired by the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant (ISIL) calls for a re-evaluated strategy that
recognizes the distinctive nature and tactics of ISIL.’> Cooperation between states is
therefore central to understanding the threat and developing a strategy to mitigate militant
extremism in the region.*

In this context, this commentary explores the role of transnational communities in
strengthening counter-terrorism cooperation.’ It argues that transnational communities,
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particularly track 1.5 diplomacy and higher education, can enhance counter-terrorism
cooperation between Australia and the Philippines. The first section surveys the existing
counter-terrorism initiatives of Australia and the Philippines and the second section
discusses the potential contributions of transnational communities in boosting counter-
terrorism cooperation between these two states.

Terrorism is an enduring national security issue that affects Australia’s strategic
environment. While there have been no major terrorist incidents in Australia during the last
three decades, the state has enhanced its counter-terrorism efforts following the 9/11
terrorist attacks against its major ally, the United States of America. Australia’s counter-
terrorism strategy was first documented in the 2004 Terrorism White Paper (threats from
transnational groups) and the 2010 Counter Terrorism White Paper (threats from local
terrorist cells).® A more detailed approach outlined in Australia’s Counter-Terrorism Strategy
was reiterated in 2015 in response to strong indications of an imminent terrorist attack
against the Australian homeland in September 2014." The strategy presents four
interconnected measures to address terrorism, with a focus on “prevention as a first line of
defense against terrorism.”®

The strategy’s first measure is disputing violent extremist ideologies by encouraging
communities (family and friends) and local organizations (non-government organizations)
to disseminate their own messages that challenge violent extremist ideologies.” This requires
investing resources to systematically empower communities and local organizations to
utilize different forms of communications to share their thoughts on extremist ideas and
undermine offline and online propaganda. The second measure is preventing people from
becoming terrorists by addressing the drivers of radicalization and helping individuals at-risk.
Tackling the drivers of radicalization involves improving social cohesion through initiatives
such as education, providing job opportunities, and workplace diversity."

Assisting vulnerable individuals requires supporting community organizations that
cater to where these individuals live through financial grants, resources, and training.'" The
third measure is shaping the global environment by sharing information with partner states
and helping regional partners build capacity. Information sharing is predominantly
undertaken with the state’s traditional partners (Canada, New Zealand, the United
Kingdom, and the USA) with the objective of disrupting terrorist financing, movements,
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and networks.'” In terms of capacity building, the state works with regional partners such as
Indonesia to reinforce counter-terrorism laws, upgrade law enforcement skills, enable the
use of networked technologies to counter-terrorism activities, and develop a response and
recovery capabilities."

The fourth measure is disrupting terrorist activity within Australia by using the
options prescribed by the state’s counter-terrorism legislation.' For instance, a first option is
to warn suspected individuals that their activities are being monitored to discourage them
from engaging in suspicious activities. More drastic options include the use of control orders
issued by a court to impose restrictions on the behavior of individuals suspected of terrorist
involvement, as well as preventive detention orders that allow the police to detain
individuals when there is a threat of imminent terrorist attack." The fifth and last measure is
to enhance the capacity for effective response and recovery. This requires that government
agencies be in a strong position to respond to a wide range of terrorist incidents and to
coordinate recovery efforts to help citizens within and outside Australia. Domestic
initiatives include working closely with key service providers to enforce standards for
counter-terrorism measures, monitoring compliance, and ensuring that systems and
infrastructures are resilient during terrorist attacks. Overseas initiatives involve
strengthening consular assistance to victims and their families as well as closely
coordinating with authorities of the state where terrorist attacks were executed.'®

Terrorism is a prevalent phenomenon that continues to shape the national security
priorities of the Philippines.'” Even before the 9/11 terrorist attacks against the US, the
Philippines was already a target of several significant terrorist attacks.'® Despite this, the
Philippines does not have a dedicated strategy to counter terrorist activities and prior to
2011, the counter-terrorism initiatives of the state were only discussed in classified
documents. The Philippines’ broad approach to counter-terrorism can be extracted from
several government documents including the National Security Policy 2011-2016, the National
Security Policy 2016-2022 and more recently the National Security Strategy 2018."° The National
Security Strategy 2018 is instructive for this paper because it presents five “strategic actions”
that the government intends to implement to counter violent extremism.”
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The first strategic action is to modernize the Armed Forces of the Philippines and
develop synergy with the Philippine National Police. Upgrading the capabilities of both the
military and the police is a fundamental task that has been long overdue for the Philippines.
Previous studies have discussed the various challenges that relate to the modernization of
the military and the police, but the principal reason for the delay is the gap between the
national security priorities of the government and the existing internal and external
conditions that affect the state’s national security.” In this sense, the key concern is whether
succeeding governments will continue the modernization efforts implemented by the
previous and current governments.

The second strategic action is to disrupt the process of radicalization through
information operations and education. This requires a coordinated government approach to
strategic communications across all government agencies as well as a deeper understanding
of terrorist propaganda and messaging through specialized training such as counter-
terrorism strategic communications.”” The third strategic action is to reinforce security in
future and existing infrastructure projects to prevent militant groups from sabotaging these
projects. A key task associated with this action is to assign government forces as well as
private security, to defend infrastructure from militant organizations such as the Communist
Party of the Philippines-New Peoples Army that destroy cell sites if “revolutionary taxes”
are not paid to sustain their operations.” Another task is to work closely with private
companies that manage critical infrastructures — electricity, water, telecommunications, and
health services — to facilitate a more comprehensive response to the disruptive actions of
militant groups. The fourth and most prominent strategic action prescribed in the National
Security Strategy 2018 is the strengthening of mechanisms for pursuing and maintaining peace
with militant groups. This entails the enactment of several initiatives, including
implementing the peace agreement with the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, boosting the
capacity of peace and development institutions such as the Office of the Presidential Adviser
on the Peace Process, addressing the grievances of indigenous peoples and farmers, and
ensuring the delivery and monitoring of socioeconomic programs around the Philippines.**

A survey of the counter-terrorism strategies of both states reveals a shared interest in
preventing terrorist activities by disrupting the process of radicalization. Since law
enforcement operations are insufficient in addressing the spread of radical ideas, states
acknowledge the need to develop calibrated strategies to counter terrorist propaganda and
recruitment. This situation likewise reveals that despite the high level of threat that terrorism
poses, coalitions that are critical in addressing the issue are largely disconnected and
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incohesive. Hence, while both Australia and the Philippines are taking steps in sharing their
respective approaches to challenging radicalization, there is an opportunity for transnational
communities to contribute to deepening counter-terrorism cooperation through Track 1.5
diplomacy and higher education.”

Track 1.5 diplomacy between think tanks and government is a vital strategy for
enriching the discussion about counter terrorist propaganda and recruitment because think
tanks can propose new ideas about addressing the sources of radicalization since they have
access to expertise and are not necessarily constrained by government policies. Through
these exchanges, decision-makers are given more options to consider when developing
strategies and policies related to counter-terrorism. A prominent example that illustrates this
point is the series of discussions and workshops under the aegis of the Albert del Rosario
Institute of Strategic and International Studies and the Asia Pacific Pathways to Progress
Foundation, Inc., which brings together not only members of academia, but also key
policymakers, government policy analysts, and executives from the private sector.

Another potential opportunity for transnational communities is deepening the
understanding of decision-makers through a more rigorous and systematic training in
terrorism studies offered by colleges and universities in Australian and the Philippines.
While the study of terrorism and political violence is a typical standalone subject in
Australian Federal Police College and Australian Defense College, it is not clear if public
and private higher education institutions in the Philippines have integrated this crucial
subject in their respective curricula. In this regard, there are two ways the Philippine
Government can strengthen its cooperation with Australia through higher education.

The first is to consider Australian universities and colleges as a priority destination
for graduate education in the area terrorism and counter-terrorism. Graduate training in
Australia can be beneficial because it can challenge prevailing counterterrorism strategies by
exposing law enforcement and military personnel to alternative approaches that are based
on strategies implemented in Europe and the USA .*® Susceptibility to new ideas is crucial to
developing progressive and research-oriented approaches to countering terrorist activities.
The second is learning from Australian higher education programs. Graduate courses that
focus on terrorism and counterterrorism in Australia are offered by universities and colleges
that are often linked with government agencies to reinforce the significance of policy-
relevance and real-world experience.”’
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In the case of the Philippines, cooperation between higher education and
government training institutions not as progressive. Major government training institutions
such as the National Defense College of the Philippines and the Philippine Public Safety
College do not have sustained institutional partnerships with leading higher educational
institutions and more importantly, do not offer dedicated courses on terrorism and
counterterrorism. Learning from and adapting to selected practices of Australian higher
education and government training institution are therefore advantageous for developing
specialized graduate programs focus on terrorism and counterterrorism.

** NOTE ** This commentary is based on the discussions in the recent Philippine-Australia Dialogue,
Jjointly organized by the Asia Pacific Pathways to Progress and the Griffith Asia Institute, and with the
support of the Australian Embassy in Manila.



