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 The Post-Afghanistan Threat Environment: 
A Case Study on the Maldives 

 by Jason Thomas 

The conflict in Afghanistan is one of the longest military engagements in modern warfare 

for Western governments and their partners.   At the same time there is continued agitation and 

provocation from non-state actors, such as Lashkar-e-Taiba (Army of the Righteous), based 

along the Federally Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan.  There is an unparalleled amount of 

human and technological surveillance focused on monitoring the flow of funds and fighters to 

Afghanistan.  Yet, the next seed of radicalisation to have regional and global consequences has 

been planted in small Islamic nation states or those who previously have not registered as 

potential breeding grounds.  This paper argues that this is an asymmetric response by non-state 

Islamic actors to our superiority in surveillance and concentration of overwhelming force being 

applied in Afghanistan and the border regions of Pakistan.  By their very nature, non-state actors 

such as al Qaeda and Lashkar-e-Taiba are borderless movements.  They do not rely on a one-

dimensional front line and use impressionable segments of society or fragile nations with porous 

borders as hosts.  One such nation is the Maldives.   There is also a growth in al Qaeda networks 

within Mauritiania, Nepal, Bangladesh and Somalia. 

The Maldives sits within the complex and 

highly potent security architecture of the South 

Asia.  It is also situated within vast shipping lanes, 

critical for the flow of energy and other vital 

resources.   South Asia is one of the poorest and 

most misgoverned regions of the world after sub-

Saharan Africa.  It is therefore, imperative that we 

counter this asymmetric terrorist threat to prevent 

further tensions in a region that has become an 

epicenter of terrorism and to ensure it is not used to 

export terror to the West. 

 

Terrorism and the Maldives 

While small in stature the Maldives sits below an arc of instability and a primary link in 

global terror‟s borderless infrastructure.  In October 2009 Maldivian President Mohammed 

Nasheed conceded that Maldivian Muslims had been recruited by Pakistan-based terrorist groups 

and are presently fighting against government forces in Pakistan.  The revelation by Nasheed 

was substantiated by video footage circulated by al-Qaeda‟s media wing in November 2009, 

which not only proved Maldivians‟ participation in the global jihad movement, but also 

demonstrated the impact of radical Islam on the psyche of Maldivian youth.   More recently, 
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several Maldivians have been arrested by Pakistani authorities after they crossed into Pakistan 

from India. The radicalisation and recruitment of young Muslims has been taking place in the 

Maldives and it is alleged that a Maldivian was involved in the 2009 Mumbai terrorist attack. 

These concerns with the growing link of Maldivians in the  terror network was further 

highlighted when a planned attack on an Indian Space Research Organisation facility in southern 

India was called off after a Maldives national „Ehsham‟ backed out of the plot.  Lashkar 

operatives‟ interrogation have revealed that they continue to view Maldivian national‟s superior 

knowledge of the sea as a major asset in the employment of maritime terrorism, the likes of 

which Mumbai was just the beginning.  Human trafficking is also a serious issue and plays a 

major factor in the exportation of radicalised young Muslim men with terrorist intentions. 

This paper contends that non-state actors are using the Maldives as their asymmetrical 

response to advancements in technological surveillance, airport security and customs scrutiny, 

population monitoring of movement within and across the borders of other traditional safe 

havens for radical groups.   Latest figures from the Maldivian Government estimates there are 

30,000 illegal immigrants within a population of 300,000 people.   With its large number of 

Islands, isolated villages and the further you move from the capital the less influence the capital 

has, the Maldives could be viewed as an Island version of Afghanistan.  In Afghanistan, each 

valley and district is like an Island along the Maldives archipelago.   Apart from the NATO 

sponsored customs control as you enter or leave Kabul airport as a civilian, Afghanistan‟s 

borders are equally porous.    

Terrorism has undergone many changes in its weapons, strategy, and motivation, but as 

an activity striving for a clear political purpose, it is very old.  When the bombing in 1993 in the 

underground garage of the World Trade Center happened, we overlooked this change, staying 

within our traditional concepts of terror and war, (NCTA, 2004).  Now we are faced with a new 

threat of radicalization and terrorism that will be harder to detect and more difficult to disrupt 

because of its simplicity and “under the radar” approach.     

In the context of Islamic radicalisation and the global terror networks, a paradox exists 

between the Maldives and the international community.   Mainstream Western society, 

commentators, media, policy makers and government decision makers are focused on the 

traditional hot-spots of Islamic radicalism in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen, Sudan, sectors of 

Indonesia, and the Philippines, rather than an idyllic paradise like the Maldives.   The Bali 

bombing in 2002 provided a hint as to how small Islands within a large archipelago could 

become a serious terrorist target.  Essentially, this is a regional insurgency that requires the 

tactics of counterinsurgency to disrupt, dismantle and destroy with a combination of hard and 

soft activities. 

Foreign influence and Taxi Drivers 

Foreign Islamic extremists rely on a broken socio-ecosystem or seek to undermine 

aspects of a local economy that both deny financial independence and reinforce religious 

protocols. Even though the Maldives moved to a fully-fledged democracy in 2008, after thirty 

years of authoritarian rule by Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, much of the economic, governance and 

community infrastructure had been severely run down.  For example, there is no real prison, but 

a make-shift arrangement, where radicalisation has taken over.   The Maldives, experienced a 

terrorist strike for the first time in September, 2007, when a bomb explosion in the capital Male 
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wounded 12 foreigners, including British, Japanese and Chinese tourists
1
. The blast in Sultan 

Park was targeted at the thriving tourism industry, which is by and large the economic lifeline of 

the Maldives.  In February 2010, nine alleged Maldivian terrorists who were arrested in 

Pakistan‟s South Waziristan tribal agency in March 2009 were brought back to the Maldives. 

According to Maldivian police, these nine people have ties to the 2007 Sultan Park bombing and 

may have left the country for Pakistan via Sri Lanka for further training and indoctrination.   

During this period there were two pull factors at play.  One was the need for the pall 

bearers of Islamic extremism to established fresh footholds as they began to feel the squeeze of 

increased counter-measures to combat Islamic terrorist networks.  From 2004 onwards the 

United States, Britain, Australia, EU and many other Western allies had significantly improved 

the technology to track and monitor movements of funds, people and communications.   The 

second was the two wars that were by 2004 raging in Iraq and Afghanistan that provided the 

direct opportunity for fresh, young recruits from the Maldives to be sent to kill infidels and 

national organisations who were seen to be collaborating with the United States and her allies, 

such as the Pakistan Government. 

At the local level it is hard to separate the Taliban state of mind from that of the tribe.   

This may well be the case in the Maldives with those who are drawn down the path of 

radicalisation.   The Mullahs of War with their simple belief in a messianic, Islam have been 

drumming into local Maldivian communities.  The importance of tradition, being a member of a 

group, freedom for the tribe against outside influences and the strict authority of elders are 

equally important.  These values clash with the Western mindset, which supports individual 

autonomy, progress and being a free and equal citizen.    Despite the economic benefits, many 

radical Islamic groups active in the Maldives, being chastised and pious, they believe in 

denouncing tourism‟s influence on the local Islamic culture.  

It is well known among politicians that if you want to find out what people are thinking, 

ask a taxi driver.  Ask any Maldivian government minister or advisor and they will tell you taxi 

drivers have been one of the biggest micro-factors in the spread of the terrorist state of mind.  

There may be only 300 of taxi drivers in the Maldives but they were one of the first groups to be 

infiltrated with radicalisation and hard core anti-Western views.  With their intimate and constant 

engagement with the population they have been able to inflict these beliefs onto passengers.  The 

leading bomber in the 2007 Male attack was a taxi driver.  Again, this is another example of 

asymmetric tactics by non-state actors that is simple but highly effective.   The point is they carry 

a virulent strain of belligerent Islamism that threatens the Maldives and the region. 

Some analysts are beginning to refer to micro-actors with terrorist capabilities.  It is 

becoming a growing trend in South Asia and the Taxi jihadists are a good example of micro-

actors in the Maldives.   

Post-Tsunami Fundamentalist Relief and New Networks  

The 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami destroyed many parts of the Maldives economy and 

substantially set back its tourism industry.  While wiping out key planks for national stability the 

Tsunami established many of the conditions for radicalisation and added a new element – the 
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opportunity for terror linked relief organisations.    This is analogous to what took place in 

Pakistan after the horrendous 2010 floods.  

The need for relief and reconstruction assistance in this relatively isolated and largely 

forgotten victim of the Tsunami opened the door for the entry of suspect relief organisations.  It 

is suggested that the infiltration of Pakistani militants in the Maldives goes back to the post-

tsunami period.  The role of Pakistani madrassas in radicalizing the youth of Maldives is well 

known.  It is estimated that between 30 and 40 out of 150 Maldivian students in madarassas in 

Pakistan were getting education in more radical ones.   The post Tsunami environment made it 

easier for these young students to be recruited. 

The Pakistan-based Idara Khidmat-e-Khalq (IKK), a charitable front of the Jamaat-ud-

Dawa (JuD), reached the Maldives in the wake of the 2004 tsunami under the guise of providing 

humanitarian services. The JuD is the political face of the Kashmir-based Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) 

terrorist group. According to intelligence sources, the IKK spearheaded LeT‟s activities in the 

Maldives, which focused on drawing youths into its fold (rediff.com, September 10, 2009). 

Conclusion 

The point of this paper is to lift our mind‟s eye above the immediate horizon of 

Afghanistan and focus on the future threat environment.  David Galula points out that French 

military history contains excellent examples where the construction of doctrine has been so 

rigidly retained as articles of faith.   In 1940 they duplicated a recipe proved during World War I 

and fought a 1918-type of war against the German panzer divisions.  The result in both cases was 

disastrous.
2
     

Intensive analysis and testing of scenarios, developing a deeper understanding of the new 

network of threats to regional and global security is paramount.  Equally as important is what 

actually works on the ground and not just at the Think Tank lectern.  We can then develop the 

most effective doctrine, strategy and tactics that will need to be applied in order to counter, 

disrupt or destroy the terrorist‟s borderless infrastructure.  

There are, as we know, established regional alliances of al Qaeda and its off-shoots.  

Perhaps, the Maldives and other states that remain below the radar can be viewed as strategic 

outposts for their outward-looking agenda. One need only look at al Qaeda in the Islamic 

Maghreb, al Qaeda in East Africa, developments in Yemen with a growing al Qaeda presence 

there.   Regional alliances and expanded footprint become important as outward posts of terrorist 

networks.  The ground is made even more fertile when they have the opportunity to exploit a 

highly impressionable and easily radicalised population.  If we analyse different threat matrix, 

micro-actors have also been active and rejuvenating the capability of the terrorist groups further 

afield.   

The Small Wars Journal will have readers and contributors who may well have turned 

their minds to this issue.  They may well have already assisted implementing counter terrorism 

strategies.  At risk of duplicating their good work here are several suggested activities to stem the 

flow of terrorism from the Maldives and dislodge a foothold before it becomes intractable: 
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 Multi-national investment in border security and human intelligence on the ground. 

 Enactment of consolidated strategy to counter the financing of terrorism to ensure 

transparency in the transaction of money 

 Building an effective regional counter-terrorism unit 

 Coordination among regional law enforcement agencies. 

 Regional capacity building training. 

 Enacting regional money laundering act. 

 Joint exercises and training with U.S, Australia and UK partners in South Asia. 

 Increased naval and air patrols and interception of shipping en-route to or from 

Maldives 

 Investing in infrastructure to intercept individuals crossing borders. 

Non-state borderless terrorist networks continue to be innovative in their deadly tactics 

and expansive in their reach.  They are also constantly pursuing loop holes and asymmetric 

solutions as our own government, military and security agencies implement ever advanced 

systems of monitoring and surveillance.  Yet, it seems we also have a propensity to be preparing 

to rectify the shortfalls of the last failure.    

The suggested measures above are by no means a panacea and require the additional 

smart, simple and direct tactics to counter the “below the radar” approach.  Finally, what we 

must avoid is allowing the Maldives and other South Asia nations, as well as our own 

governments to refer back to containment rather than seek, disrupt and destroy. 

Jason Thomas is a former Regional Manager for a USAID Implementing Partner in 

Afghanistan.  He has also worked extensively in the Civil War area in Sri Lanka, negotiating 

with the Tamil Tigers as well as being a senior political advisor in the British House of 

Commons. He is a PhD candidate at Curtin University, Perth W.A Australia – in his spare time 

he takes disadvantaged kids up the Kokoda Track battlefield in PNG 
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