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Summary

There is concern among observers that the secular underpinnings of moderate
Bangladesh are being undermined by a culture of political violence and the rise of
Islamist extremists. A further deterioration of Bangladesh’s democracy and political
stability may create additional spacewithinwhich Islamist militantsmay beincreasingly
freeto operate. Such adevel opment may havedestabilizingimplicationsfor Bangladesh,
South Asia, and the Islamic world. They also have the potential to undermine U.S.
interests. See CRS Report RL33646, Bangladesh: Background and U.S. Relations, by
Bruce Vaughn, for additional information.

Recent Developments

Some analysts believe the as yet unscheduled 2007 election in Bangladesh will at
least in part be areferendum on the Bangladesh National Party’ s (BNP) government and
the opposition Awami League's (AL) competing visions for Bangladesh. The roughly
even political split between the BNP and the AL has given small Islamist parties a
political voice disproportionate with their overall electoral support in the country. The
BNP, by rulingin coalition with Islamist parties, has demonstrated itswillingnessto work
with radical Islamists, whilethe AL hastraditionally been critical of their activities. The
Isamists position within the government has also given them a new source of
legitimacy.! The AL’s signing of a Memorandum of Understanding with the
fundamentalist Khelaphat-e-Magjlis party in December 2006 further indicates the rising
power of small Islamist parties.?

The United States and Britain are concerned over the rise of Islamist influence and
militancy in Bangladesh. The U.S. Department of State Country Reports on Terrorism
released in April 2006 observed that Bangladesh experienced an increase in terrorist
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activity. Thisincluded the emergence of the Jamaat ul-Mujahideen (JMB), a group that
promotes afundamentalist vision for Bangladesh. Whilepointing to “limited success’ by
the government, the report explained that “endemic corruption ... porous borders,” and
“thegovernment’ sseriousinstitutional, resource, and political constraints” al “undermine
the government’s broader counter terrorism posture.”®* Former U.S. Ambassador to
Bangladesh William Milam is reported to have stated, “I fear that Bangladesh might
reverttoitspre-1991 conditioninwhich even the peaceful transfer of power after credible
electionswas not possible,” adding, “ Thisimpasse has serious implications not only for
Bangladesh but also for the South Asian region and the Islamic world.”* Britain’s High
Commissioner Anwar Choudhury, who was himself almost assassinated by extremistsin
2004, is reported to have stated that there is “serous potential” for radical I1slam to take
hold in Bangladesh and that this would “ change the geopolitics of our engagement with
Islam and our effortsin countering terrorism.”®

Counterterror Efforts

In November 2006, the Bangladesh Supreme Court upheld an earlier judgement
sentencing several militants, including JMB leaders Abdur Rahman and Siddiqul
|slam—also known as Bangla Bhai — to death.® Bhai is also thought to have been the
military commander of the Jangrata Muslim Janata Bangladesh (JMJB). The IMJB has
been described as asister organization of the IMB. Thetwo were arrested in March 2006
and are thought to be responsible for organizing over 400 near simultaneous explosions
on Aug. 17, 2005. Despite their arrests, the government is viewed as having had only
limited success in dismantling IMB networks. Some view the government’s efforts to
explore possible linkageswith the BNP and Islamist partiesas“timid.”” The government
outlawed the JM B and the IMJB in February 2005, reportedly in apolicy reversal brought
on by international pressure.® Experts feel that their arrest and trial does not in and of
itself “ address the prospect of quiet, creeping Islamisation.”®

The government’s Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) has made some further moves
against terrorist groups. In December 2006, aRAB raid reportedly uncovered explosives
and detonators in a raid and seized additional detonators after a shootout with IMB
militants.® There are increasing concerns about human rights viol ations associated with
the RAB. They have been described as “a government death squad” by Human Rights
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Watch.** Amnesty International has also expressed its concern over “reports of excessive
use of force by police and army personnel.”*2

Indian authorities arrested two individuals from Bangladesh in New Delhi on Jan.
4, 2007. Thetwo werein possession of explosives and are thought to have been planning
to carry out a bombing in the capital in the lead up to Republic Day activities.® India
hopes to complete construction of a Indo-Bangla border fence to prevent cross border
infiltration into India of Bangladesh based militants and terrorists.*

Political Context

Bangladesh’ sform of moderatelslamisincreasingly under threat by radical elements
whileits political and economic development continues to be hampered by the forces of
corruption, radicalism, and partisan fighting. This was evident in the lead up to the
election scheduled for January 2006. Rivalry between the leaders of the nation’s two
largest political parties has led to an ongoing series of demonstrations, strikes, and,
increasingly, to politically motivated violence. Thefrustration caused by the combination
of poverty, corruption, and the lack of good governance due to a stalemated political
process is thought by some to contribute to increasing radicalization of society.

Theradica Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-1slami (HuJl) isthought to havetiesto both Al Qaeda
and thelslamic OikyaJote, whichisacoalition partner of the BNP. Someview theBNP's
codlition with hardline Islamist coalition members as promoting the spread of violence.
Inthe U.S. State Department’ s Country Reports on Terrorism, Hudl ison thelist of other
groups of concern, asisthe IMB. It isalso thought to have been behind an assassination
attempt on then Prime Minister Sheikh Hasinain July 2000.%° HuJl also signed the 1998
fatwa by Osama bin Laden which declared American civilians to be legitimate targets.*”
It is thought to be the group behind the January 2002 attack on the American Center in
Calcutta®®

The Jamaat-e-1slami, whichisin coalition with the BNP, isthought to have had ties
withfundamentalist leader BanglaBhai, who promoted I slamic revol utionin Bangladesh.
Bangla Bhai fought in Afghanistan and sought to install a Taliban-style government in
Bangladesh. Hissupportersreportedly terrorized communists, |eftists, liberal intellectuals,
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Hindus, Christians, members of the Islamic Ahmadiyya sect, and Buddhistsin the cause
of promoting Islamic extremism.*® The government of Bangladesh was criticized by the
Awami Leaguefor denying the existence of fundamentalist organizationsin Bangladesh.
The Bangladesh government banned BanglaBhai’ s organi zation in 2005.%° Today, many
fear that JI has been colonizing the BNP from within the coalition.

The roots of the current political divide can be traced to the origins of the
Bangladesh state in 1947 when Bangladesh became the eastern part of the newly
independent state of Pakistan. At that time, Bangladesh’ sreligiousidentity served asthe
basis of its political disposition despite linguistic and other divisions. Many Islamists
sided with Paki stan during Bangladesh’ sstrugglefor independencein 1971. Bangladesh's
ethnic identity then took on new prominence. Many who collaborated with Pakistan in
committing atrocities against Bengalisin 1971 were members of Islamist parties.?

Given its past use of Islam for legitimacy, areturn to power by the military could
create further opportunities for Islamists in Bangladesh. Some experts see military rule
as having given the Islamists an opening into what is largely a secular society in
Bangladesh. Bangladesh has been ruled by the military for approximately15 of the past
35 years. Regional expert Sumit Ganguly assertsthat the military’ s desire for legitimacy
led them to “wrap themselvesin the mantle of Islam” and this created new political space
for Islamists in Bangladesh. As a result, “they not only atered the terms of political
discourse in Bangladesh but also helped fashion a new political culture that could
accommodate a shift toward a more pristine, austere, and parochia vision of Islam.”?
This analysis gives cause for concern that the military is thought by some as once again
seeking to play apolitical role behind the scenes by seeking to delay the 2007 el ections.?*
Former Military Ruler retired General Hussain Mohamad Ershad (1982-1990) stated in
January 2007 that the military would not intervene in the current political struggle.®

Violent and obstructionist political rivalry is debilitating to Bangladesh. Former
Prime Minister Shelk Hasina of the Awami League survived an assassination attempt in
August 2004 when agrenade wasthrown at her, killing 20 others. Hasinahas accused the
BNP-Jamaat alliance of being involved in the assassination attempt.”® In 2005, Khaleda
Zia was reportedly still asserting that there were no Islamic fundamentalists in
Bangladesh, though her government subsequently achieved some successin suppressing
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such elements.”” Such attacks have undermined political stability in Bangladesh. An
Indian government report found an “alarming rise” in political assassinations in
Bangladesh and is also concerned with the smuggling of arms to insurgents in India's
northeast as well astherise of Islamic fundamentalism in Bangladesh.?®

International Linkages

When visiting Dhakain September 2004, former State Department Coordinator for
Counterterrorism Cofer Black reportedly stated that he was concerned over “the potential
utilization of Bangladesh as a platform for international terrorism.”?® Media reportsin
Indiaincreasingly are concerned that Bangladesh hasthe potential to becomea* center of
extremist Wahhabi-oriented terrorism.”*® Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami (HuJl) reportedly
sent aletter to the Indian High Commission to Bangladesh in December 2004 threatening
to kill the Indian cricket team if they entered Bangladesh. The team planned to play a
series of test matches in Bangladesh in December including in the Chittagong region.*
Onesourcereported that the number of radical mosguesand madrassasin the Chittagong
Hill Tracts (CHT) region of Bangladesh had grown considerably and that HuJl continued
to maintain several terrorist training camps in the CHT region.® Another source also
linked the camps to HuJl and indicated that they receive funding from Islamic charities
with ties to Al-Qaeda® HuJl is thought to remain active in the area south from
Chittagong and the border with Burma. A report sourced to a former senior Indian
intelligence official alleges that HuJl istraining Burmese Muslim Rohingyas, aswell as
small groups from Thailand, Cambodia, Indonesia, and Brunei.*

Thereisconcernthat Bangladesh might serve asabase of support to variousmilitant
groups. Al Qaedahad reportedly recruited Rohingyasfrom refugee campsin southeastern
Bangladesh to fight in Afghanistan, Kashmir, and Chechnya. Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-1slami
(HuJI) was founded by Osama bin Laden associate Fazlul Rahman.* Rahman joined bin
Laden’ sWorld Islamic Front for the Jihad Against the Jews and the Crusadersin 1998.%
It has the objective of establishing Islamic rule in Bangladesh. HuJl has recruited its
members, thought to number from several thousand to 15,000, from thetens of thousands
of madrassasin Bangladesh, many of which areled by veterans of the“jihad” against the
Soviets in Afghanistan. The organization is thought to have at least six camps in
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Bangladesh as well as ties to militants in Pakistan.*” It was reported that French
intelligence prompted the arrest of 16 Bangladeshis on Dec. 4, 2003, in Bolivia for
allegedly planning to hijack aplaneto attack the United States. According to reports, they
were later released for lack of evidence. Eleven Bangladeshis were arrested in Saudi
Arabiaon Aug. 14, 2003, on suspicion of planning aterrorist act.®

The Rohingya Solidarity Organization (RSO) represents over 120,000 Rohingyasin
Bangladesh. The Rohingya also speak the same language as Bangladeshis from the
Chittagong area. These “ destitute and statel ess people”’ have been open to recruitment to
various militant Islamist groups. The RSO has reportedly received support from the
Jamaat-e-1slami in Bangladesh. Afghan instructorsare reported to have been seenin RSO
camps.®

There are also reports, based on information derived from the interrogation of
Jemaah Islamiya leader Hambali, who was arrested in Thailand in August 2003, that
indicate that he had made a decision to shift JI elements to Bangladesh in response to
recent counter-terrorist activity in Southeast Asia. The decision to move operations west
may also beevidentinthearrest of 13 Malaysiansand 6 Indonesians, including Hambali’ s
brother Rusman Gunawan, in Pakistan in September 2003. Bangladeshis have been
among those arrested in Pakistan on suspicion of being linked to terrorist organizations.*
Some have speculated that JI militants, thought to be from Malaysia and Singapore,
would not have made it to southeastern Bangladesh without some degree of tacit
agreement from the Directorate General of Forces Intelligence of Bangladesh which is
thought, by some, to have close ties with 1S1.** These reports are difficult to confirm.
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