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All South Asian nations should make a combined effort to combat terrorism plaguing most countries of the region, experts said here on Saturday and vehemently criticized the super powers for encouraging terrorism in the region. Terrorism is not the end, but is used as a means by different groups, sometimes even by states, to deny people their fundamental rights, the experts opined at a function on “Menace of Terrorism in South Asia”, organized by South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society, at BEL Tower in Dhaka. The editor of The Independent and former adviser to the caretaker government, Mahbubul Alam, inaugurated the function, with the chairman of the Centre for Foreign Affairs Studies, Ashfaqur Rahman, in the chair. Saifuddin Ahmed, who teaches at the Peace and Conflict Studies department, Dhaka University, presented the keynote paper. Good governance, functional democracy and the rule of law are the key elements needed to minimize terrorism, he said in his paper.
Terrorism is the most leading form of conflict in South Asia, which is a barrier to quest for peace and prosperity in this region, he said. Describing terrorism as a complex issue, Ahmed said the phenomenon had no universally agreed upon, legally binding, criminal law definition, as it could not be understood in simplistic terms. This means that causes and manifestations of terrorism may differ from situation to situation, bound by time and space, he added.
Ahmed identified three explicit types of terrorism—terrorism by nationalists, or separatist rebellion; terrorism by state, or state-sponsored terrorism; and terrorism committed by non-state actors.

Terrorism in South Asia has political, economic and religious dimensions and causes, he said, adding, it is primarily seen in two perspectives: first, the US-led war on terror, particularly against non-state actors like Al-Qaeda, resulting in the US attack on Afghanistan and Iraq and, second, the intensification of the Indo-Pak cold war. Terrorism in South Asia has got three distinct paradigms—Cold War paradigm, post-Cold War paradigm, and post 9/11 paradigm—he noted. According to Ahmed, state-sponsored terrorism, non-state terrorism, and non-state terrorism with global stakeholders, are the characteristics of terrorism in South Asia.
While discussing the barriers to combating terrorism in South Asia, Ahmed focused on four important factors, which one should take into account, when one analyses the strategic, political and security dimensions of combating terrorism in South Asia. 

According to the keynote paper, the barriers are state’s inability to address social ills like large-scale poverty, under-development and illiteracy, which result in the emergence of several groups that strive for political and economic empowerment, but are denied their adequate role in governance by those who wield enormous power. The marginalization of such sections of society promotes intolerance, extremism, militancy and radicalism resulting in the deepening of violence and a general sense of insecurity, the paper noted. The regimes of South Asia, instead of addressing the causes of terrorism, blame one another for promoting and sponsoring various terrorist groups, the paper added. This type of situation is largely found in Indo-Pak and Pak-Afghan blame games, as all the three countries disregard the issues that encourage certain groups to resort to terrorist methods for accomplishing their objectives, it added.
Ahmed favored implementation of the SAARC convention on terrorism by the member-countries to fight terrorism in the region, but cautioned that South Asian countries should not use the threat of terrorism, as a pretext to curb freedom and human rights of their citizens.
It is imperative that there should be a focus on “human security” instead of making a “non-traditional” security approach, Ahmed said. This will require drastic socio-economic reforms, which can empower those communities that are marginalized sections of society, he said. Good governance, functional democracy and the rule of law are the three measures which, if properly applied in South Asia, can help marginalize violent and terrorist groups in the region, he added.

The advising editor of The Financial Express, Zaglul Ahmed Chowdhury, said the definition of terrorism was a highly controversial and sensitive issue. “It is about thoughts. It all depends on how it’s being interpreted by the people concerned.”The difference between terrorism and revolution is very delicate, he said. Some religious groups are involved in violence in Afghanistan and some groups were active in Sri Lanka. “We can brand the LTTE of Sri Lanka terrorists or freedom fighters. It depends on how one looks at the issue. Some people call the Maoists terrorists, but they claimed they were revolutionists and eventually took over the state, So the definition of terrorism must be made clear”.

Eminent journalist Sadek Khan said terrorism had now become a geo-political issue and powerful countries, like the US, were branding some countries terrorists, only to suit their needs.
On many occasions, terrorism is the outcome of people’s frustration and the culture of impunity. “People, in general, are getting frustrated, because they are deprived of justice, as it is often manipulated against their interests. Perpetrators are escaping trial through loopholes in the judicial systems, causing frustration in people’s mind,” he noted.

Eminent political scientist, Prof. (Dr) Dilara Choudhury, said the picture of terrorism in South Asia was very much complicated, due to the presence of different factors, including poverty, diseases, conflicts and foreign influences on different issues. Some illiterate, poor and hopeless youths of South Asian countries are getting involved in terrorism, as they have failed to meet their basic needs of life. South Asian countries should develop regional cooperation to combat terrorism, she added. She also emphasized on the need for a stable Afghanistan, to keep South Asia free from terrorism.

Associate editor of The Independent, Prof. M. Harunur Rashid, said some groups like Al-Qaeda and Taliban were using religion to their benefit, but Islam did not favor misuse of its lessons.
The definition of terrorism is very much complex, he said adding, “Maybe, today’s terrorists will become tomorrow’s freedom fighters.” He said terrorism was spreading across Europe and Africa, from Asia, and there was the possibility of a Christian state coming up in the northern parts of India. In order to get rid of terrorism, he said, “People should think that they are part of mankind and bring about changes in their minds, to combat terrorism.”

Brig Gen. (retd) Shahedul Anam Khan, editor, defense and strategic affairs, The Daily Star, said there was no universally accepted definition of terrorism. “Terrorists and normal criminals both are involved in violence. But, the only difference between them is that while terrorism has political objectives and an ideology, criminals have no such concerns,” he said.
Terrorism is a weapon for weaker people and they use terror activities to establish their ideology.
Media can play a very significant role in the fight against terrorism, as the phenomenon thrives on publicity by the media, which has the power to undo the causes of terrorism, he added.
Khan laid stress on the need for ideological engagement among South Asian nations, as well as, regional cooperation, to fight terror.

Dr Sayed Anwar Husain, professor in the history department of the University of Dhaka, said terrorism in South Asia was a deep-rooted and multifaceted phenomenon that could not addressed with any ad hoc measures. He suggested that the definition of terrorism in the context of South Asia needed to be expanded a little bit. It is not only the terror outfits that should be considered in the discourse, but also terrorism caused by political adversaries, he said.
“An enabling environment is primarily responsible for creating terrorism,” he said, “We should consider those behind the creation of terrorism and the elements that provoke them.”
“If the state patronizes religion-based politics, it is bound to generate religious terrorism. And it should be considered while fighting terrorism in South Asia,” he said.
Terrorism causes social, political and economic deprivation in society, Husain said.
With regards to the causes of terrorism, former election commissioner Brig Gen. (retd) M Shakhawat Hossain said the deprivation of marginal group, political and religious ideological differences were responsible for fuelling terrorism in the region. On the rising insurgency in India, he said there were about 75 identified insurgent groups in India, of which 21 groups were active only in the north-eastern part of the country. He stressed on the need for functional democracy and rule of law, to eradicate terrorism.

Shabnam Azim, a Dhaka University teacher, said sometimes terrorists used media to expand their activities. “Sometimes terrorists make use of media to propagate their ideology and create opinion in their favor,” she added.

Prof. Ahmed Jamal Anwar of the University of Dhaka suggested getting at the roots of terrorism, to eliminate the scourge. “We can’t eliminate terrorism taking violent means. We have to find out the main reasons behind it and take long-term initiatives, to address the issues peacefully,” he said.
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