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a thorn in the side of the Armed Forces of

the Philippines (AFP), which has to date
been unable to defeat this small but tactically
adept and resilient organisation, despite consider-
able US assistance and training.

After successful counter-insurgency opera-
tions in the island province of Basilan in 2002-03,
much of the ASG relocated to Sulu province, in
particular the main island of Jolo, and to a lesser
extent Tawi Tawi provinge to the southwest.

The AFP’s Operation Endgame, aimed at up-
rooting the ASG from Jolo in late 2003, proved
to be anything but an endgame. Although opera-
tions continued from 2004 to mid-2006, albeit at
a slower tempo, the ASG succeeded in regrouping.
The movement in early 2005 of two suspected top
members of Jemaah Islamiyya (JI) from territory
on Mindanao controlled by the Moro Islamic Lib-
eration Front (MILF) to Jolo was met with serious
concern in Manila.

In mid-2006, after 200 ASG guerrillas were re-
ported to be converging on Indanan town on Jolo,
together with suspected JI members Umar Patek
and Dulmatin, Philippine President Gloria Maca-
pagal-Arroyo ordered a new offensive. Launched

T he Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) has long been

on 1 August 2006, Operation Ultimatum has

unfolded as the military’s largest and most pro-

tracted counter-insurgency campaign on Jolo. An
overwhelmingly Muslim island inhabited mainly
by ethnic Tausog clans, Jolo boasts a tradition of
fierce resistance to Christian encroachment from
the north and after decades of sporadic conflict
remains awash with privately owned small-arms.
Nine months later, the operation is continuing
and the military is beginning to reap the fruits of
its labours with the deaths of six high-value tar-
gets by mid-January 2007.

Al-Harakat al-Islamiyya
The ASG was founded on Basilan island in
1991 as Al-Harakat al-Islamiyya (Islamic Move-
ment) by Abdurajak Janjalani, a veteran of the
anti-communist Afghan campaign. Committed
to establishing an Islamic state in the southern
Philippines, the group spent its first five years pri-
marily attacking Christian targets. However, the
loss of Al-Qaeda support in 1995 and the death
of its founder in a clash with police in 1998 saw
the ASG degenerate into a ruthless criminal gang,
responsible for the 2000 and 2001 raids on tourist
resorts in Sipadan and Palawan, the kidnapping

Rebels lose ground in southern Philippines

The Abu Sayyaf Group has suffered serious losses since a military operation began against
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AFP infantry on Jolo island on 17 January.

the group last year. Zachary Abuza discusses the militant group’s current capabilities and
how the efforts of the Philippine military, with the assistance of the US, have kept it in check.

¢ The latest Philippine military offensive
against the Abu Sayyaf Group on Jolo island
has resulted in the deaths of several high-
ranking militants.

= The group has been reduced to a core of
around 200 fighters, although clan ties allow
it to maintain a significant support base on
Jolo.

» Technical assistance from Jemaah
Islamiyya bomb makers has improved the
ASG’s ability to use improvised explosive
devices, and shifting alliances with other Moro
separatist groups has allowed it to extend its
reach.
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of foreigners and the beheading of a US hostage.

The US hostage incident and the 11 September
2001 attacks on the US focused Washington’s pol-
icy on countering the ASG in the southern Phil-
ippines. The US consequently held joint training
with the AFP — the Balikatan 2001-2002 exercise
— with immediate results. The number of ASG
fighters, estimated in mid-2001 to be more than
800, was reduced to 450 by late 2002. While only
one top leader, Abu Subaya, was killed in June
2002, the ASG was forced to shift the base of its
operations from the Zamboanga peninsula and
Basilan to Sulu province, especially the moun-
tainous island of Jolo.

Operations against the ASG continued in
2003-2004, resulting in the capture of another
top commander, Ghalib Andang, alias Kumander
Robot, in December 2003. Nevertheless, Opera-
tion Endgame’s deployment of more than 6,000
troops was not sufficient to eradicate the group.
Employing high-powered ‘banca’ speed boats,

ASG fighters were able to disperse across the Sulu
archipelago and into Tawi Tawi.

In late 2003, the group’s leader, Khadafi Jan-
jalani, the younger brother of founder Abdurajak,
was forced toleave the island and seek refuge in ter-
ritory controlled by the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front (MILF). JI operatives in Mindanao brought
in the ASG for training in MILF camps, which
was followed by a spate of terrorist attacks attrib-
uted to the ASG along with allied members of JI
and the Raja Sulaiman Revolutionary Movement.
These included the 27 February 2004 bombing of
the passenger vessel Superferry 14 that killed 116
people; a bombing in General Santos, Mindanao,
in December 2004; three foiled bombings in Ma-
nila between October 2004 and January 2005; and
the so-called Valentine’s Day bombings involving
a co-ordinated strike on Manila, General Santos,
and Davao on 14 February 2005.

The development of close operational ties be-
tween JI and the ASG in Mindanao prompted a
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reaction from both the US and Philippine gov-
ernments. Acting on US intelligence, in Novem-
ber 2004, Philippine Air Force aircraft bombed a
safe house in the Liguasan Marsh in Maguindan-
ao province, where a meeting was allegedly taking
place between Khadafi Janjalani,
Dulmatin and members of the
MILE The MILF leaders present
reportedly included Ustadz Wa-
hid Khalil Tondok and Ustadz
Ameril Umbra Kato, command-
ers of the MILF’s 105th and 106th
Base Commands respectively. Un-
der intense pressure from the Philippine govern-
ment and armed forces, the MILF finally evicted
Janjalani, Dulmatin and Umar Patek and in early
2005 they shifted their operations back to Jolo.

Operation Ultimatum

Khadafi Janjalani and other top leaders re-
grouped in central Jolo throughout 2005-2006.
In late July 2006, nearly 200 ASG fighters were
seen gathering outside Indanan town. Philippine
intelligence officials believe that they had been
joined by six members of JI. President Arroyo

subsequently ordered a massive operation against
the group. The operation began on 1 August 2006
and troop levels currently total more than 10 bat-
talions — or more than 7,000 troops — including
two under-manned Special Forces battalions, one

‘Troop levels currently total
more than 10 battalions — or
more than 7,000 troops’

Scout Ranger battalion, two infantry battalions,
and five Philippine Marine Corps battalions, as
well as several Philippine Army reconnaissance
companies. Most offensive operations are being
conducted by the Special Forces and Scout Rang-
er battalions, which are motivated, highly mobile
and trained to operate 24 hours a day. Unlike the
infantry and marines, who have specific areas of
operations and are generally tasked with holding
captured territory, the Special Forces and Scout
Rangers operate widely across the entire island.
The military has recorded several successes
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in its nine-month operation. According to AFP
sources, six known leaders carrying bounties have
been killed, including Ismin Sahiron, alias IS; Jun-
dam Jamalul, alias Black Killer; Borhan Mundus;
and Jainal Antel Sali, alias Abu Solaiman. Abu
Solaiman, the ASG’s spokesman,
was killed by a Special Forces unit
on 16 January 2007. Moreover,
the ASG’s nominal leader, Khadafi
Janjalani, was wounded in a 4
September 2006 firefight and died
of an infection, according to DNA
testing by US FBI agents carried
out in January. Both Janjalani and Abu Solaiman
carried USDS5 million bounties.

In addition to these six leaders, the AFP and
Philippine National Police (PNP) claim to have
killed around 15 other known ASG members.
As of 20 January, the military confirmed 72 ASG
fighters killed in action and 28 captured, although
not all the bodies had been recovered.

Operations have also netted two Indonesian
members of JI. The wife of Dulmatin, Istiada
binti Oemar Sovie, and their two children were
arrested on 3 September 2006 in the town of
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