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Cast Pall on Jakarta

Past Miscues by Police
Mean Suspects in Attacks
In Bali Remain On the Run
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KUTA, Indonesia -- Almost two years ago, more than 1,000 police swarmed across the Indonesian city of Bandung following a hot tip on the whereabouts of Indonesia's two most-wanted terrorism suspects, Azahari Husin and Noordin Mohamed Top. But as police closed in on a safe house where the two were staying, the men smelled trouble and disappeared into a maze of alleyways.
Their narrow escape in November 2003 -- one of several over the last three years -- continues to haunt Indonesia. Leaders of a violent breakaway faction of Jemaah Islamiyah, Southeast Asia's largest Islamist militant group, Messrs. Azahari and Noordin are the prime suspects in the planning of last weekend's suicide bombings in Bali.

Police say at least 22 people, both Indonesians and foreigners, were killed in the attacks -- a lower figure than the toll released earlier. They said 90 people, many of them foreign tourists at this resort island, were injured.
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A Bali police spokesman said yesterday that the bombers -- all estimated to have been 20-to-25 years old -- haven't been identified. Police have made no arrests.

While Indonesian police haven't definitively linked the Malaysian pair to involvement in the latest bombings, security officials and foreign intelligence experts say the attacks reflect the same "modus operandi" as previous bombings attributed to them. Jemaah Islamiyah's long-term goal is the creation of an Islamic superstate encompassing all of Indonesia and other parts of Muslim Southeast Asia.

Indonesia's failure to catch the two men, who security officials say have managed to recruit small groups of new followers despite being on the run for years, has frustrated Indonesian and foreign security officials and is increasing pressure on Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono to take stronger steps to break the militants' terrorist campaign.

The bombings, however, didn't appear to severely shake the business community. Local markets reacted positively yesterday, encouraged more by a sharp increase in fuel prices -- a signal that Jakarta is abandoning costly fuel subsidies -- than discouraged by the security situation. In late trading in Jakarta, the rupiah was largely unchanged against the dollar at 10,295. The Jakarta Stock Exchange's Composite Index recovered from early losses to end 4.13 points higher at 1083.41 -- its highest close in three weeks. Elsewhere in Asia, shares also brushed aside the bombings, as investors stayed focused on the region's fundamentals and long-term prospects.

Messrs. Azahari and Noordin are the most-prominent Jemaah Islamiyah figures still active in terrorist operations in Southeast Asia. The Malaysian radicals, who have been based in Indonesia since at least 2000, belonged to the group's inner circle under the command of its former operations leader, Riduan Isamudin. Known as Hambali, Mr. Riduan was Jemaah Islamiyah's main go-between with terrorist group al Qaeda.

Intelligence officials say Mr. Azahari, a bomb-making specialist, and Mr. Noordin worked with Mr. Riduan in carrying out the 2002 bombing in Bali, which killed 202 people, and the 2003 bombing of the J.W. Marriott Hotel in Jakarta, which killed 12.

After the capture of Mr. Riduan in late 2003 and the dispersal or arrest of other hard-line Jemaah Islamiyah operatives, Indonesian police and foreign intelligence officials say the two Malaysians continued to plan and execute attacks, including a car bombing outside the Australian Embassy in Jakarta last year that killed 11 people.

Efforts to nab Messrs. Azahari and Noordin, which began in late 2000, have been riddled with miscues. In April 2003, for example, Indonesian security officials captured a Jemaah Islamiyah member known as Rusdi in the town of Pekan Baru in Sumatra. During the interrogation of Mr. Rusdi, they discovered that Mr. Azahari had been walking just behind him when he was arrested.

In November 2003, acting on a tip-off from a Jemaah Islamiyah informant, police surrounded a crowded residential area in Bandung where the two Malaysians were staying. But security officials say the men grew suspicious as they returned to their rented home and fled with plainclothes detectives in hot pursuit. They got away.

Mr. Azahari may have had another narrow escape after the 2004 bombing outside the Australian Embassy. According to interrogation reports, a militant captured after the attack said he was riding on a motorcycle with Mr. Azahari just after the blast when they were flagged down by a Jakarta police officer. The officer, not recognizing Mr. Azahari, let them go after they paid him a small bribe, the detainee told police.

In late June, police believed they finally were closing in on the Malaysians when they arrested 14 suspected militants in a sweep across the Indonesian island of Java. Police say some of the detainees had helped provide shelter to Messrs. Azahari and Noordin over the last year, and that some also had played roles in planning the Australian Embassy attack.

"They clearly have created many small cells, because each time the Indonesians think that they are closing in, Azahari and Noordin show that they have more recruits to carry out attacks," said a regional intelligence official who is working with the Indonesians.

Mr. Azahari, who was educated in Britain, was a university lecturer in statistics in Malaysia before going underground. Intelligence officials believe he learned bomb-making in an al Qaeda training camp in Afghanistan about five years ago.

Mr. Noordin, who once headed a radical Islamic school in Malaysia, is considered the chief recruiter for the splinter group. Intelligence officials portray him as a charismatic figure who excels at persuading young Muslims to join the cause. "Noordin is the strategist, Azahari is the technician," said Sidney Jones, project director for the International Crisis Group in Indonesia and an expert on the country's Islamist militant movements.

Security experts and Indonesian police believe that Messrs. Azahari and Noordin's group has broken ranks with Jemaah Islamiyah's mainstream ideological leaders over the last 18 months. The mainstream leaders worry that bombings tend to kill more Indonesians -- many of them Muslims -- than Westerners, eroding sympathy and support for the group.

But Messrs. Azahari and Noordin have pushed ahead with their terrorism strategy. Security experts say the hard-liners have forged links with young Muslims affiliated with groups such as Kompak, an Islamic charity that helped fund anti-Christian militias in eastern Indonesia. They also have recruited people from factions of Darul Islam, an outlawed radical Muslim movement that fought an armed rebellion against the Indonesian government in the 1950s.

The new mix of associates and the relatively small size of their operating units may be helping Messrs. Azahari and Noordin to elude capture. Ken Conboy, a security specialist with Risk Management Advisory in Jakarta, noted that the attack on the Marriott involved only about five people, while the Australian Embassy bombing involved about a dozen. "We're talking extremely small groups," he said.
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