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Bangladesh has arrested 14 of the 26
men deported from Singapore on
terror charges and released the re-
maining 12, who are being moni-
tored by police. 

The Singapore authorities had ar-
rested the 26 men, most of them
construction workers, after discov-
ering that they were planning terror

attacks in their own country.
The 14 men were charged last

month under the Anti-Terrorism
Act after they returned to Bangla-
desh, Dhaka police officials said. Un-
der the Act, the maximum punish-
ment is the death sentence.

On Dec 27, they appeared in a Dha-
ka court, which ordered them to be
detained in jail while investigations
took place.

“The 14 are now in jail... investiga-
tions are going on. The rest have
been released to their relatives un-
der some conditions. They are be-
ing monitored,” Dhaka Metropoli-
tan Police spokesman Maruf Hos-
sain Sorder told The Straits Times.
“They don’t have any previous
record.”

Police investigations showed that

the men were from different parts
of Bangladesh and got to know each
other while working in Singapore.

The men were part of a closed reli-
gious study group that had met dis-
creetly every week since 2013, ac-
cording to Singapore’s Home Af-
fairs Ministry.

Mr Mashrukur Rahman Khaled, a
deputy commissioner with the Dha-
ka police, said the men were influ-
enced by the Ansarullah Bangla
Team (ABT), also known as Ansar
Bangla, an extremist organisation
in Bangladesh.

The ABT has been accused of be-
ing behind a series of gruesome kill-
ings of atheist bloggers.

Bangladesh has seen a rise in ex-
tremist violence in recent years,
marked by the high-profile murders

of four bloggers, one publisher and
two foreign nationals over the past
12 months alone.

Analysts see the development as a
cause for concern for Bangladesh in
its fight to stamp out terror.

“How deeply they were commit-
ted and how they were in posses-
sion of whatever evidence was
found by Singapore. This is a matter
for investigators to come up with
(answers),” said Mr Tariq Karim, a
former Bangladeshi diplomat and a
distinguished fellow with the Del-
hi-based Vivekananda Internation-
al Foundation.

“Certainly this should be worry-
ing for any country and any govern-
ment.”
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One morning in November last
year, a Bangladeshi construction
worker here received a call from
his friend’s brother.

“I could barely make out what he
was saying. He sounded very
scared,” said the worker, who gave
his name only as Mahbub.

After calming the man down, Mr
Mahbub learnt that a group of peo-
ple had picked up his friend – Hos-
sen Md Akram – from the shop-
house in Desker Road where he
was staying. No one knew who
they were.

“I tried calling Akram but he did

not answer,” said Mr Mahbub, 28.
A week went by. Akram’s broth-

er, who was newly arrived in Singa-
pore and also a construction work-
er, was getting frantic.

Frustrated, Mr Mahbub lodged a
report about his missing friend at a
police station. That was when wor-
ry gave way to shock. A senior offi-
cer advised him to have a word
with Akram’s boss.

The boss said “Akram was caught
by police but not the ones we al-
ways see”, Mr Mahbub said. He
was also told that Akram would be
sent back to Bangladesh.

He told Akram’s brother what he
had learnt. The man was relieved,
but the saga was not over.

Last month, Mr Mahbub found
out that Akram had been arrested
in Dhaka as soon as his flight land-
ed in Bangladesh.

Akram’s family was not allowed
to meet him, and he is still in jail.

Yesterday, Akram, 32, was
named as one of 27 Bangladeshi
workers who had been arrested in
Singapore between November and
last month under the Internal Secu-
rity Act.

They were planning terror at-
tacks back home. All of them had
their work permits cancelled and
26 have since been repatriated.

Mr Mahbub still cannot get over
the shock of learning that Akram
had become radicalised.

The two men, who are from the
same village in Bangladesh, came
to Singapore six years ago.

He said he had no idea when radi-
cal thoughts took root in his
friend’s mind.

“Akram would go to the mosque
on Sundays,” he said.

Other Bangladeshi nationals told
The Straits Times that they were
aware of extremist groups back
home, but did not expect to find
them in “safe and secure” Singa-
pore.

Mr Abdul Khaeer Mohammed
Mohsin, 53, editor of the Banglar
Kantha, a Bengali newspaper here,
said he had heard of “disappear-
ing” workers last month.

He ran a report in this month’s is-
sue of the paper about workers be-
ing deported for alleged extremist
behaviour.

“It’s a shameful situation,” he
said. “They are here to work, not en-
gage in political or extremist activi-
ties.”

Workers said they hoped Singa-
poreans would not judge their com-
munity by the actions of these 27
men.

Construction worker Nurzza-
man, 32, said: “It’s a very, very
small group... Most of us don’t
agree with them. Our country is
not (extremist).”
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The radicalised Bangladeshis circulated among themselves videos of radical preachers as well as footage put out by supporters of terror groups like ISIS. The videos had clips taken in what appeared to be conflict zones, containing scenes of firearms training and physical training for children. In the background are rousing Arabic recitations. PHOTOS: SCREENSHOTS FROM VIDEO

While condemning the actions of
27 compatriots arrested last year
under the Internal Security Act,
Bangladesh’s High Commissioner
to Singapore stressed that most
Bangladeshis are peace-loving and
law-abiding.

Speaking to The Straits Times at
the funeral of a community leader
at Angullia Mosque in Little India
yesterday, High Commissioner
Mahbub Uz Zaman said the Singa-
pore Government was “right in
sending them back”, referring to
the radicalised individuals.

All but one of the 27 construction
workers, who were planning to
wage armed jihad in their home
country, had been deported. The
remaining one is serving a jail term
for trying to leave Singapore illegal-
ly. He will also be deported after he
serves his time.

Mr Zaman, who has been holding
his post since 2012, confirmed that
police in Dhaka are investigating
the matter.

“The radicals were arrested once
they landed,” he said.

Currently, there are 160,000
Bangladeshi nationals in the Repub-
lic. Most work in construction but
Mr Zaman did not provide specific
figures. He said his embassy will con-
tinue to visit workers in their dormi-
tories. “We will inform them that
they are to follow the laws here and
not get involved in illegal activities.”

But he highlighted that the 27 are
“not representative of the commu-
nity”. Mr Zaman stressed that Bang-
ladeshis here belong to “a peace-lov-
ing community that follows the
rules of the countries they are resid-
ing in”, which has also contributed
to society.
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In April 2013, terrorist group Islam-
ic State announced it would expand
its operations beyond Iraq as the
civil war in Syria worsened.

Around the same time, support-
ers of radical Bangladesh Islamist
group Jamaat-e-Islami were en-
gaged in a wave of violence in the
country that saw attacks on police
and minorities.

That same year, a group of Bangla-
deshi construction workers in Sin-
gapore began a closed religious
study group to discuss these con-
flicts that involved Muslims, and
whether they should take up arms.

By the end of last year, their
number had grown.

Between Nov 16 and Dec 1 last
year, 26 members and another who
nearly joined them were arrested
under the Internal Security Act,
Singapore’s Ministry of Home Af-
fairs (MHA) said yesterday.

Ranging in age from 25 to 40,
most had worked in Singapore be-
tween two and seven years.

These work permit holders were
not concentrated in any particular
construction company or work-
place, nor were they concentrated
in a particular residential area.

But they met every week to dis-
cuss taking up arms, and even used
the premises of a few local mosques
located near where some of them
were staying, the ministry said.

Singapore Muslim leaders believe
they might have slipped under the
radar because quite a number of

Bangladeshi workers gather at
mosques, especially on weekends,
to worship and do volunteer work.

Language poses a significant bar-
rier too: Most Bangladeshi Muslims
worship together with other Mus-
lims, but when it comes to discuss-
ing religious matters, they are more
comfortable using their own lan-
guage. This group of radicalised
men appeared to have taken mea-
sures to be discreet about what
they discussed.

They circulated hardline material
secretly among themselves.

They also carefully targeted fel-
low Bangladeshis to grow their
numbers.

Some even distributed leaflets
calling for the establishment of an
Islamic caliphate, according to
Bangladeshi workers interviewed
who knew some of them.

Among themselves, they circulat-
ed videos of radical preachers as
well as footage put out by support-
ers of terror groups like the Islamic

State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS).
These show clips of young chil-

dren undergoing martial arts as
well as firearms training in what ap-
pear to be conflict zones. In the
background are rousing Arabic reci-
tations, also common in videos put
out by ISIS to instil fervour among
viewers.

The ministry said the members of
the group supported the ideology of
armed jihad espoused by terror
groups like Al-Qaeda and ISIS.

They also had grievances against
their government back home over
its actions against some Bangla-
deshi Islamic groups and leaders.
The Bangladesh government had
clamped down on these groups and
detained their leaders.

The members donated money to
outfits linked to these groups.

Some also supported the violent

actions of extremists who killed
Shi’ite Muslims because they con-
sidered them to be deviant.

So when this group of Bangla-
deshi nationals gathered every
week, they encouraged members to
return home and take up arms
against their government.

It appears they went beyond just
instilling fervour through videos.

Some members had a soft copy
document in Bengali that showed,
through graphics, how they could
attack a targeted victim and kill him
quickly and quietly.

The ministry did not give details
of how the group was detected, but
many Singaporeans and Bangla-
deshis yesterday denounced these
plans and were relieved they were
found out before harm was done.
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Mr Abdul Khaeer Mohammed Mohsin (left), the editor of
local Bengali newspaper Banglar Kantha, said he heard
of “disappearing” workers last month. He ran a report in
this month’s issue (above) about Bangladeshi workers
being deported for alleged extremist behaviour.
ST PHOTO: NEO XIAOBIN

Bangladeshis
‘mostly
peace-loving’

14 of the 26 deported men
arrested on their return home
Bangladesh conducting probe;
12 others released and
being monitored by police

Bangladeshi workers started a closed study
group to discuss conflicts involving Muslims

How one worker learnt of friend’s arrest
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An excerpt from a document in Bengali that some of the group’s members had, showing how to
attack and kill someone quickly and quietly. PHOTO: MINISTRY OF HOME AFFAIRS

Radicalisation of
workers dates
back to 2013
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