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Maldives
❑ Area: 115,300 sq.km

❑ Location: 300 miles 

southwest of the southern 

tip of India and 450 miles 

west of Sri Lanka 

❑ 1190 islands. 194 

inhabited, 92  tourist 

resorts

❑ Capital: Male’

❑ Language: Dhivehi

❑ Currency: Rufiyaa

Ethnic composition: 100% 

Muslims

Total population ; 366 972 (2016)

❑Male’ the capital; 35% of the

total population

❑6 wards



The Maldives story 

1. Back ground: At risk groups for recruitment to 
violent extremism

2. Violent gangs

3. Those with mental health and substance 
abuse problems 

4. Radicalization, drivers, trends

5. The interlink between these factors and 
recruitment to violent extremism

6. What is being done 

7. Prevention and Intervention programs



Mental health and substance abuse problems

• Substance abuse, mental health problems, and violence are closely 
interconnected (Blanchard, Browna, Horana, & Sherwooda, 2000; 
Soyka et al., 1993).

• 54.2% of members in violent gangs  reported abusing drugs while  
44% are engaged in the sale of illicit drugs. (RSA of gangs, Asia 
Foundation & Mipstar, 2012)

• 20% of drug users report psychological problems as the main 
reason for initiating drug abuse (NCB, 2003 )

• 15% of the drug users from Male’ and 9% from the atolls report 
that they had a co-morbid psychiatric disorder (National Drug Use 
Survey, 2011/2012)

• 3.6% of the prison population cited underlying psychiatric problems 
as their perceived cause for offending (RSA of the Prison 
Population,  (2011) , UNDP publication, 2011).



Violent Gangs in Maldives

➢Twenty to 30 violent/criminal gangs are  in 
Male area alone with 50 to 400 members 
each (approximately 12000 )

➢Gangs are hierarchical in nature

➢ Leaders----Advisors(30 years and above)-----
Seniors(21 years to 30)---youth(18-21 year 
age group)----Young ones (9 to 18)



• “I had a very rough family... had many problems...my Dad 
used to beat me up. One time my Dad was so mad at me 
that he stepped on my neck…I see the gang as my 
family... they are much better...” GM

• “I always wanted to join a gang...It was kind of a dream... 
you see in movies how gangsters live… Looks like a cool 
way of life...” GM

• “A young person might get police record for the smallest 
of things.. e.g. yelling at  a policeman, not listening to a 
policeman..” GM

• “If one of the gang members is harmed or killed…we 
will have it in our hearts forever... we will only get 
peace if we take revenge...we will only be satisfied 
when we have killed the person” GM



Profile of Gang Members
A typical gang member is:

➢Unemployed or has never been employed/voluntary 
unemployment

➢Use and/or sell drugs

➢ Earns an average income of $607

➢Has been detained by police at some point with one in 
three having served a prison sentence

➢Has a police record and thus finding employment difficult

➢Has been a victim of violence

➢ Engages in violence.



Gangs and Prisons
• In prison, gang members booked for minor crimes are 

locked up with hardened criminals

• Recruitment to gangs and radicalization happen while in 
prison

• Male’ gang members interact with those from other 
islands and form affiliations and build networks 

• These networks are useful for drug trade/recruitment 
to other criminal activity such as violent extremism

• Outer atoll gangs provide safety  and protection to 
those who escape from Male’/prisons



7 Reasons to Join Gangs

1. Need to Belong

2. Protection

3. Identity

4. Unemployment and Insufficient 
Salaries

5. Drug Abuse

6. Bullying at School

7. Family Issues



Presenting the findings to the Vice 
President and the National Drug Council



Radicalization
Radicalization leading to violent extremism of Maldivians  is a 
relatively new phenomenon

Since 2010, violent extremism  is on the rise 

?50 or ?200. 

In February 2016, a family of 12 that had allegedly gone missing in 
India was confirmed to be in Syria.

21 people were charged in 2016 under the Counterterrorism Act



Radicalization in the Maldives: Background

❑ September 2007; a crude bomb blast injured nearly 12 
foreigners from the UK, Japan, and China. It targeted the 
tourism industry alleging un-Islamic practices and sinful 
influence on local culture

❑ In October 2007 where extremists were found  hiding in a 
mosque. There was a violent confrontation between 
radical members of the mosque and security forces. This 
standoff at Dar-ul-Khair was featured in an al-Qaeda 
propaganda video in November 2007 raising concerns 
within the country’s security circles. 

❑A propaganda video: "Your brothers in the Maldives are 
calling you,” made by  ‘Ansar Al Mujahideen’ was posted 
on the ‘al-Qaeda-linked Al-Ekhlaas’ web forum to attract 
recruits and raise capital for militant activities in the 
Maldives



❑2009, nine Maldivians were arrested in Pakistan’s 
Waziristan tribal region in security raids at the militant 
training camps . In 2110, they were sent back for de 
radicalization

❑2009, a Maldivian al-Qaeda member and two of his 
associates carried out a suicide attack on Pakistan’s Inter-
Service Intelligence Agency headquarters in Lahore

❑ Maldivians have been arrested in Turkey and extradited 
while attempting to illegally cross over into Syria, 2016 , 
2017.

❑ Maldivians have also tried to reach Syria through 
Malaysia.

❑ September 2017, Maldivian authorities arrested two 
Islamic State sympathizers for conspiring to carry out 
suicide bombings. 



Drivers for radicalization
1. Dynamic socio-political environment
2. Limited economic opportunity and ‘youth voluntary 

unemployment’
3. Limited opportunity for desired higher education
4. Increase in mental health and substance abuse 

problems
5. Increased youth with criminal history/Gang related 

violence
6. Disconnectedness with family and community
7. Geographical isolation 
8. Disenfranchisement/ loss of hope/meaninglessness
9. Lack of encouragement from families and 

communities to seek new opportunities
10.Increase exposure and interaction with social 

networks promoting radicalization



Trends gravitating Maldivian 
youth towards radicalization

So who is being 
radicalized? 

❑ Majority are young men

How are they being 
radicalized and by whom?

❑ Through the use of social 
media, such as Twitter, 
Facebook, you tube 

❑ Radicalization in Maldives is 
at the individual level. Up to 
now there are no 
indigenous terrorist 
organizations in Maldives



Radicalized Vigilante Groups
❑There are incidents of radicalized vigilantes 

abducting and interrogating/killing  young men in 
Malé and elsewhere

❑They identify online activists advocating 
secularism/atheism through social media sites. 

❑Example, abduction of a journalist in august 2014, 
his friend and fellow blogger was threatened and 
later killed in April 2017.

❑A few more had to go into hiding after ISIS 
supporters in Maldives threatened to target them 
for their “anti-islamic” views



What are the strategic objectives for 
the radicalization of Maldivian youth? 
Possible strategic objectives of this complex phenomenon are,

1. A desire to establish strict sharia law in the Maldives

2. To create a hatred for democracy 

3. To create anti-western sentiments

4. To support  their foreign counterparts in foreign conflict 

zones by recruiting radicalized Maldivian youth

5. To raise capital for militant activities 

6. To shift their radical operations to the domestic environment 

of Maldives  



Radical Ideology: What is being used to indoctrinate 
youth to radicalization in the Maldives?

Three major themes dominate the narratives that 
are found on social media and literature 
1. Narratives of Tauheed (calling Maldives a land 

of kufr/disbelievers/as rules for governance is 
manmade!

2. Narratives of grievance (Convincing young 
minds the obligations for migration to wage 
jihad against oppressors, through songs, etc

3. Narratives of call for direct action (jihad)



❑Several books  in local language. 'Fadailul Jihad' 
(benefits of jihad) and 'Jihaduge Kuriboashi' (focus 
of importance of suicide attacks). 

❑Recent documents and posts include the narratives 
of 'Brotherhood in Jihad' and 'Role of Women in 
Battle Grounds‘ guiding the  young women 
encouraging them to prepare their children and 
support their spouse to join the fights in Syria. 

❑ Several posters posted in social media glorify the 
deaths of Maldivian fighters in Syria and Waziristan 
particularly the posts of glorification of Jihadi 
activities in Syria and posts of biography of those 
who were killed in action



What are the activities carried out to recruit 
Maldivians to violent extremism

1. General religious 
awareness activities

Radical ideologies are  spread 
through religious programs 
carried out across the atolls by 
different NGO’S and  other 
religious organizations 

Several religious groups 
managed to get access into the 
educational and government 
sectors. They became the 
platforms which mobilized 
youth radicalization. 

2.Propagation of violence 
through non-violent means 

Radical groups use non-violent 
means to spread violent 
ideologies.

Social networks are used to 
circulate literature containing 
violent narratives

For example, radical groups 
run Facebook pages to 
promote such ideologies.

Online recruitment played a 
critical role in propagating the 
process of youth radicalization 
and in driving Maldivians in to 



3. Violent Lines of Efforts

Violent activities are very rare 
in the Maldives

Mainly focus to expand the 
support base through non-
violent means

Confrontations and vandalism 
of national museum on 12 
February 2012 are significant 
activities which depicts such 
violent lines of efforts

4. Terrorism 

There is a small number of 
Maldivians who have gone to take 
part in civil wars of other countries. 

There are NO INDEGENOUS 
terrorist organizations based in 
Maldives

There are no organized terror 
networks operating in Maldives. 

The main focus of these groups is to 
inspire Maldivians and recruit more 
youth to join their foreign 
counterparts. 



National Effort to Counter Radicalism, Violent 
extremism and Terrorism 

Maldives in its State Policy on Terrorism and Violent 
Extremism has adopted a zero tolerance policy on terrorism 
and Violent Extremism

The National Counter Terrorism Centre with its National 
Strategy on Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism is 
already in the process of executing national efforts through a 
“whole-of-government” and “whole-of-society” approach, to 
understand and address the conditions conducive to 
radicalization leading to violent extremism and terrorism, 
prevent and counter the impact of youth radicalization in the 
Maldives



What is being done?

➢Government : Actively intervening in religious 
life by mandating persons wanting to serve as 
imams to undergo a six-month state-approved 
training and disseminating government-
approved sermons, which the imams were 
required to use for friday prayers

➢Islamic university 2015 and in 2016 held 
several workshops for “moderate” Islamic 
scholars.



Programs to counter violence :The 
Leaders of Influence program

• Ministry of Islamic Affairs

• The Holy Quran Centre

• Maldives Institute for Psychological Services 
conducted over a dozen seminars  across 4 
different atolls 

• These seminars were attended by religious 
leaders, educators and local government 
officials 

• Topics were on Preventing Violent extremism in 
the island communities



❑ Counseling and Communication Skills- the Islamic 
framework

❑Person Centered Counseling; Introduction to the 
theory/ Basic Counseling Skills/Communication Skills

❑ Islamic Perspective on Drugs/alcohol/violence/domestic 
violence/sexual violence/gang violence/other forms of 
violence

❑Skills to keep away from Crime:   Islamic Perspective
❑Maintaining peace and harmony in Community

❑ Role plays :How to identify early warning signs of ve and 
what to do next as Religious Scholars/Imams/ Community 
leaders

Counseling Skills Workshops 
1. Religious Scholars/Imams/ Community 

leaders



➢ Briefing on prison based assessment and the type of crimes 
committed by the prisoners

➢ Understanding the criminal mind
➢ Violent gangs in Male’
➢ Communication skills
➢ Introduction to Basic Counseling Skills
➢ Understanding how to deal with the difficult and different 

prisoner/how to identify early warning signs of violent extremism
➢ Identifying the radicalized prisoner, how and when to refer such 

prisoners to the prison rehabilitation program
➢ Participatory learning: Application of basic Counseling Skills

➢ How to identify early warning signs of ve and what to do next as 
prison officers

➢ Referral of those identified for intervention programs within the 
prison system

2. The prison program: Training of prison 
officers



Core of Prison Program : Topics For one day 
workshops/lectures for Religious Scholars 

Visiting The Prison
❑ Forgiveness 
❑ Life Coaching                                             
❑ Life Goals
❑ Managing Anger 
❑ Managing Violent Thoughts 
❑ Repentance
❑ Kindness 
❑ Friendship 
❑ Work Ethics 
❑ Being Responsible 
❑ Surrendering to God 
❑ Honesty 
❑ Patience 

❑ Managing Revenge 
❑ Dealing with Failure 
❑ Non – Violence 
❑ Winning Trust 
❑ Dealing with Social stigma
❑ Promoting Peace 
❑ Respect 
❑ Islamic Perspective on Drugs
❑ Islamic Perspective on Alcohol
❑ Islamic Perspective on different types 

of Violence 

❑ Islamic Perspective on Domestic 
Violence 

❑ Islamic Perspective on Sexual 
Abuse

❑ Skills to keep away from Crime and 
Islamic Perspective



• Healthy mind and healthy body

• Living a healthy and happy life 

• Roles, responsibilities and bringing 
meaningfulness at different stages of life

• Dealing with bullying

• Building positive relationships with self, friends 
and others

• Skills to deal with different forms of peer 
pressure

3. Prevention of violence: 
3A: Workshops for School Children



3B: Workshops for Teachers
➢Commonly identified behavioural problems in 

school children

➢Screening children with behavioural problems

➢Managing behavioural problems within the 
school set up

➢Violent behaviour in children

➢When to refer to the psychologist

➢Psychologist program; CBT for children with 
behavioural problems(group at clinical set up



3C: Training of Parents

4 hour workshop: 

➢Identifying the emergence of behaviour 
problems, signs and symptoms

➢What can parents do

➢Parenting skills

1oo hours parenting training as certificate 1 
level 



Prevention/Awareness Programs

• Teachers

• Parents

• Students

• Community Leaders

• Religious scholars

• Prison Officers

• MPS staff





Overview of the Rehabilitation 
Program

• 72 gang members from 11 gangs of Male’  
registered to the program

• Monthly meeting since October, 2012 with gangs, 
police, religious scholars and psychologists 

• First meeting 30 walked out, by June 60 
participants attend regularly



Recovery through Self Development  : Bridge to 
Peace

➢ Building trust with the self, and team

➢ Forgiving self and working towards achieving inner peace, a personal 
choice

➢ Life Coaching, redefining the life goals, moving from hopelessness to 
finding new meaning in life

➢ Forgiving others, giving back to society

➢ Building relationship and reconciling with family, friends, own past

➢ Dealing with anger

➢ Personal plan to address craving for aggression, violence, power

➢ Dealing with stigma

➢ Redefining the role in the gangs

➢ Being kind to self, loving one self,

➢ Dealing with substance abuse                                    7 hr workshops



Recovery through Self Development  : Bridge 
to Faith

• Islamic frame work

✓ The meaninglessness of violence

✓ Surrendering to Allah, give up revenge 

✓ Forgiving self and others

✓ Seeking forgiveness from those whom you injured

✓ Building life goals

✓ Peace, kindness, humbleness, honesty, truthfulness

✓ Role of prayer in healing self

✓Healthy friendships



Counseling /Therapy
1. Individual Counseling/therapy sessions               

2. Telephone Counseling sessions               

3. Group Counseling                                     

4. Family Counseling      

5. Islamic Counseling  

6. Home visits                               

7. Psychological Assessment   

8. Referral for detoxification, drug rehabilitation

9. Referral to psychiatrist  



Drop In

• Gang members can drop in to the office 
between morning 9.00-5.00 and from 9.00 in 
the night to midnight

• Can use computers, social media, practice 
computer skills, study

• Chat, have coffee and snacks

• Walk in counseling



Vocational Training

• Vocational training for  32 gang members

• Enrolled for                          Dropped out

▪ Professional English classes   6                                     1

▪ Basic Computer   Skills             6                                      3

▪ French                                          10                                    6

▪ O’Level                                           5                                     1

▪ Water Sports                                8                                     1

Basic Navigation 

and Launch Driving           10                            1





Working with law enforcement agencies
First Dialogue Meeting



Dialogue Meetings between MPS and gang 
members

❑ Police Commissioner supported the project 

❑ Considered  engagement with gangs  was within the broader 
rubric of police reforms

❑ This will serve as an important community policing practice, 
which could go alongside more traditional policing methods like 
regular patrolling

Presenting the findings to the CP



Gangs and Extremist Violence

• More and more evidence is emerging that 
there is a link between criminal gangs and 
extremist violence

• Gangs—are interlinked with extremist 
violence

• Any work to address extremist violence would 
involve addressing  and dealing with gangs

• Easy recruitment ground 



Extremist Violence and the Gangs-
the interlink

Radicalization of violent gang members

➢Occurs in secrecy

➢New meaning to life

➢New way to generate income



Dr Naazge Nazarun

Thank you


