
JAKARTA: Indonesia said yesterday it will sum-
mon executives of messaging services and search
engines , inc luding Google , to  demand they
remove obscene content, but dropped a threat to
block WhatsApp Messenger after “GIF” images
were taken off the service. The Internet is already
partly censored in Indonesia, but the latest steps
mark an escalation against a background of
growing conservatism in the world’s most popu-
lous Muslim-majority nation. “We will call all
providers, including Google to clean up their net-
work,” said Semuel Pangerapan, a director gener-
al at Indonesia’s communication and informatics
ministry. Google ,
which is  owned by
Alphabet Inc, did not
immediately respond
to a request for com-
ment. 

The ministry vowed
on Monday to block
Facebook Inc ’s
WhatsApp Messenger
within 48 hours if the
service did not ensure
that obscene Graphics
Interchange Format
(GIF) images were removed. WhatsApp said on
Monday that message encryption prevented it
from monitoring the animated graphics fi les,
known as GIFs, that are available on the app
through third-party services. It said it had asked
the government instead to work with those
providers, which integrate their technology into
WhatsApp to allow users to enter keywords to
search for GIFs. Tenor Inc, one of the third par-
ties, said on Tuesday it had “already implemented
a fix for the content issues”.

Users of Whatsapp Messenger on iPhones
were unable to access Tenor GIFs yesterday. “We
see now that they have done what we asked,”
Pangerapan said. “Therefore, we won’t block
them because they have responded to  us .”
WhatsApp Messenger  is  widely  used in

Indonesia. Civil servants and ministers, including
Minister of Communication and Information
Rudiantara, are among the heaviest users. Giphy
Inc, a New York City GIFs company that also
works with  WhatsApp, d id  not  respond to
requests for comment. Giphy offers partners a
feature to filter inappropriate images.

Indonesia’s warning did not appear to target
Gboard, a keyboard app developed by Google
that provides comparable GIF search results but
must be installed separately from WhatsApp on
most devices. Rudiantara has vowed in the past
to clamp down on pornography sites and, after

meetings with repre-
sentatives of Google,
Twit ter  Inc and
Facebook in August,
he said his ministry’s
priority was to pro-
tect Indonesians from
content that promoted
radicalism, terrorism
and drugs. Rudiantara,
who uses one name,
said however that the
government was not
try ing to  foster  “a

regime of censorship”.

Netizens skeptical
Indonesia blocks access to websites offering

criticism of Islam, dating services and sex educa-
tion, research published in May by Tor Project, a
non-profit maker of Web browsing tools, showed.
Indonesia had 69 million monthly active Facebook
users by the first quarter of 2014, ranking it fourth
globally after the United States, India and Brazil,
company data showed. Some reaction on
Indonesian social media to the threatened block of
WhatsApp was skeptical. 

“While you’re at it, why don’t you block Twitter
too, (and)  i f  necessary a l l  browsers in  the
Playstore, because it’s way easier to search for
porn there than on WhatsApp,” wrote one Twitter

user, with the handle @jnessy. The country’s reg-
ulators have reached settlements with several
technology companies after threatening to shut
them down. In August, Indonesia announced it
would block Giphy’s website for showing gam-
bling-related ads. Access was soon restored after
it agreed to cooperate with regulators.

Bans were similarly rescinded in recent years
on social media websites, such as Tumblr, and the

chat app Telegram, which regulators had said was
“full of radicals and terrorist propaganda.” The
Indonesian Consumers Foundation (YLKI) had
urged the communications ministry to block
pornographic GIF images accessible via emoti-
cons, complaining that children could easily reach
them, according to news website kompas.com.
Terms of use for WhatsApp, Tenor and Giphy
specify users must be at least 13. —Reuters

JAKARTA: A motorist crosses a railway barrier during weekend rush hour in Jakarta.  —AFP
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Indonesia’s bid to 
root out Islamists 
throws spotlight 
on universities
NUSA DUA: When students at Indonesia’s prestigious
Institute of Agricultural Studies swore an oath to support a
caliphate in the world’s largest Muslim-majority country
last year, a video of the event went viral and the govern-
ment grew alarmed. Months later, Indonesian President
Joko Widodo banned the decades-old hardline group Hizb
ut-Tahrir Indonesia (HTI), which organized the student
pledge, and declared its goal to set up a caliphate was
incompatible with the constitution and could threaten
security.

Last month, under prodding from the government,
thousands of students across the nation made an anti-radi-
calism pledge. It followed an unprecedented gathering in
late September of some 3,000 academics in Bali, who also
pledged to fight extremism and defend the secular consti-
tution. The campaign against extremism in education
comes amid a rise of a hardline, politicized Islam in
Indonesia, which until recently had occupied the fringe of
the nation’s politics. “Radical organizations can spread like
a virus in universities,” said Professor Muhammad Sirozi,
rector of the State Islamic University Raden Fatah in
Palembang on Sumatra. 

“These are not the organizations that students form
themselves, but they are from outside,” he said at a briefing
that outlined ways to help universities tackle radicalism fol-
lowing the Bali conference. The campaign to root out
boosters of the caliphate is not just confined to schools.  A
document collated by Indonesia’s intelligence agency lists
1,300 HTI members in senior posts in the civil service, uni-
versities, the military and police. An intelligence source
confirmed the authenticity of the document, which was
reviewed by Reuters. Some of those on it declined to com-
ment after being contacted, but HTI’s former spokesman
Ismail Yusanto said it did include some of its members.

Suharto tactics     
Illustrating how a politicized brand of Islam has gained

traction, nearly 20 percent of high school and university
students in Indonesia support the establishment of a
caliphate, a survey showed last week. Moreover, around
one in four of the 4,200 Muslim students in the survey by
pollster Alvara said they were, to varying degrees, ready to
wage jihad to achieve this. Hizb ut-Tahrir, an international
organisation, established by a Palestinian Islamic scholar in
1953, has been banned in some Arab, Asian and European
countries. One of its former members in Indonesia is
Bahrun Naim, who went to fight for Islamic State in Syria
and is accused of masterminding a series of attacks in
Indonesia since early last year. An officially registered
organization in Indonesia since 2000, HTI has sought a
judicial review in the constitutional court over its disband-
ing. “They never gave us a chance to defend ourselves. Is it
not an authoritarian and repressive action?” said HTI
spokesman Yusanto, who likened the crackdown to the
tactics used against opponents under former strongman
President Suharto. —Reuters

A well changes 
lives in Mali city 
GAO: Among the lines of small mud houses, plastic lit-
ter and piles of parched earth, children gaze skywards
at a shiny blue tank perched on steel legs. It holds a
vital resource of which they have been deprived for
years: water. In a world where more than a billion peo-
ple lack access to water, residents of this dusty corner
of Gao, the main city in Mali’s sprawling arid north,
know the terrifying consequences of drought-and
today is a time for celebration.

“Before, I had to walk three or four kilometers to go
and get water with jerrycans. Sometimes I had to
queue all day,” said Hawa Kante, a mother of six who
had dressed up in a black and yellow turban, immacu-
late white blouse and gold jewelry for the inauguration
of the well. “I was obliged to take my little ones to help
me carry the water, they were not able to go to
school,” she said. After years of French forces fighting
a jihadist insurgency in the west African country’s
north, building up infrastructure is part of a renewed
focus to win over local hearts and minds-a campaign
to help stabilization.

The well was built by a local company and funded
by France’s Barkhane mission-an anti-terror operation
involving some 4,000 troops across the Sahel region, a
vast stretch of territory on the edge of the Sahara
Desert. In this former French colony, French troops
have not always been welcomed. But today is a victory

in the battle against grinding poverty and is something
to celebrate. Swarms of children wave Malian flags,
excitedly singing along to the beat of drums, as others
dance and clap.

Nearby, other children sit on the sandy ground
alongside a French soldier, his rifle slung over his
shoulder, while other troops hand out mango juice and
cakes to local people. The well has six taps and an
automatic pumping system that runs on solar energy,
capable of drawing up water from 80 meters (262 feet)
deep into a 10-cubic-metre (10,000-litre) tank. It aims
to transform the lives of 6,000 local residents, and
some 25,000 people living in the surrounding area,
who previously had to walk many kilometers to access
a water source.

The ‘situation was critical’   
“In 2015, a two-year-old child died here due to the

lack of water. It is what motivated us to act,” said
Boureima Keita, a member of a group calling itself the
Young Patriots. “The water stocks were insufficient, the
situation was critical,” Keita said, explaining that the
population of Gao has grown again since jihadists
were cleared from the city in 2013.

His group asked French troops to help tackle the
water crisis, as supplies delivered by tanker trucks had
failed to meet demand. The Barkhane mission respond-
ed by offering 10,000 euros ($11,600) in financing.
“We have a common history with Mali, the relations
between France and Mali are old, they did not start
with Barkhane,” said French Colonel Arnaud Cervera,
outlining other military initiatives to help local commu-
nities, including supplying medicine and computers for
schools. —ÅFP


