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Introduction: Mindanao Il Report

. William Zartman

Three years ago, 19 graduate students and their professor on the sixth SAIS Conflict
Management Field Trip visited the two main islands — Luzon and Mindanao — of the
Republic of the Philippines to discuss the conflict and its resolution with over three dozen
figures at all levels, and issued a detailed analytical report with recommendations. On 15
October 2012, the Government of the Philippines (GPH) and the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front (MILF) signed a Framework Agreement on the Bangsamoro (The Moro Nation)
(FAB). On 15-23 January 2014, 16 graduate students and their professors returned to the
region for the ninth CM Field Trip* to discuss the current stage of the conflict and the
status of the FAB. Two days after their return, the two parties signed the Kuala Lumpur
Comprehensive Agreement on Bangsamoro (CAB) ending decades (or perhaps centuries)
of conflict on Mindanao.

The salient facts were quite different in the current period and the mood reflected
them. The earlier period was marked by a many-partied turf fight including the historic
conflict waged against both Spanish and then US colonization by the formerly
independent sultanate of Sulu, the contemporary form of that conflict between the MILF
and the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GPH), the conflict over land
ownership between traditional Muslim inhabitants and more recent Christian settlers, and
also a conflict over perceived personal or family honor underlying the practice of rido or
honor retaliation within the Mindanaoans. The conflict was fed by and also fed endemic
corruption within the economic and political coteries of Manila, with the interlocking
dependencies between conflicting pieces of one side with conflicting pieces of the other.
These interlocking conflicts that were dominant in 2011 left no firm ground to stand on,
and righting one party’s wrongs often wrongs another party’s rights.

! Nagorno Karabakh, January 2013; Tunisia, January 2012; Mindanao, January 2011; Kosovo,
January 2010; Cyprus, January 2009; Northern Ireland, January 2008; Haiti, January 2006 and
January 2007. Reports from previous Field Trips are available at http://www.sais-
jhu.edu/programs/cm/activities.
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These conflicts are all still present, but the overwhelming concern is forward, not
backward, looking. While this may not be surprising given the signature of the final
agreement, it is notable that the continuing nexus of conflicts has not destroyed the
commitment and perseverance of the parties to move to implementation on a pressing
schedule. The schedule is imposed by the constitutional rhythm of Philippine politics,
which ends the presidential terms in 2016 for Benigno Aquino 111, the committed patron
of the settlement. The schedule is the main driver of current concerns, with prior
conflicts and present commitments taking their importance from the pressure of the
deadline. By 2015, the Bangsamoro Transition Commission (BTC) must draft the
Bangsamoro Basic Law (BBL) legally defining the internal structure of the Bangsamoro
Transitional Authority (BTA), a document that will establish the basic elements of the
new Bangsamoro political entity, which will then need approval as law by the Philippine
Congress and signature into law by the President, and then territorial definition by local
referenda to determine the cities and municipalities included in the new autonomous
region. The BTA will then have a year to govern the Bangsamoro, the Philippines’
poorest region. By the end of the period, the MILF will have to turn itself from a
liberation movement into a political party to contest the 2016 elections for the first
elected Bangsamoro government. Each of these steps requires more time than is
available, and yet the success of the transition depends on success before the challenge.

The previous rounds in the process of meeting Moro demands failed to satisfy
their challenges, and their story shows how dependent the process is on the presence of a
particular person in the presidency, limited to a six-year term, and indeed how much each
president’s policy is focused on undoing the work of his or her predecessor (on the
background to the conflict and the present negotiations, see Hopmann and Zartman
2011). The first negotiations four decades ago produced the Tripoli Agreement on local
autonomy in 1976 with the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and the government
of Ferdinand Marcos, who then worked to undermine it by encouraging large-scale
immigration of Christian settlers from Luzon. When Marcos was overthrown, the new
government of Corazon Aquino passed a new constitution in 1987 that provided for an
Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM). Presidents changed, negotiations

dragged, violence rose, and it was not until 1996 that the negotiations under Fidel Ramos



produced the Djakarta Agreement to implement the Tripoli Agreement in agreement with
the MNLF. The MILF judged the arrangement unsatisfactory and rose to prominence by
returning to violence and so did the government under Joseph Estrada, who launched
“total war” on the rebels. His successor Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo returned to
negotiations, now with the MILF, ending in a Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral
Domains (MOO-AD) in 2008, then overturned by the Supreme Court. The new
Bangsamoro Framework Agreement and its Annexes and the Comprehensive Agreement
have built on the previous steps, each constituting a minimal limit on which each new
step had to improve. One sign of the attention to that improvement is the presence of the
four Framework Annexes (on Transitional Arrangements, on Revenue and Wealth, on
Power Sharing, and on Normalization, of 27 February, 13 July, and 8 December 2013 and
25 January 2014, respectively) in preparation for the Comprehensive Agreement.

Another sign of the careful preparation for the transition has been the complicated
and innovative negotiating process. The first element of assistance was the Malaysian
mediator who gently guided the process. Ceasefires and implementation was carefully
observed by an International Monitoring Team (IMT). A Coordinating Committee on the
Cessation of Hostilities (CCCH) controlled movements of the two sides’ armed forces,
while an Ad Hoc Joint Action Group worked with the regular armed forces to investigate
and restrain irregular armed activity. Around the process, a highly innovative
International Contact Group composed of both government officials and private Non-
Government Organization (NGO) members served to facilitate the interaction. The
negotiation process has taken all the measures possible, and then some innovative ones,
to assure a smooth working coverage of all possible issues.

The Agreements mark the beginning of real cooperation between the MILF,
hopefully incoming government, and the GPH, continuing government under conditions
to be determined for the whole island country. Former enemies and then negotiating
opponents have to learn to continue their rapprochement to become partners.
Cooperation in the CCCH is the beginning of necessary relations between the Armed
Forces of the Philippines and the Bangsamoro Islamic Armed Forces (BIAF), but these
two legitimate armed forces of the two entities have to join forces against the various

irregular militias and spoilers. The ARMM is looking to convert the functioning parts of



its operations into a working element of the new BTA. Local authorities, notably police
and family notables, as well as their links to string-pullers in Manila have to learn to look
to the Bangsamoro as the new authority. Back in Mindanao, the Moros of Bangsamoro
Muslims need to include in their own pride the Indigenous Peoples who are also equal
citizens with their own ancestral domains. In sum, a fully new situation — political,
social, and economic — is created which will require a change of mentalities and cultures
at the same time as it represents a long-sought victory of political cultures.

Over 8 days in two locations — Manila and Cotabato City, from the capital to the
MILF jungle camp — the SAIS group met with some 40 diverse individuals embodying
the hopes, grievances and demands of both sides. The result of this intense experience is
the following careful analysis of the promising, delicate situation, with some creative and
imaginative recommendations, laid out in the following essays. Some of the
recommendations are original, to start people thinking in new directions; others
emphasize the importance of points already in public discussion but their highlighting in
this report serves to emphasize their importance. These essays illustrate the insights,
mechanisms and measures that the field of conflict management can bring to conflicted
situations. They also emphasize the need for the parties to feel the responsibility for
pursuing the solution that they have devised, for adapting their behaviors to the new
situation they have created, and for working together with former adversaries to avoid a
return to a conflict that is harmful for both sides and their populations. The history of
marginalization of the Bangsamoro by the Filipino majority and rejection of Filipino
identity by many Moros makes integration difficult on all sides. But the long history of
alternating violence and tenuous ceasefires has created a lose-lose situation from which
both sides need to find a way out. We offer the following analyses and recommendations

as a help in the process.



Part I: Identities and Historical Narratives as Sources of

Conflict in Mindanao






The Evolution of Moro Identity

Yasmin Anis

The Bangsamoro Transition Commission stipulates that the Comprehensive Agreement
on the Bangsamoro, endorsed by both the Government of the Philippines (GPH) and the
Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), finally gives official recognition to the
‘Bangsamoro identity.” It has become a point of pride, a victory. It indeed should be
hailed as an achievement that Manila has finally acknowledged a Bangsamoro identity
that is different from that of the Republic of the Philippines. But the question arises of
what is the Bangsamoro identity?

This chapter argues that although this conflict very much revolves around the
Bangsamoro identity, there is no one definition for it. It is rather a collection of sub-
identities that are linked to a host of factors historically rooted in, but not limited to,
religion, geography and clan culture. It therefore becomes almost impossible to
disentangle and comprehend the depth or breadth of what it means to be Moro or part of
the Bangsamoro. It can also be argued that although the term Moro refers to Filipino
Muslims, deriving from the term the Spaniards used to call the Arabs in Spain, the
broader term Bangsamoro has now come to symbolize the region in which both Moro and
non-Moro tribes live. Therefore it can be said that the Bangsamoro identity is broader in

scope and includes many of the non-Muslims in the area.

The Moro identity is rooted in historical, economic and religious arguments.
There is no single adequate definition for it. Over time it has become a complex social
phenomenon that has developed alongside the evolution of the conflict. It would be a
mistake to pinpoint the core meaning of the identity solely to Islam. The Moro identity is
indeed linked historically to the spread of Islam through the southern archipelagos. The
term Moro itself originated from the Spanish “Moor,” considered a derogatory term to
describe the Arab populations in Spain. This negative connotation was then applied by
the Spaniards to the Muslim population in the south of the Philippines, and despite a long
resistance to the term ‘Moro’ the Muslim Mindanaoans eventually began to incorporate it

into their narrative and it became their unifying identity, that with which they could stand



united against the flow of occupiers to come. However it is not only linked to religion but
also to the ongoing marginalization of the peoples living in Muslim Mindanao who now
occupy the new ‘Bangsamoro.” The term Bangsamoro, Bangsa originating from the
Malay word for nation, suggests a wider and more inclusive definition for the
Bangsamoro people. This goes hand in hand with section 1, clause 5 of the Framework

Agreement of the Bangsamoro:

“The Parties recognize Bangsamoro identity. Those who at the time of
conquest and colonization were considered natives or original inhabitants
of Mindanao and the Sulu archipelago and its adjacent islands including
Palawan, and their descendants whether of mixed or of full blood shall
have the right to identify themselves as Bangsamoro by ascription or self-

ascription.”

This broader definition of identity includes any “native or original inhabitant of
Mindanao,” intentionally avoiding reference to religion. It goes on to say, “the freedom
of choice of other indigenous peoples shall be respected,” which is vague language that
can be used either to include or exclude other groups depending on the context.
Ultimately there seems to be some sort of consensus on a larger Bangsamoro identity, but

when more closely scrutinized the sub-identities prove divisive rather than unifying.

Self-Determination

Although one encounters different definitions of the Bangsamoro identity, many agree
that on the basic level the Moro identity has evolved from the fight for self-
determination, and therefore any person or group of persons who are part of that struggle
are inherently part of the larger Bangsamoro identity. As one civil society member put it
“Moro identity is a manifestation of our struggle for self-determination” (SAIS group
meeting, 19 January 2014). The rhetoric around the discussion of identity has a near
patriotic tone to it. The distinction from the north is always clearly made, with this
member of civil society continuing to say the Manilans “don’t want to accept that there
are people still struggling in the South when the North gave in. We are still fighting for
our culture and traditions to be practiced.” Herein lies one of the main arguments



regarding the discussion of Moro identity. Moro identity is unified in that it centers
around the idea of resistance to the Filipino identity. The Moro identity is steeped in the
historical narrative of struggling against invading powers and the injustices of the process
by which they became part of the modern Filipino state. Many Bangsamoro activists
argue that the United States unjustly turned over the sovereign Muslim Sultanates of
Mindanao to the newly independent Philippine Republic, as part of the Spanish
Philippines, after the Spanish-American War in 1898, under the expectation that these
previously self-governing sultanates would accept the Filipino identity imposed on them.
The reality was that Mindanao had already known independent governance under the
sultanates; it had always been autonomous, yet it faced Spanish invasion, was ceded to
the United States and ultimately included in the modern Philippine state when the US
granted it independence in 1946.

The history of the modern day Filipino state includes significant marginalization
of the Muslim communities of the south coupled with insufficient recognition of the
unique Mindanoan narrative. This rhetoric started with the first independent Filipino
government headed by Manuel Quezon, and for a large part has been the case up until the
regime in power today. The subsequent post-independence governments had similar
policies, although some were pursued more aggressively than others. As Abinales aptly
points out, the government recognized the separate Muslim identity but made no real
attempt to incorporate it into the Philippines nation-state; it recognized the significantly
lower levels of economic growth in Mindanao but did nothing to develop it; and
ultimately it aided in creating political elites who were charged with maintaining stability
in Mindanao, but instead simply built patronage networks only benefiting themselves
(Abinales, 188). This was worsened by the waves of Christian migrants who were being
urged to resettle in the south with promise of land. Prior to the arrival of the Christian
immigrants there was no “official’ land registration system in place, which meant “giving’
this land to the Christians was made simpler (Abinales, 216). From here began the Moro
fight for ancestral domain. Resistance is therefore inherently built into the Moro identity
as can be seen by the Spanish-Moro conflict, the Moro rebellion against the United
States, and most recently the four decades of fighting against the Philippine government.

At the core of the Moro identity is the sense of injustice it has faced throughout history.



At the heart of the call for self-determination is the historically rooted belief that they

were robbed of their autonomy more than once.

Identity vs. Citizenship

The major issue that local people have is with the unified identity imposed by Manila.
“The Bangsamoran feel they have a separate identity and there is a distinction to be made
between identity and citizenship. We will be citizens of Philippines but respect our
identity” (SAIS group meeting, 18 January 2014). Attorney Naguib Sinarimbo continued
on to argue that the failure of many of the previous peace agreements stems from the fact
that the government of the Philippines had not made this important distinction between
citizenship and identity. It has therefore been made clear in the latest agreement, “all
peoples in the Bangsamoro are Filipino citizens. The name Bangsamoro thus is a national
identity, not a state citizenship” (Q&A section, FAB). A state refers to a political
community organized under one government, while a nation refers to a common set of
characteristics that unifies a community such as common history, language, culture etc.
In this sense the Bangsamoro people might be willing to see themselves as part of the
Filipino state but not part of a Filipino nation. Under this framework agreement the
Bangsamoro people seem to be accepting the fact that they are part of the Filipino state,
but this has not always been the case. MinHRAC, in an article titled the Nexus between
Philippine’s Constitutionalism and the Mindanao Conflict, aptly describes the conflict as
a ‘clash between two imagined nations.” A clash between the Filipinos and the Moro’s
that sees “one nation’s re-assertion of its identity by invoking its right to self-
determination met with an equally determined government responses intent on preserving
the unity of the Philippines as a nation” (Malang 2014). This not only goes back to the
importance of self-determination in forming identity, but also suggests the close
connection between the Moro identity and the rejection by the Moro people of the
Filipino nation forced upon them. It also explains why it has proven difficult for Manila
to accept the Bangsamoro. The survival of one entity seems to hinge on the rejection of
the other. The Moros based their survival on the continuous fight for self-determination
and hence a rejection of the Filipino identity, while the central Philippine government’s

primary goal is the maintenance of the Philippines as a unitary state, which requires a

10



rejection of an independent Muslim Mindanao. This has been one of the primary sources
of the conflict up until this point. Moving forward the parties need to agree on being part

of a common state while recognizing different sets of national identities.

The Role of Religion

Despite the many broader definitions of Moro identity, the direct link to Islam cannot be
ignored. Historically at the core of the Moro identity is the arrival of Islam in the 15"
century. From the creation of the first Islamic sultanates began the evolution of a Moro
identity based on self-governance, which has ultimately led to this new Bangsamoro. It is
therefore safe to say that the non-Muslim groups might share in the Moro identity, yet
also feel excluded due to historical and religious differences. However it would be a
mistake to assume that there is even a unified Bangsamoro identity within the Muslim
community. The Moros are made up of 13 distinct tribal groupings: Tausug, Maranao,
Maguidanao, Kalagan, Sanguil, llanun, Kolibuga, Yakan, Samal, Badjao, Jama Mapung,
Palawan, Molbog (Hui 2012). Regardless of the fact that they are all unified by Islam,
individuals will first and foremost identify or introduce themselves not as Muslim but
rather as a Tausug or a Maguidanaoan. The divisions go much beyond the issue of
religion. However this does not mask the fact that the Christian population is still a
minority within the Bangsamoro region, concerned about what role they will play in the
future Bangsamoro entity. In many instances the Christian minority in the Bangsamoro
still identifies more with the Filipino Christian majority. They were persuaded to
emigrate to the south with the promise of more opportunity. The GPH gave them land as
promised and they settled, but this has not severed their ties to families and communities
back north. Cardinal Quevedo points out that, to a certain extent, the Bangsamoro has
come to be viewed as a modern construct; therefore, for many Christians the Filipino
Christian identity still endures. The Mindanaoan Christian identity might be strong but it
is not separable from the rest of the Filipino Christians. However if the Christian settlers
want to be considered part of the Bangsamoro entity in the future, they need to embrace

their “citizenship’ within the Bangsamoro as they do their larger Filipino identity.

11



Muslim identity is part of the Moro identity; however, it is not the whole Moro
identity. The Bangsamoro has specific characteristics that surpass religious boundaries.

Islam is an element of a larger picture.

Indigenous People

There are 18 non-Muslim indigenous groups in Mindanao referred to as the Lumad.? The
situation of the indigenous people is perhaps the most problematic. It differs from the
Christian minorities within the Bangsamoro because, unlike the indigenous groups, the
Christian settlers are able to relate to the large Filipino Christian majority across the
country. The situation differs for the indigenous people of the Bangsamoro. Many of the
indigenous populations live in the mountainous regions of Mindanao, allowing them
historically to remain least affected by the foreign influences, which meant they were
able to preserve many of their traditional customs. However, as the dialogue continues
regarding the definition of the Bangsamoro, they must have a bigger stake in it. They
might have a shared history when it comes to the struggle for self-determination in
Mindanao, but they have a heavier burden to bear. They are essentially a minority within
a minority. Many indigenous groups have their own sets of traditions and their separate
desire for self-governance independent of the Bangsamoro independence struggle. There
is no one ancestral domain in the Bangsamoro, but rather the Lumads have their own
struggle to protect their own ancestral domain. Although they might be part of the larger
Bangsamoro identi