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Armed Conflict in Sulu: A Local Perspective’
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Introduction

ar has marred the landscape of Sulu. For decades now in

contemporary Moro history, Jolo? has figured prominently

in the national news as insurgent territory, embattled
homeland of Moro fighters. Beginning in the 1970s when the Misuari-
led Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) set off a secessionist war
against the central state power in Manila and “Filipino colonialism,”
Jolo and neighboring islands have never known peace at length.
Revolts and pockets of rebellion, along with local feuds, have time
and again sent people out of their homes, some families moving to
other quieter islands or cities and as far as Sabah in Malaysia. The
latest of these conflagrations happened in February 2005 when
some members of the MNLF? launched an attack against the Armed
Forces of the Philippines (AFP)*, prompting the national government
to send battalions of troops into the embattled territory. The AFP
bombarded alleged AbuSayyaflairs in a nine-day campaign “to punish
the renegades” and hitting mostly residential areas. By 19 February
the Provincial Civil Defense Office in Sulu counted the number of
internally displaced at 2.689 families or a total of 26,000 people. Other
counts were slightly higher, but whatever the more accurate figure may
have been, the more important facts might have to be accounted in
what these wars now mean for the inhabitants of Sulu Islands. For even
as a large number of the old guards in the MNLF now succumbed to
government enticements, and top leader Nur Misuari still in jail, a new
crop of leaders and fighters have apparently risen. What this current
war is all about and where do the ordinary Taosugs and Moro civilians
stand in all this are questions this research hopes to address.
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Literature review: The research context

There has been of late a plethora of literature on armed conflict in
Mindanao, a bulk of which are focused on what have come to be known
in nongovernment organization (NGO) parlance as internally displaced
persons (IDPs). Valuable for documentingand profiling war effects, most
of these cannot go past deploring the sorry state of the IDPs, invariably
ending with big recommendations about implementing a comprehensive
rehabilitation and reconstruction and peace building projects. Thesc arc
accompanied, in equal volume, by studies on children in armed conflict,
which usually project children as fodder or “exploited labor” of wars
their rebel fathers foisted on them. While laudable in their success in
obtaining greater welfare benefits for poor rural children — usually in
the form of more day care centers, preschools, madrasabs, scholarships,
supplementary nutrition — and in mobilizing political resources toward
cessation of hostilities and infrastructure building, these studies often
fail to appreciate the cultural and political context within which war
or an ongoing rebellion takes place. Often, these literatures only serve
to reflect White middleclass views and welfare policies developed
in affluent beneficent countries which the local population do not
necessarily share.

Standing in line under the shade of a Church-led® civil society
movement, almost every other NGO in Mindanao now runs a pcnc'e
program, with strong backing from international NGOs (INGQs)
fostering the most harmless interest in Mindanao. As though to give
substance to exhortations for peace, a handful of materials on peace
building have likewise been produced,® featuring progress made in
peace zones. Scarce as yet are the critiques of peace initiatives,” likely
because of the overwhelming positivism that continues to impel the

peace movement, and also because the impetus for a contrary tendency
is yet unshaped. ’

This current attention on the peace situation in Mindanao — and the
volume of literatures coming with it — has been largely occasioned by the
wide interest garnered by the continuing peace process that began with
the MNLF in 1996 and then later with MILF in 1997. There was great
optimism of finally putting an end to Moro rebellion especially after Nur
Misuari assumed governorship of the Autonomous Region in Muslim
Mindanao (ARMM) and agreed to reintegrate MNLF forces into the
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AFP. Billions of pesos were invested in the Special Zone of Peace and
Development (SZOPAD)? as international financial institutions came
together to carry out a comprehensive economic development program
that would purportedly eradicate poverty and stem the roots of conflict
in the region. The project was by no means local. In the global scale 1t
came in the aftermarth of the Cold War that projected the United States
(US) as beneficent donor to war-ravaged areas in the Third World
struggling to rebuild their economies.

Research objectives

‘This research work has been undertaken to surface data on armed
conflict in Mindanao and, more importantly, to draw out voices of
local people most affected and involved in the conflict. Other than
enumerating losses and damages and numbers of IDPs, somcthing
which has been done pretty well by many NGOs working with
Mindanao’s displaced persons, this rescarch work hopes to go further
by reappraising conventional social welfare categories and the peace
paradigm that govern current social movements. In relation to this,
we want to surface voices, local perspectives, which may not and do
not necessarily reflect populist notions about peace and armed conflict.
Particularly, we pay attention to dissenting voices: views and opinions
that interrogate not only the dominant ideology and powers behind
the promotion and continuance of the war in Sulu, but also those that
critique prescriptions and popular beliefs held by social development
institutions and peace advocates.

Scope and limitations of the study

The municip;{litics of Indanan and Panamao are the two identified
areas covered by this study. Site of past military operations as well
as rebel activities for the last three decades, these two areas arc also
the most badly hit in the February 2005 bombardment of Sulu. Most
of the residents are Taosug and Sama natives who survived repeated
warfare and countless military operations. The areas also had at one
time or another fallen victim to extortive activities of bandits and
loose armed groups and figured in clection-related violence staged
by warring politicians.
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Owing to the tense situation in the research area, entry had not
been an casy process. Hostility to military operations and distrust of
non-locals compelled the researchers team® to minimize movement and
commute daily between the research area and Jolo proper where they
were lodging, as stayving the night in the hills was not advised. Scheduled
interviews were also hard to have because almost all of the respondents
had to work in their farms from dawn to midday and had to be in the
market in Jolo proper peddling #kay-ukay (sccondhand clothing) from
two o’clock to five in the afternoon. 1t was also difficult to obtain official
figures (names and families of the IDPs), if they were available at all, as
one had to sccure “permission from the higher authorities” to be able to
have access to these.'”

One agenda that this research has not adequately addressed 1s
gender. Other than a few statements taken from women respondents
during the field work, so little data had been surfaced detailing the
gender aspects of war. This has been partly on account of the milicu
the researchers entered (war area being a male domain and most of
the “crew” — guides, local leaders and barangay officials, fighters,
runners, etc. — that attended to the team’s research nceds were mostly
males). Also, the two field workers were alteady too overlade with
various tasks, not to mention the stress associated with security hazard
and the limited budget, to further encumber themselves with more
research items. The third member of the team who was the more keen
and uncompromising when it came to gender aspects of rescarch was
not able to join the ficld work also due ro budget limitations, as she is
based in Davao City. Then the team had also to take consideration of
sensitivity to issues such as sexual violence in armed conflict: While
this is not an impetmeable subject, a one- to two-week ficld work
would not be enough to bring these out."

Research methodology

This rescarch mainly relied on in-depth interviews and story-
telling as methods of data gathering. This required building of rapport
with respondents which was not casy to do since the security situation
required for the rescarchers to go home each night and only see them in
between their farm and trade work. Budget limited data gathering davs
to only a week in February 2006.
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For the children, play sessions were emploved to draw out the stories
from them. They were also asked to share their experiences through a
combination of draw-and-tell activities and small group discussions. In
situations where the children were unable to explain their drawings,
their mothers and adults were asked to help. Through these methods,
the researchers were able to get views, silenced voices, as well as local
people’s values, perceptions, and attitudes toward their situation.

Sulu: A situationer

Historical bac/egrozmd

Power struggles arc certainly not new in the province of Sulu. Long
before the liuropenns arrived, conflicts within the Sulu Sultanate and
between the different Muslim sultanates were common. The arrival of
the Spaniards and their determination to wipe out Muslim rule provided
a motivation for local chiefs to join forces against the foreign invaders.
In the end defeat of the once powerful Sulu Sultanate and the erosion of
the Dar-ul Iskim (Muslim homeland) was assured not only by the superior
armed might of the invaders, but also by the bloody rivalry among the Moro
ruling clite (Mercado 1990, 38). The history of Spain in the Philippincs is
punctuated by battles between Spaniards and Muslims as Spain attempted
to extend its sovereignty and trade into the southern islands and the
so-called Moro wars began with a Spanish attack on the capital of the
Sulu Sultanate in 1578 (Magdalena 1990, 14). The Spaniards were able to
establish garrisons in Jolo where they maintained troops for a short time,
but they never succeeded in gaining a permanent foothold in Sulu bevond
Jolo town. They eventually abandoned their attempt to dominate Sulu and
forged a truce with the Muslims during their final years i the Philippines
(Interview with Gasp}lr Abubakar, 01 February 2006).

When the Americans took over the Philippines in 1898 2 they
discovered that the Filipinos throughout the archipelago were none too
happy about the arrival of another colonial power. A bloody chapter in
Philippine history took place before the US finally established control
ot the islands. Mindanao (and Sulu Islands in particular) was even
harder to pacify and it took several more vears of bloodshed before
the Americans were able to establish a government in Sulu. Major
General Leonard Wood became r]w first American Governor of the
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Moro Province. By 1913, most of Mindanao and Sulu were under
relative control as the pacification campaign succeeded in neutralizing
Moro resistance. The period of American rule, which lasted until 1935,
was relatively peaceful.
When the Japanese came in 1942, they established a major base in
Jolo. The Taosugs were not spared from corree (forced labor) and were
made to build airstrips. .\ resistance movement was organized which
actively operated in Sulu throughout the Japanese occupation and later
helped the Allied FForces liberate the islands.'? At the end of the war with
Japan in 1940, America handed the reins of government to Filipinos
under the Commonwealth period. The people of Sulu once again saw an
outside power moving in. The Christian Filipino government in Manila
would be resisted again and again not only for its failure to respond to
the basic social needs of the Moro people but more so for the loss of
homeland that occupancy of Mindanao by Filipino colonials effected.
During the late 1950s, the Philippine government began a land
resettlement program to move Christians from heavily populated
sections of Luzon to scemingly empty areas in the Muslim provinces.
The policy was in response to the growing land unrest in the north.
Muslims who held traditional claim to the lands in Mindanao resented
the influx of Christian settlers, but most were too unlettered and too
indifferent to the new laws that they later found themselves dispossessed.
Sulu was saved from this land rescttlement policy, thanks partly
to the reputation of the Taosug as a warrior tribe, and partly to the
unpopularity of Sulu archipelago as agricultural lands. The economy of
the islands is traditionally anchered on trade with subsistence farming
maintained only by farmers living inland." This trade economy predates
the establishment of the current national boundaries. Under Philippine
government, this continuing trade relations with countries south of
Sulu would fall under illegal trade or smuggling. Under the Marcos
administration, large garrisons of Philippine Constabulary (PC) would
be installed in the southern borders to deal with this problem of lost
revenue to the national government. A common knowledge in the south
is that this southern patrol had developed into a business connivance
between Army and Marine commanders and Moro smugglers.
While a few clite families managed to hold on to their privileged
position, majority of the native inhabitants of Mindanao have been
economically marginalized on account ot the coming of Christian
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settlers.'”” This reinforced historically rooted prejudices against the
Filipino indios as enemy. All throughout the period of colonial invasion
into Moroland, Filipino natives were conscripted by foreign powers to
fight the Moros. In their campaigns against the recalcitrant Muslims,
Spanish governors sent more Christian Filipinos than Spanish soldiers.'¢
Massacres of Moros by American-led Filipino soldiers are stories planted
in the collective memory of the Moro people. Present wars directed by
Filipino generals under the succession of Filipino presidents could just
be repetitions of these tragedies in Moro history.

Socioeconomiic profile

Sulu Province at present is composed of 157 islands, many of
them still unnamed. Divided into four groups, namely, the Jolo group,
the Pangutaran group, the 'I‘ongki]-Banguingui group and the Siasi-
‘Tapul group, these islands have varied terrain and economic resources
(Sulu Provincial Office, 2005). The Tongkil Banguingui islands, in
particular, are occupied by the various Sama groups, also known as the
Samales, a highly dispersed Moro group. These different communities
occupy diverse ecological niches resulting in distinct $0C1I0CCONOMIC
characteristics, with the Taosugs in Jolo as the most dominant social
group, that monopolizes political power and trading in the south.”
Juridically, Sulu has cighteen municipalities and -HO barangays. Ten
of these are in mainland Jolo while the cight are island municipalities.
Jolo, Talipao, Siasi, Parang, Indanan, Patikul, Luuk, and Panamao
are the more densely populated, holding at least fifty-six percent of
the entire province’s pnpulntion. Various government agencics have
varying reports on the total land area of Sulu, ranging from 160,040
hectares per the National NMapping and Resource Information
Authority to 167,930 hecrares per the National Statistics Office (Sulu
Provincial Office 2005).

As of 2000, the NSO placed Sulu’s population at 619,668, with
more females than males (at the ratio of ninety-six males for every 100
females). This can be attributed to higher mortality rate among men
who are mostly engaged in risky occupations, including rebellion and
providing security to local warlords. This is supported by data on the
widowed which is higher among females (at seventyv-one percent) than
males (twenty-nine percent). An overwhelming 85.27 percent of the



40 SHEILFA B ALOJAMIENTO

population are Taosugs; the rest are minoriy Sama [ribcs‘ including the
Bajau. A tiny 2.63 percent belong to non-Muslim ethnic groups and
are generally employed in the government service sector as teachers,
municipal employees, or health workers. Generally, fishing and farming
remain the traditional source of livelihood of the minority Moro groups,
supplemented by retailing and food vending, Traditional crafts such as
mat-weaving and loom-making have also become a source of income
for women (Sulu Provineial Otfice 2005).

Economically, Sulu lagged behind most of the Philippine islands.
The high rate of illiteracy has kept majority of the population poor and
without access to employment opportunities, driving many of the voung
to engage in rebel activities. The few who managed to get an cducation
in the Middle East, particularly in Al-Azhar University in Egypt, would
later return home to provide leadership for the resistance movement.
Young women privileged enough to finish high school or college opt
to work in big cities or, when family resources would allow, in Middle
East countries, particularly Saudi Arabia. The peace and order situation
is blamed for the paucity of economic activities in the province. Many
farmers are reluctant to work beyond the two-kilometer safe radius from
Jolo, the capital town, and many in the various services and trade sector
prefer to set out for other places to get more gainful emplovment. |+ orty-
five percent of Sulu’s 99416 houscholds have annual incomes within
the PhP20,000 — PhP59.000 bracket. carning an average of PhI’33 (139
or PhP2 753 monthly. And while agriculture remains the main source
of employment, only ten to forty percent of the province’s labor force
actually engage in crop production (Sulu Provincial Office 2005),

Poverty is exacerbated by poor delivery of basic social services,
blamed again on the unstable peace and order situation in the province.
In 2000, twenty-nine percent of the houscholds drew drinking water
from dug well while twelve percent sourced water from faucets shared
with other households. Only fourteen percent had their own faucers in
their houses. Toilet facilities were likewise poor, with only seventeen

percent having water-sealed toilets. Thirty-cight percent use open
pit; thirteen percent closed pit; and fourtcen percent had no toilets
at all. Maternal mortality rate was at 181.15 per 100,000 live births in
2002. The high rate is again actributed to the heavy presence of armed
groups 1n the area during the vear which made access to health care

services doubly difficult. Leading causes of deaths were post-partum
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hemorrhage, hypertension in pregnancy, and placental retention. In
2000, only 45.62 percent of pregnant women were given tetanus toxoid
plus injections, a figure which decreased by fifteen percent in 2002. The
low tetanus immunization is attributed. primarily, to non-compliance
of mothers for the return visits, irregular schedule of immunization,
inadequate information dissemination and insufficient supply of vaccines
and. secondarily, to the peace and order situation. There is likewise a
severe shortage of health workers as they do not receive anv financial
compensation owing to Local Government Unit’s (1.GLU) failure to give
the Barangay Health Workers (BFWS) their honoraria. Infant mortality
rate in 2000 was at 7.35 per 1,000 live births, decreasing to +4.86 per
LOOO Trve births in 2002, Leading causes of death include pneumonia,
diarrhea, and measles, with malnutrition as contributing factor (Sulu
Provincial Office 2005).

The conflict areas

Two municipalitics prominently figured in the 2005 bombardment
of Jolo: Indanan and Panamao. Indanan is one of the historical places in
Sulu. Tt was where the first central government of Sulu was organized in
1390 by Rajah Baguinda, the acclaimed Muslim leader who propagated
Islam in Mindanao, Palawan, and Borneo. The seat of the Sultanate of
Sulu itself was set up in Bwansa, seven kilometers southwest of Jolo.
Bwansa could have been the very site Spain bombarded in 1578 when
it launched its first attack on the sultanate. It could have been the same
fortification that withstood the troops of 600 Spantards and 3,000
Filipinos in 1638, the same waning power that fought the 600 Filipino
volunteers in 1875, The bombardment of Jolo in FFebruary 2005, which
at 1ts height deploved 5,000 AFP forces in Indanan, Panamao, and
neighboring areas, could have been history repeating, itself.

Indanan was created a municipality in 1917 under the Philippine
Commonwealth Government. It was named after Panglima Indanan,
one of the local chiefs under the Sultanate of Sulu, recognized for
his leadership and courage in peace and in war. As a roval gesture of
gencrosity, the Sultan offered to Panglima Indanan the place where he
resided to be ruled by him (Sulu Provincial Planning and Development
Otfice 2005). During the reign of the sultanate (spanning almost

500 vears from the fourtcenth century to the cighteenth century),
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Moro settlements straddled the coastal areas and mosques. Islamic
schools, and administrative buildings were constructed along the
shores. Livelihood and most economic activities were rooted in barter
trading. With the coming of the Spanish and American invaders,
settlements moved inward, particularly in Indanan and adjacent
areas, where local defenders built their houses and strongholds. It
was also in Indanan where the Americans built the first school 1n
Sulu in 1920 — an act which at the time was interpreted by the natives
as a centerpicece of colonial policy. At present, a Bay Puti” or White
House stands as a vestige of this colonial policy (Sulu Provincial
Planning and Development Office 2003).

Fignre 1. Map of Jolo.
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Indanan is situated in mainland [olo, some 155 kilometers south
of Zamboanga City. It stands northeast of Jolo, east of Paukul, west
of Sulu sea, southeast of Parang, south of Maimbung and southeast of
Talipao (see map). Covering a total land area of 10,190 hectares, Indanan
represents 0.07 percent of the Province’s total land area. Liaghty-five
percent of Indanan’s land is agricultural, 9.81 percent forest area, 1.47
percent mangrove, and 2.32 percent restdential. It has thirty-four
barangayvs, with five major rivers and twelve mountains.

Indanan has a total population of 53 425 as of 2000 ot which 25,972
or 48.62 percent are males and 27,453 or 51.38 percent females. Sixtv-four

percent of the houscholds are farmers; only 3.60 percent are engaged in
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fishing, Of the thirty-four barangays, Bato-Bato, Bud Taran, Sionogan,
Panabuan, Langpas, and Bwansa are the more densely populated, with
around 2,500 to 3,500 people each. The rest of the barangays hold
less than two thousand people each, with Panglima Misuari having
the smallest population at 476 people. Most of the houses in Panamao
are made of light materials. For most households, calamity comes in
the form of a feud between local warlords and politicians, military
operations, and for those who live in the coast, the #/fara’ (north wind).
which usually hits Bajau houses.

A highly depressed area, Panamao sits on fifty-one square kilometers
representing 3.29 percent of the total land area of Sulu. Classified as
fifth class municipality, it has thirty-one barangays and has a population
of 359006 as of 2000 composed of 5,663 houscholds. There are morce
females (51.06 percent) than males (48.94 percent) (Sulu Provincial
Planning and Development Office 2005). Native Taosugs make up
the majority, with Bajaus comprising the minority and are found in the
coastal barangay of Suuh.

Rich in both marine and land resources, the people of Panamao
depend on farming and fishing for a living. Lack of roads and poor
transportation facilities prevent the marketing of their farm products.
Those residing in the interior and upland areas transport their crops by
horseback or by cart drawn by a cow. Panamao’s main crops include copra,
banana, cassava, and vegetables. In the interior barangavs, upland rice,
coffee, peanuts, and fruit trees are cultivated. Livestock raised include
cows, goats, and chickens. In the coastal barangays seaweeds are grown.
Traders who buy the products in the highway or wait in Jolo market
depress the prices that farmers are often discouraged from producing
beyond what would sustain household consumption. Fishermen are not
any luckier. The absence of a whatt or causeway in the municipality
forces them to deliver their catch to Jolo market by motorevele or, when
they carch one, by jeepney which usually charges high.

Employment outside the agricultural sector 1s nil. The Municipal
Office employs a total of sixtv-five people, 44.02 pereent of whom are
permanent, the rest casual or under temporary appointments. Therc
are more males (thirty-six) than females (twenty-nine). All the eleven
Sangguniang Bayan (legislative body) members of the town are males.
Of the thirty-four barangay heads, five (14.71 percent) are females, the
rest (85.29 percent) males.
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Social services are inadequate. Health services are delivered
through a rural health unit (RHU) with one nurse, four midwives and
two sanitary inspectors. The RHU is however closed most of the time as
the health personnel are unable to come most days due to the peace and
order situation. Besides the RHU, Panamao has been recently provided
a district hospital. Constructed in 2003, the hospital has thirty-two
staff, with one physician, one administrative officer, one dentist, one
pharmacist, one medical technologist and four nurses. Most common
atlments include malaria, colds, diarrhea, measles. and skin discases.
Water sources are mostly still in Level T (dug well). The coastal area
has been observed to be more receptive to contagious discases (Sulu
Provincial Planning and Development Office 2003).

Literacy rate 1s at 43.4 percent in 1990, improving to sixty-five
percent by the vear 2000. There are two sece mdary schools, at Poblacion
Seit and Patibulan, six elementary schools, and five primary schools.
Far-flung barangays usually have only primary and elementary schools
and children have to walk at least three kilometers from their houses
to get to school. Lack of teachers and educational materials, not to
mention lack of school buildings, remain a crying need. For every 100
Pupll.\‘ enrolled in Grade 1, twenty-five finish elementary education, ten
ﬁnish high school, and at most five get to college. Of those with higher
3dUC§ti()ldal achievements, females generally outnumber the males (Sulu
Provincial Pl;mning and Development Office 2005).

The Moro insurgency

I'he Muslim separatist resistance in Southern Mindanao and the

Sulu archipelago 1s one of the most profound events m Philippine
history. This rebellion attests to the unconquered spirit of a people that
once upon a time were the sovereign rulers of Mindanao. Though now
minoritized and marginalized, thanks to what it now calls the “Filipino
colonial government,” this rebellion, which resulted in a civil war that
only recently abated into a very tenuous peace, is far from finished.
The rise of Islamic nationalism around the world 1n recent time
has lent new energy and new power to this resistance. Propelled by a
dream of a Dar-u/ Is/um (an Islamic community), Muslim communitics
have over and over again supported calls for Islamic unity and self-

governance. The MNLIE, the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILIY,
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and other Moro rebel formations that came after were forged and
fostered by this desire for self determination and sovereignty. Met with
the national government’s militarist response on the one hand and
an assimilationist policy on the other hand, the rebellion has had no
other way but to grow and survive. The carly years of Martial Law were
particularly colorful and bloody vears for the Moro people: It was the
height of the Moro uprising. -lug mga kabataan nuon ay nabubay sa takor.
Marami sa moa nakakatanda sa amin ay ipinahnli at ipinakrlono no moa militar
nang walang kasalanan. Karamihan sa kanila ay pinabirapan miuna bago pinatay.
Kaya va mea panahon ding ito halos lahat ng mga kabataang alalakiban sa Suin
edad treve pataas ay boluntaryong sumanib sa MINLF. “The voung lived in
fear. Civilians were being picked up and jailed by the military. Many
were tortured before they were killed. So it was at this time that almost
all the young boys in Sulu aged thirteen and above volunteered to join
the MNLEF” (FGD conducted in Indanan last 31 January 2006).

The war in the 1970s was fierce. There was massive evacuation
of people, Muslims and Christians, as MNLF combatants and AP
soldiers, with the help of paramilitary forces, exchanged fire (Mercado
1990, 39). The Bangsamoro homeland became a virtual garrison as the
AFP deployed its arsenal in Mindanao. The movement of people was
such that the ethnic composition of some places was drastically altered.
By 1976, casualtics were placed at 60,000 dead, with refugees to Sabah
numbering around 300,000 (Mercado 1990, 40).

The confrontation with the Philippine military was particularly
intense in Jolo. [n February 1974, MNLI forces attempted to take control
of Jolo town from the Philippine government troops. The ensuing
battle resulted 1n the destruction of the Sulu province. Thousands fed
Jolo. Tn subsequent vears, more people escaped to the southern islands,
particularly to Bongao and Tawi-Tawi islands,”™ including Sabah in
Malaysia, as the war continued (Interview with Dr. Lakkian, 01 February
20006). Barjaya Baddang, one of the key respondents for this research,
was one of those who joined the takeover. He said that many went to
nearby provinces, but others chose to leave the Philippines for eastern
Borneo, especially Sabah. Barjaya himself left with his family for Sabah
in 1976 and stayed there for three vears. In 1979, he came back hoping
that the war had ended" (Interview, 03 February 20006)
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1he Tripoli Agreement

The 1970s was also marked by an intensifving communist
insurgency which was equally costly for the government cotfers.
Unwilling to expend its resources in a two-pronged war in a prolonged
period, the Marcos government sought for a peaceful resolution of the
Mindanao conflict. A truce was brokered with the help of the powerful
Organization of Islamic Countries (OIC) and the “Tripoli Agreement
was signed between the MNLIE and the Philippine government. The
Tripoli Agreement provided for the establishment of autonomy i the
thirteen provinces of Mindanao and Sulu “within the sovercignty and
integral territory of the Republic of the Philippines and subject to s
constitutional processes” (Mercado 1990,40). The phrase “constitutional
processes” would later allow the government to outmancuver the
MNLI, by holding a referendum in the thirteen provinces that would
divide Mindanao and Sulu into two “auronomous regions™ and allow
cereain provinees to opt out of Moro political leadership. Disagreement
led to the breakdown of the peace talks. s Misuarn backed out of the
peace process and went back to armed rebellion, Marcos moved along,
to implement the agreement according to his own interpretation and
proceeded with enticing top cadres of MNLI with monetary incentives
and lucrative posts in government to legitimize his own version of
autonomy. This was followed by an cnormous building of a cultural
edifice of the Autonomous Region: mosques, madrasahs. NMushm
centers, public works, housing projects, Islamic studies, roval houses,
Muslim scholarships, Muslim holidavs. and so on.

About this time also divisions within the MNILI surfaced. made
official in 1983 when Hashim Salamat declared the formation of the
MILE?" Another MNLIE faction would later emerge, the NNLI-
Pundato Group, allegedly created by the USs Central Intelhgence
Ageney (CLY) to weaken the Misuari leadership. All this, together with
Marcos™ “policy of attraction” combined to undermine the NN as
a revolutionary force. \s confusion and demoralization spread among,
the MNLIs rank and file, Marcos consolidated his hold on Mindanao.

Thanks to the ample help of Moro traditional leaders and former NIN1I¢
commanders, he was able to contain the NMoro rebellion for a long while
that prior to his ouster from power, the Moro resistance was no longer

considercd a major threat.
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The Mindanao Peace Process

The coming into power of Corazon Aquino on 25 February 1986
via “people power™ occasioned a resumption of the peace process with
the MNLI. The 1986 Constitution provided for the creation of an
autonomous region in Muslim Mindanao. But again, implementation
was not much different from the Marcos plov: It required a plebiscite in
which provinces and cities in favor of autonomy would come under a
new autonomous region. Only five provinces with predominantly Moro
populations voted for it.%!

In 1992, upon the assumption of former military figure Fidel V.
Ramos (FVR) to presidency, the MNLF was drawn into a new round of
peace talks with the government. Ramos sought to outdo his predecessor
by promising to explore means of widening the boundaries and authority
of the autonomous region and by “taking Constitutional and legal steps
to comply with all the provisions of the Tripols .-\grcemcnt.”22 In 1996,
a peace agreement was signed between Misuart and Ramos providing
for, among others, the creation of a transitional administration and a
longer-term establishment of a regional autonomous government. The
Southern Philippines Council for Peace and Development (SPCPD)*
was established as the transitional administrative structure with the
primary role of supervising the implementation of the agreement over a
threc-vear period. The SPCPID covered not just the five Moro provinces
but fourteen provinces and nine cities of Mindanao. A major task of
the SPCPD was to demonstrate to both Muslims and Christians the
cconomic benefits of peace under the autonomous region by way of
development funds channeled to the region and the encouragement of
foreign investment. Nur Misuari was made chairman of the SPCPD.
The SPCPD, however, was restricted in power, resources, and authority,
In the end, whatever httle influence 1t had was turther obstructed by
bureaucratic gridlock, legal disputes, and pc)lirical opposirinn.

Again, before the second phase of the agreement (the establishment of
a Regional Autonomous Government)** could be implemented, a plebiscite
had to be held on 12 August 2001, purportedly to legitimize the increase
of the boundaries of the ARMM from its current five provinces and a
citv.’” And again, most areas of Mindanao and Palawan rejected Muslim
self rule. Still, the chairman and founder of the MNLF Nur Misuari was
installed as Governor of the ARMMN. In November 2001, however, his
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rule ended abruptly when he led a failed uprising that culminated in his
capture in Malaysia and present incarceration in Laguna.

The Anti-terror campaign

Since taking office in 1998, Former President Joseph strada
demonstrated his reluctance to implement and support the 1996 Peace
Agreement. He has been blamed as a major factor for the failure of the
SPCPD. Estradaalso took a non-compromising approach with the MITLE
and was responsible for the total war policy that wrought tremendous
havoc on thousands of civilian lives in Mindanao in 2000. Iis reign
was also associated with the emergence of the Abu Savyaf Group (ASG)
in Basilan which claimed responsibility for the Dos Palmas hostage-
taking in 2001 which local people believed was the motivation behind
the Malaysian government’s turning against Misuari. ¢
Before the ASG deteriorated into a kidnap-for-ransom gang and a
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s to be Islamic revolutionaries. Thev were vou ng Moro
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At ASG forees were hiding there.

The rarrtinuing MNLF repellion

When [uglrmnking commanders turned their backs on Misuari and
served the government instead, there was hope that the MNLF rebellion
The Council of Fifteen ousted Misuari in 2001
and chose to occupy seats 1n the ARMNML. 2
Muslimen Sema of the Kutawato State Re
Mayor of Cotabato City.

would be put to an end.

rominent among these is
volutionary Command, now
2 For not joining this anti-Misuari conspiracy,
military and government officials — and national media — (re)invented
the word “renegades,” granting the Council of Fiftecen “main NN
faction” status and calling the field commanders who have remained
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loval to Nisuart “rencgades.” and “an MNT.[ breakaway group.” Leading
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this group 1s Ustadj Habier Malik who heads the MNLF Jabar Uhod
Command which covers the eastern part of Jolo, and Khaid Ajibon,
Chairman of Lupa Sug State Revolutionary Committee.

Dismaved at the Council of Fifteen’s action, Commander Malik refused
to talk against his former comrades and would rather blame the military
and the President for bribing the MNLI top cadres. Nabi nila in kunrander sir
NMINILLE katan. Four million. *“1hey had bought the MNLF commanders. At
four million.” He dismissed the military operations as all for accomplishment
reports and for the money making business of the military top brass. [z
operation hipagkaw’ record iban hikasin sin military. Understand, he said, that
those in high offices, had to work closely with those in the ground. Hati
kaw. Inda’, nagsisud in parkala’ ha taay iban ha baba

Ustad) Habier Malik led the attack on the military brigade command
post in Barangay Seit Poblacion on 06 February 2005. The offensive,
which set off the siege on Jolo for nine days, was in retaliation for the
killing of a Moro family perpetrated by AFP soldiers. On 01 February
2005 military soldiers strafed the house of the Padiwan family in Sitio
Baunu Ice, Barangay Kapuk Punggul in the municipality of Maimbung,
killing five of the seven occupants, including the Padiwan couple, their
thirteen-vear-old child Aldasir, another three-vear-old child Aljismal,
and a relative. The eldest son, fourteen-vear-old Alsid, was spared
because he got up early to sell native rice cakes. The other survivor,
seven-year-old Almujaval, was hit on the right hand and survived, bur
left the hospital against doctor’s advice because of threats from military
soldiers. The second child died later in a hospital. As this was not the
first atrocity committed by military soldiers against civilians in recent
time, the residents sought justice through the help of the MNILI. The
battle that followed made Panamao and Indanan a target of an intensive
military operation that caused residents to evacuate to the adjacent
municipalities of Panglima Fstino, Luuk, and Jolo. By the second weck
of February 2006, about 5,000 soldiers were deployed in the area. This
included the 9th, 7th, and 4th battalions of the Marine Brigade, an
infantry division of the army belonging to the 33rd, 35th and 5-4th IBs),
and several units of the Air Force (Interview with Habier Malik, 02
I'ebruary 20006).

Data gathered from the Department of Social Welfare and
Development (DSWD) Provineial Office and the Philippine National
Red Cross (PNRC-Sulu) disclosed that as of 24 March 2005, the
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displaced was at 9,879 families or about 57,900 persons. Another
NGO working with IDPs, Balay, reported that as of 09 June 2005,
about 13,440 families composed of 85,532 persons were affected. To
date, one evacuation center at Timbangan, Indanan remains open,
sheltering fifteen families or about sixty-eight individuals while 1.586
families or about 8,407 individuals are still served outside. Up to the
present, armed clashes between the AFP and Moro armed groups
still continue to force thousands of civilians to leave their homes and
farms. The number of deaths between the warring forces is much
harder to account. The Southern Command (Southcom) placed their
casualties at seventy-nine soldiers not counting the wounded, while
MNLF estimated some 300 dead on the enemy side. Interviews with
civilians also put the number of the dead on the military side by
the hundreds, on the MNLF side at less than ten. Magkahagad kaw.
Bukun san kapituwan tagsiyam in miyatay kanila. CGiyatisan sa_yan diyandi
hadja ba Bwansa, uwdy pa lamud in ha hansipak. “1.isten. It could not
be that only seventy-nine died on their side because here in Bwansa
alone, a hundred died. And more died on the other side.” The “other
side” refers to Panamao where battles were ficrcer. It was there that

Brigadier General Dennis Villanueva, Commanding General of the
35™ IB of the Philippine Army

died.?® When news of the general’s
death was broadcast,

(Godis grea), like justice has been served for the death of the child in

the Padiwan family as well as for other injustices suffered in the past

in the hands of soldiers. There was likewise a sense of redemption,
and a sense of gratefulness for the protection that the MNLF had
provided the bangsu. A local resident spoke so: Massarangsukul kita awn
pa MNI.I- nagbamwobug katn, Bang uway na madayus iyan kita sin moa tan.
“We should be grateful there is stil] the MNLI‘ to defend us. If not
for them people would just trample us under their feet” (Interviews,
February 20006).

While national media and military officials tend to downplay, if not
deny, this claim to victory, local people generally feel the enemy has
been beaten. Even children narrating their experiences of the February
battles showed in their drawings soldiers who kept on falling down the
hill. Commander Malik himself counted five dead on his side. Tn Bwansa,
two MNLI‘ cadres were killed, bur according to residents these two
committed a parrang sabil*® and went after the retreating soldiers. Before

it was said that people shouted Aabu A kbur
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this act the two were said to have told people to please get their bodies
because they felt that it was their time to die now.”! People interviewed
expressed no sense of loss for these two deaths because according to
them, the two died a most noble death and had killed many enemies
(Interviews, February 2006). The casualties on the AFP side were such
thatinaninterview with Commander Malik he advised wives and families
of Filipino soldiers from l.uzon not to go to Mindanao (Interview, (02
February 2006). Residents are of the opinion that the AFP forces could
have not entered Jolo without the collaboration of local government
officials. A citizen of Panamao revealed that MNLF integers arc being
used by the military as assets to penctrate the MNLF (Interview, 02
Februnry 20006). In an interview, MNI.F Commander Khaid Ajibon said
that they declared a “state of war” against the Philippine government
not only in Sulu but also in other areas of operation of the MNLF in
Mindanao (Interview with local media, February 2006).

For all the adversity that had come to pass in the history of the
MNLF, what remains enduring seems to be the ordinary fighter’s and the
ordinary peasant’s lovalty to Maas™ Misuari. Bapa® Barjaya’s idea of peace
in the homeland, for instance, is attached with the jailed Misuari’s frecdom
from imprisonment. Bang di* makagwa’ in Maas. in hilu masi ia’. Bang iyan
makaguwa’ misan in -1bn Sayyay yan malawa’ ra. Iban in military di’ makapissk
bang bi Miswari ha guwa’. “For as long as the Old Man is in prison, conflict
is here to stay. But once he is released, even the Abu Sayvaf will be gone.
And even the military will listen once Misuari is free.”

1he displaced

Rather used to armed tension, thanks to the frequent sightings of
military men and armed rebels roaming the countryside, not to mention
bandit groups and local security forces of warring politicians, the people
of Sulu Islands, particularly of Indanan and Panamao, were unusually
distressed during the last military bombardment because they had been
forcibly driven out of their homes. In the other military operations
and armed fights, particularly those directed at Abu Sayvat forces
following the declaration of “total war” by former President Fstrada in
2000, people managed to stock food and staved in their houses as both
soldiers and rebel forces just passed by. In the last war, they had been
particularly overwhelmed by the size of the military battalions deploved
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— from the original 3,000 to 5,000 troops by 15 February 2005 — which
included Army, Marine, Navy units, and a company-size US trained
Light Reaction Force (Ka/inaw, March 2005). By 20 February 2005, or
a good two weeks since hostilities broke out, more than 26,000 people
were displaced. Affected were at least seven municipalities: namely,
Panglima Estino, Jolo, Panamao, K. Caluang Karungdung, Parang,
Patikul, and Luuk Camp Andres (sce table below).

Displaced persons in Sulu (as of 19 February 2006)

Municipality No. of No. of
Families Individuals

1. Panglima Lstino Punay Poblacion 550 3,803
2. Jolo 119 721
3. Panamao Suh Poblacion 105 634
4. K. Caluang Karungdung 75 525
5. Parang Poblacion 555 3,815
6. Patikul 685 4,400
7. Luuk Camp Andres 600 3,000
8. Unaccounted 9,000
Total 26,000

Source: Provincial Civil Defense Office, Sulu

Help came from government offices, church groups, schools, and
business groups nearby and, so much later, from NGOs. But at the
height of the conflict the local branch of the National Food Authority
(NFA) ran out of rice stocks. Transportation of available relicf goods
supply was moreover hampered by the ongoing fighting (Kalinaw,
March 2005). Because relief came on the assumption that there was
hunger, there was not much time for help groups to think about
minimum dietary requirements of local people. For instance, one list
of relief beneficiaries from the DSWD showed that goods were mostly
made up of “seven kilos of rice with canned goods and noodles.” Far
from nutritious to begin with, these hardly made up the rural Taosug’s
food basket. Staple food in Sulu for most inhabitants is pang*' and
fish, but nowhere in the records of relief assistance did these items
appear. It was months later before a water facility was figured out and
so far no temporary sanitary toilets came with the temporary shelters.
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Seemingly, the recipient unit in the food distribution is the nuclear
family,* and considering the lack of knowledge of donor groups about
local people and cultural practices, resource allocation might have
been arbitrarily determined and, likely, disruptive of local culture.

Be that as it may, the amount of help that came would have not
been procured if there had been not enough educative and advocacy
activities done by NGOs and church groups on behalf of the Muslims.
One report showed that by 09 June 2005, the total cost of assistance
was at Ph17,352,795.00. The bulk of this amount, PhP3,735,320.00, was
coursed through DSWD. NGOs contributed a total of PhP2,355,975.00,
while 1.GUs donated a total of PhP1,261,500.00 (Ba/ay** RDIP, n.d.). The
same report stated that as of 09 June 2005 13,440 families composed
of 85,532 persons have been affected, with a total of 1,601 or 8475
individuals still being served by relief organizations. As of this writing,
most of these displaced people have either moved into their relatives’
places or have rebuilt their houses in their old home villages.

People’s perceptions on the war

During past military operations, as in the vear 2000 when Estrada
waged an anti-terror war and deploved military forces to cleanse Sulu
and Basilan of ASG operatives, Panamao and Indanan residents did
not evacuate. Soldiers would just pass by, just as the fan gnwa (rebels)
would just pass by. The February battle was the first military operation
staged in their own village, just a few hundred meters away from where
their houses stood. Magkari in sundalo sub di’ pagkaigan, saputika sin amm in
naghappen ini. Hangkan na laung ku pamasyaian sin sundaly pasal na bang yan
makakari in contingent sin sundalu, aynputun sin barrio. An informant related
that in that particular day the soldicrs did not bother to set foot in the

-house of the barangay captain despite his son’s chasing after them and

telling them to have coffee. He was trying to stop them from marching
into their deaths because they were going to the direction which the
residents knew to be the boundary the MNLF has set as their firing
line. But they could not be detained and went directly ahead and in a
couple of minutes the firing happened. -lmura in pagbunu’ na ini di’ nu
mabaya’ bumapit in sundalu bat iyapus namu’ madti iban sin anak diyaak na
kami, ‘kadina niyo luung na in sundalu painuma nivu naa mari kahawa.’ Na
wayruun na. Di namn’ na maguynd, na divect sila na... na naglubak na. The



54 SHEILFA B. ALOJAMIENTO

barangay captain believed that had the soldiers listened, nothing would
have happened to them. Puagka amun himapit na sila, wayruun da ﬂqgljap/?eﬂ
way unu sabab. Hatiku manlung da isab in atu ba guwa. “The rebels do pity
tP;em, I think” (Interview with “Manny,” February 20006).

Surprisingly, the residents of Bwansa secm to have come to accept
war as something they have to live with. Asked what they think of the
war, a respondent replied, “There’s nothing you can do. So we just look
and watch. If they come to us we just talk it out with them. For as long as
they don’t do us any harm. The trouble is when the military overtake the
rebels, for that will be the end of them, for they will be ambushed, and
that means war.” Na way na sadja. Mangatud-ngatud na sadja kami. Dabun na
namu’ na sadja magmiting bang sifa dib da ivab mag-inu-inu. .. Bang sila kaliynban
Qumuwa na amu in magbuny’ na sadja, sabab yaun sila hivahapaan.

Forty six-year old former MNLF cadre Bapa Barjaya related that
beginning 2000 alone, he had rebuilt his house four times already, as
every time there was an operation the military would burn the houses.
“They would set to fire all the houses they happenced to pass by. And if
they came upon cows, they would take them, too. Just this last evacuation
(February 2005 operation) when they even took our shoes.” Pagsunugun
nakauna yadtu in katan kabayan bang mag-operation sila. Su sukun sin kalabayan
nila sunugun nila ubusun. Bang awn abutan nila manga sapi” dabun nila. Kita kaw
ha pagpagny ini pd manga sapatos nami’ piyagkaid .

Long alienated from mainstream development processes, many
have grown cynical about current cfforts at uplifting Lupa Sug. \s far
as the Moro struggle is concerned. many don’t sec an end to it soon.
Nor is an end necessary. A seventy-year old farmer from Sitio Talibang
had this to say: “For an uneducated Taosug like me, no law can settle
armed conflict to avenge the death of a relative. As vou can see here,
cven those highly educated and big-time politicians take the law into
their own hands and it did not make any difference in the end.” A forty-
five year old widow seconded: “This is the world we had grown up
with. We knew no other. This is something we have to put up with. The
government program on peace and development—anything to do with
peace and order does not interest us one bit.”

Government officials appear to be echoing these views, The DSWD
Provincial Director of Sulu said: “These military operations, peace
consultations, public hearings are all but an exercise in tutility.” In Sulu, she
further said, one has no business doing politics if he docsn’t have the monev
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(Interview with Ms. Maydelyn Bahjin, February 2006). Residents in Jolo
said that the Brigade officials are actually the most powerful entities during
election time. Not only were they given the duty to keep peace and order
that elections may be held in this hot-spot country, they were also given the
power to guard and switch ballot boxes (Interviews, February 20006).

Itis thus not surprising that people feel hopeless towards evergetting
any help trom the authorities, be it in war or in peace. Asked whether
they report violations committed by the military to any office, many
said they don’t. If bad comes to worse, they just pack up and flee. Uy
1 pagimbing. magpaguy na hadja. Nisan unu in kuningdan wway ra mabinang
namu’. Madtu kaw pamilitary di* da kaw dapitan, samman lumugay kumangi’
pa kita. lban. di da hikagmwa” katu’ in kasabunnalan. Iban bang military ra in
pagiumbungan wway ra lag, marayaw pa kila nagdurubung. “No more. Just
evacuate. No matter what vou do, there’s nothing that can be done. You
g0 to the military and they will not hear vour side, by and by they will
turn against you. You go to others and they will just hush vou up. The
truth will not come out anyway. Rather than run to the military, better
to sit it out and stare into space.”

Even governments relief and rchabilitation operations for the
evacuces are hardly appreciated. Asked what help has been given them at
the height of the evacuation, people appeared unaware that there was any.
Asked further what else may be done to minimize the impact of the war,
they seemed indifferent. “We don’t know. It’s all up to you what help vou
can offer us. But this we ask from God. that mav there be a little peace in
this land. We wouldn’t ask for anything more but that. That we may able
to look after our livelihood, be able to sleep well. then that will be a lot to
thank for. That we may work our land, our coconut farms, our harvest...”
Inday baba.” Bang ha biya’ kaniyn bang unn isab in hikatabang niyo kamn.’ Hangkan
na ini in pangayu’ nami’ pa Tuban, pangayu duwaa bang manliminaw in huta. Misun
Hwdy net snr-uni basta kami prakansala na pahida’ makatng na kami didine sa hula®
ndmut” in yadtn mialagu’ na pagsukalan nami’ sabab makansaba na kami sin lnpa’
namu’, sin lahing nam’. sin lanut namn biban. . .

For all the unrest prevailing in the area, the government’s only
response appears to be military in nature. Said Ustadj Malik Habier:
“Do not ever let the military handle the solution to this armed conflict,
because we will always fight back!” People are however aware that all
this violence and conflictin Sulu is just a symptom of a social restlessness
that had decp historical and psychological roots (Interview with the
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Municipal Secretary Hadiji Nurl Tingkasan, 03 l“cb.ruary 200§). Of late‘,
rehabilitation and construction efforts have been in sway with the US
Forces playing important role. But even these are reg}sted. A bar?ngay
captain, apparently unable to take the sight of Milikan (Americans)
building the school and mosque their children and thev would go to, I.OOk
to task the governor overseeing the building work: Mayta’. di’ mabinang
sin kitaniyn in magpatindug sin iskul, sin masjid. sin manga karandanan? “\X'hy

can’t we ourselves make the schools, the mosque, all these roads?
Children of war

Sessions with the children clicit views and experiences of the war,
often focusing on their encounters with the soldiers and armed groups.
It was startling to note that at their voung age, they look at the thetr
present predicament as normal as any other ordinary day. D/ du ivab
magpangunu in sundalu kamu.' Magpanglunsulan san kami mawn pa kanpu nila
magpanayam. “The soldiers don’t mind us. We sometimes go and play
near their camp.” They also said that neither the military nor the Moro
armed groups harassed them. Their only worry is when they sce military
tanks and battalions of soldiers on foot patrol, cquipped with high-
powered arms passing by their area as OV-10 planes roam the skies.
According to them, this is an indication that anytime soon they and
their families will have to be on the alert.

Observance of soldiers’ gear has also given some children certain
ideas. A seven-vear old boy expressed desire to be in the armed force
someday. “I want to be a soldier, a police, or cven a scout ranger,
anywhere as long as therc is pav” Mabaya® akn magundalu, misan pulis
atawd ranger, mabaya’ aku basta awn gadji’!

Seemingly, the more serious problems atfecting them are health-
related. Many get sick and malnourished at the evacuation center. The
parents are also more worried about the effects of war on their children’s
education. Because of the endless war exercises in their villages, children’s
attention are taken away from their schooling. Parents are afraid that the
young children will grow up illiterate like them.

Many relief and rehabilitation NGOs offering psychosocial therapy
for war victims are of the opinion that this long experience of war will
have traumatic consequences for voung children and will likely turn
them into “war freaks” who “enjoy plaving with tov guns.” These NG Os
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are moreover worried that children taking classes in the presence of
the military men will suffer from strong psychological effects when
they grow up (Ba/uy RDIP, a photocopy, n.d.). This is such an effete
attitude reflecting middleclass attitude towards wars and struggles.
While there is no doubt that these children would be more comfortable
and might be better educated without a war affecting their growth and
psychological development, there is no definitive evidence to show that
people who grew conscious of the reality of war in their early vears have
more psychological problems than those privileged with overprotected
upbringing. The most immediate and visible effects on children, as far
as war 1s concerned, is the closure of schools and non-delivery of health
services. However, poor educational opportunities and health services
have only been aggravated by war. Other problems endemic to local

culture and politics have long retarded the educational development of
children in Moro areas.”’

The February 2005 battles: Stories
Ay-aykum Sayam

We were on our way home from the Barangay Councilor’s house
when we met this woman grazing her cow. She looked beautiful with her
waist-long curly hair and rounded body, though her face looked tired.
We went to her and asked her if she were among those who cvacuated
at the height of the military operation in February 2005. She gave us
a look that betrayed her doubt of our intentions. Perhaps because we
told her we were Taosugs or perhaps it was because of my companion’s
talkativeness that she soon eased into conversation with us. When we
asked her again to tell us about the bartle between the Philippine Army
and the MNLF Breakawav Group in February, a frown crumpled her
face. Then she brought us to her house.

Stepping into the doorway, we came upon the remains of the February
2005 operations and Babu Addang herself broke into a storm of words.
She said she went back to her abode to put some order into the house that
she and her husband speedily left in the haste of the evacuation when
she found out that the soldiers had set up camp there. Pagkawn-kawn
ko rang liyalarak na in lawang. in titimbakan nila piyallassut sa tandawan. "The
house was a wreck, the soldiers’ gun barrels jutting out of the window.
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She entered, climbing the three-stepped ladder and greeted the strangers
Assalamn Alaikum. One of the soldiers returned her greeting, though he
apparently did not speak Taosug for he stammered “Ay-aykum Sﬂ}'an.).”
Another soldier addressed her 1n Taosug, complimenting her for the nice
house she got and asking if she had an unmarried daughter. /na’. malingkat
in bay mu, awn kaw anak budjang? She told him nonc as all her children are
married now, and then he asked if there was liniment or rubbing alcohol
as he needed a massage. “I said, poor boy, when vou leave my house don’
take our Kitchen utensils. I was not able to carry them because T am sick
with breast cancer, and they were too heavy tor me.” She also saw that
they used her big cooking pot and that they ate in the terrace. She told
them not to take the pot when they leave and she then quitted the house.
The soldiers stayed in the barangay for more than a week, occupving
the vacated houses. Civilians kept away for fear that thev would be
suspected of supporting the Abu Sayvaf Group or the MNLE. The soldiers
practically turned their domiciles into boarding houses, taking liberty with
everything they found. They also took off with the things they deposited
at the public school — clothes, radios, pots and pans, and other valuables.
The morning after they left, the residents went back to their homes. “You
would think the devil himself came this wav.” Bunnal bunnal laung ku in
manga sundalu ini paddam panas tund. “1 said these were soldiers straight
from hell. They took off with our water containers, the knives, the pots,
my lamp, even the frving oil, and chicken cggs!” She and her husband
bought food supplies because they thought they could stay in their house,
like before, because the other vears during militarv operations the soldicers
just passed by the village. Naghi kami manga kapanyapan. kakann. bahasa
lanng namu’ way ra san PAag-ig. nagpamimi kami pagkann namu’ supaya laung nanm’
di’ na kami magkadinkadsu pa patabu’. N lay ba yamn pa sibuyas-sibuyas ku rans.
Indea’. pa sukal-sukal, pa 2enes-0nis na... buvas. lahino. lara-lara pivagkama.” Fhey
stocked food so they need not go to the town to buy their supplies during
the war. They did not expect that the soldiers would take everything,
“Even the onions, sugar, rice, pepper...” They even forced her clothes
trunk open. Manglangpas tund! Manglangpas tnud in biya’ kanila. .. in nakaiyan
na aks, bang hadja lanng ku bukun awm pagbansbugan ta amun nakura’ »uiyol
taung ku biban. way lumingkat laung ku magsama-sam pa brigade, maglapal kita
kit lanng kit bilayan... kiyaingatan mu na bang kita ini mayamasu’ na.... pananik-
manuk namu” ba Inda’ bang kaw kumita” sin bulbul ha kid-kid sin puunan sin
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byabas yann... alla apu’ ki bat way ba tuwan kivapin! Magsarang sukul du kuman
kami wway piyagdapugan in manga kabahayan namu.’ “1f you've seen the house
after they left! Thieves, I said. If only we are not supporters of the mavor,
we should like to report them to the Brigade Commander. When you'are
angry... who would not be angry? Coming upon your house like thar,
vour chicken feathers scattered under thar guava trec there... noth'ing
lett! 'm just glad they did not set fire to our house!™ (Interview with Babu

Addang, February 2006).
So you want to know who are the IPDs in Lupa Sug?

When we asked our local guide Manny to find us a respondent
who could share about her or his expertence with armed conflict, he
immediately brought up Bapa Barjaya’s name. Bapa Barjaya Baddang,
according to Manny, got himself caught in the gunfight between
government forces and local rebels that took place in Sitio Talib:mg, in
the boundary of Barangay Karawan and Barangay Bwansa in Indanan.

We soon found out that Bapa Barjaya’s experience with war went as
far back as 1973 when he was only in second vear high school at Notre
Dame of Jolo. He dropped out of school to join the MNLF, since all
men young and old were anyway suspect to the military. Boys in their
teens were going over to the MNLF camp, as they would rather die than
get picked up and jailed for just being a Taosug Muslim.

Now forty-six, married twice with sceven children and some
grandchildren, Bapa Barjava thinks thar lite has not changed a bit.
“FEvacuate here, hide there, just as before!” Only this time, instead of
Nur Misuart, it’s Khaid \jibon who is in command. It is however the
same MNLF, and the same government they are fighting, Wayrann tund
kuami yan nakananam parasaban daing katagna’ ha parinta ini! Never for once
did this government lend us a little peace.

Bapa Barjaya’s familyv is well known in Sitio Talibang. Thev own
some thirty-fve hectares of land planted with coconut, abaca, ;m.d truit
trees. He said thatit only there was enough peace to leave them at length
at a time, his famuly would have been among those who got rich just
from the produce of their lands. But the endless bombardment of their
village did so much to destroy their livelihood. His own house had to
be rebuilt at least four times now, having been burned down four times.
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The house withstood the last bombing although 1t now leans slightly to
one side. A bomb fell into the orchard next to it, creating a big hole on
the ground and searing the fruit trees black.

The soldiers used bazooka, for there was rumor of ASG spotted
in Sitio Talibang. His neighbors and other members of the family were
quick to evacuate. For staying behind, Bapa Barjaya got strafed by the
military and was hit by bullets in the abdomen. “IHere. My remembrance
of the last battle with the soldiers.” he said. proudly showing us his
scars. We asked Bapa why he chose to remain in his house when he
knew that the place was being bombarded. “You sce, child, T had to
keep watch of our property.”

Bapa further related that soldiers did not catch any Abu Sayyaf
militia. Uway ba Abu Sayaf ha taasan ini! Duwal dakuman baha bang hat
lumabay sab di namu’ isab kaingatan bang -15G sila kannal namu’ pagkabi ta
madtn pa mga hansipak yann. “There are no Abu Savvafs in these hills.
Armed men did pass by that way or this way but Bapa Barjaya would not
know if they were with the ASG. We thought they were just ordinary
civilians, just like us, on their way to their farms.”

‘ Bapa Barjaya also told of the time when the Abu Sayyaf first began
its activities in Lupa Sug and someone came up to him and offered him
two million pesos just so he would allow them to stay in their village
for a few days. He turned them down, told them he did not need two
million pesos. He was more concerned for the safetv of his family. In
waklu pagpa-awn sin 1bu Sayaf yadiu, awn nag-newotiate kaku'. dumihil 2\
dumnnn huniali-hali hadja. In agi ku. bukun kn kalagihan in alta’. di’ ki kann in
kampung ku ZM pilak mabut pa hula ku laung kn. 120" akn mabayab sin bibadtn.
Pag-ubus di’ akn mabayah duunan. At another time, Taosug strangers came
to the sitio and slept in one of the farmers’ houses. Bapa Barjaya went to
the field and asked that same farmer about this, but was told by him that
he did not know the /ux guwa’ (outsiders) cither. Until someone reported
to the Brigade Commander that he was coddling armed rebels in his
place. He had to go to the Brigade Commander himself to explain and
inform him that he was able to make the armed men leave. The Brigade
Commander thought him to be a rebel himself, or how else could he
have asked the armed men to leave just like that. Tinanong nila ako kung
t0loo may mga lao duon sa lupain namin. Inamin ko. vo. ikako, pero hindi ko ito
kagustuban pumunnta sila dion. Dagdug ko pa. napaalis ko rin ang mga taong ito.
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Tinanong ako uli kung bakit ko napaalis. -1ng suspetsa nila armado din ako. Sabi
ko wala po talaga akong armas. Inulit ang tanong kung bakit ko napaalis ang mga
di kilalang taong iyun nang ganin na lamang, 1 told them (the militarv)k tl';at
vou don’t deal with stubborn people in a stubborn way also or \'(;ll end
up killing one another. 1 told the Brigade Commander that I'begged
the strangers to leave because we civilians do not want to get involved
in their war. I said to them that if they reconcile with government then
I am willing to house them in the village even if they number up to a
few hundreds. But for as long as thev are at war with government, then
I don’t want them here in my place. So they left. But actually, thev were
just passing by. They were on their wav to another mounta.in,” .-S}l/)i ko
naman, dng QoL malapane al matigas ang nlo di mo makuha daanin su patisasan
din ng uto. NMagpatayan kayo man kung patulan mo ang katigasan ng nlo ng kabilu
at walang mangyayart. Basta ang sinabi ko sa med laong to—patawarin nyo ho
ako, pero kanng mea sibihan dito ayaw naming sumali sa anlo ninyo .r/{/m/i; kung
kayo day makd-reconctle with the vorernment. fahit pa kayo by the hundyeds /"ll’(,’(l/t’
kayo tumitloy al mamalag dito sa akin. Pero hangga't hindi pa kayo maskasundo
with the gorernment ayoko nuna dito kaayo mamantalagr... kaya umalis na rin sila,
Ang totoo min dumaan lang sila papntang kabilang lmndo;é.

Bapa Barjaya said that people in the village are actually used to
seeing strange (armed) men in transit. The strangers were ;1ot doing
any harm so they just let them be. They only encounter problems when
soldiers on patrol looking after Abu Savvaf men would come, because
once the two parties cross path, it is the civilians, who are bound
to suffer the cn.co'umcr. Yun nea iang pas may mgd sundalo nagpapatrol o
naghahabol ng sabi nilang moa 18, at kung maspang-abutan sila tiyak kamine
mga sibilyan ang unang madiserasya! But it is not only the rebcls‘. said Bap‘::
Barjaya, that have been sending them to evacuate. Clan wars common
in Sulu islands have long been rurning them into “war victims.” Kuhir
nga sd alitan ng moa maskalabano pulitiko, kami P rin moa or(/imm'nuq lao ang
nabibiktina dasdag pa neto. o .

“You want to know who are the 11DPs here in Sulu and how manv?
I tell you, get the record of the entire population in Suly, including
our children and grandchildren, not counting those who escaped t:
Sabah, and you have the number of the TDPs that you want” Aykawnaa
Inda’, kaa niyu na in record sin population sin Sue, sambil anak apu’ nanu’
uway pa laniud in yadiu na ha mea Subah?). “For ever since I can remember,
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we never ran out of military operations, of szdos. »Po'liticnl rivalries,
encounters between military and any armed group. This has been lourr
way of life here. Evacuating, moving from onc |):u'nng:1_\. to arln)ot(;e
and then moving back to our homes as soon as the ﬁghtmg subsi -?i
I think this has become our life. It has always been this way. .;\nd :
may say it, none of us residents of this province can cla1n~{ h;s' or 1ler
families were not internally displaced for repeatedly experiencing the
same situation again and again and again. l.ook at \vhat. has become of
our properties, of our economic activities? | myself did not any more.
want to count the number of times we built and rebuilt our houses, our
farms. Di’ ku na hika-istori, sa’ atura nivie rakuman in parasahan nano. Ne?d I
tell you more? Just look at our condition” (Interview with Bapa Barjaya
Baddang, February 2006).

In Lupa Sug, Lupag Sug da

Kaka Jamail has been working in the local government for almost
twenty years now. He had been witness to the many wars :md. armed
conflicts staged in Lupa Sug — whether they be between AFP S(?ldxcrs. a@d
local fighters or between rival warlords and local politicians. Flis position
in the local government, ironically, has made him lose his faith in any
concept of peace and order or local governance for that matter. “If I tell
you what I know,” he told us. “they’re quite a lot. But T have to look O}.lt
for myself, and I have to protect my constituency.” Bang ku hibayta kaniyn
in kaingatan ku, mataud. Sab hiyallian k& in baran ku ithan raayat k.

Lupa Sug will alwavs be Lupa Sug, he said emphatically. n Jula’

ini, bukun biya’ sin hula’ dngaing. Misan da tu adlaw ampa iynkal kakitaan
miu awn Easambuban. Su' in Lupa Sug, Lupa Suz du. Other towns ﬂn.d
cities grew and developed like the rest of the world, but Lupa Sug is
unlike any other. One need not go far to look. Zamboanga, he c1te‘d
for one, had in only three days become a commercial city. 12" na kita
magpalayu’. mawn na hadja kita pa-samboangan. Wiy parinta dayndi ha Lupa
Sug, magkahagad kaw. But in Sulu, there is no government, no law and
order. Bung awn kakitaan mu duwa military najil ampa kaw mz‘g,(f.u/.u{gu.[/ awn
parinta. “1f you can find two soldiers in jail, then you may say there is la\.v
and order”. And in times of war, no mavor, governor, congressman 1,5,
powerful enough to do anything as it is the military who is in control.
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In gubnol. mayol. kongrisman. bang satu awn bunn’ wway mahinang pasal under
control ra sin military. Deploved therein to keep law and order, the military
is apparently perceived by most residents as a power broker engaged
in some other job than peacemaking. During election, candidates who
win are bound to lose if thev aren’t close enough to the General. The

Brigade connives with the Comelec to direct the ballot results.

One big bone of contention that can bring on violent confrontations

between rival political clans is the IR A.*® Humbuok pagbubunuan di ha Sug
amony politicians na in IR - nd yan. N, nagk

ahagad kaw kaku’, pagpatayan
tund san in IR 1. “Believe me, child, they will kill and die over that IR A”
(Interview with Kaka Jamil, February 20006).

Hikasin sin militar_y

Ustadj Flabier Malik, (Inmmnnding Officerofthe MNLFjabar Uhod

Command 1n the castern part of Sulu, and MNLF Central Committec

Member, led the inital attack on the military camp at Bamngm' Seit,

oftensive lasted for nine days,
counting as casualty his residential compound in Baran
700 meters away from the crossing where

Panamao, Sulu on 06 I*‘cbruar_\' 2005. The

gay Bitanag,
an army detachment stood.
The military reported this to media as his camp. The exchange of fire
n trees in the compound.
Other affected areas included barangays Seit l.ake Poblacion, Tanduh-
Tanduh, Kulay-Kulay, and Tayungan.

burned fifteen houses and four mangostec

It was the military, said Commander Malik, who started the war, in
violation ot the peace agreement. S in timagna.' Lyarak nilu in agreenment.
On the pretest of going after the ASG. the military has be

en ﬁclding its
forces to wipce out the NINLIE In 2002

» the military violated the peace
agreement when 1t attacked an NN camp killing seven men. On the
same day, another attack was also made on another MNLE camp killing
one man. “T'he military will always justify their operations in our area on
the pretext of ASG presence. Bur we, Inda’, only fight for our bunga.”
The military, Commander Malik satd, had also bought NNI.I-
provincial commanders, at four million pesos cach. And the war in
Sulu is not likely to stop in the immediate future. [n operations
military. Pila &unn’ in hambuuk pungin® sin \1I42 PhP28.50 each,

PhIP9.000.00. Plus in nranga punglu’ tyan pashibun namu’ da isab

hikasin sin
In anti-tank,
ha military.
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“The military makes money from war. I How much is a bullet of an MI+?
PhP28.50 each. An anti-tank mortar shell is PhIP9.000.00. Plus we also
buy bullets from the military” (Interview with Commander Malik, 02

February 2000).
Some updates and analyses

Walang ibang intensyon ang pagdating ng mga irepang Amerikano
keng hindi matulungan kayo na maiangar ang ating pamumuhay sa
kabirapan (There is no other intention with the arrival of American

troops, except to help you lift your lives ont of poverty).
- Marine Brigadier General Ben Dolorfino

The conflict in Sulu Islands — and the entire Mindanao for that
matter — appears to be a long way vet, despite the continuing clamor for
peace and the broadening peace movement that desires it. NGOs, relief
organizations, and conflict transformation agenda notwithstanding,

Lupa Sug appears to be wired up for morce battles - if the voices of those

who cherish the land most are to be heard. Though the prospect may

be grim, it is however closer to the truth than what most government
spokespersons and church-based NGOs can say.

The Arroyo government and the Southcom

ir\damam in her project of installing peace in Mindanao, President
Gloria Macapagal Arrovo (GMA) continucs (o push for her peace
agenda using all resources at her disposal. While ficlding generals to run
after what she likes to call “MNIF renegades™ on the pretext of going
after Abu Sayyaf, her government resorts to bribery to get ex-MNLI*
con‘qmandcrs to support her and lend legitimacy to her “peace process.”
This carrot—and-stick policy is no different from Marcos’ strategy in
post-Tripoli period when he gave former MNLIF commanders business
concessions and lucrative posts in government.

On the second week of November 2005, Indanan and Panamao
(>n?§ again figured in another war when the combined forces of the
Philippine Marines (PM) and the Scout Rangers of the 53¢ 1B of
the Philippine Army (P.\) made another operation against “terrorist
clements.” Started in late afternoon of 11 November 2005, the firefight
affected five MNLF controlled municipalitics of Sulu: namely, Marang,
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Talibang, Pansul, Bakud, and Kagay (MNLF Statement, 17 November
2005). The war displaced families which numbered so;ne 1,273 or
least 7,638 persons. This would increase to almost 10,000 af;;r an \?:I'
Force pl.anc and military choppers dropped flvers warning the peo l; of
1mpendmg fullscale military operations. The flivers, written in T;r:()s‘u
bore pictures of military hardware (MCPA, (2 December 2005) "i‘h%
F)peratlon—was justified by the AFP as part of the campaign to clez;r th
islands of “remnants of the Abu Sayyafleadership,” a claim everyone elc:e
but government and the military could not accept. In a letter {o GM.;\e
the Bangsamoro National Congress, a Moro multisectoral alli ,
headed by Tawi-Tawi Governor Almarim Tillah, afﬁrme:i t‘hatartlla3
?nl)' group operating 1n Sulu is the MNLF. MNLF Secretarv-Gene KI
for Internal Affairs Ustadz Moshir Ibrahim himself testiﬁea that tll-n'
fighting started some 500 meters away from the MNLF state chai .
Khaid Ajibon’s camp, which was recognized by the Governmermanf
the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) as an NMNLF camp, and ntclo
agreement that no military men, not even the Philippine N:)t’ional ;Zl'er
(PN P)f can visit without prior understanding and arrangement with :lce
MNLF. Father Dioni Cabillas of the MCPA said that as far as Minda o
is concerned, “the only clear and present danger... is not tth le 7iti: e
liberation groups like the MNLF but the government’s mb:m nmct:
peace” (MCPA, December 2006). e
Even as military tactics are regularly employed, diplomacy is

abandoned. Three months prior to the attack on Suly, the MNL)F-‘GII]{C;
Peace Working Group (PWG) was officially lnunche:i in Jolo, Sulu. A
initiative with foreign funding,® the P\\"G 15 participa.tcd ‘i;m l)u-' Jln.
Provincial Government ot Sulu, the NINLIE, the AFP-PNP, and le }d't ,
members of the civil sociery. Recently, the Southcom in ;11n|)2n o
in cahoots with the Office of the President, invited ot]:ct M;I‘SI%']F
commanders and fighters to a dialogue with military officials in tl
region over the yet unfinished work of integrating the MNLF cmllrm \'t?lel
unaccommodated in the AP and the PND st[ucture. This invit:lt\'1
has been ?lppﬂl‘cn(l'\' rejected by the MNLIE rebels, as tl;e s 0‘1":(‘13'n
fighting with AI'P soldiers would indicate. The Southcom (')ﬂ‘:lfi’]]; ]C~
what locals generally know, stands to profit from both war and :a o ?‘\
Sulu Islands, but most especially from war and war exercises occ}t‘ice 13
by the presence of the high-logistics US forces. - R
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The Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC)

In May of this year, an OIC delegation visited kev Muslim provinces
and cities in Mindanao to assess the progress of the 1996 peace accord
signed between the then president FVR and MNILIF Commander Nur
Misuari. The delegation went home with a pronouncement that the peace
accordisa failure. The powerful Muslim organization likewise consistently
rejected the Philippine government’s application for observer status in the
Muslim countries Conference (Sunstar, 24 June 2006). A loval supporter
of the Muslim struggle, the OIC has consistently supported the leadership
of Nur Misuari and had granted the MNLF permancnt observer starus in
the pan-Islamic organization.

The Arroyo government will have to deal with this body 1n
handling armed rebellion in Mindanao and in dealing with Nur Misuari
because of the powerful international pressure it wields. ‘To date the
OIC continues to support cfforts to implement the 1996 MNLI--GRDP
Peace Agreement and calls for a tripartitc meeting between the OIC,
GRP, and the MNLF to review the implementation and determine the

modsflities for a new joint monitoring committee, appeals tor the release
of Misuari, and calls for the MNLF’s unification with the MILI.Y

The US forces and the Balikatan exercises

Between 06 February and 06 March 2006, Bulikatan exercises were
held n Sulu aimed at enhancing US role in securing the province from
ter%'orxst thr'e.ats and enhancing the capabilities of Filipino troops. .\
scrles.of military maneuvers was jointly undertaken by Filipino and
American soldiers to improve coordination and combat readiness of
the. F\VQ forces and enhance security relations between the US and the
Philippines. The Balikatan is part of the agreement entered into between
the. US :m'd the Philippines under the Visiting Forces \greement (VI°)).
Rejected in more vigilant cities in other parts of Mindanao,*' the VIEA
has been strongly defended by the military and accepted by local business
and politicians in Zamboanga, Basilan, and Sulu as good in combating
terrorism. In Basilan, it has been credited for stamping out Abu Savvat
activities. Brigadier General Raymundo Ferrer went to the extent of
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saying that the scrapping of the VEA | as called for by certain segments
of socict'\;42 “will surelv paralvze our efforts to upgr:;de the capz;l)ilities
of our soldiers™ (Manila Times, 23 January 2006).

In Jolo, the one-month “humanitarian mission” of the US forces
had been made possible by the cooperation of local government
officials. Sulu Governor Benjamin Loong, for one, is one of its
staunch supporters.** For all good intent and purposes, there is general
consensus that the Balikatan in Sulu is part of a war/peace strategy of
the Philippine government in cooperation with the US to fight tcrror'ists.
which include all rebel groups. The deplovment of US mi]i‘mr\' forces in
Sulu Islands tor humanirarian assistance and civic projects C(.)mcs with
the training, cquipment, and intelligence informartion assistance to the
AFP in their combat operations against armed groups operating in the
area. If it is any comfort to the inhabitants of the islands, at lc;st “the
real intention of the US forces are clear to the NN (hrep://www:
newsflash.org /200-4/02/ h1/h1103582. htm).

The Moro Islamic Liberation Front

Notably absent in the Sulu Islands, the MIT.} s a strong presence in
other parts of Mindanao, particularly in the provinces of I\gIaguindanao
and North Cotabato. In other Moro populated provinces it has a wide
basc of support from which tt collects .w(/du(/u/:“ from sympathizers.
While MILIF did emerge as the stronger force, cspcci;lll\' when 1t
fought an intense war in 2000, it failed to get the OIC reco-gnition as
representative of the Bangsamoro people. Morcover, its close links with
fundamentalist Islam has made it unpopular to certain segmients of the
Moro society, as well as the Christian sectors, \¢ ground level, NIT.I-
followers like to sav rhat there s basically no difference between the
MNLE and the MILI as they fight the same jthad and belong to one
Muslim community. In practical terms, however, unification of the
two forces remains a long wav vet, as development policies often put
them 1n adversartal positions. or instance, jobs, livelihood projects,
government posts, and cconomic concessions that privileged MNI.I
integrees served to marginalize and weaken MILLE forces.
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Moro politicians and the traditional elite

People of Indanan and Panamao are wont to say that military
adventures and US intervention in the Sulu Islands would not have been
possible without the collaboration of local politicians. MNI.Fs Habier
Malik himself agrees so: Nuguuud in parkala’ ha taay than ha baba.” During
the February humanitarian mission, despite resistance by barangay
officials to Balikatan, the governor of Sulu himself took to the US forces’
defense. Supaya di na kitaniyu kabunitan, sumanyang pa in daira natu. But
despite all this claim to improving the people’s economic condition, there
is consensus among local people that the US presence in the Islands is far
from benevolent, and no less than the Moro politicians are aware of this.

Traditional Moro politicians, Mindanao history would show, have
always been the American and Philippinc governments’ ally in its
counterinsurgency projects. During the American period. Moro elite
readily succumbed to US policy of attraction via the pensionado® program.
In Marcos’ time, many Moro traditional politicians and ex-MNLF

commanders accumulated wealth and power by serving Marcos. Under
the present dispensation this policy of bribing local powers — including
former rebel commanders — to weaken insurgent forces is very much on
Fhe swing. In the capital town of Jolo and elsewhere in the province, it
Is common knowledge that high-ranking nulitary officials would have
not gotten rich from the underground economy of the south (including
smuggling and kidnapping) if not for intimate link with local politicians.

With the pouring in of support from the international community,
including big financial institutions and Church and civic organizations,
government officials are highly visible in many peace dialogues. peace
covenants, and like conflict settlement activitics. Traditional conflict
mediation structures such as the Council of Elders are even exploited
to the hilt to lend success to this foreign-‘ﬁmdcd projects. NGOs,
instead of critiquing and giving these multi-dirccted activities a critical
perspective, seemingly have jumped on the bandwagon and adaprted
themselves into the company of government officials, working closely

with the AFP, the PNP, and other local plavers to further legitimize all
these processes.
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Mindanao NGOs and peace advocates

Sulu has been oflate a host not only to the humanitarian mission of the
US forces, but to a parade of visitors coming from INGOs and local social
development agencies committed to promoting peace and introducing
economic development. Fspecially after the 1996 Peace Agreement
between the MNLIEY and GRDP, a procession of donor agencies, notably
headed by the United Nations Development Programme (UNIDP) and
the United States Assistance tor International Development (USAID),
worked with local NG Os and people’s organizations (POs) to carry out
peace and development projects. Most of these were infrastructure projects
and livelithood for MNILF intcgrees. An independent impact evaluation is
vetto be undertaken as regards the povertyalleviation component of these
projects, but based on current struation and local perceptions, sutfice it to
say that not much has trickled down to thie poorest of the poor.

Following the Iebruary 2005 war, NGO intervention in the Sulu
Islands has greatly tocused on relief and rehabilitation. While many of
local development agencies do recognize that poverty alleviation remains
an important agenda and is blamed for the continuing restlessness in
the rural arcas, many ot the ongoing projects have no clear answer as
to the structural obstacles that impede peace and development work.
Improved roads, rural clectrification, and water facilities, for the most
part, have helped the business sector more than the basic tarming and
fishing sectors. And sate motherhood projects and dav care services still
have to reckon with culturc-related hindrances.

For all their good intents and purposes, peace advocacy work and
church-initiated dialogue projects hardly go bevond calling for “cessation
of hostilities” and providing relief assistance to war victims and are far
from addressing the structural impediments to their hoped-tor peace
and development. Most NGOs are also run by Good Samaritans from
other faiths and are not knowledgeable abour the local milicu. Often
ficlded by INGOS with predetermined peace agenda — and often with
inflexible structures and policies = they are in NMoro areas mostly only
during crisis periods, as in war outbreaks, to distribute goods, talk
peace, and carrv out weltare missions. Undersranding local history and
politics, much more svmpathizing with local perspective, 1s bevond
their ken, thus, their mabiliy to stmulate and participare in local action.
No wonder that community organizing work and capability-building
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programs, for failing to reckon with the sources of people’s cultural
resistance, often look like artificial structures set up by development
NGOs and disappear as soon as project term and funding end. II.'lSt‘eﬂd
of effecting the desired development, outsider-originated initiatives
often only succeed in corrupting the local environment.*

Conclusions and recommendations

The situation in the Sulu Islands is by no means an isolated casc.‘ In
many parts of Mindanao, war remains a continuing reality, and similar
struggles for peace and development are waged. But whether the GMA
government will succeed in delivering its promise of stamping out
rebellion is a foregone conclusion.

We do agree that the attainment of peace in these areas is desirable,
just as we agree that there js an imperative to integrate the minority and tl’l.e
marginalized peoples into the mainstream of the development process. We
desire to see our children resume school and sce ordinary people pursue
gainful employment peaccfully. But against these wishes, and after listening
from the people of Indanan and Panamao, we too know that rebellion and
armed conflict wi] stay on for a longer time in our country.

' Below are some notes and recommendations which people engaged
In peace building and rehabilitation efforts in Sulu might find useful.

L. Relief and rehabilitation work and emergency responses should try
t0 approximate the needs of the local population. I.ack of sensitivity
to local cultyre (e.g., consumption needs) will reinforce people’s
Prejudices against the impertinence of donor agencies, whereas
Appropriate response il bridge the psychoemotional gap between
donor groups and receiving groups and will most likely make the

latter more communicative about their sentiments and needs.
2. While IDP status is tempor

ary, the need for water and toilet facilities
extends bev

ond evacuation period. Donor agencies might do better
by providing basic health facilitics during, as well as after, war.
Help groups, in particular, may also be of more help if they begin
to work with the displaced beyond just giving away food rations
and medicines. This might include carrying on with some of the

TAMBARA 24 71

productive and social activities disrupted by war (e.g.. such holding
classes for voung children, carpentry work for men, mother’s health
sesslons, etc.)

3. NGOs and activists in the peace alliance groups should assert
themselves more by giving the formation a critical perspective and
voicing people’s demands to address long-term problems. Most
peace projects consist in building roads, mosques and schools that
give short-term jobs to a few men and food-\'ending activities for
women. T'hese do notaddress demands for access in the emplovment
and opportunity structures.

4. War has gendered eftfects, and in many armed conflicts women are

made hostage by warring groups. In the 2000 anti-terror war, there
were rumors of rape committed by soldiers against local women.
NGOs engaged in documentation work might start looking into
this aspect. Along this line, it might also be worthwhile to look at
women’s participation in the local resistance movement. Contrary
to popular notions, women are not just passive victims and active
peace advocates. Manv a rebellion has been fought with women’s
active collaboration,

5. 'There is a need 1o reassess relief and rehabilitation work and what
has been the impact of capiral infusion via development NGOs in
poor rural arcas like the Sulu Islands. There is an observation that
local people tend to view toreign and outsider help with distrust
and contempt. This indicates that local people must have not felt
anything beneficial from all this. Relief organizations are all over
h[illdnnn<> and have been blamed for fomenting dependence among
beneficiary groups. It might be better if research and human rights
documentation work that reflect people’s views and demands
is strengthened. The lack of research, in particular, might be
responsible for the lack of critical perspective and the failure to give
the peace movement a strategic direction.

6. Besides psychosocial therapy and distribution of dolls and teddy
bears, children 1n cvacuation centers may be better served with
programs that tocus on their health and nutrition needs. Alternative
learning activities should be put in place, 1f possible, in coordination
with the Department of 1iducation (DepLid).
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7. Demands for peace are mostly centered in urban centers close to
media and also tend to reflect government agenda. Most advocacy
groups, moreover, are based i the cites and only come to the
war-afflicted areas during fact-finding missions. chrcscnmrion of
people’s voices and local perspective should come from the local
area itself. People who have lived the armed conflict secem to have
a deeper and broader understanding of 1t and tend to look for
solutions that are long-term. Ffforts should be made to encourage
local participation in the (political) articulation of local problems.
This might mean putting up alternative communication facilities
not controlled by the establishment.

Glossary

Babn — Taosug for Aunric, respectful address for an elderly woman.

Balikaten — Filipino, shoulder- to-shoulder: 2 series of annual joint mulitary EXCreises

almed. at improving combar planning and coordination benween Ialipino and
American soldiers.

Bajan — Once sea nom
Sulu and Tawi-Tawi Is]
Phi]ippinr:

ads, this non-\uslhim group belonging to the Sama tribe in
ands had since been sedentarized and are found all over the
+ Subsisting on marginal fishing, food vending, and street begging.

Bangia — Race i
i Race, nanon, people, communiry.

Bapa — Taos ] :

72 aosug tor Uncle, respectful address to an clderly man.
Dar-ul Iifap —
and leadership
solidarity.

-\ geographical territory where the laws of Islam are enforced

Is 1 the hands of Muslims; also Islamic brotherhood, Islamic

/'D'ﬂm-‘ 'I"rlOSng‘ title given to local chief or headman under a sultanate.
J/,éa:m::T:tosug, something to make money out of.
Inda’— Taosug, term of atfection for a vounger girl.
¢ndio — Spanish, Flipino narives. 7
Jrhad — Arabic, holv war, o more broadly, struggle

Laffir— Arabic, unislamic. he X e

i FADIE, unislamic, heathen; loosely, referring ro Christran and western ways

and practices. ’

Kaka — Laosug, respectful address 1o an older brother or sister.
i [y g R : - ;

Lupa Sug — "The Taosugs’ name for their homeland Sulu islands.

wmadreyal) — Islamic school.
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Militean — Taosug, American; white man.
parinta — Taosug, government; also law and order.
Panglimea — I'raditional title of a local chief or headman.

parrang sabil — Taosug tradition, an act of martyrdom, a self-sacrifice, for a noble
cause.
Samboansar — Taosug, local name for Zamboanga (which traditionally referred to

the entire Zamboanga Peninsula, including Zamboanga Sur, Zamboanga Norte,
Zamboanga City and the Sibuguey Province).

Sanggintang Bayan — Legislative councl in the municipal level.
Suftan — Title given to a sovereign ruler of a Muslim empire.
suysuy sin Famaasan — Taosug, stories rold by old people.

tare gwa’ — Taosug, literally, outsiders or strangers. Local people’s ascription of
rebels not coming from their own community.

nkay-ukay — Second-hand clothes sold on bargain.

nttara — .\ strong north wind.

Notes

I This research had been conducted for Hags Incorporated and Toyota
Foundation. Data gathering for this research was undertaken in February 2006.
Some of the data processing had been mainly done by Rizalina Tiannok.

2 Jolo 1s one of the island municipalities of Sulu Islands and the capital town of
Sulu Province. The many wars it hosted throughout the last three decades have
also virtually made it a rebel capiral.

Y Known to the national media as the MINLF Breakaway Group (MBG), this
is composed of the eight MNLF commanders and followers who refused to
join the MINLI Council of Fifteen that ousted Misuari in 2000. They have
been invariably referred to by military officials and President Gloria Macapagal
Arrovo (GNLA) as “rencgades” after the supposed “ouster” of Misuari. Its
leaders however insist that on the contrary, they are the main faction of the
MNLE not the fifteen-man council that joined government.

4 On 6 February 2005, a joint offensive of some 500 MNLF and Abu Savvaf
elements attacked an \rmy ourpost in Panamao town, Sulu.

* A highly mfuential entiry in the peace movement in Mindanao s the Bishop
Ulama Forum (BUF), a conservative to moderare organization of religious
leaders which works closely with the Office of the Presidential Assistance for
the Peace Process or OPAPD.
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® Some examples are the works of Soliman Santos (Peace sones i the }3(ar/rpplrr.e.~'.'
Concept. policy and instruments published m 2005), Karl Gaspar }'pf-,;p/‘v._/am'm_j'fﬂg
together for peace published in 2001), and the Catholic Reliet .‘\g_»[‘\'lLI‘CS (,..\{g.'.'
Pamalandong sa pagmugna ng pagpalunstad sa moa sona sa &aliman: Mea Jekestyon gikan
sa Mindanao, Pilipinas, undated).

7" Well celebrated peace zones include Malabang m lanao Sur. Nl:llzldc% "
Sultan Gumander also in Lanao del Sur. and Dinas 1n Z;][nlm;lng_;l del ':alur.
The Malabang success story has been jeopardized by the ln]lAmg Fthe ]rﬁh
parish priest, Father Rufus | [alley, the key person in the . rertiith dl:llogun -mv
the town. The Maladeg area, which lead haen deeiet by the Anton Family
as a peace zone, would later e reported as a rurt of the warlord .\nton who
virtually owns all of the land in the area. At the height of anti-terror war,
ding MILF strongholds

Maladeg became the military’s |
‘ ceently buttressed

(see Abreu 2005). The Din
with the formation of

aunching pad in bombar
as interfaith dialogue has been 1 sietane and
h a Council of Elders composed of local pnhtllcmn:. an -
celigious: legdess fon, thi Thistiam wud Slaco population, but 1t ;lppe:l‘ra
helpless against the continuing violence between armed forces ()Ivc:':ttlflg in
the area. The latest of this was g sabotage operation dirpieel ‘hU_L i
Coastal Resource .'\I;mﬂgcml:m program (‘mun;lgcd by the m:l_\-(u--,; office and
guarded by ex-\[N] |- combatants as Bantay -')flf’«’f”) sphiels ammmisl, 180 B

encounter” thar kille five pe | ‘ o e
a child. In tetaliation for
the CR\[ focal pe
confront

“sea

ople mcluding three ML men,
ese deaths, the wvice mayor of Dinas, who w :
rson, was ambushed by relatives of the MITLE. These \'10.1(,‘!1[
ations would be lat ! e P Rt
Elders a5 4 rido or ¢)

as also

erlocalized by the newly form
) an feud (See Alojamiento 2006).
The SZOpPAD

i , - o Nine and
Twelve, includes the \R\[A\] and selected areas in Regions Nine an

? Composed of Riz

alina Tiannek s Taosuos. T'hey were
55 4 Lannok and Sheba Har hoth Tahosugs. )
assisted by o < heba Harun,

al guides,
10 )
Reason citeq

by the D - ent’s
Ao . ) epartmen Social Welfare and Development:
Provincial Direct I t of Social Welfare

O WAS Sery1riee. g 4 5
o Was security of the victims (FFebruary 2000).
I'here had been stor

. . ‘ - Philippine
Idiag ; tes about sexual violence committed by Philippin
soldiers against loc

..11 women especially following the “war against terrorists
pursued by the Fsrrad : |

: A A administration. 1.ocal opinions arc rife that the
casualties the milir

I fficial % Suffered, and particularly the death of a high-ranking
mulitary otficial, was just tompensation for 4] the injustices commutted against

| . meluding women victims. It was however noted that while
interviews with local residents strongly hinted

the T;iosug pcnplc,

at rape mcidents, people were

general belief that family honor has
to be protected (Interviews, I'ebruagy 20006)

hesitant to openlv discuss it owing to the

2 1n 1898, Spam ceded the entire ]’Inhppmc archipelago, including Mindanao
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and Sulu, which 1t still had not fully occupted, to the United States, through the
Treaty of Paris (Magdalena 1990, 16).

" This dara forms a prece of Tawi-Tawr’s oral tradition or suysuy sin kamaasan

(Taosug phrase, meaning, stories told by old people).

" Agriculture at the time of rhe reign of the sultanate was moreover largely
maintained by slave labor not by narive commoners.

' Minoritizatton of the indigenous populations of MNindanao has been

attributed mamly to “Christnanization” which had been effected by conversion
of native inhabitants o the Christian faith by the resertlement policy.

' For instance, when Governor Sebastian Hurtado de Corcuerra led an

expedition of cighty vessels to Sulu in 1638, he had with him 600 Spanish and
3,000 Filipino troops. In 1875, Misamis Governor Jose Caraballo organized
600 Filipino volunteers for the invasion of Jolo (Magdalena 1990, 15).

YEarly Chinese immigrants who established themselves in the resion as
] : g
traders, busmessmen, and landowners married locals, converted into the

Muslim religion, adopted and assimilated into the local Taosug culture.

'8 Figures are unavailable for the actual number of people who moved from Jolo
to the south during this period, but they had to be in the thousands and must
account for the rapid growth of the populations of Tawi-Tawi communities in
the 1970s and the 1980s, espectally Bongao and Sitangkai.

" By then hosrtilities resumed between MNLFE and government forces, nlrhough
the failure ot the Tripoli Agreement left many 1n the rank and file confused
as Marcos went ahead wirth his own version of autonomy, appointing former
MNLF commanders to top position in the Autonomous Regions of Nine and
Twelve. Following the failed ralks Misuari himself went on exile in Libva,

20 T'he Nur Misuan-Hashim Salamat split took place as early as 1977 with
Misuart’s signing of the Tripolt Agreement. Salamat would later ground his
decision to form another group on ideological differences, dissociating MILFs
Islamic orientation from what his group percetved to be Misuari’s affinity with
secular ideologies. ‘

* Despite MNLE's call to boveort the plebiscite, the Aquino government
went ahead with establishing an Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao

(ARMNAD), which structure sill stands up to the present.
2 Government position in the Jakarta Talks on 1416 April 1993,

*' A radical provision of the Peace Agreement which rook many by surprise was
the remntegration of thousands of MNLIY fighters into the AFP and the PNP.
* This involves investing it with its own executive council, legislative assembly, and
representation i the national government, as well as the power to raise tax and
establish a regional security force, education svstem, and Islamic court system.
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** The five provinces are Maguindanao, Sultan Kudarat, Sulu, Taws-Tawi, and
Lanao del Sur, all with a majority Muslim population. The lone city 1s the
Islamic City of Marawi in Lanao Sur.

26 Malaysia, and particularly rhe Sabah State, had long been a supporter of
the MNLF-led struggle. The kidnapping of Malaysian tourists in Dos Palmas
which was perpetrated by Taosug armed men affiliated with the Abu Sayyaf
took place at a time when the US-led anti-terror campaign (following the 9/1
terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, DC) listed the MNLF and the
MILF as terrorist organizations. It was also the ume when the AP and the
Philippine National Police (PNP), in its anti-terror drives. were not making
any distinction between the kidnap-for-ransom Abu Savyvaf Group and the
other (revolutionary) armed forces in Mindanao. B

27 This side of the Abu Say

] yaf Group has not been given media mileage, but
is a generally

' Y accepted stories among local peoples and Moro intellectuals,
particularly in Zamboanga, Sulu, and Basilan.
% i :

Al-Qaeda is an International
funded by

war in

alliance of terror organizations founded and
'\fosa'j"a bin Laden and other Arabs who were veterans of the Soviet
attaCks.o‘]gh:gst\avn. lI(; claimed ‘res])ons.sil)ilir'\- Fol.'rhc infamous orchestran?d
N e or dee‘ Center in New York and the Pentagon in
N -t = events which came to be known as 9/11.

= Editor’s note: Dennis Villanuev
Academy Class 1986
Infantry B ’

the time o

a, a member of the Philippine Military
' was a lieutenant colonel commanding the Fifty-third
ﬂtt.allon of the First Infantry Division of the Philippine Army at
Ehis death. The misin formation that erroncously promoted him to

generalship mj , . . ) .
represe Emlght have been wishful thinking to raisc the value of the victory
presented by the soldier’s death in battle.

30 A
n act of marty . _ . v
Taosug folk ‘:it.y.tdom' a self sacrifice for a noble cause. The practice is both
ra .. o .
motivating fa tt ttton and Islamic in origin and has throughout history been a
C 101 . X L o
g Or 1n suicide bombings and like political actions.
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% This document from Bu/sy had been sent 1o us by mal without bibliographical
notes whatsoever. Owing to time constraints, we had no opportuniy to trace
the data source.

Y For instance, resistance of parents 1o enroll therr children Lavir schools,
taboos related 10 reproducinve arlments and arntudes about Mushm female
bodies, and especially warlordism and Moro patronage svstem that divert large
amounts of socal services monev into the private coffers ot local politicians.

3 [nternal Revenue Allocation. This is the local government unit’s share from

the national tax cquitably computed from the amount the LGU brought nto
the national cofters.

9 The Center for Humanitaran Dialogue or HID Centre, an INGO based in
Switzerland, 1s one of the mternanonal orgamizanions supporting, the peace
process in Mindanao, particularly the PWG project (htiprr swww.hdeentre.
org/Philippines-;\II\ZLI" Activities).

40 To this cffect the OIC had chosen to recognize the NMINLE over the NILLE
as the representative of the Bangsamoro struggle and supports the leadership
of Nur Misuart.

4 Strongest opposition came from Davao where the local chiet executive and
legislators united in debunking the Agreement as pohiically costlv. Tweney two
of its twenty-five counctlors signed a resolution opposing, the holding of the
Philippine-US Balikatan Mihtary exercises i the cuy (Bulatlar, 26 Seprember
02 October 2004).

a2 Opposirion to the VEA has bheen rased on ground related to Phalippine
sovereigni and freedom from foraign mtervennion. Protest was espectalh
strong following the rape of a Fhipma commutted by US servicemen n
November 2005,

 Questioned by a barangay captain why the need for the presence of A\merican
soldiers when the people ot Jolo themselves could very well do all the road

o

In Taosug tradition, 4 fighte construction and mosque and school building, the Governor answered: Supaya

) : £ Who commuts a parrung sabi/ has to first undergo a
ritual of purifying himself, in e

the knowledge that he is going to his certain death.
*2 Taosug, meaning the Old Man
to Nur Misuari.

di na kitaniyn kabunitan, sumanyang pa in daira natn *'That we may not have to
burden ourselves any further. on top of improving our lives, too” (Inferviews

»an address of respect and reverence, referring with Jolo residents, February 2000).

# 1t comes from the word saduga, meaning 1o be truthful; the noun s Sidy.
Sadaga 1s derived from Sudg, meaning that the person s giving charity to help
the poor and needy. This acnion only confirm the person’s true devotion and

33 \ : : . .
Most of the rice relief were also obtained from NFA warchouses which were

of poor quality and in many instances in past relicf operarions in Mindanao had

been blamed for . b’ o . . .
the evacuees :suffermg from stomach pains and diarrhea. service to Allah.

I'his trec, wirth hearr-shaped leaves in spirals, reaches a height of eighteen
meters. Its flowers grow in spikes and are green 1n color. Its large, brownish,
pear-shaped fruits grow in clusters.

4 Part of US government policy of improving education in the Phihippines and
in Mindanao, the pensionads program otfered scholarships in the Unued States
for the sons and daughters of chie Moro tamilies.
JS 1 (> ~§3 . .

This can be deduced from the number of persons listed as co-benefictary of the

: % Jncluded here are local Moro organmizations and foundations that while run
household head that received the seven kilos of rice which were three or four.

by “insiders” (local people), represent outsider interest and foreien setups
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