On Peace and Insurgency:
President Estrada and the Conflid in Mindanao

GREGORIO B. HOMNASAN

Wiore thar Ihe average politioen, ensgade soldfier-umed wmaker SeNatsn
Gregons Honasar understands Presdant Josepn Esteadas ander o use force
agangt the Mo Imtemational Libesation Fropt (WML rebels, He belleves the
Estracls goviammeant hac very fttle chone as the preson zeeal the MILF ssocesionist
marps in Mindaras was an affrant to retional soversignly that no ssireseecting
povernrment woldd have Dlerated, Honasan sressss tnat the canflizt which has
infictsd upon the naton billons i osses andan incalzeliabis cost of human lves,
Mzt end and that the present administraion bas an scportunity @2 do 50 soon,
Onca s Mindarss contlicn e resolvesd, the region may finally catah up with the rest
of the country tnmigh Senator Henagar's propozen Mindanao [sitiatve, Fatbermes
after the Marshall Plan of 1947, the progosed legisiation would provics for the
rabudlding of the Muslim comranitizs org neglectad by the central govemment,
I Flar alms 2 orovide energenay relief gesiztancs, rshaniiiats gamaged social
infrastraatune ang acoserst e implementation of developrmsnt programs. Aleo
amongits gnals are tha increased transldr of fsal respucces 10 Mindaraa and the
cro@ar o toing of govermnment projscts in Mindanan, Asfoe fromtheimplemzsntation
of tha Flan, thizne 15 aiso an wrgent need for a strongar paliticsl representation fos
Mulims in Mantla, Mearwiile, the governmentand the MILF should refrain froem
Impasing deactines and ultirratams and insead fod catisncs inthe 2o moving
path toweard peace,

| arm greatly pleasad and deeply honored to be asked to speak bafore
this farum organized by the Third Warid Studies Center of the College of
Soctal Soiences and Philosoohy. Even | have heard of the guality of the
schalarship generatzd here on the political, economic and saclal concams
af our gountry, | also know it |s not ivory-tower philasophers this Center
produces but intellectuals engaged intimately in our country’s travails.

In my public life, | too have tried to combing thought and action. And
evary time | Tall away from the ideal, my admiration grows all the more
far those wha are able to do so with grace and dignity, Let me now try and
fulfill my mission here — to speak on the Estrada administration and the
conflict in Mindanao.
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President Estrada Had No Choice But to Order the Use of Force

How did this renewed outbreak of fighting begin? Like every other
conflict, its origins are clouded in controversy. But on tha issue of the use
of force against the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) rebels, | wauld
agree that the Estrada government had no choice, Ultimately, the
Fresident had to order out the armed forces In the face of successive
provocations from the MILF. The presence of the MILF's secassionist
camps was by itself an affront to national soversignty that no sel-
respecting governmert would have for long tolerated,

As you know, the MILF — which started out as a breakaway Islamic
faction of the more seculanst MNLF — did not take active part in the
Jakarta peace talks. But it did take advantage of the truce to recrult
trocps, build upits armaments, and consolidate territory. As a result, fram
1696 until 1999 the MNLF was able to bulld up its armed strength from
about 8,000 ta 15,600 men. Eventually, it controlled 45 military camps
stattered throughout Western Mindanao. These camps — Camp Abubakar
being the largest of them — became vefitable independent enclaves,
where the national flag did not fly; and where extremist, eye-for-an-eye
Izslamist law was enforced.

MILF Viclations of the 1996 Truce

Between the 1997 ceasefire and the autbreak of fighting in April,
Eovernmentcounted 227 separats MILF viclations of the truce. Sometime
in Mareh this year, MILF forces started to accupy small municipalitias
adjacent to their camps. And in April. they sst up checkpaints along the
strategic Narciso Ramos Highway strangling regional commerce throughout
Western Mindanao. What is warse, the situation bacame complicated by
the taking of cvilian hostages by the MILF and the kidnapping of bath
Filipino and foreigners by its Abu Sayyaf gang In Basllan.

In his State-of-the-Mation Address before Congress last Monday
(July 24, 2000), President Estrada spoke of his agonizing decision to
order the use of force against the MILF, “| could not just stand by," he
told the assembled lawmakers, “while the rebels ate Up more and more
of the country's territory...When | took office, | sware to preserve and
defend the Constitution. And it was my solemn duty under that Canstitution
1o repel the armed rebellion and to defend the sovereignty and integrity
of the Republic.”
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Time to Break Away from the the Yicious Cycle of Ceasefire/
Violation/Offensive/Ceasefire

Mo the MILF camps have all folded dp. In what were ahce MILF
snelaves — the Republic's writ ance again pravails, And as the fighting
has ded down, weall-meaning people — Christians as well as Muslims —
have begun ta call for another ceasefire and a return to the negotiating
table, On this issue of a ceasefire, |8l me intarject a persanal obsendation.
| had extensive — and painful — sxperience of the fighting against the
MMLF in the 19708 immediately after my graduation from the Philippine
Military Acadermy Class "71. Let me emphasize this: To a soldier, a
ceasefire is always welcome — but a ceasefire hever lasts.

For a full generation, this country has sought peace i Mindanaa -
but-has not found it. From the PMA alone, 30 successive classes have
all paid their dues — in blood, sweat, and tears 1@ the Mindanao
conflict, So | would say it 1s time we had broken away from what has
become the vicious Mindanao cycle of ceasefirsfviolation/offensive’
ceasefire, We must thy and deal with L:L'Jr_ Mindanaa problem once and for
all, And | think this junciure is as good a time as any,

The Future of the Mindanoo Conflict :
We Have a Good Chance to End the Figthing

|s the conflict likely to continuea with the labiiity of guerrilla fighting
and terratisrm breaking out in other pans of Mindanao and even in Metro
Manila as soms analysts pradict? | balisve that — thanks to the resalute
spirit at this Presidency — we have a good chance of ending the fighting
for good and of arriving at a just settlement of our Muslim community’s
historic grisvances in Mindanao. The best sign of this possibility is that
the two sides are still talking. It is good the two sides are still in direct
touch. Both sides know and appreciate the casts, inlives and treasure,
that protracted fignting will extract,

We |In Luzon cannot appreciate the hunger for peace that animates
the peoples of Mindanac. We in Luzon are nol generally awars that from
1970 when the separatist rebellion began until the peace agreement of
1986, the Mindanao conflic! has cost moee than P72 oillion and taken
miare than 100,000 lives and wounded 55,000 other peapla — 30% of
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therm our saldiers, more than 50% of them rebels, and some 20%
civilians caught in the crossfire,

The Conflict Will Wreak Havoc on our Budget

As for the Estrada government, | can tell you it knows full well the
potential consequences of the protracted conflict in Mindanao, The
consequence of the conflict that is the most easily predictable is its
destructive effect on our country's effort to recover from the East Asian
financial crisis. At the very least, the conflict will bloat our budget deficit
— raising prices and interest rates, devaluing the peso, and making life
generally more difficult far all aur people,

Far instance in May — the maonth of the fiercest fighting — the
budget deficit apparently ballooned to P20.8 billion from the targetad
F11.2 billion. | do not think the Bumbaran and Balabagan massacres in
Lanaa del Sur — in which a total of 33 civilians were killed — are likely
te become organic parts of the MILF's overall strategy. So fz'nr.. biath sides
have been restrained in their military activities (although their rhetoric
may be something else),

Military operations these past four months have nat degraded the
fnain force of the MILF, which has just as wisely refused to contest the
physical possession of Camp Abubalkar. But the capture of the MILF's 45
camps denies the MILF the secure bases from which to launch its attacks,
Capture of the camps has also broken up the MILF's command, control,
communications and intelligence network — the brains and the nerve-
cantar Lo any military organization. Fram now on, coardinating strategies
will be vastly more difficult for the scattered MILF farces. The MILF will also
now find it vastly mare difficult to build upits manpower resocurces — and
its supplies of war material, as well as the food, medicing, and clothing
its fighters will nesd constantly.

Separatism Has No Future

At the geopclitical level, | am also certain the MILF has realized that
separatism - on whatever ground — has no future in the Third World
today. Rather than a harbinger of the future, East Timar is the exception
thatl proves the rule, Separatism In Aceh, Fattani, Kashmir, Jaffna and
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Mindanae cannot succeed because the states in which these regions
belong will sacrifice everything to presemve their terntorial integrity.

That, too, was the message the Islamic countries sent out from the
Kuala Lurmpur gathering of the Organization of the Islamic Conference.
This is why | am not as pessimistic about Mindanao as some of us
undoubtedly are. | think we can foresee an end to the fighting and the
expansion of the time and space we need to develop the whole of
Mindanao,

Mindanao’s Urgent Needs Call for o Concerted and Coordinated Effort

Mindanao's needs today are far greater than they were bafore the
resurgence of the conflict. The island's further detenoration — In
economic, social and political terms — could be averted only if thera Is
concerted and coordinated effart from all of us who care about its paople.

As government comes closer to attaining its limited military oblectives
against the MILF, govermment must speed up production of its recovery
and development blueprint. | assure you the groundwork for this program
has begun. A Cabinet Cluster for Mindanao was created sometime ago.
And it has a private seclor counterparn made up of representatives of
Mindanao civil society that include Mindanao-based business groups,
NGOs, local officials and Muslim leaders.

To.help him speed up his plans for developing our southern main
island, President Estrada last Monday (July 2000) asked Congress to
pass the bill amending the Organic Act, the Autonomous Region for
Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) and anather bill granting him special powers
ta fast-track the development of the island.

The Mindanao Initiative — My Proposal for a
Mini-Marshall Plan for the South

As Chairman of the Senate Committes on Peace, Unification, and
Recangiliation, | have devoted a lot of study and thought in recent months
1o the problem of enabling our underdeveloped South to catch up with
the rest of the country. To my colleagues In the Senate, | have now
propasad a Mindanano Initiative — built around a mini-Marshall Plan far
the region.
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The Marshall Plan of 1247, formally known as the ERP [European
Recovery Program), was designed to restare 16 Eurcpean states to
economic, political, and soclal health after the devastation of World War
Il. Under the ERP, the Americans donated $12.5 billion to Western
Europe over the period 1948-52 1o sover budget daficits incurred in the
process of continental recanstruction.

For Mindanao, our mini-hMarshall Plan would have the same Zaneral
objective. it would provide for the “catch-up® financing our Muslirm
communities need to make up for the long years af neglect from the
central government in Manila. | envision this investment money to be in
addition to Mindanao’s normal share of national revenues. And these
funds should ge directly to social services particularly primary health
care, basic education, and university schelarships — and infrastructure
investment.

Where will the money come from? From where would it b sourced?
| envision the Plan being finarced through “Mindanas Revelapment
Bonds™ that our donor countriss — principally Japan and, the United
States — and the Islamic oil-states could subscribe to, and which can
alsa be marketed to Filipinos both here and abroad, What will the Mini-
Marshall Plan try to acoomplish in specific terms? Among its basic goals
are the following;

1. Provision of emergency relief gasistance;

2. Rehabilitation of damaged social infrastructure — schools, highweays
and moads — farms, homes and local commerce;

Accelerated implementation of development programs;

4. Increased transter of real resources to Mindanao thmugh additional
ludget support; and

Closer monitoring of Government esources and p rojects in Mindanao,
te ensune ther cost-effectivenass,

2]

o

Stronger Political Representation for Muslims in Manila

By stimulating economic activity — entreprenaurship and small- and
medium-enterprises in Muslim Mindanag, cur Mindanao |nitiative could
pasition Mindanao to take full advantage of the promise of the East
ASEAN Economic Grouping that the Philippines through President Ramos
had done so much ta start off, Through its East ASEAN inttlative, the
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Ramos Administration openad Mindanao and Sulu as the country’s "front
door' to trade and investment in the Barneo-Celebes-Moluccas region,
which had in the L8% and 19" centuries all been part of a great maritime
trading zone mediated by the Sulu Sultanate.

Another urgent nead of our Musiim communities is stronger political
represantation in the Central Government in Manila — particularly in the
Senate and in the Cahinet-level depariments, Perhaps this could be
arranged through some kKind of proportichal representation appropriate
to thelr numiber,

Let Us Mot Set Deadlines and Udimolums for One Another

Thete are many other things that could be part of a concerted
national effart to find a lasting solution to our Mindanas problem. And
fora like this one are good venues for discussing these problems and their
possible solutions In the spift of cpenness and cooperation. What is
certain s that there are no easy solutions, holquic:kfims for the prablems
the national community faces, Thare 1s no substitute for all cur leaders
corming togethar — in the words of the prophet |saiah — "o sit down and
reasan together,”

Meanwhile, let us not set deadlines and ultimatums for one another.
Specifically, | would ask Gowernor Mur Misuar for a little more patience
and forbearance, As vou know, Mur has imposed on the Estrada
Administration a ‘deadling’ of November 2000 to comply satisfactorily
with the GRP-MMNLF peace agreemeant. |f government fails to do so, our
friend Mur has threatensd to appeal to the Summit Meeting of the
Organization of the Islamic Conference or to the International Court of
lustice, These deadlines and ultimatums fulfill no useful purpose.

| realize the Bangsamoro people who believe in Governor Misuarn's
lradership have long awaited peace and autonomy and that the
Government of the Republic has notcomplied Tully with its commitrments.
This is why | have proposed ta the Estrada administration the forming of
a joint executive-legislative committee to review the unfulfilled provisions
of the 1996 lakarta Agreement,
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What Can You Do Here at the University of the Philippines?

What ean you as university students do? You must speak out —
Iogleally and clearly — your collective thoughts on our Mindanao
problem, This is a problem in which every insight — every bit of wisdarm
and compassion — 15 useful, This University, | know, has had an impagt
an what is taking place in Mindanas — by the fact that it helped to
educate the young people who are deeply involved in the situation there,

| am also aware of this University’s contniution to lslamic scholarship
In our country — starting with the well-known Or. Cesar Majul. For the
young people here at the University, this country expects Intellectual,
political and moral leadershipin its effort to unite all our people undar one
flag, one spint, and one nation.o



