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SGA: SPECIAL GEOGRAPHIC AREA

Figure l A Map Showing the Provinces in the Bangsamoro Region (TUBS, 2021b)*?3
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Figure 2. A Map Showing the Location of the Bangsamoro Region in the Philippines (TUBS,
2021a)

! This map includes Basilan, Lanao del Sur, Maguindanao del Norte, Maguindanao del Sur, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi
2 For the purposes of this paper, Maguindanao del Norte and Maguindanao Del Sur will be broadly referred to as
Maguindanao thereafter. Since their separation was so recent, no evidential differences exist between the two
provinces.

3 There are also 63 barangays in North Cotabato that are part of the BARMM region. However, since this paper
focuses on cross-provincial comparison, it will not discuss these 63 barangays.
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Abstract

Since the 9/11 attacks, the global political arena has fixated on eliminating Salafi-Jihadist
groups. Though much international attention focuses on the military failures in the Middle East,
the Philippines presents compelling success stories on the elimination of Salafi-Jihadist
influence in the country. However, even in the Philippines, different geographical areas diverge
in their success in eradicating the Salafi-Jihadist threat. Drawing from over two years of primary
source data collection and 4.5 months of ethnographic fieldwork, this study explores the factors
that lead to the success or failure of violence mitigation strategies against Salafi-Jihadist groups
in the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao in the Philippines. The study
finds that the duration of program implementation, intra-provincial political disputes, strength of
political will in program implementation, national-regional power allocations, and illicit activity
significantly affect the success of such programs in the BARMM region.

Key Words: violence mitigation, counterterrorism, Philippines, Bangsamoro, Salafi-Jihadism,
peacebuilding
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Foreword: An 8-Year-Project

No topic has occupied my academic consciousness like the question
of Salam sa Bangsamoro. In "Peacebuilding in the Muslim World," S. Ayse
Kadayifci-Orellana defines salam or the Islamic concept of peace "as a process
in which human beings strive to establish foundations for interacting with each
other—and with nature—in harmony and to institute just social, economic, and
political structures where they can flourish and fulfill their potential™
(Orellana, 2015).

The pursuit of my entire personal efforts towards the realization of
salam in the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao and the
broader Mindanao island in the Philippines has defined my academic work in
the last eight years. A salam not defined by the pure elimination of
fundamentalist leaders but the pursuit of a comprehensive peace characterized
by just and resilient infrastructures.

This thesis has been an official two-year process, but it should be
viewed as a culmination of an 8-year effort. | have taken a peacebuilding class
every semester at Yale, continually studying salam in the Bangsamoro in all its
dimensions. My Yale Law School Multidisciplinary Academic
Program Human Rights Capstone focused on creating socio-economic
development initiatives for Internally Displaced Peoples in Marawi
City. My International Baccalaureate Global Politics research investigated the
interactions of government units and civil society organizations in
humanitarian efforts during the Marawi Siege.

Each of these experiences have shaped this academic project. Though this
project may seem culminative in nature, | look forward to the lifetime project of
continual pursuit in the hopes that the Philippines can finally realize enduring and
resilient salam.
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“We have fought, sacrificed, and struggled for a government that would be reflective of our
system of life and a governance that is suitable and acceptable to the Bangsamoro. Now, we

must make that government work — one that is promoted, responsive, and protective of the

general welfare of the Bangsamoro, indigenous peoples, and settler communities.”

— Al Haj Murad Ebrahim
Interim Chief Minister of the Bangsamoro Transitional Authority
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I. Introduction: Over-militarization of VViolence Mitigation

The attacks against the citizens of the United States on September 11, 2001, ushered
in an era of profound interest in Salafi-Jihadism in political science and international relations.
For much of the early 2000s, the emergence of Salafi-Jihadist groups like Al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State was the prominent geopolitical security conundrum in the global political
arena.®® The sheer terror evoked by Salafi-Jihadist groups because of their activities (i.e.,
kidnappings, beheadings, and bombings) propelled them to the center of the political zeitgeist
for much of the 21st century. The destructive and graphic nature of these activities urged
policymakers and researchers worldwide to expeditiously find these groups' motivations and
create strategies for their pacification. The expeditiousness of this research resulted in a lack
of historicization in the study of Salafi-Jihadist groups; researchers and policymakers viewed
their attacks as isolated events instead of analyzing historical factors that might have
influenced the groups’ motivations.

Since Al Qaeda and the Islamic State emerged from the Middle East, political science
researchers have focused their efforts on the region, particularly Irag, Afghanistan, and Syria
(Davis et al., 2017). The lack of historicization and an outsized focus on the Middle East
created an overmilitarized approach against Salafi-Jihadi groups in the early 2000s (Milburn,

2021). The political unrest in Irag and the chaotic troop withdrawal in Afghanistan have

4 Al Qaeda is abbreviated to A.Q., and Islamic State is abbreviated to I.S.
5 Though both groups are Salafi-Jihadist, A.Q. and 1.S. have different objectives. A.Q. targets the “far-enemy,” the
United States, while 1.S. focuses on the establishment of an Islamic caliphate around the world.



shown that despite significant investment in militarized strategies and focused efforts on the
Middle East, these approaches remain unsuccessful.

In pursuit of true Salafi-Jihadism, Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State exported their
efforts to the Philippines, where a secessionist movement has propagated for decades due to
persisting structural violence against the Moro people. Christian colonial actors and national
governments systematically disenfranchised the Moro people through the denial of economic
opportunities and the forced settler colonization of Christian populations in Mindanao,
particularly in the Bangsamoro area. Multiple flashpoints, especially the Jabidah Massacre,
encouraged Moro politicians and intellectuals to lead secessionist efforts. These efforts
eventually turned into armed violent struggles. These secessionist movements splintered into
factions with varying ideological motivations. Al-Qaeda targeted the most fundamentalist
movements to wage jihad against the United States and its allies; Islamic State sought to use
these groups to establish an Islamic caliphate in Southeast Asia.®

In the last five years, the influence of Salafi-Jihadist groups has significantly declined.
The membership of the most prominent Salafi-Jihadist group in the Philippines, the Abu
Sayyaf Group, has dropped from over 2000 to 5 (National Intelligence Coordinating Agency,
ASG Manpower & Firearms 2024). Despite causing the latest explosion of violence in the
Philippines during the 2017 Marawi Siege, the Maute group now only has 24 members
(National Intelligence Coordinating Agency, DI-MAUTE Manpower & Firearms 2024). The
Former Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces of the Philippines, Cirilito Sobejana, mentioned
that similar to the Middle East, the Philippines also pursued an overmilitarized approach

against Salafi-Jihadist groups in the 1990s to early 2000s (Suansing, General Cirilito

6 See Section 3 for a full explanation of the historical context.



Sobejana 2022). ” The recurring failure of pure manhunt and beheading tactics to eliminate
these groups compelled the government to reassess its violence mitigation strategy (Abuza,
2018). After implementing a more socio-economic development approach to violence
mitigation, Salafi-Jihadist group membership declined (Suansing, General Cirilito Sobejana
2022).

An overall decrease in Salafi-Jihadist influence is evident in the Philippines, but in the
provinces within the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (BARMM), the
peace outcomes differ. The Sulu and Tawi-Tawi provinces have no members from Salafi-
Jihadist groups, while the two Maguindanao provinces have 122 members (National
Intelligence Coordinating Agency, BIFF Manpower & Firearms 2024). No research has
investigated the particular non-militarized violence mitigation strategies in these provinces
and why these similar strategies lead to different peace outcomes.

This paper addresses these gaps in the literature by investigating the diverging peace
outcomes within the provinces in the BARMM region of the Philippines. Specifically, the
paper seeks to address the following question: "What factors affect the success of violence
mitigation strategies in areas infiltrated by Salafi-Jihadist groups in the Bangsamoro
Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao?" The paper carefully analyzes development-
oriented violence mitigation strategies across provinces to address this question. From this
analysis, the paper finds that the duration of strategy implementation, intra-provincial political
disputes, strength of political will in program implementation, national-regional power
struggles, and illicit drug activity have all influenced peace outcomes against Salafi-Jihadist

groups in the BARMM region.

" Interview Cirilito Sobejana, December 11, 2022. Each citation from any interviews will henceforth be notated in
the same template (Suansing, Interview Name Year) in accordance with APA standards.



Aside from addressing the literature gaps investigated by the research question, the
paper introduces original qualitative research from the upper echelons of the Philippine armed
forces, a critical actor for violence mitigation against Salafi-Jihadist groups in the
Philippines.2 The paper is also the first to codify and research the provincial violence
mitigation strategies (i.e. PAVE for Peace, BRAVE, and AGILA Haven) as well as E-CLIP
and Project TUGON.

The senior essay proceeds as follows: the paper first analyzes Political Science
literature that addresses the question: “What factors influence the success of violence
mitigation strategies?” The paper then delves into the specific context of the Philippines to
preface the cross-provincial comparison and analysis sections. After contextualizing the issue,
the paper conducts a cross-provincial comparison of violence mitigation strategies and peace
outcomes. The paper highlights key findings from the comparative study in the analysis
section and explains their policy implications. The paper then concludes by grounding the

findings in the broader Bangsamoro peace project.

Il. Grappling with Contentions: Research Question and Key Terms

Definition

Research on Salafi-Jihadist groups requires precise language because many of the terms in
this sub-field of political science are widely debated. In the Philippines, Salafi-Jihadist separatist

groups have been ill-defined as jihadi terrorist groups solely because their religion drives their

8 Unlike other case study locations where government officials or civil society organizations lead peacebuilding
efforts, military officials spearhead national violence mitigation programs in the Philippines (ie. E-CLIP), even if
they have socioeconomic development focus. The information gap left by the military perspective is significant in
comprehensively understanding violence mitigation in the Philippines. See Section 6 for why this research is
original and difficult to obtain.



separatist aspirations. The complexity of the Philippine situation cannot be understated because
"counterterrorism™ and "peacebuilding” are used interchangeably to describe violence mitigation
strategies. This paper introduces new terms that more precisely describe strategies against Salafi-

Jihadist groups in the Philippines.

The research question, "What factors affect the success of violence mitigation strategies in
areas infiltrated by Salafi-Jihadist groups in the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of Muslim

Mindanao?" presents four terms to be defined: "factors,” "success,” "violence mitigation

strategies,” and "Salafi-Jihadist."

Table 4 in pp. 44 demonstrates that though the provincial strategies have the same program
specifics, the programs all yield different peace outcomes. There must be other factors unrelated
to the program specifics that lead to these different outcomes. "Factors” is purposely broad to
precisely include political and societal variables that are unrelated to program features but affect
the strategies' outcome. The question does not mention “evaluate™ because this paper is not policy-
focused and does not serve as a program evaluation or audit. The paper focuses on the political

dynamics that have contributed to the success and failure of the provincial strategies.

The research only focuses on socio-economic development strategies and does not consider
militarized approaches. As mentioned in the introduction, Sobejana states that violence mitigation
strategies only succeeded after shifting to a development focus. Thus, "violence mitigation
strategies™ is an all-encompassing term for the provincial programs that focus on delivering socio-
economic services for combatants and afflicted communities to prevent conflict recurrence.
"Violence mitigation strategies" also serve as an all-encompassing term for the program ecosystem

that comprises the development programs against conflict recurrence in the province. The



flowchart in Figure 9 in pp. 42 explains the components of a "violence mitigation strategy" for

each province.

The term "success" is a broad term for positive peace outcomes in the paper. "Success" is
measured in this study as the reduction of group influence measured by the number of their existing

group members per province.

The question also isolates "Salafi-Jihadist" groups as the subject of the study to eliminate
the consideration of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front and the Moro National Liberation Front.

The study only focuses on Salafi-jihadist groups defined as comprising:

“Jihad (struggle, sacred warfare), takfir (the ability or willingness to declare apparent
Muslims to be non-Muslims), al-wala’ wa-I-bara’ (loyalty and disassociation on the basis of
Islam), tawhid (the declaration of the oneness of God), and hakimiyya (the necessity to implement
God’s rule) (Maher, 2016).”

This paper refers to Salafi-Jihadist groups as those who use warfare to execute a fundamentalist
interpretation of the Qu'ran and establish an Islamic state. The groups in the BARMM region that
have explicitly pledged allegiance to the Islamic State are considered: the Abu Sayyaf Group,
Daulah Islamiyah or the Maute Group, and the Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters. Though
the BIFF has some factions that have not pledged allegiance to the I.S., there is no isolated data on

each faction, so the entire group is analyzed in the study.

I1l. Current Theories on Successful Violence Mitigation

After rationalizing the research question, this literature review addresses its broad
variation: "What factors influence the success of development-violence mitigation
strategies?" Success is defined here as halting the mobilization of armed groups to fight and

individually preventing former fighters from taking up arms once again, which is measured



in this paper by group membership. This first section of the literature review focuses on

possible program features in violence mitigation strategies that might be successful.
Economic Empowerment

What is the role of pure economic incentives in the success of violence mitigation
strategies? The literature diverges in its findings. Tangible material benefits ensure strong
demobilization, mainly when programs offer cash incentives. Still, lump sums are ineffective,
so smaller quantities of money throughout a time period are preferable (Humphreys &
Weinstein, 2007). Programs should provide land because they determine whether
demobilized insurgents turn to criminal behavior (Collier, 1994). These interventions allow
ex-combatants to see individual economic development and be satisfied with the program’s
results (Phayal et al., 2015).

However, economic incentives can also be ineffective because evidence has suggested
that some insurgents may squander money on alcohol or prostitution (Bertrand & Pauwels,
2000). Previous research has found no correlation between cash handouts and subsequent
employment (Knight & Ozerdem, 2004; Berdal, 1996). However, ongoing or future financial
incentives can lead to returns to peaceful work (Blattman & Annan, 2016). Cash payouts do
not lead to sustainable reintegration or long-term development (Lundin et al., 2000).

Other economic interventions, like economic training, are further rebuked because
economic training may also be ineffective; evidence suggests that raising the skill levels of
ex-combatants with the perspective that they can be self-employed may ineffectively use
scarce resources. Ex-combatants may not find fulfillment in their employment even after job

training because the job market may not be receptive (Ball, 1997). Evidence also suggests



that training programs have led to few subsequent employment opportunities and almost no

development of small and medium-sized businesses (Heinemann-Grider et al., 2003).

Transitional Justice and Security Mechanisms

Literature also discusses the importance of transitional justice and security as program
features in violence mitigation strategies. The timing in which combatants must
decommission their weapons can be essential to building trust, which consequently leads to
demobilization success because theory suggests that insurgent weapons must be
decommissioned early in the process, preferably in the demobilization phase, to solidify
security guarantees. Opposing literature suggests that ex-combatants feel more vulnerable and
insecure in this scenario, which leads to renewed fighting (Walter, 1999).

Success in transitional justice also guarantees the progression of demobilization
efforts because transitional justice norms can transform the legal and political climate in
which peace negotiations happen. However, a clear separation of disarmament,
demobilization, and reintegration programs (DDR) and transitional justice initiatives can
transform perceptions of war allegiances (Ceballos & Martin, 2001).

A security apparatus is essential for ensuring the success of demobilization because it
creates a climate that lowers the fears of the host communities and former combatants
(Theidon, 2007). Demobilization creates a vacuum in which other crimes may pervade.
Furthermore, challenges can persist in ensuring the securitization of demobilization because

animosity may persist between separatists and former army members (Grossman et al., 2015).



Comprehensive Socio-Economic Development

Community socio-economic development emerged as a key strategy that ensures the
success of violence mitigation. The peace process must be tailored to address the
characteristics of the socio-political, economic, and physical environment to be successful
(Humphreys & Weinstein, 2007). If broader socio-economic development does not occur, ex-
combatants are re-integrated back into poverty, which should not be considered a success and
could be partially to blame for conflict reignition (Knight & Ozerdem, 2004). While poverty
and inequality may not be the primary cause of conflict in all cases, the lack of socio-economic
development in a community can hinder the implementation of violence mitigation strategies
(Berdal, 1996). Macroeconomic decline in conflict-afflicted areas is associated with a higher
incidence of conflict recurrence (Kavanagh, 2011). Thus, reintegration works better if it is
part of an effort to economically revitalize the entire society (Ball, 1997). Economic
incentives are only present as a factor in higher-income countries if there are no economic
prospects for an individual and they are highly educated (Ahmad, 2021).

The literature overwhelmingly emphasizes the need for a comprehensive socio-
economic development approach to ensure successful violence mitigation. Given that the
literature has a consensus on the need for comprehensive socio-economic development
strategies, this paper has only selected programs emphasizing comprehensive socio-economic
development in conflict areas to ensure successful violence mitigation.

This paper takes the consensus further by exploring what factors led to the success or
failure of these comprehensive socio-economic developments beyond their strategic features.

A comprehensive case study method elucidates why, even if some provinces may have the
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same comprehensive socio-economic development strategies, they have differing peace

outcomes. The next section explores these possible exogenous factors.
Exogenous Program Factors: Peace Spoilers °

Other literature focuses on the exogenous factors that can influence these violence
mitigation strategies, particularly the presence of different peace spoilers. Peace processes
can easily "fall prey to disruption from below" by discontented elites, which can lead to, in
worst cases, war recurrence or "'post-accord violence" (Sisk, 2010). Demobilized soldiers are
also prominent peace disruptors in the case of El Salvador, especially when there are delays
in or a complete denial of the reintegration process (Pouligny, 2006). These demobilized
soldiers or other militia groups can turn to illicit activity to prolong their armed efforts.

Literature also explored how political dynamics (i.e., top down or bottom up) can
influence violence mitigation strategies. An approach contends that the key objective for
violence mitigation strategies should be the legitimization of authority in which the
overarching challenge is to construct a sustainable democratic state that can function without
international involvement (Reilly, 2003). On the other hand, another approach suggest that
violence mitigation strategies may instead need to focus on more than just the establishment
of a state and the reconciliation of leaders of armed groups. There should be a greater focus
on including grassroots actors to create sustainable peace (Autesserre, 2022).

Inspired by this breadth of literature, this senior essay’s research also explores how
exogenous factors can contribute to the success or failure of development-oriented violence

mitigation strategies.

% Exogenous is not defined as exogenous variable in political science but rather factors outside of specific features in
violence mitigation strategies.
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Theories on Broad Peacebuilding in the Philippines

As previously mentioned, no research on the Philippines has conducted a cross-
provincial comparison of violence mitigation strategies; an exploration of existing literature
IS necessary, however, to highlight the gaps in the literature.

Though research has been conducted on peace-building programs in the Philippines,
they have only focused on the PAyapa at MAsaganang PamayaNAn or PAMANA program.
The PAMANA program is a national program under the Office of Peace, Reconciliation, and
Unity outside the scope of this study. No research has focused on the programs discussed in
this paper: E-CLIP, Project Tugon, PAVE for Peace, BRAVE, and Agila Haven. Literature
has also investigated the role of international non-governmental organizations in the peace-
building sector (Salam et al., 2023); however, research has yet to investigate the role of local
government and provincial programs in peace-building efforts.

This paper also takes a different approach to research in peace and conflict studies in
the Philippines. This paper's approach focuses on understanding what new theories can
emerge from ethnographic fieldwork in the Philippines. Current papers focus on applying
prevalent structural theories and frameworks in peace and conflict studies to the Philippines
case study. The Peace Triangle has been used to analyze how effective autonomy is as a
framework solution and how it impacts the prospects of peace in the country (Séderberg
Kovacs et al., 2021). Ethnic and religious theories have also been used as theoretical
frameworks to understand the Philippine peace-building case study (Maboloc, 2024b;

Biwang, 2023). This study offers an alternative “ground-up” approach to existing studies.
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This paper is also an exploratory political science investigation instead of a policy-
driven paper. Most of the literature in the field is policy-driven journal articles or reports
geared towards policymakers. An ethical development framework integrates solutions for
historical injustices and culture (Maboloc, 2024a). The International Crisis Group frequently
publishes reports and policy briefers on the enduring issues that plague the peace process in
the Philippines; most recently, the think tank has published indictments of the BARMM
government's implementation of the peace process (Southern Philippines: Making peace stick
in the bangsamoro 2023), enduring Islamist militancy (Addressing Islamist militancy in the
southern philippines 2022), and fostering inclusivity in the peace process (Southern
Philippines: Fostering an inclusive bangsamoro 2022). These reports have a different
objective of summarizing persisting issues in the Bangsamoro peace process; though these
reports briefly discuss provincial violence mitigation strategies, this study offers a close cross-
provincial analysis of these violence mitigation strategies and political dynamics in each
province.

The literature review has influenced this paper by narrowing the scope of study to
development-oriented violence mitigation strategies and exogenous factors that influence the
success of these strategies. This paper’s research is valuable because it is the first to explore
what new theories can emerge from ethnographic fieldwork in the Philippines. The paper is
also an exploratory political science investigation, which contrasts from the prevalent policy-
driven papers in the post-BARMM era. This paper’s comprehensive case study method
elucidates why, even if some provinces may have the exact same comprehensive socio-

economic development strategies, they have differing peace outcomes.
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IVV. Historical Context

The context that underpins the conflict in the Philippines contains a multiplicity of
complicated ethnic and religious dimensions. The Moro conflict is mainly in the Bangsamoro
region, which means "nation of the Moro.” The term "Moro" comes from an exonym that the
Spanish conquistadors used to describe the Muslims in the Bangsamoro region (Kamlian,
2012). Moro is similar to the Latin word "Mauru" that the Spanish used to describe Muslim
armies after the Umayyad Caliphate conquered much of the Iberian Peninsula. Separatist
groups later co-opted this term to distinguish a specific ethnolinguistic Muslim majority group
(Larousse, 2001). The Bangsamoro people consist of several ethnic groups: Badjao, Iranun,
Jama Mapun, Kalagan, Kalibugan, Maguindanao, Maranaw, Palawanon, Molbog, Sama,
Sangil, Tausiig, and Yakan. The Bangsamoro people are geographically spread across several
provinces in the Philippines. However, the Bangsamoro region only encapsulates six
provinces: Basilan, Maguindanao Del Norte, Maguindanao Del Sur, Lanao Del Sur, Sulu, and
Tawi-Tawi. This section serves to provide the historicization that underpins the rise of Islamic
separatism in the Philippines and, consequently, Salafi-Jihadism. Table 1 serves as a key

reference point for the major history events in the Moro Conflict.
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Table 1. Moro Conflict Timeline of Events

13th Century

Arrival of Makhdum Karim to the Philippines

1457

Sultanate of Sulu was founded. 1°

17th Century

Arrival of the Spanish to Philippines and consequent Spanish-Moro Conflict

1899-1913 Moro Rebellion against the United States of America

1968 Jabidah Massacre
Bangsamoro Liberation Organization was founded.

1974 Palimbang Massacre

1976 Tripoli Agreement

1987 Jeddah Accord

1989 Plebiscite for the establishment of the Autonomous Region of Muslim
Mindanao

1996 MNLF-Philippine Government Peace Agreement

2001 Plebiscite to include Marawi City and Basilan (excluding the City of Isabela)
to ARMM

2013 Zamboanga Siege

2014 Comprehensive Agreement on the Bangsamoro signed.

2018 Bangsamoro Organic Law passed. The Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of
Muslim Mindanao is established.

2021 BARMM elections postponed to 2025.
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Development of a Moro Identity through Oppression: Islam in Pre-Colonial and

Colonial Bangsamoro

. Territory of the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in &
Muslim Mindanao (BARMM).

D Other areas with Muslim populations intended to be part
ARMM in accordance with the 1976 Tripoli Agreement, but
opposed inclusion through plebiscites.

Figure 3. A Map Demonstrating the Scope of the Bangsamoro Region in Contrast to the

Geographical Spread of the Bangsamoro People (File:ARMM.Png, 2007)



16

Though most of the Moro people are Muslim, not all Moro people are Muslim; this is a
nuance often missed in public policy circles. One historical thread has bonded the plight of the

Moro people, however: oppression from colonial and national governments.

The conversion of the Bangsamoro people to Islam first occurred with the arrival of
Makhdum Karim in Tawi-Tawi around the 13th century. Islam also spread through the trade
between Brunei, Malaysia, and Indonesia with the southern part of the Philippines. This
introduction established the Sultanates in the Philippines (Abinales, 2017). The first semblance of
conflict in the southern Philippines occurred when Spanish conquistadors attempted to convert the
Moro to Christianity. As part of the Spanish Inquisition, they required colonial populations to
convert to Roman Catholicism, or they would have to face the death penalty. The Spanish
conducted raids to enforce this requirement; however, they were met by strong resistance from the
Moro population. The Spanish-Moro conflict ensued for over two decades. In the last quarter of
the 19th century, the Moros allowed the Spanish to build forts. However, the Spanish did not
strongly impose their religion and culture on these sultanates (Larned, 1928). Though the

sultanates eventually lost some territory, they retained some sense of independence.

After the Spanish-American War, the Spanish ceded the Philippines to the Americans and,
consequently, the Bangsamoro region. The Americans initially negotiated the Kiram-Bates Treaty
with the Sultanate of Sulu, the last remaining Sultanate (Banlaoi, 2005). This treaty guaranteed the
Sulu Sultanate's internal governance and affairs autonomy. Once the Americans conquered the
northern part of the Philippines, however, the treaty was effectively repealed, and they invaded the
Moro region. After the region was conquered, Major General Leonard Wood assumed his position

as the governor of Moro Province and commander of the Department of Mindanao-Jolo. Wood



17

made significant changes to the region by demoting the sultanate to a purely religious office and
reforming the legal code. The legal code reformation served to stratify the religious divisions
because Moro laws and customs would apply to Moros and non-Christians while Philippine laws
apply to Christians. Land ownership was also introduced, which changed Moro society from
formerly tribal to a more individualistic society (Hurley, 1985). During their occupation, the
American government also pursued a Homestead Program. There were several facets of the
program, including a policy of migration to resettle Christian Filipinos to Muslim-majority areas
in order to have a Christian majority across the Philippines. This resettlement diminished the Moro
population in the area. Americans also relied on Christian Filipino settlers to take control of newly
built roads and disrupt traditional Moro power structures. After the transition to independence, the
succeeding Philippine administrations would continue this policy. The Philippine government also
opted to provide the most lucrative corporate agricultural opportunities and development
investments to the Christian population, which led to the Muslim population falling into poverty
and ranking among the poorest in their own country (Fulton, 2016)—decades of regional neglect
through religious erasure and the misallocation of resources led to increasing aggravation among

the Moro community.

The Moro strife culminated in the "Jabidah Massacre." This episode of violence occurred
during the administration of former President Ferdinand Marcos as he attempted to destabilize and
conquer Sabah, a Muslim-majority Island in Malaysia geographically proximate to the Moro
regions and formerly a part of the Sulu Sultanate. At least 11 Moros were recruited in order to
execute this destabilizing mission. The trainees eventually rejected the mission and were killed in

the mountain regions of the Philippines by the country's armed forces (Uy, 2018). The incident
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awakened Muslim intellectuals and politicians around the country and evoked conversations on

separatism and secession.

Reclaiming Agency: Moro Secessionism and the History of the Peacebuilding

Process

After the Jabidah Massacre, a pursuit to reclaim agency has characterized the Moro plight.
Lanao del Sur congressman Haroun al-Rashid Lucman called for then-President Ferdinand Marcos
to be impeached by Congress. The effort gained little Congressional support, so Lucman created
the Bangsamoro Liberation Organization (BMLO), a secessionist organization (Fallon, 1989). Nur
Misuari, then a professor at the University of the Philippines, formed the Moro National Liberation
Front (MNLF), which called for establishing a Moro republic through armed resistance (Yegar,

2002). These two organizations eventually merged under the MNLF name (Tan & Ferrer, 2008).

The insurgency settled in Jolo, Sulu, where extensive damage eventually occurred. The
military adopted a scorched earth tactic in which they destroyed everything that the insurgents
could utilize to win the war, including water, food, and shelter. The military razed much of Jolo
(Moro National Liberation Front, 2013). On September 24, 1974, the Philippine army killed at
least 1,000 Moro civilians who were praying in a mosque during the Palimbang Massacre
(MindaNews, 2014). After the destruction and massacres, the government and the MNLF signed

the Tripoli Agreement (Tan & Ferrer, 2008).

The Tripoli Agreement was signed on December 23, 1976, in Tripoli, Libya, by Carmelo
Z. Barbero, representing the Philippine government, and Nur Misuari. Aside from a ceasefire, the

agreement defined the administrative divisions for autonomous Muslims in Mindanao. The
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agreement also established an autonomous government, a Sharia judicial system, and a special
regional security force. The autonomous region would also have its own Islamic bank and
economic system. There was disagreement between then-President Marcos and Misuari regarding
the provinces that would be included in the autonomous region. They disagreed on whether the
region should be unified or thirteen autonomous provinces. This led to the collapse of the peace
dialogues and the resumption of hostilities between the MNLF and the Philippine army (Unson,
2019). The Tripoli Agreement also led to the splintering of the MNLF because Misuari did not
consult the chief commander, Salamat Hashim. Salamat and 57 other MNLF ground commanders

formed the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (Mayuga, 2019).

The succeeding presidential administration under Corazon Aquino signed the 1987 Jeddah
Accord in Saudi Arabia with the MNLF. Misuari and the MNLF asserted that all thirteen provinces
with Muslim populations be included in the autonomous region. However, eight were majority-
Christian provinces. Hence, the government only included four provinces in the Autonomous
Region of Muslim Mindanao: Lanao Del Sur, Maguindanao, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi. Republic Act
No. 6734 (the Organic Act) established the ARMM region (Howe, 2014). In 1989, a plebiscite was
held to ratify the ARMM region charter. Zacaria Candao, a counsel of the MNLF, was elected the
first regional governor. The MNLF and the Philippine government signed a final peace deal in
1996. Another plebiscite was held in 2001, including the city of Marawi and the province of

Basilan in the region.
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An Autonomous Compromise: The Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao and

the Zamboanga Siege

The central principle of the ARMM region was to "remain an integral and inseparable part
of the national territory of the Republic.” The President of the Philippines still exercised general
supervision over the regional governor. However, the regional government had the power to create
its source of revenues, levy taxes, and apply Sharia law to its constituents. It had no judiciary,

military, police, or foreign relations apparatus.

The Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao was headed by a Regional Governor and a
Regional Vice Governor, whom local executives directly elected. There was also a Regional
Assembly that would create regional ordinances elected by direct vote. Regional officials had a
fixed term of 3 years, which Congress could extend. At the same time, these provinces would also
have representation in the National Congress. The regional governor was the chief executive and
had a cabinet of at most ten members. The governor could appoint cabinet members, and the

regional legislative assembly would have control over confirming these candidates.

The ARMM had a unicameral Regional Legislative Assembly. It was composed of three
members for every congressional district. At the time of ARMM's abolition, there were six from
Lanao del Sur, including Marawi City, six from Maguindanao, six from Sulu, three from Basilan,
and three from Tawi-Tawi. The regional legislative assembly had the power to create legislation,

especially on matters of Sharia law (ARMM History and Organization 2008).

Since the MNLF opposed establishing the ARMM region because it only included the four

provinces, the MNLF continued the armed struggle. The MNLF moved from demands of complete



21

independence to autonomy in the 1980s. Tensions mounted between the MNLF and the Philippine
government due to disputes about mineral wealth sharing in Mindanao. In 2013, the MNLF
attacked Zamboanga City and declared independence for the Bangsamoro Republik. During their
standoff with the Armed Forces of the Philippines, the Philippine army accused the group of using
civilians as human shields; this led the Philippine government to label them as terrorists. Though
the MNLF has met with former Philippine presidents regarding peace talks, official peace deals
have yet to be brokered with Misuari. The Office of the Presidential Advisor in Peace,
Reconciliation, and Unity (OPAPRU) formed the Government of the Philippines and Moro
National Liberation Front (GPH-MNLF) Peace Coordinating Committee to resolve conflicts
within Mindanao with the help of the MNLF. The committee also helps the Philippine government

coordinate with the MNLF (MNLF in Sulu welcomes GPH-MNLF Peace Developments 2020).

Splinters in Autonomy: The Moro Islamic Liberation Front and the Peace Process

Throughout their history, Moro people developed more disagreements between secession
and autonomy. Even groups who agreed on autonomy remained divided on their vision for an

autonomous government. A pivotal event was the MILF’s splintering from the MNLF.

Peace talks were also concurrently held with the MILF, Salamat's splintered group. The
MNLF and MILF were rivals because of the internal politics. The MILF was in even stronger
opposition to the ARMM region project and did not want to accept semi-autonomy. The MILF
continued their insurgency operations because of their fierce opposition to the project. A general
cessation of hostilities was signed in July 1997 but was eventually abolished in 2000 by the
Philippine Army. In response, the MILF declared a jihad against the government and its citizens.

Under President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo, the government and the MILF resumed peace talks
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(Huang, 2002). The MILF put forth "the Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain
(MOA-AD)," which sought to expand the territorial reach of the ARMM region. The MILF also
had additional demands, such as establishing a police force, controlling natural resources, and
gaining control of the region. The Supreme Court struck down the MOA-AD because they
determined that "the Presidential Adviser on the Peace Process [the former name of OPAPRU]
committed grave abuse of discretion when he failed to carry out the pertinent consultation process
(SC Declares MOA-AD Unconstitutional 2008)." Mohagher Igbal, the MILF peace panel chair,
said that the MILF modified their demands to pursue a substate, like a United States state, instead
of complete independence from the Philippines. In a similar vein, the MILF would not exercise its
power over national defense, foreign affairs, currency and coinage, and postal services. The Moro

state would also not have armed forces and would instead have troops for internal security.

The final fleshed-out peace agreement, the Comprehensive Agreement on the Bangsamoro
(CAB), was signed on March 27, 2014. In contrast to the ARMM region, the new semi-
autonomous region would have a fair share of revenues from extracting its plentiful resources,
budgetary autonomy, police, and Sharia law only for Muslims. In exchange, the MILF would cease
all of its hostilities. The MILF would also stop armed movements against the government, and the
government would retain control over its national security and foreign policy. The agreement
paved the way for the creation of a new Bangsamoro state. The MILF would also agree to turn
over their firearms, mediated by a third party, and the complete deactivation of the rebel forces

(Sabillo, 2014).
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V. Current Political and Armed Violence Context

After providing apt historicization for the rise of Islamic separatism, this section now explains
the specifics of the BARMM government and the political context that underpins it. This section
also introduces the Salafi-Jihadist groups in the Philippines. These groups are notably
distinguishable from the MNLF and the MILF because they yearn to secede from the Philippines
to create a fundamentalist Islamic state. This section also introduces the development-violence

mitigation strategy ecosystem that addresses these separatist groups' rise.

Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao and its Current State

Under President Aquino's successor, Rodrigo Duterte, the "Bangsamoro Organic Law™ was
passed in 2018. A two-part plebiscite to ratify the Bangsamoro Organic Law was held in January
and February 2019 with the ARMM constituents and the areas that petitioned to join the region

(Casauay, 2015).

The first articles of the agreement define the Bangsamoro identity and delineate the
territorial jurisdiction of the region, including the land and water boundaries. Article IV discusses
the general principles of the new region, including territorial integrity, self-governance, a
democratic political system, and the promotion of unity. Article V defines the regional
government's powers, while Article VI pertains to the regional government's relations with the
national government and its agencies. For example, the regional government established the
"Philippines Congress-Bangsamoro Parliament Forum" to encourage collaboration between the
national Congress and the regional parliament. Sections 9 and 10 of Article VI define the

composition of the government. The regional governor is called the Chief Minister, and they have
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a Council of Leaders that advises them on governance matters. This Council of Leaders comprises
members of the Philippine Congress who represent the region, provincial governors,
representatives of traditional leaders and non-Moro indigenous communities, and representatives
from other sectors. The regional government also has the authority to regulate the affairs of the
local provinces. The members of the parliament elect the chief minister, appoint heads of
ministries, and issue executive orders. The region also has an independent justice system in which
Sharia law is only applicable to Muslims, and tribal laws apply to indigenous peoples. The region
has its own body of police officers but not its army. Article XII discusses fiscal autonomy, a point
of contention and grievance for the Bangsamoro people. The government has complete autonomy

over sharing natural resources except in some cooperation zones.

Article XV1 explains the concept of the Bangsamoro Transitional Authority (BTA). The
authority is the interim government of the region during the transition period. The BTA will create
offices and organize the bureaucracy during this transition period. At the moment, Ebrahim Murad,
the former head of the MILF, is the Chief Minister of BARMM. On October 28, 2021, Duterte
signed Republic Act No. 11593 to postpone the elections from 2022 to 2025. Table 2 summarizes

comparison points between ARMM and BARMM.
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Table 2. A Comparison Between ARMM and BARMM (Casauay, 2015)

Wealth

70% of total national taxes from

ARMM BARMM
Creation Established by the Republic Act | The Bangsamoro Transition
9054. MNLF did not participate in | Commission, led by MILF Chief
crafting the law Negotiator Mohagher Igbal, drafted the
law, which was reviewed by former
President Duterte and then submitted to
the Philippine Congress
Form of Direct election of regional Parliamentary regional government
Government governor
Direct election of district Votes for parliamentary members that
Regional Legislative Assembly vote for the Chief Minister.
Parliament is composed of:
40% district seats
50% sectoral representatives
10% reserved seats (2 seats for non-
Moro indigenous communities and one
seat for women)
Executive council and cabinet Council of leaders
National- Both are under the general supervision of the President of the Philippines, but
Regional the Bangsamoro Basic Law introduces the concept of real autonomy,
Relationship suggesting a symmetrical relationship.
The devolution of power is as follows:
e 9 reserved powers for the central government
e 57 exclusive powers for the Bangsamoro
e 14 concurrent powers
Fiscal Required to defend their budget to | Block Grant- 4% of the 60% of the total
Autonomy the Congress. Presidents can revenue collections goes to the
suspend, reduce, or cancel their government. 40% goes to the local
funding government units in BARMM

75% of total national taxes from the
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Sharing the minerals will go to ARMM minerals will go to BARMM
Strategic and non-strategic Metallic and non-metallic classifications
classifications for minerals for minerals
Bangsamoro “Bangsa Moro people. These are | “those who at the time of conquest and
Identity citizens who are believers in colonization were considered natives or

Islam and who have retained
some or all of their own social,
economic, cultural, and political
institutions”

original inhabitants of Mindanao and the
Sulu archipelago and its adjacent islands
including Palawan, and their
descendants, whether of mixed or of full
blood, shall have the right to identify
themselves as Bangsamoro by ascription
or self-ascription. Spouses and their
descendants are classified as
Bangsamoro.”

Justice system

Shariah courts

Shariah courts, high court, and tribal
justice system

Creation Established by the Republic Act The Bangsamoro Transition
9054. MNLF did not participate in | Commission, led by MILF Chief
its crafting the law Negotiator Mohagher Igbal, drafted the
law, which was reviewed by former
President Duterte and then submitted to
the Philippine Congress
Regional Same powers but in BARMM, the chief minister can select the head of the
Police and police and its deputies

Armed Forces

The two provinces do not have an autonomous army but have a regional
command under the Armed Forces of the Philippines

Women’s No provisions Parliamentary seat for women. 5% of the

Rights total budget is allocated for gender-
responsive programs

Transition No transition period. MNLF Elections will be held in 2025.

period signed a peace pact and

immediately asked to govern
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Salafi-Jihadist Groups in the Philippines

Abu Sayyaf (Basilan, Sulu, Tawi-Tawi)

The Abu Sayyaf Group, otherwise known as the Islamic State-East Asia Province, is a
militant group that follows the Wahabi doctrine of Sunni Islam. It has been most prominent in the
Sulu and Basilan islands, where it has been operating for more than five decades. The name of the
group comes from s, which means father, and <, which means of the swordsmith. From
January 2002 to February 2015, the group was the target of the American military's "Operation
Enduring Freedom," which was part of the broader Global War on Terror effort in Southeast Asia
(Brookes, 2014). Through peace talks with the Philippine government, the MNLF became the de
facto governing force of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao in majority Muslim areas
in Mindanao in 1996 (ABU SAYYAF GROUP (ASG) 2006). The ASG was primarily founded as a
reaction to the peace talks between the MNLF and the Philippine government. The ASG perceived

these talks as the MNLF's infidelity to the values of Islam.

The ASG emerged under the leadership of Abdurajak Abubakar Janjalani. Janjalani studied
Islamic theology in Libya, Syria, and Saudi Arabia in the 1980s and eventually went to fight
against the Soviet Union in the Soviet-Afghan war. During this time, he allegedly met with Osama
Bin Laden, who gave him 6 million dollars to establish a more fundamentalist Islamic group than
the MNLF (Abuza, 2003). Janjalani returned to Basilan in 1991, gathering more radical members
from the MNLF to form Abu Sayyaf. By 1995, the group's operations scaled to large bombings
and attacks on another part of Mindanao, Zamboanga Del Sur (Asia-Pacific | who are the Abu
Sayyaf? 2000). In 1998, Janjalani was Killed in a gunfight with the Philippine National Police in
Basilan. The death of Janjalani marked a shift in the group's operations to kidnapping, robberies,

and murders. At this time, the group also expanded its operations, specifically its illicit activity to
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Malaysia and Indonesia (Feinberg, 2002). The ASG is notorious for its terrorist attacks, including
bombings and beheadings. During the early 2000s, the group would often abduct foreigners for
ransom in surrounding Indonesia and Malaysia. The group is also responsible for kidnapping and
murdering Christian clerics and workers (Hemmer, 2003). The group operates typically in Western
Mindanao (i.e., Basilan, Sulu, and Tawi Tawi) because of its significance to Janjalani's life,
remoteness, and proximity to Malaysia and Indonesia. The group trains with Jemaah Islamiyah

militants, a prominent Salafi-Jihadist group in Indonesia.

In 2014, Abu Sayyaf Leader Isnilon Hapilon swore allegiance or bay'ah to Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi and the Islamic State (FlorCruz, 2014). The group's primary foreign donor was
previously Al-Qaeda, a competitor of the Islamic State. In May 2017, the group joined the Salafi-
Jihadist group in Lanao Del Sur, the Maute Group, in an attempt to seize control of Marawi City
and use the area to establish an Islamic State in Mindanao (Terrorists Isnilon Hapilon and Omar
Maute killed in Marawi battle 2017). Hapilon was killed during the siege. In August 2020, Nur
Misuari, the chairman of the MNLF, surrendered Abu Sayyaf sub-commander Anduljihad "ldang"
Susukan to the Philippine National Police (Mangosing, 2020). By 2022, Abu Sayyaf, as the Islamic
State East Province, absorbed surrounding pro-IS groups in Indonesia and Thailand. The group

claimed its first attack in Pattani, Thailand, on April 15, 2022 (Zenn, 2022).

In 2023, the Philippine government declared Sulu province free of Abu Sayyaf militants
(Chen & Stambaugh, 2023). On March 22, 2024, the Philippine government announced that the

Abu Sayyaf had been "fully dismantled" (Mendoza, 2024),
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Figure 4. A Graph Demonstrating the Manpower and Possessed Firearms of the Abu Sayyaf
Group from 2019 to 2024 (National Intelligence Coordinating Agency, ASG Manpower &

Firearms 2024)

According to analysis from the National Intelligence Coordinating Agency, the group's
total collapse was brought about by the neutralization of sub-leaders and critical personalities.
Barangays, which initially hosted these individuals, were cleared, and their pipeline of resources
and support was cut off and interrupted. ** The remaining group members in Basilan are dispersed
in the Bayali and Indama areas. They now only conduct extortionist activities for survival. In the
prior years before the graph demonstration, the Abu Sayyaf reached over 1,250 members in 2000.
Now, the group only has five remaining members as shown in figure 4. Their weapons also

significantly decreased from 374 units in 2019 to only 8 in 2024.

11 Barangays are the smallest unit of government in the Philippines.
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The Maute Group (Lanao Del Sur)

The Maute group, the Islamic State of Lanao, or Dawlah Islamiyah, is the most
prominent in Lanao del Sur. Maute has been conducting a protection racket in the remote
settlements of Butig, Lanao del Sur (Unson, 2016).12

Dawlah Islamiya was founded by the Maute brothers, Abdullah and Omar. The Maute
family was well-connected in Lanao Del Sur in terms of wealth and political connections.
Ominta Romato Maute, also known as Farhana Maute, has a construction business and owns
property all over Mindanao and Manila (Gopalakrishnan & Mogato, 2017). She is also related
to politicians in Butig, Lanao del Sur. In the Maute group, she was the financier and provided
logistical support for recruiting fighters. Butig, in turn, became the headquarters of the Maute
Group; the area is also a stronghold of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front and is connected by
blood and marriage. The Maute Group members were formerly part of the MILF as well
(Zambrano, 2016).

The first firefight involving the Maute Group occurred in 2013 when the group
attacked a government checkpoint in Madalum, Lanao del Sur. The group had over 100
members and possessed equipment through foreign terrorist connections (Ansis, 2016). In
2015, the group gained prominence after they pledged allegiance to the Islamic State in April
2015. However, there have been no indications that the Islamic State has acknowledged the
group’s membership (Headstart: Maute Group not accredited by Terror Group ISIS, says

analyst 2017). After the group pledged, members were regularly seen waving the

12 A protection racket is defined as an organized crime scheme that is perpetrated by an organized crime group that
is usually protected from legal persecution from another entity or individual. The organized crime group may engage
in robbery, violence, arson, vandalism, and ransacking. The protection is guaranteed because the group pay such
entities during regular intervals.



31

representative Islamic State flag. However, mayor Ibrahim Macadato of Butig town stated
that the group is not affiliated with IS and is only made up of armed citizens (Dicali, 2016).
The group is one of the first in the country to employ social media and messaging applications
like Telegram to recruit younger members (Hwang, 2019). The group attracted students and
teachers from the prominent Mindanao State University-Marawi. Maute's second most well-
known attack was the 2016 Davao City bombing. Three men, TJ Tagadaya Macabalang,
Wendel Apostol Facturan, and Musali Mustapha, were arrested in the bombing. Maute
attacked the Roxas Night Market, killing at least 14 people and causing 70 injuries. The death
toll included a pregnant woman (Tan, 2016).

Maute is most known for initiating a siege in the Islamic City of Marawi on May 23,
2017. During the siege, the group declared an Islamic State and took hold of the Marawi
territory, intending to expand outside of the city. During the siege, the group attacked Camp
Ranao and occupied several important buildings in the city, such as Mindanao State
University, Marawi City Hall, a hospital, and the city jail. The group also set fire to Ninoy
Aquino School, Saint Mary's Cathedral, and Dansalan College, which was operated by the
United Church of Christ in the Philippines (Timeline: Maute Attack in Marawi City 2017).
The government forces successfully defeated the group after nine months. There was a
collaboration between the Abu Sayyaf and Maute groups during the siege, which led to the
death of the Abu Sayyaf leader, Isnilon Hapilon and the Maute brothers. On October 23, 2017,
Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana declared that the five-month battle was over (Philippines
declares end of Marawi Siege as 40 suspected gunmen found dead 2017). After the siege, the

group conducted more attacks, including three gunfights in 2019 (Tan, 2016).
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Figure 5. A Graph Demonstrating the Manpower and Possessed Firearms of the Maute
Group from 2019 to 2024 (National Intelligence Coordinating Agency, DI-MAUTE

Manpower & Firearms 2024)

Intelligence from NICA states that the group is on the brink of collapse after the Philippine
army conducted several exceptional intelligence and military operations that targeted the
group's leadership. The efforts from the Philippine government led to the neutralization of
key personalities and members, a decrease in the number of violence-initiated and non-violent
activities of the group, and a continuous decline in manpower and disarray in leadership. The
group is not projecting an evasive stance due to focused and intense military operations
against them. There is an evident decline in their manpower from 100 in 2016 to 24 in 2024
(Ho, 2017). The group has increased their firearms from 29 in 2019 to 30 in 2024, but they

have experienced an overall decline from their peak firearm count of 48 in 2023.
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Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (Maguindanao)

The Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters mainly function in the Maguindanao
province. It broke away from the MILF after the MILF endorsed an autonomy approach
instead of complete independence. After the Philippine Supreme Court nullified the
Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain, which sought to expand the ARMM
region's territorial reach, Ameril Umbra Kato formed the group. There have been disputes
over the size of group membership in 2010 because Kato claimed that the group had 5,000
fighters when the government said he only had 300 (Is Biff the MILF's 'BFF'? 2015). The
BIFF also rejected the 2012 Framework Agreement on the Bangsamoro, the preliminary
peace agreement signed between the Philippine government and the MILF. It continued its
fight against both groups (Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (Biff / ISEA) 2023).

In line with the signing of the final annexes of the Framework Agreement in January
2014, the Armed Forces of the Philippines also launched Operation Darkhorse against the
BIFF. The army seized control of the BIFF's main camp in Shariff Saydona Mustapha,
Maguindanao (Enduring pain after Muslim rebel attack Zamboanga City 2014). The BIFF
also had a momentary allegiance to the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), as
confirmed by commander Habib Mujahab Hashim (Medina, 2014). The BIFF and MILF were
also involved in the infamous 2015 Mamasapano Clash, which led to the deaths of 44
members of the Philippines National Police (Hegina, 2015). After founder Ameril Umbra
Kato's death, BIFF's former vice-chairman for political affairs, Ismael Abubakar, became the
group's leader. Under Abubakar, the group adopted a more radical stance and declared
allegiance to the Islamic State in August 2015 (Weiss, 2015). The radicalization of the group

led to its fragmentation. Ustadz Karialan and his followers formed a separate faction that did
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not subscribe to the IS ideology. The faction stated that "we are not to be swayed by the ISIS
ideology because we adhere to the cause of the Moro struggle and teachings of the Koran."
Further disagreements within Abubakar's faction, with some followers stating that he was not
radical enough, led to the formation of the "Jamaatul al-Muhajireen wal-Ansar" faction under
Esmael Abdulmalik alias Abu Toraife (Sarmiento, 2020). The faction is alternatively known
as the Toraife group.

The Philippine military claimed that the BIFF was heavily involved in the Battle of
Marawi in Lanao Del Sur, providing not only about 40 fighters but also critical logistical
support (Weiss, 2017). The group's fragmentation may have led to conflicting claims of
whether they were involved in the battle. BARMM Chief Minister, then the Moro Islamic
Liberation Front leader, Ebrahim Murad, claimed that the BIFF was not involved in the Battle
of Marawi (BIFF Fighting Alongside Maute Abus in Marawi Military 2017). In July 2017,
nine members of the Toraife group were Killed in a gunfight with the Philippine army.
Between 50 and 200 BIFF militants clashed with Philippine government forces in May 2021
in Datu Paglas, Maguindanao. The Karialan faction carried out the attack; experts surmised

that the attack was to demonstrate the group’s combat capabilities.
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Figure 6. A Graph Demonstrating the Manpower and Possessed Firearms of the BIFF from
2019 to 2024 (National Intelligence Coordinating Agency, BIFF Manpower & Firearms
2024)

According to NICA intelligence, the group continues to suffer significant losses due
to neutralizing its Field Commanders, surrendering members, and watchlisting inactive
members. Out of the groups mentioned above, the BIFF remains the most resilient due to the
presence of financial and logistical supporters possibly associated with their close familial
ties to the MILF and MNLF. The group continues to execute harassment attacks, roadside
bombings, and liquidation that target both government troops and civilians. The group still
saw a considerable drop in its membership from 278 in 2019 to 122 in 2024 as shown in
Figure 6. Their firearms saw less of a drop, with 236 in 2019 and 153 in 2024. Table 3

summarizes the key features of separatist groups discussed in the context section.
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Table 3. Separatist Groups in the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao

Group Activity Areas of Aspiration
Operation in
BARMM
Moro National March 18, 1968 — | All of BARMM Initially a secessionist
Liberation Front September 2, organization and eventually
(Predecessor: 1996 opted for regional autonomy
Bangsamoro Liberation | (as a secessionist
Organization) group)
September 2,
1996 — present
(as a political
organization)
Moro Islamic 1977 — March 27, | All of BARMM Sought an autonomous region
Liberation Front 2014 of the Moro people
Abu Sayyaf 1989-present Sulu, Basilan, Establish an Islamic State in
Tawi-Tawi Mindanao

Maute Group

2013 to 2019

Lanao Del Sur

Establish an Islamic State in
Mindanao

Bangsamoro Islamic
Freedom Fighters

2008—present

Maguindanao

Establish an Islamic State in
Mindanao
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Violence Mitigation Strategy Ecosystem

This section explains the Development-Oriented Violence Mitigation Strategy Ecosystem,

the programs composing the ecosystem, and how the programs interact.

Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program (E-CLIP)

The E-CLIP program is a basic need approach to administer assistance to Former Rebels
(FRs) from Former Violent Extremists (FVEs) Groups in accordance with Administrative Order
No. 25. E-CLIP functions under Task Force Balik Loob (TFBL). TFBL aims to centralize all
government efforts to integrate Former Rebels and Former Violent Extremists to maximize their

socioeconomic and political impact by ensuring effective and efficient implementation.

TFBL Organization ﬁ

TASK FORCE
BALIK-LOOB

TF BALIK-LOOB
(CHAIRPERSON)

Section 1 of AO No 25. The Task Force
shall organize and designate the heads
of two (2) clusters that shall focus on
FRs and FVEs, respectively: SECRETARIAT
(EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR)

FORMER VIOLENT EXTREMIST FORMER REBELS
CLUSTER (FVEs) CLUSTER (FRs)

ZAMBASULTA CENTRAL MINDANAO
Coordinator Coordinator

4 E-CLIP
COMMITTEES

EES

Figure 7. The Organization Chart of Task Force Balik Loob and E-CLIP (Enhanced
Comprehensive Local Integration Program (E-CLIP), 2023).

Figure 7 shows the organization of the TFBL hierarchy and how E-CLIP committees are
created and managed. The TFBL overlooks the execution of the E-CLIP program. The E-CLIP

committees function under the TFBL umbrella. The figure shows that the FVES, encompassing
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the groups in this study, have two coordinators: the ZAMBASULTA Coordination and the Central
Mindanao Coordinator. Basilan, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi are included in ZAMBASULTA, while
Lanao Del Sur and Maguindanao are included in Central Mindanao. Both designations have 4 E-
CLIP committees each. These E-CLIP committees comprise two chairpersons: a Provincial
Governor or Highly Urbanized City Mayor, 3 and an Armed Forces of the Philippines Brigade
Commander. Members include a Philippine National Police Provincial Director, a Local Social
Welfare and Development Officer (LSWDO), a Department of Interior and Local Government
Provincial or HUC Officer, a representative from a Civil Society Organization, and other

representatives as may be deemed necessary by the E-CLIP Committee.

Holistic Reintegration (E-CLIP) n

TASK FORCE
BALIK-LOOB

Manths

ENTRY TO HALFWAY HOUSE MAINSTREAMING
STRATCOM Communities Of Their
ACTIVITIES DERADICALIZATION = Empower Choice

v EDUCATE= Vocational, ALS MONITORING
RADIO Status
INTERNET BENEFITS= Financial, Start Up Kits, Livestock,
MULTIMEDIA Farm Inputs, Health, etc
PUBLICATIONS PAMANA PROGRAMS
ORGANIZE=POs, Cooperatives, Associations

12

Pre-Surfacing Phase ‘ Surfacing Phase Socio economicand Capability Building Phase Sustainabiity and Commaunity TRullding Phas

13 According to the Local Government Code of 1991 or Republic Act No. 7160, highly urbanized cities (HUC) have
the following criteria: Cities with a minimum population of two hundred thousand (200,000) inhabitants, as certified
by the Philippine Statistics Authority, and with the latest annual income of at least fifty million pesos (50,000,000
or USD 1,000,000) based on 1991 constant prices, as certified by the city treasurer. There are currently 33 highly
urbanized cities in the Philippines, 16 of which are located in Metro Manila.
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Figure 8. Stages of E-CLIP Holistic Reintegration and Implementation Units (Enhanced

Comprehensive Local Integration Program (E-CLIP), 2023)

The E-CLIP program has four stages of holistic integration: the pre-surfacing phase, the
surfacing phase, the socioeconomic and capability-building phase, and the sustainability and
community-building phase, as shown in Figure 8. In the pre-surfacing phase, the receiving military
units conduct strategic communication activities by encouraging surrenderees through TV, Radio,
Internet, and Multimedia Publications. The E-CLIP committee then processes the documents of
surrenderees during the surfacing phase and certifies that surrenderees were former rebels. During
the socioeconomic and capacity-building phase, the former rebels enter a halfway house, where
they go through deradicalization training. They also learn the alternative learning system
curriculum from the Department of Education and vocational training. In this phase, the
combatants also receive financial benefits, entrepreneurship start-up Kkits, livestock, farm

inputs, or health benefits. While in the halfway house, they also have psychosocial therapy,
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spiritual enrichment programs, health services, and sports development programs. Finally, the
Sustainability and Community Building Phase sees a reintegration of combatants into the
communities of their choice. The combatants have access to higher education opportunities, more

vocational training, and additional capital if necessary. [7]

E-CLIP works with the PAyapa at MAsaganang PamayaNAn (PAMANA) program, a
national program under the Office of the Presidential Advisor on Peace, Unity, and Reconciliation.
The program broadly promotes the economic development of conflict-afflicted provinces to
prevent conflict recurrence (Haim et al., 2019). In ARMM, the predecessor of BARMM, the
MNLF, and the Philippine Government built infrastructure (i.e., local roads, water systems, and
community infrastructure) in the communities through PAMANA. The program also increased
capacity building for local government units on alternative dispute resolution (ADR) for
Katarungang Pambarangay (Barangay Justice System). Lastly, the program was geared towards

providing health insurance and study grants to MNLF members and families.

The E-CLIP program has been very successful. 3,034 individuals from the ASG, MAUTE-
IS, and BIFF have surrendered under the program, and 6,635 firearms have been surrendered

throughout the country (Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program (E-CLIP), 2023).

Project Tulong ng Gobyernong Nagmamalasakit (Project TuGoN)

The BARMM Region Ministry of the Interior and Local Government implements project
Tulong ng Gobyernong Nagmamalasakit (Project TuGoN). Project TuGoN aims to help former
combatants through the E-CLIP program. The benefits of the program include immediate cash