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Bangsamoro govt to be inclusive 
By Santha Oorjitham 

WILL PEACE HOLD IN MINDANAO? That's a question which will be addressed at the 27th Asia-Pacific 
Roundtable next week. Three of the speakers provide Santha Oorjitham a preview via email 

 

Peace negotiators exchanging signed copies of the Framework Agreement in Manila in October last year. Looking on are 
Tengku Datuk Abdul Ghafar Tengku Mohamed (centre front), MILF chairman Al-Haj Murad Ebrahim (back left), Prime Minister 
Datuk Seri Najib Razak, Philippine President Benigno Aquino (second right) and presidential adviser Teresita Deles. AFP pic 

Question: The Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) has the support of the majority of the Moro 
population. But without including the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and other groups such as 
the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) and Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Movement (BIFM) in the Framework 
Agreement on the Bangsamoro (FAB), how can the success of the new Bangsamoro regional 
government be ensured? 

Secretary Teresita Deles is presidential adviser on the peace process in the Philippines: The 
FAB serves as a political settlement for the Bangsamoro's aspiration for self-governance through 
genuine autonomy. It is not only for the MILF. The peace process has always abided by the principle 
of inclusivity and participation of various stakeholders because the success of a political settlement 
equally rests on political acceptability -- the support and consensus of stakeholders -- and political will 
of President Benigno Aquino in the vision for achi-eving just and lasting peace. 

The MNLF is supportive of the FAB; their leadership has expressed support to this agreement. 
Meanwhile, the ASG and BIFM are lawless elements that are being dealt with by our security sector. 

Al-Haj Murad Ebrahim is MILF chairman: The FAB is very inclusive. The MILF is up to the 
Transition period only. Any group including the MNLF, Abu Sayyaf and BIFM can participate in the 



regular Bangsamoro political entity starting 2016. Therefore it is just a matter of convincing them that 
the new political entity is in fact not for the MILF alone but for everybody. 

Tengku Datuk Abdul Ghafar Tengku Mohamed is theMalaysian facilitator on the FAB: It is 
MILF's turn to negotiate. MNLF had its chance. They already signed the Tripartite Agreement and the 
Jakarta Accord in 1976 and 1986 respectively. MILF claimed that the agreements failed to reflect the 
genuine aspiration of the Mindanao Muslims. In fact, MNLF was given the chance to govern: two of its 
top leadership were elected as governor of the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM), 
others were appointed in various government agencies and some elected as mayors. 

The MILF moved the negotiation to a different level. MILF claimed inclusivity and not ownership of the 
process and the agreements and is seeking for a real peace through a political solution to the Muslim 
question. It involves real autonomy, both political and financial autonomy, and the issue of ancestral 
domain. 

The process is inclusive. Muslims and others in the area are the stakeholders who will decide the 
success of creating the new political entity. MILF's role is to lead the negotiations and secure the 
Comprehensive Compact Agreement, lead the transitional commission and transitional authority and 
hand over the Bangsamoro to a duly elected Bangsamoro government in May 2016. 

Question: If Malaysia as the facilitator didn't include all the parties, won't it be accused of 
bias? 

Deles: Malaysia serves as a third-party facilitator to the peace negotiations with the MILF. The parties 
and not the facilitator negotiate on the agenda, parameters and approach of the negotiations. There is 
a separate review table with the MNLF that is facilitated by the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation 
Peace Committee for Southern Philippines, led by Indonesia. 

Al-Haj Murad: Malaysia served as facilitator since 2001 after the Philippine government under 
president Gloria Arroyo requested Malaysia to convince the MILF to return to the negotiating table 
after the all-out war launched by President Joseph Estrada, in the midst of the negotiation in 2000, 
against the MILF and the Bangsamoro people. The MILF acceded to the request of the Philippine 
government on condition that Malaysia served as third-party facilitator. Other groups were not 
included because the request of the Philippine government is specific on the resumption of the talks 
with the MILF. 

Abdul Ghafar: Malaysia was invited by both the Philippines and the MILF to facilitate the peace talks 
between the government and MILF in 2000. That was the term of reference. So there is no question 
of bias. 

Question: MILF has criticised the pace of on-going negotiations, especially with relation to the 
Annexes and Comprehensive Compact Agreement, which have not been finalised. Please 
comment. 

Deles: Both parties are decisively pursuing the completion of the three remaining annexes so as to 
reach a comprehensive agreement as soon as possible. The perceived delay is due to the 
government undertaking due diligence on the different issues, their implications, and the political and 
legal aspects of matters like taxation, budgetary appropriation and revenues on natural resources. 
These we are looking for creative solutions to achieve political and fiscal autonomy and the 
sustainability of the future Bangsamoro government. 

Murad: The MILF is very concerned that any delay in the signing of the annexes and eventually the 
Comprehensive Compact Agreement will affect the transition mechanism and timeframe set for the 
drafting of the Basic Law, which will pave the way for the establishment of the MILF-led Transition 
Authority at least one year before May 2016 and finally that of the regular Bangsamoro government in 
2016. The annexes shall serve as the main basis for the drafting of the Basic Law and the 
Comprehensive Compact Agreement. 



Abdul Ghafar: The government is taking extra time and being careful. Once finalised, they will be 
followed by signing of the Comprehensive Compact Agreement. 

Question: To what extent was dissatisfaction with the FAB linked to the incursion into Sabah? 
There are reports that Sabahans of Moro descent supported the incursion. 

Deles: The Sabah standoff, or the proprietary claim of the sultanate of Sulu, is a diplomatic matter. 
The government is addressing it in a separate platform within the purview of the Philippine 
Department of Foreign Affairs. 

Murad: The incursion into Sabah has nothing to do with the peace process. It is a separate issue 
between the Philippine government and the heirs of the sultanate of Sulu and the Malaysian 
government. All past agreements between the Philippine government and the Bangsamoro, including 
that of the MNLF, never mentioned Sabah. However, some vested interest group dissatisfied with the 
FAB capitalised on the Sabah incursion to make obvious their dissatisfaction. Sabahans who 
supported the incursion are mainly those related to the heirs of the Sulu Sultanate. 

Abdul Ghafar: Sabah and peace talks between the government of the Philippines and MILF are two 
different things. Only certain groups of people try to link the two. 

Question: How have the other ethno-linguistic groups responded to the Bangsamoro political 
entity and what are their expectations? 

Deles: The FAB received overwhelming support from various cultural, religious and sectoral groups in 
the country, both at the local and national levels, as well as from the international community. 
Inclusivity has always been part of the whole peace process and the agreement respects and 
recognises the diversity of people in the proposed Bangsamoro region. The FAB provides that the 
Bangsamoro Basic Law will undergo a plebiscite in the envisioned territory and it culminates in the 
first election for the Bangsamoro government by 2016. 

Murad: There was a mixed reaction among the other ethno-linguistic groups, but the majority of them 
welcome the FAB and their inclusion in the new Bangsamoro political entity. Those who are not keen 
to join are given the freedom choice in the FAB. 

Abdul Ghafar: More than 60 per cent support the process and the FAB. The government has 
recognised the grievances of the people in the area. Above all, the FAB recognises the identity of 
Muslims and others in the area and promises full autonomy. 

Question: What will be the role of the local clan and political leaders with private armies, who 
have been a stumbling block in the past? 

Deles: Particularly, all five prov-incial governors of the ARMM had observed the peace negotiations 
and expressed support to the FAB. One of the constructive roles they can play in the peace process 
is the proper information of their constituents about the FAB and the proposed Bangsamoro and also 
the upkeep of peace and order in their areas. Their cooperation is needed for the conduct of plebiscite 
for the Basic Law, which once ratified, will make the ARMM deemed abolished, and hence will pave 
the way for the first election for the Bangsamoro government. 

While there are individuals or political leaders deemed as "spoilers", the government of the Philippines 
peace panel has reached out to them in dialogue and we can say that another indicator of success of 
the peace process is that they are supportive of the FAB. After the recent 2013 mid-term elections, 
many leaders or candidates expressed support and inclusion in their platform of the FAB. 

Al-Haj Murad: Most of the local clans and political leaders are either identified with the Philippine 
government or the rebel groups. They will be subjected to the normalisation process, which is still 
under negotiation in one of the annexes to the FAB. 



Abdul Ghafar: One of the major challenges to the peace agreement is how to deal with the issues of 
firearm proliferation and the private armies of the rich clan leaders. Firearm proliferation will be dealt 
with in the normalisation annex. 

On the issue of clans, traditional leaders and mainstream politicians, this is where MILF should be 
inclusive, magnanimous and statesmanlike so as to be able to prevent these groups from becoming 
spoilers to the peace process. Once the Bangsamoro is entrenched in the area the local clans, 
leaders or politicians have the right to opportunities in the Bangsamoro. No one can stop them 
exercising their political franchise and participating in the democratic process in the area. 

Question: A recent report by Standard Chartered notes that the economy of the ARMM had 
been less than 1 per cent of the Philippines' total GDP and its gross domestic product per 
capita was about a quarter of the Philippines' average. Mindanao has been allocated 26.1 per 
cent of the national infrastructure budget for this year. How will the FAB help in alleviating 
poverty and reducing the gaps between the haves and have-nots? 

Deles: The cycle of poverty, conflict, and poor economic performance in ARMM, coupled with poor 
governance over the years in the region, underscores the need for a thorough revamp of the 
governance structure in the ARMM towards the achievement of genuine autonomy, as envisioned in 
the FAB. 

Under the Aquino administration, aside from the goal of ending the internal armed conflict, the 
national government has embarked on a reform agenda for ARMM under Republic Act 10153 
synchronising the ARMM elections to the national polls in May 2013 which authorised the president to 
appoint officers-in-charge in the region. As part of this reform agenda, the national government 
supported a catch-up plan for its socio-economic development through stimulus funds including the 
improvement of the region's infrastructure. 

The study conducted by Standard Chartered, actually shows that in achieving a peace agreement, the 
ARMM will experience economic growth, because it has a huge economic potential which has 
unfortunately been stunted because of the conflict. The cessation of armed hostilities will allow 
development programmes and services to reach communities previously made inaccessible by armed 
conflict and allow the uninterrupted build-up of human resources and livelihood in areas where they 
are most needed. 

Murad: Poverty in the Bangsamoro homeland is mainly due to the continuing war situation in the area 
for decades. Once a political solution to the Bangsamoro question is in place and genuine and lasting 
peace will reign, people can concentrate more on improving their social and economic lives. 
Bangsamoro homeland is very rich in natural resources, which, when harnessed for the benefit of the 
Bangsamoro people, will highly contribute to the enhancement of their economic status. 

Abdul Ghafar: The ARMM is the poorest region in the Philippines. The area suffered decades-old 
conflict, social injustice and social ills. Developing the area needs political and social stability. Once 
there is peace, it will jump start development and open economic opportunities in the area. 

 


















