TERRORISM AND PHILIPPINE ARMED GROUPS:

NETWORKS, LISTS, AND THE PEACE PROCESS

(Draft of a chapter in a coming book by SSN and Small Arms Survey-Geneva tentatively titled Primed and Purposeful: Armed Groups and Human Security Efforts in the Philippines)


A specter is haunting the world, Southeast Asia, the Philippines – the specter of terrorism.
 


There are a number of things we have to be clear about regarding the problem of  post-9/11 international terrorism of the Al-Qaeda type as far as the Philippines is concerned.  One is that it is a very real problem (as real as the bombings and civilian casualties) regarding which being in a denial mode will not do any good.  The fact that the appeal or spread of international terrorist networks or links in the Philippines has deeper root causes and a broader historical and situational context should not lead to the brushing off of the problem as merely symptomatic of bigger basic problems of the people.  

One danger would be not to take the terrorism problem seriously enough at its own level where there is already a need for immediate counter-measures.  Sometimes effective counter-actions are held back by valid human rights concerns.  Still, terrorism, in the main sense of deliberately targeting civilians to spread terror or extreme fear among the civilian population, is itself a serious violation of human rights, including the most basic right to life and freedom from fear.  


At the same time, in many authoritarian states and in undemocratic international contexts, counter-terrorism has arguably cost more innocent civilian lives and human rights violations than terrorism.  And though one should not deny the problem of terrorism, neither should one exaggerate it.
   Nor, as in the case of the Philippines, conflate it with more fundamental problems of a different nature.


This overview seeks to relate (or perhaps, more precisely, interrogate) the globally dominant or hegemonic anti-terrorism analysis and discourse with what might be called “the Philippine front” (encompassing both “the Moro front” and “the Communist front”) of the “global war on terror” (GWOT).  There is a different, more grounded and historically informed, perspective of the main security problem in the Philippines.  The case of the Philippines, particularly of its major armed groups, raises questions about the dominant notions of a Southeast Asian terrorist network or alliance and about the dominant definitions and listings of terrorist organizations.  The differences in perspectives about terrorism and insurgency normally translate into differences in policy approaches.  This is best illustrated in the GWOT’s impingement into and subsuming of the crucial peace processes for resolving decades-old rebellions and internal armed conflicts in the Philippines.           


Not the Main Security Problem Here


We have to be clear that terrorism, whether international or domestic, is not the main national or human security problem in the Philippines, even with regards to the various non-state or anti-state armed groups here.  It might be so at the international level or even Southeast Asia (SEA) but not in the Philippines.  The reference in 2002 to the Philippines (after Afghanistan 2001 and before Iraq 2003) as the “second front” of the “global war on terror” distorts the picture.  It may be that big a problem for the U.S. government, which has accordingly become deeply interested in the Philippines again, but it is not that big a problem in the Philippines.  

Even the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) knows this but is going along with its major military ally, the United States (U.S.), for the Philippine government’s own security interests.  The latter’s main security or armed conflict problems are the more than three decades-old (since 1968) major rebellions or insurgencies on two fronts:  the Communist front nationwide featuring mainly the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP)-New People’s Army (NPA) and some breakaway factions; and the Moro front in Muslim Mindanao featuring historically the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) and Al-Harakatul Islamiyya a.k.a. Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG).  Not Al-Qaeda, not Jemmah Islamiyah (JI).       


A long-time Colombian observer of Philippine armed conflicts and peace processes laments how that actual configuration of armed groups in the Philippines has been distorted by the post-9/11 GWOT prism, and he says this in a way which clearly points out the distortion, even without yet getting to the fine points of definition and distinction between terrorism and insurgency: 

A visitor to the Philippines today, ignorant of historical facts, could be excused if, on the basis of his reading of the local press and listening to official speeches, he were to conclude that guerrilla warfare and terrorism are one and the same thing – a post New York 2001 September 11 phenomenon.  History and historians and their time crafted country subjects have evaporated from current analysis.  More than 300 years old engines of conflict in Muslim Mindanao and older than 100 years roots of strife in Luzon have been pushed aside to put in place a domestic reflection of present conflict and strife in Afghanistan and Iraq.  However, to suddenly explain all Filipino ongoing armed struggles in terms of what is happening elsewhere in Asia is not only a gross manifestation of ignorance about this country but irresponsible regarding the quest for peace.
     


One U.S.-based counter-terrorism scholar has in fact advised the U.S. government, thus:  “Nonetheless, U.S. officials must recognize that neither the ASG nor the MILF pose the largest security threat to the GRP.  Indeed, the ASG is a nuisance, though were it able to attack Manila on a regular and sustained basis, serious economic repercussions would result…  The single greatest threat to the Philippine state continues to come from the CPP/NPA.”
   The two biggest Moro rebel groups, MNLF and MILF, are not as urgent a threat as the CPP/NPA currently is only because of adequate ongoing peace processes and ceasefires with the former – which are not obtaining with the latter.  

Although the CPP/NPA has been designated as “terrorist” by the U.S. and the European Union (E.U.), the CPP/NPA is not as alarming to the counter-terrorism radar screen because, not being Islamist
 to start with, it obviously cannot be part of the Al-Qaeda network.  Both ASG and MILF are Islamist and therefore have some basis for linking or being linked with Al-Qaeda and JI.  There would be no Al-Qaeda or JI links in the Philippines if there were no groups like ASG and  MILF.  But there would be, in the first place, no MILF and ASG if there was no MNLF from which they sprung.  In other words, it is the Moro rebellion or insurgency which provides the milieu, the social base and the logistical modalities for Al-Qaeda or JI to enter, sojourn and operate in the Philippines esp. in Muslim Mindanao.  

The currently dominant counter-terrorism discourse and research that has emphasized the Southeast Asian network of Al-Qaeda and JI, including their “coopting” Philippine armed groups like ASG and MILF into this network.
  Less heard are the more balanced and critical perspectives of some scholars on terrorism and insurgency in SEA, including their critique of the dominant counter-terrorism perspective.
  The differences in research perspectives or in scholarship itself might be said to parallel differences in policy approaches to and actual engagements with terrorism and insurgency.  

Timo Kivimaki of the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies (NIAS) says, “Nordic tradition in peace research and softer approaches to security can offer alternatives and new insights to the tougher approaches and more straightforward perceptions of the Anglo-American countries.  At the same time, it is clear that the regional analysis often succeeds to illuminate the socially constructed reality of political violence more accurately than the analysis of outsiders.”  (To some extent, the same might be said about insider national or local analysis in relation to outsider regional analysis when dealing with a particular country context.)  He also speaks of the need for a more balanced view on the terrorism issue – for example, “on violence caused by terrorism as well as authoritarianism that uses counter-terrorism as an excuse.”


David Wright-Neville of Monash University has noted that “the bulk of terrorism-related research consists mainly of a cataloguing of individual terrorists and the organizations and networks to which they belong.”
  PHAR Kim Beng of the City University of Hong Kong says  “the tendency has been to connect seemingly unrelated dots to form a vast network” and to use terrorism as “the conceptual blueprint to explain religious and political violence” in the region.
    “In joining up the dots to uncover the Al Qaeda network in the region,” says Andrew Tan of Nanyang Technological University, “it is important to bear in mind that given the complex nature of the Moro rebellion and the presence of fundamental grievances, not every Muslim rebel in the region is a dedicated Al Qaeda operative.”
   In other words, don’t miss the indigenous or localized roots of the conflicts in the region.    


At the same time, Tan notes that some local scholarship has been too inward-looking, has failed to engage broader scholarship and to relate to broader global developments and perspectives.
   Kit Collier of the International Crisis Group (ICG) and Australian National University notes the reluctance of many country specialists, steeped deeply in local history and culture, to take terrorism seriously as a legitimate field of inquiry, even questioning the value of this field.  He also critiques the perspectives of global and regional specialists for their al-Qaeda-centric and JI-centric paradigms, respectively.
  But Collier and ICG have been quite JI-centric themselves.  

The Question of Terrorist Networks


Speaking of the question of terrorist networks, Zachary Abuza of the U.S. Institute of Peace (USIP) speaks of Al-Qaeda’s global “network of subsidiaries,” alternatively “affiliates” or “franchisees,”  with JI as its regional affiliate in SEA.
  This sounds almost like a multinational or transnational corporation which might be called Al-Qaeda, Inc.  Rohan Gunaratna of the Singapore-based International Centre for Political Violence & Terrorism Research (ICPVTR) also speaks of Al-Qaeda’s “global network of terror” inc. in the Asia-Pacific Region.
   Longtime Cable News Network (CNN) Jakarta Bureau Chief Maria A. Ressa has put the networking most specifically this way:    

NOTE:  Jemaah Islamiyah’s leaders created a clandestine umbrella organization known as Rabitatul Mujahidin, which includes all the armed Muslim groups in the region:  the MILF, Abu Sayyaf, Laskar Jundullah, and several others.  Although each of these groups has a separate leadership structure, for specific operations, they act essentially as part of the Jemaah Islamiyah and al-Qaeda terror network.
 (italics supplied)

But those who know the situation and armed groups in Muslim Mindanao will tell you:  that is simply not true for the MILF and even the ASG (as discussed later and elsewhere).  It is hard to imagine, as there have basically been no indications of, “a clandestine umbrella organization… which includes all the armed Muslim groups in the region.”  Even just those in the Philippines have no clandestine umbrella organization.

On the question of the existence of an Al-Qaeda network in SEA, PHAR Kim Beng says “it is one thing to affirm the existence of al Qaeda and yet another to attest to its network.  In fact, such a loose definition may even be paradoxical, as terrorist cells are by nature hyper-exclusive… Networks on the other hand imply swift exchange of information, even joint planning.  But if such groups do indulge in these networking activities, their existence would be unduly compromised.”
  One danger of course with loose talk about terrorist networks is to implicate even the most incidental or minimal links or contacts made by true Al-Qaeda or JI operatives, including with otherwise legitimate non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and personalities.


Sidney Jones of ICG, which has done the most published research on the JI  inc. “joining up the dots” of its network in SEA, has already recently written:  “But JI was never an al-Qaeda franchise; there were always parts of JI that objected to the bin Laden interpretation of jihad, at least as it applied to Southeast Asia…. No one looking at JI after 2002 could reasonably conclude that its identity was bound up with bin Laden, and even during the period of closest ties [1997-2002], JI was very much an independent organization with its own agenda.”  The “al-Qaeda affiliate” label of JI wrongly “suggests that JI’s use of violence is externally induced rather than an intrinsic part of the organization since its inception.” 


Speaking of agendas, the ICG has also already clarified in recent years that JI’s focus “continues to be on establishing an Islamic state in Indonesia,” not a larger daulah islamiyah nusantara encompassing Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines or some kind of Southeast Asian caliphate – JI’s “emphasis on jihad in Indonesia remains strong.”
  In this regard, a top MILF leader recently said that the interest of the MILF “starts and finishes” with the fate of the Bangsamoro [the Moro nation in Muslim Mindanao, Southern Philippines], “As far as we are concerned there is no point in interfering in a bigger problem [to create an Islamic state across SEA].”
  And neither is there a point for the MILF in interfering with establishing an Islamic state in Indonesia, it being hard enough to establish one in Muslim Mindanao.  One might say the same for the ASG with its own agenda of establishing an Islamic state in the whole of Mindanao. 


It is then perhaps no wonder that there appear to be no Filipinos or Thais among the members of JI which, on the other hand, includes Indonesians, Singaporeans and Malaysians.
  JI is essentially and largely an Indonesian organization with an Indonesian agenda.  Its Darul Islam (DI) roots there date back to the 1950s, its spiritual leader Abu Bakar Ba’asyir sees himself as the intellectual heir of DI, and many JI operatives come from families connected with the failed DI project.
  It simply is extraneous to the Philippines even if it has operatives here.  What is more, even ICG reports in 2003 that “many Indonesians still question whether JI exists as a formal organization.”
  The obvious question to us is: can too many Indonesians be wrong about a phenomenon in their own country?   Collier more recently notes that JI “has become a convenient shorthand for the terrorist threat in Indonesia,” where non-JI “freelance” jihadis are already the more “immediate threat, to Western targets in particular.”
    


The problem with “joining up the dots” is that this often partakes of the nature of military/police intelligence work rather than social/political science work, what Collier himself called “intelligence laundering by persons too close to security services for comfort.”
  Social/ political science work and investigative journalism which rely too on much military/police intelligence sources are not only of dubious academic/journalistic integrity but also of dubious accuracy because of the limitations of their intelligence sources.  For example, the journalistic claim to be “an eyewitness account”
 but actually second- or third-handedly based on such sources.  PHAR Kim Beng has criticized much of the dominant counter-terrorism related literature on this score, saying “true verification has to come from rigorous research, rather than from the confessions of Muslim clerics extracted by the state.  The quality of the confession is further subject to doubt as most were given under coerced conditions.”
   

In addition to these confessions and intelligence debriefings, much so-called evidence has come from illegal wiretaps that “wouldn’t stand up in court,” as admitted by the  police intelligence officials who conducted them.
  Some of the resulting intelligence reports have been actually contested even within the broader intelligence and police communities.  One high-profile police raid of an alleged Islamic terrorist front organization, resulting in the arrest of 17 suspected terrorists, in Manila in January 2005 was based on such intelligence reports which turned out to be mistaken, flawed or inadequate (15 of those arrested were released soon enough for lack of evidence).  This resulted in a congressional investigation and the sacking of the main police officer concerned.


This is not to necessarily underestimate or look down on analysis coming from police and intelligence sources in comparison with academic analysis. Indeed, good intelligence analysts have got it better than many academics in terms of wiser understanding of the human condition in times of war and terrorism, and knowing the heart and not only mind of the matter, including the operational tricks.
  Intelligence details which “join up the dots,” cross-checked with a variety of government, non-government, public, private and even non-state armed group sources, in the hands of competent, grounded and open-minded country specialists, “become vital clues in understanding the real world, face-to-face relationships that make specific terrorist attacks possible.”
       


Still, confessions and intelligence debriefings of captured terrorists as well as alleged photographic evidence from high-tech surveillance has led to assertions like “it was clear to me that the main al-Qaeda ally in the Philippines was the MILF”
 and that the MILF continues to harbor the JI in Mindanao, particularly in the JI training Camp Jabal Quba in Mount Cararao.
  Ordinarily, “Pictures don’t lie”
 but much experience and wisdom has also shown that pictures do not necessarily reveal “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”   Two (now retired) Filipino generals who have up close and personally engaged with the MILF leaders (the Central Committee no less) and commanders (especially the crucial base commanders) through the ongoing peace process assess whatever MILF-JI link to be “peripheral, limited to individuals or small groups,” not involving “the mainstream MILF which has shed such links, if any they had before.”
   

They even likened the MILF to any big organization like the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) in the sense of having its own recalcitrants, like the Oakwood mutineers of which it would be unfair to equate to the whole AFP.  They noted that the counter-terrorism expert himself (Gunaratna) whom they were responding to had made the update about “JI’s unhappiness with the MILF” because of its distancing from JI.  They spoke of the field inspection of Mt. Cararao conducted by the civil society network Bantay Ceasefire which found the supposed MILF-JI training camp area to be unviable or unsustainable, among others, because of no near water source.  They said that the MILF base commander, Samir Hashim, whom the expert alleged to be hosting such training there, has been in ill health and was based in Buliok, several hundred kilometers away from Mt. Cararao.
   


All told, whatever MILF links with JI and Al-Qaeda, especially in terms of the former hosting training camps for the latter, appear to be things of the past.  The same may not be said of ASG links with Al-Qaeda and JI.  In any case, those links were not as part of a tight network of a center and its affiliates but essentially relationships among independent organizations with their own agendas and which link up in varying degrees at different junctures for “mutual advantage and reciprocal assistance,” to use ICG’s description of JI’s relationship with Al-Qaeda.
  As the case of the ASG best shows, these are at most tactical alliances of convenience, more pragmatic than ideological, referred to in the vernacular as gamitan (using each other), or “coopting” each other, to use the terms of counter-terrorism literature.  In the longer view, such networks are more incidental rather than critical to Philippine insurgency and Mindanao rebellion.

The Question of Terrorist Organizations


Before really going into this question, it might be noted that the “dangerous dynamics” of terrorism has to do not only with destruction (whether terrorist or counter-terrorist) but also with the discourse of definitions (of terrorism) and designations (of terrorist organizations).  Wright-Neville has a most interesting tentative typology of Islamist groups in SEA to begin the process of developing a deeper understanding of the attitudinal dynamics which might lead to the transformation of unarmed struggle to armed struggle to terrorism.  Based on increasing degree of political alienation, he has three classifications:

1. activists -  usually contain their action safely within the parameters of existing laws

2. militants – more inclined to push past the boundaries of existing laws, but with a self-limiting nature which reflects moral and ethical boundaries

3. terrorists – no such self-limiting nature, leads to a moral disengagement that makes it easier to ignore the conventional distinction between combatant and non-combatant, and to justify committing violence against a wider audience

Using this typology, the MNLF and MILF would be militant, and the ASG and JI in the Philippines would be terrorist.   


That seems fair enough but there are some problems with the term “militant,” for one.  In other contexts like in Kashmir or Gaza, it is almost synonymous to “terrorist,” or at the very least an armed rebel or insurgent.  A Malaysian academic writing on militant Islam in Malaysia uses “militant” to describe the use of unlawful force and violent acts to achieve one’s political objectives, which acts would create either public fear or hatred against the other or would result in public disorder, with possible detrimental effects on societal cohesion.
  But in the Philippines, “militant” has a very different connotation, associated with the “peaceful but militant, vigorous but non-violent” struggle of open and legal cause-oriented groups against the Marcos dictatorship.  

This connotation has been carried over to the post-Marcos period up to the present where it refers mainly to open and legal “national-democratic” (nat-dem) organizations and activism associated with Bagong Alyansang Makabayan (BAYAN).  In fact, its activism is often referred to as “militant activism” to distinguish it from the moderate activism of the “social-democrats” (soc-dems).  So, if someone in Kashmir or Gaza were to read a Philippine news report about “the militant BAYAN,” s/he would probably mistake this to be an Islamist group.  Interestingly, the term “militant” has for the most part had no local application to the Moro front of struggle, whether to pre-martial law Moro student activism or to the MNLF and MILF.  


The more “dangerous dynamics” of discourse, definitions and designations comes with the use of  “the T word.”   Wright-Neville’s concept of “terrorists” is fair enough.  In fact, he draws on the definition of terrorism in the U.S. Criminal Code:  “premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by sub-national groups, or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience.”
  This, however, excludes states as subjects (perpetrators) of the violence.  

The emerging definition in the United Nations (UN), as paraphrased by Secretary-General Kofi Anan is any action “intended to cause death or serious bodily harm to civilians or non-combatants, with the purpose of intimidating a population or compelling a Government or an international organization to do or abstain from doing any act.”   This does not exclude states as subjects, as Anan in fact says categorically “States can be guilty of terrorism.”  But he also addresses possible terrorism by national liberation movements:  “As for the right to resist occupation, it must be understood in its true meaning.  It cannot include the right to deliberately kill or maim civilians.”
     

Our own attempt at a core legal definition of terrorism, based on a number of sources and references, including international humanitarian law (IHL), is this:  the systematic employment by states, groups or individuals of acts or threats of violence or use of weapons deliberately targetting the civilian population, individuals or infrastructure for the primary purpose of spreading terror or extreme fear among the civilian population in relation to some political or quasi-political objective and undertaken with an intended audience (key elements in boldface type).  By systematic, we mean not just a few isolated terrorist acts but a clear and consistent pattern, plan or policy of terrorist acts or methods, which makes it a terrorist organization.
  

It is important that terrorism is defined without limiting the subject or perpetrator of that activity.  The U.S. State Department as well as E.U. definitions limit the subject or perpetrator, e.g. “sub-national groups.”  As a result, there might be dynamics where civilian targeting by one side is treated as terrorism, while civilian targeting by the other side is not.

Indeed, the most important common element in these several different definitions is the targeting of non-combatants.  Yet, it is precisely this element which is missing in the new Philippine Anti-Terrorism Law, called the “Human Security Act.”
  This would considerably widen the net, as it were, therefore making it potentially dangerous for abuse by state authorities.   Wright-Neville complains that “too often anecdotal evidence has been taken out of context and used to demonize individuals and groups that do not meet most standard definitions of terrorism, even though such groups might see violence as an important part of their political strategy.”
  In other words, armed struggle is not necessarily terrorism.  

Peace studies postgraduate Ruben Thorning of the University of Bradford notes that “In Indonesia, separatists in Aceh and Papua are consistently labeled as terrorists although none of the groups are known to deliberately target civilians… The problem with this categorization is that it gives legitimacy to campaigns against many groupings that, in a different time, would have been categorized as legitimate political opposition.”
  Terrorist labeling or listing has, unfortunately, for the most part has been, at best, very subjective and , at worst, a tool for power politics nationally and internationally.  


However, the “new terrorism” paradigm or school of analysts led by Bruce Hoffman
 characterizes this post-9/11 terrorism as resembling a global insurgency which may be unsystematic and may target not just civilians but also iconic, government and military targets.  The objective is not so much political as religious, and is not so much for an intended audience but to punish and destroy targets.  This school of thought is critical of the narrow approach of the GWOT but wants it expanded into a “Global Counter-Insurgency.”
  Yet the latter would be even more worrisome in terms of dangerously widening the net.  

Apparently, an internationally acceptable encompassing legal definition of terrorism continues to be elusive, while there is now a bothersome drift to conflate terrorism and insurgency – as has already been happening on the Philippine front.  As a Filipino Muslim scholar says,  even “Terrorism has its own distinct nuances the world over and the case of the Philippines strongly shows the need to bear such distinctions.”


Let us take first the most prominent list with the most far reaching consequences and sanctions – the U.S. State Department’s list of terrorist organizations with its three classifications – in this case as concerns Philippine armed groups as of June 2006:

1. Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) –  Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), New People’s Army (NPA)

2. Terrorist Exclusion List (TEL) –  Alex Boncayao Brigade (ABB), Rajah Solaiman Movement (RSM), Pentagon Gang 

3. Other Terrorist Organizations (OTO) -  ABB, RSM

Based on the local knowledge of the track record of these several armed groups and on the afore-cited definitions of terrorism, inc. that of the U.S. Criminal Code, only the ASG and the RSM can be rightly classified as terrorist organizations with their resort to bombings of urban population centers, civilian transport and passenger terminals.  The Pentagon Gang is basically a criminal kidnap-for-ransom (KFR) syndicate but composed of former Moro rebels.  The NPA and the ABB (now merged with fellow NPA breakaway group, the Revolutionary Proletarian Army as RPA-ABB) do not have a track record of systematically targeting civilians.   

The ABB no longer exists as ABB but as RPA-ABB under the Rebolusyonaryong Partido ng Manggagawa-Pilipinas (RPM-P, Revolutionary Workers Party-Philippines) which had split from the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP).  The RPM-P/RPA-ABB is currently in a peace process with a ceasefire with the Philippine government for several years now.   The RPA-ABB’s recent armed hostilities have actually been more with the rival NPA than with any other armed force.   In its heyday in the late 1980s and early 1990s as the NPA’s armed city partisan unit in Metro Manila, the old ABB had conducted numerous urban guerrilla assassination-type operations against mainly police targets and some U.S. military personnel.  The most prominent such U.S. victim of the old ABB was Col. James N. Rowe, Deputy Commander of the Joint U.S. Military Assistance Group (JUSMAG), in 1989.  The U.S. has never forgotten this about the old ABB even as it doesn’t seem to have updated itself about the RPA-ABB. 

When the U.S. first listed the ABB in 2001, this is what the RPA-ABB had to say, among others:  “The inclusion of the ‘ABB,’ presently the RPA-ABB, in the list of terrorist groups is utterly condemnable.  On closer look, many of those included in the list are legitimate revolutionary organizations worldwide that are waging revolutionary struggle against oppression and exploitation in their respective countries.  The U.S. government’s deliberate mixing up of revolutionary organizations with bandits, criminal syndicates and terrorist groups can only be taken as an attempt to malign revolutionary movements, if not exposes its distorted and biased definition of terrorism.”
     

The NPA terrorist listing, not only by the U.S. but also by the E.U., the Netherlands, United Kingdom (U.K.), Canada, and Australia in 2002, has become particularly controversial because the issue has resulted in the suspension of peace talks at the instance of the CPP-led National Democratic Front (NDF) since 2004.  Unlike with the ASG and the MILF, the NPA has no Islamic connection that could possibly put it in the network of Al-Qaeda or JI.  But the NPA has been the most avowedly “anti-U.S. imperialist” among the Philippine armed groups, even more than the ASG which has also killed not only U.S. military personnel but even civilians.  This must largely explain the inclusion of the NPA in the U.S. list. 

Long before this U.S. list, the Philippine government, since the Marcos dictatorship, has often referred to the NPA as “communist terrorists” (CTs) or “dissident terrorists” (DTs), while referring to the MNLF and MILF as “Muslim terrorists” or “secessionist terrorists.”  But in fairness to the overall historical record of the NPA in its conduct of armed struggle, it has not as a policy and has not generally in practice engaged in terrorism or acts of terrorism by deliberately targeting civilians.  This would go against its strategy of building a wide and deep peasant mass base in the countryside as the main political requirement for rural guerrilla warfare.  A mass base based mainly on fear rather than on winning the hearts and minds of the people would only be counter-productive to the Maoist protracted people’s war – either by making it more protracted or by unwittingly helping the government’s “war of quick decision.”

The long-time NPA practice of liquidation of civilian informers (to be distinguished from military deep penetration agents) and other “bad elements” (e.g. cattle rustlers, rapists and other criminals), and the more recent NPA practices of “revolutionary taxation” (extortion to many, esp. the government) and of attacks on civilian infrastructure (usually business company cell sites, vehicles and equipment for refusal to pay “revolutionary taxes”) are grey or borderline areas as to whether these constitute terrorism or acts of terrorism.  

Some of these acts may be characterized as violations of Philippine criminal law, though what are ordinarily common crimes like murder and grave coercion are considered absorbed in the political offense of rebellion.
 Some may also be considered violations of IHL, like the attacks or reprisals on civilian objects and infrastructure which do not serve valid military objectives.
  Serious violations of IHL (i.e. war crimes), and for that matter acts of terrorism, can/should not however be considered to be validly in furtherance of rebellion.
   Still, on the overall balance of things, it would be inaccurate, if not unfair, to characterize the NPA as a “terrorist organization.”       

Actually, the same conclusion was already made 10 years ago (in 1996) by a U.S. counter-Maoist insurgency expert who definitely has no love lost for the NPA.  While saying that the NPA made use of terror to maintain the insurgent infrastructure in its guerrilla fronts, he also says that the actions “have not yet become terrorism.”  Should it become this, “it would indicate the death of the insurgency.  At the moment, this point has not been reached.”  Ten years hence, the NPA seems to have become bigger and stronger.  The expert took pains to “differentiate properly between terrorism and terror.”  It is not the means but the ends which differentiates the two, because the means are often similar in form.  Terrorism is small-group violence carried out in pursuance of certain political goals and usually serving some intended message.  Terror is undertaken by members of an insurgent movement (implying mass recruitment) in furtherance of maintaining its political infrastructure.
 

Some Filipino socialist cadres (who split from the CPP), citing V.I. Lenin, Leon Trotsky and Che Guevara, say that “Terrorism as a strategy has no place in the revolutionary socialist or Marxist movement… As Marxists we are not opposed to the use of acts of terror (or guerrilla actions) under conditions of insurrection or civil war.  However, we are opposed to terrorist acts – whether as strategy or tactics – i.e. acts carried out outside the context of an insurrectionary situation or civil war, or acts carried out by individuals or small groups separated from a mass armed struggle.”
  These socialist cadres, now identified with the Partido ng Manggagawang Pilipino (PMP, Filipino Workers Party), advocate the primacy of mass struggle over military or armed struggle as strategy.  

Going back to terrorist listing, there is also the U.S. National Memorial Institute for the Prevention of Terrorism (MIPT) Terrorism Knowledge Base (TKB) which in turn draws much from RAND Corporation databases.  The TKB in June 2006 lists the terrorist organizations in the Philippines in the following order:  Abdurajak Janjalani Brigade (AJB), ASG, ABB, Free Vietnam Revolutionary Group, Indigenous People’s Federal Army (IPFA), JI, Kabataang Makabayan (KM), Kumpulan Mujahidin Malaysia (KMM), MILF, MNLF, NPA, People’s Revolutionary Front, RSM, Rebolusyonaryong Hukbong Bayan (RHB), and al-Qaeda.  It must be noted, however, that not all of these, notably the MILF, are in the U.S. State Department’s list of terrorist organizations, indicating that it does not necessarily follow what is indicated in the TKB.
    

We have already commented about the ASG, RSM, ABB and NPA.  The AJB is really just another name, military-coined, for the ASG.  The Free Vietnam Revolutionary Group and the People’s Revolutionary Front, if they ever existed, have long become defunct.  The IPFA has been largely inactive and could hardly be characterized as “terrorist” – its closest claim to this was the planting of a few intentionally ineffectual (as in dud) “bombs” and telephone calls to announce their location along with an indigenous peoples’ demand for federalism.  

JI , KMM and al-Qaeda qualify as terrorist but they are not Filipino organizations nor have known Filipino members though they operate here.  KM is the underground but basically unarmed nat-dem youth organization affiliate of the NDF.  The MILF and MNLF are Moro rebel groups, not terrorist organizations.  RHB is a communist rebel group which broke away from and currently has active hostilities (like the RPA-ABB) with the NPA.  Incidentally, in the TKB group profile of the RHB, among others, the Maoist NPA is repeatedly referred to as the “PLA,” apparently confused with the Chinese People’s Liberation Army.

The obvious point is about questions of accuracy and quality of supposed “in-depth information” in the TKB, as shown especially regarding a country (in this case, the Philippines) which the U.S. ought to know better because of its long-time special relations and even military presence here.  One can only imagine the dire consequences of such information “for researchers, policymakers, emergency responders, and the general public.”  Clearly, as regards such a “knowledge base,” local knowledge knows better.      

Terrorism and the Peace Process with the MILF


One dire consequence of such information has been in its translation into an overriding post-9/11 anti-terrorism policy.  In the Philippines, this started with President Arroyo’s  Memorandum Order No. 37 providing for a 14-pillar anti-terrorism policy in October 2001 – “but this plan, in the main, emphasizes military measures.  Fundamental grievances, such as Moro landlessness, poverty, unemployment, widespread discrimination and Catholic militia abuses remain unaddressed.”
  Incidentally, this was also when the peace negotiations with the MILF started to slow down.  And by December 2003, she would say that “The government will not allow the peace process to stand in the way of the overriding fight against terrorism.” 


Other similar lines of thinking show that the anti-terrorism syndrome has become an obstacle or threat to the viability of various peace processes, esp. peace negotiations with rebel groups.  We quote some now:  

· “From these intelligence reports, it is very clear Jemaah Islamiyah and al-Qaeda have a solid presence in the Philippines.  Yet the government, in its peace talks, continues to offer autonomy to the MILF in its stronghold.”

·  “And it is these [MILF-JI] bonds that now present perhaps the most serious obstacle to a peace agreement in the southern Philippines.”

·   “A central paradox of the southern Philippines peace process is that it presents the main short-term obstacle to rooting out the terrorist network, and an indispensable element in any long-term remedy.”

·   “Genuine and fully implemented autonomy for Philippine Muslims is a sine qua non for winning the long-term war on terror in Mindanao.”
  

In short, the war on terror is more important than the peace process, such that the latter should even serve and not become an obstacle to the former. It is the peace process now which is the main obstacle.  In the Philippines, there is a vernacular expression for this: baligtad na ang mundo (the world is now upside down).


The thing with the war on terror is its overarching focus on terrorism to the neglect of other issues.  It is programmed to look for and find terrorists and terrorist links, and neutralizing them is all that matters.  When those links, even if peripheral, are found or strongly believed to be found based mainly on intelligence reports, with regards to a particular rebel group like the MILF negotiating peace with the government, the logic of the war on terror is to downgrade or even scrap negotiations in favor of military offensives or “all-out war.”  

The conventional wisdom is not to negotiate with terrorists.  The “militarization of the response to terrorism,”
 (e.g. the ASG) is carried over to the militarization of the response to rebellion (e.g. the MILF and the NPA).  Underlying this is the question of understanding the roots and nature of the rebellion in order to address it properly.  And if this is not understood and operationalized, the peace process just becomes part of the collateral damage.         


From the perspective of peace advocacy, it is therefore hard to go along with the view that “To date the impact of the War on Terrorism is mixed but on balance positive… the current positive international conditions”
 and see it even as a “window of opportunity” for the Mindanao peace process, or that “the seminal events of 11 September 2001 appear to have given the peace process in Mindanao a boost, given the MILF’s apparent reevaluation of its stand.”

  On the contrary, among the several major reasons for the persistence of the Mindanao conflict are such “complications under the current global order:” the rise of international terrorism exemplified by Al-Qaeda and the U.S.-led global war on terror, both of which create conditions that lead only to more violence and destructive policies.
  One of the grave consequences of the government’s anti-terrorism campaign has been widespread cases of human rights violations, the brunt of which is borne by the Muslim minority community, including aggravation of long-standing Christian majority discrimination against them.
  To these politico-military and socio-legal factors, one might add the cultural factor of a self-fulfilling “clash of civilizations” between the West and Islam aggravating centuries-old Christian-Muslim cleavages in Mindanao. 


It is then no wonder that the issue of alleged MILF-JI links had become one cause for the delays in the peace negotiations with the MILF in the recent past.  That issue was not in the substantive agenda of the talks but was an issue of trust and confidence.  The distrust on the government side reflected thinking like that the MILF was pursuing a “mixed [or hedged] political strategy” of “maintain(ing) military capacity and international jihadist solidarity at the same time as they negotiate,” using the JI card to “bring new international urgency to solving the southern Philippines conflict.”
  But if one looks at and thinks of it well, the MILF does not really need JI for military build-up, and more so for peace negotiations and diplomatic work – JI is even a liability for the latter purposes.  Rather, it is JI which has needed the MILF more for its infrastructure in Central Mindanao.


The claim in early 2005 that “JI’s strategic base [main training ground and refuge of key JI leaders] has now shifted to the Philippines” is anchored on its access to the infrastructure of MILF camps in Central Mindanao.
  But the proffered evidence for this so far has not been compelling.  Even the ICG assessed in late 2005 that the MILF “is distancing itself from partnership” with JI.

The government understandably wanted validation or verification of the MILF’s June 2003 avowed renunciation of terrorism and terrorist links. No less than the MILF imam (religio-political leader) Salamat Hashim had stated it this way just a few weeks before his death (thus, like some kind of “dying declaration”):  “There can be no more strong ground for the MILF to condemn terrorism than that it is anathema to the teachings of Islam. To stress seriously this point, I hereby reiterate our condemnation and abhorrence of terroristic tendencies in order to eschew the reverse side of the language of endemic state violence.  Consequently, we reject and deny any link with terrorist organizations or activities in this part of the Asian region, particularly in South Philippines, and elsewhere in the world.”
  

Validation and trust eventually came and continues to come in the form of MILF-AFP intelligence cooperation and joint action in the interdiction of criminal/terrorist elements, and also up close and personal interaction between the counterparts of both sides in the ceasefire maintenance and in the peace talks.  A Filipino general on the government side of this peace process attributes much of the mutual confidence to its being built by close personal interaction.  He said there is a way of gauging the sincerity of the other side in and out of the peace negotiations.  Like a “certain honor among warriors,” he is certain about the mainstream MILF “negotiating on a sincere basis” and having “shed terrorist links, if they had before.”
  In the final analysis, it is the Philippine government’s perceived sincerity of the MILF (in contrast to its perceived insincerity of the NDF) which has been holding back its endorsement of a U.S. listing of the MILF as a terrorist organization.

Some counter-terrorism experts and quarters have only recently had to eat their words about (declaring) the MILF as a terrorist organization which is part of the Al-Qaeda or JI network in SEA.  Whereas before the line was to chide “the government, in its peace talks, (for) continu(ing) to offer autonomy to the MILF in its stronghold,”
  now some of them already say that “there is a need to move forward with the peace process” albeit in the frame of it being “one way to de-radicalize these groups,”
 and not so much because there is a centuries-old Bangsamoro problem to be solved. 

      
Rather than being “the main short-term obstacle to rooting out the terrorist network,”
 the peace process provides both a short-term and long-term remedy.   In the short-term, “attempts to move directly against terrorists embedded in MILF-controlled or influenced territory,”
 like the successful AFP air strike against the Pentagon gang in August 2004, are best done in the context of peace process-inspired cooperation and coordination.  In the long-term, “without a successful peace agreement, the region will continue as a zone of lawlessness in which terrorism can thrive,”
 especially if the conditions which give rise to terrorism are not addressed.   In fine and in perspective, the peace process can provide collateral benefits for the war on terror even as this is not and should not be the main objective of the peace process. 

To paraphrase Robert F. Kennedy, some of us see “sanctuaries of terror”
 in Mindanao and ask why, we would rather look at the “sanctuaries of peace”
 there and ask why not more.   

Terrorism and the Peace Process with the NDF

The GWOT has also added fuel to the other local war situation involving the NPA -  both its protracted people’s war and the government’s counter-insurgency war.  There is a local context here that does not quite fit the U.S.-led anti-terrorism approach.
  But the Philippine government’s counter-insurgency war has been framed as a counter-terrorist war – esp. with the U.S. “terrorist” listing of the CPP, the NPA and NDF Chief Political Consultant Prof. Jose Maria Sison (whom most believe to actually be the CPP Chairman) in August 2002.  The Arroyo administration has welcomed and taken advantage of this listing, as shown soon thereafter by the “Nine-Point Guidelines Issued by the President Re: the CPP”
 and by her order for redeployment of the AFP against the NPA in August 2002 (her order renewed in June 2006).
  Among the guidelines were:  

2. The CPP-NPA has engaged in terrorist acts against civilian targets… as part of the overall aim to overthrow the duly constituted government and the democratic system;

4.    The government welcomes the action of the U.S. declaring the CPP-NPA as a terrorist organization;  this is not interference in the internal affairs of the Philippines;

6.    The government will maintain open lines of communication with the CPP-NPA in the hope of ending the employment of violence and terrorism as a means to attain political ends, and to achieve national unity and reconciliation under the Constitution; 

7.     There is no ceasefire between the government and the CPP-NPA;  military and police operations will continue;

8.     The government calls on other communist organizations that are not engaged in unlawful acts to condemn the violence and terrorism being perpetrated by the CPP-NPA;

9.     The government calls upon the entire citizenry to get involved in the fight against the CPP-NPA…

Sison then instantly reciprocated in kind with a call for “all-out resistance” against the “U.S.-directed Macapagal-Arroyo regime,” and for strengthening “all types of alliances to isolate and remove the Macapagal-Arroyo ruling clique.”
  The “terrorist” tagging seems to have had the effect of some kind of siege mentality on the NDF side, especially as far as Sison himself is concerned.
  

In an irony of sorts, the 36th CPP anniversary statement of 26 December 2004 said that the NPA “is now trying to develop the ability to make and use the weapons that the Iraqi resistance is now using… rocket-propelled grenades, improvised explosive devices, mortars and other close range weapons.”
  The worst-case scenario this seems to conjure is of the Philippines as not only a “second Afghanistan” but also a “second Iraq.” 

It was clear from the “Nine-Point Guidelines Issued by the President Re: the CPP” that the Arroyo government was putting military action over peace negotiations in dealing with the CPP-NPA which it treats more as “terrorist” than as “communist.”  And while it “will maintain open lines of communication with the CPP-NPA,” there was no more even mention of peace negotiations.

Still, it is worth noting how the then Presidential Adviser on the Peace Process (PAPP), now Executive Secretary, tried to nuance the President’s Nine-Point Guidelines:  

On the issue of terrorist groups, government has adopted a policy of not dealing or negotiating with such criminal groups whose main motivation is neither political, ideological or religious.  Therefore, such groups as the Abu Sayyaf, the Pentagon and other kidnap-for ransom bands are dealt with through military and police operations.  Recently however, the government has had to review this policy in the light of the U.S. State Department’s recent designation of the CPP-NPA as a foreign terrorist organization…  (italics supplied)

The U.S.’ action must be seen in the context of the U.S. role in spearheading the global campaign against terrorism and of the CPP-NPA issue as an internal matter which must be addressed through our own internal policy.  In a 9-point policy guide on dealing with this issue, the government stated that while it condemns the acts of the CPP-NPA which constitute terrorist acts and demands that these acts cease immediately, open communication lines however shall continue to be maintained in pursuance of the peace efforts with the said organization.
   (italics supplied)  

There was a small window of opportunity here for those who would advocate the primacy of peace negotiations over military action in dealing with the major rebel groups, not just the CPP-NPA-NDF but also the MILF.


Thus, the conventional wisdom of “not negotiating with terrorists” should not be absolutized.  There must be more nuancing even where there is a “foreign terrorist organization” designation.  A designation, whether “terrorist” or otherwise, is not all there is about an organization.   It’s actual actuations should be more controlling for the setting of policy about it.  Domestic policy is, or should be, distinct from the policy of a foreign country.  

The issue of “terrorist” designation or listing is distinct from the issue of peace negotiations.   Arguably, the best current  example is the Sri Lanka peace process with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).  The LTTE has long been designated by the U.S. and most recently in 2006 by the E.U. as “terrorist.”  Yet, without necessarily lifting this designation, both the U.S. and E.U. have expressed support for the continued pursuance of the Sri Lanka peace process.   

But such above-quoted dovish views appear to have lost much of the policy battle at the Cabinet level to the hawks, as shown when the President lays down the hard line.  As we already indicated in the case of the MILF, the campaign against terrorism reflects a drift toward the militarization of the response to terrorism, and predominance of the military and military solutions in addressing not only terrorism but also rebellion and internal armed conflict.  This is due not only to pro-war vested or institutional interests in the military but also to something more ideological.   

At another, more comprehensive or encompassing level, the counter-terrorism syndrome has reinforced an already dominant or hegemonic ideology of national security, particularly its thrust of counter-insurgency as the framework to address insurgency or rebellion.  Even the peace process has become subsumed under a national or internal security framework.  The peace negotiations in particular, through the PAPP, have been subject to the Cabinet Oversight Committee (COC) on Internal Security created by Executive Order No. 21 with a counter-insurgency “Strategy of Holistic Approach.”
  

At least in the case of the NDF, it seems that the Arroyo government’s objective for the peace process is no longer so much addressing the root causes of rebellion as it is demobilizing the rebel forces.  Even before Arroyo, there has been the persistent militarist mentality of degrading the military capability of the rebels in order to be able to impose a peace settlement on them.  

And now, as of June 2006, there is President Arroyo’s “all-out war” order to the AFP and PNP to crush the NPA “in two years”
 – of course, with a little help from U.S. anti-terrorist logistics support which also funds the AFP’s modernization aspirations.   Nearly four decades of armed conflict should have shown to both sides now the futility, illusion, and great cost of aspiring for a military victory over the other side.   


To set the record straight though, it was at the NDF’s initiative that the formal peace talks have been suspended since August 2004.  The NDF blamed the government mainly for not complying with its confidence-building commitments to take effective measures for the lifting of the foreign listings of the CPP, NPA and Sison as “terrorist” which are adverse to the talks, saying this matter was the first of several “prejudicial questions” for their resumption.
 

At most, the government panel had asked the U.S., the E.U., and the Dutch Government “to judge the CPP-NPA/NDF through its participation in the peace process… (this) will be the ultimate benchmark to determine the validity of its negative labeling by other nations.”
  It also told the NDF panel “that by participating in the peace talks, it can better convince the world that the NDF is sincerely interested to walk the road to peace, rather than terrorism.”
  


While it may be true that the “terrorist” listing of the CPP, NPA and Sison create an unfavorable climate for peace negotiations, the latter should not have been held hostage to the NDF demand for the lifting of the said “terrorist” listing which ultimately are policy decisions of sovereign foreign entities.  Again, the case of the LTTE vis-a-vis the Sri Lanka peace process comes to mind.

  In Sri Lanka, as with the Philippines,  there is a history, including a history of peace negotiations, which cannot just be disregarded.  In the case of the Philippine government and the NDF, there have been on-and-off peace negotiations since 1992, although more off than on, but which have at least produced a substantive 1998 Comprehensive Agreement on Respect for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (CARHRIHL).
   This, of course, includes the IHL prohibitions against “measures of terrorism”
 and “acts of terrorism.”
  

In the light of this recent history and the rich resource of even just domestic experience (though often more negative than positive) in peace negotiations not only with the NDF initially in 1986-87 but also with the MNLF from 1975-96, the indigenous Cordillera People’s Liberation Army (CPLA) in 1986, the military rebels of Rebolusyonaryong Alyansang Makabansa (RAM) and Alyansang Tapat sa Sambayanan (ALTAS) from 1992-95, the MILF from 1997-present, the communist breakaway factions Rebolusyonaryong Partido ng Manggagawa-Pilipinas (RPM-P) from 1999-present and Rebolusyonaryong Partido ng Manggagawa-Mindanao (RPM-M) from 2005-present – most of which groups, incidentally, have been called “terrorist” at one time or another -  the question of peace negotiations with the NDF (representing the “terrorist” CPP-NPA) deserves more enlightened treatment than is currently being given – by both sides and all concerned.


There is a need to get it right about terrorism, as there is a need to get it right about peace, whether in a country like the Philippines or globally.  This is what we have tried to do in this overview, using the case of Philippine armed groups to critique the dominant anti-terrorism analysis and discourse of definitions, designations, listings and networks.  It shows that the hegemonic GWOT prism misses or does not properly consider specific and complex local and contextual variables.
  As a result, a major casualty of “collateral damage” with this approach is the quest for a just, lasting and comprehensive peace which addresses the root causes of internal armed conflicts.  And because this is tied up in some aspects with the root causes of terrorism, the legitimate fight against terrorism loses ground strategically even if it seems to have gained ground tactically.  

The key insight from the Philippine case is the need to distinguish decades-old socially-based rebellion/insurgency from post-9/11 terrorism. And one good way to get the distinction is to look well at the armed groups concerned, since these are the vehicles or embodiment of rebellion and/or terrorism, as the case may be.   
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