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It’s a Miracle They’re Still Talking!
The Saga of the GRP-MILF Peace Talks

B. R. RODIL

Abstract

During the fifteen wonths of peace negoiiaiions from  January (997 the
Governnen! af the Repubiic af the Philippives (GRPY amd  the Maro Ixfamic
Likeration Front (MILF had ity apresments and dizagreements

The ugrresments were thregfald.

January 27 1097, initial aceord an a six-peint lemporary truce appli-
catle only in Bulden, Magiindaiao.
& Septewaber 12, 7997, apreciment on the ground eales of the general cessa

ton af hastiliiies
8 O November 14, 1997, the signing af the cease-fire agreement  that,
ey ather things, classifles kiduapping, sunsniary execurions, ambushes
and hawhings ay "provecative and hestile acis”
fre dizagreements are  armed enconniers B punclualed the pertods
betwecn the agreemends. The peace wepatiation Js 56l holding, It iy indeed a
wirdacle that they are sl talking. As al Hus weilieg, they AQue yer fo Agreg an
tie main agenda for the talks,

oniloring the GRP-MILF peace talks islike seving a good movie with a
véry complex plot and numerous sub-plots woven into cach other. One
is never able to 1el] the rise and (all of the story or what the ending of
wach sub-plot will be,
But loaking back, after almaost fifleen months of “viewing frem the sidelnes™,
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one is finally able to identify the highlights of the story, even if the final ending jg yey
to come.

Highlights and Gains of the Talks

Judging from the standpoint that points of consensus are success stories then
the following events should constitute the highpoints of the peace negotiation:

1. January 27, 1997 - initial accord signed at the Dawah Center, Sultan
Kudarat, Maguindanao on a six point temporary truce applicable only in
Buldon.

a) Buldon Mayor Macarampat Manalao shall be installed in office by
Maguindanao Gov, Zacaria Candao.

b) Buldon-based militiamen and police shall provide secunity to the mayor
and maintain law enforcement in the area.

¢) The MILF shall not put upeheckpoints along the highway or major
roads leading to Buldon.

d) MILF and military forces shall refrain from provocative actions like
strafing, shelling, bombing and troop movements.

¢} Soldiers deployed in Buldon after January 1 shall be pulled out later
based on the evaluation of military leadership; and

f) Troops and rebels now deployed in Buldon shall remain “as is, where
is" until their proper places of assignment shall have been determined.

2. Asaresult of the bombing of a Madrasah in Buldon on March 16 which
resulted in the death of 10 young students and their teacher, as well 510
monitor the local truce, an Interim Ceasefire Monitoring Commiftee
(ICMC) was formed by the GRP-MILF panels to be headed by Fr. Eliseo
Mercado, OMI, President of Notre Dame University.

3. On April 17, the MILF announced its agreement to proceed with the
meeting which was re-scheduled for April 23-24 at the same vauz.
They also accepted the inclusion of GRP-proposed “general cessation "
hostilities™ inﬂlﬁMun.Th:mmﬁngvﬁilﬂ]sﬂtﬂﬁﬂ#mﬂWW
in Buldon and the ' final positioning "' of soldiers and rebels in the 7
battled town. It should be recalled that the localized truce mandated &

24



June 19497

B. R, RODIL

18, where-is positions™ for the warring forces, an arrangement both MILF
and govemment officials descnbed as unfavorable and the canse of sev-
zral violations of the ceasefire,

4. OnJuly 18, 1997, the two panels agreed at Cagayan de Oro City to:

commit the Armed Forces of the Philippines and the MT1LT o a gen-
eral cessation ol hostilities,

divect their respective sub-committee on cessation of hostilitics to
meet onJuly 30 and on such dates thersafter but not to exceed two
munms, to draw and finalize the guidelines and around rules for the
implementation ofthe agreement.

resume and proceed with the formal peace talks in a venuc to he
mutually agreed upon between the panels,

3. Septernber [2, 1997, the two partics agreed on the ground rules of the
goneral cessation of hostilities. This contained six items:

a}

b)
c)

d}
c)
1)

Organization of a committes that will be respansible lor the imple-
mentation of the generdl fnzcs.

Sctiing up of the committee’s secretaral,

Femmation of an independent fact-finding commitiee that superseded
the previous Interim Ceaselire Momloring Group.

Scope ofthe ceasefire pac,

The commuttes's admimistrabive office.

Joinl dissernination of inflommation on the truce agreement.

5. OnNovember 14, 19597 the signing of the ceasefire agreenent, that, among
other things, classifies kidnapping, summary cxecutions, ambushes and
bombings as “provocative and hostile acts."”

Logic Goes Wot in Straight Lines

Cerlam human angles do net seem Lo f1t but they form an integral part of the
story. These tenk place at the ime when the two parties were engaged in acom-
bination ofheavy and light Gghting from Central Mindanao to western Mindanao
to Basilan. They were also still arguing over where the venue ofthe first meeting
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I the first week of Docemmber 1996, the Daw gh center in Sulten Kudars)
Maguindanao, sbowt 5 meters from the provincial capiol, hosied 2
huge assembly, possibly the biagest ever in Mindanaa in recent history, of
hundreds of thowsands of Muslims, some claim a million, for  three-day
Rangsamoro People’s Assembly, Organized by the Central Mindanao's
T lame-Professional Exvecunve Commities, its odiputwas described as
the Muslim consensus on the so-called Mindanao problem, enubodied in
10 resalutions, each socking the estahlishment of an independent Islanvic
slate. The oumput formed a fundamenial part of their ollicial MILF stand in
the negoliations, vet iis leadership denied any role in the onganization af
the assembly.
On Christnes eve, December 1996, the MILF successfilly faciiiated
the release of a kidnepped vietun, Carey Biangeo, 11, and tumed him
over to his parents in Date Piang, Maguindanao. Al Haj Murad, MILF
Vice Chair for Military Affairs, said over radio station DXMS: “Wehave
facilitated his release as part of pur confidence-huilding measyres with the
aovermment for thedalks.” The boy was kidnapped on Devember 9, 1996.
Shertly after Christmas, 1996, in 2 simple ceremony at Canp Abubakar
in Matanag, Maguindanao, the main base of the MILF, Hadji Murad
(hariked Agrarian Reform Secretary Emesto Garilan for awarding 8,373
hectares of lands to some 1,960 Muslim farmer-heneficiaries. Both offi-
cials agreed, with or without ceasefire and/or pesce talks, to continue the
distribution aflands o Muskim fermers, who were displaced by fighting in
Mindanao. Murad was quoted as believing in the government sincenty in
alleviating poverty through the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Progmnt.

More armed clashes took place between the first meeting on January 7.

1997 and the signing of the localized Buldan truce. flien after that until the inking of
the July 18 agreement on the general cessation of hostilitics, accentuated by the
heavy fighting for ahout three weeks in the Pikit-Pagalungen-Carmen-Kabacad
area, resulting in the death of some 146 MILF gueriflas and 12 military troopérs
and the displacement of more than 50,000 civilian evacuees, et statements ¢
willingness to contimae the talks were noted on both sides by the media, Perips
it was the pressure of war and the apenness totalk peace that broughtthen back
to the negotiating table and asree on the general cessation ofhastilities.
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Government Development Projects in Rebel Territory

It should be mentioned that Gov Nur Misuan was called upon by President
Rumos early in July 1o imitiate conact with the MILF leadership; he sat with them
for three hours. Speaker Jose de Veneaa, Jr. did s spadework by payving a
surprise visit o Camp Abubakar of the MILF in Matanog on July 27, Later. on
Sovemnber 29, he would retum to the same for the inauguration or groundbreaking
ol some projects inside Camp Abubakar as he earlier committed 1o Hadyi Murad
on July 29 when they first met. These were:

4) The completion of the P500, 000 first solar power water pump 1n
Mindanao, builtinside Camp Abubakar for drinking water and to
support the mosque;

by The completion of the 30-hectare irmgation in Barangay Lankong,
Matanog, inside Camp Abubakar,

¢) The groundbreaking and nbbon-cutting ceremomes for the P30-mul-
liom irmgation systemn for 2,000 hectares, including the complenon of
the first 50 hectares, in Camp Abubakar; and

d) The groundbreaking ceremones for the nine-kilometer mountain road
{rom the national highway to the heartland of Camp Abubakar

Shootand Talk

Phey started by shooting. That was mid-October 15596, Then they talked.
Ihen they went back to shootng, Then they talked again. [Uis now January 1998,
They are sl shooting  And still talking. This iniselfa miracle

Cin Octaber 15, 1996, 8 month and 2 halfalter the signing of the peace agree-
mient hetween the GRP and the MNLF, 200 rebels from the Moro Islamic Lib-
eratien Front 4 MILEFatgcked an Army detachment in Carmen town m North
LCotahato. Twelve people died in the fighting, no one reportedly from the govern-
ment side, and 4,500 villagers fed from their homes. Towards the end of the
month, as part of week long skimuishes between the military and the MILF, two
miliary hehcopters fired rockets atan MILF position at a remote village in Tipo-
Tipo town in Basilan. Two days earlier two Army batialions under the 103rd
Brigade headed by Col. Antonio Santos overran Camp Kontikky, the MILF main
camyp in sio Badja Maluha, Tipo-Tipo. Government troopers found the bodies
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of five MILF rebels at the camp.

At the same time that these were happening, they were also expressing hopes
of starting the peace talks between them in the same month.

On October 19 the MILF did receive a proposal of a truce from the goven-
ment through Executive Secretary Ruben Torres. As early as the first weck of
October, the government had already formed its negotiating panel and technical
commiitees, onc to handle the agenda of the talks, the other to handle the terms of
Lthe cease hre,

As parl of its confidence building measores, said MILF spokesman Ghadzal
Jaafur, the MILF has issued a conenunique to its field commanders in the first
week of November to capture, prosecute, and execute by firing squad kidnap-
pers and drug traffickers who will be caught operating within MILF-controlled
temitories in the South. _

S1ill in the first week of Movember, eight Ammy soldiers were killed and 10
others were wounded when elements of the 5th Infantry Battalion figured in an-
other hlaody encounter in the ongoing military operations against the Moro Is-
lamic Liberation Front (MILF) rebels al Tipo-Tipo, Basilan.

Entering inte the second week of November, at Sioconin Zamboanga del
Norte, not too far away from Basilan, a Philippine Army junior officer, a sergeant,
and Three para-military members were killed when heavily armed Moro Tslamic
Liberation Front (MILI) elements attacked their detachment in barangay Latabor,
Yiocon, Zamboanga del MNorle,

Tnio the fourth week of November, three persons, including a government
trooper, were killed while two others were wounded as Philippine Marines and
members of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) continved to clash in Basilan.
In Cotabato City, a team of MILF raided and destroyed a police detachment
which was under construction at the boundary of Rio Grande and Panatakan
towns, The rebels were aboard pumpboats.

In the first weck of Degember, at the Dawah center in Sultan Kudaral,
Maguindanao, about 500 meters from the provincial capitol, a huge congragalion.
possibly the biggest assembly witnessed in Mindanao in recent history, hundyeds
of thousands of Muslims gathered for a three-day Bangsamoro People’s Asseit-
hly. Organized by Central Mindanao's Ulama-Professional Executive Comomttee,
the assembly forged what was dubbed as the Muslim consensus on the m-na]l&d
Mindanao problem, embadied in 20 resolutions, each seeling the establishrmert
of an independent Islamic state. The MILF lcaders denied that they wers behind
the assembly.
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In the second week of December, the government unilaterally declared a 60-
day ceasefire. Govemnment negotiators said they would take advantage of the 60-
day Chnstmas ceasefire by initiating a dialogue with the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front (MILF) to settle the date and venue of peace negotiations. For their part,
the MILF urged urged Malacafiang to course through Executive Secretary Ruben
Torres all its communication to the rebel group to maintain a “direct line” that
would “ensure the sensible exchange of ideas regarding the talks.” Meanwhile,
Amb. Fortunato Abat, chair of the Government negotiating panel stressed in a
radio interview that the government position would be framed within the Philippine
Constitution.

As of mid-December, both sides could not agree on the venue of the techni-
cal committee meeting; they were to discuss the rules of the ceasefire. The gov-
emment side would be led by Brig. Gen. Joselin Nazareno for the government and
lawyer Lanang Ali for the MILF. The MILF wanted it at Camp Abubakar in
Matanog, Maguindanao; the Government panel wanted it in Cagayan de Oro City
on December 17-19, 1996,

Aside from the venue, they also could not agree on the frame of reference on
the talks, the terms and conditions of a proposed ceasefire. The govemment panel
insisted on having the 1987 Constitution as frame of reference of the talks. The
MILF said the 1976 Tripoli Agreement should be the basis for the talks. In addi-
tion, it said it would also be guided by the recommendations of the People’s Con-
sultative Assembly in Sultan Kudarat.

The day after Christmas, Al Haj Murad, MILF vice chair for military affairs,
warned that peace talks will bog down if the government fails to pull out military
troops in Basilan. He added that ground rules must be set in order to ensure the
ohservance of the ceasefire itself. One such ground rule is the governiment recog-
nition of areas controlled by the MILF. He further stated smd that the MILF has
armed troops numbering between 120,000 to 130,000. These armed troops were
manning at least 13 camps, including the Camp Abubakar, all over Mindanao.
Outside the camps MILF armed troops in a squad formation were also deployed
in each barangay.

Meanwhile, in a simple ceremony at Camp Abubakar, Murad thanked Agrar-
ian Reform Secretary Emesto Garilao for awarding 8,375 hectares of lands to
some 1,960 Muslim farmer-beneficianes. Both officials agreed, with or without
ceasefire or and peace talks, to continue the distrnibution of lands to Muslim farm-
ers, who were displaced by fighting in Mindanao. Murad was quoted as pelieving
inthe povernment sincerity in alleviating poverty through the Comprehensive Agrar-
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jan Reform Program. Murad said the MILF views the government as sificere i
alleviating poverty through Garilao’s Comprehensive Agranian Reform Prograr,
Earlier on Christmas eve, the MILF successfully facilitated the release of
kidnapped victim, Carey Biangco, 11, and turned hitn over to their parents i
[atu Piang, Maguindanao. A1 Haj Murad said over radio station DXMS: “We
have facilitated his release as part of our confidence-building measures with the
government for the talks.” the boy was kidnapped on December 9, 1996.

The first of the two-day meeting of the Technical Commuttees on Agenda Set-
ting and Cessation of Hostilities met on January 7, 1997 at the Dawah Center a
Simuay Crossing, Sultan Kudarat, Maguindanao, Although the meeting was de-
seribed as cordial, they decided to scrap the second day and agreed to meet again
on February 25-26, 1997 at the same place.

MILF Vice Chairman for Political Affairs Ghazzali Jaafar sard his group’s
ceasefire committee had submitted terms that include government recognition of
all"MILF-controlled” arcas, pullout of military troops from these aréas, preven-
tion of troops” entry into such areas, and observance of the Articles of War under
the Geneva Convention.

Government panel chief Ambassador Fortunato Abat said the government
technical committes also presented counter-proposals, whose details he declined
to divulge. “We said we will study the proposals first and then meet again," he
added.

Three days after, two news items hit the headlines, One told of an MILF pubhe
execution in Munai, Lanao del Norte, of three Maranao men who were found
guilty by an MILF Council of Elders of violating Islamic laws on several counts.
The other spoke of an MILF ambush of a convoy of civilian and military vehicles
in Buldon, Maguindanao. Five soldiers and a rebel were killed and twa soldiers
wounded.

Two weeks later, on January 23, it was reported that at least 21 men believed
to be members_ of the MILF and two Army soldiers were killed while W"E_ﬁf']
Others were seriously wounded in heavy fighting in Buldon, Maguindanao, 1"
tary reports said yesterday. Troopers have been conducting brigade-size 0P
Honsin the past four days against more than 400 armed MILF members who 18'°
bﬂ““ﬂ:tfm t“?ﬂﬂﬂg fﬁiﬂ'«'ﬂtﬂilmtevﬁalbarangays of Buldon. et
S o Lh:n the statistics of those killed rose to 26 MILF ;
i Emul;;lan government pane] offered their mun?ﬂ]!'ﬂ{':m

Thmﬂm"mﬂda o town. Troops were instructed to hold their positic "

¥ 1aler, on January 27, the military and the MILF signed a1
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accotid, 4 six-point temporany truce to end their ferce punbattles in Buldon,
Mapuindanao, that have lefl heavy casualties and displaced thousands of fanilics.
Thewas signed by lawyer Lanang Al and Maj. Gen. Taselin Nazareno, ATny’s
dth Infantry Divisian chiell in their respretive capacilics as chairmen ofthe MILT
and government technical committess on cessation of hostilitics. The terms ofthe
truce, already cited ahove, applied anly (o Buldon,

Another round olfarmed confrontation was reparted an Febroary 21 a1 Basilan,

At least 13 men believed 1o be members of the MTLF were killed and an
undelenmined number of others wore wounded in s clash between rebels and
gavernment troapers two days earlier al sido Eeap, barangay Musola, in Isabela,
Basilan. Reports said seven, including two officers, were wounded on the gov-
ermment side.,

O March 6, a comimander of the MILF and 64 armed fallowers have sur-
rendered to the Phalippine Ammy in Lahangan, Zambounga del Sur.

O March 19, areport recounted sn sy bombing raid on Mareh 16 at an
MILF ¢amp in Buldon hita Madrasah (Arabic School), killing 10 teenage pupils
and their teacher; lour 105 howilzer shells hit the Madrasah (Arabic Schaol),
said MILF leadar Al Haj Murad,

About 1,000 familics from Kangayan and nearby villages fled o the town off
Iarang 1o escape the shelling, he adided, The military™s air sirike and ground as-
sault came afterthe MILY rebels fived 20 rounds of 8 1onm mortars at an Army
oulpost i the village of Kangayven on Salurday, wounding three soldiers, said
Army LI Nacl Detoyato, Bethsides traded accusations.

On March 23, representalives of the goveroment panel and the MILF met in
Cotabato in the face ol the warsening conlhicl between Philippine Army troopers
and MILF lorces in Buldon, Maguindanan.

The news on April 2 said that duning Holy Week, MILF members attacked
military outposts in Shari § Aguak, Maguindanao using mortars and B4 roekets.
The encounter resulted in several casualties on the part of the MILF. At around
the same trne, 24 MILF operating in Basilan surrendered mn Zambosnga del Sur;
they browght along their high powered Orearms.

The GRIP-MILF talks developed a new twist when Amb. Fortunato Abat,
chair of the GRP Panel urged upon ARMM Gov Mur Misvan 1o mediate in the
conflict between the military and the MILF forces m Buldon, Abat expressed
belief (hat Misuar could be instrumental in convineing his Muslim brothers to
tenounce violence and 1alk peace with the government,

As a resyltof the serics of clashics betwoen the AFP and the MILF, the latter
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decided, on April 8, to boycott the planned third regular GRP-MILF technicy)
committee meeting scheduled for April 9-10at Notre Dame Uhiversity in Cotabat,
City. The MILF accused the government of engaging in “hypocritical maney.
vers.” Among the reasons cited for their boycott were the following:

@) “The continued and unjustified sending in of additional government
iroops to Maguindanao, Cotabate City, and nearby areas, the latest
of which is the deployment of three more battalions of Marine sal-

diers.”

b) “We are awaiting the results of the investi gation of the March 16,
1997, bombing in Tugasig, Barira, Maguindanao (started) by the
interim cease-fire monitoring committee,., in April.”

¢) “Another brigade-size Army troops had been reportedly pulledout
from Region 9 to augment troops stations in Buldon, Maguindanao.”
Jaafar said the alleged military troop mobilizations came:as an “insult
to the MILF" and a “blatant show of insincerity” from the govern-
ment because “we have all the while been sincere in our peace nego-
tiations with them.”

It should be recalled that as a result of the bombing of a Madrasah in Buldon
on March 16 as well as to monitor the local truce, an Interim Ceasefire Monitoring
Committee (ICMC) was formed by the GRP-MILF panels to be headed by Fr-
Eliseo Mercado, OMI, President of Notre Dame University. For his part, Fr
Mercado announced through a local radio station that the tworparties should gIve
his commitiee ample time todo its work and proceed with the scheduled technicd
commmittes meeting to discuss more pressing 15sues. .

Following the MILF announcement, the Army withdrew its troops guarding
disputed villages in Buldon, Maguindanao, Meanwhile there were reports of mor
military-MILF clashes in Sirawai, Zamboanga del Norte. Until the day ﬂfﬂ'fr'
scheduled meeting, there were reports of several armed clashes. The military
MILF forces killed two soldiers and wounded two others in separate ambus”
cades in Carmen and Aleosan towns, North Cotabato three or four days earl®"
The rebelsalsostrafed Army positions in Buldon, Maguindanao on April21- T
MILF, m;{]t:f;uthﬂf hand, complained that soldiers raided rebel P;EI:ET m
barangay gan, Pikit, No il i 15-
battle the following day: t, North Cotabato on Aprl 19, prompting 8
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Known for his interest in the process, Speaker Jose de Venecia, It. flew to
Marawi City on April 20 and told his audience at the Marawi State University
Campus: “Let the wives and children of MILF commanders and cadres convince
MILF rebels to lay down their arms and retumn to the fold of the law.” He
promised the Muslim women and youth that he would see to it that the MILF
cadres and their families be provided with decent housing units and livelihood
projects. He also accepted a resolution directing the House committee on na-
tional defense to investigate the bombing of a school in Buldon, Maguindanao,
where 10 Muslim schoolchildren and one teacher were killed.

Although no substantial agreements were reached at the third technical com-
mittee meeting, things seemed to have gone for the better when the PNF and the
-MILF reached an informal alliance around the middle of May to jointly go after
kidnappers and narcotics gangs masquerading as rebel groups. As far as the MILF
are concerned both types of characters are engaged in un-Islamic activities. An
MILF Memorandum issued on May 9 spelled out the Muslim rebel group's
massive campaign against lawlessness in the MILF areas. Both armed forces and
police units welcome the MILF decision. Now, they have acommon cause.

Clearly moving forward, the GRP-MILF convened at Notre Dame University
on June 17 to discuss a general ceasefire to halt clashes while the two sides try to
work out an overall peace agreement. The meeting was expected to last until the
next day.

No accord was reached on general ceasefire but they scheduled another meet-
ing on June 28-29 to give themselves time to draft the overall peace agreement.
Amb. Abat was quoted as having acknowledged that sporadic clashes are under-
mining the peace talks,

Meanwhile, a number of clashes have taken place. A rebel commander was
killed ashe led about 30 guerrillas in an attack on an army outpost early June 17
in Pikit, North Cotabato. On the same day, four soldiers were wounded when
MILF rebels attacked an army outpost in Sultan Sa Barongis town in nearby
Maguindanao province. An army spokesman said this aftack was apparently in
retaliation for the death of eight rebels on June 16 a clash with government sol-
diers who rescued 43 surveyors of the govemment-run Philippine National Oil
Corp. held hostage by the rebels, One soldier was killed and another was wounded
in that clash. The military said about 200 guerrillas held the 43 surveyors for about
10 hours and tock personal belongings like watehes and cash as well as four
pieces of drilling equipment owned by the company. Two weeks earlier, eight
guerrillas, one militiaman and a civilian hit in the cross fire were killed when the
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rehels attacked fwo ammy outpasls i Aleosan, another Wwn in North Cotapg

The situation was apparently more serious than meets the eve. In the las wm;},;
of June, large scale fightng broke outin Pikit, Pagalungan. Camen and Kabapgy
Narth Cotahato, the largest so far since October 1996, Counting from Jyne &
when the MILF took 43 emplovees of PNOC as hostages to June 28, Souther,
Comrmund spokesman Capt, Sahih Indanan sad 146 MILE guermllas and 12 troep.
ers have been killed, while close o 50.000 people Hocked to evacuation centers

i central Mindanao. The mulitary captured Camp Rajamuda, a major base afike
MILFE, while MILF elements fled 1o another camp.

v July 4, officials of the sovernment panel in the peace negotiations have sem
errussanes from Mamla wo meet with Hashim Salamat, chairman of the MILF inan
etliont o keep the peace negotianons going. Messages were earlier published through
the new spapers that MILF lgaders have indicated their desire to break off from
the talas. By fuly &, President Ramos authoneed ARMM Gov. Nur Misuari to
rnfiate contacl with the MILF te get the peace talks back on track. While orders
weere send Lo the mithary feld conimandses to provide full cooperation to Misuan,
they were alsa instrucied 1o hold teir present positions. As expected, both sides
maded accusations ol violating the local ceasefire agreement.

Heavy fizhime erupled ancw as the conflict entered into its third wesk, Heavy
Aghting broke oulin Cenmal Mindanao as three Amy brigades, backed by tanks,
nelicopter gunships and three pelice regional commands, mounted a fresh offen-
sive against MILF reipels,

Qo Misuan entered MILF Camp Abubakar on July 10 where he had a
threc howr [ong meeting behind close doors with the MILF leadership. They re-
tuzed to reveal the details of the mecting, But MTLF vice chair Hadji Murad Teit-
crated 1o Misuar that the MILF was willing to return to the peace talks i{ths
.:i‘.lLi.ﬂh'Ul'.l 'i!-':-TlE‘I]'J’.mﬂi?_,ﬁd., that 15, i{the 20,000 orso civilians d.lEplEl-'CEd h:.-' the ﬁgh[-
g |_13'"'¢ refurned to theirhome areas, ifthereisa suspension af military offensives
againsirebel camps and forces, and ifthere js g pullout of soldiers from same
areas. T»_*lurad said they would stand pat on this position” and will retum to the
negehating table only i the demands are met.
replied that they did not 'ml*’ i i I'ESPPF?HEEGI‘_HIB s Th"':;"’ "H-"‘"
vetensive. Later in IilE::‘:':.fE 3 I..-t,n G S L T.,:.::L
uxtension of the unjl; LE.E .' e A'-'th'med Forces declared another week ;: -'w'r
s raha i nilaleral ceasefire m orderto create il pc&siﬁw: ﬂmﬂﬁphe.n. fc

5, this ook efTect on Tuly 15 and would 1 22
astup to July 22,
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Both parties indeed returned 1o the negotiating table at Cagayan de Oro City
and on July 18 and signed an agreement on the general cessation of hostilities in
the whole ol Mindanao effective Tuly 21, President Ramos himsel announced the
breakthrough the following duy. The agreement was signed by Ghazali Jaafar,
chairman o[ the MILF panel, and former ambassador Fortunato Abar, chairman
ofthe povernment panel, and witnessed by Exveutive Secretary Ruben [3, Torres
and Delense Secretary Renato De Villa,

Spedker Josede Venecia, Ir., himself achieved hisown breakthrough with his
visit 1o Camp Abubakar in Matenog, Maguindanao on July 27 and meeting with
the MILF leaders, led by vice chaitman and chief of stall Gen. Ad-Haj Murad,
parlitical vice chairman Ghazali Jaalirand intcrnal affairs vice chaiman Mimhbantas,
They agread on three items, said Murad: First on the fight agsins| kidnaping, scc-
ondly on the fight agains) drug cartels and thirdly we assured him that the MILF
will cooperate in the development of Mindanas, Mors specifically, the last item
meant thal they agreed not to hanm, delay or derail current and seheduled eco-
nomic and mirastructure projects in arcas targeted for developnient.

Asagresd earlier they met apain on July 3o discuss the pround ndes for the
truce. Another breakthrongh was reached when the two partics met again at Notre
Iarne Umversily and signed on Septernber 12 said ground rules, evenifonly one
third afthe expected document was completed. Lawyer Omar Umipar signed for
the: MILF and Gen. Josclin Nazarenn, 4th Infantry Diviston commmanding peneral,
represented the govemment.

The committes would hold oflice at the Notre Dame Peace Center in Cotabato
Cily and another al the Mindanao State Universily main campus i Marwi City,

The next meeting, the eighth in the seres, was scheduled for November 12-13
at the Mindanao State Universily campus in Marawi City,

Two cvents added new dimentions inlo the talks. The first was the public
execulion of three criminals by the MILF in Masiu, Lanao del Sur which elicited
public protests from as far as the center of povernment Manila, The other was the
attack on Camp Siengeo in Awang, Magoindanaa by two forcign gunmen, armed
with grenades and automatic rifles, killing three saldiers before being shot dead
thermaelves, Five Amny trainees and two civilians were wounded in the 30-minute
gunbattle at the headguarters of the 6th Infantry Division, This was the firstattack
on a Philippine military carnp jcevolving foreign extremists. Major Gen, Raul Urgello,
Chivision cermmanding officer said investigators recovered from the two punmen
documents showing they belonged to the Spesial Operations Group of'the Moro
Islamic T.iberation Fronl. Madji Murad naturally denied amy link with the gunmen,
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Nowspapers reparted an October 21 that the imlilary has massed hundrag, i
coldicrs backed by armorcd personnel carriers near the main camp, Cam
Abubakar of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, raising fears of rencwed warjy
Central Mindanae, Al Haj Murad, MILF vice chair, spid the military was platining
to storm Camp Abubakar in retaliation for last week’'s terrorist attack on 0
Siongen, headquarters of the Army's fith Infantry Division. He added that {he
miilitary was also using the MILF's public execution of two thieves in Lanaa del
Qur earlier this month as a pretext for a launching an ofTehsive against the MILF,

Om the same day, L. Gen. Qrando Soriano, the newly appointed chairman of
the government panel in the talks with the Southem Autonomons Group {SPAG),
said in arepart (o Lhe President during the Cabinet meeting that after an urgend
meefing held today in Cotabato City, Maj. Gen, Joselin B, Nazarenoand lawyer
Lanana Ali, chairmen of the Govemnment of the Republic of the Philippines (GRF)
and MILF coordinating committees, respectively, on the general cessation of hos
tilities, both sides expressed their “continuing adherence to the spirit and inteat 'of
the ceascfire agreement signed in Cagayan de Oro City on July 18, 1997. The
scheduled Lalks at the Marawi Resort Hotel in Marawi City on November 12 a0
13 would push through, Soriano replaced Amb. Abat who was earlier ELPP'i'iﬂt_ﬂ‘]
as Secretary of National Defense. MILF lead negotiator Ghadzali Jaafar, 1€
chairman for political affairs, was also replaced by Uztads Abdul Aziz Mimban
tas.
Soriano said that the GRP and MILF panels accepted the mnmlim]ffﬂT'“a'd”
by the MILF Supreme Islamic Court that there will be no execution in fhe LMME
diate future "as much as all cases of death conviction from the Regienal Tslamte
Courls forwarded to it are sl under review as mandated by [glamic law.” Both
sidzs also agreed to refer the incident invalving the attack at Camp Siongeo, AWEr
Datu Odin Sinsuatin Maguindanao last October 14, 1997 to an independent 2
finding conunittes for inguiry, f |

D“m‘ff“a‘llﬂf of repasitioning troops, the GRP panel has assurﬂfiml"ml? :
the Irepuﬂtmmng ofthe AFP forees to its October 16, 1997 Pgsjtiu!‘lﬂ. i
o g-ltﬁ S}?jﬂlljm be mentioned thm the MILF played an important mlg in thﬁm

apped priest, Monsignor Desrnond Hartford of Marawl PIEE:]I[_P 4
s gﬂﬁﬁ?}f ﬁn:fuﬁnns, i'f“'nllldhcremﬂed that oit l:]mqbgf iy IhE
Norte. publicized summary executions of three criminals in Mast:
MTEEIWE was wimessed by Soriano as chicf government
unterpart Aleem Abdul Aziz Mimbantas, Maguindanad G

L
nggﬂ"[lamr’ A
ay. Eﬂ'ﬂnﬂ
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Candaq, aajd Lauao del Sur Gov, Mahid Mutilan. They sgreed 10 ineel again in
Marawi City on Dec. 1 and 2 to set the agenda and venue for formal talks.

.Dlzcemher opened with news of MILF troop build up at Camp Ahubakar, Al
Haj Murad reportedly said the military build-up has heen carried on by the fiont in
the face of its ceasefive agreement with the eovernment becauss “this is one of the
major continuing programs of the MILF since 1985, He alse added that the
Bangsamoro Islamic Armed Forces (BIAF) at presont has 150,000 regular lroops
and saime 300.000-strong militia foree all over Mindanao,

The news on December 10 reported that the Police and the MILF have
arrested six suspeeted kidnappers in separate operations during the previous week
mn fulfillment of their azreement in Marawi,

O of the biggest surprises of 1997 was the emergence of the legendary
MILF lcader, Hashim, Salamat. Om December 15, after twenty years of keeping
away [rom the public eye, Salamat, Chairman of the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front (MILF}, finally macle his appearance before thousands of supporters af
MILF"s Camp Busrah in Butig, Lanaa del Sur, The oecasion was the MILE s
15th annual general assembly which was scheduled to last for three days. 1nhis
twi-hour speech, mostly done in Maguindanacn lansuage, he renewed the call to
continue the Bangsamors strugele whose ullimate goal is the establishment of an
[slamic state in Mindanan. At the press conference on December 18, Salamat
stressed that an independent stale [or the Baopsamoro in Mindaneo iz “non-
nepotiable;’” the MILF would reject any peace package that would not give Mus-
lims a separate state in Mindanao. Earlicr, however, Al Hadj Murad and Ghadzal;
Jaafar were quoted as having said that they were willing to settle tor genuine
aulonomy. The MILF chairman also ruled out oul any wa rking relalionship with
his former comrade, MNLEF chatr Nur Misuari, claiming Misvard is now “a
palitician who has received every concession from the governmenl except the
[rredom of the Bangsamoro people.™

On December 28, the day of the [nnocents, the irrepressible Speaker Joge de
Venecia announced that enduring peace in Mindanaa is within sight. This was the
content of'a joint staterment with Hadji Murad, preparcd on November 29 during
his second visit to Camp Abubakar, They werc optimistic thal & preliminary peace
understanding with the government could be signed belore January 30, and a
historic final peace settlement before June 30 in 1595

It should be recalled that during his Koy, 29 visit to Camp Abubakar, Speaker
de Yenacia opened a PS0-million highway and a 30)-hectare imgation project
deep inrebel held land in Magnindanao provinee. The projects were promised by
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President Ramos and de Venecia as part of a government effort to bring socie-

econormic projects to rebel areas and end the isolation of the Muslim communities

there.
For her part, Cotabato Govemer Bosario Diaz urged on all government agen-

cies in the province to religiously implement the projects entrusted them by the
national government for the rehabilitation of Rajah Muda complex in Pikit. The
offices tasked to implement the integrated plan for therehabilitation of Rajah Muda
were the Departments of Health, Public Works and Highways, Agriculture and
Social Welfare.

The next meeting of the two panels, earlier set for December 22-23 was reset
on February 2-2 in consideration for the Christmas holidays and the Ramadhan.

Armed Clashes

Numerous armed clashes took place between the first meeting on Januery 7,
1997 and the signing of the localized Buldon truce, then more after that until the
inking of the July 18 agreement on the general cessation of hostilities,
by the heavy fighting for about three weeks in the Pikit-Pagalungan-Carme-
Kabacan area, the last one resulting in the death of some 146 MILF guerilias and
12 military troopers and the displacement of more than 50,000 civihan evaCcless,
yet statements of willingness to continue the talks were regularly noted on both
sides by the media, Perhaps it was the pressure of war and the openness totalk
peace that brought them back to the negotiating table and agree on the genersl
cessation of hostilities.

 There was something curious about practically all the armed encounters, 5P
cially the big ones which included heavy aerial bombardment and artillery. [t56=2
they were only meant to deliver a message, never to finish off the “ellﬂ'ﬂ}'"-B"wr
course we will never know,

The important thing is that they were making positive gains for the interes!
of all concerned.
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