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The brief aims to delve into the background of the Moro Conflict: the issue intertwined with
nationalist claims for identity and territory in the southernmost Mindanao region. It will
further discuss the nature and the success of the Agreement for General Cessation of

Hostilities (1997) between the Moro Islamic Liberation Front and the Philippine government.

Introduction

The Moro conflict in the southernmost Philippines is one of the longstanding separatist
conflicts in Southeast Asia. The conflict between the Philippines government and Muslim
Moros in the Mindanao region started in the 1960's is intertwined with issues of identity and
territorial claims. The experience of ceasefires in the conflict has proved effective in reducing
violence, killings, and displacement of the civilian population. The brief discusses the case of
the ceasefire agreement signed in 1997, namely the Agreement for General Cessation of
Hostilities. It will mainly discuss the overarching, comprehensive, and extensive nature of the
1997 ceasefire agreement, its sustained role in the peace process, and its relative success in
the peace process.! The discussion about challenges and implications of the ceasefire would
engage in analysing how even with the relative success of the 1997 ceasefire agreement, the

more extensive peace process has been unsuccessful in finding a lasting solution.

A brief background

The history of conflict starting from the 16th century involves issues of identities linked to the

antagonism between Christian Filipinos and Philippine Muslims.? It has a history of resistance
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against the spread of Christianity and the control of territories under the Spanish, which was
later transferred to Americans after Spanish American War.3 The colonial policies of America
encouraging Christian settlement further exploited Moro culturally, resulting in increasing
communal tensions between Muslims and Christian Filipino communities. The territorial
claims of Moros, which is associated with the continued immigration of non-Moros, reducing
Moros to a minority in the region.* However, the contemporary conflict started as the

Mindanao Independence Movement (MIM) in 1969.

The key actors in the conflict are rival insurgent groups like Moro National Liberation Front
(MNLF), Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF),
and others like Islamic State (IS), and its regional partners such as the Abu Sayyaf Group

(ASG), Maute Group.>

There were two rounds of peace negotiations and a ceasefire agreement between the
insurgent groups and the government. The first series of negotiations was the 1976 Tripoli
Agreement between the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) and the Moro
National Liberation Front (MNLF) from 1976 till 1996.° The ceasefire declaration of the 1976
Tripoli Agreement, an informal 1983 ceasefire, and 1993 Interim Ceasefire Agreement paved
the way ultimately resulted in the 1976 Tripoli Agreement.” Later, the ongoing second round
of peace negotiations began in 1997 with Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) by signing the
1997 ceasefire agreement, “Agreement for General Cessation of Hostilities.” Nevertheless,
even after establishing the 2014 Comprehensive Agreement on Peace, a long-lasting solution
for conflict seems to be a distant realization given the fragile nature of the 2014 peace
agreement. Therefore studying the General Cessation of Hostilities 1997 between MILF and
the government becomes crucial. Hence, it lays the foundation for the ongoing peace process,
reaching its penultima when the government recognized the Bangsamoro Autonomous

Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) in 2019 following the 2014 peace agreement.
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The conflict has witnessed a short-lived declaration of ceasefires, dating back to the 1976
Tripoli Agreement. Also, an informal 1983 ceasefire and 1993 Interim Ceasefire Agreement
resulted in the 1996 peace agreement with MNLF.8 But, the brief will take a look into the
nature, role, and success of the Agreement for General Cessation of Hostilities 1997. The
ceasefire agreement came into effect on July 21, 1997, "To find a just and peaceful solution to
the Bangsamoro and inhabitants of Mindanao."® The bilateral agreement was initially
informal, agreeing to hold formal undertaking of peace talks. The agreement was
comprehensive and extensive in its "letter," as it sets the terms of reference to guidelines and
ground rules for the ceasefire implementation. It established an organizational structure in
the form of a "Coordinating Committees on Cessation of Hostilities" (CCCH)," with enormous
duties to ensure the observance of conditions of the ceasefire and to recommend to the

expansion of any provisions for the successful completion of peace negotiations.10

The Independent Fact-finding Committee (IFFC) held investigation and conducted fact-
finding inquiries on matters referred to it on alleged violations/infractions on the
implementing conditions of the Agreement.11 Rule V specified coverage areas of the Cessation
of Hostilities to be in effect in the provinces, cities, and other places in Mindanao, Sulu, and
Palawan.12 The Agreement also directed the location of MILF camps/positions to be verified
and determined jointly and agreed upon by both the Coordinating Committees. The 1997
Agreement is known as the "mother agreement," referring to its overarching nature at three
instances of major ceasefire violations.13 The first in 2000, where the Armed Forces of the
Philippines, under the direction of the government, declared a military offensive attack
named 'all-out war' against the MILF, in the areas agreed as MILF camps/positions, violating

the ceasefire.14

The revived peace negotiations facilitated by the Malaysian government signed further
agreements referring to the Agreement on the General Cessation of Hostilities. A new

organizational mechanism knows as Ad Hoc Joint Action Group (AHJAG) - was established to
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control military and policy action to prevent further ceasefire violations.!> The sudden

eruption of violence and ceasefire breakdown was soon directed back to the 1997 ceasefire.

The second ceasefire violation in 2002 happened after failing to implement the renewed
agreement.® Immediate negotiations resulted in the enhancement of the ceasefire structure
by establishing a strong external body known as International Monitoring Team, with
personnel from Malaysia, Brunei, Libya, and later Japan created to oversee the ceasefire.l” An
independent civilian grassroots monitoring initiative - the Bantay Ceasefire, also monitored
the ceasefire.l® The ceasefire agreement was sustained for more than five years until the third
major ceasefire violation in 2008. In 2008 a Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain
(MOA-AD) was signed by the Philippine government and the MILF to provide a framework
for a peace agreement, which failed after receiving staunch opposition from Christian
politicians and the Supreme court declaring it unconstitutional.l® With the ceasefire
agreement violation, the armed conflict resurfaced, resulting in massive violence, killings, and
displacement of civilians. In 2009, the ceasefire agreement was renegotiated after
establishing an International Contact Group to assist the peace process; it included
government and civil society organization representatives from Malaysia, Brunei, Japan,
Libya, Indonesia, Britain, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the EU, and Norway.20 With the eventual
settlement of the conflict with a Peace Agreement between MILF and the Philippine

government in 2014, General Cessation of Hostilities 1997 withstood for about 20 years.

The success of the ceasefire agreement is thus to be understood in three-point focus: first, the
role of ceasefire in significantly reducing the violence and causalities. Second, its position in
keeping the peace process alive. Third, its ability for achieving settlement of Bangsamoro

Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM).

Challenges within: Violence, Factionalism, Identity assertions

Starting from the ceasefire agreement, "General Agreement for Cessation of Hostilities 1997",

till the establishment of Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) in
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2019, the conflict prolongs with reduced intensity in violence.2! It remains unresolved, as the
current peace agreement fails to reconcile with the demands of multiple conflict actors like
Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF)and the Non-Muslim population in Mindanao.22
The issue of reignited conflict with groups breaking away would be a major challenge
affecting the peace process.23 This trend is the reason for the unsuccessful peace agreement

committed by the government and the MNLF in 1996.

The MILF, with a more radical religious, nationalistic goal, was persuaded to disrupt the
attempts to arrive at peace after breaking away from MNLF.24# Even after successfully
implementing the Agreement in the creation of BARMM, reports cited the displacement of
Moro tribes due to reignited conflicts majorly by Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters
(BIFF), the breakaway group from MILF. The conflict has also caused a refugee situation in
Sabah, Malaysia.2> The pertaining issue of communal and other identity issues, the non-
Muslims in the region grew increasingly insecure about the autonomy of the Bangsamoro
Autonomous Region. As The MILF and the government are trying to bring in a legitimate
transition governance structure by holding elections in 2022, the current resurgence of
violence, fear of extremism, and terrorism impedes moving to a new normal.2¢ Concerning the
geography of Mindanao, the unsettlement of the conflict also endangers the national security
and maritime security issue of the Philippines state.?” The slow normalization process in
terms of the attempts to foster economic development and address poverty to reduce the
conflict has not been successful.28 Changing the demography of the area, the appropriation of
developmental benefits by the non-Muslims aggravates the conflict. The process of camp
transformation of insurgent fighters is also in slow progress.2° The slow dissolution process

of private armies controlled by powerful clans leaves these groups’ political interests
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unchecked.30

Fallouts and Road Ahead

First, experts point out the need to formulate a new peace accord initiative from the
government, MNLF, and MILF with the other insurgent groups to successfully form the new
BARMM government.31 Second, valuable lessons are to be learned from the willingness of
successive Philippine governments to negotiate with the separatists and accept the
intermediation of external actors like the OIC, Libya, Indonesia, and Malaysia to reduce the
level of violence conflict.32 Third, the Ceasefire Agreement has only facilitated the formal
peace process but could not achieve a remarkable change in the status quo. Like the other
cases of ceasefire implementation, there has been a notable reduction in the violence with so

cease in conflict as tensions of non-violent nature continued to resurface.

The Moro peace process is far from reaching its “end” by diminishing the conflict and
achieving peace. But the Moro experience has set itself an example, as there has been a
committed effort, marked by high levels of cooperation from the state agency and the rival
groups to end the conflict. The critical role played by "General Agreement for Cessation of
Hostilities 1997" is to be appreciated, setting it in the larger framework of the peace process.
The Agreement was carefully formulated in "letter" to prepare a foundation for the long-
running peace process. The "spirit" of the Agreement was kept alive by the willingness of the
successive government, external actors like OIC, Libya, Indonesia, Malaysia, and other
southeast Asian countries, and the insurgent groups like MILF and MNLF through cooperation
in the peace process. The peace accord reached in 2014 proves to be fragile as it does not
include key groups who are active perpetrators of the current instability in the region. Thus,
when the conflict remains unresolved and getting complex as the other rival groups refuse to
accept the legitimacy of the BAARN transitional government lead by MNLF and MILF - the
historical example of the 1997 agreement can help to provide a clear, practical strategy to

work along with the strenuous peace efforts.
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