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DEMOCRATIZATION
IN THE ARMM

INTRODUCTION

The Autonomous Region in Mudim Mindanao (ARMM) isnow “ afourteen-year-
old youth”, having been born with the approval of Republic Act 6734 on August 1,
1989. Intheensuing plebiscite, four provincesopted for thisregional configuration—
Lanao del Sur, Maguindanao, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi. 1n 2001, the province of Basilan
and Marawi City joinedin. Inthe span of thesefourteen years, the Philippineshashad
four Presidents—Aquino, Ramos, Estrada, Arroyo. Each of these administrations can
be said to have approached the ARMM question differently, at times contradicting and
undoing whatever good the others have done. ARMM itself has had four governors,
with oneformer governor languishing in detention on rebellion charges. Inthisperiod,
too, countlesswars have been waged in the region, thousandskilled and displaced from
their homes, thelives of whole societiesinterrupted, and large amounts of money gone
downthedrain.

Itisnot difficult then toimaginethat this*youth” isatroubled one. Yet, it struggles
tolive. Therearealot of questions one can ask about thisentity in the hope of helping
it mature to ameaningful and productive existence. Democratizationisjust one of such
issues. Itisinfact one of the reasonsit was conceived in thefirst place.

Thus, at aroundtable discussion on October 29, 2003 at Notre Dame University,
Cotabato City, thisissue of “Democratization in the ARMM” was precisely tackled.
Resource personswere Ms. AminaRasul-Bernardo of the Philippine Council for ISam
and Democracy, and Dr. Diamadel Dumagay, Director of the Planning and Development
Office of the ARMM. They were joined by other persons in the discussions on the
topic, with the following questions as guide: How far has the ARMM gone in
democratizing itsinstitutions? How real isthe participation of the ARMM’sinhabitants
intheregion’s affairs, especially in choosing their regional and local officials? Does
religion play arolein promoting democracy inthe ARMM?How robust iscivil society
intheARMM?

The Center for Autonomy and Governance is grateful to the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung for the grant in the conduct of the roundtabl e session and for the research and
writing of thispaper. Itishoped that the results of the discussion can contributeto the
continuing discourse and practicein the ARMM towards greater democratization.



The spirit of democracy
is clearly enshrined in
the Islamic faith.

LIBERAL ISLAM AND DEMOCRACY

Sincethetragic event of September 11 inthe United States, the discourse about Ilam’s
rel ationship with the modern world has been growing, within Islam and outside of it. One
chief aspect of thisrelationship that hasbeen placed in close scrutiny hasbeen therelationship
between Islam and democracy. AminaRasul acknowledgesthe growing sentiment among
many Muslim communities, particularly in Mindanao, that these two spheres—Islam and
democracy—are incompatible, and that democracy that does not fit our situation. This
has given rise to the clamor among many Muslims for independence, and for the
establishment of a so-called Islamic state. That this position has been mouthed by the
MILF, the Abu Sayyaf, and other Muslim groups only adds to the urgency that more
seriousthought be given to thisissue of Islam’srelationship to democracy.

Onamoreglobal context, Rasul notesfirst of al the growing movement that isliberal
Islam, which looks at the principles within Islam, which seem to point to some basisfor
accepting demacracy. First, thereisliberty, as enshrined in the Koran. It is about God
making human beingsfree, and that we must remain free. Freedom of thought, freedom
of religion, and freedom of movement are just some of the freedoms essential to life as
envisaged by God. Such concept seems to be negated in practice by impositions and
restrictionsto freedom by, for example, groupslikethe a-Qaeda.

Thenthereisthe concept of justice: equality before God that must trand ateto equality
onearth. Thisequality appliesto men and women, Muslimsand non-Muslimsalike. This
justicedemandsthat societiesand governmentstrest all peoplefairly. Aninjusticecommitted
against an individual isaninjustice doneto all, and isan affront to God.

Thethird pillar of liberal ISamisthat of shura, aprocess by which al membersof a
community are given the opportunity to input their views regarding the affairs of the
community, and that this process is binding on the rulers or office-holders. Mugtedar
Khan, in another paper, develops this view that the principle of shura is the source of
democratic ethicsin Islam, while noting also that shura and the democratic process are not
identical, and that much more thought and reflection are required among leading Muslim
thinkersin order to dissect the nature of shura and itsrelationship to democracy.

A fourth pillar of liberal Islam concernstherational interpretation of thetenets of the
faith, and consequently for each individual Muslim to be ableto understand the faith more
completely, and voice out one’' sopinion individually and collectively, to thosewhowould
rule among them.

From these concepts, Rasul makes the conclusion that the spirit of demaocracy is
clearly enshrined in the Idamic faith, and asksthe question where the sentimentsregarding
the incompatibility of 1slam and democracy, particularly in the Philippine context, are
really coming from.

THE TRAVAILS OF DEMOCRACY IN THE ARMM

Rasul isof theview that the answer to thisdilemmaliesin how the Philippine Muslims
have so far experienced democracy, Philippine-style. Simplistically put, Musiimsin the
Philippines have been oppressed, cannot fully live according to their faith, and that their
institutionslikethe shariah and madrasah, are not supported by government. Thus, there
isthe feeling and perception that democracy, as portrayed by the Philippine government
and experienced in the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM), does not
allow for the prospering of theldamicfaith. Thisleadsto thesimplistic conclusionamong
Muslim communitiesthat democracy and |slam do not go well together, and that 1lamwill



only be repressed and oppressed in a democracy. Alternatively, the option of an “Islamic
state,” eventhoughitisnot yet fully devel oped as a system within the Philippine context and
not totally understood by many Philippine Muslims, becomes aviable and widely-supported
battle-cry.

Democracy in the ARMM, she says, isailing and not doing well. Thereisthe general
perception of afailure to deliver on the promises of autonomy. But sheisquick to add that
theresponsibility for the problem liesmore with the central Philippine government than just
with ARMM itself. Sincethe creation of the autonomousregionin 1989, it has always been
hampered by structural defects, and alack of resourcesand knowledge capability to effectively
performitsfunctions. Rasul citesfor examplethedifficulty of theregional government to be
accountable to its constituents owing simply to the distance of the seat of government to its
component provinces, and ergo, to their real needsand aspirations. Shea so asksthe question
whether the autonomous region has a “master plan” that is the product of widespread
consultation among peopleit seeksto serve. Sheintimatesthat if ever there are programsfor
the region, very often these are dictated by the interests of the central Manila government,
and not the expressed interests of theregion’sinhabitants. She also putsresponsibility at the
feet of the national government when, come election time, it actively choosesor “anoints’ the
region’sofficialsbut quickly leavethem to fend for their own afterwards.

A key issue then for democracy in the ARMM is clarifying and straightening out the
relationship between the national government and the regiona autonomous government. One
can arguethat thisisstill aproject-in-the-making, given that this* experiment” in autonomy is
only about 14 yearsold. Thesituation ismade even more complicated by the fact that even
in just fourteen years, autonomy has had to deal with four presidents, each with his or her
own concept of autonomy and approach to the Mindanao problem, very often without
consistency of purpose, principles, and process.

Anevenmorebasic problem for democratizationinthe ARMM, and infact in thewhole
Philippine context, isthelack of an effective, efficient, and truly democratic el ectoral system.
While the whole country may go through the motions of electing its leaders, thereis often
severe doubt about the results of the process, owing to such practices as vote-buying,
manufacturing of votes, manipulation of results, and inefficient counting, which leaves us
with huge gapsin democracy at itsmost basic and essential level.

CIVIL SOCIETY: ABRIGHT SPOT

Thereishowever, abright spot in the road to democratizationintheregion, and thisisto
befound inthe growth and strengthening of civil society movementsin Mindanao, especially
those supported by established institutions. In a paper on the civil society and the peace
process, RufaGuiam describescivil society in Mindanao as *acomplicated terrain of networks,
coalitions and political alignments. Varying orientations and interests compete for popular
attention, loyalty and sources of funding. Theinherent tensionsamong some of these groups
arerooted in their divergent political orientations.” Moro civil society groups are likewise
fewer than their Christian counterparts. Yet all these groups have contributed immensely to
peace in the region by preventing conflict from happening or escalating, by sustaining the
peace gains, and by broadening the base of consultation for government and other institutions
which have made Mindanao their focus of concern.

Still, alarge magjority of peoplein Mindanao are silenced and unableto havetheir genuine
desires and needs expressed to those who can make adifference in their lives. Institutions,
both public and private, need to support the growth of such civil society groups, and enable
them to tap opportunities out there to participate meaningfully in the peace and devel opment
marketplace. Greater community participation, for example, in determining and implementing
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democracy in the
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and straightening out
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regional autonomous
government.



Despite limitations . . .
democratization happens
to some extent.

devel opment projects, worksto ensurethat:

= projectsareimplemented accordingly;
= democracy ispromoted; and
= adevelopmenta attitudeisingrainedinthe people.

The coming elections in 2004, the moves to shift forms of government, and the
continuing debates on federalism, in the mind of Rasul, represent another opportunity for
Mindanaons and other stakeholders, to deliberate thoroughly on these possibilities for
further democratization. We can add to thisthe need to think out very well the optionsfor
Mindanao and the ARMM itself—independence, Islamic state or region, enhanced
autonomy—so that democratization can truly take root and grow toitsfullest potential.

“AVIEW FROM WITHIN”

Diamadd Dumagay, Director of the ARMM Planning and Devel opment Office, offers
aninsider’sview regarding democratization in the autonomousregion. Henotesthat the
ARMM set-up is supposed to be patterned after that of the national government, with its
three branches—executive, legidative, andjudiciary. He believesthat the functioning of
these ingtitutions falls short of theideal, but all are trying their best. He citesARMM’s
dependence on the national government for resources and guidance as a hindering factor
inthefull implementation of itslegal mandate. Thereisthusvery limited fiscal autonomy.

Despitelimitations, though, he believesthat democratization happensto some extent.
He points out for example, the representation and parti cipation of the governors, mayors
and civil society organizationsintheregiona planning board, which draws up the master
planfor regiona development. Even then, problemsarise becauselocal government units
enjoy some measure of autonomy and support from the national government. He also
reasons out that ARMM hasmaintained alevel of stability enough to run the bureaucracy
through times of transition and crises.

SOME ISSUES ON DEMOCRATIZATION IN THE ARMM

Thediscussionwhichfollowed after theinputsfrom Rasul and Dumagay have centered
around thefollowing themesand issues:

= Thereisthe continuing perception that the ARMM was more aform of political
accommaodation that was meant to appease arestive M oro popul ation, rather than
awell-thought out autonomy project. From the beginning, it had already been
opposed by the Moro National Liberation Front, but was ardently pushed by the
national government despite seriousobjections. Thisgivestheimpression that the
ARMM wasdestined to fail right from the start. 1t hasnot been helped by thelack
of real support from the national government, yet very often, the national leadership
intervenesactively inthe ARMM'spoalitical processes, to thedetriment of evolving
a mature autonomy. It is, as one participant said, something of a “dictated
democracy.”

= For democracy to take root in the region, there is a need for strong democratic
ingtitutions. Asitis, however, the Regional Legidative Assembly isconsiderably
weak, hampered by intramural politicking and acertain timidity which preventsit
from actively pushing the agenda of genuine autonomy. With aweak legislative
branch, it is the executive branch which tries to fill the vacuum. This does not
augur well for ademocracy of co-equal and co-responsible branches.



At adeeper level of the issue, democracy suffers from the type of politicsthat is
prevalent in the whol e country—personalistic, patronage-based, and feudalistic.
Theseand other cultural factorscontinuetoimpedethe growth of genuine democracy
which hears the will of the majority of the people and allows for the free and
responsible el ection of credibleleaders. With economic power residing mostly in
an elite class, the vast majority of the poorer masses are |eft to depend on those
wielding such power for whatever crumbsthey can receive.

Corruption is another issue which affects democratization in the region, though
certainly not uniqueto ARMM alone. But corruption takes away whatever isleft
of an aready-small “pie’ to begin with. Thus, at the end of the day, very little
becomesavailablefor much-needed initiativesto address even the most basic needs
of theregion’sinhabitants.

A bright spot remainsthat of aflourishing civil society. Thereisstrong potential
for non-government organizationsand similar ingtitutionsto take up what islacking
ingovernanceintheregion. Civil society vigilance against corruption isessential.
Non-government organizations al so contribute agreat deal to concreteinitiativesto
uplift the conditions of the poor, and respond to immediate crises, without the
usua bureaucracy and corruption. They arealso at theforefront of movementsto
nurture aculture of peace and dialoguein the region.

Asidefromjust political democratization, thereisthe urgent need aswell for social
and economic empowerment, which in areal way, liesat the foundation of atruly
democratic society. A major dimension of this concern isthat of education. The
ARMM region manifests the lowest education indicators in the country, and this
tranglatesto severe poverty and political immaturity at the grassrootslevel.

The agenda of the indigenous peoples in the region needs to be included in the
discourse on democratizationinthe ARMM. Their specific concernsincludetheir
claimsfor ancestral domain and tribal governance.

Mediaintheregion also needsto berobugt, if the cause of democratizationisto be
helped. Asidefromitsinformational rolein society, mediaalso servesto promote
peopl€e'sintelligent participationinthe affairs of society.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Towardsthe end of the roundtabl e discussion, the following policy recommendations
were made, towards greater democratizationinthe ARMM:

1.

2.

Re-think the very idea of the ARMM, and explore other options which are more
responsive to the sentiments of the Bangsamoro. Such options will include the
callsfor referendum, federalism, and the creation of an independent state, among
others.

Thenational government should bethefirst to promote genuine autonomy and not
bethe oneto hinder it. Thiswill entail ensuring that the political processesinthe
region arefreefrom undueinterference. It also demandsthat the ARMM begiven
aredisticbudget, aswdll asinclusoninthenational investment priorities. Devolution
of departments, with accompanying capacity-building, should be pursued relentlesdly.

Support and strengthen the capacities of civil society groups for meaningful
participation in democratic processes. Strengthen media as a vehicle of
democratization.
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4. Generate popular support for programsby evolving various modes of consultation,
and facilitating people’ sinformed decision onissuesthat affect them.

5. Givepriority to educationin order to cut the cycleof poverty and promote mature
political participation.

6. Facilitate continuing cultural literacy, dialogue, and harmony among theregion’s
multicultural people. Study and promote slamic and other cultural valuesthat are
a so consistent with democratic principles.

CONCLUSION

Democratization in the ARMM continuesto be awork-in-progress. Despitereal and
perceived difficulties, several opportunitiesarejust waiting to be seized by stakeholdersin
the ARMM and by national government. Theinternational donor community continuesto
beinterestedin hel ping theregion towards genuine devel opment and greater democratization.
Theregion'sinhabitants are also increasingly aware that the road to peace and prosperity
isalso the road to democratization, and arethusmorethan willing to take up their responsible
rolesinthisregard.

But democratization isalso along-term processthat cannot be simply imposed from
the outside. It has to be nurtured in people’s attitudes and behaviors. Structures that
promoteit need to be established, too. Itisamulti-faceted endeavor that cannot make do
with simplistic and short-term efforts. Patience and determination to achieve fundamental
gainsare necessary for all thosewith astakein and outside the region.

Therelationship between the national government and the ARMM can belikened to
that of aparent and child. Asachildthat isstill undergoing its birth pangs, the ARMM
needsall the help it can get, especially fromitsparent. Just asthefirst few yearsand the
teenage years are aways crucia for a growing person, these years are crucia for the
ARMM. Onehasto acknowledge that mistakes have been made during ARMM’sgrowing
years. Remediesfor these mistakesrange from the radical to the compromising. Whatever
remedies are resorted to, they must take into consideration the risks involved and the
readiness of the people for change. But onething issure, people must not go back to the
option of violence to addressthisissue. It amounts to throwing the child along with the
bathwater.
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