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At the Mindanao Solidarity Conference on the 
Bangsamoro, held in the meeting hall of Davao 
City’s Grand Regal Hotel, Philippine Congressman 
Raymond Democrito C. Mendoza asked the assem-
bled delegates of Mindanao’s civil society organi-
zations (CSOs) to assist him and his fellow mem-
bers of the ad hoc congressional committee on the 
Bangsamoro Basic Law (BBL) by communicating 
the specific needs of each sector of Mindanawan 
society to the legislators who are currently ham-
mering out the blueprint for the new juridical entity 
which, it is hoped, will provide a substantially au-
tonomous homeland for the Moros of the southern 
Philippines, replacing the moribund Autonomous 
Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM), and which will 
be known as the Bangsamoro. Mendoza contended 
that the advent of the Bangsamoro – the culmina-
tion of years of negotiations between the Philippine 
government and the rebel Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front (MILF) – “might be the only opportunity [for 

us to] put down our arms and conclude a centu-
ries-old war that has claimed thousands of lives 
and that has deprived the Bangsamoro people of 
economic and livelihood opportunities for so long.”

A previous attempt by negotiators from the Phil-
ippine government to reach a mutually acceptable 
settlement with the MILF failed horribly, resulting 
in a costly and bloody ground campaign between 
the MILF and the Armed Forces of the Philippines 
(AFP). The 2008 Memorandum of Understanding on 
Ancestral Domain (MOA-AD) was declared uncon-
stitutional by the Supreme Court of the Philippines, 
which forbid the Philippine government’s negotia-
tors from signing it, whereupon the conflict on the 
ground recommenced with a vengeance. Mendoza 
urged the conference attendees to help insure that 
the BBL does not meet the same fate as the MO-
AD. “Your groups must provide us with the specific 
legislative language you feel will best 
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advance the BBL. […] It is specific language in the 
BBL which will ultimately address its efficacy and 
effectiveness as a law and meet the test of consti-
tutionality.”

While the BBL is widely viewed as the best hope 
for an end to the decades-long armed struggle be-
tween Moro secessionists and the AFP, the admin-
istrative reorganizations it proposes have aroused 
much anxiety because of their profound novelty 
in the context of the Philippine legal system. The 
BBL proposes to establish an “asymmetrical rela-
tionship” between the authority of the Philippine 
state and the jurisdiction of the Bangsamoro’s own 
parliamentary government, but there is wide con-
fusion as to what an “asymmetrical relationship” 
will look like in practice. According to the Office of 
the President of the Philippines’ official website, the 
term “implies a special status of the Bangsamoro 
vis-a-vis the Central government that is different 
from that of local governments and administrative 
regions,” but it remains to be seen how this will 
play out on the ground. Mendoza cited the opinions 
of BBL critics who maintain “that to invoke ‘asym-
metry’ is analogous to asking to be given a blank 
check.” By virtue of the BBL’s groundbreaking na-
ture, the repercussions of each of its annexes, in-
cluding “asymmetry,” are as yet untested and un-
known. Believing nonetheless that the BBL is the 
way forward for Mindanao, Mendoza sought to put 
all of this uncertainty in context: “At the end of the 
day, anything political must necessarily involve a 
little suspension of disbelief.”

Can the Supreme Court of the Philippines suspend 
its disbelief as the Bangsamoro entity begins to op-
erate? Will the Muslims and non-Muslims living in 
and around the current ARMM swallow their uncer-
tainties and vote themselves into the Bangsamoro 
when each municipality holds its plebiscite on in-

clusion? What is certain is that many in the Aqui-
no administration as well as in the MILF seem to 
have put all of their eggs in the Bangsamoro bas-
ket. When Secretary Teresitas Deles of the Office 
of the Presidential Advisor on the Peace Process 
opened the floor to questions following her lecture 
in support of the BBL, the conference attendees 
inquired as to the government’s Plan B should the 
BBL fail. Deles said that there was no Plan B, and 
that she and the rest of the Aquino administration 
have been focusing all of their energies on ensuring 
the success of Plan A – the BBL. The current MILF 
leadership has similarly staked the whole of its po-
litical capital on the realization of the Bangsamoro, 
as well as on the Moro people’s satisfaction with 
the newly formed political entity as the answer to 
their struggle for real autonomy. In his address to 
the Solidarity Conference, MILF Peace Panel Chair-
man Mohagher Iqbal warned of the consequences 
should the efforts of the BBL boosters fail: “The 
future will be very bleak. The MILF will suffer a fall-
out, and most probably new and more radical lead-
ers will emerge from the horizon and carry on the 
torch of the struggle, whether via the legitimate 
way or through the improbity of a weird approach. 
The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), while 
we have no love lost with the group, is borne out 
of the chaos and blood-letting in the Middle East, 
a courtesy of the Western Powers.” In other words, 
if the opportunity to create a viable Bangsamoro 
is squandered, Mindanao may witness the rise of 
rebels whose methods are far more radical and de-
structive than those of the current MILF leadership.

If the BBL is in fact passed by the Congress and 
shown toleration by the Supreme Court, its true 

Rev. Dann Pantoja, PBCI President, greets Secretary 
Teresita ‘Ging’ Deles of the Office of the Presidential 
Adviser on the Peace Process while Chairman Moha-
gher Iqbal of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front Peace 
Panel signs an autograph. 

Representatives of Mindanao’s civil society organi-
zations present their creative interpretation of the 
political formation of the Bangsamoro homeland.
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The Mindanao Solidarity Conference on the Bang-
samoro in Davao on December 4th brought together 
leaders from a number of civil society organizations 
involved in the ongoing peace process. Represen-
tatives of the tri-people of Mindanao – Migrants, 
Lumads and Moros – came for the two day confer-
ence to listen and connect with other people of in-
terest (or interested people, in my case) regarding 
the Bangsamoro Basic Law (BBL). One such person 
was Datu Hussayin Arpa, who I had the honor of 
sitting down with to listen to him speak about his 
work as president of the Maharlika Philippine Coun-
cil for Sama and Bajau. As the Datu described his 
people, the Bajau, his care for them was evident as 
his impassioned sorrow for their current socio-cul-
tural position contrasted with his pride in their cul-
ture and hope for the future. Indeed, history has 
not been kind to the Bajau because injustice has led 
their rich heritage astray; as the Datu strives for its 
restoration, the resilience and perseverance of the 
Bajau and Sama people cannot go unnoticed.

Traditionally, the Bajau have been a sea-faring peo-
ple, at home on boats and under the seas of the 
Sulu Archipelago as they fish and collect natural 
treasures to sell. Their twin tribe, the Sama, have 
been known for their inter-island hunting and farm-
ing. Relations between the tribes had always been 
peaceful and mutually beneficial as each lived out 
their cultural existence like they had since Time Im-
memorial. In the 1970’s, however, because of the 
insurgency of the Moro National Liberation Front 

success or failure will be decided at the local level 
in each municipality and barangay – hence the poli-
ticians’ courtship of the CSOs gathered for the Min-
danao Solidarity Conference on the Bangsamoro. 
In the years ahead, as new and untested jurisdic-
tional and administrative arrangements are worked 
through one situation at a time, the real verdict on 
the Bangsamoro will emerge. For the sake of peace 
and human welfare in Mindanao, may God grant 
that the coming years will confirm and sustain the 
Bangsamoro.

However uncertain are the fortunes of the Bang-
samoro, the negotiation process surrounding its 
formation is indisputably unique and worthy of the 
global admiration it has garnered. Secretary Deles 
reminded the CSO representatives that this joint ef-
fort by the MILF and the Philippine government has 
earned the praise of many international observers.

I know that this international observer was im-
pressed by the evident ingenuousness both of Iqbal 
and of Deles. After all, in the Bangsamoro peace 
process, the MILF, an organization which has long 

been in active rebellion against the government 
and has prosecuted a war of secession from the 
Philippine state, is now working closely with the 
government in order to forge a compromise agree-
able to both parties. Where I come from we only 
have two ways of ending our wars: either we force 
the unconditional surrender of our foes or we sign 
a truce so bitter that trade and diplomatic relations 
with our former opponents are suspended for de-
cades. In American terms, the current rapproche-
ment between the Philippine government and the 
MILF would be analogous to a collaboration be-
tween the administrations of Abraham Lincoln and 
Jefferson Davis to draft a compromise solution to 
the secession crisis. I would bet that even today 
most American northerners and southerners would 
find the suggestion of such a compromise both of-
fensive and preposterous.

If, however, some of us view war as a greater evil 
than political compromise, we should look to the 
Philippines and observe what can be accomplished 
through a genuine dialogue between the opposing 
sides of a long and bitter conflict.

PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE FOR 
DATU HUSSAYIN AND THE BAJAU PEOPLE

by AJ Block

Datu Hussayin Arpa of the Bajau tribe appeals for 
an end to his people’s long-time marginalization 
among the people groups of the Philippines.
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and the subsequent imposition of Marcos’ martial 
law, the Bajau and Sama found themselves caught 
between these powerful forces. Thusly scattered, 
some Bajau fled to Malaysia and other Southeast 
Asian countries home to historical Bajau communi-
ties, while some were forcibly relocated to Rio Hon-
do, Zamboanga City, as per a Presidential decree. 
They have dispersed throughout the country since 
then. This uprooting has left the Bajau without the 
stability of their cultural and socio-economic live-
lihood, and thus they have found themselves vic-
timized by the vagaries of the country, including 
the failures of the ARMM government and the 2013 
Zamboanga siege. As a gentle and peace-loving 
people, no Bajau were known to have joined rev-
olutionary or otherwise armed groups during this 
time, and so without support to earn a living many 
Bajau have been forced to mendicancy. In this po-
sition, therefore, the Bajau and Sama of the Philip-
pines find themselves in the unfortunately unique 
position of being the only international representa-
tive of their people without political empowerment.

Datu Hussayin has a vision of his people’s devel-
opment. He sees hope in the BBL for propelling 
this vision forward, but it is a tentative hope. It 
starts with parliamentary representation in the 
coming Bangsamoro government, and even before 
that with a platform to be heard by the Bangsam-
oro Transition Commission. With visibility and at-
tention in the political arena, the Bajau could be 
co-developers of the Bangsamoro entity, helping 
themselves and other Indigenous groups achieve 
their Right to Self Determination. The Bajau’s af-
finity with the water is a strength that could ben-

efit the country’s maritime activities, for example, 
if only they were given the opportunity. The Bajau 
are in need of empowerment, and it would be bene-
ficial for the whole country if this marginalized tribe 
is uplifted into the socio-political sphere. An essen-
tial part of this development is education, which will 
boost the self-conception of the tribes and bring 
about a firm foundation for internal leadership.

Currently, as a visible and acknowledged leader of 
his people, Datu Hussayin hopes to be able to travel 
to different areas with a Bajau concentration in or-
der to dialogue with his people around the country 
and begin to mobilize the estimated 1 million Bajau 
and Sama population for their collective restorative 
transformation. The Bajau hold untapped potential, 
especially near the sea; not only that, a thread of 
historical injustice could begin to be realigned under 
his leadership. As of now he needs financial support, 
but that has not stopped his vision of hope for bring-
ing greater unity to the Bajau of not just the Philip-
pines, but of the Southeast Asian Region. The scope 
of impact would be significant if a multinational tribe 
such as theirs were to cooperate for regional peace, 
economic stability, and social justice. It starts with 
empowerment, is driven by development, and is de-
fined by equality and a strength-based social par-
ticipation that allows the Bajau to discover and ex-
ercise their potential. Such a reality is possible, and 
for a man of the people like Datu Hussayin, it takes 
little imagination, just a lot of hard work and even 
more hope. May we all show solidarity with him and 
his people as they seek a new stage for their life in 
the Philippines.

PeaceBuilders Information and Communications Team Staff Writer AJ Block interviews 
Datu Hussayin Arpa of the Bajau tribe.


