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A DIFFERENCE OF PERSPECTIVE: 
NATURAL DISASTERS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

by AJ Block

As the PeaceBuilders team embarks upon another year of ministry, many projects and needs call for our attention. It was neces-
sary for us prayerfully to evaluate which of all these potential projects requires urgent and immediate action, so on January 7 we 
held our annual planning meeting to strategize the allocation of our time, treasure, and talents in 2015. As we reviewed the needs 
and requests, we reached consensus on a plan of action for at least the first quarter of this year. You can read it at http://peace-
builderscommunity.org/2015/01/our-peacebuilding-plans-for-the-new-year/. Two of our projects will be detailed here. The most 
urgent of our advocacies concerned a conflict between the Dulangan Manobo tribe and a corporation that is operating within the 
tribe’s ancestral territory, into which ICT staff writer Jonathan Cranston delved. Additionally, as we support the reopening of the 
GPH-NDFP peace talks, ICT staff writer AJ Block studied the NDFP struggle in light of the recent natural disasters.

During the December 2012 super-typhoon Bopha/Pablo, the field operations staff of PeaceBuilders Com-
munity, Inc. (PBCI) chose to distribute relief goods in least reached areas and deemed most vulnerable 

even though those places were marked as ‘critical’ in government’s security map. 

Recently, I have been tasked with researching the history 
of the CPP-NPA, or the Communist Party of the Philippines 
and its New People’s Army. Under the banner of the National 
Democratic Front of the Philippines, there has been a com-
munist presence in the Philippines for over 40 years now, 
and they have been waging a Protracted People’s War (PPW) 
against the “Manila based authority” for just as long. The 
conflict has ebbed and flowed, with regressions and resur-
gences based on the greater condition of the country and its 
official government. The Communist Party of the Philippines 
bases its ideologies on a Marxist-Leninist-Maoist Thought, 
and lodges several complaints with the way the Philippines 

has been run (even controlled, from their perspective) in the 
past half century.

As I have learned with Peacebuilder’s thus far, relationship 
is important. So, just as we work with the GPH and AFP’s 
pro-social programs in the country, we would also seek such 
dynamics with the NDFP. Should there arise any opportunity 
to dialogue with them, or even cooperate in peace building, 
it is important to know their historical experience, their ide-
ology, the scope of their work, the reasons they fight, etc. 
so that we might sensitively and effectively build relationship 
with them.
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“I am learning that one can 
stand for the people with them, 
but through a holistic struggle 
rooted in the peace of Jesus.”

I have enjoyed learning about the NDFP. I find it easy to con-
nect with their social values and revolutionary goals. With the 
Party as its unifying centerpiece, a Communist society can be 
egalitarian and progressive, emphasizing the strength of hu-
manity when it cooperates in light of a common vision. How-
ever, with Communism, like any movement, institution, belief, 
or ideology, there is always risk of a misanthropic, dogmatic 
expression that can blind us to the worthy deeds of our gov-
ernment, and, truly, our fellow people. This speaks more to 
humanity’s fallen nature, though, and our tendency to pursue 
selfish desires over harmony and social well-being.

That is the spirit of what the NDFP is working against. In its 
struggle, they also strive to uphold the values they claim to 
profess, and thus work in disaster relief, education, and social 
organization. In order to carry legitimacy in their represen-
tation of the people, as I understand, they must serve them, 
and actually offer an alternative vision of order instead of 
simply a loud proclamation of the disorder (although that can 
be important too). In other words, the NDFP must help cure 
the social ills it diagnoses, not just prescribe it.

As I have been studying, Typhoon Hagupit has come and 
gone and created more instability, unrest, and general so-
cial ailments. This has given rise to government action, which 
has been prompt and sensible according to their duties – a 
welcome improvement from Yolanda. The CPP-NPA has also 
seized the opportunity to assist, as well as echo their long-
standing gripes with the nation’s authority in light of another 
disaster.

This explains my interest when I came across a booklet en-
titled “This can Happen Again! Typhoon Sendong Lessons 
and Accountabilities of a man-made Disaster”. The publica-
tion was released by an organization called Balsa Mindanao, 
and stands as prophetic today as it did three years ago. Even 
though it did not seem immediately relevant to the topic at 
hand, I read it anyway and was surprised to find that many 
of the reasons Balsa gives for designating Typhoon Sendong 
as a “man-made” disaster, as well as the warnings and rec-
ommendations the booklet offers to avoid future disasters of 
this caliber, shared similarities to the root causes of the CPP-
NPA’s casus belli against the government. The booklet links 
resource extraction companies and agribusiness corporations 
to the degradation of the land which facilitated the immense 
destruction caused by Sendong (hence, “man-made”). As I 
am learning, this is not dissimilar to the NDFP’s complaints 
against foreign business making obscene profit from the Phil-
ippines’ landscape. Although this is only one point of agree-
ment between a complex ideology and an activist organiza-
tion, the connection is important because it illustrates that 
the scope of these social issues includes everyone, not just a 
group at war with the country’s government.

Indeed, it is for the people that the NDFP is given contin-
ued reason to exist, based on the persistence of these root 

causes which originally incited the conflict. In their view, 
these problems include poverty and economic dispari-
ty, perceived imperialism from the West, land ownership 
policies which facilitate big business’ rape of the land for 
profit, political corruption, and more. It is easy to see that 
many people across the country sympathize with these 
complaints, because they are concerned with justice, and 
therefore peace. Not all are ready to fight for these rea-
sons like the CPP-NPA, who do it for the people through a 
holistic struggle which includes war. The shared values are 
clear, and are not negated by differences; I am learning 
that one can stand for the people with them, but through 
a holistic struggle rooted in the peace of Jesus. Included in 
this is the good sense to identify what does and does not 
need fixing, or what is and is not worth fighting for. The 
time is now to be ready to discern and support what is right 
as interest in reviving the dormant peace talks between 
the NDFP and GPH this year is renewed.

And this fomenting revival cannot go ignored, and neither 
can the efforts of both parties to contribute to their vision 
of a just, safe, and peaceful society. Far from vilifying the 
Government of the Philippines, one can instead celebrate 
in their efforts to renew the talks and put the right cards 
on the table this year. Regarding the topic of disaster re-
sponse, it is clear that the GPH has made immense strides 
in their capabilities to predict and respond to disaster and 
fulfill their duty to protect the people. In fact, they have 
garnered international praise for the way they handled Ty-
phoon Ruby. It is important, then, to give credit where 
credit is due. But to do so in ignorance of past and ongoing 
failures would be an injustice.

Indeed, governments and groups with power around the 
world and throughout time have shown complicity with de-
cisions that favor greed and power for the few over the 
well-being of the many. One may view the 45 year old 
civil war in the Philippines as an ideological battle, with 
two sides admirably fighting for justice, while in actual fact 
compromising it. This would not be inaccurate. But perhaps 
a wider lens can be applied, where an unjust system de-
ceives conflicting parties into violence while the people are 
shocked into fearful complacency, and there is no winner 
but the underlying system. Principles are evoked, values 
are veiled, and confusion reigns as people and government 
destroy their (albeit flawed) communion in the name of 
their own vision of the collective good.

Surely, though, there are redeemable qualities in most ev-
ery group who has ever engaged in conflict – and both the 
GPH and NDFP are no exceptions – but the glare of their 
iniquities is all too noticeable when viewed through the in-
cisive lens of Jesus. Any revolution achieved according to 
the same rules as the current power in place will only be 
a replacement of authority that masks meaningful change. 
True transformation comes with a radically inclusive pro-
cess, one that takes the time to consider all the concerns 
of every party. The GPH is attempting at such a process 
right now with the MILF and the Bangsamoro Basic Law, 
and should be commended. Of course, human attempts at 
utopian justice are sure to fall short, but God has given us 
capacity to understand and strive for justice without vio-
lence. In this regard, the mettle of the GPH and NDFP will 
be further tested this year – at the table, in the mountains, 
and in the hearts of a war-weary people.
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VOICES FROM THE 
DULANGAN MANOBO FILE

by Jonathan Cranston

A member of Dulangan Manobo tribe surveys a freshly 
bulldozed logging road cut through the old-growth forest of 
the tribe’s ancestral homeland by a predatory corporation.

Among the stacks of case files in the archives of Peace-
Builders Community, Inc. (PBCI) is a fat plastic folder la-
beled “Dulangan Manobo Farmers,” and stuffed with dozens 
of documents given to PBCI over the years by the leaders 
and representatives of the Dulangan Manobo tribe of Sul-
tan Kudarat Province, Mindanao. Some of the documents are 
originals, signed by public employees and tribal chieftains, 
others are photocopies, with a few re-copied to the point 
of illegibility, and some are xeroxes of hand-written witness 
testimonies. Most of the papers are in English, with a fluency 
ranging from competent to nearly unintelligible. Some are 
in faltering Tagalog, while others are written in more confi-
dent Visaya. There are also pages of petitioners’ signatures, 
along with dozens of the inked thumbprints of tribespeople 
who cannot write their own names. From these accumulat-
ed papers emerges a decades-long catalogue of injustice, 
violence, and persecution which has caused the PBCI staff 
members who read the file to weep, and to storm with anger. 
Sometimes the stories in the file have made it a struggle for 
us to hold on to the fundamental guiding principle of PBCI’s 
work in the Philippine’s: that justice can be achieved without 
force of arms.

“I am Idol Palawan, of legal age,” reads one witness testimo-
ny translated by my coworker Kevin Marie Becira. “I have a 
wife. I live in Sitio Tamangan, Brgy. Kuden, Sultan Kudarat. 
Last February 15, 2005 at 11:45AM, three company guards 
— “Forest Protection” — came into our house and saw my 
planted crops: sweet potato, taro, and corn. They told me 
that planting is prohibited, and they ran over my crops.” In 
the same bundle of letters, received on June 21, 2006 by the 
chairman of a government agency concerned with the well-
being of Indigenous People (IPs), 56-year-old Datu Sama 
Meluk of Sitio Dakel Kayo, Brgy. Hinalaan, Kalamansig in the 
same province relates that “ever since [a government bu-
reau tasked with forestry management] gave its approval for 
[a particular corporation] to log and to plant different types 
of trees […] in our ancestral lands, they took for granted our 
rights as they grabbed our own lands. The guards of [the 
corporation’s president] ignored our right to live as human 
beings – creations of God. They told us that we can’t do 
anything about this because the government has passed the 
law called IFMA No. 020 and 022.” Meluk is referring a pair 
of Integrated Forest Management Agreements awarded in 
1992 by the aforementioned forestry bureau to the afore-
mentioned corporation and to another company under the 
same management. Meluk continues, “We ask, is it the law 
of the government that ignored our right to live in peace and 
freedom? Please cancel IFMA No. 020 to put a stop to the 
threats and abuse. We love our forests, water, and moun-
tains.”

IFMAs No. 020 and 022 placed a large portion of the Dulan-
gan Manobos’ ancestral territory, along with the virgin for-
ests upon which the Manobos depend for their sustenance 
and livelihood, under the control of the two logging corpora-
tions. After they had assumed the management of the land, 
the companies began to treat the forest’s native inhabitants 
with contempt and brutality, and the head of the corpora-
tions has even taken steps to frustrate the Dulangan Ma-

nobos’ efforts to have their ancestral domain surveyed and 
formally recognized by the above cited government bureau 
for IP affairs. In turn, Sultan Kudarat’s IPs, members of the 
Dulangan Manobo, T’boli, and Teduray (or Tiruray) tribes 
have campaigned to have the companies’ forestry agree-
ments cancelled. “From the time of the award,” asserted the 
tribal representatives in a 2006 joint resolution of appeal 
to then-President Gloria Macapagal Aroyo, “various human 
rights violations has been committed against IP claimants by 
Company Guards. To name a few, the violations range from 
burning of houses, murders (attempted, frustrated or con-
summated) to uprooting of crops.” Another English version 
of this same Joint Resolution No. 1, Series of 2006 warns of 
the destruction which the company goons will continue to 
wreak if the IFMAs are not retracted. “The company guards 
have killed many and hurt many and intimidated many and 
burned many houses and uprooted their crops [and it stands 
to reason that] they will do many other evil things. If these 
agreements are not quickly revoked […] it will result to 
worse in the place of the indigenous people.”

Lacking a government-issued Certificate of Ancestral Domain 
Title (CADT) the Dulangan Manobos have no legal means to 
resist harassment by the companies. At many times during 
the years of the Manobos’ pursuit of their CADT, its release 
has seemed imminent, but through a combination of bu-
reaucratic inertia and the deliberate obstruction of the head 
of the companies and his employees, the CADT has remained 
always maddeningly beyond the grasp of the tribespeople. 
This is in spite of the many local and some national gov-
ernment officials who have testified to the legitimacy of the 
tribes’ claims. In 1996 a provincial government inspection 
of the “Ancestral Domain Claim of Manobos and Tirurays of 
Barangay Salumping and 24 Sitios of the Municipality of Es-
peranza, Sultan Kudarat” found “That their occupation and 
possession was since time immemorial through their ances-
tors,” and recommended “the recognition and protection of 
the rights of the Manobo/Tiruray to their claims.”

Nine years later the tribal people of Esperanza were still 
striving to coordinate with government surveyors and to 
jump each of the many hurdles of the ancestral domain ti-
tle application process. Surveyors hired by a government 
bureau tasked with evaluating ancestral domain claims and 
awarding CADTs, began to inspect and delineate the Espe-
ranza claim in May, 2005. What happened next is recount
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“As believers in the way of Christ 
and His peace, we cannot endorse 
or participate in violence, even as 
we burn with rage at the greed and 
injustice which seek to drag down 
our brothers.”

ed in an incredulous letter dated the 31st of May from the 
bureau to the head of the companies. As the survey team 
went about its work “a group of armed men – who later were 
believed to be company guards of [one of the forestry com-
panies] – prevented the Survey Team in continuing their ac-
tivity. The next day, [the company’s chief security officer and 
its forestry supervisor] explained to the Survey Team that 
there was instruction from the management for them not to 
allow any survey activity within the IFMA area.” In the letter 
the bureau goes on to advise the company president of the 
relevant provisions under the Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act 
of 1997 which make the survey of the Esperanza IPs’ ances-
tral domain both legitimate and necessary.

But more than three years later, the bureau’s Sultan Kuda-
rat provincial office was still being held at bay by the com-
pany guards, and had not yet resumed the ancestral claim 
delineation. According to a December 6, 2008 letter from 
the bureau’s regional director to the company president, 
the provincial office “will not gamble the lives of the Sur-
vey Team,” by continuing the survey without a promise of 
non-interference from [the company]. The letter recounts 
a May, 2005 dialogue between the bureau’s survey team, 
the head claimant of the IP ancestral domain, the barangay 
chairman, and representatives from the company, in which 
that company’s chief security officer “informed the body that 
he received instruction through [a superior] from the [the 
company president] ‘to stop the survey being conducted by 
[the bureau] at all cost,’ expressed also their sentiments, 
that they only follow instructions.” On November 21, 2008, 
following three years of stonewalling by the company, two 
representatives from a higher stratum of the company hier-
archy agreed to meet with the tribal claimants and the bu-
reau. At this dialogue the bureau’s provincial officer “shared 
to your representatives the conflicting statement of [the 
company’s resident manager], accordingly, ‘[The company 
president] love the Manobos, anything the Manobo needs 
were provided, including the land.’ How come, the Perimeter 
Survey of the ancestral domain of Manobos/Teduray was not 
allowed? Maybe this activity has not reach to level of [the 
company president].” “It is ardently prayed,” concludes the 
bureau’s regional director, appealing directly to the company 
president, “that this matter will be given preferential atten-
tion.” According to PBCI’s latest information from the Dulan-
gan Manobo, the CADT application process of Esperanza’s 
IPs is still stalled.

But the company’s activities never stall, and the destruction 
of the IPs’ forests continues unabated, as does the harass-
ment and displacement of the IPs themselves. Every passing 
month of the current status quo – with the IFMAs guaran-
teeing the rights of the companies, but without CADTs to 
safeguard IP rights – brings the Dulangan Manobo and their 
fellow IPs of Sultan Kudarat closer to the extinction of their 
cultures. To destroy Sultan Kudarat’s old growth forest is 
to erase the IPs’ entire way of life. Representatives of the 
tribe who reviewed a draft of this article urged me to write 
that for them the forest is everything. It is their market; 
their hospital; their hunting ground and their pharmacy. The 
old-growth forest with its vast diversity of plant and animal 
species is sacred to the tribe.

Dulangan Manobo spokesmen claim that the imported Aus-
tralian gemelina trees, which are planted by the companies 
after they have cut down the native trees, are contributing 
to deterioration of soil quality, and to lower crop yields for 

tribal farmers. In their 2006 appeal to the president, the 
Manobo representatives pointed out what the degradation 
of the soil does to the tribespeople. “Whereas, the original 
trees of the forest has logged replace with a new forest pro-
duces fruits that cause sickness to the health and the fertili-
ty of the soil produces less food and prolonged hunger in the 
place of the indigenous people.”

Another version of the same resolution, this one signed by 
representatives from the Teduray and T’boli tribes as well 
as the Dulangan Manobo, presents a grim prospect of what 
will happen if the government fails to curb the companies. 
“WHEREAS, IFMA 020 and 022 has caused lowering of 
self-esteem and starvation to the already poverty affected 
[IPs] of the Province of Sultan Kudarat; WHEREAS, if not im-
mediately cancelled, IFMA 020 and 022 will inevitably cause 
death thru starvation and illegitimate or unlawful measures 
of the affected [IPs.]”

And yet, eight years after that appeal went out from the 
IPs of Sultan Kudarat, the tribes are still under siege; the 
companies are still in control; and at this point the likelihood 
of government intervention seems truly remote. “Despite of 
the long years of anguish and misery that we endure,” wrote 
a Dulangan Manobo tribal spokesman to an NGO office in 
2006, “we remained with our faith in the government and 
with our hope that our case and problems will be given due 
attention.” As the Dulangan Manobo file attests, many gov-
ernment employees over the years have indeed recognized 
the injustice of the companies’ land grabbing and obstruc-
tionism. They have tried, within their own jurisdictions, to do 
something to help the IPs. However, head of the companies 
and his “Forest Protection” army have proven their willing-
ness to defy the government, at least at the provincial and 
regional levels.

In the last few months, frustration among Sultan Kudarat’s 
IPs has reached a boiling point, and the Dulangan Manobo 
have assembled a tribal council to decide on a course of 
action for self-preservation. PBCI prays that they will not 
choose violence. The messages we are receiving from a dear 
Dulangan Manobo brother in Christ ask “Where are you in 
our crisis? Have you abandoned us? Will you stand by and 
watch while we are destroyed?” As believers in the way of 
Christ and His peace, we cannot endorse or participate in vi-
olence, even as we burn with rage at the greed and injustice 
which seek to drag down our brothers. We will, however, do 
our best to advocate for them and to publicize their crisis. 
And in cooperation with the Philippine Council of Evangeli-
cal Churches, we have delivered a fresh petition on behalf 
of Sultan Kudarat’s IPs to the Office of the President of the 
Philippines. But most of all we will pray and keep on pray-
ing, remembering the hosts of Heaven which Elisha’s ser-
vant saw when his eyes were opened, and that those hosts 
are present now in Sultan Kudarat.


