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Executive summary

Violent groups committing terror attacks 
have existed in the Philippines since the 
early 1990s, often posing security threats 
to the state and the population. Today, it 
seems that President Rodrigo Duterte’s 
administration is taking advantage of 
their existence to justify a counter-
terrorism agenda which is used to 
legitimise an ongoing brutal crackdown 
on segments of opposition groups, 
political movements, civil society, human 
rights defenders, and Indigenous and 
minority populations. 

Our paper maps how the renewed global drive to 
counter terrorism, combined with the election of a 
populist government in the Philippines with 
autocratic instincts and violent tendencies, has 
produced an explosive cocktail; one that is having 
damaging effects on conflict dynamics, civic space 
and the democratic freedoms of Filipino citizens.

Since the global war on terror was initiated in 2001, 
counter-terror approaches have fuelled devastating, 
unending wars in a host of countries, not least in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, Somalia, Syria and 
across the Sahel. As many as 800,000 people have 
been directly killed, including at least 335,000 
civilians. A further 21 million have been displaced.1 
Despite the mobilisation of enormous political, 
financial and military resources worldwide, similar 
patterns of failure have meant that violent groups 
remain resilient in many contexts, while civilians 
continue to bear the brunt of the violence. 

Even with the well evidenced harms and limited 
results brought about by counter-terror methods 
throughout the world, the Philippine government 
and international partners have embraced counter-
terrorism in the Western Pacific. Our paper charts 
how counter-terrorism has been a core framework 
influencing security decisions since 2001 under the 
Macapagal Arroyo administration, and how it 
worsened significantly following the election of 
President Duterte in 2016. Through the dramatic 
militarisation of civilian governance structures, 
President Duterte has weaponised counter-terrorism 
to pursue a narrow, securitised political agenda that 
is having widespread impacts on peace and human 
rights. 
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In the Philippines, as elsewhere, international 
partners and multilaterals touted the preventing or 
countering violent extremism (P/CVE) agenda as a 
way to change violent, repressive and ultimately 
ineffective war on terror approaches into a more 
principled, comprehensive and effective response. 
This led to the creation of the Philippine National 
Action Plan on P/CVE (NAP P/CVE). Ostensibly, it was 
designed to elicit a new ‘whole-of-society’ approach 
to tackling the threat posed by violent groups.

Yet this agenda and action plan did not transform 
the government’s response to violent groups, and 
instead allowed for further securitisation of 
development, rights and peace efforts in the country. 
Our paper details how the NAP P/CVE has created a 
perception among civil society that United Nations 
(UN) funds and agencies have prioritised an external 
policy framework over the needs and demands of 
communities across the country. 

This is not a dynamic unique to the Philippines –  
it is part of an observable trend around the world.2 
Nonetheless, in the Philippines, it has helped to 
conceal and maintain the same counterproductive 

macro-strategy. This is exemplified by 
the Siege of Marawi in 2017, and recent 
illiberal, repressive steps which target 
individuals who are perceived to be 
sympathetic to political opponents and 
communist rebel groups. 

By framing security approaches under 
the global rubric of counter-terrorism 
and P/CVE, the Duterte government has 
found a convenient cover to legitimise 
its pursuit of narrow domestic political 
priorities. There has been a global roll-
out, by international donors and 
multilateral institutions like the UN, of 

P/CVE policies, plans and project funding to contexts 
like the Philippines. This has inadvertently added 
salience to the Duterte government’s drive to target 
elements of society it deems ‘enemies of the state’. 
This is one of several important impacts of the 
counter-terrorism and P/CVE agenda in the 
Philippines. Others include: 

n Reshaping priorities and co-opting civil society – 
many civil society organisations (CSOs) have 
reframed their work to ensure they remain suitable 
partners for international organisations who – often 
without understanding the wider implications of 
doing so – bring P/CVE money and programmes to 
the Philippines. This has led to the 
instrumentalisation of women’s rights organisations 
and youth groups – often the ‘targets’ of such 
funding – whereby efforts to promote gender 
equality, women’s rights, build peace and prevent 
conflict are only supported if they are deemed to 
contribute to P/CVE or counter-terror objectives. 

Funding given through this securitised lens moves 
these organisations and groups away from their vital 
role in championing community priorities in the 
context of an increasingly authoritarian governance 
approach.

n Aiding a crackdown on opposition and dissent – 
the adoption of an overbroad definition of what 
constitutes ‘extremism’ and radicalisation is leading 
to significant harms. The criteria used for assessing 
‘radicalisation’ include an individual’s political 
persuasion, religious belief, or education 
institutions where they study. Combined with 
government efforts to label ‘terrorists’, radicals, 
religious ‘extremists’, insurgents, rebels, and 
separatists as ‘enemies of the state’, this has led to 
many counter-terrorism and P/CVE interventions 
targeting student groups, dissenting movements 
and certain minority groups.

n Securitising communities while failing to provide 
security – national and subnational CSOs leading 
peacebuilding, development and good governance 
efforts are experiencing increased pressure to 
connect their efforts to the wider counter-terrorism 
and P/CVE agenda. In a country with a long history of 
internal violent conflict, the push to treat political 
insurgencies as “terrorism” is closing the space for 
many developmental and peacebuilding-based 
responses. Authorities are securitising engagement 
with many communities in the country, tackling 
perceived threats through hard security narratives, 
policies, interventions and partnerships. This is not 
providing security, but instead driving and enabling 
rising levels of conflict and repression.

n Dividing society and discriminating against 
minorities – members of minority communities in 
the Philippines, such as Indigenous people, Moros 
or Muslims, often find themselves in the crosshairs 
of conflict and at the receiving end of harassment 
from both violent groups and security forces alike. 
Security forces are targeting individuals from these 
groups under the state’s counter-terrorism strategy, 
as well as subjecting them to surveillance and 
policing programmes packaged as P/CVE. The 
tendency of P/CVE to view and portray aggrieved 
communities as ‘vulnerable’ and therefore a source 
of threat is further ostracising already marginalised 
sectors and breeding mistrust.

In the final section, our paper analyses the impact of 
the new Anti-Terrorism Act of June 2020. There is a 
clear indication that the Philippine government’s 
current approach runs contrary to international 
standards and obligations to protect human rights 
and fundamental freedoms while countering 
‘terrorism’. Recent events have shown that any form 
of expression that articulates a view or political 
affiliation contrary to the official state position, or 
addresses human rights violations can now 

By framing security 
approaches under the 
global rubric of counter-
terrorism and P/CVE, the 
Duterte government has 
found a convenient cover 
to legitimise its pursuit of 
narrow domestic political 
priorities.
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constitute a form of ‘terrorist’ activity or a broad 
‘threat to national security’.

Continuing on this trajectory will have disastrous 
impacts on communities across the country for years 
to come. We therefore recommend a significant 
change in approach by security and development 
partners in the Philippines, multilateral institutions 
and international NGOs, and national CSOs. We 
highlight seven overarching lessons that the 
Philippines case offers those working on counter-
terrorism and C/PVE at the national and 
international levels: 

National level

1.  People must come before external policy 
frameworks – all entities working on peace and 
security need to commit to broadening and 
deepening the engagement with Philippine society, 
especially with those most affected by violent 
groups, repression and state violence. This cannot 
be optional: it should be central and primary to any 
strategies, efforts and programmes to build peace 
and prevent violence. 

2.  Human rights norms are central to avoiding 
downstream harms – 20 years of evidence from 
around the world shows that until there is a 
conscious effort to recalibrate counter-terrorism 
measures and P/CVE programming to ensure that 
human rights norms are upheld as a central goal, 
violations of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms will continue. In the Philippines, all P/CVE 
and counter-terrorism programming and policies 
should include a conflict sensitivity assessment and 
a gender analysis in the design, implementation and 
evaluation phases. Programming should focus on 
upholding international human rights standards 
rather than undermining them. Where this cannot be 
guaranteed, projects should be suspended until the 
human rights situation is addressed. 

3.  Impartiality is not neutrality – implementing 
organisations in the Philippines are right to try and 
maintain impartiality. This is a requirement for UN 
agencies present in the Philippines. But impartiality 

is not the same as neutrality. Those working to build 
peace and prevent violence cannot be neutral about 
an agenda that is causing significant human rights 
harms, exacerbating conflict and derailing peace 
processes. If programming is contributing – directly 
or indirectly – to the closing of civic space, to 
criminalising opposition or to spying on minorities, 
then implementing organisations should refuse to 
cooperate with authorities, and where possible push 
back or make efforts to address this conduct.

4.  It is not too late to reverse securitisation and 
militarisation – many human rights organisations, 
activists, peacebuilders, community organisers and 
IP in the Philippines continue to work for democracy 
and human-centred security responses. To reverse 
securitisation and militarisation in the coming years, 
UN agencies, international NGOs and national CSOs 
should invest in projects and programmes that 
promote human security and reassert democratic 
norms, and opt out of supporting securitised efforts.

Global level 

5.  Counter-terrorism is being instrumentalised by 
authoritarians – states and multilateral bodies that 
are committed to protecting human rights, civic 
freedoms and pushing back on authoritarianism 
need to develop a policy response that confronts 
authoritarian states’ abuse of the counter-terrorism 
agenda.

6.  P/CVE cooperation cannot be considered neutral – 
international partners need to be honest about the 
extent to which the Philippine government and its 
institutions are weaponising this agenda. They 
should avoid treating P/CVE programming as an 
apolitical agenda that is disconnected from 
militarised structures and approaches.

7.  Peace processes and human rights norms cannot 
be treated as acceptable collateral damage – given 
the obvious harms inflicted in the Philippines, a 
fresh approach should be considered which 
prioritises peacebuilding approaches and tools, 
human rights work, support to local civil society 
groups and human rights defenders.

Notes
 1  Watson Institute, International & Public Affairs, ‘Costs of War’  

(https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/papers/summary) 
 2  Ní Aoláin F (2020), ‘Human rights impact of policies and practices 

aimed at preventing and countering violent extremism, Report of the 
Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights 
and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism on the human 
rights challenge of states of emergency in the context of countering 
terrorism, A/HRC/43/46’, 21 February (https://undocs.org/en/A/
HRC/43/46)

https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/papers/summary
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/43/46
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/43/46
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1 
Introduction

The Philippines is no stranger to internal 
conflict and political violence. Over half  
a century, the country has experienced 
significant security issues within its 
domestic borders, from insurgencies, 
counter-insurgencies and terror attacks 
to outright military occupation.

The election of the current populist-authoritarian 
government of President Rodrigo Duterte in 2016 
saw security issues and threats propelled to centre 
stage. The best known feature of President Duterte’s 
security agenda – his key campaign promise to 
launch a bloody war on drugs – has led to thousands 
of extrajudicial executions across the country.3  
As his ‘death squads’ ‘shoot to kill’ drug dealers and 
drug users with impunity, security services have also 
turned their attention to the decades-old conflict 
with insurgent groups on the southern island of 
Mindanao.4 By framing these actions under the 
global rubric of counter-terrorism, President 
Duterte’s government has found a convenient cover 
to legitimise its pursuit of narrow domestic political 
priorities.5 

President Duterte is not the first to securitise politics 
and governance in Philippines. Successive 
administrations in Manila – early adopters of the 
global ‘war on terror’ discourse after 9/11 – have 
recognised the political expediency of being part of 
the US geopolitical security agenda.6 This allegiance 
has helped to restore the US presence in the 
Philippines through its provision of billions of dollars 
in military aid,7 and has enabled authorities to 
conveniently delegitimise insurgent groups by 
labelling them as foreign ‘terrorist’ organisations.8 
For more than a decade since 2001, the counter-
terrorism lens influenced security policies in the 
Philippines. However, in 2014, with the rise of the 
Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and the 
emerging phenomenon of its worldwide recruitment, 
the war on terror gained renewed international 
impetus – something that the Philippine government 
has used to its advantage.9 
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This renewed international stimulus came with the 
emergence of a new approach to respond to terror 
attacks – the preventing or countering violent 
extremism (P/CVE) agenda. It was partly a response 
to the limited success of hard security, war on terror 
tactics.10, 11 The US government and other Western 
countries championed the P/CVE agenda ostensibly 
as part of their efforts to ‘break the cycles of conflict 
. . . that have become magnets for violent 
extremism’.12 Other states and multilateral 
organisations quickly embraced this agenda, which 
was designed to take ‘proactive actions to counter 
efforts by violent extremists to radicalize, recruit, 
and mobilize followers to violence and to address 
specific factors that facilitate violent extremist 
recruitment and radicalization to violence’.13 The 
approach has found a happy home with the Duterte 
administration.

The global roll out by international donors and 
multilateral institutions, such as the United Nations 
(UN), of P/CVE policies, plans and project funding to 

contexts like the Philippines has 
inadvertently given salience to the 
Duterte government’s drive to target 
elements of society it deems to be 
‘enemies of the state’. Armed 
insurgents, labelled as ‘violent 
extremists’, are a main target but they 
are not the only ones caught in the 
crosshairs. Minorities, journalists, civil 
society groups and even the judiciary 
have been on the sharp end of this 
branding.14 Security and prevention 
measures – carried out in the name of 
counter-terrorism – have gone hand-in-
hand with an attack on the political 
liberties of Filipino citizens and led to 
attempts to curtail press freedom and 

civil society autonomy. The erosion of the oldest 
democratic regime in Asia has taken a toll on the 
country’s liberal norms and institutions, with far-
reaching repercussions for the intensification of 
conflict nationwide.15 

This discussion paper draws on the most recent 
scholarly research, existing policy documents, and 
interviews with international experts, peacebuilding 
practitioners, government officials and community 
organisers. We have examined and analysed the 
impact of P/CVE programming in the Philippines and 
how donors, multilateral institutions, and 
international, national and sub-national 
organisations have embraced counter-terrorism. 

Our paper examines the impact of P/CVE 
programming in the securitised and politicised 
context of the government under President Duterte. 
Our analysis explores four core impacts: the 
reshaping of priorities and co-opting of civil society; 

For our research we conducted an extensive 
review of scholarly work and existing policy 
documents prior to and following key informant 
interviews carried out between October 2020 
and February 2021. The COVID-19 pandemic 
movement restrictions prevented us from doing 
extensive fieldwork in Mindanao and other parts 
of the Philippines. In our virtual meetings with 
interviewees representing international 
agencies, governments, civil society, academia, 
and some affected populations, we asked about 
the main security threats faced by the country, 
the causes of ‘violent extremism’, the 
authorities’ approach in addressing internal 
conflict and the impact of P/CVE programmes. 
Ethical protocols were put in place to ensure our 
interviewees’ anonymity as well as the safety of 
the data collected from them. Given the highly 
sensitive nature of our research and time 
constraints, we were unable to interview all 
relevant actors, particularly members of violent 
or proscribed groups. 

Our paper does not seek to provide all the 
answers to the very complex issues that 
surround violent groups and terror attacks in the 
Philippines. Neither does it try to explain or 
examine the complex root causes underpinning 
the violence. But it does seek to provide a candid 
assessment of the existing P/CVE framework as 
applied in the country, as well as the preliminary 
impact of its programmes on society, particularly 
on the most marginalised sectors, and those 
who are most exposed to the impacts of conflict. 
Movement restrictions due to the pandemic 
prevented more localised and in-depth field 
research on specific programmes or other P/CVE-
related projects. We hope that this paper will 
stimulate further engagement with affected 
populations and discussion among civil society, 
community organisations, international agencies 
and even the government on how to improve and 
enhance their peace and security engagements, 
policies and approaches.

Box 1:  
Methodology and limitations

aiding a crackdown on opposition and dissent; 
securitising communities; and dividing society and 
discriminating against minorities. In conclusion, we 
provide some lessons at the global and national 
levels for donor states that provide security and 
development assistance, multilaterals, and 
international and national civil society organisations 
(CSOs).

Security and prevention 
measures – carried out in 
the name of counter-
terrorism – have gone 
hand-in-hand with an 
attack on the political 
liberties of Filipino 
citizens and led to 
attempts to curtail press 
freedom and civil society 
autonomy.
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2
Fertile ground for embedding 
counter-terrorism

On 27 January 2019, a series of bomb 
attacks tore through the Our Lady of 
Mount Carmel Cathedral in Jolo, Sulu 
Province, killing 20 civilians and 
wounding 81 others.16 It was the deadliest 
suicide bombing attack in the Philippines’ 
history. Three days later, another 
explosion hit a Zamboanga City mosque, 
claiming two lives and injuring four 
others.17 It came just one week after the 
ratification of the Bangsamoro Organic 
Law that established the new Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region for Muslim Mindanao 
(BARMM). Then, in June 2019, two 
individuals – thought to be the first 
Filipino suicide bombers – detonated their 
explosives outside an army camp in Sulu, 
killing five (including themselves) and 
wounding 22 others.18 After a hiatus of 
several months, two women alleged to be 
linked to the Abu Sayyaf Group detonated 
themselves, killing 14 people and 
wounding 75 others19 in a two-stage attack 
in Jolo.

These bombings are just a few of the incidents that 
have contributed to the patchwork of violent terror 
attacks in the Philippines. Mindanao has seen the 
highest concentration of such attacks in recent 
years. In 2017, the city of Marawi, the country’s only 
Muslim-majority city, was the scene of the most 
prominent counter-terrorism campaign in the 
Philippines’ history when the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines (AFP) laid siege to the city after it was 
captured by ISIL-inspired groups.20 More than four 
years after its virtual destruction, many of Marawi’s 
residents remain displaced. The UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees estimated that 98 per 
cent of residents were displaced at the height of the 
siege.21 

These attacks have often been used as justification 
for taking a tougher stance against violent groups. 
The recent suicide bombings have also led to the 
view that there needs to be further examination and 
initiatives on the role of women, youth and faith-
based actors in these groups. This stance has at 
times ignored the historical foundations of conflict 
and violence in the country, and has missed 
important nuances in the plight and roles of 
marginalised minority communities and particular 
sectors – such as women, youth and faith-based 
actors – that are specific to the Philippines and 
Mindanao in particular. Central to this has been a 
move to absolve any responsibility for the state in 
historical and ongoing atrocities and in escalation of 
violence. Efforts by civil society to acknowledge 
inflammatory or counterproductive state approaches 
are often dismissed by authorities as mere 
propaganda exploited by non-state armed groups 
and ‘lawless’ elements that need to be countered. 
Many in civil society and those affected, however, 
have not wavered in pushing for broader 
peacebuilding aims and for historical and context-
sensitive analysis of the issues at hand.
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For decades, the twin internal challenges of a 
nationwide insurgency by communist rebel groups 
and a Muslim separatist movement in the south 
have led to instability throughout the archipelago. 
The conflicts have deep-seated causes going back to 

Spanish and American colonial 
occupation which continued under 
post-colonial administrations and 
perpetuated unequal access to 
development and social services, as 
well as aggressive counter-insurgency 
policies.22 Some of the most brutal 
atrocities against Indigenous people 
(IP) and Muslim Filipino communities 
were perpetrated in the 1970s during 
the then President and dictator 
Ferdinand Marcos’ martial law regime, 
hand-in-hand with the military and 
security establishments.23 Such state 
abuses, combined with poor and 

unequal public service delivery, glaring economic 
inequality and widespread political exclusion, fed 
the grievances of minority religious and ethnic 
groups in Mindanao, as well as people living in rural 
poverty.24 The lack of serious and institutional 
reckoning with the country’s painful past has 
allowed the deep wounds, while invisible or often 
trivialised, to remain. 

Adding a counter-terror framework to lingering –  
and sometimes active – tensions has had a number 
of impacts:

2.1  
Disrupting a fragile 
path to peace and 
entrenching the hard 
security approach
Despite successive national administrations’ 
inconsistent approaches to the internal conflict since 
the transition to democracy in 1986, overall there 
has been incremental progress towards peace in 
many regions in the Southern Philippines. Peace 
agreements with some armed groups, together with 
government policies emphasising the importance of 
unification and reintegration of political groups in 
representative institutions, have been welcome 
developments in recent years. However, given the 
number of armed groups and insurgents still fighting 
a protracted war against the military and the state, 
the government’s embracing of counter-terrorism 
has inevitably carried enormous risks. 

Terror attacks by intolerant and violent groups – 
evident in the Philippines since the early 1990s – 
pose real security risks for the state and civilians.25 
Like any state, Philippine authorities are responsible 
for taking measures to protect their citizens from 
such groups. Yet in the Philippines, these measures 
have become a dominant framework for the majority 
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of peace and security initiatives. Counter-terrorism 
has been a central factor in the removal of dialogue 
and ceasefires with insurgent groups. In some cases 
this has led to backpedalling on ongoing dialogues 
and has unravelled previous gains.26 Framing 
domestic insurgencies as ‘terrorism’ has severely 
curtailed peace and reconciliation efforts with these 
armed groups.27

Under the Macapagal-Arroyo administration (2001–
2010) the Philippines became one of the foremost 
supporters of the global war on terror in the region,28 
responding to the call for robust counter-terrorism 
measures through policy and legislation, 
intelligence sharing, and military and law 
enforcement cooperation. As the US identified 
‘terrorism’ as a common threat, making hundreds of 
millions of dollars in military and economic aid 
available, it renewed its political and security 
relations with its old strategic ally. Relations had 
been strained since the base closures in 1991.29 
However, in the aftermath of 9/11, Washington gave 
Manila a ten-fold increase in military assistance.30

Some commentators have noted that the Philippine 
security establishment caught the ‘anti-terrorism 
syndrome – i.e. the supremacy of counter-terrorism’ 
and applied it in their approach to tackle the Moro 
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) and other groups.31  
As ‘conventional wisdom’ not to negotiate with 
‘terrorists’ became government policy, ongoing 
peace processes in the Philippines hit roadblocks.32 
In 2007, an anti-terrorism law, euphemistically 
termed the Human Security Act, became law and 
signified the country’s embrace of counter-terrorism 
measures.33 It was designed to empower government 
institutions and security forces to counter terror 
threats. It was not focused, as its name suggested, 
on steps to address the deep drivers of violence and 
insecurity in the country. Instead, it aimed to 
embolden a militarised, punitive approach to 
dealing with ‘threats’. Ultimately, the Act was not 
used due to strict statutory provisions, but it 
established counter-terrorism as the predominant 
framework for dealing with insecurity. 

As Western governments continued to pour 
resources into strategic alliances to tackle the 
‘terrorism’ threat, former military figures who had 
positioned themselves as the necessary voices with 
the experience to handle these security efforts 
acquired growing influence over the Philippines’ 
civilian government.34 This approach was aided by 
the close relationship between the Macapagal-
Arroyo administration and the Philippine security 
sector. Retired generals in the President’s cabinet 
did not hesitate to push for a heavily militarised 
approach to deal with communist rebels and Moro 
secessionists under the counter-terrorism 
framework. The lack of careful consideration of the 

ramifications of embracing a counter-terrorism 
framework led to a new ‘all-out war policy’ in dealing 
with all non-state armed groups.35 

It was no coincidence that the adoption of a hard 
security counter-terror approach happened at the 
same time as a massive increase in human rights 
violations in the form of extrajudicial killings. 
Community organisers, independent journalists and 
other civil society members were subject to this 
crackdown. Philip Alston, the then UN Special 
Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary 
or arbitrary executions estimated that 
as many as 800 people were executed 
between 2002 and 2008.36 By 2005, 
this, together with other authoritarian 
tendencies prevalent in the Arroyo 
administration, had led NGO Freedom 
House to downgrade the Philippines to 
‘partially free’ status.37

The increase in human rights violations, 
the shift away from democracy and 
towards authoritarianism, and the 
increasingly hostile approach towards 
armed groups in the 2000s had many 
interconnected roots. But none of them were as 
important as the authorities’ seizing upon and 
imposing counter-terrorism measures in the 
Philippines.

2.2  
Fanning the flames of 
conflict and the 
resurgence of violence
With the change in political leadership in 2010, a 
new reformist and liberal-democratic oriented 
government entered power, but the embrace of 
counter-terrorism continued.38 The Aquino III 
administration (2010–2016) further deepened its 
security cooperation with the US through large-scale 
joint military exercises which included efforts to 
address ‘terror threats’ as a major component. A 
renewed international focus on the threat of violent 
terror groups with potential transnational reach 
became a core justification for a new defence 
agreement with the US in 2015. It allowed US armed 
forces temporary access to the Philippine military’s 
camps.39 Other US allies like Australia, Japan and EU 
countries followed suit and poured money into 
counter-terrorism and P/CVE programmes.

It was no coincidence that 
the adoption of a hard 
security counter-terror 
approach happened at the 
same time as a massive 
increase in human rights 
violations in the form of 
extrajudicial killings.
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Between 2010 and 2016, violent conflict continued 
at low levels of intensity in Mindanao. The Philippine 
government’s approach during this period continued 
to treat the insurgency as an issue that had a military 
solution – often leading to the exacerbation of the 
multi-faceted and context-specific drivers of 
violence. The 2015 Mamasapano incident and the 
2017 Marawi siege starkly underline this.

In January 2015, during the deadly attempted arrest 
of Zulkifli Abdhir – one of the US Federal Bureau of 
Investigation’s most wanted individuals – 44 
members of the Special Action Force police unit, 18 
members of the MILF and five civilians died during 
operation Oplan Exodus in Mamasapano, 

Maguindanao. Coordination problems between the 
civilian government, the military and the police led 
to a stand-off between government forces, the 
Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters and the MILF, 
who were allegedly sheltering Abdhir. Abdhir was 
killed in the subsequent firefight, along with 76 
others.40 

Scholar Nathan Quimpo has written extensively on 
the operation and remarked: 

‘[I]n terms of accomplishing its objective of 
eliminating the main “high-value” target [Zulkifli 
Abdhir alias Marwan], Oplan Exodus was a huge 
success. Overall, however, Oplan Exodus was a 
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disaster . . . [T]he single-minded and frenetic drive to 
go after “high-value” terrorists can make top 
government leaders and security officials and their 
US advisers lose sight of the larger long-term goals. 
In the case of Oplan Exodus, this had disastrous 
consequences.” 41 

This tragedy led to the resurfacing of anti-Moro and 
anti-Muslim sentiments among many of the majority-
Christian Filipinos.42, 43 It also contributed to a 
nationwide backlash against further implementation 
of the peace agreement between the government 
and the MILF and derailed the passage of the Aquino 
administration’s promised Bangsamoro Basic Law.

2.3  
Militarisation of 
governance 
structures 
Just under one year into President Duterte’s 
administration (2016 to present), another botched 
counter-terrorism operation jeopardised the ongoing 
peace process as the divide between Muslim 
Filipinos and Christians was reignited. On 23 May 

A building in the aftermath  
of the Siege of Marawi. 
© IID Marawi Mission File Photo
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2017, government forces raided a suspected hideout 
of the Abu Sayyaf Group leader Isnilon Hapilon in 
Marawi City. Hapilon asked for reinforcements from 
members of the armed Maute group that had 
pledged allegiance to ISIL, leading to sporadic 
firefights with the military in various parts of the 
city.44 

Later that day, President Duterte declared martial 
law throughout Mindanao, and the military 
proceeded to air bomb the city. The fighting lasted 
for several months until the city was declared to have 
been liberated in October 2017. Forty-seven civilians 
died in the fighting and, according to the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, 98 per cent of the 
population of 201,785 people in 96 barangays45 were 
displaced. Most of them were Muslims of Meranao 

descent.46 More than three years after 
the supposed liberation, many 
Meranaos have been unable to return 
home.47

The air raids – believed to be excessive, 
especially by people living in the city – 
destroyed almost all of Marawi City, 
which is considered the ‘only Islamic 
city in the largely Catholic 
Philippines’.48 The perception that the 
military response was disproportionate, 

increasing anti-Moro and anti-Muslim sentiments, 
frequent examples of discrimination against the 
Meranao population, and continuing delays in the 
city’s rehabilitation and reconstruction contributed 
to rising tensions.49 It also led to ‘a widespread 
belief among Marawi’s displaced residents that 
military forces deliberately razed and looted the city’ 
and a recurring narrative that ‘Manila destroyed 
Marawi’.50

This robust military response was not unexpected. 
By 2017, the Duterte administration had the greatest 
number of retired generals in any presidential 
cabinet in the post-dictatorship period. Although the 
Macapagal-Arroyo administration commonly 
appointed former military officials to lead 
departments such as the Department of National 
Defense, the Duterte administration has accelerated 
this trend significantly. President Duterte appointed 
generals to head department portfolios that deal 
with the environment and social welfare, the peace 
process and IPs’ concerns, and several other smaller 
offices. This has created an imbalance in civil-
military relations and has led to a slip towards 
securitised military-first policies on a number of 
fronts.

In the Philippines, this militarisation of governance 
has deprived policy-making of the plurality of 
perspectives necessary to contribute to addressing 
the complexity behind the country’s security threats. 

Militarisation has pervaded bureaucracy as retired 
generals tap into their existing military networks to 
lead their respective government agencies. It has 
been argued that this has led to decision-makers 
prioritising a very narrow range of responses.51 

Sources from inside the Duterte administration have 
observed a lack of diverse perspectives in peace and 
security policy circles and an absence of debate on 
policy direction. This has led to decision makers 
favouring and actively seeking kinetic measures to 
respond to security challenges. Despite growing 
evidence that the military-first approach in the war 
on terror over the last two decades has been a 
strategic failure,52 the Philippine government has 
been seized by decision makers intent on making 
the same mistakes.53

In 2018, President Duterte signed an executive 
decree to ‘end local communist armed conflict’ by 
the end of his term in 2022. This unconditional order 
is believed to have been strongly influenced by the 
military establishment’s enduring interest in taking 
advantage of the current administration’s 
subservience to their goals. Euphemistically 
described as a ‘whole of nation’ approach, the 
heavily-funded counter-insurgency strategy is largely 
dictated by elements of the military establishment. 
The Duterte administration’s inability to impose 
democratic civilian control has put the military in the 
driver’s seat in this anti-communist drive. With both 
retired and active generals leading on 
implementation, the military is determined to put a 
violent – rather than negotiated – end to one of the 
world’s longest-running Maoist-inspired 
insurgencies. In recent months, President Duterte’s 
administration has accelerated a McCarthy-esque 
campaign against an insurgency that it sees as 
having penetrated all sectors of society. Historically 
viewed as rebels or political opposition, the 
communist movement is now labelled as a ‘terrorist 
group’.54 

The instances of renewed violent conflict in the 
Philippines have exposed the severe limitations of 
this narrow and securitised counter-terrorism 
approach that relies on military action to tackle 
‘threats’, while disregarding the root causes of 
grievance-based internal conflicts. From Macapagal 
Arroyo to Aquino III and through to Duterte, the 
rhetoric might differ, but the overall embrace of 
counter-terrorism has remained the same. The 
failure of the supposed liberal reformist government 
(2010–2016) to buck this trend set the scene for the 
siege of Marawi and enabled the abuses that 
ensued. 

Historically viewed as 
rebels or political 
opposition, the 
communist movement is 
now labelled as a ‘terrorist 
group’.
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3 
New approaches, same 
results – the preventing and 
countering violent extremism 
agenda

When ISIL rose to prominence, seizing 
large swathes of territory across Iraq and 
Syria in 2014, counter-terrorism became a 
core global policy issue once again. A tacit 
acknowledgement of the shortcomings of 
the past decade led the US government to 
attempt a move away from a permanent 
war footing and towards a new approach – 
P/CVE. It was designed to focus on root 
causes of terror-related violence.55 By 
2015, the Obama administration had held 
a three-day Countering Violent Extremism 
(CVE) summit to mobilise global support 
for this approach. Meanwhile, UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon issued a 
UN Plan of Action to Prevent Violent 
Extremism (PVE).56 Although the concepts 
were born prior to 2014, ISIL’s violent 
acts, the huge upheaval across the Middle 
East, and the spate of terror attacks from 
Paris to Istanbul seized policymakers 
across the world. With this backdrop, it is 
no surprise that the P/CVE agenda became 
flavour of the month in the Philippines.

3.1  
A new discourse
The attempts to conceptually shift counter-terrorism 
policy towards a ‘root cause’, preventative approach 
and away from reliance on a hard security, kinetic 
approach found a home at the UN. Then, Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon pushed for ‘collective 
preventive action against terrorism . . . in the spirit of 
our United Nations Charter’ that could make the UN 
‘more relevant, more credible, more legitimate and 
more capable in responding to terrorism’.57 Adopted 
by the UN General Assembly in February 2016, the 
UN Plan of Action to PVE introduced the concept of 
PVE to the world – quietly eschewing the undertone 
of partisanship and belligerence implicit in the term 
‘countering’ under the Obama administration’s CVE 
framing.58

For those who rallied behind the P/CVE agenda, it 
was seen as a way to adapt previous counter-terror 
strategies to make them context specific, conflict 
sensitive and human rights centred. Proponents 
argued that P/CVE could mobilise different sectors  
of society to address the multiple drivers of terror 
attacks and support for violent groups – with a 
so-called ‘whole-of-society’ approach.59 This was 
touted as a positive move away from a security-
focused approach and towards a more preventative 
approach. 
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But not everyone was convinced this was the right 
approach. Some felt that because counter-terrorism 
and counter-insurgency approaches were already 
being used by governments to crack down on dissent 
and target minorities, political opponents and 
human rights groups, the UN’s embrace of PVE 
would introduce ‘more mud into already murky 
waters’.60 Others noted that it could further enable 
authoritarian regimes to “subsume other legitimate 
interests under the banner of suppressing ‘violent 
extremism”’.61 Some said that it would put further 
pressure on peace and rights efforts, and would 
likely lead to reduced funding streams for 
peacebuilding, conflict resolution, transitional 
justice and reconciliation that were not branded as 
P/CVE.62 

3.2  
National Action Plan – 
overstretched, 
disjointed and 
disconnected from 
society
A core recommendation included within the UN Plan 
of Action to PVE called for governments to create 
national action plans on PVE to enable context-
specific country strategies.63 This has led to the roll-

out of national action plans around the 
world, with UN agencies such as the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP) often 
playing a central role supporting 
national governments to produce these 
strategies. In 2017, this process began 
in the Philippines, around the same 
time that the Duterte administration put 
Marawi City under siege.

The creation of the Philippines’ 
National Action Plan on P/CVE (NAP P/
CVE) was an inter-agency UN and 
government effort, spearheaded by 
UNDP Philippines. On the government 
side it was led ostensibly by the 
National Security Council and the Anti-
Terrorism Council (ATC). UNDP, not 

having previously been involved in counter-terrorism 
efforts, was now leading the UN charge on P/CVE as 
part of the development agency’s global shift in 
priorities.64 We were told during our research that, to 
aid this process, UNDP Philippines hired a former 

military general as a consultant.65 Other key 
government agencies like the Department of Interior 
and Local Government (DILG) and the Office of the 
Presidential Advisor on the Peace Process, and other 
UN offices such as UN Women and the UN Office on 
Drugs and Crime, were brought in at the latter stage 
of the process.66

The final National Action Plan adopted a broad 
approach putting almost all types of government, UN 
and civil society actions under the P/CVE umbrella: 
from ‘deradicalisation’ to infrastructure, social 
media regulation and even livelihood provision. 
Those consulted for our research observed a number 
of core shortcomings in the National Action Plan: 

i. Lack of buy-in, ownership and 
civil society engagement

Over-influence by the security sector in crafting the 
NAP P/CVE was a common thread in our interviews.67 
Many argued that it had effectively militarised the 
NAP to the point of distorting the idea of a ‘whole-of-
society’ approach to P/CVE.68 A senior civil society 
leader noted the disjunction between the UN 
reference to ‘whole of society’ and the approach 
from former military officials who interpreted it to 
mean “that the entire society will support their 
militarised approach against violent extremism”.69 
Some noted that they felt this was representative of 
the Duterte government’s instrumentalisation of civil 
society as a tool to realise its objectives and build 
support.70

Others noted that an earlier NAP P/CVE draft 
appeared to be pre-prepared prior to consultation 
meetings with civil society, with input from the latter 
being sought retroactively.71 This led to significant 
scepticism as to government and UN agencies’ 
sincerity in seeking input. A common perception 
from those interviewed revealed that the 
consultation process did not invite representatives 
from across the Philippines’ diverse civil society 
spectrum. One interviewee noted that the 
government selected “friendly” NGOs to participate 
in their consultation meetings.72 

Another interviewee observed how even UN Women 
in the Philippines was included only “at the far end”: 
those behind the NAP thought that “since there were 
women participants anyway, that’s enough”. This 
interviewee concluded, “we should not only count 
participation, rather there should be integration of a 
gender lens in all parts of the plan”.73 

Given that the final NAP is not public, for many the 
content and focus of the document remains unclear 
or unknown. Those who had heard about it knew 
very little of it or of the series of consultations 
behind it. Some respondents noted that the “NAP is 

The final National Action 
Plan adopted a broad 
approach putting almost 
all types of government, 
UN and civil society 
actions under the P/CVE 
umbrella: from 
‘deradicalisation’ to 
infrastructure, social 
media regulation and even 
livelihood provision.
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not a rights-based action plan”74 and given that it 
was devised while martial law remained in place in 
Mindanao, it cannot be considered an inclusive 
document, particularly as it was “crafted under a 
highly restrictive and militarised context”.75 Some 
participants were unable to find evidence of their 
specific inputs to the document.76 This echoes the 
perception of CSOs that P/CVE research in the 
Philippines has been an extractive process intended 
to reinforce foregone conclusions.77

The lack of meaningful engagement with civil society 
and stakeholders outside an inner circle of 
government officials and UN employees, combined 
with what appeared to be a pre-cooked strategy, 
betrays an approach that is promoted as a whole-of-
society endeavour.78

ii. Porous conceptual borders 

Given the UN Plan of Action on PVE’s failure to define 
‘violent extremism’, it is no surprise that the NAP  
P/CVE was framed in a way that is most convenient 
to the respective authorities at the national level. 
Several interviewees saw “no difference”79 between 
the Philippine government’s counter-terrorism 
approach and the P/CVE approach, describing them 
as “the same tools of discrimination”.80 A local 
government representative observed that “this lack 
of differentiation” is also in the Anti-Terrorism Act 
(ATA) of 2020, and that “the government treats these 
non-state armed groups [in Mindanao] as extremist 
movements”.81 Two other respondents expressed 
familiarity with military-led P/CVE initiatives, 
describing them as the “usual way of organising” 
communities, wherein “young Indigenous people 
are still being divided”.82 Another individual 
involved in P/CVE programmes said that because 
they saw no difference between the two concepts of 
counter-terrorism and P/CVE, they “use the words 
interchangeably”.83

As argued by Fionnuala D. Ní Aoláin, the Special 
Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms while 
countering terrorism: 

‘Absent any scrutiny or accountability mechanism, 
[C/PVE] can lead to the United Nations legitimizing, 
condoning and enabling action aimed at preventing 
and countering violent extremism that is in clear 
violation of basic human rights and fundamental 
freedoms and disregarding its fundamental role in 
safeguarding international human rights law.’ 84 

This is evidenced by a recent Philippine government 
submission to the UN Office of Legal Affairs on its 
counter-terrorism activities, where insurgent groups 
are referred to as ‘Communist Terrorist Groups’, 
clearly showing how ‘terrorist’ or ‘violent extremist’ 

branding is used by authorities in their overreach 
towards other targets.85

iii. The failure to offer a clear, 
practical framework to reduce 
violence 

Beyond the clear gaps in framing, many we spoke to 
expressed significant concern about whether the 
NAP provides an approach that includes tangible 
activities that could reduce violent attacks in the 
Philippines. Some indicated that they felt it was not 
targeted, noting that for all of the “analysis, 
research, convergence matrices, intervention and 
assignments” produced, the question “how do you 
achieve these ends?” remained 
unanswered.86 In its post-NAP P/CVE 
consultations, the lead government 
agency in charge of implementation 
also received criticisms from CSOs.87 

Those we spoke with noted that the 
“NAP P/CVE is beautifully written but 
there is an implementation problem 
with a recycling of programmes . . . .on 
new frameworks.”88 The 70-page NAP 
references almost every conceivable 
governance, development or security 
programme in some way, but what 
implementers should be prioritising 
remains unclear. Two respondents from 
local government and a national government agency, 
respectively, said that when they look at the NAP, 
they “do not see a plan”, with the latter adding 
“there is not even a framework”.89

More than a year since it was approved, there is still 
doubt about whether there is any progress on the 
NAP P/CVE. A member of the Philippine legislature 
said that there is no way to compel government 
agencies to implement its provisions since what 
matters is the political will of the current 
government – “the NAP P/CVE could be scrapped by 
the next administration!”90 Notably, official 
government reports on implementation efforts by 
the Philippine government include a long list of 
“achievements” and “activities” but they are 
apparently not grounded in the principles, targets 
and goals of the UN P/CVE agenda. In our interviews, 
respondents noted that NAP proponents were 
hoping that President Duterte would pass an 
Executive Order to strengthen implementation. 
However, once the proposed bill on the ATA 
emerged, it became clear that the President was 
going to prioritise a more heavy-handed approach.91

Government incoherence remains a core obstacle to 
the implementation of the NAP P/CVE. One 
respondent said that if government agencies 

Several interviewees saw 
“no difference” between 
the Philippine 
government’s counter-
terrorism approach and 
the P/CVE approach, 
describing them as  
“the same tools of 
discrimination”.
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continue to operate in silos rather than in a coherent 
manner, NAP P/CVE implementation would continue 
to follow the path of least resistance and resemble a 
securitised approach.92 This is largely a result of the 
far greater resources and access to power that the 
Philippine security sector enjoys, which makes it 
easier to reach the far corners of the country and 
harder for other departments to push back on any 
action they take. 

One respondent said that, since the government’s 
priority is counter-insurgency, the implementation of 
P/CVE will take a similar shape.93 Some see 
shortcomings in the NAP as essentially a problem of 
political will, but this perspective ignores important 
flaws in the way authorities have framed P/CVE in 
the Philippines: beyond the problem of 
implementation, the NAP’s definition of P/CVE is 
vague and malleable enough to allow the security 
sector to use it for its own agenda.

Truth telling and memorialisation 
process of the Marawi Siege. 
Naming the unnamed at the 
Maqbara Mass Grave in Marawi City. 
© IID Marawi Mission File Photo
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3.3  
A missed opportunity? 
Prior to the NAP P/CVE, the cornerstone of counter-
terrorism policy in the Philippines was the 2007 
Human Security Act (HSA).94 A compelling case can 
be made that it was indeed time to develop a new 
approach – one that sought to address the root 
causes and drivers of violence in the country would 

have been welcomed. The fact that the 
NAP P/CVE is vaguely worded and 
lacking in precise definitions, that it 
includes all programmes far and wide, 
and that it has failed to consult 
meaningfully with communities and 
civil society groups nationwide, should 
be read as a missed opportunity for 
those trying to influence a shift towards 
a more progressive approach from the 
government. 

Beyond the problem of 
implementation, the 
NAP’s definition of P/CVE 
is vague and malleable 
enough to allow the 
security sector to use it  
for its own agenda.



Yet, given the rhetoric on human rights and security 
approaches from President Duterte’s government, 
one could clearly see that engaging in the creation of 
a P/CVE NAP and expecting a positive outcome was 
probably wishful thinking. UN Special Procedures 
have, on numerous occasions in recent years, 
reported worrying deteriorations in human rights, 
fundamental freedoms and civic space in the 
Philippines.95 But most obviously, given that the  
P/CVE NAP was being developed during the Marawi 
Siege, it should have been clear that the government 
was not about to change its underlying approach to 
counter-terrorism. It does not seem that the UN 
system reflected on the risks of developing a 
national P/CVE plan at the same time that a major, 
problematic counter-terrorism operation took place 
in Mindanao. 

In navigating its relationship with the Philippine 
government, the UN in the Philippines has 
attempted to adopt distinctive approaches to the 

different ongoing armed conflicts in the 
country. However, given the approach 
of the Duterte administration, this 
distinction has not always been 
possible. The NAP P/CVE is a prime 
example of this. The UN envisioned that 
the focus would be on violent groups 
that could threaten the Bangsamoro 
post-agreement process. It was not 
intended to apply to the communist 
armed insurgency, which was not 
referenced in the NAP document.96 
However, while the NAP was being 
produced there were clear signs that 
sections of the Philippine government 
and the security establishment were 
already using counter-terrorism as the 
framework for responding to communist 

and progressive left-wing ideologies. This should 
have raised serious concerns that a UN-led process 
and a UN endorsed agenda were at risk of being 
weaponised by authorities.

Such neutrality by some UN agencies, despite clear 
indications that significant harm was threatened in 
Mindanao and the rest of the country, has led to 
disappointment among many CSOs. These groups 

acknowledge that UN agencies are present in the 
Philippines at the government’s invitation, while 
understanding the need for the UN to remain 
impartial. However, neutrality (not taking a position 
on anything done by parties in a conflict) and 
impartiality (applying the same rules, principles and 
values to all parties without fear or favour) are not 
the same. If one part of the UN country presence 
observes clear harm, the rest of the UN system has a 
responsibility to act accordingly. 

Those consulted for this paper understand the 
limitations of the current political climate but noted 
that they often rely on external entities such as the 
UN to offer a principled yet pragmatic pushback on 
contested issues with the government and the 
military. Although there can be benefits from seeking 
to mitigate harm by establishing trusting and 
cooperative relations with governments who may 
otherwise pursue more harmful actions, there are 
times when UN engagement with a host state should 
be considered too great a risk. This is particularly the 
case given the potential for the UN’s name to be 
used to condone harm. This is a constant dilemma 
for UN country teams but also applies to UN high-
level delegations travelling to countries like the 
Philippines. 

One such visit to Manila in March 2020 by Michèle 
Coninsx, the Executive Director of the Counter-
Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate and 
Vladimir Voronkov, the Under-Secretary-General of 
the UN Office of Counter-Terrorism, has reportedly 
been used by the Philippine government as evidence 
of UN support for its counter-terrorism and P/CVE 
approach. Although the high-level UN delegation 
appears to have stressed ‘balanced implementation’ 
of the UN Global Counter-Terrorism strategy, Filipino 
diplomats have used the trip to justify their 
government’s wider counter-terrorism efforts in UN 
fora.97 The wisdom of such a visit should have been 
questioned based on the potential risk of its 
inadvertently ‘blue-washing’98 the Duterte 
administration’s diminishing respect for human 
rights.99 Either way, the visit by the highest-level UN 
counter-terrorism officials appears to have missed 
an opportunity to appeal to officials in the 
Philippines for a step change in approach.100
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Family of deceased Puroy and Randy 
Dela Cruz, killed by state forces, cry 
as they bring them both to their 
final resting place, on 17 March 2021 
in Rizal, Luzon, Philippines. The 
tribe members of the Sierra Madre 
Mountain range fled their homes 
after two of their tribe were killed  
by state forces on 7 March.  
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4 
The impact of preventing or 
countering violent extremism 
in the Philippines

The National Action Plan did not bring  
P/CVE to the Philippines – related 
programmes had already been taking 
place since 2015.101 Yet the NAP P/CVE did 
serve to entrench the agenda nationwide 
and among relevant state and non-state 
stakeholders working to address peace 
and security concerns. Here we note a 
number of problematic impacts, which  
are not always acknowledged by those 
involved. 

4.1  
Reshaping priorities 
and co-opting civil 
society
The P/CVE agenda and the NAP P/CVE in the 
Philippines has led many national and subnational 
organisations to reframe their work to ensure they 
remain suitable partners for the many international 
organisations who bring P/CVE money and 
programmes into the country, often without 
understanding the implications of doing so.102  
Often women’s rights and youth-led organisations 
are most affected by these developments, since 
many P/CVE programmes target young people and 
women with counter-recruitment and counter-
messaging activities. Prioritising women and young 
people both as subjects and conduits of P/CVE has 
rarely been premised on efforts to support their 
agency or rights to non-discrimination or equality. 
Instead, it is founded on a supposed strategic 
rationale that it will lead to localised and credible 
strategies for countering terrorism.103 The tendency 
to instrumentalise these groups for counter-
terrorism ends has been accelerated in the 
Philippines in P/CVE programming: “youth are now 
used as a new arm against violent groups, but there 
is no long term strategy on what this means.”104

One NGO worker said that “prevention for  
[the military] is prevention of radicalisation  
and recruitment, rather than prevention as 
addressing the roots of violent conflict. 
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The military’s dominant ‘whole of society’ lens is not 
based on recognition and respect of plural 
approaches in addressing the multifaceted nature of 

violent conflict, but on the belief that 
the rest of society should follow and be 
mobilised to implement a military-led 
strategy on addressing conflict.”105 It is 
in this context that young women and 
men are being engaged in P/CVE 
programmes.

However, it is worth noting that the 
state is not in a tense relationship with 
the entirety of civil society on P/CVE 
issues. Some segments of civil society 
have evolved to form organisations that 
have developed close relationships 
with the government and even the 
security sector. Many interviewees 
indicated that the groups which support 
the P/CVE agenda have been 
implementing programmes without 

casting a critical eye on the downstream harms and 
implications because the government is one of the 
few sources of funding available to them.106 

4.2  
Aiding a crackdown 
on opposition and 
dissent
The embrace of the concept of radicalisation within 
the NAP P/CVE is an unhelpful development, given 
the concept’s ambiguous and subjective nature.107 
UN Special Rapporteur Ní Aoláin notes that 
governments and the UN should recognise ‘the lack 
of certainty’ in the theories underpinning 
radicalisation and PVE, and therefore should think 
much more carefully about the widespread use of  
P/CVE programming.108 

At a practical level, this gives governments the 
authority to determine which ideas and groups are 
‘radical’ and ‘extreme’ and often leads to efforts to 
tackle ‘extremism’ whether or not it is violent. In the  
Philippines, the criteria used to assess ‘radicalisation’  
can now include people’s political persuasion, their 
religion or their educational institutions. When this 
is combined with government efforts to generalise 
and label ‘terrorists’, radicals, religious ‘extremists’, 
insurgents, rebels and separatists as ‘enemies of the 
state’, the problem becomes apparent. It has led to 
P/CVE interventions and deterrent measures that 
have targeted student groups, dissenting 

movements and certain minority groups. The use of 
P/CVE as a guise intended to further securitise and 
militarise communities by branding groups within 
those communities as ‘radical’ or ‘extremist’ is a 
slippery slope which will continue to have far-
reaching negative consequences. 

This proliferation of the terms ‘extremist’ and 
‘radical’ poses dangers for people who may find 
themselves being ‘red-tagged’ or labelled as 
‘terrorists. ’Increasing numbers of human rights 
defenders,109 journalists,110 labour and farming group 
members,111 Indigenous people,112 environmental 
and Indigenous People’s rights activists,113 
lawyers,114 doctors115 and priests116 have received 
death threats, been summarily killed, or died in 
police operations, after being red-tagged by the 
government for their alleged communist sympathies. 
For example, in August 2020, Randall Echanis 
became the fourth political consultant for the 
National Democratic Front of the Philippines killed 
by authorities during a security operation.117  
His death followed the killings of Sotero Llamas,118 
Randy Malayao and Julius Giron. According to a 2020 
Commission on Human Rights report, at least 134 
human rights defenders have been killed since 
2016.119 An independent report by the Free Legal 
Assistance Group recorded the killing of 61 lawyers, 
judges and prosecutors during the Duterte 
administration.120 This is far in excess of the number 
of legal practitioners killed during President Marcos’ 
dictatorship until President Aquino III’s government. 
The report found that 43 percent (26) of the killings 
were connected to their work or their legal practice.121 

These killings must be viewed in connection to 
counter-terrorism measures. They are not simply 
inconvenient truths. Global rhetoric on ‘terrorism’ 
and ‘violent extremism’ has provided fertile ground 
for the Duterte administration to pursue a 
securitised strategy to invalidate and eliminate 
opposition and dissenting groups by labelling them 
as ‘terrorists’ or ‘sympathisers and supporters of 
terrorists’. 

4.3  
Securitising 
communities while 
failing to provide 
security 
Although P/CVE programmes are designed to 
address the conditions conducive to the emergence 

The military’s dominant 
‘whole of society’ lens is 
not based on recognition 
and respect of plural 
approaches in addressing 
the multifaceted nature of 
violent conflict, but on the 
belief that the rest of 
society should follow and 
be mobilised to implement 
a military-led strategy on 
addressing conflict.
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of conflict and violent behaviour by specific 
individuals and groups, some have not proven 
effective. For example, the Balik Baril (‘guns-for-
cash’) programme, revived by the Duterte 
government in 2018, worked to encourage armed 
groups and individuals to disarm with financial 
incentives.122 A respondent confided that “this 
programme did not prevent people from arming 
themselves and making money out of providing 
private security services to others or possibly other 
crimes. However, if they don’t make a profit out of 
having weapons, only then will they surrender them 
in exchange for cash provided by the P/CVE 
programme.”123

In relation to this, the Philippine security sector’s 
reliance on ‘de-radicalisation’ to address both ISIL-
inspired terror attacks and armed conflict involving 
communist movements, shows the tendency of  
P/CVE to put a wide array of complex social conflicts 
into a single template approach, at the expense of 
nuanced and context-sensitive interventions. A 
sweeping ‘de-radicalisation’ framework undermines 
conditions for a politically-negotiated settlement 
and transformation. It does so by encouraging 
assumptions that certain conflict groups are 
essentially illegitimate and irreconcilable, and it 
exposes ‘vulnerable’ communities or sectors such as 
youth, women, ethnic minorities and Indigenous 
people to further discrimination, repression and 
harm.

Considering the limitations of the current P/CVE 
agenda in the Philippines, one interviewee 
highlighted “a lack of understanding that human 
security cannot come without conflict reduction”.124 
Securitisation extends to the work of NGOs and 
others who are involved in peacebuilding and 
community empowerment at the grassroots level. 
Their advocacy efforts and status in society – often 
the product of years of careful development and 
trust-building – have been rapidly repurposed in the 
service of P/CVE. Some local CSOs have the 
impression that current projects must be oriented 
toward this agenda or at least contain some of its 
dimensions to merit funding. As P/CVE has become 
the current ‘darling of the donors’, well-established 
NGOs and community organisations are having 
difficulty in meeting expectations, with the risk that 
P/CVE programmes are implemented in a superficial 
and unsustainable manner.125 There is a significant 
risk that peacebuilding, development and 
governance work is being subsumed into the 
counter-terrorism and P/CVE agenda – securitising 
these efforts and skewing the priorities of those 
implementing the work.

Ultimately, it is difficult to ascertain the true extent of 
the P/CVE programmes’ impact in the Philippines, 
given the propensity for many organisations to either 

avoid framing their work in these terms or, 
conversely, for others to repackage their work to fit 
P/CVE criteria. Notably, there is a significant 
shortage of publicly available evaluations of P/CVE 
programmes globally, and the Philippines is no 
different in this respect. Although informal 
assessments, indicate some successful 
programming, to date there has been no rigorous 
analysis of the true impacts of P/CVE programming 
in the country.126

4.4  
Dividing society and 
discriminating against 
minorities 
Members of minority communities in the Philippines, 
such as Indigenous people, Moros or Muslims, often 
find themselves in the crosshairs of counter-
terrorism and P/CVE. Not only are they targeted by 
security forces under the state’s counter-terrorism 
strategy, they are also subject to surveillance and 
policing programmes packaged as P/CVE. 

Under a Manila Police District memorandum dated 
January 2020, information on Muslim youth and 
students in the National Capital Region was being 
gathered for PVE initiatives.127 Earlier in November 
2019, the police entered into the office of a long-
established Mindanao-based peacebuilding 
organisation without a warrant, checked the living 
quarters and inspected the bags of young Moros 
from Marawi who had just attended a training course 
on trauma healing and psychosocial support.128 

Many believe that the government’s definition of, 
and approaches to, radicalisation are not culturally 
sensitive, with P/CVE programmes 
claiming that minority communities’ 
places of learning (such as madrasahs 
or schools for Indigenous people) were 
being used for radicalisation and 
recruitment to violent groups. This 
‘usual suspects’ approach is far too 
generalised and is “insensitive to the 
historical grievances” that lead many to 
join or support violent groups in the 
Philippines.129 

Marawi community leaders described 
the tendency of P/CVE to portray and 
view aggrieved communities as 
‘vulnerable’ and therefore a source of threat and  
a target for policing.130, 131 Mainstream P/CVE 

Marawi community 
leaders described the 
tendency of P/CVE to 
portray and view 
aggrieved communities as 
‘vulnerable’ and therefore 
a source of threat and a 
target for policing.
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approaches treat those who in reality are often on 
the receiving end of aggression from intolerant 
violent groups as potential threats themselves.  
P/CVE programming based on such framing 

re-victimises groups and robs affected 
populations of their agency. Those we 
spoke to said that this often leads to 
programmes and authorities 
overlooking, and then potentially 
fuelling, their feelings of grief, isolation 
and marginalisation. One Marawi 
respondent expressed the view that  
P/CVE approaches and programmes 
define them as “vulnerable” and as 
having an “element of mistrust”, rather 
than basing interventions on trust and 
on recognition of community members’ 
potential to become peacebuilders: 

“the government treats vulnerable sectors as 
potential members of violent groups. P/CVE 
programmes are supposed to be the ‘medicine’ or 
treatment to cure members of these sectors.”132 

This new form of discrimination further ostracises 
already marginalised people and creates mistrust 
rather than empowering them to safeguard their own 
communities.133 We heard many similar anecdotes 
about overreach by authorities specifically targeting 
minority groups. There were also worrying reports of 
individuals being reported to the authorities as 
members of violent groups, based on unfounded 
suspicion.134, 135

The P/CVE rubric also generates mistrust between 
NGOs and the communities they are supposed to 
serve. One practitioner told us that they are regularly 
asked why Muslim communities are singled out for 
their interventions, or if they provide intelligence to 
the government.136 This continues to limit civil 
society groups’ ability to support and help 
populations in need.137 

This is also evident in the government’s campaign, 
under the guise of counter-terrorism, against 
communist groups. The National Task Force to End 
Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) – an 
inter-agency initiative that employs a ‘whole nation’ 
approach to mobilise all relevant partners within the 
government and society through convergence 
efforts – has become a central platform for action in 
recent years. The Duterte administration’s inability 
to impose democratic civilian control has put the 
military in the front seat of this anti-communist 
drive.138 

Current collaborative programmes where local 
governments, NGOs and communities such as the 
Community and Service-Oriented Policing System 
that feature ‘regular barangay visitations and 
intensified social awareness on crime and violence 
prevention’,139 have been hijacked by NTF-ELCAC, 

with the military taking charge of this and similar 
programmes. These programmes had previously 
been designed to raise community concerns on 
security issues but now authorities are reportedly 
imposing their narrow security framework140 One 
interviewee noted that something similar was 
happening in local level peace and order councils, 
which are effectively becoming forums for “spying on 
everyone” and could now be viewed as part of the 
“counter-insurgency infrastructure”.141 

Earlier in 2019, the Department of Education ordered 
the closure of 55 schools for Indigenous people. This 
move followed the recommendation and allegations 
of an NTF-ELCAC report that such schools are 
communist propaganda sites and rebel fronts. This 
step disenfranchised young Indigenous students 
whose only access to education is often through 
these schools. The move also threatened the 
communities’ abilities to preserve their cultural 
traditions, which such schools were founded 
upon.142 As one commentator aptly remarked, 
‘McCarthyism witch hunt has again reared its ugly 
head. [And] the victims are . . . the Indigenous 
peoples.’143 These are the same young Indigenous 
people whom the government’s counter-insurgency 
and counter-terrorism efforts purportedly seek to 
‘save’.144 

‘Learning institutions’ are codified as a core target 
for the NAP with a range of suggested interventions, 
including mainstreaming PVE in school curriculums. 
The NAP, for example, references the Mindanao State 
University in relation to the need to target learning 
institutions, focusing – in its rationale – on potential 
supporters of the Maute group. 

Recent government hostility towards the University 
of the Philippines shows just how easy this leap is. 
Although not specifically part of a P/CVE programme, 
the recent controversial move by the Department of 
National Defense to scrap an agreement with the 
university that had prevented it from entering the 
campus without university administration approval 
illustrates how counter-terrorism and the 
‘deradicalisation’ agendas are being used to assert 
greater military control over civilian spaces and 
liberal institutions.145 Defense Secretary Delfin 
Lorenzana justified the move, claiming that the 
‘University of the Philippines has become the 
breeding ground of intransigent individuals and 
groups whose extremist beliefs have inveigled 
students to join their ranks to fight against the 
government’, and that ‘the country’s premier state 
university has become a safe haven for enemies of 
the state’. 

The proliferation of approaches that stigmatise, 
surveil and intimidate communities under the 
increasingly pervasive control of the military is 
generating distrust and division.

The government treats 
vulnerable sectors as 
potential members of 
violent groups. P/CVE 
programmes are supposed 
to be the ‘medicine’ or 
treatment to cure 
members of these sectors
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5
A dangerous new chapter – 
the 2020 anti-terror law

After its agreement, the NAP P/CVE was 
supposed to be the guiding framework for 
government agencies, multilaterals and 
civil society groups’ counter-terror 
efforts. However, rather than 
institutionalise the NAP P/CVE, the 
Duterte government pushed for the 
ascension of another, separate anti-terror 
law – the Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA). 

Replacing the 2007 Human Security Act (HSA), this 
new law provides the government with more pre-
emptive powers to counter ‘terrorism’. At the time of 
publication, the law was under deliberation by the 
Supreme Court. It casts a dangerous shadow over 
rebels, dissidents and critics of Duterte’s 
government alike, all of whom could be labelled as 
‘terrorists’ under its provisions. According to a 
government official, “it is more a penal tool than a 
preventative instrument against violent 
extremism”.146

The 2020 ATA expands the definition of ‘terrorism’, 
empowers the government’s executive branch 
through an Anti-Terrorism Council (ATC) to designate 
individuals or organisations as ‘terrorists’ for the 
purpose of surveillance and financial monitoring, 
and removes oversight mechanisms 
and the power of the courts to authorise 
investigations into bank accounts. 
According to legal experts’ 
interpretation, while the state’s new 
power to designate individuals or 
groups as ‘terrorists’ is part of its 
mandate to guarantee security, it 
nevertheless puts in jeopardy the most 
sacred right – the right to life – which is 
enshrined in the Constitution, and it 
undermines the fundamental right to 
freedom from fear.147 Viewed alongside 
the current crackdown on civil liberties, political 
rights and other freedoms in the Philippines, the law 
is a worrying development.148 UN Special Procedures 
have expressed grave concerns that the ATA will 
allow authorities excessive breadth and scope to 
prosecute legitimate acts. In a direct communication 
with the government of the Philippines, they note 
that the ATA: 

UN Special Procedures 
have expressed grave 
concerns that the ATA will 
allow authorities 
excessive breadth and 
scope to prosecute 
legitimate acts.
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‘. . . raises serious concerns regarding the protection 
and promotion of a number of fundamental human 
rights . . . in particular . . . the Act raises serious 
concerns regarding the designation of individuals 
and civil society and humanitarian organizations as 
“terrorists” in the context of ongoing discrimination 
directed at religious and other minorities, human 
rights defenders and political opponents.’ 149

It uses a definition of ‘terrorism’ that is ‘overbroad 
and vague’,150 and offers little distinction between 
organisations that commit acts of terror and 

revolutionary armed movements – 
another example of attempts by 
authorities to blur the lines between 
violent acts of terror and political 
opposition in general. The inclusion of 
language aimed at preventing material 
support to a group or an activity that is 
deemed ‘terrorist’ creates a clear threat 
for any individual or group that 
interacts with armed movements in the 
country. The consequence of this is to 
deter any engagement with such 
movements, however well intended – 
pushing the country away from peace. 
Although it outlines an exemption for 
humanitarian groups, some have 
argued that the law could have a 
chilling effect on agencies delivering 

aid and on community groups trying to support a 
peace process and a move away from armed 
conflict.151 

5.1  
The National Action 
Plan on Preventing 
and Countering 
Violent Extremism 
and the Anti-Terrorism 
Act 
Some civil society advocates view the ATA’s adoption 
as clear evidence of insufficient buy-in to the NAP  
P/CVE from the Duterte government. Others suggest 
that it demonstrates how the NAP was specifically a 
UN approach, imposed on the Philippines, and that 
the language included in the ATA exhibits the Duterte 
administration’s true colours. While some sections 
of the civilian government – and even the military – 

aspire to reform the domestic counter-terror 
approach through P/CVE and the NAP,152 this does 
not appear to be the consensus view. A senior 
government official said that P/CVE could have been 
referred to more explicitly in the law but emphasised 
that the preventative approach to violent groups 
could be found – by reading between the lines.153 
Some have argued that the ATA nullifies many of the 
UN’s priorities. For example, whereas the NAP P/CVE 
talks about root causes, gendered impacts and 
human rights, the ATA is likely to infringe on basic 
civil liberties, due process and the rule of law.154

While human rights groups in the Philippines have 
filed cases questioning the ATA’s constitutionality, 
other civil society members are already anticipating 
the ill-effects of the law. In the words of a community 
organiser in Mindanao, “The passage of the ATA [will] 
lead to the securitisation and militarisation of the 
NAP P/CVE.”155 

On the other hand, some of our respondents argued 
that while the government never really committed to 
the P/CVE approach, it was always seen as a 
convenient way to ensure that counter-terrorism 
became the “priority agenda”.156 There was no 
resistance to multilaterals and external states 
pouring resources into P/CVE trainings, the creation 
of a national action plan and other related 
programmes – because such efforts ultimately 
contributed to the threat narrative that the 
authorities were keen to amplify. In turn, this 
enabled the security sector to gather intellectual and 
political support to invest in the military and to 
adopt a new anti-terrorism law.157, 158 One respondent 
said they felt it was “no coincidence that after years 
of trying, the ATA was finally able to be passed after 
the NAP was finalised”.159 

5.2  
Peace processes
For many, this second wave of counter-terrorism will 
have a disastrous effect on the fragile peace gains in 
many contexts nationwide, and poses the risk of a 
return to violence. Given the multiple peace 
processes in the Philippines, the impact of counter-
terrorism on each of them will not, of course, be 
uniform.

i. Bangsamoro transition

In relation to Bangsamoro, anti-terrorism legislation 
should – in theory – support peacebuilding and 
normalisation since it deters and punishes further 
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multilaterals and external 
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into P/CVE trainings, the 
creation of a national 
action plan and other 
related programmes – 
because such efforts 
ultimately contributed to 
the threat narrative that 
the authorities were keen 
to amplify.
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violence and conflict. Acts of terror and violent 
groups are of serious concern given their potential to 
spoil the normalisation phase of the peace 
process.160

A member of the Bangsamoro parliament warned 
that the ATA could undermine the peace process if it 
is: 

“. . . wielded as a means to maliciously target certain 
persons, groups, or communities given the fragile 
trust accorded by the Muslims to the government. 
Violations or abuses stemming from the law must be 
avoided, but if they happen, they must be met with 
swift and decisive steps to hold the perpetrators 
accountable.” 161 

Those we spoke with anticipated that the ATA could 
embolden security officials since it “leaves a lot of 
discretion to these officers”. There is a real fear that 
“some officers [particularly those who are not from 
BARMM] exhibit a certain degree of prejudice against 
Muslims and other minorities” and that this might 
result in significant overreach. This is grounded in 
the “demonstrated history of human rights abuses, 
backed by a culture of impunity among the ranks”.162

Bangsamoro’s experience of counter-terrorism 
provides little comfort. At the height of the global 
war on terror, Moros and Muslims in the Philippines 
bore the brunt, not only of attacks from local violent 
groups but also of human rights violations by law 
enforcement. People who are both Moro and Muslim 
are especially exposed to these abuses as both 
identities suffer negative stereotyping by the 
authorities – as well as from wider segments of 
Filipino society – and unjust perceptions about their 
propensity for ‘terrorism’. Incidents of illegal and 
unwarranted arrests in pursuit of local and 
international ‘terror’ groups are well-documented in 
the island provinces163 – sometimes extending to the 
port city of Zamboanga, which links the islands to 
mainland Mindanao. In the years following the 
Estrada administration’s ‘all-out war’ in Mindanao 
and the passage of the 2007 HSA under the 
Macapagal-Arroyo administration, human rights 
abuses escalated. Human rights defenders who 
often find themselves on the frontline of conflict 
have consistently documented cases involving 
unwarranted arrests, unlawful detention, torture, the 
use of ‘John Doe warrants’, and the killings of 
civilians caught in armed encounters between state 
security forces and known armed groups.164

These issues are compounded by the dangerous 
conflation of revolutionary groups that defend 
Bangsamoro’s struggle for self-determination with 
violent groups that commit acts of terror within and 
against Moro and Muslim communities. This has led 
to many assumptions being made about 
communities, without their consultation. A narrative 

that treats these populations simultaneously as 
‘dangerous’ and ‘vulnerable’ has made them the 
primary target of the highly securitised counter-
terrorism approach.

Significant strides in the peace process in 
Bangsamoro, with a transitional regional 
government installed in 2020 and positive 
developments in decommissioning combatants and 
arms, are likely to be threatened if current counter-
terror and P/CVE approaches are applied to this 
context. The MILF-led Bangsamoro transition 
government has exercised prudence in this regard.165 
It has distanced itself from ‘threats’ and 
‘vulnerabilities’, language which was adopted by the 
national government in the NAP P/CVE, and instead 
adopted a ‘resilience’ and culturally sensitive model 
in the development of its ‘Bangsamoro Convergence 
Framework on Community Resilience’. 

ii. The communist armed conflict

When it comes to the communist armed conflict, the 
impact of the counter-terrorism approach and the 
ATA has been profound and violent. At a macro level, 
the shift from peace negotiations to a military 
approach – in which counter-terrorism language, 
logic and frameworks are applied – 
have undermined efforts to further  
the peace process with the Communist 
Party of the Philippines, the New 
People’s Army and the National 
Democratic Front of the Philippines 
(CPP-NPA-NDFP).

Promising developments in the peace 
process in 2017 have since unravelled 
following the termination of 
negotiations and the subsequent 
attempts to label the CPP-NPA as 
‘terrorist communists’. The Philippine government 
has escalated its labelling of the CPP-NPA as a 
Communist Terrorist Group, a branding used 
previously by the military but not by the civilian 
government until the negotiations were terminated 
in November 2019.166 Within a few months, the 
Department of Justice sought to declare the CPP-NPA 
a ‘terrorist’ organisation under the HSA.167 Following 
delayed progress in the courts, the government has 
taken a new tack in changing the law to transfer 
powers from the judiciary to the executive branch, 
allowing them to designate individuals or 
communities as ‘terrorists’.168 The argument about 
whether the CPP-NPA is a ‘terrorist organisation’ or a 
revolutionary movement is fraught with bias and 
there is a long history of violence between the 
communist armed movement and the military. 

When it comes to the 
communist armed conflict, 
the impact of the counter-
terrorism approach and 
the ATA has been profound 
and violent.
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It is worth noting that the collapse of the peace talks 
was not caused primarily by the emergence of 
counter-terrorism. Instead, counter-terrorism can be 
seen as a contributory factor that exacerbated 
mutual distrust among the parties about the other’s 
sincerity in the peace negotiations. However, while it 
did not lead to negotiations completely falling apart, 
the adoption of the counter-terrorism approach does 
mark a major escalation of the conflict with the 
communist insurgency. 

In particular, the designation of the CPP-NPA as a 
‘terrorist’ organisation increased mutual distrust 
between the two parties, and made a return to the 
negotiating table almost impossible for the near 

future. Experiences around the world clearly show 
that counter-terrorism frameworks significantly 
hamper or derail peace negotiations and mediation 
efforts.169

At the local level, this is likely to mean an increase in 
harassment against specific sectors that are 
perceived, rightly or wrongly, as being supportive of 
or sympathetic to the communist armed struggle. It 
could lead to increased violence and displacement 
in communities located in known NPA areas. CSOs 
and critics are at risk of being tagged as alleged 
communist fronts by security forces. But there is a 
risk that Indigenous communities will suffer the most 
serious repercussions; these communities are often 
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perceived by the military as main targets of NPA 
recruitment and they reside in many of the active 
conflict areas. In fact, the first case under the new 
anti-terrorism law is against two Aetas – members of 
an Indigenous community in Central Luzon.170 

We interviewed an Indigenous youth and community 
organiser who recalled being told by a government 
official that he was perhaps an NPA member, 
because “he knows how to speak up”. He said that 
when you talk about human rights, “you are tagged 
or perceived as a member of the NPA and you are 
already a terrorist”.171 He was included on a so-called 
‘NPA/terrorist list’ and summoned four times by the 

military to disprove his NPA membership.172 This is a 
common and harmful downstream effect of counter-
terrorism and the P/CVE agenda – witnessed in a 
number of different contexts around the world.173 
Young Muslim men are frequently the target of such 
repressive approaches, but in the Philippines this is 
also increasingly manifested in the targeting of 
organisations and individuals that are believed to 
sympathise with dissident politics. 

Aftermath of the Siege of Marawi 
inside the Islamic city’s Most 
Affected Areas (MAA). 
© IID Marawi Mission File Photo



5.2 
Impact on civic space
The resurgence of counter-terrorism has not only 
inflamed ongoing armed conflicts and caused harms 
to affected communities directly affected by these 
conflicts. The counter-terror approach has also been 
used to restrict civic space and to delegitimise 
activists, progressive groups and critics. On 
numerous occasions the Duterte administration has 
made unsubstantiated allegations about the links 
between various human rights and humanitarian 
organisations, as well as political opposition parties 
such as that of the sitting Vice-President on the one 
hand, and the CPP and the NPA on the other.174 

As a result, activists are increasingly afraid they will 
be ‘red tagged’ or wrongly accused and punished for 
links with the CPP-NPA.175, 176 

Such incidents are hardly new. In October 2018, the 
AFP spokesperson for the NTF-ELCAC identified at 
least 18 schools where the CPP-NPA had allegedly 
recruited students, raising fears of a crackdown on 

universities and student activists.177 
This charge was repeated in January 
2021.178 In August 2018, the Department 
of Justice filed a petition linking 648 
people with the CPP-NPA, including 
Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, the UN Special 
Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous 
peoples,179 before cutting the list to 
include just eight individuals.180 
Following this, the Justice Secretary 
admitted that the ‘Department of 

Justice itself did not have any personal verification of 
any connection by these individuals with the CPP-
NPA’ and that the names and aliases came from the 
intelligence units of the AFP and the Philippine 
National Police.181 

Under the shadow of the new ATA, such measures 
are becoming more frequent and challenging to 
address. Bank accounts of some human rights and 
humanitarian organisations that are alleged by the 
ATC to be ‘communist terrorist’ fronts have been 
frozen.182 This was justified by the Anti-Money 
Laundering Council Authority who provided ‘vague 
reasoning that there was probable cause that the 
[accounts] are related to terrorism financing’.183 

In early 2021, citing recent ATC resolutions that 
designated various organisations as ‘terrorist’ and 
apparently to regulate NGO funding to prevent 
financing of ‘terrorism’, the Department of Foreign 
Affairs informed all diplomatic missions in the 
Philippines to declare foreign government funding 
for NGOs ‘regardless of mode of disbursement, 
transfer or download of funds’ for appropriate 
clearance.184 Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin 
Jr later clarified that ‘this doesn’t affect legit [sic] 
NGOs’ since ‘it is how a responsible government 
monitors where money comes from and goes to in 
the face of insurgent and terrorist-secessionist 
threats’.185 

When it comes to who is legitimate or not, it appears 
that the government will decide. Earlier in January, 
the DILG required CSOs ‘to secure clearances’ from 
the AFP and the Philippine National Police, 
indicating that they must be ‘cleared from any illegal 
and subversive activities’ in order for them to be 
accredited to join a local ‘People’s Council’ of CSOs 
and to determine their ‘legitimacy’.186

The Duterte administration appears to have seized 
upon external interest in counter-terrorism to 
strengthen a national approach with far-reaching 
legislation. This is being used to enable a crackdown 
on dissent, restrict civic space and destroy fragile 
peace processes across the country. The playbook 
that so many authoritarian governments have 
followed is being replicated in the Philippines. Now 
released, it will be hard to put the genie back in the 
bottle.
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6 
Reframing engagement – 
towards a new approach  
in the Philippines

The Philippines sits at a precarious 
crossroads. The gradual takeover of 
democratic, civilian functions by 
authoritarian leaders has left little scope 
to rethink the current militarised 
approach to violence, conflict and 
instability. The ATA’s passage in June 
2020 may well set the country on a course 
that will be hard to change. The ongoing 
deliberations in the Supreme Court on an 
unprecedented thirty-seven petitions 
challenging the constitutionality of the 
ATA may just halt the hitherto unimpeded 
march towards securitisation and 
militarisation.187 If security assistance 
partners, donors, the UN and civil society 
were hesitant to draw conclusions prior to 
the accession of this act, the ATA – 
whether it is deemed unconstitutional or 
not – has at least made the government’s 
intentions clear. 

While previous administrations in the Philippines 
sowed the seeds for the rise of militarism, the 
current administration has taken it to new levels, 
placing the military in almost total control of the 
civilian government. As democratic institutions are 
run into the ground, the generals have taken over. 

For this authoritarian government, the counter-
terrorism agenda has provided further justification 
for a ‘shoot first and ask questions later’ approach to 
political and security challenges. In recent years, 
religious and ethnic minorities, political 
opposition, dissenting groups and 
anyone unlucky enough to be deemed 
an enemy of the state have been the 
targets. The boundaries between the 
counter-terrorism, counter-insurgency 
and P/CVE agendas are now blurred. 
Many of those we spoke to in the course 
of this research viewed these agendas 
simply as different faces of the same 
approach. Indeed, the specific body of 
the Philippine government under the 
DILG, tasked to coordinate the NAP on 
P/CVE, is called ‘Preventing and 
Countering Violent Extremism and 
Insurgency – Project Management Office’. While an 
agenda that claims to invest in prevention and in 
tackling root causes remains tied to more belligerent 
strategies, profound risks and contradictions will 
persist.188 

For this authoritarian 
government, the 
counterterrorism agenda 
has provided further 
justification for a ‘shoot 
first and ask questions 
later’ approach to political 
and security challenges.
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A common response to criticism of the P/CVE agenda 
is the assertion that the framing helps to influence  
a shift away from hard security and towards a 

developmental, human rights-based 
approach. During our research, some of 
our respondents maintained this line in 
regards to the Philippines. Yet we see 
scant evidence that this is happening.  
The passage of the ATA and the lack of 
clarity about where the NAP P/CVE now 
stands in relation to it, combined with 
the conduct of the wider Duterte 
administration and the security 
establishment, does not suggest P/CVE 
is making a positive difference. Instead, 
the P/CVE discourse has played a role 
in inflating the threat of ‘terrorism’ and 

in ensuring counter-terrorism is the primary lens 
through which to view conflict in the country. This 
has enabled authorities to wage another ‘war of 

hearts and minds’ against ‘enemies of the state’  
and political enemies and, in turn, move away from  
a preventative and holistic approach and towards a 
coercive and militaristic model.

Ultimately, our analysis shows how the P/CVE 
agenda in the Philippines has not been implemented 
in a manner through which ‘legislation, policies, 
strategies and practices . . . [are] firmly grounded in 
the respect for human rights and the rule of law’.189 
In reality, the situation in the Philippines reflects 
Special Rapporteur Ní Aoláin’s warnings, whereby 
‘many practices for preventing and countering 
violent extremism involve targeting particular 
people, communities and groups, giving rise to 
assumptions about their “suspect”, profiling, 
excluding and compounding structural 
discrimination and exclusion, including surveillance 
and harassment.’190 

Aftermath of the Siege of Marawi. 
© IID Marawi Mission File Photo

The P/CVE discourse has 
played a role in inflating 
the threat of ‘terrorism’ 
and in ensuring counter-
terrorism is the primary 
lens through which to 
view conflict in the 
country.



reframing engagement – towards a new approach in the philippines  39

Recommendations
In this context, it is worth questioning why some 
external states, UN agencies and international NGOs 
are continuing to engage in programming in an area 
that is clearly leading to direct harms. The Duterte 
administration’s exploitation of the P/CVE agenda 
should clearly indicate to all involved that this is not 
a neutral development agenda or an approach that 
respects human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
Instead, this highly politicised agenda is used to 
pursue militarised, security ends. For these reasons, 
all those involved should consider carefully how to 
move forward with a focus on the ways to address 
the risks to peace, stability, human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.

Lessons at the national level

Our analysis generates observations that should 
precipitate serious reflection at national level. 
Among those who will need to reflect are states and 
multilateral entities providing security and 
development assistance to the Philippines, 
international NGOs and other implementing 
organisations, local and national authorities, and 
Filipino civil society. Four key lessons have emerged:

1. People should come before external policy 
frameworks: The process for the Philippines NAP on 
P/CVE appears to have prioritised an external policy 
framework over the needs and demands of 
communities nationwide. Security should be people-
centred as a process, not centred on a policy 
framework. UN agencies, international NGOs and 
national CSOs in the Philippines should 
acknowledge the shortcomings of the P/CVE agenda 
in the Philippines and shift towards policies that – 
unlike P/CVE – are developed with, and enjoy the 
support of, a cross-section of Philippine society 
including minority groups, women and youth. To do 
this, all entities working on peace and security need 
to commit to broadening and deepening the 
engagement with Philippine society especially those 
that are most affected by state repression and 
violence. This cannot be optional. Instead, it should 
be central to any strategies, efforts and programmes 
to build peace and prevent violence.

2. Human rights norms are central to avoiding 
downstream harms: For too long violations of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms have been 
treated as unintended consequences of counter-
terrorism approaches. Two decades of reports from 
UN Special Procedures show clearly that these 
unintended consequences are in fact 
wholly predictable. Downstream harms 
will continue until a conscious effort is 
made to recalibrate all counter-
terrorism and P/CVE programming to 
make human rights fulfilment a central 
goal. To mitigate these harms, UN 
agencies, international NGOs and 
national CSOs should ensure all P/CVE 
and counter-terrorism programming 
and policies include a conflict 
sensitivity assessment and a gender 
analysis in the design, implementation 
and evaluation phases. The UN already 
has some of these tools in place (UN Human Rights 
Due Diligence Policy,191 the UNDP Risk Management 
for PVE Programmes,192 Gender mainstreaming 
principles, dimensions and priorities for PVE). 
Operationalising these prior to programming is 
crucial.

3. Impartiality is not neutrality: UN agencies, 
international NGOs and – to some extent – some 
national CSOs are right to try and maintain 
impartiality. For UN agencies present in the 
Philippines, this is a requirement. But impartiality is 
not the same as neutrality. The entirety of the UN 
system with presence in the Philippines, 
international NGOs and national CSOs cannot be 
neutral in relation to an agenda that is causing 
significant human rights harms, exacerbating 
conflict and derailing peace processes. If 
programming is contributing – directly or indirectly – 
to the shrinking of civic space, to criminalising 
opposition, or to spying on minorities, then UN 
agencies, international NGOs and national CSOs 
should refuse to cooperate with authorities. Beyond 
programming, this must also extend to terminology 
and language. The use of language like ‘Communist 
Terrorist Groups’ and ‘violent extremist groups’ is not 
without prejudice in the Philippines and has been 
liberally used to justify harmful security responses in 
recent years. Stakeholders should avoid replicating 
blanket, divisive and value-laden terms such as 
‘extremists’ or ‘radicals’, and employ terminology 
such as ‘violent groups committing terror attacks’ 
that clearly focuses attention on the act of violence 
rather than the perceived political persuasion and 
identity of the individual/group in question.

It is worth questioning 
why some external states, 
UN agencies and 
international NGOs are 
continuing to engage in 
programming in an area 
that is clearly leading to 
direct harms.



4. It is not too late to reverse securitisation and 
militarisation: Counter-terrorism has clearly 
enabled the militarisation of civilian governance 
structures in the Philippines. This has come hand-in-
hand with the overt securitisation of wider 
development, peacebuilding and conflict prevention 
efforts. Yet there are many human rights 
organisations, activists, peacebuilders, community 
organisers and Indigenous peoples in the 
Philippines still working for democracy and human-
centred security responses. To reverse securitisation 
and militarisation in the coming years, UN agencies, 
international NGOs and national CSOs should invest 
in projects and programmes that promote human 
security and reassert democratic norms, and opt out 
of supporting securitised efforts. 

Implications at global level

At the global level, the Philippines case illustrates 
three overarching lessons:

5. Counter-terrorism is being instrumentalised by 
authoritarians: States and multilateral bodies that 
are committed to protecting human rights, civic 
freedoms and pushing back on authoritarianism, 
need to develop a policy response that confronts the 
way in which counter-terrorism is being abused by 
authoritarian states. This requires an effort to 
actively learn from the harm that counter-terrorism 
and P/CVE is doing in the Philippines, and to build 
this understanding into future reviews of strategies 
such as the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy, 
and the formulation of other policy frameworks, 
terminology guides, programme manuals and 
safeguarding approaches. 

6. P/CVE cooperation cannot be assumed to be 
neutral: The Philippines shows clearly that P/CVE 
is not an apolitical development agenda. Clearly, 
those who are implementing this agenda at a 
national level do not automatically absorb the 
conceptual underpinnings within the UN PVE plan of 
action. On the contrary, the P/CVE agenda is actively 
contributing to harm in the Philippines. The 
Philippine government’s abuse of the P/CVE agenda 
illustrates how this agenda is being weaponised – 
exacerbating conflict and undermining human 
rights. Programming should focus on upholding 
international human rights standards rather than 
undermining them. Where this cannot be 
guaranteed, projects should be suspended until the 
human rights situation is addressed.. International 
partners need to be honest about the extent and 
scope of militarisation by the Philippine government 
and its institutions, and avoid treating P/CVE 
programming as an apolitical agenda, disconnected 
from militarised structures and approaches.

7. Peace processes and human rights norms cannot 
be treated as acceptable collateral damage: The 
Philippines case should elicit a serious reflection by 
proponents of P/CVE and counter-terrorism 
approaches. The neglect and erosion of human 
rights – and the adoption of belligerent approaches 
that undermine processes for conflict mediation, 
resolution and reconciliation – should not be viewed 
as the acceptable cost of rolling-out counter-
terrorism and P/CVE interventions. This reflection 
should trigger a step change in prioritising 
peacebuilding approaches and tools, human rights 
work, support to local civil society groups and 
human rights defenders in response to conflict in 
fragile settings where – for too long and at great 
human cost – counter-terrorism approaches have 
dominated.
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