Women, Children also Victims of Militarization

By Nora O. Gamolo, Senior Desk Editor

Women’s and children-oriented groups reiterated their call for a stop to the government’s ongoing military campaigns in the countryside during the launching of the book “Uncounted Lives: Children, women and conflict in the Philippines.” 

The book recommended measures to remedy poverty, backwardness and weak governance through development projects; a stepping up of relief and rehabilitation efforts; and strengthening human rights mechanisms in counterinsurgency operations such as improved monitoring, reporting and verification of human rights violations, more public discourse on human rights and international humanitarian law, and more protection for communities. 

Based on a study commissioned by United Nations Children’s Fund (Unicef)-Philippines, the book is actually a needs assessment of children and women affected by armed conflict in eight communities in eight of the country’s most war-torn provinces: Abra; Mindoro Oriental; Capiz; Leyte; Surigao del Sur; Compostela Valley; North Cotabato; and Maguindanao. 

“Unicef [wanted] to have a robust database upon which programs and interventions can be designed and their impact assessed. Such assessments and information were needed so that we can become better advocates for the ordinary people caught up in conflict situations, who are often not seen or heard,” said Nicholas Alipui, Unicef representative in the Philippines. 

Collaborators included other nongovernment organizations active in human rights promotion and community building, such as the Center for Women’s Resources and the Children’s Rehabilitation Center. 

Conducted from end-2005 to early 2006, research methods used in the study included surveys, focus group discussions, life stories, key informant interviews, and participant observation of community and individual processes. 

It showed military campaigns initiated by the state have aggravated the situation of people in the rural areas already enduring the effects of government neglect: poor road networks, water, power, education and health infrastructure that also impinge on whatever services that can be provided to them by concerned sectors. 

Still, militarization can also result in less visible individualized displacement, such as the 200 to 250 persons from three contiguous barangays in Leyte, which was captured in the book. 

“Military strategy acknowledges the important role of communities in supporting insurgents, and consequently, civilians in communities become the targets in ‘neutralization,’ either through military means or low intensity conflict mechanism such as political, economic and psychological-informational propaganda warfare,” said Jose Enrique Africa, research director of the Ibon Databank.

