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Media's Ties with NGOs/POs and Rebel Groups
in the Context of the Mindanao Peace Process

RUFA CAGOCO-GUIAR

Due 1o threats fram local warlords, influential peliticians and wealthy migrant
canltalisis, media practitioners in Cotabato are generally conservative and tend 1o
be pragratic. While not a direct party tothe peace talks, the media's role as avehicle
of infermaticn on the peace pegotiations tetwesn the Mora National Liberation
Frant (MMLFT and Governrmeant, of the Republic of the Fhilippines [GEF) was crucial,
Howsyer, the local NGOs and POs generally think that media covarage of the peacs
process was (rsuficient because @ overiooked their related activities and te
histofgal roats of the Mindanas canfict, For their part, the media peroeive the NGOs
and FOs as leftist and not as scurces of vital information, The media attiituted the
inadequate reportage of the peace talke tolack of creativity arnong local joumalists,
szorecy of the negatiations, government's fack of transparency and the media
owners' capitalist orientation, They belisved fthat the rmanzagement had the
prerogative 1o sst what to print ang to air but it appzared that ssf-censorship was
miore ab work. Ta be trufy faoilitative, mediarrust seek cut ME0s ang POs which,
in tum, rrust Build friencdly ties with the formeer. The peace procsss, being a delicate
riathar, reguiies media persons @ be sensitive: wo the vanous ramifications of theair
MEAWS GrvErE e,

Introduction

MWedia’s coverage of the peace process in Southern Mindanao has

spurred public discussions on the increasing role of media play in setling

agenda for policy making, Suchdiscussions necessarily include questions
on the relationships that media and its practitioners forge with people
who are inextricably linked to the peace process: rebel groups and the
critical mass of non-government and people's organizations (NGOs/POs)
which may or may not be supportive of the rebel groups.

This paper mainly describes such relationships. [tlooks at the various
relationships that media practitionars have 1o establish in their pursuit of
a fair coverage of the peace process, or whal they perceive to be fair and
balanced coverage. |l also describes how the public perceives media's
coverage of the peace process and whal are the primary iritants or
fensions in the process of forging peace in Southern Mindanao.
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The setting

Like many provinces in Mindanaao, the Cotabato provinces — Sultan
Hudarat, Maguindanao, North and South Cotabato — are noted for their
lush vegetation and fertile river valleys. These characteristics could have
paved the way for rapid progress and development for teerning populations
of both indigenous and migrant groups. Ironically, the four provinces,
carved out of the once-majestic Cotabato Empire Provinee, now hast the
country's 16 most economically depressed towns, according to National
Ecanomic Development Authority (NEDA).

Compounding the abject poverty of many of the residents of the said
provinces is the unstable peace and arder situation prevailing in some
lowns, nolably in Maguindanao, Sultan Kudarat and Cotabato. Pocket
wars, skirmishes between the military and the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front (MILF), armed encounters between rival political groups, vendetta
Killings (locally known as rido) — all these have pushed both native and
migrant populations in some towns of these provinces to the depths of
misery and powerlessness,

While officially the seat of government of the ARMM, Cotabato City
is not a part of the autonomous government. In 1988, its residents voted
“No" In a plebiscite held to determine which provinces and cities would
comprise the autonomous region. The plebiscite was a prerequisite in the
creation of the ARMM under the 1987 Constitution and Republic Act
6734, otherwise known as the Organic Act. Many of the provinges and
cities claimed by the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) as the areas
of autonomy voted against their inclusion in the autonomous region.
These provinces and cities have a majority Christian population except for
Marawi City. The said city voted against its becoming a part of the ARMM
despite being populated predominantly by Muslim Maranaws. Its residents
take pride in its being the “enly Islamic city” in Mindanao and in the entire
country. The reason why its residents voted against its inclusion in the
ARMM could not be the same as that of Cotabato City residents. The latter
has a majority Christian population.

In terms of geographical location, Cotabato City is a defta of 17,590
hectares crisscrossed by smaller tributaries of the Pulangi, or the Rio
Grande de Mindanao. (Pulangl Is a Maguindanaon term which means
"river.” Many residents of the city erroneously refer to the Rio Grande as
the Pulangl River.) Before it became a chartered city on June 19, 1950,
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Cotabato town was an integral part of the once Empire Province of
Cotabato, This onee-biggest province in the Philippines was subdivided
during the early part of then President Marcos' administration, The
subdivision was allegedly aimed at defusing unrest among local Chnstian
and Muslim political leaders who bickered over political turf. After the
subdivision, the province became four provincial units: North Cotabato,
South Cotabato, Sultan Kudarat and Maguindanao. The first two units
bacame the bailiwicks of Chnstian political leaders, and the latter two
were granted 10 Mushim politicians. But two decades [ater, iUis anly the
province of Maguindanao which can solely claim to have a solid
Maguindanaon Muslim leadership. The three other provinces have since
been dominated by Christian political leaders, Maguindanao also happens
1o e the smallest in terms of land area and the poorest among the four
Cotabato provinces,

After the subdivision, Cotabate City became a part of the first
congressional district of Maguindanao province.

The latest projections on the city's population place it within the
180,000-200,000 range. In terms of religious affiliations, about 60
percent of this number are Christians of various denominations, with the
Roman Catholic group as the most numerous, and also the most
palitically influential. The other 40 per centof the population are Muslims
of vanous ethnolinguistic groups, with the Maguindanaons dominating in
terms of numbers,

Aside from its being the seat of governmeant of the ARMM, Cotabato
City is also the regional center of Region XI, or Central Mindanao. This
administrative region is composed of the provinees of Cotabato (Narth),
Sultan Kudarat, and Lanao del Norte as well as the clties of lligan,
Cotabato and Marawi. Government line agencies have ther regional
offices In the eity, standing cheek by jow! to offices of government line
agencies devolved to the ARMM, This has earned for Cotabato City the
tistinetion of being the only city in the country which hosts two regional
administrative reglons — Region XIl and ARMM.

The media in Cotabato and the ARMM

Like many community papers and radio stations in other parts of the
country, Cotabalo media are generally conservative In their political
atflentation, They are hardly able to fulfill one of the Fourth Estate’s
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B ke many community papers
and radio stations in other parts
of the country, Cotabalo media
are ganerally consemnative in thair
political orientation.  Thay are
hardly able fo fulfill one of the

Fourth Estate’s avowerd |deals:
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avowed jdeals: “lo comforl the afflicted
and to afflict the comfortable.” On a
superficial level, they could claim to be
"comferting” the region's impoverished
masses in terms of their public service
programs and intermittent and spotly
coverage of events and issues affecting
the marginalized seclors of the local
population. “Afflicling” the comfartable in
the region, many of whom happen to be

‘o comfort the afflicted and 0 |ocal warlords, influential politicians and
afflict the comfortahle.” wealthy migranl capitaiists, has hardly

been, and perhaps will never be, loeal
madia's lopmost concern. Many local media practitioners do so al
serious risk to life and imb.

Thus, local media practitioners tend to stay within the: limits set by
a consanvative political world view, Rather than tread the least trodden
path of “comforting the afflicted” among local residents, reporters and
witers generally aceede to being pragmatic and realistic. Being "pragmatic”
and “realistic” may take various Torms for the local underpaid and
overworked media practitioner. It can range from swallowing hoak, line
and sinker all press releases fram politicians, military and government
agencies 10 accepling or even asking for money after a press conference.,
For some, it also means being on the “secret” payrell of local politicians.

Interms of professional preparation, local journalists and broadcasters
are limited to on-the-job trainings and staff development seminars, The
latteris the advantage of those employed by well-established local media
entities, fike the Notre Dame Broadcasting Corporation (NDBC) which
owns and manages five radio stations in Cotabato City and Central
Mindanao. The rest of the pack have to make do with whatever limited
fescurces their radio stations or papers give them as added fringe
benefits.

Many of Colabato’s media practitioners became so through expearience
and long exposure to media work. Of the 11 broadcast journalists (radin)
interviewad for this case study, only one graduated with a Mass
Communications degree from a reputable university in Davao City. She
now manages two of NDBC s stations in Kidapawan, Cotabato province,
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The rest are holders of liberal arts degrees in sociology, psychology,
philosophy or international relations. One finished a degrea in Business
Administration. Two are college undergraduates.,

In Cotabato City. media practitioners have to straddle both radio and
print media in orderto maximize theirearnings and expand thair exposure
to natlenal media, Local radio reporters are stingers or correspondants
of natlonal dailles in tha region. They alse write for local tabloids like the
Mindanao Cross and the Mindanao Krs.

Some reporters write for the Mindanao Trend and another local
weekly, At the same time, they also file reports with Manila-based wires
like Reuters, Agence France Presse (AFP) and the Garman news agency,
the Deutsche Presse Agentur (DPA). One interviewee, DatuAmir Baragulr,
who used to be associate editor for the Cross now writes a regular column
for a national opinion tabloid, fsyw.

Adescription of local media practitioners in terms of their professional
training, erentation and the scclopolitical conditions where they work is
necessary to appreclate the kind and/or quality of their coverage of such
g complicated political issue like the peace process,

Methodology

The data for this case study are collated from one-on-one intemviews,
focus groupdiscussions (FGDs) and conversations with printand broadcast
media practitioners (11 respondents) and NGO/PO leadars/workers {10
respondents). Anin-depth interview was conducted with a key informant,
Caloy Bautista, a former radio station manager who has had extensive
experience in news and public affairs. He has since then mioved away
from actual media work (news and public affairs) and s now doing
production work for Visayan radio dramas (soap opaeras) for the NDBC
Protiuction Center in Kidapawan, Cotabato. He is also active in NGO wark,
particularly in advocacy for indigenous people’s rights to a balanced
erviranment. He has more than twenty years of media work expenence.
He is now part of an NGO called the Task Force Sandawa, which openly
opposes the establishment of the geothermal plant at the foot of ML Apo,
in Cotabato and Davao del Sur,

A separate sel of interview questions was given to each of the media
practitioners and the NGO workers, For the FGDs, a set of guide nquestions
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was drawn up (See appendix for the questionnaires), The interviews weare
done by the writer's junior mass communication students who had been
trained in doing media interviews. The writer herself conducted the two
FGDs {one in Cotabato City and the other in Kidapawan), and the key
infermant interview.

All other data are culled from the writer's experience as aditor-in-
chief of the Mindanao Cross for almost five years {1991-1995). In
addition, data from a series of multisectaral consultations in the four
ARMM provinces validated some of the findings in the interviews and
FGDs. The said consultations were in line with the peaple’s agenda for
peace and development under the new ARMM leadership. They culminated
in a regional workshop in General Santos City on December 17, 1996,

Definition of terms

For this case study, the term “media” applies to both print and
broadeast media entities which are based in Cotabato City whose
coverage area includes Central Mindanan, Since local television networks
have ne local news and public affairs programs, TV bmaduaslers dre
excluded from this study.

Moraover, we use the termm “media” here to refer Lo local mainstream
media. The rebel groups, the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), have their respective “press”
and information bureaus, which churn oul periodic newsletters, the
Maradika, and the Mahardika, respectively. These two are not part of
“local media® referred to in this case study.

The peace process being analyzed refers to the series of peace
negotiations and other substantial talks leading to the settlement of the
armed conflict between the MNLF and the Government of the Republic
of the Philippines (GRP). For this paper, the process encompassas the
various activities and initiatives of NGOs/POs to promote peace. This
Includes their peace advocacy and social development programs for the
marginalized sectars of the lecal population, especially among the
indigenous and Moro peoples.

The peace negotiations between the GRP and the MILF are not
included In this study. Neither does it include the coverage of the peace
negotiations between the GRP and the Communist Party of the Philippines-
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Mew People's Army-National Democratic Front {CPP-MPA-NDF) although
the fatter operates extensively in Cantral Mindanaso and even in the entire
island.

MGOs/POs are the eritical mass invelved in the advocacy and social
development programs which are mainly Tor those alfected by the armed
conflict between the MNLF and the GRP. Amaong those intendewed for
this study are leadersfactive supporters of these organizations, some of
whom have been consulted by the members of either panels in forging
the peace agreement,

The “rebel group” referred to in this study i1s the MMLF. Some
references may be made to the rival Taction, the MILF, inasmuch as the
farmer has become part of the ARMM government after the September
8, 1996 regional elections.

Medio and the Peace Process

The role of media in the peace process

Media's presentation of events as reality is framed by the dominant
waorld views of media owners (Parenti, 1988). Media owners generally
come from the elite or upper middle class sectors of sociely whe are
schooled in conservative, largely self-perpetuating sociopolitical systems.

The world views of media owners tend o
corverge toward political conservatism
although some claim to be liberal in their
ViEws,

In the Philippines, conservalism In
palitical orientation is inextricably linked
with the goals of a capitalist, consumerist
sociely. Agenda setting in media work
necessarly includes constderation ofwhat
news staries appeal to the public which
has generally been condilionsd to think In
similar corventional Tashion.

Becausa of their role insstting agenda
on what the public should think about
(Parenti, bid.), the mass media entities

B The peace process is & process,
and not an isolated mews event, It
should therofom he ooverad or
raported as such., However,
joutnalists tend 1o edoce the
complexities of the pmooess into
zimple answers to the four We and
ohe H ... Rebels and soldiers are
naot the anly ones who can make
war, Iresponsible and moklees
jourmalists do, especially i they
combing their lack of initiative with

sensationalized mporting,
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play a crucial rale in the peace process. Media may not be the parly
directly negotiating for peace but their intermediary role as facilitator or
as vehicle of information about the process can either make or break the
peace., Awareness of this vital position that makes it incumbent upon
media persons, print and broadcast journalists alike, to take their
influential role sericusly. Taking their role seriously means that they have
to do their homewark, l.e. prepare themselves extensively before a
coverage of the peace process at any juncture, They have to research
the historical basis of the conflict and if possible inguire about the
Fhilippine government palicy guidelines for the peace negotiations. The
peace process s a process, and not an isolated news event. 1T should
therefore be covered or reported as such. However, journalists tend to
reduce the complexities of the process into simple answers to the four
Ws and ona H which many news reporters are famillar with, Rebels and
soldiers are not the only ones who can make war. Iresponsible and
reckless journalists do, especially if they combine theair lack of initiative
with sensationalized reporting (see Guiam, with a nole by Arguilas,
1996).

United Nations Secretary-General Boutrous Boutrous Ghali, hirnself
aveleran in various peace processes, once said: “Peace is more than a
cessation of hostilities, True peace is based on development, on
democracy and respect for human rights. Peace is when societies are
at paace with themselves and with the environment.” Ghali's concept of
peace implies that it is a process just like development or democracy. It
is not a static, immutable news event, Andwe need not belabaor hera that
itis not bereft of sociopolitical and economic oreven religious repercussions.

Reportage of the peace process

Covering the peace process has been hot copy for local media
because peace and the issues closely linked wilth it are everybody's
concern. However, since the peace process |s a complicated issue, ils
coverage by the media borders on the superficial issues which lend
themselves to the usual framewark of what has been defined as naws.

Generally, Cotabato City-based NGOs and POs think that media
coverage of the peace process was not sufficient. They believe thal the
coverage excluded the background on the armed eonflict in Mindanaso.
NGO leaders lke Wahab Guialal, Director of the Moro People’s Resource
Center (MPRC) in Cotabato City, belisves that an understanding of this



MECIA'S TIES WITH NGOS/POS AND REBEL GROUPS k]

impartant aspect of the Mindanao conflict may have cushioned the
widespread negative reaclion lo the peace agreement between the
MPMLF and the GRP.

Moreover, NGO |eaders and workers also expressed that their
activities pursuant Lo their peace and development advocacy programs
have not been accorded substantial attention by Iocal media. The lack
of media attention has also contributed to the popular misinfarmation on
the vital issues encompassed by the peace process. The respondents cite
sevaral reasons for this lack of media projection of NGO/PO activities,
Armang these are: many local media persons have a bias against NGOs/
POs; these organizations are rarely regarded by media as sournes of
information regarding “saleable”™ news stories; and the NG0Os/POs
themselves do nol have enough resources o hire people who are trained
in public relations (media liaisoning work).

Regarding the first reason, the NGO/PO leaders explain that local
media persons' bias against them stems from the nature of their wark,
They advocate causes which have closa affinity with those advanced by
tebel groups, especially the leftist ones. Given the conservative nature
of lacal media, ils practitioners tend to be adverse to groups which are
neresived o be “red” in terms of political orientation.

Media seldom ask for NGOs/POs for information regarding “saleable™
hews stories. This is because these groups are arganized by “non-
personalities,” f.e. persons who are not prominent. Nor are these
arganizations rocked by controversies, in the same way that most
government offices are. These organizations rarely become politically
influential, especially in a generally conservative community. These
characleristics of NGOs/POs do not fit mainstream media’s definition of
what makes news. Thus, they are rarely sought as sources of information,

A few exceptions can be cited here. In 1992, Colabate City parish
priest Fr. Colin Bagafora, DCC, organized a local election watchdog called
the Kaakbay ng Sambayanan para sa Maayos na Halalan (KASAMAH).
The group drew its membership from leaders of various NGDs and POs
in the city and the province of Maguindanao., Before and after the
elections in 1892, KASAMAH enjoyed prominence in both print and
broadeast media coverage. A year after, one of KASAMAH's top leaders,
a Maguindanaon government employee who was then the president of
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another NGO, the Maguindanaon Professionals Association (MAPEA),
was shot dead right in front of his residence. Investigators failed 1o
establish the motive of the killing and identify the killers. Bul the
consensus in local media circles was that his assassination was related
to his advocacy of clean and honest elections. Just months before his
death, Hadji Umba Campiao, then MAPEA president and KASAMAH vice-
chairman went 1o the editorial office of the Mindanao Crmss to show
documents indicating massive electionirregularities in some Maguindanao
towns. He told both the editor-in-chief and the news editar of the paper
to print the story but to withhold some names until he is able to get all
the documents. The Cross ran this story as requestad by Campilao. He
was shot a few weeks later,

In the foregoing example, the NGO was led by a prominent and
influential personality, L.e., Fr. Bagaforo. Moreover, the nature of their
work rade this particular NGO a vital souree of information for media in
terms of election monitoring (the elections being a prominent news
event). On top of all these, something newswarthy happened to one of
its leaders. All these gained for KASAMAH substantial media attentian.

Mast local NGOs/POs are cash-strapped. They start with minimum
funding from a foreign funding agency 1o supparl grassrocts organizing
or social development work among disadvantaged/marginalized seclors
like landless farmers and urban poar. Many of these organizations are
also manned by a skeletal force of three to five people, deing multl-
tasking duties. As they can hardly keep up with the work they have
commitied themselves io do, media lialsoning, as a result, is their last
priority. Someatimes, it helps when NGOs/POs have some friends in local
media. Their access ta air time or printed space can be made easier with
this kind of personal networks.

Unlike NGOs/POs, rebel groups have a distinct advantage in terms of
achieving media projection. Theyare armed. Media reports (sourced from
the military) indicate that majority of the loose firearms in Central
Mirdanao are with either of the two Moro rebel fronts, the MNLF and the
MILF. Ohwiously, this facility has been used to maximize the rebel groups’
access to air time or prnted space. The kind of media projection may net
be favorable to the rebel group, but just the same, they are able to inform
peaple af their existence. They can show theirarmed might n encounters,
ambushes or lightning attacks or raids of military checkpoints, Naturally,
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thesa events are the stuff police or military-sourced stories are made of.
Thesa would surely gain for the rebel group maximum meadia attention,

In the coverage of the peace process itself, NGOs/POs Lhink that
media did not glve fair reports on its relevant issues. According to one
infarmant, Sam Mundas, media coverage may be exlensive, in terms of
milaage or number of minules given by a news and public affairs (for
broadeasl) and number of column inches ina newspaper. Bul length of
time or article is one thing: the content of what has been discussed on
air ar in print Is anather thing. Mundas is the chief of the intelligence
division of the 4th Infantry Battalion of the MNLF based in Camp lbratum
Sema, Datu Odin Sinsuat town, Maguindanao province. He added that
the MMLF is thankful for the spate of attention given by both broadcast
and print media to the peace process, and media's friendly relations with
MMLF leaders. But he feals that some media persans (aspecially radio
anchors) were clearly biased against them. He can sense iU in the way
they questioned MMNLF spokespersons or informants. They also did not
give the informant/interviewee the chance to ramble on since they cut
ther off by asking subsequent guestions. It is as it they wrung the
interviewee dry, 5o to speak. On the other-hand, when they interviewed
anyone fram the government panel, they were mare cautious with their
guestions, and allow the informant/interiowes more leeway in making
externporaneous remarks on the air. In many cases, adds Mundas, this
spontaneaus rambling of government panel or military spokespersons or
of any government official gave misleading information to the public. And
this was nol checked by the anchorpersons concerned.

fundas cites the instance when Rep. Daisy Fuentes {Laban, South
Cotabato) was interviewed over a Cotabato City-based radio station. This
was during the height of the heated public debates on the agreement
between the MMLF and the GRP which gave rise to the creation of the
southern Philippines Council for Peace and Development (SPCFPD), Rep.
Fuentes, Rep. Ma. Clara Lobregat (Zamboanga) and Rep. Lualhati
Antonine (General Santos City) expressed their staunch opposition to the
creation of the Council in various fora in Mindanao and Metro Manila.
Their opposition gained them maximum media exposure, prompting
some pundits to say that these are orchestrated for the three
congresswomen's electoral bids in 1998, (Whether this is true or nol is
another story.) When Fuentes was inlernviewed, audience participation
was allowed in terms of phone-in questions. When a callerasked Fuentes
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an the reasons for her aversion to SPCPD and if she can extend help to
the new leadership in the ARMM (i.e. the MNLF led by Nur Misuari), she
responded by asking the caller another question: “Since when have the
Christlans started making trouble in Mindanao?" She even added, “You
{referring to the caller, based on his Christian-sounding name) are a
Christian, did you make trouble for the Muslims in Cotabato City?" Here,
had anchorperson been sensitive and responsible he should have butted
o clanfy issues tackled. But as it happenad, the anchorperson just
allowed Fuentes 1o air her biases against the Muslims in general and the
SPCPD in particular. Indeed, she was quite articulate about her opposition
to the new peace arangement in Mindanao. For some NGOs which are
supportive of the agreement, her opposition prajected the typlcal bias of
maost settler elites toward the native inhabitants and Indigenous peaples,
especially the Islamized groups (Moro people) of Mindanao.

Caloy Bautista of the Kidapawan-based Task Force Sandawa agrees
with Mundas’ observations. He believes this is due to the conservative
orientation of most members of the local media. Bautista also feels that
local media practitioners only toe the same ideological line their media
owners have, Le., to preserve existing power structures. Giving prominence
to rebel groups, NGOs/POs and the causes they are fighting for may tip
the. balance of power in favor of the former,

Media’s assessments of the coverage

Seven media persons interviewed for this study believe that their own
coverage of the peace process has been sufficient. Of the seven, five are
radic broadcasters and one is s print journalist. They also think that media
in general have given a fair and balanced reporting of the issues related
o the peace process. They all feel that giving a fair and balanced

reporiage of the peace process is a sine qua non of their existence as
media persons,

The four other respondents, including the key informant, Caloy
Bautista, think otherwise. The four, however, have varying reasons why
they think media coverage of the peace process was Insufficient. But all
of them, except Bautista, think that it is the nature of the peace
negotiations itself which made their coverage insufficient. They said that
govermnment negotiators prevailed upon them not to report everything
regarding the negotiations for fear that it would jeopardize the outcome
of the peace talks, This is what Rommel Rebollido, one of the co-owners

s —— i —— i — e e
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of a new Cotabato City-based weekly tabloid, Mindanao Trend, thinks.
Rebollido is also the city chief of the Philippine News Agency (PMNA).

Moreover, local media persons claim that there were several instances
when media were Barred from any of the more "serious” Lalks, leaving
therm with not much choice but to wait for a press statement from either
of the two. panels.

Jess Cortez, a veteran radio man who manages two Cotabato city-
based stations of the Nation Broadeasting Corporation (NBG), said that
media coverage of NGO/PD activities related Lo the peace process was
also not sufficient. He admils that even media persons themselves
lacked adequate information on many issues, especially with regards to
the creation of the SPCPD. But he said that government is largely to be
blamed for this. "We were not given enough time ta digest evenything that
is happening, and to ask guestions on some vital issues and events
peourring in our midst,” Cortez explained. He was especially referring to
what he and many other local media persons perceive to be a “sudden”
deeision of Chairman Mur Misuar of the MMNLF to run for governorship of
the ARMM. "l thought he meant it when he said eatlier this year that he'd
rather go fishing than enter politics. But it seemed that he swallowed his
awn words from what had happened,” he concluded.

Florante Formento, formeranchor for the daily public affairs program
(Bantayan) of dxMS, of the Notre Dame Broadcasting Carporation, also
Lthinks that the governmeént was nal tolally ransparent with the issues
involved in the peace talks. Since the early part of 1998, Formento
transferred to a rival station owned by Radio Mindanao Network (RMM),
dxhY, Hemanages the station and anchaors the latter’s daily public affairs
program, Vigitantes,

Formento said Malacafang officials withheld some of the vital
information regarding the peace process, “They don't let the public know
what has taken place during some of the talks,” he claims. This is why
he thinks media coverage was insufficient,

Malou Cadelina-Manar, researcher and host of NDBEC's award-
winning radio documentary Sa Likod ng Balita, says that media coverage
on the activiies undertaken by NGOs/POs to promote peace was
insufficient. Cadelina-Manar explains that many local journalists and
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broadcaslers lack adenquate knowledge and understanding of the role of
these organizations inthe peace process and in general, in peacebuilding.
Like Caloy Bautista, Cadelina-Manar has a strong NGO-orientation,
having worked with a women's NGO in Kidapawan before she became
involved with media work. She started as a member of the NDBC media
resource team, NDBC's research and documentary arm,

Cadeling-Manar also believes thal part of journalists' lack of
understanding of the rale of NGOs/POs in the peace process is the
former’s conservative interpretation of what constitutes peace. “Majorily
of madia practitioners still believe that peace is just the absence of war,"
Manar stressed in an interview. “They fail to recognize the roots of the
conflict ... there’s armed revolution because the majority of Mindanac's
inhabitants languish in abject poverty, and also because government has
been unfair in its policies regarding the poor and marginalized,” she
added. Manar, however, believes that despite the insufficiency of
reporage of the peace process, media were fair and balanced in their
reporting of the related events and Issuas. This is because they allowead
both parties Involved In the formal negotiations to air their respective
stands on the various "“talking points® of the agreement forged on
september 2, 1996, For her parl, she said, she tackled these issues in
her radio documentary program several times.

Cn the other hand, a city-based opinion writer for a national daily,
Datu Amir Baraguir, thinks that media coverage on the peace process
was insufficient largely because of the capitalistic orientation of most
mediaowners. Some aspects of the peace process are quite complicatad
and require erudition and craativity on the part of a journalist to package
them into interesting news stories. Baraguir says many local journalists
lack the latter qualities. Results of consultalions or workshaops aimed at
eliciting the people’s apenda for achieving peace and development, for
instance, rarely gel prominent attention on bath print and broadcast
media. Baraguir thinks that this is because local media are oriented to
the conventional criteria of what makes public issues newsworthy and
therefore, saleable. He cites the case of Abdulrajak Janjalani of the now
notorous Abu Sayyal. When Janjalani was still preaching in the mosques
of Basilan regarding the need for a militant Islamic revivalism, nobody
paid attention to him. He was not newsworthy then, Butwhen he stared
using armed might to make the causes of Abu Sayyal known, he was in
the front pages of not only local, But more importantly, of national papars.
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His name was also in the alrlanes in almost all newscasts and public
affairs programs. He and the Abu Sayyaf became an instant media hit.

Baragulr is a freelance journalist. He writes a regular opinion calumn
{or Isyu, a natlonal tabloid which is probably the only newspaper in the
country which prints apinions rather than news.

Role of media organizations

All media practitioners, excapt freelancers like Baraguir, think that
thelr tespective media organizations have been quite supportive of the
peace process, This was stressed inan FGD conducted with the members
af the dxMS News and Public Affairs Team. Rudy Montejo, deMS station
manageralso canfirmed in an interdew that NDBC management ensures
that adequate air time Is given to the discussion of issues partinent to the
peace process. Moreover, it is part of NDEC's mission to promote peace
ameng the culturally diverse peoples in this part of Mindanao.

Montejo adds that if ever management exerts Influsnce on their
public affalrs team on what 1o air, it is due to their "editonal prerogative.”
"There is always the consideration for public safety, or what is the
paramount public interest.... We have (o be responsible media practitioners
all the time ... this is because of the role that media play in shaping the
minds of the people,” Montejo concludes.

Edwin Femandez, dxMS news and public affairs team lzader, agrees,
“If management exeris influence on us, it is always for the good of
everybody, for the media practitioners and for the greater masse® of our
listeners in general,” ne argues.

When asked whether media owners exert influence on what to air or
print regarding the activities of rebel groups or NGOs/POs, many of the
media practitioners claim that there is no direct influence as in outright
policies on what should be aired or printed. Rebollido of the Mindanan
Trend thinks there is only some kind of a “seif-censorship.” Some media
practitioners consclously avoid ainng or printing stories which will have
negative repercussions on specific groups of people in order to avoid
conflict.

Moreover, regarding controversial issues like massive government
anomalies, some media organizations advise their practitioners to
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discuss them lightly lest they will become "dead heroes.” One broadeast
Journalist iwho requested anonymity) said: “It's rather shameful to admit,
butthe reality here is that mostof us are still afraid of our personal safety
because of our families. We'd rather play it safe by focusing on
generalities rather than specifics,”

The exertion of influence of media owners, therefore, is on specific
issues rather than broad policy guidelines. Interms of the peace process,
media owners have been very apen with the practitioners’ initiatives of
establishing rapport with both government and rebel groups, They need
to have this in order to maintain a comparative advantage over other
media organizations. This is what members of NDBC are proud of, They
claim to have established clase links with the leadership of both MNLF
and MILF. This is also claimed by the other media organizations in the
city which can also have direcl access to rebel leaders in the two fronts,
INdeead, it pays to have open lines of communications with news sources,
especially the rebel fronts.

Some media organizations also encourage thelr media praclitioners
to forge links with local NGO networks. This is what May Leoncito-Pinol,
manager of Kidapawan-hased NDBEC stations, dxND-AM and dxDM-F
believes in.  Kidapawan has a very strong NGO/PO network, and the
members of these organizations are quite aciive In raising public
awareness of vital social issues, especially on the peace process.
Linkage with these organizations, says Leoncito-Pinal, puts media in the
forefront of promoting the pease process. “We become an effective
vehicle for clarifying issues which can hamper the peace process as a
whole,” he stressed. Among the media interviewees, she is the only one
who holds & mass communications degree from Ateneo de Davao
University,

Tensions in the Peace Process

The Peace Accord signed on September 2, 1996 between the GRP
and the MNLF was the culmination of a long drawn-out and complicated
series of talks, secret meetings, negotiations, and similar activities.
Because of the process’international security implications, itinvolved not
only the members of the Philippine bureaucracy and the rebel
representatives, bul also the Qrganization of Islamic Conference (QIC)
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and the Indonesian government. The latter was the host of most of the
substantial talks.

The complicated nature of the peace process lends itself to a lot of
misunderstandings, If not handled carefully by those who are tasked to
disseminate information regarding the activities encompassed by the
process. This necessarily includes the media and the information
bureaus of both the government and the rebel group.

In a review of the media coverage of the peace process from June
to December 1984, the Center for Media Freedom and Responsibility
(1995) cited the prevailing view on the relationship between the press
imedia) and government policymakers. This predominant view looks at
thetwo as "having no relationshipataall, otherthanadversarial interaction.”

This prevailing view is one source of tensions in the coverage of the
peace process. Many media practitioners tend to become suspicious of
government functionaries. On the other hand, government has not been
eflicient in making its efforts appreciated by media, and the public in
general. ts fallure to hold widespread consultations regarding the
creation of the SPOFD, Tar instance, iggered a ol of negative reactions,
nat only fram the basic sectors of civil society but also from the media.

Ma. lda Giguienta, Director of the Notre Dame University Peace
Education Center, thinks that the lack of public consultations on the
various "“talking points” of the peace agreement between the MNLF and
the GRP had greatly affected the efforts initiated by civil society to build
peace In Mindanao. "The anger of the people is legitimate ... local
government leaders are to be faulted for not disseminating information
oh the peaca process lo their people ... It is a goed thing we have a
farmidable group of NGOs whose meambers are dedicated to peace
building. In a way, they were the ones who filled the information gap by
holding their own consultations,” Giguiento said in an inteniaw,

The lack of knowledge on the historical basis of the conflict in
Mindanao and the prejudices against the Islamized groups are among the
factors that have created tensions In covering the peace process. This
is the contention of the NGO and PO respondents in this case study,
Wahab Guialal of MPRC goes even further by saying that religious
differences among the diverse peoples in Mindanao are being heighte nad
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in the various radio fora on the peace process. "The public discussions
on the issues related to the peace process seemed to have rekindied the
old Muslim-Christian animosities, and the roots of the conflict are not
properly addressed,” he arfdues.

The case of Rep. Daisy Avance-Fuentes' interview an a local radio
station brings to mind this contention of most NGO representatives.
When she brought up the issue of whather the Christians have created
trouble in Mindanao without being checked by the anchorman, she was
in effect confirming the general public's stereotype of Muslims as
troublemakars and the dregs of the earth. This serious limitation on the
part of the anchorman also showed that he doss not have adequate
kKnowledde of the conflict. Worse, it indicated his cultural Insensitivity.

The following other factors were cited by both media and NGO
respondents: failure of the government 1o be very transparent on the
different phases of the peace talks (they mentioned the "secrat talks™ at
which no media person was allowed); failure an the part of government
1o conduct wide consultations and to include ather rebel groups in the
peace talks; lack of trust belween the two parties involved in the
negotiations; the lack of confidence building; and the efforts of some
sectors 1o sabotagde the peace process for their own pecuniary gains,

The lack of trust belween the two parties, according to a media
informant (who requested anonymity) was evident in one of the
consultations with Mindanao government officials in Malacafang, One
of the: President’s closest advisers an the peace process reportedly tried
to convines Rep. Fuentes not to oppose the creation of SPCRD, and 1o
accept the terms included in the Final Agreement between the MNLF and
the GRF. He alleged Lthat he overheard this official nudging Rep. Fuentes
and telling herto aceept the SPCPD “tutal folokohin fang natin sifa. Hindl
naman lalaga tayo nagtitivala sa kanila ... " (we will just dupe them.
Anyweny we don’t really trust them ... ). It is guite difficult to confirm this
story butseveral media persons heard about this and confirmed that this
conversation really took place,

Far two groups to have Tought each other for almost twenty years,
mutual distrust is to be expected. Bul recently, after the signing of the
peace accord, representatives of both the GRP and the MNLF have said
an radio that they have established good rapport with each other, and this
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adreement, they hope, will be the foundation of a long-lasting Triendly
relationship basad on mutual trust,

The lack of confidence building, saye Malou Cadelina-Manar of
NDBC's deld'S public affairs team, can be seen in the current military build
up of the Philippine governmenl armed forces in many parls of Mindanao.
On the part of the rebel group, thisis shown in their refusal Lo give up their
arms.

There are perceptions that some selfish interest groups are really
bent on sabotaging the peace process. One NGO informant cites the
group in Zamboanga which probably has the financial backing of
absentes landlards, "The peace agreemeant has opened a window far the
rebal group Lo implemeant their vision of what Mindanao should be like,
and definitely, this is not what the landlords like," she says. {She prelers
nol o be named for security reasons),

Hidapawan-based media practitioners {all of whom come fram
NOBC's AM station there, dxND) mentioned during a focus group
discussion that after the signing of the peace agresmenl, several groups
and individuals asked for radio time to announce the exslence of SPCRPD
chapters in the different towns of Cotabato province, Morgover, some
persons claimed to have become the local spokespersons of the MMNLE.
Theyalso conducted massive membership recruitment (for a fee) among
the unlettered and impoverishaed rural folks for SPCPD. Fora while, this
created tensions among the local NGO network in Kidapawan becatse
no such thing as municipal chapters of SPCPD had been established by
gither tha MNLF or the government, Al that time, the SPCPD had yet to
be organized. The tensions were exacerbated when the MWNLF and the
government did not issue an official statement regarding the existence
of these groups nor the legitimacy of the claims of their leaders as MNLF
"spokespersons.” The local media in Kidapawan had 1o "Tarce” 4 public
discussion on the issue by asking responsible persons of both parties o
make an official stalement. It was only after this media initiative that the
tensions somehow subsided.

Implications and Recommendations

The foregoing discussion points Lo the crucial role thal media play In
an |ssue of wide public interest like the peace process. Given this role,
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lacal media's capability in maximizing the benefits of being a real
"medium” — in the sense of facilitating and clarifying issues af public
interast — still leaves much to be desired.

Moreover, there is a need Lo rathink conventional media's orientation
of its adversarial relationship with government. By this we do not mean
thatmedia will become beholden to any govemment agency, of functionary.
Media must, al all times, maintain its financial and managenal autonomy
in arder to be able to assert its mandate as a genuine “comforter of the
afflicted.” This does not mean, however, that media and government
cannatwaork tagether, especially for the promotion ofa genuineand long-
lasting peace.

For this to be realized, there is a need for local media o be well-
informed on government policies and other activities. At the same time,
the government must keep its line of communications alwaysopen to the
media in order 10 be transparent to those who can disseminate vital
information to the public. But a caveat is needed here: press releases
which sound more like “praise” reports of a government functionary ot
office and do not have solid factual basis cannot hold water for long,

In a Tree market of deas obtaining In 2 capitalist oriented economy
like the Philippines, the markel is not entirely free for anyone to
participate and compete. Like the world market which is dominated by
Big, super economies, the markel of ideas fostered by media is
dominated by the elite which naturally frame our perceptions of reality.
The world views of minority (or "minaritized,” as some advocates would
say) groups cannot compete with the dominant ways of thinking since
they are not given easy access to media organizations,

In addition, the criteria of what news stories sell are dafinitely in
support of a consumenst-oriented, elitist world: social prominence as
celebrities or government officials, (e.g., when Pres. Ramos catches a
caold becomes fronl-page material because he is the President of the
country). But nobody caresif a balut vendar dies of a preventable disease
like tuberculosis. He just becomes a statistic, not a newswarthy item,
This is why the efforts of NGOs and POs in advancing the peace process
or in facilitaling empowerment of peoples at the grassroots level can
hardly land on the front or back pages of a newspaper. NGOs/POs do nat
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gspouse the same sell-perpatuating world
views and structures that the elite in society
a.

As mentioned earlier, the peace
pracess s a complicaled process, not a
single, isclated news event. I1s coverage,
therefore, requires the media persons lo
be sensilive to its various ramifications,
especially on the historical background of
why there s a peace agreement or process
1 start with. There is also the need to be
sensitive to the nuances of going through
peace negollations. This means that media
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by the elite which naturally frame

practitioners covering any peace process  our pereptions of reality,
must orient themselves in conflict

managementand resajution. Certain reguisites are built into the process
af negatiating for peace after several years of armed conflicl. |ssues
cannot be simplified into baxes which answer the traditional queslions
asked of informants of a news story. A conlinuing education program for
Inurnalists in this regard is highly recommended,

For media to be truly facilitative, it should take a mora proactive role
In seeking out MEOs/POs and other low-profile interest groups in awil
sociaty o give them adequate air ime or print space to share with the
public their initiatives at promoting peace. Facilitating dialogues among
and between civil soclety sectors could e a task that media could
seriously think of to realize this goal.

On the part of MGDs/POs, they should be more aware of the ability
of media to popularize their “altarmative” ways of empowering people at
the grassroots level. They should be proactive too, in maximizing ther
fhendly relationships with media practitioners. In this way, they will not
be only talking to each other, i.e., perpetuating the same circle of cause-
ariented groups. At the same time, they should start competing in the
“free”™ market of ideas earlier described,

Moel Copin, president of a Paris-based journalists’ association calied
Reporters sans Frontieres, wrote in 1995 an article which was the main
paper ackled in the 17th World Congress of the International Cathalic
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Union of the Press (UCIF) held in Graz, Austria, |nthe article, Lited “Only
Truth Leads to Peace, " Copin noted that journalists, like other concarned
seciors of society, play a vital role in Torging peace in a world which seems
o be precccupied with too much violence., Bul unlike other sectors,
journaiists can make or break the peace with what and how they report
events or activities related to the peace process.

Perhaps, the following excerpls from Copin's article can give joumalists
and all media praciiioners the challenge to promote peace throughout
their wiork:

The greatest chance for us, journalists, is our possibility o go beyond
all frontiers, physical and moral, and to eliminate fear snd hatred
amang humans ..., Dur duty, coresponding to this chance, s to tell
what we have seen. The role of the journalist s not o emaln on one
side of the barricade to incite others to defend or atlack. 1Uis o tell the
ruth of both sides, At the base of joumalism, thene is or there should
be understanding of the ather,

"Understanding ol the other” can spawn a world of dialogues wilh
pratagonists inthe peace process, This does not mean promoting a world
where there is absolutely no conflict. But media’s sensitivity to their role
of making people understand the “truth of beth sides” would make a
world of difference — a world of endless dialogue. Then we can have, as
the famous Morocean feminist, Fatima Mernissi, described in her book
fsfarn and Democracy, a world which is *like a mirrar in which all cultures
can shine in their own uniqueness.” &
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Appendix

Questons for Informants

For Media Practitoness

e

15 the rmedia coverage of activities undertaken by NGO&POs and rebel groups regarding
the peace procsss sufficient or not? Please explain your answer,

o o v compars the extent of media coverage ghven to NGOsPOsfehel groups with
that glven o government (especially the militand and other sectors of line agencies?
Why do you think thiz 1s 207

I& the reparing of activities of NGO2/POsfebal groups fair o not? Explain.

Dooyou think putdishers fmadia owners exart influence on their editonal stafffpubic
alfmirs stall on what to print {for print madial and o air (for broadeast media) regarding
the activities of NGOsPOsrebel groups? In your case, 15 this true? Why do vou thing
a0,

Has your mwn madia organization hampered of helped promote the Deaoce procassy?
Howe was this done?

As a media practitioner, what oo vou think ém_: the factors thal cavse tensions in the
peace process? What are the factars that can helg promots the peace process?

What are your recormmendations Tor the following:

&l enhanrcing media coverage on NGOYPC activities regarding the poace process:
b, batanced coverage of both gavernrmeant and rebel lorces’ sotiviliesfactions; and

C. advancement or prarmation of lasting pesce in the region.

For the NGO Wariers

15 1he media coverage of activities undestaken by NGOgP0s and rebel groups regarding
the peace process auffliclent or not and why?

How do you compare the axtent of madia coverape given to these organizations with
that given to government (i.e. mifitany) and ather sectore/line agencies? Why s this so?

ls te regorting of activities of NGOsPOsfehal groups fair or not? Why is this so%

(o you believe that publishers exen influence on their editorial fpublic affair staff on
whiat tooprint and to air reparding the activites of NGOsPOsrebil groups? How do you
think is this manifested in both print and broadaast media? Do you think this s belptul
nadvancing the goals of the peace process?

T what extent has the media hamperad o hinderad or helped advance the peage
orocess? Explain yaur answer.
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As an NGO worker or representative, what do you think are the factors that cause
tensions In the pescs procsis?

What are your recommendations for the fallowing:
a.  enhancing mefa covernga on NGOWPD activities related to the peaca process;

b, balanotd coversgn of Both government and rebel farces’ activitias; and
G strategios to promote long insting poace,




