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SUMMARY
The 2014 Comprehensive Agreement on
Bangsamoro was internationally recognised for
its relatively high level of meaningful participation
by women in both the formal negotiations
and parallel peacebuilding efforts. This has
translated into a strong level of formal political
participation for women in the Philippine
national parliament and in the peace process
itself. However, insecurity and gender-based
violence (GBV) persists throughout the country,
which affects women’s meaningful economic
and political participation in rural areas and
especially in Mindanao. Prolonged Islamic
and Communist insurgencies for the past fifty
years has severely affected development and
security within the Mindanao and neighbouring
islands. It has spawned a host of clan-based and
organised violence that operates with impunity.
The Bangsamoro peace process has continually
committed to the practice of including women
participants, and implementing provisions
on women’s participation. Annexes to the
agreements signed between the Philippines
government and the Mindanao insurgent
forces include strong gender provisions, which,
among other aspects, refer to financial support
for the political and economic empowerment
of women, and contribute to rehabilitation for
decommissioned women fighters. However,
significant constraints persist for women’s
inclusive participation beyond the peace process.
These main constraints include the absence of
women in security sector reform and transitional
justice processes; the ongoing culture of violence,
impunity, clan-wars, and displacement which
continues to affect the safe participation of
women, particularly indigenous women; and
finally, that the intense conflict risks perpetuating
patriarchal attitudes towards women amongst
some communities.
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BACKGROUND TO THE CONFLICT
The Philippines is an archipelago made up of three major
island groups (UNCF 2013):
1. Luzon, forming the bulk of the northern islands
and the location of the capital (Manila);
2. The Visayas group, situated in the central part of the
country and;
3. Mindanao, comprising the southern group.
Mindanao accounts for approximately 4 per cent of the total
Philippine population of nearly 101 million people, and 41 per
cent of the country’s land area (PSA 2016). The Philippines
is a majority Christian country but much of the country’s
estimated five million Muslims are in Mindanao. Since the
Republic of the Philippines’ independence in 1946, many
on the Mindanao island have sought to maintain a separate
identity and rule, calling themselves Moros (adapted from the
term ‘Moors’ referring to the Islamic occupiers of present day
Spain in 700CE).
Moro claims for independence stem from a history, prior
to colonialism, of independent rule. It also stems from
experiences of discrimination and violence suffered
during colonialism and in the early decades of Philippine
independence (Stephens 2011: 3). Colonisation by the
United States of America (US), following their acquisition
of the Philippine colony from Spain in 1898, continued a
policy of Christian migration to Muslim-dominated areas, and
set unequal limits on private land ownership for Christians
and non-Christians, which marginalised Muslims from land
ownership in Mindanao (Abinales 2016). These colonial
policies were pursued by the Philippine government after
independence in 1948.
The continuation of transmigration policies, and incidents
such as the 1969 Jabidah massacre, where Muslim soldiers
in the Philippine army were allegedly slaughtered after
disobeying commands to attack a Muslim majority area in
Sabah (within Malaysian territory) led to Muslim cleric calls
for an end to co-operation with the Philippine government.
The Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) was founded
after the Jadibah massacre and stated its aim was to
establish, by force, an independent state of Bangsamoro
(Muslim Nation) covering Mindanao, Sulu and the Palawan
islands. In the early 1970s, a full-scale armed conflict
erupted between the Philippine government and the MNLF,
accompanied by atrocities committed by Christian vigilante
groups such as the Ilaga (Jeffery 2017: 6). As the region
descended into civil war, President Ferdinand Marcos

Moro claims for independence stem
from a history, and experiences of
discrimination and violence suffered
during colonialism

declared martial law in 1972, in response to the
MNLF and the rise of a communist movement (ICG
2016: 2), which will be discussed below.

RISE OF MORO ISLAMIC LIBERATION FRONT AND
MORO INSURGENCY

Early peace discussions began with the assistance of
foreign intermediaries such as Libyan ‘Revolutionary
Chairman’ Muammar Qadhafi, and the 1976 Tripoli
Agreement was signed between the Philippines
government and the MNLF, which outlined nominal
autonomy, a separate Shari’a (Islamic law) compliant
judicial system and independent security forces.
Legislation followed to create Regional Autonomous
Governments in Western and Central Mindanao (ICG
2016: 2). However, the signing of this agreement
sparked a rift within the MNLF, which led to the creation
of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF). The MILF
continued to conduct violent insurgency operations
against the Philippines army.
In 1986, when Corazon Aquino gained the Philippine
presidency, 21 years of military rule under Marcos
ended. Aquino’s government adopted a new
constitution that, in addition to other democratic
reforms, created space for greater and more
meaningful regional autonomy; including the removal
of constitutional impediments to Moro autonomy in
Muslim Mindanao (ICG 2016: 3). With the assistance
of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), the
MNLF signed a framework agreement, the Jeddah
Accord, in January 1987, where the group agreed to
give up its two-decade fight for independence in return
for autonomy. However, discussion about a proposed
autonomous region collapsed, and the MNLF returned
to armed insurrection in February 1988 (ICG 2016: 3).
A new President in 1996, Fidel Ramos, offered to expand
the proposed Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao
(ARMM) to restart the stalled peace process. The MNLF
signed the ‘Final Peace Agreement’ on 2 September
1996, but the breakaway MILF rejected this agreement
as inadequate, desiring succession for the Bangsamoro,
and returned to hostilities. In 2000, the MILF insurgency
took over the town of Kauswagan, Lanao del Norte,
and seized hundreds of hostages, which provoked
then President Joseph Estrada to declare ‘all-out war’
on the group (ICG 2016: 3). The MILF have become
the dominant armed group in Mindanao (Amnesty
International 2009:11), with approximately 12,000 troops
operating in several command posts around the southern
Philippines, though the group reports having many more
armed combatants (70,000 – 100,000) (Hashim 2001;
Amnesty International 2008: 9).
Peace talks between the Philippine government and the
MILF have been ongoing since the group’s formation.
In 1997, the first ceasefire agreement was signed but
progress was slow and breaches of ceasefire was
5

common. By 2006, MILF negotiators warned that the
peace process was at serious risk of failure. Indeed,
by June 2008, localised armed encounters between
government security forces and MILF fighters began
in several villages in North Cotabato, which quickly
escalated to heavy fighting in several provinces in
Mindanao, after the Supreme Court issued a temporary
restraining order on the signing of the Memorandum of
Agreement on Ancestral Domain (MOA-AD). The MOAAD was to give broader political and economic powers
to the Muslim leadership and widen the territories of
the existing ARMM; but by October 2008, the Supreme
Court ruled that the agreement was unconstitutional
(Amnesty International 2009: 9).
The collapse in peace talks in 2008 led to a division
within MILF and a new armed group, the Bangsamoro
Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF). The BIFF attacks have
become more frequent in Maguindanao communities,
and military operations against the group since February
2016 have resulted in over 20,000 displaced people
in Maguindanao (ICG 2016: 13). Foreign fighters and
more radical Islamic groups within Philippines, such as
Abu Sayyaf and the Maute group, continue to use the
Mindanao conflict to spread Islamic extremist ideology
and run criminal enterprises to purchase arms and
conduct training (ICG 2016: 14).

THE PHILIPPINE COMMUNIST PARTY
AND REVOLUTION

The Communist Party of the Philippines was founded
in 1968, with its armed wing, the New People’s Army
(NPA), established one year later (IDMC 2008: 48).
The communist armed struggle intensified between
1980 and 1992 (IDMC 2008: 49). It was, and remains,
particularly active in Mindanao, in rural areas, and in
selected rural locations across the archipelago. In the
early 1990s, the movement lost some influence, but an
end to hostilities was never reached between the NPA
and the Philippines government. By early 2006, the NPA
reported it was ‘operating in more than 120 guerrilla
fronts, which cover 800 municipalities in 70 out of 79
Philippine provinces’ (IDMC 2008: 50).
Peace talks between the government and the NPA has
lacked consistency compared to MILF negotiations.
However, the closest agreement reached was
for cessation of hostilities if the NCA could run in
parliamentary elections. President Duterte, coming
from Mindanao, has engaged with the NCA in the
past. However, the poor electoral performance of the
Communist Party (one Member of Parliament elected)
coupled with the Marawi insurgency appears to have led
to Duterte adopting a hard-line stance on NPA. In late
2017, after a NPA incursion led to the death of an infant,
Duterte ended talks between the National Democratic
Front of the Philippines (NDFP), a coalition representing
the interests of the Communist Party and the NPA,
and the Philippine government. President Rodrigo
6

In 2017, 30 per cent of available
seaats in the Philippine national
parliament were held by women.
Duterte’s administration cancelled the fifth round of
scheduled talks (Lischin 2017), and the President signed
a proclamation classifying the Communist Party of the
Philippines and the NPA as terrorist groups (Mendez
2017). He recently declared open warfare on the
NPA and said the Philippines Army is entitled to take
any action necessary to end the guerrilla campaign,
including his personal command for the army to shoot
female communist rebel fighters in the vagina (EllisPetersen 2018).

MARGINALISATION OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

The population of indigenous peoples comprises
between 10 to 15 per cent of the total population in
the Philippines, or about 11.3 million people from 110
ethno-linguistic groups in more than 50 of the country’s
81 provinces (UNCF 2013). The Lumad are a group
indigenous to Mindanao, but they view themselves as
distinct from Moros. Most Lumad communities live in
remote areas, where poverty is high, education is low,
and government services remain poor or non-existent
(ICG 2011). There are approximately eighteen major
non-Muslim indigenous ethnic groups in Mindanao with
a total population of approximately nine million.
Like the Moros, the Lumad experienced cycles of
land grabbing and displacement as Mindanao was
incorporated into the Philippine state over the course
of the twentieth century. During the American colonial
period, tribes lost control over their land because of
legislation that did not recognise customary property
rights, paving the way for an influx of Christian settlers
from elsewhere in the country (ICG 2011). The Lumad
have continued to remain on the sidelines of the peace
process (ICG 2011: 3)

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN
THE PEACE PROCESS
In October 2012 the Framework Agreement on
Bangsamoro (FAB) was signed, followed by the
Comprehensive Agreement on Bangsamoro (CAB)
in March 2014 (ICG 2016: 5). This was a significant
achievement in that it committed three major
combatant groups - the Philippine Army, MILF and
MNLF - to a ceasefire. A significant difference between
the FAB and prior agreements was that the MILF
accepted the risk of losing ‘core territory’ (FAB, op. cit.,
Section V (Territory), Article 2.).

In Mindanao, a culture of violence remains pervasive for women
without elite networks or privilege.
The CAB itself contains two gender provisions: the adoption
of financing schemes that ensure the return to normal life for
women (section 11), and the right of women to meaningful
political participation and protection from violence (section
10(g)). These inclusions are not specific in terms of quota,
intersectional and civil society participation, or representation
in the security sector.

rule after the Philippine army, with the assistance of US and
Australian forces, successfully fought back Islamic militants
after their capture of Marawi City in 2017, and the BBL still
has not been passed. However, as of 28 February 2018, a
new BBL bill has been sponsored by Senator Juan Miguel
Zubiri in the Philippine Senate, which has renewed hopes in
passing the legislation (Senate of the Philippines 2018).

Agreed annexes compliment the FAB and CAB with
stronger gender-sensitive provisions in the following:

The 2014 CAB is internationally recognised for its
relatively high level of meaningful participation by
women in both the formal negotiations and parallel
peacebuilding efforts (Conciliation Resources 2015: 6).
This is within the context of the adoption of a National
Action Plan (NAP) on Women, Peace and Security
(WPS) in 2010, which prioritised building the capacity
of women to engender peace and reconstruction
processes (Philippine NAP 2009). The Philippines first
NAP was amended in 2014 to further substantiate
and improve the action points and indicators of the
2010 NAP. Importantly, the Philippines also enacted
the Magna Carta of Women in 2009, which provides
for increased participation of women in peacebuilding
processes (Council of Foreign Relations 2017). Miriam
Coronel Ferrer, head of the government negotiating
panel, was the first woman to be a signatory to a
major peace agreement, the CAB. Today, 4 of the 12
signatories are women (Santiago 2015: 3; Council of
Foreign Relations 2017):

• Economic institutions: Revenue Generation and
Wealth Sharing (detailing issues relating
to autonomous fiscal administration). This includes one
strong provision relating to gender, which
calls on the equal utilisation of public funds to
ensure women and men’s needs; specifically, at
least 5 per cent of the official development funds
will be set aside for support programs and
activities for women (Article XII).
• Political institutions: Bangsamoro Assembly
(details the powers of the central and
Bangsamoro government). This calls for the
Bangsamoro Assembly to be representative;
including ‘non-Moro indigenous communities,
women…’ (Part 2, Article II), and that the
Bangsamoro council should have a
representative of each of the ‘non-Moro
indigenous communities, women…’ (Part 2,
Article VII).
• Demobilisation: This inclusion pertains to
disbanding private armed groups and the
process for establishing a transitional justice
procedure. In this provision there is a nonbinding commitment to ensure the Trust Fund
assists with displaced women’s ‘return to a
normal life’ (Part G, section 5). There is also mention
of the creation of socio-economic programs to support
decommissioned women from the MILF auxiliary forces
(Part G, section 3).
In order to implement the above annexes, the Bangsamoro
Basic Law (BBL) must be passed by the Philippines
Parliament. However, the passage of the BBL has faced
significant difficulties. In early 2015, 44 members of the
police were killed by MILF and BIFF rebels in a failed raid
within MILF territory when searching for a high-priority
Indonesian militant (ICG 2016: 7). The violence that ensued
caused many legislators to withdraw support for the BBL
bill. Indeed, the proposed law had not yet been passed by
the time of the election of Duterte in early 2016, and was
further delayed due to the insurgency in Marawi city. At the
time of this report, Mindanao remains under emergency

•
•
•
•

Miriam Coronel Ferrer;
Zenonida Brosas;
Yasmin Busran-Lao; and
Teresita Quintos-Deles.

The Chairman of the MILF peace negotiating panel
appointed Raissa Jajurie, a human rights lawyer and a
member of its ‘Board of Consultants’, after she argued
there is no injunction in the Qur’an against women taking
leadership positions (Santiago 2015: 10). Jajurie has since
become a regular member of the delegation to peace talks,
and has been frequently called on by the MILF Chairman to
give her legal opinion on behalf of the MILF (Santiago 2015:
11). This is a good example of how informal participation
can still be quite persuasive in a peace process. Following
the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement,
Jajurie was appointed as a member of the Commission on
the MILF side and as the Chair of the Committee on Fiscal
Autonomy, covering issues of wealth sharing, and later,
gender and development (Santiago 2015: 11).
The Philippine government have sought to realise the
positive reference to women’s inclusion in the political,
economic, and to some extent, the security sector
7

in the implementation of the peace process (such
as the deployment of an all-female Civil Relations
Company to Marawi following the Islamic insurgence
(UN 2017). In Mindanao however, women’s full
realisation of equal participation in these sectors
is constrained by the disproportionate effect of
continued insecurity and conflict.
In Mindanao, a culture of violence remains pervasive
for women without elite networks or privilege.
Women experience the highest rates of poverty and
displacement in the country, and are subjected to the
highest rates of private and public spheres of violence
and discrimination (Davies, True & Tanyag 2016).
Abduction for marriage, and under-age marriage are
common in isolated regions such as Basilan, Sulu
and Tawi-Tawi. The Code of Muslim Personal Laws
permits marriage for females aged below 15 years, at
the onset of puberty, but not below the age of 12 years
(in contrast with the legal age of marriage for nonMuslim Filipinos, which is 18 years) (Solamo-Antonio
2015). There are reports that armed men exert physical
violence and intimidation to force marriage (DFAT 2017).
Forced marriage has been tied to the practice of rido
(Davies, True & Tanyag 2016: 463), which is clan and
family-based violence that may occur over insults to
honour or dignity, and may result in extremely violent
reprisals such as burning down houses or abductions
(Amnesty International 2009: 22). There was a total of
1,266 documented cases of rido from the 1930s to
2005, accounting for approximately 5,500 deaths (Torres
2014: 8). Sexual violence is a common, yet hidden,
aspect of rido that is targeted at girls and women, which
affects their ability to participate in political processes in a
meaningful way (Davies, True & Tanyag 2016: 466). The
culture of impunity that ‘plagues Philippine society’ means
that many of these attacks go unpunished (TJRC 2016).
Women’s participation in the political space is limited by
the threat of violence, poverty and strict cultural norms
that perpetuate gender stereotypes.

WOMEN’S POLITICAL
PARTICIPATION BEFORE,
DURING AND AFTER CONFLICT
In 2017, 30 per cent of available seats in the
Philippines national parliament were held by women
(World Bank 2017), and the Philippines is ranked
16th on the Global Gender Gap report in terms of
political empowerment, with 25 per cent of women
holding ministerial positions and approximately 16
years with a female head of state since 1967 (Global
Gender Gap 2017). The Philippines government has
one of the most progressive records in supporting
the WPS agenda. Women’s representation in political
and security processes is being sustained in the
8

Philippines. The Philippines second NAP on WPS was
launched 31 March 2017, running from 2017 to 2022.
Political inclusion has been a feature of these NAPs:
1. First NAP (2010-2016): Focused on building
the capacity of women to engage in the peace and
reconstruction process, and prioritised the
mainstreaming of gender perspectives within the
ongoing peace agreements and security reform
agenda.
2. Second NAP (2017-2022): Reiterates, and
expands upon, the objective of empowering
women to ensure their active and meaningful
participation in areas of peacekeeping,
peacemaking, peacebuilding, conflict
prevention, conflict resolution, and post-conflict
reconstruction.
Importantly, the strong gender-focus of the second
NAP has translated into implementation during
the Marawi Islamic State insurgency. The Armed
Forces and Police deployed an all-female Civil
Relations Company to assist in the implementation
of rehabilitation and recovery programs for internallydisplaced persons (IDPs) in Marawi. Their mission
was to promote a culture of peacebuilding, assist the
survivors of the siege, and mobilise humanitarian and
recovery support (UN 2017).
In ARMM, women’s meaningful participation in the
autonomous Muslim region has been so far constrained
in the security and transitional justice sectors. There
is hope and opportunity for improvement with the
annexes to the gender-inclusive peace process referring
to women’s inclusion in the Bangsamoro Assembly
(though the passage of these annexes into law remains
delayed). Political representation remains marginal and
the representation of Mindanao’s current female leaders
are primarily from elite clans and families (Kubota and
Takashi 2016: 42). Going forward, there will be a need
to address how to progress intersectional opportunities
for women’s empowerment.
The creation of an all-female response team to the
Marawi Islamic State siege, outlined above, is an
important development given the weak provisions
within the peace process for women’s inclusion in the
security sector. However, what remains to be seen is
whether the absence of formal provisions on women’s
participation in security sector reform, in an environment
of insecurity and emergency law, will lead to the
sustainable participation of women in the security sector.
Furthermore, there will be a need to ensure that such a
militarised environment does not narrow the opportunity
for diverse roles and opportunities for peacemaking by
men and women in Mindanao. Finally, there will remain
a need to carefully demarcate civilian relief and recovery
operations from military activities to ensure access to all
populations at risk.

WOMEN’S ECONOMIC
PARTICIPATION BEFORE, DURING
AND AFTER CONFLICT
The annexes to the peace agreements, as discussed
above, contain a provision that addresses women’s
economic participation. In the Revenue Generation and
Wealth Sharing annex, there is one strong provision
relating to gender, which calls on the equal utilisation
of public funds to ensure women and men’s needs;
specifically, at least 5 per cent of the official development
funds will be set aside for support programs and activities
for women (Article XII).
The international community have been vocal in their
support of a gender-inclusive peace process, with
Australia, Great Britain and Norway promoting women’s
participation through financial and political capital
(Conciliation Resources 2015: 8). Australia is a longstanding supporter of efforts to secure a lasting peace
in Mindanao, especially with the Building Autonomous
and Sustainable Institutions and Communities in the
Bangsamoro program, which has primary focus on
assisting the Bangsamoro transitional authority (DFAT
2017a). Donor state engagement and promotion of
women’s participation in the peace process, coupled with
a history of the Philippines’ long-standing commitment
to WPS, has led to surprisingly high number of women
in senior positions in the peace process: leading the
legal team, the Secretariat, and two important Technical
Working Groups that drafted the details of Normalization
(demobilization and decommissioning) and Wealth
Sharing annexes (Santiago 2015: 13).
Local government units in ARMM rely heavily on their
internal revenue allocations (IRA), the single most important
central fiscal transfers and source of revenues for most
local governments (Capuno 2017: 6), which is the local
governments’ share of the income/consumption taxes
collected by the national government. Typically the IRA
contributes 90 pesos out of each hundred in the fiscal
budget of a local government in the ARMM. The ARMM
fares especially poorly on national economic indicators,
with an official poverty rate of 59 per cent in 2015 (PSA
2015), and the regions continue to be ranked at the bottom
of the ten provinces with the lowest human development
index (DFAT 2017). Men are engaged in more paid work
than women (68.7 per cent versus 50.2 per cent); but
this does not mean that women are not working. Women
perform most of the unpaid labour tasks in the home
as well as work informally, to secure income through
informal trade, production, and even overseas labour
migration. Indeed, the accessibility of the formal economy
has been an issue for the entire population in ARMM,
which has generated a flourishing shadow economy,
that is responsible for the proliferation of illegal firearms,
kidnapping for ransom, informal land markets, cross-border

trade, informal credit provision and illegal drug markets
(International Alert 2014).
The underground economies are intertwined with the
dynamics of powerful clans, built around kinship networks
headed by ‘local strong men’ (Vellema, Borras & Lara
2011: 303). These developed in response to the influx of
capitalist modes of production with colonisation, which
destroyed the developed, Muslim agrarian economy and
the lives of Indigenous groups who secured their food,
shelter and livelihood from the land. These changes
brought in agribusiness plantation expansion, timber
exploration and cattle ranching, as well as the small- to
medium-scale farming facilitated by land resettlement
programmes, plus the introduction of Western-style
individualised private property rights. These changes
pushed the Muslim and Indigenous populations away from
their homelands (Vellema, Borras & Lara 2011: 308). This
history of land-grabbing is linked to the internal migration
policies, persistence of poverty and inequality in the ARMM
(Vellema, Borras & Lara 2011: 309), and has significantly
influenced the development of shadow economies as
people look for access to basic productive resources.
The ongoing dilemma remains how to end these shadow
economies, which are often supported by local military and
political elites (International Alert 2014). Violence associated
with these economies contributed to more than one quarter
(27 per cent) of the total recorded violent conflicts between
2011 and 2014 (International Alert 2014a:10), including
kidnapping, murder, and human trafficking (where most
victims are women) (DFAT 2017).

WOMEN’S CIVIL SOCIETY
PARTICIPATION BEFORE, DURING
AND AFTER CONFLICT
Civil society in the Philippines has been an active participant
in lobbying both sides during the peace process. Its
participation and mobilisation demonstrates the importance
of supporting the creation of diverse civic feminist networks
and organisations. Civil society groups are overwhelmingly
composed of women, and Coronel Ferrer has stated that
her negotiation team felt backed up by a ‘strong and active
contingent of women outside of the formal table,’ and that
these organisations kept her panel on their toes as they
lobbied for gender-sensitive provisions in any agreements
(Santiago 2015: 13). There are numerous women’s NGOs
who are having an impact on the peace process, some of
which are (Santiago 2015: 6):
• The Mindanao Commission on Women (MCW):
Has a membership including Muslim, Christian and
Indigenous women, and the MCW hold an annual
congress to ensure women’s voices are heard by
the authorities.
9

• Nisa Ul Haqq: A Bangsamoro women’s group that
uses Islamic teaching as a framework for
women’s and men’s empowerment towards
engagement in international, national, regional and
local levels, for the promotion of women’s human
rights, sustainable development, and peaceful coexistence of tribes, of religions, of nations, and of
women and men.
• Suara: Intended to be the political representation
in the Bangsamoro of the leftist Bayan Muna party.
• The Lupah Sug Bangsamoro Women Association
Inc: Organised by a group of women coming from
areas of influence within the Moro National Front.
The limitation in transitional justice mechanisms within
Mindanao means that civic participation is difficult and
dangerous. Access to and confidence in the justice
sector is an important factor that influences women’s
civil and political participation. To date, Muslim,
Indigenous and Christian people in Mindanao have only
had access to family and clan-based forms of dispute
resolution (DFAT 2017). At the grassroots level, the
Barangay Justice System is an alternative, communitybased mechanism for dispute resolution, with other
members of the community acting as intermediaries.
However, women experience discrimination at this local
level as officials rarely challenge existing gender norms.
In fact, the barangay officials and other local state
actors have been reported as discouraging women from
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reporting or engaging in the legal process, and they
perpetuate the view that violence against women is a
‘private’ issue to be resolved by the parties involved or
their families (WLHRB 2015).
The legal system in place is multi-layered Shari’a and
‘traditional’ legal system. There is a three-tiered system
of courts in Mindanao, Shari’a Circuit Courts (SHCC) at
the first instance level; Shari’a District Courts (SDCC) to
handle more serious cases and appeals from the SHCC;
and, at the apex, the Supreme Court of the Republic of
the Philippines for appeals from the SDCC. Hence, the
Shari’a court system is not independent but part of the
judicial branch of the Philippine government, and only
located in areas with a high concentration of Muslims
(Stephens 2011: 11).
Language is another impediment to accessibility, as the
official languages of the court are English and Arabic,
where even some judges only speak one and not the
other, and many litigants speak neither (Stephens 2011:
17). Furthermore, only 2 of the 31 judges operating in the
Shari’a court system are female, and research indicates
that the rate of dismissal of cases filed by women is much
higher than those by men. The fact that ‘no cases for
divorce have been filed on grounds of domestic violence,
wife beating or marital rape’ suggests that not all women
are comfortable using the court to resolve these issues
(Solamo-Antonio 2003: 67).
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