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Securing peace for M ndanao with sone hel p from Ml aysi a

By John Teo

I T now seens al nbst certain, one nonth after Filipinos went to the polls,
that their current President, d oria Macapagal Arroyo, has won her own
mandate for a full six-year term

An el ection that is supposed to signal a new beginning for the troubled
Phi |i ppi ne nati on has not, however, got off to a very prom sing start.

The mai n opposition presidential candi date, Fernando Poe, has still not
conceded defeat; instead he is making | argely unsubstanti ated cl ai ns of
massi ve fraud robbing himof victory.

Wth barely 40 per cent of the votes going for Arroyo, based on current
counting, and less than a mllion votes separating her fromPoe, the
political polarisation that lies at the root of Arroyo's political
troubl es the past three years will not easily be overcone.

I ndeed, it was by sheer |everagi ng of the nassive advant ages of
i ncunbency that Arroyo got this far.

What shoul d have been the Philippine President's natural constituency,
the nation's mddle-class, was divided in its support, believing that she
betrayed its causes by conprom sing with di sgraced forner President Joseph
Estrada who still commands a cult-Iike followi ng anong the country's poor
and who personal |y endorsed Poe as his "successor".

It was fear of a Poe victory that nade sone m ddl e-cl ass voters
grudgingly vote for Arroyo. For Malaysia, as for indeed nuch of the
outside world, Arroyo's victory must be a great relief.

It takes quite uncomon courage for a weak | eader such as Arroyo to
conti nue pushi ng for autonony for the country's southern Muslimmnority
and to work closely with Mal aysia to forge a durabl e peace with various
Musl i m Moro factions agai nst a backdrop of general international as well
as Philippine antipathy towards "Muslimterrorists"”.

Wth Arroyo, hopefully, securely ensconced i nside Manila's Mal acanang
Pal ace for another six years, Malaysia has little time to lose in helping
to deliver on a pronmise of early peace in M ndanao, w t hout which ot her
proni ses of devel opnent ai d and econoni c prosperity will flounder.

Constructive engagenent i n earnest between the Philippi ne and Mal aysi an
Governnents to secure M ndanao' s peace nmay al so bring the dividend of
greater appreciation on the part of other countries, particularly
Thai | and, the other country w th which Mal aysi a shares a troubl ed border
region, that a conplex mlieu of i ssues and concerns alienates Mislim
mnorities fromnon-Mislimcentral governments just as it alienates
Muslins generally fromthe rest of the world.

Sol utions that do not conprehensively address t he whol e panoply of
i ssues and concerns bot hering Musli ns worl dwi de are bound to provide only
tenporary relief at best.

A final and |l asting peace in Mndanao will also showto the world how a
responsi bl e and Musl i m domi nated Governnment in Mal aysia can contribute
constructively in hel ping solve a trans-border problemin its own corner
of the gl obe.

| hope a Mal aysian group will this year nomi nate Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhamad
for the Nobel Peace Prize, if none has al ready done so, for quiet and
untiring efforts through at | east three Philippine adnm nistrationsto
bring the M ndanao peace process to its nmeani ngful and | asting concl usi on

We nmust realise that none ot her than Miuslinms thensel ves desperately need
an international role nodel to inspire themal ways to choose the | ong and



narrow path of peace.
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