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Introduction

An interest in the study of youth in conflict arises from two interrelated concerns.  One concern centers on the issue of how exposure to, or participation in, conflict situations can impair development by limiting capacities and resources of the individual for a satisfying emotional and social life.  The other concern is about how violent conflict enveloping some of our youth’s life today can limit future possibilities for more peaceful and cooperative relations within society.  Violent conflict can put the development of young people at risk because these experiences “deny a clear and predictable path to adulthood.  It throws the future into uncertainty, leaving the youth without a reliable vision or any confidence in whether they will get into adulthood and what skills are needed” (Larson, 2002, p. 17).  Youth who are continuously exposed to conflict are also said to significantly lose their trust in the members of their social world (Machel, 1996).  It is indeed the youth who will play a key role in determining whether the relations in society will be more harmonious (Larson, Wilson, Brown, Furstenberg & Verma, 2002).  The Abu Sayaff phenomenon in the Philippines, for example, could have been averted if we paid more attention to the Muslim youth exposed to and involved in the armed conflict in the country (personal communication with Fatmawati Salapuddin, Bangsa Moro woman leader, March 2002).  As a UNICEF study cautions, it is the youth’s social isolation, violence, diminished opportunities for education, as well as reduced economic potential that will have to be eventually dealt with as consequences of lost years of development to participation in armed conflict (Philippine Daily Inquirer, October 22, 2000).

If this paper should focus on the cultural and social conditions that regulate the participation or involvement of the youth in conflict situations, it is then correct to assume “conflict”, “violence” and “participation” to be events infused with meanings and practices shared by a group having the same historical reality.  Culture likewise influences the meanings individuals give to an event before it can be considered “violent.”  Violent actions engaged in by the youth may therefore receive sanction from, or be rewarded by some groups within society.  It is therefore important to ask what justifications are given for the youth’s participation in violent practices, what practices are sanctioned or are rewarded, and what meanings are imbued in these sanctions and rewards.  Interest should likewise be given to the conditions that prepare the youth for participation in violent conflict activities.  

The involvement of the Filipino youth in situations of violent conflict is primarily found in their participation in the armed conflict between rebel movements and the government.  Their involvement is likewise evident in the commission of crimes against property (e.g., theft and robbery) and against the person (e.g., homicide and rape), and in their participation in gang and fraternity wars.  This paper attempts to describe the situation of the youth (i.e., children and adolescents) who are involved in conflict (specifically, armed conflict) through a review of selected literature, and through data collected from documents and interviews with various representatives from relevant government and non-government agencies.  

A greater part of the paper will give focus on the youth recruited as combatants in armed rebel groups in the country.  There are at present three main groups engaged in armed conflict against the Philippine government forces.  One such group is the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), a breakaway faction of a former secessionist group called the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), which has during the early 1990’s entered into a peace settlement with the government.  The other rebel group is the New People’s Army (NPA), the military arm of the Communist Party of the Philippines, an underground peasant revolutionary movement, formed in the early 70’s, seeking to establish a new social and political order by overthrowing the government.  The third armed faction is the Abu Sayaff Group (ASG), which figured in the international news when it perpetrated a series of kidnappings of foreign nationals in the Philippines.  The ASG claims to have secessionist aims like the MILF, but has, since its formation, conducted criminal activities, such as community raids and kidnappings.

In 1991, a law was passed to provide for the protection of children in situations of armed conflict.  Article 10 of that law stipulates that children shall not be recruited by the Armed Forces of the Philippines or its civilian units or by any armed group.  Children are also not allowed to take part in fighting, or to engage in activities that relate to armed conflict by serving as guides, couriers, or spies.  Children are defined as persons below 18 years of age.  Also belonging to this group are those who are “unable to take care of themselves or protect themselves from abuse, neglect, cruelty, exploitation or discrimination because of a physical or mental disability or conditions” (Mermet & Quere, 2000, p. 91).

Both the Philippine government and the National Democratic Front, the political body of the NPA, signed a comprehensive agreement on respect for human rights and International Humanitarian Law.  In this agreement, both parties are to ensure the physical and moral integrity of women and children, and to prevent the participation of children in hostilities (Mermet & Quere, 2000).

 
A study done by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in 1998 found, however, that the New People’s Army and the MILF have recruited children for combat on the basis of reports given by Moslem guerrillas, teachers, government militiamen (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  The ICRC also interviewed farmers and relief workers who said that they saw youths from the ages of 13 to 17 fighting for the NPA (Mermet & Quere, 2000).   Military estimates also show that in some regions of the Philippines, 14% of the NPA fighters are children, and that in at least six areas in the country, children form 20-25% of new NPA recruits (Makinano, 2001). Other reports also reveal that most of the reported deaths in the NPA during battle were below 18 years of age (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  

Meanwhile, there were similar reports about the (MILF) recruiting children as young as 13 years old (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  Teachers in the Islamic schools were said to be aware that their male students were being recruited to join the MILF.  The surveys by the ICRC showed that these teachers and some students speak of male students being absent from classes.  These students were seen undergoing training in one MILF camp (Mermet & Quere, 2000). Military reports reveal that an estimated 2,000 minors fight in the NPA and MILF (Makinano, 2001).  The use of minors from the ages 13 to 16 by the Abu Sayaff Group (ASG) has likewise been confirmed by the military in its various encounters with the group (Makinano, 2001).  

The MILF has admitted that they have young soldiers but claim that these youth are on reserve and that they are kept confined in their camps and are given schooling (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  The MILF claim that the students receive training not for combat but for purposes of self-defense (Makinano, 2001).    The ASG likewise are said to recruit minors not for combat, but the group has been reported to use these children as human shields or as hostages (Makinano, 2001). 

In 1988, the 41st Brigade of the Armed Forces of the Philippines filed a complaint with the Commission of Human Rights against a New People’s Army Commander who was accused by the AFP of recruiting children into the NPA movement (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  In 2000, the NPA announced that it would no longer accept recruits who were younger than 18 years old, raising its minimum recruitment age requirement from 15 to 18 (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  At the same time, the NPA reiterated that they would still allow children below 18 years of age to participate in medical teams and in non-combatant operations (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  It is apparent that the groups involved in the conflict are not clear about the definition of a child soldier. 

The definition of who is a child soldier is not only limited to the youth who carry arms in situations of conflict (ARC, 2000, see also Machel, 2001, p. 7).

This is evident in the Cape Town Principles of 1997, which define the child soldier to be:

Any person under 18 years of age who is part of any kind of regular or irregular armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to cooks, porters, messengers, and those accompanying those groups, other than purely as family members.  It includes girls recruited for sexual purposes and forced marriage. (ARC, 2000, p. 7)

It is therefore clear that the definition refers to all other activities engaged in by the youth within the rebel community.


In spite of intensifying worldwide initiative and advocacy to protect and keep the youth from being involved in armed combat, the UN estimates that some 300,000 child soldiers continue to be serving in the Philippines and in the Asia-Pacific region (Philippine Daily Inquirer, January 16, 2002, p. A1).  What circumstances bring the youth into this type of engagement?  An attempt is made in the following sections to discuss the various ways that lead the youth to an engagement in conflict.  These ways may be gleaned from the forms of their participation, from the social and economic contexts within which these youth’s lives are embedded, and from the various attempts made to account for why these youth have actively joined in situations of conflict.

Paths to youth participation in violence

Data gathered in 1996 show a total of 1,380 young persons who were sentenced and detained all over the country (UNICEF, 1998). The youth offenders sampled in the UNICEF study of 1998 were predominantly male and have finished or are still in the elementary level of education.  Dropping out from school was usually a result of financial difficulties, peer influence, and family problems.  The majority of the youth offenders were living either with only one parent or with neither parent.    These youth were not living with one or both parents because of death of a parent, parents have to leave to work in another place, they were abandoned by their parents, or the youth had to leave home to work elsewhere.  Most of the youth offenders come from low-income families.  The occupations of parents (e.g., as farmers, fishermen, laborers, carpenters, dressmakers, laundry women, or house help) provide the youth with an impoverished environment, offering very little prospect for social or economic advancement for the youth and his or her family.  Moreover, a large percentage of the youth offenders were drug users or were addicted to alcohol.  Most of them were also gang members, and the influence of peers was evident in the commission of crimes.

A profile of youth offenders in the largest Philippine island group, Luzon, shows that 60% were apprehended when they were 16 years old or younger, 80% were no longer schooling at the time of apprehension, and 40 – 50% were migrants from the rural areas (National Council for Social Development, 1994, p. 81).  As a contributing factor in the incidence of youth crime, rural-urban migration needs to be seen in the context of the continuing poverty of the migrating family, with the new environment providing crowded housing, poor employment opportunities, and a meager income (NCSD, 1994).

Most of the youth commit crimes against property, which they tended to commit in association with peers or relatives.  Offenses against the person or against chastity, on the other hand, tended to be perpetrated by the youth alone (NCSD, 1994).   Many of these youth offenders were members of a peer group gang and have spent most of their time living in the streets.  In one city in Southern Philippines, the local development plan for children had to take into account the 3, 000 or more street children who have become members of gangs, which total to 150 within the city (PDI, December 25, 2002, p. A4).  

Aside from the negative influence of peers, the factors considered as likely to contribute to the youth’s committing an offense include being out of school, lack of parental guidance, drug dependency, the practice of one or more vices (e.g., smoking, liquor, drug use, or gambling) (NCSD, 1994).  Among street children, an offense is likely to be committed when the child is without a job (NCSD, 1994).  

If we were now to look into the data on youth combatants, the most recent information on the number of captured or surrendered youth involved in armed conflict (i.e., recruited into the NPA, MILF, or ASG) reveal a total of 135 youth (Correspondence from the Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff for Civil Military Operations, Department of National Defense, February 11, 2003). Forty-two of these youth are female and 93 are male. In any given community influenced by the rebel groups, an estimate of 10% to 30% are drafted as soldiers (Cagoco-Guiam, 2002).  The earliest age of recruitment is 11 years and the mean age of a youth combatant is 14 years (Cagoco-Guiam, 2002). Within the rebel movement itself, most members are quite young.  Reports, for example, show that the NPA guerrillas are generally aged 16 to 25 years (Mermet & Quere, 2000). 

NGO members working in the conflict areas claim that an MILF policy allows children at the age of 12 years to undergo military training (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  Training usually occurs in madrasas (religious schools) and in camps.  An MILF leader is also reported to have said that the youth, from ages 10 to 16 years, count among the 300 to 500 men and women who undergo training in one of their camps.  In their involvement in the armed group, girls are made to perform many of the same functions as boys.  The MILF is reported to train girls to fire M-16 rifles and to prepare for battle, as they are also tasked to prepare food, tend to the wounded, and to wash clothes (Machel, 2001).  The girls, however, were not allowed to fight, being limited only to cooking, cleaning, and helping in the clinic (PDI, October 31, 2002, p. A4).   The following excerpts illustrate the various tasks engaged in by young men in the MILF:

When Pedro (not his real name) was issued a firearm, he was assigned as foot patrol.  He did not receive any training.  The instructions were that when ordered to open fire, all recruits were expected to shoot.  All his skills were to be gained not through mentors or the group’s war veterans, but through direct experience in battle.  Experience was therefore to be his only teacher.  In the camp, Pedro served as a look out.  He also was tasked to heat water and to cook.  He was, in fact, expected to perform any duty assigned to him.  One such duty was to participate in an ambush of a military patrol. (Case Studies of the Child Soldiers of the MILF and the Abu Sayaff, n.d.)

Armin (not his real name) joined the separatist movement at 12.  When he knew how to shoot and handle guns, he was allowed to fight.  He had to undergo shooting exercises and a physical fitness program. For 45 days, he had a daily training program with the other recruits.  He had duties like looking after carabaos or had post duties/look out…To quote Armin: “I carried an armalite, an M16.  I was trained on how to use a gun, how to fire it, how to dismantle and assemble it.  That was the only training I received. The training included hopping over rocks, crawling, rolling.  That was for 3 weeks.”… (PDI, October 10, 2002)

In the NPA, a youth soldier may be given the position of officer (e.g., liaison officer, commanding officer, squadron leader, or platoon leader), a combatant, or take support tasks (e.g., as cooks, messengers, or spies) (Makinano, 2001).  In the battlefield, the young person may be used as a shield to deter military attacks, or may be asked to recover weapons from dead soldiers in the field (Makinano, 2001).  The youth may also serve in medical missions, or as couriers in local areas through a system called “Pasa Bilis”, literally translated as “quick pass”, where children are assigned at relay stations to deliver messages or orders scribbled on pieces of paper until the message reaches its destination (Makinano, 2001).  Children are also assigned to collect revolutionary taxes from members of the community (Makinano, 2001).  Below is an account of a 17-year old girl’s duties as an NPA combatant:

Jenny (not her real name) recounted that as she was busy doing kitchen chores, a ranking commander commissioned her to assassinate a military officer.  She was to work as househelp for that military officer.  (She) was also directed to conduct perimeter patrol. (PDI, October 6, 2002, p. A14)

Another account is of that of Pem (not his real name) who joined the NPA when he was only about 9 years old:

Pem was recruited into the NPA in 1997.  He has learned how to organize and recruit his peers into the NPA ranks.  He can disassemble and assemble an M-16 rifle in less than 15 minutes – a feat an ordinary soldier would find hard to match.  He has basic knowledge of acupuncture.  He can give basic lectures on Maoism, Leninism and Marxism. (Philippine Graphic, April 3, 2000)

What do the youth like Pem, Jenny, Armin, and Pedro have in common?  The Action for the Rights of Children (ARC) in 2000 reports that a majority of children who are involved in armed conflict in almost every country come from the poorest, least educated and most marginalized sectors of society.  Human Rights Watch corroborates this observation when it revealed that the children most likely to be recruited are those who are poor, separate from their families, displaced from their homes, living in combat zones, have limited access to education, and live in communities which have inadequate social services (Makinano, 2001). In the Philippines, the recruitment of children is said to take place in areas with little or no government presence (Makinano, 2001).


According to the ARC (2000) report, those who are especially at risk are the children who live in conflict zones.  They are often left to fend for themselves or become the main income earners due to the disappearance, death or disability of adult family members as a result of violent conflict.  When a community becomes an area where armed conflict is conducted, the economic capabilities of its members are severely disrupted, the social life of the community destroyed, and the educational facilities become non-existent or extremely limited.  The youth’s direct experience of family displacement and abuse from the military may lead many of them to join an opposing armed group for the needed security and stability.  Often, the young person cannot conceive of an alternative life other than that which is violent and conflict ridden – a life experienced during almost the entire period of one’s existence.  Moreover, the proliferation of light, inexpensive, small arms in many regions of the world has made the use of these arms possible for the young who can carry these weapons with greater ease  (Machel, 2001).


The life of the family in areas where war is waged may become lost or fragmented.  The fighting exposes the youth to constant violence, which may take their sense of order and dignity away from them (PDI, June 18, 2000).  They may likewise have lesser tolerance for differences.  More accounts are given below to illustrate how living in a conflict zone can have an effect on the young person and his or her family:

Some saw their parents wounded or slain before their very eyes.  Others fled from their homes as the fighting crept closer and they narrowly escaped death themselves … They traveled long distances to reach evacuation centers where some succumbed to malnutrition and diseases … As the armed conflict rages on, the children suffer some more as they have to stop going to school to avoid becoming targets.  Not only does this derail their development, it deprives them of a sense of normality, of being with others in a safe environment. ( PDI, June 18, 2000)

An account from a girl who joined an armed group when she was 13 years old: “I felt terrified when I was hiding in the graveyard.  I was afraid the soldiers would capture and rape me.  I knew a 16 year-old girl who was caught by the soldiers.  The next day, we found her with her clothes torn off and her body was riddled with bullets.  One of us turned her over and it seemed to me that the bullets drew a picture on the earth. (PDI, October 31, 2002)

One day at the height of the war between the government and Moro rebels in Central Mindanao in 2000, a young boy named Mario (not his real name) witnessed what he called the most disheartening sight he has ever seen.  A group of soldiers butchered a man suspected of being a member of the MILF.  The man was a civilian, the boy thought, like a relative who was killed during one of the military operations in their village … Two years later, the frail-looking 13 year old Mario has a different outlook in life and his future … Mario is aspiring to achieve what he believes will be good for all the Moro people in Mindanao.  “I just want to be a rebel.  That’s for jihad (holy war),” he said.  (PDI, December 22, 2002, p. A16)

The youth who are at risk, according to the ARC (2000) report, are also those who are separated from their families.  They become vulnerable to recruitment because of this unstable background.  The family is said to provide a buffer against participation in armed and violent activities.  Without the protection and stability from the family, the young person is led to seek for safety in armed groups or among peers. The decision of a youth to join and participate in the activities of the armed group may be conditioned by a perceived lack of warmth and support from family members, as well as experiences of violence within the family.  The case of Sandra (not her real name) illustrates how a young person can opt to join armed group in order to escape family imposition and abuse:  

Sandra joined the New People’s Amy (NPA) because her parents arranged for her to marry an old man.  She was also almost raped by her sister’s husband.  She was angry with her brothers and sisters for not believing her.  Sandra further says: “ My mother did nothing too.  Parents should care about what happens to their children … Parents should be responsible for their children – they should love them and send them to school.  I left and found the NPA because I wanted to run away from my family’s noise and I hated getting hurt. (from a case recounted in Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001, pp. 14, 22)

The decision was also made as a way to gain control over the abuse being inflicted on a family member.

Sandra lived with her mother, stepfather and her siblings before she joined the New People’s Army.  She said that her stepfather did not provide for any of her siblings.  Her stepfather would also beat her mother constantly because of jealousy.  Her brothers, sisters, and other relatives knew of the beatings and did not do anything about it.  Sandra claimed that her stepfather stopped beating her mother when Sandra joined the NPA.  (from a case recounted in Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001, p.14)

Sandra had her hopes and dreams, and getting out of the family to join the NPA was a step in achieving these dreams.

Sandra recounts: “ If I have the chance, I want to go to college and study something related to what I did as a medic in the NPA --  I was good at what I did, I even used to operate on those who were shot … Mama asked me why I wanted to stay with the NPA.  I told her that I wanted to experience life as an NPA  … Back then, I wasn’t afraid of dying.  What will happen will happen.  At least I had a chance to tell my Mama the reasons why I was going.  It was the first time I told he about how I felt.” (from a case recounted in Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001, p. 11, 14)

The youth deprived of the protection from their family members are often the ones least able to resist being involved in situations of conflict.  Machel (2001) mentions that children who live and work in the streets away from their parents are at particular risk.  Machel reports of instances when the armed forces will take an abandoned or unaccompanied child into custody to protect him or her from violence.  Within these circumstances, the young person may end up being a soldier particularly when he or she begins to identify the group as his or he “new family” and protector.  The youth may feel obliged to become soldiers after experiencing ubiquitous violence.  The gun can make them feel safer and better protected.


At risk are therefore those among the youth who are disadvantaged and marginalized, and these are the youth who usually come from the poorest sectors of society.  According to the ARC (2000) report, poor communities are often the sites of forcible and voluntary recruitment due to the prevailing powerlessness and instability experienced by those who live in these communities.  Machel (2001) observes that those youth from wealthier and better educated families are less vulnerable to recruitment into armed conflict because their parents usually possess the resources to challenge recruitment through legal means or through political influence.   On the other hand, parents who are impoverished may even offer their children for military service, especially when the armed group offers the family remuneration in exchange for their child’s “services” (Machel, 2001).  The youth themselves may volunteer their services to obtain regular meals, clothing and medical attention otherwise not provided within their families or in their communities (Machel, 2001). Aside from being able to fulfill religious obligations, the young recruits and other members of the religious community are said to benefit materially from the involvement in the military training.  The recruits are also promised a monthly salary and firearms (Makinano, 2001).  The recruits of the Abu Sayaff are likewise promised a salary after training, firearms, and sometimes, scholarships abroad (Makinano, 2001).  To convince young Muslims from ages 13 to 25 to join the movement, the MILF is also said to use Muslim elder leaders, who receive a certain amount for every new recruit (Makinano, 2001).   Promises of money, weapons, food and a romanticized life-style of a rebel lure the young people.  The case of Radz is an example of this particular trend that occurs during recruitment:

When the Abu Sayaff recruited Radz, he was offered a gun and a living, i.e., food and money.  He was promised ten thousand pesos, a baby armalite, food in abundance, and a more comfortable environment.  He planned to give the money to his parents; the weapon he thought of keeping for himself.  At the age of 12, Radz joined the Abu Sayaff, leaving behind his parents, a brother and a sister … (Case studies of the child soldiers of the MILF and the Abu Sayaff, n.d.)

 The young persons who receive no support or protection from the family, but who are instead relied upon for income and security, tend to find comfort in others, usually their peers, outside of their homes:

They go to the streets, leave their homes because they are abused, neglected.  Some of these youth (from ages 9 to 15 years) are directed by their parents, who are unemployed, to work, to look for money.  The young person has to come back home with money, for example, to buy milk for a younger sibling or food for the family.  When they come back home without any money, the parent may scold them and accuse them of playing instead of looking for money.  They then come to believe that if they do not bring home money expected from them, they would not be loved or appreciated.  Love is equivalent to bringing money home.  If they are unable to bring money home, they will opt to stay in the streets and not return home, because they will be scolded or be physically punished.  So, they stay in the streets, sleep there, and eventually join other youth where they find acceptance, togetherness and happiness.  Later, they will be influenced by their peers, participating in drug use to numb their hunger, to numb the cold and discomfort of living in the streets.  They then experience through the drugs (usually sniffing glue) a sense of power, some inner strength to engage in criminal behavior that gives them the opportunity to have some money.  They slowly get hooked into this pattern of behavior.  Drugs eventually are used to relieve other pains, the loneliness, and to compensate for what they lack in life.  Life is difficult in the streets.  They live in the streets together with the “hard core” youth.  They have to be tough in order to survive, they need to fight to be able to survive, to get involved in crimes to be able to satisfy their basic needs. (Interview with the Program Manager, Child Hope, February 3, 2003)

One path that takes the youth to involvement in violent conflict is therefore a path of impoverishment.  This condition transforms the dynamics within the family because of the demands and stresses that weigh down on each of its members.   One very clear demand on the youth is their assumption of adult tasks and duties.  Unfortunately, the young person is unable to face up to the adult responsibilities imposed on him or her for family survival.  Consequently, the youth will attempt to search for safety outside the family, exposing them to a life where they learn to be violent in order to survive.  Poverty has made the family and the community ineffective as contexts for the youth’s positive development because these have become inadequate in providing the youth with resources for survival and growth.  The youth are then left with limited opportunities to engage in productive activities within the community, They engage in criminal acts to survive and to escape boredom.

Events and activities that embody a culture of violence characterize another path to the youth’s participation in conflict situations.  In this path, the youth are made to witness the destruction of their communities through violent conflict.  They are made fearful, and are made to realize that violence may have to be countered by acquiring for themselves the symbols and artifacts of that which has caused their fear.  Finally, the youth tread the paths where violence becomes a life norm, and where violence becomes the instrument for survival.  We are now provided with the contexts in which the youth’s participation in violent situations takes form.  We may now turn to the dynamics within these contexts to determine the specific push factors or reasons for their participation. 

Reasons for Participation

According to the ARC (2000), accounts of recruitment of the youth in armed conflict all over the world display a pattern of armed groups’ exertion of control over the young recruits.  The ARC further reports that the youth are recruited because of a shortage of adult combatants.  This was particularly true in the Philippines during the 1990’s when the New People’s Amy suffered a dramatic reduction in membership (Makinano, 2001).  This resulted in an intense recruitment of minors.  The military documented a total of 86 child combatants who have been captured or who have surrendered since 1999 (Makinano, 2001).  By June 2000, the military has documented the recruitment of 123 young persons into the NPA (Makinano, 2001).  These young combatants who are captured or who surrender are mostly children of farmers and have either reached the elementary or secondary level of education (Makinano, 2001).  They were also usually recruited while they were engaging in their farming activities (Makinano, 2001).

Other reasons deal mainly with the characteristics that are perceived to be possessed by these young individuals.  Makinano (2001) maintains that the view of the child in western and industrialized countries is not applicable in countries like the Philippines, where a person as young as 14 can be “considered developed enough to bear responsibilities in life sometimes even that of marriage” (p. 11).   According to Makinano, in a society like the Philippines where the majority live in poverty and are landless farmers, a child of 7 years may be expected to contribute and support to the family’s subsistence.  Being relied upon to for economic support, a young person of 7 years is not a child anymore. Children are perceived to mature earlier and are expected to be involved in the means of production at an early age (Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001).  For this reason, the young person is seen to be capable of performing adult tasks even during combat.

The period of adolescence, characterized by an enormous and often stressful transition to adult life, is said to be most vulnerable phase to the lures of military life, with its sense of power derived from the use of deadly weapons (Machel, 2001).  Moreover, there is also an attraction at this stage of development for specific ideologies and for fighting for social and political causes, such as religious freedom, self-determination, and national liberation (Machel, 2001).   Adolescents are also said to be the usual target for recruitment because they can be innocent and trusting as children, while possessing the physical strength and stamina of adults (Makinano, 2001).  Adolescents can also be impulsive and aggressive, especially when their families were victims of armed violence (Makinano, 2001).

Makinano, however, asserts that teenagers seldom join the communist movement because of ideological reasons.  Rather, a sense of curiosity and the promise of a more adventurous life primarily motivate them.  These teenagers are said to join because of “family problems, tedious peasant jobs, lack of social and economic opportunities, and the general feeling of apathy within the community” (Makinano, 2001, p. 42).  

Young persons are said to be exposed to greater danger as a result of their so-called immaturity (ARC, 2000).  They often have the tendency to take more excessive risks by wanting to show off or by thinking that what they are engaging in is all a game.  As a consequence, they may become less fearful and may venture unprepared in situations filled with danger.  

Briefly, the young are seen to be adventurous, quick to learn fighting skills, and are less costly. Makinano (2001) reports that some commanders prefer child soldiers because “they are more obedient, do not question orders and easier to manipulate than adult soldiers” (p. 17). These young recruits can also effectively pose a moral challenge for enemies (ARC, 2000).  For example, by displaying young Muslim trainees who assert their willingness to fight and die for the rights and freedom of the Bangsa Moro people, the MILF are able to convey their determination to pursue their goals (Makinano, 2001).  The youth are also perceived to possess greater stamina and physical strength to accomplish dangerous combat duties more efficiently.  In one raid, for example, the NPA managed through its young guerillas to seize more than 30 high-powered firearms from a town’s police without any bloodshed.  The NPA was said to be somehow successful because the police “cannot put up a fight against these very young rebels” (PDI, August 30, 2002, p. A14).  An NPA spokesperson of a command in a Southern Philippine province was also reported to have said that their young recruits are “idealistic and ready to fight for the revolution” and “have remarkably high resistance power” (PDI, August 30, 2002, p. A14).


However, children are also widely perceived as dispensable commodities (ARC, 2000, Makinano, 2001).  This view is said to permit the employment of children in the front line of the armed conflict with little or no training.  In the case of the youth who have committed crimes, public perception is said to be conditioned to view these young people as no longer useful to society.  An NGO program officer was reported to have mentioned that even the mothers of murdered youth offenders think that their children deserved to die.  This program officer said, “I can never forget one mother who told me that at least she no longer had a problem because her child was dead.” (PDI, December 25, 2002, p. A4).  The youth involved in criminal activities are easily labeled as “society’s problems,” and become “scapegoats for the community’s troubles” (PDI, December 25, 2002, p. A4).    The youth are therefore used in dangerous violent activities because of their strength and sense of adventurism, but, at the same time, their involvement ostracizes them from the larger society.

The involvement of the youth in armed conflict is effected through both forced and voluntary ways of recruitment.  The ARC (2000) report points out that these compulsory and voluntary forms of youth recruitment are accompanied with distinct sets of reasons.  Compulsory or forcible recruitment is most associated with the prerogative of government.  The state may follow the practice of quota enlistment carried out by its national agencies and its local government units.  Armed groups may also carry out recruitment through abduction and intimidation.  

In the 1986 Constitution of the Philippines, Article 2 states that the government can call upon all citizens to defend the state, to render personal, military or civil services under conditions of war (Mermet and Quere, 2000)

Section 51 of the national defense act in 1991 states that “all Filipinos are liable for military service.”  This called for a provision for the development, administration, organization, training, maintenance, and utilization of the Citizen Armed forces of the Philippines.  Section 14 of the national defense act states that registration for the military is compulsory for males aged 18 to 25 years.  Recruitment into the Philippine National Police also follows the same age guidelines.  Any breaches to this requirement are however not considered as grounds for separation from the service (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  Another form of recruitment is into the paramilitary units called the Citizen Armed Force Geographical Units, which are active in areas where rebel activity is high.  

Other forms of recruitment are into private armies created by local leaders and into institutions of military instruction.

Voluntary forms of recruitment, according to the ARC (2000) report, occur for a variety of other reasons.  One category of reasons is cultural in nature.  The youth choose to join armed groups because they have been socialized to revere leaders who hold high positions in the military.  Participation in military activities is often glorified, and the bearing of arms reinforces one’s feelings of masculinity.  Handling weapons are also associated with values of power and control.   Some of the youth are therefore enticed by the chance of living the romanticized lifestyle of a rebel.  Radz (not his real name), for example, left his family to join the Abu Sayaff at the age of 12.  He believed that the possession of a weapon would give him status.  With a gun, he felt kinship with the movie heroes – he felt like one of the move stars, just as important and just as heroic (Case studies of the child soldiers in the MILF and the Abu Sayaff, n.d.)

The youth voluntarily join armed groups because of their need for protection (ARC, 2000).  In areas of armed conflict and in areas where there is a recurrence of violence, the young person can feel vulnerable and will need the security provided by the active use and display of arms by a group. In the Philippines, the intensive militarization in the countryside has forced many families to protect themselves by participating in the armed struggle (Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001).  The vulnerability of the youth is also enhanced by the experiences of harassment and family displacement.  The NPA, for one, has taken in children who themselves volunteer because they have been orphaned (Makinano, 2001). 

Another explanation for voluntary enrolment in military activities is the belief ingrained in the youth that armed struggle is the only way to achieve political or ethnic freedom and social justice (ARC, 2000).  They are encouraged to participate in a holy and justified war against more dominant and oppressive forces in society.  This set of ideologically based beliefs is further reinforced by the youth’s personal experiences of abuse against their families and communities.  A director of the Philippine Department of Social Work and Development explained that there strictly is no extensive recruitment of children to join the Moro Liberation movement (Makinano, 2001).  She mentioned that joining the fight for “jihad” is part of a Muslim’s obligation and is in keeping with one’s observance of Muslim teaching.  Parents generally volunteer their children who have reached puberty to join the struggle for independence by undergoing training.  Parents are said to view time spent in training as more productive than if it were spent with friends or engaging in sports.  There have been reports of parents who willingly give up their children to the armed group to rid their drug dependent children from their addiction.  

The youth may then personally volunteer because of the joy and pride that may be derived from the spirituality of the struggle (Makinano, 2001).  A director of the Department of Social Welfare and Development once commented that the youth participate in the struggle because “they see themselves as exercising one of the basic teachings of Islam, to carry on fighting not only for their life, rights, and freedom, but for the whole of the Bangsa Moro people, the Mindanaons” (PDI, October 22, 2000).  Involvement in the struggle provides them with the opportunity to experience the highest form of death, “sabir/sahid” or martyrdom. The Abu Sayaff Group is likewise said to use the Islamic religion to recruit young combatants, and recruitment is usually done during religious festivities (Makinano, 2001). Hashim Salamat, the MILF leader has this to say about recruiting children to actively engage in their struggle:

We are planting the seeds of struggle in the minds of the young people so that future generations will be able to fight for freedom if it doesn’t come in our lifetime.  We want to find peaceful solutions … but we have to prepare ourselves to fight. (Mermet & Quere, 2000, p. 95)

The following excerpts illustrate the acquired views of the youth about their involvement in the armed movement:

Abdul Mohamad was recruited when he was 9 years old.  He claimed that he was not afraid to die because for him “fighting was the only way for the Bangsamoro people to stop being slaves to the Philippine government and its people” (Mermet & Quere, 2000, p. 94).  

With his parents’ permission, Sabbal was recruited to join the jihad when he was 12 years old.  Before he was recruited, he was told of the persecution of the Muslim ummah (community) at the hands of the government.  At the age 13, Sabbal experienced his first encounter … He felt happy to kill the enemy for the jihad. His greatest fear was his inability to heed the call of Allah.  He feared not being able to follow his commands and teachings.  Sabbal was taught jihad signified the call for faithful to fight the enemies of Islam.  There was no more a glorious fate that going into battle to defend his religion and way of life. (Case studies of child soldiers of the MILF and the Abu Sayaff, n.d.)

Radz was recruited when he was about 10 years old.  He learned of the religious persecution of the Muslims and became an Abu Sayaff sympathizer.  He joined for revenge.  His cousin was brutally killed by the military and his body was desecrated afterwards. (Case studies of child soldiers of the MILF and the Abu Sayaff, n.d.)

The socialization into the armed struggle begins very early in the individual’s life.  The people of Jolo, the Southern Philippine city which has long been the site of violent conflict, are said to sing songs of revenge as they put their babies to sleep.  The governor of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao was reported to have recently issued a warning against the planned deployment of American combat troops in this capital town of Sulu: “The Tausug [the dominant ethnic group in Jolo, MSM], when they lull their babies to sleep, do not sing ‘Summertime’ or ‘Hush, Little Baby.’ They sing ballads like, ‘Go to sleep so you’ll be strong so you can avenge the atrocities committed on your father” (PDI, February 27, 2003, p. A1).

Those with relatives in the armed movement are particularly vulnerable because of the cultural value of strong kinship ties (Makinano, 2001). The students who perform various tasks for the movement, such as the purchase of medicines or manning checkpoints, have parents who are regular MILF members (Makinano, 2001).   A male Muslim teacher was once reported to have said that some of his students join the armed struggle because their parents, who are angry with the government, tell them to (PDI, January 29, 1999).  In the same manner, some youth join the NPA because their parents are high ranking leaders or because their siblings are youth organizers (Makinano, 2001).  When both parents are combatants, their children are necessarily brought up within an armed group (Camacho, Balanon & Veba, 2001).  

Still another reason for joining violent and armed activities mentioned in the ARC report is the prevalence of poverty and the accompanying restrictions in social mobility.  Unable to carry the financial burden of continuing formal education, and incapable of finding gainful, dignified employment to uplift the economic conditions of the family, the young person is led to rely on peer groups for emotional support and financial survival.  Peers also often pressure the young individual into violent activities, which provide the needed adventure and escape from boredom. Poverty can cause an entire family or community to support a cause when it promises a better future even if it entails participation in an armed struggle (Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001).  A former spokesperson of the National Democratic Front was quoted as saying that the parents themselves volunteer their children in the revolutionary movement because they have become too poor to support their children (Makinano, 2001).  The parents ask the NPA to care for their children and to provide them with training.  

In summary, the participation of the youth in conflict situations can largely be attributed to the intensification of armed conflict in the country.  The economic and political deprivation and marginalization, which are the roots of the conflict, produce a sense of dissatisfaction and helplessness shared by the youth with their social group.  To address the problem of rebellion, the government has transformed many impoverished communities into sites of actual and imminent conflict through militarization.  Family and community life is under siege and is constantly in a state of disruption.  The youth are exposed to the view that the survival of the group is constantly threatened, and can only be protected through violent activities. The youth are encouraged to participate actively in the armed struggle because of the characteristics they possess, which are valued in armed combat.  They willingly participate for the protection, the glory and the promise of salvation and freedom.  However, protection is not necessarily achieved as participants because they are viewed to be dispensable and may have their rights violated within the movement.

There appears to be little opportunity for the youth to form reciprocal relationships during the course of their participation in violent situations.  The violent act is a task and is accomplished through collaboration with others within a largely hierarchical social world.  They are socialized in this system of relations into believing that violence is the sole means to achieve group goals.  In the next section, we will examine what risks this kind of engagement may have for the youth.

Risks that accompany participation practices

As a result of the continuing involvement of the youth in armed conflict, many of the uninvolved youth in rebel areas are themselves placed at risk of harassment by parties in conflict.  Reports given by NGOs working with children in these rebel areas document cases of children below the age of 18 years who have been harassed or arrested by government authorities on suspicion of being members of an armed rebel group (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  The ARC 2000 report also underscores the risk other children are subjected to as a result of the very participation of the youth in conflict.  These other youth in conflict zones are endangered through association or through suspicion of being part of any one armed group.  The youth may also be made objects of suspicion even as they are given seemingly less perilous roles than combat, such as performing household chores, standing guard, acting as messengers, hunting for fruits or vegetables, or stealing food (Machel, 2001).

Machel (2001) mentions that another important risk faced by the youth is the eventual desensitization to suffering that may occur because of continued exposure to violence.  Often, in their engagement in violent conflict, the youth are deliberately exposed to gruesome scenes to harden them and to make it easier for them to dissociate themselves from the rest of society.  Machel warns that these youth may find it difficult to disengage from the idea that violence is the only available means to achieve their aims, especially in conditions of frustrating poverty and unabated social injustices.

Some of these young persons may also lose sight of their rights as individuals within society.  They are placed in non-normative environments that may restrict their chances for future productive adult roles.  The account on Boy (not his real name) given below, illustrates this possibility:

Boy vaguely remembered that children are supposed to go to school, and should be provided shelter and food.  That these rights could apply to him never crossed Boy’s mind.  He felt so far removed from those children.  To him, the only reality was surviving.  And to survive, he had to prepare to use his weapon.  Boy viewed killing with some sense of detachment.  Neither idealistic patriotism nor religious freedom moved him.  Killing was a task that he must do, competently and efficiently if he were to survive.  Nothing personal, just a job. (Case studies on the child soldiers of the MILF and Abu Sayaff, n.d.)

No one is certain how many of the youth like Boy have been produced by conditions of poverty and of war.  Indeed, it may be difficult to imagine how the youth can be locked in the present within contexts of conflict.  Finally, it may be the absence of the protective shield given by the family, as well as the broken promise of safety and security within the social world that drive the youth to participate in violent conflict.

Forms of Intervention and emerging issues

Under Philippine law, the implementing rules of the Special Protection of Children Act of 1991 states that 

…a child taken into custody by government forces in an area of armed conflict shall be informed of his constitutional rights and treated humanely.  He/she shall not be subjected to torturer or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, or used in a military operation in any capacity.  The government forces shall ensure the physical safety of the child under its custody, provide him with food and the necessary medical attention or treatment; and remove him from the area of armed conflict and transfer him at the earliest possible time to higher echelons of command /office for proper disposition. (Mermet & Quere, 2000, p. 95)

The government forces are to detain the child in a military camp for not more than 24 hours and are required to immediately inform the child’s parents or guardians.  Relevant social workers are likewise to be informed and are permitted access to the military camp where the child may be detained.  The same Republic Act also stipulates that the child should be kept in a detention center separate from adults.  In February 2000, government and non-government agencies signed an agreement prohibiting the presentation of captured child combatants to media for propaganda purposes (Mermet & Quere, 2000).  Coordination between the military, the police, the relevant government agencies, and non-government organizations is seen to be important to ensure the protection and safety of the youth (Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001).


Some of those agencies and organizations dealing directly with youth combatants provide psychosocial rehabilitation by making efforts to declare the affected communities as “spaces for peace” (PDI, December 22, 2002, p. A16).  These organizations believe that their psychosocial work will be ineffective if facilities within the various affected communities remain bullet-ridden and unsafe for these young people.


The youth are also made to go through a process of social re-integration.  This usually involves integrating them with other youth having similar experiences so that they will not feel alone and will learn to gain support and strength from the group (PDI, October 22, 2000).  The family also participates in the process of re-integration for the reconstruction of relationships and support systems (PDI, October 22, 2000). The other minimum conditions for social reintegration include a safe environment, a secure economic base, community resilience resulting from the presence of traditional support networks, and mechanisms for protection, which includes the monitoring of human rights violations and the enforcement of laws (Makinano, 2001).   However, the task of demobilizing and integrating children in society proves to be difficult because these youth are not easily convinced about relinquishing weapons since they are used to “wielding the power of the gun” (Makinano, 2001, p. 47).  


When the child is captured or surrenders, he or she is turned over to the Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD).  The DSWD then returns the child to the family, or if the child is orphaned, to a foster home.  However, difficulties are experienced in finding homes for the child.  Parents cannot give any assurance that their children will not go back as combatants because of the strong influence of the NPA in their areas (Makinano, 2001).  There are also difficulties experienced by the DSWD in coordinating with non-government agencies.  According to a DSWD assistant secretary, the social worker’s efforts are met with resistance and protests from some NGOs because it seems that NGOs tend to view the government as a monolith, thus lumping the DSWD with the military (PDI, October 10, 2000).


In cases when the youth cannot return to their family, the DSWD takes custody of them until they reach the age of 18 (Makinano, 2001).  They are enrolled in training schools to equip them with adequate skills and knowledge for future employment once they are released from custody (Makinano, 2001).  The DSWD, however, is still said to lack some specific interventions for the special needs of the youth that have directly participated in violent conflict, such as in helping them process the whole experience of war (Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001).  


To ensure the youth’s safety and to prevent further trauma, the AFP is mandated by law to immediately inform the DSWD when a young person is captured or surrendered.  Unfortunately, there are reports where the AFP does otherwise. In these cases, the child’s security is compromised whenever they are used as informants or as propaganda pawns in the conflict (Camacho, Balanon & Verba, 2001).


The programs and services offered by various Philippine non-government organizations established for the care and rehabilitation of the youth offenders include job placement programs, self-employment assistance programs, community and family welfare services, adolescent sexuality and family life orientation programs, community volunteer projects, and nutrition and drug information programs (NCSD, 1994).  The youth that need to be detained in these organizations or agencies are offered guidance and counseling services, as well as medical and educational services.


Although the programs cover a wide range of needs among the youth offenders, it has become apparent that the need for sound, responsive legal advice and orientation for the youth offenders is not being met (NCSD, 1994).  This need for legal services has become very important with the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court (JDRC) in 1983.  When the JDRC was abolished, the processes in the administration of juvenile justice from the investigation stage to the subsequent prosecution, the youth who come in conflict with the law have not been treated differently from adult offenders (NCSD, 1994).  


Some NGOs making efforts to reach out and alleviate the conditions of the children in the streets are said to experience difficulties because most of these youth generally mistrust adults after having had experiences of abuse (interview with the Child Hope Program Director, February 3, 2003).  Some of the youth are also said to run away from shelter homes to go back to the streets where they experience more freedom and less control from adults.  It has also been difficult to bring the youth back to their families because the same family conditions prevail that made the youth run away from home.  Unfortunately, there are a few programs offered for the family.  Family issues are generally not touched because organizations and agencies do not have anything to offer in the areas of opportunities for employment, livelihood programs, or housing.  The NGOs are also suffering from lack of funds to sustain their staff requirements, since funding donors are mainly interested to provide funding for programs but not for the maintenance of personnel.


In summary, intervention efforts from government and non-government agencies cover a wide variety of services for youth offenders and for the youth involved in armed hostilities.  These efforts generally ensure that the rights of the youth are protected.  The service providers also recognize that the youth should be reintegrated into their traditional support systems.  However, problems are evident in protecting the youth in a legal system that is tailored for the adult world.  The agencies also remain powerless in improving the economic and social conditions that bring the youth to an involvement in conflict.  The intervention strategies have remained strong in efforts to rehabilitate the individual, but are severely limited in more micro- and macro-social aspects of rehabilitation, even as these providers are now made increasingly aware that the process of rehabilitating the person cannot be removed from these contexts of development.  Difficulties in achieving intervention success are therefore indicated in the persistence of poverty and social inequalities in Philippine society.

Conclusion


The participation of the Filipino youth in situations of conflict is conditioned by the weakening of the family systems of support, and by the disruption of the ties that weave the youth’s life with that of the community’s.  The sense of stability and protection is lost for the young person.  Moreover, economic difficulties force them to assume adult roles for which they may not be prepared for.  They are led to seek for protection, stability, and safety in other social groups that provide them with weapons and life routines that embody power, status, and a sense of stability.  


Participation in conflict becomes permissible when it ensures the group’s survival.  The youth’s stamina, strength, adventurism, unquestioning loyalty, obedience, and ability to learn quickly are the traits most valued in their involvement.  To prepare for this kind of engagement, the young person is expected to learn to submit to authority and to undertake a variety of dangerous tasks with dexterity and efficiency.  Paradoxically, the message for the youth seems to be: submit to danger, it is the only means of survival.  

Participation in conflict is not justifiable when it does not serve the group’s goals.  This participation occurs because of the youth’s vulnerability to unproductive habits and their incessant need for stimulation.  To sanction the youth, they are isolated and ostracized.  They are labeled as problems and rendered invisible.  For those who may be “saved”, a process of re-integration is necessary.  Re-integration, unfortunately, means going back to the conditions that remain unchanged, to the conditions that made them the “failures” they turned out to be.  Ironically, the message for the youth seems to be: learn to adapt, learn to emerge triumphantly within structures that produce and maintain poverty and social inequality.

Interventions, while attempting to provide the youth with dignity and a sense of renewed participation in, and commitment to society, have been limited because these have not been able to penetrate the dynamics that provide the pathways to involvement in conflict.  For example, both government and non-government agencies remain largely unable to re-invigorate family responsibility and solution.  Somehow, the belief that the boundary between the family and external agencies should not be made permeable, removing the possibility of addressing the core of the problem that condition the youth’s involvement in conflict situations.  Moreover, the continued presence of structural violence and social inequality, made possible through models of development that are not grounded on Philippine historical and cultural experience, maintain and promote among the youth a sense of being “failures.”    This deprives the youth of any sense of political agency within societal norms and values of peace.  

To further understand how social and cultural conditions organize youth conflict, more analyses should focus more on the conditions that widen the gap between the youth and the family, and between the youth and their communities.  In addition, the cultural notions of adulthood that may be influencing the youth’s actions, experiences and sense of identity may have to be examined. The key to understanding the nature of the youth’s engagement in their social world, whether through violent conflict or through more harmonious, cooperative projects may lie in their notions of what adults should be capable of and how adulthood should be lived.
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