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WORLD NEWS: ASIA-PACIFIC: Island violence proves tough test for Philippine leader

BYLINE: By HUGH WILLIAMSON

Easter prayers of peace are being said across the Philippines this week for the troubled island of Mindanao. Many of the minority Muslims are praying too: For an end to recent violence that has left dozens of Islamic separatists, Philippine army soldiers and civilians dead, 29 hostages fearing for their lives, and up to 100,000 civilians forced from their homes.

Yet prayers may not be enough to stem the violence, which is posing one of the toughest tests yet to Joseph Estrada's presidency. "Unless the government acts, we could see Christian-Muslim clashes on the scale of Ambon in Indonesia," said one western diplomat, referring to violence that killed thousands over the last year.

The economic stakes are also high. Mindanao, the Philippines' second largest island and home to a quarter of its population, produces 44 per cent of the country's food, with potential to produce much more under peaceful conditions, according to Charles Feibel of the US-funded agency, Growth with Equality in Mindanao.

There were hopes that a peace agreement signed in September 1996 between the government and the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), an Islamic insurgent group, would bring lasting peace to western Mindanao and its outlying islands, home to most of the 4.5m Muslims in the country's total, predominantly Catholic population, of 76m.

Recent events have damped such hopes. Clashes between government troops and rebels from the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) have flared following a MILF raid in Lanao del Norte province in March, with high casualties on both sides. The army has since captured several MILF camps. The group, which has an estimated 9,000-12,000 combatants, rejected the 1996 peace accord.

Separately, the Abu Sayyaf, or "father of the sword", a smaller, more radical Islamic separatist group, has been holding 29 people hostage, many of them children, since mid-March. Operating from a mountain hide- out on Basilan island off western Mindanao, the group has stoked religious tensions with increasingly extreme demands, including the release of Islamic activists jailed on terrorism charges in the US.

In addition, recent attacks by unknown groups on buses and marketplaces in non-Muslim areas have killed dozens of people and created widespread fear. Communist rebels are also active on the island, and implementation of socio-economic aspects of the 1996 peace accord has been patchy, with poverty still much higher in Mindanao than elsewhere.

Despite the fighting, more peace talks with the MILF are scheduled for May 2-the fourth round since 1997 - with a final government deadline set for June 30. Urgent steps are needed to defuse inter-religious tensions but analysts fear Mr Estrada does not have the skills to bring peace.
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