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This edited volume is published as one of the projects of 
Seeds for Mindanao’s Advocacy on Youth Leadership 
(SMAYL), a 2021 YSEALI Seeds for the Future grantee. 
The Young Southeast Asian Leaders Initiative (YSEALI) 
Seeds for the Future Program is sponsored by the U.S. 
Department of State and is funded through a grant from 
the U.S. Mission to ASEAN. It provides funding for the re-
gion’s most promising young leaders to carry out projects 
that improve their communities, countries, and the region 
across the program themes of Civic Engagement, Educa-
tion, Economic Growth, and Sustainable Development. 

 

SMAYL is built around the global recognition of 
youth's integral role in peacebuilding, as manifested in the 
passage of United Nation's Resolution 2250 (in 2015) and 
2535 (in 2020). But while young peacebuilders have cap-
tured the spotlight among peacebuilding practitioners, fun-
ders, and scholars internationally, there is prevalent un-
sustainability among youth peacebuilding initiatives, thus 
the need to develop a locally grown support system for 
young peacebuilders. Such a 'local turn' in peacebuilding 
empowers the locals and is also linked to peacebuilding 
sustainability. 

 

The seven chapters included in this volume high-
light the situation, role, and issues confronting young peo-
ple across the world. The chapter of Carolyn Williams ex-
plores the meaning of “meaningful youth inclusion” from 
the perspective of young people. This is important espe-
cially when meanings and definitions for young people are 
not determined by them. As discussed in the chapter of 
Primitivo III C. Ragandang, it is important to dissect the 
inclusion patterns among youths and other marginalized 
groups; inclusion alone is not enough. Atty. Neil Y. Pa-
camalan and Judge Ma. Theresa Camannong’s chapter 
provides empirical evidence of how the narco-
terror concerns in Mindanao affect the lives of 
young people. This chapter helps us under-
stand the plight of young people when 
confronted with a variety of social prob-
lems other than violent conflict. Tushar 
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Kanti Baidya validates the same experience by presenting 
an empirical case of young women in South Asia.   

 

Despite these challenges confronting their young 
lives, youths show peacebuilding agency. The chapter of 
Lynrose Jane Genon highlights the organizing experiences 
of young people in the Philippines, in terms of establishing 
healthy youth-led social networks and linkages. Such 
youth agency strives even when shocks unceasingly at-
tack the lives of youths. The current pandemic created a 
“double shock” to youths living in crises. Such double 
shock is experienced by young M’ranaos in Lanao del Sur 
province when, after a siege, the COVID-19 pandemic 
tested their resilience. This story of young people ’s resili-
ence is explored in the chapter of Neil Martin. With the in-
creasing narratives of youth inclusion, the United Nations 
adopted resolutions that highlight the role of youth in ad-
dressing social problems. Katrina Leclerc explores in her 
chapter the instrumentalization of the Youth, Peace, and 
Security (YPS) agenda for meaningful impact and growth. 
This chapter argues that by focusing on everyday local 
peacebuilders, operationalizing YPS at a country-level is 
possible through genuine collaboration and willingness for 
growth.   

 

The editors would like to thank the chapter        
contributors for making this volume possible. We would 
like to also thank the generous support of the U.S.         
Department of State, through its YSEALI Seeds for the 
Future Program. To Dr. Carthelyn C. Adajar for her proof-
reading assistance. Acknowledging as well the SMAYL 
facilitators: Miggy Ann S. Kaamiño, Engeline A. Degamo, 
Bianca Mae Tan Alaud, Krisha Angela A. Omayao, and 
Kian Kris R. Caspillo. SMAYL is also grateful for the     
support and guidance from the Cultural Vista who helped 
us implement a year-long seed project. May this seed 
grow and create a sustainable and enduring impact 
through the years.  

 

 Mary Koren Apas Witting Acuesa, PhD  

Primitivo III Cabanes Ragandang, PhD 

Charl Mark Delfino Ane 

SMAYL Founding Team  
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SMAYL ran a short course for young peacebuilders in June 
to August 2021 called, “Youth, Peacebuilding, and Sustaina-
bility: from Theory to Practice.” This 54-hour short course 
generally aims to provide regular support, feedbacking, and 
eventually establish a network of young peacebuilders in the 
region. The program offers young peacebuilding a hybrid-
ized short course geared towards developing an action 
agenda on the intersection of youth, peace, and sustainabil-
ity.  

Thirty-three young peacebuilders from across Min-
danao and seven representatives from the Department of 
Education – Region X completed the short course. The 11 
youth peacebuilding organizations include the following: Ac-
tive Moro Alliance for Development, Pilumbayan, Voice of 
Bangsamoro Youth Organization, Action Bridges Aspiration 
(ABA) Trainings Inc., One Kabataan Organization, Iranun 
Youth Initiative, Bridging Hopes and Opportunity Linkages 
Initiative, Project MidYayong, Simunul Youth Guild, Interna-
tional Association of Youth and Students for Peace - Pilipi-
nas (Misamis Occidental Chapter), and MSU-Sining Kam-
bayoka Ensemble.  

Young peacebuilders’ voices:  

an introductory chapter 

Dr Mary Koren Apas Witting Acuesa 

Dr Primitivo III Cabanes Ragandang 

Above: One of the sessions for the SMAYL Short Course on Youth, Peacebuilding, and Sustainability, 
along with speakers Tony Sgro from the United states and with the Department of Education 
(Myron Talosig on the lower right corner) 
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 We asked young peacebuilders to share 
their stories, impressions, and ideas about youth and peace-
building. Here are some of their responses:  

 

Tell us about your personal journey in your organiza-
tion. What brought you to your organization? 

 

“My desire to learn and passion to serve is what brought me 
to join the organization. Most of the organization’s officers 
and members are my college friends, so companionship and 
brotherhood for good are also what pushed me to join this 
organization.” 

 

“The word volunteerism has encouraged me to join the or-
ganization. I am aware that our organization is not funded 
and it needs the youth who are dedicated and willing to em-
power others.” 

 

“As I was growing up, I witnessed the endless “rido” (family 
feud) in our community. The thoughts of being constantly in 
fear or being involved in such feud motivated us to form the 
organization. We thought of a way to raise awareness 
among our fellow youth, create an impact and somehow in-
fluence them to avoid conflicts.” 

 

“I joined our organization because my aunt is one of the fa-
cilitators of the group. When she invited me to participate, I 
did not hesitate and immediately accepted the invitation be-
cause I love doing things that can make me become a help-
ful and good person.” 

 

“Witnessing the trouble done by the youth and the negative 
feedback they have received in the community encouraged 
me to have an advocacy. I want to spread awareness in or-
der to stop the conflict and chaos involved in by the youth. I 
want to educate them about civic engagement and the im-
portance of peace development.” 

 

Family and friends are some of the factors that positive-
ly drive or negatively destroy our peacebuilding agency/
capacity. These are also forces that support us to be 
better. In your opinion, should we involve our family 
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members or relatives in our advocacy/work? Why? 

 

“I believe that it is appropriate to include our family members 
or relatives because they are part of the community and they 
can also help it grow, solve the problems and come up with 
projects. It’s important to involve them so that we can also 
give value to them and we might not be aware that they 
have something to contribute also. What we have become 
now is due to our family and if we have problems, our fami-
lies are part of it just like in our area where feud among fami-
lies is present. This is the challenge for us young people on 
what we could do to help and we begin this with every mem-
ber of the organization through our objectives. I strongly be-
lieve that including the family is just appropriate because 
they can have an immense contribution.” 

 

“Family is my backbone. In my experience my family is al-
ways there. We have the same mission and vision in life, the 
same goal to achieve. In terms of the advocacies that we're 
supporting, we exchange ideas and opinions first before go-
ing through with that advocacy.” 

 

“Involving our family or relatives in our advocacy/work may 
cause negative or positive results, however in my situation it 
will more likely cause a negative effect that’s why I choose 
not to include them. I grew up in a family who is very fond of 
me to the point that I have been spoiled and when I am with 
them, I don’t give my best anymore because they are al-
ready delighted in whatever I do. The point is I can perform 
better if my family is not involved in my advocacy or work 
because I might just be dependent on them. However, there 
are still good results when we include our family in our advo-
cacy/work since we can trust them, we know them and can 
give them appropriate assignment. In the end, the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of involving the family will all 
depend upon the individual concerned.” 

 

Youth-adult engagement is not at all times peaceful. In 
your experience, how did you get along with the older 
members of your organization? How did you treat sen-
iors or adults in your organization? 

 

“Based on my experience, I always treat my seniors with 
utmost respect and understanding. Putting myself in their 
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shoes means a lot as I make sure I do my part as peace ad-
vocate in my workplace or at home because for me, what is 
theory if you don't put it into practice. This is quite a chal-

lenging one, but mind you, it's very effective! ❤️ Wasaa-
laaaaam!” 

 

“We treat our adults in our organization as our parental ad-
viser and guidance. We could not neglect their story on how 
Mindanao has faced different challenges. Even though we 
have different situations, the strong faith of those who came 
before us can give us more motivation, devotion and com-
passion to work hard in pursuing our mission and vision as a 
youth leader.” 

 

“Respect. No matter how good you think you are there is 
always something that you lack and that may come from 
your senior. Thus, the youth should always respect different 
perspectives or points of view for that holds the solidarity to 
maintain the peaceful youth-adult engagement.” 

 

“Being one of the youngest members if the organization, I 
treat my seniors as parents and good friends. I consider 
them as my parents because I respect their decision and I 
listen to their advice because they are much older than me 
and they know what is good and which is harmful. 

They can also be similar to a best friend whom I am not 
ashamed to share my valuable opinion.” 

 

“One word: respect. That is how I treat the adults and sen-
iors in our organization. I should listen and never interrupt 
when they share their ideas for me to get the essence and 
moral of their message. What they share is priceless and 
they have a lot of experiences to back up their claim.” 

 

“I treat them with respect and sometimes listen to what they 
say because they have more experiences compared to what 
I have. The goal for us who are much younger is to listen to 
“fresh minds” so we can come up with new ideas to help the 
organization reach the goals that it wants to achieve. With-
out intergenerational relationship, the system will always 
stay traditional and change will not take place.” 
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In the individual level, what do you consider as your 
greatest support system? In other words, what is your 
strength that has made you achieve your goals?  

 

“Determination really pushes a person to achieve his/her 
goals even without the support from other people or agen-
cies. It provides the answer and makes way even if it’s im-
possible to survive. A determined heart of a peacemaker 
and youth advocate is the key to success.” 

“Personally, my strength and passion to pursue what I am 
doing is the foundation that was inculcated to me by my fam-
ily. They have always taught me to value peace building, 
respect and appreciation for others and the diversity which 
opened doors for me so that I would be able to relate them 
to my advocacy work. My family, friends, organization mates 
and other individuals became my support system especially 
during these trying times. They have always provided me 

with the comfort that boosts my confidence to keep on pur-
suing my passion towards the SDG goals that I am fighting 
for and to be the voice of the unheard. So, in achieving my 
goals, they are the people behind the scene who have 
shaped me to do what I desire.” 

Above: International Association of Youth and Students for Peace  

(Misamis Occidental Chapter) is one of the 2021 Project Pitching winners of SMAYL 
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“I have 3 key strengths that support me to achieve my goals: 
I am a fast learner; I can easily adjust to a new environment; 
and I can also easily understand some situations and find 
alternative solutions. I can easily work on tasks even without 
any assistance as long as I am well-oriented on the task. My 
talent in artistry is another strength. Working with a theatre 
company like our organization nurtured and developed my 
artistic skills as well as my talent. These soft skills may not 
have relevance for some but they have been my asset to 
achieve my goals. Lastly, I consider my friends and families 
as my strength as part of my support system because I al-
ways believe that no man is an island, that in everything we 
do, we have always been guided by friends and our family 
because their support can boost our morale in whatever 
goals we are trying to achieve. Friends and families can give 
us ideas and options which are sometimes beyond our own 
capacity.” 

 

“Partners are important in achieving our goals. Their support 
has a big factor for us to achieve and continue the projects. 
Stakeholders can help in the projects that we will be pursu-
ing.” 

 

Above: Voice of Bangsamoro Youth Organization won as the best in setup during the 
culmination of the SMAYL Short Course on Youth, Peacebuilding and Sustainability 
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“Based on my experiences in dealing with big and small mis-
sions, I always bear in mind my motto which is to do all my 
best, to be passionate, to be a role model, and to be a de-
voted and flexible person. It’s not necessary that you need 
to impress someone, but one thing is assured, you will never 
regret it because you did everything for the task.” 

 

“I find my family as my strength. This is how I was raised by 
my parents with my siblings that make my character strong 
enough to thrive life's adventure to achieve my goals.” 

 

“My greatest support system is my family and friends. They 
assist me in any activity that I engage in. With all the ups 
and downs that I had experienced, they were always there 
to uplift me and show that I am not alone.” 

 

“My biggest inspiration of course is my parents. They mean 
everything to me and I am who I am because of them. They 
give me strength, power and motivation to finish my educa-
tion. They have persuaded me to follow my dream and 
achieve my greatest desire. I'll study hard and struggle to 
achieve that.” 

 

“Personally, my main motivation is the future environment 
that my children and/or descendants will live in. I got this 
philosophy from my father. I always observe him striving to 
make our lives better. When I was young, he told me to 
study for a better future and that everything that he's invest-
ing on is for his descendants. He also told me that we are 
temporary and that we should make the world a better place 
while we're living for the generations to come. Disclaimer: 
I'm not a father. I'm still young ️.” 

 

In your opinion, what are the best ways to sustain a pro-
ject? In other words, what can be done to continue a 
project even though there is no funding? 

 

“Provide a sustainable peace business project that can offer 
employment at the same time provide sales which can be 
another source of income. The business can be similar to 
local production of raw materials which are abundant from 
the place so that it becomes productive and economically 
sustainable.” 
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“This is one of the challenges of the different advocates not 
just in a project but also in an organization. Allow me to an-
swer this question by providing a scenario. Our organization 
has no funding, but we already conducted activities and pro-
grams (projects). Among them are: 1.) Psychosocial Inter-
vention and Feeding Activity for the IDP (Internally Dis-
placed Persons) of Maguindanao and 2.) Preventing Violent 
Extremism (PVE). At the start there was no funding, but 
what did we do? We tapped and partnered with some agen-
cies and LGUs to support us in conducting the programs. 
Generally, our organization has no funding, but we have 
sustained our programs by asking for donations. To sustain 
a project without funding is hard but not impossible if the 
team is passionate and dedicated. The members can make 
a contribution or call for donations and then if they really 
need technical assistance, they can also use social media 
platform to continue the project without funding.” 

 

“I think for a certain project to keep on going despite the lack 
of funding, there is a need for it to be very sustainable or 
should we say, it can sustain itself. Connecting it to what Mr. 
Toni Sgro shared in his talk, we can utilize the internet and 
its functions to help sustain the projects that would be imple-
mented. The proper utilization of the internet and/or proper 
budgeting and allocation of the seed fund can primarily con-
tribute to the sustainability and growth of the project.” 

 

“Create a sustainable project for the organization itself. I am 
a member of multiple organizations and we always have one 
thing in common and it is to raise funds. We look for oppor-
tunities to create a self-sustaining organization like looking 
at the calendar and connecting the dates with events where 
we can generate income from, like Valentine’s dinner, Octo-
berfest where we sell barbecue, and many others. We sell 
products that we have created. Planting is a good example. 
We raise them and sell later. There are a lot of possible in-
come generating projects to self-sustain the organization. All 
you just need is conviction, commitment and perseverance.” 

 

“By looking for partners and doing voluntary work which in 
itself is already a form of effort until such time when the or-
ganization can sustain itself financially.” 
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“The number one problem in sustaining a project is the fund-
ing. Many programs and projects are just good during the 
implementation. Sustainability is important to determine its 
good result. For example, in a livelihood program, to sustain 
the project even without funding the members will make a 
plan on how to continue. Stakeholders are those people who 
are willing to help others heartily. Their power and support 
are a big help to continue the project. A good communica-
tion with them will help in sustaining the program.” 

 

“While we aim not to be dependent on funds, we cannot also 
deny that we need funds to help move, engage and empow-
er ourselves to make our projects sustainable. If we choose 
to conduct an inexpensive project, then it could be a selfless 
one. In this case, it could be more of a mission, even a voca-
tion. So, for me, if there is no funding available, it would be a 
self-paying project which could be dependent on the availa-
bility of funds on the part of the initiator or advocate of such 
project. Its sustainability 
depends on the determi-
nation of the initiator. Al-
so, if the initiator focuses 
on projects like using 
YouTube...then in the 
long run it could some-
how gain monetization, 
so it could eventually sus-
tain.” 

 

In your experience, 
what was the greatest 
challenge/problem that 
was faced by your 
youth organization? 
How did you cope with 
it? 

 

“Based on my experience 
in our organization, “time” 
is the challenge because 
other members are al-
ready working, but we 
don’t really consider it as 
a problem because all 
members of Pilumbayan 
are good-natured and 

Above: During the pandemic of 2021 where 
COVID cases are on the rise and no face-to-face 
activities are allowed. SMAYL took the initiative 
to do the short course via Zoom together with 

resource speakers around the globe. 
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dependable.” 

 

“I think that the very challenge that I see would be the dedi-
cation of most of the volunteers to keep on doing what we 
are doing. Most of the time, projects and organizations are 
challenging whenever one or more members start to exert 
less effort and lack interest thus, their passion diminishes. In 
ABA Trainings Inc., we get to check on one another, spend 
some quality time and let the members feel that there is a 
home that they can go to in the organization. In that manner 
they will have the mindset that we are working for the ser-
vice of others with the family (organization) while also having 
fun and finding each of the member's personal purpose.” 

 

“There was a time when I was discouraged because of the 
attitude of the youth which I find difficult to adjust or control. I 
found them self-centered and uncooperative. Eventually I 
started observing and studying their behavior and since I 
have been through that stage before, I remained patient and 
understanding. Everything also can be solved through prop-
er communication.” 

 

“For me, I believe it's the misunderstandings among the of-
ficers and a little bit of disagreements among us. But 
through constant meetings, the problem became less se-
vere.” 

 

“Losing interest in what you’re doing and the commitment 
suddenly disappeared because something happened to you 
within the organization. It’s like a switch is suddenly turned 
off. Coping with it is just a matter of time and you wait until 
the spark comes back. We have to live with it and accept the 
fact that some people come and go.” 

 

“From my point of view, it's time management and I cope 
with it by having a schedule for the tasks. I always carry a 
planner or notebook with me and list all the tasks that need 
to be done. Make a simple ‘To Do’ list before the start of the 
day, prioritize the tasks, and make sure that they are attaina-
ble.” 

 

“Well, there’s no perfect person in this world. We all have 
differences and similarities. The greatest challenge that my 
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youth organization faced was when there was misunder-
standing among the members. We should also know the 
right time to listen and voice out and before speaking up, 
face to face interaction is needed in order to know the “what” 
and the “how” so that understanding will be achieved.” 

 

“Dealing with activities and project during the pandemic. As 
of now we are only limited to virtual events and meeting and 
only select members can participate in projects outdoors. By 
our determination and empowering the members, we are 
able to host exciting virtual events for them to participate 
and develop their skills more as a part of the youth organiza-
tion promoting peace advocacies throughout social media in 
these times. They are also highly cooperative and support-
ive of what we do, even though we barely know each mem-
ber personally.” 

 

In your opinion, why are friendship and good relations 
important among the members of an organization?  

 

“Good relationship between you as a leader and your mem-
bers, and vice versa, is an essential element in an organiza-
tion because this is the foundation of solidarity, teamwork or 
unity. By respecting one another and having regular consul-
tation, coordination with the team and cooperation, the or-
ganization can achieve its goals.  

Above: Just like other face-to-face  activities, SMAYL has provided the participants and 
staff with merchandise sent through their home addresses consisting of SMAYL Shirt, 
facemask and jotting notebook. 
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“Friendship or good relationship will unite the organization. 
Without it, an organization will have difficulty to move espe-
cially when some members do not cooperate, then others 
will follow until the organization will collapse. So, friendship 
and good relationship will stand as the pillar of the organiza-
tion.” 

 

“Friendship is one of the attributes of a holistic organization. 
I believe that it is very crucial in the interaction of the mem-
bers, and it may serve as a foundation to stay strong.” 

 

“Friendship and maintaining good relationship in an organi-
zation are very important because these are the foundations 
to make an organization stay strong and will not be easily 
disbanded.” 

 

“Friendship is important in an organization so that members 
may be comfortable working and attending meetings. This is 
to promote a positive environment on the members and that 
they may confidently share their ideas without doubt or fear 
of criticism.” 

 

“Friendship holds the key to a peaceful environment. If we 
are friends with each other in the group, we gain peace and 
understanding. However, we all have differences. But if we 
respect and understand each other, (although it is some-
times tiring) we will achieve lasting peace. Being friends with 
everyone means being ready to accept his/her personality 
no matter what.” 

 

“Friendship and having good relationship with every member 
are important because this is where the organization’s pro-
gress and camaraderie are measured. In addition, one of the 
best features of an organization is having the trust and re-
spect for each one. How can we be effective in serving the 
community if the members are not happy and not giving val-
ue to all. We should have love and kindness for everyone. 

Spread ❤️” 

 

“It is so important, a hundred and one percent important be-
cause you cannot visualize, conceptualize and implement a 
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program if you guys are always at each other’s throat or do 
not acknowledge the presence of each other. That is why it 
is very important.” 

 

In your opinion, can we use "friendships" in the advoca-
cy of your organization? In other words, is there a con-
nection between friendships/good interpersonal rela-
tionships with building peace? 

 

“Yes, exactly! There is a connection because building peace 
is having many alternative ways on how to conceptualize it. 
Building peace must start within ourselves, in our family or 
even in our friends. We can use ‘friendships’ to build peace 
because having more friends can make you become more 
peaceful in life. You will have freedom because real friends 
are like your brothers and sisters. For example, in my situa-
tion with my best friend, we have harmonious communica-
tion for almost all the time and therefore, if all have the kind 
of communication like what we are having, then we can say 
that applying friendship in an advocacy is effective.” 

 

“For me, it's a big yes because peace comes from ourselves 
first, then towards our dealings with other people. So, friend-
ship is part of building peace. The bond among members 
becomes stronger and there’s a chance for us to encourage 
the others to also become peace builders if we include 
friendship in our advocacy.”  

  

“Yes, it’s highly possible because promoting peace starts 
within your organization. How can you promote peacebuild-
ing if within the organization there is no harmonious relation-
ship among the members?” 

 

“Of course, we cannot deny the value of friendship in peace-
building. This serves as glue or bond between and among 
the people.” 

 

“Yes. Exposing ourselves to different people can help us 
understand their stories, struggles and characteristics. Be-
cause of this we become more sympathetic towards a per-
son whoever s/he is.” 
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“Yes, good interpersonal relationships can be an ingredient 
in peace building. When we are friends in the organization, 
we can be at peace with the group. Since we cannot give 
what we do not have, peace must begin with us to achieve 
peace in the greater scheme of things. If we know the limits 
of being friends in an organization, we can achieve harmony 
and peace in our organization.” 

 

“Yes, of course. Everything starts with friendship. All the 
things that we ought to do is in the presence of Allah (SWT). 
We can't build the organization if we don’t get along with 
each other. Being friends with the members is an advantage 
when we already implement the programs which fit the ad-
vocacy of the organization.” 

 

“Yes, friendship has a great impact in the advocacy of our 
organization. When there is unity, cooperation and friend-
ship, the group can easily carry out the plans. People will 
look at the group first and if they observe that there is misun-
derstanding and frequent conflict, they will not trust it. 
Friendship should start among the members so that it can 
inspire, motivate and encourage others.” 

 

“I would really say yes because, good interpersonal connec-
tion and communication can highly contribute to a positive 
feedback of the programs and projects being done. Not only 
because we are in good terms with the participants but also 
because the effectivity of a program can be maximized to its 
fullest once there is a good connection among the organiza-
tion, participants and other individuals involved.” 

 

“Yes, there is connection 

with good in- terpersonal 

relationships and building 

peace be-

cause this is 

the way to 

easily build 

peace. Sec-

ond, many 

want to build 

peace to 

achieve unity and avoid conflict.”  
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During the culmination activity of the SMAYL Short Course, everyone had a chance to 
showcase their local delicacies in Mindanao. 
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Instrumentalizing the Youth, Peace and Security Agenda 
for Meaningful Impact and Growth 

Katrina Leclerc 
 
 
Abstract:  
Since world leaders officially recognized young people’s 
agency and leadership in conflict prevention and recovery in 
December 2015, the United Nations and its Member States 
have been grappling with the challenges of implementing the 
Youth, Peace and Security (YPS) agenda at national and local 
levels. This chapter offers a discussion on how to 
instrumentalize the YPS agenda, while galvanizing youth 
activism and commitments of policymakers, to advance a 
meaningfully impactful agenda. It argues that by focusing on 
everyday local peacebuilders, operationalizing YPS at a 
country-level is possible through genuine collaboration and 
willingness for growth. This alternative approach to the 
traditionally policy-oriented discourse uses “everyday peace” 
and “local-turn” in peacebuilding theories to argue for the 
advancement of the YPS agenda, focusing on UNSCR 2535 
as its primary tool for doing so. 
 
Keywords: Peacebuilding; Peace and Security; Young 
People; Local-Turn; Everyday Peace 
 
 
The question of effective implementation of internationally 
adopted policies has gone mostly unanswered since 
humankind began to democratically gather and develop 
commitments. Since the beginning of the United Nations 
Security Council’s mandate to maintain international order and 
ensure peace and security, the Council has struggled with 
operationalizing its decisions. The vast majority of 
internationally coordinated and agreed upon principles of 
peace and security continue to be abstract and difficult to put 
into practice for several member states. However, decades of 
peace and security resolutions by the Security Council have 
taught the international community a thing or two. 
Governments and civil society alike have developed and 
maintained strategic steps towards impact and growth. 
Following the adoption of UN Security Council Resolution 
(UNSCR) 2250, setting the framework for Youth, Peace and 
Security (YPS), two subsequent resolutions have been 
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adopted with hopes to strengthen this thematic area of peace 
and security. 
 

In July 2020, policy and UN actors alike largely 
celebrated the welcomed third resolution on YPS – UNSCR 
2535 – dubbed as the most action-oriented resolution and is 
considered by many as a progressive, potential-filled, and 
partnerships-focused policy providing leeway for YPS to be a 
forward-looking, innovative, and transformative agenda across 
the world. Nonetheless, challenges remain as consensus is 
scarce and attempts to implement YPS continue to get lost 
within existing bureaucracies. In this chapter, I explore the 
adoption of the YPS agenda which paved the way for the 
recognition of young people’s contributions to peace and 
identified a roadmap to mitigate the impacts of conflict on 
youth. Additionally, this chapter offers a discussion on 
institutionalization mechanisms, such as National Action Plans 
(NAP), to ensure effective and ongoing implementation of the 
peace and security agendas. The chapter also offers 
alternative approaches, using a Canadian youth coalition as an 
example, to operationalize Youth, Peace and Security in policy 
and practice. 
 
The Diversity Agenda 
 

With over 1.85 billion young people around the world, 
the importance of youth involvement in questions of peace and 
security cannot be denied (Berents and Prelis, 2020, p. 2). Yet, 
young people continue to be largely excluded from several 
instances of decision-making and from funding opportunities 
on a wider scale. In a large part, young people continue to be 
on the side lines of peacebuilding interventions, often 
categorized as vulnerable or as perpetrators of violence. 
Young men are viewed as threats to peace whereas young 
women are seen as victims, without agency or autonomous 
abilities to contribute meaningfully to solutions (Berents and 
McEvoy-Levy, 2015; Pruitt, 2015; Simpson, 2018). These 
categorizations assume that young people are therefore 
unable to contribute to ongoing processes, and thus continue 
to be solely beneficiaries rather than agents of peace. Both 
narratives are detrimental to peaceful, inclusive societies yet 
they continue in most cases to be the norm. 

 
 After several years of advocacy by international actors 
and grassroots youth leaders, the United Nations Security 
Council adopted Resolution 2250 in December 2015 (Security 
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Council, 2015). This marked the beginning of the Youth, Peace 
and Security agenda that was later joined by two subsequent 
resolutions. A second adopted in 2018, Resolution 2419 
addresses the positive role of young people in negotiating and 
implementing peace agreements and conflict prevention 
(Security Council, 2018). Whereas, the third and final 
resolution – to date – Resolution 2535 was adopted in July 
2020. It is dubbed by many as the most action-oriented 
resolution given its clear commitments and demands of 
member states. Additionally, Resolution 2535 also recognizes 
synergies with other thematic peace and security agendas, 
including Women, Peace and Security. This is relevant as we 
discuss the questions of national instruments for the 
implementation of the Security Council’s resolutions (Security 
Council, 2020). 
 Before delving into the nuances of institutionalizing 
YPS and its effective or ineffective methods, understanding the 
significance and details of Resolution 2535 is helpful. The 
resolution hopes to strengthen YPS implementation by 
focusing on several aspects, including the following: 1) 
standardizing the agenda within the United Nations and 
creating a two-year reporting mechanism; 2) calling for 
increased and maintained protection of young peacebuilders 
and activists; 3) highlighting the acute need for meaningful 
participation of youth peacebuilders in humanitarian responses 
and interventions; and, 4) establishing strengthened 
partnerships between pre-existing platforms and policies 
including the Women, Peace and Security agenda and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (Leclerc, 2020). The 
resolution is also innovative in its language as it includes an 
intersectional approach – recognizing that young people do not 
constitute a homogenous group. The diversity of young people 
and their experiences is recognized for example through the 
call for “protection of all youth, particularly young women, 
refugees and internally displaced youth in armed conflict and 
post-conflict and their participation in peace processes” 
(Security Council, 2020, p. 2). 
 
Institutionalizing the Agenda through National Action 
Plans 
 

A long-awaited and heavily debated question in the 
international peace and security spaces has been one of 
institutionalization. The questions of efficacy and meaningful 
implementation or inclusion remain mostly unanswered for 
many. This is not unique to the YPS actors who continue to 
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grapple with this dilemma. International, national, and local 
organizations and coalitions continue to pose these questions 
– some have taken decisive action and others remain 
unconvinced of next steps to ensure YPS policy is put into 
practice. One of the more popularized options for 
operationalizing peace and security resolutions is that of 
National Action Plans (NAP). In August 2021, Finland adopted 
the first NAP on Youth, Peace and Security. This was 
welcomed by several and celebrated by youth-led coalitions in 
Finland.  
 

“Our 2250 network of youth organizations and other 
civil society actors played a key role at all stages of the 
NAP process. We organized two rounds of 
consultations that produced input for the NAP, were 
invited to give comments to draft documents, and had 
a constant dialogue with the ministry formally and 
informally. We also received some public funding that 
enabled us to organize the consultations. In general, 
our views were very well received and taken into 
account. Of course there is always room for 
improvement, and we are confident that our active role 
and youth involvement will continue in the next stages.” 
- Kaisa Larjomaa, International Advocacy Specialist at 
the Finnish National Youth Council Allianssi; 
Coordinator of the 2250 network of Finland1 

 
The inclusive approach of the Finnish NAP 

development process is commendable. It paves the way for 
leadership from Colombia, Democratic Republic of Congo, The 
Gambia, Nigeria, and the Philippines who have also 
announced that they too will be developing NAPs on YPS 
(Mollica and Berents, 2020). In addition to these NAPs, the 
African Union is developing a Continental Framework on YPS 
(The African Union Commission, n.d.). This will hopefully allow 
for cross-continental coordination in implementing cross-
border solutions to peace and security issues as they pertain 
to young people across the continent. 
 NAPs are not the only mechanisms that exist in terms 
of institutionalizing the agenda. For example, national 
coalitions on YPS have been established in Cameroon, 
Canada, Finland, India, Iraq, Jordan, Nigeria, Sri Lanka, and 
the United States (YPS Monitor, n.d.). These operate at 
national levels seeking to promote the agenda, ensure 

                                                      
1 This commentary was provided directly to the author. 
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government accountability, and support local implementation. 
Globally, a YPS Champions Group was established in 2017, 
led by Jordan and Norway (Menéndez, 2018). This group has 
endeavoured to gain the political support of Member States for 
the YPS agenda across the United Nations. Engagement 
between the UN and young peacebuilders has increased in 
recent years, with more young activists briefing the Security 
Council and the appointment of youth focal points in several 
active special political missions (United Network of Young 
Peacebuilders, 2020). The Global Coalition on Youth, Peace 
and Security established in 2012 and the newly launched, as 
of 2021, Civil Society Working Group on YPS further 
demonstrate coordinated efforts by civil society, international 
non-governmental actors, and governments to ensure the 
agenda does not fall through the cracks (Youth4Peace, n.d.). 
 In some circles, NAPs have become a controversial 
topic. Some feel strongly that NAPs are not an effective tool to 
ensure policy meets practice, while others insist that this 
method far exceeds other possibilities. If they are so highly 
debated than why is a consensus not reached? Because NAPs 
are reliant on the political will of member states, and often place 
the burden on civil society actors to ensure their effective 
implementation and monitoring. In most cases, NAPs are 
criticized for being largely vague, narrow focused (for example, 
housed and focused solely on one government department), 
under-financed or not funded at all, and with insignificant or 
weak monitoring and accountability mechanisms. Other 
criticisms of NAPs include the lack of domestic attention placed 
by the more developed countries, and the reliance of lesser 
developed countries on external actors to support the 
development, financing, and implementation of their own 
NAPs.  
 Despite these justifiable critiques, some continue to be 
avid supporters of NAPs and governments have in some cases 
developed several iterations of their NAPs (in the case of NAPs 
on the Women, Peace and Security agenda). Countries like 
Belgium, Finland, Georgia, Iceland, Italy, Mali, and Sweden are 
on the third version of their NAPs on Women, Peace and 
Security, while others like the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Norway, The Netherlands, and the United Kingdom are onto 
their fourth (University of Sydney, 2019). Since NAPs for 
Women, Peace and Security are widespread, with over ninety-
two countries having adopted them, one can argue that NAPs 
are the most accessible and straightforward tools to 
operationalize peace and security agendas (Fortune, 2021). 
This is a relevant comparison as NAPs are new instruments 
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being developed with the YPS framework, whereas they have 
been the primary method to outline WPS principles for nearly 
twenty years (Berents and Mollica, 2021). 
 
Localized Peacebuilding for Meaningful 
Institutionalization 
 

At its core, the Youth, Peace and Security agenda 
demands the participation and protection of young people in 
peace processes, both formal and informal, and every day 
possibilities of peace. Academics have long studied 
peacebuilding and developed theories – several of them are 
relevant to young people’s realities. Particularly, peace studies’ 
everyday peace offers an alternative to the preconceived 
notions of liberal peace (Richmond and Mitchell, 2011).  
 Everyday peace recognizes the politicization of peace 
as a concept – that all peacebuilding actors are equally political 
by their mere involvement in peace work. Furthermore, 
scholars such as Berents and McEvoy-Levy (2015), Richmond 
(2012, 2013, 2014), Mac Ginty (2010, 2013) and Mitchell 
(2011), contend that zeroing in on everyday peace is to 
guarantee the necessities of local people, communities, and 
daily experiences as central, which is frequently excused or 
ignored by liberal peace ideologists (Berents, 2018). This is 
additionally important in the local turn debate to peacebuilding 
approaches, which numerous researchers contend is expected 
to guarantee long-lasting solutions to conflict (Mac Ginty and 
Richmond, 2013; Heathershaw, 2013). 
 By applying local turn and everyday peace strategies, 
we can further understand the critical nuances and debates 
that remain versatile with regard to NAP development. NAPs 
have the potential for great collaborative and inclusive 
processes – ensuring participation of young people. However, 
they also often limit or neglect the local experiences of youth 
peacebuilders, including their communities and their daily 
challenges. This tool is usually developed by a select-few, 
excluding young people at the local level who experience 
recurring instances of violence and conflict first-hand, and are 
thus excluded from the processes. NAPs can therefore serve 
little purpose in their lived realities and often lead to the 
violence of exclusion (Simpson, 2018). 
 Young people’s contributions and youth networks are 
far too often disregarded or sidelined, which leads to the 
violence of exclusion. This concept was largely defined in the 
2018 Independent Progress Study on Youth, Peace and 
Security as a “form of structural and psychological violence that 
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is indivisible from their political, social, cultural and economic 
disempowerment. This manifests in both mistrust by young 
people of state–society relations and in mistrust of young 
people by their communities and wider society” (Simpson, 
2018, p. 63). This type of violence neglects the desirable 
everyday peace and local-turn approaches to peacebuilding 
which have the potential to bring about more meaningful 
engagement and participation of young people in decision-
making, community-building, and overall conflict management 
and prevention. Understanding violence of exclusion is helpful 
in considering effective institutionalization of the YPS agenda 
given that it addresses a key issue, that of meaningful inclusion 
and participation. Acknowledging the concept of violence of 
exclusion and integrating it as a form of analysis offer an 
opportunity to potentially avoid its impacts and ensure that 
young people are included within operationalization priorities 
both in policy and practice. 
 
Contributions of Everyday Young People 
 

Young people around the world have been grappling 
with the question of institutionalizing the YPS agenda for some 
time. Several of them have been hesitant to delve into formal 
processes while others have begun to operationalize the 
resolutions through existing policy frameworks and 
commitments by governments. The Canadian Coalition for 
Youth, Peace & Security (CCYPS) is an example of the latter.  
 In 2020, the CCYPS responded to the open call for 
submissions following the Foreign Affairs Minister’s 
announcement of the development of a white paper on a 
Canadian feminist foreign policy (Amnesty International 
Canada, 2021). The Coalition’s Working Group on 
Government Advocacy gathered and prepared an official 
submission calling for the feminist foreign policy to integrate 
strong Youth, Peace and Security provisions. This included 
challenging the concept of empowerment as a top-down 
approach, rather than the preferable bottom-up strategy – in 
line with the local turn discourse; strong diversity with the 
meaningful inclusion of LGBTQ2+2 young people and with 
particular attention to the intersectional identities of young 
Black, Indigenous and People of Colour; and, demanding 
linkages to international frameworks such as the Sustainable 

                                                      
2 Referring to members of the community who identify as two-
spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, gender-diverse, 
gender-fluid or other sexual orientations. 
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Development Goals, mirroring demands outlined in Resolution 
2535 (CCYPS, 2021a).  
 The Canadian Coalition emphasized the importance of 
YPS provisions in the feminist foreign policy, including in the 
new iteration of Canada’s third National Action Plan on 
Women, Peace and Security (CNAP). They argue that: 
 

A young woman is both young and a woman at the 
same time which is why there is significant synergy 
between the Women, Peace and Security and Youth, 
Peace and Security agenda. Because of this nexus, 
Canada’s National Action Plan is relevant to Youth, 
Peace and YPS actors, specifically young women, 
because they are impacted by the implementation of 
both agendas simultaneously (Bohémier and Wong, 
2021). 

 
This demonstrates the need for critical intersectional 
understanding and analysis of policy, which is highlighted in 
Resolution 2535 as primordial for the YPS agenda. 
Furthermore, the tokenization of young people as a barrier to 
peace and core to the violence of exclusion is being challenged 
by members of the CCYPS. In this context, tokenization is 
considered as lack of substantive influence in roles that are 
intended for significant representation and decision-making, 
but fail to do so in practice. In an analysis of the CNAP, they 
state: 
 

To strengthen increased intersectional considerations, 
the CNAP’s domestic and foreign implementation 
moving forward should focus on the de-tokenization of 
young women by investing in programs and initiatives 
that highlight key contributions of young women in 
humanitarian and other peacebuilding approaches, 
including youth in political decision-making, peace 
agreements, and sustaining peace (Leclerc and Wong, 
2021). 
 

The tokenization of young people throughout these 
institutionalization processes has been at the forefront of the 
debate. Young people are often seen as passive actors and 
their inclusion as a box-ticking exercise (Fortune, 2021). 
Following significant attention brought to this issue by young 
peacebuilders, the CCYPS launched a global web-based 
survey in July 2021 to identify impacts and experiences of 
young people in civic spaces. The preliminary results of the 
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research have demonstrated a need for youth-centered and 
youth-specific spaces within larger frameworks. One 
respondent testified that civic spaces are rarely created for and 
by the youth which greatly decreases the inclusive and 
meaningful nature of said instances (CCYPS, 2021b). A lack 
of diversity among young people selected for opportunities to 
engage was also a barrier to the de-tokenization of young 
people in decision-making and civic spaces. This parallels the 
realities considered by Resolution 2535 which specifically 
considers the diversity of young people and challenges the 
homogenization of youth. 
 
 Despite several attempts to showcase the experiences 
of young people in peace and security spaces, the tokenization 
and exclusion of their voices, several young peacebuilders in 
Canada and elsewhere, choose not to engage with the 
systems but rather to tackle social change and implementation 
of YPS principles at a community level – thus, embracing the 
concepts of everyday peace. These youth peacebuilders 
contribute to protection efforts, conflict prevention, and 
community development. They are often leaders and problem-
solvers, but far too often they are not considered meaningful 
actors. When considering institutionalization efforts for the 
implementation of the YPS agenda, these specific young 
people should be at the forefront of policy development and 
considerations. Their constant contributions to peace and 
security efforts at a grassroots level is what will sustain the 
eventual operationalization of policy commitments and 
government promises. This is why the international community 
celebrated Resolution 2535 in July 2020, as it recognizes and 
highlights these everyday young people who contribute 
significantly to peacebuilding in their unique but meaningful 
ways. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Throughout this chapter, the question of effective 
institutionalization of the Youth, Peace and Security is 
discussed in the context of National Action Plans (NAPs). 
Albeit mixed responses by various actors, NAPs continue to be 
a widespread approach to outline policy commitments into 
practice by governments. Some young people have and are 
currently contributing to the development of NAPs in their own 
countries, whereas others, as is demonstrated by the 
Canadian Coalition example, are advancing the agenda with 
alternative approaches. The everyday peace and local-turn 
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strategies in peacebuilding theory offer significant insight into 
young people’s contributions to peace and security, including 
recognizing youth’s role in these spaces. 
 Operationalizing the YPS agenda is complex and 
context specific. Local young people who are already 
embracing much of the principles outlined by the three 
resolutions are at the forefront in several instances of peace 
and security in their regions. Resolution 2535 offers tools to 
further support the peace work done by young people at the 
local and global levels. These demands of member states 
remain essential in the roadmap to ensure inclusive, 
participatory, and meaningful implementation of youth-centred 
peace and security strategies moving forward. 
 In order to ensure meaningful inclusion of young 
people and tackle de-tokenization it is important to address the 
problems that limit this participation. For example, 
strengthening the capacity of decision-makers and 
government officials in the principles of YPS, co-developing 
policy and implementation plans with local youth 
peacebuilders, and ensuring monitoring and accountability 
frameworks that put young people at the centre. All of this must 
also come with fair remuneration for young people who will be 
engaging in these processes. Their time and expertise are 
valuable and should be treated as such. 
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Introduction 

At 24, Jose Rizal, the country’s national hero, completed his 
satirical novel “Noli Me Tangere” that roused many 
Ilustrados to end the more than 300 years of Spanish 
colonization in the Philippines. Rizal’s role in freeing the 
Philippines from the grip of European power in the 19th century 
reaffirms how the age of burning passion and untrammeled 
courage can be a force of change. Much of today’s global 
political tectonic shifts are accomplished by youth participation. 
The 2010 Arab Spring that swept across the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) arose from the youth activism that 
dethroned the authoritarian leaders in Tunisia and Yemen.2 In 
2019, the dictators of Algeria and Sudan, Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
and Omar al-Bahshir, respectively, were ousted from power 
following the youth-led demonstrations.3 The list goes on and 
on.   

Government corruption and lack of economic 
opportunities in MENA, home to the world’s highest 
unemployment, have emboldened many of the youth to join the 
spate of the region’s dramatic political upheavals.4   As the 
source of the world’s largest youth bulges, MENA has become 
the magnet of the deadliest terror groups which include al-
Qaeda, the remnants of ISIS, al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula, and al-Shabaab. The presence of large youth 
bulges, scholars feared, increases the risk of democracies 
collapsing and armed conflicts breaking out.5   Violent 
extremism is not the only major challenge in the region; MENA 
is also a drug trafficking and consumption region which 

                                                
1 Disclaimer:  The opinions and ideas expressed in this chapter are those of the writers and 
do not necessarily reflect the official policy and position of their institutions.    
2 Stephanie Schwartz. Youth and the Arab Spring. United States Institute for Peace. 
https://www.usip.org/publications/2011/04/youth-and-arab-spring 
3 Alcinda Honwana. Are global youth protests learning from the Arab Spring? 
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2019/11/27/are-global-youth-protests-learning-from-the-arab-
spring/ 
4 Kali Robinson. The Arab Spring at Ten Years: What’s the Legacy of the Uprisings? Council 

on Foreign Relations. https://www.cfr.org/article/arab-spring-ten-years-whats-legacy-
uprisings 
5 Youth Bulges, Exclusion and Instability: The Role of Youth in the Arab Spring. 
https://files.prio.org/Publication_files/prio/Paasonen,%20Urdal%20-
%20Youth%20Bulges,%20Exclusion%20and%20Instability,%20Conflict%20Trends%203-
2016.pdf 
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produces large supplies of cannabis, amphetamine-type 
stimulants (ATS) and Khat.6 

MENA’s features are not unique to itself.  They are also 
a natural fixtures in the strife-torn areas in Southern Philippines 
or Mindanao.  The political gains of the current regional 
government in Mindanao can be traced to a group of young 
Muslim intellectuals in the 1960s who studied in Manila on a 
government-sponsored scholarship program.  Schooled in 
political activism amid the sea of Christian cultural hegemony, 
these young Muslims planted the seeds of Muslim nationalist 
movement forcing the national government to recognize the 
cultural and religious identity of the Islamized minority group.7 
As the protracted struggle between Muslim separatist group 
and the government took hold, other non-state armed groups 
have joined the fray to take advantage of the chaotic condition 
on the ground. Many of the disenfranchised youth are drawn to 
drug trade as opportunities are rarely available amid the 
ongoing conflict.  

This paper is divided into seven parts: Part I - The 
global youth and their vulnerabilities, Part II – At-risk Filipino 
youth, Part III - Recruitment of children by non-state armed 
groups, Part IV-Youth and drugs,  Part V – The intersect of illicit 
drugs and terrorism, Part VI – Too many laws, too little 
understanding, and Part VII – Intervention programs.  Part I 
examines the growing youth population worldwide amid the 
sea of competing longer-term disruptions, particularly drug use 
and the influence of extremist ideologies, that tend to dim their 
prospects.  It also reveals how low-income countries serve as 
the major source of adolescents and young adults who 
constitute the bulk of drug users in the world.  Part II focuses 
on the socio-cultural and economic landscape in the 
Philippines that inhibits the full realization of youth potentials.    

Part III enumerates the different non-state armed 
groups that operate in Mindanao, their strategies for youth 
recruitment, and the local milieu that serves as the petri dish of 
terror activities to thrive.  Part IV identifies the principal 
suppliers of illicit drugs in the country and how they freely 
operate in conflict areas in Mindanao. Part V follows the trail of 
the narco-terror nexus among non-state armed groups 
(NSAGs) in Mindanao. It identifies extremist groups that take 
advantage of criminal activities to remain significant. Part VI 
cites a myriad of laws in the Philippines that carry stringent 

                                                
6 https://idpc.net/policy-advocacy/regional-work/middle-east-north-africa 
7 Thomas McKenna. The Origins of the Muslim Separatist Movement in the Philippines.  
https://asiasociety.org/origins-muslim-separatist-movement-philippines 
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penalties designed to protect the youth from all forms of abuse 
and exploitation. Finally, Part VII, offers the diverse and 
multiple intervention programs of the Philippine government to 
insulate the youth from the nefarious effects of drug addiction 
and false narrative of extremism.    
 
The global youth and their vulnerabilities  

Youth can mean differently from one country to another.  Most 
treaties and conventions have ascribed the age range of youth 
far more differently than national legislation or domestic laws. 
For statistical purposes, the United Nations defines youth as 
between 15 and 24 years old.8 The Philippine law defines youth 
as the age between 15 and 30 years old.9 This age range 
overlaps that of a child - any person below 18 years old - as 
defined by Philippine laws10 and the international document.11 
In this paper, youth and child are used interchangeably when 
appropriate.  In 2019, the youth population reached 1.2 billion 
or 16 percent of the global share.12 Although the youth are 
capable of effecting social change, they are also vulnerable to 
external shocks, including armed conflict.13 Many young 
people live in environments where firearms are easily 
accessible, increasing armed violence and hindering peace-
building efforts.14   

 Non-state armed groups (NSAGs) around the world 
continue to snare children aged seven years old and between 
14 and and18 years old.15  In 2020 alone, more than 8,500 
child soldiers, mostly boys (85%), were engaged in conflict-
stricken countries,16 compared to around 7,740 child-soldiers 
in 2019.17  Child soldiers - boys or girls - are not only assigned 

                                                
8 United Nations. Global Issues. Who are Youth? https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/youth. 
Visited September 25, 2021. 
9  Youth in Nation-Building Act otherwise known as Republic Act No.8044.  
10 Juvenile Justice and Welfare Act of 2006 or Republic No. 9344; Special Protection of 
Children Against Abuse, Exploitation and Discrimination Act or Republic No. 7610; Special 
Protection of Children in Situations of Armed Conflict Act or Republic Act No. 11188 
11 Article 1. United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  
12 United Nations. Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Youth population - the United 
Nations.  https://www.un.org › uploads › sites › 2019/08. Visited September 25, 2021.  
13 Erol Yayboke, et.al. Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) (2021). Drivers 
of Recovery Elevating the Youth, Peace, and Security Agenda. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/resrep28758.pdf?ab_segments=0%252FSYC-
5910%252Ftest&refreqid=excelsior%3A983d694ea351517c7ee08af3fa999e1d Visited 
September 25, 2021. 
14 Reducing the Involvement of Youth in Armed Violence: Programming Note, Conflict 
and Fragility, OECD Publishing. Page 15.  http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264107205-en  
Visited September 25, 2021.  
15 Rose Mukhar, Child Soldiers and Peace Agreements, 20 ANN. Surv. INT'l & COMP. L. 73 
(2014). Page 78.  
16 Somalia, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Afghanistan, Syria and Yemen. 
17  Emeline Wuilbercq. Factbox: Ten facts about child soldiers around the world. Reuters 
Online. February 12, 2021. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-global-childsoldiers-factbox-
trfn-idUSKBN2AC0CB Visited September 25, 2021.  

https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/youth
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/resrep28758.pdf?ab_segments=0%252FSYC-5910%252Ftest&refreqid=excelsior%3A983d694ea351517c7ee08af3fa999e1d
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/resrep28758.pdf?ab_segments=0%252FSYC-5910%252Ftest&refreqid=excelsior%3A983d694ea351517c7ee08af3fa999e1d
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264107205-en
https://www.reuters.com/journalists/emeline-wuilbercq
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-global-childsoldiers-factbox-trfn-idUSKBN2AC0CB%20Visited%20September%2025
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-global-childsoldiers-factbox-trfn-idUSKBN2AC0CB%20Visited%20September%2025
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as combatant; they also perform non-combat roles including 
cooks or sex objects.18 The global pandemic caused by 
COVID-19, along with entrenched poverty, has increased the 
risks of youth recruitment by NSAGs.19 In many regions where 
remote learning has not been as effective, school closures 
have further increased the vulnerabilities of children to armed 
groups. According to UNESCO, nearly 1.6 billion students (or 
91% of the global student population) have been impacted by 
school closures.20 

Drug abuse by youth poses another equally alarming 
concern.  In 2018, with around 269 million drug users 
worldwide, adolescents and young adults accounted for the 
most significant users.21  By 2030, low-income countries, as 
projected, will experience a 40% increase of drug use.22 
Cannabis or marijuana remains the most common illicit 
substance used among youth 23 and is endemic in developed 
countries. 24 Afghanistan and some Latin American countries 
are the worlds’ major drug illicit-producing and drug-transit 
sites. Burma is the chief source of amphetamine and opiates 
spurred by China’s illicit drug precursor chemicals. 25  The 
global death toll of drug use in 2019 reached nearly half a 
million people.  Amid the surge of COVID-19 pandemic, online 
access to drugs is available, making the drug market on the 
dark web worth some $315 million annually.26 

 

                                                
18 Emeline Wuilbercq. Children as Young as 6 Forced to Become Child Soldiers Due to 
COVID-19 Poverty. Global Citizen online. February 13, 2021.  
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/child-soldiers-COVID-19-poverty-red-hand-day/ 
Visited September 25, 2021.  
19 Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on violations against children in situations of armed 
conflict. The Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and 
Armed Conflict (OSRSG CAAC). https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/05/Impact-of-the-COVID-19-pandemic-on-violations-against-children-
in-situations-of-armed-conflict-1.pdf Visited September 25, 2021. 
20 Briefing Note N12.  COVID-19: YOUTH AND EDUCATION: IMPACTS AND OPTIONS. 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Note12_COVID19_Youth.pdf Visited 
September 25, 2021.  
21 United Nations. Office on Drugs and Crime.  
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/press/releases/2020/June/media-advisory---global-launch-of-
the-2020-world-drug-report.html 
22 Global Overview:  Drug Demand Drug Supply.  World Drug Report 2021. Page 9. 
https://www.unodc.org/res/wdr2021/field/WDR21_Booklet_2.pdf Visited September 25, 2021.  
23 Substance Abuse.  Office of the Secretary - General’s Envoy on Youth.  
https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/YouthStatssubstabceabuse.pdf 
Visited September 25, 2021 
24 Scott E. Hadland and Sion K. Harris. Youth Marijuana Use: State of the Science for the 
Practicing Clinician 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4138809/ Visited September 25, 2021. 
25 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report. United States Department of State Bureau 
of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs. Volume I Drug and Chemical Control 
March 2021. Page 8. https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/International-
Narcotics-Control-Strategy-Report-Volume-I-FINAL-1.pdf Visited September 26, 2021.  
26 Global Overview:  Drug Demand Drug Supply.  World Drug Report 2021. Page 3. 
https://www.unodc.org/res/wdr2021/field/WDR21_Booklet_2.pdf Visited September 26, 2021.  

https://www.reuters.com/journalists/emeline-wuilbercq
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/child-soldiers-covid-19-poverty-red-hand-day/
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Impact-of-the-COVID-19-pandemic-on-violations-against-children-in-situations-of-armed-conflict-1.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Impact-of-the-COVID-19-pandemic-on-violations-against-children-in-situations-of-armed-conflict-1.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Impact-of-the-COVID-19-pandemic-on-violations-against-children-in-situations-of-armed-conflict-1.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Note12_Covid19_Youth.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Note12_Covid19_Youth.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://www.unodc.org/res/wdr2021/field/WDR21_Booklet_2.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/YouthStatssubstabceabuse.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/YouthStatssubstabceabuse.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4138809/
https://www.unodc.org/res/wdr2021/field/WDR21_Booklet_2.pdf%20Visited%20September%2026
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At-risk youth in the Philippines 

As the oldest democracy in Southeast Asia, the Philippines 
exhibits the fastest population growth rate.27 The country’s 
population as of May 2021 stood at 109.03 million,28 with the 
youth population – 15 and 24 years old – constituting 19.9 
million and from which 16.9 percent (a little more than 3 million) 
were not in employment, education, and training (NCEET). 29  
The out-of- school youth or children (OSY/C) constitute nine 
percent or 3.6 million of the 39.2 million youth population (6 to 
24 years old). The proportion of OSY/Cs is higher among 
women (63.3%) than men (36.7%).  In Mindanao, its population 
grew to 26.2 million, and 19 percent or 5.04 million is the youth 
(15-24 years old). The youth NCEE in Mindanao is 1.07 million. 
The youth population in BARMM is 847,000 and of this figure, 
28.4 percent or 241,000 represents the youth NCCE.30 

As the second largest island in the country, Mindanao 
is in many ways an island of paradox. The region is rich in 
enviable natural resources with a year-round climate that is 
suitable for agriculture.  Armed conflict is one of the factors that 
makes majority of the top 20 poorest provinces in the country 
are in Mindanao. Lanao del Sur province, which prides itself on 
having the largest lake after Laguna, is the Philippines’ 
poorest.31 Throughout the BARMM areas, public services are 
a dismal failure: lowest percentage of families using the 
internet (10.3%), lowest proportion of families with electricity 
supply (84.1%), least number of families with water piped into 
the dwelling (8.7%), and the lowest school attendance (63.7%) 
for persons between 3-24 years old amid the COVID-19 
pandemic.32   
 

 

 

                                                
27 Cai Ordinario. PHL has one of Southeast Asia’s fastest-growing populations – UN report. 
Business mirror online. July 5, 2020. https://businessmirror.com.ph/2020/07/05/phl-has-one-
of-southeast-asias-fastest-growing-populations-un-report/ Visited September 26, 2021 
28 Philippine Statistics Authority online. https://psa.gov.ph/population-and-
housing/node/164857 Visited September 26, 2021.  
29 Philippine Statistics Authority online.   https://psa.gov.ph/content/employment-rate-january-
2020-estimated-947-percent Visited September 26, 2021.  
30 LAB Stats. Philippine Statistics Authority. 
https://psa.gov.ph/sites/default/files/NEE_07Nov2019_1_0.pdf 
31 20 poorest provinces remain in DA program. Philippine Star. October 27, 2019. 

https://www.philstar.com/business/agriculture/2019/10/27/1963575/20-poorest-provinces-
remain-da-program Visited September 25, 2021.  
32 2020 Annual Poverty Indicators Survey. Philippine Statistics Authority. 
https://psa.gov.ph/sites/default/files/%5BONSrev-
cleared%5D%202020%20APIS%20Final%20Report_rev1%20wo%20comments_ONSF3_si
gned.pdf Visited September 25, 2021. 

https://businessmirror.com.ph/2020/07/05/phl-has-one-of-southeast-asias-fastest-growing-populations-un-report/
https://businessmirror.com.ph/2020/07/05/phl-has-one-of-southeast-asias-fastest-growing-populations-un-report/
https://psa.gov.ph/population-and-housing/node/164857%20Visited%20September%2026
https://psa.gov.ph/population-and-housing/node/164857%20Visited%20September%2026
https://psa.gov.ph/content/employment-rate-january-2020-estimated-947-percent%20Visited%20September%2026
https://psa.gov.ph/content/employment-rate-january-2020-estimated-947-percent%20Visited%20September%2026
https://www.philstar.com/business/agriculture/2019/10/27/1963575/20-poorest-provinces-remain-da-program%20Visited%20September%2025
https://www.philstar.com/business/agriculture/2019/10/27/1963575/20-poorest-provinces-remain-da-program%20Visited%20September%2025
https://psa.gov.ph/sites/default/files/%5BONSrev-cleared%5D%202020%20APIS%20Final%20Report_rev1%20wo%20comments_ONSF3_signed.pdf
https://psa.gov.ph/sites/default/files/%5BONSrev-cleared%5D%202020%20APIS%20Final%20Report_rev1%20wo%20comments_ONSF3_signed.pdf
https://psa.gov.ph/sites/default/files/%5BONSrev-cleared%5D%202020%20APIS%20Final%20Report_rev1%20wo%20comments_ONSF3_signed.pdf
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Recruitment of children to non-state armed groups in 

Mindanao.  

At the outset of the Mindanao war, the government faced three 
major insurgent groups: Moro National Liberation Front 
(MNLF), Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), and the 
Communist Party of the Philippines - New People's Army 
(CPP-NPA). As the conflict intensified, other non-state armed 
groups (NSAGs) - Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), Bangsa Islamic 
Freedom Fighters (BIFF), Dawlah Islamiyah Ranao or the 
Maute Group (MG) - emerged to join the fray and exploit the 
vulnerabilities of affected communities on the ground. To 
sustain the groups' membership, they recruit children.  Child 
soldiers enlisted by NSAGs are between 10 and 18 years old; 
they wear combat uniforms and carry weapons. Child soldiers 
interviewed for a study revealed they came from impoverished 
families whose parents were also involved in the armed 
struggle themselves.  According to them, child soldiers' duties 
include carrying out foot patrol. Girls were assigned specifically 
for the medical team.33  

Child combatants are recruited through family 
ties/kinship or ideological indoctrination within a religious 
setting. The Ajang Ajang Group (ASG) in Sulu, which 
comprises the sons of deceased ASG members, fits neatly well 
into the description. The group is notorious for carrying out 
kidnappings, piracy, and smuggling.34 It is a regular practice of 
arranged marriages among family members of a terror group 
to ensure loyalty to the group and prevent leaking the group’s 
sensitive information to the government. 35  The IS-affiliated 
groups in the Philippines are known to exploit pengajian 
(Islamic study sessions) to indoctrinate and recruit youth. 36   
The NSAGs are far more advanced in the use of social media 
to reach out to potential recruits. One of their most prominent 
online recruitment methods is to target those already part of 

                                                
33 International Labour Organization International Programme on the Elimination of Child 
Labour (IPEC). Investigating the Worst Forms of Child Labour No. 21. Philippines Child 
Soldiers in Central and Western Mindanao: A Rapid Assessment. Rufa Cagoco-Guiam 
February 2002. Geneva 
34 Page 18. Philippines’ Foreign Fighter PhenomenonAuthor(s): Kenneth Yeo Yaoren 
Source: Counter Terrorist Trends and Analyses , Vol. 11, No. 7 (September 2019), pp. 16- 
21 Published by: International Centre for Political Violence and Terrorism Research 
35 Asia Foundation and Rappler. Understanding Violent Extremism: Messaging and 
Recruitment Strategies on Social Media in the Philippines. Page 12. 

https://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Understanding-Violent-Extremism-
Messaging-and-Recruitment-on-Social-Media-in-the-Philippines.pdf  Visited September 25, 
2021.  
36 Kenneth Yeo Yaoren . Philippines’ Foreign Fighter Phenomenon. Counter Terrorist Trends 
and Analyses , Vol. 11, No. 7 (September 2019), pp. 16- 21.  International Centre for Political 
Violence and Terrorism Research 

https://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Understanding-Violent-Extremism-Messaging-and-Recruitment-on-Social-Media-in-the-Philippines.pdf%20%20Visited%20September%2025
https://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Understanding-Violent-Extremism-Messaging-and-Recruitment-on-Social-Media-in-the-Philippines.pdf%20%20Visited%20September%2025
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their social media network as “friends” but serious discussion 
of indoctrination happens in the encrypted messages.37  

 
A. Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF)  

 

The MNLF is an outgrowth of political activism of 
mostly young idealist Muslim intellectuals in Manila, including 
Nur Misuari, a young professor at the University of the 
Philippines, who became the group’s founding Chairman. 
These Muslim activists aired legitimate grievances, including 
the Jabidah massacre. The militant group that emerged from 
the embers of political marginalization in 1969 waged an armed 
struggle for an independent Moro nation, or “Bangsamoro” 
Mindanao.38 The MNLF sent hundreds of young Muslims to 
Malaysia for military training in preparation for an eventual 
war.39  The intervention of the Organization of Islamic 
Conference forced the government and the MNLF to forge an 
accord. Known as the Tripoli Agreement, it called for the 
autonomy of 13 provinces and nine cities in Mindanao. The 
agreement turned out to be a pyrrhic victory for the MNLF. The 
failed plebiscite in the proposed areas for autonomy, among 
other reasons, triggered the revival of hostilities between the 
government and MNLF.40  

Upon the downfall of Marcos, the new administration of 
President Aquino and the MNLF inked the 1996 Final Peace 
Agreement (FPA) to salvage Tripoli. However, Misuari’s 
credibility prevented the implementation of the FPA. In the 
passage of the current BARMM law, Misuari refused to 
participate. Between 1973 and 1975, the MNLF could field 
some 30,000 armed fighters.41 However, political and 
ideological differences among the figures in the MNLF split the 
group.42  As of 2002, the NSAGs, including the MNLF, drafted 
child soldiers between 10 and 30 percent from the communities 
under their influence.43 In the aftermath of the Zamboanga City 

                                                
37 Ibid #35. Page 31 
38 ARMED CONFLICT: HIGHLIGHT ON PHILIPPINES. Child Rights International Network. 
https://archive.crin.org/en/library/publications/armed-conflict-highlight-philippines.html Visited 
September 25, 2021.  
39 United States Institute for Peace. Special Report. The Mindanao Peace Talks. Page 4. 
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/sr131.pdf Visited September 25, 2021. 
40 Christopher Paul, et.al. Chapter Title: Philippines (MNLF), 1971–1996. Case Outcome. 
Book Title: Paths to Victory Book Subtitle: Detailed Insurgency Case Studies Book. RAND 

Corporation. Page 349 
41 FAS. Intelligence Resource Program. https://fas.org/irp/world/para/mnlf.htm Visited 
September 25, 2021 
42 Salah Jubair. Bangsamoro. A nation under endless tyranny. 1999. Page 154 
43 Senate Resolution No. 116. Introduced by Senator LIto Lapid.  
http://legacy.senate.gov.ph/lisdata/53044499!.pdf Visited September 25, 2021. 

https://archive.crin.org/en/library/publications/armed-conflict-highlight-philippines.html%20Visited%20September%2025
https://archive.crin.org/en/library/publications/armed-conflict-highlight-philippines.html%20Visited%20September%2025
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/sr131.pdf%20Visited%20September%2025
https://fas.org/irp/world/para/mnlf.htm
http://legacy.senate.gov.ph/lisdata/53044499!.pdf


39 

 

siege by the MNLF-Misuari faction, more than 300 lives were 
lost, including young MNLF soldiers.44 The government 
arrested three MILF child soldiers.45  In a photo taken in May 
2016 at the MILF camp, boys are visible carrying long 
firearms.46 Despite pending criminal cases against him, 
Misuari holds the country’s Special Economic Envoy on Islamic 
Affairs to the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC).47  
 

B. Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) 

 
Emerging from its embattled trenches, the MILF serves 

a significant role in the current political settlement in Muslim 
Mindanao. But the MILF’s recent gains are a product of long 
and painful struggle spanning seven administrations in 
Malacañang Palace. Pursuing a more religiously framed 
nationalism, Hashim Salamat, a key figure of MNLF, broke 
away from the group in 1977 to found the MILF.48 Salamat, an 
Islamist cleric from the Maguindanao tribe, objected to 
Misuari’s political strategy when he signed the Tripoli. 
According to Salamat, Misuari abdicated the time-honored 
Islamic traditions of armed struggle. Ethnicity was another 
reason that split up the Moro rebels. Salamat’s faction is 
dominated by the Maguindanao tribe, whereas Misuari carries 
the Tausug tribe.49   It was during the administration of then 
President Erap Estrada that MILF received the brunt of the 
government’s brute force after it launched an all-out war. The 
government had long suspected that MILF received funding 
from al-Qaeda for its sprawling camp in Maguindanao. The 

                                                
44 Zamboanga siege: stories of despair. Jamela Alindogan. Al Jazeera. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2014/10/31/zamboanga-siege-stories-of-despair Visited 
September 25, 2021 
45 Philippine Star online. September 21, 2013. 
https://www.philstar.com/headlines/2013/09/21/1236545/mnlf-child-warriors-detained-zambo-
city Visited September 25, 2021 
46 Philippine Officials: Some Muslim Rebel Groups in South Still Use Child Fighters. Benar 
News. Online.  
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/philippine/child-soldiers-11302018134610.html 
Visited September 25, 2021. 
47 CNN Philippines online. Duterte names Nur Misuari special envoy to Islamic body. 
December 14, 2019.  
 https://www.cnnphilippines.com/news/2019/12/14/nur-misuari-special-envoy-oic.html Visited 
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camp, according to the military, served as the training facilities 
for foreign fighters.50   

The government also accused the MILF for allowing 
child soldiers in their camps around Mindanao, which the MILF 
denied saying that children belonged to parents who were 
members of the group, many of them related to each other.51 
The MILF believed that if a community were under attack, the 
children might be allowed to defend their community.52 In 2003, 
the United Nations Secretary General’s Annual Report listed 
MILF-BIAF of engaging children in the armed conflict.  
Observers found the children carrying firearms not only in the 
MILF camps but also in the communities.53  In 2009, the MILF 
publicly renounced the involvement of children in their ranks 
when it agreed to sign the UN-MILF Action Plan. This eight-
year plan, which started in 2009 and ended in 2017, would 
allow the MILF to disengage nearly 2,000 children from the 
group.54 
 

C. Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) 

 
Organized by a charismatic young preacher, Abdurajak 

Janjalani from Basilan, the ASG's goal was to establish a 
separate Islamic State in Mindanao.  Janjalani was in his 20's 
when his school sent him to study in Saudi Arabia and Iran, 
where he learned Islamic education.  Following the completion 
of his studies, he returned to Mindanao in 1984 and preached 
at the mosques.55 It was at this time that Janjalani founded the 
ASG. In 1988 he traveled to Pakistan to study the Islamic 
revolution in Iran. In Pakistan, Janjalani reportedly met and 
befriended Osama Bin Laden, who would eventually help and 
strengthen the ASG. In the same year, Mohammed Jamal 
Khalifa, brother-in-law of Osama Bin Laden, visited the 
Philippines to recruit Muslim youth and ustadzes (Islamic 
teachers) in Mindanao for a one-month commando training and 
bomb-making with experts from al-Qaeda's network of terror 
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groups. The series of training lasted in 1992.56  Most western 
countries consider the ASG as a terror group.  Upon Janjalani’s 
death in 1998, the ASG group was split into several factions 
with no central leadership.   

In the early part of the 2000s, two main factions of ASG 
emerged in Sulu archipelago:  ASG-Basilan under Isnilon 
Hapilon and ASG-Sulu under Radulan Sahiron.57 Hapilon, who 
became the emir of ISIS in Southeast Asia, was killed during 
the months-long pitched battle in Marawi City in 2017.  
Speculations remain that Sahiron is alive. In the ASG’s history, 
the group recruits children between the ages of 13 and 15 
years old.58   ASG’s membership plummeted drastically 
following the 9/11 war on terror campaign. To increase its 
membership, ASG has adopted various techniques including 
deception. The ASG concentrates on more youthful, idealistic 
MILF members who regard the Philippine government's 
ongoing peace process as a sham.59  The “Ajang-Ajang” group 
or “Lucky 9” is a Sulu-based ASG faction composed mainly of 
children of the slain ASG fighters. The Ajang-Ajang was 
responsible for a series of criminal activities, including the Jolo 
bombing.60  For the recruits between 15 and 20 years old, the 
ASG offers a high-powered rifle and a monthly salary.61 
 

D. Maute Group 

 

Maute is the surname of a family in Lanao del Sur 
whose members Omar and Abdullah, both brothers, became 
the infamous senior leaders of the Maute Group that upended 
Marawi City.  The Mautes, according to local standards, were 
affluent with connections to influential people.  Ominta Romato 
Maute, known as Farhana Maute, mother of Omar and 
Abdullah, was a businesswoman and a member of the 
influential Romato clan in Central Mindanao. Farhana served 
as the "funder" of her sons' operations. 62 Cayamora Maute, 
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Farhana’s husband, was a former engineer and served with the 
MILF. In 2012, Cayamora and Farhana, according to military 
intelligence, had coddled a certain Ustadz Sanusi, a member 
of Jemaah Islamayah, who sought refuge in Mindanao. 63 In 
the same year, the government forces killed Sanusi in a hot 
pursuit operation following the service of arrest warrant against 
him inside Mindanao State University.64   

Before forming the Maute Group, Omar and Abdullah 
studied in the Middle East, becoming proficient in Arabic. In 
Egypt, Omar married the daughter of a conservative 
Indonesian cleric. After their marriage, they returned to 
Indonesia where Omar taught at his father-in-law’s school.  In 
2011, the couple settled in Mindanao.  There is limited 
information about Abdullah after his studies in the Middle 
East.65 Familial ties served the Maute well to recruit its 
members. The Maute brothers focused on their relatives and 
extended family members, promising to receive between 
Php20, 000 and Php50, 000. Through blood ties, the Maute 
brothers targeted the second generation of MILF or its 
members' children who do not listen to their elders. Many of 
these young Muslims felt disillusioned over the government's 
failed promises for inclusive peace in Mindanao.66   

In Butig, where Maute established its stronghold, the 
group offered Qur’an lessons to children who became their 
primary target for recruitment and military training.67  
Cayamora and Farhana had been active recruiters of children 
as well.  A boy from Marawi City joined the Qur’an lessons in 
Butig after his mother received financial assistance from 
Cayamora and Farhana. A month into his lessons, the boy 
received a rifle and learned how to kill, particularly the 
Christians.68 Many of the fighters aged 15 and younger were 
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involved when combined forces of Maute and ASG laid siege 
in Marawi City.69 The death toll in the siege is gut-wrenching:  
165 soldiers, 67 civilians and 954 militants.70  The Maute and 
ASG may have been trounced in the Marawi siege, but their 
remnants cannot be discounted to continue to recruit internally 
displaced youth in Marawi and Lanao del Sur.71   
 

E. Communist Party of the Philippines - New People's 

Army (CPP-NPA) 

 

The brewing communist rebellion is considered the 
longest-running insurgency in Asia.  The formation of the CPP-
NPA has its roots in the Marcos dictatorship that saw the 
systematic suppression of fundamental rights and freedom. 
The group is operating in all over the country primarily in 
remote and depressed communities.  The CPP-NPA publicly 
professes as the protector of the oppressed and the 
downtrodden.  However, the group continues to face 
allegations of trifling the rights of children and the youth.  In the 
2021 United Nations Report, the CPP-NPA recruited 12 
children, the majority in Mindanao. The roles of child-soldiers 
children vary, including combatant and medical aid support. 72 
This figure is lower than last year's 67 children (boys and girls).  
The CPP-NPA admits to recruiting minors aged 15-years old 
but only as trainees or apprentices of the group.73  

According to the military, the CPP-NPA uses 
recruitment strategy that employs "deception, organization, 
and mobilization to attract individuals, especially the youth who 
are idealistic and sometimes gullible.”74 The League of Parents 
of the Philippines (LPP) denounced the deceptive schemes of 
CPP-NPA to recruit more youths.75  Between 2016 and 2019, 
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the average age for recruitment by CPP-NPA was 17 years 
old.76 On 6 July 2020, the Philippine Permanent 
Representative to the United Nations (UN), Ambassador Evan 
P Garcia, urged the UN experts to look at the modus operandi 
of specific terrorist organizations, including the CPP-NPA that 
use charitable schools and school-based youth organizations 
as cover to train child combatants for terror activities.77 In one 
raid of the military on the safe house of CPP-NPA they 
recovered dried marijuana leaves which they believed were 
used to recruit minors to join the group. 78 
 

F. Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF) 

 

Dissatisfied with the political arrangement pursued by 
the MILF leadership in its negotiation with the national 
government, Ameril Umbra Kato, a former commander of the 
MILF’s 105th Base Command, defected from the group and 
organized the BIFF. Kato insisted that a separate Islamic state 
was the appropriate course of action. Kato claimed to have 
brought as many as 5,000 MILF fighters to the BIFF, a figure 
the military contradicted, saying no more than 300 fighters 
followed the BIFF leader.79 The first BIFF’s major attack, which 
primarily operates in the SPMS box,80 was directed at the 
Philippine military in Maguindanao’s 11 municipalities that 
lasted the firefight for more than a day.81  Upon the death of 
Kato in the same year, three different independent factions 
emerged: Imam Mininbang, also known as Kagi Karialan; 
Ismael Abubakar alias Imam Bongos, and Abu Toraife faction 
headed by Esmael Abdulmalik.82   
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The factions are responsible for the most violent acts 
in Central Mindanao including bombings83 and burning of the 
houses of indigenous communities.84 The BIFF is notorious for 
recruiting minors as young as 15 years old,85 which received 
confirmation form the United Nations.86  In 2019 the BIFF’s 
youth recruitment in Maguindanao included an offer of 
Ph50,000 upon acceptance and a monthly allowance of Ph10, 
000.87  In the 2014 encounter in Maguindanao, the military 
killed three BIFF child warriors between 15 and 16 years old.88  
In December 2020, teenage boys under the Karialan faction 
group attacked Datu Piang’s municipality and left in its wake a 
burned police patrol car. The municipality had earlier declared 
the BIFF a persona non-grata.89  
 
Youth involvement in Drugs  

 

The Philippines, according to the U.S. State Department’s 
2021 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report, was 
considered a regional transshipment and destination point for 
illegal drugs. The preference for national consumption consists 
heavily of three substances: (1) cannabis products, (2) 
methamphetamine hydrochloride (locally known as ‘shabu’), 
and (3) MDMA (ecstasy).90  The country’s porous borders and 
long, irregular coastlines provide ideal entry and exit points for 
illicit drugs.91 Three Chinese transnational drug trafficking 
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organizations (DTOs) - United Bamboo Gang (Bamboo Triad), 
14K Triad or Hong Kong Triad, and Sun Yee On Triad - are the 
leading sources of drugs in the country.  These DTOs can flood 
the streets of the country with up to three tons of shabu.92  

The youth involvement in drugs is alarming.  Nearly 
1.67 million Filipinos, or two out of one hundred Filipinos aged 
10 to 69, are current drugs users.93  Marijuana is the preferred 
illicit drug by users followed by shabu. For lifetime users, the 
average age when most of them started trying drugs is 22 
years old. The current users are within the age groups of 18 to 
59 years old.94  As the conflict in Mindanao continues with no 
letup, drug trade is also flourishing. In 2006, Marawi City was 
considered the center of the drug trade in Muslim Mindanao. 
The Muslim trafficking syndicates operated their shabu 
laboratories in Mindanao.95 The provinces of Maguindanao 
and Lanao del Sur, according to the government, are the major 
transshipment points of shabu.96  

The minors are also involved in the drug business as 
pushers or sellers.  During the first two months of the Duterte 
administration, 20,584 children surrendered to local PNP 
stations. More than 98 percent of surrenderees were drug 
users, 273 or 1.33 percent were drug pushers or sellers, and 
66 (0.32 percent) were drug couriers or runners. 97  In places 
like Maguindanao and Lanao Del Sur, where poverty and 
violent conflict are endemic, easy money from drug pushing is 
an enticing opportunity for the underserved.98 Studies show 
that the effects of drugs on youth have made them susceptible 
to commit more serious crimes.  In a study conducted in 

                                                
https://unafei.or.jp/publications/pdf/RS_No54/No54_13PA_Olario.pdf Visited September 30, 
2021. 
92 3 International Drug Rings are the Biggest Source of Shabu in PH:  Philippine Drug 
Enforcement Agency (PDEA). Online site. October 3, 2017. https://pdea.gov.ph/2-
uncategorised/512-3-international-drug-rings-are-biggest-source-of-shabu-in-ph-pdea Visited 
September 30, 2021 
93  Results of 2019 National Household Survey on the Patterns and Trends of Drug Abuse, 
released by the Dangerous Drugs Board (DDB). 
94 Philippine News Agency. October 15, 2020. https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1118715 
Visited September 30, 2021. 
95 Rufa Cagoco-Guiam and Steven Schoofs. Chapter 3.  A deadly Cocktail? Illicit Drugs, 
Politics, and Violent Conflict in Lanao del Sur and Maguindanao. Page 96.  Out of the 
Shadows. Violent Conflict and the Real Economy of Mindanao.  Edited by Francisco Lara, Jr. 
and Steven Schoofs. 2013.   
96 PDEA-BARMM forms task force to block drug entry through ports. Philippine News Agency 
online site.  
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1142172 Visited September 30, 2021 
97 ABS-CBS News. Online. September 22, 2016. Drug war lists 20,584 kids as 'users, 

pushers, runners' 
https://news.abs-cbn.com/focus/09/21/16/drug-war-lists-20584-kids-as-users-pushers-
runners Visited September 30, 2021.  
98 Drugs and poverty in Lanao Del Sur. Manila times online. June 5, 2017. 
https://www.manilatimes.net/2017/06/05/opinion/analysis/drugs-poverty-lanao-del-
sur/331029 Visited September 30, 2021 

https://unafei.or.jp/publications/pdf/RS_No54/No54_13PA_Olario.pdf%20Visited%20September%2030
https://pdea.gov.ph/2-uncategorised/512-3-international-drug-rings-are-biggest-source-of-shabu-in-ph-pdea%20Visited%20September%2030
https://pdea.gov.ph/2-uncategorised/512-3-international-drug-rings-are-biggest-source-of-shabu-in-ph-pdea%20Visited%20September%2030
https://pdea.gov.ph/2-uncategorised/512-3-international-drug-rings-are-biggest-source-of-shabu-in-ph-pdea%20Visited%20September%2030
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1118715%20Visited%20September%2030
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1118715%20Visited%20September%2030
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1142172%20Visited%20September%2030
https://news.abs-cbn.com/focus/09/21/16/drug-war-lists-20584-kids-as-users-pushers-runners%20Visited%20September%2030
https://news.abs-cbn.com/focus/09/21/16/drug-war-lists-20584-kids-as-users-pushers-runners%20Visited%20September%2030
https://www.manilatimes.net/2017/06/05/opinion/analysis/drugs-poverty-lanao-del-sur/331029%20Visited%20September%2030
https://www.manilatimes.net/2017/06/05/opinion/analysis/drugs-poverty-lanao-del-sur/331029%20Visited%20September%2030


47 

 

Mindanao, youthful offenders who started petty crimes commit 
more severe crimes - killing and sexual assault - after 
becoming drug users.99  

The intersect of illicit drugs and terrorism 

The symbiotic relationship between ordinary crimes and 
terrorism poses severe threat to global security that law 
enforcement has long documented. The crime-terror nexus 
gradually emerged following the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, 
which caught many terrorist groups - Taliban and Haqqani 
Network in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia (FARC), Shining Path in Peru, al-Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb, and Lebanese Hezbollah- flat-footed 
without state sponsorship, particularly from the Soviet 
Union.100 Deprived of cash flow, these groups capitalized on 
transnational organized crime, particularly drug trade, to fund 
their terror activities.101  Terror groups that resort to drug 
trafficking as a source of revenue have a secondary strategic 
purpose of serving: they can weaken their enemies by flooding 
their societies with addictive drugs.102   

Much of the world has watched with horror the swift 
return of Taliban to power in Kabul. Before its reclaim to the 
levers of power, the Taliban had multiple sources of income 
beyond drug trade, including taxes imposed on timber, marble, 
gems, Afghan government programs, NATO trucks, Afghan 
cell phone operators, and families whose sons are in the 
Afghan forces.103  In the Philippines, these non-state armed 
groups (NSAGs) – ASG, BIFF, CPP-NPA, Maute Group, MNLF 
– are reportedly involved in the drug trade. When Rodrigo 

                                                
99 Drugs blamed for kids getting into more serious crimes. Philippine Daily Inquirer.  April 23, 
2018. https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/984402/drugs-blamed-for-kids-getting-into-more-serious-
crimes Visited September 30, 2021.  
100 CELINA B. REALUYO. The Terror-Crime Nexus: Hezbollah's Global Facilitators. PRISM, 
Vol. 5, No. 1 (2014), page 118. Published by the Institute for National Strategic Security, 
National Defense University Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/2647038.  
Visited September 30, 2021 
101 Transnational Organized Crime: A Growing Threat to National and International Security. 
U.S. National Security Council website. Accessed through: 
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/administration/eop/nsc/transnational-crime/threat 
Visited September 30, 2021.  
102 A Report Prepared by the Federal Research Division, Library of Congress under an 
Interagency Agreement with the Department of Defense May 2002. Page 2. A GLOBAL 
OVERVIEW OF NARCOTICS-FUNDED TERRORIST AND OTHER EXTREMIST GROUPS 

A https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/pdf-files/NarcsFundedTerrs_Extrems.pdf Visited September 30, 
2021.  
103 Afghanistan’s opium production is through the roof—why Washington shouldn’t overreact. 
Brookings Institution online. November 21m 2017. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-
from-chaos/2017/11/21/afghanistans-opium-production-is-through-the-roof-why-washington-
shouldnt-overreact/ Visited September 30, 2021 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/18/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-army-recruitment.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/18/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban-army-recruitment.html
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/984402/drugs-blamed-for-kids-getting-into-more-serious-crimes%20Visited%20September%2030
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/984402/drugs-blamed-for-kids-getting-into-more-serious-crimes%20Visited%20September%2030
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/2647038
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/administration/eop/nsc/transnational-crime/threat%20Visited%20September%2030
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/administration/eop/nsc/transnational-crime/threat%20Visited%20September%2030
https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/pdf-files/NarcsFundedTerrs_Extrems.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/11/21/afghanistans-opium-production-is-through-the-roof-why-washington-shouldnt-overreact/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/11/21/afghanistans-opium-production-is-through-the-roof-why-washington-shouldnt-overreact/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/11/21/afghanistans-opium-production-is-through-the-roof-why-washington-shouldnt-overreact/


48 

 

Duterte ascended to office in 2016, the CPP-NPA publicly 
supported the president's war on drugs.104  To prove its 
commitment, the CPP-NPA executed a drug suspect in Davao 
City.105 Not long after, things changed. A faction of CPP-NPA 
was reportedly protecting a drug business, thereby abetting the 
drug trade.106  Although there is no proof that the MNLF is 
engaged in drug trafficking, some of its members are.107 In the 
SPMS box, the BIFF has been hard-pressed to engage in drug 
trafficking to raise funds.108  

Following its signing of the 2016 Agreement of 
Cooperation and Coordination in the Campaign against Illegal 
Drugs with the national government, the MILF has disavowed 
involvement with drugs. 109  As the most notorious terror group, 
the ASG involves not only in the drug trade it also allows its 
child soldiers to use drugs, particularly shabu, to carry out their 
terror activities. 110 President Duterte even tagged ASG of 
operating a drug franchise of United Bamboo Gang. 111 During 
the Marawi City siege, the government forces recovered 11 
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kilograms of shabu with a street value of up to 250 million 
pesos from the Maute’s lair.112  Pressed to declare martial law 
at the height of Marawi siege, President Duterte cited drug 
money as the source of financial and logistical support to the 
Maute group.113 
 

Too many laws, too little understanding  

 
The world is awash with international laws and treaties 
designed to insulate its vulnerable populations from all sorts of 
inhumane treatment. Children, regardless of their status and 
geographical location, are easy prey to human predators. The 
1949 Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols, a 
significant foundation of International Humanitarian Law, 
enjoin states to guaranty the protection of children, combatants 
or not, during armed conflict. 114  However, it was the Rome 
Statute115 that, for the first time, recruitment of child soldiers 
was considered a war crime. The treaty criminalizes the 
conscription, enlistment, or use in active hostilities of child 
soldiers under 15 years old.116  The Optional Protocol to the 
Convention on the Rights of Child on the Involvement of 
Children in Armed Conflict explicitly bans the recruitment of 
children under 18 years old into the state's armed forces117 and 
makes it the state's responsibility to ensure children are not 
recruited by non-state armed groups.118 The Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC), a comprehensive international 
instrument that guarantees against all forms and exploitation 
and abuse, enjoins the states parties to "take all appropriate 
measures, including legislative, administrative, social and 
educational measures, to protect children from the illicit use of 
narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances…”119 
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The Philippines enacted domestic legislation and 
policies to carry out its treaty obligations. The country passed 
RA 7610 to serve as the general framework of children’s rights 
against all forms of infringement. 120 In enacting RA 9851,121 
the government reaffirmed its commitment to ending the armed 
conflict in the country and promoting the goal of “children as 
zones of peace.”122  Under the law, war crimes include the 
enlisting or engaging children by the state and non-state armed 
groups.123 In 2018, the country passed RA 11188,124 which 
covers a wide range of children’s rights in situations of armed 
conflict.  Children at-risk or in conflict with the law are governed 
by RA 9344;125 its prominent features include exempting 
children from criminal responsibility.126 The Philippines has one 
of the most stringent drug laws in the world. The country’s RA 
9165, as amended, imposes a penalty of life imprisonment to 
death for certain criminal activities.127 The law allows drug 
testing for secondary and tertiary students to ensure they are 
free from narcotics.128 
 

Intervention Programs  

 
In most war-torn countries, the priority of national governments 
is to reintegrate former child-soldiers into civilian life, a process 
that requires four essential components: family tracing 
reintegration efforts, psychosocial support, livelihood support 
that includes training in vocational and life skills, and education 
and literacy.129  The reality is that most communities ravaged 
by the conflict are ill-equipped to address even the basic needs 
of their members, much less the value system that backstops 
family and social cohesion.130 Children tend to go back to the 
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conflict without a proper support system, as shown in the Sierra 
Leone experience. Worse, some child soldiers suffered 
rejection from their families after the war.131  Intervention 
programs to drug users vary according to how they are being 
treated as either human beings or not.132  Intervention through 
juvenile drug courts, scholars say, is ineffective because it is 
punitive that will likely encourage the offenders to continue 
offending into adulthood. 133 There is a growing consensus 
among experts that rehabilitation is the model for its sets the 
foundation for juvenile delinquents to lead a healthy lifestyle. 
134  

The Philippine government offers a range of programs 
that focus on reintegrating former combatants of NSAGs.  In 
2018, President Rodrigo Duterte issued Administrative Order 
10 (AO 10),135 which centralized the government’s existing 
programs for former members of the Communist Party of the 
Philippines, the New People’s Army, and the National 
Democratic Front.136  This presidential fiat institutionalized the 
Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program (E-CLIP) 
and created Task Force Balik-Loob (TF-BL), an inter-agency 
body, to administer all government efforts relating to 
reintegrating former rebels.  The E-CLIP provides a range of 
benefits that encourage the recipients to go back to the 
mainstream. In 2020, President Duterte issued Administrative 
Order No. 25137 amending AO 10 to include its coverage former 
violent extremists (FVEs).138  President Duterte also issued 
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Executive Order No. 70,139 creating the National Task Force to 
End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC), which 
focuses on the sustainable rehabilitation and development of 
822 barangays formerly established as guerilla fronts of the 
CPP-NPA-NDF.140  

Government agencies involved in the Task Force 
Balik-Loob are allowed to extend assistance to former rebels 
directly. As of August 2021, the Department of Labor and 
Employment provided 2,661 former rebels (FRs) livelihood 
assistance under Kabuhayan Program, 141and 6,177 FRs 
received emergency employment assistance.142  Under the 
Philippine National Police’s "Barangayanihan" program, it 
granted financial, food, shelter, and security assistance to 996 
FRs, including their families, as of July 30, 2021. The PNP in 
2021 employed 192 FRs for non-uniformed personnel, and 
another 963 FRs enlisted in its uniformed force.143 The 
Philippine Army's Returnee Comprehensive After Care 
(RCAC) program provides livelihood, healthcare, and 
educational assistance to former combatants of Moro 
secessionist groups.144 Embedded in the RCAC is the Bahay 
Tagapagpalaya, a halfway house version for the 
transformation of the former rebels.145   

 The Maguindanao Province in partnership with the 
AFP offers the Anak na may Ginintuang Layunin upang 
Hintuan Ang Violent Extremism Ngayon (AGILA-HAVEN) 
program, a livelihood assistance to former members of 
extremist groups, particularly the BIFF. Since the program's 

                                                
the Task Force, who have surfaced beginning 01 July 2016, as well as their qualified 
beneficiaries.  
139 Administrative Order No. 70. Institutionalizing the Whole-of-Nation Approach in Attaining 
Inclusive and Sustainable Peace, Creating a National Task Force to End Local Communist 
Armed Conflict, and Directing the Adoption of a National Peace Framework.  
140 National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) website. 
https://www.ntfelcac.org/bdp Visited September 30, 2021.  
141Department of National Defense. 
https://www.dnd.gov.ph/Postings/Post/DOLE%20livelihood%2c%20employment%20aid%20
help%20FRs%20reintegrate%20and%20start%20anew/ Visited September 30, 2021.  
142 Department of National Defense of the Republic of the Philippines. Online site. Visited on 
September 24, 2021. 
https://www.dnd.gov.ph/Postings/Post/DOLE%20livelihood%2c%20employment%20aid%20
help%20FRs%20reintegrate%20and%20start%20anew/ 
143 Task Force Balik-Loob website. 
https://www.tfbalikloob.gov.ph/Articles?t=PNP%E2%80%99s%20%E2%80%98Barangayani
han%E2%80%99%20program%20benefits%20former%20rebels Visited September 30, 
2021. 
144 Edwin Fernandez. Army brigade launches ‘new life, new hope’ program for ex-rebels. 
Philippine News Agency online. February 24, 2020. https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1094643 
Visited September 30, 2021.  
145 22 ex-BIFF combatants complete Army’s reintegration program. Philippine News Agency 
online. February 26, 2020.  https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1094887 Visited September 30, 
2021. 
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inception in 2019, 211 FVEs have received assistance. 146  
This paper does not include discussions on the 
decommissioning program between the national government 
and the MILF as part of the ongoing political settlement.   

Many observers, particularly human rights groups, 
view President Duterte's war on drugs primarily as law 
enforcement.  Before taking his oath as the President, Duterte 
vowed to kills drug traffickers and other crime suspects. 147  
President Duterte’s “war on drugs," allowed punitive measures 
resulting to the summary execution of alleged drug users. 148  
Between July 2016 and December 2018, a total of 101 children 
were killed, both targeted or as bystanders.149 Beyond the 
president’s propensity to execute “shock and awe” tactics 
against drug trafficking, the Department of Interior and Local 
Government (DILG) administers the MASA MASID Program 
(Mamayang Ayaw sa Anomalya, Mamayang Ayaw sa Iligal na 
Droga), a barangay-focused program that includes an anti-
drug campaign.150  As part of its community-based drug 
prevention programs, the government has established a center 
of drug prevention and control in some areas of the country.151 

 Under the Juvenile Justice Act or RA 9344, all LGUs 
across the country must establish a Bahay Pag-Asa (BPA) 
within their territorial jurisdictions.  As of December 2019, only 
75 BPAs were operational nationwide; LGUs manage 72 BPAs 
and the three remaining are NGO-run. What is disheartening 
is that many of BPAs are not fit for human habitation.  The 
Executive Director of Juvenile Justice Welfare Council even 
admitted that many BPAs "are worse than jails.  They don't 
have programs, they don't have beds, and they don't have 
cabinets. The children there are just told to keep quiet the 
whole day and not do anything, so some of them do self-harm 
because they're very bored."152 In Muslim Mindanao, the first 

                                                
146 10 more BIFF extremists yield in Maguindanao. Edwin Fernandez. Philippine News 
Agency Online. August 25, 2021. https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1151528 Visited October 1, 
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147 Philippines’ “war on drugs.” Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/tag/philippines-
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148 Nymia Simbulan, et.al.The Manila Declaration on the Drug Problem in the Philippines. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6634291/ Visited October 1, 2021.  
149 Our Happy Family Is Gone” Impact of the “War on Drugs” on Children in the Philippines. 
Human Rights Watch. May 27, 2020. https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/05/27/our-happy-
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BPA made its ground-breaking in September 2021 in 
Basilan.153 
 

Conclusion 

 

The shifting global currents have increasingly defined the youth 
in the 21st century that delineate people along religious and 
cultural lines. The 9/11 terror attacks on U.S. soil and the 
emergence of an extremist brand of ISIS’ ideology in 2014 
have become historical markers for many youths who have 
latched on to the distorted interpretation of religious texts that 
advocate youth recruitment to extremism is no longer a heavy 
lift. Many extremist groups have taken advantage of encrypted 
messages from social media platforms to recruit disgruntled 
youth across national boundaries. Emboldened by the whiff of 
extremist ideology pulsating across the globe, many non-state 
armed groups (NSAGs) openly draw child soldiers into their 
ranks.   NSAGs that experienced serious setbacks from the 
state’s security apparatus resort to the drug trade to continue 
their terror activities   

An important lesson to learn from the Arab Spring is 
that repressive regimes are natural habitats of youth activism 
for greater freedom and opportunities. For the other large 
chunks of global youth who find street protests enervating, 
drug use provides a route to unique individual expression and 
liberation.  Nearly all drug supply routes to the worldwide 
market are unimpeded for many reasons, including corruption 
and weak law enforcement, mainly along the porous borders 
of the states. Confronted with diverse challenges to children’s 
welfare, the global community could only respond by forging a 
flurry of international agreements and the unwavering 
commitment from member-states. 

The state of global youth finds resonance in the 
Philippine context. In the backwaters of Mindanao, NSAGs 
thrive by exploiting local grievances. Although the law 
guarantees the current political autonomy in Muslim Mindanao, 
the conflict remains entrenched as NSAGs relentlessly spew 
violence among local communities.  The NSAGs are complicit 
in enlisting child soldiers; many are orphans of slain members 
or lured with a gun and monetary incentives. Recruitment sites 
vary, including Madrasah and Qur’anic classes. The growing 
number of OSYs in the region with no access to opportunities 

                                                
153 Philippine News Agency only. https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1152231 Visited October 1, 
2021 
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is a major purveyor of extremism.  International drug 
syndicates operated by the Chinese provide a steady supply of 
illicit drugs into the region, aggravating the internal strife in 
Mindanao. Although most NSAGs are experiencing a drain of 
their resources and foot soldiers due to military operations, 
they have also become ingenious in raising funds through drug 
trafficking and kidnapping for ransom. 

The current postures of the government to stem the 
flow of illicit drugs into the conflict zones and prevent the 
recruitment of child soldiers by NSAGs are fundamentally 
flawed. President Duterte’s administration prefers the use of 
brute force to address all forms of social ills. Intervention 
programs mirror the composition of the President’s cabinet and 
a slew of appointees who are either former military or police 
officers. It is easy to kill terrorists but difficult to annihilate an 
ideology, as shown in the history of Mindanao conflict. Laws 
are effective only if they are funded and enforced with a stern 
hand. As admitted by the JJWC, BPAs are not only lacking, but 
the existing ones are ill-equipped to rehabilitate juvenile 
delinquents.  If Jose Rizal were alive today, he would find that 
many youths prefer illicit drugs and firearms to political 
expression.   
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Beyond resistance: youth in local peacebuilding 
Lynrose Jane D. Genon 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
Taking the case of Project Young amplifying co-

creating advocating peace (YACAP), this paper  
focuses on youth organizing experiences in the 
Philippines in terms of establishing healthy youth-led 
social networks and linkages that reflect a sense of 
belonging and a shared future for peaceful 
coexistence. It emphasizes the importance of 
utilizing local peacebuilding practices in sustaining 
peace. It posits that love and care are the languages 
of belongingness and social cohesion and that using 
a care and love lens can help us rethink our 
perceptions of everyday peace in the local context. 
By resolving conflicts over immediate care needs and 
growing community capacity in ways that gently 
challenge the fixity of conflict, caring creates 
opportunities for peaceful transformation. The 
exceptional ability of young peacebuilders to form 
relationships and connect beyond distance and 
differences is tied to their ability to inspire trust. 
Young peacebuilders use the language of love and 
caring to promote nonviolent conflict transformation 
by developing constructive, collaborative 
relationships among ethnic and religious groups. 
Acting as "connectors" between disparate groups is 
a critical skill in local peacebuilding initiatives.  

 
Introduction 
 
The current nature of conflict contexts, the frequency of relapse, 
and the repeat of the violence in most conflict-affected 
communities necessitate new techniques and methods from 
actors striving to build sustainable peace, especially among the 
youth doing local peacebuilding. Local knowledge has more to 
offer as a source of capacity and an ongoing resource for peace. 
However, even though local ownership is becoming more 
important in international peacebuilding efforts, knowledge and 
research on local experiences in peacebuilding processes, 
especially among youth are still inadequate. 
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In conflict-affected and post-conflict areas, the 
community-forming aspects of youth organizing and 
experienced-based peacebuilding work are highly relevant. In 
times of upheaval and displacement, belonging to a community, 
such as youth-led networks and organizations, can provide 
reassurance and stability. 
 

There are numerous difficulties around the issues of 
where we define youth. Viewed as neither "children" nor 
"adults," neither fully naive nor fully vested with social and 
political maturity, the blurry middle ground that the youth are 
given to occupy becomes a screen on which to project images 
of and for them  (Dwyer, 2015).  As a dynamic cultural 
construct, youth may collide with narratives that portray 
postcolonial concepts as "childlike beings who must be guided 
through pre-defined objectives lest they become dangers to 
hegemonic forms and processes of authority" (Lederach, 
2019). 

 
 In the current literature on youth and peacebuilding, 

there is a need to challenge the binary construction of youth in 
the context of violence as either in need of protection or prone 
to violence. Research focusing on the numerous roles, 
identities, and relational landscapes that young people 
negotiate is necessary. Youth may take on social meaning as 
a process, as a site of tension, or a symbol of broader ideas--
modernity, creativity, underdevelopment, danger, freedom, 
vulnerability, political threat (Dwyer, 2015).  The youth, 
according to McEvoy Levy (2018), is not a single, 
homogeneous entity, either worldwide or locally. In any given 
context, the youth population reproduces societal differences 
while simultaneously creating new subcultures and counter-
normative discourses. In the study of conflict and peace 
processes, youth must be examined in connection to 
characteristics such as ethnicity, religion, race, gender, class, 
and violent exposure. 

 
 Moreover, the youth are frequently positioned as either 
poster images or problems to be solved, rather than diverse 
agents with their own complex relationships to conflict and 
peacebuilding (Dwyer, 2015).  With this biased portrayal, 
highlighting agencies of youth and portraying that they are not 
simply suffering victims or brainwashed perpetrators, but as 
social actors with creative and critical capacities are needed. 
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This paper looks into how young people navigate, 

resist and mobilize within the complex landscapes of armed 
conflict and how these aspects shape their identities, roles, and 
approaches to peace in the local communities. This highlights 
local youth-led organizing efforts to bridge ethnic divides 
brought about by the violent conflict in Marawi1 and youth-led 
strategies in implementing dialogue initiatives. This focuses the 
discussion on the importance of autonomous places for young 
leadership as an integral aspect of an intergenerational and 
publicly recognized peace movement. It ascribes cultural value 
and emphasizes how the youth are actively involved in 
constructing their identities as nonviolent peace activists. 
 
Locating youth in the Philippines  
 
In the Philippines, the youth are regarded as the country's most 
important resource.  The “Youth in Nation-Building Act” (RA 
8044) which was enacted in 1995 established the National 
Youth Commission and the National Comprehensive and 
Coordinated Program on Youth Development. This act defined 
the Filipino youth as those ages 15-30. According to the latest 
Labor Force Survey recently released by the Philippine 
Statistics Authority, the youth population, ages 15 to 24, as of 
January 2020 was 19.8 million. The median age in the 
Philippines is 25.7 years (Inquirer News, 2020).  
 

Concerning youth engagement and volunteerism 
challenges and attitudes, only 35.2 percent of 15-17-year-olds 
say they never vote in elections, while 39.9% say they usually 
vote. Sixty-eight percent stated that they are a follower when it 
comes to politics, and 62 percent said they rarely serve as the 
leader-initiator of resolutions. Only one out of every four young 
people said they are protestors or activists in political issues, 
but the vast majority (89 percent) believe that adults and youth 
leaders must keep them informed, involved, and consult them 
on topics concerning youth development (Philippines 
Factsheets Youthpolicy.org, 2014). 

 
Moreover, there are existing mechanisms in the 

Philippines where youth representatives are elected to local 

                                                
1 The Siege of Marawi and the Marawi Crisis, also known as the Battle of Marawi, was a five-
month armed conflict in Marawi, Philippines, that began on May 23, 2017, between 
Philippine government security forces and militants affiliated with the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant (ISIL), including the Maute and Abu Sayyaf Salafi jihadist groups. 
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government positions and have a direct hand in formulating 
and advocating policies and programs that directly affect and 
empower the youth. Though these platforms claim that these 
provide avenues to engage youth and ensure meaningful 
participation and partnership among youth, diverse and 
inclusive representation of youth in these spaces remains a 
challenge. 

 
Youth and peacebuilding  

In the international peace and security platforms, there has 
been a normative shift in the way young people are recognized 
with the adoption of the Youth Peace and Security resolutions. 
UNSCR 2250 (2015)2 recognizes that young people play an 
important and positive role in the maintenance and promotion 
of international peace and security, UNSCR 2419 (2018)3 
highlighted young people’s participation in peace process and 
conflict resolution, and more recently UNSCR 2535 (2020)4 
emphasized the need to institutionalize the YPS agenda. 
Despite these normative policy developments for increased 
youth participation and inclusion in peacemaking efforts, the 
operational deficiencies and disparities of youth are still 
unacceptably high. There are many examples of youth-led 
organizations and networks working on issues of peace and 
sustainable development at the grassroots level, for instance 
in Mindanao alone, a rapid appraisal reveals that there are at 
least 150 individual youth-led peacebuilding organizations 
(Ragandang, 2020a). However, these initiatives are often 
disconnected from the national and international levels.  

In current literature, securitized frameworks that draw 
causal links between demographic imbalances--youth bulges-
-and rising conflict are one-sided images of youth (Dwyer, 
2015). The literature on youth contains a fundamental 
contradiction. The youth are most commonly depicted as either 
passive victims of trauma or active security threats. Although 
empirical stories of young people as victims or perpetrators in 
conflict situations abound in the literature on peace studies, 
research on youth participation in peacebuilding, notably in the 
Philippines is scarce. The youth are typically sidelined or 

                                                
2 S/RES/2250 (2015)* Security Council 
3 S/RES/2419(2018) 
4 S/RES/2535(2020) 
 

https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/s/res/2250(2015)
https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2419(2018)
https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2535(2020)
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excluded from initiatives aimed at promoting peace and 
restoration. In portrayals of the youth during and after conflicts, 
a significant sense of social distance is a common motif. The 
central irony of youth is that “they are a demographic majority 
that feels like an outcast minority” (Sommers, 2003), which 
reflects the reality in the Philippines. Newman (2005) as cited 
in Sommers (2006) suggests that the “most sinister effect of 
modern civil wars” maybe “the damage they wreak upon young 
people’s social worlds.” A similar source further asserts that 
“young people often have extremely limited social networks 
exclusive of anyone beyond immediate family members.”  

The lack of engagement with most youth threatens to 
strengthen the feelings of many youths that they are ignorable 
castaways. This is particularly the case for female youth, 
whose plight is frequently overlooked within their societies and 
beyond, who often live much less public lives than their male 
counterparts, and who do not inspire the degree of fear that 
male youth do. Thus, while male youth attract attention (even 
if much of it is negative), female youth, for the most part, 
generally do not (Hendrixson 2004).  

 
Another key barrier for young peacebuilders has been 

local resistance to youth-led and youth-inclusive peacebuilding 
activities (Kemper, 2005). Youth stereotypes have a crucial 
influence on this opposition. Young people are sometimes 
stereotyped as troublemakers or passive beneficiaries of 
assistance rather than active agents of change. 

 
In addition to ingrained prejudices towards the youth, 

the generational divide, elders' dominance, and hierarchies 
appear as challenging issues in a variety of circumstances, 
where the youth are expected to obey and not challenge the 
wisdom and decisions of specific people.  As they further 
explained, the issue is not only with the youth not being 
accepted as an active participant in decision-making activities, 
but that ‘decision-makers do not listen to young people, which 
maintains ‘a structure that does not take into account the 
expectations, goals, dreams, and work of young people.’ 

 
Because the youth can both promote and imperil 

peace, they should be considered and supported as a peace 
constituency. Lederach (2019) stressed that the significant 
recruitment of young people into armed organizations in the 
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aftermath of wars consequently puts the youth as  critical 
actors in building and sustaining peace. Therefore, when the 
youth are organized into clubs or organizations, they should be 
directly supported in a way that strengthens their crisis-
prevention capacities as Paffenholz (2002) asserted. 

 
In post-conflict contexts, Kemper (2005) underlined the 

importance of creating an enabling environment for the youth.  
Effective youth targeting entails providing them with ‘space,' 
such as safeguarding them from forced recruitment, providing 
them with a job perspective, promoting their personal 
development, and soliciting their input and action. In fact, 
transitions from war to peace must include legal, economic, 
and socio-political dimensions that are tailored to the needs 
and realities of youth. 

 
Local youth peacebuilding   

 As this paper centers on the peacebuilding initiatives of local 
youth in Northern Mindanao, Philippines, it recognizes that 
peacebuilding processes are contingent, dynamic, 
multifaceted, and necessitate attention to the relational, 
geographical, ecological, and political fields in which local 
youth peacebuilders evolve. This is based on the place-based 
framework, which sees the local as "the shifting center" 
through which the rest of the world is viewed (Lederach, 2019). 
Youth local identity construction in this paper emerges from the 
commitment to youth community organizing, identification with 
home, and one’s affiliation to a peaceful social movement.  

 
Local peacebuilding refers to programs that young 

people control and lead in their own communities. It 
encompasses both small-scale grassroots movements and 
larger-scale initiatives. Peace Direct (2019) distinguishes 
between initiatives that are (1) locally led and owned, in which 
local people and groups design the approach and set priorities 
while outsiders assist with resources; (2) locally managed, in 
which the approach is “transplanted” to local management; and 
(3) locally implemented, in which an approach is primarily an 
outside approach, including external priorities that are 
“transplanted” to local management  
 

Focus on local efforts to peace is significant for 
sustainable peace can only be attained if it is fueled and 
directed locally. Local stakeholders are more likely to maintain 
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peace if they take ownership of the initiative. Also, they 
understand the context well enough to assess whether 
measures might be effective, and they have the knowledge, 
relationships to ensure that they do, especially in sustaining 
them. Outsider-created stability, while welcome in the short 
term, lacks the tenacity and endurance of peace forged in the 
crucible of local dynamics and compromises. (Haider, 2009).  
 
 
Methodology  

 
Because the borders between phenomenon and context are 
not immediately evident, and multiple sources of data are 
employed, this paper used a case study approach as an 
empirical investigation that explores a current phenomenon in 
its real-life setting (Zainal, 2007). The qualitative accounts in 
this case study not only help to explore or describe the data in 
real-life environments but also aid to explain the complexities 
of real-life situations which may not be captured through 
experimental or survey research.  

 
Research, according to Creswell (2014), is utilized to 

either expand our understanding or test theories, however, 
Ragandang (2020) argued citing Podder (2015) that now, 
research also entails raising the voices of those who are not 
heard and elevating the voices of individuals who are othered 
and marginalized, which is especially important given the post-
conflict marginalization of youth and the scarcity of spaces for 
young peacebuilders. Thus, researches like this hold prime 
importance in peace studies.  

 
The YACAP program was conceptualized by a group 

of youth volunteers in one of the evacuation sites during the 
Marawi Siege. The project was pitched to the US Embassy in 
Manila and won a 300,000 pesos small grant for 
implementation. The project then started engaging with 
different stakeholders and partnered with Mindanao State 
University-Iligan Institute of Technology in its implementation. 
The initiative was later adapted as a College Extension 
program of the College of Arts and Social Sciences and has 
won 2nd Place in the Best Extension5 award of the university 
in 2020.  

                                                
5 Extension service, along with instruction and research, is one of the three core functions of 
universities and colleges in the Philippines, with the goal of improving Filipinos' quality of life, 
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Acknowledging my positioning as one of the project 

proponents, I employ the reflective approach of qualitative 
research patterned from the work of Ragandang (2020). This 
approach is appropriate for the understanding of phenomena 
within their intervention context, establishing connections 
between concepts, representations, beliefs, and behaviors, 
respecting intersubjectivity (Oliveira, et. al, 2019). I also 
acknowledge that being a youth leader in Mindanao and having 
lived in a conflict-affected community, my involvement in the 
project has influenced the shaping of my positioning as a 
researcher.  
 

 Also, my involvement in the program grants me an 
insider status during the interview allowing me to gain access 
to richer data from the research participants. It also helped me, 
as a researcher, to obtain cooperation and build rapport with 
the participants. However, I am aware of how this positioning 
affects the interpretation offered in this study. 
 

A triangulation of data gathering methods was utilized 
in this study, consisting of first in-depth interviews, followed by 
a focus group discussion (FGD), and complemented with 
participant reflections written in their YACAPads, a journal of 
the participants during the entire duration of the program.  

 
An in-depth interview was done utilizing a semi-

structured interview. Fifteen personal interviews ranging 
between 40-60 minutes were done for this paper. During the 
interview, participants were questioned about their personal 
peace advocacy and their YACAP experience. With the project 
team leaders, a focus group discussion was also conducted. 
The conversation focused on their project implementation, and 
the mentoring experience, and how it influenced their views on 
youth-led peacebuilding. 

 
Another method employed in this paper is the use of 

reflection. In the entire duration of the program, all participants 
and mentors were asked to write a reflection on their 
experience in their YACAPad. Narratives shared in their written 
reflections are used to reinforce learning before (by helping 

                                                
responding effectively to changing societal needs and conditions, and providing solutions to 
problems at the local, regional, and national levels through knowledge transfer, technology 
transfer, community services, community outreach, and community engagement. 
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people clarify their expectations), throughout (by helping 
people remember what they've learned), and after (by helping 
people remember what they've learned). In this case, reflective 
journaling entails summarizing a recent event and 
deconstructing key components (e.g., people, resources, 
activities) that influenced learning over time. Journals have 
been used to encourage deep learning and reflection (Boud, 
2001).  

 
Project YACAP: About the Program  

The Marawi Siege is the longest urban battle in the 
modern history of the Philippines. It started on May 23, 2017, 
when members of the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) led by Isnilon 
Hapilon opened fire on government security forces in Marawi 
City, Lanao del Sur. The ISIL-affiliated ASG Group then called 
on the Maute Group for reinforcement and together they 
occupied Marawi, resulting in a five-month battle that displaced 
more than 350,000 individuals.  
 

The morning after the siege broke out, Mindanao State 
University-Iligan Institute of Technology (MSU-IIT) opened its 
doors to displaced students from the MSU Main Campus and 
facilitated their safe return to their respective hometowns. 
Since then, MSU-IIT has been actively engaged in various 
relief, response, and recovery efforts related to the Marawi 
Siege. One of these initiatives is the US Embassy-funded 
Project YACAP (Youth Amplifying, Co-Creating, and 
Advocating Peace). 
 

Project YACAP was launched in December 2017 as 
part of efforts to rebuild Marawi and ensure the sustainability, 
inclusiveness, and success of peace-building efforts in 
Mindanao. It was one of seventeen projects that comprised the 
first wave of the US Embassy’s #ForMindanao campaign 
organized by US government exchange alumni in response to 
the conflict in Marawi.  

 
The project is deliberately named to sound like yakap, 

the Filipino word for embrace, a universal gesture that perfectly 
demonstrates what it is like to be at peace with oneself, and 
with another.  

 
The six-month capacity building and mentorship 

program gathered 27 youth participants from Iligan, Marawi, 
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Lanao del Norte, and Lanao del Sur who were directly or 
indirectly affected by the Marawi Siege as well as eight (8) 
young professionals who served as their mentors. It sought to 
promote youth participation in peacebuilding and increase 
youth resiliency against violent extremism.  
 
 The project, which is based on the United Nations (UN) 
Sustainable Development Goal 16: Peace, Justice, and Strong 
Institutions, recognizes the critical role of youth in 
peacebuilding. When the youth are excluded from political, 
economic, and social realms and processes, it can be a risk 
factor for violence and violent forms of conflict, according to the 
United Nations For Youth (2017). 
 
 With this narrative of youth as the most vulnerable 
sector in radicalism and violent extremism, emphasizing youth 
involvement in issues about peace and security in Mindanao is 
deemed necessary. Young people are often susceptible to the 
danger of believing in one single story that creates biases and 
stereotypes. The project aimed at providing young people a 
safe space where they can talk about their experiences, 
countering binary narratives about youth radicalism. From 
seeing the youth as sources of conflict, it aimed to shift the 
perspective to the youth’s being resources for peace and 
development and to transform youth participation from passive 
partnership to participatory partnership. 
 
Program Framework and Design  
  

The Program Design follows the YACAP (Youth 
Amplifying, Co-creating, and Advocating Peace) Framework.  
 

Amplifying the youth leader whose values and 
principles compels him to make a personal response to 
address inequities and societal divides recognizes that the 
complexity of the problem can only be solved by convening the 
stakeholders to the divide through a process of dialogue and 
engagement, thus the stakeholders arrive at a common vision 
and collective response to the situation.  

 
The first objective aims to provide young people a 

space for dialogue to communicate stories that counter binary 
narratives about youth radicalism and amplify youth stories 
about peace. The program commenced with 3-day dialogue 
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sessions that amplify youth stories of peace, workshops on co-
creating a culture of peace, intensive leadership development 
workshops, and the development of youth-led peace projects.  

 
With the diversity of the participants, the dialogue 

sessions aimed at bridging the narrative gaps between cultures 
to nurture a trust-based relationship among participants. It was 
designed to hold diverse stories and confront misconceptions 
among each other. As a participant and a mentor shared in 
their reflections: 

 
Through YACAP, my misconceptions were 
corrected and I think it helped me become a 
better and sensitive individual. I always carry 
with me the things I have learned from the 
program. (Youth Participant, Lanao del 
Norte)  
 
The program gave me an opportunity to explain 
that my religion and my culture does not 
represent terrorist or extremism. We are also 
citizens of this country and we have a right to 
live in a peaceful and orderly place. It gave me 
a chance also to explain the reasons  from my 
experiences and observations why there is an 
extremist group and why we have less peace 
in Marawi. During the discussions, we also 
learned ways on how to eradicate or lessen 
these problems of the youth. (Mentor, Lanao 
del Sur)  

  
 Sessions are aimed at enhancing the participants' 
understanding of the role of youth in addressing Mindanao 
conflict and their positive role in sustaining peace and are 
capitalized with self-mastery and leadership skills enhanced 
leadership and project management skills to increase youth 
participation in building resilient and peaceful communities.  
  
 The topics and workshops are on Religion, Peace and 
Violence, Youth and Violent Extremism, Nation Building, 
Systems Thinking, Appreciative Inquiry, and Project 
Development and Management. Speakers are from the 
academe, local government unit, and non-government 
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organizations including faith-based organizations working for 
peace.  
 
Projects to Practice  
 

Co-creating is centered on capacitating youth to 
strengthen their participation in peacebuilding through the 
implementation of Youth-led Peace Projects and Mentoring 
sessions.  
  

Five (5) youth-led peace projects with small grants 
were implemented after the workshop. The implementation 
was guided by mentoring sessions facilitated by the adult 
mentors of the groups.  
 

Two of these projects focused on the responsible use 
of technology as a tool for peacebuilding. KulTourismo trained 
youth from Iligan City and Lanao del Sur in using multimedia 
tools and social media to raise cultural sensitivity while Peace 
Wins conducted a series of offline and online campaigns to 
educate high school students in Marawi City on making social 
media a platform for propagating a culture of peace. 
  

Building on the premise that faith is a potent resource 
for peace, Project Malaya distributed prayer garments to 
Muslim internally displaced persons (IDPs) and promoted 
peace through intra-faith and interfaith dialogues in Lanao del 
Sur while Lunhaw Lanao provided a safe space for interfaith 
dialogue among youth in Lanao del Norte, where a long history 
of armed conflict has caused a rift among Muslims and 
Christians in the area.  
 

The fifth project, Project TaNaw, approached 
peacebuilding through dialogue and community gardening to 
strengthen social relationships among the youth of a barangay 
in Iligan City. 
 

Advocating looks into how the current initiatives of 
youth participants become formal processes that lead to a 
reform-conducive policy environment and responsive 
programs and services through providing space for building a 
network of practice. With its emphasis on peace being 
something to live by, the YACAPayapaan Summit provided an 
avenue for devising ways forward as it gathered youth 
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participants and community partners. During the summit, the 
participants talked about their experiences with the community 
projects they implemented over the course of four months. 
These projects are outputs of the YACAP workshop and were 
implemented for four months in the respective chosen 
communities.  
 

The approach of the program is anchored on the whole 
person and whole community approach to peacebuilding 
empowering local community groups and institutions by giving 
the community direct control over investment decisions, project 
planning, execution, and monitoring, through a process that 
emphasizes inclusive participation and management (Haide, 
2009). This recognizes that the youth from local communities 
are better placed to identify their shared needs and the actions 
necessary to meet them. Taking charge of these processes 
contributes to a sense of community ownership, which can 
contribute to the sustainability of interventions. 

 
Going beyond the participants of the program, 

community partners were also invited to the summit to share 
their reflections. From 27 youth leaders who participated in the 
youth-leadership program for peace, the community grew into 
a youth network of 300 volunteers through their initiated youth-
led projects in 5 communities—Lanao del   Norte (1), Iligan City 
(2), Malawi City (1) and Lanao del Sur (1). Although the cycle 
officially ended in July 2018 with a peace summit marking its 
culmination, engagement with the participants did not end with 
the project cycle since one of Project YACAP’s objectives is to 
create a network through which participants can sustain 
peacebuilding initiatives to continue to advocate for peace. The 
program is designed to capacitate the participants individually 
so they can eventually initiate their own peacebuilding projects. 
The program ensures the sustained voluntary engagement of 
participants in peacebuilding after the end of the Project 
YACAP cycle through the creation of the youth network. As one 
participant shared in the interview:  

 
“Project YACAP is more than “just a project”, 
it gathered kindred spirits, current and future 
leaders, and a chance for future projects and 
lifelong relationships...” (Youth participant, 
Lanao del Sur)  
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 The program shows that in conflict-affected and post-
conflict areas, the community-forming aspects of youth 
organizing and experienced-based peacebuilding work are 
highly relevant. In times of upheaval and displacement, 
belonging to a community, such as youth-led networks and 
organizations, however informal, can provide reassurance and 
stability. As one participant puts it:  
 

“Even though it is my first time to join such 
activities, I was able to easily adjust since the 
people involved in the activity are very 
approachable and fun to be with. To my dear 
YACAPatids (referring to fellow participants), 
thank you for teaching me that I am never too 
young to lead and that I am capable of 
creating change, and that there is no way to 
peace but peace itself is the way to a better 
place one desires to live in.”  (Youth 
Participant, Iligan City)  

 
The empowerment of local youth actors, as well as 

their perception and treatment as resourceful and capable 
individuals, can help to foster confidence and positive value. In 
conflict-affected areas, where many individuals and groups 
have been left powerless and unable to exert any influence, 
empowerment can have a positive psychosocial impact 
(Strand et al, 2003) Furthermore, empowerment can lead to a 
sense of ownership, which is crucial for the long-term success 
of a project (Haider, 2009).  
  
Challenges and Recommendations in the Program 
Implementation  
 

The initial gains the project has sowed in five 
communities need to be sustained especially by the 
communities.  The capacity of youth in the community to 
sustain the project needs serious attention. One option is to 
link them to Sangguniang Kabataan (Youth Council), existing 
non-government organizations, or service providers already in 
the area. The challenge though is that very few NGOs are 
involved in active advocacy in youth and peacebuilding and not 
all SK councils are well-capacitated for sustained partnership 
in the Lanao area.  
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 To strengthen partnership, the program recommends 
to (1) foster trust-based partnerships around youth, peace, and 
security coalitions, (2) strengthen youth movement’s 
organizational, leadership and networking capacity, possibly 
by strengthening networks of youth CSOs in various sectors; 
and (3) strengthen the engagement of youth by larger sectoral 
and thematic networks.  
 
 
 
 

      Image 1: YACAPan with the YACAPatids and 
YACAPartners to cap off the  Summit.  
 
Conclusions 
 

According to Lederach (2019), creating autonomous 
spaces for youth leadership as an integral part of an 
intergenerational and publicly recognized peace movement 
helps to ascribe cultural value to how the youth construct 
themselves as nonviolent, peace workers, and debunks the 
binary representation of youth as mere victims, if not 
perpetrators of violence. Youth’s whole-program involvement 
in peacebuilding initiatives does not only harness their 
peacebuilding agency but also builds and nurtures positive 
interpersonal relationships with fellow youth across different 
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cultures and religions and bridges cultural and religious gaps 
and differences.  
 

As young peacebuilders mostly rely on experience-
based techniques to do peacebuilding work in the lack of 
suitable training and formal institutions to hone their 
peacebuilding agency, (Ragandang, 2020), the projects co-
created by young people in the YACAP program also 
demonstrate young people's expertise in the issues that 
concern them and their communities, as well as innovative and 
creative approaches to addressing them that are most widely 
recognized and used in mainstream peacebuilding. 

 
The program also resonates Natil’s assertion that 

young people's representation and participation in grassroots 
peacebuilding activities can help to promote their contribution 
to decision-making processes and give them a platform to 
decide on changes to their societies, despite conflicts, a lack 
of policies, restrictive political environments, and the 
complexity of their socio-cultural and economic contexts 
(2021). However, when the youth are involved in local 
peacebuilding, they may be subjected to overly idealized 
representations that portray them as inherently progressive, 
free of their elders' constraining conservatism, and ideally 
positioned to transcend the cultural norms and political habits 
that may be driving conflict (Dwyer, 2015). This romanticized 
portrayal produces a smokescreen that sensationalizes youth 
expertise while ignoring the importance and need for 
institutional support and mentorship.  

 
The mentoring component of the program 

demonstrates that an intergenerational approach to 
peacebuilding is equally crucial. In local youth-led 
peacebuilding, there is still a significant need to create a 
healthier intergenerational relationship where the dynamics of 
"seniority" and the powerplay it holds do not become a 
hindrance in forming meaningful and effective partnerships, 
and where youth's input is not discounted simply because of 
their age. 
 
  Taking a 'local' approach to peacebuilding not only 
legitimizes youth peacebuilders and youth-led peacebuilding 
initiatives, but it also configures distinct understandings of what 
conflict and peacebuilding entail, with implications for 
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intervention (Van Leeuwen, et.al., 2019). It is also crucial to 
understand the variety of approaches to peace, justice, and 
societal reform that diverse youth actors have taken. This 
diversity of local perspectives might be viewed as fertile ground 
for peacebuilding techniques that are innovative. 
 

However, community-level approaches are not 
inherently inclusive (Haider,2009).  Similar author further 
asserts that adopting a bottom-up strategy at the community 
level does not always imply increased engagement and 
inclusion. In many situations, community participatory tactics 
reflect social dynamics and perpetuate pre-existing cultural or 
social divisions, such as ethnic supremacy or men's privilege. 
Furthermore, studies have shown that underprivileged and 
socially excluded populations may struggle to respond to 
opportunities for empowerment and participation provided by 
peacebuilding organizations. In such instances, traditionally 
dominant groups may be able to exert control over community 
institutions, leading to conflict. This potentially makes young 
people vulnerable to marginalization.  
 

Particularly in conflict contexts, population 
displacement and return impact the composition of the 
community. Ensuring that community organizations remain 
representative of constantly changing communities is 
challenging yet necessary. Recognizing that societies and 
communities are often radically transformed from situations of 
mass violence is also important. As a result, the goal must be 
to understand how societies, identities, group boundaries, and 
responsibilities have changed over time and to incorporate this 
knowledge into participatory community solutions (Pouligny, 
2005). 

  
This resonates with the assertion of McEvoy-Levy 

(2018) on the importance of mapping and analyzing the links 
between youth politicization, the transformation or reinscription 
of divisive attitudes, and state violence; the links between 
these and new forms of violence in the post-agreement period, 
such as a spoiler or vigilante violence; and the links between 
these and the presence or absence of processes building 
social  

 
Although the literature on peace studies is abundant 

with empirical experiences of young people as victims or 
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perpetrators in conflict situations, there is a scarcity of studies 
on the positive participation of youth in peacebuilding, 
particularly in the Philippines. There is also a scarcity of studies 
on long-term peacebuilding engagement among youth. The 
study would thus help to address these gaps as it examines 
the constructive engagement of the youth with conflict. 
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What does it mean to meaningfully include youth? 
Overcoming extractive approaches to youth inclusion by 

listening to young people 
Carolyn Williams 

 
Abstract: With an expanding global youth bulge and 
increasing public awareness of youth agency, a growing 
number of adult-led peace and security institutions are seeking 
to include youth and infuse youth voices. Are these institutions 
and individuals listening to those youth voices about how to 
approach inclusion with young people? While the popularity of 
youth participation and inclusion is positive progress and an 
important result of the YPS agenda, the mechanics and politics 
of how can be problematic and, in some cases, perpetuate 
existing inequities that a youth inclusion model seeks to 
transform. This chapter suggests how the international 
community - on individual and institutional levels - can improve 
approaches to youth that reflect the values of youth-led 
peacebuilding and avoid hegemonic or extractive approaches 
to sustain and expand the participation, inclusion, and 
engagement of youth on a global scale. 
 
Introduction  
 
With growing momentum of the Youth, Peace, and Security 
(YPS) agenda and in the lead up to #Youth2030, transforming 
approaches to youth inclusion in order to meaningfully involve 
diverse young people and open safe space for youth 
leadership is more important than ever. Especially in non-
youth-led and adult-dominated spaces, youth-informed 
approaches to facilitate the participation, inclusion, and 
engagement of young people is critical. Youth development 
and youth engagement are cross-cutting issues in the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, acknowledging that 
young people play an important role in the realization of 
sustainable development and in the advancement of peace 
(UNESCO, 2021). It has been established that the international 
community “can and should do more with youth, not just for 
them;” an important prerequisite to that is understanding youth 
perspectives regarding how to do more with young people 
(Berents and Prelis, 2020: 12). 
 
To amplify youth voices and inform adults of the youth-driven 
definitions of commonly used YPS concepts, I explore what 
‘meaningful inclusion’ actually means by offering novel work 
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defining concepts based on how young people define them. 
With input from colleagues of Seeds for Mindanao’s Advocacy 
and Youth Leadership (SMAYL), I chose to focus on defining 
inclusion, participation and youth lens as these concepts are 
often included in peacebuilding project proposals and in high 
level events when addressing youth engagement and YPS. To 
shape the chapter, in the spirit of “nothing about us without us”, 
I generated a survey for youth to define key terms that are often 
used by adults when approaching youth participation in 
peacebuilding. By inviting individuals to describe and define 
concepts with their own standards, terms, and perceptions, a 
more accurate and inclusive definition is likely offered.  
 
It seems that approaches to Social Science research are often 
focused on the dominant discourse and less so popularizing 
‘subaltern’ approaches. The term ‘subaltern’ originally referred 
to non-elites ruled by those in power, as subalternity is a 
concept developed in post-colonial studies to empower the 
‘low-ranking’ classes (Louai, 2012; cf. Podder 2015). In this 
case, young people are the non-elite and low-ranking group, 
who are those with less power and agency compared to those 
in power, for example adults and adult-led institutions including 
the State. I believe that “the task of an intellectual is to pave 
way for the subaltern groups and let them freely speak for 
themselves,” (ibid, 7) which is the microcosmic attempt of this 
chapter. As a contribution to the paradigm shift that the youth 
movement drives, I offer a youth-centric chapter with youth-
defined concepts. 
 
Existing Literature, Approaches and Definitions 
 
The definitions explored in this chapter are youth participation, 
inclusion, engagement and youth lens. Youth participation is 
enshrined in human rights instruments, such as through 
Articles 12–15 of the UNCRC and Articles 18–21 of the UDHR. 
In the SDGs, participation is best articulated within Goal 16 – 
Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions, through Targets 16.7 as 
“responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative 
decision-making” (Seneviratne, 2017: 20). The expression and 
engagement of youth has been recognized as important not 
only in building youth’s own civic competence and activating 
their agency but also in strengthening communities’ 
sociopolitical fabric, influencing the governance of society, and 
promoting development and peace” (UNESCO, 2021). UN staff 
are trained on meaningful youth inclusion in a way that 
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acknowledges youth agency, diversity and their unique role as 
actors for peace and security: “Youth are heterogeneous 
societal actors in their own right and with their own value. They 
have agency in society, manifested through their choices and 
actions […] recognizing their agency means recognizing that 
young people take actions in the transformation of society. As 
such, they are actors, knowledge holders and innovators” (UN 
2021: 4). This guidance defines inclusion and engagement as 
“a process that empowers and enables youth to understand, 
realize and claim their rights” (ibid: 7).   
 
In order to achieve meaningful inclusion and engagement of 
youth, the UN recognizes that their safety and security must be 
ensured during participation, that youth must be respected as 
contributors and knowledge-holders in their own right, that their 
capacities should be valued as those of adults, and equal 
opportunities for diverse youth and traditionally underserved 
youth must be provided (ibid: 8). Inclusivity is further defined 
as “creating opportunities for people with a stake in lasting 
peace to shape that peace. It means ensuring the views and 
needs of elites do not drown out those of the wider population” 
(ibid). By this definition, the objective of inclusion is for “young 
people to be treated as equal partners by their non-youth 
counterparts in the peacebuilding and human rights fields, 
through active and meaningful inclusion throughout the entire 
duration of an engagement” (UNOY, 2021: 2). 
 
In considering how to explain the dissonance between these 
institutional standards and their application, it helps to consider 
that accepting the agency of youth is a cultural shift for most 
institutions. In fact, young peacebuilders are “often viewed as 
subjects for research, rather than owners of research and 
knowledge. Youth are continually being told to wait for their 
turn, prove their worth and make their mark in order to deserve 
spaces of influence” (LeClerc and Rouhshahbaz, 2021: 17). 
This may also explain why many institutional attempts to 
include young people result in tokenism, “an act or series of 
acts to provide a platform of false political influence to an 
individual of a specific group, sometimes intended or perceived 
as representation” (LeClerc and Rashid, 2021: 84). Tokenism 
is not only highly limiting to YPS progress but is the clearest 
symptom of failed attempts at meaningful inclusion.  
 
Institutions can work to overcome youth tokenism by “including 
youth in political decision-making, civic engagement, and 
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community development” and investing in programs and that 
highlight “key contributions of young people in communities 
and social justice initiatives” (ibid: 85). Institutions and 
individuals with power must commit seriously to this 
considering that young people report experiencing “mild to 
extreme bias in social, political, and civic spaces due to their 
age” and do not feel “heard by decision makers or seen as 
equal actors when there is co-management of decisions” 
(CCYPS, 2020). CCYPS found that, when challenging the 
status quo, youth are often silenced and “any 
recommendations they [youth] gave were rarely considered 
seriously” (ibid). These acts are troubling examples of 
exclusion and tokenism. Perhaps most concerning is that 
tokenism is not a recent discovery of the post-2250 era; ten 
years prior, practitioners argued that a new paradigm for youth 
engagement was needed to “move from tokenism to one that 
truly engages young people as full partners in the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of strategies and programs” 
(YouthNet, 2005).   
 
Despite the systemic silencing and structural exclusion, “young 
people refuse to be coopted into corrupt or partisan processes 
or political systems, and complain that the prevailing 
discourses of inclusion ignore how they are ‘setting their own 
tables and forging alternative spaces for engagement’” 
(Simpson, 2018: 63). However, to move toward meaningful 
inclusion where youth not only participate but have influence, 
young people must be recognized and respected “in the 
spaces where decisions are made. Ultimately it is incumbent 
on those with power in decision-making spaces to open them 
up to youth, not on young people to fight for access” (Dumasy, 
2021: 13). 
 
The paradigm shift that our field continues to work toward is 
one of meaningful youth participation, inclusion, and 
engagement, which I would like to call “expanding the PIE for 
youth”, to become “inclusive, intentional, mutually-respectful 
partnership between adolescents, youth, and adults whereby 
power is shared, respective contributions are valued, and 
young people’s ideas, perspectives, skills, and strengths are 
integrated into the design and delivery of programs, strategies, 
policies, funding mechanisms, and organizations that affect 
their lives and their communities, countries, and world” (WHO, 
2020: 1). Conciliation Resources suggests that youth inclusion 
requires “identifying and responding to the specific ideas and 
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needs expressed by young people by giving equal priority to 
their perspectives and experiences” (Dumasy, 2021: 7). This 
requires the genuine understanding of, respect for, and 
awareness of how to apply a youth lens to peace and security 
work. A youth lens is defined as “need to understand the 
significant diversity within the youth demographic and tailor 
peacebuilding efforts to avoid creating further or different forms 
of exclusion for young people” (ibid: 4).  
 
Methodology 
 
An online survey was used to collect youth definitions of key 
concepts to inform this chapter. The survey intended to capture 
youth definitions of key terms: inclusion, participation, youth 
lens and gather examples and recommendations of meaningful 
youth inclusion from the perspective of diverse young people 
(aged 18-30 in this context). The survey was completed by 20 
young people, 85% of whom identify as both peacebuilders 
and leaders. Respondents answered ten questions about 
meaningful youth inclusion via the anonymous online survey. 
First, participants generated definitions of inclusion, 
participation, and youth lens as key terms. Then, participants 
answered scenario questions to demonstrate how to actionize 
meaningful inclusion on individual and institutional levels.  
Finally, participants shared an incident when they felt 
meaningfully included by an adult or adult-led institution and 
indicated how they wish to participate in peacebuilding. The 
insights captured were influenced by the following participant 
environments: Denmark, the Dominican Republic, the DRC, El 
Salvador, Mozambique, the Netherlands, Northern Cyprus, the 
Philippines, Saudi Arabia, Sweden, USA, and Zimbabwe.  
 
Note as limitations of this study that it was only disseminated 
online, answers were only received in English and in writing, 
and the survey was disseminated publicly and via professional 
networks which skewed selection (i.e. not a random selection). 
Most notably, the low participation in the survey (n=20) did 
make the results statistically significant for social science 
research but deducting definitions from a relatively small pool 
of youth, despite their diverse backgrounds, is limiting. This is 
a learning, however, that perhaps young people are 
experiencing consultation fatigue or are unwilling to continue 
offering themselves as creative fuel by being consulted without 
compensation.  
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Key Findings and Implications 
 
Inclusion is complicated, as the ideation and implementation of 
the concept are often difficult to align in practice. However, 
according to the survey results, many young people are asking 
for the bare minimum: to simply be acknowledged. This should 
be interpreted as a red flag that existing forms of youth 
engagement are neither empowering nor functional. While 
institutional elites have caught on to the YPS agenda and are 
publicly dedicating themselves to youth inclusion, their 
approach is not reflective of the same values that drive the 
youth approach. Young peacebuilders and youth leaders 
express that many current institutional approaches to youth 
inclusion are problematic and perpetuate issues of access. 
Inclusion must dovetail with DEI and DNH best practices to be 
done meaningfully, avoid tokenism, and ensure 
representation.  
 
With the definitions provided below, young people and youth 
advocates are educating adults on how to overcome shallow, 
and sometimes exploitative, approaches to youth participation, 
inclusion and engagement (PIE) to meaningfully transform 
tokenism. They remind us how adults and adult-led institutions 
can support young people to overcome structural barriers in 
acting as the leaders of today while growing into the leaders of 
tomorrow. By transforming power structures and shifting 
systems, safe spaces for young people are created. Pathways 
for youth participation are carved out. Platforms for youth 
voices to be heard, engaged with and acted on are made 
permanent structures. All of this expands the PIE for youth. 
Based on survey responses, the following recommendations 
have been generated: 
 
Recommendations for Adults from Youth to Expand the 
PIE 

 Overcome Tokenization 
o Don’t ask youth for advice unless it will be 

seriously considered and incorporated. 
o Avoid box-ticking approaches to sharing the 

PIE with youth. 
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o Build an architecture for meaningful inclusion 
based on youth insights. 

o Be genuine about inclusion or don’t do it at all, 
create a mandate for youth inclusion with 
mechanisms for monitoring and accountability, 
build the architecture for participation, create 
accessible pathways to participation, establish 
feedback loops. 

 Diversify Participation 
o Create a safe space for all to engage. 
o Facilitate participation from all walks of life, 

ensure the diversity of youth engaged. 
o Take a cross-sectoral approach that acts with 

and for youth to achieve the meaningful 
participation and sustainable inclusion of 
young people. 

o Become anti-agist. 
 

 Transform Power Dynamics 
o Acknowledge that adults are the power 

holders. Adults and adult-led institutions hold 
power and must commit to using it responsibly. 

o Youth surveyed used the terms “allow, invite, 
offer, gave, opened” to describe a time they felt 
meaningfully included by an adult; all of these 
words indicate a one-way relationship. Address 
these power dynamics when partnering with 
youth. 

o Guarantee a safe space for youth participation 
without judgment or retribution. 

o Decolonize approaches to youth participation 
in peacebuilding. 

 
The below sections I-IV summarize youth perspectives on the 
concepts of interest and generate new definitions of inclusion, 
participation, and youth lens. Sections IV-VI address the 
individual and institutional dimensions of achieving meaningful 
youth participation, highlighting how youth feel when 
meaningfully included by providing examples from their lived 
experience. The purpose of showcasing these empirics is to 
express in youth terms what meaningful actually means in the 
context of youth participation, inclusion and engagement. 
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Note that the below youth statements were edited for clarity 
only if absolutely necessary so the quotes remain in the voice 
of the respondents. 
 

I. Youth Definition: Inclusion “I want to be seen, heard, 
valued.” 

 
This section summarizes youth definitions of “inclusion”, which 
indicated the need for equal access to opportunities and 
decision-making such that no one left behind principles are 
applied. Youth seek to be true participants in the process, 
enjoying the same rights, opportunities, and resources as 
everyone else at the table. Young people wish for equitable 
spaces and an open-door policy so that are all welcome to sit 
at the table and be genuinely heard and considered. Youth 
seek to give their talent, time, and resources when being 
included. 
 
Inclusion really means… 

i. Providing equal access to opportunities and resources 
for people who might otherwise be excluded or 
marginalized; 

ii. Being included in a group, community or a society 
where we can enjoy equity of rights, equitable access 
of opportunities and resources; 

iii. Be a part of the conversation. It also means that my 
contributions are genuinely heard and considered. I 
think it should go further than just being given a seat at 
the table; 

iv. When someone or something is acknowledged, 
considered, and accommodated within a 
group/institution. Inclusion is transparency in 
processes and comes with a clear message: "you" are 
seen, heard, and valued; 

v. Opening the doors for all, without judgement, in all the 
walks of life; 

vi. Being involved in the discussion and decision-making 
processes; 

vii. Safe, active, and encouraged invitation, and integrated 
participation; 

viii. People from diverse backgrounds (including from 
marginalized communities) are included in decisions 
that affect them and their communities. Some 
conditions for meaningful inclusion are: 1) there being 
an enabling environment/safe space to voice opinions 
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and experiences and give recommendations, 2) 
everyone being respected and taken seriously 
regardless of their age, gender, religion, background 
etc., and 3) everyone having an equal opportunity to 
influence decision-making; 

ix. Letting someone be a key and active part of something 
bigger for a much greater cause; 

x. Being in a space I helped design where power 
dynamics are accounted for and claiming space [is 
possible not punished];  

xi. Diverse representation at the table, where all are 
welcome regardless of background and are recognized 
as part of the community; 

xii. Ensuring that there is diversity and a broad 
participation of people of different ethnicities, genders, 
ages, religions, etc. involved in all stages of decision-
making processes; 

xiii. Creating a space where all people feel safe and 
welcomed and are able to bring their full selves into a 
conversation; 

xiv. Being invited to meaningfully participate in, shape, and 
reflect on a process; 

xv. Consideration of others; and 
xvi. Taking into consideration all layers of the youth (rural, 

urban, different able, educated, uneducated, poor, rich) 
when this quota cannot be reached there is no way we 
can talk about ‘meaningful inclusion’ because peace 
can only be achieved and sustained in a society where 
everyone feels like they matter no matter where they 
come from, what they do or what they believe in. 

 
II. Youth Definition: Participation “Participation is 

ownership. Participation should be more than giving 
input that may or may not be considered in reality.” 

 
This section summarizes youth definitions of “participation”, 
which outline that youth participants should be involved in all 
levels of decision making from ideation to implementation. 
Youth understand participation as a vehicle to play a role, voice 
opinions, contribute to outcomes, and shape processes. As 
participants, young people desire a sense of genuine 
involvement and to have ownership. 
 
Participation really means… 
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i. A state or action of having an opportunity to participate 
or voice out opinions, ideas and experiences that 
answers to a certain situation like socio-political issues, 
peace and sustainable development, policy making, 
nation building and sectoral or marginalized 
empowerment; 

ii. Genuinely contributing to a decision or outcome in 
some way; 

iii. Shaping a final policy outcome through providing 
feedback or offering a different perspective. It's a lower 
bar than "ownership" or "agency" but implies some 
level of collaboration in the design and/or 
implementation of a given program; 

iv. The choice to invest your time, energy, or resources 
towards completing a certain task/goal. To participate 
within a larger group is to be included in its membership 
as well as its purpose for existing; 

v. Active involvement, such as attending or being present 
in a process and contributing ideas, direction, and 
analysis of the proceedings; 

vi. Being able to have civic engagement and having the 
willingness to join a certain event in your community or 
society; 

vii. People being involved (or taking part) in a decision or 
in a project; 

viii. Allowing everyone in society to join in communal 
endeavors without regard to race, religion, gender, or 
socioeconomic background; 

ix. Entering into an invited space and contributing 
something that would help the group or organization to 
successfully finish the project or task; 

x. Getting involved with our resources, talent and time for 
the evolvement and advancement of an endeavor; 

xi. Raising voices to contribute to the discussion on 
matters that concern community development, and of 
course, being involved with action; 

xii. Having a chance to influence a topic or process. This 
can be through participating and sharing perspectives 
that are reflected, to actually leading a process. 
Participation should be more than giving input that may 
or may not be taken into account in reality; 

xiii. People from diverse backgrounds (including from 
marginalized communities) are able to participate 
freely in civic/public spaces and decision-making fora 
without fear for retribution; 
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xiv. Active and social engagements that values the voices 
of all ages in all parts of the country; 

xv. Shaping a final policy outcome through providing 
feedback or offering a different perspective. It's a lower 
bar than "ownership" or "agency" but implies some 
level of collaboration in the design and/or 
implementation of a given program; and 

xvi. People getting to do what they do freely. 
 
 
 

III. Youth Definition: Youth Lens “A lens with less years 
of experience and more optimism”  

 
This section summarizes youth definitions of “youth lens”, 
which was the definition furthest removed from existing 
definitions among the concepts of interest: participation, 
inclusion and youth lens. Young people see a youth lens as an 
approach to examining a situation from the perspective and 
position of youth that incorporates the opinions, beliefs, and 
societal standing of diverse young people. The term “youth 
lens” as used by adult practitioners can also be called, “putting 
youth in the focus,” or “jargon” as one respondent aptly noted. 
 
Youth lens really means… 

i. An approach on how we examine ideas about youth; 
ii. Seeing an issue from the perspective of youth. For 

example, working to understand how a phenomenon 
may affect youth differently than other groups, or how 
youth might view a topic; 

iii. Focusing on the needs, experiences, and realities of 
young people. It recognizes the different 
circumstances we face from labor market conditions to 
the existential threat of climate change, and embraces 
the values of our generation such as equity, creativity, 
and good data; 

iv. A fresher look at concepts, ideas, and dynamics which 
differs from traditional or conservative lens. It is heavily 
influenced by the magnanimity of technology and its 
globalization. The issues that today's youth have 
inherited, such as the effects of global warming, also 
influence this lens; 

v. Observing and analyzing a process from a youth-
specific perspective; one that prioritizes ways of seeing 
and interacting in the world by youth aged 18-29, such 
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as focusing on challenges unique to establishing 
ourselves in our careers and communities, and on 
personal growth trajectories, as well as dealing with 
societal issues that will be most prominent in our 
lifetimes; 

vi. Looking into the perspective of the youth, their position, 
their stand, their opinion, and their current condition in 
the society; 

vii. How ideas about adolescence and youth get formed, 
circulated, critiqued, and revised. It is an approach 
where adolescence and youth are given the 
opportunity to explain what a brighter future is; 

viii. A method of textual analysis that focuses on the 
formation, circulation, critique, and revision of ideas 
concerning adolescence and youth; 

ix. The younger adults/ teenagers were the ones whose 
opinions were considered more than any others; 

x. The idea of the youth to be recognized as a part of 
change; 

xi. A reconceptualization of the youth; 
xii. The youth's interpretation and critique of the 

information via their lens; and 
xiii. How the youth envision the compelling future that they 

may have. It's how the youth see themselves as the 
"present and future" of our generation. 

 
 

IV. Youth Vision: Meaningful Inclusion at Institutions 
“Making every youth feel important, considered and 
respected such that every idea shared should be a 
stone to the edifice. The important thing would be to 
have a chance to influence and not just be included as 
a representative or token.” 

 
This section summarizes how youth envision meaningful 
participation with peace and security institutions. Notably, 
youth call for intersectional participation and seek for people of 
all ages, backgrounds, sectors and beliefs to participate – not 
just other youth. Young people envision their participation 
being invited from the beginning and to remain involved in all 
aspects throughout the process. They want their contributions 
to be considered, their ideas to be incorporated, and their 
agency and expertise to be utilized in collaborative ways. Many 
youth expressed simply desiring to be seen, heard, 
acknowledged, recognized and appreciated. 
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Meaningfully included by an adult-led institution looks like… 

i. An opportunity to have a safe space where different 
sectors of the society is included. Youth, adults, young 
professional, indigenous people, the PWDs, LGBTQ+, 
politician, conflict victims or not, regardless of what 
status in life should all be well-represented; 

ii. Making some decisions, even if only small ones. I 
would want to feel like my contributions were actually 
taken into consideration. And finally, I would like to be 
able to sit in on all conversations, although this is the 
bare minimum. I would like to be consulted! 

iii. Knowing that my efforts are seen and heard is a great 
start to feeling like I am being "meaningfully included" 
in a project; 

iv. The project is not already fully planned - it can be quite 
apparent when an organization wants to check the box 
that they 'included youth' by running it past them for a 
rubber stamp. [The institution] would treat my opinion 
as an expert of my own experience and position and 
compensate accordingly. It would remain engaged 
throughout the process unless it was clear from the 
beginning that this was a one-time consultation; 

v. I am invited into the initiative at a moment where the 
parameters are not yet set and I can actually contribute 
to defining key aspects of projects including vision, 
goals as well as more technical practical components; 

vi. Being engaged from the design of the project all the 
way to the implementation and monitoring. It would 
also mean that my engagement would be active and 
taken seriously, not just a box-ticking exercise; 

vii. Making every youth feel important, considered and 
respected such that every idea shared should be a 
stone to the edifice. That way peace building will be 
sustained; 

viii. Providing those affected by the conflict with the tools 
they need to establish their own space for change, 
conversation, and reconciliation; 

ix. You are included to contribute something that would 
give impact and inspiration to the recipient of the 
project; 

x. Being able to give advice that is taken into account and 
influences the project, working as part of the project, 
leading and drafting outputs. The important thing would 
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be to have a chance to influence and not just be 
included as a representative or token; 

xi. Mutual trust and respect throughout the process and a 
clear idea of the roles and responsibilities of all 
partners from brainstorming and program development 
to implementation and monitoring and evaluation. 
Youth partners should be appropriately credited and 
compensated for their contributions and take a leading 
role in choices that directly affect their communities 
and futures; 

xii. [Taking a] transformational approach [and ensuring] 
diversity and inclusion including every sphere of 
people's problem to ensure that peacebuilding will be 
there; 

xiii. Being invited to reflect on the best ways to achieve the 
project's goals and objectives, and carrying out those 
activities in a collaborative fashion that recognizes my 
agency and expertise; 

xiv. All of your work or contribution is credited to your name; 
and 

xv. All ages and walks of life, no matter what status they 
have, all belong and are included. 

 
 

V. Youth Vision: Meaningful Inclusion with 
Individuals “Give the youth a chance to voice out! 
Sometimes youth sees differently from what the adults 
could see.” 

 
This section summarizes how youth envision meaningful 
participation with non-youth individuals in the peace and 
security field. Similar themes emerged when young people 
were asked how an adult could meaningfully involve them as 
when asked how institutions could meaningfully include them. 
Youth seek to be acknowledged, genuinely seen and heard, 
and to set goals together with adult decision makers. When 
participating in events, youth call on adults to be transparent 
about the engagement as a way to avoid tokenism. Some 
respondents suggested adults only include youth if they will be 
involved meaningfully throughout the duration (e.g. not just the 
face of a cause but an actor).  
 
Meaningfully included by an adult individual sounds like… 
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i. I would just hope that I could contribute my thoughts 
and ideas. I would ask them to ask for my opinion and 
listen to my thoughts; 

ii. I would like to tell that person to get involve through 
actions that would contribute to the empowerment of 
youth and promoting peace. Become an inspiration to 
those less fortunate ones and guide them in their 
chosen path in empowering themselves. Above all, find 
peace first in yourself so you can meaningfully 
influence others; 

iii. I would tell them that we should all get on the same 
page about what different terms mean to each of us. 
By sharing what I think about youth and peace and 
circling that back to others who are working on the 
project, we get closer to establishing something 
"meaningful”; 

iv. Don't just tell me what we need to do and expect me to 
execute the adult-designated direction for the event. 
Ask me how to best achieve our shared goals and give 
me latitude to do what will best serve the youth 
audience and empower them; 

v. Be very honest about the level of participation offered. 
Do not send an invitation to 'co-create' unless this is 
really what will happen (i.e. parameters not fully set); 

vi. I want to tell the adult to give the youth a chance to 
voice out. A chance to tell their stories about conflict, 
and what peace in the eye of the youth is all about. 
Sometimes youth sees differently from what the adults 
could see. We have different interpretation of the 
situation, and being included in creating a change 
could not only benefit one sector of the society but as 
well as the other sector; 

vii. Acknowledging my existence in the event is one of the 
ways to engage myself meaningfully in an event; 

viii. To me being meaningfully engaged means allowing me 
to express my thoughts without any form of judgement; 

ix. Ask me to be part of setting the agenda and program, 
ask me or other youth to be a speaker/panelist etc.; 

x. Offer a safe space to talk freely and ensure that there 
is a diverse representation of young people; 

xi. I expect my engagement to neither be ‘tokenistically’ 
front and center nor an afterthought to check a box; and 

xii. I would ask the organizer what other young people are 
being included in the event, how their voices will be 
heard alongside other policy experts, and how the 
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event will offer a platform to multiply marginalized 
youths. The biggest hurdle for meaningful youth 
engagement is the tokenization of youth voices in 
professional and academic policy spaces; 
 

VI. Youth Feelings: Meaningful Inclusion “I feel meaningfully 
included when the leaders recognize our worth and impact in 
the quest for peacebuilding. It's when they support youth not 
just by a mere of talking but with any means of support.” 
 
In this section, young peacebuilders express instances when 
they felt meaningfully included, which often occurred when 
adults and adult-led institutions asked for youth opinions and 
insights, listened, and took youth advice. When youth felt 
valued and as determined that their worth was recognized by 
adults, they also felt meaningfully included. Adults taking 
issues that affect youth seriously and supporting youth to 
speak out makes young people feel meaningfully included. 
This can be facilitated by co-leadership approaches and 
increased intergenerational collaboration in safe and youth-
comfortable spaces.  
 
Young people feel meaningfully included when…  

i. All voices are heard, ideas are respected and stories 
are acknowledged. […] I really felt that I am included in 
every direction of the organization and that we learn 
how to acknowledge the differences and make it as the 
strength of our organization; 

ii. My supervisors asked my opinion on the specifics, I 
could tell genuinely that they wanted my opinion and it 
felt really good to be included and have my opinion be 
valued; 

iii. An adult (teacher) made me feel secure and 
comfortable to speak out; 

iv. I was invited to shape our direction same as all other 
members, and even asked to Chair a sub-committee; 

v. Our leader credits all of my contribution to my name; 
vi. Every time my father wants to take a decision which he 

believes might affect me or us, he always seeks our 
opinion; 

vii. I was invited into a conference session as a speaker 
and asked to develop out the very format of the 
session, including giving feedback on the guiding 
questions and also have my organization’s logo; 
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viii. My presence, capabilities, skills, and knowledge are 
given some importance in group where I belong and 
given a chance to contribute and influence others 
positively; 

ix. The university took the youth board seriously and 
treated them as colleagues during decision-making 
processes; 

x. I participated in meetings and my ideas were used; 
xi. My wonderful supervisor gave me the opportunity to 

lead on a project and present my findings in front of a 
group of UN stakeholders. I felt very empowered by the 
confidence she had in me, despite me being quite 
young and unexperienced; 

xii. My elder actively stopped a conversation [about 
legislation] to ask what I thought of the conversation 
and wanted to know what I'd like to contribute to the bill 
when I was 23; and 

xiii. When the leaders recognize our worth and impact in 
the quest for peacebuilding. It's when they support 
youth not just by a mere of talking but with any means 
of support. 

 
Final Recommendations  
 
Shift Systems to Support Youth 
Adults tend to see youth as an endless well of energy, 
inspiration, creativity and idealism. Framing young people as 
superheroes is both unfair and unrealistic, as this often serves 
as an excuse for adults not to remove structural barriers or shift 
systems that exclude and exploit youth. In patriarchal, elitist, 
and agist systems inclusion of diverse actors and voices is a 
challenge. Thankfully, adults, especially the institutional elite, 
have access to shift the levers of power within systems that 
exclude youth – both in terms of how PIE processes are 
managed and implemented as well as regarding the internal 
functions, structures and systems of the institution. Before 
proceeding to engage youth in a flawed system, it is important 
to consider how the system can change to expand the PIE and 
create a safe space for young people to contribute.  
 
Incorporating young people into adult structures is indeed 
inclusive of youth, but it isn’t always youth sensitive. For 
example, in a recent Youth Forum, the ILO encouraged and 
celebrated the drive, ambition, and ideas of young people 
calling on youth to “raise your voice” and “take action” without 
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saying how adults and systems will support youth to do so. 
Where will the energy, drive, ambition, voice and ideas be 
generated if young people are too depressed, too poor, too 
marginalized, or too threatened to become the leaders of 
tomorrow? Another institutional elite at the ECOSOC Youth 
Forum responded to the intervention of a young peacebuilder 
by saying that “we unconditionally accept youth demands,” 
reminding her that “we [adult leaders] were once upon a time 
young people like you, and sooner than later you will step into 
our shoes". This approach to intergenerational relations where 
the adults seek to "hand the baton over to youth" to "carry on", 
expecting youth to execute better than adults is flawed. With 
their decisions, adults are setting up youth to fail, excluding 
them, and perpetuating systems that threaten them in some 
cases – for example, consider the protection issues facing 
young peacebuilders in civic space globally. 
 
How can youth step up to make this change when the system 
is structurally excluding them until it is too late? In big systems, 
like government and international bodies, agents of change 
must be infused into the system before the system can infuse 
itself into them. Expressing to young people that “you are going 
to blossom to become the leaders of tomorrow” while 
perpetuating the same limiting systems of exclusion instead of 
working to transform the system and create equitable 
partnerships with youth is an empty promise (ECOSOC Youth 
Forum 2021). Young people struggle to understand these self-
imposed limitations that adults infuse into institutions, yet can 
help adults to step out of the boxes that they have made for 
themselves: "I am still idealistic as an adult, but the moment 
you step into the world of adults you will find that holding into 
idealism is more difficult”, said one government representative 
speaking at an intergenerational dialogue with youth leaders. 
Perhaps it is the adults that should step into the world of youth. 
In fact, “young people’s constructive approach, offering help 
rather than only making demands,” has shifted policymakers’ 
views of young people (Dumasy, 2021). 
 
Improve Intergenerational Dynamics 
The adult-led international community must stop relying on 
youth for their energy, creativity, inspiration and calling on them 
to save the future. If modern history has taught us anything it 
is that the future is shaped in the now, and prevention, 
mitigation, and preparation are our strongest and most reliable 
tools. Without including young people today, youth are not set 
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up for success to lead tomorrow. When adults support young 
people in overcoming structural barriers, they can co-create 
today and become the leaders of tomorrow. More 
intergenerational bridging is needed, and adults must begin 
meeting youth where they are instead of the other way around. 
For example, youth are meeting adults where they are at: 
speaking in jargon, attending high level panels, following 
formalities, but are adults getting on TikTok to engage with 
youth? The African Union’s first-ever youth envoy, who coined 
the term ‘intergenerational co-leadership’, has expressed how 
youth cannot simply take the torch passed down by other 
generations without first being meaningfully included and still 
be expected to solve “21st-century challenges with 20th 
century structures. We must work together now, across 
generations, to digitize our traditional bureaucratic institutions, 
co-design the tables, co-create the policies and co-produce the 
solutions that work for our generation” (AFLI & OYE, 2020). 
 
As youth inclusion becomes more mainstream in governance 
systems and spaces of decision making, how will adult-led 
institutions respect and care for this resource?  If an extractive 
industry approach to natural resources teaches us anything, 
young people are also at risk of being exploited and depleted. 
An institutional elite at the 2021 ECOSOC Youth Forum 
addressed the young participants by stating that, "in order to 
do this [peace and development] successfully we need your 
energy and creativity.” For inter-generational relations to be 
effective and not exploitative, we must consider how to 
sustainably shift this relationship. In the lead up to #Youth2030, 
it is critically important to transform approaches to youth 
inclusion that are regenerative and equitable. Only then is 
inter-generational co-leadership effective and resilient. 
 
Mainstream Meaningful Youth Participation 
All adult-led institutions should consider mandating a youth 
mainstreaming approach, which “applies a cross-sectoral 
approach with and for youth development and inclusion” (AFLI 
& OYE, 2020: 36). The impact and importance of clear 
mandates and accountability structures must not be 
underestimated or dismissed in the case of institutionalizing 
youth inclusion because “when a policy or programme has 
been formally institutionalized with clear mandates, targets, 
and accountability structures, these systems and programmes 
can function well without the driver of political will or champions 
in the system” (ibid: 37). To strengthen this within government 
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structures, systems for meaningful youth engagement “should 
be institutionalized with transparent and clear stipulations in 
national law, that are independent of the current government” 
(ibid). 
 
“Inclusivity, preparation, protection, and follow-up are crucial 
ingredients for meaningful youth participation, and require 
appropriate time and resources that should not be borne by the 
youth themselves” (UNOY, 2021: 1). All non-youth with the 
opportunity to engage young people should consider the 
recommendations from UNOY for meaningful youth 
engagement, inclusion, and participation: remove “technical 
and financial barriers that stand in the way of youth 
participation” and make “speaking opportunities accessible to 
all young peacebuilders”, which contributes to creating an 
enabling environment for diverse youth to participate. When 
engaging youth, ensure that those “opportunities for 
participation are sustainable and impactful” for youth and their 
communities (UNOY, 2020: 2). When selecting youth for event 
participation, rely on a transparent and inclusive selection 
process and shift the responsibility for protection from young 
participants to institutional actors (ibid).  
 
Steps to meaningfully support, engage, consult, and include 
youth: 

1. Hear and Listen: ask for youth input, welcome youth 
voices, truly listen to input; 

2. Meaningful and Active Inclusion: identify with youth 
how they want to be involved and ensure their inclusion 
is active and meaningful;  

3. Consistent and Continued Engagement: don’t make 
youth the face of your event without including them in 
the entire event and following up; 

4. Equal Treatment and Equitable Partnerships: treat 
the youth on your team like full team members and 
when partnering with youth act like they are your 
counterparts; and 

5. Credit and Compensation: credit young people for 
their work, statements and ideas and compensate their 
time/commitment. 

 
Conclusion 
 
As most outcomes of interest are multi-causal, other factors 
are important to consider as having explanatory power. Future 
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research and writing on this topic should explore alternate 
explanations and pursue new recommendations for expanding 
the PIE in an equitable and sustainable way for both youth and 
adults. 
 
In this pandemic time of “reimagination”, consider if the 
agency, abilities, and needs of young people were truly 
understood, incorporated, and respected by all of society, 
especially power holders. Envision what could be achieved. In 
pursuit of this goal, one recurring dynamic to overcome is a 
portrayal of youth as the “future leaders” who will “fill big shoes” 
and “carry the torch” – what if youth are perceived and treated 
as more than that, starting today instead of tomorrow? 
Intergenerational relationships can and should be about so 
much more than the symbolic passing of a baton. Another 
critical aspect to be addressed is how adult-led institutions care 
for and respect precious resources, like young people, and the 
impact this has on engaging youth from a systems perspective. 
Presently, adults tend to see “the youth” as an endless well of 
energy, inspiration, creativity and idealism. However, young 
people are not superhuman and as such require support to 
pursue idealistic goals, especially considering structural 
barriers faced. As youth inclusion becomes more mainstream, 
particularly in governance systems and spaces of decision 
making, it is critical to generate sustainable, equitable, and 
participatory approaches that are youth-informed and widely 
approved by diverse young people. 
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Note from the Author 
As you consider how to best approach young people and 
expand their PIE, keep in mind the ways that youth wish to 
contribute to peacebuilding. I share these quotes from 15 
young peacebuilders as both a source of motivation to foster 
meaningful youth engagement and as a reminder of the missed 
opportunity when youth voices are silenced, youth participation 
is tokenized, and the same youth perspectives are recycled at 
various fora.  May we continue to have the privilege to listen 
and learn from each other, “the youth is forward-thinking, and 
we are prepared. All we need is for our voices to be heard 
louder.” 
 

1. I want to be an example for others when it comes to 
peacebuilding. Regardless of what I end up doing, I 
want peacebuilding to be engrained into the fabric of 
my endeavors. Whether it is my words or actions, I 
want it to be clear that I'm an advocate for peace. 

2. I am convinced that peacebuilders are lifelong learners 
and individuals who are committed to fighting for the 
good of humanity on all fronts and that is who I aspire 
to be. 

3. I want to continue what I started well and be able to 
motivate young people, women, men, and others to 
participate in any good work. I can share with them 
what I have learned to be an active citizen. 

4. Being able to participate is a great privilege and an 
opportunity. I would like to participate in peacebuilding 
in all platforms. Whether its online, face to face, 
community immersion, multimedia approach, cultural 
exchange, volunteerism, etc. 

5. I am interested in peacebuilding at a policy level. I 
would like to work at an organization that makes policy 
recommendations to government that promote 
peacebuilding. 

6. I will participate in peacebuilding, implement some 
range activities such mediation, protection, 
reintegration, trauma healing and reconciliation, 
through longer-term investments in fairer access to 
governance, education, health, justice, security and 
livelihoods. 

7. By sharing my knowledge with other young people and 
by also listening to their views. 

8. As an aspiring peacebuilder, I aim to change the 
current quo by imagining new methods to resolve 
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conflicts and by knowing that no two situations are the 
same. Maintaining the status quo assures inequity, 
which impedes peace and growth. I also want to 
contribute in peacebuilding as a builder of not only 
societies in need of conflict resolution that I may 
encounter along the route, but also of myself. In order 
to understand the plight of others, we must adapt traits 
such as empathy not the savior complex, as we 
continue to grow.  

9. I participate in peacebuilding voluntarily without any 
compensation. I don't want to be recognized, but I want 
to influence others. 

10. As a Westerner in the peacebuilding field, I would like 
to support people who have less opportunities than me 
and help them share their voices and gain access to 
decision-making. 

11. I would like to participate in peacebuilding through 
projects and programs. It may not be that big but would 
inspire others to participate also and would uplift the 
condition of the recipients from social problems. 

12. Through supporting localized initiatives where affected 
populations lead peacebuilding processes in their own 
communities. 

13. Peace is meant to be shared together. We don't just 
join in peace-building, we connect with people. We are 
made for relationships! 

14. Peacebuilding, to me, is not a job but a calling and that 
is, the starting point of true engagement, and I will 
really want my leader to see that in me before 
proceeding to reaching people in need; shall go 
beyond my own interests and be my priority from 
beginning to end and make sure what the work I have 
put in will be effective and sustainable for those living 
in peaceless conditions. 

15. By being kind. 
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Young M’ranaos’ rebirth: 
 bouncing back at a crossroads? 

Neil Madulara Martin, PhD  
 
 
In this chapter, a narrative inquiry was employed to delve into 
the current realities among twelve mixed-gender young 
M'ranaos. They were residents in Marawi City –and were 
willing to participate in interview sessions and shared their 
stories having safely fled and survived from the Marawi siege 
three years ago and eventually transitioned with the COVID-19 
pandemic surge. Conversely, the young M'ranaos echo their 
voice through their present-day lived experiences as a 
collective body in society.  With their narratives being at the 
intersection, creating a space and platform for their voice to be 
listened to and be recognized as social actors are taken a 
leap.   
 

The role of the youth in society accentuates 
development e.g. culture, values, education, and peace. With 
the advent of technology, the youth are expected to advance 
the world. The current realities of the youth put forward an 
understanding of the past and foresee the future.  Interestingly, 
there is this youth in the Southern Philippines known as Moro 
youth and or the Young M'ranaos. Notably, the Young 
M'ranaos, have been nurtured with the M'ranao culture, values, 
and practices that are rich and exemplary. As time passed, part 
of growing up is their experiences at home, family, friends, and 
society. The journey to their youthful stage is presupposed not 
at all smooth thus their development processes and their 
experiences vary. There are some challenges besetting the 
young M'ranaos having lived through a crossroads. The Young 
M’ranaos’ journey begins.  

 
 
The Sojourn: From Marawi to Saguiran 
 
The sojourn from Marawi City to the municipality of Saguiran in 
Lanao del Sur took place a day after the declaration of martial 
law in Mindanao on May 23, 2017, by the Philippine President 
Rodrigo R. Duterte. The declaration lasted for 60 days and was 
implemented across Mindanao’s mainland, and island 
provinces of Basilan, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi.1 

                                                           
1 Hincks, Joseph (2021). “What the siege of a Philippine city reveals about ISIS’ deadly new 
front in Asia.” Retrieved from: https://time.com/marawi-philippines-isis/. 
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Before this day, the tension was felt by the nation as 

news reports aired out the month-long infiltration of military 
troupes to track down local terrorist groups identified to be the 
Maute rebel groups. Reports show that the group inspired by 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) attempted to take over 
the Islamic city of Marawi and to establish an Islamic caliphate 
in the Philippines.2 
 

The crisis in the city of Marawi started with the clash of 
the Philippine armed forces and the Maute rebel groups. It 
became intense as reinforcement troupes by the Armed Forces 
of the Philippines (AFP) and the Philippine National Police 
(PNP) were deployed all over the city while the government 
urged civilians to stay safe in their homes and or safely flee for 
their lives.3 Terror triggered the residents' "fight" or "flight" 
responses as the siege progressed day after day. In effect, it 
caused destruction, destabilization, death tolls, despair, and 
displacement of residents, young and old, men and women, 
Christians and Muslims amidst the start of a full-blown war and 
the observance of the Holy Ramadan.  
 

The armed conflict placed the city of Marawi on red 
alert status. Among those having the drive to flee, the least to 
stay and hide,  and were left with no choice but to keep safe, 
save their families and even their neighbors were quite some 
Young M'ranaos. Their stories start to unfold. A young M'ranao 
narrated that a neighbor fondly called Sir Daud owning two 
Armak jeepneys and happens to be from the municipality of 
Saguiran, hastily offered them a ride and an option to go with 
him to momentarily seek shelter in his home municipality 
approximately 9.9 kilometers away from the city of Marawi. It 
was about 21 minutes ride to reach the municipality.4 

                                                           
2 Pertersen and Fonbuena (2018). Philippines: scores of Islamic State fighters on Mindanao 
island. Retrieved from: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/11/philippines-scores-
of-islamic-state-fighters-on-mindanao-island. 
3 Knight, Charles and Katja Theodorakis (2019). The Marawi crisis—urban conflict and 
information operations. Retrieved from: https://www.aspi.org.au/report/marawi-crisis-urban-
conflict-and-information-operations. 
4 Michelin (2021). Directional Map: Marawi-Saguiran. Retrieved from: 
https://www.viamichelin.com/web/Routes/Route-Marawi_City-_-Lanao_Del_Sur-Philippines-
to-Saguiaran-_-Lanao_Del_Sur-Philippines. 
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 In so quick a second, the Young M'ranaos, together 

with their respective families were on the Armak jeepneys with 
only a few personal items and belongings to suffice for a two 
to three days’ trip. This was their response as previous 
experiences usually made them stay in the evacuation centers 
for a few days and return to a normal life after. While on their 
way, visible to the eyes were the streets filled with a long queue 
of vehicles full of residents with a strong desire and mixed 
emotions to get away from the city of Marawi at the soonest 
possible time. The routine military inspection at checkpoints 
added the long hours of waiting for vehicles to move forward 
and the pent-up anxiety levels among residents associated 
with fear of the unknown started to overwhelm the Young 
M'ranaos. Apparently, fear and uncertainties painted on the 
faces of the residents with blank stares, glassy eyes, and 
hyper-vigilance. The strict adherence to military protocol was 
done as the vehicles stop at the checkpoints along unblocked 
roads. This is to ensure operational security for the residents 
and track down the activities of the Maute groups.  
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A sigh of relief was felt having crossed borders of the 
city of Marawi and the municipality of Saguiran and the sight of 
the provincial welcome arch, another Young M'ranao 
exclaimed. With all, the hustle, bustle, and mixed emotions of 
fear and eagerness, physical exhaustion upon the haste to flee 
from the perils in a war zone, the view of a Madrasah (Arabic 
school) structure offered a sense of safety and security. The 
Lumbacaturos Madrasah accommodates 20 families and 
served as one among the temporary shelters offered by the 
Local Government Unit of Saguiran. This was one of the first 
responses in the hope of accommodating residents from the 
city of Marawi seeking refuge within the municipality. 
Eventually, the families were aided with the Samaritan's Purse 
International Disaster Relief towards a community-driven 
shelter and livelihood involving the Young M'ranaos with their 
families for four years now.5 
 
The Safe Space: From Siege to Shelter 
In a new place for the first time from the Marawi Siege to a 
Samaritan's Shelter, is a ray of hope conveyed by the Young 
M'ranaos. The Safe Space nestled hope for peace and 
reconciliation, ensuring them to be back home in a few days to 
Marawi City. Yet, as days, weeks, months, and years went by, 
the hopes among the Young M'ranaos became bleak. 
However, day after day although concealed and perhaps 
stored in the subconscious state, hope is rekindled. Looking 
back, with certain limitations and restrictions in the day-to-day 
affairs within the shelter and outside the shelter, getting used 
to the routines allowed the Young M'ranaos to strategize and 
thrive. Most importantly, with their families coming together as 
one community, one value, and one hope. The shelter slowly 
transformed far beyond a physical structure into a safe space 
of acceptance, balance, comfort, and decisions in moving 
forward, building back better for peace, productivity, and 
prosperity in due time.  
 

With the unprecedented COVID-19 challenges 
interfacing after three years in the shelter, the Young M'ranaos 
narrated that they have defied and co-existed on living 
conditions, health, food, livelihood, and aspirations. The sense 
of nostalgia and the awakening of sentimental recollection 
hover involuntarily among their young and fertile minds. While 
dormancy of the impact from the Marawi siege slowly 

                                                           
5 Samaritan’s Purse International Relief (2021). International Crisis Response.  Retrieved 
from: https://www.samaritanspurse.org/. 
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unravelled, a worldwide crisis and a pandemic grounded the 
world to a halt. COVID-19 caused by a novel virus is a 
pathogenic and highly transmissible acute respiratory 
disease.6  In a metaphor, the contagion stopped the breathing 
capacity of the nation and the world. The start of a self-
indulgent emotion from slumber is taking a toll. Unleashing sets 
in and the progression continues. The Young M'ranaos 
remained steadfast to contain all that it takes in this dramatic, 
devastating, and disruptive phenomenon for a lifetime as their 
stories continue to unravel. 
 
 
The Story in Themes: From Conflict to COVID-19 
 
Theme One:  State of Shock  
 With the current COVID-19 pandemic, the Young 
M'ranaos expressed that while on the verge of the past three 
years journey to recovery and building back better from the 
Marawi siege, a state of shock, an extreme, a queer and 
overwhelming episode during the observance of the Holy 
Ramadan in 2017 is currently haunting. The pre-existing 
impact from a man-made disaster exclaimed as "war" due to a 
culturally-rooted and multifaceted conflict in Philippine history 
owing to death, devastation and despair held the Young 
M’ranaos captives amidst a pandemic.  
 
           The Young M’ranaos having been situated between 
conflict and COVID-19 environment, reported a toll in mental 
health articulated as "trauma," and economic instability, while 
their parents lost their jobs, had no income to sustain the family 
and the children stopped schooling while restrictions are 
imposed to limit movement of people and prevent the spread 
of COVID-19. As hesitantly conveyed by Rauda, 
 

"My parents were more affected because they are both 
unemployed and they can't go out because they are 
seniors and it is very difficult now to find a job. Although 
sometimes my uncle and aunt send us money and it is 
a big help. My mother makes a way for our daily 
expenses. I stopped studying and I lose hope yet I still 
believe that even if we face a serious problem, let us 
continue our dreams and let us not despair. What 

                                                           
6 Hu, Ben, Hua Guo, Peng Zhou & Zheng-Li Shi (2020). Characteristics of SARS-CoV-2 and 
COVID-19. Retrieved from: https://www.nature.com/articles/s41579-020-00459-7. 
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happened in Marawi was difficult and we were 
traumatized yet have learned a lot. It is more difficult  
now compared to the Marawi Siege because now our 
daily life has been affected." 

 
 A “double burden” of the Young M'ranaos is a 
conceptual reality besetting such an aggregate in the society 
and having articulated with an assumed "go-between" role in 
the hope to be part of the solution. Notably, observed is the 
helplessness in optimizing the role of the Young M'ranaos to 
self, family, and society. The exposure to both worlds: a post-
conflict and COVID-19 environment offered an avenue for the 
Young M’ranaos to experience the so-called "double-shock" 
elucidated as an immense impact on their prospects, 
productivity, and prosperity.  
 
 The unexpected and unpleasant experiences of the 
Young M'ranaos have drawn inner courage and strength to 
take control and responsibility in their own hands, so to speak. 
What is more pressing and mind-boggling is the initiative to find 
and make ways to uplift themselves and their families on a day-
to-day basis. It is such a portrayal of the dynamics and drives 
of every youth to uphold and uplift subsistence patterns to 
survive.  
 
Theme Two: Support System  
 The Young M'ranaos shared how they were able to 
cope with the current pandemic as an added burden with their 
past experiences during the Marawi Siege. Central to their 
unique individuality is in their core of self-preservation 
regardless of circumstances and limitless possibilities and 
prospects.  
 
 The family is where the Young M'ranaos clings from the 
start. M'ranao families are closely knitted. Their traditional and 
cultural practices keep ties stronger and have been 
demonstrated in giving and sharing, as influenced by the 
M'ranao’s beliefs and religion. Engrained among M'ranao 
families is the historic solidarity in the quest for independence 
and shall live peaceably with others. The family is the 
cornerstone of a healthy and balanced society.7  The family is 
the stronghold that fortifies the long-standing attitude to reach 
out in times when a family member needs help both in sickness 

                                                           
7 Dhami, Sangeeta, and Aziz Sheikh (2000).The Muslim family predicament and promise. 
Retrieved from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1071164/ 
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and in health. Such is a unique translation of culture and 
Islamic dogma. 
 
 The spirituality of the Young M'ranaos emanated and 
transcended from deep within as reverence to Allah (S.W.T.) 
is extolled being the Almighty, the only one who gives grace by 
praying always and is practiced daily with their families and the 
community in general. As Mohammad piously conveyed, 
 

 "You just have to think about how to start again, how 
to find a job that's just very hard to imagine  But just 
trust ALLAH (S.W.T.) even if our faith is being tested, 
know that there is a big reward than what we have 
thought of. We always think that there is no problem 
that can’t be solved. We must be strong as we face our 
problems, Inshaa Allah. We shall overcome it." 
 

 While keeping the faith, graces and blessings are 
attributed to the support received from parents, siblings, 
relatives, and friends, government and non-government 
sectors along their quest to endure, to be resilient and 
grounded, as Abdul regretfully claimed,  
 

"I am a motorcycle driver and just hanging out because 
of the pandemic, we are facing right now I am having a 
hard time now because I lost my job and I rely on 
support from my family and of course, pray to Allah that 
all will be well." 
 

 Evidently, the Young M’ranaos’ families serve as a 
fallback, no matter what the circumstances may be. Struggles 
become lighter when shared and every member is uplifted in 
times of need knowing someone affiliated by sanguinity 
demonstrates love and compassion. Interestingly, the vital role 
of respectful and non-discriminating neighborhoods associated 
with government and non-government interventions in 
partnership with local and international bodies were the 
concrete manifestations of a pandemic response in the 
community.    
 
Theme Three: Struggles  
 
The Young M'ranaos asserted significant and multi-faceted 
struggles that impede their daily optimum level of functioning. 
The struggles were pent-up extra-ordinary stressful 
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experiences that can be attributed as disruptive and 
threatening among their young cohorts. One of them claimed 
that one's locus of control and coping skills must be appropriate 
to gear up towards lessening possible high-risk situations 
among themselves. Thus the bio-psycho-social, emotional, 
and spiritual aspects are vital parameters to consider.  Their 
current situation was described as ten times more difficult 
because of being considered as evacuees, Alnor convincingly 
described his experiences,  
 

"Everyone's livelihood has stopped because of the 
disease that's spreading now and people aren't just 
going out. We are afraid to get infected with COVID. I 
feel sorry for my parents, because it is a hard time for 
them as to where they will get for our daily expenses 
and the hardship we are experiencing now has become 
10 times more because of being evacuees" 
 

 With the eagerness to thrive despite the current 
circumstances and the challenges faced by the Young 
M'ranaos, the grueling stint towards resiliency is imperative. 
Inspired by the identity and history of the "people of the lake"8 
incessantly flowing associated into the fresh, idyllic, and yogi 
still Lake Lanao as the source of life in Marawi and neighboring 
communities yet in peril caught in the crossfire.  The Young 
M'ranaos, who is suffering severely, is not an exemption facing 
a serious and real threat. The multiplication of these struggles 
as expressed, "ten times more" posits a "red flag" indicating 
immediate attention.  
 
 The internal mechanisms of the Young M'ranaos are 
life-saving, meantime. It is exemplified in certain forms of 
coping in an attempt to reduce stress and problems 
experienced. Yet, in prolonged periods and being accumulated 
may not be helpful owing to a detrimental state of being. 
Episodic resistance to untoward forces within and outside the 
human body deter normal body functioning including the mind. 
A proactive stance at hand is to be compelled on the thought 
that there is no other way but to move forward and bounce 
back.  Undeniably, a persistent pulsation to thrive is a shrill 
voice in introspection reverberating.  
 

                                                           
8 Macabanding, Abad (2017). Journal Writing Project A glimpse of Maranao culture. 
Retrieved from: https://fillmorecountyjournal.com/journal-writing-project-a-glimpse-of-
maranao-culture/. 
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Theme Four: Survival Tools 
The prevailing inner drive of the Young M'ranaos is survival 
despite the overwhelming phenomenon amidst the "valley of 
death." The contention of an inner compulsion rises above a 
transformative rigor into an affirmation and validation of 
freedom. Sensibly conveyed, were their outlook of a better 
future ahead, using handy survival tools on a day-to-day basis. 
The existence of Sarimanok is a legendary bird of the Maranao 
people who originate from Mindanao that depicts a ubiquitous 
symbol and a part of the Maranao people's cultural heritage, 
and is highly revered by the Maranaos as an enduring symbol 
of good fortune and bounty,9 serves as an inspiration to 
succeed. 
 
 The authenticity and genuineness of the Young 
M'ranaos as exemplars of survival amidst the post-conflict and 
COVID-19 environment demystify their moments of 
"greatness." Endowed with innate talents and potentials, the 
higher margin of endurance shapes their future directions and 
aspirations. Islamic beliefs that are fervently observed as 
Divine providence ensured them to remain calm and 
unperturbed with their steadfast faith in God (Allah, S.W.T). In 
keeping with the M'ranao tradition, prayer to God is ultimate 
and a priority, then everything follows within the bounds of a 
personal relationship with the Almighty. Conversely, while the 
unhurried appreciation on the process of resilience "agwanta" 
(to endure) taking place and with mindfulness identifying 
oneself as an evacuee, Omelhaya openly shared, 
 

"Life is hard, even harder because of the pandemic that 
took place in this "Isang kahig, isang tuka,"(A scratch 
on the ground, a peck) before. Now, it is just because 
there is no source of money. Our life is hard, layer upon 
layer of where we find a way to feed the family, get 
money and solve the problem we face. Even tired, we 
cope. Even though it was hard, we resisted. Evacuees 
are the brave citizens that we have in the country 
because no matter how hard it is, we can handle it. 
Whatever the problem is, we will solve it. There are 
many problems, as well as there are many lessons we 
can learn. It is very hard but in return, there is courage 
that you can use to rise above in the life of an evacuee." 

                                                           
9 The Manila Times (2019). Sarimanok – a rooster in the first of seven heavens Retrieved 
from: https://www.manilatimes.net/2019/03/25/supplements/sarimanok-a-rooster-in-the-first-
of-seven-heavens/530576. 
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 The journey to freedom and adventure continues 
despite isolation and accumulation of the past and present 
worlds of fear and anxiety. As experienced and alluded by the 
Young M'ranaos, quite a few issues on economic hardships, 
financial security, and nil prospects in the job market were 
identified.  While on the verge of starting and building a career 
after finishing college (from the siege to shelter), they were 
equipped with their survival tools that are mostly intrinsic by 
nature and some minimal enabling factors. Such disruption to 
normalcy, paved the way for them to find their inner voice, as 
they inspire the rest of their generation afflicted with the trigger 
events on their place, well-being, and freedom that have 
snatched away from their prospects on peace, health, 
productivity, and prosperity.  
 
 The Young M'ranaos as potent drivers for change bring 
hope for the nation and the world. However, the silence of 
resentments as an epidemic could have nourished the fertile 
ground of being a peace-loving citizen. Expectantly, there will 
be tendencies to deviate into conflict-sprouting mechanisms of 
unresolved disparity between peace and hostilities vis-‘a-vis 
wellness and illness. Nevertheless, they are standing still, 
upholding their aspirations for the future, embracing positivity 
and stability.  
 
Theme Five: Succinct Statements 
 
 The Young M'ranaos beaming with radiance and fervor 
illuminated strong messages amidst intersecting life's reality.  
The incessant positive outlook transcending from within served 
as a beacon of hope intrinsically stirring up in vibrancy. They 
transmit subtle and potent dyadic ties among themselves and 
of their genial millennial cohorts as they imparted invigorating 
and noteworthy words of inspiration;  
 
PRAY TO ALLAH (S.W.T.). Cognizant to the omnipotence of 
the Almighty, Allah (S.W.T) is the ultimate fortress and refuge 
in times of trials, as the Young M'ranaos anchor themselves in 
their most challenging experiences and consciously, thinks of 
Allah. In perseverance, while they fervently observe Islamic 
rituals and practices e.g. salah/dua/dhikr (prayer), the most 
well-known and obligatory performance of the five daily prayers 
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demonstrating servitude to God through certain actions based 
on the five pillars of Islam.10 
 

"It's hard because of what happened in Marawi, 
especially for us since we're from ground zero (the 
most affected area). We don't know how we can start 
all over again. All livelihoods have been affected not 
only us evacuees but also the people who are no 
longer able and the people who are just starting 
because, in our current situation, we have all become 
equal. We are used to being the people who are able 
and the people who now lack resources and 
employment. We are all experiencing hardship 
because of this pandemic. Only perseverance and faith 
in Allah (S.W.T) because of all the trials we are going 
through now I believe that there is a solution to all this 
and let's not lose hope. We always think that Allah 
(S.W.T) is testing us to what extent we can to 
strengthen our connection with Him."- Fahad   
 

TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF. Reverence to the human body, 
the connectedness of the body, mind, and spirit is given utmost 
care as influenced by the Islamic faith, such as “wudu” (a 
purification ritual) cleansing exposed body parts before praying 
and for health and well-being.11 Central to the lives of the 
Young M'ranaos is self-concept, and their roles to portray in life 
within themselves, family, and society. Incumbent upon their 
existence is the process of development on self-values, self-
worth, self-empowerment, and self-actualization. The interplay 
of factors on genetics and environment interpose the outcomes 
and observable manifestations of behavior. Thus, the Young 
M'ranaos exudes reliance on God as they respect themselves 
drawing self-drive to survive.  Confidently and efficiently, they 
perform expected tasks daily possible as they strongly 
advocated and reassured;  
 

"Piyapiya siran badn ago zambayang siran ago alagae 
a ginawa Iran." (Take care of yourself, and  always pray to 
God)-Anna 

                                                           
10 Yang, Nancy (2016). What is salat? Daily prayer in Islam. Retrieved from: 
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2016/02/01/explaining-daily-prayer-in-islam. 
11 R&C News Weekly (2016). Wudu: Islamic Washing Before Prayer. Retrieved from: 
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2016/11/23/february-12-2016-wudu-islamic-
washing-prayer/29054/; Waugh, Earle H (1999). The Islamic Tradition Religious Beliefs and 
Healthcare Decisions. 
https://www.advocatehealth.com/assets/documents/faith/islamic_tradition.pdf 

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2016/11/23/february-12-2016-wudu-islamic-washing-prayer/29054/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2016/11/23/february-12-2016-wudu-islamic-washing-prayer/29054/
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"To all youth like me let us be careful, let us respect 

ourselves, and just pray to God." –Omelhaya 
 

"Mag ingat sila at wag silang lumabas ng bahay." (Take care 
of yourself and stay at home). -Mohammad 
 
BE POSITIVE IN LIFE. In the light of discursive prose, a 
window of opportunities to leverage in the arena of catharsis, 
healing, and bouncing back better is a catalyst that shall 
envision a laudable cause on germinating innovative stance for 
the rebirth of a transformed Young M'ranaos as succinctly 
expressed; 
 

"Maging positibo lagi dekano pakadai sa pag asa ago 
respestoe niyo a ginawa niyo." (Always be positive! 
Don't lose hope and respect yourself).-Jalanie 
 
"Maging positive lang sa buhay." (Be positive in life.)-

Saima 
 

 A more, dominant assertion among the Young 
M'ranaos embedded in their messages for their cohorts is to 
study hard for the future, keep their hopes, and keep their 
dreams alive. The current dilemma could attest on the lost 
generation to education transitioning to the new normal and 
thus  boosting the young generation with their position on 
education; 
 
STUDY HARD. Profoundly uttered was to study hard and 
realize the dream of becoming successful (socially and 
economically productive) in life after finishing college and 
having a decent job to sustain their needs and their family as 
the Young M'ranaos freely articulated. 
 

"Klass kano piyapiya, panagontaman kano di niyo 
pbayaan uba makaarun gya pandemya ko klass iyo, 
pikir angka o miyagaga o pud kagaga nga tano mambu 
langon a margn a miyakasagad ruktano na adn a 
sambi iyan a mapiya, sarigan  tano so Allah (S.W.T.). 
(Study  hard,  let's work hard, let not  this pandemic be 
an obstacle to our learning just think if others can, we 
can too. All the hardships we have experienced have a 
good reward. Let's just trust in Allah (S.W.T.)." – 
Mohammad 
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DON'T LOSE HOPE. A sustained and peaceful way of life is 
the ultimate hope the Young M'ranaos are so vocal about in 
their spoken articulation given free safe space. Living 
peaceably with others have been their guiding principle, 
despite some cases of “rido” or family feuds (a state of 
recurring hostilities between families and kinship groups 
characterized by a series of retaliatory acts of violence carried 
out to avenge a perceived affront or injustice).12 Notably, the 
Young M'ranaos keep the faith and belief of kinship and 
camaraderie as one (brothers and sisters) in Allah (S.W.T.). 
With the so-called "maratabat" as a strong driving force to 
success among the M'ranao clans, and that no one will be left 
behind.13 In doing so, everyone in this world will realize a 
sustained and peaceful atmosphere, living in harmony with the 
world.  
 

"Wag mawalan na pag asa kasi khada bo giya covid 
don't give up your goals." (Don't lose hope we can also 
overcome this pandemic, don't give up your goals.)-
Sittie Anah 

 
 Remarkably, the onslaught of the unprecedented 
global crisis, the pandemic caused by COVID-19, suggests a 
glaring call to action to be one and be part of the solution, 
"Bayanihan" which means an indigenous Filipino trait that is 
intended for the individual and the community that strives to 
champion group or communal efforts of cooperation, extending 
help to those who are in need.14 Consequently, overcoming 
this pandemic is made easier, and giving up is not an option. 
Coming together by keeping safe and staying home following 
the health and security protocol recognizes the efforts of the 
government and non-government bodies to prevent the 
widespread community transmission and save lives as Young 
M'ranaos enthusiastically advocated. 
 

                                                           
12 Cabalza, Chester. How Clan Feuds and Ethnic Tensions Breed Terrorism in the 
Philippines.https://thediplomat.com/2017/07/how-clan-feuds-and-ethnic-tensions-breed-
terrorism-in-the-philippines/. 
13 Custodia, Alro (2019). Maratabat-a way of Maranao life Retrieved from: 
https://www.manilatimes.net/2019/03/25/supplements/maratabat-a-way-of-maranao-
life/530560. 
14 Brandy, Emperador (2019). Valuable traits that make us believe in the Filipino. Retrieved 
from: https://www.gmanetwork.com/news/lifestyle/artandculture/693499/valuable-traits-that-
make-us-believe-in-the-filipino/story/. 
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 The Young M'ranaos are outspoken in their claims that 
despite the burden encountered with the restrictions imposed, 
they would opt to follow and respect the authorities. After all, it 
is for their safety and security. In this situation, they explicitly 
advocate for everyone to be  law-abiding citizens, which can 
be a key to a peaceful collaboration on peace, health, 
productivity, and prosperity amidst post-conflict and COVID-19 
environment, as they eagerly conveyed,  
 

"Stay at home para hindi mahawaan ng covid-19 laging 
magsuot ng facemask ago pgusar ka  sa alcohol." (Stay at 
home always so as not to be infected with COVID-19. Always 
wear your  Face mask and always use alcohol). -
Norhanah 
 
KEEP ON DREAMING. The constant drive to dream is a self-
sacrificing aspiration among the Young M'ranaos as they 
continuously find their voice and eventually inspire others. 
Working on with their potentials shall arrest stagnation owing 
to inaction, hence the need to revive the keepers of hopes in 
communities to invest in their dreams were lucidly affirmed, 
 

"For me, even if I want something, I will continue and 
will prevent myself from COVID or any  disease to all 
youth, don't stop your dream in life continue as long as it 
doesn't bother you." - Sonaya  
 
 The Young M'ranaos can take the central position and 
be at the forefront of postconflict reconstruction initiatives in 
building their capabilities and capacities amidst the COVID-19 
environment in due time. A culturally–competent peace 
education and psychosocial support can be pivotal 
mechanisms in investing for them as opportunities and not 
liabilities amidst a deceptively pernicious atmosphere. Perhaps 
crushed but not broken. The Young M'ranaos quest to express 
their views and opinions as their simple victory shall prevail 
bouncing back better, day by day towards a better and brighter 
future ahead. The authentic, pervasive, and resounding story 
in themes does not end here yet a sequel begins.  
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Gender Equality Utopia vs Young Women Peacemaker's 
Status in South Asia 
Tushar Kanti Baidya 

 
Abstract 
 
While the globe has witnessed a rise of individuals who desire 
to erect a barrier and separate us based on religion, many 
South Asian youngsters realize the necessity of multi-cultural 
variety and religious coherence for a harmonious society. They 
want a society free of "hate speech" yet abundant in "respect!" 
Numerous young people took the initiative to promote peace in 
their communities. To bridge the "intergenerational barrier," 
young people must work with faith/spiritual leaders. As a result 
of this apparent age discrepancy, most faith/spiritual leaders in 
South Asia are older. Because of this, church leaders seldom 
value children's suggestions. The challenges that young 
women peacemakers face while dealing with religious leaders 
are often overlooked. Many South Asian countries, like 
Bangladesh, have conservative religious populations, so 
young female peacemakers typically collaborate with religious 
leaders. Lack of excitement, technical advancement, and 
financial and family support prevent many young women 
peacemakers from interacting with their local faith/spiritual 
leaders. Women's maximal engagement in peacebuilding 
activities may be ensured by technological progress for young 
peacemakers and family support through sensitization. 
 
Keywords: Women and Peace, Youths, Challenges, Interfaith 
Dialogue. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In recent years, millions of individuals of various faiths, races, 
and nationalities have been victimized by a new wave of violent 
extremism (VE) across South Asia (UNDP, 2016). South Asia 
is ranked as the world's second least peaceful area, with 
significant variations across countries (Institute for Economics 
& Peace, 2021). In another report published by the Institute for 
Economics and Peace has also revealed that apart from the 
direct effect of violence, such as losing life through war and the 
fear of violence, the study predicts that the South Asian area 
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would incur a rising economic cost of 1314 billion USD (PPP)1 
(2021). 
 
The digital realities of the twenty-first century pose new 
difficulties to peacebuilding while also assisting VE 
organizations in spreading misinformation and gaining 
popularity online (Mancini, 2013). Young people are the 
essential stakeholder in creating a peaceful South Asia, with 
almost half of the population under 24 (UN, 2018). However, 
their involvement in VE is marginalized by broad views, robbing 
adolescents of agency and action in the face of violence. 
 
Many book chapters, academic articles, experts, and 
practitioners examine what violent extremism (VE) is, what it 
means, how it affects people, and how violent extremism 
actors work every year. Strategies are being developed to 
lessen the effect on young people, “save” them from joining 
violent extremist organizations, and reintegrate those who 
have already joined. But interestingly, these reports largely 
lack evidence of the impact of peace processes when women 
participate in reducing violent extremism. One of the many 
reasons behind this is that there has been little study of the 
effect of women's involvement in peace efforts. 
 
Today, several progress reports have been issued, 
documenting the accomplishments of different projects to 
ensure gender equality. These reports are available online. It 
is possible to get lost in a utopia of gender equality when 
reading through those tales of growth and gender equality. Still, 
does the reality enable us to envisage the same ideal of gender 
equality? 
 
This study, on the other hand, is not just another brick in the 
knowledge wall. These are the voices of South Asian women 
peacemakers’ bewilderment, frustration, raw emotions, and 
knowledge of peacemaking and preventing VE. It offers real 
hands-on solutions for the stakeholders to support the existing 
women peacemakers in advancing their work and also nurture 
more women peacemakers in South Asia. 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
1 Purchasing power parities 
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Status of women and violence in South Asia 
 
Terrorism stemming from violent extremism and radicalization 
is a global problem that affects people of all nationalities, 
ethnicities, religions, ideologies, and genders (OSCE, 2019). 
Women have been the majority victims of violent extremism by 
men in South Asia, so the issue of gender and violent 
extremism has been debated more than ever in recent 
decades.  
 
In a survey conducted for this study, 84 per cent of women said 
that gender issues have played a significant role in violent 
extremism in South Asia in recent years. Gender refers to the 
traits and social opportunities that come with being a man or a 
woman and the relationships and power dynamics between 
men and women, girls and boys. According to women polled, 
there are distinctions and inequalities between men and 
women in authority delegated to them, their activities, their 
access and control of resources, and their decision-making 
opportunities. The survey reveals that women of various ages 
are increasingly susceptible to extreme conflict and terrorist 
acts, including sexual violence, and their fundamental rights 
and liberties are being violated. 
 
Family or guardians were explicitly recognized in the South 
Asian context as a fundamental and crucial unit for instilling 
moral values, ethics and thus raising a person who practices 
peace (Bhandari & Titzmann, 2017). In terms of familial 
connections, South Asia lies halfway between modernity and 
traditional culture. In contrast to conventional times when “it 
took a village to raise a child,” youth responses reflect a 
perspective where the family institution stands out from the 
community and serve as a decisive significance in terms of 
influencing individual's choices in life (even if the individual has 
passed the age of 18), decisions, respecting elders, adhering 
to family norms, and so on. Families in rural areas of various 
South Asian countries, including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
and Pakistan, have long struggled to provide their daughters 
with an education. Rather than being imposed by poverty and 
fragility, a significant number of these obstacles are levied by 
the customary cultural norms that are widespread in a male-
dominated society. Numerous families are now supporting their 
female children's education despite these difficulties, despite 
their fears of being isolated and penalized by their local 
community. A family institution's state of peace, social rules, 



120 

 

governance, and values allows the state to govern its citizens 
better. 
 
Several types of women's communes and commissions have 
developed throughout the decades in a traditionally patriarchal 
South Asian culture to enable discussion, cooperation, and 
lobbying to guarantee women are qualified to join any area on 
an equal footing with males. Women's education now confronts 
fewer barriers since "gendered roles are melting away" 
because of online learning, distance learning, and greater 
accessibility, according to Jaynab Ali2, a woman peacemaker 
from Pakistan. Women get training skills from grassroots 
facilitators and administrators and manage effective self-help 
organizations, even cooperatives, in the most geographically 
excluded rural settings. Legal help and awareness campaigns, 
information literacy, technical support, financial literacy, and 
aid in subgrants, cheap loans, and even start-up aid are 
common themes in youth replies. 
 
Unfortunately, reproductive control and related women's health 
efforts are underrepresented in women-led solutions; women's 
rights are severely restricted. Despite administrative, 
legislative, and legal action, South Asian continues to have the 
highest rates of child marriage (Boender, 2016). Under the 
context of women's oppression by revolutionary organizations 
and associated cultural regressions, religious reformation and 
advocacy would undoubtedly be beneficial; as of now, girls 
under 15 years would've been victims of a forced wedding in a 
religious rebellion or dictatorship. 
 
Despite the limitations and difficulties in women's 
advancement as leaders and peacemakers, the following VE 
factors are addressed explicitly in the women reactions to 
initiatives:  
 
• Lack of capacity to plan, negotiate, and advocate  
• Inaccessible/exclusionary education  
• Lack of financial knowledge and independence among 
women  
• Women's underrepresentation in the labour force  

                                                      
2 Jaynab Ali, is a 25 years old, female peacemaker from Gwadar city in 
the province of Balochistan, Pakistan. She has been engaged in 
promoting peace and women engagement in peace process since 
2016. 
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• There is a lack of technological support for women 
peacemakers  
 
 
Violence and the Role of Women of South Asia 
 
South Asian women play a critical part in the violent process. 
While these responsibilities are primarily focused on a driver, 
they often move to the omnibus of other drivers. The following 
functions of adolescents are in the main emphasis for 
comprehension, according to South Asian women:  
 
Women as Victims: Violence and escalating conflicts in South 
Asia have a range of consequences for females. The vast 
majority of women questioned felt more vulnerable to 
radicalism, injustice, discrimination, psychological suffering, 
extrajudicial killing, and self-harm than other women in similar 
situations. Furthermore, several people have remarked that 
they are often cast in potentially hazardous roles, such as drug 
trafficking, money laundering, theft, cybercrime, etc.    
 
In addition to being victims, many of the women who 
responded felt they also play the role of perpetrators or 
offenders. Many teenagers have been seen actively 
participating in violence and justifying it based on their beliefs 
about religions, people, and society in various settings and 
situations. Adolescents who are considered offenders are 
commonly referred to as martyrs, warriors, fighters, terrorists, 
militants, rebels, abductors, suicide bombers, drug traffickers, 
gang members, violent radicals, and criminals, among other 
terms. 
 
Women as Spectators: Many South Asian women think that 
they are more frequently than not passive witnesses to 
violence in their communities. Due to a lack of authority, talents 
and aptitude to act as a mediator amid violence, this is what 
has happened. It is also ascribed to a lack of institutional 
support, limited resources, and the desire of crucial 
stakeholders to use youthful labour. 
 
Women as Peacemakers: Young women are often seen as 
peacemakers in violent situations, even though they play 
various harmful roles. First responders in crisis zones, 
especially women, usually advocate for good governance 
practices and increase awareness of reconciliatory processes. 
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Apart from these functions, they may be used to determine the 
fundamental causes of violence. 
 
Case Study 1 
 
Tarin, a 24-year-old Bangladeshi woman, is one of the young 
pacesetters who is often hindered by her family when 
executing her peace-building efforts outside of the house. Her 
tight family and conservative community never backed her up 
when she dared to cross the conventional female line. Because 
she is a woman, she also refused access to numerous holy 
sites. She thinks that her family's and society's traditional 
patriarchal views have formed a barrier, preventing her from 
realizing her full potential in terms of peacebuilding. She also 
mentions long-standing legislative provisions that leave holes 
in gender-sensitive regulations to help women become more 
effective peacemakers.  
 

“I can't go to any mosques in my neighbourhood since 
there isn't a dedicated place for women... I sometimes 

feel like I'm being mistreated.” 
 
Case Study 2 
 
Tulsi, 27, Sri Lanka, is another young woman peacemaker 
facing problems in her peacebuilding works regarding 
technology. During the pandemic, Tulsi wanted to promote 
peace and tolerance among her local youths. However, her 
slow desktop computer, lack of design skills, high rate of data 
could not allow her to implement the initiatives. She also 
planned to execute the initiative with the help of her family 
members. However, they also did not support her addressing 
the initiative as “unnecessary”. 

 
“…I earn money through providing private tuition, but my 

parents think, if I spare my time in other work, which is 
not income-generating, it will be a waste of time. I also 
feel discouraged when thinking about money and time 

balancing.” 
 
 
Women Peacemakers’ Hopes 
 
Women responses to ensure women's protection include legal 
and constitutional reforms, legislative judgments, and vigorous 
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law enforcement. Toll-free hotlines, police-led prevention and 
self-defence programs, National Planning Processes, bureaus, 
and programs, and also mention of harsher punishments for 
crimes against women, including the death sentence for rape, 
are just a few of them. On the other hand, consent education 
is seldom addressed to avoid violence, and sexual education 
is never mentioned. 
 
These initiatives to offer institutional protection, resources, and 
opportunities for transgender people who self-identify as 
female are primarily unknown to the general public. This 
perfectly represents the composites South Asian state, which 
allows no equal recognition, if not jail or execution, for the 
LGBTQIA+ population. The following five hopes are adopted 
by the young South Asian women peacemakers that can 
advance their peacebuilding work they believe: 
 
1) Women peacemakers believe that family counselling to 
prevent violence at home is essential to being a solid 
peacemaker. A supportive family background works as a 
backbone of a woman peacemaker, as they title it. 
 
2) Fulfilling the basic needs of the women family members 
helps nurture women's inner peacemakers. It also enables 
them to be confident about their fundamental rights. 
 
3) Open dialogue with family members, especially male family 
members, help build strong support for most South Asian 
women peacemakers; this support is crucial. 
 
4) Technological support for women peacemakers is essential 
in the post-Covid world to maximize the potentials of women 
peacemakers’ initiatives. Without technical support, women 
peacemakers feel less empowered.  
 
5) The role of men in supporting women peacemakers is also 
crucial to tackle the traditional patriarchal society and norms. 
Most of the women peacemakers believe that the active 
support of men in women’s peacebuilding initiatives can 
harness the peacemaking initiatives. 
 
 
Conclusion 
South Asia's efforts to achieve gender equality should not be 
restricted to economic empowerment or the sexual and 
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reproductive health sector but rather extend to every critical 
area in which women's participation is necessary. Given the 
diversity and complexity of South Asia's geopolitical 
landscape, women must be given an equal voice in 
peacebuilding and the process of averting violence. To secure 
representation, increased familial and institutional support, 
financial independence, and technical innovation may be 
crucial instruments, with males playing a role as scaffolders 
along the process.  
 
On the other hand, individual citizens may provide their support 
to the advancement of gender equality, women's education, 
and women's rights. The family and appropriate micro-scale 
social organizations may work together to ensure that women 
have access to information and participate in their 
communities' decision-making process. Women's 
empowerment via technology should be a priority for 
corporations and company owners, and their corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) programs should take steps to improve 
women's rights. Finally, civil society organizations, multilateral 
organizations, and other development partners should 
collaborate closely with the relevant governments to promote 
and advocate for gender equality, put an end to gender-based 
violence in the home, raise public awareness of gender 
diversity, and maximize the impact of women's participation in 
various peace negotiations. 
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Fish love? Youth inclusion  
in formal (post) conflict structures 

Primitivo III Cabanes Ragandang 
 
 
This chapter explores the patterns of inclusion among the 
socially marginalized groups in (post) conflict contexts. I 
introduce three levels of inclusion patterns among youths and 
women. Youths and women share narratives of marginalization 
and exclusion. By comparing the patterns of their inclusion, it 
helps us understand agential responses and the structural 
implications that follow. Recently, the United Nations passed 
resolutions that support the global agenda on youth, women, 
peace, and security. The chapter ends by introducing 
transgenerational collaboration as a tool and a lens to better 
advocate for the inclusion of marginalized groups. Here I argue 
that the increasing patterns of youth inclusion are at some point 
a kind of “fish love.” Such inclusion does not happen because 
young people are valued but because youth agency can be 
useful to the structural problems that the adults struggle to 
address.  
 
 
Do you love me because you need me? or do you need me 
because you love me? An introduction  
 
“Daghan ka pang bugas kan-on” is a Binisaya expression that 
literally means “you still have more rice to eat.” This is usually 
a derogatory expression. Elders use it when our younger 
selves would try to win an argument or insist on something. 
This expression implies that a young person is lesser wise and 
has a lesser value than their adult counterparts, by virtue of 
age. But there are instances when youths (and children) are 
“valued and loved.” In these instances, youths are included and 
not told to eat more rice. What are these instances? Let’s 
explore the case of Toto (pseudonym).   

  
Toto is a twelve-year-old boy from a hinterland village 

in Northern Mindanao. He is “valued and loved” by many, 
especially the adults and elders. He is the adult’s best choice 
when they need someone to buy tuba (coconut wine), 
cigarettes, or toyo (soy sauce). Toto runs fast and can perform 
more tasks compared to his comrades. He knows the best 
place to buy tuba and the best store to get toyo. You can count 
on him. When there are gatherings or trips, Toto is always 
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invited, not because he is special to his elders but because he 
is useful to them. If Toto can’t run fast or is not useful to his 
adults, he is just like any of his young comrades who are 
excluded because “bata pa; ayaw apil-apil sa mga tigulang” 
(you are too young; do not join with the adults). In this case, 
the “value and love” that the elders afforded for Toto happens 
when the elders find him useful.   

 
This treatment to Toto is akin to the concept of “fish 

love.” When we say, “I love fish!” what does it mean? What kind 
of love is it? do we “love” fish that we don’t want to kill and eat 
it? Most often than not, we “love” the fish because it will satisfy 
our cravings. Or, we “love” the fish because we need it to fill an 
empty stomach and there is no other food but fish. In this case, 
‘fish love’ means satisfying and fulfilling our human needs and 
desires. It does not necessarily mean loving and caring for the 
fish, so it won’t get hurt. If the fish can talk, it might ask us: do 
you love me because you need me? or do you need me 
because you love me? When young people are included in the 
formal political structures in (post) conflict, does it mean 
structural ‘love’ for the historically marginalized young 
people?   

 
Youth inclusion (and exclusion) in post conflict is one 

of the most popular topics, especially in youth and 
peacebuilding studies. All the chapters in this book highlight 
young people’s inclusion (or exclusion) in the structures. This 
is truly important as many have documented that political 
structures and institutions are used to be dominated by the ‘old 
and the wise’ and exclude youths and the “not-so-wise.” Such 
exclusion resulted in the mushrooming of informal youth-led 
initiatives coalescing with the formal political structures which 
hold the nodes of power and politics. In our rapid appraisal, 
there are over 150 informal youth-led peacebuilding initiatives 
in Mindanao (see Ragandang 2020).   

 
As informally initiated, young people are used to being 

detached from the formal political structure, less funded, and 
not visible to the ruling elites. Between formal and informal 
initiatives, funders prefer the formal ones. Young people also 
experienced negative intergenerational power dynamics, 
characterized by youth neglect, mistrust, exclusion, and less 
serious treatment of young people. This is problematic as the 
21st century has recorded the highest population of youths at 
1.8 billion; twenty-five million of them are living in conflict and 
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post-conflict regions. Youths are also one of the most 
vulnerable sectors whenever there is conflict. Reports show 
how young women are sexually exploited while young men are 
exploited to hold guns and join the wars. Some studies also 
pointed into the youth bulge theory, arguing that a community 
with a high number of youths is more prone to violence. But a 
growing trend in the 21st century is the recognition and the 
inclusion of youth in the formal political spaces.   

 
Let us now explore patterns of youth inclusion 

characterized by three levels: tokenistic, utility-based, and 
value-based. In describing these three levels, I use the “fish 
love” as a metaphor to describe these patterns. These patterns 
are based on my reflection as a young peacebuilder from 
Mindanao in the Philippines.1 Mindanao is known to be home 
to the second-oldest conflict on the planet. This chapter is also 
based on my previous and current studies on youth in (post) 
conflict contexts. These patterns do not necessarily reflect the 
situation of youths across (post) conflict regions globally. I am 
aware of the limits of this analysis and appreciate future 
researches that will explore more the nature of inclusion of 
youths and other marginalized groups.   
 
 
Patterns of youth inclusion: three levels  
 
The first and the lowest level is what I refer to as “tokenistic 
inclusion.” This type of inclusion is the lowest of the three. 
Tokenistic inclusion occurs as a mere response to structural 
mechanisms pushing for youth inclusion. There are some 
political structures that comply with youth inclusion resolutions 
by creating spaces for young people. They do it as a response 
to the growing trend of youth inclusion, such as when agendas 
and policies for youth are passed at the global or regional 
levels. However, it is tokenistic when young people are still 
controlled by the adults holding the nodes of power. The 
platform is present, but the youth’s real voice is controlled by 
those powerful ones. It is therefore a crippled agency. 
Sometimes, it is also likely that the adults and elders will 
appoint their children or relatives to lead the platforms created 

                                                      
1 A first version of this analysis is presented during the online program 
“Democratic Resilience: Youth Participation in Indonesia's Democracy,” 
organised through supported by DFAT's Australia Awards Indonesia (AAI) 
program and run by Dr Helen Berents, A/Prof Angela Romano, and Dr Fiona 
Suwana at the Queensland University of Technology, 7 October 2021. 
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for youths. For me, there is no problem with it especially if such 
appointments will yield rippled effects to the larger youth 
community beyond clans and political allies.    

  
This kind of inclusion is problematic because there is 

no deep understanding of why youths must be included. It is 
also concerning because it signifies a lack of direction as to 
how youths can contribute better to improving the status quo. 
In the same manner, we “love” fish not really because we love 
and care for it but because your mother or your clan 
commanded you to eat it; or that it is a requirement of eating it. 
When tokenistic inclusion is left unaddressed, it is nothing but 
a perpetuation of youth marginalization. It does not create 
something new. It is a mutated form of exclusion cloaked under 
structural powers. Addressing tokenistic inclusion requires 
both youth agency and structural support. In so doing, the 
structure must find ways to utilize youth agency in performing 
its functions and not simply include youths without any 
purpose. This agency-structure confluence brings us to the 
second level of inclusion patterns.     

  
The second level of youth inclusion is what I call “utility-

based inclusion.” It happens when youths are included merely 
to fill structural gaps and not because they are equally treated 
and valued by those traditional actors, elders, and adults. The 
inclusion of Toto in the adult’s activities is utility-based. Toto is 
included because he is a utility to the adults. Utility-based 
inclusion is a step higher than tokenistic inclusion because it 
recognizes youth agencies and does not merely include them 
without purpose. In the same manner, our ‘love’ for the fish is 
utility-based: we ‘love’ the fish because it gives us the much-
needed omega 3 and it fills the gap in our stomach and not 
really because we value the fish’s life. In fact, we end its life 
the moment we plan to put them in our mouths. Similarly, the 
increasing trend of youth inclusion in the formal political spaces 
does not necessarily imply the changing impression of how 
formal political structures value youth’s voice. Rather, such 
inclusion is triggered by 21st-century realities where youth 
agency is most needed.   

  
Youth inclusion found a global anchor when the United 

Nations passed two resolutions (in 2015 and 2020) that 
recognize the integral role of youth. But these resolutions are 
passed not because of the recognition of youth agencies but 
as a response to global challenges confronting not just young 
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people but the rest of the global community. UN 2250 is a 
response to the global looming of violent extremism while UN 
Resolution 2535 is a response to global pandemics – such as 
COVID-19 - and other humanitarian crises that confronted the 
world. Therefore, these resolutions are passed not mainly 
because youths are valued to the highest level but because 
youths, with the highest in number, are needed to address 
global issues confronting the 21st century. Thus, the current 
realities of the 21st century drive youth inclusion.   

  
This type of inclusion is also problematic because it is 

dependent on the structural need. When the societal problem 
is no longer depressing, young people may no longer be 
needed and therefore they are out of the way. Or, when there 
are other actors (other than youths) who can better or equally 
perform the need, then it may outcast young people’s agency 
that facilitates their inclusion. This problem is better addressed 
if we do not equate youth agency to utility alone. Changing our 
impressions to young people will drive us to the third type of 
inclusion: value-based inclusion.   

  
The third and highest level is what I refer to as “value-

based inclusion.” It occurs when the structure recognizes the 
agential capacity of young people, treating them as equally 
important actors for post-conflict success. It occurs in a space 
where there are positive intergenerational power dynamics 
where elders and all in the structure acknowledge and value 
young people as core partners in the peace process and not 
just part of the adults’ support system. When the structure 
includes young people because they value their voices, then 
this is different when the structure includes young people 
simply because it fills the gap, or it helps resolve the problems 
that the adults failed to address in their lifetime. In the same 
manner, this “love” for the fish is akin to love and care and 
value that “fish” lovers afforded to the fishes in the aquarium, 
not to fish lovers that “love” fish crackers and fish fillet.   

  
Therefore, the increasing trend of youth inclusion does 

not necessarily imply youth voice is valued in the very first 
place. Instead, such inclusion is triggered by the current 
challenges where youth agency is most needed. With the 
increasing discussion and attention afforded to young people, 
and with the confluence of the academe and other institutions, 
our hope is for youth inclusion to transcend from tokenistic and 
utility-based, into making a structure that values youths' 
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presence. In my estimation, many of the post conflict spaces, 
including my research site in Mindanao are still in-between 
levels 2 and 3 of youth inclusion. And this is already a good 
development. Slowly and surely, we will get to the highest 
level. More than policy shift, this is also a behavioral and 
cultural shift – a shift of thinking from young people as merely 
objects that can be ‘used’ but as a group of people that can be 
partners in peacebuilding and development.   

  
In your experience in the community where you work, 

what’s youth inclusion look like? What level are you now? and 
how’s the fish? The second section of this chapter revisits the 
inclusion of youth and women, historically known to be 
marginal subjects.   
 
 
Women and youths as marginal subjects  
 
Growing from a highly Catholic community in Mindanao in the 
Philippines, one of the most popular gospels that I repeatedly 
hear in the church is the one about Jesus’ miracle of the five 
loaves and two fish. It is said that the crowd has eaten and 
were satisfied even if they only have five loaves and two fish. 
In Matthew Chapter 14, verse 21 it says, “And those who ate 
were five thousand MEN, not counting WOMEN and 
CHILDREN.” Also, one of the century-old tribal laws in 
Mindanao mentioned some instances when women and 
children are treated equally to slaves, in terms of owning a 
property (see Saleeby 1905). These two narratives show the 
historical connection between women and young people’s 
marginalization. There are four interrelated areas where the 
struggle for women and youth inclusion intersects.2 
 

The first is on temporality. Youths outgrow for being a 
youth as many youth definitions are based on age; of course, 
the age-based definition is too shallow as youth definition 
varies depending to context. Women, on the other hand, can 
be women forever. This relates to the second area which is 
agential capacity and network. Because of their age, young 
people’s agential capacity can be less developed than that of 
women. On the other hand, women - of different ages and 
professional backgrounds - can be more equipped and well-

                                                      
2 A first version of this analysis is presented during the webinar “webinar is titled 
"Youth and Women: Intersection of Identities in Peace and Security" with the 
Gender Institute of The Australian National University, 23rd November 2021.  
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networked compared to youths. This might also be one reason 
why the United Nation’s Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) 
agenda went first than that of the Youth, Peace, and Security 
(YPS). By the time youths get more skills and networks, they 
may no longer consider themselves as youths and may shift to 
another advocacy, other than youth inclusion. This is especially 
possible when the structure will require age-specific 
qualifications for representatives of the “youth voices.” Thirdly, 
issues confronting women can be at times highly controversial 
especially with the miserable history of women’s exclusion and 
marginalization. On the other hand, young people’s inclusion 
can be less controversial, a mere issue of inclusion that benefit, 
help and reduce the problems that the structure is trying to 
solve. 

 
This relates to the fourth aspect which is on the 

structural implications of youth and women’s inclusion. Youth 
inclusion can mean utility to the structure, like young people 
filling the gap as they offer skills and technical abilities that their 
elders don’t have. But women’s inclusion is more of a liability 
than a utility. Women’s inclusion means changing the way the 
structure operates. It is not merely putting women as gap fillers 
to areas that men failed to address. In the Philippines, for 
example, women’s inclusion changed the entire country’s way 
of allocating its annual budget to reserve 10 per cent for gender 
and development. Youth’s case is not like that: when young 
people are included in the peace process, they did not change 
anything; instead, their inclusion is made possible by their role 
as technical experts, of course including their voices but not 
really to drastically change the status quo. These structural 
implications of utility versus liability bring us to what I previously 
referred to as fish love. I argue that it is important to look at 
these structural implications, so it won’t lead to what Gayatri 
Spivak refers to as the “new kind of subalternity: the 
transformation of subalternity into property or utility.”   
 
 
Towards transgenerational collaboration: concluding 
discussions  
 
The struggle for youth and women's inclusion traveled across 
a long time and various spaces. Each generation contributed 
to such a struggle, making and leaving it better than what it was 
before. This intergenerational component of the struggle 
invites us to think about transgenerational collaboration. 
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Transgenerational collaboration refers to the diachronic 
approach of learning from the lessons of the elders, applying 
them to the present, and leaving it better for the generation to 
come. Instead of learning novel ways of advancing inclusion, 
each generation can learn from each other. As Homi Bhabha 
(2008) said, “you don’t have to see the problem in order to 
know the problem.” In doing so, they are polishing the 
advocacy shiner than what it was in the generation before 
them. Transgenerational collaboration means getting 
inspiration from those before us – who strived for youth and 
women’s inclusion in the past – while thinking of those who will 
come after us who will follow in the footsteps of us in the 
present generation.   

  
In this vein, I argue that it is important to harmonize the 

wisdom of adults with the energy of young people. Having 
young people in the peace process and post conflict spaces is 
important. They are energetic, tech-savvy, healthy, and 
idealistic. It’s commendable. But this is not enough. Equally 
special and important is the wisdom of the adults and our 
elders who survived violence for years. Our elders have first-
hand experience which made them wise and knowledgeable. 
They are full of wisdom, full of love for peace we strive for. 
Harmoniously combining the two creates a better recipe for the 
inclusion of marginalized groups, especially youth and 
women.   
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