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Executive Summary

After years in revolutionary struggle, how can the Bangsamoro Islamic Women Auxiliary Brigade (BIWAB) 
reintegrate meaningfully into society? After years of living in conflict, how are the needs of civilian 
Bangsamoro being addressed? What socio-economic frameworks, policies and programs can address 
their gendered and intersecting needs? How can they contribute to the creation of a just and peaceful 
environment? 

The study finds answers to these questions by examining the narratives of officers and rank-and-
file members of BIWAB and civilian Bangsamoro women. Focus group discussions and interviews were 
conducted as spaces to share their experiences, challenges, aspirations, as well as their needs to 
rebuild their lives.  

The narratives point to the challenges women continue to face as they try to balance multiple roles and 
gendered expectations as former combatants, mothers, and income earners.  Their stories highlight 
the compounding effects of climate change and conflict, the struggles they face from the lack of 
financial support and economic opportunities, as well as the difficulty of accessing programs when 
they were available because of tedious bureaucratic processes. 

This research is supported by the Australian Government  through the Women’s Empowerment for 
Leadership in Development and Peace in the Bangsamoro (WELD-Peace) Project, a three-year project 
implemented by Oxfam Pilipinas with the Al-Mujadilah Women’s Association, Inc. (AMWA), United Youth 
of the Philippines (UnYPhil) Women, Tarbilang Foundation, Inc., along with Women Engaged in Action 
(WE Act 1325), a network of women’s and peace groups. It covers six (6) provinces of the Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) and seeks to support the region’s peaceful transition 
to an exclusive and broadly supported regional governance structure by building women’s capacities 
to influence and shape local peace and development processes. 

Oxfam commissioned this research to gain more insights into the practical and strategic needs of the 
members of the BIWAB and civilian Bangsamoro women. It highlights the linkages between women’s 
economic empowerment and women’s ability to exercise leadership in Bangsamoro communities. It 
is hoped that findings inform rehabilitation and development programs in BARMM that would equally 
benefit all members of the Bangsamoro community. 
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Summary of Findings

The study finds that 70-80% of the women who joined BIWAB were engaged in combat full-time while 
the remaining 20-30% were engaged in other roles. Some worked as messengers, prepared food, and 
performed intelligence work, among others. Most members were married to partners who were also in 
the military. Some were single and some were widows. 

Most members, officers, and rank-and-file alike, were previously engaged in economic activities 
before they joined BIWAB. Most continued engaging in income-generating activities after they became 
BIWAB members to support their families. These activities include vegetable gardening, fruit vending, 
support to farming and fishing activities, food processing (e.g., turmeric tea), storekeeping, tending 
to small eateries, likos/mamandiang -making, dressmaking/tailoring, mat-making and soapmaking. 
Similarly, there were some who maintained jobs or formal employment (for example in government 
or with CSOs) while with the BIWAB, using the additional income to support the maintenance of their 
farms and their families—a responsibility they believed they shared equally with their partners on and 
off duty. 

Non-BIWAB women were likewise engaged in economic activities to support their family. These include 
overseas work, mat (ikam) weaving, organic vegetable gardening, maintaining small businesses 
such as a sari-sari store, and secondhand (ukay-ukay) shops, and selling different products such as 
mushroom and banana chips. Some of them were also part of the cash-for-work program of the World 
Food Program (WFP) and Oxfam Pilipinas, where they were introduced to vegetable gardening. Those 
from the island provinces were involved in seaweed farming and the production of agar-agar, fish 
processing, and mat (pandan) weaving to supplement their income. 

There were others who were formally employed as teachers, health workers, or as trainers in 
government or CSOs, who perform these tasks while maintaining small businesses. It is worth noting 
that non-BIWAB women who participated in the study juggled two to three income generating 
activities at the same time. 

Engagement in livelihood and other income generating activities

2 A Maranao decorative element made of fabric used in special celebrations such as weddings
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The study finds various factors that constrain women’s economic participation, and that ultimately 
challenge opportunities for economic empowerment: 

Factors constraining women’s economic participation

Personal limitations or constraints

Research participants noted several factors that create significant challenges their continued 
engagement. For BIWAB members, time management or difficulty in balancing formal duties and 
unpaid care responsibilities is a major challenge. Childcare has also been difficult, forcing them to 
leave their children to the care of other family members when they and their partners are both called 
to duty. Similarly, BIWAB officers noted the lack of time to engage in activities other than their formal 
duties as a hindrance. They are unable to participate in various skills building programs because of 
their responsibilities as officers. This time poverty limits their ability to engage in economic activities 
that could augment their incomes and help them support their families.

For civilian women organized by civil society organizations (CSOs), multiple burdens related to 
reproductive roles and expectations are the main reasons for time poverty, or their inability to manage 
their time more effectively. 

Some have also shared that they lack control over their own income because they are expected to 
direct all their earnings towards supporting the family or surrender them entirely to their parents. This 
is especially true for those who are paid employees.  

Compounding effects of climate change and conflict

Most participants rely on farming for income and talked about how climate change, as well as natural 
and human-induced calamities including conflict, has compound effects on their ability to participate 
in economic activities. 

The participants talked about crop failure caused by drought, El Niño, flooding and an infestation 
of rodent and other pests, and how this can result in inconsistencies in the harvest cycle, and a 
significantly low crop yield. These, in turn, result in the low market price of products, affecting profits, 
and in some cases, also causes debt. 

The participants note that the unstable peace and order situation in their communities as a major 
factor affecting BIWAB and non-BIWAB members’ engagement in socio-economic activities. BIWAB 
members have had to abandon their businesses when there were encounters between the MILF and 
the government military so they can fulfill their duties to the organization. Civilian women needed to 
leave all their belongings—including raw materials and equipment used for their livelihoods when 
they are caught between crossfires to flee towards safety. Participants also shared how the conflict 
has caused trauma and anxiety for many women.
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Most participants point to how the lack of access to capital and other financial resources to invest in 
necessary equipment and facilities creates barriers for women’s economic participation and empowerment. 
They shared that access to capital and financing through cooperatives would have enabled women to 
purchase fishing boats and nets, or vehicles and machines to enhance farm production, as well as other 
materials that could help them start their own ventures. 

This is coupled with the lack of necessary infrastructure outside of major towns and municipalities. This 
includes reliable communication sites, as well as roads that would make it easier and cheaper for women 
in remote areas to access raw materials or market their goods. 

There is also the lack of context-appropriate tools and equipment that would allow women who have 
benefited from government skills training programs to practice their trade. For example, lack of farming 
equipment or gas-powered ovens have made it close to impossible for women to take advantage of their 
newly learned skills. 

For those who were trained in non-traditional jobs such as in electronics, carpentry and masonry, 
opportunities are scarce to practice these non-traditional trades. This is primarily because such fields are 
considered a male domain and women who engage in these are looked down upon in their communities. 

Lack of access to financial resources, equipment, and economic opportunities

A glaring reality for most respondents is the difficulty in accessing programs and benefits. BIWAB members 
lament that while training programs are available in the fields that they desire, these are only accessible 
by submitting proposals. Yet majority of them have little or no training in proposal writing and are thus, 
unable to take advantage of such opportunities.

The same sentiments were shared by non-BIWAB respondents, who admitted to needing encouragement 
to uplift their self-esteem. Some elderly women, because they are uneducated and illiterate, are 
embarrassed and ashamed and feel they can not contribute meaningfully.

Still, others shared about the slow process of accessing support from government agencies, stating that 
despite providing all requirements, they still have not received their benefits.

Difficulty in accessing skills training programs and other benefits
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BIWAB members also cited widespread corruption as a hindering factor for government to effectively 
address women’s socio-economic needs. Some of them feel marginalized because they live in remote 
areas, do not speak the language of those in major cities or provinces; and do not have close relations 
with local government officials. 

Among the rank-and-file members of BIWAB, there is a sentiment that they are left out of the 
assistance BIAF receives from the government and that the government does not pay attention 
to their needs.

Corruption and marginalization of BIWAB members



Participants shared that prior to the 2012 Peace Agreement, support from the government was difficult 
to access, if at all available, for BIWAB members. Those in rank-and-file shared that they were barely 
able to eke out a meager capital for a small business, relying mostly on their skills, their savings from 
paid employment or money from inherited family business, coupled with sheer faith in Allah. There were 
some who were lucky to be living near the MILF camp, making it easy for them to attend to small business 
outside of their official military duties. 

There are, however, a few government programs that participants benefited from. These are discussed 
below.

Support and opportunities available

Rank-and-file BIWAB members note that they have benefited from the Conditional Cash Transfer3  (CCT) 
or 4Ps program implemented by the Department of Social Welfare (DSWD). Some also received a senior 
citizen’s monthly allowance. Yet while this was the case, they also shared about how slow the process of 
accessing these benefits was, indicating that some of them, despite providing all requirements, still have 
not received their benefits. Others mentioned support that they are yet to receive from the Department 
of Labor and Employment (DOLE). 

Civilian women or non-BIWAB members benefited from various microfinancing institutions that provided 
them with resources and other materials they needed to start their own business. They have also 
accessed support through the Sustainable Livelihood Program (SLP) of the DSWD, and some have also 
taken advantage of various trainings on non-traditional skills such as carpentry and masonry from the 
Technical Education and Skills Development Authority.    

Government support for skills training, education, and employment

3 The conditional cash transfer (CCT) program, locally known as Pantawid Pamilya Pilipino Program, or 4Ps, is a government program that 
provides conditional cash grants to the poorest of the poor in the Philippines.
4 BIWAB members were selected for decommissioning based on the following criteria: (a) those 50 years old and above and no longer 
eligible to serve the military; (b) BIWAB members with identification, certificate and biodata; (c) active membership in BIWAB, (d) those 
who receive monthly pay; (e) service record. Each BIWAB battalion were given three slots and priority is given to elderly, widows and single 
mothers.
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As former combatants, BIWAB members are entitled to financial support as part of the decommissioning 
process4. The Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL) ensures the same benefits for male and female combatants. 
These include (a) a cash grant of P100,000; (b) PhilHealth and social benefits between P350,000-P400,000; 
and (c)P550,000 for housing. While some of the decommissioned have already received the initial grant, 
others are still waiting to receive their benefits. To date, the government’s target of decommissioning 
12,000 former combatants is yet to be achieved.  

Socio-economic interventions are also provided. Skills training programs are available for all 
decommissioned combatants albeit defined by traditional gender norms. For example, women are 
trained in dressmaking while men in carpentry.

Cash grants and other support for former combatants



There are strategies initiated by the MILF towards women’s economic empowerment. For example, its 
Social Welfare Committee (SWC) adopts a multi-level approach in empowering women; and Ministry of 
Science and Technology (MOST) ensures that training, scholarship, provision of learning materials and 
technology transfer are all accessible for women. There is also the Bangsamoro Commission on Women 
(BCW), formerly the Regional Commission on Bangsamoro Women (RCBW) that is responsible for the 
development of Bangsamoro women and their families through the promotion and protection of their 
socio-economic and political rights.

MILF and BARMM initiatives
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For mostly civilian women, various programs implemented by different civil society organizations such 
as Community and Family Services International (CFSI)5, Al-Mujadilah Women’s Association (AMWA)6, 
World Food Programme Philippines (WFP)7, among others have been accessible. Moropreneur, formed in 
2002 has worked on creating changes in the communities by decentralizing resources from the barangay 
and ensuring the involvement of the people in the community in designing and implementing programs. 
According to their Executive Director, Shim Selahhudin, mothers who have participated in their program 
have been able to develop a keen awareness of their capacities, and have since been actively engaged in 
their communities, taking on various roles. Aside from capacitating women, Moropreneur has worked with 
barangays to provide them with tools that can bridge the gap between the community and LGUs. 

CSO-led initiatives

5 Community and Family Services International (CFSI) is a humanitarian organization committed to peace and social development. The 
purpose of CFSI is rebuilding lives. https://www.facebook.com/CFSI.RebuildingLives.

6 Al-Mujadilah Women’s Association, Inc. (AMWA) is a non-profit organization based in Marawi City which advocates for gender justice, peace 
building, governance, and human rights. https://www.facebook.com/Al-Mujadilah-Development-Foundation-Inc-AMWA-100454010027972

7 https://www.wfp.org/countries/philippines

The MILF and the Philippine government remain committed to the normalization and confidence-building 
processes in Mindanao.  MILF Chair Mohaqer Iqbal noted both parties’ continued engagement includes joint 
efforts to assess and monitor the implementation of programs and other commitments under the peace 
agreement.

BIWAB and non-BIWAB respondents aspire for opportunities to improve their socio-economic development. 
Most of them already have skills that they can employ. Some have educational qualifications related to 
business management and experiences in running small, albeit unsustained livelihood activities. Others 
have expressed their desire to be further trained in areas such as food processing, cooking, computer 
literacy, business management, organic farming, marketing, entrepreneurship and leadership. 

The participants hope to be able to access financial capital and tap other resources for equipment and 
machinery. Many remain hopeful because their provinces are teeming with natural resources that can be 
harnessed to provide opportunities for socio-economic development.

Aspirations and opportunities for economic development



BIWAB and non-BIWAB participants also talked about the availability of some infrastructure that can 
aid women in pursuing economic development and to further enhance their skills such as madaris or 
schools, as well as rice mills and warehouses in their areas. In the island provinces, especially in Sulu and 
Tawi-Tawi, there are many opportunities for seaweed production and processing that can uplift women 
economically if developed and equipped efficient communication lines. 

There are also success stories that continue to inspire and serve as a models for other programs. 
Moroprenuer, and the Inaul weaving project of the Al Jamelah Weaving Center are promising examples 
of how harnessing women’s skills can uplift conflict affected communities and thereby contribute to 
meaningful and lasting peace.

The narratives of BIWAB members and civilian Bangsamoro women point to glaring realities in post-
conflict Mindanao. They shine the light on the intricate links between the capacity of women capacity 
to participate in economic activities and their ability to contribute meaningfully to rebuilding a war-torn 
community. Their stories tell us there is much left to be done if peace and development are to truly benefit 
Bangsamoro women.  

Traditional gender norms and expectations continue to prevail within the Bangsamoro, defining the 
parameters of what women can do, access, and achieve. Women continue to be burdened by reproductive 
and care responsibilities, while also expected to fulfil their duties as committed BIWAB members, and as 
paid employees or business owners who work to support their family’s growing needs. As a result, women 
have had difficulty sustaining their economic activities as they seek to balance multiple responsibilities.  
As they perform all these roles, there is little to no regard for their efforts as meaningful contributions to 
building peace in their communities. 
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The same gender norms and expectations define the 
kind of support that are available and accessible to 
women. Support services do not distinguish between 
the needs of women and men. Additionally, women’s 
needs are understood to be unquestionably universal 
such that policies and programmes are rarely nuanced 
to address the unique interests of women, shaped 
by the identities and roles they assume as BIWAB 
combatants, mothers, farmers, small business owners, 
teachers, and health workers, among others.  This 
further marginalizes women and results in a mismatch 
between the kind of support and resources offered 
and opportunities that women need. 

Putting it all together: What this all 
means for women’s empowerment



Women Journeying towards Peace 10

Natural and climate disasters caused by human activity have a great impact on women’s economic 
participation and severe implications on women’s empowerment. Drought, flooding, and infestation 
cause low crop yield, and low-quality produce, affecting market prices and therefore also causing women 
farmers to lose profits or to fall into debt. This is exacerbated by the unstable peace and order situation 
in many communities, where women would have to abandon their economic ventures, farms, and homes 
to flee towards safety or when they are called to duty as combatants.  The lack of programs, or the 
failure of support services in place to alleviate these issues, is telling of how little effort has been made 
to examine the linkages between climate change and gender within the context of conflict-affected 
communities in Mindanao. 

Women’s empowerment, although recognized as an important aspect of the normalization process, is 
often drowned out in mainstream discourses on peacebuilding, reconstruction, and development. As 
such women’s aspirations, interests and notions of lasting peace are muted and left out of policies, 
and programs, and therefore not considered as important measures of lasting peace. Actors in the 
peace process also have differing priorities and views on women’s empowerment resulting in diverging 
approaches and goals that not only strains relationships and hinder strategic partnerships, but actually 
do very little to address the issues of women—former combatants and civilians alike. As the narratives 
clearly suggest, sustainable peace and development must include women’s voices, and nurture women’s 
active and meaningful participation as equal partners in all aspects of governance and the peace process. 

As the stories of BIWAB members and civilian women tell us, there is much left to be done if peace and 
development are to truly benefit Bangsamoro women.  Yet despite all these challenges, the narratives 
also surface their aspirations and hopes for the future. They point to programs and policies that can 
be harnessed, and to windows of opportunities that can potentially allow women—former combatants 
and civilians alike—to participate in governance, peace, and development actively and meaningfully in 
Mindanao.  

Key recommendations in the areas of policy making, program planning, and building durable peace and 
resilience in a post-conflict context are proposed to better enable the meaningful reintegration of former 
female combatants into the Bangsamoro community and enhance women’s participation in economic 
activities that can contribute to lasting peace in Mindanao. 

Some ways forward



1. Introduction
The BIWAB is the reserve army of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front–Bangsamoro Islamic Armed Forces 
(MILF-BIAF). The BIWAB conducts military training among its members, including medical first aid and other 
pertinent skills in combat. They also serve as marshals during community assemblies and gatherings 
conducted by the MILF.

Following the signing of the Framework Agreement on the Bangsamoro (FAB) in October 2012, thirty-
three battalions of BIWAB situated within and outside the territorial jurisdiction of the new Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) were expected to take part in rebuilding a just and 
peaceful Bangsamoro society alongside the MILF-BIAF. This is particularly emphasized in the Annex on 
Normalization which defines socio-economic development to include rehabilitation, reconstruction and 
development of the Bangsamoro. Article XIV Sec. 1 of Republic Act (RA) 11054, or the Bangsamoro Organic 
Law (BOL) mandates the Bangsamoro government to formulate and implement a program on rehabilitation 
and development that will address the needs of MILF-BIAF and its decommissioned women’s auxiliary 
force. On September 7, 2019, at least 1,060 former combatants were set to be decommissioned, 106 of 
them from the BIWAB.

2. The Research
This research is supported by the Australian Government through the Women’s Empowerment for 
Leadership in Development and Peace in the Bangsamoro (WELD-Peace) Project, a three-year project 
implemented by Oxfam Pilipinas with the Al-Mujadilah Women’s Association, Inc. (AMWA), United Youth of 
the Philippines (UnYPhil) Women, Tarbilang Foundation, Inc., along with Women Engaged in Action (WE Act 
1325), a network of women’s and peace groups.  It covers six (6) provinces of the Bangsamoro Autonomous 
Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) and seeks to build women’s capacities to influence and shape local 
peace and development processes towards the region’s peaceful transition to an exclusive and broadly 
supported regional governance structure. 

Oxfam commissioned this research to gain more insights into the practical and strategic needs of the 
members of the BIWAB and highlight the linkages between women’s economic empowerment and their 
ability to exercise leadership in Bangsamoro communities. It is hoped that these findings will inform 
rehabilitation and development programs that would equally benefit all members of the Bangsamoro 
community in BARMM. 
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2.1. Research Objectives
The research aims to explore the factors that influence the capacity of BIWAB members and civilian 
Bangsamoro women to assert their economic rights, and their ability to exercise leadership in the society.  
Specifically, the research aims to:

1. Provide a space for BIWAB members to articulate their needs and aspirations for themselves, other 
women in their communities and within BARMM as equal partners in peacebuilding and development, 
while considering the issues and interests of Moro women; and
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2. Map previous, ongoing, and upcoming initiatives by different actors in the BARMM aimed at the 
economic empowerment of BIWAB members and other women in Bangsamoro communities with a focus 
on lessons learned; and identify possible collaborations with national agencies to reach targets. 

2.2. Methodology
Data for this research were gathered using various methods. Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with BIWAB 
members and civilian Bangsamoro women were guided by the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) framework. This 
allowed for a systematic discovery of issues, challenges and concerns of participants8 by asking specific 
questions through a four-step process of discovering, dreaming, designing, and delivering. Such a process 
allowed participants to identify the core values and motivating factors in their involvement with the 
Bangsamoro Islamic Armed Forces (BIAF), their experiences of conflict and their struggles in the region’s 
transition into peace and development. 

Participants were carefully chosen to guarantee representation in terms of age, years of service and role in 
BIWAB, and disabilities, among others. Proper documentation ensured that specific nuances that may arise 
from the different subgroups mentioned above are captured. A translator was provided in each site to assist 
those who want to speak in their local language.

Apart from FGDs, consultations with various stakeholders, including WELD Peace project partners and BIWAB 
were conducted to inform the overall research design and objectives. The consultations resulted in a plan 
for collective sense-making and action planning processes towards a dialogue or engagement with BARMM 
and LGU officials to share the results of the research. Key Informant Interviews (KII) were conducted with 
selected officials of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), BARMM, and officers of BIWAB.  

Oxfam Pilipinas provided inputs to the data collection tools (Key Respondent Interviews {KRI} and FGD 
questionnaires), as well as to the overall protocol of the research.

8 See: https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/appreciative_inquiry

2.3 Profile of Respondents
FGDs were conducted in Maguindanao/North Cotabato, Basilan, Sulu, Tawi-Tawi, and Lanao del Sur. A total 
of 58 women participated in the FGDs. A total of nine (9) BIWAB leaders, 12 BIWAB rank-and-file members 
and 37 non-BIWAB civilian women participated in the FGDs. 

The participants were identified and selected by the BIWAB central committee based on a set of criteria 
they defined. They are BIWAB members who: 

a) have served in the BIWAB before the peace agreement was signed; 
b) are willing to travel to the research site and share their perspectives in the FGD sessions; and
c) can articulate their experiences and perspectives. 



Officers and 
Rank-and-File

Non-BIWAB/
Lanao del Sur

Non-BIWAB/ 
Basilan

Percentage

Age Bracket

Below 17 0 1 0 2%

18-45 9 8 10 54%

46-59 9 2 4 30%

Above 60 4 1 1 12%

Age not determined 0 0 1 2%

Total 22 12 16 100%

Marital Status

Single 2 2 0 8%

Married 11 10 11 64%

Widowed 0 0 2 4%

Separated 9 0 3 24%

Total 22 12 16 100%

Profile of respondents

Majority of the respondents were 18-45 years of age (54%). Those aged 46-59 made up 30%, while 
those over 60 years old composed 12% of respondents. Sixty-four percent (64%) were married; 24% 
were separated; and 8% were single.

Key respondent interviews (KRIs) were conducted with BARMM officials from the Bangsamoro Women 
Commission (BWC) and Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST); LGU and/or barangay officials in 
target areas; representatives of agencies or civil society organizations (CSOs) who have implemented 
or are set to implement interventions with BIWAB and their communities; selected BIWAB members; and 
male MILF officers involved in negotiations on programs for former combatants.
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3. Key Findings

According to BIWAB officers, 70-80% of the women who joined BIWAB were engaged full-time in combat 
while the remaining 30-20% performed other roles. Some worked as messengers and performed intelligence 
roles, while others were tasked with preparing food. Most of them were married to partners who were also 
in the MILF-BIAF. Others were single or widows. During the FGDs, BIWAB officers shared that they consider 
their participation in the struggle as a significant contribution to their family. As they implemented the four 
(4) major MILF programs on islamization, organization, strengthening of the organization and militarization, 
they also endeavoured to make their families self-reliant.

Most of the BIWAB FGD participants, officers and rank-and-file alike, were engaged in some form of 
economic activity before they joined the struggle and continued engaging in incomegenerating activities 
while involved with BIWAB. These included vegetable gardening, fruit vending, support to farming and 
fishing activities, food processing (e.g., turmeric tea), storekeeping, tending to cafeteria or carinderia, 
likos/mamandiang-making, dressmaking/tailoring, banig-making and soapmaking. They considered these 
activities as means to support their families.

3.1. Experiences in livelihood and income generation

“I plant bananas and cassava (vegetable gardening) and do other lowly tasks that are deemed for 
women only. What I earn from these, I use to support my children who are studying English and 
Arabic.” 

(Respondent F, BIWAB Officer)

Additionally, a young woman who joined BIWAB said she helped in the family sari-sari store before going to 
school. Another shared that she and her siblings helped in their family farm to harvest ‘darabel’ rubber and 
coconut until she got married to a foreigner and left for Malaysia.

There were some who maintained jobs or formal employment (for example in government or with CSOs) while 
with the BIWAB, using the additional income to support the maintenance of their farms and their families—a 
responsibility the believed they shared equally with their partners on and off duty. 

“We were the same in everything. I was battalion commander, and he was, too. I graduated college 
and he did, too. He went on duty, and I did, too -- we did wish that we would not get deployed at 
the same time. I have a small store where I earn money for the day-to-day needs of our children. 
When my husband would go on duty, I would use the money earned from the store to pay for 
cleaning the farm, pay for fertilizers. I transformed my small store into a small agricultural supply 
store. I was able to do this because I have a profession now; it is more peaceful here now.”   

(Respondent B, BIWAB Officer)



Non-BIWAB women also had similar stories about being engaged in economic activities to support their 
family. These include overseas work, mat (ikam) weaving, organic vegetable gardening, maintaining small 
business such as sari-sari stores and secondhand (ukay-ukay) shops, and selling mushroom and banana 
chips. Some of them were also part of the cash-for-work program of the World Food Program (WFP) and 
Oxfam Pilipinas, where they were introduced to vegetable gardening. Those from the island provinces cited 
seaweed farming and the production of agar-agar, fish processing, and mat (pandan) weaving as sources 
of income. 

There were others who were formally employed as teachers, health workers, or as trainers in government 
or CSOs while maintaining small businesses. It is worth noting that non-BIWAB women who participated in 
the study juggled two to three income sources at the same time because they were expected to support 
their family. For example, 

“I became a Sustainable Livelihood Program (SLP) facilitator, and I teach children aged 3 to 4 
at the daycare. I also have a business made possible through the help of the SLP, which I can 
sustain up to now, and where I get money to pay for my child’s tuition fee. My child has already 
graduated.”

(Respondent C, Non-BIWAB)

“I am a BHW (barangay health worker). Aside from this, I also run a small business selling 
homemade ice cream. I used to make ice cream everyday but not anymore. I wait for orders before 
I make ice cream because I am also a vegetable vendor and, on Saturdays, I make merienda 
(snacks) to sell. It is through these efforts that I can pay for the schooling of my children who 
are in college and in elementary. I continue to sell vegetables and occasionally make ice cream 
when someone orders. I could continue this through the livelihood support that I received from 
the SLP.”
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Some of the participants took advantage of the technical education programs provided by the government 
through the Technical Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA). These courses included baking, 
dressmaking, carpentry, electronics, and masonry, among others. 
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3.2. Factors constraining women’s economic participation
The study finds various factors that constrain women’s economic participation, and that ultimately 
challenge opportunities for economic empowerment. 

BIWAB officers and rank-and-file members, whether married, widowed or single, shared that time 
management or difficulty in balancing their time between their commitment to BIWAB, providing care for 
their family,  and economic activities to sustain their family’s growing needs as a significant challenge. 
They shared,

3.2.1. Limitations due to personal circumstances

“As a student who is also a mother and member of BIWAB, time management was really the 
challenge. I needed to wake up early to sell at the cafeteria and by 7:00 am, I needed to leave to 
go to school. In the afternoon, I had to go home to be with my child. At the time, my husband was 
also working at an office in Manila so I really felt that being a student and having a child would be 
a barrier for me to do my duty in BIWAB. I would also sometimes leave my child with my husband’s 
unmarried aunt.”         

(Respondent D, BIWAB Officer)

“When I was single, I left the country to 
work abroad and returned in 1993. By 
1996, I got married and it turns out that 
my husband was also a commander. 
In 1997, we had a child. Whenever we 
had to go on duty in Camp Abubakar, I 
would leave my child with my husband. 
There was a time when I was on duty 
for 15 days and when I got home, my 
child was already walking. Now my kids 
are grown. In 2014, my husband passed 
away. One child is in preschool while 
the other is in college, but I am still the 
one supporting them. I have no other 
source of income so sometimes I have 
to cook bibingka to sell in the market 
or cook other things to sell so I can send

money weekly to my child in Cotabato. Sometimes, I also do some gardening. 
This means that the family is the primary support system that allows us to 
engage in advocacy work or in livelihood. Family is what we can always rely on.” 

(Respondent A, BIWAB Officer)



“We don’t have the time to run a business. My husband supervises his people in his camp, and 
I do the same in mine. A business these days cannot last a year. I stopped soapmaking but had 
I continued, I would have been making 30,000 pesos a month. But I could not do this because 
I had to focus on my duties in BIWAB. The organization, BIWAB, would not have lasted 50 years 
if we did not focus on it. It is hard to maintain a business on the side, and if there are also 
evacuees, then we would run out of time completely. We needed to keep BIWAB running and 
now we have more officers holding posts in this organization.” 

(Respondent I, BIWAB Officer)

“I studied dressmaking at TESDA because I also wanted a shot at a livelihood…. But like others 
mentioned, there is no time to do other things like sewing. I’d be sewing when I would get a text 
message that says I need to be at the Camp tomorrow for a meeting or for an activity. I could 
not start a project because I would have to leave it anyway. So, the biggest challenge for me is 
time. I have no more time for myself, for my family. I just want to have more time which is why 
after the signing of the Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL), I said, Alhamdulillah, this is the time to 
bond with my family; but as it turned out, we would have less time with our family.”

(Respondent F, BIWAB Officer)

Civilian women had similar experiences, framing time constraints because of multiple burdens related 
to reproductive roles they are expected to perform. One of them shared:

“When I was a learning facilitator for Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), I got 
pregnant two times. After giving birth the first time, I got pregnant again afterwards. I kept on 
going back and forth from Bualan to prepare despite being pregnant, and it was very difficult 
because when I would get home, I still had to do household chores without having anyone to 
help me. Even when my husband and I had conflicts, I still had to push myself to go to work and 
deal with work inspections, and so on. When I became a core leader for Al-Mujadilah Women’s 
Association, Inc. (AMWA), things got better. However, I also dealt with difficulty because I do 
not have prior experience when it comes to speaking on television. But I pushed myself so I 
can show our local leaders that AMWA had helped their constituents, which the former failed 
to do. However, the washing facilities that AMWA had provided for us to be able to continue our 
livelihood could no longer be used because our plants were all gone (due to dry season).”
                   (Respondent 7, Non-BIWAB)

Aside from time poverty, some women also shared that they did not have control over their income 
because they were expected to direct all their earnings from paid employment or businesses to support 
their family. They would either surrender their income to their parents or spend all of it to provide for 
their children and husband. 
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For most officers, the lack of time because of their duties in BIWAB limited their ability to engage in 
economic activities that could augment their incomes and help support their families. Many had to 
abandon projects or their businesses when called to duty. 
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3.2.2. Compounding effects of climate change and conflict

Most participants rely on farming for income and talked about how climate change, as well as natural 
and human-induced calamities including conflict, has compound effects on their ability to participate in 
economic activities. 

They talked of crop failure because of drought, flooding and infestation of rodents and other pests; and 
how it can, in turn, result in low market prices. Many lose their income and fall into debt. 

“We experience setbacks in our farming like when there are rats or when the corn fields hardly 
get any rain. Our store also incurs debts.”

(Respondent B, BIWAB Officer)

“When there is a drought, our rubber business is also affected. Our coconut farm is also infested 
with cocolisap, so we have no profit at all.”

(Respondent 12, Rank-and-File)

Participants also note the still unstable peace and order situation in their communities as a major 
challenge. This has affected the ability of both BIWAB and non-BIWAB members to engage in socio-
economic activities. Some BIWAB members shared that they have had to abandon their businesses or 
farms during encounters between the military and the MILF so they can fulfill their duties.

“The coconut husking income nowadays is low. Previously, you can harvest every two months; 
but recently, you can harvest only after almost one year. We can barely harvest coconut, so 
doing this has become insufficient to meet the needs of the family because the price is so 
cheap”.

(Respondent 9, Rank-and-File)

“… I was widowed quite early…. I inherited the coconut farm that was given to me as a form 
of dowry from my late husband. This became our source of income after he passed away. 
Unfortunately, the price of coconut is lower nowadays.” 

“The armed conflict is challenging for us. Normally, here in the camp we are focused on our 
work as BIWAB, so we no longer think too much about life at home. But even if our time is mostly 
spent here, we still try to balance our time with home life. However, my store got locked down. 
My store is now always closed."

(Respondent G, BIWAB Officer)

“The only thing that poses as a challenge for us is war; because when there is a war, we have 
to leave our coconut and banana farm.”

(Respondent 8, Rank-and-File)



It is the same for civilian women. One shared that because of the war, she had to leave raw materials 
and equipment behind. 

“I also experienced a lot of problems. My business was in ground zero. When the siege happened, 
I left it. At that time, I had just bought a lot of raw materials. I also had to leave my sewing 
machine.”                 (Respondent 11, Non-BIWAB)

Aside from disrupting economic activities, the unstable peace and order situation has caused trauma, 
and anxiety for many women. 

“The biggest challenge is that even 
though you were not hit by the 
bombs, you’d still feel anxiety and 
trauma. Illnesses got worse so people 
became scared to farm.”
                                   (Respondent I, Non-BIWAB)

“Many people die of anxiety. When the bullets 
go off, some people just lie down, lose 
consciousness, and sometimes die.”
                                       (Respondent D, Non-BIWAB)

3.2.3. Lack of access to financial resources, equipment,  

and economic opportunities

Most participants point to the lack of access to capital and other financial resources to invest in 
necessary equipment and facilities as a barrier for women’s economic participation and empowerment. 
Access to capital and financing through cooperatives would have enabled women to purchase fishing 
boats and nets, or vehicles and machines, as well as other materials that could enhance farm production 
or help them start their own ventures.

“For us living near the lake, we lack the tools for fishing like fish nets and small fishing boats. 
If only the government can spare a few of the fishing boats for our respective barangays that 
they have previously distributed, then I guess by now we would all be able to catch fish. In our 
area, Raya, we have good soil; but we cannot just go there and plant on it because someone 
else owns it and plants on it. They are using it so we can’t. If we will be provided with livelihood, 
I would suggest having a cooperative business model.”  
                (Respondent 12, Non-BIWAB, Lanao)
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The women also talked about the lack of necessary infrastructure to allow them to easily access raw 
materials, or to market their goods. For example, fish processing and seaweed production in island 
provinces may be harnessed if communication sites are established. Additionally, Hadja Giobay, a 
woman leader from the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), pointed out that facilities for economic 
development are not present outside of major towns and municipalities. This is affirmed by an FGD 
participant who said that because they live in remote areas, accessing raw materials is expensive:

“…Another business in our area is weaving; yet one problem we have with this is that we 
can only buy the thread at the ‘boundary.’ So, we still must ride a tricycle and it costs 
us a lot. What we earn from weaving would only be spent to pay for that tricycle fare.” 
                  (Respondent 9, Non-BIWAB, Lanao)   

Moreover, while the government provides technical skills training, participants noted that they lack 
context-appropriate tools and equipment to enable the women to use their new skills and earn 
additional income. 

“TESDA is promoting agri-farming and, so far, two batches from our town have graduated. Unfortunately, 
not all graduates from the program have access to equipment and tools for farming. It would be good 
if programs that introduce the use of new tools and equipment also provide these so that they have 
something to use.”                 
                    (Respondent K, Non-BIWAB)

“When TESDA taught us bread and pastry making… My suggestion was that they give gas ovens instead 
of electric ones because many beneficiaries live in places where there is no electricity. That’s why the 
ovens they gave the first time have not been used.”  
                      (Respondent I, Non-BIWAB)

TESDA also offers training for non-traditional jobs such as in electronics, carpentry, and masonry. 
However, while some women have taken advantage of these, opportunities are scarce to practice non-
traditional trades. This is primarily because such fields are considered a male domain and women who 
engage in these are looked down upon in their communities. 

The lack of access to financial resources, other forms of support, and economic opportunities may 
be owed to what Hadja Gjobay Diocolano, a former MNLF combatant and now head of the Kadtanga 
Foundation, refers to as the gendered division of labor that continues to prevail within the Bangsamoro 
community. She shared how women are expected to play only a secondary role in economic activities,



3.2.4. Difficulty in accessing skills training programs and other benefits

A glaring reality for most respondents is the difficulty in accessing programs and benefits. BIWAB 
members lament that while training programs are available in the fields that they desire, these are only 
accessible by submitting proposals. Yet majority of them have little or no training in proposal writing and 
are thus unable to take advantage of such opportunities. 

“Currently, there is a TESDA training being conducted in the municipal hall that is meant for 
women, but it was only for selected participants. Those who really need the training could 
not join.”    

(Respondent 12, Non-BIWAB)

“Men were usually given infrastructure items such as warehouse, dryer, hauler and project 
trainings on livelihood through PAMANA9. Some women were provided with farm animals…
and other farm inputs through PAMANA (e.g., 20 heads for the  Al Jamelah Multi-Purpose 
Cooperative) because they had a farm, but their husbands are the ones who manage it. There 
are no women farmers in our communities and having them might be an insult to the men. Men 
are recognized as heads of the family and women play a supportive role. In fishing…nets are 
given to men, and rejected fish are given to women to process or dry… 

In our culture, we adhere to the belief that women play a supportive role in the economy. 
The MNLF women did not have a separate project for women before. BIWAB played a very 
significant role before the signing of the peace agreement.”

9 PAyapa at MAsaganang PamayaNAn or PAMANA is the national government’s convergence program that extends development 
interventions to isolated, hard-to-reach and conflict-affected communities, ensuring that they are not left behind.

The same sentiments were shared by non-BIWAB respondents, who admitted to needing encouragement 
to uplift their self-esteem. Some elderly women, because they are uneducated and illiterate, are 
embarrassed and ashamed and feel they can not contribute meaningfully, 

“I have three elderly students who expressed that they can neither read nor write; but they 
really want to learn how to cook.” 

(Respondent K, Non-BIWAB)

“In our area, even elderly people want to engage in productive activities. But they feel 
ashamed, even those elderly from the Basilan Skills Development Academy (BASDA)”  

(Respondent I, Non-BIWAB)

Still, others shared about the slow process of accessing support from the Department of Social 
Welfare (DSWD) and the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE), stating that despite providing all 
requirements, they still have not received their benefits.
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3.2.5. Corruption in local government units and marginalization  

of BIWAB members

BIWAB members (both officers and the rank-and-file) also talked about how corruption poses a challenge 
to the effective implementation of socio-economic programs for women. For example, they claimed that 
local officials alter the personal information of beneficiaries to gain a portion of the assistance provided 
by the government, 

“The difficulty in Maguindanao is that our barangay captains and leaders are usually 
the ones trying to slice from our allowances. Others would even alter the names.”  

(Respondent 11, Rank-and-File)

The BIWAB officers are aware of the opportunities for accessing funds for gender and development 
(GAD)  through the mandatory five percent (5%) GAD Budget of the Local Government Unit (LGU) but are 
doubtful if local leaders are aware of this or if it is appropriated accordingly, 

“I only found out about the Gender and Development (GAD) program of the municipality 
(Pikit, North Cotabato) when I attended a seminar on gender sensitivity. It was only then 
that I learned that the municipality has a five percent (5%) GAD Budget share of the 
Internal Revenue Allotment (IRA). I am not sure if barangays have availed of this or not, 
or if they know about this at all. There is a cash-for-work program for women that allows 
them to engage in farming, but this has been misappropriated by the barangay captain. 
So even if there is a program, we do not know if this 5% has been implemented.” 

(Respondent 4, BIWAB Officer)

Some shared feeling marginalized because they live in remote communities and do not speak the 
dominant language.

“In our locality, the barangay proper is “Bisaya” so there seems to be some discrimination 
since the supplies and facilities do not reach us. As of now, we have not been able to 
access facilities or government programs. We have a Madrasah, but we are the ones 
paying the wages of those maintaining it. We are also the ones responsible for building 
it with simple materials.”    
            (Respondent B, BIWAB Officer)

Respondents said that while they know there are existing government programs for women, they felt 
they were only accessible by those who have close relations with the LGU and government officials,

“Everyone knows that there are many government programs for women, but the problem 
is that these are only made accessible to those close to government, to LGUs. In reality, 
tfhey already have access to these while we from BIWAB do not even know that these 
exist. Hopefully, someone can inform the government about paying attention to our 
need for these services as well.”  

(Respondent J, BIWAB Officer)



There is also a sentiment among the rank-and-file members that BIWAB is left out of the assistance 
that BIAF receives from the government and that the government does not pay attention to their needs. 

“Aside from TESDA, we have not heard of any slot meant for BIWAB. Ever since, BIAF and 
BIWAB have been working together already. But with BARMM, we feel like we are being left 
behind in terms of opportunities.”

(Respondent 5, Rank-and-File)

BIWAB members also noted that while some of the decommissioned have already received an initial grant 
of P100,000, others are still waiting to receive their benefits. Provisions for housing, and scholarships 
for their children that are part of a sustainable program of support mandated by the BOL have not yet 
been granted. 

3.3. Support and opportunities for women’s economic 
participation
During the FGDs, BIWAB members shared that prior to the 2012 Peace Agreement, support from the 
government was difficult to access, if at all available. Those in the rank-and-file shared that they were 
barely able to eke out a meager capital for a small business, relying mostly on their skills, their savings 
from paid employment or money from inherited family business, coupled with sheer faith in Allah. There 
were some who were lucky to be living near the MILF camps, making it easy for them to attend to small 
businesses outside of their official military duties. 

I am a cashier and I spend my salary on my kids’ studies. Basically, it is belief in yourself 
and faith in Allah.’ 

(Respondent 6, Rank-and-File)

My tapay10 business is still ongoing, Alhamdullillah. And what makes me fortunate is that 
our place is near the camp where meetings are always being held.’ 

(Respondent 4, Rank-and-File)

3.3.1. Government support for skills training, education,  

and employment

For some participants, there are a few government programs that were beneficial. For example, rank-
and-file BIWAB members note that they have benefited from the Conditional Cash Transfer11 (CCT) or 4Ps 
program implemented by the Department of Social Welfare (DSWD). Some also received a senior citizen’s 
monthly allowance.  Others mentioned support that they are yet to receive from the Department of Labor 
and Employment (DOLE). 

10 A Maranao snack made of fermented rice, and wrapped in banana leaves
11 The conditional cash transfer (CCT) program, locally known as Pantawid Pamilya Pilipino Program, or 4Ps, is a government program that 
provides conditional cash grants to the poorest of the poor in the Philippines.

Women Journeying towards Peace23



Women Journeying towards Peace 24

Civilian women or non-BIWAB members benefited 
from various microfinancing institutions that 
provided them with resources and other materials 
they needed to start their own business. They 
also accessed support through the Sustainable 
Livelihood Program (SLP) of the DSWD which 
includes sessions on family planning, gardening, 
and road maintenance. Others have taken 
advantage of various skills training from the 
Technical Education and Skills Development 
Authority (TESDA) on baking, dressmaking, and 
on non-traditional trades such as carpentry and 
masonry, among others.  

12 BIWAB members were selected for decommissioning based on the following criteria: (a) those 50 years old and above and no longer 
eligible to serve the military; (b) BIWAB members with identification, certificate and biodata; (c) active membership in BIWAB, (d) those 
who receive monthly pay; (e) service record. Each BIWAB battalion were given three slots and priority is given to elderly, widows and single 
mothers.

3.3.2. Cash grants and other support for former combatants

As former combatants, BIWAB members are entitled to financial support under the decommissioning12  
process. The Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL) ensures the same benefits for male and female combatants. 
These include (a) a cash grant of P100,000; (b) PhilHealth and social benefits between P350,000-P400,000; 
and (c)P550,000 for housing. This is confirmed by MILF Chair Mohaqer Iqbal.

"On the issue of gender…the Comprehensive Agreement on Bangsamoro (CAB) or even in 
the BOL states that five percent (5%) of the budget from the block grant shall be spent 
for gender-related issues…The normalization process is for combatant men and women 
included in the decommissioning… It means all the socio-economic intervention that are 
implemented for male combatants, should be guaranteed for the BIWAB.” 

FGD participants who have received the initial cash grant from the decommissioning process have used 
the money to address personal needs. One respondent shared that she used the money to pay off loans, 
while another said that while she planned to purchase a sewing machine, she instead gave the money 
to cover medical expenses of her daughter-in-law who gave birth prematurely. 

Socio-economic interventions are also provided. Skills training programs are available for all 
decommissioned combatants albeit defined by traditional gender norms. For example, women are 
trained in dressmaking while men in carpentry. Although availability is limited, MILF Chair Mohaqer Iqbal 
noted that access to programs and projects are dependent on the number of women combatants in 
each province,



The MILF and the Philippine government remain committed to the normalization and confidence-building 
processes in Mindanao.  MILF Chair Mohaqer Iqbal noted both parties’ continued engagement includes 
joint efforts to assess and monitor the implementation of programs and other commitments under the 
peace agreement. 

3.3.3. MILF and BARMM initiatives

There are also a variety of strategies initiated by the MILF towards women’s economic participation. For 
example, its Social Welfare Committee (SWC) adopts a adopts a multi-level approach in empowering 
women. This is done through the creation of nine (9) sub-committees: a) Du’a or symposium where women 
become aware of the duties and rights of family as Muslims; b) Tarbiyah (Education Committee) which 
caters to mothers and out-of-school youth in Islam; c) Home Economic industries where women are 
provided with  skills training and livelihood; d) Health and Sanitation, which focuses on cleanliness and 
health; e) Rural Rehabilitation Committee, which is in charge of calamity response through funds that they 
access from solicitations and contributions; f) Widows and Orphans, which is responsible for the listing 
of widows and orphans and providing programs and livelihood for widows as well as scholarships for the 
children; g) Census and Survey, which gathers data from the communities on the actual population of the 
Bangsamoro; h) Human Resource and Development (HRD), which is in charge of building the knowledge 
and capacities of the committees through training; and i) the Executive Committee, which oversees all the 
other committees.

The BARMM government ensures that training, scholarship, provision of learning materials and technology 
transfer are all accessible for women through its Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST). Non-BIWAB 
women are aware that the BARMM government is currently planning for the socio-economic development 
of women. They mentioned ongoing efforts to organize women into cooperatives. 

“We went to Buluan recently with UnYPhil-Women to do a courtesy call to coordinate and inquire 
about how they can help the women. They want to prioritize women who are already engaged in small 
businesses. They said they would find ways to help them.” 

(Respondents I and G, Non-BIWAB)

There is also the Bangsamoro Commission on Women (BCW), formerly the Regional Commission on 
Bangsamoro Women (RCBW) that is responsible for the development of Bangsamoro women and their 
families through the promotion and protection of their socio-economic and political rights. While not 
an implementing agency, it monitors access and use of funds meant for women’s rights and concerns. 
Hadja Bainon notes,  
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“…There is a specific number of combatants in every province. And, among all provinces, 
Maguindanao is the biggest area and it has a bigger allocation because it has more 
combatants compared to Sulu, Tawi-Tawi and Basilan. It is not about the geographical 
location but the percentage of women combatants in those areas.”



“The RCBW initiative is for the 
continuation of the Php7 million 
PAMANA project. The RCBW is 
not implementing projects, but 
we are monitoring women’s 
access to and the utilization 
of the gender and development 
(GAD) budget through the GAD 
focal persons in the LGUs.”
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The RCBW also engages in consultations and workshops with Bangsamoro women and works closely 
with the BARMM government to ensure programs respond to their needs, 

“The Regional Council of Bangsamoro Women (RCBW), now the Bangsamoro Women 
Commission (BWC), conducted a training and planning session on possible programs to 
present to BARMM.”  
                                         (Respondent G, Non-BIWAB)

In 2020, the BCW launched the Regional Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security. Based on the 
Philippine Government’s National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security, the regional plan is anchored 
on four pillars that ensures the (1) protection of the human rights of women and girls and prevention 
any form of violations against those rights before, during and after conflict; the (2) empowerment and 
participation of Bangsamoro women as change agents that can influence policy and decision making at 
all levels of the peace process; the (3) promotion and mainstreaming of gender and a women, peace and 
security lens in all aspects of conflict transformation, post-conflict reconstruction and peacebuilding; 
and (4) monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to ensure proper documentation and reporting of its 
implementation are practiced and maintained.  



Moropreneur, formed in 2002, has worked on creating changes in the communities by decentralizing 
resources from the barangay and ensuring the involvement of the people in the community in designing 
and implementing programs. According to their Executive Director, Shim Selahhudin, mothers who have 
participated in their program have been able to develop a keen awareness of their capacities, and have 
since been actively engaged in their communities, taking on various roles. Aside from capacitating 
women, Moropreneur has worked with barangays to provide them with tools that can bridge the gap 
between the community and LGUs. 
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3.3.4. CSO-led initiatives

For mostly civilian women, various programs implemented by different civil society organizations such 
as Community and Family Services International (CFSI)13, Al-Mujadilah Women’s Association (AMWA)14, 
World Food Programme Philippines (WFP)15, among others have been accessible,

I worked in a Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) school owned by a 
Bangladeshi under Kalimudan for four years. Through my salary from that, I was able to 
help my husband before he became a barangay captain in our community… every time I got 
my salary, we spent it on my children’s diapers and food. Becoming a community leader in 
Balindong through AMWA helped us a lot. Farming is the source of income in our area and 
AMWA was able to provide us with the washing facilities necessary in our work. The AMWA 
was also able to help us acquire Implanon. I am also a beneficiary of 4Ps and one of its 
parent leaders. 

(Respondent 7, Non-BIWAB)

13 Community and Family Services International (CFSI) is a humanitarian organization committed to peace and social development. 
The purpose of CFSI is rebuilding lives. https://www.facebook.com/CFSI.RebuildingLives
14 Al-Mujadilah Women’s Association, Inc. (AMWA) is a non-profit organization based in Marawi City which advocates for gender 
justice, peace building, governance, and human rights. https://www.facebook.com/Al-Mujadilah-Development-Foundation-Inc-
AMWA-100454010027972
15 https://www.wfp.org/countries/philippines

3.4. Aspirations and hopes for the future
BIWAB and non-BIWAB respondents aspire for opportunities to improve their socio-economic 
development. Most of them have skills that they can employ. Some have educational qualifications 
related to business management and experiences in running small, albeit unsustained livelihood 
activities. Others have expressed their desire to be further trained in areas such as food processing, 
cooking, computer literacy, business management, organic farming, marketing, entrepreneurship and 
leadership.



The participants hope to be able to access financial capital and tap other resources for equipment 
and machinery. Many also remain hopeful because their provinces are teeming with natural resources 
that can be harnessed to provide opportunities for socio-economic development. In the areas around 
Darapanan, there are a lot of agricultural products like corn, rice and coconut which can be further 
tapped if the territorial jurisdictions are clarified, and if flooding can be mitigated. Mamasapano has 
ricefields, cornfields, and fishponds. Kalamansig is known to have gold while gravel and sand are found 
in most areas in Maguindanao. Liguasan Marsh is abundant with hyacinth, fish, and agar-agar. Other 
areas have coffee, pandan, bulkiyayan, batawi, sablay bamboo, and other agricultural products.

Lanao provinces are known not just for agricultural products but also for palapa16. In the Zam-BaSulTa17 
areas, seaweeds, coconut and rubber abound.

BIWAB and non-BIWAB participants also talked about the availability of some infrastructure that can 
aid women in pursuing economic development and to further enhance their skills such as madaris 
or schools, rice mills and warehouses in their areas. In the island provinces, especially in Sulu and 
Tawi-Tawi, there are many opportunities for seaweed production and processing that can uplift women 
economically if there are developed and equipped efficient communication lines.

There are also success stories that continue to inspire and serve as models for other programs. 
Moroprenuer, and the Inaul weaving project of the Al Jamelah Weaving Center are promising examples 
of how harnessing women’s skills can uplift conflict-affected communities and thereby contribute to 
meaningful and lasting peace.

16 A kind of condiment made of spring onions, most commonly used in Maranao cooking.
17 Zamboanga-Basilan-Sulu-Tawi-Tawi
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4. Putting it all together: What this all 
means for women’s empowerment
The same gender norms and expectations define the kind of support that are available and accessible 
to women. Support services do not distinguish between the needs of women and men. Additionally, 
women’s needs are understood to be unquestionably universal such that policies and programs are 
rarely nuanced to address the unique interests of women that are shaped by the identities and roles 
they assume as former BIWAB combatants, mothers, farmers, small business owners, teachers, and 
health workers, among others.  This further marginalizes women and results in a mismatch between the 
kind of support and resources offered and opportunities that women need. 

Natural and climate disasters caused by human activity have a great impact on women’s economic 
participation and severe implications on women’s empowerment. Drought, flooding, and infestation 
cause low crop yield, and low-quality produce, affecting market prices and therefore also causing 
women farmers to lose profits or to fall into debt. This is exacerbated by the unstable peace and order 
situation in many communities, where women would have to abandon their economic ventures, farms, 
and homes to flee towards safety or when they are called to duty as combatants.  The lack of programs, 
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participation and severe implications on women’s empowerment. Drought, flooding, and infestation 
cause low crop yield, and low-quality produce, affecting market prices and therefore also causing 
women farmers to lose profits or to fall into debt. This is exacerbated by the unstable peace and order 
situation in many communities, where women would have to abandon their economic ventures, farms, 
and homes to flee towards safety or when they are called to duty as combatants.  The lack of programs, 
or the failure of support services in place to alleviate these issues, is telling of how little effort has 
been made to examine the linkages between climate change and gender within the context of conflict 
affected communities in Mindanao. 

 
Women’s empowerment, although recognized as an important aspect of the normalization process, is 
often drowned out in mainstream discourses on peacebuilding, reconstruction, and development. As 
such, women’s aspirations, interests, and notions of lasting peace are muted and left out from policies, 
and programs, and therefore not considered as important measures of lasting peace. 

Actors in the peace process also have differing priorities and views on women’s empowerment resulting 
in diverging approaches and goals that not only strain relationships and hinder strategic partnerships, 
but actually do very little to address the issues of women—former combatants and civilians alike. As 
the narratives clearly suggest, sustainable peace and development must include women’s voices, and 
nurture women’s active and meaningful participation as equal partners in all aspects of governance and 
the peace process. 
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5. Recommendations: Some ways forward
As the stories of BIWAB members and civilian women tell us, there is much left to be done if peace 
and development are to truly benefit Bangsamoro women.  The following recommendations are 
being put forward:

1. Reaffirm the importance of the leadership roles of women, and their equal participation in all 
aspects of peace processes, including humanitarian response and post-conflict reconstruction by 
aligning all goals and priorities on women with the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, 
and the Philippines’ National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security (NAPWPS) and other national 
gender equality laws. 

2. Invest in the Regional Action Plan on Women Peace and Security and ensure that women and girls 
remain actively and meaningfully involved in all aspects of its implementation and monitoring. 

3. Strengthen accountability mechanisms in BARMM and local government units, especially 
concerning women’s economic empowerment programs to ensure that programs are comprehensive, 
more strategic, and can address women’s immediate and long-term needs and concerns.

4. Enhance the existing family-oriented approach to socio-economic development using a rights-
based framework to ensure that women’s different needs and interests inform policies of BARMM.

5. Address the specific practical and strategic needs of BIWAB women and develop strategies to 
involve them as peacebuilders and peace advocates so that the gains of the peace process are fully 
optimized. 

for barmm policy makers:
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1. Facilitate dialogue and learning between gender advocates among civil society organizations 
(CSOs) and MILF women to discuss how women’s specific, practical and strategic needs can be 
articulated in a more enhanced framework for women’s empowerment that can inform the design 
and implementation of programs and projects for BIWAB.

2. Engage in consultations with former female combatants and civilian women affected by conflict to 
identify the skills they want to acquire rather than providing skills training that are irrelevant or that 
perpetuate gender stereotypes. Provide women with opportunities based on a proper analysis of the 
present job market, emerging, innovative and alternative livelihood options.

3. Ensure the active and meaningful participation of women, including former female combatants, in 
the design and implementation of reintegration plans, in steering committees and all other spaces 
in the decommissioning process. 

4. Ensure community-based reintegration approaches and accountability mechanisms that are 
context-specific, aligned with other development programs, and facilitate strong partnerships 
between former female combatants, local communities of different ethnicities, and program planners 
and implementers. 

5. Integrate the need to build women’s resilience and capacities to respond, recover and adapt 
to calamities and emergencies in all aspects of development planning to better address the 
compounding impacts of climate change and conflict on women’s economic empowerment.

6. Prioritize long-term support for gender equality and social justice in community reconciliation 
efforts and ensure a balance between reintegration benefits for women ex-combatants with 
reparation programs for victims and survivors alike.

For program planners:



1. Invest in strengthening women’s influence and leadership, as well as in initiatives that address 
women’s issues and advance women’s rights as part of long-term and sustainable peace efforts 
at the community level that recognize linkages between women’s economic empowerment, local 
development, poverty reduction, and peacebuilding/sustained peace.

2. Undertake a more in-depth study of women’s motivations, diverse backgrounds and contexts, 
as well as their intersecting needs defined by age, class, social and economic status, culture and 
religion to better address the structural causes of inequality; and define long-term commitments, 
including adequate allocation of resources. 

3. Undertake research on sexual and gender-based violence experienced by both former female 
combatants and civilian women, which may pose serious challenges to women’s economic 
empowerment. 

4. Recognize and harness the role of former female combatants and civilian women as change agents 
and encourage their active involvement and leadership in community programs in conflict-affected 
areas.

5. Ensure that decommissioning processes are guided by a rights-based and holistic approach that 
prioritizes women’s needs and interests. Include psychosocial counselling, trauma healing, and 
economic management as part of the support packages. 

6. Ensure that socio-economic interventions including skills-building programs and other support 
services do not perpetuate gender stereotypes and provide necessary access to credit, capital, land 
and other resources. Ensure that orphans, widows and their children are prioritized in the provision 
these services.

7. Prioritize women’s economic empowerment in all aspects of the peace process and ensure that 
women’s aspirations, interests and needs are considered as important measures of lasting peace 
and economic development.  

General recommendations: To build durable peace and resilience 
in a post-conflict context:
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OXFAM

Oxfam is an international confederation of 21 organizations networked together in 65 countries, 
as part of a global movement for change, to build a future free from the injustice of poverty. 
Please write to any of the agencies for further information or visit www.oxfam.org.


