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Indigenous youths harboring from a military-led counterinsurgency in the Philippines may
soon lose the only safe space they have known for the past two years.

Under a nearly 40-year pact, the 17 campuses of the University of the Philippines are off-
limits to the country’s military and police. Since 2019, a group of 68 Indigenous students
and teachers have taken refuge at the UP campus in Quezon City, where they attend a
makeshift school following the forcible closure of more than 160 schools catering to
Indigenous communities, or lumad, in the southern island of Mindanao.

But in a letter dated Jan. 15 this year to the UP president, National Defense Secretary
Delfin Lorenzana unilaterally declared an end to the pact, effectively stripping the
sanctuary status of the campuses of the country’s leading public university.

Lorenzana cited “recent events” that identified UP students as members of the outlawed
Communist Party of the Philippines and its armed wing, the New People’s Army (CPP/NPA),
and said that “national security issues” and the safety of students against rebel recruiters
are the main driving forces for the termination of what's known as the UP-DND accord or the
Enrile-Soto accord.

“The Department is aware that there is indeed an ongoing clandestine
recruitment inside UP campuses nationwide for membership in the CPP/NPA
and that the ‘Agreement’ is being used by the CPP/NPA recruiters and
supporters as shield or propaganda so that government law enforcers are
barred from conducting operations against the CPP/NPA,” the letter, addressed
to UP President Danilo Concepcion, says.

The Department of National Defense (DND) says it will not “station military or police” on
campuses and will not “suppress activist groups, academic freedom and freedom of
expression.” The DND has nothing to gain from suppressing these activities, Lorenzana
wrote: “We want them [the youth] to see their Armed Forces and Police as protectors worthy
of trust, not fear.”

But despite the secretary’s reassurances, the news has triggered alarms for Indigenous
students, who could now be targeted in military raids. The development threatens a repeat
of the military attacks on Indigenous schools that occurred after President Rodrigo Duterte
declared martial law in Mindanao in 2017, says Ruis Valle of the Save Our Schools Network
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(SOSN).

In 2018, the military conducted a series of campaigns and operations to crack down on
lumad schools in Talaingod, in Mindanao’s Davao del Norte province, after Duterte
threatened in 2017 to bomb the schools. He had accused the CPP/NPA of using the schools
as training grounds.

Since then, more than 160 schools catering to Mindanao’s Indigenous inhabitants have been
bombed or transformed into military detachments, and completely shut.

The group of Indigenous students and teachers who sought sanctuary at UP’s Quezon City
campus have consistently called for the reopening of Indigenous schools forced to close by
the government, the SOSN says. It adds the now-scrapped UP-DND accord “served as a
protective barrier for lumad children from direct military and police harassment.”

Human rights and environmental groups have also expressed concern at the DND’s latest
move, calling the accord’s termination an attack on UP “as a democratic space.” Since
2012, the university has “opened its doors to the lakbayan and kampuhan of indigenous
people, national minorities, and farmers protesting mining plunder, land grabs, and other
attacks against their ancestral lands,” the Kalikasan People’s Network for the Environment,
an NGO, said in a statement to Mongabay.

The university has also been “one of the few safe spaces” for environmental and human
rights defenders to mobilize amid the government’s militaristic approach to the COVID-19
pandemic. Duterte signed a controversial anti-terrorism law during the lockdown, which
critics say worsens an already fragile climate for environmental defenders and Indigenous
groups in the Philippines. Eco-watchdog Global Witness rates the country the most
dangerous for environmental and land defenders in Asia.

“The University of the Philippines is one of the pillars of academic freedom and
critical thinking in the country,” Kalikasan said. “It is because of this freedom
and critical thinking that the University can produce great minds that have
excelled in different fields, including environmental protection and defense.”
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Displaced students from the Manobo Indigenous group harbouring at the University of the Philippines
have been calling for the reopening of schools forced to close by President Rodrigo Duterte and against
the contested anti-terrorism law. Image courtesy of the Save Our Schools Network

The ban on military operations within university grounds was signed in 1982 by the defense
chief at the time, Juan Ponce Enrile, and student leader Sonia Soto, to protect students
from the forced abductions and unlawful arrests that ran rampant during martial law in the
1970s. It was upheld in 1989 after state forces arrested a staffer of The Collegian, UP’s
campus newspaper, for allegedly killing a U.S. Army officer.

The unilateral termination of the UP-DND accord has the support of President Duterte,
according to palace spokesman Harry Roque, himself a UP alumnus and former law
professor.

“Secretary Lorenzana is the alter-ego of the president so of course the
president supports the decision of Secretary Lorenzana,” he told reporters in a
Jan. 19 online press briefing. Roque added in Tagalog: “In England, there is no
distinction between a campus and a city. In Europe, the police is in the
campuses and there have been no violations in academic freedom.”

While Roque’s claim is correct, that has only been the case very recently. Up until 2019,
Greece had legislation declaring its campuses no-go zones for the police. In scrapping the
law in August that year, the country’s conservative government made the same justification
that the Philippine government is now making: that the schools are being used to shield
lawlessness and criminal elements.

As the debate over the termination of the UP sanctuary accord rages on, teachers and
guardians of the Indigenous students at the Quezon City campus say they're worried about
the students’ mental health.

The young people have been anxious and depressed for about a year following the
onslaught of both the COVID-19 pandemic and the unabated military attacks on their
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schools, said Rose Hayahay, a math teacher. The difficulty of online and modular modes of
learning has also taken its toll on the students, she added. “The recent news have put
added anxiety for all of us here,” she said.
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