Interview: Fr. Eliseo Mercado

Philippines Becoming
Just U.S. War Appendage?

Father Eliseo Mercado,
currently at Georgetown
University in Washington,
D.C. as a Fulbright New
Century Scholar, wasPres-
ident of Notre Dame Uni-
versity in Cotabato City,
Mindanao,  Philippines,
from 1992-2002. He has
served as the chairman of
the Independent Cease-
Fire Monitoring Commit-
tee of the Philippine Gov-
ernment and the Moro Is-

Click here for Full Issue of EIR Volume 30, Number 17, May 2, 2003

Staff during the Estrada Administration, and he articulated
the doctrine of the use of force as “softening the position” of
the MILF. Now as the Defense Secretary, | believe that he
follows the same doctrine.

EIR: General Reyes has very, very close relations with U.S.
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, who is certainly the
leading promoter of the war policy in the United States. What
is your perspective on his relationship to Rumsfeld and the
United States?

Fr. Mercado: Personally, | believe that Reyes follows the
same school as the people running the Defense Department
inthe United States. That s to say that if you really show your
muscles, then you can really demand the terms of surrender
on your enemies, by showing your superiority. But to me that
will never solve any problems. Secretary Reyes also believes,
and the Philippines government, for that matter, believes we
will only be able to modernize the Armed Forces of the Philip-
pines if we dovetail the policy and priorities to that of U.S.
policy. So that means the Philippines Defense Department
will be really practically becoming a department or an exten-
sion of the U.S. Defense Department, or our foreign policy
will really appear now as an extension of the State Department
policy. For them that is the only way to modernize the Philip-
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Philippines. LaRouchehaswarned that thisispart of abroader
effort by thewar party in Washingtonto create basing rightsin
Asia, with aview to confronting China. How do you seethat?
Fr. Mercado: The first time they launched the Balikatan
[military exercises] in the southern Philippines, we thought
that the United States had definitely opened Southeast Asia
as the second front in their war against terrorism; and, lo
and behold, they issued a report about terrorist networks in
Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia, and the southern Philippines,
which fully occupied newspapers, local as well as interna-
tional. So thereisarea necessity to my view then, that they
had to start this in the Philippines, not necessarily to get a
military base, but definitely what you call alaunch pad; and
that definitely Mindanao needed to be open, for example, not
necessarily to the old understanding of bases; but all military
bases in the Philippines, and Philippines airports, accessible
to the United States without the actual bases—unlike before,
with Subic [Bay] and Clark Field. But then by tying theinter-
est of the Philippines government and the U.S. government,
and then tying together also the U.S. defense interest as well
asthe Philippines’ defenseinterest—then you have the bases
without the name, without the label.

So, | think they have accomplished that. | don’t think
really thetarget isthe Abu Sayyaf, because before 9/11, these
wereonly afew hundred people, lawlesselements. It sreally
a police matter, not a matter for the military, and definitely
not for a coalition of international forces, because there are
only some 200. And after thefirst Balikatan, the Abu Sayyaf
problemis never solved. So thisis something different, defi-
nitely, than Abu Sayyaf . . . definitely, itisreally the consoli-
dation of Southeast Asia. At onetimel thought it wastheanti-
terrorist coalition second front, but | think there is a bigger
agendathan ssimply theterrorists. . . .

EIR: What is your view of the adoption of the new U.S.
strategic doctrine of unilateral, pre-emptive warfare?
Fr.Mercado: Tomeitis particularly dangerous, to say the
least, adangerousdoctrine. Practically, the United Statesnow
dictates world policy, and can disregard the whole United
Nationsat will, you see?ltisaunilateralism based on military
might. The so-called “ coalition of thewilling,” isreally what
you call a shell. There are only about three or five, and the
rest you never heard! | don’t know whobelievesinthis*“coali-
tion of thewilling.”

EIR: Ingeneral, | know you are here studying the relation-
ship between the peace process and religious militants. What
isyour sense of the terrorist problem in Southeast Asia and,
in particular, do you agree with those who describe it as an
adjunct of international terrorism, or do you think it is some-
thing domestic?

Fr.Mercado: Personaly, | believethat most of theso-called
terrorist groups labeled by the White House or the State De-
partment are genuine ethnic, and perhaps even national,
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groupings and movements, and they do havelegitimategriev-
ances, and they are not part of an international terrorist front
or codlition. There might be, of course, radicals within the
groups, but afew radicals within the group would not make
the whole group part of a so-called terrorist coalition against
theWest. Sothey really try to make something very big out of
thisvery littleminority within these different I1slamic groups.

EIR: What doyou think istheir purposein calling thisinter-
national terrorism?

Fr. Mercado: Persondly, | believeitisto consolidate their
interests in Southeast Asia. It is a big territory, particularly
Indonesiaand the whol e southern Philippines, including Ma-
laysianow, and the whole of ASEAN [Association of South-
east Asian Nationg] for that matter.

EIR: TheRAND Corporation did aseriesof studieson Asia
and China, which said that the only nation on Earth capable
of becoming a threat to America’s role as the only super-
power, was China, and that therefore, thiswasthe nation they
wished to confront; in doing that, they proposed, in one of
their documents, that they had to “hedgein” Chinaby estab-
lishing a military presence in Southeast Asia, and named, in
particular, the Philippines and Singapore.

Fr.Mercado: Yes, by history also, the Philippinesand Sin-
gapore formed a military aliance against China. the old
SEATO, the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, which cor-
responded with NATO, was actually composed of certain
ASEAN countries. The power to check them was China, and
itisstill Chinathat has the power to check them, in the eyes
of the United States. So historically, ASEAN, and for that
matter, Southeast Asia will form that alliance to check any
expansionist threat from China. But they never label their
expansionist and hegemonic impulse in Asia, while they al-
ways protect their interests. They have expanded U.S. inter-
ests, in establishing their own hegemony, but they don't call
it athreat. It's the language of power, part and parcel of the
unilateral definition of relations and politics.

EIR: Doyou haveasensethat Chinacan play apositiverole
both in Asia generally and in global efforts to counter this
move toward global warfare?
Fr.Mercado: First, | think Chinaistryingtopresentto Asia
and ASEAN, in particular, that it does not desire to establish
hegemony in the whole of Asia, and, definitely, even if they
have conflicts with some countries in Southeast Asia, they
would rather seethat it be negotiated peacefully, than resort-
ing towar. | think it is precisely because of that presentation
that the United States is afraid, because ASEAN and Asia
may believe, may be convinced by China s peaceful intent of
co-existence, and living together, and really advocating for
the use of the new millennium as belonging to the Asia-Pa-
cific. . ..

If that happens, of course, it is really seen as a threat to
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U.S. interests in the whole of Asia, and Southeast Asia in
particular. China, | don't think, personally, will comelikethe
United States to Irag, conquering, for example, a particular
country in Asia, and asserting its so-called “divine right” to
order and systematize, or even to change the regime, in any
Asian country. | don’t think Chinawill do that.

EIR: Mindanao isaregion, which isamix of Muslims and
Christians, anditisinacountry, whichisthelargest Christian
nationin Asia. What isthe nature of the cultural and religious
diversity, and the role of that in the character of the Philip-
pines nation?

Fr. Mercado: | believe really that the Philippines govern-
ment, and, for that matter, the Filipino nation, must open up
to the reality that we are not amono-nation-state; that we are
polyethnic groups, and we are a“poly” -nation-state. We are
alwaysdefining thePhilippinesasa“ mono” -nati on-state; that
isto say, one culture, one people, and hence one country. It's
possible to have many ethnic groups, and many nations, and
still form one country, one republic. That is the first thing.
The second thing isto see the root causes of the insurgencies
and rebellions over the problem of separatism. | think what
liesbeneaththe palitical separatismwill benot only thepolicy
of economicinequality, but alsothe policy of iniquity. People
have experienced so much battering, since the time of the
Spaniards, so thisisapolicy of iniquity, not only inequality.
But this needs to be addressed, and a so the participation of
people in government, as well as greater self-determination
inlocal affairs, adistinct nature, adistinct culture, at the same
time participating in the whole national politics.
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Philippines Defense
Secretary Gen. Angelo
Reyes (right) has made
his department an
“ extension,” says
Father Mercado, of
Donald Rumsfeld’s
Pentagon. Theresultis
no reconciliation
processin the
Philippines; and now, a
plan to export 100,000
Filipino cheap laborers
- E‘ to“ reconstruction of
Iraq.”

EIR: The conflict in Mindanao has been going on for over
30 years. What do you think are the necessary preconditions,
or circumstancesthat are needed to end the fighting and bring
peace and development to the region?

Fr. Mercado: | think by this time people in the military
should be convinced that military force does not work, be-
causeit really just exacerbatesthesituation. | don’t know why
military people believe that they can compel peopletofollow
them by exercising their military might. | think they have to
change paradigm.

First, the military so-called “solution” to the problem, |
think, is a bankrupt solution. Secondly, we definitely have
to take a really serious look, even perhaps a constitutional
amendment, to the so-called unitary form of government in
the Philippines. Perhaps it is high time that we move to a
federal system, and give greater autonomy to the regions,
that takes into consideration the ethnicity and culture of the
people, but without fear of partition. | also don’t think that
partition is a solution, but greater autonomy, and then also
cultural identity. But cultural identity and greater autonomy
need not lead to partition.

EIR: How doyou seethedifference betweenthe Communist
movement, the New People’ sArmy (NPA), for example, and
the Moros?

Fr. Mercado: The NPA has a strong political ideology,
while the Moro struggle is governed by strong cultural and
ethnic identity. Religion plays a very important role in the
Moro struggle, aswell as ethnicity, both astheidentity of the
Bangsamoro, setting them apart from therest, but that setting
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apart does not mean secessionism. The Communist rebellion
is definitely political in nature, and ideological, so in that
senseitisvery different. Of course, the Communistswill say
that it isthe peasant revolt and workers' revolt,andsoon. . . .

EIR: What istherole of the NPA in Mindanao?

Fr. Mercado: They are pretty strong in provinces where
Chrigtians are the mgjority, while the MILF will be strongin
provinces where Muslims are the majority; that will be five
provinces and about two cities. In other provinces, the Na-
tional Democratic Front will be strong. As a matter of fact,
themilitary wasso afraid of the strength of the National Dem-
ocratic Front because in the 2001 election, they were ableto
get 11% of the entire electorate. That's why they got maxi-
mum representation of party listsin Congress—you need only
6% of the vote to get the maximum percentage of representa-
tives. Most of their votes are coming from Mindanao.

EIR: Youhavecriticizedinthepast theso-called “ blueprint”
for the development of Mindanao. Why is that, and what
is needed?

Fr.Mercado: Theblueprint of developmentin Mindanaois
what people call an “agricultural corporate blueprint,” really
reducing Mindanao to agri-corporations, introducing cash
crops, such as bananas or rubber. They would like to move
some of the rubber plantations from Malaysia to Mindanao,
because Malaysiaisindustrializing, so they need larger plan-
tationsin Mindanao. Thisisthekind of blueprint the govern-
mentispresentingtotheBIMP-EAGA; thatis, thefour-nation
(Brunel, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines) East Asian
Growth Area.

The other proposal is development of palm oil. The plan
isfor corporateagriculture, but without consulting the popul a-
tion. The population would just be the workers, plantation
workers. But what peoplewant island reform. It goes against
the hope and aspirations of the people, who want to own the
piece of land they till, and not to become farm workers, or
seasonal workers.

EIR: What else would be needed for Mindanao, other than
acompetent land reform program? What about the industrial
or infrastructural devel opment?

Fr. Mercado: Definitely, one of the main features must be
infrastructure. Y ou see Mindanao isalways Manila-centered.
What we need now is the physical integration of Mindanao;
that means more roads! | was told that in the United States,
post-war—was it Eisenhower?—that all of your interstate
roadswerecalled“|” for Eisenhower, who launched theinter-
stateroad system connecting all the statesfor greater commu-
nication and interaction among the states. In Mindanao, we
cannot even interact, because of the lack of mgjor infrastruc-
ture. We need roads and bridges that connect provinces and
surrounding areas. That is abig problem. Also we need sea-
ports, because Mindanao is a big island, we need shipping.

50 International

Thisishasicinfrastructurethat can really boost the economic
development of Mindanao. Then, you can facilitatethemove-
ment of people and trade. People now are at agreat disadvan-
tage, because they cannot move their goods.

EIR: You first heard about the Eurasian Land-Bridge in
1997, when you were President of Notre Dame University in
Cotabato City. How do you view thisidea? How do you see
the Philippines’ participation in that kind of great infrastruc-
ture program?

Fr. Mercado: To me, when | saw it, it's another concept
of globalization, but globalization that is physically connect-
ing the land-bridges, and restoring the connectedness of
nations and countries. Thisis very good, because it includes
not just the movement of goods and merchandise, but also
of people. But | personally believe that this kind of plan
will need a new paradigm for nations, for such a plan to
work. The current paradigm cannot work for that kind of
grand scheme, because of the interconnectedness, greater
facility of movement of people and merchandise—not only
interconnectedness in terms of trade, but interconnectedness
of culture. It is redefining the relationships of people and
countries, and nations; no longer based on who is stronger,
an army or military, but the connectedness of peoples. That
is a new paradigm.

EIR: A dialogueof civilizations.

Fr. Mercado: Yes, adiaogue, actualy. ... Persondly, |
believe that when the present paradigm is proven bankrupt,
the failure of the present paradigm, thiswill open the eyes of
many people. But until they see the collapse of the present
dominant paradigm, they won't come over to this new par-
adigm.

EIR: Thishasawaysbeen LaRouche' sview, that you have
to prepare for changes that most people think are completely
impossible, because at the moment that the old paradigm is
proven to be a failure, then you must be ready to provide
asolution.

Ontheeconomiccrisis, with the Western financial system
now inthefinal stagesof breakdown, the Philippinesisthreat-
ened with being treated the way Argentinawas, basically left
torot. How doyou seethecrisis, and what doesthePhilippines
haveto do to deal with that?

Fr.Mercado: Firgt, | think when they see that happening in
the Philippines—thevery reason why the Philippinesgovern-
mentisfollowingtheU.S. policy isto beableto prevent being
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abandoned, but rather expecting the United Statesto cometo
the assistance of the Philippines. | think this is their whole
reason behind this submissive policy, becoming an extension
of the policy of the U.S. State Department and the Defense
Department, hoping that whenthingsreally takeaturnfor the
worse, the United Stateswill comein shining armor, with the
World Bank and IMF, which they control, and not allowing
thisto happen to the Philippines.

EIR: It doesn't seemto beworkingvery well—theeconomy
isadisaster.

Fr.Mercado: Yes, but that isthe policy they arefollowing.
That’ swhy the Philippinesisaways number onein support-
ing Bush and the White House. Instead of playing a neutral
policy, the Philippines is right in the front. Now they are
sending workers to help in the so-called reconstruction of

Irag.

EIR: President Macapagal-Arroyo jumped in last week,
pledgingto send a500-person humanitariantask forcetolrag.
At the same time, it was being reported that the Philippines
wasal ready negotiating through the Ambassador inWashing-
ton with the companies associated with what we cal the
chicken-hawks—Cheney’ sHalliburton, Bechtel, and Ameri-
can companies—for reconstruction of Irag.

Y ou have the Philippines government saying they are al-

ready negotiating for 100,000 jobsfor reconstructionin Irag,
but why do they not seek to create 100,000 jobs to build the
Philippines? Why not transform the Philippines?
Fr. Mercado: The Philippines has no money, but Iraq has
the oil! Actualy, it's that oil shouldering any development
there. It's not U.S. money, either. Remember the first Gulf
War, they frozeall the assets of Iraq?Billionsof dollars. Plus,
al the oil revenueswill be used for developing Irag. So, they
cannot do that in the Philippines. Who would pay for devel-
opment?

Now, just yesterday, Manilaissaying that they will priori-
tize Muslim Filipinos for reconstruction jobsin Irag. That's
away of dealing with the Moros! And thisis how Iraq pays
for the spoils of war waged by the United States! But the
spoils given to the Philippinesis the dirty work, labor, while
the corporations are from the United States.

EIR: YouwerePresident of Notre Dame University in Min-
danao. What isthe state of education in Mindanao, and, espe-
ciadly, the difference in education policy of Christian and
Muslim communities, if they are different?

Fr.Mercado: Actually, Philippineseducationishighly cen-
tralized, from Manila. It is one culture, one educational sys-
tem. This is one of the root causes of political separatism.
Education is the consolidation of state policy, an extension
of state policy, to make state policies sustainable. ... The
Muslims would like to have their own university, but who
would fund it? Most of the Islamic universities in Southeast
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Asiaarefinanced by the Saudis, and have the Saudi stamp. It
would be useful, but it would have to be pluralistic.

EIR: Is Notre Dame criticized for not having enough Is-
lamic studies?
Fr. Mercado: Notre Dame is a Catholic Univerity, but is
aunique university because it isthe only Catholic university
where students are given Islamic studies. We have Islamic
professors who teach Islamic studies to the Muslims. This
is the reason why we have an increasing number of Islamic
students. When | came in in 1993, the percentage of the
students who were Muslims was only 20%, but when | |eft
in 2002, we had 43% of the student population were Muslim.
In Mindanao, the Muslim population is approximately
20% of the total, and 70% Christian. In 1900, the Muslim
population in the southern Philippines constituted 90%, but
in 1972, they constituted only 20%, that’ s why they are only
a majority in five provinces. From 1911, the U.S. policy
was to move Christians into Mindanao, and that began after
1915.

EIR: Let meask you about theroleof theVatican. The Pope
has been extremely outspoken denouncing the U.S. unilateral
war policy; and yet, the Philippines, a Catholic nation, has
supported the United States. Why is this, and what do you
think will be the consequences on relationswith the V atican?
Fr.Mercado: Theinfluence of the Vaticanisamoral influ-
ence and moral suasion, and the Philippines government is
persuaded more by economic and political, rather than moral
suasion. Whilethey cannot oppose openly the positionsof the
Catholic Church, they continueto support Bush inthewar on
Irag. | don’ t think the Catholic Church and the Vatican dictate
politicsin the Philippines. | recall Cardina Sin appealing to
thePresident nottojointhe* coalition of thewilling,” because
the war was against humanity, but, nevertheless, she joined
the codlition.

EIR: What are your own plans?

Fr. Mercado: | will be based in Rome starting in June. For
one year | will be working in Justicia et Pax [Justice and
Peace]. | will be coordinating Justice and Peace movements
in the Congregation worldwide, from Rome. We would hope
that peoplelistento peacebeforethey listen towar, but people
don’'t always buy that, so we arein the minority.

EIR: Do you have anything else you'd like to say to our
readers?

Fr.Mercado: What | would liketo say isabout your role, at
EIR, that you are presenting an alternative to the leaders
around the world, a contact between the existing paradigm
and what you are offering. As people get disgusted with this
paradigm, they will bemore opentoyour aternative. Youare
not only doing agood job, but fulfilling arolein therealm of
ideas, agresat role, giving aternatives.
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