
By Zachary Abuza

Last week saw an important break-
through in the talks between the Philippine
government and the Moro Islamic Libera-
tion Front, one of two groups
fighting for an autonomous
Muslim homeland. While de-
tails of the draft agreement
are still vague, one thing’s for
sure: for this deal to work,
both Manila and the MILF will
have to get serious about
good governance. If they
don’t, the southern region
could once again descend into
violence. And spoilers on all sides abound.

The two sides had been deadlocked for
14 months over the thorny issue of “ances-
tral domain”—the territory that will be in-
cluded in the new autonomous body known
as the Bangsamoro Juridical Entity. That
body, according to the draft agreement,
will assume all local governmental func-
tions for the Moro, the Philippines’ largest
Muslim ethnic group. While the details are
yet to be worked out, Manila would retain
control of national issues that affect the re-
gion, like defense and monetary policy.

Although the agreement is a step for-
ward, it is far from a comprehensive con-
sensus. The Bangsamoro Juridical Entity
overlaps with the five provinces governed
under the Autonomous Region of Muslim
Mindanao, which established in 1996 by
the government’s peace treaty with the
Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF),
another group fighting for an independent
homeland. It is now unclear whether the

Mindanao autonomous region will be dis-
solved or superceded by the new entity.

The MNLF already seems dead set
against a compromise. Earlier this month,
its chairman, Nur Misuari, warned the gov-

ernment not to sign a peace
agreement with the MILF.
According to the MNLF, the
1996 peace deal is the “final
agreement” and it’s the
MNLF who are the legiti-
mate representatives of the
Bangsamoro people. It’s now
up to both the Philippine
government to include the
MNLF in the drafting of a

New Organic Charter (the BJE’s constitu-
tion) and help both sides create a common
platform for the talks and to establish prin-
ciples for governance of the area, which is
largely located on Mindanao island.

This may be too much to expect from
Manila, given the government’s track
record. The Philippine Congress watered
down the 1996 agreement and many provi-
sions of the agreement were never imple-
mented. Assuming that the recent MILF
agreement leads to the formal completion
of a final peace agreement in 2008, it will
still have to be ratified by the Senate,
which could be a protracted fight. Con-
gress will also have to pass a host of laws
to implement the agreement. The MNLF or
sympathetic politicians could file court
cases challenging the agreement.

Then there’s the problem of corruption.
The United States has pledged nearly $50
million to Mindanao upon the conclusion
of a peace process. Japan, Canada and the

European Union have all pledged signifi-
cant aid programs, as have the major mul-
tilateral financial institutions like the
Asian Development Bank and the World
Bank. But the MILF’s ability to quickly and
efficiently absorb the hundreds of millions
of dollars that have been pledged is ques-
tionable. A master plan for sustainable eco-
nomic growth and natural resource exploi-
tation must be drawn up immediately.

If there’s a bright spot here, it’s that the
existing draft agreement calls for a referen-
dum for independence to be held in the
Bangsamoro Juridical Entity in 2030. This is
the Bangsamoro’s chance to secure a home-
land. But to be successful, their leaders
must govern fairly, transparently and hon-
estly; while bringing broad-based economic
development. The MILF does not have exten-
sive experience in governance, administra-
tion and providing social services. They are
all too aware that their pool of human re-
sources is thin. “Nation-building is far more
difficult than running a revolutionary organi-
zation,” the MILF’s lead negotiator, Mo-
hagher Iqbal, acknowledged last Thursday.

If the Bangsamoro Juridical Entity can-
not overcome the obstacles of poor gover-
nance, impunity and corruption that have
been the hallmarks of most Philippine gov-
ernments, the Moro will lose this opportu-
nity. Independence could be won, not
through war, but through good gover-
nance. Now that would be a revolution.

Mr. Abuza is professor of political science
at Simmons College, Boston, and the au-
thor of “Political Islam and Violence in In-
donesia” (Routledge, 2006).

By Robert H. Scales

BAGHDAD, Iraq—I’ve just returned
from a week in Iraq with Gen. David Pe-
traeus and his operational commanders.
My intent was to look at events from an
operational perspective and assess the
surge. What I got was a soldier’s sense of
what’s happening on the ground and, al-
though the jury is still out on the surge, I
came to the conclusion that we may now
be reaching the “culminating point” in
this war.

The culminating point marks the shift
in advantage from one side to the other,
when the outcome becomes irreversible:
The potential loser can inflict casualties,
but has lost all chance of victory. The only
issue is how much longer the war will last,
and what the butcher’s bill will be.

Battles usually define the culminating
point. In World War II, Midway was a
turning point against the Japanese, El
Alamein was a turning point against the
Nazis and after Stalingrad, Germany no
longer was able to stop the Russians
from advancing on their eastern front.
Wars usually culminate before either an-
tagonist is aware of the event. Abraham
Lincoln didn’t realize Gettysburg had
turned the tide of the American Civil
War. In Vietnam, the Tet offensive proved
that culminating points aren’t always mil-
itary victories.

Culminating points are psychological,
not physical, happenings. The commanders
I spoke to in Iraq all said that there had
been a remarkable change of mood in Feb-
ruary when Gen. Petraeus announced that
they were taking the fight to the enemy by
taking Baghdad from al Qaeda. He pushed
soldiers out of the big (and relatively safe)
forward operating bases and scattered
them among really bad neighborhoods.
These joint security stations and combat
outposts attracted locals and encouraged
them to pass on intelligence about the en-
emy.

To bolster local security within Bagh-
dad, Gen. Petraeus pushed the security pe-
rimeter beyond the city’s limits. In May, he

began arraying combat units in four suc-
cessive “belts” around Baghdad. These
units painfully ejected al Qaeda influence
from the suburbs and satellite cities, effec-
tively choking off reinforcements.

In early June, the enemy miscalcu-
lated. Sensing that they were losing in-
side Baghdad, al Qaeda’s leaders pulled
out and relocated to Baquba, long an in-
surgent haven on the outskirts of the
city. Al Qaeda propaganda refers to
Baquba as the capital of “The Islamic
State of Iraq.” It’s central to our
story, because it was the last con-
tested urban battle ground al
Qaeda had within greater Bagh-
dad. Once ejected from
Baquba, al Qaeda’s connection
to Baghdad—the center of
gravity of the coalition’s cam-
paign—would be broken.

Given the stakes, both
sides fought fiercely for
Baquba. The enemy care-
fully prepared a defense
that included concen-
tric rings of impro-
vised explosive de-
vices. Leaks from al
Qaeda sympathizers
within the Iraqi Army
kept the enemy in-
formed of the coalition’s
intentions.

The U.S. operation, called Arrowhead
Ripper, began with a series of carefully or-
chestrated house to house assaults. This
was an intelligence-driven battle with pre-
cise information, gleaned from overhead
surveillance using unmanned aircraft, sig-
nals intercepts and willing Iraqis who
came forward. The combat was sharp and
at times furious. American casualties rose
in late June; the enemy fought knowing
full well that losing Baquba would force
them to retreat into the empty northern
deserts. By the end of July, al Qaeda’s deci-
sion to regroup in Baquba left it a frac-
tured, relatively leaderless force, stripped
of concealment and popular support. Once
in the open terrain of the deserts, al Qaeda

fighters became easier targets for surgical
hits from Special Operations teams.

But successful counterinsurgency op-
erations don’t capture fixed objectives.
They create what soldiers call “white
spaces,” areas devoid of influence, politi-
cal vacuums that compel occupancy by
either an enemy seeking to rebound af-
ter defeat or by legitimate government
forces seeking to establish regional
control.

In Iraq now, the white spaces are
being filled with a newly resurgent
Iraqi military and clusters of Con-
cerned Local Citizens Councils,
which sprouted spontaneously as

Sunni tribal sheikhs smelled both
success and commitment from co-

alition forces.
To be sure, Baghdad and

the surrounding belts are
not yet safe. But culminat-
ing points are psychological
events. What I witnessed
firsthand in Iraq was a shift
in opinions and a transfer
of will among Iraqis, not a
classic military takedown.
This change was palpable

and unmistakable.
Whether this military culminat-

ing point can translate into a polit-
ical and economic culminating

point remains to be seen. But the cam-
paign that took place from spring until
late summer reinforces the classic tenet
of warfare, that success on the ground
sets the conditions for diplomatic and po-
litical success.

Gens. Petraeus and Ray Odierno have
achieved success on the ground at an un-
precedented speed in the history of coun-
terinsurgency warfare. Now it’s time to ap-
ply the same sense of urgency and commit-
ment to the task of reuniting the tragically
fractured nation and bring it back from
the brink of annihilation.

Retired Major Gen. Scales, a former com-
mandant of the Army War College, is presi-
dent of Colgen Inc., a defense consulting
firm.

By Rebiya Kadeer

In 2001, Chinese leaders promised to
improve the country’s human rights condi-
tions in return for the honor of hosting
the 2008 Olympics. With the opening cere-
monies less than a year away, it’s a good
time to examine the situation on the
ground in farther flung regions that don’t
enjoy much international attention.

And there’s no better place to start than
in East Turkestan, an area China calls the
Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region. On
Nov. 8, the Intermediate People’s Court of
Kashgar sentenced four ethnic Uighurs to
death, and another two to life imprison-
ment, on charges including engaging in
“separatist activities,” “training at a terror-
ist camp” and “illegally making explo-
sives.” These men were part of a group cap-
tured by China’s security forces during a
raid on an alleged “terrorist camp” last
January near Kosrap, on the Pamir Plateau.

To date, Chinese authorities have not
provided documentation of the alleged ter-
rorist camp, and have produced no video
confirmation, independent witness state-
ments, or substantiation of the charges
from any other source. Except for the sen-
tences, nothing from the trial has been
made public—no transcripts, no evidence,
nor even the names of all of the defendants.
Under the current government in Beijing, it
is very unlikely that we will ever know ex-
actly what happened in the January raid.

But given China’s past behavior, it’s pos-
sible to guess. We do know that in recent
years, in the name of fighting “terrorism,”
the Chinese government has forcibly op-
pressed the Uighurs in East Turkestan.
While in government custody, Uighurs of-
ten suffer from severe mistreatment and
are subject to irregular trials in which they
are often denied legal representation, ac-
cess to evidence and the ability to appeal.
Numerous Uighurs have been sentenced to
death and executed for their “crimes.” East
Turkestan remains the only part of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China where people are
executed for nonviolent crimes of political
opposition to the Chinese state.

I personally spent almost six years in a
Chinese prison for speaking up against the
Chinese government’s abuses in East
Turkestan. Two of my children sit in
prison as I write, their only crime being
their relationship to me. But mine is just
one of countless Uighur families that have
suffered because of the Chinese govern-
ment’s appalling policies. In the past six
years, Amnesty International has docu-
mented that “tens of thousands of people
are reported to have been detained for in-
vestigation in the region, and hundreds,
possibly thousands, have been charged or
sentenced under the Criminal Law.” Am-
nesty also noted that the vague language
in China’s revised Criminal Law, amended
in late December 2001, could possibly be
used to punish people peacefully exercis-
ing their right to freedom of expression.

Sadly, these acts are only the latest in-
carnations of China’s crimes against the Ui-
ghur people. In 1955, leaders in Beijing
promised the people of East Turkestan,
home to 10 million ethnically and cultur-
ally Turkic Uighurs, autonomy within the
Chinese state. Today, Uighurs have little or
no voice in their local government. Lead-
ers 2,000 miles away in Beijing devise and
implement repressive policies that are de-
stroying Uighur language, religion and cul-
ture. The people of East Turkestan can
only watch as the region’s rich natural re-
sources are taken to fuel growth on Chi-
na’s eastern coast.

I unequivocally condemn all acts of vio-
lence. Positive political change can and
should be achieved through peaceful
means. However, I also believe in openness
and truth. Can we afford to take China at
its word? As authorities detain journalists,
force people from their homes, strictly con-
trol all religious activities, and use force to
silence any voice that questions the govern-
ment, China’s broken promises are clear.

Ms. Kadeer is the president of the Uighur
American Association and World Uighur
Congress.
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