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SPOTLIGHT

PHILIPPINES

Solutions still a distant prospect in
Marawi, one year on

Marawi, a majority Muslim city of 200,000 people, is the
capital of Lanao del Sur province and the economic hub
of the southern Philippines. Between May and October
2017, it was also the scene of the country’s longest
urban conflict, during which more than 1,000 people
were killed and 350,000 displaced. A year later, recon-
struction of the city has begun and most people have
returned. Around 65,000 remain displaced, however,
of whom around 14,000 are still living in evacuation
and transitional shelters.®

The conflict erupted on 23 May 2017 when the Filipino
security forces raided the home of the leader of the Abu
Sayyaf group, a local affiliate of ISIL. The Maute Group,
another local radical Islamist organisation and an Abu
Sayyaf ally, was called in to provide reinforcement. The
militants waged urban warfare unseen in the region but

similar to that of ISIL in Mosul and other Iragi and Syrian
cities. They created a maze of improvised tunnels in the
densely-built city centre to evade airstrikes, engaged
the security forces and resisted a siege for five months.
The city’s roads were choked with traffic during the
first three days of the battle as residents attempted to
get out. Between 80 and 90 per cent eventually fled,
some of them on foot."”

By the time the fighting was officially declared over,
after the leaders of both Abu Sayyaf and the Maute
Group had been killed, the city had suffered exten-
sive damage. The financial and business district, which
accounted for 30 per cent of the urban area, was
completely destroyed.'8The military escorted residents



in to retrieve what they could from the rubble of their
homes before the area was cordoned off. It remains
uninhabitable, and reconstruction will not begin until
the debris has been cleared and roads rebuilt, which is
expected to take at least 18 months."#®

As many as 70 per cent of those displaced, or more than
270,000 people, were thought to have returned as of
the end of 2018."*° In some areas deemed habitable,
however, returnees still have no electricity or running
water, nor access to education or livelihood opportuni-
ties, which prevents them from rebuilding their lives.'!
Others have had to go back to evacuation centres while
they wait for their homes to be repaired. The majority of
those still displaced are living with family or friends, but
almost 2,000 families live in 21 government-run evacu-
ation centres where they face sanitation and waste
management issues.'?

The government intends to transfer the people still
living in evacuation centres to temporary shelters, but
those already transferred say that families of six or more
members have had to share a single room, which barely
constitutes an improvement on their previous condi-
tions.™3 Food security is another major concern, because
many IDPs have been unable to find work since they

In April and May 2018, =
the Government of the
Philippines allowed
residents of Marawi City
to visit their homes, which
had been left in ruins
after the five-month long
conflict. Photo © UNHCR/
Alecs Ongcal, April 2018
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fled. Lanao del Sur was the country’s poorest province
even before the fighting, and malnutrition levels were
among the highest with half of its young population
affected.”™

Resolving displacement in cities decimated by urban
warfare is a long and complex process that governments
in many regions are grappling with. The cost of rebuilding
Marawi has been put at around $1.2 billion, of which
the international community had pledged around $670
million as of November 2018.1>> Reconstruction is likely
to take years, however, leaving thousands of people
displaced in the meantime. Their protracted displace-
ment has the potential to fuel further conflict as the
young and working-age, in particular, may grow tired
of slow and inadequate progress. A transparent recon-
struction process that includes community consultation
will be key to quelling residents’ fears and frustration.
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