The following is an interview with Nasir and Rudy, both CVOs from Marang. Nasir is 23 years old and a high school graduate. He started working for the CVO when he was fifteen. Rudy is 25 years old and only reached grade five when he stopped school. He joined the CVO when he was seventeen. 

For this interview, the researcher was only expecting Rudy to meet her. Nasir just meant to accompany his friend but later joined the conversation. Therefore, this is the story of two young CVOs.

Last December, Rudy was killed in an encounter with the Moro Islamic Liberation Front and the Philippine army. CVOs were acting as support to the military. May peace be with him.

I: First, I would like to thank you for allowing me to interview you today. Just like I told you when we spoke on the cell phone, we just want to ask you some things about your work as CVOs… or is it as bodyguards?

R: We were bodyguards in 1995 but now we are called CVOs. Some people still call us bodyguards of the Kapitan but in writing, we are CVOs. The mayor told us it is because it’s now illegal to have bodyguards.

I: You mean to say you started as a bodyguard in 1995? Did you work for the Kapitan or for the mayor?

R: We are the Kapitan’s bodyguards but we also work for the mayor. When the mayor needs us, he also calls the Kapitan. They’re related anyway. The Kapitan’s wife is the mayor’s cousin.

I: What are the instances when the mayor needed you?

R: For example, they call us when we need to chase after some armed groups. They have enemies with guns…sometimes we need to join the conflict…we fight with fellow Muslims. There is a redo between the mayor’s family and another family.

I: What are the reasons why a redo exists?

R: I don’t know. I guess the Kapitan should know because we just do whatever they tell us to do. They don’t tell us why and no one is brave enough to ask either.

I: Who tells you what to do?

R: The Kapitan is the one who gives the orders but before that, the mayor gives us an orientation. For example, he tells us about the place we’re going to visit, what we have to do, and many other things…

I: Can you tell us about those things? What do you have to do?

R: (shakes head) Many things…some of the other CVOs like to get whatever they can make use of.

I: Can you give me an examples that?

B: There are many things…palay (rice)…animals…things that civilians leave behind in their homes.

I: Do you mean to say that some CVOs steal those things when civilians are displaced from the community?

R: Yes. Sometimes, all it takes is just a few minutes of gunfire. After the enemy leaves, everyone starts looting for themselves.

I: Does the mayor or the Kapitan know about this?

R: Ah…yes, but they do not say anything about it. I think that’s why so many volunteer when we have an operation. They’re all thinking of what they can take from the community…especially during harvest season. Sometimes, we get thousands of sacks of rice in just one operation during harvest season.

I: Is that like the agenda of your operation? What is your operation for? It’s just that I’ve heard that some conflicts seem to be set especially during harvest time. They say that armed groups steal from the homes civilians leave behind. Some are reported to be CVOs.

N: No…it’s like this. Even us CVOs have noticed that conflicts tend to happen during the harvest season. But neither the Kapitan nor the mayor says anything about it. We’re not told that what we’re doing is wrong…nothing. I guess that’s why some CVOs have gotten used to stealing. When you think about it, the mayor is really the brains behind everything. He’s the one who orders the operation during the harvest season. We wouldn’t go into a community if the mayor didn’t give the order. They have many reasons that we don’t understand because no one really asks questions either.

I: Ah…so you mean you’re a CVO too? Rudy, you didn’t tell me that Nasir works with you too.

R: I thought I was the only one who was going to be interviewed?

I: If it’s okay with you, can he join our conversation? Both of you know the same things. Don’t worry, I won’t force you if you don’t want to be interviewed (laughs)

R: I guess it’s better that I have someone with me in this interview. (turns to Nasir) You started as a CVO in 1995 too, right?

N: Yes, you started a little earlier than me.

I: You mean to say that both of you were together in all the things you mentioned earlier? 

N: Yes, almost all of the CVOs in Marang are involved in those operations. Even those who are not really CVOs are allowed to join as long as they’re willing. 

I: It’s a good thing it is ok with your bosses that even non-CVOs join the operation.

R: They are allowed to join because some of them are the mayor’s relatives. 

I: During those operations, who is put in charge?

N: (Asking Rudy) Isn’t it the Commander?

R: (to the interviewer) You may have heard about him in the news. Commander Andug?

I: Really?

N: Why, do you know him?

I: No…but his name is familiar. I hear about him…isn’t he always in the news?

N: He is the one who the mayor trusts when it comes to these types of operations. Now he reports directly to the governor ever since the mayor died. I think the other barangay captains also report to the governor.

I: Isn’t the new mayor of Marang also related to them? 

N: Yes…but I don’t know why it’s like that now.

R: For me, I think this is my idea of what happened. I think that all of the mayor’s children are close to the governor, that’s why he trusts them with their positions. But the mayor of the new municipality is still young so Commander Andug is the governor’s preferred contact in Marang instead.

I: Aside from those operations, what are the other things you do?

N: We have a CVO outpost which we are assigned to guard. Actually, there are many CVO outposts but there is one which all CVOs inside Marang have to go on duty. We charge 20 pesos for each vehicle that passes by the outpost…10 pesos for the tricycles. It’s required everyday so we have rotation of duty every week.

I: When you have no duty, what do you do?

N: Nothing much…hang out…take a nap...sometimes the Kapitan asks us to escort him in his activities. 

R: It’s the same for me. I go with the Kapitan when I have no duties. Sometimes we go to Cotabato City where he talks to some people.

I: Do you know what they talk about? Sorry if I’m such a gossip (laughter)

R: I don’t know…I guess it’s about business…

I: What kind of business?

R: Just the usual types of business today…

I: Like what?

N: Shabu…

I: Is that one of their businesses?

N: It’s big money. I think they have connections in the whole Mindanao…even in Manila, right?

R: Ah…yes, that is what I know too.

I: Do you take part in selling the shabu?

N and R: shake heads

I: Then who does it?

N and R: People with us…you might tell the police about them (laughs)

I: Oh no! No I wouldn’t…

N: Before I was able to join an operation in General Santos where we sold the shabu but that was only one time. I haven’t gone with them since.

I: Why not?

N: I don’t know…I just don’t want to.

I: Who gets to decide who gets to sell the drugs?

R: We get to decide. If you want to sell shabu, you just tell the Kapitan anytime. Sometimes we are part of the repacking.

I: Where do the drugs come from?

N and R: shake heads

I: Okay…I’m sorry for asking too much questions about that topic. How about this, how many are you working as CVOs?

N: Do you mean all the CVOs who work for the family?

I: Your group…

N: If you’re talking about all of us, I think that would be the whole Maguindanao (laughs). I don’t know but when the mayor was killed, we had three vehicles full of CVOs looking for the suspects. If you’re just talking about us CVOs working for the Kapitan, we’re much fewer..only five I think…

R: Yes, the Kapitan is the fifth.

I: I’m sure you both earn much from your work, don’t you?

N: We earn a lot when there is an operation in the community…the barangay. (laughs)

R: That’s true for some…but others don’t earn much because they’re only needed when there’s a certain activity…like an operation for example. But we have a budgeted salary every month. It’s not much…not very big. I think the commander earns more…or the other CVOs.

I: How much is your salary? Do you receive it every end of the month?

N: Not much. Just enough to live…for your brothers and sisters to study…sometimes to buy new clothes.

I: What did you use to do when you were not yet CVOs?

R: I worked in the farm. We planted rice or corn. I helped my father at our farm…it was a hard life.

N: As for me, I used to study but when my father died, I took over for him. I eventually had to stop school.

I: You mean to say that your father was also a CVO of the Kapitan?

N: Yes…but I don’t think that the Kapitan was already a Kapitan when my father died. (to Rudy) When was that?

R: It was a long time ago…1994 or 1995…even I wasn’t a CVO yet.

I: How did he die?

N: Of course, he couldn’t breathe anymore (laughs). Just joking…they say he died in an encounter. It didn’t happen here in Marang. They said it was a family feud.

I: Family feud with who?

R: With the mayor’s family of course. We don’t have any enemies.

N: In this kind of work, you get many enemies. I guess it’s because we’re identified with the mayor’s family. Everyone knows that there are many who don’t like them. There are those who they exploited…not them directly but the CVOs who work for them. 

I: Aren’t you afraid or anxious about your line of work?

N: A little…but I believe that you can’t do anything about what destiny god has set for you.

R: I feel the same way. I leave everything up to god. God will take care of whatever will happen to me.

I: Are there people that you have exploited?

N: The civilian evacuees…they are one of the ones we’ve exploited…

I: From the beginning of your work as a CVO, what’s one experience you’ll never forget as long as you live?

N: When the mayor was murdered.

I: Why? Were you there when he died?

N: No…we just responded to the incident…they wanted us to catch and kill three teenagers.

I: Who were those three? Were they the ones who murdered the mayor?

N: I don’t know…but they were the ones accused by the other CVOs who were with them before. 

R: I think that’s one experience I will never forget as well. They treated the three like animals. We couldn’t do anything because we had to follow their orders. If we didn’t, we could get killed.

I: Who were the ones who ordered you to do that?

R: The children of the datu. They were very angry. It was only then that I saw how fierce they could be. They said they will not bury the mayor until his death was avenged.

I: So what was your role in their revenge?

R: They made us put salt on their wounds. (shakes head) They were too much. Imagine, they cut of parts of his body with a chainsaw while he was still alive. He was screaming in pain and saying he didn’t know anything even as they were forcing him to admit. That was very painful for me to experience. When we dumped his body in the water, I asked god to forgive me because I did not want to do what I did.

N: I couldn’t eat or sleep for days. I could still see what they did to the three.

I: But are you okay now? Do you think you have recovered?

N: I guess so…at least it’s not like before when I used to dream about it.

I: Was it the first time for the both of you to see those kinds of things?

N: Yes.

R: I saw something like that before when we escorted mayor once. There was a councilor in a barangay who the mayor had arrested by the army. When we got to the rough part of the road, the army men made the councilor go down and face the mayor who was waiting in a van. I couldn’t hear what they were talking about because I was in another vehicle. But I could see the mayor’s face and he looked angry. Suddenly, the mayor started kicking the councilor. Later, I heard a gun shot. The councilor fell and the army men picked up his body and dumped it in a canal near the side of the road.

I: What did the soldiers do? Didn’t they arrest the mayor?

N: Why would they arrest someone who is on their side?

I: You mean to say that the mayor has connections with the military too?

R: Of course, that’s pretty clear to us. It’s as clear as day. (laughs) I think our conversation has gone long enough. The Kapitan is waiting for us in town. He might get tired of waiting. He doesn’t know about this.

I: Is that so? There are more questions that I wanted to ask.

N: I’m really sorry. The Kapitan might get impatient. He really asked me to go with Rudy so he won’t be late.

I: Okay. Thank you…but wait, what guns do you have?

N: There are many. We have M14, M16, M79…pistols…there are also RPG’s and grenades.

I: I hope to talk to you again soon.

N: It depends. We’re not allowed to leave without permission. We’re actually a little worried. The Kapitan doesn’t know that we had ourselves interviewed. As long as everything’s a secret right? (laughs)

The names people and places have been changed for the safety of the interviewees and researchers.
The following is an interview with Ahmad, a 17 year old CVO from Matengen. He entered the CVO in 2000 when he was only fourteen. He reached grade 5 before he stopped going to school. Ahmad is the eldest among eight children.

A: I became a CVO just recently – the year 2000. Before that, we were still called bodyguards.

I: How did you enter this kind of work?

A: I took over my father’s job when he died. He was also a bodyguard of the mayor. Back then, the mayor was still the mayor of Midpandacan. Matengen didn’t exist yet.

I: How did your father die?

A: He died at an encounter…an encounter with the police at Cotabato.

I: Can you tell us about what happened?

A: (refused to give details)

I: So you mean to say that when your father died, you became his replacement?

A: Yes, I was the one who took over for my father.

I: It’s a good thing that the mayor agreed to that kind of set up.

A: Yes, he did. When Mindpandacan was divided (into two municipalities), I was assigned to become the bodyguard of the mayor.

I: How is your work? Do you have any difficulties with your duties?

A: I like my work…it’s not that tiring. You just hold your gun…but sometimes it can get boring.

I: Why do you get bored?

A: You just hold your gun all day but nothing happens. It’s like there’s no action. They say that during the time of my father, they were always on the move…running from the police or the soldiers.

I: But look at what happened to your father. What do they do that there is the need to run from police?

A: They have to hide their kidnap victim. I don’t get to join those kinds of things. They don’t want to bring me along because they say I’m too young. I just stay here inside the mayor’s compound. They say I still have many things to learn.

I: Who says those things?

A: The mayor himself…and some of the other CVOs who are older than me. They say I have to learn many things. I guess I’ll get to join them when I’m a little more mature. 

I: So what do you do to learn more?

A: I practice using my gun…martial arts.

I: Who teaches you these things? Do you have someone who trains with you?

A: Sometimes it’s just me. Other times, some of the CVOs and the mayor’s children train me. I just want to be more skillful in order to avenge my father’s death

I: To whom will you avenge your father’s death?

A: I’m angry with the police. They killed my father.

I: Don’t you realize that you are thinking of bad things?

A: I know I’m thinking of bad things but the mayor is worse. Why would he tolerate all these bad activities in the first place?

I: What do you mean?

A: He is the brains behind everything.

I: When did your father die? Can you tell me about your life then?

A: My father died in 2000 (could not remember the date). We are very poor. My parents did not get to finish school. They can’t read or write…not even their names. I have many brothers and sisters and I am the eldest child. 

I: What job did your father used to have?

A: He used to be a fisherman. I don’t know how he started working for the mayor….he became a kidnapper. My mother is only a housewife. She plants vegetables in our garden.

I: How about your home? Can you describe it to us?

A: Before, we only lived in a small hut made of kugon grass and bamboo. When I started working for the mayor, I was able to have it fixed.

I: When it was your father working for the mayor, didn’t he get to fix your house?

A: Not yet. It’s because the mayor is now helping me buy some of the materials needed.

I: What do you think is the difference between your life before and your life now?

A: Now, I get to buy new clothes and shoes. I also get to send my brothers and sisters to school. I get the chance to eat delicious food. These are things, which I never got to do before.

I: Wasn’t your father’s job as a fisherman enough for your family?

A: Fishing is not enough to support a big family. With the cost of food alone, you will not earn enough from fishing. Even more with the need for clothes, education, and health. For example, in cases when you get sick.

I: If you were to get sick, where would you go?

A: We go to the albularyo (medicine man) or the local midwife in our village. Now, my mother is sick so I brought her to the Amas provincial hospital in Kidapawan.

I: What is your mother’s sickness?

A: Her body is very weak and she needs more vitamins and nutritious food.

I: Thank you for sharing that with us. So at what age did you start as a CVO?

A: I was 15 when I took over my father’s job but even before that I knew how to hold a gun. I think I was only ten years old then.

I: You were able to hold a gun when you were ten? Whose gun did you handle?

A: My father’s gun. I think it was either his armalite
 or his garrand.

I: So you were allowed to hold your father’s guns even then. How did the mayor get to know you?

A: The mayor has known me since before. My father used to bring me along with him sometimes. I think that’s why he (the mayor) chose me to take his place.

I: So how did it happen? You were the one who approached the mayor and expressed that you would like to continue your father’s work?

A: The mayor talked to me and asked me about what my plans were…I guess it was because I am the eldest child and my father is now gone. I asked if I could be allowed to take over what my father started. The mayor didn’t refuse.

I: So…what are your duties as a CVO?

A: There are many things to do…clean the mayor’s car, their shoes…sometimes even for the mayor’s relatives or the visitors in their house. I also do laundry for other CVO’s. Sometimes, I escort the mayor when they visit their farm…sometimes we go to Davao…

I: Those are the types of work assigned to you?

A: Yes..except for the laundry. For that, my fellow CVO’s pay me. I only do that when I’m free. It’s more of my sideline job.

I: You’re very hard working. How much to do they pay you?

A: They don’t really give me much..30..50…100 pesos. I don’t really ask them to pay but they always give me something.

I: Are you the youngest in the group? How about the older CVO’s, what do they do?

A: They have a lot of work. Some of them work at the mayor’s farm….all I know is that they do a lot of things where they can earn money.

I: How about your rest periods? What do you do when you don’t have work? 

A: It depends. Sometimes we rest during Fridays…but it really depends on us if we want to rest or go home. If ever we want to go home, we just ask permission from the mayor or his children.

I: When you go home, do you bring your guns?

A: Of course we have to leave them in the mayor’s house. But if there are times when you feel you need a gun even in your home, you can bring one as long as you ask permission and the mayor or his children say it’s okay.

I: What are the guns that you have?

A: I have an armalite. The other CVOs also have armalites…M14, M16…grenades…pistols. Sorry, I don’t really know all the types of guns yet. I think they’re caliber 45…38…

I: Since you’ve begun work as a CVO, what is one experience that you’ll never forget?

A: I don’t have that much experience yet because I don’t get to join the group when they plan an operation. The only time I got to go with them was in Tatu. We had a person who was a target and I served as the lookout.

I: What do you mean by ‘target’?

A: Target for our kidnapping operation.

I: Ah…so you were the lookout. So what did you do?

A: I posed as someone selling ice drop. We had signals to communicate while the rest were waiting at a store not far away. Some of the others were just waiting in the car. When we see that the target has left, I take it as my signal to leave. I don’t go with them anymore because that was what we talked about.

I: Where do they hide the kidnap victims?

A: Of course it has to somewhere safe. It depends…sometimes in the city…sometimes in the marshy islands. They shift from place to place.

I: Do people pay ransom? How much do they pay?

A: Of course the family will pay. Sometimes in millions…sometimes just in hundred thousands.

I: Where does the money go?

A: All of us have a share. I guess the mayor gets a bigger share of course.

I: Can you give us an example of your share?

A: I don’t know about the others, but I remember the mayor gave me five thousand pesos.

I: If for example, you don’t get to join the planned operation, do you still get a share?

A: Yes, everyone has a share.

I: If you had the chance to choose your own job, would you go back to fishing if you were allowed to resign as a CVO?

A: I don’t think so. I don’t think I can go anywhere else. In fishing…I don’t know…what about my brothers and sisters? My mom who is now sick? This is the only thing I know to do in order for us to live…at least, my brothers and sisters get to study.

I: Well, it’s just an example. You never know…it’s not the end of the world yet. Doesn’t everyone have hope in life?

A: Even though I know we are doing bad things, I don’t want my brothers and sisters to go hungry. I have a dream for them…for my mother…to at least have a taste of a good life. This place does not have peace and order stability. The people from our community have just gone through another evacuation. How can you concentrate on fishing and farming with that kind of situation?

I: How about your relationship with your fellow CVOs? Do you have a good relationship?

A: Our relationship is okay. 

I: If for example there is a misunderstanding or argument, how is this resolved?

A: We bring the problem to the mayor and talk about it properly. So far there has been no big problem between me and the other CVOs. The mayor does not want us to fight or have issues with each other.

I: That’s good. How about your relationship with the mayor? With his children?

A: It’s also good…there’s no problem. We’re open with the mayor about any problem we may have.

I: What do you plan to do in life? Isn’t it you said that you feel this will be your only source of income?

A: Before, I dreamed of working in an air conditioned office. But now I know that that probably won’t happen. At least in some way I still get to go inside an air conditioned office…the mayor’s office. As for my dreams now, I guess I just want my brothers and sisters to finish school. I don’t want them to end up like me…or father and mother…uneducated.

I: Are you afraid that what happened to your father could also happen to you?

A: I guess I could also end up like my father. In this kind of work, those types of things happen. I guess that’s why I’m saving up for my brothers’ and sisters’ education as early as now.

I: I hope that you won’t end up like your father. What year level are your siblings?

A: The one after me is graduating high school and the other three are still in high school

I: How much does the mayor give you for your salary?

A: He pays me 3000 pesos but that’s aside from the other things he gives me.

I: Aside from your salary, what else does he give you?

A: He gives me many things…rice…clothes…other things…every time I go home, he tells me to bring many things for my mother.

I: How kind of the mayor to do that. When you get sick, where do they bring you? I mean, now that you are the mayor’s CVOs.

A: I remember we had a fellow CVO who was injured in a bus hold up. What they did was the brought him to a hospital in Davao. They just made sure to hide his true identity and why he was shot.

I: Who took care of the expenses?

A: The mayor of course.

I: I’m sorry but I just need to clear things…so the bus hold up is another activity of your fellow CVOs?

A: Yes….but only sometimes.

I: Thank you. Aside from that, what else?

A: (shakes head) If it’s okay, I think I should go ahead. The mayor might arrive. He does not know about this interview.

I: Okay. Just answer this question, what would be your message to other children like you…just give me a short one…

A: They should study well if they are given the chance to go to school. It’s hard not to have an education. This is the only job you’ll get. 

� During times of conflict, civilians are forced to evacuate their homes for safer areas.











