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Understanding Election Violence in the Philippines: Beware the Unknown 
Assassins of May 
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Abstract 

Despite election violence being a commonly agreed upon phenomena in the Philippines, there 

had been a dearth in academic research in recent years, largely due to the lack of reliable 

sources of information. To address this, this article adapts recognised methods from studies 

such as Newman’s 2013 paper, together with McGrath and Gill's 2014 research on terrorism 

and elections. To expose the timing of election violence, incidents were tracked relative to 

election dates for the period from 2004–2017, with the results indicating violence increases 

closer to an election date, and frequency substantially increased during the 14-year period.  

This is the first academic journal article since Linantud in 1998 to focus on the issue of election 

violence in the Philippines but through adaptive methodologies goes further to make national 

analysis. Furthermore, findings reveal statistically significant differences on the types of 

terrorist attacks and types of targets when comparing election and non-election periods. 

Complicating factors are explored in relation to majority of attacks attributed to ‘unknown’ 

actors and the complex situation during elections. The results also demonstrate that election 

violence in the Philippines is dominated by the New People’s Army and the use of 

assassination. The paper makes the case for further research and the creation of a dedicated 

database of election violence in the Philippines and elsewhere, and finally evaluating these 

few measures implemented by the government that have failed to stem election violence.  
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Introduction 

The Philippines has been beset by long running internal conflicts and political violence since 

its independence. The democratic process is characterised by violence attributed to various 

actors to such an extent that it has arguably become an accepted part of its political system. 

The clichéd phrase of the ‘Three Gs of Philippine Politics - guns, gold and goons’ remains 

inescapable if not just as accurate as ever.1 Yet, research examining ‘election violence’ in the 

Philippines has largely been carried out in the margins, seen more as a result of the 

architecture and culture of the political system, rather than an established practice that requires 

specific focus.  Pockets of research on election violence in the Philippines are found in works 

on the role of various regimes of the state, 2  the role of ‘private armies’ in extra judicial killing3 

(killing of a person by governmental authorities or individuals without sanction of any judicial 

proceeding or legal process), the role of the military and security forces,4 the role of clan-based 

politics,5 and clientelism.6   

 

This paper focuses and updates prior research on election violence in the Philippines, adapting 

contemporary methodologies in order to better understand the frequency and nature of election 

violence. It does this using the whole country as the unit of analysis unlike any prior studies – 

notably Linantud7 (which was based on media reports)– with national comparisons across time, 

types of incident and perpetrators.  We then examine any significant associations between 

target types, attack types with election campaign periods.  This allows us to empirically 

determine how prone the Philippines is to spikes of violence around elections, enabling cross-

regional and inter-disciplinary comparison with research from Aksoy and others which found 

that terrorism in democracies clusters around elections periods in systems with lower “electoral 

permissiveness”8 wherein it is harder to gain a formal role in politics for small parties.  
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The Philippines has been noted for its “long and continuing history of electoral violence”,9 

however reliably documenting, evidencing and measuring electoral violence has been 

problematic. Without robust data, policy efforts to remedy electoral violence are likely to be 

misguided and continued research difficult.  Previous reports even recognise the “familial 

nature of Philippine politics was one of several factors that fuelled fierce rivalries and bred 

persistent violence during each electoral cycle”10 with a healthy amount of commentary on 

some of the actors and dynamics at play.  What Quimpo calls “the usual patronage, and 

perhaps a bit more vote-buying, fraud and violence” 11 is none the less hard to pin down beyond 

media reports of particular incidents. However, by utilising a reliable dataset on terrorist attacks 

across a 14-year election period we find – in line with Newman – that ‘ballots seem to provoke 

bullets, with the frequency of terrorist violence increasing closer to the election date and 

propensity for violence occurring in each phase of the election cycle takes shape as pre-, day 

of, and post-election activity, with peak violence at or near the actual election date’.12 Making 

this the most robust and detailed study of election violence in the Philippines to date. 

Challenges 

The term ‘election violence’, found across wider analysis of Filipino politics, is used to refer to 

variety of different types of incidents including insurgent clashes, terrorism (itself a contested 

concept) and individual attacks. Given the political sensitivities of election violence, it is not 

uncommon to have the label of ‘election violence’ contested by numerous actors - including 

government. No recognised definition of ‘election violence’ is being used despite its 

popularisation. Researchers looking at the topic have to be inclusive and then navigate their 

way through the claims and counter claims, relating a violent incident to the electoral process 

in itself is a political act in the Philippines presenting a myriad of practical, ethical and security 

considerations for researchers.  

 



4 
 

Contemporary work on definitions of ‘election violence’ offered by the likes of Bjarnegård13 are 

welcome but are also being understandably expanded, increasing the demand on the 

researcher to investigate the linkage to the electoral process. In Maupeu’s work on Kenya the 

same issue of definition meant utilising an “extensive view of election violence” that included, 

pre-election and post-election violence which “does not mean confusing political violence and 

election violence as the same concept.”14 In the Philippines such investigation is not just 

difficult given the nature and variety of protagonists but very risky work. As a result, research 

into election violence in the Philippines has stalled despite the phenomena itself increasing. 

 

Linantud’s 1998 examination of “patterns of violence in Filipino elections between 1965 and 

1998”15 remains the only specific study of election violence in the Philippines in a peer-

reviewed academic journal. His study, based largely on media reports across the period found 

that “factional election violence has declined”.16 Linantud and others referencing the issue had 

previously relied upon lists of ‘electoral violence’ compiled at various times in newspapers, 

most commonly the Philippine Daily Inquirer. Without maintained, archived and ideally 

centralised records, updating Linantud’s methodology is not possible.  Beyond Linantud’s 

paper in the ‘grey literature’ the limited but crucial focus on election violence in the Philippines 

boils down to just 2 reports, coming in 2004 from Patino and Velasco17 on behalf of the German 

Friedrich Ebert Stiftung foundation and then in 2011 from Arguillas et al18 on behalf of the Vera 

Files and Asia Foundation. Patino and Velasco utilise ‘election-related violence’ rather than 

the titular ‘election violence’ and include “intimidation, coercion and non-physical forms of 

harassment”19 as well as physical forms of violence.  

 

Using this definition Patino and Velasco sourced their data from ‘Commission on Elections 

(COMELEC) and the Philippine Daily Inquirer’20 and ‘from media reports (Philippine Daily 

Inquirer, Business World etc.).”21 As with Linantud such methodologies cannot be replicated 

today with any reliability. Arguillas et al‘s excellent account of election violence cites Philippine 
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National Police (PNP) statistics but the report is not footnoted and it is unclear where these 

statistics came from, nor are there any disclaimers relating to the reliability of this data. In sum, 

research on election violence in the Philippines is hamstrung by a lack of clear, reliable records.  

 

To advance research into election violence in the Philippines, we must utilise and develop 

other sources of data. This paper takes on the methodology initialled by Newman of using the 

Global Terrorism Database (GTD) and provides a platform for future comparative analysis and 

further focus on the Philippines. The elections in the period between 2004 and 2017 (outlined 

in table 1) were chosen because of the reliability and completeness of GTD data in this period. 

Furthermore, the lack of specific geographical data on election violence prevents GIS 

supported analysis or suchlike and as yet the GTD dataset does not support that.  As such this 

study is a national picture – and the first to do so. A more regional and provincial breakdown 

is desperately needed though given violence from insurgent groups is localised. This 

compromise ensures the paper replicates Newman’s methodology but demonstrates the 

limitations of the GTD for other purposes.   

 

Lastly, compounding the challenges on a universal definition of ‘election violence’ is the issue 

of a changing ‘election period’ in the Philippines. These are set by COMELEC for each election 

cycle. Given this research began with the 2003 elections we adopted the 2003 standard of 178 

days laid out in Resolution 6446.22 This was the longest official election period in 14-year study 

and captures all the following election periods which were shorter –150 days on average.  

Data and Methods 

Information regarding terrorist attacks in the Philippines was obtained from the GTD, an open-

source database online made available by the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism 

and Responses to Terrorism (START). To examine whether violence increases during election 
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periods, this paper adopts established approaches in investigating patterns of terrorist attacks 

around elections utilizing GTD information at the individual event level, the day-level23 and 

month levels with respective target selections and attack types.24  

 

The authors assembled a dataset of terrorist attacks in the Philippines occurring between 2004 

and 2017. Working with the same operational definition as Newman in treating “electoral 

violence as political violence during the election period with the objective of influencing the 

electoral process and by extension the election outcome”25 the following search criteria, 

available  via the GTD online interface, was applied to: 1) reflect instances of political violence, 

2) establish the objective of terrorist attacks as influencing the electoral process and election 

outcome, 3) exclude ambiguous cases of terrorism, in order to prevent inclusion of primarily 

criminal acts.  All records found in GTD: 181,691 incidents which were then examined across 

the following three criteria: 

1) Criteria (Following options selected on GTD web interface) 

Criterion I: The act must be aimed at attaining a political, economic, religious, 

or social goal.  

Criterion II: There must be evidence of an intention to coerce, intimidate, or 

convey some other message to a larger audience (or audiences) than the 

immediate victims. In certain cases, there may be some uncertainty whether or 

not an incident meets all of the criteria for inclusion as a GTD terrorist incident. 

Exclude ambiguous cases. 

Results = 152,641 incidents 

2) Date: (between 2004-01-01 and 2017-12-31)   

The 2004 elections were the first Philippine elections the GTD covered reliably. 

In terms of distribution, the data points prior to 2004 were very few and sporadic 

compared to the succeeding years.  End date was set at 2017, as it was the 
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maximum value for available records at the time of data collection (3 September 

2019). 

Results = 88,479 incidents 

3) Country: (Philippines) 

Results = 3,472 Incidents 

Records were obtained using the data export function of GTD web interface producing a .csv 

file and then manual verification of entries conducted for errors and data consistency. It should 

also be noted that not all incidents involving terrorists are considered as terrorist attacks within 

the GTD records, examples of this are police or military operations such as the 25 January 

2015 ‘Mamasapano clash’ that resulted in the deaths of 44 Special Action Force (SAF) 

members of the Philippine National Police (PNP) during an operation at Tukanalipao, 

Mamasapano, Maguindanao, by SAF-PNP against forces from the Bangsamoro Islamic 

Freedom Fighters (BIFF) and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF). A further nuance of 

this study is that Newman' paper does not presuppose that GTD criteria can be narrowed for 

incidents directly related to elections but rather infers it from the clustering of violence around 

election dates and supplements that with additional analysis with respect to regime types, 

electoral institutions, and other factors - while this study also establishes the clustering of 

violence around election periods, it also adapts methods by McGrath and Gill for the analyses 

of target types and attack types within and outside the periods. Rather than just demonstrating 

that terror attacks spikes closely around election dates, the findings for this study show 

terrorism attacks spike at different points before and after election dates, as well as in relation 

to the election period. The study still acknowledges the limitation distinguishing terrorism aimed 

at influencing elections from terrorism with other political aims independent of elections.   

 

Under these parameters found3,472 terrorist incidents between 2004 and 2017 from the 

dataset, with 5 election years covered (2004, 2007, 2010, 2013, and 2015 general elections). 
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Table 1 below details the types of elections in this period. Since 1992 national and local 

elections are normally held on the second Monday of May every third year. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 - The Filipino Election Cycle 2004-2016 

Year General Presidential Senate House of Representatives Local Barangay 

2004 General Presidential Senate House of Representatives Local (none) 

2007 General (none) Senate House of Representatives Local Barangay* 

2010 General Presidential Senate House of Representatives Local Barangay* 

2013 General (none) Senate House of Representatives Local Barangay 

2016 General Presidential Senate House of Representatives Local Barangay* 

*Denotes a Barangay (smallest administrative unit in the Philippines) and Sangguniang 

Kabataan (youth village council) election. Source: COMELEC 
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Encoding of values were made on the dataset to measure different time periods, and creation 

of categorical variables such as terrorist targets, attack types, and weapons used (according 

to GTD classifications). Corresponding statistical methods were utilized on the aggregated 

dataset such as binomial tests on occurrence of attacks, along with a series of chi-square tests 

and non-parametric bivariate correlations26 on variables pertaining to terrorist targets and 

attack types to determine significant relationships with election periods.   

Results 

Findings reveal that overall frequency of terrorist attacks had increased over the 14-year 

duration (slope: 0.020368204, indicating positive relationship of the number of attacks and 

time), and that attacks significantly differ in frequency, target, and type during election periods 

in the Philippines.  

Descriptive Analysis 

For the duration of 2004 to 2017, Table 2 presents monthly terrorist attacks. The frequency of 

attacks has increased over the past 14 years, with 2013 having the greatest number of terrorist 

attacks (496) and casualties (735) recorded. For the sample, the greatest number of attacks 

occurred during the month of May, with May 2013 (81 attacks) and May 2016 (81 attacks) - 

both being election months, having the highest frequencies of terrorist attacks. Looking at 

specific events, the 27 February 2004 Superferry bombing in Manila Bay by the Abu Sayyaf 

Group, had the greatest number of fatalities (116), making it the deadliest terrorist attack in 

Philippines, and among the world's deadliest terrorist attack at sea. A bombing in Makati City 

on 19 October 2007 conducted by unknown perpetrators had the greatest number of casualties 

(8 fatalities, 130 injured) among the incidents in the dataset.  
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Table 2 - Frequency of terrorist attacks from 2004 to 2017 by month 

  2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

January 1 3 10 4 4 19 10 10 8 24 28 39 38 32 

February 2 3 7 5 2 24 17 13 13 26 38 38 55 39 

March 5 
 

2 1 2 24 17 13 17 29 30 43 54 63 

April 4 1 5 10 13 23 17 12 19 54 19 42 59 30 

May 1 1 3 6 18 20 42 9 13 81 43 35 81 42 

June 7 
 

4 11 32 17 14 14 12 33 27 42 36 47 

July 
 

1 3 1 46 23 7 6 13 46 28 34 29 45 

August 
 

7 6 2 58 9 10 8 24 34 37 35 31 36 

September 
   

3 13 16 15 11 9 50 32 38 14 40 

October 
  

3 7 17 23 23 14 17 49 26 47 25 38 

November 3 
 

2 5 13 18 20 19 11 32 40 49 26 29 

December 7 2 3 2 42 4 7 5 17 38 29 48 36 45 

Yearly Total 30 18 48 57 260 220 199 134 173 496 377 490 484 486 
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Distribution of terrorist attacks and election periods 

Classification using an election period variable categorizes 2,813 out of 3,472 terrorist attacks 

(or 81.0%) corresponding to dates outside official election periods, while 659 out of 3,472 

terrorist attacks (or 19.0%) corresponding to dates within official election periods.  Calculated 

for the analysis is the days until the next closest election and days since the last most recent 

election. The histogram codes each of the 3,472 attacks twice for a total of 6,944 observations 

(Figure 2). Herein, an attack is considered as "pre-election" if "days until" is less than "days 

since," and as "post-election" if "days since" is less than "days until."   

 

A binomial test was performed to determine whether the proportion of occurrence The test 

determined whether the (19.0%) proportion of terrorist attacks occurring during an official 

election period differs significantly from16.3% (or .16255708), which is the null hypothesis 

parameter - derived from the number of days of the election period in the Philippines over the 

total number of days in three years, or 178/1095. The results indicate an extremely statistically 

significant difference (p = 0.000).  In other words, the proportion of violence during election 

period significantly differ from a hypothesized value of 16.3% - that there is seemingly a higher 

number than expected of recorded terrorist attacks during election periods in the Philippines. 

 

As shown in Figure 1, there is seemingly an emerging pattern found in the last three election 

periods characterized by increased frequency during the months leading up to the election 

date, and sharply drops immediately the month after. It is worth noting that the one-month 

period after elections are still defined by COMELEC as officially part of the election period and 

still enforces a ‘gun ban’ with increased levels of security nationwide.   
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Figure 1- Monthly frequency of terrorist attacks during election periods 
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Using similar a classification methodology to Newman,27 it appears that terrorist attacks for the 

period of 2004 to 2017 are almost evenly distributed before and after an election. 1,645 out of 

3,435 terrorist attacks (or 47.9%) correspond to pre-election violence, and 1,790 out of 3,435 

terrorist attacks (or 52.1%) correspond to post-election violence. 

 

Figure 2 presents results following methods utilized by Newman for plotting the timing of 

terrorist attacks in terms of days distance to an election. Similar coding was applied, wherein 

each observation (a terrorist incident) has a corresponding variable encoded for "days until" 

election and another variable encoded "days since" election, as such when the histogram is 

presented the observation is situated in relation to the election midpoint in terms of the two 

variables (positions pre- and post-) within the three-year election cycles. Results show that the 

distance distribution of 3,472 terrorist events of the Philippine sample are not as pronounced 

in terms of a normal distribution as compared to the 5,537 events of Newman’s 117 multi-

country sample. As demonstrated via kernel density estimation, increased frequency can 

nevertheless be observed occurring during days around election periods. 

  



14 
 

 

  

  

Figure 2 - Daily distribution of terrorist attacks between 2004 and 2017, centred on the election date, normal 
distribution line (blue) indicated, and using kernel density estimation (red). 
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A binomial test was then performed to determine whether the proportion of occurrence for this 

two-level categorical dependent variable significantly differs from a hypothesized value.  In this 

case, by using the timing variable, it can be tested whether the proportion of post-election 

violence differs significantly from 50% (.5). The results indicate that there is a statistically 

significant difference (p = 0.014).  In other words, the proportion of post-election violence in 

this sample significantly differs from the hypothesized value of 50%.  These findings can also 

be considered consistent with that of Newman’s results of being near-even, as the difference 

of 4.2% between pre-election and post- election is quite small. Overall, the results support the 

observation that increased violence occurs in periods drawing nearer to election dates.  

 

As can also be observed in Figure 2 for the aggregated datapoints in relation to distance until 

and after elections, and nuanced further in table 2, particularly for the election years 2010, 

2013, and 2016 - there is a relative lull in terrorist attacks within two months after an election. 

Hence, there is an overall similarity in terms of the patterns of fluctuations with Newman for 

terrorist attacks occurring between the years 2000 and 2005 across 117 countries.  

 

In election years the spike in violence in May is twice the level of non-election years, this is 

particularly stark given the total number of attacks in any year is relatively constant. 

Recognising that this sample is limited to 14 years, the clear pattern suggests a seasonal 

element to violence in elections years as illustrated in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 - Average Attacks per month 
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Table 3 presents groups identified with involvement in attacks during election periods as 

recorded by GTD as perpetrators involved in terrorist attacks. It is worth noting that more than 

half of the attacks were conducted by unknown assailants. 
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Table 3- Perpetrators of Terrorist Attacks during election periods 

Total Attacks during election periods from 2004 -2016: 659 

Group name No. of incidents involved in 

New People's Army (NPA) 188 

Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) 43 

Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Movement (BIFM) 22 

Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) 9 

Maute Group 4 

Jemaah Islamiya (JI) 3 

Al-Khobar 1 

Farmer's Movement of the Philippines (KMP) 1 

Jundul Khilafah (Philippines) 1 

Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) 1 

National Democratic Front-Bicol (NDF-Bicol) 1 

Partido Marxista-Leninista ng Pilipinas (PMLP) 1 

Unknown 386 
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More than half (58.6%) of the attacks were conducted by unknown assailants during election 

periods, whereas only 41.1% are unknown during non-election periods. A chi-square test found 

that the association between identity of perpetrators and periods of election is considered to 

be extremely statistically significant, χ2 (1, N= 3472) = 66.349, p < 0.0001. One possible 

explanation for the higher proportion of terror attacks occurring during election period with 

unknown assailants (58.6%) could be due to (local) political and electoral violence being 

misattributed or intentionally distorted as terrorist activities.  

Adapting methods from McGrath and Gill,28  the following sections test the difference between 

non-election and election periods for occurrence of terrorist attacks and across target types or 

attack types 

Terrorist targets and election periods 

As described in Figure 4, targeting government was found to have an increased frequency 

percentage during election periods as compared to non-election periods, while business 

targets had a decrease in frequency percentage during election periods. Military, police, and 

private citizen & property targets remained relatively constant during non-election period and 

election periods.  Displayed in the following are relevant valid percent when missing data are 

excluded from the calculations, and not necessarily tallying to 100 as some incidents can have 

more than one type of target or target. A series of chi-square tests were performed to examine 

the association between terrorist targets and election periods. For business and government 

targets, their relation between the election period variable were found to be significant. As also 

presented in Table 4, non-parametric bivariate correlations using Spearman’s Rho indicate a 

negative relationship for business, while government was found to have a positive relationship 

with the election period variable. It may be possible that the increase in violence during election 

periods focused on governmental targets would lessen frequency of attacks towards 

businesses, as compared to other types of targets. 
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Terrorist attacks on government targets increase during election periods, while terrorist attacks 

to business targets decrease during election periods and furthermore, based on the timing 

variable - 416 out of 910 terrorist attacks with government target types (or 45.7%) correspond 

to pre-election violence, while 494 out of 910 terrorist attacks (or 54.3%) correspond to post-

election violence. A binomial test was used to determine whether the proportion of post-

election violence for the government target type differs significantly from 50% (.5), with results 

indicating that there is a statistically significant difference (p = 0.011).  In other words, the 

proportion of post-election violence with government targets in this sample significantly differ 

from the hypothesized value of 50%. Similar to reported observations by Newman, the 

targeting of government being more frequent after election than before election could 

potentially be related to dissatisfaction with election results. 
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Table 4 - Chi-square tests and non-parametric correlations for terrorist target types of non-election and election 
periods during 2004 - 2017. Adapted from McGrath and Gill (2014) 

Target 
Election 
Period 

Count 
(valid 
%) 

Pearson 
Chi-
Square 

df 
Asymp. 
Sig.  
(2-sided) 

Spearman 
Correlation 

Asymp. 
Std. 
Error 

Approx. 
Sig. 

Business 

No 
492 
(17.5%) 

10.473 1 .001 -.055 .015 .001 ** 

Yes 
81 
(12.3%) 

Government 

No 
711 
(25.3%) 

20.610 1 .000 .077 .018 .000*** 

Yes 
224 
(34.0%) 

Military 

No 
212 
(7.5%) 

0.126 1 .722 -.006 .017 .722 

Yes 
47 
(7.1%) 

Police 

No 
314 
(11.2%) 

0.004 1 .950 -.001 .017 .950 

Yes 
73 
(11.1%) 

Private 
Citizens and 
Property 

No 
733 
(26.1%) 

0.607 1 .436 -.013 .017 .436 

Yes 
162 
(24.6%) 

*** Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level; Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; *. Correlation is significant 

at the 0.05 level  
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Attack types and election periods 

In regard to terrorist attack type, as shown in Figure 4, assassination was found to have an 

increase frequency percentage during election periods as compared to non-election periods. 

Whereas armed assault, and kidnapping (hostage-taking) slightly decreased and bombing/ 

explosions and facility/ infrastructure attacks remained relatively the same in percentage levels 

during non-election period and election periods. 
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Figure 5 - Terrorist attack types for non-election and election periods, valid percentages 
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A series of chi-square tests were then performed to examine the association between attack 

types and election periods. The relation between the election period variable and 

Assassination was found to very significant. As also described in Table 5, non-parametric 

bivariate correlations using Spearman’s Rho indicate a positive relationship for Assassination 

with the election period variable. 
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Table 5 - Chi-square tests and non-parametric correlations for terrorist attack types of non-election and election 
periods during 2004 - 2017. Adapted from McGrath and Gill (2014) 

Attack Type 
Election 

Period 

Count  

(valid %) 

Pearson 

Chi-

Square 

df 

Asymp. 

Sig.  

(2-sided) 

Spearman 

Correlation 

Asymp. 

Std. 

Error 

Approx. 

Sig. 

Armed Assault 

No 
854 

(30.4%) 

0.291 1 .589 -.009 .017 .589 

Yes 
193 

(29.3%) 

Assassination 

No 
437 

(15.5%) 

7.874 1 .005 .048 .018 .005** 

Yes 
132 

(20.0%) 

Bombing / 

Explosion 

No 
925 

(32.9%) 

0.588 1 .443 .013 .017 .443 

Yes 
227 

(34.4%) 

Facility / 

Infrastructure 

No 
388 

(13.8%) 
2.356 1 .125 -.026 .016 .125 

Yes 76 (11.5%) 

Kidnapping 

No 279 (9.9%) 

2.545 1 .111 -.027 .016 .111 

Yes 52 (7.9%) 

*** Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level; Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; *. Correlation is significant 

at the 0.05 level  
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In other words, terrorist attacks using assassination increase during election periods. Given 

that over two-thirds of assassination attacks are government targets, this finding also partly 

explains the high-stakes nature of Philippine politics. Further, results from a binomial test using 

the timing variable shows that the proportion of post-election violence with assassination attack 

types in this sample was not significantly different (p = 0.207). from the hypothesized value of 

50%. Interestingly, an additional chi-square test reveals a relationship between events (of all 

attack types) during election period and the use explosives as weapons.  Results indicate that 

there is a statistically significant relationship between election period and explosives being 

used, χ2 (1, N= 3472) = 4.205, p = 0.040.  

 

One possible explanation for increased used of explosives during election periods in the 

Philippines is the ‘gun ban’29 implemented by COMELEC and heightened security with police 

visibility and military checkpoints that could push perpetrators to resorting to improvised 

explosives. 

Discussion 

“The cycles of political violence mainly follow the rounds of elections in the Philippine 
democracy, whereas the second type of violence follows the dynamics of the blood 
feud.”30 

 

Although the increased frequency of electoral violence found in this study supports similar 

general findings in other studies relating to other countries and other periods,31  caution should 

still be exercised in drawing general inferences about the election in this 14-year period. 

Particular considerations must be made for interpretation of results and relating them to extant 

research based on different sources, case studies and combinations of countries. Wider 

support for the trends noted above beyond Philippines elections would require both caution 

and more research. However, this study suggests that election periods in the Philippines can 

be considered as being more dangerous generally in terms of terrorist attack frequency and 
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specifically for the government, with higher occurrences of assassinations. Without more 

location data on these attacks it is unclear if this national trend is shared across a country with 

significant variances in human and physical geography. The effects of autonomy in the south 

and the use of automated voting on election violence cannot yet be identified. 

 

The situation is further complicated as a majority of attacks during election periods are 

conducted by unknown perpetrators and almost half utilize explosives that may circumvent the 

local temporary ‘gun ban’ and conventional security measures currently in place. The results 

of this study also support the observations of previous studies that increased violence occurs 

in periods drawing nearer to election dates,32 and has also shown specifically in the Philippines 

a sudden drop in violence immediately after elections. Figure 3 clearly shows the May election 

spike in attacks in triennial election years. As a result, the findings here support the claims by 

the likes of Kreuzer in 2005 that “violence escalates before elections”33 and that this pattern 

continues. By contrast Scharff’s account of COMLEC’s measures to curb election violence for 

the 2010 elections surprisingly found that “The 2010 election period witnessed a sharp 

reduction from 2004 in the number of individuals killed and the number of other election-related 

violent incidents.”34 This is in direct contradiction to the findings in this study and is likely 

attributed to the methodological differences and source data used. It is unclear where Scharff 

sourced his data from.  

 

The increased violence in recent years of both elections and the Moro conflict support that 

Kreuzers observation that the peace process is undermined by violent elections and that in 

2005 there was “a major conviction that electoral democracy should be restricted at least in 

the transitional phase, since elections are considered to be triggering factors of violence and 

its escalation.”35 However following advances in the peace process and revised political 

autonomy in Mindanao the likelihood is of more of ‘the usual’ election violence.  
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In relation to prior research on ‘electoral permissiveness’ as a key factor in election violence, 

this largely comes down to subjective characterisation. The authors regard the Philippines as 

having a relatively open electoral system with a high degree of electoral permissiveness- with 

important caveats and nuances. While anyone can run for office, and many do, with ballot 

papers crowded with candidates, not everyone can win. Celebrity, campaign spending, political 

party affiliation, and clan ties carry candidates an awful long way, and while that is particularly 

dramatic in the Philippines,36 it is hardly unique compared to other democratic nations regarded 

as having high levels of electoral permissiveness. Rodrigo Duterte’s presidential electoral win, 

becoming the first president from Mindanao, with only 39% of the popular vote, underlines how 

a late entrant to the race (filling his candidacy on the last day) some 6 months after his rivals, 

can penetrate the top of the political establishment quickly. As such, this study does not support 

Aksoy’s hypothesis and findings, particularly as Aksoy’s study focused on Western Europe 

between 1950 and 2004 and used different data. Election violence in the Philippines is one of 

the prime barriers to entry into the otherwise open arena of electoral politics and as such the 

issue of electoral permissiveness appears to be a post hoc fallacy in the Philippines.  

 

Elections of Violence and Violence of Elections 

As argued by Bali and Park based on their findings (also from GTD data), “attention-related 

incentives may be at work”37 in the increase in domestic terrorist events around elections, as 

terrorist events can draw the spotlight on grievances and inadequacies of the incumbent 

government. This observation may even hold true extending to activities and events not 

considered as acts of terrorism by antagonistic groups, such as police and military operations. 

Walden Bello noted the effect of the ‘Mamasapano clash’, a botched counter terrorism raid, on 

the Aquino administration leading to the election of President Duterte.38 Mamasapano is a 

prime example of the complexity of competing and rival militant groups and the political 

violence that arises in various conflicts within the Philippines, detangling them from what we 



30 
 

may want to mark as ‘election violence’ requires nuanced understanding of the conflicts in the 

Philippines.  

 

The ambush on 25 January 2015, by BIFM and MILF militants should not be understood as 

election motivated. At the time, the relatively new BIFM did not operate far beyond its base in 

the swamplands of Liguasan and cooperation with the MILF has been rare. In fact, deadly 

violence between the BIFM (a splinter group of the MILF) and MILF is more common than 

cooperation.39 The SAF were on a Presidentially ordered hunt for Indonesian bomb maker, 

Zulkifli bin Hir, aka ‘Marwan’ and the ambush was an opportune marriage of convenience of 

two often competing actors in the complex and shifting landscape of conflict in Mindanao.40 

This was by no means a clearly planned strategic attack by a classically understood terrorist 

group wanting to affect the course of the elections. And yet Mamasapano became an election 

issue,41 having occurred after Duterte had already begun to campaign42 for the presidency and 

used particularly by the Duterte campaign against his rival Manuel Roxas.43 Mamasapano 

demonstrates the difficulty in drawing clear lines between what is and what is not election 

violence in the Philippines.  

 

This phenomenon, as Bali and Park describe can possibly be explained by an electorate’s 

attention, together with the public’s level of engagement and the level of competition among 

societal groups to aptly garner attention during the critical months prior to elections. 

Furthermore, the increase in election-month attacks is mediated by electoral competition, in 

line with “the ‘political access school’ which argues that democracies decrease the likelihood 

of violent action by providing alternative channels of engagement”. 44 Thus conversely, 

curtailed political access, reduced political opportunity or engagement, would increase terrorist 

activity. 
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Within the context of electoral politics in the Philippines, this may mean corresponding 

strategies towards armed groups being pursued by political entities dependent on their 

incumbency and agendas. Political incumbents’ credibility towards maintaining peace and 

security and their opportunity to succeed in an upcoming election would be disadvantaged by 

attacks particularly timed near the election date. In such cases, reduced hostilities, ceasefires 

or concessions may be made to prevent or stall violence, although eventually would return 

upon the conclusion of the election period, or even rebound to higher levels in retaliation to 

promises broken, testing the resolve and capabilities of the new government, or responses to 

newly-elected official’s antagonism to their group. This may have been the case with the 

confusing and convoluted relationship of the Duterte administration and the communist 

insurgency against the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP), The New People’s Army 

(NPA) and the National Democratic Front (NDF). The CPP-NPA-NDF rebellion and the 

monthly average attacks recorded in the GTD had almost quadrupled, compared to the first 

seven months of the new regime when peace talks were supposedly being pursued.    

 

Furthermore, as results indicate that frequency of terrorist attacks significantly differ during 

election periods in the Philippines, as well as the overall increasing number of attacks and 

emerging pattern found in the three recent election periods, it may be prudent for the Philippine 

government in improving and recalibrating security measures during election periods. 

Particularly as previous studies45 observed terrorist attacks have the potential to motivate and 

increase voter turnout, it should be considered that attacks made by terrorists and rebels (as 

government had now reclassified several groups as such terrorist organizations) or fabricated 

by unknown parties may be used as a platform for new entrants seeking office or incumbents 

securing their position. Equally concerning is the possibility of politicians exploiting this feature 

and sensationalizing violent events for political gain, winning upcoming elections via 

resentment and promising security, but consequently giving the terrorists the attention and 

legitimization, they craved in the first place.   
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Perpetrators of Election Violence 

As the study shows, key questions remain as to who is perpetrating violence at elections that 

need further scrutiny before we can adequately understand motives.  As Table 3 outlines the 

GTD database attributes 58% of attacks at election times to unknown perpetrators. This does 

not necessarily indicate weakness in the GTD methodology given the extent of unsolved 

killings in the Philippines. Across the 14-year period of this study the Philippines has 

consistently been both one of the most dangerous countries in the world for murder where the 

perpetrator is not be known.46 Furthermore,  for the number of extra judicial killings where most 

perpetrators are never identified, the Philippines is one of the highest in the world.47 Holden 

has argued that the reasons for extra judicial attacks vary widely and “those involved in 

activism against neoliberalism have been killed in the wave of extrajudicial killings underway 

in the archipelago.”48 Furthermore, Holden purports that “extrajudicial killings were an example 

of state terrorism”49 further complicating the landscape in the Philippines in this period.  Indeed, 

according to Sales, state terrorism in the Philippines has been built into a dysfunctional political 

system for decades:  

“Successive regimes have established fact-finding missions as if the exposure of bad 
elements will put an end to state terror and other excesses; but, just as motorcycle-
riding assassins frequently disappear through the gates of army camps, so the senior 
officials who send them on their murderous assignments often disappear through the 
doors of government departments.”50 

 

Given that violence and corruption have continued since 2009 when Sales made his 

assessment, we now have evidence of increasing levels of election violence in the 2010, 2013 

and 2016 elections as shown in figure 1. The marked increase after 2010 is of course still 

routed on the problems Sales recognised, but analysis of motive for attacks is made difficult 

for the same reason. Given attacks (regardless of whether they are at election periods or not) 

are understood to be the work of security officials, official data and authentication will always 

prove unreliable.  
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In Hicken’s review of the 2007 elections, he noted that “as in past elections, the 2007 contest 

was a violent affair, with 126 people killed and 148 injured in election related violence”51 and 

references news reports that account for the same attacks listed in the GTD with ‘unknown’ 

perpetrators. There is a disjuncture here that is important to recognise given reports of some 

attacks citing security officials being confident to call some instances ‘election violence’ and 

resigned to it as a natural occurrence in Filipino elections52 and other incidents (also found in 

the GTD) related to attacks by the NPA are not regarded as ‘election violence’ – as seen in 

this Reuters article:  

“We believed the other incidents were not directly a result of the election,” said Geary 
Barias, head of police investigations, adding some deaths were due to ambushes by 
communist rebels. But, police were forced to retract accusations Maoist-led New 
People’s Army rebels killed two teachers in an arson attack on a vote centre after 
evidence pointed to two police officers moonlighting for a local politician. “This could 
be one of the bloodiest elections the country had experienced,” said Ronald Llamas of 
non-government group Compact for Peaceful Elections.”53 

 

Not only is this hard to make sense of on a case by case basis but it exemplifies the 

weaknesses of research solely reliant on media reports. What officials claim is and is not 

‘electoral violence’ and what is recognised as such externally by the GTD, media sources and 

alike differ. This study has demonstrated that attacks recorded by the GTD at election periods 

includes attacks by ‘unknown’ perpetrators that are disputed by governmental actors, rights 

groups and others who utilise different definitions terrorism and election violence.  

The NPA and Election Violence 

Of the named perpetrators found in this study, the NPA accounted for the majority of attacks, 

accounting for 28%, more than all the Islamist militant groups combined. The notorious Abu 

Sayyaf Group54 are listed as perpetrators for only 6% of attacks in election periods. The level 

of election violence from the NPA compared to the various Islamist groups is significant and 

does not correspond to military operations against either foe or the international media 

coverage on these conflicts.  
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This study is the first to highlight that the NPA are the most violent known group at election 

periods. Thus far government policy at securitizing elections has not been explicitly guided to 

tackle the NPA. The latest elections in May 2019 saw the implementation of what the police 

call ‘poll hotspots’, which actually account for more than half of the countries land mass, and 

this data does not support the basis on which these geographies were selected. In addition to 

the ‘gun ban’ and use of bodyguards for candidates, the police increased the use of 

checkpoints in these ‘hotspots’. Even as these measures were announced though the National 

Capital Region Police Office chief Guillermo Eleazar was aware of the public concerns 

regarding police capability and neutrality: “I have strict orders to our commanders in the field 

to observe proper procedures and professionalism when conducting the checkpoints and 

maintain a non-partisan position in handling political cases.”55 Further demonstrating the 

anxiety amongst the electorate that police have been involved in election violence. This is 

particularly salient in any discussion regarding election violence on or by leftist groups who 

have not just committed election violence but have also been the targets of it.  

 

While this paper provides an evidentiary basis for improved measures to prevent violence from 

the NPA at election periods. There is a history, often overlooked and crowded out by coverage 

focusing on islamist militancy, that should be noted.  Born out of the Hukbalahap Rebellion 

and resistance to Japanese occupation in the second world war, the communist insurgency 

has formed a stubborn and violent conflict with the historic focus of NPA activity centred around 

Samar56 but since the mid 1980’s had “nation-wide”57 ramifications during the Marcos 

dictatorship.  The study shows the level of NPA election violence, but as Holden has noted, 

the NPA are in part a manifestation of the oppression from government on leftist groups since 

the beginning of the republic; “Unable to influence the direction of the government by seeking 

access to political power through peaceful means the left has been given no alternative other 

than to ‘head to the hills’ and attempt to seek access to political power through violent 
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means.”58 Furthermore the study shows that Linantud’s prediction that election violence would 

come mainly from the Moro conflict “given the global surge in Islamic religious nationalism”59 

was not realised.  Rather it was Holden’s conclusion a decade ago has been realised as the 

NPA “remain in the hills and continue to wage an armed opposition to the state. The Philippines 

will be locked in a war without end.”60 It is important to understand though that the election 

violence brought by the NPA has long been turned into a deadly currency as Rutten has 

detailed, the violence of the NPA closely overlaps with that of the clans and the military: 

“Those who are involved in rackets of various kinds likewise need specialists in violence 
to help run them. For political entrepreneurs, former NPAs are attractive candidates for 
such positions.”61 

 

As long as these ‘specialists in violence’ are made into a valuable commodity, the violent 

pedigree from the NPA and others “who cultivate contacts with a network of rebel returnees 

known for their good leadership skills and come in handy in election campaigns.”62 will continue 

to mature for the next election cycle. 

  

Conclusions 

Unfortunately, the outlook for future elections is just as “gloomy”63 as when Quimpo had 

observed a decade ago. We can make such a forecast now on the basis of more reliable and 

recent statistics. Without significant political reform, managing election violence will be at best 

treating the symptoms and not the underlying cause.  ‘Gun bans’ and increased checkpoints 

by security forces with trust issues among the population are not mitigating election violence 

in the Philippines. This adds to previous research elsewhere that “does not find robust 

evidence that electoral rules significantly influence” 64 the levels and types of violence. Those 

that still hope that development and peace in the Philippines can be realised through the ballot 

box must understand that elections themselves are not just notoriously violent - but as this 

paper shows – actually consistently and increasingly violent. This paper adds to the emerging 
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literature on the issue of election violence65 to strengthen the argument that elections are 

violent enterprises in and of themselves. As such, in their current violent form elections are 

unlikely to be any sort of salvation. In fact, should election violence continue to increase in line 

with the findings in this research, continuing the current form and practice of the Philippine 

democratic process will further entrench violent actors and practices.   

 

This research therefore plugs in to wider analysis on the politics of the Philippines that the 

electorate justifiably “don’t like elections”66 – as was the case in 2005 - and suggests they will 

become even more unpopular.  The “low expectations”67 Calimbahin described were justified 

in 2010 polls and as the violence has only increased it is hard to see how the electorates faith 

in the authorities willingness and ability to tackle election violence can be restored.  

The case for a dedicated election violence database 

Following the discontinuation of the Philippine Daily Inquirer’s ‘database’ of election violence, 

reliance on the GTD is by no means a perfect substitute. This paper has exhausted Newmans 

method and exploited the best the GTD has to offer. Further research would be greatly 

facilitated by the creation and maintenance of a dedicated, impartial election violence 

database.  As this paper has outlined, such an endeavour will not be straightforward, given the 

complexities and entrenched nature of election violence in the Philippines by the various actors 

(known and otherwise) as outlined here. The very creation of such a database will undoubtedly 

be opposed by some authorities in the Philippines who, as we have seen, are engaged in 

election violence in various guises. This chimes with recent research focused on election 

violence in Indonesia,68 Mexico,69 the Middle East,70 and more generally71 that note problems 

with data and state involvement in electoral violence.  

Documenting the increasing electoral violence in the Philippines is becoming increasingly 

problematic. Previous lists by media organisations have stopped and are unlikely to return. 

Accurately and consistently recording even basic facts such as the date, location and 

https://brill.com/search?f_0=author&q_0=Cleo+Calimbahin
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causalities of attacks cannot be assumed, and reliance on media reportage will result in 

shortcomings in documenting the violence. Not least given the media crackdown by current 

President Rodrigo Duterte.72 Furthermore, to accurately determine and record more 

perpetrators of attacks and improve upon the GTD, the requirements of maintaining a specific 

election violence database for the Philippines and elsewhere demand a significant effort. 

Ideally both through a local contemporary and historical appreciation of the “levels of campaign 

overspending, corruption, fraud and political violence that elections were said to have become 

the rule of ‘guns, goons and gold’”.73 
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Supplementary Table - Frequency of terrorist attacks from 2004 to 2017 by month, with monthly averages 

                 Election Year 
Non-Election 

Year 

  2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 Total Av Total Av Total Av 

January 1 3 10 4 4 19 10 10 8 24 28 39 38 32 230 16 77 15 153 17 

February 2 3 7 5 2 24 17 13 13 26 38 38 55 39 282 20 105 21 177 20 

March 5 
 

2 1 2 24 17 13 17 29 30 43 54 63 300 23 106 21 194 24 

April 4 1 5 10 13 23 17 12 19 54 19 42 59 30 308 22 144 29 164 18 

May 1 1 3 6 18 20 42 9 13 81 43 35 81 42 395 28 211 42 184 20 

June 7 
 

4 11 32 17 14 14 12 33 27 42 36 47 296 23 101 20 195 24 

July 
 

1 3 1 46 23 7 6 13 46 28 34 29 45 282 22 83 21 199 22 

August 
 

7 6 2 58 9 10 8 24 34 37 35 31 36 297 23 77 19 220 24 

September 
   

3 13 16 15 11 9 50 32 38 14 40 241 22 82 21 159 23 

October 
  

3 7 17 23 23 14 17 49 26 47 25 38 289 24 104 26 185 23 

November 3 
 

2 5 13 18 20 19 11 32 40 49 26 29 267 21 86 17 181 23 

December 7 2 3 2 42 4 7 5 17 38 29 48 36 45 285 20 90 18 195 22 

Yearly Total 30 18 48 57 260 220 199 134 173 496 377 490 484 486 3472 248 1266 253 2206 245 
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