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The Leyte Center for Development (LCDE) was originally established in 1986 as the ILAW Resource Center conducting researches and providing communities with socio-economic services. In 1988, the organization was formally registered as the Leyte Center for Development and Education (LCDE)when it also became an affiliate of the nationwide Citizens’ Disaster Response Network (CDRN). CDRN is composed of disaster response NGOs in all the 17 Philippine regions implementing community-based disaster management.

In 1992, in response to the changing needs and conditions of the Eastern Visayas region, LCDE shifted from development education to disaster response and sustainable community development. Its name was also changed to Leyte Center for Development, Inc. LCDE is primarily a disaster response organization (NGDO) working towards a citizenry-based disaster response and sustainable community development.

LCDE’s orientation is disaster response based on empowered basic and marginalized sectors. Communities will be prepared for disasters and able to collectively rehabilitate themselves after every disaster to sustain their efforts towards a better quality of life. LCDE’s services cover the entire islands of Leyte and Samar. LCDE’s programs include: i) Disaster Preparedness and Mitigation (i.e., trainings, organizing disaster response machinery, socio-economic support services); ii) Emergency Response (i.e., disaster monitoring, damage, needs and capacity assessment, and relief operations); ii) Rehabilitation (i.e,, animal, seed and farm tool dispersal, small-scale water technology installation); iii) Advocacy (i.e., data banking, disaster monitoring, documentation); and iv) Community Health (i.e., training and development of community health workers, herbal medicine promotion)

Since it was formed in 1986, the National Union of Journalists of the Philippines (NUJP) has been advancing the interests of the Filipino working press while promoting free expression and free press. Its mission is to continue upholding press freedom; to protect journalists from attacks, threats, and harassment; and to organize media workers for better working conditions. NUJP is composed of working Filipino journalists/media practitioners here and abroad adhering to the Journalists’ Code of Ethics and committed to promoting journalists’ rights and welfare, upgrading their professional skills, and advancing the full exercise of the freedoms of expression, association, and right to information. NUJP is a member of the International Federation of Journalists. 
The NUJP Leyte Chapter was formed in October 2023 in response to the growing need for a unified voice advocating for the rights and protection of media practitioners in Leyte, a province that, like many others in the Philippines, faces challenges related to media safety and independence.
The NUJP Leyte chapter aims to provide a platform for local journalists to collaborate, organize and address issues such as harassment, intimidation and economic insecurity, while also promoting responsible journalism and upholding ethical standards. The formation of this Leyte chapter signifies the NUJP’s continued commitment to expanding its reach and strengthening its advocacy for press freedom throughout the Philippines.
A. Introduction 
1. This comprehensive report, a collaborative effort between the National Union of Journalists of the Philippines (NUJP) Eastern Visayas and the Leyte Center for Development, offers a crucial examination of the interconnected landscape of press freedom, expression,  in the Eastern Visayas region. By bringing together the perspectives of journalists on the frontlines of information dissemination and a development-focused organization deeply rooted in the community, the report aims to provide a multifaceted understanding of the challenges and triumphs within this specific geographic context. It delves into the various pressures faced by media practitioners, including censorship, threats, and legal restrictions, while simultaneously exploring the operational capacities and vulnerabilities of civil society organizations actively working for social change and community development. This joint analysis is vital for identifying systemic issues and highlighting collaborative strategies that can effectively safeguard press freedom and strengthen the role of civil society as crucial pillars of a healthy democracy.

2. Despite claims by government-affiliated media outlets that press freedom, expression and media safety have improved under President Ferdinand ` Bongbong’ Marcos Jr.,   the reality on the ground paints a different, more troubling picture.  Independent reports and observations suggest that Eastern Visayas, remains a dangerous environment for journalists.  Far from experiencing improvements, media practitioners continue to face a barrage of challenges, including harassment, intimidation, and outright threats. These incidents create a chilling effect, hindering the ability of journalists to report freely and effectively, and highlighting a stark disconnect between official narratives and the lived experiences of those working in the independent media. This ongoing struggle underscores the crucial role of civil society organizations in advocating for press freedom and holding power accountable amidst these persistent challenges.

B. Challenges
3. The Media Safety Office of NUJP Eastern Visayas and the Leyte Center for Development have played a vital role in protecting press freedom and documenting the challenges faced by media and humanitarian workers in the region.  Their dedicated efforts have revealed a troubling pattern of red-tagging, harassment, intimidation, cyber libel cases, showing a deliberate efforts to silence critical voices and impede the free flow of information.  Importantly, their documentation shows that these threats are not only aimed at established media outlets and humanitarian organizations but also target vulnerable campus journalists.  These young reporters, often working with limited resources and support, courageously address issues of injustice within their educational institutions, making them equally vulnerable to the same tactics used to suppress dissent and hinder truth-telling.

C. Background Information
4. Eastern Visayas, located in the eastern part of the Philippines, is known for its diverse cultural heritage, natural beauty, and rich history. The region is composed of six provinces: Biliran, Eastern Samar, Leyte, Northern Samar, Samar, and Southern Leyte.

5. In terms of the media landscape, Eastern Visayas has a mix of traditional and modern media outlets that serve its population.  Print media includes daily and weekly newspapers covering local politics, economy, culture, and events. Broadcast radio consists of both AM and FM stations providing local and national coverage, as well as music and other programming.  While cabled television is limited, digital media such as online news websites and social media platforms have become important sources of information.

6. Many media outlets, including individual journalists, have established online platforms to reach a wider audience.  The region has six press clubs and the newly established Region 8 Media Citizen Council aimed at professionalizing the media industry and mediating possible rifts between the media and the citizens it serves.

7. However, the media in Eastern Visayas faces challenges such as limited resources, competition from national media, and occasional threats to press freedom. Journalists and the media workers in the region have been known to face risks such as harassment, intimidation and violence, particularly when covering sensitive issues. Despite these challenges, the media plays a crucial role in informing the public about local and national issues, promoting transparency and accountability, and preserving the region’s cultural heritage. 

8. Overall, the media landscape in Eastern Visayas is diverse and dynamic, with various platforms and outlets contributing to the region’s information ecosystem. 

9. However, it also faces challenges that need to be addressed to ensure the continued freedom and effectiveness of the media in serving the public interest.

10. Meanwhile, the Leyte Center for Development Inc. (LCDe), a vital organization serving vulnerable communities in Eastern Visayas, operates under a dual burden of hardship. Beyond the inherent challenges of delivering resources and support to marginalized populations, LCDe is also facing a targeted campaign of red-tagging from the government. These accusations, which falsely link the organization to rebel groups, not only jeopardize the safety and security of their staff and beneficiaries but also undermine their credibility and ability to operate effectively. The situation is further complicated by the baseless accusation of financing terrorism, a grave charge that carries significant legal and social repercussions. These unfounded allegations place tremendous strain on LCDe, diverting valuable time and resources away from their crucial development work and forcing them to defend against politically motivated attacks. This environment of fear and suspicion poses a serious threat to the well-being of the communities they serve, as well as the very existence of LCDe itself.

D. Legal and Regulatory Framework 
11. The 1987 Philippine Constitution guarantees the exercise of free press, free expression, free speech, and the right to peaceably assemble and seek redress of grievances, among other civil and political rights.  That law also explicitly prohibits the enactment of laws violative of these fundamental rights.  The Philippine Constitution also guarantees the People’s right to information on matters of public concern.  There is an executive policy of transparency and accountability for acts and transactions of government, as well as an obligation upon all public officials to make public documents accessible. However, there is no law that operationalizes the freedom of information regime in the country. But in practice, the freedom of information executive order has also been hampered by backlogs in processing requests, and in increased exceptions by the Office of the Ombudsman on asset disclosures has been a restriction on reporting on potential corruption.  In addition, there are also these national laws, regulations and practices regarding the independence, freedom, pluralism and diversity of print and broadcast media as well as the safety of journalists and media workers.  

12. Despite legal frameworks designed to safeguard journalists and humanitarian workers, the reality on the ground paints a disturbing picture. Attacks against these crucial individuals and organizations continue to occur, demonstrating a blatant disregard for their protected status. This troubling trend has become more pronounced since President Marcos Jr. took office in June 2011. The National Union of Journalists of the Philippines (NUJP) has documented a staggering number of assaults, with over 100 cases recorded, reaching 113 in their latest count. Alarmingly, this figure represents a 40 percent increase compared to the first 30 months of the preceding administration under President Rodrigo Duterte. Adding to this already grim situation are the persistent attacks targeting civil society groups, humanitarian workers, and even vulnerable populations like farmers in remote areas, who are often falsely labeled as members of the New People's Army, exposing them to further risk and violence.

13. NUJP data base reveals a troubling trend in the tactics used to target journalists between the final months of Rodrigo Duterte’s presidency and the current administration of Ferdinand Marcos Jr., Specifically, the documented attacks, such as the filing libel and cyber-libel suits, red-tagging and various other forms of harassment, are alarmingly similar.  This pattern indicates that the change in leadership has not resulted in a significant shift in the methods used to silence or intimidate the media.  The persistence of these tactics raises serious concerns about the state of press freedom in the Philippines and highlights the need for a thorough investigation into the underlying issues that allow such attacks to persist regardless of who is in power.  This consistency emphasizes the importance of strong protections for journalists and humanitarian workers and a commitment to creating an environment where they can work without fear of retaliation.

E. Emblematic Cases
`Frenchie Mae Cumpio case’
14. In Eastern Visayas, one of the most pressing situations being faced by the Eastern Visayas media was the case of a Tacloban City journalist Frenchie Mae Cumpio who was arrested in February 2020 and is still in detention along with her two other colleagues.

15. Cumpio was the editor of the Eastern Vista news website and had been reporting on human rights issues and land disputes when she was arrested and charged with illegal possession of firearms. She is now also facing a non-bailable case of terrorist financing under the Terrorism Financing Prevention and Suppression Act over money that was supposedly found during the arrest.
16. Last January 23, 2024, she spent her birthday inside the jail, and it was her 3 years and 11 months in jail.
`Pastrana Case’
17. Like Ms. Cumpio, three journalists covering land disputes in Pastrana,  Leyte also experienced harassment and intimidation from members of the law enforcement agency. 

18. On July 13, 2023, Anecita Nugal, a farmer from Pastrana, Leyte, invited the media to cover a farm event. The next day, July 14, Radyo Abante (SJTV) Publisher Fred Padernos dispatched journalists Noel Tampil Sianosa Jr., Ted Allen Tomas, Lito Bagunas, and while on the coverage, the situation escalated when the woman, a member of the police force, attempted to confiscate a reporter's phone, leading to a scuffle. The intervening woman was later identified as SSG Rhea Mae Baleos, the Chief Investigator at Pastrana PNP. She is said to be another claimant of the disputed land. Gunshots were heard from nowhere, and a police team, headed by a husband of Baleos arrived. The Presidential Task Force on Media Security (PTFoMS), in a few days, arrived in Tacloban City to investigate the incident but instead of addressing the reporters' concerns, the PTFoMs prioritized Baleos' complaint against reporters for an alleged privacy violation. This incident raises concerns about press freedom and the impartiality of law enforcement. 
`April  Ayaso Cyber Libel Case’
19. April Ayaso, a radio journalist in Tunga Leyte, has faced harassment and intimidation by law enforcement officials in Eastern Visayas, particularly in Tunga, Leyte.  A cyber libel complaint was filed against her by a police officer without concrete evidence in her counter-affidavit, she describes being subjected to surveillance and monitoring, leading her to feel threatened and fearful for her safety.  These experiences have significantly impacted Ayaso, causing her to fear for her well-being.  Her affidavit sheds light on the protecting press freedom and free expression rights.
`Red-tagging and intimidation to Campus Journalists’
20. The young campus journalists of  `An Lantawan’ at Leyte Normal University (LNU) in Tacloban City, as well as  `The Pillars’  at the University of Eastern Philippines and the `UP Vista’  of the University of the Philippines in Tacloban City, have also faced unacceptable instances of red-tagging and intimidation.  These actions have not only come from estate agents but also from school officials.  Their school has often been labeled as a haven for NPA recruitments and an insurgent lair.  Additionally, their critical write-ups about the administration have been perceived as threats and allegedly coerced by activists.
`Leyte Center for Development Inc.’
21. The Anti-Money Laundering Council (AMLC), through the Anti-Terrorism Council, filed a case against the Leyte Center for Development (LCDE), an award-winning non-governmental organization operating in Eastern Visayas.  The AMLC has filed a case against LCDE, alleging that the NGO is financing terrorist activities in Eastern Visayas, leading to the immediate freezing of all their bank accounts as well as the personal bank accounts of its staff.   This action, based on what many believe are unsubstantiated claims, has severely hampered LCDE's ability to continue its crucial work in the community. The sudden financial paralysis not only prevents them from implementing ongoing projects designed to uplift vulnerable communities in the region but also threatens the safety and security of the staff and the communities they serve. They are now facing uncertainty and potential vulnerability due to the interruption of the NGO’s operations. The accusations and subsequent actions have cast a dark cloud over an organization deeply respected for its commitment to development and human rights, raising serious concerns about the potential misuse of anti-terrorism laws to target legitimate civil society actors.

F. Other Challenges
22. More challenges are experienced by journalists in the region as well as civil society organizations that caused trauma and their livelihoods.  For example, the National Intelligence Coordinating Agency (NICA) and the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) had been consistent in Red-tagging legitimate media organizations and civil society organizations here labeling them as `fronts’ of the New People’s Army rebels.  With their supposed `witness’, said to be a former rebel ` Alma Gabin,’ the estate forces regularly made rounds and conducted media engagement events and maligned the chapters of the NUJP in Eastern Visayas, LCDE and other organizations in Eastern Visayas, forcing them to lay low and become inactive for fear and for the safety of their families.

G. Impact on Safety:
23. Physical Threats: Red-tagging often goes hand in hand with threats of violence or physical harm.  Journalists and Humanitarian Aid Workers labeled as rebels or sympathizers may face increased risks to their personal safety, including harassment, surveillance, or even targeted attacks.

24. Legal Repercussions: Red-tagging can also lead to legal repercussions, such as trumped-up charges or arrests, based on fabricated or exaggerated claims of involvement in illegal activities. This can result in prolonged legal battles and uncertainty about their future.

25. Psychological Impact: The constant threat of being labeled and targeted can take a toll on the mental health and well-being of journalists, humanitarian aid workers and their families. The fear of reprisal can create a climate of fear and anxiety, leading to stress-related health issues.

26. To journalists and humanitarian aid workers  facing libel cases: Legal and Financial burden, self-censorship, reputation:

27. Journalists and Humanitarian aid workers that face libel, cyber libel cases, harassment, and intimidation, several potential impacts can arise:

H. Legal and Financial Burden
28. Defending against libel and cyber libel cases can be financially and emotionally draining them both.  Legal fees, court appearances, and the potential for damages or fines can place a significant burden on journalists and humanitarian aid workers, especially those with limited resources.
I. Self-Censorship  
29. Fear of legal repercussions or personal safety may lead to self-censor their reporting and work. They may avoid covering controversial topics or expressing dissenting views, which can hinder the media's role as a watchdog and limit the public's access to information.

J. Psychological Impact
30. Harassment and intimidation can take a toll on journalists' and aid workers mental health and well-being. Threats of violence or constant surveillance can create a hostile work environment, leading to stress, anxiety, and trauma.

K. Professional Reputation
31. Being involved in legal disputes or facing harassment can damage their professional reputation. Even if the cases are ultimately dismissed or resolved in their favor, the mere association with legal issues can impact their credibility and career prospects.

L. Chilling Effect on Freedom of Expression
32. When journalists and aid workers face legal action or harassment for their work, it sends a chilling effect throughout the media industry and civil society organizations.

33. Others may be deterred from pursuing investigative reporting or critical journalism, leading to a decline in media freedom and a less informed public.

34. Similarly, the risks faced by aid workers serving vulnerable communities can also deter others from entering this critical field. This can lead to a shortage of individuals willing to dedicate their lives to this vital work, and even the vital assistance that they provide to suffering communities is disrupted.  

35. The lack of protected spaces for these individuals to operate ultimately undermines the global efforts to alleviate suffering and promote social justice.

M. Conclusion
36. Red-tagging poses a significant threat to the livelihood and safety of journalists and aid workers in Eastern Visayas.  It not only undermines their professional credibility but also exposes them to various forms of intimidation and risks. Protecting them both from red-tagging is essential to upholding press freedom and ensuring the safety and integrity of media professionals and humanitarian aid workers.  


N. Recommendations
We respectfully submits the following recommendations:
37. For the UN Human Rights Council:
(a) Adopt a resolution providing for the initiation of an independent fact-finding mission or a Commission on Inquiry regarding the human rights situation, specifically in Eastern Visayas in the Philippines.
(b) Urge the Philippine government to stop media killings and attacks against humanitarian aid workers in the region and the entire country.

38. For the PH government:
(a) To officially invite UN special procedures, including those on extrajudicial killings, human rights defenders, indigenous peoples, freedom of association and peaceful assembly, freedom of expression, to conduct an independent investigation on allegations of rights violations in the Philippines.
(b) To rescind its policies and programs pertaining to its campaign against illegal drugs and counterinsurgency that gravely impact.
(c) AND the call to dissolve the National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) and repeal the Anti-Terrorism Law stems from deep concerns about the law's constitutionality and the task force's operational practices and with its vague definitions of terrorism, allows for potential abuse and the stifling of dissent. 

39. It is our sincere plea to protect the fundamental core of our constitutional rights and foster a fairer and a more democratic society. #eof#
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