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Women Workers United (WWU)
Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)
Follow-up to the Ninth Concluding Observations on the Philippines (CEDAW/C/PHL/CO/9)
Focus: Women Human Rights Defenders, Particularly Women Unionists and Labor Activists

I. Introduction 
This Shadow Report is submitted by Women Workers United (WWU), a broad formation of labor federations and women’s rights organizations including Bukluran ng Manggagawang Pilipino, Kilos na Manggagawa (KNM), Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU), Kilusan ng Manggagawang Kababaihan (KMK), Federation of Free Workers (FFW), Public Services Labor Independent Confederation (PSLINK), and Gabriela, to contribute to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in its intersessional assessment of the Philippines’ compliance with the Committee’s ninth concluding observations.
This report focuses specifically on the situation of women human rights defenders (WHRDs), with particular emphasis on women unionists and labor activists, who are at the forefront of defending labor rights, advancing gender equality, and promoting social justice in the Philippines.
Women unionists play a critical role in organizing for economic, social and political rights and challenging structural inequalities. Despite this critical role, they remain among the most vulnerable to state repression, gender-based violence, and systemic discrimination.
WWU notes with serious concern that the Philippine government’s follow-up report fails to adequately address the persistent and escalating violations against women unionists and labor rights defenders who are also part of the broader community of women human rights defenders. 
This omission is significant. It obscures the gendered nature of repression against women unionists and undermines the State Party’s obligations under CEDAW to ensure the protection of women human rights defenders, including those working in labor movements.
II. Continued Pattern of Violations Against Women Unionists and Labor Rights Defenders
For many years, labor organizations in the Philippines have consistently documented grave and systemic violations against unionists and labor organizers. These violations persist despite repeated commitments by the State Party to uphold human rights and labor standards.
The Philippine government’s follow-up report does not sufficiently acknowledge the ongoing pattern of:
· Extrajudicial killings of union leaders and organizers
· Enforced disappearances
· Arbitrary arrests and illegal detention based on fabricated charges
· Red-tagging, surveillance, and vilification campaigns
· Harassment, intimidation, and threats against workers and their families
· Union-busting practices, including forced disaffiliation and mass layoffs
These violations occur within a broader climate of repression that undermines the exercise of fundamental civil liberties, particularly the right to freedom of association.
The Philippines continues to be listed among the ten worst countries in the world for workers’ rights, reflecting the severity and persistence of these violations. This global ranking underscores the State Party’s failure to create an enabling environment for workers, including women, to organize and advocate for their rights without fear.
III. International Scrutiny and the Failure of State Accountability
The situation in the Philippines has been subject to sustained international scrutiny, particularly from the International Labour Organization (ILO), due to serious violations of the right to freedom of association.
In 2023, the ILO conducted a High-Level Tripartite Mission (HLTM) to investigate these violations. The findings of the HLTM are highly relevant to the CEDAW Committee’s assessment, particularly in relation to women unionists as WHRDs.
The HLTM noted with concern that, despite repeated assurances by the government denying a policy of red-tagging, such practices continue to be carried out by various state agents. Public statements by government officials linking workers’ organizations to armed insurgent groups have contributed to the stigmatization and targeting of unionists.
The HLTM emphasized that:
· Freedom of thought and expression in defense of workers’ interests is fundamental to democracy and human rights
· Red-tagging poses a serious threat to civil liberties and must be immediately stopped
· Allegations of criminal conduct should be addressed through proper judicial processes, with full respect for due process and the presumption of innocence
Furthermore, the HLTM underscored the urgent need for:
· Thorough investigations into extrajudicial killings of trade unionists
· Accountability for both direct perpetrators and those who authorize or direct such acts
· Mechanisms to address unresolved cases, including independent bodies capable of documenting abuses and providing remedies
Despite these findings, there has been limited progress in ensuring accountability, and the climate of impunity continues.
IV. Cases of Violations Against Women Unionists and Labor Rights Defenders 
The systemic nature of violations against women unionists and labor rights defenders across sectors has been documented in the following reports: 
· 2023 Joint Workers Report to the High-Level Tripartite Mission 
· 2024 Women Workers Agenda 
· 2024 Workers Rights Watch Report 
· 2025 Workers Rights Watch Report

*Reports accessible in this link: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1RJgDkhH7v1pJDWwbp-Dq9FrKwGCNCooo?usp=sharing 
Some of the particular cases illustrating these patterns are listed below, reflecting the urgent need for strengthened protections, accountability mechanisms, and gender-responsive interventions to safeguard women unionists and labor activists in the Philippines.
1. Extra-Judicial Killings 

A woman sugar farmer-organizer affiliated with the National Federation of Sugar Workers (NFSW) was killed last December 2025 in the context of ongoing violence against rural workers and labor advocates. Her case reflects the heightened risks faced by women labor organizers especially in rural and agricultural sectors.

2. Arbitrary Arrest and Detention
Women labor organizers have been subjected to unlawful arrest and detention on the basis of fabricated charges. Their cases illustrate how the criminal justice system is weaponized to silence labor activism and suppress legitimate dissent. 
3. Enforced Disappearances 
A woman labor organizer has been subjected to enforced disappearance, allegedly perpetrated by state agents. These acts constitute serious human rights violations, inflicting profound and lasting harm not only on the victims but also on their families and the broader communities they serve. 
4. Red-tagging and Forced Disaffiliation
 
Members of the PNP Non-Uniformed Personnel Association Inc. (NUPAI), a union affiliated with the Public Services Labor Independent Confederation (PSLINK) and composed largely of women civilian employees, have been subjected to red-tagging by high-ranking police officials. The union’s woman leader was among those targeted and was subsequently subjected to illegal dismissal, reflecting a pattern of retaliation against union leaders. In addition, PNP management has committed acts constituting unfair labor practices, including the continued refusal to sign a Collective Negotiation Agreement with the union. These actions not only undermine the workers’ right to organize and bargain collectively but also disproportionately impact women unionists, reinforcing gender-based discrimination and weakening their capacity to exercise leadership and defend labor rights within the public sector.

In Bantayan, Cebu, nearly 900 public school teachers affiliated with the ACT Region VII Union were reportedly subjected to systematic red-tagging, threats, harassment, and intimidation. These acts were carried out through organized seminars conducted within school premises, where teachers were allegedly profiled and labeled as affiliated with insurgent groups. The activities were reportedly facilitated by members of the National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC), in coordination with military personnel. These incidents, which took place on 27 August 2025 across multiple public schools in Bantayan, represent a serious intrusion into educational spaces and a violation of the teachers’ rights to freedom of association and expression. The use of state resources and institutions to conduct such activities exacerbates the chilling effect on union participation, particularly among women educators who already face gender-specific vulnerabilities. As of this writing, no formal complaints or cases have been filed, reflecting barriers to access to justice, including fear of retaliation, lack of effective protection mechanisms, and the normalization of such practices.

Similarly, in the province of Masbate, approximately 10,000 public school teachers affiliated with the ACT Bicol Union were subjected to comparable patterns of red-tagging, threats, harassment, and intimidation. Beginning on 1 September 2025, a series of red-tagging seminars were conducted across various public schools, reportedly involving personnel from the Philippine Army. These seminars allegedly included the identification and public vilification of union members, contributing to an environment of fear and stigmatization within the teaching profession. The scale and coordinated nature of these actions indicate a systematic effort to undermine legitimate trade union activities. Women teachers, who constitute a significant proportion of the public education workforce, are disproportionately affected, as these practices intersect with existing gender-based discrimination and expose them to heightened risks of psychological distress, reputational harm, and potential physical violence. As in the Bantayan case, no formal complaints have been filed to date, underscoring persistent challenges in securing accountability and effective remedies.

5. Trumped-up charges and impact on families 
An organizer of women workers in the informal sector was arrested along with her family, including her minor children. The family experienced severe trauma, and although she was eventually acquitted, the prolonged detention highlights the grave impact of such prosecutions not just to women unionists and labor rights defenders, but also their families. 
6. Intimidation and Union-Busting
Members and leaders including women leaders of the Nexperia Philippines Workers Union were targeted through mass layoffs, harassment, and intimidation. State agents reportedly pressured workers to disaffiliate from their union, including through threats directed at their families. 
See preliminary summary of cases involving women unionists and labor rights defenders below:
Table 1. Data on Cases Involving Women Unionists and Labor Rights Defenders
	Type of Violation
	2023 Joint Workers’ HLTM Report
	2024 Workers’ Rights Watch Report
	2025 Workers’ Rights Watch Report
	Total

	Extra Judicial Killings

	3 victims



	10 victims


	1 victim


	14

	Enforced Disappearance
	
	1 victim

	
	1

	Abductions and Illegal Arrests

	3 victims
	3 victims



	3 victims
	8 victims

	Red Tagging/ Terrorist Tagging
	23 victims 
101 cases with multiple victims

	6 victims
16 cases with multiple victims


	Around 10,000 victims
10 cases with multiple victims

	Approximately 10,000 victims

125 cases with multiple victims

	Illegal arrest


	95 victims
15 cases with multiple victims



	10 victims
8 cases with multiple victims
	1 victim
1 case with multiple victims
	106 victims
24 cases with multiple victims

	State Interference in union affairs
Forced Disaffiliation
	29 victims
22 cases with multiple victims 
	3 victims
3 cases with multiple victims


	
	22 victims
25 cases with multiple victims

	Trumped-up Charges Against Trade Unionists
	6 victims
7 cases with multiple victims


	3 victims
3 cases with multiple victims
	2 victims
2 cases with multiple victims

	11 victims 
12 cases with multiple victims

	Illegal profiling, threats, and Surveillance/harassment
	16 victims
25 cases with multiple victims

	7 victims
2 cases with multiple victims



	3 victims
2 cases with multiple victims



	26 victims
29 cases with multiple victims

	Unfair Labor Practice
	5 victims
12 cases with multiple victims

	8 cases with multiple victims


	13 victims
4 cases with multiple victims


	26 victims
16 cases with multiple victims




IV. Gendered Dimensions of Repression Against Women Unionists
Violations against women unionists must be understood within the broader context of structural gender inequality in the Philippines.
Women workers are disproportionately represented in precarious and contractual employment, informal and unregulated sectors, and low-wage and feminized occupations. These conditions increase their vulnerability to retaliation for engaging in union activities.
In addition, women bear a disproportionate share of unpaid care and domestic work, limiting their ability to participate fully in union organizing and leadership.
The repression of women unionists has distinct and compounded gendered impacts:
1. Reinforcement of Economic Inequality

Attacks on women unionists undermine efforts to secure fair wages, job security, and social protection, and address gender pay gap, reinforcing existing economic disparities.

2. Erosion of Women’s Leadership in Unions

When women leaders are targeted, unions lose key advocates for gender-responsive policies, including maternity protection, equal pay, and safe working conditions.

3. Intensification of Gender-Based Violence and Harassment 

Women unionists face gender-specific forms of harassment, including sexual harassment, threats of sexual violence, and attacks on their roles as mothers and caregivers.

While the Philippines has ratified ILO Convention No. 190 on Violence and Harassment, the government has yet to enact the necessary enabling legislation to operationalize its provisions at the national level. At present there remains no comprehensive, gender-responsive mechanisms to prevent, address, and remedy violence and harassment in the world of work. In particular, the absence of such a law leaves women human rights defenders in the labor sector without adequate protection against gender-based violence, intimidation, and reprisals linked to their organizing and advocacy activities.

4. Impact on Families and Communities

The arrest, detention, or killing of women workers has ripple effects on their families, particularly children who depend on them for care and support.

5. Impact on Public Services and the Care System

Attacks against women unionists in the care economy, including teachers and healthcare workers, have far-reaching consequences that extend beyond individual harm, undermining the delivery of essential public services and weakening already fragile social protection systems. These violations not only silence women’s collective voices and leadership in defending labor rights but also exacerbate gender inequalities, ultimately compromising the quality, accessibility, and sustainability of care services relied upon by communities.

6. Silencing Effect on Women’s Participation

The climate of fear discourages women workers from engaging in union activities, weakening collective action and perpetuating exploitation.
Violations against freedom of association are therefore not gender-neutral; they have profound gendered consequences that must be explicitly recognized and addressed.
V. Barriers to Justice for Women Human Rights Defenders 
Women unionists face multiple barriers in accessing justice and remedies:
· Resource constraints
· Fear of retaliation, including threats to themselves and their families
· Lack of trust in institutions
· Lengthy and costly legal processes, which discourage pursuit of cases
· Lack of witness and evidence
These barriers contribute to a culture of impunity and discourage reporting of violations.
Furthermore, the absence of gender-disaggregated data and targeted, gender-responsive interventions concerning violations against women unionists continues to obscure the full scale, patterns, and specific impacts of these abuses. This data gap not only renders women’s experiences invisible but also undermines the development of evidence-based policies and accountability mechanisms, thereby hindering the State’s ability to formulate effective, inclusive, and gender-sensitive responses to protect women labor rights defenders.

VI. Legal and Policy Gaps
Despite existing legal frameworks, significant gaps remain in the protection of women human rights defenders:
· Absence of a comprehensive law recognizing and protecting HRDs including WHRDs
· Lack of ILO Convention 190 enabling law 
· Weak enforcement of labor and human rights laws
· Misuse of counterterrorism measures to target activists, unionists, labor rights defenders and other HRDs
· Lack of accountability mechanisms for state actors
Policies intended to protect freedom of association often lack effective implementation and enforcement. 
Moreover, the widespread practices of informalization and contractualization constitute significant structural and institutional barriers to the exercise of freedom of association, particularly for women workers. By maintaining workers in precarious, short-term, or non-standard employment arrangements, these practices undermine job security, discourage union membership, and expose workers—especially women—to heightened risks of retaliation, dismissal, and exclusion from collective bargaining processes, thereby weakening their ability to organize and assert their rights as workers and human rights defenders.
VII. Recommendations
WWU respectfully urges the CEDAW Committee to call on the Philippine government to take the following measures:
1. Take immediate, concrete, and gender-responsive measures, in line with previous recommendations of the ILO HLTM, to put an end to all forms of violations of freedom of association. This includes threats, harassment, gender-based intimidation, surveillance, arbitrary arrest and detention, and extrajudicial killings against union members, with particular attention to the heightened risks faced by women unionists in the exercise of their rights.
2. Undertake, without delay, prompt, impartial, independent, and gender-sensitive investigations into all new and pending allegations of violence against members of workers’ organizations, including those reported since 2015. Ensure that such investigations take into account gender-specific harms, barriers to reporting, and the protection needs of women victims, witnesses, and their families.
3. Adopt comprehensive preventive measures to eliminate all forms of violence and harassment linked to the legitimate activities of unions and workers’ organizations. These measures must ensure a safe and enabling environment where women unionists can freely organize and participate, without fear of reprisals, and with full respect for civil liberties and freedom of association.
4. Address, as a matter of urgency, all concerns relating to the status, content, and implementation of the Freedom of Association Roadmap, ensuring the meaningful, safe, and gender-balanced participation of workers’ organizations, including women union leaders, in its monitoring, evaluation, and implementation.
5. Abolish the National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC), in light of its documented role in red-tagging, harassment, and intimidation of unionists and labor rights defenders, including women, and its duplication of existing civilian government functions.
6. Ensure the effective, transparent, and gender-responsive functioning of monitoring and accountability bodies, and provide regular, publicly accessible information to the ILC Committee on the Application of Standards (ILC-CAS), including sex-disaggregated data and analysis of cases involving women unionists.
7. Repeal the Anti-Terrorism Law, which has been widely used to target unionists and labor rights defenders, including women, and has contributed to a climate of fear that disproportionately deters women’s participation in trade union activities.
8. Enact a comprehensive Human Rights Defenders Law that provides gender-responsive protection measures, remedies, and accountability mechanisms.
9. Enact a Security of Tenure Law that prohibits contractualization and other precarious work arrangements in both the public and private sectors.
10. Enact an Anti-Union Interference Law that criminalizes all forms of interference in union affairs, including gender-based harassment, coercion, and discrimination against women union members and leaders.
11. Enact the proposed Public Service Labor Relations Act, as the enabling legislation for ILO Convention No. 151, ensuring that it incorporates gender-responsive provisions to strengthen the protection, participation, and leadership of women unionists in the public sector.
12. Develop and institutionalize a “Writ of Manggagawa” as an accessible and gender-responsive legal remedy for workers facing violations of their rights, while ensuring the effective application of existing remedies such as the Writ of Habeas Corpus, Writ of Amparo, and Writ of Habeas Data.
13. Amend the Omnibus Guidelines on the Exercise of Freedom of Association and Civil Liberties to include enforceable penalties and accountability mechanisms for state security forces and public officials, expand coverage to public sector and informal workers—where women are overrepresented—and elevate these guidelines into an Executive Order with clear gender-responsive provisions.
14. Ensure the full, meaningful, and safe inclusion of workers’ representatives, particularly women representatives, in the Inter-Agency Committee under Executive Order No. 23, guaranteeing gender balance and the active participation of women unionists in decision-making processes.
15. Enact the Whistleblower Protection Act and the Freedom of Information Bill.
16. Enact enabling legislation for ILO Convention No. 190 or the Safe World of Work Bill, to comprehensively address violence and harassment in the world of work, including gender-based violence and harassment, and ensure specific protections for women unionists and labor rights defenders.

VIII. Conclusion
The continued repression of women unionists and labor activists in the Philippines represents a serious violation of women’s human rights and a failure of the State Party to meet its obligations under CEDAW.
Women unionists are not only workers—they are defenders of human rights, champions of gender equality, and vital actors in democratic governance. Their protection is essential to achieving substantive equality and social justice.
Without urgent and decisive action, the State Party risks further entrenching impunity, weakening labor rights, and reversing hard-won gains in women’s empowerment.
WWU calls on the CEDAW Committee to urge the Philippine government to take immediate, concrete, and gender-responsive measures to protect women human rights defenders and uphold their rights.

Submitted by:
Women Workers United (WWU)
May 2026
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