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The Philippine government in its report to the Committee has claimed that it “has always been conscious of its obligation to respect, protect, promote and fulfill the rights of its citizens”. The report added that it “has not been remiss in its responsibility to prevent torture in all its forms” and that “ there are enough legislative, judicial, and administrative measures that give effect to the provisions of the Convention”, the reality on the ground, sadly, shows to the contrary.

From 2001 to 2008, there were 1,010 victims of torture in the Philippines, according to the group Karapatan (Alliance for the Advancement of People’s Rights). Although the Philippines has deposited an instrument of accession to the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment, no enabling law has been passed against torture.  Reports of torture, especially among those who were illegally detained, continue. Perpetrators of torture act with impunity and no one has been charged, much less prosecuted.
Church people have not been spared from torture.  Most of the cases of torture among church people were from the member churches of the National Council of Churches in the Philippines (NCCP), an aggrupation of Protestant and non-Roman Catholic Churches in the Philippines. Some of these are detailed in the book “Let the Stones Cry Out: The Continuing search for Justice”. The aforesaid book contains “Let the Stones Cry Out: An Ecumenical Report on Human Rights in the Philippines and A Call to Action”. The report was brought by a delegation of church leaders and human rights defenders called Ecumenical Voice for Human Rights and Peace in the Philippines (Ecumenical Voice) to the international ecumenical community, Parliament of Canada, the US Congress and the Human Rights Council of the United Nations.

The said report discussed a human rights crisis that showed a pattern of human rights violations nationwide including torture. It is a result of the Philippine government’s counter insurgency program that targeted not only armed rebels but also unarmed civilians. Quite a number of the victims were members or leaders of progressive organizations named as "enemies of the state" in PowerPoint presentations and manuals circulated by the military while others were in military hit lists before they were finally shot or abducted. These atrocities were committed on a nationwide scale, especially in so-called “priority areas” of the government's counter-insurgency program.  

The foregoing cases clearly illustrate violations of Article 1 of the Convention whereby “severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity”. The perpetrators were all elements of the state security forces. 
The following cases of torture among church people were culled from Let the Stones Cry Out: 
Pastor Berlin Guerrero, Abduction, Torture, Wrongful Detention

Pastor Berlin Guerrero was abducted on May 27, 2007 at around 6:00 in the evening following Sunday worship in the United Church of Christ in the Philippines (UCCP) in Biñan, Laguna, where he was assigned. He was standing with his family outside the church when armed men approached, pointed their guns at them, and forcibly shoved him into a van with concealed plate numbers. There was no arrest warrant.
Pastor Guerrero was brought to a safehouse where he was tortured. He was blindfolded, threatened with death and his head covered with a plastic bag. Twice he passed out only to be awakened for more physical abuse. He was being forced to admit that he was an officer of the Communist Party of the Philippines. Then he was brought to the National Police Camp Pantaleon Garcia,  Imus, Cavite Province. Only then was he informed that his arrest is based on a warrant issued against him for the murder of a certain Noli Yatco allegedly in 1998. Pastor Guerrero learned later that the men who detained and tortured him before turning him over to the police were from the Naval Intelligence Security Force.
Pastor Berlin was then a theology student of the Union Theological Seminary (he graduated last March 2009), an active member of the Kapatirang Simbahan para sa Bayan (Ecumenical Center for Development) and former staff of the UCCP National Office. Aside from his ecumenical involvement, he was involved with Bayan Muna (People First), a congressional Party-list  political party and Bagong Alyansang Makabayan (Bayan or New Patriotic Alliance)-Southern Tagalog. 

In the late 1970s, Berlin was elected as the founding chair of the College Editors Guild of the Philippines (CEGP)-Southern Tagalog, leading the campus-based “mosquito press” that exposed the excesses of the Marcos dictatorship. His active involvement in people’s organizations made him a target for political repression.  
Pastor Berlin Guerrero languished in jail for one year, three months, and 15 days before the Court of Appeals Third Division released him in the custody of his lawyers former Senator Jovito Salonga and Emilio Capulong Jr. The release order was issued after the Office of the Solicitor General admitted that the government violated Pastor Berlin Guerrero’s right to due process when he was arrested and detained.  Associate Justice Martin Villarama of the Court of Appeals ruled insufficiency of  evidence to constitute probable cause in the murder charge against him.


Pastor Rodel Canja: Abduction, Illegal Detention and Mental Torture

On May 6, 2008, Pastor Rodel Canja was about to attend the Annual Conference of the UCCP Northeast Southern Tagalog Conference. At past 9:00 a.m. while looking for a cellphone loading station across the UCCP church in Tanay, Rizal, a van stopped in front of him. One man casually invited him to ride in the van and warned him not to ask any questions. Inside the van, another man pointed a gun at him while the man who invited him to ride in the van placed a handkerchief on his nose that left him unconscious.

When Pastor Rodel regained consciousness, he found himself in a room. His ordeal began. For four days,  four men  took turns interrogating him about Pastor Berlin and two other UCCP ministers. While clicking their guns, the men repeatedly wanted him to confirm that Pastor Berlin was a member of the “P” (referring to the Communist Party of the Philippines).

On the third day, May 8, one of his abductors grabbed his head and pointed the gun at his mouth while demanding him to admit that Pastor Berlin was a member of the “P.” At one point, he heard a gunshot and thought that he was finished. His abductors chorused in laughter while his mind went blank.

Pastor Rodel’s abductors also got his cellular-phone and wallet including all his money and pictures of his two siblings.

On the fourth day, May 9, Pastor Rodel’s abductors warned him that “many things can happen to his siblings” if he will tell his family and others about what they did to him. Then they blindfolded him as they set out for another psychological torture on the road. While inside the van, his abductors talked about plans to kill him instead of dropping him off alive somewhere. It was already dark when they finally released him. Before leaving, his abductors again told him to remember their warning.

Ruel Marcial: forced servitude, torture, illegal arrest and inhuman treatment 

The case of forced servitude, torture, illegal arrest and inhuman treatment of Ruel Marcial, a member of the UCCP, while under military detention was connected to the murder of Andy Pawican, a licentiate pastor of the UCCP in his community in Barangay Fatima, Pantabangan, Nueva Ecija, northeast of Manila. Pastor Pawican was taken and shot by soldiers from the Philippine Army’s 48th IB Delta Company on May 21, 2006. 

The following day, May 22, 2006, some of the villagers chanced upon the body of Pastor Pawican being cordoned by about 60 soldiers led by Lieutenants Ariel Galado and Freddie Lobusta of the Philippine Army’s 48th IB, 7th Infantry Division. Upon the soldiers’ order, the villagers brought the pastor’s body to the town center in Barangay (village) Tayabo. At the town proper, they put the victim’s remains into a military truck. Thereafter, the soldiers ordered Blacio Binlingan, Mempe Ruiz and Marvin Palting to bring the corpse to Funeraria Ilagan in San Jose City.  Except for Fidel Palting and Ruel Marcial, the other residents were ordered to go home. The remaining two were taken separately to what Marcial later learned was Sto. Niño Camp, a military camp in San Jose.

Ruel, a farmer from Aritao, Nueva Viscaya, testified later that he was interrogated and tortured by the military who also forced him to admit that he was a member of the NPA. Following is his account of his ordeal: 

“…I was told to lie face down and the soldiers accused me that I was a member of the NPA.  They asked me to tell them where I was hiding my gun.  They also asked me if Pastor Andy was an NPA commander.

“While they were asking questions, they thrust cogon grass into my genitals and poured water into my mouth. They grilled me for almost two hours about things I knew nothing about. Afterwards, they handcuffed me and brought me to higher ground of the camp...The soldiers continued to ask me questions and poured water into my mouth, burned my thigh with cigarettes and heated wire and poked my genitals with grass.

“They cut my hair with a big and long knife.  They kicked me, punched me in the stomach and slapped my face. When my face was already swollen, they put salt on it. The soldiers also peeled off my scalp until it bled and poked a gun at my head to make me confess that I was a member of the NPA. They also peeled off three of my toenails.  They wanted me to be their decoy and lead them to NPA camps.

“While I was under torture, I could hear the shouts of Fidel (Palting) from another part of the camp.

“They tied my feet to a tree using a chain that looked like a dog leash.  They hit my butt with the big and long knife and hit my hands with a bamboo. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I said that I am willing to cooperate and show them the camps of the NPA so that they would stop torturing me. Only after I told them that I am willing to cooperate did they stop torturing me.  I heard a soldier come in and asked the other soldiers, ‘Who is responsible for this?’ The soldiers who stood guard answered, ‘The underlings of (General Jovito) Palparan’.”

Ruel never saw Fidel inside the camp but he surmised that he was inside one of the huts as he saw soldiers guarding the hut and bringing food.

Held and tortured by the military for nearly two months, Ruel managed to escape on July 7, 2006 and friends who found him took him to a sanctuary. Fidel, on the other hand, remained in military custody but was later brought back to his family’s house.  

Until now, Marcial fears for his life and remains in hiding as do many of Pastor Pawican’s church members who have left their village to settle elsewhere.

Librado and Martina Gallardo: Compelled to end their lives due to death threats and torture

The heavy militarization of Philippine rural areas has also resulted in cases of torture like that of Librado and Martina Gallardo both of whom, their children said, committed suicide after they were tortured for two days by the military.

A report of a fact-finding mission of the United Methodist Church (UMC) revealed that around midnight of October 8, 2006, about 50 soldiers from the Army’s 48th Infantry Battalion arrived in Barangay (village) Conversion, Pantabangan, Nueva Ecija, northeast of Manila, and converted the village hall for their barracks. 
The UMC fact-finding team reported that the villagers were subjected to illegal detention, physical beatings, and other forms of torture. They were also made to admit that they were either “NPA members or sympathizers.” 

Among those forcibly taken from their house, harassed and tortured was the Gallardo couple. The couple was active with the local UMC, with Librado being the chairperson of the church council. Their names as well as those of other villagers were included in a list of alleged NPA members/supporters that the military showed during the meeting. 
On October 11, 2006,at around 10:00 a.m., the Gallardo couple reportedly drank pesticide because they could no longer bear hours of torture by the soldiers and threats they would be killed unless they surrender their “firearms.” The couple was taken to Carranglan hospital by villagers but both were pronounced dead on arrival.

Ruel Muñasque*: Abduction, Torture, Illegal Arrest and Detention 
On October 24, 2007, the vehicle bearing Ruel Muñasque and Roger Morales was stopped at a checkpoint set up by elements of the 53rd IBPA in Barangay Poblacion, Municipality of Dumalinao, Zamboanga del Sur.  Passengers were ordered to get off for inspection. Ruel and Roger alighted and were subjected to a body search. After the search, they were ordered to get back to their van, but as Ruel was getting on the van, one of the soldiers squeezed his wounded knee making it bleed. When the soldiers noticed the blood, Ruel and Roger were again pulled out of the van and again subjected to a body search. This time, the soldiers took their wallets, mobile phones and other personal belongings. 

 

The two were then handcuffed, blindfolded and brought to an unknown place for interrogation. They were threatened to be killed if they would not "cooperate" with the soldiers and were made to hear the cocking of guns. They were also made to choose whether they prefer to be freed, jailed or killed. In front of alleged rebel surrenderees, they were forced, at gunpoint, to give the names of their alleged comrades, their connections and who gave them orders.

 
At around 2:00 in the morning of October 25, the soldiers offered to bring Ruel to the hospital for treatment, as his wound was now bleeding profusely, in exchange for his "cooperation." He was forced to board a pick up truck which sped away to an unknown direction. Roger on the other hand was left by his abductors at a spot near a bus terminal. His personal belongings were never returned except for his mobile phone without the SIM card. He suffered cigarette burns on his back and neck. 

In his own testimony, Ruel said he was blindfolded, handcuffed and beaten during his interrogation inside the military camp. “I had sleepless nights and indigestion,” he said. “They forced me in a subtle way to sign an affidavit of voluntary surrender,” he said, and the military “took pictures of me with … planted and fabricated documents and a grenade.” “I felt so humiliated and helpless but I could not move nor could I speak the truth,” he added.

Fortunately, the petition for Writ of Amparo was granted by the court and Ruel was released into the custody of the Consortium of Christian Organizations in Rurban Development (CONCORD), a community development institution under UCCP, on November 8, 2007. The rule on the writ of amparo promulgated by the Supreme Court was a result and was prompted by the default of the political branches of government, i.e. the executive and even legislative branches, of their responsibility. Since it was released on October 24, 2007, the writ of amparo, while providing hope to the victims, is remedial and not preventive. Ruel’s case was one of those that were successful. However, of late, various petitions for the writ were rejected including the petition of Mrs. Edith Burgos for her missing son Jonas. 

Ruel is a leader of the Christian Youth Fellowship of the UCCP and a community development worker of CONCORD. Ruel is also an organizer of BAYAN MUNA (People First) Partylist organization. 

The aforementioned cases show that the Philippine government has indeed been remiss in its responsibility to prevent torture in all its forms in the country. They show that the claim of the government that legislative, judicial, and administrative measures are already in place to give effect to the provisions of the Convention is utterly false. Until now, not a single member of the state’s security forces that perpetrated these crimes has been convicted. 
Something is wrong when members of the clergy and lay church workers are subjected to these kinds of inhuman treatment especially when they are deeply engaged in missions that address the concerns of their constituencies. If members of the state’s security forces can do it to men and women of the cloth, they can do it to anybody. 
The NCCP is submitting this report to this committee because of our profound belief that God’s image is in every person. It is our mission, based on our faith, to denounce acts that desecrate God’s image. We hope that this can contribute to the efforts in relation to the defense of human rights and civil liberties in the Philippines.
*The case of Ruel Muñasque was not included in the book “Let the Stones Cry Out: The Continuing Search for Justice”. It was culled from the 2007 Report of Karapatan.   
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