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FROM DUTERTE TO MARCOS JR.:
Destitution, Debt, Death, and Disregard for Women & People’s Rights

T
he reign of former President Rodrigo Duterte from 2016–2022 was characterized by massive destitution of millions of Filipinos due to his continuation of decades of neoliberal policies that liberalized the Philippine economy, privatized public services, and diminished government authority over key industries and infrastructures. This resulted in millions of workers, especially women, being denied decent jobs with liveable wages, ample benefits, and security of tenure. Women still confronted being the last to be hired and first to be let go in many workplaces, compelling them to enter into more precarious work arrangements. 

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, the economic conditions of Filipino women and people exponentially worsened. Economic activities were largely halted to a minimum, leaving millions with little to no sources of income. The Philippine health system, after years of budget cuts and the lack of sufficient support for its dwindling number of health workers, nearly crumbled from the overwhelming demands of the health crisis. At least 60,555 COVID-related deaths were recorded from January 2020–June 2022. Duterte took advantage of the grave crises to justify more loans, which came to a whopping total of Php12.79 trillion by the end of his term—that’s more than twice the debt left by the previous administration.

The Duterte government’s response to the people’s just demands was intensified repression. One of the very first major fascist undertaking of the Duterte admin was its ‘war on drugs,’ that involved state forces’ summary execution of about 12,000 to 30,000 poor Filipinos. This left thousands of mothers, wives, and entire families reeling from the extrajudicial killing (EJK) of their loved ones over mere allegations of involvement in the drug trade. By 2017, Duterte imposed martial law in Mindanao after armed Islamic groups lay siege to Marawi. This lasted for three long years and led to the displacement of millions of families. Before long, these measures extended to activists and anyone who dared criticize or question the government. In 2018, the Duterte administration contrived the “Red October plot” allegedly being mounted by the Liberal Party (chaired by then Vice President Leni Robredo), the Communist Party of the Philippines, and the Magdalo group (ex-mutineers led by one of Duterte’s vocal critics, then Senator Antonio Trillanes IV) to destabilize the government. Then in late November 2018, Duterte released Memorandum Order No. 32 that sent scores of soldiers and police to Bicol, Samar, and Negros to supposedly “suppress and prevent lawless violence”, but which only led to several massacres of farmers and activists in the covered regions and provinces. On 04 December 2018, Duterte signed Executive Order (EO) No. 70 that created the National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC), chaired by the President and composed of officials from other civilian government agencies, for the implementation of the “Whole-of-Nation Approach” to counterinsurgency. All civilian agencies and their mandates were now subsumed under the militaristic aim of supposedly ending insurgency, and effectively placed the whole nation under a de facto martial law. This resulted in massive and widescale rights violations, including at least 422 victims of EJK related to Duterte’s counterinsurgency campaigns. The regime doubled down at the height of the pandemic in 2020, by railroading the Anti-Terrorism Act, that essentially criminalized dissent and the exercise of basic and fundamental rights and freedoms.

These draconian measures effected the rapid shrinking of democratic spaces in the Philippines under Duterte’s rule, and now under the current leadership of Marcos Jr. and Sara Duterte. The Philippine government makes clear its utter contempt and intolerance for dissent, by branding any and all critics as enemies of the state or terrorists—making them “easy” and “justifiable” targets of state-sponsored attacks. The EO 70, which is still very much in place today, and the Anti-Terrorism Law continue to be used to sow terror across the archipelago, while millions confront the ever-worsening economic conditions in the country.


I. Women’s Rights and Gender Equality in Relation to the Pandemic and Recovery Efforts

Gender-based violence (GBV) against women and girls
Many Filipino women, especially from poor communities, became more vulnerable to different forms of violence against women (VAW) during the militaristic lockdowns and grave economic insecurity from loss of jobs and sources of income. The total number of reported cases of VAW to the Philippine National Police (PNP) from 2020–2022 was 55,486. Violations related to the Anti-Violence Against Women and their Children law were the top-most reported case in 2020 and 2021, while rape was the number 1 complaint in cases reported in 2022.

State forces, instead of preventing GBV, have been among the perpetrators of abuse against women. No less than President Duterte himself has promoted misogynistic and sexist views against women. These views and state-perpetrated violence against women continue to this day despite the enactment of the Magna Carta of Women in 2009.

During the lockdowns, police forces were involved in various forms of GBVs such as in the case of the police rape of a female quarantine violator and through the implementation of ‘sex-for-pass’ policies that allowed women through the so-called quarantine checkpoints in exchange for sexual favours. Another notable case was that of 15-year old “F.P.” who, together with her older cousin, were molested by two cops. On 04 July 2020, “F.P.” reported the incident to the Cabugao police station, where her family also requested for and was denied security escort by the Women and Children Protection Desk. “F.P.” was killed by motorcycle-riding gunmen on her way home from the police station.

Another GBV case of note is the military abduction, torture, and rape of 15-year old “B.R.”. She was abducted on 27 July 2020 by soldiers and brought to a military camp in Quezon that belonged to the 59th Infantry Batallion of the Philippine Army (IBPA). She was illegally detained, interrogated, and beat up by several soldiers to force her to say that her mother is a member of the New People’s Army (NPA). One of her captors, a member of the paramilitary group CAFGU, raped her multiple times and threatened to kill her if she refused. Meanwhile, other soldiers who were in army uniform cheered from the other side of the door. She was later taken to the Department of Social Welfare and Development in Lopez, Quezon, where her captors forced her to write an affidavit against her parents, citing that the parents were forcing her to join the NPA. She refused and even tore the affidavit that one of her captors wrote for her. At that point, one of the soldiers pointed a gun at her and threatened to shoot her if she tears another affidavit. She was eventually forced to sign the affidavit written by one of her captors that indicated that she willingly went with the said captor because her parents were forcing her to marry a member of the NPA. She was forced to stay at the DSWD office for several days, and then was transferred to police custody, before being returned to DSWD Lopez. She was finally able to leave some time in August 2020 when her sister came to the DSWD office to look for her. Before being let go, she and her sister were forced to sign another affidavit that said “B.R.” willingly went to the DSWD office and that she should not be returned to her mother. The criminal complaint against the perpetrators of grave rights violations on “B.R.” was dismissed by the Department of Justice (DOJ) in August 2022.

While GBV and politically-motivated attacks on women rose across the country, GABRIELA’s shelter house in Roxas City, Capiz that aimed to provide a safe space for women in crisis was forcefully shut down by state forces. On 02 September 2022, the Panay Criminal Investigation and Detection Group (CIDG) served a search warrant, raided, and planted evidence on the shelter house. “L.J.”, a community organizer for an urban poor group KAISOG in Panay, who was staying at the shelter house while recovering from a recent operation, was arrested during the raid. She is still in prison to this day. The search warrant that was used also indicated the name of GABRIELA’s Secretary General for Roxas City, “M.A.”. Since then, the shelter house has been padlocked by CIDG-Panay and remains inaccessible to GABRIELA and women victims of GBV and disasters.

Equal participation of women and girls in political and public life, decision-making, economic empowerment and service delivery
Filipino families by the millions were left unable to fend for their basic needs during the militarist lockdowns, while there were little to no relief packages from the government. Among those greatly impacted were jeepney drivers who lost their main and often only source of income when the lockdowns were imposed. Members of GABRIELA and Citizens Urgent Response to End (CURE) COVID’s Marikina chapter teamed up with several drivers and initiated soup kitchens for poor communities. However, on 01 May 2020, 10 volunteers—two of whom women—of the said feeding program were arrested while preparing food for distribution in Marikina. They, collectively called Marikina10, were charged with violations of BP 880, Article 151 of the Revised Penal Code, and RA 11332. They were released on the same day and the charges against them dismissed five months later, on 20 October 2022, after the Office of the City Prosecutor (OCP) of Marikina found no probable cause.

On 26 June 2020, several women and LGBTQIA+ upheld the tradition of Pride month and commemorated the Stonewall Riots with a peaceful protest at Mendiola, Manila to demand for mass testing, aid, and other urgent pandemic response from the government. Despite abiding by physical distancing protocols and mask mandates, police forces violently dispersed them and detained 20 protesters. They, tagged as Pride20, were alleged with the same violations as those of the Marikina10. The charges were similarly dismissed by the Manila OCP. The Pride20’s counter-charges of Unlawful Arrest, Slight Physical Injuries, Carnapping, among others, filed at the Ombudsman and later referred to different offices were unfortunately also dismissed.

During the militarist lockdown, soldiers setup camps at various communities and began profiling residents for a supposed “aid distribution” that never happened. Instead, the information they gathered were used to crackdown, harass, and commit other forms of human rights violations (HRVs) against government critics.


II. Women and Employment

Even prior to the pandemic, Filipino women workers have already been suffering from deepening poverty, hunger, unemployment, discrimination, and violence. The labour force participation of women in the Philippines remains low. It is estimated to have only reached 46.9 percent, compared to 73.9 percent of men, in January 2021. It further exacerbated as the coronavirus pandemic hit and the government resorted to harsh lockdowns, resulting in the worst contraction of the Philippine economy and widespread retrenchment. According to the survey of the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA) in January 2022, the country’s unemployment rate was reported at 6.4 percent which is equivalent to 2.93 million unemployed Filipinos. Many of them from the service industries, tourism, and hospitality where most women workers were employed.

As jobs become scarce, women workers are forced to enter into unfair contracts and work in inhumane conditions in exchange for meagre wages—especially as they continue to be paid less for the same type and volume of work. Based on estimates of thinktank IBON Foundation, a gender pay gap is still observed across various industries and sectors. The average daily pay of men in 2018 was Php292.37, while women only received Php256.51. IBON also noted the growing gender pay gap among skilled agricultural, forestry, and fishery workers: from 3.4% in 2016, to 33.6% in 2017, and to 45% in 2018.

A great number of Filipino women are under precarious employment, as in short-term or seasonal or casual, or working for different employers on a day-to-day or week-to-week basis. They are also excluded from forming unions and collective bargaining. The PSA has released a study showing that union participation among women decreased from 38.5% in 2016 to 35.5% in 2018.

Latest figures show that unemployment rate in July 2023 is at 4.8%, while female unemployment and underemployment rates are 5.3% and 13.5% respectively. Despite the huge problem with the country’s increasing unemployment rate, the government of President Marcos Jr. failed to allocate enough funds to assist displaced workers as it continues to implement annual budget cuts. For instance, the budget for the workers protection and welfare program fell from Php29.9 billion in 2022 to Php18.8 billion in 2023. The Philippine government also slashed the budget for specific programs for displaced workers including the budget cut in the Adjustment Measures Program and TUPAD, which were cut down by Php174 million (or 35.37%) and Php10 billion (or 40.84%) respectively.

While there are some laws and policies related to social protection for Filipino women workers, there are still prevailing gaps and barriers hindering its full implementation.


III. [bookmark: _Hlk145343089]Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRD) and Civil Society

Women human rights defenders (WHRDs) have been consistently targeted by state forces in their fascist campaigns. A well-known WHRD victim of Duterte’s persecution is an opposition member and then Senator “L.D.L.”, who was incarcerated in February 2017 on drug-related allegations. Six (6) years later and with a new admin, de Lima remains in prison.

GABRIELA, as one of the leading and farthest-reaching women’s organizations, along with its member organizations have earned the ire of the government due to its relentless pursuit of social justice and struggle to advance the democratic rights of women and the toiling masses. The vitriol heaped against GABRIELA is unparalleled thus far. The organization, its leaders, and members have become targets of attack and vilification, together with other progressive and patriotic movements, by the former Duterte administration and continues to this day under President Ferdinand Marcos, Jr. This has resulted in a chilling effect not just among GABRIELA members and other WHRDs, but more importantly, among the general population who dare criticize the government. These attacks also resulted in the violation of Filipino women’s freedom of association as enshrined in the Philippine constitution, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and Convention No. 87 of the International Labour Organization, among others.

Extrajudicial killings (EJKs)
Duterte has been known to explicitly encourage extrajudicial killings—from drug users to poor Filipinos asking for aid during the pandemic. He also ordered soldiers via a televised speech in February 2018 to shoot women members of the New People’s Army in the vagina, adding that they will be useless without it. By April 2019, news came out about the military’s brutal killing and torture of “C.T.” , an alleged guerrilla fighter, whose arms were severely fractured, her remains desecrated, and her vagina shattered by a bullet. 

Even prior to his 2018 pronouncements, the Philippine Army has been known to commit atrocities against guerrilla fighters and in violation of basic rights and international humanitarian laws. One example was the November 2017 merciless killing of at least three women members of the New People’s Army: “J.L.”, “C.M.P.”, and “K.M.”. State forces desecrated their remains and publicised their personal information, including photos of their bodies, without consent from the victims’ families.

From July 2016 to December 2022, human rights group Karapatan recorded at least 66 women victims of politically motivated EJKs—of which 46 are peasant women. There were also recorded killings of at least 10 minors and 10 couples from the peasant sector.

Enforced disappearance
During Duterte’s Presidency, at least two women were forcibly disappeared by suspected state forces. One of them was “E.M.”, a long-time labor organizer who was abducted on 03 May 2022. Despite attempts to locate her and seek judicial intervention that were led by her partner and fellow activist “R.M.”, she remains missing to this day. 

Only three days into Marcos Jr.’s Presidency, two more WHRDs from Central Luzon added to the list of women desaparecidos in the Philippines: “M.E.P.” of peasant group Anakpawis and “E.M.” of Gabriela Women’s Party.

From 2016 to present, Karapatan documented 27 victims of enforced disappearance, 10 of those happened under Marcos Jr.’s Presidency. Seven (7) of the total desaparecidos are women.

Terrorist-labelling or ‘red-tagging’
State forces have consistently been declaring GABRIELA and its leaders and members as fronts, recruiters, or they themselves “cadres” of the CPP-NPA-NDF (Communist Party of the Philippines-New People’s Army-National Democratic Front of the Philippines). Government officials have made public pronouncements, media articles, facebook posts, and the like despite having no substantial evidence. They even took their smear campaign against progressive groups to another level by going international.

It must also be noted that ‘red-tagging’ against WHRDs often contain sexualized insinuations and gendered tones. “P.N.”, the initiator of Community Pantry, and former Kabataan Partylist Representative “S.E.” both received rape threats after they were red-tagged. The red-tagging of Filipino celebrities “L.S., A.L., and “C.G.”  for their support to GABRIELA also drew comments that sexualized them. 

Some WHRDs, like GABRIELA Valenzuela Chairperson “L.C.”, have had their names and photos plastered in public spaces across their localities, along with accusations of their involvement with the CPP-NPA-NDF. More often than not, these ‘red-tagging’ incidents are followed by worse forms of HRVs as was the case for two of GABRIELA’s regional chairpersons:

· “C.S.” of GABRIELA Negros Island
Posters calling for reports on sighting of “C.S.” and 61 other human rights defenders—branded as “CNN (CPP-NPA-NDF) PERSONALITIES”—were found scattered around Moises Padilla in Negros Occidental last April 2018. The hotline for reporting was later found to belong to PNP Moises Padilla. Soon after, she began receiving anonymous death threats. Two of these incidents occurred shortly after fellow human rights defenders in the region were murdered: Three days before Atty. “B.R.” was shot in November 2018 and on the same day of the killing of “B.P.” (April 2019). She continues to be ‘red-tagged’ even as she’s been forced to flee to a different country for her safety and to address her deteriorating health condition.

· “L.F.” of GABRIELA Panay Island 
After being relentlessly branded a ‘terrorist’ for her work with women and people’s rights, she experienced harassment and surveillance from forces who identified themselves as NTF-ELCAC members. She and fellow officer and Iloilo Pride Team Chairperson “I.I.” were even included in posters that showed them as “qualified beneficiaries” to the government’s e-clip program that supposedly provides financial assistance to ‘rebels who surrender.’ “L.F.” and 45 others were also slapped with trumped up charges in relation to the peaceful, condemnation protest they held after a fellow HRD, “J.P.” of Bayan Muna, was assassinated.

The NTF-ELCAC has also weaponized the Anti-Terrorism Financing Law against organizations it ‘red-tags’. In 2019, the Anti-Money Laundering Council (AMLC) received at least two requests from the NTF-ELCAC and the National Intelligence Coordinating Agency (NICA) for a financial investigation of GABRIELA, alleging that it is a front organization of the CPP and NPA. The investigation and the AMLC reports that came out of it were unknown to GABRIELA, until it was used as evidence in the NTF-ELCAC petition to the Commission on Election to cancel the registration of both GABRIELA and Gabriela Women’s Party (GWP). The case against the former was dismissed by COMELEC as GABRIELA is not a political party, while that against GWP is still on-going.

Amihan’s bank accounts were also frozen last 05 May 2021, by the AMLC under AMLC Resolution No. TF-38, Series of 2021, based on alleged violations of the Terrorism Financing and Suppression Act of 2012. The freeze order included two bank accounts of Amihan along with several other organizations based in Mindanao.

Surveillance, tailing, and other forms of harassment
WHRDs and other Filipino HRDs have been subjected to varying forms of harassment from state forces—ranging from tailing, surveillance, home and work visitations, and the like. The incessant harassment takes a toll on the mental and physical health of HRDs, and causes disruptions and, in some cases, total halting of their human rights work. They are constantly in fear for their safety and security.

In late 2018, two WHRDs from Bohol were harassed by state forces. GABRIELA-Bohol Coordinator “R.A.” was branded as a member of the Abu Sayyaf—an armed, radical Islamic group—by military forces that went house-to-house in a community in Barangay Canlangit, Sierra Bullones, Bohol, asking for her whereabouts. In December 2020, “R.A.” was among those charged with a trumped-up case of attempted homicide. Then there was “E.P.”, Chairperson of the Organisasyon sa Kababayen-an sa Bingag (OK-Bingag)-GABRIELA, who was being offered financial assistance from the government for her and her family in exchange for providing information on GABRIELA and its activities.

From 2018 to 2021, GABRIELA’s Treasurer and Head of its legal and counselling programs for women and children in crisis, “J.M.”, has accounted at least 13 incidents of tailing and surveillance from both uniformed men and suspected state forces in civilian clothes. There were also recorded incidents of men, claiming to be employees of Manila Water and Meralco, who attempted to enter her residence in Quezon City. On 25 October 2022, an agent and informant of the state—“J.C.”—who claims to be formerly affiliated with the CPP-NPA ‘red-tagged’ “J.M.”  in a broadcast of the Sonshine Media Network, Inc. She continues to be followed and harassed to this day. 

Militarization of communities
Under Duterte and until the current regime, increased militarization of communities continued to be observed. This has generated abuses such as threats, intimidation, forced surrender, red-tagging, illegal arrest and detention, filing of trumped-up charges, rape, sexual harassment, and consistent military presence in communities.

In July 2019, elements of the 95th IBPA coerced peasant women to dance in front of them while they hold a drinking session at Brgy. Gangalan, San Mariano, Isabela. Soldiers then proceeded to forcefully kiss women, who only abided out of fear for their lives and safety. There were also reports from Cagayan province of military men forcing children to drink alcohol and watch pornographic materials with them. One documented case involved a seven (7) year old boy who witnessed military men watching porn in the vicinity of the boy’s school.

In recent months, state forces have also gone on to setup military encampment in highly urbanized areas, such as in Caloocan, Valenzuela, and Quezon City. In Tondo, Manila, members of the 11th IBPA have setup military camps beginning on March 2023. From March 8 to May 20, 2023, leaders and members of GABRIELA-Tondo chapter experienced various forms of harassment from police and military forces. in Tondo, Manila to supposedly “provide assistance” to residents and as part of their implementation of EO 70. During this period, GABRIELA leaders and other members of local associations have been visited by soldiers in their home to gather information about them and their organizations, including presumptuous questions regarding progressive organization’s alleged links to the CPP-NPA-NDF. Soldiers and cops have visited residents of multiple barangays in Tondo to show pictures of and/or inquire about GABRIELA Deputy Secretary General “R.B.”, “M.F.H.” of SMTH or the Association of Urban Poor in Temporary Housing, and GABRIELA-Tondo leaders and other human rights defenders. This militarization of urban communities has been on the rise in recent months, with the same being observed in Caloocan, Valenzuela, and Quezon City, among others.

Arrests of WHRDs
WHRDs continue to be slapped with fabricated charges and illegally arrested over a known state forces’ modus operandi: the planting of evidences. The “tanim-ebidensya” (evidence-planting) modus became rampant during the onslaught of drug-related EJKs in the early parts of Duterte’s Presidency. Police and military forces later employed the same M.O. against activists, so much so that it became customary for human rights organizations to have the Commission on Human Rights regularly inspect their offices. 

Some highlight cases:
· “C.A.”, Deputy Secretary-General of GABRIELA Philippines
In the wee hours of 31 October 2019, elements from the Manila Police District implemented a search warrant issued by Honorable Cecilyn Burgos-Villavert, Executive Judge of the Quezon City Regional Trial Court, the day before. They forcibly entered “C.A.”’s residence while she, her husband, and their two (2) young children were sleeping and arrested the couple. “C.A.” was still breastfeeding her younger son, when she and her husband was forcefully detained. Their children were left traumatized by the incident, and it took the couple an entire 24-hours before receiving information on where their children were taken. The couple was charged based on planted firearms and explosives and were imprisoned for two (2) years, before a Manila court acquitted them. 

Around the same time of “C.A.”’s arrest, a similar search warrant from the same judge was being used in simultaneous raid operations in Bacolod city. Among those searched were the offices of GABRIELA and other progressive organizations, resulting in the arrest of 57 activists including some minors. Then NTF-ELCAC spokesperson Antonio Parlade, Jr. claimed that the raided office of GABRIELA was actually a “UG (underground) house” of “MAKIBAKA, an underground organ of GABRIELA”.

· “A.E.”, Organizer of Amihan-Cagayan
On 02 December 2020, Echanis was illegally arrested in Baggao, Cagayan province, together with her then month-old baby. She was charged with non-bailable trumped-up charges such as Illegal Possession of Firearms and Ammunition and Illegal Possession of Explosives, and remains in prison today. Just four (4) months prior, her father, “R.E.”—peasant leader of Kilusang Magbubukid ng Pilipinas—was brutally murdered by suspected state forces.
	
· Other highlight cases of WHRD arrests based on planted evidence:
· October 2018 – “H.C.”, GABRIELA Program Coordinator and social worker (out on bail)
· November 2019 – “R.M.N.” and “A.M.”, Manila-based activists (released and acquitted)
· October 2020 – “B.B.” of women’s group Innabuyog Cordillera (released and charges dismissed)

· Other highlight cases of WHRD arrests based on trumped-up charges:
· July 2020 – “J.N.C.”, then Vice-Chairperson of GABRIELA Philippines (released and charges dismissed)
· July 2022 – “M.P.”, former Bicolana-GABRIELA Chairperson and 2019 4th nominee of Bayan Muna Partylist (out on bail)
· August 2022 – “A.F.D.V”, long-time WHRD and former GABRIELA Deputy Secretary General (still in prison)
· August 2022 – “A.H.”, GABRIELA-Caraga Chairperson (on house arrest)
· October 2022 – “K.T.”, International Officer of labour center Kilusang Mayo Uno (out on bail)
· January 2023 – “J.A.”, mother of fellow WHRD “K.T.” and indigenous peoples’ rights and environmental defender of Cordillera People’s Alliance (currently facing new rounds of harassment after being ‘designated as a terrorist’)

From July 2016 to December 2022, Karapatan recorded a total number of 162 women political prisoners (WPPs). Peasant women make up the large majority of WPPs, and 60 of the current 80 peasant WPPs were incarcerated during Duterte’s Presidency. WPPs have long raised the sub-standard state of prisons and inhumane treatment of prisoners. At least two recent WHRD detainees lost their babies from sicknesses arising while they (mother and child) were imprisoned: “R.M.N.”, who lost her baby in 2020 and who attended the funeral in handcuffs while being heavily guarded, and “N.E.” who lost hers in 2021.


IV. Access to justice and legal complaint mechanisms

Due to the intensifying and worsening forms of state-sponsored attacks on WHRDs and activists in the country, many individuals and organizations have sought judicial intervention and protection. However, impunity prevailed for the most part during Duterte’s rule and up to the current Marcos-Duterte administration. From victims of GBV to victims of politically-motivated attacks, women had severely poor access to services, aid, and justice—as already evidenced in the GBV cases during the pandemic cited above, the lockdown of GABRIELA’s shelter house, and the attacks on WHRDs who assist and advocate for women victims. WHRDs and even members of the judiciary who handle these political cases face various forms of harassment from no less than the NTF-ELCAC and other state forces. 

Some examples include:
· Retaliatory perjury case against WHRDs and certiorari petition against acquitting judge
In 2019, GABRIELA together with Karapatan and the Rural Missionaries of the Philippines jointly filed a petition for the Writs of Amparo and Habeas Data after enduring vicious forms of attacks against their leaders and members. Their petition was denied by the Court of Appeals on June 2019, and a petition for review was subsequently filed and is still pending resolution. Soon after, however, then National Security Adviser and Vice-Chairperson of the NTF-ELCAC Hermogenes Esperon, Jr—a respondent in the aforementioned petition—filed retaliatory charges of perjury against the 10 petitioners who represented the three (3) organizations. Eight (8) of them are prominent women activists, including GABRIELA Chairperson “G.L.” and Vice-Chairperson “J.M.S.”. After several hearings, they were finally acquitted on January 2023. Unable to accept defeat, Esperon is now pursuing a petition for certiorari where he accuses the presiding judge—Hon. Aimee Marie B. Alcera—of “grave abuse of discretion.”

· Threats against petitioners challenging the constitutionality of the 2020 Anti-Terrorism Act
In 2020, at least 37 petitions—one of which from GABRIELA and several WHRDs—were filed against the then newly passed Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA) that sought for the law or parts of it to be declared unconstitutional. Just a few days before the Supreme Court started the oral arguments on the ATA petitions, then NTF-ELCAC spokesperson and commander of the Southern Luzon Command of the Armed Forces of the Philippines Lt. Gen. Antonio Parlade Jr. made a post on his social media where he red-tagged the petitioners and said that “[v]ery soon, blood debts will be settled. The long arm of the law will catch up on you, and your supporters.” Petitioners alerted the Supreme Court and the latter demanded an explanation from the Office of the Solicitor General.

· Harassment and persecution of Judges & Lawyers
On July 2020, Manila RTC’s Chief Inquest Prosecutor Jovencio Senados was killed by unidentified gunmen while he was on his way to work. Less than two weeks ago, he ordered the release and reinvestigation of the cases filed against the Pride20 protesters.

On October 2020, Judge Gaminde-San Joaquin—who ordered the release and reinvestigation of the case against then Vice-Chairperson of GABRIELA Philippines, “J.N.C.” nearly three weeks prior—was wounded from but survived an ambush in Camarines Sur.

On March 2021, a letter from the Calbayog City Police Station requesting the Calbayog Regional Trial Court (RTC) for a list of lawyers representing “Communist Terrorist Group (CTG)” personalities became public. Attached to it was a table that included a column for “Mode of Neutralization”. By this time, the PNP has been repeatedly exposed to be implementing a profiling order nationwide, as in the case of ACT teacher-unionists who were being and continue to be tagged as ‘terrorist fronts/supporters’.

A few days later, tarpaulins thanking Mandaluyong RTC Judge Monique Quisumbing-Ignacio for her earlier dismissal of the charges against ‘red-tagged’ journalist “L.A.S.” and trade unionist “R.E.” were plastered on footbridges along EDSA. The printed tarpaulins were signed with logos of the CPP-NPA-NDF. Another female judge, Manila RTC Judge Marlo Magdoza-Malagar, became a subject of ‘red-tagging’ on September 2022 following her dismissal of the government’s 2018 proscription case against the CPP-NPA. The perpetrator, former Presidential Communications Office (PCOO) Undersecretary and NTF-ELCAC spokesperson Lorraine Badoy, posted the accusations on her social media, then deleted it before claiming that it was “fake news”.

· Retaliatory ATL and other cases against WHRDs from Southern Tagalog
Presently, there are ongoing cases of violations to the Anti-Terrorism Law of 2020 and to the BP 880 hurled by the 59th IBPA against WHRDs from Southern Tagalog, “J.R.” of Mothers and Children for the Protection of Human Rights (MCPHR) and “H.P.” of Karapatan-Southern Tagalog. They, together with other their organizations, have aggressively campaigned for justice for rape victim “B.R.”  and for the murdered 9-year old “K.C.”  and farmer “M.D.”—all of which are believed to be perpetrated by the 59th IBPA. Their human rights work, including providing paralegal support to victims and their families, have resulted in the military’s filing of retaliatory and trumped-up charges against them and several of their colleagues.


V. Sexual Violence against Women in Armed Conflict: Non-support of the Duterte Government for the “Comfort Women” Campaign for Justice

The Duterte government has not only denied support for the campaign for justice of Filipino “comfort women” or victims of Japanese wartime military sex slavery. It has also violated the rights of the victims to eradicate discriminatory social attitudes against them by causing the removal of two “comfort women” statues installed by advocates’ groups. The statues were set up as symbols to help the public, especially young people, to know the truth in history and to counter narratives of right-wing forces supportive of the Japanese government seeking to discredit the “comfort women” narrative. The removal was done apparently upon the demand of the Japanese government which has, during the entire term of the late Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, taken on a de facto policy of denialism and historical revision. 

Lila Pilipina was also a victim of “red-tagging” by the PNP Office in the National Capital Region (NCR) in 2019 after a rally was staged by the organization and advocates from the Flowers for Lolas Campaign in front of the Japanese Embassy in Manila. On the same day, the NCRPO posted on its website a blood-colored poster accusing Lila Pilipina of being “communist-infiltrated” and questioning the truth of the “comfort women” narrative. It was only after advocates held a dialogue with the Chief of the NCRPO that the post was taken down. 

In January 2023, Lila Pilipina called on President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. to take up the matter of justice for Filipino “comfort women” with the Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida during his state visit to the country in February. However, the Philippine government immediately issued a statement refusing Lila Pilipina’s demands. Instead, President Marcos Jr. and Prime Minister Kishida discussed the strengthening of the military alliance among the US, Japan, and the Philippines, including the sale or “transfer” of Japanese-manufactured war materiel to the Philippines. This became the subject of a protest later staged by Lila Pilipina. 

The Philippine government’s attitude and non-support for the Filipino “comfort women” campaign for justice was the basis of the CEDAW recommendations issued in March 2020 recommending reparations for all victims of sexual violence by the Japanese Imperial Government. 

The DOJ of the Marcos Jr. administration ordered the setting up of a committee that will “study” the recommendations and issue a a report in six months. In September, the Flowers for Lolas campaign, an alliance of comfort women’s groups and their supporters requested for a dialogue with government agencies as facilitated by the Commission on Human Rights (CHR). However, Malacañang issued an official communication to the CHR disallowing government agencies under the Executive Department to attend the meeting “in light of the on-going process related to the CEDAW recommendations”, which in fact, in Lila Pilipina’s view, should be opportune time to hold the dialogue. 

Thus, the presidency of Marcos Jr. has de facto upheld the policy of the previous Duterte administration’s denial of support for Filipino “comfort women” and had refused to the present to implement the necessary social and legal measures to end the decades-long discrimination against the victims.

VI. Recommendations to the Philippine Government

1. Fulfil its obligation as a signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and its local counterpart, the Magna Carta of Women, with the intention of allowing women to obtain economic and social security and to guarantee their rights against all forms of violence at the workplace and elsewhere.
2. Respect and fulfil the recommendations of UNHRC member-states to ensure the protection of the rights and well-being of Filipino women, including guarantees for marginalized women’s unimpeded access to the justice system.
3. Allow Special Procedures and mandate holders to conduct official visits in the Philippines to identify measures or mechanisms under international laws to facilitate transitional justice for victims of HRV.
4. Free all women political prisoners and drop all trumped-up charges against WHRDs and activists; Resume peace negotiations aimed at instituting much needed political and socio-economic reforms.
5. Repeal EO 70, s. 2018 and dismantle the NTF-ELCAC; Hold to account HRVs committed by state forces in the implementation of the said order from 2018 to present.
6. Repeal the Anti-Terror Law or amend it by striking down provisions that violate basic civil liberties and fundamental human rights.
7. Undertake negotiations for justice on behalf of Filipino "Comfort Women" and respect the Filipino people's right to know about this historical injustice by investigating the case of the disappearance of the two comfort women statues.

VII. Recommendations to the CEDAW Committee

For the UN CEDAW Committee to conduct an independent international investigation or a commission of inquiry on the grave and systemic violations of the Philippine government of its commitments to CEDAW, including General Recommendation 3 that provides that states who ratified CEDAW must “to ensure women’s human rights are protected before, during and after conflict.” Similarly, the CEDAW committee is urged to investigate state forces’ violations of Filipino women’s basic human rights and freedoms.
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