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 A very empowering Saturday morning to everyone here 

today!   

 I thank the organizers of this event for inviting me to be a 

part of this 1st National Women’s Summit on Safety and 

Security (NWSSS).  I am happy and honored to meet all the 

participants in this Summit, especially all the representatives of 

the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) of the 

Philippines, women leaders, members of the academe, students 

and members of youth organizations, ecumenical organizations, 

women’s rights advocates, resource persons and, of course, my 

fellow public servants! My warmest greetings and felicitations 

to the great women, led by former Senator Leticia Ramos-

Shahani, honored today as  YWCA Pillars of Leadership. I thank 

them for their inspiring leadership in our advocacy for women 

empowerment and gender equality. 
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 First of all, having celebrated International Women’s Day 

but a few days ago, allow me to state how much I applaud the 

efforts that the YWCA has exerted in ensuring that a worthy 

activity is lined up to mark this year’s celebration.  In my line of 

work, especially in by previous capacity as Chairperson of the 

Commission on Human Rights and, now, as Secretary of 

Justice, I have become witness to the leaps and bounds that the 

progress of the women’s movement has achieved thus far, 

though, at the same time, I have also seen how many more 

issues remain to be resolved and addressed. 

 Now, what caught my interest when I first received the 

invitation to speak before all of you today, is the enigmatic 

theme for this Summit: “WhY Women?” 

 Indeed, WhY women?  Such a short sentence, yet so full of 

possibilities of varying interpretations. 

 Of course, right off, the intent to make reference to, and to 

cleverly play with the name of the organization, Young 

Women’s Christian Association, is readily apparent.  Young 

Women, Y Women.  Yet, even more intriguing is the 

interrogative form it assumes. 

 What exactly is being asked?  Why Women... are especially 

vulnerable to issues of safety and security?  Why Women… 

must work together to resolve these issues for themselves?  

Why Women… have to be considered as a group, separate and 

distinct from those of the opposite gender, if the goal is gender 

equality?  Why Women? 

 Why, indeed?  Compared to other vulnerable groups or 

sectors, like children or the youth, the elderly, and cultural 

minorities, where both genders are represented, it is intriguing 

that when what is being discussed are gender issues, the 
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tendency is for members of the same gender group to discuss 

such issues among themselves when , ironically, the goal is 

supposedly to bridge the gender divide. 

Of course, gender issues are important, but it is precisely 

because of how vital these issues are that I ask myself, isn’t it 

infinitely more ideal if these issues were discussed, ventilated 

and threshed out in a forum where all genders are represented?   

As it is, we, more often than not, end up preaching to the 

choir.   

We are all women.  We know the issues we face.  We know 

how vulnerable we are under certain circumstances.  And, more 

often than not, we also know the solution to our problems.  But 

we are deluding ourselves if we believe that we can resolve them 

all on our own.   

That is not the essence of women empowerment or even 

independence.   

Women empowerment does not mean that it is our 

obligation to do the impossible: resolve gender issues by 

ourselves. That is not empowerment or independence, but, in 

fact, smacks of hubris. 

In truth, we cannot truly bridge the gender divide, or 

resolve various gender issues unless we supply the missing – or 

undersupplied – part of the equation: men.   

Women’s rights education must include both men and 

women.  When young girls are taught about their rights, young 

boys have to be taught to recognize and respect them; and vice 

versa.  When women’s leadership abilities are built and 
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developed, their male colleagues have to be taught listen and 

encourage participation; and vice versa. 

In truth, what I am saying is nothing earth-shattering.  It’s 

something we already know, but have yet to gotten around to 

fully putting into practice.   

Take the laudable and timely topic for this Summit:  

Women’s Security and Safety.  In my capacity as Secretary of 

Justice, I stand witness to the pattern that where women and 

exposed to abuse, violence and exploitation, more often than 

not, the alleged perpetrators belong to the opposite gender.  I 

need only recall to you the cases of Ruby Rose Barrameda, the 

Vizconde Massacre, the more recent case of the Lea Angeles-

Ng, the missing woman whose corpse was eventually found in a 

septic tank, the recent heinous rape-slay case of a seven-year-

old girl, and the majority of human trafficking victims and 

recruited drug couriers to prove that women suffer cruelty in 

the hands of men.  But does this mean that we cut men out of 

the dialogue?   

Definitely not.   

Sure, some men are abusive of women.  Human 

trafficking, the modern form that slavery has taken, is proof 

that there are still those who see women as nothing more than 

merchandise.  They are to be traded, supplied, abused, 

exploited, and mined for all the profits they can produce.  But it 

is ignorance and hubris to believe that we can solve this blight 

without the cooperation of the rest of the male population.   

In fact, it has nothing to do with gender.  It is a question of 

preserving the dignity of human beings – a concern that is 

common to all genders. 
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Thus, in order to afford full protection to women’s 

enjoyment of universal human rights, including political 

security, the right to live in peace and to participate in all facets 

of democracy, economic security, including freedom from 

poverty and the ability to make choices about where to live and 

work, and to move freely from place to place, as well as full and 

comprehensive access to sexual and reproductive health 

services; in order to ensure the security of women’s space and 

protect them from conflict and violence, no stone must be left 

unturned.  And that includes each and every stone that has 

been thus far used to build a wall that divided “women’s safety 

and security issues” from “security and safety issues in general.”   

That distinction is a myth.  All such issues are the concerns 

of both men and women and are their shared responsibility. 

The fact remains that a majority of our political and 

community leaders, our law enforcers and prosecutors belong 

to the male gender.  Our fathers, brothers, spouses, sons, some 

of our friends, co-workers and half the people we meet in the 

streets belong to the opposite sex.  It does not help our cause to 

leave them out of the conversation, or to disenfranchise them 

about these issues simply because we feel disenfranchised and 

vulnerable. 

In my opinion, I truly believe that the answer to these 

problems is not to prosecute and punish offenders, but through 

values formation that begins at home.  And in that regard, 

women have the advantage.  Mothers have a unique, nurturing 

bond with their children, both girls and boys.  No matter where 

our careers take us, that is one role we must never, ever neglect, 

because it is in the environment of a safe and happy home and 

childhood that well-balanced boys and girls are first introduced 

to community and society.  With enough love and orientation, 
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the future of our Philippine society could perhaps be more 

open-minded, more embracing of the differences between 

genders and, thus, more responsible in the protection of their 

respective rights. 

But, still, we must never forget that such is an obligation 

that is ideally shared by both parents, which means that, once 

again, men must be educated as to their roles as fathers.  

Hence, it is imperative that they be made part of the discourse. 

That, I believe, is where this 1st National Summit ought to 

take us: not farther, more isolated, and further removed from 

men, but towards closer cooperation and understanding with 

them.  Because when we speak of “other stakeholders” in 

relation to women’s issues, they are precisely those.  They must 

be made to understand that they have as much at stake as 

women do, where gender issues are concerned. 

Finally, in closing, I am reminded that popular wisdom, as 

pronounced by – surprise, surprise – men like Benjamin 

Franklin and theologist Henry H. Tweedy, are of the opinion 

that safety and security belong to opposing sides of the 

spectrum.  As the latter puts it, “Fear is the father of courage 

and the mother of safety,” while Franklin phrased it thus: “He 

that’s secure is not safe.”   

In a way, they are correct.  One can only have reasonable 

expectation of safety if one is constantly and utterly vigilant and 

on-guard.  It also means that nothing worthwhile in life is 

achieved without some sacrifice on our part.  If we want to be 

safe, we have to be, to a certain degree, insecure; for 

complacency is the enemy of safety and the seed of tragedy. 

Yet, I believe that there is a way to live a full and happy life 

without having to live in a state of paranoia.  In other words, I 
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believe that the key to a life well-lived is in the striking of a 

balance between considerations of safety, and the acceptance of 

the inevitable fact that, in this life, there will come a point 

where we will all be asked to take risks in order to achieve some 

aspirations we believe are worthwhile. 

I am no stranger to making such choices.  The path I have 

chosen to tread the moment I accepted my last two posts as a 

public servant have ensured that.  I believe that it is the essence 

and fulfillment of empowerment that we, women, are well-

equipped to make an informed choice when the time comes.  It 

is our calling, our duty and a pre-condition to the fulfillment of 

our highest aspirations that women’s courage, which we most 

definitely have in abundance in this Summit alone, be put to 

good use and for the best of causes. 

I hope, nay, I am certain, that this Summit will help us 

achieve that goal. 

Again, thank you for the honor and I wish the YWCA and 

all the participants in this 1st National Women’s Summit on 

Safety and Security all the best! 

 

 

 


