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Good afternoon!  In behalf of the Philippine government, I welcome you all to 

this roundtable discussion, and thank you for accepting the invitation extended by 

our Philippine embassy. 

I know how important this time is for the American people, as election day is 

but a few short weeks away, and so we are all very appreciative that you took some 

time to meet with us.   

In the course of this election season, you have been hearing, and will continue 

to hear a lot of promises, rhetoric and propaganda from politicians vying for your 

vote. 

I would like to assure you that we, the representatives of the Philippine 

government, are not here to burden you with more promises and rhetoric.  We are 

simply here to level with you – to level with you about the human rights situation in 

the Philippines, and demonstrate that we, in our respective positions – you, as 

independent non-governmental organizations monitoring our progress, and we, as 

representatives of the Philippine government – have more in common and can agree 

on a lot more points than you might initially think.   



 First of all, I will be very candid with you that the delegation I am heading 

came here to Washington, D.C. to meet with some of our U.S. counterparts 

and legislators for a reason.  That reason, as you probably already know, is in 

connection with the $3M forming part of the  Foreign Military Financing 

(FMF) in favor of our nation, the Republic of the Philippines, the release of 

which was made subject to certain conditions.   

 

We just want to be upfront about all that, and we understand and, in fact, 

anticipate, that you will take whatever we have to say about the current human 

rights situation under the Aquino administration in light of the agenda for our 

visit here.  I would, nonetheless, ask all of you to hear us out and keep your 

minds open to what we have to say. 

 

 Secondly, the amount in question being derived from taxpayers‟ money, you, 

the American taxpayers, through your representatives in the U.S. Congress, 

have all the right to dictate the terms under which such money should be 

appropriated, disbursed and spent.  It is nothing more than what we, Filipino 

taxpayers, would expect from our own Senators and representatives.  More 

importantly, you have the right to seek reassurance and proof that none of 

your taxpayers‟ dollars are spent funding policies and activities that in any way 

promote violations of human rights.   

 

In fact, we, as recipients of the FMF and as representatives of the Aquino 

administration that won its mandate from the people on a platform of the 

“Tuwid Na Daan” or “Straight Path,” welcome the opportunity and the 

challenge to demonstrate, not just our sincerity, but also the concrete steps we 

have taken to give you the assurance and proof that is your due.   

 

 Thirdly, having gotten the matter of the official reason why we are here out of 

the way, I would like to go on record that for me, personally and in my 

capacity as Secretary of Justice, that the matter of the FMF is not my primary 

motivation for agreeing to head the Philippine Delegation.  As Secretary of 

Justice, I and my Department become involved in matters of defense and 

security when we advise the President and our colleagues on legal issues that 

may arise in connection with these matters.  I am, however, by no means a 

security or military defense expert.  As the Secretary of Justice, I am mandated 

to, among others, administer the criminal justice system and my marching 

orders from the President is to deliver true and complete justice and uphold 

the Rule of Law.  As the former Chairperson of the Commission on Human 

Rights, I continue to be an advocate for the promotion and protection of 

human rights.  The fact that I transitioned into the executive branch from 



being the head of a national human rights institution only means that I am 

now in a better to position to influence and actually chart the course of 

government policy and action and, hence, in a better position to help promote 

respect for human rights as well as legal rights.   

 

Therefore, my foremost motivation for being here is because I am quite 

concerned by the prospect that, after two years of working towards delivering 

on our commitments and promises and in light of all the concrete actions we 

have taken, our partners and fellow stakeholders in the fight to bring human 

rights issues on the forefront of the Philippine government‟s list of priorities 

would find reasons to doubt the sincerity of our commitment, and might have 

even come to the conclusion that we are continuing to promote a culture of 

impunity.  I believe that all it takes is to sit down with all of you, and level with 

you as to where we are now vis-à-vis where we were two years ago in terms of 

our human rights situation, where we want to be in the future, what we have 

been doing to try to bridge that gap in the next few years, and what are the 

challenges we are continuing to hurdle along the way.  

 

 Fourthly, I would like to bring up the matter of standardizing the definition of 

what extrajudicial killings (EJKs).  We believe that we need to level about this 

in order to reconcile our statistics and data.  Much of the apparent disconnect 

between NGOs and government authorities, which is sometimes interpreted as 

the latter‟s attempt at fostering a “state of denial,” is not truly any attempt to 

mislead or unduly understate the data, but is due to a genuine difference in the 

definition of what qualifies as EJK.  This goes beyond a question of semantics, 

but a necessity if we are to distinguish EJKs from the “common” crimes of 

murder and homicide.  Of course, it is the duty of the State to deliver justice as 

to any and all forms of violations of a person‟s right to live deserves 

punishment, but if we are to pass judgment on a State‟s commitment to 

human rights protection and promotion, the distinction is but fair and 

imperative.   

 

We, in the Department of Justice, look to three elements in classifying cases as 

EJKs, namely: (1) the identity of the victim, such as trade union leaders, media 

practitioners and other similar social figures or activists; (2) the identity of the 

perpetrator, meaning state authorities like the police or members of the armed 

forces, and even private individuals acting in behalf or upon the orders of such 

state authorities; and (3) motive for the killings, which means the act is related 

to the victim‟s political or social ideologies or work, and so forth.  Hence, it 

may happen that some cases are monitored as EJKs during the stage of 

investigation, but once further details about the case are revealed, such as 



personal motives not related to the victim‟s ideological leanings or advocacies, 

the same are declassified and no longer considered as an EJK incident.  

 

 Next, I would like to tackle right off the matter of equating the measure of our 

commitment and our successes to the number of convictions we have recorded 

in cases of extrajudicial killings (EJKs), or lack thereof.  When it comes to 

number of convictions, our record leaves great room for improvement.  That is 

a fact, which we do not deny.  However, I cannot be more emphatic in my 

position that it is not fair to conclude from this that the Philippine Human 

Rights situation has not improved, or that the Aquino government has failed 

to deliver on its promises, or that we continue to promote a culture of 

impunity.   

 

By the very nature of extrajudicial killings, where perpetrators are in key 

positions to destroy the evidence of their deeds, it is truly difficult to gather 

leads for a successful investigation, let alone enough evidence to convict 

beyond reasonable doubt.  This is especially true for cases that took place 

during the past administration, when top government officials were not only 

inclined to turn a blind eye, but in fact to actively reward perpetrators who are 

key in silencing political dissent.  Hence, not only are we, in the present 

administration, forced to rely on testimonial evidence in attempting to find 

some resolution to these “cold cases,” such testimonial evidence are few and 

far between either because there were no eye witnesses who have come 

forward, or those who have are too afraid to come out and testify.  It doesn‟t 

help matters that our forensic and investigative capabilities and infrastructure 

are still decades behind your own, for instance, because instead of investing on 

our human and physical resources, those from the past administration put 

their own interests first and failed to modernize the Philippine National Police 

and even the National Bureau of Investigation.   

 

Therefore, unfortunately, no matter how dedicated we are to bringing justice 

to the victims and their families, there are limitations to what we can do  in the 

absence of evidence, testimonial or otherwise, especially if we are to observe 

and uphold the Rule of Law. 

 

Thus, instead of measuring our commitment and the headways we have made 

on the sole basis of number of convictions at this time, we submit to you the 

steps we have taken to prosecute those responsible for EJKs and to remedy the 

problems of the past:   

 



1. Foremost, of course, are the measures we have taken to educate our police 

and armed forces about the importance of observing and respecting human 

rights, and through the establishment of Human Rights Affairs Offices in 

such institutions.  The expression that an ounce of prevention is worth a 

pound of cure cannot be more apt in this case, for we have charted fewer 

and fewer cases of EJKs and, for this year, although we are investigating a 

few cases, none have yet to be validated as EJKs.   

 

2. We have been working to improve our Witness Protection Program through 

proposed amendments to the law, bigger budget allocations, as well as 

working closely with international partners like the Australian Government 

Overseas Aid Program (AusAID) in studying the international best 

practices in witness protection, and finding the best fit for the Philippine 

context.   

 

3. We are also investing on our investigative and forensic infrastructure, 

particularly through the National Justice Information System, the 

modernization of our facilities, and through grooming our investigators 

and prosecutors to work closely together to ensure the collection of 

material, relevant and admissible evidence towards the end of building a 

strong case for prosecution.   

 

4. We have a vibrant and open line of communications with other 

stakeholders, including NGOS, the CHR and even the academe, in finding 

ways in achieving a higher level of operational capacity in investigating and 

prosecuting human rights cases, such as the development of a Prosecutor‟s 

Manual on Human Rights.     

 

We may have difficulties achieving convictions in relation to cold cases, but we 

have not given up the fight, for the DOJ Task Force is mandated to “review all 

reported and unresolved cases” and “cause the re-opening of investigations of 

„cold file‟ cases,” in addition to expediting the resolution of cases with 

sufficient evidence.  But, even more importantly, we are making sure that we 

do not encounter the same difficulties in the future.  In fact, we have identified 

a list of cases that our National Prosecution Service considers as “strong cases” 

wherein we have good chances of achieving convictions.  EJKs, by their very 

nature, might never be as straightforward to prosecute as, say, human 

trafficking cases, wherein the Philippines, as our partners like the 

International Justice Mission could attest, has made great progress, but we are 

laying down the foundation for making detection, investigation and 

prosecution more successful than it was in the past.  



 

As far as the conditionality of taking effective steps to prosecute and maintain 

the decline in the number of EJKs and strengthen government institutions 

working to eliminate EJKs, we believe that the foregoing sufficiently 

demonstrate our compliance with the same.    

  

 Another conditionality is to ensure that the Philippine Government is 

implementing a policy of promoting military personnel who demonstrate 

professionalism and respect for human rights.   This is already in place, as a 

clearance from the CHR is required before PNP or AFP officials are made 

eligible for promotion. 

 

 Finally and most importantly, I cannot emphasize enough that the Aquino 

administration does not sanction any policy of using violence, intimidation or 

threats to curtail the various rights and freedoms that humans enjoy.  This 

administration can honestly and sincerely say this, not only because our 

President is himself the son of a man who was a victim of political oppression 

under martial law, Senator Benigno “Ninoy” Aquino, Jr., and of the leader who 

led our nation out of those dark days, the late President Corazon C. Aquino, 

but, more importantly, because we derive our mandate from the Filipino 

people, achieved through an honest presidential election, without owing any 

officers in the military or local warlords for manipulating the elections in our 

favor.   

 

We now welcome whatever questions you may have. 

   

 


