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 A very good morning to all of you.  It is quite an honor to be here 
today, representing our nation, the Republic of the Philippines and the 
administration of President Benigno S. Aquino III.  I wish to provide all 
of you some insights on who we are as a people, what we stand for as a 
government, and where we are now and in which direction we intend to 
take our nation in the next few years. 

I would like to begin right off by introducing the Department I 
head and represent.  The Philippine Department of Justice is the primary 
law agency of the government mandated to, among others, administer 
the criminal justice system, consisting of the investigation of crimes 
through the National Bureau of Investigation (NBI), prosecution of 
offenders through the National Prosecution Service (NPS), and 
administration of the correctional system through the Bureau of 
Corrections (BuCor); provide free legal services to indigent members of 
society through the Public Attorney’s Office (PAO); implement the laws 
on the admission and stay of aliens through the Bureau of Immigration 
(BI), and land titling system through the Land Registration Authority 
(LRA).  Also, in my capacity as Secretary of Justice assisted by the Legal 
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Staff, I perform Attorney General functions for the government and 
advise everyone from the Office of the President all the way to minor 
government officials.  (There are other  agencies attached to our 
Department – now published on the screen.) 

Before I proceed any further, I would like to acknowledge 
something that stood out during our stay here in Washington, D.C. in the 
last few days.  Some of the people we have encountered have taken their 
time to reach out and demonstrate to us their personal connection with 
the Philippines.  One particular encounter was a young woman who, 
after just a few minutes of small talk with a member of our delegation, 
asked a very interesting question.  She asked whether we, Filipinos, 
prefer to be referred to as “Asians” or “Pacific Islanders”.  She added that 
her curiosity stems from her personal experience with her Filipino 
friends back in California who strongly manifested their preference to be 
categorized as the latter.   

 When I heard that, my instinctive reaction was to answer “Asian” 
even as, at the back of my mind, I had to process through the myriad of 
implications of the question, and what the most accurate and precise 
answer ought to have been.  In that split second of mental processing, I 
realized how difficult it is to explain to a stranger the complexity of the 
cultural, political and socio-ethnological history, and geographical 
considerations that need to go into any discussion of how to define who 
and what Filipinos really are as a people and as a nation. 

 I mentally ran down some of the relevant factors:  we were under 
Spanish rule for more than three centuries; before that, the political and 
governmental structure within the 7,000+ islands that eventually 
became our archipelagic nation was akin to that of the Greek city-states, 
which we called “balangay”; then the Americans came in and established 
a protectorate system of government; for a brief period in World War II 
we were occupied by the Japanese invaders; all throughout that time, 
too, we cannot discount the cultural and commercial influence of our 
Asian neighbors; and, of course, the strong and vibrant culture of the 
Muslims and indigenous peoples that populate certain areas of the 
archipelago, who were able to accomplish the great feat of resisting 
hostile foreign occupation. 

In light of all that, I realized that the most accurate answer, 
perhaps, is that we are a product of all of those, yet we are none of those 
per se.  What it all boils down to is that the only precise label we could 
honestly answer to is simply “Filipinos”. 



 
 

3 
 

I bring up the incident because I am very thankful to that young 
woman from California for her seemingly innocuous question.  It helped 
me gain some perspective on how to approach and address all of you, a 
diverse audience, who are all distinguished and learned professionals in 
your respective fields, but who may have varying levels of familiarity 
with, and points of interests in our nation.  Though my topic is on the 
Rule of Law and Human Rights under the present administration, 
simply giving you a snapshot of the current state of affairs, I believe, 
would be a disservice to the laudable reasons of the CSIS for bringing us 
together today, for the very concept of Strategic and International 
Studies require context.   

In the spirit of maximizing, therefore, the insights we hope to 
impart to you about the Philippines, allow me a few minutes to provide 
some context on how we evolved and are continuing to evolve with 
respect to the Rule of Law and Respect for Human Rights. 

 

The Context:  The Past 

First of all, before Western colonizers arrived, we had a caste-like 
system wherein the common man and the slave class was ruled by a class 
known as the “maharlika” or the “blue bloods”.  As a colonized people, 
we were taught and trained to be a subservient class to colonialists who, 
at times, tended to rule unchecked and abusively over their so-called 
“wards” who were thought to be too uncivilized to be left to their own 
devices.  Under American rule, we were given a limited measure of 
political rights until, sometime after the second World War, we 
eventually achieved a measure of independence, which we enjoyed for a 
time only to be thrown under a martial law rule that lasted for more than 
20 years; thereafter, we regained the benefits of democracy and 
independence once again through a revolution, albeit a bloodless one, 
known as the People Power Revolution; about fifteen years later, we saw 
the Supreme Court of the Philippines declare the duly elected 13th 
President of the Republic of the Philippines as having, quote-unquote, 
“constructively resigned,” thus validating the earlier ascent into the 
Presidency by then Vice-President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, who had 
taken her oath as President before the Chief Justice even before her 
predecessor left the Malacañang Palace, the seat of the Presidency;  and, 
thereafter, we witnessed President Arroyo gain an unprecedented second 
term as President, amidst and despite allegations of electoral fraud 
fueled by, among others, the now-infamous “Hello, Garci” tapes. 
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During the first decade of the new millennium, the human rights 
situation in the Philippines became alarming, prompting the United 
Nations to deploy Philip Alston, the Special Rapporteur on the 
Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions in the Philippines.  The 
Alston Report found that Philippine authorities are in a state of denial as 
to the extent of human rights violations and extrajudicial or summary 
executions being perpetrated by state agents, including the military.  
Less than two years after the report came out, the Maguindanao or 
Ampatuan massacre took place, which shook the whole world with the 
realization of the barbarity and utter disregard for human lives displayed 
by local strongmen, clans and their private armies, whose existence were 
not just tolerated, but apparently encouraged under the Arroyo 
administration in view of their usefulness in preserving the status quo of 
power distribution, especially during elections.   

Thus, for most of our history, our existence was defined by the 
concepts of power, authority and dominion, that is, the power, authority 
and dominion of those who successively ruled over us; not the human 
rights of the common people who are ruled, as opposed to served by 
their leaders. Our welfare relied heavily on the benevolence of the 
incumbent, as the concept of “law” was mostly interpreted as the law and 
justice of the reigning rulers.  There was this attitude that following the 
rules is optional as long as one does not get caught; even then, getting 
away with impunity was only a matter of manipulating the justice system 
and being an expert in legal hermeneutics and acrobatics.   

These are the events or the context that inform our perception of 
human rights and the Rule of Law. 

It is the result of the fallout from various outrages against common 
decency and humanity – foremost of which is the Maguindanao 
Massacre and also perhaps the highly publicized NBN-ZTE Deal 
investigation, which directly implicated the then first couple and various 
high-ranking officials, in a corruption scandal that gave birth to the 
infamous phrase “moderate your greed” – that the Filipino people were 
finally galvanized during the 2010 Presidential elections to choose a 
leader who ran on a platform based on the so-called “Tuwid na Daan” or 
the “Straight Path.”  And so it was that then Senator Benigno S. AQUINO 
III, received an overwhelming majority of the votes cast, manifesting the 
people’s emphatic condemnation of corrupt leaders and corrupt 
practices. 
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The Present 

The Rule of Law 

 The term “Tuwid na Daan” defines the present Aquino 
administration as one that is very much aware and, in fact, very, very 
proud of its own limitations.  Yes, we are proud of our limitations, 
because the most important limitations we recognize are none other than 
those that are set forth in the law.  We are proud to toe the line because 
our people deserve a leadership that not only respects the law and the 
people’s human rights but, more importantly, respects their intelligence.  
Every time corrupt officials betray the trust reposed in them by the 
people, they are saying that they believe that the people are nothing 
more than their fools.   

This is why, at the very top of our list of priorities is the fight 
against corruption, both those committed during the past administration 
and those committed under our own watch. 

 We have, thus far, filed charges against various personalities, 
including the former President, who is also an incumbent member of the 
House of Representatives, for Electoral Sabotage in connection with the 
wide-scale cheating alleged to have been committed during the 2007 
elections, for Plunder and Malversation of Public Funds, for various 
questionable contracts and misuse of government funds, including those 
for the benefit of overseas workers.  High-ranking officials of the Armed 
Forces of the Philippines have also been charged for the blatant misuse 
of the AFP’s funds, some of which were distributed as a sort of “golden 
parachute” for retiring officials.  This case, it may be remembered, took a 
shocking and grim turn when, apparently in an attempt to preserve the 
culture of silence and impunity that was nurtured throughout the 
previous administration, a very high-profile retired official of the AFP, 
who later held various positions as a member of the Cabinet of former 
President Arroyo, and who was also instrumental in her ascent into the 
Presidency in 2001, went to the extreme of taking his own life, rather 
than face the charges against him, and thereby would have helped the 
nation find some sense of closure about those controversies.  We have 
also filed cases against a former Agriculture Undersecretary, a former 
Local Waterworks and Utilities Administration (LWUA) Chairperson, 
and former Philippines Amusement and Games Corporation (PAGCOR) 
Chairman, among others.  We have also removed a Director of the 
National Bureau of Investigation, who was appointed during the present 
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administration, when it was found that he took part in an extortion 
scheme that victimized a female Japanese national.   

 There is, of course, the nearly half a year saga of the impeachment 
of Chief Justice RENATO C. CORONA.  His, to my mind, is perhaps one 
of the worst examples of betrayal of public trust.  Among the charges 
against him during the impeachment trial was not just his failure to 
declare all his assets in his Statement of Assets, Liabilities and Net 
Worth, but also accusations that he helped prostitute the Judicial System 
in order to unduly favor the interests of the former President to the 
prejudice of the Filipino people.  I say that I believe that his is one of the 
worst cases of betrayal of public trust because he, the Chief Magistrate of 
the highest court in the land, attempted to explain away the charges 
against him in the most half-baked of legal reasonings that clearly 
demonstrated his lack of respect for the intelligence of the Filipino 
people, which ultimately gave an overwhelming number of Senators, 
acting as members of the impeachment court, little choice but to find 
him guilty by a resounding vote of 20 to 3.   

 Our campaign to uphold the Rule of Law does not only take the 
form of going after corrupt officials, but also to make sure that we take 
preventive measures to avoid future litigation involving the government 
and its officials, by discharging our Attorney General mandate with 
integrity and credibility.  Contracts like those involving the construction 
of the Ninoy Aquino International Airport Terminal 3 are still continuing 
to give our government great grief, as it is currently the subject of 
another international arbitration proceeding.    I must say that gone are 
the days when the Department of Justice tailor-fits its legal opinions to 
concur with whatever the concerned government agency wants to hear.  
It is one thing to delve into statutory interpretation to elicit the true 
meaning and intent of the law, and quite another to treat the law like 
clay that can be molded and manipulated to suit one’s interests and 
agenda.  My standing order to our Legal Staff is to only render legal 
opinions that are legally defensible and sound, especially since our 
colleagues in government, all the way to the Office of the President, rely 
on us for our sound legal advice.   

 In relation to the Criminal Justice System, we have taken various 
steps to ensure that the cases we are handling enjoy the best prospects 
for conviction, and these apply not just to those that are considered high-
profile or high-priority, such as human trafficking, human rights 
violations, drug trafficking and tax evasions cases.   We have instituted a 
paradigm shift in the interaction of investigators and prosecutors, such 
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that the latter make themselves available to assist and advise 
investigators to ensure that the evidence they collect have probative 
value and are, in fact, admissible.  This is opposed to the lack of 
cooperation in the past between the two pillars of the criminal justice 
system, which resulted in a lot of cases being thrown out for failure to 
even prove probable cause because police officers lacked adequate 
assistance as to how to properly conduct their investigation and collect 
their evidence, especially in drug-related cases where strict procedures 
have been provided by law.  We are also doing our best to upgrade our 
physical evidence collection and forensics analysis capability in order to 
minimize reliance on testimonial evidence.  We are investing on the 
creation of a unified database for all law enforcement and investigation 
agencies, which shall be known as the National Justice Information 
System (NJIS).   

Human Rights 

 On the human rights front, cases like extrajudicial killings are, by 
their very nature, difficult to detect, investigate and prosecute.  Not 
necessarily because top government officials willingly or neglectfully 
promote a culture of impunity, but because the perpetrators, at their 
level, have the means and the opportunity to destroy any evidence that 
could implicate them, as well as intimidate or even eliminate witnesses 
who can identify them.  That is especially true for cold cases that 
occurred during the previous administration, where co-conspirators 
have demonstrated the extreme lengths they are willing to go to just to 
hide their crimes, and their practices were not only tolerated, but in fact 
encouraged and rewarded in order to silence political dissent.  Take, for 
instance, the controversial figure of retired Major General JOVITO 
PALPARAN, JR., who was promoted and actively transferred from one 
station to another purposely to neutralize political dissidents in each 
locality, and who was even personally praised by the former President in 
her 2006 State of the Nation Address for his talent in neutralizing 
insurgent threats.  In a disturbing turn of events, just two days after the 
former President’s speech, two (2) University of the Philippines (UP) 
students, their names are Sherlyn Cadapan and Karen Empeño, were 
snatched away by armed men and remain missing to this date. 

 Be that as it may, the most demonstrably effective measure taken 
by the present administration is in preventing human rights violation 
cases from being committed at the hands of state agents.  Human rights 
awareness is made an integral part of the training and operational 
protocol in the armed forces, as well as in the Philippine National Police.  
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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.  

The President has made it clear time and again that human rights 
and freedoms shall not be curtailed through violence, and his 
administration emphasized such pronouncement by filing charges 
against those who were formerly perceived to be “untouchables”, 
including Maj. Gen. Palparan, who had earned the infamous nickname 
“the Butcher” through his reign of terror throughout the Philippines, and 
who is now a fugitive from justice on account of the disappearance of the 
two (2) UP students mentioned earlier. 

Efforts to improve chances for successful investigation and 
prosecution also include the establishment of Human Rights Affairs 
Offices in such institutions, to which victims or their families can file 
their complaints and expect immediate action.  Another key measure is 
the keeping of 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.   

 

Prospects for the Future 

 In the last two years, reforms have been meticulously planned and 
have been put into action.  Admittedly, there are still problem areas that 
need to be addressed.    

Some good governance and Rule of Law initiatives remain outside 
the sphere of influence of the executive branch, particularly those 
reforms that need to be instituted within the Judiciary.  The ouster of 
Chief Justice Corona has paved the way for the appointment of the new 
Chief Justice of the Republic, the first woman to ever be appointed to 
such position, who we hope will be successful in curbing corruption and 
other unethical practices prevalent in all levels of courts within the 
Judiciary that continue to undermine the credibility of the legal system.   

I, myself, can attest to the shameless misuse of court processes in 
order to delay legitimate criminal action against certain influential 
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individuals, including in favor of the ousted Director of the NBI, who was 
somehow able to obtain a Temporary Restraining Order in his favor to 
derail the investigation against him in connection with the extortion 
case, and even the Extraordinary Writ of Amparo, in order to stop 
another investigation against him, this time in relation to the attempted 
murder of one of his former colleagues in the NBI; and also a TRO in 
favor of a well-connected real estate developer charged of, among others, 
defrauding the  government of about P6.5 Billion through a housing loan 
scam, which TRO enabled him to evade prosecution and is now still at-
large and in hiding.   

Another disturbing, yet somewhat latent issue related to the justice 
system is the persisting undue influence being exerted by private 
organizations, such as powerful law firms and law school-based 
fraternities, on the way courts conduct their business, especially where 
their members are well-placed and strategically connected.  This 
somewhat open secret has taken on a morbid hue as deaths related to 
hazing incidents implicating law school fraternities have gained 
prominence in the last year, with two high-profile cases taking place 
within six months of each other, but where no conclusive resolution has 
yet to be arrived at.  This is truly a disturbing issue that needs further 
inspection for it is inconceivable that these same individuals who have 
voluntarily chosen to obstruct justice by their silence might someday be 
lawyers and officers of court or, worse, magistrates within the judiciary. 

As to the legislature, there are certainly some priority bills that 
have been acted upon in the past two years, yet there remains many 
others that require our lawmakers’ immediate attention.  For the 
Department of Justice, for instance, we are anticipating the passage of a 
legislation that will once and for all give us the provisional authority to 
issue hold departure orders preventing those charged with criminal 
offenses from leaving Philippine jurisdiction even for a limited period of 
time, just to give investigators and prosecutors sufficient time to resolve 
the case and determine the existence of probable cause.  On the side of 
human rights cases, there is also the matter of the passage of a law 
defining and penalizing extrajudicial killings and enforced 
disappearances which, heretofore, are being prosecuted as one or 
another of the common crimes in the Revised Penal Code.  We also 
anticipate the passage of the bills strengthening the Witness Protection 
Program and establishing the Whistleblowers’ Protection law, which will 
hopefully encourage more witnesses to come forward and revitalize the 
active prosecution of cases.   
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Be that as it may, despite the visibly long road ahead towards 
completely fulfilling our Good Governance, Rule of Law and Human 
Rights initiatives and goals, one thing ensures that the ball will keep on 
rolling in the right direction, i.e., the Filipino people themselves. 

The 2010 Presidential election heralded more than just the coming 
into power of a new administration; it marked the coming of age of the 
Filipino people.  Our people are no longer swayed, as in previous 
elections, by hollow campaigns built around cults of personalities or 
empty gestures by so-called “Trapos” or “soiled washcloths” or 
“traditional politicians”, which is the euphemism applied to corrupt 
politicians.  They did not fall for the old tricks and promises, or peddled 
their right of suffrage.  They made their votes count.  The Filipino people 
have evolved from emotional masses moved by pure pathos or charisma, 
to inquisitive and smart decision-makers who closely scrutinize 
candidates’ ethos, and who are learning to think critically about the 
promises and arguments politicians and public officials lay down at their 
feet. 

Two very good illustrations of this evolution in the attitude of the 
Filipino people came just this year.  The first was when the Director of 
the NBI was removed, and the second was when the Chief Justice was 
found guilty by the impeachment court.  The former NBI Director 
appeared to have the strong support of an influential religious 
organization that has the capability to rally their devotees by the 
hundreds of thousands practically on short notice.  The former Chief 
Justice, on the other hand, did his best to appeal to the emotions of the 
people when he appeared before the impeachment court, ostensibly to 
testify on his behalf, but which eventually turned out to be a soap-
operaesque attempt to garner public sympathy.  In both cases, those in 
charge of maintaining peace and order were legitimately concerned 
about the possible fallout from each of those two developments.  They 
feared that people would be swayed to take to the streets and attempt to 
use the might of the mob in support of the two – a situation which we, 
Filipinos, are no strangers to.  As it turned out, the people were not 
moved to rally behind these two individuals, apparently because the 
evidence and the arguments against their staying in power was concrete, 
strong and persuasive enough to convince them about the rightness of 
the decisions to remove them.   

Filipinos have moved into the 21st century, and are making 
decisions on their own terms, using the information made available to 
them, rather than being swayed and manipulated by pure rhetoric.    
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That is excellent news, not just for us, Filipinos, but for everyone 
and anyone who wish to build a future in the Philippines.  With reason 
and the Rule of Law reigning supreme, outcomes become more 
predictable, the political and economic arenas will become more stable.  
Transacting with the government will not require waste in financial 
resources that come with having to bribe everyone who have attached 
themselves to the bureaucracy’s red tape.  It only requires knowledge of, 
and obedience to the law.   

So, yes, we have taken the more difficult path; the proverbial Road 
Less Traveled.  It presents greater challenges in the short-run, but I am a 
firm believer in the value of Adversity as the Engineer of Progress, the 
Weaver of Moral Fiber and the Builder of Character.  In a very real way, 
in this stage in our political history and governance philosophy, the 
words of the late U.S. President John F. Kennedy resonate with us – to 
paraphrase, we choose to do things the way we do, not because they are 
easy, but because they are hard and, to that we add, because they are 
worth doing. 

The lesson we have learned in the past decades is that, ostensibly, 
there may be “easier” ways to accomplish government’s goals, there may 
be certain “shortcuts” that may be taken; but experience has taught us 
that cutting corners can come at a huge expense: corruption begets even 
more blatant forms of corruption; corruption will transition into a need 
for a cover up; successful cover-ups require the cooperation of co-
conspirators, who will require impunity and personal advantage in 
exchange for their participation; a culture of impunity will eventually 
spawn conscienceless monsters to run rampant in our society, feeding on 
the innocent and throwing us into anarchy.  Ultimately, therefore, a 
government that allows the Rule of Law to succumb to the Rule of the 
Mighty, Rich and Powerful betrays itself and plants the seed for its own 
destruction.   

That is the lesson that we, Filipinos, will hopefully never forget. 

With that, I end my discourse.  Thank you for listening! 


