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Good morning! First of all, I would like to thank the organizers for
inviting me to this Opening Ceremony. My special thanks to BGen.
Reynaldo Torres who, I know, was quite adamant to get me as your guest
today. I am always privileged if there are platforms afforded to me which
I can add to my list of FIRSTS in life. You see, this is the first time that I
shall be addressing a community of dentists and I must say that I am
glad to be doing this at this age rather than when I was ten (10) years old
because the thought of such would have probably petrified me into
catatonia.

They say the first thing that people notice about someone is the
way they smile. Mas may pressure 'eta ngayon sa akin kasi lahat kayo
dentista.
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Before I get serious with my discourse, may I just ask you if this is
a medically accurate line to use by a lady who is being pursued by a
suitor, can she tell her suitor this: Kung ikaw nga ang pipiliin ko, dapat
hindi ako parang milk teeth, kasi ayaw kong mapalitan lang after
seven (7) years ng someone more permanent.

As you may all know, I am a lawyer. That is why I feel very bad at
jokes that are made at our expense. I am reminded of one joke that I
think is relevant today:

A doctor, a dentist and a lawyer were playing golf at their country club
when they got stuck behind a foursome playing terribly slow. After their
round, they went to the clubhouse to complain.

"Look ..we pay our dues ..we're good members here and we deserve better
than that". The pro looked back and said "Guys I'm sony but I should
have told you that foursome ahead of you were blind."

Feeling terrible about his comment the doctor said "tell them if they ever
need medical care, they should come see me. It's on the house". The
dentist replied in kind saying "absolutely ...if they need oral work it's
totally no charge."

The lawyer thought for a second and said "Well darn it!! Let 'em play at
night!'"

Mabuti nalang po at ako ay naging Chairperson ng Commission
on Human Rights. I can assure you I have been sufficiently educated in
the promotion and protection of human rights of all vulnerable sectors.

I think by now you are all wondering if I am using this venue as a
way to de-stress a bit from my pressurized (or highly pressurized) life as
a Secretary of Justice. I suspect that you may be right.

However, I shall also share with you that your undertaking to
create a credible, competent, skilled and knowledgeable pool of dentists,
who will be experts in the field of Disaster Victim Identification (DVI), is
responsive to the needs of the time where geo-hazards, climate change
and man-made disasters are recurring sources of heartbreaks and
problems for us Filipinos.

1 http://www.kalani.net/lawyerjoke.html
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One of the concerns that the Department would like to address is
our prosecution's reliance on testimonial evidence in securing
convictions in criminal cases. I am of the mind that to ensure an airtight
prosecution that can withstand judicial scrutiny, it is through the
consistent, rational and strategic presentation of MORE forensic
evidence during trial which holds the key to success. This is so because
forensic evidence is largely more objective and less vulnerable to attacks
on credibility. That is why I hope that in your course, you will underscore
the need to protect the integrity, not only of the object evidence, but also
the process of collection, preservation and endorsement of such evidence
to its custodian.

I would also like to request that the DOJ be officially furnished a
list of the experts in the field of Disaster Victim Identification because
from here on, we are pushing our prosecutors to be more pro-active in
the proper handling, examination and evaluation of evidence-gathering.
Thus, it is important to retain a databank of such forensic experts from
all over the Philippines in order that liaising, referrals and, above all,
cooperation will be facilitated.

This is not the first time TEETH are highlighted in the discourse on
the disposition of justice. I remember, for instance, that CHR was
observed to be a toothless tiger as its Constitutional power is only
anchored in the investigation of human rights violations when it is the
power to prosecute the same that can ensure a conviction in Court.

Another legal facet would be the determination of minority by our
Immigration officials through the examination of the teeth of a suspected
child who has no clearance to travel from the Department of Social
Welfare and Development. This innocuous act of examining the teeth is
highly important in our campaign against trafficking in persons,
particularly of minors, who may become victims of prostitution,
involuntary servitude or child labor when they cross borders.

As I speak, there is a training of the Medical Action Group (MAG)
before composite teams of investigators and prosecutors on the Anti-
Torture Act. Perhaps in the future roll-out of the said module, it can be
enhanced to include a component on forensic odontology.

I do not know if you are all familiar with Presidential Decree (PD)
1575 which was a law passed by the strongman Ferdinand Marcos, in the
exercise of his vast presidential powers on June 11, 1978, where dental
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practitioners were mandated to maintain- and again, this is a first for
me having been acquainted to such term only now - accurate records of
dentition of persons and submit the same to the National Bureau of
Investigation (NBI) after ten (10) years upon last entry. Failure to
comply with the law shall be punishable with a fine of not less than one
hundred pesos (Php 100.00) and not more than one thousand pesos
(Php 1,000.00). The justification on why the law was passed is
interesting in that it reflects the value system and priorities of that time.
PD 1575 was passed because Marcos, invoking his legislative authority,
found that identification of persons, through the records of dentition, is
a necessary factor in solving crimes and in settling certain disputes such
as claims for damages, insurance and inheritance. Instead of simply
couching it in administrative and regulatory terms, PD 1575 has become
a penal law such that failure to comply with its provisions is a crime
punishable by a fine. In any case, I believe no dentist has ever had a
criminal record arising from this law. Yet.

It is also interesting to underscore that after almost thirty-five
years from its passage, it was only very recently, only February 1, 2013 to
be exact, that the NBI and the Philippine Dental Association (PDA) has
decided to cooperate and work for the full implementation of PD 1575. It
appears that the law, up to the love month this year, has distinguished
itself more from its record of non-compliance than its compliance. Now,
thankfully, under the leadership of Dr. Arturo De Leon of the PDA and
Dir. Nonnie Rojas of the NBI, a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) has
been reached between these two institutions which shall result in a
viable information management system focusing on the collection and
collation of dental records. I hope that the planned Multi-Sector Council
has already been constituted so that it can immediately work on the
Implementing Rules and Regulations of the thirty-four (34) year old law.

The testimony that supports your advocacy to capacitate our
dentists in disaster victim identification is most manifest in the wake of
mass tragedies. Take for example the case of the MV Princess of the Stars
which capsized off ROlnblon at the height of Typhoon Frank while plying
the waters to Cebu City on June 21, 2008. Of about 862 people on board,
only 52 reportedly survived2• The delay in the identification of the
recovered bodies was a process of victimization in itself. It must have
been incomprehensible anguish for the families of the drowned victims
to go through the long and arduous wait, not just for the recovery, but
the actual identification of their loved ones. In the case of MV Princess of

2 Some reports say 32.
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the Stars, victims were predominantly identified by the identification
characteristic known as the DNA.

In a recent report from PAO Chief Persida Acosta, she explained
that PAO has exhumed and retrieved one hundred thirty-three (133)
human remains where twelve (12) had been presumptively identified and
six (6) positively identified and turned over to their respective families.
This is in addition to the bodies that have been separately recovered and
identified through other institutional efforts.

The PAO Forensic Team is due to return to Romblon for the final
lifting of the bottom hull of the ship, where hundreds of cadavers are
presumably awaiting for retrieval. By and large, the process of
identification also encountered choppy and testy waters in that law suits
were even filed by and against members of institutions tasked to provide
relief for the victims.

Thus far, the most shining example in the use of primary
identification characteristics to identify victims of devastation, the two
others in addition to DNA being dental status and fingerprints, was
provided by dental professionals at the wake of the ravaging tsunami in
December 2004.

In an article3 written by Peter Schuller-Gotzburg and Jeorg
Suchanek, they documented that "in specially equipped disaster sites,
about 4,280 bodies of victims in the region around Phuket were placed
in refrigerated containers and their PM (post-mortem) data were
documented by medico-legal experts, police specialists and forensic
odontologists4• "

The article noted that fifteen (15) months after the tragedy, "more
than 92% of the non-Thai victims have been identified. About 80% of the
non-Thai victims were identified by dental information. This high
success rate of dental identification in Thailand was a matter of surprise
for many forensic experts5."

3 "Rapid communication Forensic odontologists successfully identify tsunami victims in Phuket, Thailand."
Accessed at https ://www.google.com/sea rch ?g=d enta I+victi m+i dentification&ag=O&og=victi m+identification
+%2B+dent&aqs=chrome.1.57jO.16003&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 last 06 March 2013.
4 Ibid.
51d.
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The tremendous international effort and the accompanying success
proved that "identification based on dental information is a highly
efficient, reliable and rapid procedure6."

I find that in the duration of your course, it is of great import, not
only for the participants to come out of it with more skills, but that the
training must include protocols on how to harness organizational efforts
to overcome any logistic difficulties in managing disasters. I pray that if
there is something good that will come out from the country's numerous
maritime tragedies as well as other devastating natural or manmade
disasters, is for us to come up with a more coherent and effective
response in the wake of such catastrophes.

We have to put systems in place, including the dissemination and
implementation of protocols and guidelines that will ensure
predictability and efficiency of action, not only in quick reaction and
assessment teams, but most importantly in the actual victim
identification process. I would like to see for instance, the use of victim
codes that will address any difficulties in the labeling of bodies
recovered. Indeed, the risk of misidentification of an individual can bring
into question all identifications and heighten the trauma of what is an
already stressful situation?

All told, may I underscore again that I am in accord with you that it
is in the interest of justice that efforts to professionalize and enhance the
knowledge and skills-base of our dentists in forensic odontology
continue and that it be supported by relevant institutions. I think that
the variant of modernity that we see now in our society and in the world,
and the large-scale concerns that are adjunct thereto, requires for this
level of skills and response to be provided by our democratic institutions
and made accessible and available to its citizenry.

Finally, I thank everyone for your time and kind attention.
Congratulations to the Office of the Dental Service of the APP, the
Philippine Dental Association, the Forensic Odontology Society and to
the future expert-witnesses of the DOJ. May you all have a most
productive engagement! I hope that all of us may never waver in our
commitment to contribute meaningfully in the progress of our country
and to be a factor in giving reasons for our people to smile more.

61d.

7 "Disaster Victim Identification." Accessed from http://www.anzpaa.org.au/resources-and-Iinks/disaster-
victim-identification on 06 March 2013.
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Sama-sama po nating panatilihing buhay ang pagiging dakila at
mangitiin nating mga Pilipino.

Maraming Salamat Po!
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