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Good morning, everyone!

October is National Children's Month.! This is the time
when - in the midst of our daily ration of the usual economic,
social and political problems and challenges - we are called
upon to try to recall what our priorities ought to be; the reason
why, in the first place, we do what we do; why, despite all the
difficulties, we still do our best to try to make this world just a
bit better than how we found it.

This October, we are reminded that - in all these and,
perhaps, above all else - children remain to be "the world's
most valuable resource and its best hope for the future" (.]ohn
F. Kennedy), whom society ought to treat and care for with all

1See Proclamation No. 267 (1993)



the dignity, respect and love they deserve.

The topic of children is highly emotive, not the least
because, by their very nature, they are the most defenseless
members of society. Their vulnerability is inherent., Therefore,
I shall not dwell on appeals to so-called "parental instincts"
because the obligation to protect them and defend their welfare
belongs to all who consider themselves a member of the human
race, whether they be actual parents or not.

National Children's Day, therefore, is a day for us, adults.
This is the time that we renew our commitment to ensure an
enabling and protective environment so that all children can
exercise their rights. Children deserve to live the best of their
childhood and it is our greatest responsibility to make it so.

As a Filipino people - for whom love for family is virtually
part of our genetic imprint as a race - our children are our
treasure. Yet,; fo"rsome reason - perhaps due to blights called

""apathy," "disattachrpent" and "selfishness" that have been
overtaking our innate values - we are, at times, tempted to act
with undue harshness and cruelty to our children. We forget
that they are here to be protected and, instead, we sometimes
see them as some malevolent breed of beings to protect
.ourselves from. '.

Just over 5 years ago, our nation enacted Juvenile Justice
and Welfare Act in 2006 to address the serious problem of
Filipino children, as young as 9 years old, languishing in jails in
subhuman conditions being tortured, rape and subjected to
inhuman and cruel treatment r We were outraged by how our
system was treating them : Idwe strived to correct this
situation through this l~w.

Now that the la'Y is here, we began blaming it for the
alleged 'increased criminality of Filipino chi~dren'. We found it

2 See CNN.com Transcript
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difficult to implement it and called for its suspension and also
for its amendment. We', want to lower the age of criminal
responsibility so that we can subject younge.r children to court
trial and put them in prison again. We now seek to go back to
how it was before the law took effect.

Starting last month, stories about children have regularly
made it to the news. They were mostly negative stories.
Portrayed as criminals, headlines screamed of 'Children who
are so young and yet so murderous3' or 'Batang kriminal
parusahan sajail'4 to name a few. We call for these children to
be punished.

I hope that we have not conveniently forgot we are also
responsible for pushing them to commit offenses. When we let
our children live in desperate poverty, often marginalized and
. disadvantaged with difficult home situations and no education,
when we allow them to be alienated from support structures of
family and community we are definitely setting them up to
make mistakes and fail in life.

When children commit a wrong act, this should not be the
time to suspend or amend the law but to sUDject it to its full
implementation so children are given the chance to correct
their ways and become useful members of the society.'

1. Lowering the' minimum age of criminal
responsibility is not th~ solution to ~he.problen1.sof
juvenile offending

Recent crimes involv1ng children are being used to justify
the proposed amendments On the Juvenile Justice and Welfare
Act, particularly calling for the lowering of the age of criminal
responsibility from 15 years old to 9 years old. ThIS reasoning

3 The Philippines Star September 27, 2011 by Bobbit Avila
4Abante News, September 27,2011 byDindo Matinig



is tied with reports that because of the law, criminal syndicates
are using more children for committing crimes.

If the criminal syndicates are considered the problem,
neither lowering the age nor putting children in jail is the
solution. Arresting and putting children to prison is easier than
cracking a whip at a syndicate. It is faster than providing
programs and infrastructure to prevent them from offending.
But it will not address the causes of offending.

News of syndicate's and corrupt adults taking advantage of
these children should have cbmpelled the government to
strengthen its resolve to pursue and put the adult criminal
syndicates to jail. Lowering the age will violate the very essence
of justice if childreQ\ who have been exploited by criminal
syndicates are pena~ized instead of the adults who had
exploited them.

2. Child offenders are victims too

Parents, schools, the mass media, and society at large have
much to answer why children come into conflict with the law.
These children are victims of circumstances beyond their
control, of chronic poverty and alarming culture of violence
rampant in a child's home, school and community. Hence,
children should be treated as individuals with problems who
need help and need to be provided with appropriate assistance
and services, to ensure the full protection of their rights to
survival, protection, development and participation.

3. Juvenile justice does not mean exempting a child
from any form of accountability

Children who have done wrong, while exempt from
criminal responsibility, are. not entirely or absolutely free of
accountability. But a different or special justice system for them
is prescribed by law. The Juvenile Justice System will still hold



them accountable through child appropria'te procedures that
will see through their atonement.

Within the framework of restorative justice, RA 9344-
provides that children exempt from criminal responsibility
shall undergo appropriate intervention programs, ciesigned in
consideration of several factors such as circulllstances of the
child, the needs of the' child, the influence of the family and
environment on the grown of the child, and the ability and
willingness of the parents/guardians to guide and supervise the
child.

Conclusion

Most of the criticisms and reports about Chlldren in
Conflict with the Law and RA 9344 are anecdotal. But these
have succeeded in creating a hostile environment where it is
exceedingly difficult to support the law's implementation.

The role of mass media is particularly crucial in
delinquency prevention. I urge the media practitioners to
maintain the highest critical and professional standards when
reporting cases on children in conflict with the la,v. I urge

. them to provide a balanced and ~evidence based reports about
children so that they are not subjected to inappropriate and
sensationalized publicity.

I call upon everyone to take on his and her duty to
promote children's rights and support the law. I call upon all
Filipinos to observe this month with programs and activities
that will help protect the well being 'o( all children so that they
become useful members of the Philippines society.

Make no mistake, the fight to save our children will
undoubtedly prove to be :l long and difficult one - as it should
be, bc~ause this is a fight for the very future of our nation.



Everything that is wrong in our society today is corrupting
our children; our future. Though it is temptingly easy, we
cannot give in to the urge of blaming the victim. We cannot, in
all good conscience, punish children for our shortcomings and
our inability to provide the safe, healthy and nurturing
environment they need. ~t.

We must slough off the simplistic thi~:king that putting
children in jail will solve our problems. It won.'t, not unless our
utopic dream involves a future generation that was "weaned"
and "educated" from inside penitentiaries.

, .

Children are the last persons here on earth who deserve to be
treated 'with Draconian severity. We are the adults, and we
must not only take responsibility but, more importantly, we
must take action. And we need to do it now .
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