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Beneath the grimy belly of a bridge somewhere in the north of Metro Manila, a family of five huddles together for a dinner
of pag-pag rice and soy sauce.  Pag-pag refers to food scavenged from garbage heaps, washed and re-cooked.  The
family&rsquo;s shanty that also functioned as an eatery for jeepney drivers, built on the side of a road in Quezon City,
had just been demolished by a sidewalk clearing team from the Metro Manila Development Authority (MMDA). It was the
third time in as many years that the family had lost home and livelihood. 

    

 {dropcaps off} It is only a matter of time before another government agency comes to clear the bridge overhang.  No one
takes notice except for maybe a paragraph or two in the papers talking about the problem of squatting in the metropolis. 
No one bothers to examine what underlines the reality and how this reality, while inextricably linked to the most basic of
human rights, is often ignored.

  At the Makati Regional Trial Court and at the Philippine Supreme Court, Filipino journalists and their lawyers had just
filed two separate cases against government agencies for freedom of the press infringement. The cases arose out of
successive pronouncements from the Department of Justice (DOJ), the Philippine National Police (PNP), and other
agencies warning journalists of severe consequences if they do not strictly follow guidelines when covering crisis
situations.  On November 29, 2007 around 30 journalists covering the attempted military-led coup d&rsquo;état at the
Manila Peninsula hotel were arrested and handcuffed by police authorities who brought them to a military camp
ostensibly to check their identities. In forum after forum, Mrs. Edita Burgos, widow of noted journalist and press freedom
activist Joe Burgos, had been pressing military authorities to produce her son, Jonas Joseph, who was abducted by
unknown persons from a mall north of Manila on April 28, 2007. The registration plate number of the vehicle used in the
abduction was traced to a military camp in Bulacan province. The military has consistently denied having the young
Burgos in its custody.     
     &ldquo;There is passivity among government officials bordering on an abdication of responsibility, which affects the
way in which key institutions and actors approach their responsibilities in relation to such human rights concerns,&rdquo;
said Philip Alston, UN Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial Executions, in his 2007 report on the human rights situation in
the Philippines.     
     It was, in more ways than one, a searing indictment of the status of human rights in the Philippines and how the state
goes about protecting, promoting and fulfilling the rights of its citizens.     
     There is also a large measure of irony that accompanied the release of the Alston report. The year 2007 marked the
60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that sets out the principles defining the &ldquo;centrality
of all human beings and the value of human dignity as paramount concern in the pursuit of development.&rdquo; It was
also the same year that saw an escalation of extra-judicial killings, journalist murders, forced disappearances,
abductions, arbitrary detentions, dispersal of street protests, and demolition of slum dwellings.     
       Political analysts have been hard put to explain the situation without resorting to polemics that were often neither
here nor there. This was exacerbated even more, especially during the late 90s, by state actions that gained, albeit
grudgingly, popular support. Two examples are the spray painting of houses of suspected drug pushers in Manila and
the summary execution, strangely and grotesquely referred to by police and the news media as
&ldquo;salvaging,&rdquo; of criminals in Davao City.         Some government policies also are in direct contravention of
the protection and promotion of human rights.     
     Nasser A. Marohomsalic, Commissioner of the Philippine Commission on Human Rights (PCHR), wrote in the 2000
book &ldquo;Media and Human Rights in Asia,&rdquo; that &ldquo;extremist policies of government stand in the way of
human rights.&rdquo; One of these, he wrote, &ldquo;...is the total war policy inaugurated by the government against the
Communist insurgents after the latter shunned the peace talks in protest over the ratification of the Visiting Forces
Agreement (VFA) with the United States by the Philippine Senate on May 26, 1999. Under such a policy, respect for the
dignity of man is relegated to a secondary concern.&rdquo;                 
     But from this confounding complexity of competing values, perspectives and ideologies emerges some ray of hope for
the fulfilment of human rights in the Philippines through institutional independence, if not sagacity.     
     Despite criticisms and limitations, the Philippine Commission on Human Rights in many instances have investigated
violations involving civil and political rights as mandated by law and as a Constitutional body.  It does monitor the
government&rsquo;s compliance with international treaty obligations pertaining to human rights but is severely
hamstrung by judicial constraints.  While it can investigate, receive evidence and conduct its own fact-finding missions on
human rights violations, it cannot adjudicate.     
     As critics often point out, the Commission barks better than it bites.  In mid-2000, however, as the number of summary
executions and forced disappearances of activists and the killing of journalists escalated, CHR Chairperson Purificacion
Quisumbing issued a stinging rebuke to the Philippine government.  In a statement released to the press, Quisumbing
pointed out that it is the responsibility of the state to protect its citizens from harm and not be the instrument of their
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oppression.           In another statement she delivered at the 61st session of the United Nations Commission on Human
Rights in Geneva, she said that should the Philippine government remain insensitive to take a closer look at the cases,
then she, as head of the PCHR, may recommend to the UN High Commission on Human Rights to send a special
rapporteur to the Philippines to conduct their own fact-finding mission about the real human rights situation in the
country.     
     On the one hand, the work of organizations like the Philippine Alliance of Human Rights Advocates (PAHRA)
constantly put on the public sphere human rights issues impacting on people&rsquo;s civil liberties.  Parallel reports on
the human rights situation in the country presented by PAHRA provided strong counterpoints and arguments to those
prepared by the state.       
     Alternative law groups like the Free Legal Assistance Group (FLAG), Ateneo Human Rights Center, and the
Integrated Bar of the Philippines (IBP), have also likewise taken up strong advocacies for human rights, offering free
counsel to victims and presenting rights-based dimensions to the practice and discourse.      
     Of course, the Philippine press, despite shortcomings that often hobble its potential and capacity to greatly contribute
to meaningful democratic debate, has shown a constant alacrity towards state infringement of freedom of expression and
of the press.  It has also time and again focused public attention on violations of human rights but has not yet reflected in
its reporting the interconnection of rights with policies and issues that have serious implications for people&rsquo;s lives. 
         Recent activism demonstrated by the Supreme Court also offers some glimmer of hope for Philippine human rights
in the area of institutional checks and balances.  The SC ruling on the Writ of Amparo, for instance, was a positive
development in strengthening civil liberties and providing relief for those seeking redress.  The Writ of Amparo (based on
the Latin American model), meant to put an end to extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances, &ldquo;provides
remedy against threats to life, liberty and security by an unlawful act or omission of a public official or employee, or of a
private individual or entity.&rdquo;     
     The petition for a Writ of Amparo may be filed on any day at any time with the Regional Trial Court of the place where
the threat, act or omission was committed or any of its elements occurred, or with the Sandiganbayan, the Court of
Appeals, the Supreme Court, or any justice of such courts.  The writ shall be enforceable anywhere in the Philippines.     
     Clearly, institutional checks and balances provide a measure of relief but are not a guarantee that human rights will be
fully protected, promoted and fulfilled by the state and other entities as duty bearers.  Also, much of the work that has
been done is in the arena of civil and political rights.  Lost in the turmoil of both rhetoric and priorities are equally pressing
issues revolving around economic, social and cultural rights.      
     There is much that needs to be done in increasing public awareness about human rights for citizens to actually
exercise their role as claim holders.  Both the state, as duty bearer, and the institutions that act as countervailing
structure, have equal responsibilities to develop a more enabling environment where human rights take precedence.  
Article XI, Sec. 11 of the Philippine Constitution says that one of the principles of the state is to value the dignity of every
person and guarantee full respect for human rights.      
     Given the bold steps taken by the courts and other institutions to counterbalance human rights violations and abuses,
things may reach a tipping point sooner than expected.      
     
     (The author is the executive director of the Center for Community Journalism and Development [CCJD] and the
regional coordinator of the International News Safety Institute [INSI] Southeast Asia.)   
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