
ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION
In co-operation with Canadian and Filipino labour unions, the Ontario 
Committee for Human Rights in the Philippines (OCHRP) sent a 
12-person delegation of activists, union workers, and journalists to the 
Philippines in July 2013. 

Members of the delegation visited sites of repression and resistance 
in the archipelago, where union leaders have been murdered and 
illegally arrested in the midst of campaigns for social justice, including 
the ongoing ight against water privatization. 

OCHRP and its partners initiated a Global Justice Project in 2009 to 
build ties and understanding of shared struggles among workers in 
Canada and the Philippines. The 2013 trip was the ifth phase of this 
ongoing initiative.

Inspired by re lections on the exposure missions and written by 
delegates, this publication was created to raise awareness and build 
support for Philippine human rights advocacy in Canada.
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Thank you to the International Coalition for Human Rights in the Philippines 
and everyone working for equality and justice. 

The title of this short publication, Isang 
Bagsak, is a phrase in the Tagalog lan-
guage — the mother tongue of millions 
of people in the Philippines — literally 
meaning “one down,” “one fall” or “one 
landing.” 

We learned this expression from a 
Filipino-Canadian labour organizer in 
Montreal who often ends meetings by 
having everyone strike the table with 
one hand and exclaim “isang bagsak” 
in unison. 

He explained that the phrase can be 
interpreted in several ways, including 
the idea of people around the world 
coming together in the same place — 
but the core idea is unity and victory in 
struggle. As such, it conveys a feeling of 
celebration.  

In this way, we hope to celebrate the 
courage of the people of the Philippines 
struggling for social justice, and we 
urge readers to join the ight. 

CALLS TO ACTION: FREE ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS
AND STOP ATTACKS ON UNIONS!

Make a donation to COURAGE. 
You can mail a cheque to CUPE Local 
4600, which will then wire the money 
to COURAGE in the Philippines. Make 
cheques out to “CUPE Local 4600, 
Global Justice Fund” with “COURAGE” 
in the memo line and mail it to the fol-
lowing address:  

CUPE Local 4600, Global Justice Fund
c/o CUPE 4600
511A Unicentre
Carleton University
1125 Colonel By Drive
Ottawa, ON  K1S 5B6

Organize a solidarity action 
(e.g., protest rally at Philippine 
embassy or consulate).  Join “Free 
Randy and Raul, the COURAGE 2” 
and “Hands Off Our Unionists and 
Activists“ on Facebook, and post 
photos with the hashtag 
#courageforCOURAGE.  

Tell your Member of Parliament to 
demand the immediate and uncon-
ditional release of Randy, Raul and 
all political prisoners, and to oppose 
military aid to the Philippines.

Send a barrage of letters, emails 
and faxes to Philippine decision-
makers demanding: 
a) the immediate and unconditional 
release of Randy, Raul, and all political 
prisoners;
b) an independent fact- inding team 
composed of representatives from 
human rights groups, the church, 
concerned government agencies, and 
the Commission on Human Rights that 
will look into the threats, harassment, 
intimidation and surveillance against 

progressive unionists and activists;
c) an end to the military’s labelling 
and targeting of people’s organiza-
tions as “front organizations of the 
communists” and “enemies of the 
state”;  and
d) that the Philippine Government 
junk its counterinsurgency program, 
which victimizes innocent, unarmed 
civilians.

The Philippine Government should 
also be reminded that it is a signatory 
to the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and a party to all the major 
human rights instruments; it is also a 
signatory to the International La-
bour Organization (ILO) Conventions 
recognizing and protecting workers’ 
rights to join unions and enter into 
collective bargaining. The government 
must uphold these conventions.  

Send letters to: 
H.E. Benigno C. Aquino III
President of the Republic
Malacañang Palace,
JP Laurel St., San Miguel
Manila, Philippines
Fax: +(632) 742-1641 / 929-3968
E-mail: corres@op.gov.ph /
opnet@ops.gov.ph

Sec. Teresita Quintos-Deles
Presidential Adviser on the Peace Process
7th Floor Agustin Building I
Emerald Avenue
Pasig City 1605
Philippines
Fax: +(632) 638-2216
Email: osec@opapp.gov.ph

(continued)  
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Map showing parts of the Philippines mentioned in text. Graphic by Alana Roscoe.
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ABOUT OCHRP
The Ontario Committee for Human Rights in the Philippines (OCHRP) is an 
activist human rights network of Canadians and Filipinos working together to 
promote awareness of human rights and migrant issues affecting people in the 
Philippines and overseas workers from the Philippines in Canada.

OCHRP was initially established in 2001 in the face of increasing human rights 
violations in the Philippines.

Objectives:

—Organize, educate and mobilize Ontarians and overseas Filipinos on human 
rights issues faced by the Filipino people so they can assist in the struggle to 
defend human rights and promote peace and democratic development.

—Strengthen co-operation and solidarity with other organizations that share 
its vision and objectives.

—Support the struggle of the Filipino people for social justice, genuine freedom 
and democracy.

International solidarity on display at a march in Manila. Photo: OCHRP.



2

HUMAN RIGHTS IN THE PHILIPPINES: A BRIEF HISTORY
Over the last several centuries, the 
Philippine people have suffered 
through roughly 330 years of Spanish 
colonialism and a further half-century 
of American rule. During the Spanish 
colonial period, many Filipino na-
tionalists were killed for advocating 
independence. The U.S. military occu-
pation of 1898 initiated a particularly 
brutal campaign of “paci ication,” with 
hundreds of thousands of Filipinos 
killed for resisting integration into the 
new American empire.

The formal departure of the Ameri-
cans in 1946 gave rise to neo-colonial-
ism, with the country fully integrated 
into the American bloc. This period 
was marked by violent and repressive 

anti-communist initiatives. In par-
ticular, peasants faced indiscriminate 
violence by Philippine and U.S. forces 
during a period of agrarian unrest 
known as the Huk rebellion (1946-
54). 

With the declaration of martial law 
in 1972, rights violations became 
an integral element of the political 
control strategy of dictator Ferdinand 
Marcos, who was president from 
1966-1986. Unlawful arrests, political 
detentions and summary executions 
became standard practices for the 
Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) 
against popular democratic forces. Re-
pression drove dissent underground, 
giving birth to the National Democrat-

Canadian delegates were among international supporters marching for human rights 
in the Philippines in 2013. Photo: OCHRP.
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implemented in 2015 and the remainder 
completed in 2016. Yet, such promises of 
renewed livelihoods and infrastructure 
continue to disappoint. We draw 
inspiration from the survivors of Yolanda 
as they continue their struggle for justice 
and respect. 

Further reading:

Ronalyn V. Olea, “One year after Haiyan, 
government recovery efforts ‘slow, 
pathetic’,” Bulatlat.com, 8 November 
2014.

“Slow government response in Yolanda-
affected areas glaring,” IBON News, 23 
October 2014.

John Vidal, “‘We expect catastrophe’ 
— Manila, the megacity on the climate 
frontline,” The Guardian, 31 March 2014.

AID FOR SURVIVORS LED 
BY 

OVERSEAS FILIPINOS 
(BALIKBAYAN)

Immediately after news of the 
typhoon broke, OCHRP joined with 
partners across Canada to help 
raise over $40,000 for relief efforts 
by the end of 2013 alone. 

The donations went to Sagip 
Migrante, a branch of the Filipino 
overseas migrants’ organization 
Migrante dedicated to disaster 
response in the Philippines. 

The proceeds were used to deliver 
over 2,000 relief packs and almost 
50 balikbayan boxes to affected 
communities.

Sagip Migrante relief caravan. Photo: Shanthi Sivakumaran.
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In this way, global capitalism has 
made poor Filipinos especially 
vulnerable when disasters occur. The 
Aquino government’s prioritization 
of corporate interests over those of 
the Filipino people has not helped the 
situation. 

A case in point is the Philippine 
government’s new so-called 
Comprehensive Rehabilitation 
and Recovery Plan (CRRP). Citing 
the government’s long history of 
corruption, critics of the plan say 
that its funds — earmarked for 
social services, infrastructure and 
livelihoods for the storm’s survivors 
— will be largely usurped by 
favoured politicians. 

Meanwhile, the plan’s largest 
allocation for construction of 
“resettlement areas” is also perceived 
as favouring big business. Rather 

than being rebuilt, the original 
communities devastated by the storm 
are targeted for demolition and their 
residents prohibited from returning. 
While survivors are forced to relocate, 
elite individuals and corporations 
have already divided the land among 
themselves, with plans to build their 
own enclaves. 

U.S. military presence in the country 
has also increased since Yolanda struck, 
with troop deployment taking place in 
the name of “humanitarian assistance 
and disaster response,” according to 
observers including the Philippine 
news agency Bulatlat. It’s a worrying 
trend that lies in the face of deep-
seated resistance to foreign militaries 
on Philippine soil. 

The Aquino government has said 
it aims to have 80 per cent of the 
CRRP’s 25,000 programs and projects 

Buildings destroyed by Typhoon Yolanda. Photo: Shanthi Sivakumaran.
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ic Front and fuelling insurgency by the 
New People’s Army. 

The end of the Marcos dictatorship 
in the mid-1980s did not end social 
problems or rights violations. Despite 
some progressive rhetoric and posi-
tive steps taken by presidents Corazon 
Aquino and Fidel Ramos in the 1980s 
and 1990s, military operations inten-
si ied, the number 
of internal refugees 
increased and AFP-
orchestrated extra-
judicial killings of 
activists continued.

The 1998 declara-
tion of war by the 
government of Pres-
ident Joseph Estrada 
(1998-2001) against 
the Moro Muslim 
peoples of the 
southern Mindanao-
Sulu region pro-
duced another wave 
of internal refugees. 
The Moro, who have resisted domina-
tion by ruling Philippine powers for 
centuries, began experiencing a surge 
of arbitrary arrests, political detention 
and extrajudicial killings.

Violations became even more wide-
spread under President Gloria 
Macapagal-Arroyo (2001-2010). 
Many progressive organizations were 
targeted for arrest and summary 
execution. Victims included mem-
bers of Bayan (an alliance of mass 
organizations), the KMU (a militant 
labour group), Bayan Muna (a leftist 

political party), Gabriela (a coalition 
of women’s groups), the KMP (a group 
representing the Philippine peas-
ants’ movement) and Karapatan (a 
human rights organization), as well 
as lawyers, journalists, teachers and 
church workers. More than 1,000 
activists were killed in this dirty war; 
the assassinations took place in an 
atmosphere of absolute impunity.

The killings have con-
tinued under Benigno 
“Noynoy” Aquino III 
(president since 2010), 
though at a somewhat 
reduced rate. By June 
2014, his presidency 
was marred by 204 
extrajudicial killings, 
99 cases of torture, 664 
cases of illegal arrest 
and detention, and 
nearly 40,000 cases of 
forced evacuation. 

To close, it’s worth 
noting that Noynoy’s 

family owns the country’s largest 
sugar estate, the Hacienda Luisita. 
Although the Supreme Court ordered 
the redistribution of land, the Aqui-
no-Cojuangco clan responded with 
massive militarization of the estate. 
This reveals the extreme measures the 
powerful will use to maintain control. 
It is OCHRP’s belief that fundamental 
political and economic change is a 
precondition to justice in the Philip-
pines.

The country’s 
largest sugar 

estate, which is 
owned by the family 
of President Aquino, 

became massively 
militarized in 

response to land 
redistribution 

efforts. 
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NOTES FROM OCHRP’S FIRST SOLIDARITY EXCHANGE
The dangers that activists from 
people’s organizations face in the 
Philippines became vividly clear dur-
ing our visit to the country in Janu-
ary 2010. We travelled throughout 
the two largest islands — Luzon and 
Mindanao — to meet people who or-
ganize and resist daily despite a level 
of oppression beyond anything we 
could comprehend in 
Canada today. This ar-
ticle brie ly documents 
some of our indings.

From the progressive 
human rights organi-
zation Karapatan, we 
heard of the thou-
sands of human rights 
violations under Oplan 
Bantay Laya, the counter-insurgency 
program initiated by then-president 
Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo. While its 
purpose was to defeat the guerilla 
New People’s Army, the Philippine 
Army and the Philippine National Po-
lice used the program 
to attack non-violent 
people’s organizations.

We learned about the 
deadly toll of repres-
sion irst-hand after 
meeting Carlo “Caloy” 
Rodriguez, an orga-
nizer with the public 
service union COUR-
AGE, who told us about 
their ight against water privatization. 
He was murdered on Nov. 12, 2010, by 
unidenti ied gunmen who were riding 
tandem on a motorcycle. The crime, 
which follows a pattern of political as-
sassinations, remains unsolved. 

Another group facing political perse-
cution — both then and now — is the 
Alliance of Concerned Teachers (ACT). 
In 2007, one of its leaders, Prof. Jose 
Maria Cui, was murdered in a univer-
sity classroom. We also learned that 
military of icers visit schools to warn 
students that ACT is a “subversive 
organization. ” The organization has 

successfully lobbied for 
wage increases, and its 
national chairperson, 
Antonio Tinio, was 
elected to the Philip-
pine House of Repre-
sentatives in 2010, and 
again in 2013. 

In Batangas Provincial 
Jail, an overcrowded 

facility that was built for 300 inmates 
but holds 800, we visited a group of 
peasant organizers known as the Tali-
say 3, who were arrested in 2009 for 
allegedly possessing explosives. Hap-
pily, all charges against them were dis-

missed on their irst 
day in court — but 
this didn’t occur until 
2013. Other political 
prisoners remain in 
custody at Batangas. 
Their stories of un-
just arrest, followed 
by years in deten-
tion, mirror those of 
hundreds across the 
Philippines.

We also visited Hacienda Luisita, the 
site of a 2004 strike by sugar workers 
demanding land reform, which was 
promised in 1987 by then-president 
Corazon Aquino (mother of the cur-

The 2010 murder 
of COURAGE union 

organizer Carlo 
“Caloy” Rodriguez 
remains unsolved.

A leader of ACT, 
the progressive 
teachers’ group,  
was murdered 
in a university 

classroom in 2007.
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Typhoon Yolanda was a severe tropical 
cyclone that made history as one of the 
largest storms ever to make landfall. 
In November 2013, it slammed the 
Philippines, a nation of more than 
7,000 islands, with wind gusts of up to 
275 kilometres per hour. 

The islands in the Visayas region were 
hit the hardest; the City of Tacloban 
received the most devastating blow. 
For this reason, Tacloban 
was the chosen location 
for a gathering that drew 
thousands of people 
in November 2014 to 
commemorate the one-
year anniversary of the 
typhoon and to expose 
the Aquino government’s 
negligence in its response 
to the devastation 
that many continue to 
experience.

The majority of the 
people in the region 
already lived in or 
teetered on the edge of poverty, and 
the poor quality of most housing 
magni ied the devastation of the 
storm’s impact. When Typhoon 
Yolanda hit, over 10,000 people were 
killed and tens of thousands more 
were injured. Over 1.5 million families 
were affected when their homes and 
livelihoods were destroyed; thousands 
of hectares of land were ravaged, and 
millions of workers lost their sources 
of income. Hundreds of kilometres 
of roads and nearly 20,000 school 
classrooms were devastated and 
destroyed.

TYPHOON YOLANDA AND 
THE AFTERMATH OF A DISASTER

A year later, less than 15 per cent 
of affected families had received 
inancial assistance from the 

government, and not even one 
per cent of the survivors had been 
provided permanent housing, 
according to human rights groups. 
The Philippines-based IBON think-
tank found that fewer than 6 km 
of road and only 213 classrooms 
had been rebuilt or repaired, and 

government reports 
showed that only 
364 houses had been 
built to replace the 
1.2 million houses 
damaged or destroyed. 

The typhoon may 
have been produced 
in nature but there 
was nothing natural 
about its impact 
and the devastation 
that continues to be 
experienced by the 
people. Located in 
one of the highest-

risk regions in the world for 
extreme weather events, the 
Philippines is at the front lines of 
a climate crisis that is producing 
such disasters more frequently 
than ever, according to the UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change. 

Public and social infrastructure 
have been neglected or dismantled 
as a result of privatization and 
austerity policies imposed 
on developing countries by 
international inancial institutions. 

The Philippines 
is at the front 

lines of the 
climate crisis. 

More than 
10,000 people 

were killed 
when Typhoon 

Yolanda hit. 
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Canadian mining companies are 
reported to be among the large-scale 
operators complicit in human rights 
violations and environmental de-
struction in the Philippines. 

Loss and damage of agricultural 
lands. Division and diminished 
livelihoods in communities. Violent 
persecution of those opposed to the 
encroachment of mining operations. 
These are some of the effects of Ca-
nadian mining in the Philippines over 
the past couple of decades, according 
to progressive groups and politicians.

The Philippines is rich in mineral 
and metal resources — potentially 
a source of economic strength for 
the archipelago — but current min-
ing laws and practices have been 
criticized for prioritizing foreign 
capitalists’ interests over those of the 

Filipino people. Meanwhile, min-
ing corporations manage largely to 
escape accountability for the destruc-
tion of ecosystems. 

Further reading:

Catherine Coumans, “Philippines: 
Marinduque ‘Pushed to the Wall’ by 
Barrick Gold,” MiningWatch Canada, 
18 October 2013.

Marya Salamat, “Eight reasons why 
Aquino’s new mining policy is dead-
lier than Mining Act of 1995,” Bulat-
lat.com, 13 July 2012.

Gwendolyn Schulman & Roberto 
Nieto, “ Foreign Aid to Mining Firms: 
CIDA teams up with NGOs to do 
development work at mine sites,” The 
Dominion, 19 December 2011.

MINING: TOO HIGH A PRICE

Mining site in the Cordillera Region, 2011. Photo: Kyle Hamilton.
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rent president, Benigno Aquino III). 
Seven workers were killed in this 
strike. During our visit, we learned of 
plantation workers who have bravely 
taken over land on the hacienda to 
grow crops to sell in the nearby city. 

We returned to Canada determined 
to support the courageous people of 
the Philippines in their ight for self-
determination and liberation. 

Caloy Rodriguez teaches 2010 delegates about anti-privatization campaigns. 
He was killed later that year. Photo: OCHRP.

Our delegation’s experience is re lect-
ed only partially in this very short 
account, but perhaps our position 
can be summarized with these inal 
remarks:

—We support the struggles of the 
Filipino people against the privatiza-
tion of public services.

—We call for the end to union-
busting by national and international 
corporations and the collusion of the 
Philippine government.  

—We demand an end to human 
rights violations and the culture of 
impunity that targets popular organi-
zations ighting for the people.

The full 2010 Global Justice Tour 
blog can be found at https://cupeglo-
baljusticetour.wordpress.com/.

Illustration by a Batangas Jail political 
prisoner.
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When the Canadian delegation ar-
rived late at night in July 2013 at 
the Workers’ Assistance Center in 
the province of Cavite, just south of 
Manila, we were greeted by mem-
bers of the staff, and they guided us 
inside the house. It was surrounded 
by walls and patrolled by 10 dogs — 
as bodyguards, 
they tend to 
be more loyal 
than people, 
said Arnel 
Salvador, who 
lives in the 
compound. 

In this one 
casual remark, 
Salvador 
spoke volumes 
about the 
deadly serious 
nature of la-
bour organiz-
ing in a place 
like Cavite. 

Salvador told 
us about the 
history of the 
centre over 
dinner. It was set up in 1995 by the 
local parish as a response to human 
rights violations inside the Cavite 
Economic Zone, where nearly 300 
companies do business and more 
than 50,000 people work.

Economic zones are meant to attract 
investment by foreign companies. 
Governments offer incentives like 
multi-year exemptions from corpo-

rate income tax. A docile workforce 
sweetens the deal for companies 
trying to cut labour costs. 

There is no formal ban against 
unions. Freedom of association is 
guaranteed in the Filipino constitu-
tion, at least on paper. In practice, 

there is a 
rule: no 
unions, 
no strikes. 
Those who 
cross the 
line risk 
death. 

We slept in 
the centre 
and, after 
breakfast 
the next 
day, as we 
waited in 
the court-
yard for our 
ride to a jail 
to meet a 
group of in-
carcerated 
comrades, I 
met Jojit de 

Guzman. He had worked for about a 
dozen factories inside the economic 
zone before he was ired for trying 
to organize the workers. 

Since then, he has become a full-
time organizer at the centre and 
chairman of the labour alliance 
known as “Solidarity of Cavite Work-
ers.” 

WORKERS FIGHTING SWEATSHOP  
CONDITIONS FACE DEATH 

Arnel Salvador was jailed in the days of the Marcos 
dictatorship for crimes including “subversion”; he 
was given amnesty in 1986, aft er the dictatorship 
fell. He is pictured  on the road outside of Manila. 
Photo: David Koch.
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Offi  cials from COURAGE and BACIWA are facing privatization eff orts backed by the 
multinational Miya-Arison Group. Santiago Dasmariñas Jr. of COURAGE (right) is 
among the unionists who have reportedly received threats from military offi  cials in 
recent months (see “Waves of intimidation,” p. 11).

And even after the loan was repaid, 
the consortium would receive 90 per 
cent of recovered revenue.

In addition to presenting its own 
counter-bid, resistance by the union 
included daily demonstrations at 
lunch and after work. In an apparent 
act of retaliation, the water authority 
handed a suspension to the union’s 
president. Despite this anti-labour 
measure, the union organized (with 
the support of the local church) a 
citizen coalition called Metro-Bacolod 
Consumers’ Forum to oppose priva-
tization.

The privatization effort has been on 
hold since July 2013, when Maynilad 
withdrew from the consortium. Miya 
initially said it wanted to continue its 

bid, but the company appears to be 
hampered by federal legislation pre-
venting 100 per cent foreign owner-
ship of companies operating domesti-
cally. It’s a success for the union, but 
the threat of privatization remains.

Privatization across the nation

COURAGE organizer Santi Dasmari-
ñas Jr. told the Canadian delegation 
that similar water privatization 
proposals are underway in 41 Fili-
pino provinces. This trend suggests 
the need for vigilance worldwide by 
supporters of the Philippine labour 
movement. The ight for public 
control of water in the Philippines 
requires solidarity from people inter-
nationally.
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Two private water companies, Mayni-
lad Water Services Inc. and Manila 
Water Co., won the concessions, 
claiming they could provide what the 
district needed. 

What the citizens got were huge rate 
increases. Fees increased by anywhere 
from 600 per cent to nearly 1,200 
per cent during 15 years of private 
services, according 
to research by the 
Philippines-based 
IBON Foundation.

When the conces-
sionaires increased 
their rates again in 
2013, thousands 
demonstrated 
against the sus-
tained attack on 
their living stan-
dards. Remarkably, the two compa-
nies responded with full-page ads in 
leading Manila newspapers stating 
that they had to provide a guaranteed 
10-per-cent pro it to their sharehold-
ers. 

Violence and displacement

In addition to the increased fees for 
poverty-stricken Filipinos, union 
organizers have faced violence for 
demanding public control of water. 
To cite just one tragic example: Caloy 
Rodriguez, the leader of a COURAGE-
af iliated union in the Province of 
Laguna, was murdered in November 
2010 by unidenti ied gunmen riding 
tandem on a motorcycle, the typical 
style of political killing in the Philip-
pines. 

It is also important to note that indig-
enous people in the Province of Rizal 
face looding of their barangays (small 
community units) with the construc-
tion of a dam by the San Miguel Cor-
poration to provide water for the two 
private companies in Metro Manila.

Workers in Bacolod ight back

In July 2013, members of 
the Canadian delegation 
travelled to Negros Island 
to meet the workers of 
the Bacolod City Water 
District Employees’ Union 
(BACIWA), who are ighting 
a back-door privatization of 
the city water system. 

The so-called public-private 
partnership was prompted 
by the problem of “non-

revenue water” (leaky pipes, water 
connections established illegally, etc.). 
The water district received offers 
from two private utility companies 
(including Maynilad) meant ostensi-
bly to deal with the problem — and a 
counter-proposal by the union.

Three members of the water district’s 
board of directors have supported 
a bid worth 924 million Philippine 
pesos (US$21 million) by a consor-
tium that included Maynilad and the 
multinational Miya-Arison Group.

Under the plan, the water district 
would be required to repay the multi-
million dollar loan over the course of 
15 years, which would lead to huge in-
creases in water rates for the citizens 
of Bacolod. 

Water 
privatization 

efforts are 
underway across 
the Philippines, 

according to 
COURAGE. 
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Labour organizer Jojit De Guzman, Workers’ Assistance Center. Photo: David Koch. 

He described demeaning sweatshop 
conditions inside the factories: low-
paid workers were pressured to meet 
high produc-
tion quotas, 
even when 
they became 
ill; supervisors 
af ixed “smiley 
face” placards 
to the machines of workers who met 
their quotas and “ugly faces” to those 
who did not; and, as contract work-
ers, they were without job security 
even after several years at the same 
company. 

The garment factory where de Guz-
man worked before he was dismissed 
in 2007, Golden Will Fashion, was 
making clothes for brands like Ralph 
Lauren and Ann Taylor. “Mostly for 
export,” he said. Later, I looked up the 
public inancial statements for Ralph 

Lauren Corporation. The company 
was doing well: for the iscal year 
that ended in March 2014, it earned 

US$4.31 billion 
in pro it, up 
from $4.15 bil-
lion the previ-
ous year. 

De Guzman 
told me the names of some of the 
union leaders murdered in Cavite, 
like Celito Baccay, whose family is still 
trying to get justice after his 2011 
killing — as of 2013, no formal in-
vestigation report had been released 
by police. And Gerry Cristobal, the 
outspoken opponent of the “no union, 
no strike” policy, who was gunned 
down in 2008. “Until now, no justice, ” 
de Guzman said.

In practice, there is a rule in 
the Cavite Economic Zone: 

no unions, no strikes. 
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PORK BARRELLING: THE PIGS ARE OUT OF CONTROL
On a trip into the heart of Bagbag, a community in Quezon City, local residents 
took Canadian delegates into their makeshift homes, where building material 
often resembled rubbish and the lack of clean water and sewage systems made 
disease unavoidable. Conditions in places like Bagbag are emblematic of how 
corruption in the Philippine government keeps money from ever reaching the 
poor.

The image of a farmer throwing feed into the trough while swine ight one 
another for a mouthful is now common when depicting politicians pillaging the 
public purse for personal gains. In the Philippines, one of the latest in a series 
of challenges to President Benigno Aquino III has been dubbed the “pork barrel 
scandal.”

The so-called Priority Development Assistance Fund (PDAF) was meant to al-
locate discretionary money to members of the Congress of the Philippines for 
local development. Instead, billions of pesos — worth an estimated US$225 
million — were funnelled into the pockets of over 100 politicians.

This fund may have once seemed like a worthy attempt to provide much-need-
ed infrastructure spending to poor barrios that have suffered decades of neglect 
under multiple presidents. However, it has become nothing more than a golden 
opportunity for the greedy to rob the Filipino people of their own wealth.

Effi  gy of Aquino during protest in Metro Manila. Photo: Alana Roscoe.
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Namadacwad water worker against water privatization. Photo:Alana Roscoe.

One of the most basic sources of 
life is being tapped for big pro its: 
private companies in the Philippines 
and multinational corporations are 
seeking increased control over water. 
But labour unions are ighting to 
keep water public.

Publicly-owned 
assets have 
entered private 
hands at a rapid 
pace in recent 
decades, a process 
known as priva-
tization. Private 
interests are now 
targeting the 
reservoirs, water 
mains, pumps and other equipment 
that comprise public waterworks.

A failed experiment in Manila

The Filipino people have been ight-
ing for public control of their water 
systems for two decades. The irst 
wave of privatization began with 

the sale of municipal 
water systems in Metro 
Manila in 1997. 

The Philippine govern-
ment claimed that the 
municipal system was 
inadequate and needed 
investment from private 
companies to provide 
safe and secure water 
for Metro Manila’s 12 
million people. 

 

Following the 
privatization of 

the Metro Manila 
water system, fees 
increased by up to 

1,200 per cent.

THE FIGHT FOR WATER
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POLITICAL PRISONERS AT 
BATANGAS JAIL 

A group of organizers are being held 
at the overcrowded Batangas Provin-
cial Jail, about 100 kilometres south 
of Manila. The number of political 
detainees there had reached ten by 
July 2013, when the Canadian delega-
tion visited these brave activists. 

Before their imprisonment, most of 
the detainees were students, teachers 
and farmers working peacefully to 
organize peasants, helping them stand 
up for their rights. 

Three of these activists were released 
in December 2013, when their cases 
were dismissed for lack of evidence — 
but seven others remain in custody.

Batangas jail. Photo: Debbie Downey.

Th eresa Gonzales, president of the KKK-
MMDA union of Manila city workers. Th e 
COURAGE 2 were arrested while support-
ing the union’s campaign. Members are 
now facing harassment. Photo: David Koch

to COURAGE. He gave her a cellphone 
number and told her she should “co-
operate.” On the same day, unidenti-
ied men appeared at the KKK-MMDA 

of ice looking for Theresa Gonzales, 
the union president.

On June 16, COURAGE organizer Bob 
Reyes was visited at home by a man 
identifying himself as a member of the 
military. Reyes was given a cellphone 
number and warned “call me or blame 
yourself if something bad happens to 
you,” according to COURAGE.  

These are just a few examples among 
many. COURAGE says these recent 
instances are calculated to undermine 
ongoing campaigns including the ight 
for a national minimum wage and 
anti-privatization efforts.

COURAGE is calling for 
international support 
against intimidation and 
repression. For ideas on 
how to get involved, see 
“Calls to Action” (inside 
back cover).
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When the Canadian delegates visited Bagbag and a nearby barangay (communi-
ty) called Abbey Road, it seemed clear that infrastructure funds were not being 
used to meet the needs of these areas. 

Instead, residents reported that their neighbourhoods were regularly targeted 
by the government for demolitions and forced relocations in order to remove 
them from sites being rezoned for commercial and industrial use. 

The scandal has had at least one positive result: it has served as a lightning rod 
and a rallying cry for tens of thousands of disenfranchised Filipinos and their 
supporters to unite in solidarity, both inside the country and internationally. It 
sparked a movement that even 
the president could not ignore. 

After months of public pres-
sure, a Supreme Court ruling in 
November 2013 declared that 
year’s PDAF budget unconstitu-
tional. However, critics argued 
that the decision failed to ad-
dress systemic corruption and 
misuse of public money, citing 
other discretionary funds worth 
billions of pesos and also lack-
ing accountability.  

“We cannot expect both the 
House of Representatives and 
the Senate to enact a measure 
outlawing pork barrel,” said 
France Castro, secretary general 
for the Alliance of Concerned 
Teachers, one of the hosts of the 
Canadian delegation. “Obviously 
they enjoyed and bene ited from 
it too much.”

One can only hope that the pressure being mounted against government 
corruption will ind its way home and that Filipinos will truly create the just 
society they so deserve.

Bagbag community. Photo: Alana Roscoe.



10

He could sense that someone was 
following him. It was Dec. 3, 2012, the 
day of a big union rally. Raul Campo-
sano, an organizer from the union 
federation COURAGE and former 
public employee, was going home. He 
never got there. 

Camposano had just descended from 
a jeepney 
— one 
of those 
small 
crowded 
buses that 
ply the 
streets of 
sprawl-
ing Metro 
Manila 
— and 
was about 
20 or 30 
steps from 
his home 
when it 
happened.

“I was accosted by, more or less, 
three or four men,” said Camposano. 
Handcuffed and blindfolded, he was 
spirited away for interrogation with-
out an attorney.

“I did not answer their questions 
because, being a court employee for 
22 years, I know my rights,” said Cam-
posano, who is a prisoner at Cama-
rines Norte Provincial Jail, more than 
300 kilometres from his home near 
Manila.  He was arrested in the midst 
of a campaign to support workers of 
the Metro Manila Development Au-

thority union  known as KKK-MMDA 
(Kapisanan para sa Kagalingan ng 
mga Kawani). 

Many of these city workers are tasked 
with crucial sanitation work — col-
lecting garbage, sweeping the streets 
and clearing gutters — but live in pov-
erty and endure hazardous working 

conditions. 
The repres-
sion of union 
leaders like 
Camposano 
is designed 
to put the 
brakes on 
movements 
for social 
justice like 
this one. 

Camposano 
isn’t alone in 
this ordeal. 
There are 
over 500 
political pris-

oners in the Philippines, according to 
2014 igures from the human rights 
group Karapatan. At the Camarines 
Norte jail alone, we met several in-
carcerated peasant organizers — and 
long-time unionist Randy Vegas. 

Vegas left home around 6 a.m. on 
Dec. 3, 2012, and headed to the 
national of ice of COURAGE, which 
represents some 300,000 public 
service workers. He had written a 
communiqué about the Manila city 
workers’ rally, and he meant to fax it 
to journalists.

Th e COURAGE 2: Raul Camposano and Randy Vegas 
have been jailed since December 2012. Photo: OCHRP. 

UNION LEADERS JAILED FOR OVER TWO YEARS
ARMY INTIMIDATES ACTIVISTS WITH IMPUNITY
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At around 7 a.m., Vegas had descend-
ed from a bus when he was accosted 
by two unidenti ied men. At least one 
of them was armed, and they pushed 
Vegas towards a waiting van, where 
he was handcuffed and 
blindfolded. “That morn-
ing, I didn’t know where 
we were going,” he said. 

Eventually, they reached a 
military camp — his anon-
ymous abductors were 
agents from the Armed 
Forces of the Philippines 
— where he experienced 
three separate interroga-
tion sessions. His demands for an 
attorney were ignored. 

“The more I demanded, the more they 
denied the presence of my counsel,” 
said Vegas. He was transported the 
next day with Camposano to the jail 
in Camarines Norte, both blindfolded 
again. Recalling that trip along the 
twisting two-lane highway that passes 
through jungles, rice ields and vil-
lages, Camposano said he feared that 
he’d be the victim of an extrajudicial 
killing. 

It’s a fate that’s alarmingly common 
for leftists in the Philippines, said 
Marie Hilao-Enriquez, the chairperson 
of Karapatan, during a recent visit 
to Canada. “They’re telling us if we 
dissent . . . that we may be killed or 
arrested and detained illegally,” she 
said. “First they brand you as support-
ing the rebels,” she said. “And then the 
killings start.” 

That pattern of intimidation is clearly 
evident in the cases of Vegas and 
Camposano, the COURAGE 2. The pair, 

who have languished in jail for more 
than two years, are facing multiple 
trumped-up charges in connection 
with a series of attacks against gov-
ernment forces reportedly carried out 

by the New People’s 
Army (NPA) in April 
2012.  

Vegas and Campo-
sano have denied the 
charges, and COUR-
AGE of icials say both 
men were in Manila 
preparing for a May 
Day demonstration at 
the time of the April 

2012 ambushes. And the attacks oc-
curred hundreds of kilometers away, 
on opposite sides of Luzon Island. 
More recently, the two were charged 
with yet another ambush that alleg-
edly took place in March 2012. 

Waves of intimidation

Harassment against public service 
union leaders has intensi ied in recent 
months, according to COURAGE. 
Several unionists received threaten-
ing letters on April 27, 2015, allegedly 
from  Philippine military of icials, 
accusing them of being members 
or leaders of the NPA. Among those 
targeted with a threatening letter was 
Santiago Dasmariñas Jr., who accom-
panied a group of Canadian delegates 
during the 2013 fact- inding mission.  

Unionists have also reported “unwel-
come visits” by agents of the military 
and police. Josephine Delloro, an 
of icial from KKK-MMDA was ap-
proached at a store near her home on 
April 27 by a man saying he was from 
the Defence Department, according 

“They’re telling 
us if we dissent, 

that we may 
be killed or 

arrested and 
detained.” 


