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Introduction

On behalf of the Commission on Human Rights of the Philippines (CHRP), particularly the Fourth Commission, I am pleased to present the CHRP's accomplishments, developments and challenges for the period 2008-2009.

May I also announce that finally, the Fourth Commission have a full 5-member complement, with the appointments of Commissioners Norberto Dela Cruz and Jose Manuel S. Mamauag.

Since the second half of 2008, CHRP took on rather radical steps in attending to its growing commitments, international engagements, domestic human rights concerns, governance issues and organizational difficulties.
HIGHLIGHTS OF ACCOMPLISHMENTS, DEVELOPMENTS
AND CHALLENGES OF CHRP: 2008-2009

The Commission resolved a total of four hundred thirty six (436) HRV cases from 2008 to June 2009.

In aid of investigation, several public inquiries into high-profile cases of national interest have been conducted by CHRP since last year. These include the death of civilians, including a seven-year old girl, in a shootout between police and alleged members of a bank robbery group in Parahaque City; alleged enforced disappearance and/or arrest and detention of suspected terrorist, Muhamadiya K. Hamja; the incident at EDSA-NIA where suspected carnappers were killed by PNP operatives; the killing of Rebelyn Pitao, daughter of an NPA commander, in Davao; and the phenomenon of vigilante-style killings by the so-called Davao Death Squads in Davao City. The most recent case under investigation by the CHRP is the alleged abduction and torture by military elements of Filipino-American activist, Melissa Roxas to whom CHRP also granted full protective custody. The high visibility of some of these investigations rendered the CHRP vulnerable to attacks or black propaganda from powerful personalities.

While continuing to investigate cases of disappearance and killings of activists, the CHRP has taken note of another related disturbing trend – that of arresting, detaining or filing cases against activists with weak or little basis. The CHRP reminded all security and law enforcement agencies and policy-makers, in an advisory, that the legal system should not be used as a tool to harass anyone; the rights of suspects, the accused and persons deprived of liberty must be respected.

The CHRP has responded to current events as they happened and called attention to the need to respect and protection of human rights by issuing advisories and press statements on various matters, such as the random drug testing at schools, the arrest and treatment of suspects, including the members of the household of media personality Ted Failon, deployment ban to Nigeria, extension of the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) armed conflict, internal displacement, children in situations of armed conflict (CSAC) and elections. Related to this last point, the CHR held the first-ever multi-sectoral consultation on Ensuring the Right to Electoral Participation of the Vulnerable Sectors in September 2008. Seven (7) sectors were identified, namely, the elderly, first-time voters, Persons with Disabilities (PWDs), Indigenous Peoples (IPs), Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs), detainees and migrant workers. Sectoral inputs and recommendations have been presented to the Commission on Elections with the hope that it will be useful in setting up policies and mechanisms that will empower these vulnerable sectors to vote in the coming 2010 elections, as is their right. The CHRP also held in January of this year the first ever Integrity and Human Rights Conference, wherein the close relationship between corruption and HRVs was further dissected.
When armed conflict in Mindanao escalated in July 2008, after the government decided not to sign the Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain, the CHRP called on both the government and the rebel groups to respect human rights, especially those of non-combatants. Our Regional Office was dispatched to Lanao, del Norte to look into reports of thousands of displaced civilians. This was followed by a special mission led by Commissioner Ma. Victoria V. Cardona to evaluate the situation of the IDPs.

In the past year, the CHRP has advocated for the passage of many vital and overdue human rights laws, under the umbrella of human rights legislative agenda. This includes the Magna Carta of Women, bills criminalizing torture, enforced disappearances and extrajudicial killings, and exacting command responsibility. CHRP has submitted recommendations to ensure that international human rights standards and obligations are observed in current bills to fight child pornography, to encourage witnesses of corruption to report and testify before the proper bodies, on the age of criminal responsibility for young persons, and on indigenous peoples rights.
The CHRP continues to lobby for the ratification of the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT), International Convention for the Protection of All Persons Against Enforced Disappearance (ICAED) and the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC).
A Memorandum of Undertaking was recently entered into between the CHRP and the Philippine National Police (PNP), on the need for intensified human rights training of police personnel and the parameters of j ail visitations, among other things of mutual concern.

As part of our growth, the CHRP has been working to enhance and enrich the capacities of our officers and personnel. CHRP staff took part in trainings on legal techniques to address extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances, particularly those held in partnership with the Philippine Judicial Academy. From April 26 to May 11, this year, CHRP investigators, lawyers and even regional directors underwent training in forensic investigation conducted with experts who have worked in countries with similar resource challenges such as the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and Peru. An extensive training on the use of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms by our managers and investigators had just been concluded.

Even with our limited finances, we have strengthened our Regional Offices in small but important ways such as giving more fund for field mission expenses, such as gasoline and the purchase of basic office equipment, including fax machines and computers to replace machines that are almost as old as the CHRP!

In celebration of the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), CHRP in 60 days had a roving mobile exhibit in different government agencies and offices. A culminating event on December 10 was the signing by the President of Administrative Order No. 249, "directing all concerned government bodies to strengthen and ensure compliance to their policies, plans and programs as they would enhance overall effort of the government in the promotion and protection of human rights." On the same day, CHRP delivered the state of the human rights in the Philippines report before civil society organizations and representatives of government.

The CHRP strengthened and increased its independent participation within the UN System. Apart from the submission of the Commission's comments, I, as the Chairperson, delivered CHRP's oral statement on the Follow-up Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions on the implementation of the recommendations during the 11 to Session of the UN Human Rights Council. On the same session, CHRP submitted its comments, through the ICC, on the government implementation of the outcome of the Universal Periodic Review.

In November 2008, CHRP was the first NHRI ever to be given audience by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights during the consideration of the combined 2nd to 4' periodic reports of the Philippines. This was followed by the CHRP's engagements in April 2009 before the Committees on Migrant Workers and Against Torture. Many of CHRP's recommendations were embodied in the CAT’s outcome document.

As part of the ASEAN NHRI Forum (ANF), now recognized as a looming sub-regional body by the APF, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and civil society organizations, the CHRP has persistently advocated for the establishment of an independent, credible and accessible ASEAN Human Rights Body (AHRB).
The ANF officially launched its website during the Fifth Meeting in Bangkok. The website highlights the sharing of best practices on human rights education as well as publications concerning the joint projects under the Framework of Cooperation. The common website can be viewed with its universal resource locator as http://www.aseannhriforum.org.

INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES

Internally, the Commission is equally persistent to address its own organizational issues and problems that have been affecting its operational efficiency, effectiveness and integrity, and transform these internal weaknesses into strategic options. Among these are strategic management plan, organizational structure, policies, systems and procedures, funding, program effectiveness and organizational culture which we are hoping to resolve more strategically with the enactment of the CHRP Charter.

OPPORTUNITIES

A considerable milestone of the 4th Commission is our serious advocacy for the passage of the CHRP Charter hopefully within the year. To date, the CHRP Charter has already passed public hearings by the House Committee on Human Rights and the Committee on Appropriations of the Philippine Congress. It has reached the Senate Committee on Justice and Human Rights, where a Technical Working Group meeting was held with various government agencies. Meanwhile, CHRP awaits the Senate version of the Bill.

VISION OF THE FOURTH COMMISSION

The values of independence, credibility and transparency remain to stand as guideposts of our institution to achieve a stature of a proactive and effective NHRI. We keep our hopes high on the encouraging results of the CHRP Charter. We shall continue to build the capacities of our own institution and government bodies whose mandate have direct impact on any aspect of human rights.

Thank you.
