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FOREWORD

“The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers.”
Regardless of whether Shakespeare wrote that now famous 
line to deride lawyers or praise them for the roles that they 
play, for the lawyers whose braveries are featured in this 
book, the same or similar line when uttered by the hawks in 
the military and the villains that these hawks choose to serve, 
the message is one of very real threat to life. Threats are made 
and lawyers’ lives are taken by those who have neither regard 
for law nor respect for life. 

The sad truth is: Lawyers do get killed, harassed or attacked 
in the practice of their profession. 

And in a country like the Philippines where elite democracy 
dominates and where there is a limited space and respect for 
ideological differences and tolerance of the genuine political 
opposition, lawyers who choose to tread the rather narrow 
path of lawyering for the poor and the oppressed are handily 
branded as state enemies, thereby making them open targets 
of attacks. 
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A number of lawyers who have been attacked or who are 
under continuing attacks or threats of attacks are members 
of the National Union of Peoples’ Lawyers (NUPL). This book 
honors them with their stories of bravery and unwavering 
service to the people.

It is these adversities faced by lawyers within the ranks of the 
NUPL that prompted the NUPL to create a committee on the 
Protection and Welfare of Lawyers. When I was selected to be 
its Assistant Secretary General for the said committee in 2013, 
little did I know that the work of this committee would be 
so real – what with the attacks on no less than our secretary 
general, Atty. Edre U. Olalia, a graduate of the Ateneo de 
Manila University and the best lawyer I know money cannot 
buy; the killing of William Bugatti who is the paralegal of 
our founding member and active human rights lawyer, Atty. 
Maria Catherine Dannug-Salucon, who herself is also a 
victim of harassment and surveillance perpetrated by State 
forces; and the murder last year of our member, Atty. Rodolfo 
Felicio, lawyer for the urban poor. 

As I revisit the story of each and every peoples’ lawyer 
featured in this book and although I have heard their 
stories before, I do not fail to marvel at the enormity of their 
courage, the certainty of their resolve and the dedication they 
exhibited to the causes of their clients who are the underdogs, 
the poor and the marginalized. And to those who have been 
forever silenced like Attys. Felicio and John Mark Espera, 
their deaths are a big blow to the legal profession and a 
tremendous loss to their clients and their loved ones.

To kill or not to kill all lawyers? There may be humor or 
derision to this question when one refers to lawyers who exact 
not only money but blood from their clients; or lawyers who 
are callously disconnected from the problems of the ordinary 
people on the street; or the ones who wittingly or willingly 
help run the country in mess.
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But here is a collection of the stories of your no ordinary 
lawyers – your peoples’ lawyers. Read to somehow feel their  
audacity. Embrace the terror that they face. Share their 
righteous anger. And like me, you will marvel at the depths 
of their moral courage, the certainty of their resolve and the 
dedication they exhibited and continue to exhibit. Like me, in 
the end, you will surely join the call to STOP THE ATTACKS 
AGAINST PEOPLES’ LAWYERS!

Atty. ALNIE G. FOJA
Assistant Secretary General for the Protection and Welfare of Lawyers
National Union of Peoples’ Lawyers (NUPL)
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L awyering beyond the confines of posh central business 
district offices is not for the faint of heart. In the country, 
advocating the causes of the marginalized has brought 

those brave enough to make that choice to a lopsided battlefield – 
one where bullets are sometimes used to counter legal arguments. 

The attacks on people’s lawyers on account of their work in giving 
legal representation to the disenfranchised continue unabated 
amid persistent government neglect and outright refusal to act 
on the mounting cases of violence inflicted on the said officers of 
the court. Indeed, nothing else better underscores the impunity 
that has marred the country’s legal system than the continuing 
attacks on the very people equipped and tasked with facilitating the 
administration of justice.   

To lawyers of the National Union of Peoples’ Lawyers (NUPL), their 
work is challenging, if not daunting, as it has exposed them to attacks 
more than other lawyers. Quite a significant number of their ranks have 
been victims of different forms of attacks: killing, threat, harassment, 
intimidation, malicious labelling, and false or nuisance charges. 

Defenders as Victims: 
Peoples’ Lawyers Under Siege

BY JOSALEE S. DEINLA
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These attacks, according to NUPL Secretary General Edre U. Olalia, 
attend their work within and, at the same time, against a legal 
and judicial system that is generally perceived to be “unfair, slow, 
cumbersome, anti-poor, unpredictable, inaccessible” and which 
applies “double or multiple standards in favor of the rich, powerful 
and influential.” 

   

Deadly profession

The Philippines bears the notorious distinction of being one of the 
most dangerous places to be, not only a political activist and a 
journalist, but also a lawyer. Since 2001, 41 lawyers and 18 judges 
have been slain in the Philippines. Nine of the lawyers killed since 
2001 were handling human rights and public interest cases and 
brought in the line of fire for upholding and defending the cause of 
their clients. 

Some of these victims did not live to see the founding of the 
NUPL in 2007 as they were killed by military death squads at the 
height of extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances under 
the infamous counterinsurgency program Oplan Bantay Laya 
(OBL) of the Gloria Macapagal Arroyo administration.  People’s 
lawyers Norman Bocar, Felidito Dacut, Gil Gojol and Juvy Magsino, 
known pro bono legal counsels of progressive organizations and 
marginalized sectors in their respective provinces, landed the 
military hit list as “enemies of the state” before suspected military 
elements gunned them down in separate assassinations from 2004 
to 2006.   

Two of the 58 victims of the gruesome Ampatuan massacre 
were NUPL lawyers. On November 23, 2009, heavily armed men 
abducted in Barangay Salman, Ampatuan, Maguindanao members 
of the convoy to Shariff Aguak, Maguindanao where Genalyn 
Tiamzon Mangudadatu was to file the certificate of candidacy of 
her husband, Buluan vice mayor Ishmael Mangudadatu, who was 
set to challenge the incumbent governor, Andal Ampatuan, Sr, in 
the coming elections. Atty. Concepcion Brizuela and Atty. Cynthia 
Oquendo, members of the Union of Peoples’ Lawyers in Mindanao, 
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an NUPL regional affiliate, and the other victims were killed and 
immediately buried with their vehicles. The principal accused 
for the murders is Ampatuan, Sr., a close ally of President Gloria 
Macapagal-Arroyo and known warlord in the province. He was 
aided by paramilitary elements and a private army in perpetrating 
the carnage.   

The bloody trail, however, did not end as Arroyo finished her term in 
June 2010. Under the present administration of  President Benigno 
Aquino III, 15 lawyers and three judges have been killed as a result 
of the performance of their duties.  

Thirty-nine year-old Atty. John  Mark Espera was gunned down in 
Hamtic, Antique on August 31, 2013. Recovered from the scene of 
the crime were spent shells from several firearms, some 20 meters 
from the residence of principal suspect Police Officer 3 Jose Suarez 
assigned at the Tobias Fornier Police Station. Atty. Espera reportedly 
figured in an altercation with a neighbor of his client after they 
had a legal consultation, suggesting that he was killed by virtue 
of exercising his profession. He was an ally of the NUPL and an 
advocate of the rights of political detainees. 

On August 14, 2014, Atty. Rodolfo Felicio was gunned down by four 
men on motorcycles at a campsite in Floodway, Taytay, Rizal, while 
sleeping in a tent together with two employees of his clients. His 
involvement in a land dispute is said to be the likely motive for his 
killing. Atty. Felicio was an active member of the NUPL-Rizal Chapter 
known for quickly responding to calls for legal assistance in human 
rights cases. Along with other NUPL lawyers, he was also part of the 
private prosecution team in the Olalia-Alay-ay double murder case.  

These senseless killings are not isolated cases of attacks on 
individual lawyers but are, Atty. Olalia said, affronts on the 
“representation, cause and advocacy they carry”. Each cold-
blooded murder of a people’s lawyer was a grave offense against 
his and his colleagues’ own freedom of expression, belief and 
association, and their clients’ liberties. 
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Chilling effect

Since 2001, 57 lawyers have been threatened, harassed and 
intimidated in various forms, ranging from malicious labelling, 
threats, surveillance to prosecution on trumped-up criminal 
charges. Of the 57 victims, a sizable 43 (76%) were directly involved 
in human rights and public interest cases. All of these victims are 
members of the NUPL. 

People’s lawyers have been placed in the military’s order of battle 
(OB) and publicly vilified with such tags as “communist lawyers”, 
“red lawyers” and “enemies of the state”. These malicious labels are 
the perennial bogeyman used to scare off people’s lawyers from 
pursuing their work. 

Atty. Olalia has been labelled many times since he began working 
as a people’s lawyer. In 2005, he was called by a police general a 
“communist lawyer” together with other key officers of a lawyers’ 
organization called Counsels for the Defense of Liberties (CODAL). 
In 2010, he was tagged a “member of the underground rebel 
army” for being counsel to the “Morong 43” health workers who 
were wrongly arrested and accused of being NPA members. The 
following year, Ret. Gen. Jovito Palparan Jr. in a radio interview 
derisively called him and fellow NUPL lawyers acting as counsels for 
the two missing UP students Sherlyn Cadapan and Karen Empeño 
“militant lawyers.”

After Cordilleran activist James Balao was disappeared on 
September 17, 2008, NUPL Assistant Secretary-General for  Research 
and Publications Atty. Cheryl Daytec-Yangot and NUPL-Baguio-
Benguet Chapter member Atty. Mary Ann Bayang filed on his behalf 
a petition for a writ of amparo. For the military respondents, the 
Judge Advocate General’s Office (JAGO) of the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines (AFP) filed a return of the writ identifying the NUPL and 
its lawyers as “enemies of the state.” 

Lawyers of the Morong 43 health workers were also repeatedly 
labelled. On December 23, 2010, right-wing ANAD Partylist issued 
a statement calling the Morong 43 lawyers, all national officers 
of the NUPL, “communists.”  In July 2013, the NUPL and human 
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rights organization Karapatan publicly decried the promotion of 
Brig. Gen. Aurelio Baladad, one of the perpetrators in the Morong 
43 case, to 3rd ID Commander of the Army. In response to the 
NUPL’s statement, Army chief Lt. Gen. Noel Coballes said, “You 
don’t expect any positive statement from the enemy,” referring 
obviously to the NUPL and Karapatan. Until then, the NUPL has 
never been publicly tagged as an “enemy of the state” even during 
the Macapagal-Arroyo regime when the organization lost several of 
its colleagues. 

Given the cold-blooded murders of people’s lawyers in recent history, 
it is no shock that NUPL lawyers are routinely imperilled with various 
threats, which they consider to be, as Atty. Olalia calls them, “hazards of 
the trade.” 

In 2007, after being tagged as a “communist lawyer” by the military in 
his area, Atty. Emilio Bermas, a member of the Bicol chapter of NUPL, 
received threatening messages in his mobile phone, ordering him 
to stop accepting the cases of his so-called “communist clients.” The 
previous year, he was accosted by three armed men in plainclothes 
who warned him against handling cases of alleged “terrorists”, 
especially members of the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP). 
Meanwhile, in Baguio, NUPL member Atty. Robert Tudayan was 
branded as a “top-ranking member of the NPA” and was subsequently 
ordered by an unidentified agent from the Criminal Investigation and 
Detection Group (CIDG) to tell the family of a person believed to be 
abducted by the military to withdraw the case filed by them.  

On April 5, 2010, Atty. Kathrina Castillo of NUPL-Eastern Visayas 
received via snail mail a chilling letter containing a black ribbon. 
The letter said that Atty. Castillo’s “alliance” with “the CPP-NPA-
NDF (which stand for the Communist Party of the Philippines, New 
People’s Army and National Democratic Front of the Philippines) 
and its partylists” is an admission of her “adherence to the nonsense 
communism”, and that the black ribbon is a reminder that her life 
is “only a privilege.” Earlier in 2009, Atty. Castillo was tailed by a 
man who was carrying a dismantled M16 rifle to court. Photographs 
of her were taken by military elements during hearings of political 
prisoners’ cases. She was also repeatedly lambasted and called an 
“NDF lawyer” by military officers hosting a local radio program.    
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At early dawn of December 11, 2012, the law office of Atty. Michael 
Ajoc, vice-president of UPLM, was strafed by unknown gunmen. 
Initial reports said that his office located in Dipolog City bore seven 
bullet holes. Atty. Ajoc believes that the strafing was committed by 
police elements, clearly intended to harass him after he extended 
legal assistance to a local police officer who was allegedly assaulted 
by his superior.

Once a people’s lawyer is red-baited or identified with progressive 
groups, he becomes a subject of surveillance as a matter of course. 
The NUPL has recorded many instances of suspicious-looking men 
believed to be intelligence agents monitoring the activities of NUPL 
lawyers, including their attendance in court hearings, tailing their 
vehicles, staking out their offices and homes and even attempting 
to break in the same. Atty. Olalia, for one, has observed regular 
surveillance by electronic means on his person, including tapping, 
intercepting, hacking, and corrupting of social media accounts, 
emails, messenger texts, text messages, and mobile calls. 

After the first hearing of the Morong 43 on February 12, 2010, 
the late Atty. Romeo T. Capulong, NUPL founding chairperson, 
chairman emeritus and president of the Public Interest Law Center 
(PILC),  noticed a suspicious and heavily-tinted vehicle following his 
car. For days, two suspicious-looking men were also seen standing 
in front of the PILC office building which, back in 2008, was also 
photographed by unknown men. Unfamiliar vehicles were also 
reported to have been going in and out of the private subdivision 
where Atty. Capulong and his family live. 

Recently, NUPL Auditor Atty. Ma. Catherine L. Dannug-Salucon 
experienced an alarming series of surveillance and threats. She is the 
defense counsel in a trumped-up murder charge against a political 
prisoner currently detained in Lagawe, Ifugao. On March 25, 2014, 
Atty. Salucon attended a court hearing where the prosecution 
presented a witness. She tasked her paralegal, activist William 
Bugatti, to get the names of the handlers of the said prosecution 
witness who virtually admitted on cross-examination that he did 
not actually see Atty. Salucon’s clients at the place of incident. 
Bugatti joined Atty. Salucon and relatives of her client for late lunch 
and advised the lawyer to take precautionary security measures. 
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At around 7:00 pm on the same day, Bugatti was gunned down by 
unknown assailants widely believed to be state security forces. 

Shortly after Bugatti’s death, Atty. Salucon was told by informants 
that the Regional Intelligence Division of the Philippine National 
Police (PNP) had issued a directive to PNP-Burgos in Isabela to 
conduct an investigation on her and to confirm her being a “red 
lawyer”. She also learned that she has been followed by agents 
of the Intelligence Service of the Armed Forces of the Philippines 
(ISAFP). This was confirmed when Atty. Salucon thereafter 
monitored separate instances of surveillance at her law office and 
outside her house.         

Legal offensives in the form of fabricated criminal charges 
have assailed people’s lawyers even as they defended the ones 
pressed against their own clients or prosecuted violations of their 
rights. According to Bayan Muna Rep. Neri Javier Colmenares, 
President of the NUPL, and deputy minority leader of the House 
of Representatives, these nuisance charges are not only outright 
violations of the “freedom of lawyers from being attacked on the 
basis of their professional work” and the “people’s rights to counsel 
and to legal remedies.” They also constitute “an abuse of the legal 
system and judicial processes” that strikes at “the independence of 
the judiciary.”   

Twice in 2008, labor lawyer and NUPL-Rizal Chapter President  Atty. 
Remigio Saladero Jr. was slapped with a number of ordinary crimes 
and falsely accused of being an NPA member.  He was first arrested 
and detained at the Calapan City Jail, along with 71 others, on 
clearly made-up charges of multiple murders and frustrated murders 
allegedly committed in Mindoro. The charges were subsequently 
dismissed due to irregularities in the filing of the informations. Later, 
Atty. Saladero, together with 26 leaders and members of people’s 
organizations in Southern Tagalog, were falsely charged with arson, 
destruction of property and conspiracy to commit rebellion. 

In July 2013, while the police were blocking and prohibiting various 
groups from holding the State of the Nation Address (SONA) rally, 
Atty. Olalia and other NUPL lawyers, paralegals and law students 
assisted in negotiations with the police, explaining the legal aspects 
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and validity of the otherwise peaceful assembly. However, the police 
suddenly and violently dispersed the protesters, injuring scores of 
them,  including Atty. Olalia who was subsequently charged along 
with  leaders of various mass organizations with violations of the 
Marcos-era Public Assembly Law, malicious mischief and assault on 
persons in authority.

On February 24, 2014, Atty. Bartolome Rayco, President of the 
Albay Chapter of the NUPL as well as the Aleco Multi-Sectoral 
Stakeholders’ Organization (AMSSO), was arrested and detained, 
while member-consumers of the Albay Electric Cooperative 
(Aleco) and their supporters were holding an assembly inside the 
Aleco compound to protest the impending take-over of the San 
Miguel Energy Corporation (SMEC). When NUPL Vice-President 
for Luzon Atty. Madonna Gay Escio tried to intercede on behalf of 
the protesters who are her clients, police officers pushed her out of 
the way and restrained her arms, hurting her. Atty. Rayco and the 
others were charged with grave coercion and malicious mischief but 
were later released after the city prosecutor did not consider their 
warrantless arrest valid. 

In recent years, the foregoing forms of threat, harassment and 
intimidation of people’s lawyers have emerged as a new method of 
attack which nevertheless placed them in real danger, if not certain 
death, and their clients farther from attaining justice. They plainly 
betray a government that cannot tolerate and address dissent and 
criticism other than by suppressing the rights of the people and 
paralyzing those committed to providing them with much-needed 
legal services.     

  

Up in arms

NUPL Assistant Secretary-General for Protection and Welfare of 
Lawyers Atty. Alnie G. Foja admits that even if the attacks did not 
stop them from pursuing their work as people’s lawyers, they 
limited their freedom of movement, and thus to a certain extent 
affected the performance of their work. Under consciousness of 
such restraints, the NUPL created the Protection and Welfare of 
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Lawyers as one of its programs, under which it conducts “activities 
for the promotion and protection of the welfare of lawyers under 
and their families, including monitoring and documenting these 
attacks and actively participating in the prosecution of cases filed 
against the perpetrators of these attacks.”  

People’s lawyers under specific and imminent or even potential 
threat or vulnerability, Atty. Olalia said, are “exhorted to be 
conscious and to implement commonsensical  security measures 
against further or more serious attacks.” Some of these are the 
buddy or tandem system in handling cases or attending hearings, 
information and organizational and family monitoring on the 
whereabouts and schedules when necessary and practical, and even 
avoiding going out at vulnerable times of the day and unfamiliar 
places. Statements denouncing recent attacks are also regularly 
blasted to the media.    

Despite its inherent limitations and practical inadequacies, the 
extraordinary remedy of the writ of amparo has been availed in some 
instances. Atty. Salucon has filed a petition for the writ to enjoin the 
public respondents who perpetrated the attacks on her person to  
stop them from making threats to her life, liberty and security in any 
form. The petition is still pending with the Court of Appeals.

The NUPL has spoken out and stood up against the attacks in all 
available fora, both here and abroad. In the Philippines, the NUPL 
has worked side by side with CODAL, an alliance of judges, lawyers, 
law professors, law students, and paralegals (many of whom would 
eventually become founders and members of the NUPL), in the fight 
against intensifying repression under the Arroyo regime. It has also 
engaged the assistance of the Integrated Bar of the Philippines (IBP) 
as it has in the past on various pressing issues.

Painstaking efforts have been made over time to bring to the 
attention of the international community the plight of people’s 
lawyers in the country. This has resulted in strong and well-
organized solidarity with international groups such as the 
International Association of Democratic Lawyers (IADL), the 
European Association of Lawyers for Democracy and World Human 
Rights (ELDH) and Lawyers for Lawyers (L4L).   
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With support from the IADL, L4L organized an international 
fact-finding mission in 2006 and a follow-up mission in 2008 
to investigate reported attacks on the members of the legal 
profession since 2001. Lawyers and judges from Belgium and the 
Netherlands found the attacks to be continuing and made calls for 
the prosecution of the military as well as crucial recommendations 
for the reform of the judiciary and security forces. The IADL has 
also formally made solidarity initiatives concerning the lawyers and 
judges under threat in the Philippines as one of its campaigns. 

True grit

Unlike other legal practitioners who have also been attacked by 
reason of the exercise of their profession, peoples’ lawyers plead 
their cause in a much bigger battlefield; beyond the courtroom and 
legal fora, their arguments reach democratic spaces as the streets, 
the media, legislative hearings, dialogues, symposia and other 
public discussions. The less-traveled path in the legal profession 
taken by peoples’ lawyers has been a rigorous frontline where they 
are constantly considered, together with their clients, as fair targets. 

This is emblematic of the government’s disdain for the people’s 
legitimate aspirations for social change and justice. For after all, 
peoples’ lawyers, according to the late Atty. Capulong, emerged as 
a “response to social inequities,” drawing their mandate “not from 
the government, not from the law, and certainly not from selfish 
material agenda,” but from the poor and the oppressed.  Thus, he 
said, people’s lawyers are true to their name, having taken the side 
of the overwhelming majority of the people composed of peasants, 
fisherfolk, indigenous peoples, urban poor, and workers.  

Attacks on peoples’ lawyers are therefore a collective affront on 
the people’s rights to access to courts and to counsel. Such attacks, 
according to the Code of Professional Responsibility, undermine 
their sworn duty to represent the people “with competence and 
diligence”, “with zeal within the bounds of the law”, and to make 
their legal services “available in an efficient and convenient manner 
compatible with the independence, integrity and effectiveness of 
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the profession.” Victims of violations of civil liberties and political 
freedoms as well as of economic, social and cultural rights are 
deprived of their already grim chances at obtaining effective and 
speedy justice from the courts. 

By maligning and endangering people’s lawyers, the government 
further violates its responsibility under the UN Basic Principles on 
the Role of Lawyers to ensure that lawyers (a) are able to perform 
all of their professional functions without intimidation, hindrance, 
harassment or improper interference; (b) are able to travel and 
consult with their clients freely; (c) shall not suffer, or be threatened 
with, prosecution or administrative, economic and other sanctions 
for any action taken in accordance with recognized professional 
duties, standards and ethics. 

To date, more than half of all recorded attacks against people’s 
lawyers have no known perpetrators. Majority of those known 
were identified to be elements of the military (65%) and the police 
(20%). As with most human rights cases, only rarely is a perpetrator 
arrested and none credibly and fully prosecuted. 

The climate of impunity continues to shroud the country as the 
government deliberately omits to prosecute and even coddles the 
perpetrators, further emboldening them to commit more violations, 
and resorts to blatant lies to counter persistent calls for swift justice. 
There is moreover the use of double standards in legal processes, 
as best exemplified by the transfer of custody over Palparan from 
a civilian jail to a military camp after his arrest for charges of 
kidnapping and serious illegal detention.  

The attacks on their ranks have given people’s lawyers on a personal 
level a fleeting pause to re-examine the degree of the risks and be 
mindful of their security. At the same time, Atty. Olalia added, they 
have created an “inordinate anxiety or fear that getting involved 
in people’s lawyering is very risky and can be harmful to one’s life 
and limb as well as their families’” in the minds of law students and 
other lawyers (in addition to the fact that people’s lawyering is not 
financially rewarding), thus making them reluctant or discouraged to 
join their ranks. 
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But these attacks, Atty. Olalia continued, “never stopped our 
dedication or weakened our resolve to help the greater majority 
of our people who are poor and oppressed, the voiceless and the 
underdog.” For people’s lawyers, the foulest atrocities committed 
against their ranks are only telling of an unjust and oppressive 
system that aims to perpetuate itself and silence its dissenters. 

They consider the honor of beating the odds within the legal and 
justice system in pursuit of the people’s struggle for a just and 
humane society to be their most treasured and fulfilling reward. 

Their words during their founding congress on September 16,  
2007 still ring true: “We in NUPL are not and will not be cowed. 
We will struggle and stand by our clients and their democratic 
rights. We shall continue to organize and speak out.”  Peoples’ 
lawyers under siege will vigorously keep calling on the government 
to do its job of protecting its citizens, categorically condemning 
the attacks on human rights defenders, seriously investigating, 
prosecuting and punishing perpetrators, and upholding human 
rights. Meanwhile, they and their clients’ long and arduous 
struggle for justice continues. 
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R aising her right hand and placing her left on top of an old 
black Bible, she shivered both in anger and in fear as she 
honestly swore under oath that she will tell the truth and 

nothing but the truth. In that brief moment, she felt that unsettling 
boiling anger inside her against a repressive government that has in 
its hands the blood and life of countless hapless people. 

She was angry at the state forces that carry the badge of 
ruthlessness nourished by state impunity and the guns and bombs 
bought from the taxes of the same people whose rights and 
existence they violate. 

The face of her paralegal, William Bugatti, appeared before her eyes 
as she recalled how soldiers mercilessly gunned him down. They 
later went after her, throwing a ring of surveillance that endangered 
her life and that of her family. 

She has been fighting against this giant monster of a government 
and its military forces that have been killing, torturing, arresting 
or detaining people, some of them have been her clients. She was 
fierce and resolute in her advocacy for human rights and defense 

A Tale of Military Terrorism: 
	 When the Defender 

Becomes the Prey
(THE STORY OF ATTY. MARIA CATHERINE DANNUG-SALUCON)

BY ATTY. MARY ANN MANJA BAYANG
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of those who are oppressed and marginalized. But the monster has 
now come to her door, knocking and thirsty for blood. 

She feared for her and her family, especially those of her young 
children. That fear further fueled her anger. The voice of the justice, 
nonchalant and blasé, boomed around the courtroom as he 
directed Atty. Maria Catherine Dannug-Salucon to commence with 
her testimony.

Atty. Dannug-Salucon is a human rights lawyer. She was with the 
Public Attorney’s Office (PAO) for seven years. She is unwavering in 
her advocacy to be of service to those who have less in life and has 
used her position to intercede in numerous cases as she promoted 
amicable settlement of civil cases. She was unyielding in her defense 
of human rights as she felt it was her duty to protect those who are 
oppressed and marginalized. 

The brazen and incessant killings, enforced disappearance, torture, 
arrests, detention, surveillance and harassment by State force of 
human rights defenders, peasants, women, church leaders, and a 
number of her colleagues in the National Union of Peoples’ Lawyers 
(NUPL) during the time of then President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo 
and which persisted under the present administration of Benigno 
“Noynoy” Aquino III, made her decide to broaden her service 
beyond the regular PAO clients and the court that she was assigned. 

She resigned as PAO lawyer and established her law practice in 
her home province of Isabela, 425 kilometers north of Manila . 
She actively prosecuted human rights violators and defended 
victims of violations who were slapped with trumped-up charges 
of murder, frustrated murder, robbery and illegal possession of 
firearms. 

At the time of her testimony before the Court of Appeals, she was 
handling 24 human rights cases spread across Cagayan and Isabela, 
both in Region 2 and Ifugao, which is located in the Cordillera 
Administrative Region (CAR).

Twelve of these cases for frustrated murder involve two political 
detainees in Lagawe, Ifugao. One of them is Atty. Dannug-Salucon’s 
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client. The cases are pending before the Regional Trial Court, Branch 
14, located in Lagawe, Ifugao.  In these cases, William Bugatti, 
a human rights defender, an indigenous person from Kiangan 
Ifugao, was her paralegal as he was assisting her in the acquisition 
and security of documents, evidence and witnesses, as well as the 
security of Atty. Dannug-Salucon herself.

William was a reliable paralegal. He was always present during 
hearings for the political detainees in Ifugao, in meetings with 
their families and case conferences, and was always ready to help 
out in any way he could. He and Atty. Dannug-Salucon were both 
persevering despite the intimidation and threat on their lives and 
security as they helped each other defend innocent political activists 
from the baseless charges against them. 

On several occasions, they reported soldiers tailing them before or 
after court hearings. Because of this, William was always concerned 
about Atty. Dannug-Salucon’s safety since she was travelling about 
six hours to get to the court in Ifugao and back. On a few occasions, 
William advised Atty. Dannug-Salucon to change her travel routes 
and schedules when she attends hearings in Ifugao, for security 
purposes. He always sensed a threatening presence of soldiers 
especially during court hearings. 

Quite a number of William’s colleagues, a few of them clients of 
Atty. Dannug-Salucon, have been victims of human rights violations 
in recent years. William himself was repeatedly branded by the 
military as a supporter of the New People’s Army (NPA) and he 
received threats and intimidation from state security forces.  It 
was not surprising that these fears for his life and the life of Atty. 
Dannug-Salucon were as real to him as the testimonies of military 
witnesses presented during the court hearings were perjurious.

On that fateful day of March 24, 2014, Atty. Dannug-Salucon 
and William had a lunch meeting with the former’s clients after 
an exhausting court hearing. They discussed their strategies on 
the case and the things that they needed to prepare for the next 
hearing. They went their separate ways after the meeting as Atty. 
Dannug-Salucon set off to travel back to Isabela and William went 
on to conduct a research or inquiries on the ranks and names of 
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the prosecution witnesses’ military handlers as part of his task for 
the case.

Atty. Dannug-Salucon went straight to her office from her travel to 
Ifugao when she received a call from the Cordillera Human Rights 
Alliance (CHRA) that William was gunned down on his way home, late 
that afternoon. She was stupefied, shaken and trembling as she cried 
in disbelief and anguish. She would feel the same and even worse, in 
the days and weeks that followed. It took some time for her to settle 
down and gather her thoughts.

She called one of her former clients who happens to be a member 
of the Philippine National Police (PNP) to discuss her fears that 
William was right after all in his warnings that they were both 
under the close surveillance of State forces.  She learned from this 
client that she was indeed under surveillance for a month already 
by elements of the Intelligence Service of the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines (ISAFP). 

She was informed that her name was on the “watch-list” of alleged 
communist-terrorists, which included lawyers defending human 
rights cases and political detainees. Hundreds of political activists 
whose names were in this military “watch-list” ended up dead or 
disappeared in the past years.

Atty. Dannug-Salucon’s friend from the PNP was himself tailed by 
elements of the ISAFP when he went to her office that evening. 
He was confronted a few days later by ISAFP members who 
interrogated him about the purpose of his visit to Atty. Dannug-
Salucon on the eve of March 24, 2014. They questioned him about 
Atty. Dannug-Salucon’s association with Randy Malayao and Grace 
Bautista who are both human rights defenders and victims of 
human rights abuses by the AFP.

Dazed and traumatized by her paralegal’s death and the 
information about the surveillance and baseless suspicions about 
her, Atty. Dannug-Salucon had to involve her staff and those that 
she regularly associated with. 

Against the Tide_fin.indd   16 3/29/2015   1:50:33 PM



17

Her driver informed her that he noticed strangers for about two 
weeks already, who frequented the surroundings of her office, 
usually two persons at a time and riding motorbikes. They sported 
military haircuts and appearance, and went around asking about the 
whereabouts of Atty. Dannug-Salucon and her routine in going to 
and leaving her office. 

A street vendor near her office personally admitted to Atty. Dannug-
Salucon that on three occasions – 12th, 19th and 21st of March 
when she was on out-of-town hearings,  men in a motorcycle 
riding in tandem approached him and asked similar questions – 
whereabouts of the lawyer, the time she arrives or leaves her office, 
who she was with or who was left behind her office when she went 
out for her legal duties.

On the 31st of March 2014, a member of the Criminal Investigation 
Service (CIS) under the Criminal Investigation and Detection 
Group (CIDG) of the police went to the her law office twice in the 
afternoon, looking for her. At around the same time, she received 
a text message from an investigator of the CIDG requesting 
for a copy of the court records of human rights cases that she 
defended involving three members of the Bayan Muna Partylist. 
These partylist members were arbitrarily arrested and tortured 
by intelligence operatives of the Army’s 86th Infantry Batallion in 
Isabela. Their cases were dismissed obviously because the charges 
were unfounded. 

The request was highly suspicious as it would be the third time 
that the CIDG requested for these documents, which were anyway 
available from the court records at the justice hall.

Her home was not spared. The trauma of losing William whom 
she had built a stronger bond, the dread at the information and 
consecutive incidents proving a clear military threat over her life, 
have shaken Atty. Dannug-Salucon to the core. 

Her husband felt her ordeal and endured the trauma with her. Even 
while they kept the information from their children, they felt the 
tension in their home as they spent sleepless nights, enraged at the 
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people who were threatening their lives and worried for their safety 
and the security of their children. 

How could a human rights lawyer like Atty. Dannug-Salucon and a 
human rights activist like William, who have the passion to fight for 
what is right and stand on the side of innocent clients, human rights 
workers, marginalized sectors and advocates, be the target of attack 
by State forces under a government that parades a “tuwid na daan” 
(the right path) banner?

On April 3, 2014, Atty. Dannug-Salucon’s driver reported about 
a stranger who passed by her residence in a menacing manner. 
This man was riding a motorbike with plate numbers that were 
difficult to read because of a heavy tinted cover. A pistol bag was 
slung around his shoulder and he strangely slowed down as he 
approached the lawyer’s residence, swept his gaze across the whole 
premises, stared in a sinister way at the lawyer’s driver and upon 
reaching the end of the property, made a U-turn and repeated his 
hostile and threatening movements. He sped off once he reached 
the end of the residential premises.

The harassment and intimidation on Atty. Dannug-Salucon were felt 
everywhere she went or in the places she frequented. On April 7 
and 10, 2014 while she was on out-of-town court hearings, soldiers 
went to her office pretending to have some documents notarized. 
Even when her secretary advised them to try other notary publics 
since Atty. Dannug-Salucon was out of the office, they lingered on 
and asked about her whereabouts and who her companions were 
while casing her office. They insisted on leaving documents for them 
to have a reason to return at a future time, and they did not stop 
hounding the lawyer.

Also on April 10, 2014, Atty. Dannug-Salucon received word 
that the head of the Military Intelligence Group (MIG) wanted 
a meeting with her. She refused, seeing no reason for such a 
meeting except to intimidate her. Thereafter, one of her clients 
involved in a land dispute was approached by the MIG who tried 
to recruit him to be their civilian asset and who informed him 
about the surveillance on the person of Atty. Dannug-Salucon.
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On previous occasions in a different set of cases that Atty. Dannug-
Salucon handled in Cagayan, she was harassed by soldiers who 
took her photos as she left court hearings, gave her and her 
companions threatening stares, and tailed their vehicle as they 
travelled back to Isabela.

Atty. Dannug-Salucon continues to bear the emotional, mental and 
psychological trauma of the death of her paralegal, the threats on 
her life and the fear for the security of her family. She was not able 
to focus on her work and her family duties, always disturbed and 
anxious but she continued to be dauntless in the legal defense of 
her clients and her human rights advocacy. 

She sought the help of NUPL, reported her ordeals to the Karapatan 
(Alliance for the Advancement of Peoples’ Rights) and the National 
Bureau of Investigation (NBI) in Isabela. The NBI unfortunately failed 
to conduct an investigation.

The NUPL took on the case of Atty. Dannug-Salucon who is a 
founding member and the current national auditor of the lawyers’ 
group. The imminent ands serious threats against her were 
immediately brought to the attention of various international 
lawyers groups, the UN Human Rights Council and its special 
mechanisms including the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
Independence of Judges and Lawyer.

With the assistance of a team of human rights lawyers under the 
NUPL, a Petition for a Writ of Amparo and Habeas Data was filed 
before the Court of Appeals on April 11, 2014 for the protection of 
her life, liberty and security. It was docketed as CA-G.R. S.P. No. 
00053 and raffled to the Special 6th division of the Court. 

The respondents in the Petition include President Benigno Aquino 
III, the Secretary of the Department of National Defense, the Chief 
of Staff of the AFP and other high ranking officials of the AFP and 
PNP who have command responsibility over military and police 
operations especially in Northern Luzon. 

The Petition seeks the issuance of a temporary protection order, 
the issuance of a Writ of Amparo, and the issuance of a Writ of 
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Killing of Atty. John Mark Espera: 
Impunity at its worst

Habeas Corpus for the respondents to disclose all information they 
have about Atty. Dannug-Salucon and for these information to be 
trashed and removed from the files that feed military operations.

Quite a number of months passed since William’s death and the 
intensified threat on Atty. Dannug-Salucon’s life and liberty, yet the 
case before the Court drags on. As of the writing of this article, the 
case has yet to be resolved.

The surveillance, intimidation and threat on Atty. Dannug-Salucon’s 
life may have waned a bit but it remains real. The NUPL launched 
an advocacy campaign on the case of Atty. Dannug-Salucon, and 
this was joined by numerous rights and lawyers’ groups within 
and outside of the Philippines, including the Lawyers for Lawyers, 
International Association of Democratic Lawyers, Lawyers’ Rights 
Watch Canada, Frontline Defenders and recently, the Endangered 
Lawyers Foundation, European Lawyers for Democracy and Human 
Rights and others. 

This multi-pronged advocacy will continue until Atty. Dannug-
Salucon’s life and liberty is assured and until human rights 
defenders in general, and human rights lawyers like her in 
particular, cease to be preys and are left alone to defend the people 
and do their selfless work.
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O n August 31, 2013, Atty. John Mark Espera visited barangay 
Pu-ao, Hamtic, Antique to meet a witness in an election 
case he was handling. He never came out alive as four 

persons, all bearing the same surname, attacked him with blazing 
guns, literally.

At around 11:30 a.m. that day, while Espera was returning to his car 
parked at the national road, a certain Virgilio Suarez provoked him 
to a fistfight to which he was forced to oblige.

In the course of the scuffle, he lost balance and fell to the unfinished 
digging at the roadside. His attacker’s brothers, Raymond,  emerged 
from a door of the store near the crime scene, and Jose, a police 
officer, and Rico arrived from across the highway to join the fray.

At the outset, he got slim chances of survival. He was struggling 
back to his feet when PO1 Jose Suarez shot him in the stomach with 
a 12-gauge shotgun. Next, Raymond fired twice a .22 handgun in 
his stomach. As if that were not enough, Virgilio shot him in the 
head with an M-16 rifle. 

Killing of Atty. John Mark Espera: 
Impunity at its worst

BY ATTY. TEOPISTO MELLIZA  
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The victim’s companion, Romeo Gasalao, was disarmed by Rico 
Suarez, also a brother of the attackers. 

Gasalao worked as security aide to Hamtic Mayor Julius Pacificador. 
He was dispatched by his employer to accompany the lawyer.

The mayor, the victim’s cousin, was the respondent in an election 
protest which one of the attackers, Rico Suarez, filed with the 
Commission on Elections (Comelec). The Suarez brothers are cousins 
of the losing candidate. 

Gasalao managed to flee to safety. The Suarez brothers fled as 
policemen arrived in the crime scene. 

Espera’s wife Ruby, also a lawyer and clerk of court of the Regional 
Trial Court (RTC) San Jose, Antique cited the National Bureau of 
Investigation (NBI) report stating that her husband sustained four 
gunshot wounds from three different firearms.

Espera, 39, was performing his duty as lawyer and officer of the 
court when the fatal attack snuffed his otherwise young and 
promising life. He and Ruby have two young children, Santino, now 
11, and Elena, 7.

NUPL-Iloilo member Atty. Rene Estocapio said Espera partnered with 
him in handling pro-bono cases of the NUPL in Antique.

Estocapio said Espera was active in the student protest movement 
in his college days at the University of the Philippines in the Visayas 
(UP-Visayas). “He was a colleague at the League of Filipino Students 
(LFS) and helped organize demonstrations in and outside campus,” 
Estocapio said.

Ruby recalled, “In the morning of August 31, John Mark went about 
his daily routine in taking care of our household. I knew he had to 
go to Pu-ao, a nearby barangay, to attend to some legal matters 
concerning a witness in a case which he is handling. Little did I 
know that it would be my last moments with him.”

One of the suspects, PO1 Jose Suarez, sent surrender feelers and 
subsequently, Supt. Jose Roy Torechilla of the Antique Police 
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Provincial Office, personally picked him up together with the 
village chief of Pu-ao at the fishpond in the same village owned by 
Gov. Javier.  

PO1 Jose Suarez owned the killing, invoking self-defense as he 
surrendered the .45 caliber pistol allegedly taken from Gasalao, the 
victim’s companion. 

Ruby quoted the NBI autopsy report finding her husband “negative” 
in the paraffin test.

Meanwhile, another suspect, Rico, now walks around freely after the 
provincial prosecutor trashed the charges against him.

The other two suspects – Raymond and Virgilio – are still at 
large. Virgilio used to work in Manila as a security guard but 
returned to Antique. 

The widow has filed a petition with the Department of Justice (DOJ) 
assailing the dismissal of the complaint against Rico Suarez. The DOJ 
is yet to resolve the petition.

Accused and detained PO1 Jose Suarez petitioned the Supreme 
Court to move the venue of the hearing to Manila, fearing that any 
of the five RTC sala might be partial for the private complainant. 
Ruby happens to be the clerk of court for the whole RTC (five salas). 
Jose’s petition is yet to be resolved the high court.

Atty. Edre Olalia, Secretary General of the National Union of Peoples’ 
Lawyers (NUPL), said of the murder of Espera, “The killing is a 
chilling reminder how cheap life is, even that of a lawyer, nowadays 
and, worse, perpetrated as it is by a police officer who is duty-sworn 
to protect lives and properties.”

Olalia added, “Whatever the ultimate reason and motive to be 
uncovered for this senseless, cold-blooded murder, there are 
indications that this may be an attack on him by virtue of the 
exercise of his profession. In any case, this is unacceptable in any 
civilized society.”
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M adonna Gay L. Escio never planned of becoming a lawyer 
when she was still in college. After finishing agricultural 
economics at the University of the Philippines Los Banos 

(UPLB) in 1998, she became a community organizer for a non-
government organization (NGO) doing developmental work.

In 2004, she was assigned to oversee the NGO’s project in 
Caramoan Peninsula in the municipality of Presentacion in 
Camarines Sur. In the same year, she joined a national fact finding 
mission in the area. The experience changed the course of her life.

The area had been the target of massive military operations after 
New People’s Army (NPA) guerrillas released two of its prisoners 
of war. The NPA, armed wing of the Communist Party of the 
Philippines (CPP), has been waging an agrarian revolution in the 
country for more than four decades. Armed encounters between 
government troops and the guerrillas have affected civilians. 

Madonna Gay L. Escio: 
Vilified, Harassed but Unrelenting 
in People’s Lawyering
BY RONALYN V. OLEA
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In that mission, Escio was tasked to prepare fact sheets and affidavits 
of civilians, mostly farmers. “It exposed me to human rights 
violations, first hand from the victims,” Escio said. “It was at that 
point that I realized a lot of people do not have access to legal and 
paralegal services.”

This became her motivation in studying law. By the following year, 
she took up law at the Aquinas University and graduated in 2009. 

Advocacy

Before passing the 2009 bar examinations, Escio was active in 
the Promotion of Church People’s Response (PCPR) and became 
involved in the campaign against large-scale, destructive mining 
in Rapu-Rapu island in Albay. 

Human rights remains close to her heart. She was one of the 
conveners of Sirungan, an alliance providing sanctuary to victims 
of human rights violations and families of victims of extrajudicial 
killings.

Her involvement in these advocacies led her to joining the 
National Union of Peoples’ Lawyers (NUPL). In 2007, she attended 
the NUPL Founding Congress as a law student representative of 
the Bicol region.

People’s lawyering

Since she became a lawyer, Escio has been teaching law at the  
Aquinas University of Legazpi College of Law. She also serves as the 
director of the university’s Legal Resource Center, which provides 
free legal services to indigent clients. 

Outside the academe, Atty. Escio handles human rights 
cases and other cases brought to her by her clients from the 
marginalized sectors.  
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Red baiting 

One of the controversial cases she handled was the case of Rodel 
Estrellado, a member of partylist group Bayan Muna who was 
abducted by four men on February 25, 2011 at around 9 a.m. 
while on his way home in village 3, Malilipot, Albay. Two days 
later, Estrellado’s family recovered his body from a funeral parlor 
in Camarines Sur. Later, Maj. Harold Cabunoc, spokesman of the 
Army’s 9th Infantry Division, claimed that Estrellado was an NPA 
fighter supposedly killed in an encounter that allegedly took place 
at around 6:30 a.m. of February 25, 2011 in village Bulwang, Bato, 
Camarines Sur. The place of abduction is some 58 kilometers away 
from the place of the alleged encounter.1  

Atty. Escio handled the case filed against elements of the Army’s 
42nd Infantry (IB) Battalion, the suspects in the abduction and 
killing of Estrellado. 

Sometime in 2012, a male lawyer approached Atty. Escio about 
her teaching in law school and other activities. Out of the blue, the 
male lawyer asked her about the Estrellado case. After Atty. Escio 
answered the lawyer’s questions, the man told her that he is a 
retained lawyer of the Army’s 83rd IB. 

In another instance, the same lawyer went to the university and 
looked for Atty. Escio. Atty. Escio was able to evade talking to him 
but the man left a word with her secretary in law school. The man 
said he wanted to talk to Atty. Escio because his client captured a 
prisoner of war.

In one of the scheduled hearings, the male lawyer approached Atty. 
Escio and asked the latter what he would do about the NPA member 
that his client allegedly captured.  Atty. Escio told him, “How would 
I able to know what to do when I haven’t handled a case for the 

1	 Ronalyn V. Olea. Three Activists Slain, Rights Group 
Urges Aquino to Stop Killings. March 2, 2011.

	 http://bulatlat.com/main/2011/03/02/three-activists-
slain-rights-group-urges-aquino-to-stop-killings/
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NPA?  First and foremost, you are the retainer; you should know 
what to do.  Second, the best thing to do would be to turn over the 
person to the police if he committed an offense.  Third, approach 
the prosecution office or any office like OPAPP [Office of the 
Presidential Adviser on the Peace Process] on the best thing to do.”

The subtle red tagging against Atty. Escio reached the confines of 
the university. Sometime in July 2013, during her class in Human 
Rights, one of her students raised her hand and told Atty. Escio that 
she is an NPA lawyer. She told her student that she should be careful 
with her allegations and statements because, should anything 
happen to her, she could be investigated because of what she said.  

She further told her student that she has never handled a case of 
a captured or arrested NPA. The student said that somebody from 
Camp Simeon Ola, the regional headquarters of the Philippine 
National Police in Legazpi City, told her so.

The student confided that a ranking police officer once asked 
her if she knows Atty. Escio. When the student answered in the 
affirmative, the police officer told her, “Naku.  Mag-ingat kayo sa 
tinuturo niyan.  NPA lawyer yan.” (Be careful of what she is teaching 
you. She is an NPA lawyer).

Atty. Escio believes that the red baiting was due to the Mancera 
massacre case. On February 25, 2012, soldiers of the 49th Infantry 
Battalion peppered the house of the Mancera family with bullets, 
killing Benjamin Mancera and his two sons, Richard, seven years old 
and Michael, ten years old. The military claimed Benjamin was an 
NPA fighter and what happened was a legitimate encounter.2  

Atty. Escio personally looked for the police records related to the 
Mancera case, which the police officers refused to give to her as the 
counsel for human rights group Karapatan.

2	 Ronalyn V. Olea. Military implicated in massacre of 
farmer, 2 sons in Cam Norte. March 7,  2012. 

	 http://bulatlat.com/main/2012/03/07/military-impli-
cated-in-massacre-of-farmer-2-sons-in-cam-norte/

Against the Tide_fin.indd   27 3/29/2015   1:50:34 PM



Against the Tide | When the Defenders Become the Prey

Surveillance, Harassment

Atty. Escio has been subjected to surveillance by suspected state 
agents. From March 2011 to July 2011 and from February 2014 to 
March 2014, she noticed suspicious-looking persons tailing her 
wherever she went. 

Two of her friends who are also lawyers told her that they were approached 
by intelligence officers, asking them about Atty. Escio’s activities.  

Atty. Escio received reports that there are military officers who enroll 
as law students in Aquinas University to gather information about her.

At one point, Atty. Escio got physically hurt in defense of her clients. 
On February 24, 2014, when fellow NUPL member Atty. Bartolome 
Rayco and three others were arrested during a protest outside the 
compound of the Albay Electric Cooperative (Aleco), Atty. Escio 
rushed to the place of the incident and presented herself as the 
counsel of Atty. Rayco. The police officers ignored her, held her by 
her arms and pushed her aside without explaining why her clients 
were being arrested. The arrest was eventually declared invalid and 
the charges against her clients were dismissed.

Amid all the attacks, her parents are worried about her safety and 
security. Despite this, Atty. Escio said she has earned their support, 
especially her mother’s. At 72 years old, her mother would provide 
moral and sometimes even material support to her clients – farmers, 
workers and victims of human rights abuses.

Where does Atty. Escio draw courage?

The tall and thin woman said, “Our clients (the victims) feel fear.  We 
do, too.  Still, they fight.  So do us.  They find strength and courage 
in the people. So must we,” Atty. Escio said.
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Atty. Michael Ajoc: 
Surviving Slay Try

BY ATTY. JOSEPH LESTER S. PATAY

T he year 2012 can be considered as one of the darkest days 
of the legal profession as attacks on lawyers due to their 
zeal and dedication to protect the oppressed and defend 

the poor were blatantly committed by persons whose aim is to 
silence human rights defenders. 

One of the victims of these atrocities or attacks on lawyers is 
Atty. Michael Lutao Ajoc, 36 years old, married and a father to 
one daughter. 

Atty. Ajoc is one of the founding members of the defunct Alliance 
of the Nationalist and Democratic Representatives of the Students 
(Andres), a student political party formed in 1997 in Andres 
Bonifacio College (ABC).  After graduating from law school, Atty. 
Ajoc took the bar examinations in 2003 and passed. 

After taking oath, he started his career as a private practicing lawyer. 
His being a human rights activist during his college days propelled 
him to continue such cause, leading to the establishment of the 
Civil Liberties Advocates Movement of the Philippines (CLAMP) in 
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2006.  In 2008, Atty. Ajoc joined the  Union of Peoples’ Lawyers in 
Mindanao (UPLM) and later became part of the National Union of 
Peoples’ Lawyers (NUPL). Immediately after this, he became one of 
the founding members of the UPLM Zamboanga del Norte chapter.

Since then, Atty. Ajoc has been representing human rights victims, 
including in those cases perpetrated by elements of the Philippine 
National Police (PNP) in Dipolog City and Zamboanga del Norte. 

On December 9, 2012, Atty. Ajoc assisted a member of the PNP 
Dapitan City who was maltreated by a high-ranking PNP official in 
the province. The following day, Atty. Ajoc was interviewed by the 
local media where he discussed the possible legal actions against 
the said PNP official. 

Then the fateful day came. On December 11, 2012, at around 2:00 
a.m., the law office of Atty. Ajoc was peppered with eight bullets 
of .45 caliber pistol by unidentified gunmen riding in tandem who, 
based on witnesses’ accounts, wore bonnets. 

At the time of the attack, Atty. Ajoc was also the president of the 
Integrated Bar of the Philippines Zamboanga del Norte Chapter.  
Atty. Ajoc believes that the motives of the attackers, or the brains 
behind it was just to sow fear or terror and to scare him in order 
for him to stop representing clients against the perceived political 
opponents of those who were in the administration. 	

As a result of the attack on Atty. Ajoc, the IBP  national office issued 
a statement condemning the attacks on lawyers, including Atty. 
Ajoc. The IBP called for a speedy and thorough investigation of the 
incidents of attacks on lawyers and the immediate filing of cases 
against the perpetrators. 

The IBP’s statement was published in full in the Lawyers’ Review, the 
monthly publication of the IBP. The UPLM Zamboanga del Norte 
Chapter planned to  issue its own statement too and to be published 
in the Press Freedom or The New Nandau Today but decided not 
to. The printing office which publishes the Press Freedom and The 
New Nandau Today and owned by Atty. Anecito Young, one of the 
founding members of the UPLM Zamboanga del Norte chapter, 
was also attacked. On November 8, 2012, at around 11 p.m., Atty. 
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Young’s office was shot four times by unidentified assailants who also 
wore bonnets to avoid being identified. 

As a result of the said attack, Atty. Ajoc took a break for almost two 
months from his court engagements. Still, he pursued the filing of 
the criminal and administrative cases against the erring PNP high-
ranking official in the province. He  requested colleagues to appear 
in court on his behalf during scheduled hearings of his cases. For 
two  months, he also did not go home. 

Unidentified bonnet-wearing persons were looking and asking for 
his whereabouts from their house helper and from their neighbors. 

Atty. Ajoc viewed such attack as an attack not only against his 
person and his being a lawyer but an attack to the entire legal 
profession as well.      
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H ow is it to have a human rights lawyer for a father?

Jasmin Felicio did not approve of his father’s work but her 
views changed the day Rodolfo “Rudy” Felicio died.

Felicio, a member of the National Unions of Peoples’ Lawyers (NUPL), 
was peppered with bullets by four unidentified men on August 24, 2014, 
at around 1:30 a.m. while sleeping in a campsite at a disputed land in 
Taytay, Rizal.

Police recovered 27 bullet shells from a .45 caliber gun and nine from a 
9 mm.

Felicio was pronounced dead upon arrival at the Taytay Provincial 
Hospital. He was 66 years old.

His two companions, Rolando Andaya and Antonio Arcilla, survived the 
attack but were wounded. 

Authorities have yet to confirm the motive behind his killing. The NUPL, 
however, believes that Felicio was killed because of his work.

Rodolfo Felicio: 
Selfless human rights lawyer
BY JANESS ANN J. ELLAO
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Rodolfo Felicio: 
Selfless human rights lawyer

Selfless

Jasmin said her father was a very generous person, who would often 
offer his lawyering, especially to the poor, for free. 

She admitted she was not entirely in favor of it . Pro bono legal services 
meant the family had to contend with limited finances. 

Jasmin described his father as strict. “Back in the days CCTV was not yet 
that popular. Would you believe we already have one installed in our 
house?” Jasmin said. 

She recalled how his father would always joke around that her 
friends were closer to Felicio than her to her own father. 

Though strict, she added that her father never pressured them to excel 
in school. But all six of Felicio’s children excelled nonetheless. 

During the tribute to Felicio organized by his colleagues at the NUPL, 
someone approached Jasmin and told her, “Thank you for lending your 
father to us.”

“That really brought tears to my eyes,” Jasmin said.

A jolly colleague

Remigio Saladero, president of the NUPL’s chapter in Rizal province, 
remembers Felicio as a jolly person. 

Saladero met Felicio back in 2000 when Bayan Muna party formed a 
chapter in Rizal province. The late lawyer lent his car to volunteers of 
Bayan Muna during the election campaign.

Since then, he said, Felicio was always among the first to respond to 
quick reaction teams (QRTs) whenever there are activists arrested in the 
province. “He was very confident whenever he argued with the police 
because he used to work for the CHR [Commission on Human Rights],” 
he said.

“He was always proud to be of help to human rights defenders,” 
Saladero said. 
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Felicio was also part of the private prosecution team in the Olalia-Alay-
ay murder case.

It was Felicio’s commitment to the protection of human rights that drew 
him to the national democratic movement, Saladero said. 

In their last meeting, about two weeks before he was killed, Felicio 
“complained” to Saladero about members of the human rights group 
Karapatan. 

“Last May 1, I was speaking in a rally, I was very agitated and in the 
middle of my speech they asked me to cut it due to time limitations,” 
Felicio was quoted as saying. 

Saladero later on learned that Felicio gave a very long speech 
during the rally and that protesters were already preparing to head 
somewhere else. 

On a serious note, Felicio was always punctual . He would reprimand 
others for being late for a meeting, Saladero recalled. 

Continue his fight

Most of the cases that Felicio handled of late are related to land disputes. 

Saladero explained that most of these involve urban poor dwellers and 
private claimants, particularly in areas affected by the construction of 
C5 and C6 roads. 

Saladero believes this could be the motive behind Felicio’s killing. 

The NUPL challenged the government to address the impunity in the 
killings of lawyers and human rights defenders. 

For the last decade, the lawyers group said a number of their colleagues 
were killed while others are subjected to various attacks such as 
surveillance, labeling, intimidation, and harassment, threat, trumped up 
charges, among others. 

Jasmin, for her part, said she wants to pursue the case against his 
father’s killers. 

“I want to fight for it. It is the right thing to do,” she said.
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A s an active litigation lawyer in Cebu, Atty. Kim Grace 
A. Mendoza practices in any legal field under the sun. 
But there is one field that distinguishes her apart from 

other multi-practice courtroom attorneys -- the field of people’s 
lawyering.  She has served as a lawyer for the farmers of Cebu City 
and Aloguinsan, Cebu. 

Estrella Flores Catarata, former executive director of the Farmers 
Development Center (FARDEC), described Mendoza as “a genuine 
people’s lawyer who has the commitment, the courage and the 
willingness for personal sacrifices.“

“When we first approached her to be the lawyer for the farmers, she 
readily accepted the challenge,” Catarata said. 

Mendoza’s first case for FARDEC was that of the farmers of 
Cantipla, a mountain village in Cebu City. In 2009, the farmers 
were facing charges of “illegal logging” believed to have been 
initiated by a retired police general. The farmers, according 
to Catarata, were actually confronted with constant threats of 

Atty. Kim Grace Mendoza:
Defender of Farmers

BY ATTY. IAN VINCENT C. MANTICAJON
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ejectment and physical harassment by the armed goons of retired 
police general Tiburcio Fusilero. 

The retired general, though an outsider in the area, was awarded 
by the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) 
the management of a 500-hectare protected area for a so-called 
“reforestation” project. The 25-year agreement between DENR 
and Fusilero allowed Fusilero’s foundation to “rehabilitate, reforest, 
conserve, and protect 504 hectares of timberland in sitio Cantipla, 
Tabunan, Cebu City.”  Fusilero wanted to get rid of the farmers who 
have long resided and eked out a living within the 500-hectare 
public land in Cantipla. The farmers said Fusilero was responsible for 
filing false charges of illegal tree cutting against them. Six farmers 
were imprisoned for the said offense. 

On August 29, 2009 at around 2:00 p.m., three armed goons 
of Fusilero barged into the residence of a farmer leader where a 
meeting was taking place between Mendoza and her farmer-clients 
in sitio Cantipla, barangay Tabunan. Mendoza was gathering the 
affidavits of about 10 farmers who plan to sue the former police 
general and his men for various offenses.  One of the intruders 
was brandishing an M-16 armalite rifle and the other two were 
armed with .45 caliber pistols. According to a newspaper report, 
the farmers’ leader and other members of their organization, the 
Tabunan Cantipla Farmers Association (TCFA) confronted the three 
armed men for intruding into a private meeting. The argument 
escalated after a few minutes; then shots rang out. Nobody was 
hurt as the farmers and the lawyer ran for cover.   

“Attorney Kim (Mendoza), in her eagerness to understand the 
real situation of the farmers, went to the Cantipla community that 
weekend,” Catarata said.  “While they were having the community 
meeting in one of the peasant houses, suddenly a volley of gun 
shots were fired. Out of impulse, each of them scampered to take 
cover including Attorney Kim. She saw that one peasant child was 
almost hit.” At this point, Atty. Mendoza knew that perhaps only a 
lawyer’s courage and grace can ease out the fear of the farmers and 
stand down a group of recalcitrant armed goons.
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“When the firing stopped, even if farmers were still shaking in fear, 
she bravely looked around to check. She saw the armed goons and 
tried to approach them even as they were arrogantly brandishing 
their long firearms. With her courage and presence of mind, she 
immediately called her media friends and reported the incident,” 
Catarata narrated. Local newspaper The Freeman, in its report of 
the incident, credited Mendoza for facing off with the armed men. 
“Another fellow farmer Timotheo Alcantara was allegedly almost 
shot had it not been for the intervention of Mendoza,” according to 
the report. 

That was Mendoza’s first challenging encounter as a lawyer 
for FARDEC representing the interests of farmers. The incident, 
according to Catarata, never cowed Mendoza but instead 
encouraged and strengthened her resolve to work for the farmers.

Later she handled other “criminalized” agrarian cases faced by 
the farmers in Marmol, Tuburan, Cebu and the decades–old 
“criminalized” agrarian cases faced by the farmers in Toledo City, 
Cebu, as well as in Pinamungajan, Cebu, all of which were far from 
her law office in Cebu City. She had to attend every court hearing 
and she diligently completed the legal papers that needed to be 
filed. Word got around about the conscientious and courageous 
lawyer from Cebu City. Mendoza soon found herself confronted 
with similar agrarian cases faced by ordinary farmers and fisherfolks 
who sought her advice and representation.

But perhaps one of the most challenging cases that she has attended 
to was the land grabbing case in Bonbon, Aloguinsan, Cebu. 
According to FARDEC, prior to the fateful dispersal and massive 
arrest of farmers and supporters last August 29, 2011, there were 
10 attempts by the so-called land owners to disperse the human 
barricades put up by the San Roque Farmers Association (SRFA) to 
ward off the ejectment attempts of the Gantuangco landlord clan. 

“In almost all these instances, Attorney Kim was in the area with 
the SRFA negotiating on the side of the farmers, asserting for the 
farmers rights to the land and boosting the morale of the farmers 
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to keep on with struggle,” Catarata said. Mendoza would stay and 
sleep in the community even if during those times she did not know 
that she was already pregnant. She later had a miscarriage and lost 
her baby who was two to three months old in her womb.

Her brilliance as a peasant lawyer was put to good use every time 
she argued the cases of farmers in court. “In less than six years of 
being a peasant lawyer, she already was able to win the cases of 
farmers in Cantipla, in Marmol, Tuburan, in Toledo, and about four 
criminal cases against farmers in Bonbon, Aloguinsan,” according 
to FARDEC.

Asked about how this field of her legal practice and the threats to her 
safety that come with it have affected her and her family, Mendoza 
simply said it has not affected her. She admitted though that her 
family is concerned about her security and safety and has advised 
her to stop going to remote areas where most of her peasant clients 
are based. “These experiences that I have been through were life-
threatening but that does not erode my desire to reach out to the 
masses and help them in the only way that I know... as a lawyer.”
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I n a country where the poor comprises the majority, socio-
economic rights, like civil and political rights, need to be 
defended. Atty. Bartolome Rayco has chosen to do just this, 

to side with and by the people against government neglect and 
corporate greed . 

Before becoming a lawyer, Atty. Rayco served as the spokesman 
of the Coalition against Oil Price Increase (CAOPI) and an active 
member of Confederation for Unity Recognition and Advancement 
of Government Employees (COURAGE). He was also active in the 
campaign against graft and corruption and large-scale mining in 
Rapu-Rapu, Albay.

In 2006, he decided to become a peoples’ lawyer and handled 
cases of the urban poor and political prisoners. He experienced 
intimidation for the first time when two trucks full of military 
officers brandishing high powered firearms attended the hearings 
of his client. At present, he is the President of the National Union of 
Peoples Lawyers’ - Albay Chapter and also head of New ALECO and 
ALECO Multisectoral Stakeholders Organization (AMSSO).

Atty. Bartolome Rayco: 
Defending Socio-
Economic Rights

BY REA SUMARIA PEÑOL
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His involvement in human rights advocacy and campaigns earned 
him the ire of the government and private corporations. 

On February 24, 2014, Atty. Rayco joined the protest action against 
the privatization of the Albay Electric Cooperative (Aleco). As they 
assembled inside the premises of Aleco, policemen and several men 
in plainclothes headed by Chief of Police Superintendent Rommel 
dela Rama and Police Inspector Reynaldo Castuera came and asked 
them to leave the premises. 

They refused, invoking their right to peaceably assemble as 
member-consumers of the cooperative. After a while, dela Rama 
ordered his men to arrest Vince Casilihan, secretary general of 
Karapatan (Alliance for the Advancement of People’s Rights) and 
Hernando Certeza, organizer of Kilusang Mayo Uno (May First 
Movement ). Even a youth artist and minor Karl Anthony Canata 
was also arrested upon the order of dela Rama. All of them are 
member-consumers of Aleco. When Atty. Rayco presented himself as 
the counsel for Casihilan, the policemen arrested him too. 

The arrests were effected with force and violence. The authorities 
threathened, grabbed and even pushed the protesters to the 
ground. Another lawyer, fellow NUPL member Atty. Madonna 
Gay Escio, who came to the aid of Atty. Rayco and other member-
consumers, was also physically hurt. 

Atty. Rayco and the three other consumer-members of the elective 
cooperative were arrested without warrant for allegedly committing 
grave coercion and malicious mischief. They were later detained and 
subjected to inquest proceedings.

Atty. Rayco’s daughter, Georgeanna Rainbow Rayco, a law student 
at that time, could not help but express her disgust at the action 
of the police. She posted on Facebook, “I am appalled and quite 
frankly terrified by this utterly brazen and patently illegal act of 
the police, and this, not because I am a daughter of one of those 
arrested but because I am a student of law. If the police can 
perpetrate such unlawful warrantless arrest in broad daylight, 
in the presence of so many witnesses, and against a lawyer 
at that, what will ever stop them from committing the same 
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unconstitutional atrocities and dehumanizing violations against just 
anybody else?”

Georgeanna further noted the policemen’s “shockingly feeble and 
ludicrous answer” when asked what crime was committed that 
could have prompted the arrest. The policemen replied, “Nagrarally 
po sila.” (They were staging a rally).

When asked what grave coercion is, Georgeanna said the policemen 
could not answer. 

Georgeanna said further of the police, “Not only were they 
clueless, but they’re liars as well.” The arrest affidavits executed 
by the policemen stated that the persons arrested were read their 
Miranda Rights but the video of the incident clearly shows how they 
disregarded such very basic constitutional right. 

The February 24, 2014 protest was part of a series of actions of Albay 
residents to oppose the privatization of the electric cooperative. 
In October 2013, the San Miguel Corporation signed a concession 
agreement to assume management of Aleco. Under the terms, the 
SMC should shell out an initial P250 million (US$ 5.6 million) to 
shoulder the utility’s debt burden, pay the concession fee and run 
operations. The conglomerate stands to generate P600 million (US$ 
13.4 million) a year in revenues from Aleco.1 

The ALECO Employees Organization (Aleo) and the (AMSSO) 
deemed that the concession agreement was illegal as it was done 
through a rigged bidding and a highly manipulated constituent 
assembly. In November last year, the groups filed a case with the 
Albay Regional Trial Court, seeking to issue a temporary restraining 
order and eventually to nullify the SMC acquisition of Aleco.2 

1	 Krista Angela M. Montealegre. San Miguel assumes 
management of Albay electric coop. October 28, 2013. 

	 http://www.interaksyon.com/business/73626/san-miguel-
assumes-management-of-albay-electric-coop

2	 Elizabeth Marcelo. Albay Electric Cooperative resumes 
operations. January 8, 2015. 

	 http://www.gmanetwork.com/news/story/400425/news/
regions/albay-electric-cooperative-resumes-operations
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Consumer-members fear that the SMC takeover would result in 
higher electricity rates.

The charges were eventually dismissed but a few months later, Atty. 
Rayco and the other member-consumers of the electric cooperative 
were charged again of grave coercion. 

On September 4, 2014, member-consumers conducted another 
protest action in Tabaco City in Albay. They held a short program 
in front of Atty. Jose Fernandez, vice chairman of Aleco Board of 
Directors. Atty. Rayco and five other lawyers participated in the 
said activity. Months later, Atty. Rayco and several others who 
participated in the protest action were charged with malicious 
mischief. The prosecution found probable cause for the said offense.

Atty. Rayco believes that the harassment, arrest and filing of cases 
were undertaken to neutralize the campaign against privatization.

Not content with the arrest and filing of charges against Atty. Rayco, 
the people’s lawyer was also subjected to surveillance. Persons 
pretending to be beggars would go inside the small restaurant 
owned by Atty. Rayco but would not eat. 

Atty. Rayco adopted security measures to counter the attacks against 
him. The NUPL issued statements of condemnation. 

Atty. Rayco, with the support and assistance of other NUPL lawyers 
in the region, also filed criminal charges of unlawful arrest, arbitrary 
detention and violations of Republic Act 7438 otherwise known 
as An Act Defining Certain Rights of Person Arrested, Detained or 
under Custodial Investigation as well as the Duties of the Arresting, 
Detaining and Investigation Officers and Providing Penalties for 
Violations Thereof against police officers who effected his arrest.

The attacks against Atty. Rayco have not deterred him to continue 
his advocacy for people. 

“I’m not afraid of cases filed against me, even they will arrest me 
again and again... I’m not intimidated with their acts, I’m more 
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intimated with trucks of military officers with high powered firearms 
accompanying political prisoners during hearings, yet I endure,” 
Atty. Rayco said. 

The 56-year-old lawyer said the respect of his clients and the 
recognition of his continuing service to the poor and the oppressed 
keep him going.

Even as his family fears for his safety, they nevertheless support him. 
Inspired by her father, Georgeanna Rainbow, now a lawyer, takes on 
human rights cases and is likewise now a member of NUPL. 

Atty. Rayco vowed to continue to seek the “light” that the people 
deserve as they pursue their fight against the privatization of the 
electric cooperative.
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D ubbed as the law office for the working class, the Pro-Labor 
Legal Assistance Center (PLACE) was organized in response 
to the clamor of progressive labor leaders for a law office 

that would cater exclusively to the legal needs of workers and their 
trade unions.

Labor leaders, such as the late Anakpawis Party-List Representative 
Crispin Beltran, had noted that many labor federations are incapable 
of maintaining the services of full-time lawyers to handle the labor 
cases of their members due to their limited resources. To address 
this problem, it was suggested that a law office that would handle 
cases exclusively in favor of employees and their labor unions be set 
up. Thus, PLACE was established in 2000. 

At the onset, labor cases filed by workers against their companies 
such as illegal termination, illegal suspension, unfair labor practice 
and money claims became the bulk of the cases handled by PLACE. 
Later on, the office was constrained to handle criminal charges filed 
by companies against their workers as well. 

The Pro-Legal Legal 
Assistance Center:
The Poor Man’s Law Office 
BY ATTY. REMIGIO SALADERO JR.
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As the years went by, the scope of cases handled by PLACE 
expanded to include ejectment cases filed against the urban 
poor. Majority of these urban poor are former workers who have 
become informal settlers on account of the loss of their jobs. Being 
previous clients of PLACE, they sought the assistance of the office in 
connection with their right to dwelling. 

It is thus natural for the work load of PLACE to be quite heavy. 
Presently, the office handles about 1,100 active cases. Eight 
hundred of these are labor cases while the rest of the 300 are 
either criminal or civil cases. While most of these cases are tried in 
Metro Manila, there are cases which are being tried in Cebu and 
even in Davao. 

Such heavy work load has not deterred the members of the 
office: three full-time lawyers , a paralegal and two administrative 
staff, from performing the work expected of them. They found 
satisfaction in defending the workers and the other indigent sectors 
of society.

Under attack

In the course of the official performance of PLACE of its duties, 
however, its lawyers have been subjected to various forms of 
harassment by government agents and authorities. Over the years, 
the lawyers of the office have either been subjected to surveillance, 
imprisoned, or slapped with trumped-up charges.

The earliest documented surveillance of the lawyers of PLACE took 
place in October 2006. A man in military haircut went to the office 
pretending to look for a notary public. Informed that there was 
none, the man posted himself outside of the office to take pictures. 
Later on, a group of workers from Taguig City, accompanied by a 
paralegal in barong tagalog, came to the office. When they left, 
they were tailed by men riding in a motorcycle and a car all the 
way to Taguig. Alarmed, the workers sought the assistance of 
security guards in the vicinity who asked the assistance of the police. 
One of the men in the motorcycle was apprehended but the rest 
scampered away.
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The apprehended person turned out to be a corporal in the 
Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) assigned at the Intelligence 
Security Group. It was surmised that they have mistaken the 
paralegal in barong tagalog as a lawyer from PLACE and have 
tailed him and his group.

Lawyers from PLACE filed a complaint before the Commission on 
Human Rights (CHR) which endorsed the case to the Office of the 
Ombudsman.

In June 2014, or eight years after the surveillance took place, the 
Office of the Ombudsman formally took cognizance of the case and 
required the military corporal to submit his counter-affidavit. The 
case is still pending with the Office of the Ombudsman. 

The surveillance, as subsequent events have proven, was a 
prelude to the filing of fabricated charges against PLACE’s senior 
partner, Atty. Remigio Saladero Jr.. He was first charged with 
the offense of arson in the Prosecutor’s Office of the Province 
of Batangas allegedly committed as a member of the New 
People’s Army (NPA) in 2008. The NPA is the armed wing of the 
Communist Party of the Philippines.

He was then charged with the offense of murder before the 
Prosecutor’s Office of Rizal allegedly for having joined the NPA in the 
killing of a paramilitary personnel in July 2008.

While the cases were still pending investigation, he was suddenly 
arrested in October 2008 on account of multiple murder and 
frustrated murder charges filed before the Regional Trial Court 
of Calapan, Oriental Mindoro allegedly for having participated 
in an ambush committed by members of the NPA in 2006 which 
resulted in the death and wounding of several military personnel. 
He was brought to the Provincial Jail of Oriental Mindoro where 
he was detained.

The Regional Trial Court of Calapan dismissed the charges against 
him on February 5, 2009 on account of a crucial legal technicality 
and he was able to regain his liberty.
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On April 13, 2009, the Provincial Prosecutor’s Office of Batangas 
dismissed the arson case against him for want of probable cause.

On November 17, 2009, the Provincial Prosecutor of Rizal likewise 
dismissed the murder charge against him for lack of probable cause.

But his ordeal did not end there. The multiple murder and frustrated 
murder cases against him were refiled later in 2009 and was 
subjected to preliminary investigation by the Office of the Regional 
State Prosecutor in San Pablo City, Laguna.

After three years, it was finally dismissed by the Office of the 
Regional State Prosecutor in 2012 on the ground that the lone 
eyewitness presented by the military was not credible.

The harassment of PLACE lawyers did not stop there, however. 
Occasional surveillance of the office still took place.

In October 2013, the laptop of another senior lawyer of the office, 
Atty. Noel Neri, was stolen under mysterious circumstances. The 
money and other personal items inside the bag containing the 
laptop were not taken, giving the impression that the perpetrator 
was only after the information contained in the laptop.

Atty. Neri also experienced being tailed by unidentified men in 
several instances. Neighbors of the office also reported the presence 
of men who appeared to be military asking questions about the 
description of his car and what time he usually reports to the office.

Even the newest lawyer of PLACE, Atty. Vicente Jaime Topacio, was 
not spared. 

On May 19, 2014 at 10:30 a.m., while Atty. Topacio was inside the 
office, several men posted themselves in a bakery in front of the 
office, taking pictures of his car. When Atty. Topacio went out of the 
office, they tailed him on board motorcycles. He was able to lose his 
followers in the traffic though.

This was followed by surveillance at his residence. In the later part 
of 2014, a friend of Atty. Topacio confided to him that he was 
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approached by several soldiers and was offered to work for them 
in return for a hefty monthly allowance. His work would consist in 
monitoring and reporting the daily activities of Atty. Topacio. The 
friend reportedly declined the offer.

The lawyers of PLACE, who are also members of the National Union 
of Peoples’ Lawyers (NUPL), have vowed on to proceed with their 
work. These harassments notwithstanding, they are still hopeful 
that in the end, the interest of the working class whom they have 
sworn to serve will ultimately prevail. 

“Our membership with NUPL has allowed us to communicate and 
coordinate with other lawyers who are similarly situated, “Atty. 
Neri said. ”As people’s lawyers , we have accepted the fact that 
harassment is part of our job”. 
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S ometime in the early months of 2010, Edre Olalia, along 
with fellow rights lawyer Ephraim Cortez, visited five of 
the arrested 43 health workers, dubbed as the Morong 

43, in one of the safehouses inside the army’s Camp Capinpin. 
The five were separated and isolated one by one from the rest of 
their co-detainees.

In the presence of nearly 10 soldiers in full battle gear, the two 
lawyers were faced with glaring intimidation from no less than 
intelligence officer Lt. Col. Cristobal Zaragosa, who barged in and 
barred them from further holding legal consultations with their 
clients. Col. Zaragoza sternly warned the lawyers that they have 
no right anymore to talk to their clients as they purportedly have 
disowned them from representing them. 

The lawyers protested against this contrived set-up and asserted 
their right to confidentiality but the military officer almost literally 
had them kicked out of the premises, with not so subtle suggestions 
at bodily harm if they insisted.

Edre U. Olalia:  
Taunting an Unjust System

BY RUTH GENEVIEVE A. LUMIBAO
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Unable to continue their legal consultations and while nighttime 
was about to set in while inside the belly of the highly secured 
dark area of the camp, Olalia curtly retorted, facing Zaragosa — 
whom the Morong 43 have consistently identified as among their 
vicious torturers — “What can we do? You are armed. And this is 
your territory.” 

This, he said, is perhaps one of the more memorable images 
illustrative of the many attempts at intimidation by state security 
forces. After all, the practice of law is no exception to the dangers 
posed by a repressive regime. 

Olalia is the secretary general of the National Union of Peoples’ 
Lawyers (NUPL) and an alumnus of the reputedly high end Ateneo 
School of Law. He was at one time the Executive Director of the 
Public Interest Law Center (PILC) under the close tutelage of Romeo 
T. Capulong when the latter took him in at the height of the Flor 
Contemplacion case.

His involvement in the advancement of people’s rights began during 
his quiet undergraduate days in the University of the Philippines 
(UP), where he graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Philosophy 
with flying colors. Under the dark days of martial law rule, he was 
among the thousands who joined the September 21 to 22, 1985 
overnight protest vigil in Mendiola, Manila, where press freedom 
fighter Chino Roces held on to a cross to symbolically defy the 
police who were dispersing them with water cannons and tear gas.

His determination to stand his ground and be with the poor and 
serve their interest remains to this very day. 

“I realized that there were so many who were poor, who were 
voiceless and were underdogs who cannot seek justice, let alone 
afford the services of dedicated, trustworthy and competent 
lawyers. I said to myself I could do something and could help by 
becoming a lawyer who would provide more opportunities to 
concretely help the poor through legal services and advocacy,” he 
said in an interview.
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‘Baptism of fire’

Olalia’s baptism of fire in people’s lawyering was way back in 1995, 
when as a young lawyer he accompanied a witness to Singapore in a 
last ditch effort to save Filipino domestic helper Flor Contemplacion.

Among the early cases he handled also involved the successful 
appeal of political prisoner Donato Continente, accused of being 
part of the conspiracy that killed Vietnam war veteran US Col. James 
Rowe. Olalia also helped in the release of New Peoples’ Army (NPA) 
commander Leoncio Pitao alias Kumander Parago who faced a slew 
of non-bailable charges.

Today, Olalia continues to be part of the forefront in the legal battles 
of various human rights cases. These include the illegal arrest of 
the Morong 43 health workers, peace consultants Benito Tiamzon 
and Wilma Austria, Andrea Rosal, Rolly Panesa, among many other 
political prisoners. He is also among the private prosecutors in the 
enforced disappearance of farmer-activist Jonas Burgos and UP 
students Sherlyn Cadapan and Karen Empeño against Maj. Gen. 
Jovito Palparan Jr.

In one of the hearings, when Palparan’s lawyer said that the 
retired general was being “crucified” like Jesus Christ for a 
crime yet to be proven, Olalia quickly rebutted the lawyer, faced 
Palparan and said, “Your client does not look like Jesus Christ 
to me!” When he led the oral arguments opposing Palparan’s 
civilian detention, Olalia made sure to put on record in the court 
transcripts that Palparan is “The Butcher.” 

Apart from rights issues, Olalia is also involved in high-profile public 
interest issues. He was involved in the impeachment cases against 
three presidents namely Joseph Estrada, Gloria Macapagal Arroyo 
and currently Benigno S. Aquino III as well as Ombudsmen Aniano 
Desierto and Merceditas Gutierrez. During Estrada’s impeachment, 
he helped organize a group of lawyers called “Ouster” that asked for 
his resignation.
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 He was among those who filed a petition against lopsided military 
agreements between the United States and the Philippine government 
such as the Visiting Forces Agreement and, recently, the Enhanced 
Defense Cooperation Agreement. He also served as lead counsel 
against the Human Security Act, which is akin to the draconian USA 
Patriot Act coming out of the paranoia after 9/11 attacks.

Olalia and his colleagues, too, were among those who helped file 
a trendsetting case when a US ship ran aground the renowned 
Tubbataha reef in January 2013.

He and his colleagues are also handling the cases against 
privatization of government hospitals and against unjustified power 
rate hikes and mass transport fare hikes.

In representation of Philippine human rights lawyers and 
organizations, Olalia has established linkages and has been 
recognized in the international legal community.

Olalia was a two-term President of the International Association 
of People’s Lawyers (IAPL) and is currently on his second term as 
member of the governing Bureau of the International Association 
of Democratic Lawyers (IADL). He is also a legal consultant of the 
National Democratic Front of the Philippines (NDFP) Negotiating 
Panel since 1996 in its peace negotiations with the Philippine 
government and is a convenor of its International Legal Advisory 
Team (ILAT). He had helped in the drafting and negotiations for 
the Comprehensive Agreement on Respect for Human Rights and 
International Humanitarian Law (CARHRIHL). He is also part of the 
Philippine legal defense team of asylum-seeker Prof. Jose Maria Sison. 

In 2007, he served as one of the prosecutors in the Second Session 
of the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal on the Philippines in The Hague. 
He was also a juror in the Korea War Crimes Tribunal in New York in 
1998 and in the International Tribunal of Conscience on Migrants 
and Refugees in Mexico in 2010. Olalia was also the chief prosecutor 
in the International Migrants Tribunal in Manila in 2012.

He also helped organize several international fact-finding and 
solidarity missions and lawyers’ conferences especially at the 
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height of Arroyo’s bloody reign and joined his colleagues in filing 
cases before the Supreme Court questioning her policies on rallies 
and her emergency powers. He helped organize a lawyers group 
called Codal that was formed to address the attacks on lawyers. He 
and fellow rights lawyer Neri Colmenares would soon be publicly 
labeled by the police as “communists.”

Target of harassment

All these cases, issues and advocacies through the years have made 
Olalia a natural target of various forms of attacks from many fronts, 
most especially from the military and police.

In 1998, the PILC office was rifled and ransacked. Intruders, believed 
to be members of Rebolusyonaryong Alyansang Makabansa (RAM), 
a putschist military group, took documents related to cases against 
soldiers accused of kidnapping, torturing and killing Olalia’s cousin 
and labor leader Rolando Olalia and unionist Leonor Alay-ay. After 
the incident, members of the PILC, including Olalia, were surveilled.

(Olalia was then a law student when the grisly murders happened. 
Now he is part of the private prosecution team in the criminal case 
against RAM officers and members including Col. Red Kapunan. 
He would be involved in exciting verbal tussles with the latter’s 
flamboyant counsel in and out of court.)

Olalia was maliciously tagged once as a guerrilla of the New 
People’s Army by no less than the military warden of Morong 43, 
a certain Major. Tabion. The NUPL, as an organization, was also 
labeled by Army spokeperson Lt. Gen. Noel Coballes as an “enemy” 
when it criticized the promotion of an army general facing credible 
charges of human rights violations.

At the height of the case of the Morong 43, NUPL members were 
pejoratively tagged by rabid anti-communist Anad party-list as 
“communists.” Since then, Olalia’s safety has been compromised 
and he has been the subject of intermittent physical and continuing 
intrusive electronic surveillance.
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In 2013, he was harassed and almost lunged at by Leon Moya, the 
lanky defense lawyer of an Army soldier, accused in the extrajudicial 
killing of activist Benjamin Bayles.

“Sit down, shut up, you don’t have any right to be here,” the military 
lawyer shouted at Olalia, who was part of the private prosecution, 
when the latter vigorously objected to the line and obnoxious 
manner of the cross-examination of the former. The court had to 
suspend the proceedings before the exchange became uglier.

Olalia was also falsely charged with a violation of the Marcos-era 
Public Assembly Law, malicious mischief, and assault on persons in 
authority when he led the legal team in the negotiations with the 
police during the 2013 State of the Nation Address (Sona) protest. 
Many, including him, were injured during the violent dispersal of 
the said protest. The NUPL had earlier filed charges against the 
police for a similar incident a year before.

But despite all the surveillance, threats and harassments, people’s 
lawyers like Olalia continue to defend the voiceless, the poor, and 
the oppressed. They dare to swim against the tide even when they 
themselves become victim of the injustice they seek to overcome. 
They dare to challenge, nay taunt, an unjust system.

“The greatest challenge for us is the legal and judicial system itself, 
which is skewed in favor of the economic and political elite, the 
rich, famous, and influential that is engendered by a structural 
system, institutions and forces that are basically anti-poor and 
unjust,” Olalia said.

Taking all these in stride, and maintaining his sense of levity in and 
out of the courtroom, Olalia continues to exhort fellow lawyers 
and law students to be involved in lawyering for the poor and the 
oppressed, “while you may not be the best lawyers that money can 
buy, be the best lawyers that money cannot buy.”
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Quick Facts or 
Summation
(Let the Facts Speak for Themselves)
(Documentation by CODAL & NUPL for cases and incidents starting 
from 2001 covered reported attacks on all types of lawyers while 
those made by FLAG  prior to 2001 focused on their members only. 
FLAG was formed in 1974 while CODAL and NUPL 
were only founded in 2005 and 
2007, respectively.)

Since 1977, 100 lawyers 
have been attacked 

(57 since 2001) while 
50 lawyers have been 

killed (41 since 2001). 
20 judges have been 

killed, 19 since 2001.

For Judges, murder was the most 
common type of attack.

For Lawyers, threats, harassment, and 
intimidation is the most common type 
(52 since 2001). 

(The number of people recorded does not count lawyers more than once, 
regardless of the recurrence of attacks on a single person.)

NUMBER OF LAWYERS	 77-'01	 01-'14	 TOTAL
Attacked			   3	 57	 100
Killed			   9	 41	 50
TOTAL			   52	 98	 150

NUMBER OF JUDGES	 77-'01	 01-'14	 TOTAL
Attacked			   0	 1	 1
Killed			   1	 18	 19
TOTAL			   1	 19	 20

Number of People Recorded

TYPE OF ATTACK		  LAWYERS	 JUDGES	 TOTAL
Murder			   9	 1	 10
Attempted/ Frustrated Murder	 3	 0	 3
Threat/Harassment/Intimidation	 47	 0	 47
Illegal Search/Seizure		  9	 0	 9
Abducted/Disappeared	 2	 0	 2
Surveillance		  16	 0	 16
Labelling	 		  7	 0	 7
Illegal Arrest/Detention	 2	 0	 2
TOTAL			   95	 1	 96

LAWYERS	 JUDGES	 TOTAL
41	 18	 59
7	 1	 8
52	 2	 54
1	 0	 1
3	 0	 3
35	 0	 35
37	 0	 37
5	 0	 5
181	 21	 201

TOTAL
69
11
101
10
5
51
44
7
298

Attacks on Lawyers/Judges
1977-
2001

2001-
Present

1977-
Present

There were more lawyers under 
surveillance (35) and maliciously labelled 
(37) during the period 2001 to the 
present than in the prior years since 1977.
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Since 2001, over half of the lawyers attacked 
(including murdered) were involved in human 
rights cases/issues, the single biggestgroup of 
lawyers. 9 out of 41 (22%) of those murdered, 
and 43 out of 57 (76%) of those subjected to 
other forms of attacks are involved in human 
rights cases or issues.

NUPL	 37
IAPL	 12
CODAL	12
PLACE	 11
PILC	 9
FLAG	 68G
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Legend:

Human Rights Case/Issue

Non-Human Rights Case/Issue

Under the present Aquino government, there 
has been since June 2010 15 lawyers and 3 
judges killed.  13 other lawyers have been 
attacked in other forms, including 6 labelling 
& 4 threats, harassments & intimidation.
Of all the attacks (including murders), 
15 lawyers are engaged in human rights, 
accounting for more than  half of the victims 
- the single biggest group.

Perpetrators’ Profile

PERPETRATORS	 77-’01	 01-’14	 TOTAL
Unidentified	 38	 87	 125
Military		  29	 51	 70
Police		  8	 14	 22
Paramilitary	 5	 1	 6
Civilian		  0	 5	 5
Others		  0	 5	 5
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Atty. Mary Ann “ Manja “ Bayang is a feisty young lawyer. 
She sees the political in the personal and the personal in the 
political. She refuses to separate one from the other, or to 
dissect one apart from the other. Hence, when she was asked 
to write about Atty. Maria Catherine Dannug- Salucon, she 
did so with only one thing in mind. An affront to the liberty of 
Atty. Cathy will always be an affront to the  progressive  views 
that she and her subject, Atty. Cathy, espouse. Atty. Bayang is 
also a member of the NUPL Baguio-Benguet Chapter.

Josalee S. Deinla is a Juris Doctor graduate from the UP 
College of Law where she won best thesis on national 
liberation movements in her senior year. She is currently 
Deputy Secretary General for Education  of the NUPL and 
a member of its Metro Manila Chapter after her stint as 
President of the NUPL-UP Chapter.   
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Janess Ann J. Ellao is a prolific  young journalist for 
progressive online news Bulatlat.com. She assiduously 
covers human rights and the urban poor, among other 
peoples’ issues. She graduated cum laude with distinction 
from St. Scholastica’s College and is currently a determined 
graduate student at the Asian Institute of Journalism and 
Communication. 

Ruth Genevieve A. Lumibao is currently a freshman law 
student  at the University of the Philippines . She graduated 
with recognition from the University of the Philippines-
Manila with a degree in BA Political Science. Her research and 
academic interests include international relations, foreign 
policy, philosophy, and developmental studies. She is a 
member of NUPL-UP Chapter. 

Atty. Ian Vincent C. Manticajon is also a young lawyer who is 
an active member of NUPL-Cebu Chapter since 2011. He has 
worked with Atty. Kim Grace Mendoza in some of the cases 
of farmers in Cebu. In 2014, he received a Tatak UP Award 
from the UP Alumni Association Cebu chapter for his work on 
community empowerment. He handles many public interest 
cases on top of his private practice.

Atty. Teopisto “Pet” Melliza is a member of NUPL-Iloilo 
Chapter whose engagement as a journalist enabled him to 
pave his way through law school. He is also a photographer, 
an indefatigable social media habitué and an incisive critic of 
bad government. He is a veteran of many political battles.
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Ronalyn V. Olea is a senior reporter and copy editor for 
alternative online media outfit Bulatlat.com. She has 
been into human rights reporting for the past ten years 
and knows the issues like the back of her hand.  She ably 
co-edited some of the books published by the NUPL.

Atty. Joseph Lester S. Patay is a jolly good fellow who has 
been a practicing lawyer since 2005. In 2008, he became 
a member of the Union of Peoples’ Lawyers in Mindanao 
(UPLM) and theNUPL. He joined the Public Attorney’s 
Office in August 2011 and has returned to private practice 
since September 2012. He is currently the vice president of 
the Integrated Bar of the Philippines (IBP) Zamboanga del 
Norte chapter. 

Rea Sumaria Penol is an aspiring peoples’ lawyer who 
is always willing to learn.  She is a member of the NUPL 
national secretariat since its founding in 2007 and has 
been its tireless and dedicated Executive Director for the 
longest time. 

Atty. Remigio Saladero Jr. has been defending the rights 
and interests of   the working class and other indigent 
sectors for over two  decades.  He has received various 
awards for this endeavor, among them the Natatanging  
Alumni Award  from the UP Industrial Relations Alumni 
Association  in 2005 for labor advocacy;  and a Bedan  
Recognition Award from the San Beda Law Alumni  
Association in 2010 for outstanding private law practice.  
He was a public attorney, a college professor, an online 
newspaper columnist, and  a political detainee during 
the Arroyo administration. Currently, he is the chief legal 
counsel of the Kilusang Mayo Uno and founding partner 
of the Pro-Labor Legal Assistance Center. He is  the 
President of the NUPL - Rizal Chapter.
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