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Persistent denial of hunger in the Philippines ignores reality

1. The denial of the right to food in the Philippines, sometimes accompanied by serious intimidation and force, is of grave concern to the Asian Legal Resource Centre (ALRC). In response to an overwhelming number of reports of hunger there, particularly from among villagers--many displaced by fighting or for economic reasons--the ALRC in 2005 began documenting detailed cases of hunger and government neglect in the Philippines. 

2. In communications from government agencies in the Philippines, the defining characteristic is a persistent denial that people are going hungry. This has been accompanied by overt efforts to track down and silence persons who have simply complained of an empty stomach and a disinterested government. Communications from local authorities simply refuse to accept that people are starving or malnourished. Staff persons of the Department of Social Welfare and Development in various parts of the country have exhibited a poor understanding of the right to food and food security issues. Hunger victims have been tracked down and questioned by departmental officials and others not with a view to offering assistance but rather disproving their claims. 

3. By way of example, in a 19 December 2005 letter to the Asian Human Rights Commission, the sister organisation of the ALRC, the Office of the Governor in Alabel, Sarangani province said that having assessed a report regarding hunger among displaced families in the area the eating of poisonous frogs, as done by some families, would not be dangerous and did not reflect a situation of desperate hunger. The letter also said that eating ground corncobs was part of the staple diet of the region and again not a reflection of a serious food situation as had been reported. The same families were reportedly reprimanded by staff of provincial and national authorities for having told of their situation to outsiders, despite the fact that they have themselves been aware of the conditions for over a year but have done little to address them, other than by way of a few piecemeal short-term measures. Similarly, in areas where drought is of grave concern the Government of the Philippines is to provide food assistance through a calamity fund. However, the ALRC is aware that many families in Mindanao that are suffering from hunger as no assistance has been provide through this fund.

4. Sadly, conditions in the Philippines are now so bad that ordinary Filipinos are unable even to express grievances about hunger and starvation without being ridiculed, threatened, intimidated, reprimanded and harassed. Government officials, politicians and local executives instead as a matter of routine try to silence the victims rather than act on their legitimate grievances. For those who do dare to complain, they find that there is a severe lack of avenues for making their grievances heard in order to obtain some redress, some food. They lack assurances of protection, security and freedom. Many would rather keep silent than endure persistent harassment from local authorities. The Human Rights Commission of the Philippines, for its part, has shown no inclination to address these concerns. 

5. The Asian Legal Resource Centre calls on the Commission to urge the Government of the Philippines to cease the persistent denials of its agents that there are not serious conditions of hunger in the Philippines and instead set in place ways and means through which complaints can be heard and acted upon swiftly. The existing arrangements, although sometimes making a positive impression on paper, are by no means sufficient. The ALRC is certain that were the government to seek to engage the international community on these concerns then it would obtain considerable interest and sympathy, which would go a long way towards remedying the current dissatisfactory situation. 

