INTERNAL APPEAL - PHILIPPINES

309 November 2006

Dear IFEX Members,

The Southeast Asian Press Alliance (SEAPA) and the Manila-based Center for Media Freedom and Responsibility (CMFR) are requesting your organisation's endorsement of the following joint statement, which we hope to release to the 42 Philippine journalists when they file their class action suit against Jose Miguel Arroyo, husband of Philippine president Gloria Macapagal Arroyo, for abuse of power and undermining press freedom. 

If you wish to sign on to this appeal, please respond by 8 December to Chuah Siew Eng at SEAPA, tel: +662 243 5579, fax: +662 244 8749, e-mail: seapa@seapabkk.org , and/or Nathan Lee, tel: 632 840 0903, +632 894 1314/1326, tel/fax: +632 840 0889, e-mail: staff@cmfr-phil.org

The letter follows:

We, the undersigned freedom of expression and press freedom organisations from all over the world, express our strongest support for the 42 journalists in their ground-breaking class action suit on behalf of the Philippine press community and the entire Filipino nation against Mr. Jose Miguel Arroyo, husband of Philippine president Gloria Macapagal Arroyo. 

Mr. Arroyo has filed libel cases against no less than 43 journalists and media representatives in the past year. This is an unprecedented number from a public figure anywhere in the world, and it is clear that the sheer volume of cases filed is designed to intimidate the press into silence, especially where his and his wife's conduct are concerned. 

Apart from the fact that they stem from the husband of Philippines' highest officer, the suits portend a dangerous trend not just for the Philippine media but also the country's sovereign citizenry. 

Firstly, the suits have smothered the institutional force of the Philippine press, once considered the freest in Asia. They have also undermined the role of journalists which, in turn, strikes at the heart of democracy itself, given the crucial role that the media plays in shaping and nurturing democratic societies. 

Further, the suits are yet another form of threat against the Philippine media, which is already besieged by the unmitigated and unsolved killings of journalists under the Arroyo administration.

As one of the rare and minority (and still vulnerable) democracies in the region, the Philippines and its leaders are challenged to set a higher standard for human and civil right as well as true democracy. Its free press must be respected and protected as a platform for discourse, rather than be made the subject and victims of official harassment.

We thus call on the Philippine government to respect the right of the press to monitor government and hold powerful figures to account. Mr. Arroyo's libel suits -- stemming from reports linking him to corruption and electoral fraud -- must be defeated in court and officially discouraged by no less than his wife, the president of the Republic of the Philippines. For that matter, we would like to see the countersuit filed by the journalists prosper against Mr. Arroyo. Beyond the punitive damages sought by the journalists, the Philippine courts must send a clear signal to the powerful in the country that the judiciary will stand behind democracy and press freedom, and it will strike hard against those who would manipulate institutions and systems to undermine the virtues of democracy. 

Signed by,

Southeast Asian Press Alliance, Roby Alampay, Executive Director

Center for Media Freedom and Responsibility, Melinda de Jesus, Executive Director

H.E. Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo

President, Republic of the Philippines

Malacañang Palace

JP Laurel Street, San Miguel

Manila 1005 

Voice:+63 (2) 564-1451 to 80; +63 (2) 735-8005

Mobile: 

Fax:+63 (2) 736-1010

corres@op.gov.ph

Hon. Eduardo R. Ermita

Executive Secretary

Premier Guest House,

JP Laurel Street, San Miguel,

Manila 1005 

Voice:+63 (2) 735-5359; +63 (2) 736-1076

Mobile: 

Fax:+63 (2) 736-1010 

erermita@op.gov.ph

Senator Manny Villar, Jr.

Senate President

Senate Office: Rm. 602 GSIS Bldg., Financial Center, Roxas Blvd., Pasay City

Trunk Lines: (632) 552-6601 to 80 loc. 6507 - 09 / 6511

Direct Line: (632) 552-6715

Fax No.: (632) 552-6734

Email:mb_villar@yahoo.com

Rep. Jose de Venecia Jr. 

Speaker, House of Representatives

Rm. MB-2, House of Representatives, Quezon City

Phone: 931-5001 local 7446, 9315071 to 9315073

Chief of Staff: Melinda C. Siapno

