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PRESIDENT ARROYO RATIFIES 
OPTIONAL PROTOCOL TO U.N. TREATY AGAINST TORTURE
 

 

President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo ratified today the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Cruel and Unusual Punishment (OPCAT) and recommended that the Senate concur with this ratification.

 

Separately, at the today's Legislative and Executive Development Advisory Council (LEDAC) meeting, LEDAC meeting, the President also urged legislators to prioritize the Magna Carta for Women and a law to strengthen the Witness Protection Program, both measures critical to human rights promotion and protection. 

 

President Arroyo signed the Instrument of Ratification for the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture on Tuesday morning and immediately transmitted it to the Office of the Senate President.

 

In the ratification document, the President says, "the Philippine government "is morally obliged to strengthen the country's compliance with international human rights instruments”. since the Philippines is a current member of the U.N. Human Rights Council, and has been a State Party to the Convention against Torture and Cruel and Unusual Punishment (CAT) since 18 June 1986.

 

The Optional Protocol supplements the convention against torture by "establishing international and national mechanisms that will conduct regular and periodic visits to places of detention for the purpose of monitoring the situation" and for prevention of torture.   

 

Executive Secretary Eduardo R. Ermita, also chairman of the Presidential Human Rights Committee (PHRC) said, "With today's ratification, the Arroyo Administration has fulfilled its commitment to the Filipino people and the international community to ratify this important treaty. We hope the Senate can make this a priority as well. "

 

Domestic and international NGOs have been advocating for RP to ratify the Optional Protocol to CAT for several months.  

 

"Yes!  This is it!" was the enthusiastic response of Balay Rehabilitation Center lobby expert Lieza Ugay upon hearing of the President's ratification. Calling the OPCAT ratification "long-awaited”, Ugay said, "This will really help the Philippines to be more humane as a country."

 

Executive Director Renato Mabungay of the umbrella organization Philippine Alliance of Human Rights Advocates (PAHRA), said, "We welcome this intention but to ratify the OPCAT but abiding by it is another matter. We look forward to the government's further commitment to abiding by the Convention and the Optional Protocol."

 

Ermita said the inclusion of the OPCAT and two bills in the LEDAC agenda is part of the momentum on human rights matters the Arroyo government promised to continue after undergoing the Universal Periodic Review at the United Nations Human Rights Council in Geneva this last 11 April. At the UPR, many countries noted that RP was one of the few to have ratified all 7 core human rights treaties. 


The PHRC had decided to recommend ratification to the President at a meeting on April 3 after a series of meetings to discuss international human rights matters. The Geneva-based NGO, Association for the Prevention of Torture congratulated the RP delegation on this intention when it was announced during the UPR session on the RP.  


The 1987 Constitution gives the President the power to ratify international treaties but, as a balance, the Senate has the mandate to concur with the ratification of such before it can go into force
  

IMPORTANT HR LAWS 
Improvement of witness protection is seen as necessary to convict perpetrators of activist and media killings, a priority human rights issue for the Arroyo administration. The Melo Commission recommended strengthening this arm of criminal justice, as did U.N. Special Rapporteur Philip Alston. 

 

A number of bills on witness protection have been filed in the Senate and the House of Representatives.  The House scheduled a meeting to consider these bills for the afternoon of the same day as the LEDAC meeting (Tuesday). 

 

The Magna Carta for Women is considered important to strengthen Philippines' compliance with the Convention to Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.  

 

These measures have been on the common legislative agenda between the executive and legislative branches since mid-2007.

