Activists, cops clash in rally; 13 hurt
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ACTIVISTS protesting alleged political repression clashed with police yesterday after being prevented from airing their views at a meeting of world parliamentarians, leaving at least 13 people injured.

Carrying placards reading "Defend Civil Liberties" and "Stop Killing Journalists," hundreds of protesters tried to push their way toward the Philippine International Convention Center, where a conference of the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) was in progress, but were repelled by riot police. The rally was called to protest a spate of killings of activists and journalists in the country.

After regrouping at Rajah Sulayman plaza, the rallyists entered the yard of Our Lady of Remedies Church in Malate, prompting baton-wielding police to force them out. Police said the protesters failed to get a permit for the rally.

At least two priests, including one who was hit by a police baton and whose face was bloodied, were seen being yanked away by police and put into a van as other protesters tried unsuccessfully to pull them away from the officers.

Western Police District General Assignments Section chief Arturo Paglinawan said charges of resisting arrest, obstruction and rallying without a permit would be filed against Fr. Allan Jose Arcebuche, OSM, assistant parish priest of the Our Lady of the Abandoned Parish in Sta. Ana, Manila; church layman Edwin Egar, and Carmelite seminarian Benedicto Zaragosa.

Paglinawan said a scuffle ensued, resulting in the injury of at least two policemen and 11 militants.

But Zaragosa said that they were within the vicinity of the church when police arrested them.

"We were just holding streamers peacefully," he told reporters, adding that they were rallying against political repression and violence against members of the clergy.

Bayan Muna party-list Rep. Teddy Casino said Arcebuche, head of the militant group Promotion for Church People's Response, which had been tagged by the military as a communist front, was manhandled while trying to protect other activists seeking refuge inside the church.

"They are suppressing the voices of the people. They are preventing us from rallying," said Renato Reyes, secretary general of the militant group Bayan. "That is not democracy, that is political repression."

Reyes accused police of arresting the priests and allegedly assaulting several nuns who joined the protest.

Police had been on heightened alert to protect hundreds of legislators attending the six-day IPU convention nearby, which ends today.

WPD Director Chief Supt. Pedro Bulaong, however, maintained that the arrested churchmen had violently resisted the police.

"We have footage that they actually grabbed police shields and hit some of our men with these," he said.

Countered Casino: "It was overkill. It blatantly showed that the present administration does not tolerate even peaceful and legitimate assembly and demonstrations."

He added that the dispersal was unprovoked and was "a mockery of the Philippines hosting the 112th IPU Assembly where civil, political and human rights are major concerns."
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