2 priests, 5 others hurt as police break up rally

Friday, 04/08/2005

Riot policemen yesterday broke up a demonstration by human rights activists marching on an international parliamentarians' conference, leaving seven persons hurt, including two Catholic priests.

A Reuters photographer saw baton-wielding police charge into the protesters, who hit back with sticks and wooden poles near the conference site for the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) assembly where about 1,400 lawmakers from 145 countries are meeting.

About 1,000 human rights activists led by several priests and nuns marched on the conference to protest what they said was rampant corruption and widespread human rights violations in the country.

“They have no business to march to the IPU,” a police colonel who declined to give his full name said. “We're only enforcing a no-permit, no rally policy.”

Police filed illegal assembly charges against two priests, both of whom suffered head wounds.

“We strongly condemn the brutal and violent dispersal of the peaceful protest rally,” Allan Jose Arcebuche, one of the priests and the leader of the demonstration, said.

“I already introduced myself as a priest, but they kept hitting me with their batons.”

Meanwhile, shortly after the military admitted to red-baiting and vilifying militant organizations, media institutions and even church organizations, the police and the military showed yesterday how hell-bent they are in dealing with people who are influenced by communism.

Thus, members of the militant members of the House of Representatives following the violent dispersal conducted by the police in Manila's Malate district before noon yesterday which resulted in the alleged injuries to rallyists and illegally arresting two Catholic priests.

With the violent dispersal, according to party-list Rep. Teodoro Casino of the Bayan Muna, it only showed how the military and the police meant business in going after enemies of the State and those “echelons of alliance of enemies of the State” that can be found in legitimate and yet progressive organizations and institutions.

Seven demonstrators were injured when police dispersed a rally in Malate. These demonstrators along with some 2,000 human rights protesters were massing up at the Malate Park and on their way to the Philippine International Convention Center (PICC), where the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) assembly is currently being held, to stage their demonstration concerning human rights violations of the Arroyo administration.

“It was overkill. It blatantly showed the present administration does not tolerate even peaceful and legitimate assembly and demonstrations,” Casino said. The legislator also maintained the unprovoked violent dispersal of the demonstrators was “a mockery of the Philippines hosting the 112th IPU assembly wherein civil, political and human rights are only the major concerns.”

The injured priests were identified as Father Samuel Salazar and Allan Arcebuche, head of the Promotion for Church People's Response, one of the organizations tagged by the military as a communist-front. They were reportedly manhandled and illegally arrested by elements of the Western Police District (WPD) during the violent dispersal.

The priest, according to Casino, was just trying to protect activisits who sought refuge of the church when they were violently dispersed. Arcebuche was arrested along with another priest, Benedicto Zaragosa, a Carmelite priest.

“Is the 'enemy of the State' tag tantamount to being deprived of your basic civil and political and human rights?” the solon said as he reiterated his call to the President who is now out of the country attending the funeral of the late Pope John Paul II.

Authorities, on the other hand, justified the dispersal was made since the police are strictly enforcing a “no permit, no rally” policy as part of the security measures prepared by the PNP for the IPU assembly.

With the continued violation of the human rights shown during the violent dispersal, the legislator expressed optimism that delegates to the IPU would not just disregard what had happened. “We hope they saw what happened and how this administration is hell-bent on stifling and silencing legitimate political dissent. Critics of government like activists, journalists, lawyers and even priests are being killed here in the Philippines.”

Another militant member of the Congress, Anakpawis Rep. Crispin Beltran said the late dictator Ferdinand Marcos seemed reincarnated in the person of President Arroyo following admission of the military that they are indeed conducting surveillance on organizations or institutions that are being used as front for the Communist Party of the Philippines.
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