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A B S T R A C T

The intersection of climate change and human rights presents a critical global challenge, disproportionately 
affecting vulnerable populations, especially Indigenous communities in the Global South. This paper explores these 
interconnected issues within the context of Mindanao, Philippines, where Indigenous groups, notably the Lumad, 
confront severe threats to their ancestral lands and human rights. Amid escalating climate impacts such as extreme 
weather events and biodiversity loss, these communities play a crucial role in environmental conservation despite 
making minimal contributions to the crisis.

Historically and under both the Duterte and Marcos Jr. administrations, Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) in 
Mindanao have faced significant challenges, including threats to their safety and efforts in advocating for rights. The 
paper underscores the importance of integrating human rights considerations into climate action strategies and 
adopting a holistic approach to protect HRDs, organizations, and communities. By amplifying the voices of 
Indigenous HRDs and advocating for policies that prioritize environmental sustainability and human rights, this 
paper aims to mobilize support for the protection of HRDs in Mindanao and beyond.

Keywords: climate change, human rights, Indigenous peoples, Mindanao, Human Rights Defenders (HRDs), Lumad, 
environmental stewardship, Philippines

About MCJ

The Mindanao Climate Justice Resource Facility, Inc. (MCJ) is a Manila-based support organization dedicated to 
empowering marginalized and Indigenous communities in Mindanao, Philippines. Committed to fostering sustainable 
development and climate justice, MCJ collaborates with local initiatives to amplify marginalized voices, advocate for 
systemic change, and build resilience among communities, particularly the Lumad and Bangsamoro. MCJ envisions a world 
where environmental protection is inseparable from human rights, promoting equity and dignity for all.



2B R I E F I N G  P A P E R

TABLE OF CONTENTS

I. Introduction 3

II. Mindanao and Its Indigenous Peoples: A Call for Justice and Solidarity 3

III. The Situation of Indigenous Peoples and Human Rights Defenders in Mindanao 4

A. Attacks on Communities 5

B. Forcible Closure of Schools 5

C. Attacks on sanctuaries and Lumad ‘Bakwit’ Schools 6

D. Extrajudicial Killings 6

E. Trumped-up Charges and Illegal Arrests 6

F. Red-tagging, Vilification, and other forms of Harassment 7

IV. Militarization and Repressive State Policies 8

V. Highlights of the Human Rights Situation in Mindanao under President Marcos Jr. 10

A. IDP Struggles in Mindanao: The "Bakwit" Crisis 10

B. The Lumad Struggle Against Development Aggression 10

C. Climate Vulnerability of Lumad Communities 10

D. Abductions, Illegal Arrests, and Extra-Judicial Killings 11

VI. Impacts of Militarization, Policies, and Attacks 11

A. Impacts of Attacks on Communities 11

B. Impacts of Attacks on Schools 12

C. Impacts of Attacks on Indigenous Peoples and HRDs 12

VII. People’s Response 13

VIII. Conclusion and Recommendations 15

Glossary 16

References 17

2B R I E F I N G  P A P E R



3B R I E F I N G  P A P E R

I. Introduction

The intersection of climate change and human rights has 
become a pressing global issue, profoundly impacting 
vulnerable populations, especially Indigenous communities in 
the Global South. The "Frequently Asked Questions on Human 
Rights and Climate Change" document, published as Fact 
Sheet No. 38 by the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), provides a 
comprehensive overview of this complex relationship, 
highlighting the significant impact of climate change on human 
rights. Released in 2021, this publication underscores the 
responsibilities of states in addressing these challenges.

Driven by human-induced greenhouse gas emissions, climate 
change poses a significant threat to human rights globally. 
Rising temperatures contribute to droughts, floods, sea-level 
rise, heatwaves, extreme weather events, biodiversity loss, and 
ecosystem collapse, endangering the fundamental rights 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Vulnerable populations, particularly Indigenous communities in 
the Global South, bear disproportionate impacts despite 
contributing minimally to the climate crisis.

In the Philippines, Indigenous groups, notably those in 
Mindanao, play a crucial role in environmental conservation 
and resilience-building against climate change. However, they 
face formidable challenges such as unsustainable 
development, land expropriation, displacement, and human 
rights abuses. Many Indigenous individuals have emerged as 
human rights defenders (HRDs), advocating for their 
communities' rights and resisting environmental exploitation.

This document specifically examines the circumstances 
confronting HRDs in Mindanao, particularly those championing 
Indigenous communities' rights, including the Lumad and other 
national minorities. Under the Duterte administration, HRDs in 
Mindanao encountered significant challenges and threats to 
their safety and security. As the Marcos Jr. administration 
takes hold, concerns about the future of HRDs and Indigenous 
rights within the region intensify.

The primary objective of this document is to shed light on the 
predicament of Indigenous HRDs in Mindanao, providing 
insights into their realities under both past and present 
administrations. It aims to engage diverse audiences, including 
advocates of human rights, Indigenous peoples' rights, 
environmental conservation, and climate justice, to inform and 
mobilize support for HRDs' protection in Mindanao.

By integrating human rights into climate action strategies and 
recognizing the crucial role of Indigenous communities in 
environmental stewardship, we can foster more effective and 
equitable responses to the global climate crisis. This approach 
aligns with the OHCHR's principles, emphasizing the need for 
policies benefiting both people and the planet, promoting a just 
and sustainable future.

II. Mindanao and Its Indigenous Peoples: 
A Call for Justice and Solidarity

The Lumad people of Mindanao confront an existential threat 
amidst formidable challenges, compelling us to offer support 
and solidarity in their courageous struggle against adversity. 
Mindanao, a region in the Philippines, remains largely remote 
and underdeveloped, grappling with widespread poverty and 
conflicts. With a population of approximately 26 million, 
comprising diverse communities such as Christians, Moro, and 
Lumad Indigenous peoples, the region is blessed with 
abundant natural resources yet plagued by marginalization and 
exploitation.

Among its inhabitants, the Lumad, constituting 63% of the 
country's Indigenous Peoples, endure significant 
disadvantages. Comprising 18 distinct ethnolinguistic groups, 
including the Mandaya, Manobo, and Bagobo, they confront 
relentless human rights violations exacerbated by Martial Law 
and counter-insurgency operations during the previous 
administration.

Alarming statistics underscore the harsh realities of Mindanao: 
60% of its population resides below the poverty threshold, 1.4 
million families endure hunger, while rates of illiteracy, 
morbidity, and malnutrition persist at alarming levels. 
Meanwhile, the exploitation of Lumad ancestral domains by 
multinational mining companies and affluent Filipino families 
looms large.

Mindanao boasts rich mineral deposits valued at $312 billion 
(MGB, 2008), accounting for approximately 40% of the 
country's total reserves. Gold, copper, iron, chromium, nickel, 
cobalt, and manganese are among the valuable minerals found 
in regions such as CARAGA, Davao, Eastern Mindanao, North 

Central Mindanao, Zamboanga Peninsula, and Southeastern 
Mindanao. Additionally, its fertile lands and abundant water 
supply contribute significantly to the country's agricultural 
output.

However, this wealth attracts multinational mining companies 
and influential Filipino families, leading to the exploitation of 
Lumad ancestral lands. With approximately 102 mining 
tenements and 58 exploration permits in Mindanao, Lumad 
communities, owning around 178,038 hectares of land, bear a 
disproportionate burden and are at the forefront of mineral 
extraction activities.
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In response to these challenges, Indigenous peoples in 
Mindanao have emerged as vital human rights defenders, 
courageously advocating for their communities' rights to land, 
territory, and resources, as well as their right to self-
determination and free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC). 
They stand as environmental guardians, protecting their 
ancestral lands and cultural heritage.

To address the lack of educational services for Indigenous 
communities, community-run "Lumad schools" were 
established, initially offering basic literacy and numeracy 
programs in the early 1990s. Over time, these schools evolved 
into institutions providing elementary and secondary 
education, demonstrating Lumad communities' initiative in 
safeguarding their ancestral lands and asserting their right to 
self-determination, with support from civil society 
organizations.

More than 200 Lumad schools were established across four 
regions of Mindanao, offering education from Kindergarten to 
Community College levels. Some schools received formal 
recognition and accreditation from the government's 
Department of Education (DepEd), while others operated as 
community schools under the DepEd's alternative learning 
system. Notably, the Salugpongan Ta Tanu Igkanogon 
Community Learning Center, Inc. (SttICLCI), accredited by the 
DepEd in 2007, and other institutions like the Tribal Filipino 
Program of Surigao del Sur, Inc. (TRIFPSS) and the Alternative 
Learning Center for Agricultural and Livelihood Development, 
Inc. (ALCADEV), provided alternative learning pathways for 
Indigenous youth, with graduates recognized by the DepEd 
through Accreditation and Equivalency Examinations.

Despite their critical role as centers for learning and 
Indigenous rights advocacy, Lumad schools have faced 
vilification and red-tagging, falsely associated with armed 
communist movements, leading to attacks and forced 
closures. Former President Rodrigo Duterte even threatened to 
bomb Lumad schools on July 25, 2017, underscoring the 
challenges faced by Lumad communities.

Yet, amid adversity, the Lumad demonstrate resilience and 
courage, steadfastly defending their ancestral lands and 
cultural heritage.

Subsequent sections will delve into the systematic oppression 
endured by the Lumad, shedding light on their struggle and 
highlighting their resilience. By answering their call for 
solidarity, we can contribute to a future where the Lumad 
thrive, their cultural heritage flourishes, and their fundamental 
rights are upheld.

III. The Situation of Indigenous Peoples and 
Human Rights Defenders in Mindanao

The Philippines stands out as the deadliest country in Asia and 
ranks fourth globally for violating the rights of human rights 
defenders, particularly environmentalists and land defenders, 
according to the international watchdog Global Witness.

A compilation by 1Sambubungan, a coalition of Indigenous 
peoples from various tribes, documents a range of rights 
violations from 2016 to 2021. These figures underscore the 
heightened vulnerability of Indigenous land and human rights 
defenders in Mindanao. Notably, between 2019 and 2021, the 
nation witnessed at least 45 killings of Indigenous peoples 
linked to resource conflicts, as reported by the Legal Rights 
and Natural Resources Center. These figures, drawn from 
various monitoring efforts, depict the grim reality faced by 
Indigenous communities.

92
Extrajudicial 
Killings

27
Torture

6
Enforced 
Disappearances

227
Illegal arrests, 
detention, 
and abduction

160
Frustrated 
Extrajudicial Killings

Table 1. Documented Cases of Rights Violations Against Indigenous Peoples in 

Mindanao (1Sambubungan)

Mindanao, renowned for its abundant resources and ancestral 
domains of the Moro and Lumad peoples, remains a focal 
point for intense land disputes. Multinational corporations 
actively target the region for mining, agribusiness, logging, and 
other ventures, exacerbating rights violations against 
Indigenous peoples, Lumad and Moro communities, farmers, 
peasants, and marginalized groups alike. This exploitation 
drives militarization, leading to persistent displacement of 
Lumad and Moro communities and disrupting their lives and 
educational institutions, such as Lumad schools, which are 
frequent targets of attacks.

In this volatile context, human rights defenders, advocates, 
volunteer teachers, and supporters in Mindanao face severe 
persecution, including trumped-up charges, illegal arrests, and 
judicial harassment. This relentless targeting extends to 
Indigenous leaders and humanitarian workers supporting 
Lumad communities, resulting in arbitrary arrests and false 
accusations. The consequences are dire, with extrajudicial 
killings and massacres threatening the safety of Indigenous 
leaders, students, teachers, and supporters. Furthermore, red-
tagging and vilification endanger Lumad schools and 
communities, jeopardizing their lives and livelihoods.

During the Duterte administration from 2016 to 2020, the Save 
Our Schools (SOS) Network meticulously documented 1,030 
attacks on schools, impacting over 100,000 students, teachers, 
and community members advocating for Indigenous youth 
education. Amid the Covid-19 pandemic, Lumad communities 
faced heightened harassment and persecution. The

administration exploited restrictions on public gatherings to 
justify increased repression and facilitate resource exploitation 
projects on ancestral lands, despite widespread opposition.
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A. Attacks on Communities

Military operations in ancestral lands across Mindanao have 
precipitated forced mass evacuations of Lumad communities, 
compelling them to flee for safety. These communities have 
endured egregious rights violations epitomized by harrowing 
incidents such as the Lianga Massacre of 2015 and 
subsequent evacuations in Surigao del Sur in 2018.

On September 1, 2015, at Sitio Han-ayan, Diatagon, Lianga, 
Surigao del Sur, paramilitary forces, with support from 
elements of the Philippine Army, perpetrated a brutal attack on 
the Lumad community. Lumad leaders Dionel Campos and 
Datu Bello Sinzo were brutally murdered in the presence of the 
entire community, while ALCADEV Executive Director Emerito 
Samarca was killed within the school premises where he was 
hog-tied.

Subsequently, on July 16, 2018, approximately 1,200 Lumad 
residents in Surigao del Sur were forced to evacuate their 
homes due to the presence of a military detachment in the 
community, along with the imposition of a food blockade and 
harassment tactics. Despite facing such grave threats, these 
communities have steadfastly resisted the encroachment of 
coal mining operations on their ancestral lands in the Andap 
Valley.

In July 2018 alone, there were 77 incidents of "bakwit" or 
forced evacuation of Lumad communities due to militarization, 
resulting in the displacement of over half a million (577,161) 
individuals in Mindanao as reported by the Lumad organization 
Kalumaran.

As of March 21, 2023, around 80,300 people from 16,070 
families remain displaced, according to the United Nations 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs as cited in 
Relief Web (2023), six years after the Marawi Siege.

B. Forcible Closure of Schools

The closure of Lumad schools constitutes a grave assault on 
Indigenous education and cultural preservation efforts amidst 
mounting challenges faced by these communities.

Since 2015, Lumad schools have confronted threats of closure 
from the government, alleging lack of permits and accusations 
of student "radicalization." However, many of these schools 
possessed permits from the Department of Education (DepEd) 
or operated closely with its Bureau of Alternative Learning 
System, contradicting these claims.

Under the Duterte administration, efforts to shutter Lumad 
schools intensified. In July 2019, DepEd Davao issued a 
suspension order against 55 Salugpongan schools, 
culminating in a formal closure resolution in September 2019, 
prompted by unfounded allegations from then National 
Security Adviser Hermogenes Esperon linking these schools to 
communist activities.

The closure campaign extended beyond administrative 
measures. In May 2020, the DepEd ordered the closure of the 
Community Technical College of Southern Mindanao Inc. 
(CTCSM) in Maco, Davao de Oro, citing incomplete 
requirements for implementing the K-to-12 curriculum. Despite 
appeals for reconsideration due to pandemic conditions, the 
closure proceeded.

Moreover, instances of physical demolition underscored the 
severity of the crackdown on Lumad schools. Armed men 
destroyed a MISFI-administered school in San Fernando, 
Bukidnon, in August 2020, while another school building in 
Kitaotao, Bukidnon, was forcibly demolished by soldiers in 
June 2021 with threats of trumped-up charges against 
residents who resisted.

These closures not only deprived thousands of Lumad youth of 
accessible and culturally relevant education but also 
disadvantaged them upon integration into mainstream schools 
as their prior education was often not recognized. By 2022, 
government agencies and state forces forcibly closed over 200 
Lumad schools, including all 54 Salugpongan Schools, 
affecting more than 5,000 of its indigenous students.

LUMAD SCHOOLS 
IN MINDANAO

Zamboanga Peninsula

BARMM Caraga Region

Northern Mindanao Davao Region

SOCCSKSARGEN

BUKIDNON
Rural Missionaries of the 

Philippines – NMR School

SOCCSKSARGEN
Center for Lumad Advocacy and 

Networking Inc. (CLANS)

COTABATO
Fr. Pops Foundation Early Childhood Education Program 

Tribal Filipino Program for Community Development Education 
Program (TFPCDI)

CARAGA
Tribal Filipino Program in Surigao del Sur (TRIFPSS) Program for 
Mamanwa Integrated Services and Development (PMISD)

CARAGA
Alternative Learning Center for Agricultural and 
Livelihood Development (ALCADEV)

DAVAO REGION
Salugpongan Ta’Tanu Igkanogon Community Learning 
Center Inc. (Salugpongan)

DAVAO REGION
Center for Lumad Advocacy and Networking 
Inc. (CLANS)

SOCCSKSARGEN
Mindanao Interfaith Services Foundation 

Inc. (MISFI Academy)
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Such actions contravene international conventions and local 
agreements safeguarding the right to education. Article 26 of 
the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights underscores 
free education for all, while Article 14 of the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
recognizes Indigenous peoples' right to control their 
educational systems.

The forced closure of Lumad schools thus violates the 
educational and self-determination rights of Lumad children 
and communities.

Furthermore, the use of violence against these schools, 
personnel, students, and community leaders violates 
International Humanitarian Law and the Comprehensive 
Agreement on Respect for Human Rights and International 
Humanitarian Law (CARHRIHL), heightening the gravity of 
these human rights violations.

C. Attacks on sanctuaries and Lumad ‘Bakwit’ Schools

The establishment of 'bakwit schools' emerged as a response 
to the closure of Lumad schools in Mindanao, offering 
sanctuary to displaced Indigenous students and aiming to 
uphold their right to education.

Supported by the Save Our Schools Network, these schools 
operated in collaboration with universities in the National 
Capital Region and Cebu City, as well as churches and religious 
institutions. However, even these sanctuaries faced 
persecution and violence.

In January 2020, members of the Alamara paramilitary group 
forcibly entered the UCCP Haran in Davao City, where Lumad 
evacuees sought refuge, using wire cutters and bladed 
weapons.

A harrowing incident occurred on February 15, 2021, when 
armed police and military forces raided the University of San 
Carlos in Cebu City, where Lumad students and leaders had 
sought sanctuary in a bakwit school. Among those arrested 
were volunteer teachers, Lumad leaders, and students, 
baselessly accused of training Lumad students as child rebels. 
The court later dismissed all charges against them. 
Nonetheless, these false accusations served as a pretext for 
further militarization, harassment, and state-led violence in 
Lumad ancestral domains.

Similarly, the bakwit school hosted at the University of the 
Philippines Diliman faced threats of raid and arrest. On 
February 15, 2021, the Department of National Defense 
unilaterally declared the abrogation of the UP-DND Accord, 
which previously prevented military or police operations in any 
UP system campus without prior notification to UP officials. 
Despite these threats, students managed to complete their 
schooling and eventually returned to their communities in 
August 2022.

D. Extrajudicial Killings

The extrajudicial killings targeting Lumad communities and 
schools represent some of the most egregious attacks on 
Indigenous leaders, students, teachers, and supporters.

In September 2017, 19-year-old Manobo youth Obello Bay-ao 
was fatally shot by suspected members of the Citizen’s Armed 
Forces Geographical Unit (CAFGU) and the paramilitary group 
Alamara while returning home from harvesting his family's 
cornfield. Despite being a Grade 7 student at the Salugpongan 
Learning Center Inc., Bay-ao had temporarily returned home to 
assist his family when the tragic incident occurred.

The deadly consequences of red-tagging and vilification were 
starkly evident in Lianga, Surigao del Sur, on June 15, 2021, 
when soldiers from the Philippine Army's 3rd Special Forces 
Battalion indiscriminately opened fire on a group of farmers 
harvesting abaca. The attack, known as the Lianga Massacre 
2.0, resulted in the deaths of Willy Rodriguez, Lenie Rivas, and 
12-year-old Angel Rivas. Angel was a Grade 6 student at the 
Lumad school Tribal Filipino Program of Surigao del Sur, while 
Lenie and Willy were members of Malahutayong Pakigbisog 
Alang sa Sumusunod (MAPASU), an organization advocating 
for Lumad rights.

Extrajudicial killings also targeted Indigenous rights advocates. 
Public interest lawyer Atty. Juan Macababbad was fatally shot 
by motorcycle-riding gunmen outside his home in Surallah, 
South Cotabato, on September 15, 2021. Known for his work 
defending Indigenous peoples and volunteer teachers in the 
SOCCSKSARGEN region, Macababbad was Vice Chair of the 
Union of People's Lawyers in Mindanao (UPLM) and a member 
of the National Union of People's Lawyers (NUPL).

Volunteers of Lumad schools faced similar fatal attacks. On 
December 17, 2021, CLANS volunteer Romelito Frontreras, 33 
years old, was gunned down by two unidentified assailants in 
General Santos City. Frontreras, who had been volunteering for 
CLANS since 2017, was targeted while working part-time as he 
also fulfilled messenger duties and worked full-time for a 
lending company.

In February 2022, Lumad school volunteer teachers Chad Booc 
and Jurain Ngujo II, along with health worker Elgyn Balonga 
and their two drivers, Tirso Añar and Robert Aragon, were killed 
by elements of the 1001st Infantry Brigade, Philippine Army, in 
what is now referred to as the "New Bataan Massacre". Booc 
had been heavily red-tagged by the NTF-ELCAC and had 
received numerous harassment and death threats before the 
tragic incident.

E. Trumped-up Charges and Illegal Arrests

The grim landscape of human rights violations against Lumad 
communities in Mindanao extends beyond extrajudicial killings 
to encompass a pervasive pattern of trumped-up charges and 
illegal arrests. As the threat of violence persists, Lumad school 
volunteer teachers, advocates, graduates, and even 
humanitarian workers face targeted persecution by state 
forces. Fabricated charges and arbitrary arrests underscore a 
broader strategy employed to stifle dissent and undermine the 
rights of Indigenous peoples.



7B R I E F I N G  P A P E R

1) Indigenous Leaders and Community Members

Indigenous leaders are also targeted by arbitrary arrests. 
On March 19, 2020, Lumad leader Gloria Tumalon, chair of 
KATRIBUMMU, was arrested on false charges of 
kidnapping and serious illegal detention. Tumalon was 
vocal in opposing coal mining operations in their ancestral 
lands and was also a council member of the National Anti-
Poverty Commission (NAPC).

The widespread filing of trumped-up charges against 
civilians and activists is exemplified in the ‘Sibagat Case’ 
where 468 individuals were charged with kidnapping and 
serious illegal detention of 2 soldiers and 12 militias who 
were captured by NPA rebels following an encounter in 
Barangay Tubigon, Sibagat town, Agusan del Sur on 
December 19, 2018. Among those charged were Lumad 
leaders, activists, people’s lawyers, and IP rights 
advocates. These charges cause a heavy financial burden 
for the families of the accused, who have to cover legal 
costs and costs of bail.

In 2020, at least 700 Mindanaoan civilians faced trumped-
up charges in different courts according to human rights 
organization Barug Katungod Mindanao. Most of the 
cases are non- bailable. It appears that some local courts 
have seemingly become “warrant mills” for trumped- up 
charges.

Additionally, under the Duterte administration, a disturbing 
trend of fake and forced surrenders has emerged targeting 
civilians and activists, particularly within Indigenous 
communities.

Innocent individuals are coerced into falsely confessing 
allegiance to armed groups and are subsequently labeled 
as "rebel surrenderees." This insidious practice, often 
carried out in collaboration with local government units 
and peace and order councils, aims to suppress dissent 
and coerce compliance by promising livelihood and 
financial assistance in exchange for surrender.

These forced surrenders, coupled with militarization 
efforts in Indigenous territories, exacerbate the 
vulnerability of already marginalized communities, 
perpetuating a cycle of violence and oppression.

2) Indigenous School Teachers, Students, and Volunteers

The persecution extends to Indigenous school teachers, 
students, and volunteers who face trumped-up charges 
and illegal arrests aimed at silencing their advocacy for 
Lumad education.

In July 2018, volunteer teacher Jolita Tolino of the Center 
for Lumad Advocacy, Networking, and Services Inc. 
(CLANS) was arrested by police in her home in 
Kalamansig, Sultan Kudarat, based on a warrant for an 
alleged ambush of a Marine Battalion Landing Team. 
Alongside Tolino, six other Lumad school teachers and 
five officers of the schools’ Parents-Teachers- Community 
Association were also charged with the same fabricated 
case.

Similarly, in November 2018, nine teachers of 
Salugpongan schools and members of a national fact-
finding mission to Lumad schools in Barangay Palma Gil, 
Davao del Norte, were illegally arrested by elements of the 
56th Infantry Battalion and taken to the Talaingod 
Municipal Police Station, where they were held overnight. 
This group, collectively known as the Talaingod 18, faced 
trumped-up charges of trafficking, kidnapping, and failure 
to return a minor due to their efforts to rescue students 

from a Lumad school under threat from military elements.

Among those falsely charged were prominent figures such 
as veteran activist and former member of Congress Satur 
Ocampo, ACT Teachers party-list Rep. France Castro, and 
Salugpongan Executive Director Meggie Nolasco, along 
with church workers and advocates.

Graduates of Lumad schools who have pursued careers in 
human rights and Indigenous advocacy have also been 
targeted. In March 2021, human rights worker Renalyn 
Tejero, a graduate of the Alternative Learning Center for 
Agricultural and Livelihood Development (ALCADEV) 
Lumad school and a paralegal of human rights group 
Karapatan, was arrested in Cagayan de Oro on fabricated 
charges of murder and attempted murder. On July 30, 
2021, former CLANS volunteer Jimmy Balbino from the 
Blaan tribe was also illegally detained.

Under both the Duterte Administration and the successive 
Marcos government, a disturbing pattern of persecution 
against Lumad school volunteers has persisted. At least 
31 Lumad school volunteer teachers were targeted with 
fabricated charges during Duterte's term, according to 
estimates by the SOS Network. Unfortunately, this trend 
continued under the Marcos administration.

During President Ferdinand "Bongbong" Marcos' first State 
of the Nation Address in July 2022, Lumad brothers 
Mawing and Ismael Pangadas, part of the Save Our 
Schools (SOS) 14, faced unjust arrest for peacefully 
protesting against the militarization of ancestral lands. 
They were falsely charged with human trafficking.

Similarly, in September 2022, Lumad schools' volunteer 
teachers Lerma and Jeffrey Diagone, also part of the SOS 
14, were coerced by the 39th IB to surrender to local police 
and were unlawfully detained on trumped-up charges of 
human trafficking. Although five of the SOS 14, including 
the Pangadas brothers and the Diagone couple, were 
acquitted and released from jail in July 2023, seven others 
continue to face baseless charges of human trafficking.

3) Humanitarian Workers and Human Rights 
Defenders Serving 

Indigenous Communities The persecution of individuals 
supporting Lumad communities goes beyond educators to 
encompass humanitarian workers and human rights 
defenders, revealing a systematic targeting of those 
advocating for Indigenous rights.

Among those victimized are paralegal Engr. Jennifer 
Aguhob, arrested in February 2020 in Oroquieta City, and 
human rights worker Teresita Naul, arrested in March 
2020 in Lanao del Norte. Despite their innocence, both 
endured unjust imprisonment until the dismissal of false 
charges against them.

In a disturbing incident in July 2021, joint police and army 
elements arrested Lumad-Manobo community organizer 
Julieta “Tina” Gomez and humanitarian worker Niezel 
Velasco in Quezon City on trumped-up charges of murder 
and frustrated murder. There are suspicions that firearms 
and explosives were planted by the arresting team at their 
rented apartment to justify their arrest and fabricate 
additional charges. Gomez, a former Lumad school 
teacher in Agusan del Sur, Caraga region, later became the 
Secretary-General of Kahugpungan sa mga Lumadnong 
Organisasyon sa Caraga (KASALO-Caraga). She played a 
pivotal role in leading the Manilakbayan of the Lumad 
people from Mindanao in 2015, exposing human rights 
violations against Lumad communities and their schools.
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On February 18, 2022, the arrest of Dr. Natividad “Naty” Castro, 
a renowned human rights defender and health worker, shocked 
many. Joint elements of the police and military detained Dr. 
Naty using an arrest warrant based on trumped-up charges of 
kidnapping and serious illegal detention. The arrest, conducted 
with procedural lapses, drew criticism from the Commission 
on Human Rights. Dr. Naty had been instrumental in setting up 
community health programs in remote areas lacking health 
services and training human rights workers across Mindanao. 
Her advocacy included spearheading fact-finding missions and 
assisting victims in exposing human rights violations against 
Lumad communities before international bodies such as the 
United Nations.

Although Dr. Naty was released from jail on March 25, 2022, 
after the court dismissed the fabricated charges, the 
Department of Justice's objection to the dismissal led to her 
re-arrest in June 2022. Shockingly, on December 7, 2022, the 
Anti-Terrorism Council designated Dr. Castro as a terrorist 
under the Anti-Terrorism Law, further exacerbating the 
injustice against her.

F. Red-tagging, Vilification, and other forms of 
Harassment

1) Systematic Red-tagging and Vilification of Lumad 
Leaders and Advocates

Red-tagging and vilification against Lumad leaders, 
volunteer teachers, and supporters permeate the rural 
areas of Mindanao, manifesting in various insidious forms. 
These campaigns employ tactics such as displaying 
posters, tarpaulins, and flyers portraying individuals as 
communist rebels at military checkpoints and public 
venues. Under the Duterte Administration, the National 
Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-
ELCAC) orchestrated a "Europe Truth Caravan" in 2019 
aimed at discrediting Mindanao Lumad schools before 
international NGOs and United Nations forums.

Furthermore, attacks on Lumad schools, human rights 
defenders, and progressive organizations have extended 
into the digital sphere. In June 2022, more than 20 
websites, including those of the Save Our Schools 
Network and Rural Missionaries of the Philippines, were 
blocked on allegations of ties to "communist-terrorist" 
groups. Independent media outlets like Bulatlat and Pinoy 
Weekly, which cover Lumad issues, also faced website 
blocking.

Particularly concerning is the intensified red-tagging on 
social media by the NTF-ELCAC, targeting Indigenous 
organizations like KALUMARAN, MAPASU, and Kasalo-
Caraga. Social media accounts dedicated to vilifying 
Lumad schools and their supporters have proliferated, 
disseminating fake news and engaging in terror-tagging. 
Volunteer teachers such as Rose Hayahay and Chad Booc, 
Lumad-Manobo leader Eufemia Cullamat, and human 

rights advocate Atty. Carlos Isagani Zarate have all faced 
intense online vilification.

In response to mounting pressure, Facebook removed 
several social media pages engaged in red-tagging 
activities in February 2020, revealing their links to 
Philippine military and police networks. Additionally, 
Lumad leaders who expose rights abuses are declared 
persona non grata in their ancestral lands, as evidenced by 
the case of former Bayan Muna Congresswoman Eufemia 
Cullamat in Caraga. This climate of fear and intimidation 
extends beyond Lumad leaders to their supporters, 
including Surigao del Sur Catholic priest Fr. Raymond 
Ambray and people's lawyers Atty. Beverly Selim-Musni 
and Atty. Czarina Musni.

2) Targeting of International Advocates and Support 
Organizations

The detention and subsequent deportation of Australian 
missionary Sister Patricia Fox in July 2018 by the Bureau 
of Immigration exemplified the targeting of foreign 
individuals advocating for Lumad schools and Indigenous 
rights despite her more than 30-year residency in the 
Philippines.

Similarly, in August 2018, Australian rights activist and law 
professor Gill Boehringer faced repercussions, being 
blacklisted and denied entry into the Philippines based on 
allegations of involvement in political activities linked to 
Lumad schools and rights advocacy.

This targeting extends beyond individuals to encompass 
NGOs providing support to Indigenous communities and 
Lumad schools. For example, in 2019, the Rural 
Missionaries of the Philippines (RMP), a church-based 
national organization, saw its bank accounts frozen on 
accusations of "terrorism financing.”

Similarly, the United Church of Christ in the Philippines 
(UCCP) Haran Center in Davao City had its assets frozen 
by the Anti-Money Laundering Council (AMLC) on March 
12, 2021. Allegations under the Terrorism Financing 
Prevention and Suppression Act of 2012 were cited. 
Notably, the UCCP Haran Center had provided sanctuary 
for internally displaced Lumad communities, illustrating 
the impact of such actions on humanitarian efforts.

The relentless persecution of Lumad communities and 
their advocates highlights deeper issues embedded in 
systemic policies and government actions. Understanding 
the policies behind these targeted attacks offers crucial 
insight into the motivations and mechanisms driving the 
assault on Indigenous peoples' rights.

IV. Militarization and Repressive 
State Policies

The Lumad communities in Mindanao have long suffered from 
enduring militarization and repressive state policies spanning 
across different administrations.

During the 1970s, under President Marcos Sr., a significant 
military presence, with 75% of the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines (AFP) deployed in Mindanao, disproportionately 
affected the Lumad. This militarization escalated under 
subsequent administrations, exemplified by Executive Order 
546 signed by Gloria Macapagal Arroyo in 2006. This order 
legitimized paramilitary groups and private armies, 
perpetuating a cycle of violence that continues to afflict Lumad 
territories and ancestral lands.



9B R I E F I N G  P A P E R

Militarization in Mindanao particularly targets the Lumad, 
violating their fundamental rights and exploiting their 
Indigenous culture. The National Internal Security Plan 
Application on the IP Sector (NISP-IP) and the Integrated 
Territorial Defense System (ITDS) manipulate Indigenous 
paramilitary groups as tools of oppression, all under the guise 
of protecting national interests.

Former President Duterte's overt declaration of war against the 
Lumad people has aggravated an already dire situation. His 
inflammatory rhetoric, including threats to bomb Lumad 
schools and unfounded associations between armed rebels 
and the Lumad, has fueled an atmosphere of fear and 
oppression. The National Task Force to End Local Communist 
Armed Conflict (NTF- ELCAC), established in December 2018 
under the guise of a "Whole-of-Nation approach," has been 
criticized for red-tagging and criminalizing legitimate 
organizations and individuals advocating for human rights.

The Anti-Terrorism Act of 2020, signed into law by Duterte in 
July 2020, replaced the Human Security Act of 2007 and has 
been weaponized to justify repression, infringing upon the 
freedoms of the Lumad and facilitating surveillance and 

repression by the Anti-Terrorism Council and NTF-ELCAC.

In January 2021, Duterte signed into law amendments to the 
Anti-Money Laundering Act, strengthening the Anti-Money 
Laundering Council. However, these amendments have been 
exploited to cut off funding sources for organizations critical of 
the government, further stifling dissent.

Under the current administration of President Marcos Jr., the 
militarization of Mindanao has intensified, making it the 
deadliest region for environmental and land rights defenders in 
the country. Lumad communities find themselves ensnared in 
a web of state-sanctioned violence and exploitation, with over 
75% of the AFP's combat forces stationed in Mindanao 
systematically deployed to suppress organized Lumad 
communities defending their ancestral domains. President 
Marcos Jr.'s administration continues to uphold anti-Lumad 
policies, employing repressive measures to stifle dissent and 
perpetuate marginalization. This intensified militarization 
underscores just one facet of the multifaceted challenges 
faced by Indigenous communities and environmental 
defenders in the Philippines.

Other Philippine Environmental Policies Exacerbating 
Human Rights Abuses and Environmental Destruction

Mining Policies

The Philippine government's mining policies 
often prioritize profit over environmental 
protection and indigenous rights. Large-
scale mining operations have been linked to 
environmental degradation, displacement of 
indigenous communities, and human rights 
violations, including threats and attacks 
against environmental activists.

Logging and Deforestation

Government policies on logging and 
deforestation have facilitated the rapid 
destruction of forests, leading to habitat 
loss, soil erosion, and disrupted ecosystems. 
Indigenous peoples who rely on forests for 
their livelihoods face displacement and loss 
of cultural heritage.

Agribusiness Expansion

The expansion of agribusiness, including 
large-scale plantations for crops like palm 
oil and banana, has led to land grabbing, 
environmental degradation, and human 
rights abuses. Indigenous communities are 
often forcibly evicted from their ancestral 
lands to make way for these plantations, 
resulting in the loss of livelihoods and 
cultural heritage.

1 2 3

Energy Projects

Energy projects such as coal-fired power 
plants and large-scale hydroelectric dams 
have been associated with environmental 
pollution, destruction of biodiversity, and 
displacement of communities. Indigenous 
peoples living near these projects are 
particularly vulnerable to human rights 
abuses and the loss of land.

Climate Change Policies

While climate change policies are essential 
for addressing global warming, they can 
also have unintended consequences for 
local communities, especially indigenous 
peoples. For example, policies promoting 
carbon offset projects like reforestation or 
conservation may lead to land grabbing 
and displacement of indigenous 
communities from their traditional 
territories.

4 5
Overall, these environmental policies 
exacerbate human rights abuses and 
environmental destruction in the 
Philippines, disproportionately 
affecting indigenous peoples and 
marginalized communities. It is crucial 
for the government to prioritize 
environmental protection and respect 
rights of communities in policymaking 
to ensure sustainable development 
that benefits all stakeholders.
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V. Highlights of the Human Rights Situation 
in Mindanao under President Marcos Jr.

A. IDP Struggles in Mindanao: The "Bakwit" Crisis

Mindanao, the Philippines' second-largest island, continues to 
face severe displacement crises. Known locally as "Bakwit," 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) suffer due to armed 
conflict, natural disasters, and unresolved clan feuds. As of 
May 2024, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) highlights the persistence of 
displacement.

Significant events include the Zamboanga Siege of 2013, 
affecting approximately 3,600 people, and the Marawi conflict 
of 2017, impacting around 80,300 people. Recent natural 
disasters, such as the Davao Occidental earthquake in 
November 2023, displaced over 102,700 individuals, and 
military operations in Maguindanao between November 2023 
and April 2024 displaced 36,800 people.

The root causes of displacement in Mindanao are 
multifaceted. Armed conflict remains a significant driver, with 
frequent clashes in Maguindanao, Cotabato, and Sultan 
Kudarat leading to multiple waves of displacement. Natural 
disasters further exacerbate the crisis, with events such as the 
Davao Occidental earthquake and rain-induced landslides in 
Davao De Oro displacing thousands. Additionally, ongoing 
issues over land rights, intertwined with political rivalries and 
clan feuds, create a volatile environment in the Bangsamoro 
Region, complicating return and resettlement processes.

With over 137,500 people currently displaced, addressing the 
root causes of conflict, enhancing disaster preparedness, and 
ensuring successful resettlement are crucial steps toward 
mitigating this ongoing crisis.

B. The Lumad Struggle Against Development 
Aggression

Under President Marcos Jr., the Lumad people continue to 
face relentless encroachment of their ancestral lands by 
powerful industries. Plantations now cover 500,000 hectares, 
transforming their homeland into monocultures. The mining 
industry spans 948,209 hectares, with 47 Mineral Production 
and Sharing Agreements (MPSA) approved, encompassing 
over 123,805 hectares. These agreements are often granted 
without the free, prior, and informed consent of the Indigenous 
Peoples (IPs). Logging concessions add another layer of 
exploitation, spanning 4,878,895.02 hectares, stripping the land 
of forests and cultural heritage.

1) Manobo-Pulangiyon of Bukidnon Fight to Reclaim Their 
Ancestral Land

The Manobo-Pulangiyon of Bukidnon continue to be 
marginalized and displaced under President Marcos Jr.’s 
administration. As of recent reports, Amnesty 
International Philippines highlights the ongoing plight of 
1,490 Manobo-Pulangiyon families. Despite the expiration 
of a lease on their ancestral domain in 2018, the tribe 
faces violent repression from private security forces. The 
community continues to endure daily threats to their 
safety, urging the government to enforce the Indigenous 
Peoples' Rights Act (IPRA) and award the Certificate of 
Ancestral Domain Title (CADT).

2) The Fight for Justice and Land for the Teduray 
Tribe in BARMM

Since 2005, the Teduray tribe has lobbied for formal 
recognition of their ancestral domain, a struggle that 
persists into President Marcos Jr.'s term. The tragic 
landslides triggered by Severe Tropical Storm Paeng in 
October 2022, which killed 27 Tedurays, and the 
assassination of Jocelyn Palao in December 2022, 
highlight the dangers faced by indigenous advocates. The 
Teduray-Lambangian Ancestral Domain Claim (TLADC), 
spanning 208,258.58 hectares, remains unrecognized, 
leading to continuous displacement and violence. Despite 
receiving housing units in July 2023, many survivors 
remain homeless, and calls for an IP Code to facilitate the 
processing of claims face bureaucratic delays and 
political inaction.

3) Subanen Tribes, Officials Protest Looming Open-Pit 
Mining in Zamboanga del Norte

During President Marcos Jr.’s term, Subanen tribes and 
local officials in Gutalac, Zamboanga del Norte, have 
protested against illegal mining operations by Florjenmar 
Mining and Development Corporation and Zamboanga 
Nickel Corporation. These operations threaten a vital 
watershed and risk displacing the Subanen from their 
ancestral domain. Despite lacking permits, the companies 
have deployed heavy equipment and militiamen. Local 
officials, including Gutalac Mayor Eddie Justin Quimbo, 
accuse the firms of operating illegally and failing to secure 
business permits. Subanen leaders appeal to President 
Marcos Jr. for intervention.

4) Higaonon Tribes Battle for Ancestral Land in Misamis 
Oriental for Years

The Higaonon indigenous community in Misamis Oriental 
faces ongoing threats under President Marcos Jr.'s 
administration due to a land rush spurred by the 
development of Route 955. Despite holding a Certificate of 
Ancestral Domain Title (CADT) from 2009, the community 
struggles to protect their territory. Bureaucratic delays and 
lack of government support in registering their land with 
the Land Registration Authority (LRA) leave them 
vulnerable to displacement. The community continues to 
appeal for proper Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC) 
for projects within their domain.

5) The Lumad and People of Soccsksargen Fight Against 
Tampakan Open-Pit Mining

Under President Marcos Jr., the Tampakan copper-gold 
mining project remains a significant issue. The project, 
spanning four provinces in southern Mindanao and 
covering 23,571 hectares, threatens to displace 
approximately 4,000 Blaan tribespeople. The project also 
jeopardizes five major riverheads, exacerbating 
environmental and social consequences.

Violence has continued, with the Capion massacre of 
2012 being a notable incident. Gibo Teodoro, chairperson 
of SMI Tampakan Mining and the current Secretary of 
National Defense under Marcos Jr., plays a significant role 
in this controversial project.

C. Climate Vulnerability of Lumad Communities

Recent trends show a southward shift in typhoon landfall, 
increasingly impacting Mindanao. Major disasters, such as 
typhoons Sendong in 2011 and Pablo in 2012, highlight the 
region's vulnerability. Despite being a disaster hotspot, 
government response remains insufficient.
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D. Abductions, Illegal Arrests, and 
Extra-Judicial Killings

The human rights situation in Mindanao has seen troubling 
increases in abductions, illegal arrests, threats against human 
rights defenders (HRDs), and extra-judicial killings.

1) Abductions and Illegal Arrests

There has been a significant rise in abductions and illegal 
arrests of HRDs in Mindanao. Notable incidents include 
the arrest of Ka Roel Duyag on April 7, 2023, the arrest of 
Atel Hijos on May 15, 2023, and the arrest of Gary S. 
Campos on August 2, 2023, all on fabricated charges. 
Additionally, the abduction of William Lariosa on March 
21, 2023, and the detention of Efren Belandres on 
November 30, 2023, further highlight these issues. These 
cases of harassment and intimidation underscore the 
urgent need for accountability and the protection of 
human rights 
in the region.

2) Extra-Judicial Killings

Extra-judicial killings have also escalated, particularly 
targeting Moro and Lumad communities. The 
Bangsamoro Human Rights Commission (BHRC) 
condemned the killings of three Moro teenagers in 
December 2022. Davao City Representative Isidro Ungab 
criticized the National Indigenous Peoples Commission 
(NCIP) for failing to address violence caused by the 
military- supported 
Bagani warriors. The presence of these Bagani warriors 
has led to increased violence and the killings of tribal 
leaders. Ungab calls for investigations by the Philippine 
National Police (PNP), the Department of Justice (DOJ), 
and the National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) to address 
these urgent issues.

This pattern of abductions, illegal arrests, and extra-
judicial killings highlights the severe human rights crisis in 
Mindanao and underscores the need for robust measures 
to protect HRDs and ensure justice for the affected 
communities.

VI. Impacts of Militarization, Policies, and Attacks

Throughout Mindanao, the militarization of indigenous territories, implementation of repressive policies, and targeted attacks on 
schools and human rights defenders have profoundly affected indigenous communities and their allies. These assaults not only 
undermine the rights of indigenous peoples but also erode the fabric of their society, disrupt their education, and pose grave threats to 
those advocating for their rights.

Militarization and Repressive Policies

Heavy militarization of IP territories, justified under 
national security or counterinsurgency efforts, suppresses 
dissent and intimidates indigenous communities. Military 
presence leads to increased surveillance, arbitrary arrests, 
and violent crackdowns on peaceful protests, limiting IP 
communities' ability to self-govern and determine their 
future.

Resource Exploitation and Land Grabbing

Repressive policies and militarization are linked to 
resource exploitation and land grabbing in IP territories. 
Governments and corporations exploit natural resources, 
disregarding IP communities' rights and sovereignty, 
disrupting traditional ways of life and autonomy over 
resources.

1 3

Forced Displacement and Cultural Erosion

Militarization and repressive policies contribute to forced 
displacement, disrupting social cohesion, fracturing 
community ties, and eroding cultural practices. Loss of 
land and resources diminishes economic self- sufficiency, 
exacerbating poverty and marginalization.

Violation of Indigenous Rights

Militarization results in human rights violations, including 
extrajudicial killings, disappearances, torture, and sexual 
violence against indigenous individuals. Repressive laws 
criminalize indigenous resistance movements, impeding 
their participation in decision-making processes.

2 4

Impacts of Attacks 
on Communities

The militarization, implementation of repressive policies, and human rights violations against Indigenous 
Peoples (IP) communities severely undermine their right to self-determination, a fundamental principle 
enshrined in international law.
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Impacts of Attacks 
on Schools

The closure or destruction of Lumad schools in Mindanao severely disrupts indigenous children's 
education, exacerbating their marginalization and poverty. This results in high poverty rates among 
Lumad communities and inflicts psychological trauma on students, teachers, and community members.

Violations of Rights and Repression

Attacks on Lumad schools violate their rights and subject volunteer teachers to unlawful arrests and false charges. Efforts to protect these 
schools face repression, including violent raids. Graduates advocating for human rights are also targeted, denying them due process.

1

Impacts of Attacks 
on Indigenous 
Peoples and HRDs

Attacks on HRDs supporting Lumad communities disrupt the social fabric of indigenous societies, 
instilling fear and insecurity among community members. HRDs play a crucial role in advocating for the 
rights and well-being of their communities. When targeted, the entire community suffers, facing 
increased vulnerability to human rights violations and exploitation.

Persisting Attacks

Under the new Marcos administration, attacks continue, intensifying fear and injustice. Extrajudicial killings and massacres targeting Lumad 
schools devastate indigenous students, teachers, and advocates, exemplified by the unjust deaths of individuals like Obello Bay-ao and 
Angel Rivas. These incidents underscore the urgent need to address pervasive violence and militarization within the Lumad community.

2

Broader Implications

The closure or destruction of Lumad schools not only impedes indigenous children's education but also has broader implications. These 
schools played a vital role in defending ancestral lands and the environment, teaching indigenous knowledge, skills, and practices for 
environmental protection and cultural preservation. With their closure, future generations are deprived of tools and knowledge necessary to 
safeguard their ancestral lands and ensure environmental sustainability.

3
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In summary, the impact of militarization, policies, and attacks on Indigenous communities, schools, and human rights defenders cannot 
be overstated. These systemic injustices strike at the very core of Indigenous identity, rights, and sustainability. The heavy-handed 
approach of militarization disrupts traditional ways of life, undermines self-determination, and perpetuates cycles of poverty and 
marginalization.

The closure of schools not only deprives Indigenous children of education but also robs future generations of the knowledge and tools 
necessary to protect their lands and preserve their cultures. Furthermore, the targeting of human rights defenders strikes a blow to the 
heart of Indigenous resistance, leaving communities vulnerable to exploitation and environmental degradation.

To address these challenges, concerted efforts are imperative to uphold Indigenous rights, protect their lands, and bolster the 
invaluable work of human rights defenders, ensuring a future where Indigenous communities can thrive, free from oppression and 
exploitation.
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VI. People’s Response

Despite relentless threats, harassment, and attacks, human 
rights defenders in Mindanao have remained steadfast in their 
commitment to expose rights abuses and advocate for the 
most marginalized sectors.

A. Mobilization and Advocacy Efforts

In response to escalating rights abuses, indigenous 
communities, human rights groups, and civil society 
organizations have launched campaigns and mobilizations to 
raise awareness of the human rights situation in Mindanao.

Following the 2014-2020 period, displaced communities 
embarked on the Lakbayan campaign, migrating to urban 
centers to raise awareness of their plight. This initiative 
included displaced students and teachers from Lumad schools 
who established "bakwit schools" to ensure continued 
education for Lumad youth affected by militarization and 
persecution. These schools also became centers for a broader 
advocacy campaign promoting the right to education and 
recognizing community schools as integral to indigenous 
peoples’ right to self- determination.

Annually, on May 23, victims of the 2017 Marawi Siege 
mobilize to demand just compensation and a dignified return 
to their land and homes. This event underscores the ongoing 
struggle of displaced communities seeking recognition and 
restitution for their losses.

On May 19, 2022, thousands gathered in South Cotabato to 
protest the lifting of the open-pit mining ban. This significant 
demonstration reflected widespread opposition to the 
environmental and social impacts of such mining practices.

On October 10, 2023, Subanen leaders organized a protest 
against mining operations threatening their ancestral land in 
Zamboanga del Norte. The protest, held within the mining area, 
saw Gutalac Mayor Eddie Justin Quimbo standing in solidarity 
with the Timuays, the traditional leaders of the Subanen 
community. This action highlighted the ongoing conflict 
between indigenous land rights and industrial interests in the 
region.

Nationwide advocacy campaigns continue against the plunder 
and destruction of ancestral lands, state repression, and 
fascism. These efforts include petition signings, the formation 
and expansion of networks and support organizations, local 
and national caravans, international speaking tours, and 
protest actions. Additionally, national actions have been 
organized to honor the legacy of indigenous ancestors and 
martyrs, amplifying the valiant struggle of indigenous peoples.

B. Legal Advocacy and International Engagement

Despite limited resources, indigenous peoples, in partnership 
with public interest law groups, have leveraged legal 
mechanisms against repressive policies. For instance, in 
response to the enactment of the Anti-Terrorism Act of 2020 
(ATA), IP and Moro leaders, along with advocates and civil 
society leaders, petitioned the Supreme Court to declare the 
ATA unconstitutional.

Human rights defenders in Mindanao have also utilized 
international human rights mechanisms and UN bodies to 
expose rights abuses and amplify the calls of indigenous 
peoples at the international level. This includes testifying in the 
International Peoples’ Tribunal in September 2018, which 

convicted Duterte and US President Trump of gross violations 
of civil, political, social, cultural, and economic rights, and the 
right to self-determination of the Filipino people.

UN Special Rapporteur Ian Fry visited the Philippines from 
November 6 to 15, 2023, to assess human rights in the context 
of climate change. He found severe impacts from typhoons, 
storm surges, and droughts, leading to high community costs 
and loss of lives. Significant gaps exist in implementing 
climate change and disaster risk policies, necessitating a 
strategic, inclusive plan. The Philippines is the most dangerous 
country in Asia for environmental defenders, requiring 
measures to protect them and address red-tagging and 
criminalization. Fry recommended revising the Climate Change 
Act and supporting the Climate Accountability Bill to hold 
polluters accountable, and called for the disbanding of the 
NTF-ELCAC due to its impunity and red-tagging, proposing a 
truth and reconciliation process and amnesty for unjustly 
imprisoned individuals. His report, which emphasizes the need 
for updated climate laws, strategic implementation, and 
stronger protections for environmental defenders, will be 
presented to the UN Human Rights Council in June 2024.

UN Special Rapporteur Irene Khan's visit to the Philippines 
from January 23 to February 2, 2024, aimed to assess the state 
of freedom of opinion and expression. She met with various 
government officials, civil society organizations, and human 
rights defenders across multiple cities. Khan expressed 
concerns about "red-tagging," attacks on journalists, and the 
slow judicial process for pre-trial detainees. She recommended 
abolishing the NTF-ELCAC, enhancing protections for 
journalists, and revising laws such as the Anti-Terrorism Act 
and libel laws to align with international standards. Her full 
report will be submitted to the UN Human Rights Council in 
June 2025.

On May 17, 2024, at the International People’s Tribunal in 
Brussels, Lumad woman Eufemia Cullamat and Lumad school 
teacher Jeany Rose Hayahay testified about severe human 
rights abuses by the Philippine government and military. 
Cullamat recounted the killing and dehumanization of her 
daughter by soldiers, who used her corpse as a "war trophy." 
Hayahay described the targeting of indigenous schools in 
Mindanao, labeled as "communist" hubs, where volunteer 
teachers have been killed or charged with terrorism. Martial 
law in Mindanao exacerbated militarization and impunity 
against the Lumad peoples.

Continued engagement with the UN Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the United 
Nations Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic Review has 
been instrumental in addressing human rights violations 
against indigenous peoples in the Philippines.

C. Challenges and support mechanisms

Despite legal challenges and international engagement, many 
human rights defenders (HRDs) in Mindanao continue to face 
threats to their lives and liberties, living in constant fear of 
unlawful arrest on fabricated charges, particularly those with 
standing warrants.

To confront these challenges, numerous HRDs have been 
compelled to seek sanctuary away from their homes and 
sources of livelihood. While some find refuge with family or 
personal networks, others must seek sanctuary in different 
areas with the backing of people’s organizations, allies, and 
organizational networks.
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Despite financial constraints, various people's organizations and civil society groups strive to 
provide temporary refuge and assistance to protect HRDs under threat in Mindanao. As 
attacks against human rights defenders persist, ongoing efforts by concerned groups aim to 
safeguard their rights and security while advocating for justice and accountability.

Moreover, a multitude of other organizations and entities are actively engaged in supporting HRDs in 
Mindanao through various initiatives:

Community-Based Organizations

Grassroots groups mobilize local 
communities, organize resistance 
movements, and provide direct support 
to HRDs, fostering resilience and 
collective action against human rights 
abuses.

Legal Aid and Advocacy Groups

Specialized organizations offer crucial 
support to HRDs, providing legal 
assistance, representation, and 
advocacy campaigns to amplify their 
voices and defend their rights.

Local and International NGOs

NGOs provide financial, logistical, and 
capacity-building support, collaborating 
with grassroots organizations to 
strengthen HRDs' resilience and 
capacity.

1 2 3

Faith-Based Organizations

Religious groups offer moral, spiritual, 
and material support to HRDs facing 
persecution and threats.

Academic and Research 
Institutions

Universities and research centers 
contribute to documenting and 
analyzing human rights abuses, 
producing valuable research to inform 
advocacy efforts and policy 
recommendations.

International Solidarity Networks

Global solidarity groups organize 
campaigns, protests, and fundraising 
initiatives to support HRDs and raise 
awareness worldwide.

4 5 6

International Human Rights 
Organizations

Several international groups closely 
monitor HRDs' situations, advocating 
for their protection and raising global 
awareness through reports, campaigns, 
and lobbying efforts.

Psychosocial Support

In addition to legal aid and advocacy, international human rights monitoring, financial 
assistance, and capacity-building, organizations also offer psychosocial support to 
HRDs. This assistance addresses the mental and emotional well-being of defenders, 
providing counseling, trauma healing, and resilience-building services to help them cope 
with the psychological impacts of threats, harassment, and attacks.

7 8

Together, these entities form a network of support and solidarity for HRDs in Mindanao, showcasing a shared 
commitment to defending human rights and advancing social justice in the region.
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VII. Conclusion and Recommendations

The relentless attacks against human rights defenders in Mindanao during the Duterte administration 
have profoundly impacted the human rights situation in the region and throughout the Philippines. These 
assaults further constrict already marginalized democratic spaces and undermine the practice of 
democracy. With the current administration of Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos Jr., son of the late dictator 
Ferdinand Marcos, the situation is anticipated to deteriorate further.

Given the dire human rights situation in Mindanao and the Philippines at large, there is an urgent need for a 
comprehensive and holistic response to protect and support human rights defenders in carrying out their 
crucial work safely and effectively.

Based on research on the strategic protection of human rights defenders 
in Mindanao, we propose the following recommendations:

Holistic Risk Management

Ensure a comprehensive understanding 
of risk management for human rights 
defenders, addressing not only physical 
security but also digital security and 
psychosocial well-being.

Proactive Approach

Adopt a proactive and preventive 
approach to protecting human rights 
defenders, implementing practical 
measures to manage risks and 
foster an enabling environment for 
human rights work. This includes 
developing protocols and policies to 
mitigate threats against HRDs.

Institutional Protection

Maximize institutional protection by 
availing appropriate and responsive 
support from government, civil society, 
and international protection 
mechanisms. Address gaps to ensure 
accessibility to all HRDs, particularly 
those from marginalized groups.

1 2 3

Collective Care

Embrace collective care as a new 
paradigm for HRD protection, 
emphasizing the social and relational 
aspects of care inherent in human 
rights work. This approach moves 
beyond conventional self-care methods, 
envisioning a protection system that 
transcends traditional roles of 
protection giver and receiver.

University Engagement

Utilize and enhance the role of 
universities in piloting and 
implementing an integrated, proactive, 
and preventive approach to HRD 
protection. This includes leveraging 
institutional mechanisms and 
advancing the collective care approach.

Legislative Support

Advocate for the institutionalization of 
HRD protection through legislation, 
such as the Human Rights Defenders 
Protection Bill, which provides 
protective measures for HRDs. Uphold 
and promote international instruments 
like the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and the 
UN Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders.

1 2 3

In particular, we propose the establishment of a human rights defenders program that incorporates the above elements for a 
comprehensive and holistic approach to protecting HRDs and fostering an enabling environment for human rights to thrive.

Human rights defenders are indispensable in the fight for climate justice and a just society by advocating for environmental protection, 
indigenous peoples' rights, and human rights. Safeguarding their safety, defending their freedom of expression, and creating a 
supportive environment empower IP human rights defenders to continue their vital work and cultivate space for climate justice to 
flourish.
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Glossary

Ancestral Domain: Land and natural resources traditionally 
owned or occupied by Indigenous Peoples, including territories 
they have sustained for generations.

Anti-Terrorism Act of 2020 (ATA): A controversial law in the 
Philippines criticized for its broad definitions and potential to 
suppress dissent by labeling activists as terrorists.

Bagani Warriors: An armed paramilitary group supported by 
the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP), often involved in 
violent acts against Indigenous Peoples.

Bakwit: Derived from the word 'evacuate' is a local term for 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Mindanao, typically due 
to armed conflict, natural disasters, and land disputes.

Certificate of Ancestral Domain Title (CADT): A legal 
document recognizing Indigenous peoples' ownership over 
their ancestral lands as provided by the Indigenous Peoples' 
Rights Act (IPRA) of the Philippines.

Climate Change: Refers to long-term shifts in temperature, 
precipitation, and other atmospheric conditions due to human 
activities, particularly the emission of greenhouse gases.

Climate Justice: Refers to the fair treatment of all people and 
the equitable distribution of the burdens and benefits of 
climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts. It 
emphasizes the rights of vulnerable populations, including 
Indigenous communities, who are disproportionately affected 
by climate change impacts.

Extrajudicial Killings: The killing of individuals by government 
authorities or their agents without judicial sanction or legal 
process.

Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC): A principle in 
international law recognizing Indigenous peoples' right to give 
or withhold consent to projects that may affect their lands and 
communities.

Human Rights Defenders (HRDs): Individuals who promote 
and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms. In 
Mindanao, HRDs often advocate for Indigenous rights, 
environmental protection, and social justice.

Indigenous Peoples' Rights Act (IPRA): A Philippine law 
enacted in 1997 to recognize, protect, and promote the rights 
of Indigenous Peoples.

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs): Individuals forced to flee 
their homes due to conflict, natural disasters, or other crises, 
but who remain within their country's borders.

Lumad: A collective term for Indigenous peoples in Mindanao 
who are not Muslim or Christian, encompassing various tribes 
such as the Manobo, Teduray, Subanen, and B'laan.

Militarization: The deployment of military forces in civilian 
areas, often affecting Indigenous territories in Mindanao and 
leading to human rights abuses.

Moro: Indigenous Muslim group in Mindanao, also affected by 
conflict and human rights violations.

National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict 
(NTF-ELCAC): A government body established to combat 
communist insurgency, criticized for its role in red-tagging and 
targeting activists and Indigenous leaders.

Red-tagging: The practice of labeling individuals or groups 
(often activists or HRDs) as communists or terrorists, leading 
to harassment, arrests, or worse.

Salugpongan Ta’ Tanu Ig Kanugon: An alliance of Lumad 
leaders and communities defending their ancestral domains 
against external threats.

Tampakan Mining Project: A large-scale copper-gold mining 
project in southern Mindanao, threatening significant 
displacement and environmental impact.
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