~ Mindanao
’@C!imate_.lust’ice BRIEFING PAPER

Enhancing Human Rights
Defenders' Wellbeing

A Scoping Review of Collective and Self-Care
Strategies for HRDs in Mindanao in their Struggle
for Climate Justice

JUNE 2024




TABLE OF CONTENTS

TN TR R R

MUREA O DO EEE

Iv.

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

V.

A.
B.
C.

Introduction
Part 1: Safeguarding HRDs: International Perspectives and Proactive Strategies
Risk, Security, and Well-being in Human Rights Defense
Reactive and Proactive Approaches to Protection
Formal and Informal Protective Mechanisms
The Role of Universities in the Protection of HRDs
From Self-care to Collective Protection
Applying International Insights to the Philippine Context
Part 2: Navigating the Landscape: HRD Protection Mechanisms in the Philippines
Current Situation of HRDs in the Philippines
Current Protective Mechanisms for HRDs
Role of universities in HRD protection
Reactive vs. Proactive Strategies
A Holistic Approach to Safeguarding Human Rights Defenders in the Philippines
Part 3: Strengthening Support Networks: Insights from Practitioners for HRD Wellbeing
Insights from Psychology
Insights from Community Medicine
Insights from Social Work
Insights from Spiritual Perspective
Integrating Perspectives: A Holistic Approach to Supporting Human Rights Defenders
Conclusion
Summary of Key Findings
Importance of Collective and Self-Care Strategies
Call to Action and Recommendations

References

BRIEFING PAPER

O 00 0 N N o o o b~ A W

e O I S S, W s WO S G T G (R
aa o A W W N = =

16
18
18
18
18
21



| Introguction

The climate crisis poses a profound threat to human rights globally, with its adverse impacts already acutely
felt in regions like the Philippines. Here, extreme weather events not only disrupt livelihoods but also
undermine the fundamental right to life and other basic rights. In the face of escalating climate challenges,
human rights defenders (HRDs) emerge as frontline champions, tirelessly advocating for justice,
accountability, and the protection of vulnerable communities. However, their noble pursuit is fraught with peril,
particularly in regions like Mindanao, where conflicts over natural resources often escalate into human rights
violations targeting indigenous peoples and environmental advocates.

This paper embarks on a comprehensive examination of the landscape of HRD protection in the Philippines,
with a particular focus on Mindanao. Drawing insights from international perspectives, local initiatives, and
regional realities, we delve into the multifaceted challenges faced by HRDs in their struggle for climate justice.
Our analysis unfolds across three key parts:

Part 1: Safeguarding HRDs: International Perspectives and Proactive Strategies

In this section, we explore the complex terrain of HRD protection, guided by pivotal ideas and approaches
endorsed by international sources. Rather than providing an exhaustive review, this scoping exercise aims to
identify key concepts and recurring themes that underpin HRD protection efforts worldwide.

Part 2: Navigating the Landscape: Assessing HRD Protection Mechanisms in the Philippines

Here, we provide an overview of the current situation of HRDs in the Philippines, critically examine existing
protective mechanisms, and highlight the pressing need for proactive strategies to safeguard HRDs' safety and
well-being.

Part 3: Strengthening Support Networks: Insights from Practitioners for HRD Wellbeing

In this section, we delve into the insights gleaned from semi-structured interviews conducted with experts and
practitioners who possess extensive experience in providing psychosocial support for HRDs across
psychology, social work, community medicine, and faith-based religious organizations. Drawing from these
interviews and focus group discussions, we aim to identify best practices, highlight existing gaps, and present
recommendations aimed at enhancing the safety and well-being of HRDs in the region.

By shedding light on the challenges and opportunities inherent in the protection and well-being of HRDs in
Mindanao, this paper aims to contribute to the ongoing discourse on HRD protection in the Philippines.
Through actionable recommendations and a call to action for legislative reform, international solidarity, and
community empowerment, we seek to pave the way for a future where HRDs can operate without fear of
reprisal or harm, ensuring justice, accountability, and human rights for all Filipinos amidst the climate crisis.
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Part 1. Safequarding HRDs: International

Perspectives and Proactive Strategies

Navigating the complex terrain of human rights defenders' (HRDs) protection entails an exploration of
fundamental concepts and recurring themes that shape global discourse on safeguarding their rights. In this
scoping of related literature, we embark on a journey to uncover pivotal ideas and approaches endorsed by
international sources, shedding light on essential aspects of HRD protection in diverse contexts.

Rather than providing an exhaustive review, this scoping exercise aims to identify key concepts and recurring

themes that underpin HRD protection efforts worldwide. By distilling insights from international organizations,
scholarly works, and advocacy initiatives, we seek to outline foundational principles and emerging trends that
inform strategies for promoting HRDs' safety and well-being.

Throughout this exploration, we will examine core concepts such as the legal frameworks governing HRD
protection, the challenges posed by hostile environments, and the evolving nature of protective mechanisms.
Moreover, we will highlight proactive strategies aimed at mitigating risks and enhancing HRDs' resilience,
recognizing the importance of both individual and collective approaches to protection.

By undertaking this scoping review, we aim to map the terrain of HRD protection, providing a framework for
understanding the multifaceted nature of the challenges faced by defenders globally.

A. Risk, Security, and Well-being in Human Rights Defense

Understanding Human Rights Defenders

Human rights defenders (HRDs) play a crucial role in advancing universal human rights principles, as defined by the Office
of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). They encompass individuals who engage in peaceful actions
to promote and protect human rights, a definition broadened by protection actors to include a diverse spectrum of
individuals and groups involved in various human rights concerns (Nah 2020, 10).

Risks Faced by HRDs

HRDs face a multitude of threats to their physical safety on a global scale, including profiling, surveillance, torture,
enforced disappearance, murder, and extrajudicial killing (Harding 2015, 8). These risks are exacerbated by civic space
restrictions, with 117 out of 197 countries experiencing severe limitations (CIVICUS 2021). In 2021 alone, 358 HRDs were
killed, with a notable portion dedicated to issues such as land rights, indigenous peoples' rights, and environmental
defense (Frontline Defenders 2021, 6).

Conceptualizing Risk

Risk in the realm of social activism refers to the anticipated dangers associated with engaging in specific movement
activities, encompassing legal, social, physical, and financial dimensions (McAdam 1989, 67). This understanding of risk
is subjective and shaped by societal power structures and historical contexts, leading to the evolution of risk management
practices over time (Nah 2020, 158).
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Understanding Risk

Frontline Defenders defines risk as the interplay between threats, capacity, and vulnerability (2011, 10). Risk is directly
related to threats and vulnerabilities and inversely related to capacities. While threats may remain constant, risk can be
mitigated by managing vulnerabilities and enhancing HRDs' capacities across various aspects of their lives.

Security and Well-being

Despite being lauded for their courage and selflessness, HRDs endure significant mental, emotional, and economic
impacts due to the threats they face (Hernawan and Nah 2020, 45-47). However, not all HRDs prioritize security
management, often citing reasons such as limited resources, inadequate training, or the belief that their work is inherently
peaceful and legitimate (Nah 2020, 13-14).

Integrated Security

In response to the multidimensional nature of well-being, HRDs are redefining security to encompass broader dimensions
beyond physical safety (Nah 2020, 14). Integrated security, as proposed by Barry and Nainar (2008, 87-88), includes
freedom from constant threats, economic security, political security, environmental security, and health security. This
holistic approach acknowledges the interconnectedness of individual and community well-being, emphasizing the
importance of comprehensive protective strategies.

International Perspectives on Shrinking Civic Space

The global trend of shrinking civic space, particularly amid the ascent of populist and right- wing regimes, has intensified
the challenges faced by human rights defenders (HRDs) (Nah 2020, 14). In response, stakeholders in the human rights
arena have adopted diverse strategies to confront these obstacles, leveraging existing protective mechanisms and
innovating new security measures to safeguard the well-being of HRDs.

Flexibility and Localization

Acknowledging the relational nature of human rights defense and the diverse operational contexts of HRDs, protection
strategies must demonstrate flexibility and adaptability to local circumstances (Fernandez and Patel 2015, 8).

Protective approaches have evolved dynamically to address the unique risks encountered by HRDs and the communities
they serve, reflecting an ongoing dialogue between global standards and grassroots realities (Fernandez and Patel 2015,
4; Goodale 2007, 9).

Navigating Universalism and Local Context

Human rights activism entails a continual negotiation between universal principles and local contexts, as

HRDs mediate international norms to develop context-specific practices (Goodale 2007, 9). This paper aims to explore the
protective strategies employed by HRDs worldwide while assessing their applicability to the Philippine setting, recognizing
the nuanced interplay between universal human rights principles and indigenous conditions.

B. Reactive and Proactive Approaches to Protection

Proactive Risk Management

In the realm of human rights defense, proactive risk management is crucial for ensuring the safety and continuity of HRD
work. This is not merely a matter of self-preservation but a strategic imperative in a protracted struggle (Frontline
Defenders 2011, 2). Frontline Defenders outlines five critical steps in developing a security plan: context analysis, risk
assessment, threat analysis, security plan development, and plan implementation and review. These steps enable HRDs to
assess their situations, mitigate security threats, and create a less stressful environment for their work.

Preventive Protocols

HRDs employ various preventive protocols to manage risk effectively. Strategic silence, for example, is practiced in high-
risk contexts, allowing HRDs to continue their work while navigating competing demands (Harding 2015, 20). This
strategy requires coordination among actors to ensure it does not undermine their collective efforts. By carefully
examining their situations, HRDs can develop similar preventive protocols tailored to their specific contexts.
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Maximizing Institutional Protection

Institutional protection mechanisms play a crucial role in enhancing HRDs' safety. In Colombia, for instance, the Unidad
Nacional de Proteccién (UNP) offers physical safety measures such as guards, bulletproof vests, and armored cars.
However, criticisms of these measures highlight the need for culturally sensitive approaches and preventive strategies
rooted in investigative and judicial mechanisms to address human rights violations (Cousins and Schmitz 2020, 138).

National Programs and Government Support

While some countries, like Colombia, have national HRD protection programs, many in the Global South lack such
initiatives. In the absence of government support, HRDs rely on international, regional, national, and local bodies and
networks for protection. The optimization of available resources and the creation of protection mechanisms by HRDs
themselves will be further explored in the subsequent section.

C. Formal and Informal Protective Mechanisms

Temporary International Relocation

Human rights institutions often provide temporary international relocation as a last resort for HRDs facing significant risks
in their communities. Traditionally focused on physical safety, these initiatives now prioritize HRDs' overall well-being,
including cultural adaptation, psycho- social support, and skill development to navigate new environments (Jones et al.
2019, 1-4). The "Barcelona Guidelines," developed by human rights actors and researchers worldwide, serve as a
comprehensive resource for protection providers involved in temporary international relocation, emphasizing holistic well-
being considerations.

Challenges in Accessing Formal Protection

Despite the availability of institutional protection mechanisms, many HRDs, particularly those from marginalized groups,
face barriers to accessing formal protection. Bureaucratic hurdles, resource constraints, and capacity limitations often
restrict equal access to these mechanisms (Ichim and Mutahi 2022, 91). Consequently, HRDs frequently resort to informal
protection practices, which encompass a range of processes and resources outside institutionalized programs. These
practices leverage existing social relationships to address protection gaps and meet HRDs' needs.

Spatial and Relational Nature of Informal Protection

Informal protection mechanisms are inherently relational and spatial, intertwined with ideological struggles within specific
contexts. In Colombian peasant communities, for example, HRDs carve out autonomous spaces to design alternatives,
challenging existing power networks and asserting control over their territories (Lefebvre 2018, 13). Similarly, urban poor
communities in Kenya utilize spatial knowledge of their environments to enhance security, demonstrating the spatial
character of protection within different social landscapes (Ichim and Mutahi 2022, 92).

D. The Role of Universities in the Protection of HRDs

Historical Significance and Activism

Academic institutions, particularly universities, have historically served as crucial hubs for the protection of human rights
defenders (HRDs). These institutions function as sites of activism, incubating ideas and values, and fostering
collaboration with various groups (Gready and Jackson, 2023). Additionally, universities have played a key role in
protecting diverse forms of knowledge, including activist and indigenous knowledge.

Piloting Integrated Security Approaches

Universities are well-positioned to pilot integrated security approaches that emphasize proactive and preventive
strategies. By leveraging institutional protections and promoting collective care through their natural networks and
communities, universities can take a proactive stance in HRD protection. This approach aligns with the shift
advocated by Gready and Jackson (2003) towards holistic protection strategies that prioritize systemic change and
community empowerment.
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Exchange of Knowledge and Solidarity
Universities facilitate the exchange of theory and practice between academic communities and indigenous youth through

solidarity events and integration programs. This exchange fosters mutual learning and strengthens solidarity networks,
supporting the call for proactive protection strategies that intertwine protection and activism.

Shifting Paradigms for Protection

The engagement of universities in the protection of HRDs reflects a broader paradigm shift from reactive, risk-managing
approaches to proactive, agenda-setting strategies that prioritize collective action and systemic change. By placing
organizations, communities, and systemic transformation at the forefront, universities contribute to safeguarding the
political and democratic spaces essential for HRD activities.

E. From Self-care to Collective Protection

Individualized Self-care Strategies

Before engaging in broader reactive or proactive protection measures, HRDs often turn to self- care mechanisms. The
East and Horn of Africa Human Rights Defenders Project (EHAHRDP) emphasizes the importance of individualized
security strategies developed through capacity- building workshops tailored to different contexts and risks (2015, 256,
258). Women HRDs, in particular, underscore self-care as a crucial protection strategy within patriarchal societies,
challenging the societal blame often placed on women for not prioritizing their well-being (IM- Defensora 2017, 456).

Historical Context and Neoliberal Co-potation

The co-optation of self-care has roots in the self-help campaigns on health and welfare during the 1960s and 1970s,
which challenged power structures controlling women's bodies through collective support and activism (Ward 2015, 48).
However, neoliberal ideologies, exemplified by the Thatcher administration, reframed care as an individualized
responsibility, marginalizing already vulnerable groups and communities (Ward 2015, 50).

The Role of Self-care within Collectives

While self-care primarily focuses on the individual, it is deeply embedded within the context of organizations, networks,
and communities. Women HRDs advocate for both personal and collective empowerment, highlighting an integrated
security approach that addresses the various dimensions of their identity and activism (IM-Defensora 2015, 450; Barry
and Nainar 2008, 87-88). Criticism arises when self-care becomes detached from collective action, reflecting neoliberal
restructuring efforts that shift the responsibility for health and welfare from the state to individuals (Ward 2015, 45).

Feminist Ethics and Collective Care

In response, feminist ethics advocate for a care practice rooted in collective struggle and empowerment. Collective care
emphasizes the social and relational nature of care, recognizing it as both a personal and political act (Barnes 2015, 42-
43). This approach envisions a protection system beyond traditional roles of giver and receiver, strengthening the
capacities of individuals, communities, and the broader social fabric (Nah 2022, 167).

F. Applying International Insights to the Philippine Context

The exploration of related literature has provided a panoramic view of the multifaceted landscape surrounding
the protection of human rights defenders (HRDs). From understanding the fundamental roles of HRDs and the
risks they face globally to dissecting nuanced concepts such as risk, security, and well-being, the review has
unveiled a tapestry of strategies and approaches employed on the international stage. Proactive risk
management, institutional protections, and the shifting paradigms towards collective care and empowerment
have emerged as crucial pillars in the safeguarding of HRDs. Furthermore, the engagement of academic
institutions and the evolution of self-care into a collective endeavor underscore the dynamic nature of HRD
protection, reflecting ongoing efforts to adapt and innovate in response to evolving challenges and contexts.
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Transitioning from this comprehensive review, we now pivot towards examining how these international
insights are contextualized within the Philippine landscape. In a country where HRDs confront a myriad of
challenges, including systemic violence, political repression, and threats to civic space, understanding the
adaptation and application of global strategies becomes paramount. The subsequent section will delve into
the specific protective mechanisms and strategies operationalized within the Philippines, shedding light on the
localized responses to HRD protection. Through this exploration, we aim to glean insights into the
effectiveness, challenges, and opportunities inherent in safeguarding HRDs within the Philippine context.

1. Part 2: Navigating the Landscape: HRD

Protection Mechanisms in the Philippines

Human rights defenders (HRDs) play a crucial role in advocating for justice, accountability, and the protection
of fundamental freedoms, particularly in the Philippines. However, their invaluable work is fraught with
significant risks in a hostile environment marked by threats, harassment, and even extrajudicial killings. This
challenging landscape is further exacerbated by the adversarial stance of both state and non-state actors
toward HRDs, undermining their efforts to uphold human rights.

In recent years, the situation for HRDs in the Philippines has worsened significantly. Government counter-
insurgency efforts, the implementation of stringent laws such as the Anti- Terrorism Law (ATL), and the
prevailing political climate across successive administrations have all contributed to a shrinking civic space
and heightened impunity. Consequently, HRDs face heightened risks, impeding their ability to effectively carry
out their vital work.

This section aims to provide a comprehensive examination of the current situation faced by HRDs in the
Philippines. It sheds light on the systemic challenges they encounter and evaluates the effectiveness of
existing protective mechanisms designed to safeguard their rights. Through an analysis of both formal and
informal protective measures, the focus is on highlighting the reactive nature of current strategies and
advocating for a shift towards proactive approaches that can better anticipate and mitigate risks.

By delving into the multifaceted threats against HRDs and critically evaluating the adequacy of current
protection strategies, this section seeks to underscore the urgent need for comprehensive and proactive
measures to ensure the safety and efficacy of HRDs in the Philippines. Ultimately, it aims to contribute to the
ongoing discourse on human rights advocacy by offering insights and recommendations to enhance the
protection of those at the forefront of defending human rights in the country.

A. Current Situation of HRDs in the Philippines

In September 2019, the Philippine Commission on Human Rights launched a four-day national inquiry into the
situation of Human Rights Defenders (HRDs). This inquiry involved resource persons from various NGOs,
people’s organizations, religious institutions, human rights lawyers, trade union centers, as well as
representatives from government agencies, the police, and the military. The results were published in the 2020
“Report on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders in the Philippines.”
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The report found a “systematic attack against HRDs across all sectors of civil society,” with both state and
non-state actors contributing to the distortion of the concept of human rights, public vilification, red-tagging,
profiling, and surveillance of HRDs. Furthermore, the militarization of the government and weaponization of
law have led to a shrinking civic space and an intensified climate of impunity.

The Commission'’s report outlined several recommendations for the state to fulfill its obligations to HRDs,
including criminalizing attacks against activists, amending problematic laws targeting human rights actors,
and legislating a law to institutionalize protection for HRDs.

However, almost four years after the inquiry, none of these recommendations have been acted upon by the
Philippine government. According to Risse (2017), this lack of willingness, rather than capacity, to address
human rights violations indicates an authoritarian regime.

The United Nations Human Rights Council's Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a process that involves
reviewing the human rights records of all UN Member States. During the fourth cycle of the UPR in 2020, the
Philippines emphasized its commitment to complying with international obligations and cooperating with
human rights mechanisms. However, critics, including KARAPATAN, have labeled the government's report as
"empty platitudes," accusing it of concealing a climate of impunity perpetuated by draconian policies such as
the Anti-Terrorism Law (ATL).

The Philippine government's counter-insurgency efforts, primarily targeting the Communist Party of the
Philippines and the New People’s Army (CPP-NPA), have drawn significant criticism from international and
local human rights organizations. Reports indicate that state forces have not only targeted armed combatants
but also civilians and unarmed activists. The administration of former President Duterte frequently red-tagged
indigenous activists advocating for land rights, self-determination, and education, creating a hostile
environment for HRDs. The closure of Lumad schools and the targeting of Lumad teachers highlight the
systemic challenges faced by marginalized communities and HRDs advocating for their rights.

The aftermath of the May 2022 Philippine elections marked a concerning turn for human rights, as Ferdinand
Marcos, Jr. and Sara Duterte-Carpio, heirs to legacies marred by human rights abuses, ascended to the
country's highest executive positions. Amnesty International termed this development as an "ominous
moment" for human rights. Within less than a year, their administration has been implicated in numerous
attacks on civilians, activists, indigenous groups, and environmental advocates.

From July to November 2022 alone, KARAPATAN, a human rights alliance, documented a disturbingly high
number of human rights violations, including extrajudicial killings, illegal arrests, forced evacuations, and cases
of harassment and intimidation. These incidents underscore the urgent need for effective protection
mechanisms for HRDs in the Philippines, as they continue to face grave risks in their pursuit of justice and
human rights.

On January 30,2023, Dr. Naty Castro, a Lumad advocate and physician, was unjustly labeled a "terrorist
individual" by the Anti-Terrorism Council. This designation, made under the Philippine Anti-Terrorism

Act of 2020, reflects a broader trend of targeting HRDs by both state and non- state actors. The alarming
practice of red- and terror-tagging campaigns has further endangered the lives and freedoms of Filipino
HRDs, exposing them to threats and attacks across various spheres, including communities, workplaces, and
social media platforms.

B. Current Protective Mechanisms for HRDs

In the Philippines, the endeavor to safeguard human rights defenders (HRDs) encompasses a blend
of formal legislative endeavors and informal protective mechanisms, reflecting the multifaceted
challenges they confront.
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In the Philippines, the endeavor to safeguard human rights defenders (HRDs) encompasses a blend
of formal legislative endeavors and informal protective mechanisms, reflecting the multifaceted challenges

they confront.

When the state proves inadequate in defending human rights and emerges as the primary violator, HRDs must
seek recourse from international institutions. Collaborations among NGOs and individual defenders in
advancing similar campaigns and programs can also fortify their capabilities to confront threats and attacks.

HRDs in the Philippines leverage existing institutional networks for security purposes. In tandem, they rely on
immediate relationships within their communities for protection, filling the gaps left by formal structures.
While these formal and informal mechanisms are widely utilized by most human rights organizations,

they predominantly operate reactively, post-violations, with limited proactive measures to mitigate or

prevent attacks.

Legislative Efforts

A notable legislative endeavor aimed at protecting HRDs
in the Philippines was House Bill 10576, also known as
the Human Rights Defenders Protection Bill. This bill
aimed to bolster existing laws and introduce

additional institutional measures to shield HRDs from
extrajudicial killings, threats, and harassment. Despite its
passage in the House of Representatives, it faltered in
the Senate, resulting in a significant gap in formal
protective measures.

©

Utilization of Government Institutions

HRDs frequently leverage government agencies

such as the Commission on Human Rights (CHR) and
legal mechanisms like the writ of amparo to address
human rights violations. The CHR plays a pivotal

role in investigating violations and providing refuge to
at-risk activists, while legal instruments like the writ of
amparo offer protection against threats to life, liberty,
and security.

©

Religious and Educational Institutions

Religious institutions, including Protestant and Catholic
churches, offer sanctuary to HRDs facing threats and
persecution. Additionally, educational institutions such
as the University of the Philippines have provided shelter
and support to indigenous peoples and their

advocates seeking justice and accountability for

human rights abuses.

BRIEFING

Constitutional Safeguards

In the absence of dedicated legislation, HRDs in the
Philippines often rely on constitutional guarantees
enshrined in the 1987 Philippine Constitution. Provisions
such as the right to due process, equal protection under
the law, and protection against arbitrary detention and
torture serve as vital safeguards for HRDs operating in
challenging environments.

O

International Support and Solidarity

International NGOs and coalitions, including Human
Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and the
International Coalition for Human Rights in the
Philippines (ICHRP), play a crucial role in supporting
HRDs through advocacy, campaigns, and resource
provision. These organizations amplify the voices of
Filipino HRDs on the global stage and provide essential
resources for their protection and advocacy efforts.

@

Collective Advocacy and Engagement

HRDs in the Philippines engage in collective advocacy
efforts through various platforms, including the UN
Human Rights Council and the Universal Periodic Review
process. These initiatives amplify their demands for
accountability and justice, underscoring the severity of
the human rights situation in the country on the
international stage.
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C. Role of universities in HRD protection

Former President Duterte's administration frequently red-tagged indigenous activists advocating for land
rights, self-determination, and education, contributing to a hostile environment for HRDs. The closure of
Lumad schools and the targeting of Lumad teachers underscore the systemic challenges faced by
marginalized communities and HRDs advocating for their rights.

Philippine universities have emerged as key defenders of human rights, particularly through initiatives like the
"Bakwit" or "mobile refugee" schools for Lumad children. These institutions have a rich history of advocating
for academic freedom and serving as bastions of liberal education.

O

Historical Context and Activism

Since the Long Sixties, Filipino universities have been at
the forefront of movements for education rights and
national democracy. The struggles for academic
freedom have led to landmark agreements like the 1981
Enrile-Sotto accord and the 1989 UP-DND accord, which
prohibit the presence of police and military forces on
university campuses.

O

Holistic Support and Well-being

Bakwit schools go beyond academics by providing
psychological counseling, legal assistance, and
logistical support to students and volunteer teachers.
They serve as spaces for learning, healing, and
community building, incorporating indigenous rituals like
panubadtubad and addressing the mental and emotional
well-being of participants, especially during crises like
the COVID-19 pandemic.

O

Protection and Solidarity

The establishment of Bakwit schools within university
campuses, such as UP-Diliman, UCCP Haran, and the
University of San Carlos, demonstrates the commitment
of academic institutions to provide refuge and protection
to marginalized communities. These schools not only
offer physical security but also continue the critical
pedagogy and cultural practices of Lumad schools,
preserving indigenous knowledge and fostering a sense
of belonging.

2

Preservation of Indigenous Culture

Through Bakwit schools, universities have become
custodians of Lumad memory and culture, advocating
for environmental and indigenous rights. By integrating
agroecological practices and indigenous knowledge into
the curriculum, these institutions promote ecological
stewardship and cultural preservation.

The role of universities in protecting HRDs extends beyond academic pursuits to encompass social justice,
cultural preservation, and community solidarity. Bakwit schools exemplify the transformative potential of
higher education institutions in fostering inclusive and resilient societies, where marginalized communities can

thrive in safety and dignity.

D. Reactive vs. Proactive Strategies

In response to the authoritarian climate, human rights defenders (HRDs) in the Philippines have sought refuge
in international institutions and established partnerships among NGOs and individual defenders. While existing
institutional networks offer some level of security, often bolstered by community relationships, these
mechanisms primarily operate reactively, addressing violations after they occur rather than preventing them.

BRIEFING

PAPER




The predominant reactive stance of HRDs to threats and attacks is evident in their approach to addressing
incidents of human rights violations in the Philippines. Although certain protective mechanisms exist, they are
often disjointed from a comprehensive well-being program.

The handbook "A Quick Guide on Security for Human Rights Defenders," published by IBON International in
2021, serves as a valuable resource for navigating human rights work amid the challenges posed by the
Duterte regime's Anti-Terrorism Law (ATL). While the handbook emphasizes the importance of securing
information and communication on digital platforms to prevent breaches and ensure safety, its discussion on
physical security remains predominantly reactive. The focus lies on addressing threats and attacks post-
occurrence, primarily through steps HRDs must take during arrest and detention, search and seizure, and the
trial process. While familiarizing HRDs with judicial processes is vital, the emphasis on reactive measures in
addressing physical security may inadvertently suggest that threats and attacks cannot be effectively
managed proactively.

Reactive approaches to risk management persist in human rights practice in the Philippines, with many local
organizations primarily concentrating on paralegal work and documenting human rights violations (HRVs).
This reactive stance, criticized for prioritizing emergency response over long-term resilience among HRDs,
underscores the need for a shift towards proactive strategies. Empowering HRDs to anticipate and mitigate
risks before they escalate into human rights violations is imperative, fostering a safer and more conducive
environment for their crucial work.

The pressing task ahead involves reframing protection for HRDs to prioritize prevention over reaction. HRDs
are increasingly developing proactive protective mechanisms that go beyond reliance on judicial processes,
encompassing risk management through various capacities. Protection programs should not only ensure the
physical safety of defenders but also attend to their economic, digital, psychosocial, medical, and cultural well-
being. This shift towards proactive strategies holds the key to creating a more resilient and secure
environment for HRDs in the Philippines.

E. A Holistic Approach to Safeguarding Human Rights
Defenders in the Philippines

The protection of human rights defenders (HRDs) in the Philippines necessitates a holistic approach that
encompasses various elements, including formal legal measures, constitutional safeguards, institutional
support, international solidarity, and grassroots initiatives. While legislative endeavors such as House Bill
10576 mark significant progress, the failure to enact such laws underscores the ongoing need for persistent
advocacy and unified action to confront the obstacles confronting HRDs and guarantee their safety and
welfare.

Looking ahead, it is imperative to pivot towards proactive protection strategies that empower HRDs to
effectively manage risks. This entails not only ensuring physical safety but also addressing the broader
dimensions of well-being, including economic, digital, psychosocial, medical, and cultural aspects. Protection
initiatives should prioritize both the collective and individual, recognizing the interconnected nature of HRDs'
struggles and the indispensable role of solidarity in fostering resilience.

In essence, safeguarding HRDs in the Philippines demands a concerted effort that transcends boundaries and
encompasses diverse stakeholders. By championing proactive approaches and nurturing a culture of
collective support, we can forge a path towards a safer, more inclusive environment where HRDs can continue
their vital work without fear of reprisal or harm.
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V. Part 3: Strengthening Support
Networks: Insights from

Practitioners for HRD Wellbeing

The third part of our paper delves into the specific challenges faced by human rights defenders (HRDs) in
Mindanao, Philippines, amidst the escalating climate crisis. As the effects of climate change intensify, the
protection of HRDs becomes increasingly critical, particularly in regions like Mindanao where resource
conflicts and environmental degradation pose heightened risks to defenders championing indigenous peoples'
rights and environmental protection.

HRDs in Mindanao play a crucial role in safeguarding human rights in the face of environmental degradation,
advocating for vulnerable communities disproportionately affected by climate change. However, their efforts
are often met with numerous reprisals, including harassment, red-tagging, fabricated charges, unlawful
detention, and extrajudicial killings. These challenges underscore the urgent need for enhanced protection
measures and support systems tailored to the context of Mindanao.

In response to these challenges, the Climate Justice Resource Facility (MCJRF) conducted scoping research
to assess the current state of support services and well-being practices for HRDs in Mindanao. Through
interviews and focus group discussions with key practitioners, experts, and HRDs, the MCJRF sought to
identify best practices, gaps, and recommendations to enhance the safety and well-being of HRDs in the
region.

In this section, we present the findings of our research, highlighting the insights and experiences of expert-
practitioners specializing in providing psychosocial support for HRDs in Mindanao. By exploring their
approaches and best practices, we aim to shed light on the unique challenges faced by HRDs in the region and
provide valuable insights for stakeholders involved in supporting HRDs amidst the climate crisis in Mindanao.

A. Insights from psychology

The first expert we interviewed for the study, DM, is a female psychologist with six years of experience in
counseling and providing psychosocial support for defenders. Throughout her years of counseling, she has
extended services to at least 50 activists with ages ranging from 20 to 40 years old. She draws from an
educational background in psychology, with an undergraduate and graduate degree from a learning institution
emphasizing a largely western approach to psychology.

DM adopts an eclectic approach to counseling, tailoring her methods case by case, depending on the client’s
background and what works best for them. Emphasizing the understanding of class background as a vital best
practice, she navigates the complexities of each individual's needs.

A guiding principle in DM’s practice is her hope-based approach, which allows defenders to perceive their
conditions as changeable, with a focus on the present. She integrates interdisciplinary approaches such as
liberation psychology, highlighting collective care models like the Pagdadala Model, which emphasize shared
responsibility and mutual support.
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Her counseling, psychosocial support, and wellbeing strategies prioritize physiological well- being, lifestyle
changes, skills-learning, and coping mechanisms over cognitive aspects. These strategies include maintaining
sleep hygiene, establishing routines, and ensuring proper nutrition by reducing sugar and meat intake and
avoiding addictive substances. She emphasizes the interconnectedness of food, body, and mind for defenders
to effectively and sustainably carry out their tasks.

DM also advocates for the normalization of rest within organizations, recognizing the culture of human rights
work where defenders often neglect breaks due to heavy workloads. By institutionalizing rest through
protocols and scheduling mechanisms, organizations can prevent burnout and negative health impacts. She
encourages defenders to cultivate hobbies and passions as genuine forms of rest and creativity.

In addition to physiological approaches, DM recommends various psychosocial practices for defender well-
being, such as developing awareness of different perspectives, practicing zen to focus on the present moment,
and finding supportive individuals (mahihingahan) who can listen without judgment. She stresses the
importance of maintaining diverse networks and engaging in group lifestyle activities like yoga or stretching to
meet both self-care and collective care goals.

B. Insights from Community Medicine

The second expert-practitioner we interviewed for the study, whom we will refer to as DR, is a medical doctor
specializing in psychiatry. Trained to treat and manage medical issues, he also addresses mental health
concerns and offers psychosocial services to defenders. DR serves as the Vice-president for Health Action for
Human Rights (HAHR), an organization established in [year] to advocate for health as a human right,
emphasizing its inseparability from the right to life, economic rights, and other fundamental rights. With over
two decades of experience in community medicine, he has provided medical services to marginalized
communities and mental health support to human rights defenders.

DR describes his approach to mental health and psychosocial services as evolving over the years. Rooted in
community medicine principles, his approach emphasizes protecting not just the individual but the entire
community. He underscores the essential nature of human rights and the vital role played by human rights
defenders, emphasizing the importance of a non- judgmental approach and self-care in supporting defenders
amidst their challenging work.

As a medical doctor, activist, and member of a health rights organization, DR offers a wide range of support
services for defenders, including medical and mental health care, advocacy, campaigns, fundraising, and
research. HAHR's activities encompass various advocacy and campaign efforts, such as fact-finding missions
and health campaigns, aimed at addressing intersecting issues like hunger and disease in regions like Negros
Island. They also provide direct medical and psychosocial support to jailed defenders, conducting prison visits
for check-ups, psychotherapy sessions, and facilitating communication with families. DR considers these
initiatives crucial for defenders' holistic well-being, ensuring support throughout their journey, from detention
to reintegration into society.

Reflecting on years of experience, DR shares some best practices for supporting defenders' well-being. He
emphasizes the importance of self-care, discipline, and maintaining healthy lifestyles to prevent burnout.
Establishing routines, setting boundaries, and prioritizing rest are essential aspects of self-care, along with
conscious efforts towards nutrition and physical health. DR advocates for a community-centered approach to
care, where defenders support each other through regular gatherings and peer-to-peer support systems. He
also stresses the role of organizations in fostering a supportive environment, building trust, and normalizing
self- care practices among defenders.
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Given the limited resources for psychosocial services in the country, especially for human rights defenders,
DR highlights the importance of engaging mainstream medical practitioners. Organizing awareness-raising
events and conferences can bridge the gap and ensure that defenders receive the necessary support for
their well-being.

C. Insights from Social Work

PM, the third expert-practitioner interviewed for the study, brings a wealth of experience from the field of social
work. With a background that intertwines social activism, education, and community engagement, PM's
journey reflects a lifelong commitment to human rights and social justice. From her early days as a human
rights worker during Martial Law to her extensive tenure as a social work educator and advocate for
indigenous peoples' rights, PM's insights offer invaluable perspectives on supporting human rights defenders.

PM's approach to providing counseling and psychosocial support to defenders is rooted in the core principles
of social work, emphasizing the inherent dignity and worth of every individual. Guided by the values of social
justice and human rights, she views sacrifice as an integral part of the human rights and social work ethos.

Drawing from her experience, PM extends various forms of support to defenders, including counseling
services, material assistance, sanctuary provisions, and safe spaces for activities and meetings. Recognizing
the importance of continuous support, particularly in the aftermath of traumatic events such as fabricated
charges or unlawful arrests, PM emphasizes the significance of prioritizing defenders' physical and mental
well-being. She underscores the need for ongoing communication to combat feelings of isolation and
advocates for holistic support systems that encompass not only defenders but also their families, especially
for those seeking sanctuary.

Through PM's insights and best practices, we gain a deeper understanding of the multifaceted
challenges faced by human rights defenders and the essential role of social work in promoting their
well-being and resilience.

D. Insights from Spiritual Perspective

SE, the fourth expert-practitioner interviewed for this study, brings a unique perspective as a member of the
Medical Mission Sisters, a religious formation committed to promoting healing and wholeness through various
ministries. Her journey in supporting human rights defenders, or "accompaniment" as she terms it, began
within her religious formation, where she immersed herself in communities of farmers, workers, Moro, and
indigenous peoples.

Grounded in empowerment, SE's approach to counseling and well-being support revolves around enabling
individuals to recognize their inherent ability to heal. As a counselor, her role is to facilitate this process by
asking objective questions that deepen understanding and foster a sense of empowerment. She
contextualizes her practice within the broader social framework, emphasizing the importance of community
involvement in promoting defenders' well-being.

Over the years, SE's approach has evolved to focus on addressing the root causes of illness and integrating
cultural considerations, drawing from her experience in indigenous peoples' apostolates. She advocates for
developing ecological consciousness and incorporating indigenous knowledge systems and practices into
well-being support services.
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SE and her organization provide a range of support services to defenders, including counseling, sanctuary
provisions, and facilitation of health services. She emphasizes the importance of tailoring best practices to
each defender's specific context and situation, balancing security measures with maintaining sanctuaries as
life-giving spaces. Continual care, especially for defenders facing trauma, is paramount, alongside fostering
self-care practices and bodily awareness among both defenders and care providers.

In conclusion, SE underscores the importance of holistic care and ongoing support, encouraging defenders
and care providers to cultivate routines, find joy in recreation, and maintain spiritual practices as pillars of well-
being amidst the challenges of human rights advocacy.

E. Integrating Perspectives: A Holistic Approach to Supporting
Human Rights Defenders

In examining the insights from community medicine, social work, and spiritual support, it

becomes evident that a multi-dimensional approach is essential in safeguarding the well-being of human rights
defenders (HRDs) in the Philippines. Each expert-practitioner brings a unique perspective and set of practices,
contributing to a comprehensive framework for supporting defenders in their crucial work.

From community medicine, we learn about the importance of addressing defenders' physical and mental
health needs, especially in the aftermath of traumatic events. Continuous support and communication are
emphasized as key elements in promoting resilience and preventing isolation among defenders.

Social work principles underscore the significance of dignity, social justice, and sacrifice in supporting
defenders. Continuous counseling, material support, and safe spaces are highlighted as crucial components of
well-being support services, tailored to the specific needs of defenders and their families.

Insights from spiritual support highlight the empowerment approach, encouraging defenders to recognize their
innate capacity for healing. Holistic care, rooted in cultural considerations and spiritual practices, is advocated
to address the multifaceted challenges faced by defenders.

In conclusion, the collective wisdom from these disciplines emphasizes the importance of a holistic and
tailored approach to supporting HRDs. By integrating medical, psychosocial, cultural, and spiritual dimensions,
stakeholders can create a supportive ecosystem that fosters the resilience, well-being, and continued
advocacy of human rights defenders in the Philippines.

To comprehend the practices and concepts elucidated by experts interviewed across four different fields, we
adopt a simplified version of the socio-ecological model of health and wellbeing originally conceptualized by
Bronfenbrenner, alongside the psychosocial approach to wellbeing drawing from the work of Baro on liberation
psychology.

Through the adapted socio-ecological model, we can grasp defenders' wellbeing within the organizational and
community context and within the broader societal and ecological framework of the climate crisis. This model
enables us to situate self-care within collective care and explore the interactive relationships between the two.
By doing so, we can organize the current practices for HRD wellbeing in the Philippines into distinct
dimensions.
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Figure 1. Simplified socio-ecological model to human rights defenders’ wellbeing. Adapted from the socio-
ecological model (Bronfenbrenner) and the 3 levels of Psychosocial Approach (Baro).
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This approach facilitates mapping out the roles of individual HRDs, organizations, and the broader community
of defenders in practicing and enabling self-care and collective care practices for the enhanced well-being of
defenders towards sustainable climate and social justice activism.
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V. Conclusion

A. Summary of Key Findings

Throughout this paper, we have embarked on a comprehensive exploration of the multifaceted landscape
surrounding the protection of human rights defenders (HRDs) in the Philippines. We began by examining
international insights into HRD protection mechanisms, delving into proactive risk management strategies and
the evolving paradigms of collective care and empowerment. Transitioning to the Philippine context, we
analyzed the current situation faced by HRDs, highlighting systemic challenges and the effectiveness of
existing protective mechanisms. We then explored the role of universities, reactive versus proactive strategies,
and insights from practitioners in supporting HRD well-being, emphasizing the holistic nature of care required.

B. Importance of Collective and Self-Care Strategies

The insights gleaned from our examination underscore the critical importance of both collective and self-care
strategies in the struggle for climate justice and human rights in the Philippines. HRDs operate within a
challenging landscape marked by threats, harassment, and violence, necessitating robust support networks
and comprehensive well-being initiatives. Collective care initiatives foster solidarity, resilience, and mutual
support among HRDs, while self-care practices empower individuals to navigate the challenges they face and
sustain their advocacy efforts effectively.

C. Call to Action and Recommendations

In light of the findings presented, it is imperative to issue a call to action for legislative reform, international
solidarity, and community empowerment to support HRDs in the Philippines. Legislative reforms are needed to
institutionalize protective measures and address systemic challenges, ensuring the safety and efficacy of
HRDs. International solidarity plays a crucial role in amplifying the voices of Filipino HRDs on the global stage
and providing essential resources for their protection and advocacy efforts. Additionally, community
empowerment initiatives empower local communities to defend their rights and provide vital support to HRDs,
fostering a culture of resilience and solidarity.
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To further strengthen the support for HRDs

and enhance their well-being, the following
recommendations are proposed:

FOR HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

Self-Care

HRDs need to prioritize their own well-being by practicing self-care, recognizing signs of burnout, and seeking
support when needed. This includes allocating time for rest, engaging in activities that promote mental and
physical health, and accessing professional counseling services when necessary.

Adopting Security Measures

HRDs should learn and apply security protocols to minimize risks, including digital security practices such as
encryption and secure communication methods, as well as maintaining situational awareness in their
surroundings to mitigate potential threats.

Advocating for Rights

Despite the challenges they face, HRDs should continue to advocate for human rights while actively engaging
with their communities. This includes raising awareness about human rights issues, mobilizing support for
causes, and documenting and reporting violations to relevant authorities and international organizations.

FOR COLLEAGUES AND PEERS

Supportive Network

Colleagues and peers can offer emotional support, share experiences, and serve as a sounding board for
challenges. Building a supportive network within the HRD community can provide solidarity and strength
during difficult times.

Mutual Assistance and Collective Care
Collaborative efforts within the HRD community can enhance safety and protection. HRDs can watch out for

each other, share resources, and respond collectively to threats, fostering a sense of mutual assistance and
collective care.
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FOR ORGANIZATIONS

Resources and Training

Organizations can provide HRDs with resources, tools, and training on security measures, legal rights, and
well-being. This includes offering workshops, access to online resources, and mentorship programs to
enhance HRDs' skills and knowledge.

Risk Assessments

Organizations should conduct regular risk assessments to identify potential threats and develop strategies
to mitigate them. This proactive approach allows organizations to anticipate and address security concerns
before they escalate into serious incidents.

Access to Legal Aid

Offering legal support to HRDs facing legal challenges ensures they have access to proper representation
and protection. Organizations can establish partnerships with legal aid groups or provide in-house legal
assistance to HRDs in need.

Wellness Programs

Implementing wellness programs, including mental health support and counseling, can help HRDs cope with
stress and trauma. Providing access to confidential counseling services, stress management workshops,
and peer support groups can promote well-being and resilience among HRDs.

© 060

FOR GOVERNMENT AND POLICY-MAKERS

Legislative Protections

Governments should enact and enforce laws that protect HRDs from harassment, threats, and violence. This
includes passing legislation like House Bill 10576 to provide formal legal protections for HRDs and address
gaps in existing laws targeting human rights actors.

Investigations and Accountability

Authorities should thoroughly investigate threats or attacks against HRDs and hold perpetrators
accountable. Ensuring swift and impartial investigations into human rights violations sends a strong
message that attacks on HRDs will not be tolerated.

Safe Spaces

Governments can establish safe spaces for HRDs to operate without fear, fostering an environment
conducive to human rights advocacy. This includes designating HRD-friendly zones where HRDs can conduct
their work safely and without interference.

Collaboration

Governments can collaborate with civil society and human rights organizations to develop comprehensive
protection mechanisms for HRDs. By working together, stakeholders can identify gaps in existing protection
mechanisms and develop tailored solutions to address the specific needs of HRDs.

©00O0

By implementing these recommendations alongside the call to action, we can create a more
secure and conducive environment for HRDs to continue their vital work in the struggle for climate
justice and human rights.
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