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Landlord & big business interests

BEHIND THE
BIOFUELS ACT
By Arnold Padilla

IBON Features—Going by the hype on it, Republic
Act (RA) 9367 or the Biofuels Act of 2006 is the silver
bullet that would end all our energy woes. In fact, the
law’s principal author Representative Juan Miguel
Zubiri (Lakas, 3rd district, Bukidnon) is now
capitalizing on the Biofuels Act to boost his senatorial
bid. But what really is the milestone in the Biofuels
Act and what does the country stand to gain from it?
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Unfortunately, the law by itself would not address the
most urgent problem of exorbitant and soaring oil
prices caused by foreign monopoly control. Worse,
only landlords and bourgeois-compradors like Zubiri
and his co-authors are the ones who will benefit the
most from the Biofuels Act, at the expense of genuine
land reform.
Most ardent
supporters
The Biofuels Act
intends to maximize
the production of
sugarcane and coconut
in the country to supply
the needs of bioethanol

and coco-biodiesel.
Sugarcane has been
identified as one of the
primary sources to
produce the requirements
of bioethanol production
which under the law is
required to comprise at
least 5% of the total
annual volume of gasoline
actually sold and
distributed in the country
within two years from the effectivity of the Biofuels
Act. Coconut, on the other hand, will serve as the
feedstock for biodiesel that the law mandates to
account for at least 1% of all diesel engine fuels
within three months.
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The Biofuels Act by itself would not address the most urgent
problem of exorbitant and soaring oil prices caused by foreign
monopoly control. Worse, only landlords and bourgeoiscompradors like Zubiri and his co-authors are the ones who
will benefit the most from the Biofuels Act, at the expense of
genuine land reform.

Note that among the most ardent supporters (i.e. coauthors of the bill) of the Biofuels Act in Congress, led
by Zubiri, are some of the biggest landlords and
bourgeois-compradors in the Philippines. Even while
the law was still pending in Congress, these
politicians have already started to position themselves
in the biofuels business, which is expected to be
lucrative. These politicians and their families and/or
JANUARY - MARCH 2007
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Palawan (20,808 has.), Saranggani
(19,700 has.), Lanao del Norte
(19,035 has.), Cagayan (16,918
has.), South Cotabato (15,000
has.), Isabela (12,337 has.),
Masbate (8,000 has.), Bohol
(6,400 has.), and Kalinga (5,000
has.).

Sugar mill in Negros puffs out smoke as night falls.

their landlord/bourgeois-comprador
patrons are the ones who stand to
reap the gains of government’s
biofuels program at the expense of
farmers and farm workers. Zubiri
himself has close “sugar
connections” in the sugarproducing province of Bukidnon.
His father, Bukidnon’s third district
representative (1987-1998) before
Zubiri took over and now the
province’s governor, was the former
executive vice president of the
Bukidnon Sugar Milling Corporation
(BUSCO) from 1975 to 1988.
BUSCO, as claimed by Zubiri
himself, has been working on
feasibility studies as early as 2005
for facilities that work both as an
ethanol distillery and sugar mill in
anticipation of the Biofuels Act.
Another author, Rep. Herminio
Teves (Lakas, 3rd district, Negros
Oriental), on the other hand, has
been pushing for the construction
of a projected P2-billion integrated
production complex for ethanol in
Negros Oriental. The complex
would span four municipalities
(Sta. Catalina, Siaton, Valencia,
and Sibulan) covering 214,116
hectares of government land. The
proponent of the project, the
Tamlang Valley Agricultural
Development Corp., is 35 %
government-owned while 65 % is
controlled by a consortium

4
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composed of alcohol distillery Tau
Commodities and Teves’s own
family. Teves, who owns
agricultural lands in Sibulan,
Tayasan, and Sta. Catalina (all in
Negros Oriental) is also involved
with Tolong Sugar Milling which is
based in Sta. Catalina.
Increased production
Sugarcane production is expected
to increase to meet the
requirements of the Biofuels Act.
At present, the sugar industry can
only supply 79% of the needs of
the 5% bioethanol blend which is
between 200 and 400 million liters
per year. Thus, the country needs
to expand the current 167,300
sugarcane farms in the country
covering a total area of 344,700
hectares (has.) to meet the
bioethanol demand. Estimates
show that to produce a minimum of
120,000 liters of ethanol daily, a
sugarcane plantation needs 7,000
to 8,000 has. aside from another
10 to 20 has. for each ethanol
processing plant. The Sugar
Regulatory Administration (SRA)
already identified 237,748 has. of
new sugar fields, mostly in
Mindanao, that can be tapped to
produce ethanol for fuel. These
include Maguindanao (69,550
has.), Agusan del Norte and
Agusan del Sur (45,000 has.),

Aside from developing sugarcane
production for ethanol, government
also announced its plan to launch
massive propagation and
cultivation of jathropa seeds
covering around 2 million hectares
of unproductive and idle public and
private lands nationwide in order to
produce some 5.6 billion liters of
biofuel in the next 10 to 12 years.
To implement the project,
government would provide lands to
PhilForest Corp., corporate arm of
the Department of Environment and
Natural Resources (DENR), under
a 25-year stewardship program.
Philforest has already begun pilot
plantations or nursery, in
partnership with the DAR, in
Carmen, North Cotabato (5,000
hectares); Isabela, Cagayan (900

...the biofuels
program, in the
long run, threatens
to aggravate
joblessness in the
countryside
because for a
farmer, including
agrarian reform
beneficiaries, losing
their land is a real
threat under the
Biofuels Act.
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the long run, threatens to
aggravate joblessness in the
countryside because for a farmer,
including agrarian reform
beneficiaries, losing their land is a
real threat under the Biofuels Act.
An official of the Department of
Agriculture (DA) admitted that the
conversion of sugar haciendas for
ethanol production will be a major
consideration of the Department of
Agrarian Reform (DAR) in the
exemption of lands under the
loophole-ridden Comprehensive
Agrarian Reform Program (CARP).
Because of the oil price crisis,
ethanol production is now
considered a strategic investment
by NEDA and thus, the DAR must
take into account the supposed
“economic benefits” of ethanol
business ventures as against the
actual physical distribution of lands
to farmer-beneficiaries.

farms covering 3.10 million has.
are either tenanted, leased, or
under various forms of tenurial
arrangement. Note that these
figures do not fully reflect the
extent of non-ownership of
agricultural lands in the country
considering the flaws in the
reporting methodology of
government and flawed definition of
ownership under the CARP.

At present, 55,285 sugarcane
farms in the country covering
83,772 has. are either tenanted,
leased, or under various forms of

Landlessness is bound to worsen
as landlords, including those who
helped author the law, would surely
apply for land use conversion and/
or CARP exemption (or employ
schemes such as corporative
arrangements, contract growing,
joint venture, lease arrangement,
etc.) under the biofuels program. In
a newspaper article, for instance,
Task Force Mapalad claimed that
Rep. Iggy Arroyo (Kampi, 5th
district, Negros Occidental) has
been conditioning the minds of
farmers in the family-owned
Hacienda Bacan in Negros
Occidental that the said

tenurial arrangement while 799,700
coconut farms with an area of 1.02
million has. are in the same
situation. Overall, 3.42 million

landholding would be exempted
from the CARP under the biofuels
law. Arroyo, one of the Biofuels
Act’s co-authors, allegedly claimed

PHOTO: BULATLAT.COM

...the Biofuels Act,
conceived with the
narrow and selfserving interests of
landlords and
bourgeoiscompradors, would
not address the
most urgent issues
that threaten the
country’s energy
security, namely
exorbitant and
soaring oil prices
and intense foreign
monopoly control
in the upstream
and downstream
of the energy
industry.
hectares); Pili, Camarines Sur (20
hectares); Tigaon, Camarines Sur
(20 hectares); and Davao City (50
hectares). It is also negotiating
with the DENR for additional
jathropa nursery areas in regions I,
II, V (Bicol), and XIII (Caraga)
covering 167,107 hectares of land.
More landlessness
According to the pro-biofuels lobby
group Philippine Fuel Ethanol
Alliance, increased ethanol
production in the country would
create additional 300,000 new
jobs. But the biofuels program, in

JANUARY - MARCH 2007

5

Furthermore, while the jathropa
program targets “unproductive and
idle” lands only, there is no
guarantee that even CARP-able
lands and lands of CARP

The most urgent
problem today as
far as oil is
concerned is
prices and the
only reform that
can bring instant
and meaningful
solution to this
problem is to
reverse the oil
deregulation policy
and institute price
control to fight
monopoly pricing.
beneficiaries would not be included
for jathropa production considering
the promise of high returns from
such agribusiness venture.
PhilForest, for example, estimates
that an investor in a jathropa
plantation could reap a 20% return
on investment on a petroleum price
of only $46 per barrel and could
further increase as global oil prices
go up. This is the case of the
contract growing scheme of San
Miguel Corporation (SMC) in
Isabela which promised huge

6
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profits and enticed not only the
targeted holders of stewardship
contracts but including
Emancipation Patent (EP) and
Certificate of Land Ownership
Award (CLOA) holders. Instead of
profits, the farmers incurred huge
debts that now threaten their
control and ownership because the
contract stipulates that the
cooperative commissioned by
SMC to supply its cassava needs
can take over the land of farmers
who incur debts for two
consecutive harvest seasons.
Genuine energy security
There is no doubt about the need
to explore, develop, and utilize
alternative sources of fuel if the
country intends to achieve energy
security and independence, and
long-term, sustainable national
economic development. But the
Biofuels Act, conceived with the
narrow and self-serving interests of
landlords and
bourgeoiscompradors would not
address the most
urgent issues that
threaten the country’s
energy security,
namely exorbitant
and soaring oil prices
and intense foreign
monopoly control in
the upstream and
downstream of the
energy industry.
Energy independence
can only be achieved
if energy resources
are effectively
controlled and
managed by the
people through the
state, and not by
landlords, bourgeois
compradors, and
foreign corporations
that have a very

narrow interest. A pro-people
alternative fuels program should
not allow the wanton conversion of
agricultural lands for biofuels
production and ensure that genuine
agrarian reform would not be
compromised. It will also ensure
sustainability because potential
crops that would be used as
alternative fuels would be truly
developed, including protection
from unnecessary competition
brought about by liberalization.
Finally, even a genuine alternative
fuels program would not bring
immediate relief to the economy
and people battered by exorbitant
oil prices and unabated oil price
hikes. The most urgent problem
today as far as oil is concerned is
prices, and the only reform that
can bring instant and meaningful
solution to this problem is to
reverse the oil deregulation policy
and institute price control to fight
monopoly pricing. IBON Features
PHOTO: MARTIN VAN DER VEER

that the 157-hectare hacienda
would be converted for ethanol
production and thus, exempted
from CARP.
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Are Biofuels The Answer?
By Brian Tokar

O

f all the possible solutions to the
current energy problems, biofuels are
by far the most aggressively
promoted today. Stories in all the
major newspapers and national
magazines, even ads from major
auto makers, suggest that ethanol
fuel and biodiesel are the keys to conserving oil,
reducing pollution, and preventing climate change. Bill
Gates, Sun Microsystems’ Vinod Khosla, and other
major venture capitalists are investing hundreds of
millions in new biofuel production, whether in the form
of ethanol, mainly derived from corn in the US today,
or biodiesel, mainly from soybeans and canola seed.
It’s literally a “modern day gold rush,” as described by
the New York Times, paraphrasing the chief executive
of Cargill, one of the main beneficiaries of increased
subsidies to agribusiness and tax credits to refiners
for the purpose of encouraging biofuel production.
The Times reported last summer that some
40 new ethanol plants were then under
construction in the US, aiming toward a
30% increase in domestic production.
Archer Daniels Midland, the company that
first sold the idea of corn-derived ethanol
as an auto fuel to Congress in the late
1970s, has doubled its stock price and
profits over the last two years. ADM
currently controls a quarter of US ethanol
fuel production and recently hired a former
Chevron executive as its CEO.
Several well-respected analysts have
raised serious concerns about this
increasing diversion of food crops toward
the production of fuel for automobiles.
WorldWatch Institute founder
Lester Brown, long concerned
about the sustainability of world
food
supplies,
says that
fuel
producers
are already
competing
with food
processors
in the

world’s grain markets. “Cars, not people, will claim
most of the increase in grain production this year,”
reports Brown, a serious concern in a world where the
grain required to make enough ethanol to fill an SUV
tank can also feed a person for an entire year.Others
have dismissed the push for ethanol fuel as little more
than the subsidized burning of food to run
automobiles.
The biofuel rush is having a significant impact
worldwide as well. Brazil, often touted as the the
most impressive biofuel success story, is using half
its annual sugarcane crop to provide 40% of its auto
fuel, while increasing deforestation to grow more
sugarcane and soybeans. Malaysian and Indonesian
rainforests are being bulldozed for oil palm
plantations-threatening endangered orangutans,
rhinos, tigers, and countless other species-in order to
serve the booming European market for biodiesel.
Are these reasonable tradeoffs for a troubled
planet or merely another corporate push for
profits? Two recent studies aim to document
the full consequences of the new biofuel
economy and realistically assess its impact
on fuel use, greenhouse gases, and
agricultural lands. One study, originating
from the University of Minnesota, is
moderately hopeful in the first two
areas, but offers a strong caution
about land use. The other, from
Cornell University and UC Berkeley,
concludes that all domestic
biofuel sources-the ones
currently in use as well as
those under developmentproduce less energy than is
consumed in growing and
processing the crops.
The Minnesota researchers
attempted
a full
lifecycle
analysis
of the
production
of ethanol
from corn
and
JANUARY - MARCH 2007
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biodiesel from soy. They
documented the energy costs of
fuel production, pesticide use,
transportation, and other key
factors and also accounted for the
energy equivalent of soy and corn
byproducts that are available for
other uses after the fuel is
extracted. Their paper, published in
the July 25, 2006 edition of the
Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, concluded
that ethanol production offers a
modest net energy gain of 25%,
resulting in 12% less greenhouse
gases than an equivalent amount
of gasoline. The numbers for
biodiesel are more promising, with
a 93% net energy gain and a 41%
reduction in greenhouse gases.
The researchers cautioned,
however, that these figures do not
account for the significant
environmental damage from
increased acreages of these
crops-including the impacts of
pesticides and nitrate runoff into
water supplies-or the increased
demand on water, as “energy
crops” like corn and soy displace
more drought tolerant crops such
as wheat in several Midwestern
states.
The most serious impact, though,
is on land use. The Minnesota
research paper reports that in
2005, 14% of the US corn harvest
was used to produce nearly 4
billion gallons of ethanol,
equivalent to 1.7% of current
gasoline usage. About 1.5% of the
soy harvest produced 68 million
gallons of biodiesel, equivalent to
less than one-tenth of 1% of gas
usage. This means that if all of the
country’s corn harvest was used to
make ethanol, it would displace
12% of our gas; all of our
soybeans would displace about
6% of diesel use. But if the energy
used in producing these biofuels is
taken into account-the fact that
80% of the energy goes into
production in the case of corn
ethanol and almost 50% in the

8
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case of soy biodiesel-the entire
soy and corn crops combined
would only satisfy less than 3% of
current gasoline and diesel use.
This is where the serious strain on
food supplies and prices
originates.
The Cornell study is even more
skeptical. Released a year earlier,
it was the product of an ongoing
collaboration between Cornell
agriculturalist David Pimentel and
engineering professor Ted Patzek
of the University of California at
Berkeley and was published in the
journal Natural Resources
Research. This study found that,
on balance, making ethanol from
corn requires 29% more fossil fuel
than the net energy produced and
biodiesel from soy results in a net
energy loss of 27%. Other crops,
touted as solutions to the apparent
diseconomy of current methods,
offer even worse results.
Switchgrass, for example, can
grow on marginal land and
presumably won’t compete with
food production (recall George
Bush’s mumbling about
switchgrass in his 2006 State of
the Union speech), but it requires
45% more energy to harvest and
process than the energy value of
the fuel that is produced. Wood
biomass requires 57% more
energy than it produces and
sunflowers require more than twice
as much energy than is available
in the fuel that is produced. “There
is just no energy benefit to using
plant biomass for liquid fuel,” said
David Pimentel in a Cornell press
statement. “These strategies are
not sustainable.”
The Cornell/Berkeley study has
drawn the attention of numerous
critics, some of whom suggest
that Ted Patzek’s background in
petroleum engineering disqualifies
him from objectively assessing the
energy balance of biofuels.
Needless to say, in a field where
both oil and agribusiness

companies are vying for public
subsidies, the technical arguments
can become rather furious. An
earlier analysis by the Chicagoarea Argonne National Laboratory
(once a Manhattan Project
offshoot) produced data much
closer to the Minnesota results,
but a response by Patzek pointed
out several potential flaws in that
study’s shared assumptions with
an earlier analysis by the USDA.
In another recent article, Harvard
environmental scientist Michael
McElroy concurred with Pimentel
and Patzek: “[U]nfortunately the
promised benefits [of ethanol]
prove upon analysis to be largely
ephemeral.”
Even the extraction of ethanol from
Brazilian sugarcane, touted as the
world’s model for conversion from
fossil fuels to sustainable “green
energy,” raises questions. The
energy yield appears beyond
question: it is widely suggested
that ethanol from sugarcane may
produce as much as eight times
as much energy as it takes to
grow and process. But a recent
World Wildlife Fund report for the
International Energy Agency
challenges this approach to future
energy independence. It turns out
that 80% of Brazil’s greenhouse
gas emissions come not from
cars, but from deforestation-the
loss of embedded carbon dioxide
when forests are cut down and
burned. A hectare of land may save
13 tons per year of carbon dioxide
if it is used to grow sugarcane, but
the same hectare can absorb 20
tons of CO2 if it remains forested.
If sugarcane and soy plantations
continue to encourage
deforestation, both in the Amazon
and in Brazil’s Atlantic coastal
forests, any climate advantage is
more than outweighed by the loss
of the forest.
The above article came from the
report ‘The New Energy Debates’
which appeared in Z Mag Online,
January 2007 issue.

NEWS NEWS

GLOBALIZATION BIGGER THREAT THAN GLOBAL WARMING

G

lobalization, not global
warming, is the bigger
threat to the country’s food
security as the neoliberal
restructuring of domestic
agriculture has substantially
undermined its capacity to
produce food for local
consumption. Nonetheless, the
warning of the World Wide Fund
for Nature (WWF) of an impending
shortage of food resources in the
country due to global warming
should highlight the urgency for
policy makers to reverse the
neoliberal policies on agriculture to
prevent the worsening of the food
security situation in the
Philippines, according to
independent think-tank IBON
Foundation.
The implementation of international
trade pacts such as the Agreement
on Agriculture (AOA) under the
World Trade Organization (WTO) in
1995 has seriously weakened
domestic food production, and the
Philippines has to rely on
increasing importation to meet the
people’s food needs. In the 19952005 period, the country registered
a net food trade deficit of $737.09
million per year from an annual
surplus of $520.27 million in the

previous
10-year
period
(19841994).
The
country’s
food
imports
grew by
44.07%
between
1995 and
2005
while
exports
by 11.84% with the food trade
balance increasing by a whopping
563.31 percent.
Alarmingly, among the most
affected by neoliberal restructuring
are staple crops including palay
and corn. Between 1991 and 2002,
the area of palay farms in the
country fell by 86,606 hectares
(has.) while corn farms fell by
298,064 has. due to massive land
use and crop conversion to
accommodate high value crops
intended for the export market. The
decline reversed the steady
expansion in palay and corn areas
in the previous decades. (See
table)

Table. Increase/decrease in farm area planted/harvested for
palay and corn, census periods (in hectares)
Crop

1960-1971

1971-1980

1980-1991

1991-2002

Palay

236,615

682,873

359,246

-86,606

Corn

391,080

173,767

270,246

-298,064

Source: 2002 Census of Agriculture, National Statistics Office
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In Worsening Food Shortage

With the anticipated food shortage
as global warming intensifies,
government is apparently in a very
tight situation to ensure the food
security of the country unless it
corrects its mismanagement of
domestic food production. Thus,
ensuring food security amid the
neoliberal offensive of globalization
and threat of global warming
should be among the top agenda of
candidates seeking a seat in
Congress.
Among the most urgent measures
is a ban on land use and crop
conversion, the re-imposition of
import restrictions on food imports
that directly compete with local
produce to encourage and expand
domestic food production,
comprehensive and sustainable
subsidy system for local food
producers especially the small
farmers, and genuine agrarian
reform. Overall, the state— not the
so-called market forces— must
play a more proactive role in
agriculture development and food
production to put the country in a
better position to handle the actual
impact of global warming on food
security.
JANUARY - MARCH 2007
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ANTI-TERROR LAW
GMA’S Authoritarian Step to Sustain Economic Hype

T

he recently-passed antiterrorism law will further
support the Arroyo
administration’s repressive moves
to be able to sustain the illusion of
an improving local economy and
please foreign and local elite
interests.
IBON research director Antonio
Tujan Jr. said that the anti-terrorism
law may be used to build investor
confidence by quelling opposition to
Arroyo’s economic policies, at the

expense of the people’s civil
liberties and human rights.
Tujan said that Arroyo’s hyping of
a growing economy may be
likened in some degree to the
early years of the Marcos
dictatorship where economic and
political “stability” were imposed
through massive repression. This
imposition of “stability” plus avid
pro-foreign economic policies
created the illusion of a healthy
economy attractive to investors.

“An anti-terror measure is important
in this scenario since it would provide the legal justification for enhanced security moves and intensified
attacks on groups that have the
capacity to energize opposition to
Arroyo’s policies,” he pointed out.
But repression cannot prevent the
emergence of the nation’s true
economic picture nor the people’s
opposition to the administration’s
neoliberal policies, corruption, and
anti-people policies, said Tujan.

ARROYO TO FACE CHARGES BEFORE INT’L TRIBUNAL
for Violating Filipinos’ Civil, Economic Rights

F

or more than six years in
office, President Gloria
Arroyo systematically
violated Filipinos’ political,
economic, social and cultural
rights, according to one of the
initiators of a case against her
before an international juridical
body, which starts its hearing
sessions today.
According to independent thinktank IBON Foundation, President
Arroyo perpetuated an “exploitative
and oppressive economic system
prevailing in the Philippines,
intensified the plunder of the
economy, and further violated its
economic sovereignty and national
patrimony.” IBON is one of the
initiators of the case against
Arroyo and other plaintiffs before
the Permanent People’s Tribunal
(PPT), an international opinion
tribunal that examines cases
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regarding violations of rights of
people. The PPT’s Second
Session on the Philippines opens
today in The Hague, The
Netherlands.
According to IBON research head
Sonny Africa, the situation today
under the Arroyo administration is
even much worse than in the
1980s. The already exploitative
economic system is further
intensified by the Arroyo
government’s aggressive
implementation of neoliberal
policies dictated by the
international creditors and
transnational corporations.
“Under the Arroyo administration,
there are more poor Filipinos today
than at any time in the country’s
history,” Africa said. About 65
million Filipinos or 80% of the
population struggle to survive on

the equivalent of US$2 or less
each day. Around 9.3 million
households or 57% of the total
households do not even meet the
full dietary energy requirement,
Africa cited.
The charge of gross and
systematic violations of economic
rights is only one of the three
complaints filed before the PPT.
The two other complaints include
gross violations of civil and political
rights, and the right to national
self-determination and liberation.
Complainants of these charges are
rights groups Hustisya, Selda,
Desaparecidos, and the broad
patriotic alliance Bayan.
The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal
Second Session on the Philippines
will hold its hearings from March
21 to 24 and will announce the
verdict on March 25.

WORLD ECONOMY

US ECONOMY

Looks Bad for 2007
by Mark Weisbrot

The big question for the US economy now is whether it
will make it through 2007 without a recession.

M

ost of the top economic forecasters
are predicting a “soft landing,” which
means the economy slows but not
so sharply as to cause a recession.
But almost all of these same experts
failed to forecast the last recession,
and they missed the stock market bubble (the largest
financial asset bubble in history). And most of them
also missed the housing bubble until it began to
burst. So it would not be prudent to rely solely on
their forecasts at this time.
The timing of any downturn is not easy to predict.
But a recession is likely, because of the enormity of
the housing bubble and the impact of its collapse.
Recall that the last recession (in 2001) was caused
by the bursting of a stock market bubble of about $7
trillion. The housing bubble is comparable in size
(about $5 trillion at peak) and the bubble wealth is
much more widely distributed: most Americans still
have most of their assets in housing and little or
nothing in stocks.
As this housing wealth disappears, people cut
spending. Americans have already seen an enormous
drop in the amount that people borrow on their
homes, from $600 billion last year to about $350
billion for 2006. It was this borrowing, enabled by
soaring house prices that allowed people to borrow
more against the value of their homes, that fuelled the
US economic recovery since 2001.

of 2001, would have been a lot worse if not for the
enormous demand created by the housing bubble. So
what will rescue the US economy from the collapse of
the housing bubble?
It’s not easy to imagine what that would be. Personal
savings rates are already negative, a phenomenon not
seen since the Great Depression. How much can
consumers borrow on their credit cards? A sustained
surge of business investment is unlikely in the face of
an economy that is already slowing: GDP growth was
just 2% in the third quarter, down from 2.6% and
5.6%in the previous two quarters.
And there are downside risks from the global
economy: foreign central banks are keeping our longterm interest rates extremely low— below short-term
rates— by accumulating 10-year US treasury bonds.
They could lose just some of their appetite for this
debt at any time and send US long-term rates
upward. A decline in the dollar, which is inevitable
given that we are borrowing more than 6% of GDP
from other countries, poses similar risks - although it
will eventually help the US economy by narrowing our
trade deficit.

Housing construction and sales are also a big sector
of the economy, currently about 6 percent of GDP. If
that falls 30%-40%, as it has in previous downturns,
that’s a drop of about 2% of GDP.

We could possibly get through the international
imbalances for another year but the housing bubble
collapse is already upon us, with November’s housing
starts down 25% over the last year, home sales
plummeting, and home prices falling. This is
something that US political leaders and policymakers should have warned people about, rather than
encouraging the same kind of speculative excess that
dominated the US economy during the late 1990s
stock market bubble. ZNet

The recession caused by the stock market bubble
bursting, which lasted only from March to November

Mark Weisbrot is Co-Director of the Center for
Economic and Policy Research, in Washington, DC.
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GLOBAL UNEMPLOYMENT

At Historic High, Says ILO
By Kanaga Raja

The International Labor Office reports that even though more
people are working globally than ever before, the number of
unemployed remained at an all-time high in 2006 while the
number of working poor remained mostly unchanged due to lack
of decent and productive jobs.

T

he number of people unemployed
worldwide remained at an historical high
in 2006 despite strong global economic
growth, according to the International
Labor Office (ILO)’s new report ‘’Global
Employment Trends Brief 2007'’.

The ILO reported that even though more people are
working globally than ever before, the number of
unemployed remained at an all-time high of 195.2
million in 2006, or at a global rate of 6.3%. This rate
was almost unchanged from the previous year.

PHOTO: TORBEN ULRIK NISSEN

The ILO also reported only modest gains in lifting
some of the world’s 1.37 billion working poor - those

working but living on less than the equivalent of US$2
per person, per day - out of poverty. It stressed that
there weren’t enough decent and productive jobs to
raise them and their families above the $2 poverty
line.
“The strong economic growth of the last half decade
has only had a slight impact on the reduction of the
number of workers who live with their families in
poverty and this was only true in a handful of
countries. In addition, growth failed to reduce global
unemployment”, said ILO Director-General Juan
Somavia.
“What’s more, even with continued strong global
economic growth in 2007, there is
serious concern about the
prospects for decent job creation
and reducing working poverty
further.”
The report said that to make longterm inroads into unemployment
and working poverty, it is essential
that periods of high growth be better
used to generate more decent and
productive jobs. Reducing
unemployment and working poverty
through creation of such jobs
should be viewed as a precondition
for sustained economic growth.
On what policymakers would have
to do to increase the job content of
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Among main
findings of the
report is that for
the last decade,
economic growth
has been reflected
more in rising
levels of
productivity and
less in growing
employment. While
world productivity
increased by 26%,
the global number
of those in
employment rose
by only 16.6
percent.
growth, Jose Salazar Xirinachs,
ILO’s Executive Director of the
Employment Sector, said at a
media briefing, that an integrated
approach was needed.
In sectorial policy, there was a
need to get a balance between
high-productivity sector growth and
Labor-intensive growth. As to
macro-economic policy, it was
important to be mindful of not overdoing stabilisation in terms of
fiscal and monetary policy, he
said.
Another area of importance, he
added, was trade policy.
It was important in this period of
trade negotiations and bilateral
agreements to pay attention to
sectorial sequencing of trade

liberalisation, the ILO official said.
There is need to pay attention to
gradualism and to have an orderly
adjustment. There is also a need
to take into account the
employment effects of trade
agreements.
Xirinachs also pointed to the
need to pay attention to the role
of small and medium sized
enterprises (SMEs). It is crucial
to have policies to promote the
SME sector, as in many
countries it is the SME segment
that is more dynamic in job
creation.
He also highlighted institutional
and Labor market interventions as
another important area, in terms of
finding the right balance between
flexibility in Labor market
regulations and protection for
workers.
According to the ILO report, at the
end of 2006, 2.9 billion people
aged 15 and older were in work, up
1.6% from the previous year, and
16.6% since 1996.
How many of the new jobs created
in 2006 were decent jobs is difficult
to estimate, but given that the
share of working poor in total
employment decreased from
54.8% in 1996 to 47.4% in 2006, it
is likely that at least some of the
jobs were productive enough to
help people work themselves and
their families out of poverty, the
ILO said.
Among main findings of the report
is that for the last decade,
economic growth has been
reflected more in rising levels of
productivity and less in growing
employment. While world
productivity increased by 26%, the
global number of those in
employment rose by only 16.6
percent.
The last decade has also
witnessed a decline in the share of
the world’s working-age population

(aged 15 years and older) that is in
employment. This employment-topopulation ratio stood at 61.4% in
2006. This was 1.2 percentage
points lower than ten years earlier.
The decrease was larger among
young people (aged 15 to 24).
Within this group, the ratio
decreased from 51% in 1996 to
46.8% in 2006.
The increasing proportion of young
people in education may in part
explain this reduction, said the
ILO.
Unemployment hit young people
(aged 15 to 24) the hardest, with
86.3 million young people
accounting for 44% of the world’s
total unemployed in 2006.
The gap between men and women
continued, with 48.9% of women
employed in 2006, compared with
49.6% in 1996. The comparable
figures for men were 75.7% in
1996 and 74.0% in 2006.
The gender gap in labor force
participation is another indication
of the limited chances for women
to take part in the world of work,
said the ILO. In 2006, 52.4% of all
women of working age were either
looking for work or working.
In 2006, the employment share of
the service sector in total global
employment progressed from
39.5% to 40% and, for the first
time, overtook the share of
agriculture that decreased from
39.7% to 38.7%. The industry
sector represented 21.3% of total
employment.
The report said that in most of the
regions, unemployment rates did
not change markedly between
2005 and 2006.
East Asia’s unemployment rate
was 3.6%, thereby remaining the
lowest in the world. South Asia’s
unemployment rate was 5.2% and
that of South-East Asia and the
Pacific’s was 6.6 percent.
JANUARY - MARCH 2007
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For the fifth consecutive year, East
Asian economies have had GDP
growth of over 8%. This was
underpinned by China’s growth
rate of more than 10 percent.
Despite such solid economic
expansion, the total number of
unemployed increased in 2006 by
more than the previous year. The
change was small enough,
however, for the unemployment
rate to rise by only 0.1 percentage
points to 3.6%.
Current estimates suggest that the
number of people in East Asia
working but still living with their
families on below $2 a day fell to
347 million (or 44.2% of those in
work) in 2006.

growth of over 4 percent. The
unemployment rate decreased
fractionally from 8.1% to 8% in
2006, which was about the same
level as ten years earlier.
Positive labor market trends are
also reflected in a decrease in
working poverty. The total numbers
as well as the share of those
working but still living in poverty
with their families have decreased
both at the $1 and $2 a day
poverty levels ever since reaching
a high in 2003. Still, in 2006
almost one-third of those
employed lived in households
where each family member had to
live on less than $2 a day.

Africa’s rate stood at 9.8%, the
second highest in the world. The
region also had the highest share
in working poverty, with 8 out of 10
women and men living on less than
$2 a day with their families. This
underscores that tackling the
decent work deficit in Africa is a
regional and global priority.
The ILO estimates showed that in
all regions, the total number of
working poor at the $1 level
declined between 2001 and 2006;
however, in Sub-Saharan Africa it
increased by another 14 million
and in Latin America and the
Middle East and North Africa, it
stayed more or less unchanged.

Although more recently regional
economic growth has been
accompanied by some
improvement in key labor market
indicators, there remains a
substantial decent work deficit. To
tackle this, integrated economic
and social policies are needed.
Balancing the need for
competitiveness and efficiency with
that of social protection will be key
to being successful, the ILO said.

Over the same period, the total
number of $2 a day working poor
declined in Central and Eastern
Europe (non-EU) and Commonwealth of Independent States, and
most significantly in East Asia by
65 million. On the other hand, it
increased in South-East Asia and
the Pacific, South Asia, the Middle
East and North Africa with the
biggest rise, of 26 million,
occurring in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Slightly positive labor market
trends in recent years in Latin
America and the Caribbean are
partly the result of three
successive years of economic

According to the report, the Middle
East and North Africa remained the
region with the highest
unemployment rate in the world at
12.2% in 2006. Sub-Saharan

“Nowadays, the widespread
conviction is that decent work is
the only sustainable way to reduce
poverty, which is why the target of
‘full, productive and decent
employment’ will be a new target
within the Millennium Development
Goals in 2007. Therefore, it is now
the time for governments as well
as the international community to
make sure that the favorable
economic conditions in most parts
of the world will be translated into
decent job growth”, the report
concluded. Third World Network
Features

PHOTO: TORBEN ULRIK NISSEN

Low and stable unemployment
rates, moderate population growth
and positive growth prospects in
the near-term make it likely that
Labor markets will remain stable in
2007. However, as East Asia is on
its way to becoming a middleincome region, new challenges will
arise - especially regarding
management of the region’s new
wealth, the report said.

Kanaga Raja is a researcher with
Third World Network based in
Geneva, Switzerland
The above is an edited version of an
article published in the South-North
Development Monitor (SUNS) #
6177, 26 January 2007
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UNEQUAL WATER DISTRIBUTION

Lies Behind The Water Crisis
By Arnold Padilla

The water crisis, whether in the Philippines or globally, is a crisis
underlined by the fact that majority of the poor people have no
access to water while most of the water goes to the rich.

I

BON Features— Environment secretary Angelo
Reyes recently raised the alarm over an
impending water crisis in the country, warning
that by 2010, only 1,907 cubic meters of
freshwater would be available to each Filipino.
This would make the Philippines the second
lowest among Southeast Asian countries in terms of
freshwater availability.
As a solution, the Arroyo government is offering the
integrated water resource management (IWRM)
approach. But finding a genuine long-term solution to
the so-called water crisis requires policy makers to
put it in the proper perspective. The Ramos
administration has already used the threat of a water
crisis to justify privatization. The Ramos government
passed the National Water Crisis Act of 1995 (RA
8041), which paved the way for the privatization of the
Metropolitan Waterworks and Sewerage System
(MWSS, which handles water supply in the National
Capital Region and outlying provinces) in 1997 and
other water supply systems around the country.
Similarly, the IWRM, once fully implemented would
open the door for the wholesale (foreign and local)
corporate takeover of water resources in the country.

Glaring disparity
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
said that the global water shortage represents a fullscale emergency where the world water cycle seems
unlikely to adapt to the demands that will be made of
it in the coming decades. While water is renewable
and covers most of the earth, freshwater (or water that
people use) is said to be inherently scarce. Of every
10 liters of water on earth, less than 1 liter is available
for human, animal, and plant consumption.

Available freshwater is also not evenly distributed due
to wide variations in seasonal and annual
precipitation. Asia, for instance, accounts for 60% of
global population but comprises only 36% of global
freshwater resources in contrast to Latin America’s
6% (population) and 26% (freshwater resources).
The scarcity of freshwater is compounded by the
growing pressure that human activities exert on
available resources. The looming global water crisis,
experts agree, is the result of the combination of rapid
population growth especially in poor countries, the
pollution and destruction of freshwater resources, and
climate change that affects the hydrological cycle and
consequently water availability.
However, while population, pollution, and climate
change indeed contribute to the worsening shortage
of water, what is seldom highlighted in discussions
about the water crisis is the reality that the scarcity is
felt mainly by the poor and not by the rich.
Inequity in access to water between and within
societies, for instance, could not be fully explained by
claiming there are too many people competing for an
increasingly limited resource. To illustrate, in Southeast
Asia, Cambodia has highest available freshwater per
capita of 32,880 cu. m per year but only 58% of its
urban population and 29% of its rural population have
access to improved drinking water coverage. Myanmar,
on the other hand, is next only to Indonesia in terms of
volume of available freshwater with 1,046 square
kilometers (sq. km) per year but like Cambodia, only a
small portion of its population have access to drinking
water (73% for urban and 40% for rural).
In contrast, Singapore which has only 0.6 sq. km of
freshwater volume per year and 139 cu. m of
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freshwater per capita per yearboth the lowest in the regionmanaged to provide 100%
coverage of safe drinking water to
its people. Note as well that there
is a glaring disparity between
urban and rural areas in terms of
access to safe drinking water
among all Southeast Asian
countries.

ISSUES

families do not have a sanitary
toilet. An identical trend is
observable on a regional basis as
the country’s poorest region- the
Autonomous Region for Muslim
Mindanao (ARMM)- has the
highest percentage of families
without access to safe water
supply (66.7%) and sanitation
(55.3%).

springs, and rivers in the
municipality of Itogon in Benguet
province that communities use for
their domestic and agricultural
needs. In San Pablo City, Laguna,
farmers and residents complain of
declining water availability and
blame the operation of a mineral
water plant by Nestlé Philippines,
Inc.

PHOTO: TORBEN ULRIK NISSEN

IWRM: Furthering Inequity
The marginalization of the people,
particularly the poor, from water
resources is bound to worsen if
the Arroyo government would
implement the IWRM approach.
Proponents of the IWRM argue
that people tend to use water
wastefully because it is abundant
and readily accessible. But
because of the water crisis, the
need to treat water like oil or gold
arose to encourage conservation
and maximize its use.

National situation
Inequity in access to water is the
direct result of widening disparity
in income between the
impoverished majority and affluent
minority among and within
countries. In the Philippines, the
2002 Annual Poverty Indicator
Survey reveals that 20% of all
families do not have access to
safe drinking water. The lack of
access is more pronounced among
families in the lowest 40% income
strata where 29.8% do not have
access compared with 13.4% of
families in the highest 60 percent.
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The same picture is true with
regard to access to sanitation
where 26.9% of families in the
lowest 40% income strata do not
have a sanitary toilet compared
with only 5.2% in the highest 60
percent. Overall, 13.9% of all
EDUCATION FOR DEVELOPMENT

But the issue of corporate control
over water resources is the more
pressing question. In Metro
Manila, for example, the private
companies that took over the
MWSS have hiked water rates by
357.6% (Maynilad) to 414.4%
(Manila Water) between August
1997 and January 2007. With such
a huge hike in water rates
combined with increases in the
price of other goods and services,
many poor families could hardly
afford water services.
In addition, corporations also
directly compete with the people
for the control and use of available
freshwater resources. For
instance, Benguet Corporation, a
US mining firm which is now
venturing into the water business,
holds 65 water appropriation
permits issued by the NWRB. The
permits cover major creeks,

According to the Asian
Development Bank (ADB), treating
water as a tradable commodity
would help ensure greater
efficiency and productivity in its
use. The World Bank, on the other
hand, claims that efficiency in
water management may be
realized through the greater use of
pricing and through increased
reliance on decentralization, user
participation, privatization, and
financial autonomy. Thus instead
of looking at it as a common good,
water is treated like any other
commodity attached with a price
tag, which becomes the
mechanism “that sends
appropriate signals on allocation,
distribution, and consumption.”

Water crisis or capitalist crisis?
According to Fortune magazine,
water is the best investment sector
for the century with various
estimates placing the value of the
global “water industry” between $13 trillion. Thus, First World-based
TNCs, in dire need to create

GLOBALIZATION
conditions more favorable to
capital and new areas of
investment, are in a rush to put
their money in the water business.
TNCs now directly operate water
supply and sanitation systems and
some of them have already
penetrated the local water sector.
The world’s second largest water
TNC Suez of France, for instance,
is the foreign operator of Maynilad.
Manila Water, on the other hand,
has the United Kingdom’s (UK)
United Utilities and Japan’s
Mitsubishi Corporation as foreign
operators. CGE of France is
involved in the privatized water
supply and sanitation system in
Clark, Pampanga while BiWater of
the UK is one of the operators of
the privatized water system in
Subic.
TNCs already established in other
business activities are also
starting to invest in the water
sector. Global giants General
Electric, Siemens, and Dow
Chemical, to name a few, have
been in a buying frenzy of smaller
water companies and developing
water-related technologies in
recent years. TNCs in the food and
beverage industry like Nestlé,
Coca-cola, and Pepsi have
established themselves in the
bottled water market and are
notorious worldwide for their
conflict with local communities
over the use of freshwater
resources.

Raw water pricing and tradable
water rights
Consistent with the IWRM
framework, the NWRB has been
lobbying for the implementation of
a raw water-pricing scheme and a
system of tradable water rights.
Raw water pricing involves the
charging of fees for the use of
water from the ground, rivers,
lakes, and other resources to fund
the operation and maintenance of
water facilities, recover investment
costs, and encourage productive
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and conservative use of water. The
raw water pricing distorts the
fundamental and inherent nature of
water as a common resource— for
a fee, it also allows TNCs to further
monopolize access and control
over water resources and further
disempower local communities.
Raw water pricing will aggravate
the water crisis as it justifies the
wanton corporate exploitation and
plunder of water resources as long
as companies can afford to pay for
the raw water fee.
The system of tradable rights, on
the other hand, is potent tool that
corporations can use to
monopolize access and control
over water resources in the
country. Water rights pertain to the
privilege given by government to
government bodies, private
corporations (at least 60% Filipinoowned), and Filipino citizens to
appropriate and use water. Under a
system of tradable water rights,
corporations can buy up water
rights, including those held by poor
farmers and households, for
instance, to expand its privilege to
exploit water resources (i.e.
increase the volume it can
extract).

An alternative framework
The water crisis, whether in the
Philippines or globally, is a crisis
underlined by the fact that majority
of the poor people have no access
to water while most of the water
goes to the rich. The IWRM would
not correct this gross inequity but
would even heighten it as export
processing zones; tourism areas
like hotels, beach resorts, and golf
courses; urban commercial
centers; high-end residential areas
and subdivisions; hydroelectric
power plants; agro-industrial
plantations, etc. are assured of a
steady supply of water while poor
communities, subsistence farmers
and fisherfolk, indigenous peoples,
etc. are deprived of access and or
even displaced from land and water
resources.

More than the issue of
overpopulation, over-extraction,
pollution, and climate change the
looming global water shortage is a
structural issue. Globalization and
its emphasis on market forces
defining how societies should
manage and use their water
resources through the IWRM is the
biggest and most urgent threat to
the world’s water supply security
although overpopulation, etc. would
surely exacerbate the situation.
Thus instead of using the water
crisis as justification for more
privatization and the
implementation of the IWRM, the
water crisis should be used to
promote approaches outside the
framework of privatization and
corporate control. Market forces,
with its preoccupation to profit,
cannot be expected to be
responsive to public good and
general welfare.
The only viable and long-term
solution to the water crisis is the
people’s effective control over
water systems and resources.
People’s control ensures the
equitable, sustainable, and
rational use of water for the
general social good. Towards this
end, the Water for the People
Network, in its first national
convention in 2004 produced the
Filipino People’s Water Code
which enumerates guiding
principles for implementing propeople policies and programs on
water services, water supply
infrastructure management, and
water resource utilization.
In the short-term, the people must
campaign to reverse the
privatization of water utilities
including the privatization of the
MWSS while demanding for
efficient services and questioning
water rates hikes; oppose the
construction of mega-dams;
oppose the commercialization of
irrigation services; expose and
oppose water policy reforms such
as raw water pricing and tradable
water rights. IBON Features
JANUARY - MARCH 2007
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Anger Grows at

Novartis’ Bid to Hog Cancer Drug

B
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By Keya Acharya

ANGALORE, India— A public outcry
has followed the challenge offered by
Novartis AG in the Madras High
Court to the Indian Patents Act as
violating international trade laws and
restricting the Swiss pharmaceutical

giant’s trade.

In April 2005, the Indian government as a member
of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and
signatory to its trade-related intellectual property
(TRIPS) provisions amended domestic law to
recognize 20-year patents on products, annulling
the country’s 7-year patents on processes.
A slew of important generic-drugs or those being
produced after patent expiry have since been
forced off the market, unless, as per clauses in the
amended Indian Patents Act, the patent applications
can be proved to be not ‘new’ or involving innovative
molecular research.
In the first test of the amended Indian law, Novartis
applied for a patent on its leukemia-treatment drug
‘Gleevec’, but was rejected by the Patents Office in
southern Chennai city as not being innovative enough.
The company thereafter filed a writ in the Madras High
Court, located in Chennai, challenging the rejection.
The court hearing was adjourned to Feb. 15 due to
Novartis wishing to include a recent report
commissioned by Indian Parliament and headed by
R.A. Mashelkar, former head of the Council of
Scientific and Industrial Research, to look into the
question of patentability.
The Mashelkar report asks for inclusion of patents on
medical entities with ‘one or more’ inventive steps, in
the ‘national interest’, thereby allowing patents on
products that do not involve new molecules.
Several legal and civic groups are outraged at the
report as having ‘sold out’ to corporate interests, and
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have been slamming Novartis ever since it exerted
exclusive marketing rights in 2004 for Gleevec,
pushing prices up from US$175 to US$2,000 per
month of treatment, affecting immediately India’s 25
million leukemia patients.
“I think what happened in court yesterday (Monday) is
an example of ‘double-speak’ in India,” says Dr.
Thelma Narayan, joint convenor of ‘Jan Swasthya
Abhiyan’, the national face of the global People’s
Health Movement (PHF).
“Novartis was recently given a global award with
United Nations recognition for ‘corporate social
responsibility’, yet millions in India and poor countries
are either dying or not being able to afford treatment
due to the company’s bid at market monopoly of a
generic drug. I think such giant MNCs need to be
exposed,” Bangalore-based Narayan told IPS.
“If the Mashelkar report had defined inventions
properly, we could have saved the situation,” B.K
Keyala, a former patent commissioner of India and
part of the ‘People’s Commission’ headed by former
prime minister Inder Kumar Gujral, told IPS. Keyala
says he has organized four commissions on patents

GLOBALIZATION
awareness with influential
individuals participating but, ‘‘no
one has cared enough.’’
At least seven civic, legal and
health groups together with the
PHF and the Medicins san
Frontieres (MSF) have been
campaigning actively in the last
year against Novartis filing for
patent claim on Gleevec.
Lawyers’ Collective, the legal
advisers to the Cancer Patients
Aid Association opposing Novartis
in court, have broadened the issue
in public to include essential drugs
since the Novartis judgement will
indirectly impact the manufacture
and affordability of generic drugs
for not only leukemia but also for
treatment of other significant
cancers, HIV/AIDS and several
other diseases in developing
countries.
Anand Grover of the Lawyers’
Collective blames the Indian
government’s seemingly procorporate stance and says it is

“Corporatization of
medicine serves
only one percent of
India’s population. I
will be taking up
the issue of pricing
and allowing Indian
pharmaceuticals to
manufacture
generics with the
government.” - Dr.
Kumar, IMA
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being influenced by western trade
agendas, especially that of the
United States. “Government
policies are only thinking about the
hype of India being poised as an
economic powerhouse, without
addressing the needs of its poor. “

But Dr. Ajay Kumar, president of
the Indian Medical Association
(IMA) with over 178,000 doctormembers countrywide, says he
feels ‘very strongly’ about the
whole issue of generic drugs and
price rise through patenting.

Keyala too, agrees that corporate
agendas, especially of
multinational drug giants, have
influenced government, but
believes that civic groups could
have strategized differently for
better effect.

“Corporatization of medicine serves
only one percent of India’s
population. I will be taking up the
issue of pricing and allowing Indian
pharmaceuticals to manufacture
generics with the government,’’
Kumar told IPS, over telephone
from the eastern Indian city of
Patna.

“They need to campaign for
including HIV as a national
emergency and then get generic
drugs out of the patents’ circle,”
Keyala said. According to Grover
there are several equally essential
drugs that cannot be termed as
treatments for national
emergencies.
Under Indian law, and allowed by
WTO under the Doha Declaration,
generic drugs used for public
health emergencies can be
manufactured under licence.
“Winning from the patent office
itself, due to our pre-grant
opposition, was a big thing, “ says
Naveen Thomas of the All India
Drug Action Network, based in
Bangalore.
“We can still fight with ‘them’,
everything is not lost,” said Dr.
Prakash Rao of the state-level
Drug Action Forum in Bangalore.
Yet the Indian medical fraternity
has been visibly silent in this civic
discontent against what Novartis’
patent claim stands for. Dr. Ananth
Phadke of the Centre for Enquiry
into Health and Allied Themes at
Pune in southwestern India, feels
that Indian doctors are not
sensitized enough to drug histories
and patents in their medical
curricula, besides being ‘wooed’ by
drug manufacturers.

The next legal challenge taking
shape in India is the multinational
drug lobbies’ pressure on the
government to insert ‘data
exclusivity’ or the prevention of use
of data from clinical trials by the
Drug Controller’s Office, through
amendments in the Drugs and
Cosmetics Act that controls drug
marketing.
“By implication, as long as the
exclusivity lasts, generic
producers would have to submit
their own data to prove safety and
efficacy, which would oblige them
to repeat the clinical trials. This is
something that would cause
significant delay that many generic
manufacturers cannot afford,’’ says
a WHO bulletin released in March
2006.
The Affordable Medicines and
Treatment Campaign, spearheaded
by the Delhi-based Lawyers’
Collective has conveyed its
concern to Indian Prime Minister,
Manmohan Singh, highlighting how
data exclusivity impedes the use
of compulsory licenses in public
health emergencies and prevents
drug regulatory authorities
themselves from relying on test
data already in their possession for
subsequent approval of generic
versions of the medicine.
InterPress Service
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RP’S FISCAL SITUATION:

Filipinos Bear the Brunt of
VAT, Other Reforms
By Sonny Africa

I

BON Features— President Gloria MacapagalArroyo recently said before members of the
diplomatic corps that “Through the painful but
necessary battles to raise new revenue, crack
down on tax cheats and prosecute corrupt
officials, we are now finally a nation ready to do
right by our poorest citizens.” And indeed, the Arroyo
administration’s major economic effort in 2006
was to rein in mounting public fiscal deficits.

According to the Department of Finance, the VAT
generated P76.9 billion in net revenues in 2006,
exceeding the target of P75.8 billion, largely from
consumers’ pockets. The reformed VAT also boosted
total VAT collections to P268.7 billion in 2006, a
71.5% increase from P156.7 billion in 2005.

At first glance, it seems to have succeeded.
The full-year 2006 deficit was only P62.2 billion,
a 57% decline from the P146.8 billion recorded
last year and substantially lower than the official
projected ceiling of P125 billion. These have
gone far in reducing the public sector borrowing
requirement to 1.8% of gross domestic product
in the first nine months of the year.
However, the achievements on the fiscal front
are less signs of a strengthening economy than
indications of how economic burdens are placed
on those already least able to bear them: the
lower deficit was achieved by drastically cutting
critical spending, especially on social services,
and by charging higher regressive taxes.

Taxes Increase, Social Services Spending Falls
For 2006, government collected P978.7 billion in tax
and non-tax revenues, readily surpassing the target.
This was due to additional revenues from the
administration’s centerpiece reformed value-added tax
(VAT) law which was implemented in February 2006.
The reformed VAT increased the VAT rate from 10% to
12%, temporarily increased the corporate income tax
rate from 32% to 35% and removed VAT exemptions
on oil and electricity, among other provisions. It is
expected to be a significant contributor to
government’s goal of achieving a balanced budget by
2008.
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The largest part of VAT collections came from
collections by the Bureau of Customs, which
collected a total of P55.2 billion for the whole year,
while the Bureau of Internal Revenue collected a total
of P21.6 billion, ahead of its target by P1.2 billion.
But as tax revenues have increased, government has
been cutting back further on social services budgets
that are not only already grossly insufficient to begin
with but have been declining in real terms since 1997.
Real public spending on education fell to P1,331 per
Filipino in the recently-approved 2007 budget after
reaching a high of P1,503 in 2002. Health spending is
down to just P111.78 per Filipino.

SPECIAL

...the Arroyo
government’s fiscal
efforts have been
focused on
assuring debtors of
repayments
regardless of their
impact on the
general public.
It should be noted that the
declining allocations for these vital
services is happening amid longstanding gross neglect. The
Department of Education admits
that there is a lack of 20,517
teachers (assuming a ratio of 45
students to one teacher), 45,775
classrooms (assuming 45 students
to a classroom), 3.2 million seats
and 67 million textbooks in school
year 2006-07.
The burden of health spending is
also increasingly borne by
Filipinos who can least afford its
high costs. Government’s share in
total health expenditures has
drastically fallen under Arroyo, with
possibly the steepest drop in such
a short period of time. Health
accounts show that national and
local government’s share in total
health expenditure was 40.6% in
2000 but fell to just 30.3% in 2004.
Filipinos are forced to make up the
difference from private sources,
primarily out-of-pocket spending.

Repayment to Creditors
All these fiscally repressive
measures have aimed to ensure
repayments to creditors as well as
to assure foreign investors that
foreign exchange is available for
their globally-integrated
commercial, financial and pseudomanufacturing operations. In 2006
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government paid around P854.4
billion in total public debt service,
which is equivalent to P9,935 per
Filipino, or seven times combined
spending on education and health.
In nominal terms, this is a 211%
increase from debt service levels in
2001. The Arroyo administration
has not only brought the country to
its worst ever fiscal crisis, it is
making the most public debt
payments and is the most
indebted government in Philippine
history.
As it is, the government borrowed
P592.4 billion in the first 11
months of 2006, or slightly less
than in the same period the
previous year. Over four-fifths of
this borrowing went straight back
to creditors through debt servicing.
Although government has tried to
repay as much debt as it could,
total national government debt still
increased marginally to P3.914
trillion in October 2006 from
P3.888 trillion in the same period
in 2005.
These pre-payments give the
impression that the debt situation
is improving, and to restore
government creditworthiness so it
can continue to borrow. But since
these do not address the
fundamental roots of the debt
problem (economic backwardness,
trade and investment liberalization,
bureaucratic waste and
corruption), the debt crisis cannot
but eventually repeat itself. The
government in early January 2007
already borrowed $1 billion from
the international capital market
and aims to borrow at least $1.47
billion more in official development
assistance from the World Bank,
Asian Development Bank and the
Japan Bank for International
Cooperation. Some P260 billion is
also going to be borrowed
domestically in 2007.

Behind the fiscal squeeze
The International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and World Bank (WB) have

visibly supported the Arroyo
administration’s fiscal squeeze.
Aside from the IMF-WB issuing
favourable country assessments,
the Bank in December approved
the immediate single tranche
disbursement of a $250 million
policy loan, its first in almost a
decade, because the associated
fiscal conditionalities were
already met. So even as
government plays up the
repayment of its remaining $220
million debt to the IMF and its
exit from the Fund’s postprogram monitoring arrangement,
it also affirms its compliance with
the Bank’s policy conditions.
In any case, the economy’s
financial backwardness and
reliance on external sources of
financing means that it remains on
a tight leash with government
economic policy-makers effectively
compelled by blackmail not just
through multilateral lenders but
also through financial blackmail by
commercial banks and through
global capital markets.
Hence, the financial sacrifices
the Arroyo government asks
Filipinos to make cannot be
justified as short-term pain for
long-term gain since the fiscal
squeeze is precisely aimed at
furthering the administration’s
bankrupt neoliberal agenda.
More than anything else the
Arroyo government’s fiscal
efforts have been focused on
assuring debtors of repayments
regardless of their impact on the
general public.
However, even the sustainability of
this approach is in doubt. The
expenditure cuts have been severe
and the taxes burdensome. At the
same time, there remain persistent
problems in revenue administration
such as high tax evasion and
persistently over-generous
incentives for foreign investors.
Bureaucratic corruption also
continues to bleed government
resources. IBON Features
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Tied to the land
By Muhammad Ishtiaq

Pakistan has embarked on poverty reduction strategies that do
not include land reform— a thorny issue in a country where most
farmland belongs to wealthy landowners who use power and
influence to maintain their wealth and privilege.

“Since I was a child I don’t remember ever having more
than a single pair of clothes,” said Khan, squatting for
a rest in a patch of green next to his wheat fields, his
baggy shirt and trousers colored with earth, and a
dirty turban balanced atop a sunburnt forehead.

“My father lived like this, and now my four sons are
also bound to the land,” said Khan, a poor, illiterate
sharecropper in Pakistan, where most farmland is
owned by powerful landowners who dominate the
politics and economy of this poor South Asian nation.

“I am tired, I want to rest, but I can’t because I have to
eat and feed my family. Who can change my life?” he
despaired.

Throughout Pakistan, millions of sharecroppers like
Khan work on land they do not own, giving between
half and two-thirds of their crops to landlords. The
farms they work on can be modest or vast in scale—
some landowners own up to 30,000 hectares of land.
Typically, farmers like Khan cultivate five-hectare plots,
earning between US$30 to $55 a
month in wages and crop shares.
Workers often end up tied to the
land, after taking a loan from a
landowner and offering to pay it
back by working. Sometimes
whole families end up in this type
of debt bondage, working to pay off
a loan on which the interest keeps
accumulating.
Debts are also sometimes passed
on to the next generation,
condemning whole families to a life
of servitude, according to
international human rights
organizations that condemn the
practice.
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Khan’s predicament is typical in Pakistan, a country
of 170 million people that is trapped in poverty in large
part because of its skewed land distribution,
international institutions like the World Bank and The
Asian Development Bank (ADB) say.
In a country where about half the workforce is engaged
in agriculture, the key to improving lives is in
PHOTO: FAO

A

ttock, Pakistan—At 60, Ahmed Khan
looks wrinkled beyond his age from a life
of poverty, tied to land he ploughs daily
from dawn to dusk for a rich landowner
who takes two-thirds of the crop.
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redistributing land more equitably,
independent organizations and
observers agree. That would free
farmers from virtual bondage and
boost productivity in a country
which is blessed with arable land,
water and the largest irrigation
system in the world, but still
remains a net importer of food.
“Most empirical evidence indicates
that productivity of land on large
farms in Pakistan is less than that
of small farms,” said a 2004 World
Bank report, saying that landless
farmers produce 20% less than
farmers who own their own land.
Yields remain low because many
landowners are absentee
landlords, and without ownership
the farmers themselves have little
or no access to agricultural
credits, the right fertilizers,
appropriate technology or
marketing know-how.

PHOTO: FAO

A 2004 report by the ADB linked
poverty “more to social than to
economic factors. For example,
cultivated land is highly unequally
distributed in Pakistan,” it said.
“Access to land, which is the
basic factor of production, is
crucial to reduce poverty in
rural areas,” the report
concluded.
“The poverty in rural areas is
endemic because feudalism
has monopolized the rural
economy and dominates the
political and social life of the
rural people,” said Mehnaz
Ajmal of Pakistan’s
independent Sustainable
Development Policy Institute
(SDPI). “Land reform is a very
critical question for any
successful poverty reduction
strategy.”

Off the agenda
But in the corridors of power,
where wealthy landowners have
exercised influence directly or
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behind the scenes throughout
Pakistan’s unstable 59-year
history, land reform is kept off the
agenda.
When Pakistan’s current military
government introduced its first full
poverty reduction strategy in 2003an international prerequisite for
World Bank loans and debt relief
from the International Monetary
Fund- it did not include land
reform.
“The development challenges for
Pakistan include achieving
accelerated and sustained broadbased economic growth
particularly in rural areas,” said the
then Finance Minister Shaukat
Aziz in the Poverty Reduction
Strategy Paper (PRSP), the official
document laying out the antipoverty roadmap.
The World Bank has welcomed
Pakistan’s anti-poverty strategies,
but its 2004 report said, “A more
detailed rural development strategy
is still needed.” It noted that
“distribution of land is highly

skewed … (and is) a major cause
of income inequality in rural
Pakistan.”
Pakistan’s government continues
to receive significant loans and
grants from international
institutions, even though it has
failed to tackle what many believe
is a root cause of poverty.
The IMF and World Bank have
pledged $1 billion in loans to
Pakistan, and the latter also
committed $500 million in
investment projects between 2004
and 2007. The ADB’s
commitments from 2004 to 2006
have totalled nearly $2 billion.
Earlier this year the World Bank
said that preliminary analysis of
Pakistan’s economic policies
suggested “a sizeable reduction in
poverty.”
Usman Ghani, joint economic
adviser at the Finance Ministry,
conceded that land reform was a
highly political issue. “It is not part
of the PRSP because it requires a
strong political will, and only the
leadership of the country can
decide on it,” he said.
“The PRSP does mention some
important aspects of poverty
alleviation, such as health,
water and education,” said
Ghani. “Education, especially,
can play an important role in
poverty reduction,” he added.

Perpetuating poverty and
ignorance
Khan, the villager, said he has
never dared approach the
landowner to ask for anything,
like education for his children.
“We can’t even imagine sitting
down with the personal servants
of the landlord to share our
hardships. How, then, can we
ever even dream of talking to the
landlord himself?” added Khan,
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saying he is enslaved to the land
not only by financial debts to his
landlord, but because he and his
children have no education or
skills.
“The feudals are against physical
or social development, thinking
that if the people under them
become more informed, aware or
empowered, their own hold over
them will diminish,” said Ajmal, of
the SDPI.
Since it was carved out of India
after the end of British colonial
rule, Pakistan has had a
chequered history of military rule,
coups d’état and short-lived civilian
governments led by a crosssection of leaders, some of whom
did make serious attempts at land
reform.
In 1977, President Zulfiqar Ali
Bhutto set a land ownership ceiling
of about four hectares of irrigated
land and eight hectares of nonirrigated land. But the measures
were stalled because rich
landowners, who have always
dominated politics and would be
the main losers if reforms went
ahead, never implemented them
seriously.
The current military ruler, Gen.
Pervez Musharraf, has so far failed
to act on a promise to abolish
feudalism, which he made
immediately after seizing power in
a bloodless 1999 coup.
Land ownership still remains highly
concentrated, with more than half
of the arable land in farms of 50
hectares or more. Even now the
list of the country’s legislators
reads like a Who’s Who of the
large landowners, such as Hamid
Nasir Chatta, Malik Allah Yar Khan
and Sardar Farooq Ahmed Khan
Leghari, a former president of
Pakistan.
“The big landlords pervade the
political system and
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establishments,
so it is very
difficult to get
rid of the
feudal
system,” said
Shahid ur
Rehman, a
leading
Islamabadbased
journalist who
has written
extensively
about the
overarching
influence of the
country’s richest families in nearly
every aspect of the nation’s life.
He said that the feudal elite has
grown bigger and stronger as the
two other powerful pillars that
control Pakistan— the military and
bureaucracy— have joined the
ranks of the landowners by
marrying into the feudal families or
acquiring land through shady deals
inside the government.
The power of the feudal lords over
their subjects goes beyond just
control of the land, according to
the ADB report.
Large landowners or tribal chiefs
exercise “considerable control over
the decisions, personal and
otherwise, of people living in the
area of their jurisdiction, as well as
over their access to social
infrastructure facilities,” the report
said.
Landowners win elected legislative
posts largely by exercising their
power over people living on their
lands.
But Mehr Khan, a landowner in the
Attock district of Pakistan’s
northern Punjab province, denied
that he or his like were responsible
for perpetuating poverty.
“There are no big lands or estates
any more, and inputs are so

PHOTO: IRIN
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expensive that a landlord cannot
even maintain large estates,” he
said. “Earlier, people used to
control peasants through their
ownership, but it is now very
difficult to treat people in the same
way. I don’t think we are the cause
of poverty at any level,” he said.
Rehman, the journalist, said that
most landowners do not declare
their full assets, which are
sometimes kept in the names of
other family members or under
fictitious names.
Irshad Ahmed, a poor landless
farmer who has spent his whole life
in the village of Kahutra in Attock,
does not much care that his labor
helps feed the nation or that
agriculture accounts for about a
quarter of the gross domestic
product, and three-quarters of
export earnings.
“I know only that I am working for
my family’s survival, and that if I
don’t work no one will feed my
children, not even the government,”
said Ahmed, sipping milky tea
from a broken cup inside a tworoomed cottage of mud and straw
without electricity.
“For generations all we have done
is work on land that belonged to
others. We have never owned
land. It has owned us.” Panos
Features
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INDIA’S WIND-ENERGY SECTOR

SOARS
By Uwe Hoering

Wind energy has taken off in India and the country is now the
fourth largest wind energy power in the world. This renewable
technology has a bright future though it faces some challenges
and raised a number of concerns.

With more than half of India’s
energy coming from dirty
coal, the nation has become
one of the world’s big climate
killers and now ranks fourth in
greenhouse gas emissions.
The decision by the
government in 1992 to set up
a Ministry for Nonconventional Energy (MNES)
to strengthen renewables was
hailed by many
environmentalists as the
breakthrough toward a safe,
clean and green energy
future. Various subsidies and
incentives were offered to
kickstart a wind revolution,
especially for private-sector
investors.

I

ndia’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru,
once called big dams the “Temples of modern
India.” If he were alive today, he might call India’s
numerous wind parks the wings for India’s future.

Economically as well as ecologically, a new energy
policy for India is needed. India has a peak shortage
of 12% in spite of billions of rupees pumped into the
state-owned power sector, and economic growth of
around 8% is adding new pressure every year.
Demand is rising from a growing middle class and
flourishing industries. In 2002, the New Delhi central
government announced the ambitious target of nearly
doubling the presently installed capacity of about
118,000 MW by 2012.

The states of Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu pioneered
wind energy, and today boast of the biggest wind
parks. Both benefited from wind-friendly terrain - vast
areas with strong winds during the monsoon - and
from a well-developed infrastructure. Tamil Nadu’s
Muppandal region, for example, near the southern tip
of the subcontinent, has several thousand turbines
with an aggregate wind power capacity of 540 MW in
an area covering 60,000 acres. Maharashtra
introduced special tariffs for “green energy,”
determined by the Regulatory Commission and
guaranteeing investors a 16% return on equity.
Independent Power Producers (IPP) and
manufacturers of equipment have started to run
windparks for private investors.
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As a result, installed capacity
increased tremendously. In 2005
alone it grew by nearly 50%, to
4,434 MW, more than half of it in
Tamil Nadu alone. India became
the fourth largest wind energy
power after Germany, Spain and
the US. Wind energy has
overtaken India’s nuclear power
generation, which according to the
Nuclear Power Corporation website
has a capacity of 2,710 MW. The
nation’s wind potential is currently
estimated at up to 45,000 MW,
which is expected to increase with
improved technology.

cities and industries. The millions
of poor now without modern
electricity services would benefit
from decentralised minigrids fed by
a mix of renewable, locally
available energy sources like
biomass, small windmills, solar
and micro-hydro. It is to be hoped
that the central government’s
proposal for such a program will be
as successful as the wind energy
development program, though it is
hard to imagine it will be
adequately fueled by the private
sector’s profit motive, which is the
model for the wind program.

The policy also kick-started the
development of an indigenous
industry. Indian manufacturers of
towers, blades, generators and
gear boxes have full order-books.
To attract customers,
manufacturers offer turnkey
projects and complete after-sales
services
and management. All the big
players - including Enercon,
Vestas, GE Wind - now have at
least a foothold in India, and most
of them are expanding their
production facilities. The Indian
company Suzlon is now one of the
top 10 manufacturers in the world,
setting up offices and production
facilities in China and elsewhere.

Another problem is the availability
of suitable locations. Areas with
sufficient wind speeds and easy
access are becoming scarce. Land
prices are skyrocketing - in Tamil
Nadu, for example, land costs
have increased 20 times and more
in the last few years. Poorer
communities like toddy tappers,
herdsmen, or marginal farmers
have been further marginalised,
losing access to land and other
means of livelihood. This pressure
on land and prices will increase
when the demand for investment
opportunities by private
capital and manufacturers, who
have to offer locations to their
clients, increases further. More
farmers will be tempted to sell
valuable agricultural land to the
more productive
use of harvesting the wind.

Challenges and Concerns
Although wind energy is much less
problematic than thermal, big
hydro and nuclear energy, it also
has some drawbacks in India.
First, the power actually generated
is limited by periods of low wind
speeds. In Maharashtra, for
example, the windy season is
mainly restricted to the monsoon,
from mid-May to mid-September. In
Tamil Nadu, wind energy accounts
for 26% of installed capacity, yet
contributes only 5% to generation.
India’s wind boom has also done
little to bring energy to the rural
poor. Power from the big wind
farms flows into the grid and on to
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Finally, in spite of a ministry
devoted to non-conventional
energies and some well laid-out
policies and economic incentives
to foster wind energy as an
attractive commercial renewable,
there has hardly been a turnaround
in the energy policy. Of the
planned 62,000 MW in additional
conventional energy sources to be
added by 2012, 38,000 MW would
come from coal-based projects,
16,000 MW from hydro, 6,000 MW
from gas/LNG and 3,000 MW from
nuclear, according to the Business
Standard (Feb. 27, 2006). By

Compared to the
subsidies and public
investments into
thermal, hydro and
nuclear, the
success of wind
energy has come
at a low price for
the public
exchequer.
comparison, the aim of increasing
renewables to 12,000 MW by 2012
pales in significance.
Compared to the subsidies and
public investments into thermal,
hydro and nuclear, the success of
wind energy has come at a low
price for the public exchequer.
Direct subsidies and fiscal
incentives are slowly being
reduced. G.M. Pillai, director
general of the Maharashtra Energy
Development Agency, said two
years ago, “Wind power should be
fully viable in the next three to four
years. In fact it might be cheaper
than other sources,” because of
falling capital costs and improving
efficiency with advancing
technology.
If India wants to establish
itself as a clean energy leader, it
will need to shift these numbers so
that wind and other renewables are
a larger slice of the pie, with a
commensurate shrinking in the
coal and large-hydro segments.
Third World Network Features
Uwe Hoering wrote the above
article which first appeared in
World Rivers Review, December
2006.

MEDIA WATCH

IFJ declares int’l day of action for Filipino press safety

Baguio Media Wear Black to Protest Killings
By Kim Quitasol

Members of the media in Baguio City wore black T-shirts as their
contribution to the nationally- coordinated observation of the
international day of protest against media killings in the country.

country.

Arthur Allad-iw, secretary-general of the National
Union of Journalists of the Philippines (NUJP)
Baguio-Benguet chapter, said the International
Federation of Journalists (IFJ) declared Feb. 23 as an
International Day of Action against Impunity and for
the Safety of Filipino Journalists.
“This is fitting because Feb. 23 is the eve of the
anniversary of the first journalist killed under
President Gloria MacapagalArroyo. It is also the eve of the
anniversary of Proclamation 1017
which placed the country under a
state of national emergency and
resulted in the raid of a
newspaper, shut down of critical
radio programs and
threats of closure of networks
and newspapers,” the IFJ
statement read.
Even the photojournalists
covering senatorial sorties in this
city wore black shirts to express
their protest against the
continued killings of journalists,
said Artemio Dumlao, NUJP
national auditor and BaguioBenguet chapter chairman.

Dumlao added that 50 media practitioners have been
killed under the Arroyo regime. The latest victim was
Hernani Pastolero, an editor of the Lightning Courier
in Sultan Kudarat. Dumlao noted that most of the
killings of journalists are unsolved.
Allad-iw also shared that other NUJP chapters, media
organizations and practitioners in other parts of the
country also joined the protest. The NUJP national
leadership had enjoined journalists and press freedom
advocates to participate in a Walk for Press Freedom
to express their concern over the unsolved murders of
journalists.
The IFJ represents over 500,000 journalists in more
than 115 countries. NUJP is affiliated with the IFJ.
Northern Dispatch
PHOTO: ILANG-ILANG QUIJANO/BULATLAT

B

aguio City (246 kms. North of Manila)Members of the media here wore black
T-shirts on February 23 as their
contribution to the nationally-coordinated
observatrion of the international day of
protest against media killings in the

Journalists, including former colleague Bayan Muna Rep. Satur Ocampo (extreme left), release doves as part
of an activity for the International Day of Action for Press Freedom and the Safety of Filipino Journalists,
Quezon Memorial Circle, Feb. 22.
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THE ALSTON REPORT:

Where is the Culpability?
PHOTO: BAYAN

By Antonio Tujan Jr.

Bringing the Arroyo
regime’s human
rights cases to
litigation and
demanding its
culpability becomes
more urgent now
that the Alston report
and the Melo
commission’s findings
are out

I

BON Features— The findings of United Nations
special rapporteur on extrajudicial killings Philip
Alston that the military was behind a “significant
number” of human rights violations in the country
proves a welcome vindication for widespread
public opinion about who was really responsible
for the spate of political killings under the Arroyo
government.
The recent IBON nationwide survey reported that a
majority of respondents (56%) believed that the
military was behind the killings. Human rights groups
such as Karapatan have also cited trademarks of the
killings that lead to the conclusion that these were
conducted by government “death squads”. These
include ski mask-wearing assassins on motorbikes
and the precision and impunity with which the attacks
were conducted.
It is similarly welcome that Alston called for the
release of the report of the Melo Commission,
convened by the government to investigate the socalled extrajudicial killings. It is an indicator of how
sensitive the Arroyo government is to foreign opinion
compared to those of the Philippine people that she
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heeded this call, although civil society and
progressive groups had long been calling, albeit
fruitlessly, for its release.
Interestingly enough, the Melo commission’s report
similarly pin-pointed military involvement in the
killings, albeit attributing these only to a “small
military group” emboldened by the anti-communist
statements of retired Major General Jovito Palparan
and Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) chief
Hermogenes Esperon.
But what is notable in Professor Alston’s report is his
investigation’s focus on extra-judicial killings while he
deems killings by the military and police forces and
by the New People’s Army and other insurgent groups
in the course of counter-insurgency outside his
mandate “to the extent that such killings take place in
conformity with the rules of international humanitarian
law”.
The distinction made by Alston is important because
it raises the issue of culpability. The question of
responsibility for the killings is something that should
be seriously considered. It should be clear that the

In Japan
PHOTO: NDU

executive has
responsibility
for the
killings,
which directly
emanate from
the National
Security
Council
(NSC) and, in
particular,
Gen.
Palparan and
National Security Adviser Norberto
Gonzales. They have provided the
political justification for the killings.
They have also provided a tacit
command to units in the field to
target activists while actively
disseminating propaganda to
deflect from public opinion the role
of the military in these killings.
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In New Zealand

While it is
important to call
for the military
to stop its
denials and
propaganda, it is
vital to note that
the issue goes
far beyond the
military. The
issue should be
understood in
the context of
the NSC and the commander-inchief of the Armed Forces of the
Philippines, Gloria MacapagalArroyo. The findings of both Alston
and the Melo commission are
there, but what to do about them?

In New Jersey, USA

Given that the military continues to
deny its involvement, and in fact
have gone on
the defensive in
the wake of the
release of
Alston’s
findings, the
challenge of
what to do now
lies with Pres.
Arroyo herself.
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In Rome

Is it sufficient to remove Palparan
and Gonzales as a government
response to the killings? But what
about accusations that Arroyo is
tacitly and covertly responsible?
In March, an indictment against
Arroyo is set to be heard before
the Permanent People’s Tribunal
(PPT): Second Session on the
Philippines.
The PPT is an
international
opinion tribunal
that examines and
judges complaints
regarding
violations of
human rights.
Various groups
have filed a
complaint against
the Arroyo
government last
year for violations
of civil and political rights
particularly summary executions,
disappearances, massacres,
torture, and other systematic
abuses on the basic democratic
rights against Filipinos.
The PPT is only one of the
international
tribunals where
Pres. Arroyo can
be tried for her
crimes against
the Filipino
people. Bringing
the Arroyo
regime’s human
rights cases to
litigation and
demanding its
culpability
becomes more
urgent now that
the Alston report and the Melo
commission’s findings are out.
IBON Features
Antonio Tujan Jr. is the Research
Director of IBON Foundation, Inc.

In Nairobi, Kenya
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ELECTIONS IN RP:

Illusion of democracy?
By Sonny Africa

I

BON Features—No one disputes that the
Philippines is mired in economic and political
crises. There is endemic poverty that despite
government hype everyone knows is nowhere
near being overcome. Around 65 million Filipinos
struggle to live on P96 or less a day, according
to the latest 2003 Family Income and Expenditure
Survey (FIES) of the National Statistics Office (NSO).
The net worth of just the ten richest Filipinos is
equivalent to the combined annual income of the
poorest 49 million Filipinos. The situation can only get
worse with corporate profits rising even as
joblessness is at a sustained historic high.
At the same time is public dismay over a political
landscape strewn with issues: illegitimacy, continuing
bureaucratic corruption, patronage and self-serving
politicians. Worst of all are the unabated political
killings and disappearances of over a thousand
Filipinos daring to struggle for a more humane future
and an end to the country’s chronic crises. This is
just in the last six years.
There are perhaps those who believe that the May
2007 mid-term elections offer a path to resolve the
country’s ills. They are unlikely to be very many.
Probably much more common is a well-founded
sense of despair that the elections are a momentary
spectacle that in the end won’t mean any real change
in governance much less in the country.
The most attention is given to the widespread
electoral fraud and violence which are barefaced
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subversions of the democratic process. These are
things already familiar to most Filipinos whether of the
fading generation with a recollection of the so-called
two-party system pre-Martial Law, of those born
during the Marcos dictatorship, or of the generation
who believed that they were favored for growing up
amid a flawed but at least restored democracy under
Aquino.
Unfortunately the despair actually has much deeper
roots that strike down to the essential character of
“democracy” in the Philippines: it is in many essential
respects a false democracy that cannot but result in
perpetual social crisis. The fraud and violence during
elections are just some of the symptoms of the deepseated social problem of elite domination of Philippine
political life. Even including the appalling phenomenon
of political dynasties, of trapo patronage and of
brazen opportunist turncoatism still only gives part of
the picture.
The problem with the country’s politics is that it
remains fundamentally elite-dominated and so
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overwhelmingly about governance
for and by elites. This is a problem
that dates from the birth of the
Philippine Republic at the turn of
the century, continued through the
American colonial period, and has
alarmingly persisted under postwar neocolonialism until today. On
the face of it the last hundred
years appears to have seen
democracy unevenly but surely
taking root with, despite the
Martial Law interregnum,
inexorable forward progress.
However the Philippines regrettably
has yet to make the truly
qualitative democratic
breakthrough.
This is not to deny the many
partial gains that have taken place
for there is certainly an
accumulation of positive steps. It
is rather to underscore that,
despite all these and the
opportunities they open up, the
essentially undemocratic character
of the country’s politics remains.
Philippine politics is changing, but
it has yet to really change. Forces
for democracy and more broadbased citizen’s participation in
governance that genuinely serves
their interests are increasing, but
they have yet to overcome elite
power.

Great resistance

political life. At the national level
this is a set-up that big foreign
powers such as the US favor.
Lasting Philippine economic
backwardness guarantees them a
source of cheap labor and natural
resources, as well as an outlet for
recycling their surplus capital. It
also guarantees that the country is
weak enough to be subordinated to
larger imperialist geopolitical and
strategic objectives in the East
Asian region.
However this unjust situation is
also what has given rise to the
greatest hope of overturning it.
Social movements have formed
and gather strength with the aim of
replacing elite domination with a
more democratic system that gives
primacy to the interest of the
majority of Filipinos.
The rise of social movements is
important in the country’s attempt
to establish a democracy. Their
most vital contribution is the
painstaking attention to building
political consciousness at the
grassroots. This is a political
awareness that pays rigorous
attention to addressing the roots of
the country’s stifled modernity.
Accompanying this understanding
is moreover a commitment to
organizing and direct participation
in concrete struggles to build a
democracy.

Fortunately the undemocratic
character of Philippine politics is
being challenged. In everincreasing numbers, Filipinos have
defied the false “freedom of choice”
offered by elite-dominated
elections. Indeed the increasing
violence with which this challenge
is put down is back-handed
testament to their ever-mounting
successes. These all build up
towards the much-desired
qualitative change in Philippine
politics.

Ruling elites have worked to keep
these in check and tried to put
down their threats to the
established order. On one hand
they have not been able to prevent
important victories such as the
overthrow of the Marcos
dictatorship in 1986 and the ouster
of the corrupt Estrada presidency
in 2001. At the same time they are
especially careful to preserve their
parliamentary bastions of elite
power.

At the core of this challenge is the
understanding that Filipinos are
kept in grinding poverty by elite
domination of economic and

In 1946, six congressional
representatives of the Democratic
Alliance (DA) known to be opposed
to unequal treaties with the US

were prevented from taking their
seats following trumped-up
charges of electoral fraud and
terrorism in Central Luzon.
Especially working with allies in
the Nacionalista Party (NP), they
would have been enough to deny
the three-fourths majority needed
to ratify treaties in Congress.
In 1987, the Left-leaning Partido ng
Bayan (PnB) which fielded
candidates at the senatorial down
to the local level came under
violent attack by state forces. Six
congressional candidates were
assassinated, six other provincial
coordinators killed, and hundreds
more party leaders and members
attacked and harassed. PnB
offices were bombed and rallies
disrupted or broken up.
The year 2001 saw the
breakthrough of Left politics in
Congress with the progressive
political party Bayan Muna (BM)
taking the maximum three partylist seats available to it in the
House of Representatives.
Strengthening and expansion
continued in 2004— with six seats
going to BM, Anakpawis (AP) and
Gabriela Women’s Party (GWP).
Political elites have however
responded with a systematic and
increasingly violent crackdown not
just on these parties which have
decisively won seats in Congress
but also on the larger social and
mass movement that they
represent and draw their strength
from.

Crisis and authoritarianism
The last six years have been brutal
particularly for progressive and
democratic forces. Most dramatic
are the outright attacks on the
mass movement and progressive
political parties, including political
killings, enforced disappearances,
and assassination attempts. The
attacks are wide-ranging and
include black propaganda and
vilification campaigns, illegal
arrests, interrogations and torture.
JANUARY - MARCH 2007
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There are also pseudo-legal
attacks on national leaders
involving trumped-up rebellion and
murder charges.
The suppression of dissent has at
times taken on a legal façade
falling just short of outright Martial
Law. There was the “calibrated preemptive response” declared in
September 2005 against protestors
aside from a more assertive
implementation of the Marcos era
“no permit-no rally”. Executive
Order (EO) 464, also declared in
September 2005, prevented
officials from appearing before
investigations of high-level
government electoral cheating and
corruption. Presidential
Proclamation 1017’s legally
ambiguous “state
of national
emergency” was
declared and sent
the political signal
that the Arroyo
regime would not
hesitate to
mobilize its full
powers against
any and all
opposition.
It is also worth
mentioning how
the deepening
economic crisis
and the shrinking
of economic spoils
from power also
appear to have had another effect.
The faction of the elite not in
power— the mainstream political
opposition— has also to some
extent been subjected to political
repression albeit to a much less
degree than the democratic mass
movement.
The post-election scenario augurs
even more dangerous times for
democracy. The National ID
System has already begun to be
implemented even if only on a
limited scale so far. The National
Security Plan’s (NISP) Oplan
Bantay Laya II has already been
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drawn up with targets going
beyond alleged terrorists to also
include revolutionary armed groups
and civilian Leftist organizations.
All this coincides with global US
military aggression waging a selfdeclared “war on terror” that,
among others, aims to secure the
Philippines as a key strategic
location in East and Southeast
Asia. There have already been
massive increases in US military
aid and intervention under the
Arroyo regime aimed at eliminating
not just armed liberation
movements but also nationalist
opposition to the US military
presence.
The political situation is most
obviously about Pres. Gloria

on securing greater political control
through the mid-term elections.
Particularly important is control
over the House of Representatives
to forestall another impeachment
move. Its comprehensive campaign
to survive includes another episode
of massive electoral fraud, using
public funds for electioneering,
brazen patronage politics,
harassment of local opposition
politicians and even subverting of
the party-list system. The political
killings and attacks in turn are
aimed at maiming, if not
decimating, among the most
organized and effective forces
demanding real change. The
regime also seeks support from
the US by promising charter
change to further open up the
economy and to
allow the
wholesale return of
US troops.

Macapagal-Arroyo fighting for
sheer political survival. She is
beleaguered by issues of
illegitimacy following the fraudulent
2004 presidential elections, by the
persistence of high-level and
grand-scale corruption, and by the
economic problems caused by
retrogressive “free market” policies.
There is widespread public
dissatisfaction which already
resulted in two impeachment
moves and a vigorous ouster
campaign.

However the
political situation
can also be seen
at another level: as
an elite-dominated
system striving to
preserve itself amid
deepening
economic and
political crisis. The
Filipino people
have been engaged
in a centuries-long
struggle that is
creating the real
foundations for democracy. Against
them are elites threatened by the
rumble underfoot who are reacting
viciously to preserve their rule. The
hundreds of thousands of
volunteers mobilizing across the
country to watch the polls are
engaged in a noble effort. However
the fundamental social change
sought will only come when
millions of Filipinos are able to
genuinely claim political power and
put in place a true democracy.
IBON Features

The current administration’s
survival is now critically dependent

Sonny Africa is the research head
of IBON Foundation, Inc.

MOVIE REVIEW

BLOOD DIAMOND:

Well-Intentioned but Fails
to Make a Difference
PHOTO: BLOODDIAMONDMOVIE.WARNERBROS.COM

By Joseph S. Yu

B

efore Blood Diamond was released in
the US last December, the international
diamond industry was reportedly
concerned about the movie’s effects on
their sales. There was even talk of a
public relations campaign to counter
any possible backlash resulting from the film’s
portrayal of human rights violations resulting from the
illicit diamond trade. But based on the toothless endresult, De Beers and other gem companies have
nothing to worry about.
Blood Diamond takes its title from the so-called
“conflict diamonds” that are illicitly mined by rebels in
war-torn countries (such as Angola and Sierra Leone)
and sold to finance insurgencies. Although steps have
been taken by both the United Nations and the
diamond industry itself to address the issue (most
notably the Kimberly Process for certifying the origin
of diamonds), trade in conflict diamonds reportedly
continues.
Set against the backdrop of the 1990s civil war in
Sierra Leone, when the rebel Revolutionary United
Front (RUF) was using illicitly-mined diamonds to
finance its insurgency, the film examines the conflict
diamond issue from the point of view of two men at
different levels of the trade: Danny Archer (Leonardo
DiCaprio), a diamond smuggler; and Solomon Vandy
(Djimon Hounsou), a fisherman taken prisoner by the
RUF and forced to pan for diamonds.
The two men’s lives intersect when Vandy discovers a
rough rare pink diamond as large as a small bird’s
egg, which he manages to hide before the rebel camp
is overrun by government forces. Archer, in jail after an
unsuccessful attempt to smuggle diamonds over the
border to Liberia, hears about the diamond from an
RUF leader and determines to convince Vandy to lead
him to it. Vandy agrees only when Archer promises to
help him find his family, who were lost when the RUF

attacked his village. In a subplot, the film also shows
Vandy’s young son, Dia, being brainwashed by the
RUF and gradually turned into a child soldier.
Blood Diamond is obviously well-intentioned; in fact it
wears its good intentions on its sleeve. It tries hard to
raise its audience’s awarness about the human cost
of the illegal diamond trade. It even includes a scene
showing child victims of the RUF, many of whom have
JANUARY - MARCH 2007
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had their right arms cut off by the
rebels (which oddly feels like a
public service announcement in
the middle of the film). But Blood
Diamond ultimately fails to cohere
as a powerful statement against
the conflict diamond trade.

By focusing on the
RUF as the villains,
the ultimate effect
of the movie is to
exonerate the
complicity of the
diamond
merchants while
placing the blame
on those bad
Africans.
One obvious flaw is its length. At
nearly two-and-a-half hours, the
film often feels flabby and slow
when it should be taut and tense.
One particular scene involving
Archer and Vandy’s trip to the site
where the diamond is hidden feels
put in merely to indulge the two
actors by giving them more
“character” scenes. Admittedly, the
two give strong performances, but
the scene simply slows the movie
down while not really adding to a
deeper understanding of the two
men or their relationship. DiCaprio,
however, deserves to be singled
out for his effective performance.
Although he never seems as
hardened as the character
demands, he still succeeds in
communicating Archer’s essential
cynicism along with an underlying
vulnerability. A particular triumph
for him is his last scene in the film,
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in which he manages to overcome
its sheer corniness with his
heartfelt acting.
The film also never explores in
depth the links between the illicit
diamond trade and big diamond
dealers, as well as the relationship
between American consumerism
and the continuing demand for
diamonds that fuels the illegal
business. Instead, it focuses on
human rights issues while pushing
other concerns into the
background. This robs the film of
much of the impact it could have
had, especially since its stated
aim is to awaken audiences to the
possible hidden costs of the
diamonds they buy.
Admittedly, there is an exchange
between Archer and crusading
journalist Maddy Bowen (Jennifer
Connelly) in which he accuses her
of being a hypocrite because
American girls like her are the
main consumers of the goods he
“provides”. But the exchange feels
oddly perfunctory, with Archer’s
retorts to Maddy’s do-gooder
attitudes a dud with no impact.
To be fair, in another scene Archer
does outline for Maddy (and the
audience) how blood diamonds
from Sierra Leone are smuggled
across the border into Liberia, and
then to diamond merchants, along
the way becoming mixed with
“clean” stones so that their
provenance can no longer be
determined. Vandy also declares
that Africa’s resources, whether
gold, oil or diamonds, have always
been exploited. But the movie fails
to pick up on these and, in
general, prefers to focus on
scenes of villainous RUF cadets
and brutalized children.
Blood Diamond really only comes
to life during its action scenes,
which are exciting and wellexecuted but which mostly involve
Archer and Vandy running away
from the RUF. In fact, the film

would have been more effective if it
had focused on its adventure
aspects and moved its message to
the background for the audience to
discover for itself.
PHOTO: BLOODDIAMONDMOVIE.WARNERBROS.COM
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The movie even telegraphs its
essential seriousness of purpose
by opening and closing with
scenes in which diplomats discuss
the conflict diamond issue. These
scenes could have allowed the
filmmakers to communicate
important information to the
audience but instead they end up
a missed opportunity, with the
diplomats merely mouthing
platitudes while representatives
from the diamond industry look on.
“The Third World’s resources are
not ours to exploit”, indeed!
By focusing on the RUF as the
villains, the ultimate effect of the
movie is to exonerate (or at least
make the audience forget about)
the complicity of the diamond
merchants while placing the blame
on those bad Africans. Thus, it
should not be surprising that it did
not have its intended impact on
audiences. In fact, it’s the kind of
film that, instead of making you
want to explore an issue more
deeply or take action, makes you
feel that you’ve already done
something about an issue simply
by watching the movie.

POST WAR IRAQ

IRAQ: ANYTHING BUT

a Happy New Year
By Mohammed A. Salih

I

raqis have left a bloody 2006 behind, but the two
opening weeks of 2007 do not bode well for the rest
of this year.

As the United Nations reported a death toll of 34,000
civilians for last year, the non-government organization
Iraq Body Count suggested that more than 1,000
civilians have been killed during the New Year already.
And that count came before the bombings at Baghdad
University.
The high death toll comes amid heated debates in
Baghdad and Washington on the ability of Iraqi and US
forces to secure the war-torn country.
Many in Iraq doubt that the current strategies could
resolve the security and political crisis that the country is
sinking deeper into. They see the factors of instability in
2006 continuing into this year.
“I am not optimistic about the situation,” Kamal Sadi,
head of the law department at Salahaddin University in
Arbil, a town in the relatively stable Kurdistan region in
the north, told IPS.
“I don’t see the belief among Iraq’s political factions and
social components to accept each other’s rights — and
allegiances go to individuals rather than the state.”
With Iraqi and US officials in despair over finding ways to
end the violence, a new large-scale military operation is
under way to secure capital Baghdad and the volatile
Sunni-dominated al-Anbar province in western Iraq.

acknowledged that as much as ten percent of Iraq’s
national funds have been embezzled.
“The current situation denotes the failure of the
government,” said Rashid Mutasam, 38, a government
employee from Arbil. “It has failed to deliver on its
promises regarding all major areas of life from security
to services to salaries to bringing about reconciliation
and peace in the country.”
Sadi shares Rashid’s view, and calls the predominantly
Shia and Kurdish government led by Shia Prime Minister
Nouri al-Maliki “the worst government of all the three
post-war governments since 2003.”
Still others say no political party or figure could bring a
magical solution to the country’s problems.
Nasih Ghafour, member of the Arbil-based Kurdistan
regional parliament believes that in the current
circumstances it is hard to imagine that any other
government could do better than this one.
“I agree that this government has not been able to play
its role as expected and has been only able to maintain
itself in power, but it has inherited the problems created
by all other governments of Iraq so far,” Ghafour told IPS.
“There are some who speak of a national rescue
government. But the question is on what basis that
government should be established? And between who
and who? How would it be different from the current
government which is a broad-based government of
national consensus?”

The operation follows several others that failed to calm
the violence.

Like many other politicians and others, he believes the
factors behind the mayhem are not solely Iraqi, and that
makes the job of any politician really hard.

The killings have led to an academic dispute inside and
outside Iraq whether the sectarian bloodshed has
reached the level of civil war. Many in Kurdistan believe
the situation is still not too bad.

“Iraq’s neighbours who all have totalitarian systems of
rule...do certainly play a role in destabilising the country,”
Ghafour added.

“I believe there is a sectarian conflict now but there is no
civil war since not the lives of all Iraqis are under threat,”
Sadi said. “And while weak, there are still some
manifestations of the state in Iraq, and unlike the
common definition of civil war not everybody is fighting
everybody.”
Meantime, the public is becoming increasingly
dissatisfied with the new government installed last May,
and not over security alone. In late 2006, a US official

Iraq must find the strength from within to withstand this,
he said.
“The future of Iraq depends on those who today have
power, and specially the moderate forces. The most
reasonable and realistic scenario for Iraq could be
keeping its unity within a federal framework which
preserves the interests of all the components and
groups in the country and does not deprive Sunnis.”
InterPress Service
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WAR CRIMES TRIBUNAL

Hopes to Awaken
World Conscience
By Martin Khor

A conference in Kuala Lumpur organized by former Malaysian
premier Dr Mahathir Mohamad heard the testimony of many
victims of war and occupation and set up a Kuala Lumpur War
Crimes Commission. It aims at influencing world opinion on the
illegality of wars and occupation undertaken by major Western
powers.

A

Kuala Lumpur War Crimes
Commission chaired by former
Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr.
Mahathir Mohamed, has been set up
to investigate cases of war crimes that
have been neglected by established
institutions such as the International Criminal Court.
The Commission convened in February to hear a
petition to take up cases of war crimes and violations
of international law against US President George
Bush, British Prime Minister Tony Blair and Australian
Premier John Howard.
A Kuala Lumpur War Crimes Tribunal is also being
set up to hear cases submitted to it by the
Commission.
The Commission will now investigate if there is a
basis for the charges against the three leaders. If so,
the Tribunal will be set up to hear the case.
The initiatives were launched at the international
conference “Expose War Crimes, Criminalise War”,
organized by Perdana Global Peace Organization that
is headed by Mahathir.
These events potentially mark a globally historic
development. The conference was not just another
meeting of people disaffected by the recent military
actions of the US and its allies.
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It had the prestige and status of the former Malaysian
Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad behind it, or
more accurately, in front of it. It was held in Putra
World Trade Center, the country’s premier conference
venue, within a packed giant hall of over 2,000
participants.
It brought together victims of war crimes and torture,
and persons enduring on-going occupation and war
situations.
More importantly it promised concrete follow-up
actions. People who have suffered from war crimes
and occupation of their countries can now take up
cases against those that oppress them.
The Commission and Tribunal are not established by
any government or inter-governmental body. The
initiators explained that they are “people’s initiatives”,
in the footsteps of the Bertrand Russell Tribunal
established during the Vietnam War to consider the
war actions of the US administration.
Of global significance is that there is now be a place
where victims of war crimes can register their
complaints, and cases can be brought against the
accused, even if they are powerful world leaders.
Official institutions, like the International Criminal
Court, do try those accused of war crimes and
genocide. But they are dominated by Western

THIRD
powers, and have not taken up
cases against powerful Western
leaders.
That is why there has been no
action against those powers that
invaded Iraq or bombed Lebanon,
even though these actions are
widely regarded as illegal. Even
Kofi Annan, the previous United
Nations (UN) Secretary General,
proclaimed the US-UK invasion of
Iraq as against international law.
Dirk Adrieansens, coordinator of
SOS Iraq and committee member
of the Brussels War Crimes
Tribunal, told the conference that
the International Criminal Court
acknowledged it had received 240
formal complaints of violation from
Iraq but it had described them as
not grave enough to open up a
case.
He said the war on Iraq was illegal
with blatant falsehoods used to
justify the assault. Legal
instruments failed to avoid the
attack. “The impunity of the US
and its allies has created a crisis
of legitimacy of international law
and the UN to address war crimes
with authority or dignity.”
The conference included a hearing
of a petition, with nine charges
against Bush, Blair and Howard of
crimes against peace and
violations of the UN Charter and
international laws for their roles in
the crises in Iraq, Lebanon and
Palestine.
Counsel for the victims, Mathias
Chang, said that the three leaders
embarked on a systematic
campaign to destroy Iraq, Lebanon
and Palestine. They directed the
destruction of vital facilities
essential to civilian life in Iraq,
Lebanon and Palestine, which is a
gross violation of the UN Charter
and several conventions.
They ordered the bombing and
destruction of schools, hospitals,
mosques, churches, residential
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areas, historical sites, used
prohibited weapons, fraudulently
manipulated the UN and its
Security Council, destroyed the
environment, condoned the
violation of human rights
(especially torture), and
manipulated the mass media,
according to the charges.

Tribunal may not have “legality” but
it would have legitimacy arising
from the lack of remedy for those
who have been brutalized but have
no other venue to seek redress.
“Our decisions may not be
respected by those who may be
tried, but we can rely on
international public opinion.”

Several victims of torture,
imprisonment and war from Iraq,
Lebanon and Palestine as well as
experts presented testimonies.
Among them was Ali Shalah, an
Iraqi prisoner in Abu Ghraib prison,
whose image as a hooded man
forced to stand with his hands
stretched out was one of the most
publicized photographs showing
prisoner maltreatment by American
guards.

Another Tribunal member, lawyer
Mohamad Ariff Yusof, added: “The
international law system is not
perfect so it beholds citizens of the
world to correct the imperfections.”

Others included Abbas Abid, a
former Iraqi government chief
engineer who testified how he was
electrocuted and beaten; a 17year-old Palestinian girl, Najwa
Jalamna, who spoke on her
experiences in Jenin camp in the
occupied Palestinian territories;
Palestinian doctor Walid Salah,
who testified on medical conditions
in Palestine and how his work
was hampered by Israeli occupying
forces; and Lebanese editor
Ibrahim Mousawi, who spoke on
the devastating 33-day Israeli
attack on Lebanon last year.

Setting up the Commission and
Tribunal were actions to show that
something can be done by
citizens. Putting those responsible
on trial would help galvanise world
public opinion, which Dr. Mahathir
described as the world’s second
superpower.

Dr. Mahathir said the Commission
would study the evidence given
and if there are sufficient grounds,
it would request the Tribunal to
hear the cases and pass
judgment.

It is an important exercise, not
only to be a place where victims
can seek redress, but for
influencing world opinion and giving
hope to the many people who are
angry but feel helpless at what is
happening.

Closing the conference, Dr.
Mahathir said the war on terror
proposed by Bush was basically a
trick and an excuse to invade Iraq
and use it to control Middle East
oil.

After the conference, the next
steps are for the Commission to
make its decision, and for a
credible Tribunal to be set up
which will comprised of
internationally renowned judges
and legal experts.

The Tribunal is still being set up
and several internationally known
jurists are expected to be invited to
be members. A preparatory
committee headed by former
Malaysian Federal Court judge
Abdul Kadir Sulaiman was
introduced to the conference.

If the Commission and the Tribunal
conduct their work professionally,
collecting and assessing evidence
while following proper legal
procedures, it can earn the respect
of the world and make a mark on
international affairs.

Tribunal committee member, law
professor Shad Faruqi, said the

Martin Khor is Director of the Third
World Network
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DO YOU REALLY NEED

All These Drugs?
By Dr. Murad Moosa Khan

Stress related disorders have become
the major health afflictions of the
twentieth century. Doctors often treat
them by prescribing a whole host of
drugs. The author questioned this
method and suggested taking a more
holistic approach in confronting
ailments.

A

s a practicing psychiatrist and one
with a special interest in the subject of
‘stress’, I am horrified by some of the
prescriptions I come across in my
practice. I recently came across one
that a patient was carrying with him
from a psychiatrist in Karachi. On it were five antidepressants, three tranquilizers, two analgesics, a
beta blocker and lithium carbonate! The unfortunate
man was a poor patient from interior Balochistan. The
prescription cost him Rs.1630/for two weeks. Many of
our doctors are guilty of wrong practices such as
over-prescribing, prescribing inappropriately, giving
drugs of dubious efficacy and not paying any attention
to the serious side-effects that these drugs may
induce.

The Neglected Role of Stress
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It has been more than fifty years since the brilliant
Canadian researcher, Dr. Hans Selye, defined ‘stress’
in a medical sense. Research over this period of time
has shown beyond any doubt that stress can often be
the decisive influence both in the causation of disease
or in the course taken by an established disorder.
Disorders such as high blood pressure, heart
disease, bronchial asthma, irritable bowel, peptic
ulcer, tension headaches, migraine, backache,
insomnia, anxiety, depression and many other
conditions may be the result of the individual’s
inability to cope with, the stress in his life adequately.
Despite this, medical science in general and the
EDUCATION FOR DEVELOPMENT

medical body of Pakistan in particular chooses to
ignore stress as an important contributory factor in
many of their patient’s’ illnesses.
Stress related disorders have replaced infectious
diseases as the major health afflictions of the
twentieth century. Yet the response of medical
science has been to develop more sophisticated tests
and more expensive medicines. Scant regard is paid
to advising or helping patients develop stress relieving
techniques. In Pakistan, the problem is further
complicated by the fact that the majority of our people
have their own belief systems regarding health and
illness -IV drips for weakness and ‘TV X-ray’ (CAT/
MRI Scan) for headaches and other aches and pains
are just two examples, where every prescription is a
polypharmacy of an analgesic, a tranquiliser or two,
an antidepressant and a vitamin compound, along
with the main medicines and where there is no
accountability of doctors and no recourse to justice
for the poor and suffering millions..
Research has also shown that emotional and
psychological distress (which may be caused by
excessive stress) may be the early manifestation of
many physical diseases, or may itself cause the
disease. For example, the stress of bereavement and
the depression that may follow it have been
associated with measurable reductions in the
efficiency of the immune mechanisms, and with
increased vulnerability to infectious disease, cancers
and acute cardiac failure.

CONSUMER
Depressive illness has been shown
to be a common early
manifestation of the development
of cancer, presenting well before
more specific physical symptoms
in many cases. It has also been
shown to precede acute
myocardial infraction at a much
more than chance level of
frequency. Thus emotional and
psychological changes cannot be
ignored in any consideration of
general health status, nor can they
be ignored in the analysis of risk
factors in individual cases.

Medical model of illness
The goal of medicine should be to
understand the patients as persons,
to establish the circumstances that
caused their illness - the underlying
conflicts, hostilities, grief and loss in other words to treat the patients
as a ‘whole’. The modern physician
should and must know as much
about emotions and thoughts as
about disease symptoms and drugs.
In today’s world, this holistic
approach would appear to hold more
promise of cure than anything that
medicine has given us to date:
Unfortunately, what we see around
us in Pakistan today are distressed
patients, unethical medical
practices, unnecessary
investigations, prolonged
hospitalisations and inappropriate
and potentially damaging treatments
followed by exorbitant fees.
In general, it can be said that the
current practice of medicine in
Pakistan relies too heavily on the
medical model of illness, whereby
a patient is seen to have a
complaint which needs certain
investigations followed by
treatment, which in most cases
are drugs. Doctors in Pakistan,
whether they are general
practitioners or specialists hardly
ever bother to enquire about the
psychosocial factors in their
patient’s histories. It is comforting
and less time consuming for the
doctor to stay within the confines
of the medical model, for that is
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how we have been made to think.
After all, one only diagnoses what
one thinks about - and hardly any
of our doctors think of factors other
than the physical ones.

Maintaining homeostasis
Skills and knowledge about
dealing with psychosocial factors
and stress management
techniques are seldom taught in
our medical colleges. Yet a large
number of patients - perhaps as
many as forty percent in our
country presenting to the general
practitioners and to the various
specialists’ clinic do not fit into
this medical model. People appear
to be becoming more and more
dissatisfied with medical care they
receive despite the advancement in
the field of medical science. Hence
the large number of people who
visit homeopaths and hakims in
our country. In the West more and
more people are turning to
practitioners of ‘alternative
medicine’ for relief of symptoms
which orthodox medicine has failed
to alleviate.
Stress research studies have
emphasised the importance of
maintaining homeostasis or a
balance between different aspects
of our lives. Any disruption of this
homeostasis can cause the
breakdown of the organism
whereby one can develop a stress
related disorder depending on the
‘weak link’ in the structure of the
organism. According to this view of
health and disease there are not
merely individual interactions
between pathogens and human
beings but they also involve the
entire spectrum of other
relationships - including those with
one’s spouse, employer, children,
neighbours and one’s medical or
spiritual advisor.
Too much emphasis has been
directed towards specific
pathogens and specific disease
models, and not enough towards
the patient and how he or she

developed the particular disease.
Only when we shift our focus from
diseased parts to the whole being
can we learn more about what
activates the stress reaction in the
organism and why stress affects
different people in different ways.

A holistic approach to patient
care is essential
The concept of health has to be
one which integrates the question
of body, mind and spirit. This
holistic approach aims at
enhancing our total well being, in
part through self-awareness. By
learning to gauge our own innate
energy, potential weaknesses and
strengths, we can all benefit from
this approach. In the final analysis
each of us is responsible for his or
her own health and well being. This
is particularly true for Pakistan
where the great majority of doctors
are unaware of the role of stress in
various physical and psychological
illnesses. Health is too important
an issue to be left in the hands of
doctors only!
Mental health and behavioural
science disciplines can also
provide some of the knowledge and
skills necessary to reverse this
process, and it is therefore
important to ensure that these are
incorporated in the medical
curriculum and training of all
doctors.
Just as wars cannot be avoided by
developing more sophisticated
weapons, so disease can never be
completely eradicated merely by
improvements in pharmacology,
immunotherapy, or any other
purely medical means. People
should and must become more
knowledgeable about the role of
stress in their lives, their own
stress level and about effective
stress coping techniques. Third
World Network Features
The above article is reproduced
from Watch on Medicines, Vol. 15
No. 6, Nov-Dec 2006
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US Surgeon-General Report:

Dangers of Secondhand Smoke Indisputable

A

cross the United States
and around the world,
people are speaking up
for their right to breathe
clean, smoke-free air, free
from the proven dangers
of secondhand smoke.
Efforts to create smoke-free areas
received a powerful boost with the recent
release of the US Surgeon General’s
report on secondhand smoke. The report
makes it clear that only comprehensive
smoke-free workplace laws can protect
all workers and the public from the
serious, scientifically proven dangers of
secondhand smoke.
The report’s major conclusions:

n The scientific evidence is
indisputable that secondhand
smoke causes premature death
and serious diseases in both adults and
children who do not smoke. As Surgeon
General Richard Carmona stated, “The debate
is over. The science is clear. Secondhand
smoke is not mere annoyance but serious
health hazard.”

workplaces and public places. Other
approaches, such as air ventilation systems
and smoking and non-smoking sections do not
eliminate exposure to secondhand smoke.

n Smoke-free policies do not have an adverse
economic on the hospitality industry.

n Secondhand smoke is a proven cause of lung
cancer and heart disease in non-smoking
adults and of sudden infant death syndrome
(SIDS), low birth weight, acute respiratory
infections, ear infections and asthma attacks
in infants and children. It is responsible for tens
of each thousands of deaths in the US each
year.

n There is no risk-free level of exposure to
secondhand smoke.

n Exposure

to secondhand smoke has
substantial and immediate adverse effects on
the cardiovascular system.

n The only way to protect non-smokers from
secondhand smoke is to require smoke-free
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By leaving no doubt that secondhand smoke poses
serious risks to human health, the Surgeon General’s
report should accelerate the already strong
momentum to enact comprehensive smoke-free
workplace laws around the world.
In the US, 14 states have enacted smoke-free laws
that include restaurants and bars. Countries including
Malaysia, Bermuda, Bhutan, England (effective 2007),
Ireland, Italy, New Zealand, Northern Ireland (effective
2007), Norway, Scotland, Sweden and Uruguay also
have smoke free laws.
There is also growing evidence that smoke-free laws
can save money. A study released in August 2005 by
the Society of Actuaries found that secondhand
smoke costs the US $10 billion a year in health care
bills, lost wages and other costs. Utusan Konsumer
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Send your comments, reactions or suggestions to Education for Development.
Email us at editors@ibon.org or fax to +632.425.1387. Or you can mail a letter to 114 Timog Ave., Quezon City, 1103 Philippines

VOTE RESPONSIBLY,

Denounce Fraud
Teachers, school administrators, and other members of the academe have a significant position in their
communities and the whole Philippine society in promoting responsible voting and guarding against antidemocratic schemes that hound Philippine elections.
Educators’ Forum for Development (EFD) believes the upcoming election is an opportunity for educators to
encourage critical discussion of issues so that the electorate will vote responsibly.
The education sector’s considerable influence in forming public opinion should serve the interest of the
people by putting forward the people’s agenda of jobs and livelihood, decent wages, genuine agrarian
reform, among others, in the electoral debate.
Responsible voting means sizing up candidates according to their track record and program of action, and
inevitably on their stand on unsettled issues such as Arroyo’s legitimacy and alleged corruption, Charter
Change, extrajudicial killings and other human rights violations.
Thus, it means rejecting politicians who have passed anti-people laws, have been involved in corruption
cases, are brazen turncoats, and have not lifted a finger to protect the country’s sovereignty or the
people’s rights. Being responsible voters also entail courage to challenge the electoral system, which has
long been dominated and manipulated by the elite.
With the allegations of massive cheating in the 2004 election still unresolved and electoral reforms mere
rhetoric, this year’s election is highly vulnerable to fraud, which many fear will be as massive and
systematic as the previous one.
EFD thus calls on fellow educators to make every effort to fight and expose electoral fraud and violence
before, during, and after the election such as illegal spending of public funds, militarization of communities
and schools, intimidation and disenfranchisement of voters, irregularities during canvassing of votes, and
harassments and killings that sow terror among the people.
Let us take steps to oppose a repeat of the notorious 2004 election. Let us be vigilant and denounce any
form of maneuverings that will undermine the supposedly democratic process of elections.

PHOTO: INDYMEDIA

Educators also have the moral obligation to enlighten the people
on the true nature of the Philippine electoral system- that it is
elitist and personality-oriented - and the Filipino masses cannot
rely on elections alone but must assert and work for good
governance. Social, economic, and political changes are
urgently needed and the education sector has an important role
in bringing about social transformation and development.
EFD upholds an education that is transformative and
emancipative instead of perpetuating the existing oppressive
structures in society. Educators should contribute in making
this election an arena where issues are faced squarely,
anomalies are uncovered fully, and the people indict the culprits.
Jennifer del Rosario-Malonzo
General Secretary
Educators’ Forum for Development
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New from IBON Books
Neoliberal Subversion of
Agrarian Reform
Editor: Ujjaini Halim
While genuine agrarian reform has remained
elusive to peasants and continues to be the
main focus of peasant struggles in Asia and
elsewhere in the world, the concept is
currently being subverted by neoliberal
globalization. So-called market-oriented
land reforms and corporative land schemes
have been introduced by multilateral
institutions such as the World Bank and
others and are undermining none other than
the attainment of social justice. The main
recourse for peasants is still their unity and
strength to rise up against their corporate
and comprador-landlord onslaught and put
an end to imperialism.
This book is a coordinated research project
by the Asia Pacific Research Network. It
contains Asian peasants’ experiences on
land reform struggles – their lessons and
aspirations.
2006 English
6 x 8.5 in., 464 pages
shipping weight: 675 grams
P495 US$14 (excluding freight cost)
Contents include:
Struggle for Land in the Era of Neo-Liberal Restructuring: A
Case study from West Bengal, India
IMSE, India

Peasants’ Struggle for Agrarian Reform in the Era of
Liberalization in Indonesia
Aliansi Gerakan Reforma Agraria, Indonesia

Neoliberal Offensive: Impact on Agrian Reform in the
Philippines
IBON Foundation, Philippines

Retrieval of Panchami Land, Report on Agrarian Reform
Research
Tamil Nadu Women’s Forum, India

Peasants’ Movements for Genuine Agrarian Reform: Countering
the ‘Neo-liberal’ Land Policies in Nepal
All Nepal Peasants Association, Nepal

Agrarian Reform Research in Pakistan
Roots for Equity, Pakistan

The Filipino Peasants Struggle for Genuine Agrarian Reform
Kilusang Magbubukid ng Pilipinas, Philippines

Reforms in Land Policy in Mongolianand Farmers’ Struggle for
Access to Land
Center for Human rights and Development , Mongolia

Order your book online at http://ibon.org/eshop/ or email red@ibon.org.
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STATS & NUMBERS

Oil price watch:

Gasoline, Diesel Prices Now More Than
Double Since Arroyo Became President

A

s of January 2007, the prevailing pump
price of gasoline and diesel is now more
than twice their price when President
Gloria Arroyo took over in January 2001.

Compared with their respective levels before the
downstream oil industry was deregulated in April 1996,
the pump price of gasoline is now more than six times
higher while that of diesel is more than eight times
higher. In addition, the current pump price of gasoline
and diesel is almost four times and five times,
respectively of their price at the start of deregulation.
These figures also show that 62.98% of the increases
in the pump price of gasoline and 57.63% of the
increases in the pump price of diesel since the oil
industry was deregulated happened under the term of
Arroyo. (See Table 1)

The Arroyo government can of course argue that the oil
price increases during its watch were very steep due to
developments in the world oil market that are beyond
its control. But government should be held accountable
because of its deregulation policy that allowed
domestic oil prices to soar. Since the oil industry was
deregulated, there have been at least 81 rounds of oil
price hikes (OPH) for diesel or an average of more than

Table 1. Comparative pump price of premium gasoline
and diesel (in P per liter)
Premium
gasoline

Diesel

Before deregulation (1972-1995
average)

5.99

3.98

Start of deregulation (prevailing
pump price on April 1996, the
month RA 8180* was passed)

9.50

7.03

Start of Arroyo’s term (prevailing
pump price on January 2001)

16.56

13.82

Present price (prevailing pump
price as of January 2007)

37.33

32.62

Period

* RA 8180 refers to the first oil deregulation law which was
replaced by RA 8479 Compiled by IBON based on DOE data

Table 2. Summary of OPH and rollback rounds for
diesel pump price
Period

OPH

Rollback

1971 - March 1996

23

15

April 1996 - November 1997
(RA 8180) a

7

3

December 1997 - June 1998
(Transition Period)

2

2

July 1998 - December 2004
(RA 8479) b

38

11

2005

19

6

2006

17

12

As of January 2007

0

3

Notes:
a. The SC declared RA 8180, unconstitutional on Nov. 5,
1997.
b. Congress passed RA 8479 in Feb. 1998 and full
deregulation took effect in Jul. 1998.
Compiled by IBON based on DOE data

8 OPH rounds per year compared with only 1 round
annually before the industry was deregulated. In 2005
and 2006 alone, at least 36 rounds of OPH for diesel
have been recorded. (See Table 2)
If only to check the uncontainable price increases of
oil products, which soared tremendously during its
watch, the Arroyo government should have long
repealed Republic Act (RA) 8479 or the Downstream
Oil Industry Deregulation Act of 1998.
Unfortunately, it continued to implement this flawed
policy while misleading the public that the solution
lies in its alternative fuels program such as RA 9367
or the Biofuels Act of 2006. Such program, however,
does not answer the urgent problem of frequent oil
price hikes and exorbitant prices and only serves the
interests of landlords and big businessmen involved in
the sugar and coconut industries, including Arroyo’s
own family.
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