
Initial Report of the
Independent International
Commission of Investigation 
Into Human Rights Violations
in the Philippines

The Independent International Commission of Investigation into Human Rights Violations in the Philippines 
(INVESTIGATE PH) was established in response to the October 7, 2020, decision of the UN Human Rights 
Council 45th Session (Resolution No. 45/33), which was very disappointing to civil society. The initiative came 
from the International Coalition for Human Rights in the Philippines (ICHRP).

INVESTIGATE PH gained the commitment of seventeen eminent individuals with impeccable credentials for 
their independence and their commitment to human rights to be the Commissioners and Sub-Commissioners 
of INVESTIGATE PH.

This report of INVESTIGATE PH provides an update on the human rights situation in the Philippines since the 
June 4, 2020 report (A/HRC/44/22) of the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). It 
focuses on violations of civil and political rights perpetrated by state forces.

Three concerns highlighted in the report:

1. Political repression by state forces has intensified and become more brazen since June 2020;
2. The newly passed Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA), enacted July 2020, as well as the National Task Force   
 to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) established by executive order in December   
 2018, have provided institutional mechanisms that facilitate these human rights violations; and
3. Continued lack of domestic remedies and mechanisms to address violations.

Method of Investigation

The report is based on a preliminary survey and examination of 49 illustrative cases that occurred largely 
during 2020 and 2021. Interviews were conducted directly with victims and witnesses by phone and online 
video, allowing INVESTIGATE PH’s legal team of collators to amass and validate a repository of currently 
available evidence. The legal team also reviewed court records and other relevant documents. Two sessions of 
plenary hearings with Commission members, where victims and witnesses presented clarifying testimony on 
representative cases, were held.

This report is the first in a series of three by INVESTIGATE PH, to be followed by a second report in July and 
final report in September 2021.

Context

Already between 2015 and 2019, the UN Human Rights Office documented at least 248 extrajudicial killings 
of human rights defenders, legal professionals, journalists, and trade unionists, in relation to their work. 
Indigenous peoples asserting their right to self-determination and protection of their ancestral domains, as well 
as peasants asserting their land rights under an imperfect national land reform law, are also a primary target of 
killings. The Philippines had the most killings of environmental defenders in the world in 2018.
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Key turning points for human rights in the Philippines during the Duterte Presidency have been Executive 
Order 70, in December 2018, creating the National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-
ELCAC); and the July 2020 enactment of the controversial Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA), significant elements of 
which contravene international standards. 

The Philippines has ratified core international human rights instruments and passed domestic laws 
on indigenous people’s rights, women’s rights, and children in situations of armed conflict. However, 
implementation is not only lacking, but government actions have undermined these legal protections. Duterte 
has sought to obstruct past UN investigations, and threatened an International Criminal Court prosecutor 
probing the “War on Drugs” with arrest. In 2018, his administration’s Department of Justice sought to place a 
UN special rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples on a “terrorist” watch list.

Conclusions

The evidence set out in this report demonstrates that serious violations of human rights have intensified since 
the June 2020 report (A/HRC/44/22) of the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 
and the October 2020 resolution of the UN Human Rights Council on technical and capacity-building 
assistance to the Philippine government regarding its human rights responsibilities.

A core claim of the Philippine government in the UN Human Rights Council in June and October 2020, and in 
February 2021 – that domestic accountability mechanisms are “functioning as they should” – cannot be sustained.

Recommendations

This Initial Report offers the following preliminary recommendations.

To the United Nations Human Rights Council:

Urge Member States, relevant United Nations agencies, and other stakeholders to make use 
of international mechanisms, including the establishment of UNHRC commissions of inquiry, fact-
finding missions, or investigations, to help improve the human rights situation in the Philippines, exert 
accountability, and deliver measurable as well as reliable justice to victims.

Ensure the permanent protection of all witnesses in the INVESTIGATE PH process, and all other 
investigations on cases of extrajudicial killings (EJKs) and other human rights violations, as well as 
protection of all individuals and organizations “red-tagged,” against all acts of intimidation and reprisal; 
ensure that protection plans be made with independent international institutions for their safety and 
security.

Ensure the Philippine government’s compliance with its obligation to provide adequate, effective 
and prompt reparation, including indemnification, to victims of gross human rights violations and to their 
families.

Continue to exert pressure and/or use moral suasion on the Philippine authorities to provide 
immediate and unhindered access to international human rights monitoring and investigative mechanisms, 
including UN bodies, the Universal Periodic Review and the Special Procedures of the Human 
Rights Council, investigators of the International Criminal Court, and to this Independent International 
Commission of Investigation.
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Ensure that the human rights situation in the Philippines remains on the agenda of the Council, and 
ensure robust monitoring, documentation and reporting on the situation at regular intervals to the Council.

Support the formal submission of this INVESTIGATE PH Initial Report to Member States, through 
UNHRC mechanisms, as well as the Second Report in June 2021, and the Final Report in September 2021.

To States in General, their respective Ministries of Foreign Affairs or Parliaments:

Monitor the compliance of the Philippine government with international human rights treaties and 
obligations such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and its Second 
Optional Protocol, as well as the other International Human Rights Covenants to which the Philippines is a 
signatory, and mobilize diplomatic tools to ensure that these obligations are observed and realized.

Ensure that diplomatic guidelines on human rights and human rights defenders are observed and 
implemented in the Philippines.

To the International Criminal Court:

Receive this Initial Report and the two succeeding Reports of INVESTIGATE PH.

Expedite the process of bringing the preliminary examination to a conclusion and of reaching a decision 
on whether to seek authorization to open an investigation into the situation in the Philippines.

To the International Labor Organization:

Expedite the ILO High Level Tripartite Mission to the Philippines, which was decided on in 2019.

To Civil Society:

Promote this Report, its findings and conclusions to relevant state actors, civil society, and the 
international community.

Mobilize the broadest array of support for the call for accountability and justice for the victims in the 
Philippines, along with calls to end military assistance to Philippine state actors.

Become an Endorser of INVESTIGATE PH.

As this report goes to press, the local law enforcement committee that liaises with the NTF-ELCAC in 
Cordillera has ordered a “tokhang” against “left leaning personalities” – house-to-house police operations 
styled after the “War on Drugs.” Police raids in Southern Tagalog on March 7, 2021, resulting in their slaughter 
of nine trade unionists, indigenous leaders, and urban poor organizers in their homes and offices, suggests 
events are on the cusp of heightened bloodshed.

The human rights crisis in the Philippines springs from deep and long-standing economic, social and political 
conflicts in the society, including its international relations. Our investigation raised hopes among the victims 
that help – and justice – might come from the international community. This investigation itself is a product 
of decades of developing international solidarity relations. The United Nations, its Member States, the 
International Criminal Court, and international civil society all have vital roles to play in challenging the flagrant 
violations of human rights taking place in the Philippines – and in using all available international mechanisms 
to restrain these state abuses and hold the perpetrators accountable.
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