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When Renato Santican and fellow tribesmen fish
around their island in the central Philippines, they
fear for their life.

Santican, of the indigenous Pala´wan tribe in
Sibangan, on Bugsuk Island, told a recent United
Nations consultation on indigenous people that
security personnel of Jewelmer International
Corporation´s pearl farm have prohibited his
community from fishing between Bugsuk and
nearby Pandanan Island since the operation
began in 1981. Bugsuk is 580 kilometers
southwest of Manila.

"We are forbidden to fish. The company says we
disturb the pearl-bearing oysters," Santican told
the U.N. consultation of 120 delegates, including
Church people. He told delegates about guards
armed with rifles who catch Pala´wan people
fishing, "throw our nets and fish away and get our
banca (small boats)." The guards "detain our
children and make them sleep in their wet clothes
in the security headquarters," the tribal leader
reported.

Santican, 46, is area leader of the 600-member
NGO SAMBILOG (one circle). The name is an
acronym for an association of indigenous and
small fishermen in Palawan province´s far south.
Its members are Pala´wan and indigenous
Molbog.

SAMBILOG leaders were among the delegates to
the Feb. 2-3 consultation with Rodolfo Stavenhagen,
U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Situation of
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of
Indigenous Peoples, at the University of the
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Philippines in Quezon City, northeast of Manila.
The Mexican sociologist is collecting data for a
report on rights and freedoms of indigenous
peoples, which he will issue in March.

At the meeting, Santican said Jewelmer is owned
by Filipino businessman Eduardo Cojuangco Jr.
The company claims to be the only Philippine
South Sea pearl producer that exhibits in major
jewelry fairs worldwide.

Its farm spans 9,860 hectares of traditional fishing
grounds for the Molbog and Pala´wan, said
Congresswoman Ana Theresia Baraquel of the
party-list organization Akbayan, which took up the
communities´ cause in Congress.

Companies often employ armed guards in
indigenous communities. Some private armies
enjoy police privileges, delegates reported.

Vivian Balingit, of the Subanon tribe, told the
consultation four armed men from Canadian
mining subsidiary TVI Resource Development
Philippines threatened to shoot her and her family,
for walking on a private road in Siocon, Mindanao,
on Jan. 30, instead of going through a forest.
Mindanao is the southern Philippine region.

One of them even pressed his gun first on her
stomach, then her right shoulder, and then on her
right temple, she related. Another man shoved her
husband to the ground. When she reported the
incident to the police, they would not register her
complaint on the blotter.

Siocon Subanon Association, headed by Balingit´s
father, believes the mining company maintains its
Civilian Armed Auxiliary to protect its operations
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from Subanon members who claim mining areas
as ancestral domain. Many Subanon hold
government-issued certificates of ancestral
domain titles.

On the consultation´s last day, Stavenhagen
recommended that the Philippine government
investigate human-rights abuses, resolve land-
rights issues, and provide "adequate basic social
services" to indigenous communities.

Private groups also updated the U.N. official on
Feb. 2 regarding their efforts on behalf of
indigenous peoples. Lawyer Sedfrey Candelaria
reported for the Assisi Development Foundation,
an NGO established in 1975 to rehabilitate
communities affected by armed conflict. The
foundation is a member of the Church-based
Tabang Mindanaw (help Mindanao) task force.

Its legal-assistance program conducted a baseline
study analyzing indigenous peoples´ detention
rates in 2006. It found 574 of them jailed
nationwide for alleged cattle rustling, kidnapping,
homicide, robbery and other crimes.

Candelaria suggested that the Catholic bishops´
commission on indigenous peoples set up desks
in indigenous communities, through which the
Assisi program could deliver legal aid and train
paralegal workers. The lawyer also directs
programs of the Katutubo (tribal) Desk of the
Jesuit-run Ateneo Human Rights Center.

Seven Philippine NGOs serving indigenous
peoples organized the consultation. Tebtebba, a
Baguio City-based international center for policy
research on indigenous people, estimates that as
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of 2000, about 15 percent of the 76 million
Filipinos belonged to indigenous cultural
communities living in 50 of the country´s 78
provinces.

END

(Accompanying photos available at here)

Support UCA News...
As 2020 unfolds, we are asking readers like you to
help us keep Union of Catholic Asian News (UCA
News) free so it can be accessed from anywhere in
the world at no cost.

That has been our policy for years and was made
possible by donations from European Catholic
funding agencies. However, like the Church in
Europe, these agencies are in decline and the
immediate and urgent claims on their funds for
humanitarian emergencies in Africa and parts of Asia
mean there is much less to distribute than there was
even a decade ago.

Forty years ago, when UCA News was founded, Asia
was a very different place - many poor and
underdeveloped countries with large populations to
feed, political instability and economies too often
poised on the edge of collapse. Today, Asia is the
economic engine room of the world and funding
agencies quite rightly look to UCA News to do more
to fund itself.

UCA News has a unique product developed from a
view of the world and the Church through informed
Catholic eyes. Our journalistic standards are as high
as any in the quality press; our focus is particularly on
a fast-growing part of the world - Asia - where, in
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Contribute  Get Rewarded 

some countries the Church is growing faster than
pastoral resources can respond to - South Korea,
Vietnam and India to name just three.

And UCA News has the advantage of having in its
ranks local reporters that cover 22 countries and
experienced native English-speaking editors to
render stories that are informative, informed and
perceptive.

We report from the ground where other news
services simply can't or won't go. We report the
stories of local people and their experiences in a way
that Western news outlets simply don't have the
resources to reach. And we report on the emerging
life of new Churches in old lands where being a
Catholic can at times be very dangerous.

With dwindling support from funding partners in
Europe and the USA, we need to call on the support
of those who benefit from our work.

Click here to find out the ways you can support UCA
News. You can make a difference for as little as
US$5...
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