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To:  
Hon. Rodrigo Roa Duterte, President of the Republic 
 
CC: 
Mr. Diosdado M. Peralta, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the Philippines 
 
Mr. Menardo Guevarra, Secretary of the Department of Justice 
 
Mr. Jose Luis Martin Gascon, Chairperson of the Commission on Human Rights 
 
Ms. Mary Lawlor, UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders 
 
Dr. Agnès Callamard, UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary 
executions 
 
Ms. Fionnuala Ní Aoláin, UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection 
of human rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism 
 

 

24 August 2020 

 

Your Excellency: 

 

ESCR-Net - International Network for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is the 

largest global network of organizations and advocates devoted to achieving 

economic, social, cultural and environmental justice through human rights, consisting 

of over 280 organizational and individual members in 75 countries. 

 

We are writing to you to express our profound concern for the recent killings of 

prominent human rights defenders, Randall “Ka Randy” Echanis and Zara Alvarez in 

the Philippines.  

 

Randall “Ka Randy” Echanis was co-founder of ESCR-Net member organization 

Karapatan and a human rights activist for social and economic justice in the 

Philippines, particularly working on land reform to benefit the rural poor in the 

country. We are informed that Randall “Ka Randy” Echanis was brutally murdered 

around 1.30 am on 10 August 2020, when five suspects entered his apartment in 

Novaliches, Quezon City. Mr. Echanis was allegedly stabbed to death and his 

neighbor Louie Tagapia was also killed in the incident.  
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Zara Alvarez was a longtime human rights defender. She was the chair of Anakbayan-Negros, and 

previously served as deputy general secretary of BAYAN-Negros as well as campaign and education 

director of Karapatan Negros. On the night of Monday 17 August 2020, she was shot and killed by 

unknown perpetrators in Barangay Mandalagan of Bacolod City.  

Zara Alvarez had previously denounced receiving death threats through anonymous phone calls.  

 

Both Randall “Ka Randy” Echanis and Zara Alvarez had been labelled as terrorists by the 

authorities in 2018, a list that also included former UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, who is the founder and Executive Director of the 

Tebtebba Foundation, another ESCR-Net member. Their names were later removed from the 

‘terror list’.  Likewise, they had both previously been imprisoned for their legitimate human rights 

work.  

 

In May 2019, Karapatan filed before the Philippine Supreme Court a petition for the writs of 

amparo and habeas data to seek legal protection from threats, harassment, and other human rights 

violations. Zara Alvarez and another Karapatan human rights worker Ryan Hubilla were supposed 

to be among those who were about to provide testimonies in relation to the said petition. 

Unfortunately, the Court of Appeals quickly dismissed the petition, and it is currently under review 

by the Supreme Court. Soon after the petition’s dismissal, Karapatan’s national officers, including 

Secretary General Cristina Palabay, faced malicious and baseless charges which they continue to 

answer in court to this day. Lamentably, Zara and Ryan were killed, before the petition can be given 

due course.  

 

These attacks appear to be part of a wider pattern of attacks on human rights defenders in the 

Philippines. The Philippines has repeatedly been highlighted as one of the most dangerous countries 

in the world for human rights defenders.  

 

A report by the Office of the UN High Commissioner on Human Rights released in June 2020 

highlighted a series of grave human rights violations including the systematic and widespread killings 

with impunity of human rights defenders in the Philippines.1 In April 2020, nine UN Special 

Rapporteurs expressed their concern regarding the killings, threats, detentions and criminalization of 

human rights defenders in the Philippines.2 Both the UN High Commissioner on Human Rights and 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/PH/Philippines-HRC44-AEV.pdf  
2 https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25149 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/PH/Philippines-HRC44-AEV.pdf
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25149


the UN Special Rapporteurs recommended establishing an international, independent investigation 

of human rights violations in the Philippines. Similarly, recent reports by Global Witness3 and 

ESCR-Net member Front Line Defenders4 illustrate that in 2019, only Colombia topped the 

Philippines in terms of killings of human rights defenders globally. 

 

These killings occur in a context of extreme hostility towards human rights defenders expressed 

through defamation campaigns and harmful rhetoric from the highest levels of government, 

including the so-called “red tagging” or being labelled as communists or terrorists. Several human 

rights defenders being ‘red tagged’ have subsequently been killed or received death threats or threats 

of sexual violence. Likewise, many human rights defenders face criminalization for their legitimate 

human rights work. The newly enacted Anti-Terror Act raises serious concerns relating to human 

rights safeguards and grants the government excessive and unchecked powers to crack down on 

perceived threats based on a vague and nebulous definition of terrorism.  

 

We wish to recall that the Government of the Philippines has an obligation to promote, respect, 

protect and fulfill human rights in accordance with international standards and national laws. 

 

Specifically, as a State Party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the 

Philippines is obligated to uphold the following human rights, among others: the right to life; the 

right to liberty and security of person, including freedom from arbitrary arrest or detention; and the 

rights to due process and equality before the courts, including the entitlement to a fair and public 

hearing by a competent, independent and impartial tribunal established by law. 

 

We also recall the UN Declaration on the Rights of Human Rights Defenders, which establishes the 

obligations, among others, to take all necessary measures to ensure the protection of everyone 

against any violence, threats, retaliation or any other arbitrary action as a consequence of his or her 

actions to defend and promote human rights. This includes prohibiting criminalization of human 

rights defenders, a well-known abuse of criminal justice systems aimed at suppressing dissent. Such 

criminalization has been condemned by international human rights bodies.5 

 

Given the gravity of the situation, we call on the government of the Philippines to: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 https://www.globalwitness.org/en/press-releases/global-witness-records-the-highest-number-of-land-and-
environmental-activists-murdered-in-one-year-with-the-link-to-accelerating-climate-change-of-increasing-concern/  
 
4 https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/global-analysis-2019  
5 See, for instance, Criminalization of Human Rights Defenders, Report, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 
2015, available at: http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/criminalization2016.pdf.  

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/press-releases/global-witness-records-the-highest-number-of-land-and-environmental-activists-murdered-in-one-year-with-the-link-to-accelerating-climate-change-of-increasing-concern/
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/press-releases/global-witness-records-the-highest-number-of-land-and-environmental-activists-murdered-in-one-year-with-the-link-to-accelerating-climate-change-of-increasing-concern/
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/global-analysis-2019
http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/criminalization2016.pdf


1) Stop the killings of human rights defenders. 

2) Conduct prompt, independent and impartial investigations into the killings of Randall “Ka 

Randy” Echanis and Zara Alvarez. Those responsible must be held accountable. 

3) Grant the amparo and habeas data court petition for legal protection by Karapatan currently 

before the Supreme Court. 

4) Ensure the physical, mental, and moral integrity of human rights defenders in the 

Philippines. 

5) End the hostile rhetoric and defamation campaigns against human rights defenders by the 

authorities including putting an end to “red tagging” of human rights defenders.  

6) Put an end to criminalization of human rights defenders for their legitimate human rights 

activism.  

7) Rescind the Anti-Terror Act. 

8) Support an international, independent investigation of human rights violations in the 

Philippines as recommended by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and several 

UN Special Procedures mandate holders.  

 

Finally, please keep us informed on any steps taken to address these issues.  

 

 

Cordially, 

 
Chris Grove, 

Executive Director 
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