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War on Drugs
The Church’s Resilient 
Mission of Resistance

The war on drugs has become contentious in the public 

and private spaces in this nation. What is contested is the 

defensibility of an immoral means that legitimizes killing 

and collateral damage in the guise of upholding the public 

safety at the expense of the human security of the poor and 

the dispensable drug-pushers and addicts from the poorer 

neighborhoods. In light of the teachings of the Catholic 

Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines (CBCP), Association 

of Major Religious Superiors of the Philippines (AMRSP), the 

Manila Episcopal Area of the United Methodist Church and the 

evaluative framework of the just war theory, the use of EJK as 

a legitimate means and use of the term ‘war’ are debunked 

as indefensible. The truth-telling of two former death squad 

members is a strong indictment of EJK and the militaristic 

connotation of the term ‘war on drugs’ with the subsequent 

violation of the dignity and security of the weak. The more 

sustainable means of safeguarding the public safety of the 

weak in particular is the recourse to viable strategies related to 

the Drug Education & Harm Reduction Policies and Programs 

implemented by the Church and civil society in response to 

their official pronouncements.
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DISSENTING LAMENTATION

“I do not agree with such killing. There are so many ninja cops around 
in civilian clothes at the administrative office who kill cops for their 
involvement in shabu,” a provincial administrator retorted in disgust. 
A taxi driver remarked in desperation, “It really is too much. Everyday 
people are being killed. Just today I have seen 4-5 bodies lying on the 
streets. These are youngsters.” (Talagang sobra na ito. Araw-araw may 
taong pinapatay. Ngayong araw lang, may nakita akong 4-5 bangkay 
sa kalye. Mga bata pa sila.)1 A middle class white collar professional 
lamented, “I voted [for] him but now I realized it is a mistake.” Few 
theologians are asking, “Why is there no moral outcry in the Philippines on 
the extrajudicial killing (EJK)?”A researcher remarked, “His popularity 
rating is not as high as before” and a university professor interjected, 
“the onus of proof on whether the certainty of success of war on drugs using 
extrajudicial killing is on the President. He has to convince the Congress 
and the public.”  These voices of dissent “in this unhappy time” as one 
former Jesuit provincial describes it, are by no means uniform but 
interspersed with a chorus of support for the “War on Drugs.”

GRASSROOTS LAMENTATIONS

These grassroots lamentations refer to the nationwide buy-bust 
operations, Oplan Tokhang, Oplan Galugad, and Oplan Double 
Barrel Alpha Reloaded (as of March 6, 2017) that escalate into 
shootouts between the police and the alleged drug suspects who were 
reportedly caught in the act of engaging in suspected illegal activities. 
The operations also involved individuals, tagged to be drug users or 
sellers, being killed by unidentified assailants or by motorcycle-riding 
gunmen in shooting incidents. The incidents were either witnessed 
by other people or captured on CCTV. The victims’ bodies were 
discovered away from the crime scene, either bearing a label tagging 
them in drug-related activities (usually a cardboard bearing the words 
“drug pusher,” “drug user,” or “drug addict”) or reportedly having 
illegal drugs recovered from the body. The victims’ faces and bodies 
usually bear gunshot wounds, and sometimes even stab wounds. The 
victims’ arms or legs, or both, are usually bound and their bodies 
wrapped in tape. (ABSCBN News, “War on Drugs”) Even teenagers 
and minors are not spared, with the summary killing of Kian Delos 
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Santos, 17; Carl Angelo Arnaiz, 10; Reynaldo de Guzman, 14; and 
Grace Omadlao, 16.2

According to the Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency, the 
2012 National Household Survey estimated that there are 1.3 
million drug users nation-wide while 8,629 out 42,065 (20 percent) 
of barangays are drug infested. Since July 1, 2016 to January 31, 2017, 
the Philippine National Police conducted 43, 593 police operations 
resulting in 53,025 drug personalities arrested, a total of 7,069.095 
houses visited via Project Tokhang, 1,179.462 surrenderers—among 
them 79.349 were pushers and 1,110.113 users. Nearly three months 
later as of April 23, 2017 at 6 pm (except for “houses visited via Project 
Tokhang” as of April 18, 6 am), there were 6,835 police operations 
conducted; 11,244 drug personalities arrested; 817,787 houses visited 
via Project Tokhang, with 549,148 revisited and 268,639 newly 
visited. In less than a year, the total number of surrenderers was 
96,115. (Rappler, September 13, 2016)

Most of the victims are from the lower income families who 
like Marites, age 40, surrendered to the police for dealing in drugs 
while her brother, Francisco, earned only a meager fraction of the 
drug money to buy rice [“Basta ang importante sa kanya, makabili 
siya ng bigas”] for his wife and 3 children—including a 4-month-
old baby. Unfortunately, Francisco was brutally gunned down by 
unidentified assailants who were riding a motorcycle on August 
23, 2016 in Barangay Rosario, Pasig City. Marites wished that her 
brother was arrested and shamed like those top officials in the police 
force, politics, and the judiciary who were named in public by Duterte 
but not assassinated. 

Gun-violence is relentless. In a BBC program that aired on 
September 27, 2016 Jonathan Head of the BBC disclosed that women 
were part of the hit team because they have the ability to get close to 
their targets without arousing the same suspicion a man would. An 
unnamed woman confesses to carrying out contract killings as part 
of Mr. Duterte’s brutal campaign against illegal drugs. She claimed 
that she has killed five people, shooting them all in the head, and 
bringing her kills to a total of six after the first job she did two years 
ago. Together with her husband, who is also a contract killer for the 
police, they earn up to P20,000 per hit, which is shared between three 
or four other people whose roles Head does not describe in the report. 
This story showed a woman whose conscience got the better of her 
and thus wanted to quit. However, a way out of her situation would 
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lead to death as her husband, warned her that she would be killed. 
(Philippine Daily Inquirer, September 2, 2016)

The “Philippine Daily Inquirer’s ‘Kill List’ of victims of 
extrajudicial killings in the anti-drug campaign shows that the 
overwhelming majority are from poor neighborhoods and of modest 
means, suggesting that the war on drugs is actually a war against 
the poor.”3 Little is disclosed to the public regarding how the war 
on drugs tackles the drug cartels, from the Filipino-Chinese drug 
syndicates who engage in bulk smuggling and manufacturing with 
their clandestine laboratories and warehouses, to the African drug 
syndicates that smuggle via couriers (usually women) in and out of 
the country, and the Mexican Sinaloa drug cartel that supplies raw 
materials or finished products to Filipino-Chinese distributors.4

The present list of dissenting laments is a mere snippet of a list 
that appears to be growing longer. Will the lamentation precipitate a 
movement of resistance against the EJK akin to the People’s Power 
Revolution? Only time will tell. 

INTERNATIONAL CONCERN AND DIPLOMATIC FUROR

The international community has expressed concern over the 
indiscriminate killings in the Philippines with President Duterte’s 
alleged call “on people to kill drug dealers” for “he values public safety 
over human rights.”5 This directive is clear from his State of the Nation 
Address, “Double your efforts. Triple them, if need be. We will not 
stop until the last drug lord, the last financier, and the last pusher have 
surrendered or [have been] put behind bars—or below the ground, if 
they so wish.”6 Since Duterte assumed his presidency in July 30, 2016, 
his anti-drug campaign “has cost nearly 1,900 lives in the first seven 
weeks alone of his presidency” who were killed on suspicion of “either 
using or trafficking drugs.” (Nikkei Asian Review, August 29, 2016).

Due to this bloody menace, “the United Nations, international 
non-governmental organizations, the foreign media, and Western 
governments have criticized the extrajudicial killings as a violation of 
basic human rights.” (Ibid.) However, Duterte “accused the United 
Nations of meddling with domestic affairs” (Nikkei Asian Review, 
September 7a, 2016) and at another occasion “threatened to take the 
Philippines out of the U.N. if it continues to criticize the killings.” 
(Reuter, August 21, 2016)
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The local lamentations reverberate in the international arena.  
Before the ASEAN Summit in Laos on September 2016, the former 
US President Barack Obama “had earlier indicated that he would voice 
concern over human rights issues surrounding Duterte’s campaign 
against people linked to illegal drugs that has resulted in over 2,400 
deaths.” (Nikkei Asian Review, September 7a, 2016) Duterte cautioned 
the US, “You must be respectful. Do not just throw questions and 
statements” (ibid.) and feistily remarked, “Obama must understand the 
problem first before we talk about human rights.” (Ibid.) To add to this, 
Duterte insulted Obama by calling him a “son of a whore” in Tagalog. 
Subsequently President Obama canceled his meeting with Duterte 
through diplomatic channels. President Duterte swiftly “expressed 
regrets that his comments inadvertently “came across as a personal 
attack on the US President.” (Nikkei Asian Review, September 7b, 
2016) In defiance, Duterte averred at the ASEAN Summit, “we shall 
not be cowed, we will press on” and urged ASEAN to “act together 
in concert” on such threats to ensure the region can continue with its 
economic achievements.” (Ibid.)

These lamentations have become international concerns of a few 
leading global figures. Their voices have lent moral support to the 
local/national outcry for a more sustainable promotion of the public 
safety of the most vulnerable. 

REFLECTIONS ON THE MULTIPLE 
NATIONAL CONCERNS

Recognizing that “the drug abuse problem in the Philippines is 
rooted in the socio-economic ills of the society, such as poverty and 
unemployment, among others,”7 this study posits that our current crisis 
is fundamentally spiritual with killing viewed as a desecration of the 
sacred and inviolable dignity of persons as imago Dei who “[have]the 
right to life, liberty and security of person,” as enshrined in Article 3 of 
the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights.8 Hence 
this critique aims to offer a trans(inter)disciplinary perspective that 
com(sup)plements or critiques those of the secular sciences, premised 
on the principle of mutual enrichment and critique. Generated from 
the discursive space of theology,9 the explanation hereafter is deemed 
as a critical discourse on the EJK and the ‘war’ on drugs in light of the 
Social Teaching of the Church.
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The first moral question to be addressed is: does the end identified 
as ‘public safety’ justify the use of extrajudicial means in the war on 
drugs? Should EJK be condoned even though the Socioeconomic 
Planning Secretary Ernesto Pernia stated that it is a legitimate means, 
amounting to self-defense? The second concern is related to the use of 
the term ‘war’ by the Duterte Administration, which has justified the 
use of force with its resultant collateral damage in the form of innocent 
non-combatants, their livestock, and their properties. Lastly, the third 
concerns the question of whether or not the mere supply reduction or 
the stepped-up demand reduction is a more doable solution?10

The campaign against illegal drugs is rightly the prime concern of 
the government. The Commission on Human Rights has echoed the 
sentiments of the majority: “We are not against the administration’s 
campaign against illegal drugs. The State has the responsibility to 
protect the people, but there should be a human rights perspective.”11 
What remains questionable is the means known as EJK or extra-
judicial killing which gains its legitimacy from the use of a militaristic 
term called “war on drugs.”

The 113th Plenary session of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
of the Philippines (CBCP), held on July 9, 2016, voiced its concern 
through the address of Archbishop Socrates Villegas of Lingayen-
Dagupan, labeling extrajudicial killing as “morally wrong.”12 The 
CBCP subsequently released a pastoral statement entitled “For I find 
no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies – Oracle of the Lord 
God (Ezekiel 18:32)” on January 30, 2017, signed by Abp. Socrates 
B. Villegas, D.D., the former President of the CBCP.13 The CBCP 
denounced EJK, stating that the solution of the drug menace “does 
not lie in the killing of suspected drug users and pushers” because “any 
action that harms another (seriously) is a grave sin” for reasons that “a 
good purpose is not a justification for using evil means.”14 Moreover, 
EJK has inflicted unbearable pain “on the families of those killed” 
without “those who kill them brought to account” in this “reign of 
terror in many places of the poor.”15 The lack of accountability for “the 
victimized person, and to the disrupted community”16 has spawned a 
culture of impunity. The Association of Major Religious Superiors of 
the Philippines (AMRSP) deplored the extrajudicial killing, stating 
that “whatever the reason, this problem, if it remains unchecked, leads 
to a culture of impunity. We demand that the concerned government 
agencies continue apprehending those involved in drug trafficking 
. . . and pursue and apprehend vigilantes who carry out such illegal 
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actions.”17 Indeed, EJK has condoned “a dangerous culture of impunity 
and unaccountability [that] is seeping into our social fabric whereby 
an irresponsible ‘end’ justifies the means’ mentality is disturbingly 
tolerated.”18

It is significant to note that two important surveys corroborated 
the Church’s denunciation of the indefensibility of EJK. In the Pulse 
Asia survey conducted at the end of September 2017, 73 percent of 
the respondents believed that the extrajudicial killings, defined in the 
survey question as “killings done by people in authority such as the 
police or soldiers that do not follow the rule of law” are “happening 
in the implementation of the campaign against illegal drugs.”19 
(Pulse Asia Research Inc., September 2017) In the March 2017 
Social Weather Stations survey, 65 percent of the respondents said 
they believed the police were involved in the extrajudicial killings of 
the drug suspects, while 27 percent were undecided. However, only 7 
percent believed this statement was not true, leaving 92 percent unable 
to say with conviction that the policemen were not involved. The 
highest percentage of skeptics was in the National Regional Capital—
where most of the killing of the drug suspects has taken place—with 
96 percent. In reality, most of the respondents in the June 2017 survey, 
amounting to 60 percent also said they believed only the poor drug 
suspects are being killed. Nearly half at a total of 49 percent believed 
that many of those killed by the police were not really drug pushers, 
with skepticism rating the highest at 58 percent in Metro Manila. 
(Social Weather Stations, May 6, 2017)

The so-called legitimate means of “self-defense” is equally 
indefensible due to “the loss of lives without due process” that is on the 
increase with each passing day and this “has wittingly and unwittingly 
created more widows and orphans whose lives, like the victims of drugs 
are forced to endure deep trauma and pain.”20 In other words, the more 
sustainable alternative is for our government leaders “to hear not only 
the cries of drug victims and their families but to restore the rule of law 
and heed the longings of those who have lost loved ones.”21

The public safety threatened by the drug menace can never be 
guaranteed as long as “the key perpetrators of crime are often not 
brought to the bar of justice.”22 In fact, the greater good of public 
safety is better safeguarded when the government addresses the “weak 
judicial system, the inadequate witness-protection program and 
corrupt bureaucratic practices [which] have undermined the rule of 
law.”23 The CBCP added, “The deep root of the drug problem and 
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criminality is the poverty of the majority, the destruction of the family 
and corruption in society. The step we have to take is to overcome 
poverty, especially through the giving of permanent work and sufficient 
wages to workers.”24 To this the AMRSP emphasized that “the need 
for reforms in the criminal justice system . . . weed out the corrupt 
in our security forces as well as in the prosecution service as well as 
the judiciary” for reasons that “the drug menace is an intricate web of 
corruption and patronage that feeds on the insatiable desire of people 
for profit.”25

Speaking on behalf of the Philippine Church, Cardinal Antonio 
Tagle added that each and every life should be held sacred, “I know 
the killings are a big issue now. Guilty or not, life should be taken care 
of and respected. And if one is guilty, he should be given a chance 
to change.”26 Cardinal Tagle strongly affirmed the CBCP’s plea, “The 
opportunity to change is never lost in every person. This is because 
God is merciful, as our Holy Father Pope Francis repeatedly teaches.”27 
Hence, “in the present purge”28 the more defensible means proposed 
by the Church in sustaining public safety is to “stand and defend 
every person’s life and dignity” and thus “shield the weak from harm”29 
because “every person has a right to be presumed innocent until proven 
guilty. Society has ways and processes to catch, prove guilty and punish 
perpetrators of crimes. This process must be followed, especially by 
agents of the law.”30

The indefensibility of “self-defense” is corroborated by the 
September 2017 Social Weather Stations survey. This survey indicated 
that only 18 percent of the respondents agreed that the police were 
telling the truth about the slain suspects having fought back (a 
decrease from 28 percent in December 2016, 24 percent in March 
2017, and 25 percent in June 2017), while 38 percent disagreed (up 
from 29 percent in December 2016, 31 percent in March 2017, and 
28 percent in June 2017), and 45 percent said they were unsure. This 
indicates that 88 percent of the respondents—the highest rating since 
December 2016—were unconvinced that the police were telling the 
truth. The lack of trust in the police seems affirmed by the responses 
to a question in the June 2017 SWS survey which showed 54 percent 
of the respondents stating that they believed many of those kills in the 
anti-drug campaign did not really fight back, while 25 percent were 
undecided and only 20 percent disagreed. Skepticism remains highest 
in Metro Manila where most of the killings have taken place, with 
only 16 percent of the respondents in the June 2017 survey agreeing 
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that the police are telling the truth about the slain suspects fighting 
back and 63 percent of the respondents believing that many of those 
killed did not really fight back. (Social Weather Stations, September 
27, 2017)

Moreover, the March 2017 SWS survey corroborated the 
untenability of  “self-defense” as 57 percent of the respondents believed 
that the police planted evidence on the suspects they arrested, while 32 
percent were undecided and only 10 percent said it was not true. Thus 
90 percent could not say that the police were not planting evidence on 
the suspects. Again distrust was the highest, at 94 percent (67 percent 
convinced, 27 percent undecided) in the National Capital Region. 
(Ibid.)

The use of the term “war” denotes the gravity of the drug menace 
that calls for an aggressive response that has resulted in this decision to 
resort to EJK as an indefensible means of killing defenseless “enemies 
of the state.” The downside of this usage is its militaristic connotation 
that legitimizes the use of violence and collateral damage to attain 
its end.  Undeniably, the usage is more metaphorical yet the killing 
and collateral damage are traumatically painful for the many orphans, 
widows, and families. The reference to the just war theory offers a 
framework for accessing the (in)defensibility of such a deployment of 
the PNP and the death squads. 

The just war theory addresses jus ad bellum (justice before the 
war) and jus in bello (justice during the war). Jus ad bellum requires 
the fulfillment of four criteria before going to war: (a) the damage 
inflicted by the aggressor on the nation or community of nations must be 
lasting, grave, and certain. One wonders if the aggressor, in this case, 
the drug lords and the drug addicts who engage in petty crimes, 
actually inflict lasting and grave damage on this nation that the 
president is statistically certain of before launching the war on drugs. 
For the opponents of the war on drugs, the burden of proof is on 
him to convince the Congress (which he expediently bypassed) and 
the public rather than announce such an anti-drug campaign in his 
public addresses; (b) all other means of putting an end to it must have 
been shown to be impractical or ineffective. Unfortunately, there is 
no credible evidence that the other means like imprisonment and 
rehabilitation have shown to be impractical or ineffective except that 
these alternatives have proven to be very expensive with minimal 
returns or results, for reasons that these drug addicts, imprisoned or 
under rehabilitation, are no longer considered the productive citizens 



64 Social Transformations Vol. 6, No. 1, May 2018

of society; (c) there must be a deliberate prospect of success. In the May 
2014 Report of the London School of Economics (LSE) Group on 
the Economics of Drug policy,31 the international experts stated, “the 
militarized and enforcement-led war on drugs has produced enormous 
negative outcomes and collateral damage” with “mass incarceration in 
the United States, highly repressive policies in Asia, vast corruption 
and political destabilization in Afghanistan and West Africa, immense 
violence in Latin America, an HIV epidemic in Russia, an acute global 
shortage of pain medication and the propagation of systematic human 
rights abuses around the world.” (Manila Times, August 15, 2016)32 
These international experts “have done extensive studies on the global 
drug wars and their studies precede DU30’s war by at least a couple 
of years. But their scientific findings lead us to conclude that if the 
global war on drugs has failed, there is little chance it would succeed 
anywhere else.” (Ibid.) In fact, “they describe the ‘war on drugs’ as a 
failed strategy, and are calling for a major policy ‘rethink’.” (Ibid.) The 
explanation of Colombia’s former president César Augusto Gaviria 
Trujillo33 has stated the obvious, “Taking a hard line against criminals 
is always popular for politicians . . . The polls suggest that Mr. Duterte’s 
war on drugs is equally popular. But he will find that it is unwinnable 
. . . We started making positive impacts only when we changed tack, 
designating drugs as a social problem and not a military one” (New 
York Times, February 7, 2017); (d) the use of arms must not produce evils 
and disorders graver than the evil to be eliminated. The short-term gain 
is that the citizens feel safe in certain areas of Manila without having 
their gadgets snatched by petty-thieves who are largely drug users. 
But this should not overshadow the long-term effect of vigilantes 
resorting to violence to resolve any illegality, such as illegal gambling 
in the barangay. Clearly the four criteria of Jus Ad Bellum have not been 
fulfilled nor has justice been guaranteed during the war on drugs (jus 
in bello). As such, the usage of the term ‘war’ is at best a term employed 
for political expediency and at worst a scourge on the poor, particularly 
the poor drug addicts who are deemed as a burden to society. 

Further to our discussion is the untenability of the supply 
reduction.34 The supply reduction is all the more suspect since the US 
and drug-ridden countries in Latin America like Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guatemala, and Uruguay are also turning to demand reduction as 
a more viable approach to drugs. Supply reduction only increases 
the market price of drugs. A case in point in the Philippines is the 
Cagayan Valley region. Regional Director Mr. Laurefel Gabales of the 
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Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA) said that the street 
price of shabu has increased by around 25 percent to 40 percent, or to 
P4,000 to P5,000 from P3,000 per gram due to the scarcity of supply 
following the government’s crackdown on illegal drugs. (Philstar 
Global, May 30, 2016)35

Several empirical studies have shown that supply reduction will 
not make a proportional dent on the quantity of drugs demanded 
by the drug users. Estimates do vary, but a 2006 study co-written by 
Nobel Prize winner Gary Becker found that, on average, for every 
increase in the price of drugs (say 10 percent), drug purchases tend 
to decrease only by half that magnitude (in this case, 5 percent). The 
US has waged an intensive drug war since the 1970s. More than 40 
years have elapsed and a trillion dollars have been spent since the war 
started. Yet the drug cartels are larger than ever and continue to earn 
billions of dollars that they invest in research and development and 
expensive equipment like giant catapults and “narco-submarines.”

In Mexico, the former president Felipe Calderon resorted to 
waging a military war on the drug cartels in 2006, but the fractured 
syndicates simply gave way to more violent and predatory gangs 
whose struggle for control of the drug trade has led to public displays 
of violence involving other cartels, security forces, local officials, and 
numerous innocent civilians. Since then, the homicide rate during 
Calderon’s term has nearly tripled.

One wonders if the Philippine “war on drugs” is symptomatic of a 
fundamental need for restructuring so that the current political order 
is freed from the shackles of corruption and patronage, the rule of law 
and the independence of the judicial system restored and the criminal 
justice system reformed?

MORAL OUTCRY FOR A JUST POLITICAL ORDER

By and large, the moral outcry is a verdict on the extrajudicial killing 
as an indefensible means in the government’s campaign against illegal 
drugs. This moral outcry has led to a drop in the net satisfaction rating 
of the President “in all geographic areas . . . (except in Mindanao) as 
well as socioeconomic classes, the steepest decline was registered in 
Classes D and E, or the country’s poorest. The drop was a startling 17 
points, reflecting widespread dissatisfaction among a sector that, while 
bearing the brunt of grinding institutional poverty, now also finds 
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itself in the pitiless crosshairs of the administration’s war on drugs.”36 
This moral outcry and its subsequent impact on the net satisfaction 
calls for an articulation of a desire for a just political order that is only 
deemed to be just when such state-condoned initiatives flow from just 
laws that “correspond to the dignity of the human person and to what 
is required by right reason and therefore is derived from the eternal 
law.”37 Otherwise, “a law that is contrary to reason . . . is called an 
unjust law” and “it ceases to be law and becomes instead an act of 
violence.”38

Aggressive pursuance of EJK in the face of the growing moral 
outcry has to take note that public authority “must always be exercised 
within the limits of morality.”39 Any failure on the part of the political 
authority to uphold the common good forfeits “its proper purpose 
and so delegitimizes itself.”40 In the face of further delegitimization of 
political authority, the Church’s Social Doctrine posits that the citizens 
reserve the prerogative “in replacing them when they do not fulfill 
their functions satisfactorily.”41 The government and related agencies 
are urged “to share fully in the destiny of the people and to seek 
solutions to social problems.” The elected are challenged to “put power 
into practice as service”42 that restores the respect for the rule of law, 
promotes a legally binding code of conduct in the South China Sea, 
emergency response and disaster management, protection for migrant 
workers, security for all trafficked persons, peace, reconciliation efforts 
and combating terrorism. (Nikkei Asian Review, September 7b, 2016)

In light of this discussion, what is recommended as a sustainable 
pathway to ensure public safety is a multi-pronged approach that 
begins with the premise that “winning the fight against drugs 
requires addressing not just crime, but also public health, human 
rights and economic development”43 that resolves unemployment and 
underemployment, malnourishment, housing backlog, insufficient 
public schools and health centers, corruption, human trafficking, 
encroachment on the country’s territorial waters, local and global 
terrorism.

TRUTH TELLING AS CRITIQUE OF  
ANTI-DRUG CAMPAIGN

The disclosure of Edgar Motabato and Arthur Lascañas, both former 
members of the Davao death squads, go in line with the exhortation 
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of the CBCP: “To consent and to keep silent in front of evil is to be 
an accomplice to it. If we neglect the drug addicts and pushers we 
have become part of the drug problem. If we consent or allow the 
killing of suspected drug addicts, we shall also be responsible for their 
deaths.”44 Truth-telling of the facts of extrajudicial killings of drug 
addicts and pushers by these two insiders is a strong verdict on the 
indefensibility of the extrajudicial killing as a means of the war on 
drugs to safeguard the public safety of the citizens. Their disclosure 
is truly an “ignorable minority voice” that lends moral support to “a 
vocal minority” who oppose the “war on drugs.” (Doran 1995, 10) The 
members of this “vocal minority” are the believers of Christianity, 
Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Taoism who lend their support to 
the truth-tellers and dissented with the “war on drugs.”

The Church legitimizes the truth-telling of Motabato and 
Lascañas using the criteria of genuine remorse, reparation for their evil 
actions and preparedness to face the consequences of their disclosure. 
Using the lens of faith, the priests who listened to their truth-telling 
critically and discerningly, collectively authenticated their disclosure. 
Therefore, in the case of Lascañas, Archbishop Socrates Villegas 
was able to publicly endorse his truth-telling: “he asked for mercy 
confessing his sins. He knew his soul was clean and he was ready to 
die or get killed. He didn’t care. He was touched by mercy. He was 
not Superman but he received Super Love. He sobbed. He rose up 
ready to soar to the skies.”45 One of the priests who witnessed the 
truth-telling recounted, “both of them decided to ‘tell it all’ to a close 
confidante from the church in closed-door sessions in the houses that 
act as a ‘safe haven’ where these truth-tellers feel secure, protected by 
and encountered the God of mercy and compassion. The conversion 
was so overwhelming that they were willing to go public, at great 
risks to their lives and families. Truth-telling in public hearings is 
a prophetic mission intended to open the eyes that are blind to the 
hideous homi/genocide and gradually lift the darkness that shrouds 
this nation.”46 For this reason, Archbishop Socrates Villegas in his 
Lenten message remarked, “In the safe house, he did not only get 
safety. He met the Divine Mercy. He knew he was loved but he was 
not sure if his sins could still be forgiven. He was assured by the 
priest of God, “Neither do I condemn you. Go now and leave your 
life of sin.” Motabato had found himself, his real self. Motabato rose 
to repair his harm. He could not bring the dead back to life but he 
wanted to stop more murders. He told the truth. “Edgar and Art are 
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true stories of conversion. They want to pay for the murders they got 
paid for.”47

Truth-telling has radically dented the ‘walls of lies-upon-lies’ 
perpetuated by the ‘brick upon brick of dark-truths.’ These ‘dark-
truths’ have been unshackled and surfaced, thus exposing the ‘buried 
truths’ of those minced and muted. The radical re-orientation of the 
truth-tellers is seemingly indeterminable at any judicial hearing. But 
the experience is undeniable and the legitimation of the Church 
hierarchy in the person of Archbishop Socrates Villegas needs to 
collaborate with a legal body such as Manlaban sa EJK—an Alliance 
of lawyers, law professors, judges and law students opposed to human 
rights violations under the Duterte Administration—Dean of College 
of Law, University of the Philippines, former dean of Ateneo School 
of Government, former Senator, and President of the National Union 
of People’s Lawyers (NUPL). This collaboration will enable these 
authenticated “experienceable facts,” now transcribed and attested as 
evidence to be admitted in court. Procedurally, in terms of judicial 
legality, these evidences have to be formally tendered before the court 
as part of the formal offer of evidence. The evidence will then be 
allowed to be submitted to a process of cross examination.48

FROM PRONOUNCEMENTS TO VIABLE STRATEGIES

The CBCP’s pastoral statement entitled “For I find no pleasure in the 
death of anyone who dies – Oracle of the Lord God (Ezekiel 18:32),” 
made the following pronouncements: 

We will help drug addicts so that they may be healed and start 

a new life. We will stand in solidarity and care for those left 

behind by those who have been killed and for the victims of 

drug addicts. Let us renew our efforts to strengthen families.

Those of us who are leaders in the Church should strive 

to push forward or continue programs that will uplift the 

poor, like livelihood, education and health programs. Above 

all we will live up to — we all will live up to — becoming a 

Church of the Poor.

Let us not allow fear to reign and keep us silent. Let us 

put into practice not only our native inner strength but the 

strength that comes from our Christian faith.49
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By and large, the Philippine Church has adopted the Drug 
Education & Harm Reduction Policies and Programs as the bases of 
her pastoral mission.50 This is clearly evident in the illustrations that 
follow: 

•	 The Archdiocese of Manila has the Sanlakbay Program 

with Faith Formation (c/o Fr. Bobby de la Cruz), the Healing/

Recovery Program (c/o Center for Family Ministries or 

CEFAM), and the 20/10 Program, which is a 20 topics in 10 

weeks training program for parish volunteers. 

•	 The Archdiocese of Pampanga has stepped up efforts 

to convert the old Cursillo house into the Training and 

Formation Center for drug dependents, Arch. of Manila. The 

Archdiocese of Cebu has the Pilot Program under the aegis 

of Msgr. Carmelo Diola and Salesian Priests, the Formation 

Programs, and Livelihood Training: welding, automotive, etc. 

•	 The Archdiocese of Cagayan de Oro does not have 

established programs at present. However, Archbishop Tony 

Ledesma, S.J. averred in his pastoral letter dated August 4, 

2016, “I am asking all pastors in the Archdiocese to open 

available facilities such as churches and parish halls for 

community-based recovery programs.” 

•	 The Diocese of Pasig has the parish-based Outpatient 

Program (c/o Fr. Jun Sanchez and Dr. Rex Barboza) which 

collaborates closely with the barangay (c/o Brgy. Captain). 

•	 The Diocese of Cubao has the Kasahugan Program in 

St. Joseph’s Parish, Anonas and the Six Month Outpatient 

program in place. In the neighboring Diocese of Caloocan 

you can find programs headed by Bp. Ambo David that 

collaborates with the Center for Family Ministries (CEFAM) 

graduates, the Department of Health (DOH) personnel, 

the Mayor’s Office and the Lawyers’ Group (c/o Atty. Bok 

Labastilla). 

•	 Moreover in the Diocese of Novaliches under the leadership 

of Bp. Tobias, Fr. Luciano Felloni, and Fr. Tony Labiao the 

diocese has the Ubas Program, the Faith Formation, Psycho-

Education and Support Groups like Alcoholics Anonymous 

(AA) and Narcotics Anonymous (NA).

•	 The UST Psychology Students provide the Psycho-

trauma training in the Archdiocese of Manila. Radio Veritas 
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has undertaken the broadcasting initiatives of different 

dioceses and parishes. The DILG is known for its Linkage 

with Faith-based groups (c/o Usec John Castriciones and 

Marifel Castriciones). The VP Office provides linkages with 

the various stakeholders, while the same office collates and 

disseminates the best practices of the various programs 

related to harm reduction. 

The pastoral response of the church through these programs calls 
for the establishment of similar programs. It is commendable and will 
continually serve the community. The “war on drugs” and EJK will 
continue unabated unless the Church builds a network with the other 
faiths and other organizations in civil society to exercise a concerted 
nation-wide and CBCP-driven resilient and prophetic mission of 
resisting systemic evil. This prophetic mission of resisting evil is the 
very medium that mediates the (in)resurrectional power of God’s Spirit 
of Truth. The church needs to bring to bear her institutional power to 
legitimize the divine power at work in personal conversion that serves 
as the religious basis of truth-telling. The churches and civil society 
have been the seed bed of the EDSA revolution which was a social 
revolution made possible when both the civil society and citizenry rose 
up against the lack of a just and ethical governance. Such emergence 
hinges upon a prolonged systematic denial of the dignity and security 
for those most vulnerable through a protracted statist violence.

CONCLUSION

The moral outcry of the Church, civil society, the international 
community and the truth-telling of Motabato and Lascañas are an 
indictment on the indefensibility of EJK and the acclaimed “self-
defense” as a means to uphold the greater good of public safety. The 
just war theory provided an evaluative framework that found the use of 
the term ‘war’ misguided for its legitimation of the use of violence with 
its resultant collateral damage. The promotion of public safety is only 
sustainable through the pursuit of a more viable option for ‘demand 
and harm reduction’ rather than the current militaristic option for 
‘supply reduction’ that is proven to be ineffective in the US, a few 
Latin American countries, and Thailand. What is recommended is a 
more holistic approach to the drug menace while upholding the rule 
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of law, national sovereignty, security and dignity for the marginalized, 
together with a clean and green government and country. 

In addition, the churches and civil society perceive this menace 
as truly a sign of the times for the Church to exercise her prophetic 
mission to resist evil and translate her pronouncement into actions, 
ranging from the programs related to the Drug Education & Harm 
Reduction Policies and Programs to the provision of a ‘safe haven’ for 
truth-tellers. In this way, the “vocal minority,” seemingly a voice in 
the wilderness, will have a considerable impact on de-escalating the 
violence of the current “war on drugs” through promoting a more 
sustainable alternative that safeguards the public safety of all citizens, 
especially the most vulnerable and weak in society. 
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NOTES

1	 Personal conversation with a cab driver, Quezon City, Philippines, September 28, 
2016.

2	 See the Press Release of the Commission on Human Rights, “CHR demands 
justice for the death of Kian, Carl” dated September 6, 2017 and “Statement of 
the Commission on Human Right on the rising numbers of youth killings” dated 
September 15, 2017.

3	 See Thompson, Mark R., “Duterte’s bloody democracy,” August 29, 2016, http://
asia.nikkei.com/Viewpoints/Viewpoints/Mark-R.-Thompson-Duterte-s-bloody-
democracy.

4	 See revised powerpoint of Fr. Manoling Francisco, SJ that was originally delivered 
at the Loyola School of Theology, Ateneo de Manila University Campus, September 
14, 2016. 

5	 See Kikuchi, Tomomi, “Duterte pitches ‘Mindanao corridor’ to bolster ASEAN 
development,” September 6, 2016, http://asia.nikkei.com/Politics-Economy/
International-Relations/Duterte-wants-ASEAN-war-on-drugs; “Duterte’s tirade 
dampens alliance with US on South China Sea,” September 7, 2016, http://asia.nikkei.
com/Politics-Economy/International-Relations/Duterte-s-tirade-dampens-alliance-
with-US-on-South-China-Sea.

6	 See the State of the Nation Address of Rodrigo Roa Duterte, President of 
the Philippines to the Congress of the Philippines, Session Hall of the House of 
Representatives, delivered at the Batasang Pambansa, Quezon City, July 25, 2016, 
http://www.sunstar.com.ph/manila/local-news/2016/07/26/full-text-president-
rodrigo-dutertes-1st-state-nation-address-487415.

7	 See the Press Release of the Commission on Human Rights, August 20, 2017.

8	 United Nations’ Declaration of Human Rights, accessed March 19, 2018, http://www.
org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/

9	 I resonate with John Clammer (2009,99), a professor of Development Sociology 
and Director of International Courses at the United Nations University, Tokyo, 
with competency in the fields of development sociology, the sociology of culture 
and the sociology of religion. He postulates, “in a world in which new models of 
education are urgently needed, theology … stands poised to renew itself and as 
such to provide a renewing force in the wider world, far outside of the boundaries 
of the narrowly defined faith community.” See John Clammer, “Learning from the 
Earth: Reflections on Theological Education and the Ecological Crisis,” Concilium 3 
(2009): 95-101. 

10	 In 2017, for example, the US proposed to spend more on demand reduction than 
supply reduction for the very first time since their drug war started. Similarly, a 
number of governments in historically drug-ridden countries in Latin America—
including Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Uruguay—are also rethinking their 
approach to drugs. 

11	 See the Press release of the Commission on Human Rights, August 20, 2017.

12	 See Villegas, Archbishop Socrates B., “The Church in Wilderness,” message at the 
Opening of the 113th CBCP Plenary Assembly, July 9, 2016, Pope Pius XII Catholic 
Center, Manila, Philippines, accessed March 30, 2016 http://www.cbcpnews.com/
cbcpnews/?p=80371.  

13	 See “For I find no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies – oracle of the Lord God 
(Ezekiel 18:32),” CBCP Statement, accessed March 27, 2017 http://www.cbcpnews.
com/cbcpnews/?p=91162.

14	 Ibid.

15	 Ibid.

16	 See Paterno Esmaquel II, Rappler, “United Methodist Church Slams Killings in 
Duterte’s drug war,” September 7, 2017, https:///www.rappler.com/nation/181446-
united-methodist=church-killings-duterte-drug-war.  

17	 Ibid.

18	 Letter of Fr. Tony Moreno, SJ, “A Call for a Discerned Response to the ‘War’ on 
Drugs,” Office of the Provincial, Philippine Province, 19 August, 2016.

19	 Personal gratitude to the kind assistance of Eleanor R. Dionisio, the Associate 
Director of JJCICSI for referring me to the research of John Jack Carrol Institute 
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of Church and Social Issues (JJCICSI), “Lights and Shadows: Ethical Perspectives 
on the Current Political Climate,” July 10, 2017, accessed September 20, 2017, 
http://www.jjcicsi.org.ph/lights-and-shadows-ethical-perspectives-on-the-current-
political-climate/; also see Social Weather Stations, “June 23-26, 2017 Social 
Weather Survey: Half of Filipinos think many of those killed by police didn’t really 
fight back”, accessed October 28, 2017, https://www.sws.org.ph/swsmain/ artcldisp
page/?artcsyscode=ART-20170927105919.

20	 Letter of Fr. Tony Moreno, SJ, “A Call for a Discerned Response to the ‘War’ on 
Drugs.”

21	 Ibid. Emphasis in italic is mine. 

22	 Letter of Fr. Tony Moreno, SJ, “A Call for a Discerned Response to the ‘War’ on 
Drugs.”

23	 See “For I find no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies – oracle of the Lord God 
(Ezekiel 18:32),” CBCP Statement.

24	 Ibid.

25	 See AMRSP Statement on Extrajudicial Killing, March 27, 2016, http://www.
cbcpnews.com/cbcpnews/?p=82987

26	 See Cardinal Chito Tagle’s pronouncement in an interview on the Church-run Radio 
Veritas Asia. 

27	 See the CBCP Statement, “For I find no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies – 
oracle of the Lord God (Ezekiel 18:32).”

28	 Archbishop Socrates B. Villegas, “The Church in Wilderness.”

29	 See the CBCP Statement “For I find no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies – 
oracle of the Lord God (Ezekiel 18:32).”

30	 Ibid.

31	 The May 2014 Report of the London School of Economics (LSE) Group on the 
Economics of Drug policy is an LSE IDEAS International Drug policy project of the 
London School of Economics and Political Science. 

32	 The LSE IDEAS report was signed by twenty-one eminent scholars and statesmen, 
including five Nobel Prize winners for economics: Prof. Kenneth Arrow, 1972; 
Prof. Vernon Smith, 2002; Prof. Thomas Schelling, 2005; Prof. Oliver Williamson, 
2009; and Prof. Sir Christopher Pissadires, 2010; President of Poland Aleksander 
Kwasniewski, 1995–2005; former British Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg; former 
US Secretary of State George Shultz; Guatemala Foreign Minister Luis Fernando 
Carrera Castro; Colombia’s Minister of Health Alejandro Gaviria Uribe; EU High 
Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy (1999–2009) Dr. Javier 
Solana; Baroness Molly Meacher, UK House of Lords; Baroness Vivien Stern, UK 
House of Lords; Prof. Paul Collier, CBE, Oxford; Prof. Michael Cox, LSE IDEAS; Prof. 
Connor Gearty, LSE; Prof. Margot Light, LSE IDEAS; Prof. Danny Quah, LSE IDEAS; 
Prof. Anne Westad, LSE IDEAS; Prof. Danny Rodnik, Princeton; and Prof. Jeffrey 
Sachs, Columbia. See Francisco Tatad.

33	 César Augusto Gaviria Trujillo, born March 31, 1947, is a Colombian economist and 
politician who served as the President of Colombia from 1990 to 1994, Secretary 
General of the Organization of American States from 1994 to 2004 and National 
Director of the Colombian Liberal Party from 2005 to 2009. During his tenure as 
president, he summoned the Constituent Assembly of Colombia that enacted the 
Constitution of 1991.

34	 Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
2004), nos. 497 and 500, pp. 279, 281.

35	 See J.C. Punungbayan, Rappler, “Questioning EJK by Manoling Francisco” Sept. 
10, 2016, https://www.slideshare.net/MarcellaAgoncilloRey/questioning-ejk-by-fr-
manoling-francisco-sj.  

36	 Cf. Philippine Daily Inquirer, 2 Nov 2017.

37	 Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
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43	 See César Gavira, “President Duterte is Repeating my Mistakes,” op. cit. 

44	 See the CBCP Statement, “For I find no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies – 
oracle of the Lord God (Ezekiel 18:32).”

45	 For more details, see Paterno Esmaquel II, “Archbishop Villegas backs Motabato, 
Lascañas,” citing the Meditation of Archbishop Socrates B. Villegas for the Season 
of Lent 2017, entitled “Edgar and Art and God’s Mercy,” March 23, 2017, http://www.
rappler.com/nation/165050-archbishop-villegas-edgar-matobato-lascañas-lent.

46	 For security reasons, anonymity is observed and the location and date remain 
undisclosed. 

47	 See Paterno Esmaquel II, “Archbishop Villegas backs Matobato, Lascañas,” March 23, 
2017, http://www.rappler.com/nation/165050-archbishop-villegas-edgar-matobato-
arthur-lascanas-lent.

48	 Consultation with a Jesuit lawyer of Ateneo Law School, Rockwell.

49	 See the CBCP Statement, “For I find no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies – 
oracle of the Lord God (Ezekiel 18:32).”

50	 Updated powerpoint of Fr. Manoling Francisco, SJ presented at Our Lady of 
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