End Manila City’s War on Women


Urgent Action Request
October 2009

To:  The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee)
We the undersigned write to express deep concern regarding the grave violations being perpetrated in Manila City by the Republic of the Philippines (Philippine government) against women and their families.  In 2000, former Manila City Mayor Jose “Lito” Atienza, Jr. introduced Executive Order No. 003: Declaring Total Commitment and Support to the Responsible Parenthood Movement in the City of Manila and Enunciating Policy Declarations in Pursuit Thereof (the EO).  Implementation of this EO has effectively resulted in a ban on modern contraceptives from all Manila public health facilities and a denial of information or referrals for family planning services. The impact of the EO on the lives and health of Filipino women is far-reaching, with particularly dire economic, social, physical and psychological consequences for low-income women in Manila City.
  
Nearly half of all Filipino women have an unmet need for contraception.
 According to the 2003 National Demographic and Health Survey, the total contraceptive prevalence rate among all women was 31.6% (any method), but only 21.6% used modern methods.
  Notably, the contraceptive prevalence rate in the Philippines is far lower than that in neighboring countries in the region.
  The Philippine government’s refusal to subsidize family planning programs that provide access to information about and supplies of modern contraceptives, has devastating consequences for low-income women in Manila, most of whom simply cannot afford to purchase their own contraceptive supplies. Given that poverty is both more widespread in the Philippines and more persistent than in other neighboring South East Asian counties,
 and that approximately 30% of Filipinos live under the poverty line,
 the effects of the EO are tremendous.  Denying poor women access to contraceptives services only further entrenches them and their families in poverty.

The undersigned submit that the violations of human rights resulting from the implementation of the Manila City EO constitute violations of rights guaranteed by the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), as well as other international human rights treaties.  In particular, the continued existence and implementation of the EO perpetuates discrimination against women and violates their rights to life, health, non-discrimination, self-determination and bodily integrity, education, an adequate standard of living, freedom from violence, freedom of religion and belief, and the right to promote and protect human rights.  Moreover, the EO is grounded in religious ideology and reinforces traditional stereotypes of women as simply mothers and child bearers, in contravention of CEDAW.  On a practical level, the EO has harmed women by causing unwanted pregnancies, which in turn, have contributed to the high incidence of unsafe abortion and maternal mortality and morbidity.  The Center for Reproductive Rights has also documented many cases where the EO has resulted in increased hunger and poverty for women and their families.
 These stark violations confirm the Philippine government’s failure to respect, protect and fulfill women’s human rights.

Unfortunately, the Philippines does not have a national sexual and reproductive health law, and attempts to pass such legislation have repeatedly failed.  This has been due, in large part, to the Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines’ (CBCP) opposition to this bill.   The systematic violation of women’s rights as a result of the EO has continued despite the change in administration from Mayor Lito Atienza to Mayor Alfredo Lim in 2007.
   Contrary to misleading reports in the media, Mayor Lim’s Office has neither overturned the destructive EO, nor taken any steps to meaningfully restore access to modern contraceptives in Manila City. This is confirmed by the testimonies of women who have sought family planning services (modern contraceptives) in public health facilities funded by the local government in Manila City, only to be turned away.  In fact, Major Lim publicly confirmed at the 2008 CBCP celebration of the anniversary of the Humanae Vitae that “the City of Manila will not buy any contraceptives.”
 Mayor Lim has also stated that “if . . . [a Philippine Reproductive Health bill] passed, the city government would not follow its provision[,]” thus confirming his clear intent to violate the law.
  Therefore, Filipino women have been arbitrarily denied access to a full range of modern contraceptives for 9 years in blatant violation of their right to access the full range of family planning methods and services as recognized in international law. 
Therefore, the undersigned request that the CEDAW Committee take urgent action to hold the Philippine government responsible for its failure to fulfill its human rights obligations as a result of the EO and its impact on the women of Manila City, particularly low-income women.  Specifically, we call upon the Committee to urge the Philippine government to:

· Take immediate action to repeal the EO.
· Provide full access to reproductive health information and services by adopting the proposed Reproductive Health bill and increasing government funding for reproductive health services in compliance with its obligation to respect, protect and fulfill human rights.  
In Solidarity,
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� See discussion of the even higher rates of unmet need for contraception amongst uneducated Filipino women in Population Action International, Family Planning in the Philippines: A Global Wake-Up Call for Policymakers (Apr. 24, 2008) available at http://www.populationaction.org/Press_Room/Viewpoints_and_Statements/2008/04_24_Philippines.shtml.


� National Demographic and Health Survey (2003), Summary, available at http://www.census.gov.ph/hhld/ndhs_2003.html#summary. [hereinafter NHDS 2003]; Although the National Demographic and Health Survey (NDHS) calculates that only 17% of women in the Philippines have unmet need, the Alan Guttmacher Institute calculates that the true number is 45%, when women using traditional methods are included.  See Alan Guttmacher Institute, S. Singh et al., Unintended Pregnancy and Induced Abortion in the Philippines: Causes and Consequences 26 (2006).


� NHDS 2003, supra note 2, at Ch. 5, tbl. 5.4, available at http://www.census.gov.ph/hhld/Ch5_tab5.4.htm (Among married women, the rates rise to 49% - any method, and 33% - modern methods.). 


� According to the United Nations Development Program, the Philippines contraceptive prevalence rate (1997-2005) among married women is 49%. In Thailand, the rate is 79%; China 87%; Vietnam 77%; Indonesia 57%; Malaysia 55%; Korea 81%; Singapore 62%.  See UNDP, Human Development Report 2007/2008, available at http://hdrstats.undp.org. 


� See International Monetary Fund, Philip Gerson, Poverty and Economic Policy in the Philippines, Vol. 35, No. 3 (1998), available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/1998/09/gerson.htm" ��http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/1998/09/gerson.htm�.


� See Index Mundi, Philippines Population below Poverty Line (2008), available at � HYPERLINK "http://indexmundi.com/philippines/population_below_poverty_line.html" ��http://indexmundi.com/philippines/population_below_poverty_line.html� (based on information from the Central Intelligence Agency: World Fact Book). 


� Center for Reproductive Rights (CRR), Linangan ng Kababaihan, Inc. (Likhaan), and Reproductive Health, Rights and Ethics Center for Studies and Training (ReproCen), Imposing Misery: The Impact of Manila’s Contraception Ban on Women and Families (2007). 


� Former Mayor Atienza has expressed his intent to run for Manila City Mayor once again.  Should he be re-elected into office, women’s reproductive health rights will undoubtedly remain in jeopardy, as Atienza was the original author of the destructive EO. 


� Statement made by Manila City Mayor Alfredo Lim, during television coverage on “Magandang Umaga Bayan” (Good Morning Nation) (July 26, 2008) (statement available upon request).  Notably, this statement was made just one week it was purported that Mayor Lim overturned the EO. 


� “Lim: No to RH bill”, Philippine Star, December 3, 2008.





