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I WAS lining up for an early check-in at the
Northwest counter of the old Ninoy Aquino
International Airport en route to the United
States when my first encounter with the post 9/
11 airport security happened.

I was with my fellow participants in the US State
Department’s International Visitor Leadership
Program (IVLP), Attys. Sarah Arriola and Cesar
Salazar, legal staffs of Sen. Jamby Madrigal and Sen.
Panfilo Lacson, respectively, when a lady attendant
asked me to follow her instead of going to the usual
check-in counter.
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My heart skipped a beat.  I
was silently asking myself,
“What did I do?” Did they scan
anything suspicious inside my
luggage?

In a peripheral area, a male
attendant shyly rummaged
through my two check-in bags
bringing out all my stuff while
I was bombarding him with
questions.  Why are you doing

this? Why am I being singled
out? Why do you have to do
this? What’s the use of your x-
ray machines?

In the end he meekly
answered, “You were randomly
chosen, sir.”  Luckily, I was able
to hold off the activist in me and
prevented an ugly scene in spite
of the humiliation and intrusion
I felt.

Tough luck, tough day.
What a way to start my IVLP

program on Counter Terrorism
and Human Rights!

There were eight of us in this
particular IVLP program and all
except me were from the
government namely: Angelito
Nayan and Michelle Eduarte
from the Department of Foreign
Affairs; Attys. Arriola, Salazar,
and Renato Bantug from the
Senate; State Prosecutor Juan
Pedro Navera; Atty. Narcisa
Guevarra from the  Committee

on Justice of the Lower House;
and yours truly from the civil
society.

During the rest of the trip, I
jokingly introduced myself as
the “token” delegation from the
non-government organization

(NGO) sector.
Anyway, the primary goal

of our visit was for us to have a
first hand experience on how
America’s foreign policy were
being formulated and how
human rights were being

integrated in these policies.
Also of equal importance

was the cultural exchange aspect
of our program where we get a
glimpse of the American culture
and way of life while we in turn
share to our hosts how things
stand in the Philippines.

Being the central nerve of
the American government,
naturally our meetings in
Washington were supposed to
orient us on the national
policies and programs of the
US’s counter terrorism efforts.

We met people from the
State Department, Pentagon,
Department of Justice,
Department of  Homeland
Security, Judge Leonie
Brinkema who won public
admiration with the way she
handled the celebrated
Moussaoui case in Alexandria,
Virginia.  Zacarias Moussaoui
was convicted of conspiring to
kill Americans during the 9/11
attacks on the World Trade
Center and Pentagon.

The New People’s Army (NPA)
as terrorists

During these encounters and
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Under the auspices of
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terrorism and spreading the
gospel of democracy, the US
government has applied
interventionist and arm
twisting style of diplomacy.
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even in other stages of our
sojourn, me and Atty. Arriola
who also used to work for a
human rights institution, kept
on raising the problem
regarding the labeling of rebel
groups as terrorists because it
would always be a stumbling
block to peace negotiations as
in the case of the Philippines.

We asked the person we met
in the State Department the
criteria that they used in placing
the New People’s Army (NPA)
in the list of foreign terror
organizations because I
conveyed to him that I
personally believe that this
rebel group could not be
classified as such for two
reasons:

First, it does not deliberately
target civilians as part of its
military tactics and strategy; and

Second, it still respects and
observes the international
humanitarian law in the
conduct of its people’s war.

The State Department guy,
of course I won’t mention his
name, calmly claimed that it was
the Philippine government who
requested that the US
government do so.

If this is true, this will
establish what many suspect to
be one of the real barriers for
the peace talks to prosper,
distrust on both sides.

If verified, this also
illustrates how governments
could use the war on terror as a
pretext to go after its political
opponents.

Human Rights Inside the
Pentagon

Another telling experience
we had was with a certain Col.
Bullard inside the Pentagon who
gave us a standard briefing on
counter terrorism (we knew his
talk was “standard” from the
filename of his presentation
which was flashed in the LCD
monitor).

Col. Bullard began his
discussion very mildly
mentioning to us how he love
his granddaughters and how he
is very serious about protecting
them against terrorists.

He then proceeded by saying
that America’s approach on

terrorism was slowly shifting
from military means to
addressing the root cause of this
scourge such as poverty and lack
of social opportunities.

He was very composed
during his talk until Atty.
Arriola asked him about the
conditions of prisoners in
Guantanamo and whether these
inmates were covered by
international humanitarian law
and human rights.  To which he
responded, “I am not very
familiar with the situation there
but I think they are treated very
well.”

He became more agitated
when I asked him whether their
counter terror programs meant
to solve the situation that breed
terrorism were guided by
human rights principles and
standards.  He answered my
question with another question,
“how about the rights of the
victims of 9/11?”

I guess the words “human
rights” used within the counter
terrorism context provoked him
and caused him to take my
question completely out of
context.  And I thought we were
there to see how human rights
were being integrated in the
country’s counter terrorism
initiatives.

I got a more sensible answer
to this question when we visited
the US Pacific Command in
Hawaii when Karen Kelly, the
public diplomacy officer who
welcomed us there, admitted
that they have not yet integrated
the human rights approach to
their counter terror programs
but they are open to the idea.

“The Worldwide Swing to the
Left”

Another interesting person
we met in D.C. was Arnaud de
Borchgrave from the Center for
Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS), a retired
journalist and an expert on
international relations and
transnational crimes.  All the
while I was expecting him to
defend US foreign policies
related to terrorism since his
organization is one of the
Washington think tanks.

So I was surprised when I
heard him stating his
disapproval of the war on Iraq
and his displeasure with the way
President Bush was setting the
tone of the country’s foreign
policy without the American
people having a voice on the
matter.

He also lashed out at the
media whose penchant for
trivial things such as scandals
and entertainment, he observed,
was the culprit behind the high
level of political apathy of many
Americans.

Lastly, his most
controversial observation, but
gave me secret hope, was that
because of what America and the
western powers were doing to
other countries and to the
environment, there will be
worldwide “swing of the
political pendulum” to the left.

A very acute observation
because even the Americans in
spite of their general lack of
opinion on external matters
were starting to be disgusted
with the way things were
turning out in Iraq and they

were showing this in the polls.
During our stay there, Senate

stalwart and staunch supporter
of the Iraq war Joe Lieberman
from the Democratic Party got
a beating from Ned Lamont in
the party primary in
Connecticut.  Some other minor
Republican politicians in the
House of Representatives also
yielded their seats to
Democratic bets whose
campaign platforms were
centered on anti-Iraq war
position.

So, Who’s Running the Show?
A professor we met in the

East-West Center in the
University of Hawaii asked our
group, so after three weeks,
were you able to determine how
US foreign policy is being
shaped?  Because if yes, he said
he would gladly treat us or pay
us that much if we could tell him
how because that’s what he’s
been trying to figure out for
years.

At that time we were not
able to give a well thought out
response but looking back, I
believe that the American
people in general has left it to
their politicians to determine
how they would relate with the
world.

Under the auspices of
protecting its citizens from
terrorism and spreading the
gospel of democracy, the US
government has applied
interventionist and arm
twisting style of diplomacy –
and military aggression if the
former fails, as in the recent case
of Iraq – fueling enmity and
paranoia in the world
community.

If we were to reverse this
approach towards interna-
tional solidarity and
cooperation – and we should
– the ordinary US citizens have
a key role in achieving this
since under their much
flaunted democracy, political
power is supposed to emanate
from the people.

And besides, it’s in their
name that human rights
violations all over the world are
being committed by their
government.
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