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Letter to the Editor

Nothing can justify a massacre of innocent and hungry Hacienda Luisita farm workers

Rep. Noynoy Aquino appears to justify the brutal massacre by stating that the policemen were also hurt and that the Left has provoked the strikers. Defense Secretary Eduardo Ermita says that outsiders orchestrated the strike at Hacienda Luisita. The police say the gunshot started from the ranks of strikers. DOLE Secretary Patricia Sto. Tomas says, she did not pull the trigger, so why blame her. There is nothing immoral or illegal in ordering the military to assist the PNP in breaking the strike. There are other statements from people in the government, statements that stop short of saying that strikers shoot themselves. Statements that only serve to further ignite the fury and outrage that consumed the more than 15,000 people who were at the picket line when the massacre took place. These are the people who brought wealth to the Hacienda Luisita and were mobilized to face the tanks at EDSA to support Cory Aquino in 1986.

CTUHR joined the fact-finding mission held on November 18, a day after the massacre. We saw in the people’s faces the anguish and raging anger. We heard their stories on what had really happened in the Nov.16 terror. They belied the accusations that they have arms. “Wala na nga kaming makain, may ipambibili pa ba kami ng baril?” Aling Sandra (not a real name) stated. She has been working at Hacienda Luisita for 20 years but found no better life in the Cojuangco estate despite the promises of the elite clan. There were charges that the outsiders (the Left) orchestrated the strike. The workers answered these. “Hindi totoo yan, walang mga NPA dito, bakit may pay slip ba ang mga NPA?,” Marisa, a 13-yr.old girl told us. She said she was in the dispersal area when the incident happened. Asked why she was there, “eh wala kaming makain sa bahay e. Doon sa piketlayn nagluluto kayo pumunta kami doon. Doon nakakakain kami”, she answered.

They have a heavy heart to the authorities, other personalities and to certain media organizations, which are blaming them for the terror in the hacienda. “Kami na nga itong namatayan tapos kami pa itong sinasabi nilang nanggugulo. Mamamatay na kami sa gutom kung hindi namin ipaglalaban ang aming mga karapatan”, another mother stated. The Hacienda residents expressed their fear that once our team leave the place, the soldiers will keep come back to coerce them.

We are in solidarity with these powerless workers and their families who have victims most of their lives as they laboriously till the land that it seems will never be their own. The massacre which took 14 lives (two of which are children) more than 200 injured and 100 more strikers missing signifies not only an abuse and misuse of state power but government utter disregard to the plight of the poor.

The Center for Trade Union and Human Rights (CTUHR) condemns in the strongest term this brutal act by those in power- the Cojuangco family, the police and military, DOLE Secretary Patricia Sto. Tomas.  We hold the Arroyo government responsible in this picket line violence that often occurred when military forces and PNP counter-insurgency units such as RSAF and Scouts intervene in labor disputes.

Sto. Tomas deputized the military to intrude in the Hacienda Luisita dispute through her Assumption of Jurisdiction Order. This legality is now used by the military and PNP in its bloody dispersal of hapless workers. Jaivhie Basilio, 20 years old and a son of one the strikers was shot, strangled by and hanged on the barbed wire, then shot at the chest in full view of the shocked workers. If it is not immoral, what could have been immoral than that? Yes it is not just immoral, its cruelty at its highest form that deserves strongest condemnation.

Pres. Arroyo is liable for allowing the use of brute force in the said dispersal. She has done nothing to help the workers when in fact the strike started on November 6. Anakpawis Rep. Rafael Mariano is right when he said that the Arroyo government allowed military and the police “to be used as private army of the Cojuangcos”. The massacre could have been avoided, if only Pres. Arroyo intervened earlier.

Former President Cory Aquino, who seems to be very prayerful and peaceful person, has done nothing to resolve the labor and land dispute in her family-owned 6, 000 hectares of land.  It is not surprising though, as Mendiola and Lupao massacres happened also in her term.

In this time, where the hungry poor are openly exercising their right to food, to jobs and to life are not just brutalized but killed, where will they go? The casual farm workers in Luisita for example are only allowed to work once a week and get a net pay of P9.50. Nearly all of them have children or old parents to feed. With the constant price increases, do you need an outside instigator before you cry out for food and jobs? Will you not claim what is rightfully yours for the sake of your hungry children who looked pale and sunken?  Let us all reflect on that, for not only the farm workers of Hacienda Luisita are bleeding but also everyone who even in one of moment of their lives felt hungry and their dignity and rights have been violated.

