LUISITA MASSACRE
14 killed, hundreds injured, missing in picket dispersal

By: sarmibird
Alpha Sigma Phi, Tarlac City, Philippines

TARLAC-Wails, grief and anger filled the atmosphere of 11 barrios inside the sprawling sugarcane plantation of Hacienda Luisita in this province as the violent dispersal initiated by elements of 69th IB, 71st IB and 48th IB and police led by Regional Police Chief General Dela Torre and Provincial Police Chief Coronel Sunglao against the picketing farm workers of United Luisita Workers Union and workers of Central Azucarera de Tarlac (CAT) led to killings and a trail of harassments of various forms.
As of 11:00 pm, November 18, 2004, 14 were confirmed dead; nine of them died because of gunshot wounds, two were children who died by suffocation because of tear gas.

The toll of injured casualties is high too, as the number is already by hundreds. A number of them suffered gunshot wounds.

Human rights group Karapatan said that the police and military have also rounded up some 120 protesters after the brutal dispersal. The human rights watchdog listed them as "missing," since that the whereabouts as well as the identities of the said protesters were unknown. 

At night, the military barricaded the many entryways leading to the communities inside Hacienda Luisita. 

Luisita massacre

Emil Paragas, Karapatan secretary general in this province, said that a composite team of heavily armed police and military personnel with two armored personnel carrier (APC) truck stormed the picket line and 3:10 p.m. The team came from inside the gate of CAT.

The composite team of some 100 police and 150 military elements coming from inside the gate of CAT fired around 50 tear gas canisters at the picketing farm workers. Paragas said that the gas instantly killed a 3-month-old baby and an 11-year-old children. The identity of the two children that were rushed to the nearby Luisita Hospital was unknown at the moment.

"They banged the steel gate with APC trucks, and after breaking through it, opened fired at the picketing farm workers," Paragas said, adding that the military used high-powered rifles including 60-caliber machineguns. 

In other accounts by protesters, a sniper "apparently designated to shoot" was seen aiming his gun against the protesters during the fracas.

Ten among the 5000 farm workers manning the picket line were felled by bullets. Four of those killed were identified as Juancho Sanchez of Brgy. Balete, Tarlac City, Jun David of Cut Cut 2, Tarlac City, Jesus Laza of Parang, Concepcion, and  Jimmy Pastidio of Motrico, La Paz. The said barangays are all part of the huge plantation which encompasses 11 barrios extending to three municipalities in this province.

On the other hand, Florida sibayan, Luisito Versola, Jesus Sosa, Sajid Ramos, Berto sidora, Ricky Mendoza, and a Barangay Mapalacsiao councilor named Joe survived the attack despite being hit by bullets from different parts of the body.

Strike leaders said that the death toll could be higher, as hundreds were reported either slightly injured or seriously hurt. Many are also looking for their missing family members. 

The casualties were brought to the several hospitals outside the Hacienda. 

The striking farm workers of CAT belonged to United Luisita Workers Union and Central Azucarera de Tarlac Labor Union. They came from 11 barangays covered by the 6,453 has. sugarcane plantation.

Luisita Martyrs

Meanwhile, the militant Nagkakaisang Manggagawa ng Tarlac (NMT), the local counterpart of Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU) here "condemned in the strongest possible terms the brutal dispersal of the peaceful picket."

"We hold the anti-people regime of Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, anti-labor DOLE secretary Patricia Sto. Tomas, the Cojuangco and Aquino families and their fascist military and police lapdogs responsible for the death of our people in Luisita," said Pol Viuya, NMT chairperson, adding that the striking farmworkers of CAT will not waver in their struggle for just wages and for land.

Declaring the fallen farmworkers "martyrs of Luisita struggle," Viuya called on the people to condemn the Luisita Massacre and support their half-decade struggle for land. 

The militant Bagong Alyansang Makabayan (Bayan) denounced the violent attack, calling it "state fascism." 

"This (the killing of striking farm workers) only proves that the feudal and semi-fuedal set-up, as in the lording of Cojuangco's and Aquino's in the vast tract of land, would never be completed without the fascist attack against the farmers and farmworkers struggling for their rights over the land they till," Bayan chairperson Eliseo Cading said.

Half-decade agrarian dispute 

The Cojuangcos were able to acquire the huge tract of prime agricultural land by grants and by loans five decades ago, but subject to several conditions. One of the conditions is that they will eventually re-distribute the controversial land to its tillers.

However, when Corazon Cojuangco-Aquino was installed into power via popular uprising, she instituted the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program and the Stock Distrition Scheme (SDC) under the said program-the program, which, ironically, her flagship program, that would be used by her clan and other landlords to evade land reform and deny the tillers their just claim over the land.

Under the Stock Distribution Scheme, the farm workers were awarded shares of stocks in the Hacienda Luisita, Inc. instead of land. But the farm workers were complaining that the SDC failed to better their living condition, as it merely tightened the control of the Cojuangcos and Aquinos over the land they till.

Union leader Rene Galang and his group of striking farm workers are blaming the SDC for their plight. According to them, their man-days were drastically reduced into one workday per week. 

The labor row started when the negotiation for Collective Bargaining Agreement hit deadlock. The United Luisita Workers Union (ULWU), which represents the millers of the CAT, and Central Azucarera de Tarlac Labor Union (Catlu), went on strike on Nov. 6. Since then thousands of strikers are barricading the main gate of the CAT night and day.

The two unions were demanding for P 100 wage increase and P 30,000 signing bonus for each of the workers. But the CAT administration offered only P 12 wage increment and 12,000 signing bonus.

The ULWU are also demanding that their president, Rene Galang and vice-president, Ildefonso Pingol and some 300 workers who were dismissed three months ago be reinstated to work.

The two unions are also demanding that the SDC be scraped.

Cong. Rafael Mariano, Anakpawis representative in Congress, including two others, have passed a resolution in Congress asking for an investigation in the conduct of the Stock Distribution Scheme in Hacienda Luisita.

Updates: 

Confirmed dead:
  1.. Boy Versola 
  2.. Jun David, 27, of Cutcut, Tarlac City 
  3.. Juancho Sanchez, 20, of Balete, Tarlac City 
  4.. Adriano Caballero, of Balete, Tarlac City 
  5.. Jhaire Basilio, 21, of Mapalacsiao, Tarlac City 
  6.. Jaime Pastidio, Motrico 
  7.. Jesus Valdez, 30, of Balete, Tarlac City 
  8.. jesus Laza, 34, Parang, Concepcion, Tarlac
(note: identity of other fallen martyrs are still unknown as of the moment.)

History of Cojuangcos acquisition of luisita land

Hacienda Luisita is a vast tract of highly developed prime agricultural land extending to three municipalities in the province of Tarlac. It has a total land area of 6,453 hectares of which, 4,915 hectares are classified as agricultural. To enumerate, these are: Barrio Asturias, Balite, Bantog, Central, Cutcut II, Lourdes (formerly Texas), and Mapalacsiao in the municipality of Tarlac; Abilog (formerly Pasajes), Pando (formerly Coral Cambing), and Parang in Concepcion; and Motrico in the municipality of La Paz.

In 1957, the late Don Jose Cojuangco Sr., former Philippine President Corazon C. Aquino's father, offered to buy the lands from the Spanish royal grantees, the original owner of the hacienda. The company who then owned the lands was the Company General De Tobaccos De Filipinas also known as the TABACALERA. Don Pepe offered to buy from the company the majority shares of the common stocks of a sugarcane milling complex known as the Central Azucarera De Tarlac (CAT). The stock has a total number of 106,424 shares with a par value of $2 per share. The total value of stocks pegged at $2,128,480.00. To raise the said amount, Don Pepe Sr. applied to loan at the Manufacturing Trust Company (MTC) in New York. Subsequently, Don Pepe Sr. wrote to then governor of Central bank, Miguel Cuaderno, asking for the board to approve the loan as well as to remit it to the foreign bank. The loan is to be amortized for ten years.

On August 27, 1957, the Central Bank monetary board passed resolution no. 1240. The said resolution stated the approval of the dollar loan with the Chase Manhattan of New York subject to several conditions.

One of the conditions read: 

"There shall be a simultaneous purchase of Hacienda Luisita with the purchased shares, with the view of distributing the hacienda to small farmers in line with the administrations social justice program."

During the term of the loan, central bank made available the necessary foreign exchange which were regularly remitted to the foreign bank as payment to the loan.

Acting with the major feature of the agreement, TADECO or Tarlac Development Corporation, represented by Don Pepe Sr. and his associates, asked the Government Service Insurance System (GSIS) for financial assistance. The board of trustees of GSIS passed another resolution on November 27, 1957. The resolution approved the loan. The new loan has the total amount of P 5,911,000.00. But again, the resolution passed has another condition:

"(sic) that the lots comprising Hacienda Luisita shall be subdivided by the applicant corporation and sold at the cost to the tenants."

The conditionality given by the GSIS should have been fulfilled beginning 1967. But Don Pepe, knowing that the condition favors his interest to build an economic empire, only ignored the said conditions. From then on, CAT and TADECO, which were both established in 1957, has witnessed the continuous sprout of their numerous sister companies. First to born was the Luisita Marketing Corporation in 1964; followed by the Tarlac Distillery Corporation also in the same year; the Luisita Realty Company became the third to born in 1980; and the HLI comes next in 1988.

Because the TADECO made no significant moves vis-à-vis the underscored conditions, the government conducted an inquiry in 1977. But the inquiries pushing for the implementation of the conditions only met a strong rejection from the heirs. The reason raised by the heirs was that the stipulation was invalid since the central bank has no power to impose such kind of condition. The said condition was alien to its function of stabilizing the country's monetary system."

This prompted the government represented by the Ministry Of Agrarian Reform, the Central Bank and the GSIS to file a civil case against the corporation on May 7, 1980. The decision on the case was rendered in favor of the government.

However, the decision was not carried-out as the heirs of Don Pepe Sr. led by Peping Cojuangco appealed to court. 

In 1987, Corazon C. Aquino, one of the heirs of Don Pepe Sr., became the president of the Republic of the Philippines.

Subsequently, Cory Aquino appointed to their corresponding positions the officials who will work for the eventual dismissal of the case, in an apparent collaborative effort. These were: the solicitor general, the central bank governor, the GSIS president and the DAR secretary.

And the case was dismissed on May 18, 1988.



