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Greetings…   

 
Introduction 
 

To say that Metro Manila penitentiaries are filled to the rafters is not an 
overstatement. It loses the bite of a hyperbole in these jam-packed jails where 
shanties are built inside prison cells to give the inmates some additional space. 
The truth about overcrowding in Metro Manila detention centers stares 
glaringly in the eyes of stakeholders in correctional reforms. During my 
personal visitation in jails, through the free Legal and Medical Jail Visitation 
and Decongestion Program of the Public Attorney’s Office (PAO), my heart sank 
as I have repeatedly witnessed the intolerable condition of our inmates – life 
threatening. 

 
Congestion puts inmates in a degrading and inhuman situation. It 

deprives inmates of their basic needs such as adequate and proper ventilation 
and decent sleeping quarters, to mention a few. Congestion has clearly 
compromised and jeopardized the health of our inmates. It’s heart wrenching 
to be a spectator of inmates who take turns in sleeping on the same vacant 
space. Many of them fall into slumber while squatting on the floor or standing 
against the wall. These sleep-deprived inmates are vulnerable to illnesses. 
Congestion in jails made their health conditions frail.  
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Extreme congestion in Metro Manila penitentiaries account for 36% of jail 
overcrowding in the Philippines. These detention centers take in 400 times 
more prisoners than the official prison capacity. The nationwide percentage of 
congestion is peaked at 212.28%. These statistics that make prison life even 
more deplorable has challenged the PAO to have an intensified legal and 
medical jail visitation and decongestion program.  

 
Reaching out to inmates 
 

The PAO is the principal legal aid office of the Philippine government 
that is tasked to render free legal assistance to indigent persons in criminal, 
civil, labor, administrative and other quasi-judicial cases. Jail visitation is one 
of its outreach activities. The 261 district offices of PAO in the Philippines as 
headed by its respective district public attorneys, see to it that the jails within 
their jurisdiction are visited at least once a month to give appropriate legal 
action after determining who among those detained are without legal counsel 
and who among them have served the minimum or maximum imposable penalty 
for the offense charged.   

 
As the PAO’s Chief Public Attorney, I have taken it upon myself to visit 

inmates and detained PAO clients especially those whose cases I handle 
personally. As I tend to their legal needs, I have seen the necessity to look 
after their medical problems, which I reckoned to be the by-product of their 
incarceration and which could have undoubtedly worsened by their doleful life 
in jail. Hence, I thought of having an intensified jail visitation program dubbed 
as the PAO’s free Legal and Medical Jail Visitation and Decongestion Program 
which obviously has taken a wider coverage for we now provide not only free 
legal assistance but also medical/dental and optical services to no cost.  
Through the support and equal dedication of our fellow advocates to better the 
lives of our inmates, these thoughts were put into action. 

  
The PAO started this noble project on April 12 this year and had its tenth 

(10th) and latest leg last Oct. 17. The visits yielded excellent results. Already, 
from the date of its operation, nine hundred fifty-seven (957) inmates were 
released from detention. More might even be freed from the two thousand nine 
hundred twenty-five (2,925) inmates who currently enjoy free legal 
advice/assistance by PAO lawyers. Three thousand four hundred forty (3,440) 
ailing inmates were given free medical/dental assistance and one thousand six 
hundred sixty-seven (1,667) inmates became recipients of reading glasses 
without charge. 

 
The ten (10) jails that were visited by the PAO’s legal and medical teams 

were the jails in (1) Quezon City, (2) Manila, (3) Marikina City, (4) Caloocan 
City, (5) Las Piñas City, (6) Parañaque City, (7) Makati City, (8) the Correctional 
Insitution for Women in Mandaluyong City, (9) the Female Dorm at Camp 
Caringal in Quezon City, and (10) the Maximum Security Compound at the New 
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Bilibid Prisons in Muntinlupa City. Except in Makati City Jail, extreme 
congestion was apparent in those jails. Quezon City Jail was congested by 
295%, Correctional Institute for Women in Mandaluyong by 95%, Manila City Jail 
by 195%, Marikina City Jail by 5%, Caloocan City Jail by 94%, Las Piñas City Jail 
by 259%, Female Dorm at Camp Caringal by 197%, New Bilibid Prisons 
(Maximum Security) by 30% and the New Parañaque City Jail by 132%. 
Overcrowding had taken its toll on the health of inmates. Innumerable is the 
operative word to describe inmates who suffered from scabies, hypertension, 
and other diseases.  

 
One of the inmates charged in the Lara-Licayan kidnapping case — one of 

the celebrated cases personally being handled by the Chief Public Attorney — 
has not been spared from the detrimental effects of extreme jail congestion. 
Roberto Lara, who has been detained at the Marikina City Jail is suffering from 
edema. His eventual liberty from this disease and his detention is my vital 
concern. (After the Chief Public Attorney’s oral arguments before the 
Philippine Supreme Court, by God’s grace, the justices issued a resolution 
suspending the executions of Lara and his co-accused Roderick Licayan on 
January 30, 2004, and ordering a retrial due to a newly discovered evidence 
exonerating the accused. Lara and Licayan’s case opened the floodgates of 
reprieves and pardons in the Philippines. It has also served as the precursor of 
the abolition of death penalty in our country last June 24, 2006.)  

 
Dealing with congestion 
 

In her Budget Message for Fiscal Year 2008, H.E. President Gloria 
Macapagal-Arroyo said that P36.9 million would go to the construction of 
additional jail facilities. In a recent dialogue with government officials of 
Quezon City, Pres. Macapagal-Arroyo urged them to put up detention centers 
for the humane treatment of inmates.  

 
I made a similar gesture by writing to Mayor Alfredo Lim of Manila, Mayor 

Feliciano Belmonte, Jr. of Quezon City and Mayor Recom Echiverri of Caloocan 
City recommending for the construction of new and bigger jail facilities with 
more humane and healthful environment which would offer livelihood programs 
and opportunities to rehabilitate the inmates. 

 
The Bureau of Jail Management and Penology (BJMP), a line bureau 

operating under the Department of Interior and Local Government, which is 
tasked to provide humane safekeeping and development of inmates in all 
district, city and municipal jails in the Philippines, is seeking the approval of a 
bill for the establishment of an integrated jail facility. This would be built on a 
94-hectare lot that is only 15-minute ride to Congress. The BJMP wants this 
facility to be conducive for inmates’ rehabilitation and other livelihood 
programs. The plan includes a hospital, churches, court rooms, and housing 
project for BJMP personnel to serve as a buffer zone and to tighten security. 
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On this 94-hectare lot there will surely be an ample space for sports activities. 
So don’t be surprised my fellow correction advocates if sometime soon we 
would see more Filipino inmates on YouTube doing the exercises and dance 
routines made popular by the inmates in a provincial jail in Cebu.  

 
While the building of bigger and better detention centers for detained 

people is laudable, freeing inmates who are worthy of executive clemency is a 
hundred times more commendable.  

 
A report from the Philippine Board of Pardons and Parole reveals that from 

onset of January 2006 to the early days of September 2007, a total of four 
thousand one hundred seventy-four (4,174) parole and executive clemency 
were granted. Last July, Executive Secretary Eduardo Ermita reported that nine 
(9) seriously ill inmates convicted of drug-related cases were pardoned after 
taking into consideration their age, physical condition, and years served. 
Secretary Ermita said that prisoners convicted of drug-related offenses were 
generally not considered for conditional pardon and commutation of sentence. 
―But in the interest of justice, the President has on several occasions granted 
executive clemency to prisoners convicted to drug-related offenses,‖ as the 
Honorable Executive Secretary explained.  

 
To these figures, I fervently hope that the fourteen (14) living military 

personnel convicted in the (Senator Benigno) Aquino-Galman double murder 
case would be added where they were recommended by PAO for executive 
clemency. Among them were aging (70-year-old) and ailing (afflicted with 
uncontrolled diabetes, hypertension, respiratory diseases, stroke, and chronic 
kidney ailment) inmates.  

 
The granting of executive clemency, release on bail, recognizance, and 

good conduct time allowance (GCTA), as well as transferring children in 
conflict with the law (CICL) to juvenile detention centers could free some 
precious space in overcrowded jails. Hope is also sown in the hearts of inmates 
knowing that, among them, there were those who have finally gone back 
―home‖.  

 
More on GCTA, CICL, and recognizance 
 

During the 13th Congress, Senator Aquilino Pimentel and Rep. Raul Gonzalez, 
Jr. authored bills that aimed to grant mandatory good conduct time allowance 
(GCTA) to inmates who earned credits by taking up values development 
programs, literacy and skills training. Prisoners who may teach the said courses 
to their fellow inmates were also included in the grant. Sadly, none of their 
bills were enacted as a law. 

 
Because of the noble purpose of the said bills, I am for their refiling in the 

14th Congress. The current BJMP head, Jail Director Armando Llamasares has a 
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similar legislative agendum. He is seeking for the amendment of Art. 99 of the 
Revised Penal Code of the Philippines for the head of the BJMP to have the 
authority to grant GCTA. In conjunction with a DOJ legal opinion, the chief of 
BJMP is not authorized to grant GCTA. Nonetheless, there are inmates who 
remain within the BJMP’s jurisdiction. They are the ones who are serving a 
term of imprisonment from one (1) day to three (3) years. 

 
While the august halls of Congress are still silent on the possible inclusion of 

good conduct time allowance in the legislative agenda of the 14th Congress, 
H.E. Pres. Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo has been making significant efforts for the 
immediate release of imprisoned children in conflict with the law. The 
livelihood training and free education in prison that are being envisioned by 
Sen. Pimentel and Rep. Gonzalez as part of their bills on GCTA are being 
realized at the National Training School for Boys in Tanay, Rizal. In May, this 
year, H.E. Pres. Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo ordered the Department of Social 
Welfare and Development to take in CICL as students in the said school so they 
could have the chance to continue their education and engage in livelihood 
programs even while they are serving their sentence. 

 
 Last July, Pres. Arroyo signed Executive Order No. 633 ordering the 

immediate release of children in conflict with the law who are 15 years old and 
below at the time of the commission of the crime charged but remain 
imprisoned at the facilities of the Bureau of Jail Management and Penology 
(BJMP) and the Bureau of Corrections (BuCor). They were detained there 
together with adult offenders of the law. This was in complete violation of RA 
9344 or the Juvenile Justice and Welfare Act of 2006, which called for the 
separation of CICL from adult prisoners.  

 
There’s a dearth of youth detention centers in our country. Thus last May, 

an 800-capacity building that was originally built for drug suspects of the 
Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency was now converted into a halfway home of 
children in conflict with the law. This four-storey facility is named CRADLE, 
which stands for the Center for Restorative Activities Development and 
Learning Experiences. It offers non-formal education and other programs for 
the continuous physical, intellectual, spiritual and social development of minor 
detainees. This relocation — from their former cells to the CRADLE — is 
expected to make their reintegration to the community easier and faster.  

 
Under RA 9344, the PAO is mandated to render free legal assistance to CICL 

who cannot afford to hire private counsels and through EO 633, the PAO is 
directed by Her Excellency to immediately file petitions in courts for the 
immediate release of minors who are already convicted, and those who are in 
detention pending trial.  

 
Through the years, we have always included indigent minors with legal 

problems in the roster of our clients. But with RA 9344 and EO 633, we have 
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more indigent clients within their age bracket. In 2006, we were able to serve 
eleven thousand six hundred four (11, 604) minors. Eighty percent (80%) of the 
cases of our young clients were decided in their favor. This year, from January 
to June, we have already served ten thousand eight hundred seventy-one (10, 
871) minors. Fifty-eight percent (58%) of the terminated cases have been 
adjudged in favor of freeing our young clients. 

 
 In May 2001 — when I was only two months in my position as Chief Public 
Attorney — I sought the release on recognizance of 147 detained supporters of 
former Pres. Joseph Estrada that included young demonstrators.  
 

On May 1, 2001, they stormed the Malacañang Palace (the presidential 
residence) and were subsequently charged with the crime of rebellion. The 
minors were detained in a crammed cell that had a foul smell. And it was not 
just the air nor the ambience that was not good but the company that was 
keeping them as well. The young demonstrators were lumped with older, 
hardened offenders of the law. I sought their release on recognizance, arguing 
that they posed no danger to our national security.  

 
After 48 hours of giving them legal representation in three courts in 

Metro Manila, I successfully clinched the release on recognizance for all of 
them; and two months after their detention, the DOJ dismissed the case 
charged against them. 

 
Conclusion 
 
 Many of the prisoners we interviewed in the jails we visited professed 
innocence of the crimes charged against them; others complained the 
unproportionate severity of their punishments to their crimes. There could 
indeed be an Edmond Dantes among them who was unjustly imprisoned and a 
Jean Valjean who was convicted for stealing bread to feed his starving 
relatives. Like the bishop in ―Les Miserables,‖ the Public Attorney’s Office 
inspires ex-convicts and convicts to reform their lives. But unlike the friar in 
―The Count of Monte Cristo,‖ we do not and will never support any extra-
judicial means to regain freedom — even for innocent people behind bars.    
 

Our legal and medical jail visitation and decongestion program has 
continuously inspired us.  A week after our every visit, a number of inmates is 
released. This is the trend that we hope to maintain. We are also happy to note 
that prison life for the inmates could be better now that the media and other 
government agencies — like the Bureau of Jail Management and Penology, 
Bureau of Corrections, the National Bureau of Investigation, Parole and 
Probation Administration, and the local governments — are involved in our free 
legal and medical jail visitation and decongestion program.  
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The Hon. Sec. of Justice Raul M. Gonzalez has given me the authority to 
conduct this activity in all jails and detention centers in the Philippines. 
However, without the cooperation of our fellow advocates in the government 
agencies that I mentioned the medical part of our program could have been 
futile and not made possible.  

 
The PAO does not have a plantilla item for a physician. Thus, we have 

coordinated with medical professionals to join us. Our medical team is headed 
by Atty. Erwin P. Erfe, M.D., PAO’s Forensic Consultant. He is joined by the 
physicians from the National Bureau of Investigation and the Parole and 
Probation Administration; Dr. Anastacio Rosete Jr., a dentist from the local 
government of Quezon City; nurses from the PAO; and optical assistants who 
volunteered their services to our Office.  

 
My fellow advocates, ladies and gentlemen, I have here a video taken on 

some of the jails we visited. Here are snippets of the program that we 
conceived for the Filipino inmates and the people who answered the call of 
selfless public service behind bars. Portions of this video have our doctors 
treating wounds of inmates. To those whose sensitivities might be offended, 
please accept my sincerest apologies….  

 
The success of our project for the inmates proves that sincerity is not only 

felt but contagious as well. As you have seen on the video that was shown, we 
never lacked to offer a helping hand in this project. The people that we have 
inspired to join us are paralleled in enthusiasm by the people here today who 
responded to your invitation. We sensed the organizers and our fellow 
participants’ sincerity to share that is why we responded well. The knowledge 
and experiences relative to corrections and prison reforms that we would learn 
and imbibe from the speakers and sharers here would redound to the benefit of 
the inmates in our respective countries.  

 
So to my fellow speakers and participants, the ICPA people and their staff 

who organize this convention, thank you very much for making me a part of this 
international gathering of advocates on correctional and prison reforms.  

 
To all of us and our noble endeavors,  mabuhay! 
 

-End-   
 


