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Cases of extrajudicial killings (EJK) in the Philippines have
increased exponentially since Rodrigo Duterte came to power
in 2016. It even continued during the COVID-19 pandemic.
EJKs of activists went hand-in-hand with red-tagging — the
act, usually by state security forces, of accusing that persons
or groups of being individuals or groups of being members or
sympathizer of the armed Communist movement.

Guided by the Minnesota Protocol on the Investigation of
Potentially Unlawful Death (2016), this research will seek
to answer the question based on a forensic case review of
available evidence: what are the circumstances behind the killing
of 15 activists during the COVID-19 pandemic in the Philippines?
Particularly, this research will seek to attain the following:

Government institutions that “red-tagged” the activists
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After performing reliability and validity tests as well as
correlation, factor, regression, descriptive and frequency
analyses on the data gathered, the study was able to establish
a strong correlation between the killings and red-tagging,
highlighting the role of the Philippine state.

Introduction

• To identify, search for, document and analyze
evidentiary material in the killing;
• To identify possible witnesses and obtain statements
closely related to the evidentiary materials in the killing; and
• To conduct analysis and yield indications with regards to
the circumstances of the killings of the victims particularly
the involvement of State agents and the latter’s use of force
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“Red-tagging” methods used against activists

The political views, religious
or ethnic affiliation, or social
status of the victim give rise
to a suspicion of government
involvement or complicity in
the death

The activists’ deaths were
caused by law enforcement
officials resulting from
unlawful use of force

The activists’ deaths were
caused by extrajudicial or
summary executions by any
State agents, including
paramilitary groups, militias,
or “death squads” acting
under the direction or with
the permission of the State
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The circumstances of the activists’ death were tested against
seven independent variables (predictors): perpetrators, their
identity, believed to be soldiers and police officers, how they
were dressed, the perpetrators’ identifying insignia, their
other identification, and who was giving orders.
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The activists who were killed and are the subjects of this
research can be clustered into three:
1. The Southern Tagalog 9, who were killed in the course of
a simultaneous joint operation of the police and the
military.
2. Activists who were killed individually by mask-wearing
assailants who arrived in and fled the area using a
motorcycle.
3. Activists who were national leaders such as Carlito Badion
and Randy Echanis were killed in a more gruesome
manner compared to those in the second group.

Concept map based on the 2016 Minnesota Protocol
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The Minnesota Protocol was at the core of this research. It
followed the Protocol’s international legal framework based on
every individual’s right to life.

Independent variable
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a. Predictors: (Constant), Organization, Sector, Occupation, Other job

Methodology
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Forensic case reviews of extrajudicial killings of activists
remain scarce. Seeking to fill this research gap, this study
used the Minnesota Protocol to review the cases of 15 Filipino
activists who were extrajudicially killed amidst the COVID-19
pandemic. Six of the 15 were killed in separate incidents,
while nine were killed in the course of simultaneous police
operations.

R Square

Collectively, these clusters present the picture of activist
killings during the COVID-19 pandemic under the Duterte
presidency. These also show the intimate, if deadly, connection
between activist killings and red-tagging. All the activists had
been red-tagged by the government in one form or another.
Cause of death according to the medical examiners
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a. Predictors: (Constant), Who was giving the orders?, Identity of these perpetrators?

Ninety six percent of the circumstances of the activists’
death can be explained by the distinct characteristics of the
alleged perpetrators.
This research affirms what many human rights organizations
have asserted: there is a correlation between red-tagging and
activist killings. Consequently, it goes against government
claims that there is no such correlation, and that, in the first
place, there is no such thing as red-tagging.

Recommendations
In showing the correlation between red-tagging and activist
killings through a forensic case review, the study contributes
to policy discussions on the closely interrelated topics.
The study recommends the following:
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“Red-tagging” poster circulating in social media

Photos of the ‘Bloody Sunday’ crime scene

The Philippines has a long history of extrajudicial killings.
It has become even more widespread, pronounced and brazen
under the presidency of Rodrigo Duterte.
In the conduct of his war on drugs, thousands of suspected
drug addicts and pushers were killed. The police defend these
killings using the nanlaban (“they fought back”) narrative. Civil
society and human rights organizations as well as scholarly
studies, however, belie this narrative.
The war on drugs apparently expanded to include legal,
unarmed activists. This intensified even as killings of
suspected drug addicts and pushers raged on. This resulted
in mounting human rights violations under the Duterte
presidency.
Amidst the raging war on drugs and attacks against the Left,
COVID-19 pandemic happened. Despite the mounting EJK
cases, forensic science has not been significantly utilized to
study them. Justice has also remained elusive for the EJK
victims and their families.

Research methods employed in this study is a continuum of
quantitative and qualitative analysis, with mixed methods
somewhere in the center (Burkholder, 2020).
• Primary sources: victims, witnesses, investigators’ direct
observations, and alleged perpetrators’ declarations;
• Secondary sources: secondhand testimonies, media,
information by human rights NGOs, medical reports
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• There should be more independent investigations into,
including forensic case reviews of, EJKs of activists; and
• The Philippine state should do everything in its power to
stop red-tagging and extra-judicial killings of activists.

Alleged modus operandi attributable to government death squads
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Police and military
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them, made them drop
on the ground or tied
hands and shot them

The 15 Activists

Unidentified suspects
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motorcycle shot the
victim(s) and fled the
scene afterwards

Unidentified suspects
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facemasks entered a
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victim and fled the scene
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The R2 value (the “R Square" column) indicates how much of
the total variation in the dependent variable (Warner, 2020).
The R value of the variables is 0.587 which indicates a good
level of prediction: roughly 59% of the likelihood of being
red-tagged is explained by the activist’s occupation, other
job, sector, and organization.
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