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The new Asia Pacific Masters Alumni (APMA) Executive Council (EC) took 

charge from the last week of October 2019. The previous leadership handed over 

the responsibilities to the new alumni body following the election held from 

October 16-19, 2019.  

An Election Committee, comprised of Bijay Shrestha, Hassan Nasir Mirbahar, and 

Sushila Karki, carried out various activities, including updating of alumni 

database, drafting of code of conduct for the Election Committee, election rules 

and code of conduct for alumni members and candidate, possibility of using 

different election software, and set up of designated email address to communicate 

with the alumni in order to ensure that the election was free, fair, and transparent. 

The new EC was elected for the term 2019-2021 through an online election 

conducted via the election platform Election Buddy.  Competitive voting was open 

for two positions: Treasurer and General Secretary while symbolic voting took 

place for the rest of the positions, as the nominations received against the 

candidates were equal to the number of seats. 

Mariah Grant was elected to the position of General Secretary with 53.2 percent 

of the votes while Gianna Francesca M. Catolico was elected as Treasurer with 

55.8 percent of the votes. Parvez Pirzado was elected unopposed to the position of 

President. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this Issue 

From the Editorial Team: We are glad to share this newsletter with the 

alumni members. This is the third newsletter of the APMA alumni covering 

updates and articles by the alumni members. We plan to publish the newsletter 

biannually. Our call for contribution to this newsletter received a good 

response. We express our gratitude to all the contributors and look forward 

to more active engagement for the upcoming issues.  
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Similarly, Niaz Ahmed Kanher, Nusrat Zehra, Nishandeny Ratnam, and Nir Lama were elected unopposed as 

Executive Council members. The voter turnout out was 26 percent with 51 ballots being cast. There were 195 

valid voters. 

“We are excited about this wonderful group of people with diverse backgrounds, from different cohorts and 

regions and with a gender balance. I am confident that we will make this wonderful organization a vibrant 

platform to promote human rights and democratisation in the region,” Parvez said after his election as the 

President. 

The new EC held its first meeting on November 3, 2019 via Skype. The meeting decided to draft a work 

plan for the activity implementation of the executive board, send a call for contributions to the APMA 

newsletter, encourage alumni members to use the APMA Facebook page widely to update activities related 

to human rights and democratisation in their regions, and call for proposals to commemorate the Human 

Rights Day. According to the decision of the meeting to form and strengthen country/regional 

alumni chapters, each EC member was assigned a country/region to seek out the interest of alumni to carry 

out human rights-related activities in the particular country/region in a collaborative or individual manner.  

Nir Lama is an APMA graduate from the 2017-2018 batch. He works as a freelance researcher. He is the incumbent 

Executive Council member of APMA Alumni Association and the editor of the APMA newsletter. 

 

Call for Papers: Global Campus Human Rights Journal Special Issue on 
Children’s  Rights 

 
The Global Campus Human Rights Journal (GCHRJ) is now accepting submissions for a Special Issue on 

Children’s Rights. Multi-disciplinary articles between 6000 and 8000 words (references included) are welcome. 
 

 

THE FOCUS OF THE ISSUE: 

Each contribution should address selected developments, with a regional scope/impact, in the area of children’s 
rights. Thus, the contribution could cover, depending on the region, and the nature of developments: 
 

• developments in the region in relation to the UN and in particular the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, such as important findings against States, notable topics under discussions within the Committee on 

the Rights of the Child, visits by UN special mechanisms, etc. 

• regional developments under the auspices of an intergovernmental organization operational in the 

particular region [such as the Organisation of American States (OAS), African Union (AU), Council of 

Europe (CoE), European Union (EU)]. In respect of North Africa/ Middle East, the role of the Arab League 

may be explored; and in the Asia-Pacific, that of ASEAN, etc. 

• developments of note at the domestic level in countries within the region, and the emergence of regional 

trends. 
 

 

SUBMISSION DEADLINE: 31 March 2020 

Submit electronically in word format to: idemeyer1@gmail.com and chiara.altafin@gchumanrights.org 

(copying frans.viljoen@up.ac.za and george.ulrich@gchumanrights.org) 

 

The full Call for Papers can be found at: https://bit.ly/2VU6HZ1  

https://www.facebook.com/APMAlumni/
https://repository.gchumanrights.org/human-rights-journal
mailto:idemeyer1@gmail.com
mailto:chiara.altafin@gchumanrights.org
mailto:frans.viljoen@up.ac.za
mailto:george.ulrich@gchumanrights.org
https://bit.ly/2VU6HZ1
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Meet the New APMA Executive Council 

Asia Pacific Masters Alumni (APMA) Association is a forum of graduates of the Master of Human Rights 

and Democratisation (Asia Pacific). MHRD is Asia Pacific’s premier regional degree in human rights and 
democratisation offered by universities with particular expertise in human rights and democratisation. The 

APMA Executive Council (EC) is elected through an online election, where alumni members vote and choose 

the candidates. The APMA EC holds the office for two-year terms. The current EC took the office in October 

2019. Following is the brief introduction of the team members. The new EC Team would like to get connected 

with other chapters. You can reach them by email contact.apma@gmail.com or Facebook page 

https://www.facebook.com/APMAlumni?fref=ts.  

 

President – Parvez Ahmed Pirzado 
Parvez belongs to 2010-2011 (First Cohort) of the Master of Human Rights and 

Democratisation (MHRD) program. He has been an active member of APMA since 

its inception. He participated in the first general assembly and contributed to the 

development of the constitution. He was part of the Election Committee for the first 

two elections of the alumni (2014 and 2016). Currently, he is enrolled at the 

University of Technology Sydney as a doctoral candidate. He has more than 15 

years of experience working in the international development sector in the areas of 

Education, Human Rights, and Community Development. 

 
 

 

General Secretary – Mariah Grant 
Mariah belongs to MHRD cohort 1. Mariah was instrumental in organizing the first 

APMA General Assembly and served on the first Executive Council. She has 

worked closely with the GCA by managing mentorship and career-building 

programs. Throughout her career, she has focused on global migration. She is 

dedicated to defending people's freedom of movement and advocating for dignified 

and safe modes of travel for people who choose or are forced to move away from 

home. She works tirelessly to ensure individuals' human rights are respected and 

upheld both throughout their journey and once settled in a new community. 

 

 

Treasurer – Gianna Francesca M. Catolico 
Gianna belongs to the 2017-18 cohort of MHRD. She is a young human rights 

defender from the Philippines. She is also an alumnus of the Global Classroom held 

in Armenia last 2018. She currently works as a Program Officer for Initiatives for 

Dialogue and Empowerment through Alternative Legal Services Inc. (IDEALS), 

an NGO providing legal services to marginalized communities and victims of 

human rights abuses in the Philippines. Lastly, Gianna is a prolific and talented 

writer, having published articles in the Philippines, Thailand, Nepal, and South 

Korea. 

 
 

 

 

 

  

mailto:contact.apma@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/APMAlumni?fref=ts
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Executive member – Niaz Ahmed Kandhir  
Niaz is a graduate of cohort 1. Niaz is one of the founders of the APMA with a 

significant role in establishing it as an organization. He led on arranging first ever 

General Assembly of APMA in Bangkok in 2014. He was first ever elected 

President of APMA after approval of its by-laws. He has been successfully 

representing APMA with Sydney University, EIUC, Mahidol University, and 

Global Campus Alumni. He is also one of the founding members of GCA in its 

registration in Brussels. Niaz is a Democratic Governance Expert based in Pakistan 

with significant experience in parliamentary strengthening, elections, political 

parties, and civil society. He also works on linguistic and cultural diversity issues. 

He chairs a forum of cultural activists based in Islamabad. He also the pioneered 

annual Pakistan Mother Languages Literature Festival in 2016. 
 

 

 

Executive Member – Nishandeny Ratnam  
Nishandeny is a graduate of MHRD from the 2011-2012 cohort. She is an Attorney-

at-law in Sri Lanka with a LL.B from the University of Colombo and a LL.M from 

Ohio Northern University. With more than seven years of professional experience 

in the legal and development sector her interests and expertise vary with human 

rights, rule of law reforms, democratic governance, transitional justice, and anti-

corruption initiatives. 

 

 
 

 

Executive member – Nir Lama 
Nir Lama belongs to the 2017-2018 cohort. He is working as a freelance researcher. 

He has been involved in the human rights movement of Nepal for more than ten 

years. While working in Informal Sector Service Centre (INSEC) in Nepal, he led 

the documentation of serious violations of human rights committed during Nepal's 

armed conflict and monitoring of Constituent Assembly elections. He also worked 

as editor of human rights portals, various human rights publications, and reports. 

 

 

Executive Member – Nushrat Zehra  
Nusrat belongs to the 2014-15 batch of MHRD. She is pleased to offer her volunteer 

services for this position as she has relevant experience, skills, and interest in 

human rights. She is interested in cultural and languages rights and freedom of 

speech and work for it as member of a volunteer organization. 

Editor’s Note: Masters in Human Rights and Democratisation Asia Pacific (MHRD) program was renamed the 

Asia Pacific Masters of Human Rights and Democratisation (APMA) to make the name consistent with the other 

regional programs: EMA, ERMA, ARMA, LATMA, CES, and HRDA. MHRD and APMA are used interchangeably in 

this newsletter. This issue of APMA newsletter has been assigned Vol. 3 taking the July 2013 and December 2016 

issues of the newsletter as Vol. 1 and Vol. 2 respectively.  
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The APMA program is now 10 years old, and it has undergone a couple of major 

transformations. The first was the relocation of the program from the University of 

Sydney to Mahidol University, Thailand in 2016. The MHRD was renamed the APMA 

program (to make the name consistent with the other regional programs: EMA, ERMA, 

ARMA, LATMA, CES, and HRDA). Ateneo Law School of the Philippines also joined 

as the fifth university once the University of Sydney withdrew. Since 2016 the APMA 

program has received around 25 students a year, with most of them graduating to work in 

the field of human rights, democracy, and development.  

The second major development is the establishment of the Global Campus of Human 

Rights (GC), the body which now runs the seven regional MA programs in human rights. The GC takes over 

from the EIUC (the European Inter-University Centre for Human Rights and Democratisation). The GC is still 

based in Venice and undertakes many of the same activities, but the regional programs now play stronger roles 

in governance. The Global Campus is the largest network of universities teaching human rights in the World, 

with universities from Africa, Asia and the Pacific, the Middle East, Europe, Latin America, Eastern Europe, 

and Southeast Europe. It is active with online courses, including counter-trafficking, human rights of LGBTQI, 

children deprived of their liberty, and upcoming classes on business and protecting rights. A number of training 

programs and summer schools are run from the Venice headquarters of the GC, including courses on films and 

election observation.  

A third major development has been the funding support the Global Campus now receives from the Rights 

Livelihood Award Foundation (RLAF). From its inception in 1999, the EIUC has received funding from the 

European Commission, funding which continues to today. However, with recent changes in European politics 

and funding priorities, the support from the European Commission has been reduced and the GC has had to look 

to other sources. In August 2019 a contract was signed between the Global Campus and the RLAF for the support 

over the next decade. RLAF is the organization which awards the “Alternative Nobels,” which recognize people 
for their contribution to the environment, human rights, and peace. Since 1980 it has recognized nearly 200 

awardees, most recently the young environmental activist Greta Thunberg. The agreement between the RLAF 

and Global Campus is to support work on children’s rights through scholarships, research, and other academic 
activities.  

These developments have served to further strengthen not just the APMA program, but also the other human 

rights and democratisation programs under the GC. We look forward to another 10 years of the APMA program, 

producing researchers, scholars, and activists on human rights and democratisation. The impacts of the APMA 

can be judged by what its alumni are doing, and so we call on everyone to keep in touch and exchange information 

regarding the work of each of us. We also rely on our alumni to inform more people about the APMA program, 

so we attract new and interesting applicants to the program, and we learn about developments in human rights 

on the ground in the Asia Pacific. 

We look forward to working with a stronger APMA Alumni Association.  

 

             
                    Message from the APMA Program Director 

Dr. Mike Hayes is the APMA Program Director at the Institute of Human Rights and Peace Studies in Mahidol 
University, Thailand. 

Dr. Mike Hayes 
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A roundtable discussion on the roles of state authorities 

and stakeholders for the protection and promotion of 

human rights was organized in Nepalgunj, Nepal’s 
southern region of Terai to mark the 71st International 

Human Rights Day. The event was jointly organized 

by the Terai Human Rights Defenders Alliance, 

represented by APMA alumni Praveen Kumar Yadav, 

and the High Court Bar of Nepalgunj. 
  
77 people from various state agencies and stakeholders 

attended the roundtable discussion. The participants 

consisted of public prosecutors, judges, police, 

administrators, representatives of the National Human 

Rights Commission (NHRC), victims, human rights 

activists, lawyers, journalists, and other civil society 

representatives.  
 

The key objectives of the event were to reflect on the 

roles of participant victims, state representatives, and 

stakeholders in the protection and promotion of human 

rights, and to extend their commitments in protecting 

and promoting human rights.  
 

The event started with the issues of human rights 

violations raised by the victims, went on the responses 

from human rights organizations, state authorities, and 

stakeholders. 
 

Dev Bahadur KC, a victim during the ten-year Maoist 

insurgency, said, “I was once arrested, displaced, and 
tortured by the police during the conflict. My elder 

brother is still missing. There are still many people 

with similar situations and are awaiting justice. I urge 

the state authorities and stakeholders to help us get 

justice.” 
 

Meanwhile, women human rights defender Sushila 

Nepali expressed her dismay over the country’s stigma 
on unmarried women.  “We are alleged with witches 
and the unfortunates. Why are we treated differently 

and deprived of our rights because we are single 

women?” 

 

The discussion concluded with the participants’ 
commitment to protect and promote human rights. 

 

Key commitments: 

• Victims said that they will continue their 

struggle for justice in the cases of violations of 

their human rights. They will also represent the  

voice of other victims of human rights 

violations as well. 

• Deputy Superintendent of Police Shiva 

Bahadur Singh acknowledged the police 

behavior and actions leading to human rights 

violations. He expressed his commitment to 

upholding human rights norms and standards 

while carrying out their policing activities. 

• Human rights activists reiterated their 

commitments to regularly monitor and 

document incidents of human rights violations 

and report them to the national and 

international mechanisms for the justice of the 

victims. 

• Chandrakant Chapagain, Deputy Director of 

National Human Rights Commission, 

Nepalgunj said that the NHRC has always 

acted as a watchdog to make the state 

accountable for human rights violations. 

• Human rights lawyers and prosecutors pledged 

to support the victims of human rights 

violations in seeking justice and remedies 

through courts. 

• Durga Prasad Bhusal, the District Judge urged 

the participants to play their respective roles in 

the promotion and protection of human rights. 

He said that his role will be reflected in 

judgements and judicial process. 
 

 

APMA Events 

Discussion on Human Rights, State 
Violence Held in Nepal’s Terai Region 

APMA Event 

The event was partially funded by the APMA through its Human Rights Day Grants. 
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A seminar on “Stand up for Academic Freedom as 

Human Rights” was held at the World Literature 

Centre, Dhaka, Bangladesh on December 14, 2019. 

The event coincided with the Intellectual Martyr’s Day 
of Bangladesh. APMA co-sponsored the event through 

its Human Rights Day grant. Rezaur Rahman of the 

fourth MHRD cohort (2013-2014) took the lead in 

organizing the event in his capacity as the Executive 

Director of Law Life Culture, a research-oriented 

rights organization organization. University teachers, 

lawyers, students, and journalists attended the event. 

The speakers, including the acclaimed photographer 

Shahidul Alam, delivered keynote speeches in the 

program. 

Presenting a statement on academic freedom at the 

event, the organization Law Life Culture called on to 

the educational institutions to ensure academic 

freedom. The statement expressed concern over the 

enforced disappearance, beating, arrest, and 

sentencing of intellectuals, university professors, and 

faculties for voicing criticism, and the brutal attacks 

on students for exercising their constitutional right to 

protest in Bangladesh. The statement demanded the 

enactment of academic freedom in the Constitution of 

the People’s Republic of Bangladesh and called upon 

universities to include a special provision in their 

charters to protect academic freedom. 

The event had discussions highlighting recent trends 

on the attack of academic freedom in the Bangladeshi 

context and proposed recommendations to achieve 

academic freedom. The statement on academic 

freedom was adopted in the seminar.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Seminar on Academic Freedom 
Organized in Bangladesh 

APMA Event 

The event was partially funded by the APMA through 

its Human Rights Day Grants. 
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Nepal is a 

landlocked country 

bordered by China 

and India. It is a 

South Asian country 

with a population of 

28,096,000, of 

which 10,483,000 

are children. Several political, social and economic 

changes in Nepal in recent years – the 10 years long 

Maoist insurgency from 1996 to 2006, two 

consecutive earthquakes in 2015, and economic 

sanctions by India in 2015 – have led some disruptive 

impact on the lives of Nepal’s children. The Maoist 
insurgency resulted in boys and men to serve as 

combatants, leaving girls and women to look up for 

jobs to sustain themselves. Many ended up taking jobs 

in the entertainment industry (massage parlors, cabin 

restaurants, snack bars, dance bars). Not all 

entertainment venues are associated with the sex 

industry; however, some venues are likely to 

exacerbate the risks of sexual exploitation of children. 

Natural disasters like earthquakes can be a magnifier 

of child marriages and sexual violence. Concerns in 

the rise of possibilities of child marriages are also 

intensified at times of humanitarian crisis, as families 

from low economic backgrounds see it as a coping 

mechanism. The prevalence of child marriages in 

Nepal is the 17th highest in the world – for both boys 

and girls – despite the recent changes in the legal 

minimum age set at 20.  

In recent years, entertainment establishments are 

mushrooming in the bigger cities, including the capital 

Kathmandu. A 2019 study on the prevalence of minors 

in Kathmandu's adult entertainment sector revealed 

that among the 600 survey participants aged 21 and 

below working in the entertainment sector at the time 

of data collection, 45 percent were under the age of 18. 

“As of April 2019, the proportion of minors working 
in this sector was estimated to be 17 percent.” As the 

number of internet users in Nepal increases, the risk of 

online sexual exploitation also increases. “Nepal ranks 

109th position out of 193 countries in the 2018 Global 

Cybersecurity Index.” In a survey conducted in 2017 
by ECPAT Luxembourg and Voice of Nepal, nearly 

15 percent of the 452 children surveyed reported being 

abused online and 47 percent of those who reported 

were boys. The survey also indicated that guidance 

and monitoring of children’s internet use were lacking   
among parents, as many lacked necessary digital 

skills.  

Trafficking of men, women, and children takes place 

in Nepal both for internal and external trafficking. 

“Nepal is a source country for cross-border trafficking 

to India and China, transnational trafficking to 

Afghanistan, Canada, Kenya, Syria, South Africa, 

Iraq, Libya, Oman, and Tajikistan, and destination 

countries of America and Europe.” Annually an 
estimated number of nearly 5000 - 15000 women and 

girls are trafficked for sexual purposes to India. Within 

Nepal, internal trafficking takes place in the 

entertainment sector where young children migrate in 

search of better opportunities and end up working in 

this industry. The sexual exploitation of children in 

travel and tourism is a serious issue in the country, as 

some travelers and tourists involved in 'voluntourism' 

have reportedly exploited children in orphanages or 

childcare homes. With the simple idea of – travel, 

volunteer and help – voluntourism has become a 

profitable industry involving voluntourists who 

engage in activities directly involving children. There 

The Sexual Exploitation of Children in 
Nepal * | By Neha Gauchan 

Country Overview Report 
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have been several reported cases of both Nepalese 

nationals and foreign tourists (especially aid workers) 

involved in the sexual exploitation of children in travel 

and tourism. In regards to child marriage in Nepal, the 

rate is also high – for both boys and girls – “with 40 
percent female and 10 percent male aged 20-24 years 

are married by the age of 18”. Caste and gender 
discrimination increase the child, early, and forced 

marriage, a common practice among low caste 

communities of Dalit, Madhesi, and indigenous 

communities.  

The country has ratified legal instruments to fight 

against sexual exploitation of children (SEC), 

including the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC) and its Optional Protocol on the Sale of 

Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography 

(OPSC). Nepal is yet to ratify the Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially 

Women and Children, supplementing the United  

Nations Convention against Transnational Organized 

Crime (Palermo Protocol). As a South Asian country, 

Nepal is a part of the South Asian Association for 

Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and is also a part of 

the South Asian Initiative to End Violence against 

Children (SAIEVAC). National Action Plan on Child 

Sexual Abuse and Exploitation and Online Safety 

based on SAIEVAC Regional Action Plan to End 

Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation, including 

Online Exploitation is in the drafting process. At the 

time of the writing, there have been no updates on it. 

Despite some positive efforts nationally and 

regionally, Nepal’s stance on the protection of 

children against the sexual exploitation of children is 

mostly focused on trafficking. Nepal needs more 

efforts to address other manifestations of SEC, 

especially in online, and travel and tourism sectors.  

*This article is an excerpt from the ECPAT Country 

Overview (ECO) report on the scale, scope, and 

context of the sexual exploitation of children in Nepal. 

The country overview report on the sexual exploitation 

of children in Nepal was jointly written by Neha 

Gauchan and Subha Nivedha Shanmuga Sundaram, 

and published by ECPAT International. The ECOs are 

desk-based research that gathers and presents all the 

existing publicly available information without any 

new primary data. This current article mainly focuses 

on the five different manifestations of sexual 

exploitation of children in Nepal, including the 

exploitation of children in prostitution, online child 

sexual exploitation, sale, and trafficking of children 

for sexual purposes, sexual exploitation of children in 

travel and tourism, and child, early, and forced 

marriage. The full report is available at 

ecpat.org/nepal. The author gives full 

acknowledgment to ECPAT International. ECPAT 

International. (2020). ECPAT Country Overview: 

Nepal. Bangkok: ECPAT International. 

 

 

  

Neha Gauchan is an APMA graduate from the 2018-

2019 batch. She works as the Research and Policy 

Intern at the ECPAT International in Bangkok, Thailand. 

This year is the 10th anniversary of the launch of the 

MHRD. The program was launched in July 2010 at 

the University of Sydney, Australia. We are 

planning to organize an event to mark the occasion. 

More details will be shared in the next issue of the 

APMA newsletter.  
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From November 26-28, 2019, I 

was among the 150 human rights 

defenders, journalists, and 

lecturers who attended the three-

day conference, “Muckraking for 
Public Good: Investigative 

Reporting in the Philippines” 
held in Quezon City. This 

conference was organized by the Philippine Center for 

Investigative Journalism (PCIJ) and funded by the National 

Endowment for Democracy. This conference coincided 

with PCIJ’s 40th anniversary as an independent entity at the 

frontline in defending the ‘stewards of truth’. 

The theme of the conference demonstrates deep-seated 

reportage, with speakers and organizers consisting of 

veteran journalists and media freedom advocates who were 

active since the Martial Law years. The conference 

highlighted two human rights issues that have tormented 

and plagued the current state of Philippine media — the 

incumbent regime’s crusade in slaughtering alleged drug 
peddlers disguised as a ‘drug war’ and the unabated 

killings, threats, and harassment of our media practitioners, 

some of whom were in attendance. 

Although the number of casualties under President Rodrigo 

Duterte, which peaked to 13 as of this writing, is a far cry 

from former President Arroyo’s staggering record of 83 
deaths1, the number of cases of harassment and threats since 

June 30, 2016, is not something to applaud. Until October 

2019, the Center for Media and Freedom’s data shows that 
there are 144 cases of threats and attacks towards 

journalists.  

A colonial-era law called the Republic Act No. 38462 

regulates the fate of all giant TV networks in the country. 

Pursuant to this law, radio and television broadcasters have 

to renew their respective franchises from the House of 

Representatives. Yet, the president himself, and even his 

fellow ‘bullies’ in the cabinet, vilify media outlets with 
 

1 Data presented by Ms. Melinda Quintos-De Jesus of the 

Center for Media Freedom and Responsibility during one of 

the sessions of “Muckraking for Public Good: Investigative 
Reporting in the Philippines” held in Quezon City 
November 26 to 28, 2019. 

2 An Act Providing for the Regulation of Radio Stations and 

Radio Communications in the Philippine Islands, and for 

Other Purposes 

critical reportage of his administration’s policies or 
ungentlemanly demeanor of his male allies.  

In a televised speech in December 2018, Duterte unleashed 

his wrath against ABS-CBN, the Philippines’ biggest TV 
network, and threatened to impede the renewal of the 

network’s franchise for not airing his 2016 campaign 
advertisements and allegedly ‘rubbing elbows’ with 
members of the opposing Liberal Party3. Furthermore, the 

Philippine Foreign Secretary Teodoro Locsin Jr. displayed 

undiplomatic behavior when he hurled a profane tweet 

against a Philippine Daily Inquirer reporter just weeks 

before the conference. So far, the Philippines has risen to 

the ranks of her Southeast Asian neighbors when it comes 

to derailing press freedom and human rights. 

Lastly, aside from the physical perils and threats, journalists 

also stumble, frown, and agitate on ‘nightmares’ inside and 
within the bureaucratic structure of the newsroom. 

Competition for broadsheet or tabloid space, and even a 

goading ‘tug-of-war’ for airtime, has affected the depth and 
quality of stories written, uploaded, printed, and digested 

by the public. Because of these factors, several human 

rights stories and abuses are left unreported, shelved, and 

deserted. Journalist’s ignorance and lack of awareness on 
international human rights mechanisms result in the 

convolution and ‘sugar coating’ of human rights stories to 
make them palatable to the public. 

After the conference, the sorry state of press freedom in the 

Philippines has sunk into me. Press freedom under 

Duterte’s regime is just another stanza in a never-ending 

poem about the ailing health of democracy in the “Oldest 
Democracy in Asia.” But, is the Philippines still a 
democracy? 

3 Esguerra, D. (2019 December 3). Duterte to ABS-CBN: ‘I 
will see to it that you are out’. Inquirer. Available at: 

https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1197664/duterte-to-abs-cbn-i-

will-see-to-it-that-you-are-out [Accessed December 23, 

2019]. 

The Sorry State of Press Freedom under 
Duterte | By Gianna Francesca M. Catolico 

 

Opinion 

Gianna Francesca M. Catolico is an APMA graduate 
from the 2017-2018 batch. She is the incumbent 
treasurer of the Asia-Pacific Masters Alumni Association 
(APMA). She works as a Program Officer at the 
Initiatives for Dialogue and Empowerment through 
Alternative Legal Services Inc. 

https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1197664/duterte-to-abs-cbn-i-will-see-to-it-that-you-are-out
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1197664/duterte-to-abs-cbn-i-will-see-to-it-that-you-are-out
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2019 was recorded as a 

year of repression in 

Asia where governments 

made efforts to 

legitimize their 

repression using a range 

of tactics, including 

silencing the critics, 

muzzling the media, 

restricting the civil space, and violently reacting to 

peaceful protests in the region.4 From violent 

crackdown on mass protests in India, Hong Kong, 

Kashmir to the genocide in Myanmar to the 

extrajudicial killings and increased attacks on 

government critics in the Philippines, there is a clear 

indication of the rise of unrest, fundamentalism, and 

the tendency of weaponization of laws against their 

citizenry for expressing dissent and demanding rights 

and freedom. Similar tactics have been observed in 

incidents of false climate solutions adopted in 

Thailand that have largely criminalized local and 

indigenous communities and the detention of almost a 

million Uighur Muslims in the concentration camps in 

western China. 

This situation of repression has been increasingly 

putting human rights defenders - people who, 

individuality or with others, act to promote or protect 

human rights - under threats of death, disappearance, 

harassment, surveillance, violent reprisals, trumped-

up charges, and other forms of judicial harassment. 

The recently published 2019 Global Analysis by Front 

Line Defenders highlighted the most commonly 

reported violations against HRDs in Asia with 

 
4 January 2020, Amnesty International, new generation of young 

activists lead fight against worsening repression in Asia 

available at 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/01/new-

generation-young-activists-lead-fight-worsening-repression-

asia/ 

statistics of 10% of detention/arrest, 13% of legal 

action, 11% of threats/campaign/verbal abuse, 6% of 

physical attack, and 5% of raid/break-in. Amongst the 

trend, it is vital to note the rise in attacks against Land 

and Environmental Human Rights Defenders 

(E/LHRDs) in Asia because of the increasing 

exploitation of resources from the marginalized and 

indigenous communities. This has put women under 

heightened risks and threats, as they are often the 

forefront defenders when it comes to defending their 

families, communities, and livelihood. 

Women as human rights defenders face risks and 

threats in multiple layers; they also face gender-

specific risks because they are challenging the 

patriarchal social norms in the course of their work. 

According to a 2007 global research on religious 

fundamentalism conducted with 1,600 women rights 

activists, nearly half (46%) of women’s rights activists 
shared that women who generally do not conform to 

religious fundamentalist norms of behavior are 

frequently targeted for verbal and physical attack.5 

The growing fundamentalism has led to increased 

attacks and harassment against women human rights 

defenders (WHRDs). In India, a 26-year-old murderer 

of a renowned journalist/women right activist Gauri 

Lankesh said, “… I had to kill someone to save my 

religion. I didn’t know who the victim was.”6 WHRDs 

in many movements in the Asian region are also at 

particular risk because they are playing important roles 

in raising critical human rights issues. They have been 

challenging the violations of indigenous rights, land 

tenure, labor rights, environmental rights, and 

economic, social and cultural rights, all within the 

scrutinized public space and diminished accountability 

5 2007, AWID (Association for the Rights of Women and 

Development), Religious Fundamentalism on the Rise: A case for 

action. 
6 June 2018, Times of India, I killed Gauri Lankesh to save my 

religion: Waghmore to SIT available at 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/i-killed-gauri-lankesh-

to-save-my-religion-waghmore-to-sit/articleshow/64608133.cms 

Opinion 

Alarming Threats against Women Human 
Rights Defenders in Asia | By Aditi Karki 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/01/new-generation-young-activists-lead-fight-worsening-repression-asia/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/01/new-generation-young-activists-lead-fight-worsening-repression-asia/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/01/new-generation-young-activists-lead-fight-worsening-repression-asia/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/i-killed-gauri-lankesh-to-save-my-religion-waghmore-to-sit/articleshow/64608133.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/i-killed-gauri-lankesh-to-save-my-religion-waghmore-to-sit/articleshow/64608133.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/i-killed-gauri-lankesh-to-save-my-religion-waghmore-to-sit/articleshow/64608133.cms
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afforded in contexts characterized by growing 

authoritarianism. 

Arrests (and detention) of WHRDs, including female 

lawyers, journalists, poets, and activists for expressing 

anti-government sentiments in Asia are on the rise. 

Forum-Asia’s 2017-18 record7 of attacks against 

human rights defenders ranked WHRDs as one of the 

most targeted groups of defenders. Out of the total 688 

cases recorded in one year, 126 cases involved 

violations against WHRDs, 92 of which was 

perpetrated by State actors that included 58 cases of 

judicial harassment and 40 cases of arbitrary arrests 

and detention. 

Some country-specific examples from the 2018 World 

Report on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders by 

the UN Special Rapporteur Michel Forst8 reflect the 

threats over WHRDs in Asia. In China, WHRDs 

organizing an anti-sexual harassment campaign on 

public transport faced arrest, prosecution on the charge 

of disturbance of public order. There is an increase in 

online surveillance and restrictions over contents of 

WHRDs in social media and prominent Women’s 
Voices microblogs have been shut down. In Papua 

New Guinea WHRDs face high levels of domestic 

violence and accusations of sorcery. In Timor-Leste 

domestic violence and the lack of recognition of 

women’s role in the public spheres have led to the 
silencing of WHRDs. In Afghanistan, human rights 

defenders, including women and girls, especially those 

who are politically organized or criticize local rulers, 

are subjected to greater threats and attacks by state 

actors and non-state actors, including the Taliban, 

Da’esh, Al Qaeda, warlords, and conservative groups.  

However, despite the attacks, threats, and risks, 

WHRDs have continuously worked in the region and 

their movements in Asia are bringing issues to public 

attention, which States may not otherwise examine. 

 
7 May 2019, FORUM ASIA report, Defending in Numbers: 

Resistance in the Face of Repression 2017-2018 

WHRDs have successfully challenged inequalities, 

mobilized communities, demanded justice, and hold 

those in power accountable. And, their work and 

movement have increasingly put them under greater 

threats and risks. From gender-based violence against 

WHRDs to violations against WHRDs that have 

gendered consequences, due to structural forms of 

discrimination against women, WHRDs have been 

subjected to various social, legal, and customary 

restrictions and penalties limiting or curtailing their 

ability to work as HRDs. 

Law and legal systems are significantly important in 

protecting WHRDs and their work of activism, 

however, discriminatory laws and oppressive systems 

have widely contributed to placing WHRDs under the 

radar of criminalization, violence from the State and 

non-State actors. While the commission of 

discriminatory laws directly violate the rights of 

WHRDs and challenge their work, the omission of 

laws in many contexts contribute to normalizing the 

impunity against WHRD’s human rights violations. 
Particularly in environments characterized by 

repressive regimes, weak or ineffective democracy, 

crisis in governance, or serious disruptions to law and 

order, there is a massive impunity for human rights 

violations because of the State’s inability or 
unwillingness to prosecute State agents (such as police 

or military officers) or non-State actors (such as 

corporations) which place WHRDs at increased risk.  

8 December 2018, Michel Forst, World Report on the Situation of 

Human Rights Defenders 

Adity Karki is an APMA graduate from the 2017-18 batch. 

She currently works as Feminist Law and Practice Associate in 

the Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development 

(APWLD). She can be reached at karkiadity@gmail.com.   

mailto:karkiadity@gmail.com
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Despite advances in 

women’s level of 
education and 

employment, their 

representation in political 

decision making 

continues to be impeded 

in the Maldives. Since 

transitioning into a multi-

party democracy in 2008, 

Maldives has held three 

local council elections in 2011, 2014, and 2017. 

Following these elections, women councilors only 

represent between 5 – 6 percent of the elected officials. 

As a fast-track measure to include women in decision 

making, Maldives has introduced a 33 percent quota 

for women in local councils prior to the next election 

which will be held in April 2020. 

Women’s political participation, particularly in 
decision making, is constrained by social and political 

relations in society. The nature of politics is a crucial 

factor for the inclusion or exclusion of women in 

politics. Male domination of political structures and 

political parties promotes a male perspective often 

ignoring a gender-sensitive perspective to issues of 

national importance. This has resulted in low resource 

allocation to women’s human development, which is 
reflected in the status of women in both private and 

public domains. 

Women’s roles are perceived primarily to be wife, 
mother, and caregiver of the family. Women who 

undertake other responsibilities are often doubly 

burdened by the dual role as caregiver and 

breadwinner. Violence against women and girls is 

prevalent in society; one in three women aged 15 to 45 

experience physical or sexual violence at some point 

in their lives. Women’s access to resources is largely 
impeded, including access to financial resources and 

social networks. 

While multiple strategies are necessary to address the 

diverse barriers for women’s meaningful political 
participation, gender quota is a fast track strategy to 

address the exclusion of women from formal political 

structures. Quotas compensate for barriers that prevent 

women from competing in elections and increase the 

number of women in an elected body. This minimizes 

the stress which is often experienced by fewer women 

in such positions. 

The next local council election in the Maldives will be 

held in April 2020. Prior to this, the Decentralization 

Act has been amended bringing multiple changes to 

the structure and powers of local councils. One of the 

key changes is the inclusion of a 33 percent quota for 

women. This progressive step should, of course, not be 

treated as an end goal, but a stepping stone for more 

vigorous efforts to ensure a just society. 

The success of the inclusion of women through quota 

should be well measured to ensure that gender equality 

and women’s rights become a national interest. The 
consequent policy changes that address socio-cultural 

hindrances to women’s political participation, and the 
ideologies that limit women’s agency and autonomy 
should be expected. With the understanding that the 

gender gap in politics cannot be redressed simply by 

bringing more women into the system, the State should 

put in place supportive mechanisms that enable 

women to work effectively. 

Newly elected councils should be provided with 

adequate and effective gender sensitization and 

capacity building training to empower and enable 

women to develop their constituency and to ensure 

that their male counterparts are supportive of and 

advocates for gender equality. 

Commitment to Gender Equality in the 
Maldives | By Ibramin Thayyib 

Ibrahim Thayyib holds a Master’s degree in Human 
Rights and Democratisation from the University of 
Sydney, Australia. He is a human rights practitioner in 
the Maldives, and his research interests are in the areas 
of human rights, gender equality, and religion. 

Opinion 

If you would like to take the lead in carrying out 
human rights-related activities on the 
country/regional APMA alumni chapters, please 
contact us at contact.apma@gmail.com. 
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Students of Asia Pacific Master of Arts in Human Rights 

and Democratisation (APMA) 2019-2020 batch and 

Mahidol University’s MA Human Rights programs went 
on a field trip to the northern Thailand province of Chiang 

Mai in January 2020. The field trip was part of HPRD 546 

(Intensive Course), one of the courses APMA students take 

during their final semester in the program.  

“We wanted the students to be able to critically analyze the 

implications of development on the human rights of 

vulnerable groups such as migrant workers, Indigenous 

Peoples, women, people living with HIV/AIDS, among 

others,” said Dr. Bencharat Sae Chua, a lecturer of the 

Institute of Human Rights and Peace Studies and 

coordinator of the Intensive Course.  

Mr. Sumitchai Hassataran of the Center to Protect and 

Rehabilitate Communities opened the field trip with a 

discussion on development's complex relationship with 

human rights. Representatives of Friends Without Borders 

followed this by showing the participants the displaced 

people' need to access information and education in order 

for them to be able to fully realize their rights.  

How does development affect women, especially poor 

women? This was the subject of the discussion held by 

members of the Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law, and 

Development (APWLD) on January 16. After that, Dr. 

Mukdawan Sakboon of Chiang Mai University discussed 

Thai state policies on Indigenous Peoples.  

Many human rights violations against Indigenous Peoples 

are committed by state security forces, as highlighted by 

the Lahu indigenous community of Chiang Dao district to 

the APMA/MAHR students during the second and third 

days of the field trip. The field trip participants gained 

insights regarding state violence against Indigenous 

Peoples and stateless persons who, in Thailand, in many 

instances are the same. 

Migrant workers' rights was the focus of the field trip on 

the evening of 17 January and the whole day of January 18. 

Providing valuable inputs to the field trip participants were 

members of the Human Rights and Development 

Foundation, a non-government organization campaigning 

for the rights of Myanmar migrant workers in Thailand.  

Members of People Living with HIV/AIDS Network 

shared with the participants how, despite claims that 

development is helping move things forward in Thai 

society, people living with HIV/AIDS are being left behind 

because of the lack of facilities and support. Unbridled 

development without taking into consideration human 

rights was also the theme of a religious procession that 

students participated. Owners of Books Re:public, a coffee-

shop-cum-bookstore, capped the field trip with a call for 

more intense human rights education among Thai citizens 

in order to further democratize Thai society.  

“There are so many vulnerable groups whose rights are 

being violated,” noted Saittawut Yutthaworakool, a student 

of the APMA 2019 batch. “But I'm inspired by them 

because they are fighting to claim their rights.”

APMA Studies Development Impacts on Human Rights, Vulnerable Groups  

By Mark Anthony V. Ambay III 

APMA Field Trip 

Mark Anthony V. Ambay III is a political activist and a 

graduate from the APMA 2018-19 batch.  
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Jeepneys convey back and forth 

broke students and lovers, 

elders and workers who rub and chafe their soggy shoulders. 

Rag in hand,  

shoeshine boys rush to work 

in every passing jeepney. 

On to my jeepney headed to Quezon City 

slender frames crawl in with speed 

along the jeepney isle 

to brush our shoes with fear and haste. 

Begging for a pittance,  

the half-breed child and his friends 

rush through the crammed space, 

for they have no time to waste. 

 

Commuting with dusty sweat-balls, 

they move with their feeble bare feet and brisk steps 

and slowly crouch down to our feet 

like puppies who wag their tails and lick.  

My heart leaps in pity 

as pangs of motherly instincts gush out.  

 

On my toes I feel their damp moving sticklike fingers 

I cringe and gasp and withdraw my toes from their hands 

from a sense of fear, guilt and helplessness,  

yet they wipe and brush and polish our feet 

to feed their little pale sisters. 

 

UP students, seated across their familiar strangers 

breathing in the fumes of salty, slithering passengers, 

press and gaze at calling gadgets on their laps. 

 

In the scorching tropical heat, 

in the downpours of Manil, 

in the storms and earthquakes, 

little shoeshine boys wear away. 

They wait to hear the school bell toll  

to catch another jeepney ride.  

Who will make the shoeshine boys shine? 

 

“What do the NGOs do?”, asks the State. 
“What does the State do?”, ask the NGO Sirs and Madams. 
“What do the State and NGOs do?”, ask the people. 
They pass the buck 

and forget their roles. 

I say, let us never forget that these are our children, 

the lamb of the meadows,  

the twinkling stars of the skies,  

the bundles of joy wrapped in blankets,  

the sons of our heavenly Father.  

Cherubs in a Godless, church-infested land 

running from one flashy jeepney to another,  

amidst a thousand priests echoing, 

“Thou shalt not divorce and abort in this Catholic land!” 

There is very few to love the uninvited children 

in the streets of Manila where they run about heedlessly… 

I cannot take them home, for they call it a crime.  

Please tell me Father, are they not Cinderellas wishing for a mother’s 
love? 

  

NOTES:  

This poem is based on a real-life experience of Erandika during her 

stay in the Philippines. It is about the life of less-privileged children 

in Manila who work as boot polishers in fast moving jeepneys. They 

get onto jeepneys from random places when vehicles are caught up 

in Manila traffic. Jeepneys are cramped vehicles where two seating 

arrangements are made for passengers to sit across each other. There 

is an isle in between for the passengers to move about. The boot 

polishers crawl in and rush through the isle and wipe the feet of 

passengers with the hope that they will be rewarded with a Peso or 

two.  

 

Shoeshine boy – Shoeshine boy is another name for shoeshiner or 

boot polisher 

Jeepney – Jeepneys are the most popular means of public transport 

in the Philippines. They are known for their cramped space, crowded 

seating and kitsch decorations. They are modified vehicles made 

from surviving U.S. military jeeps used during World War II and 

they soon became a solution to the post-war transportation problem. 

Most importantly, jeepneys have become a symbol of Filipino life, 

culture, and art.  

Quezon city – the largest and most populous city in Manila where a 

number of famous universities are located.  

UP students – students studying at the University of Philippines 

Calling gadgets – mobile phones 

“Thou shalt not divorce and abort in this Catholic land!” – 

Philippines law does not have provisions for divorce inside the 

country, and it remains the only UN-member state beside Vatican 

City without legal provisions for divorce. However, in 2020, a 

divorce bill was passed by the House committee.  

Sunshine islands – “Sunshine islands” refers to the Philippines as 
it consists of about 7,641 islands that are broadly categorized under 

three main geographical divisions from north to south: Luzon, 

Visayas, and Mindanao. Its islands, beaches, diving spots, heritage 

towns, monuments, mountains, and rainforests are the greatest 

crowd-pulling tourist attraction sites.

Creative Corner: Poem 

Shoeshine Boys in Sunshine Islands  

By Erandika de Silva 

Erandika de Silva is an APMA graduate from the 2017-2018 
batch. She uses a multidisciplinary approach to voice against social 
injustice, violence, and cruelty.   
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Abortion Rights 

 

Dress Code Gendered Multitasking 

  
    

Creative Corner: Art | By Vasuki Jeyasankar 

Vasuki Jeyasankar is a feminist visual artist and rights activist from the North & East of Sri Lanka. She combines her commitment 
to feminisms, human rights and social justice with her creative skills. She expresses herself through cartoons, paintings, installations, 
and works together with women and youth communities to make collective expressions. 

Please send us your comments and 

contributions at: contact.apma@gmail.com.  
www. facebook.com/APMAlumni 

mailto:contact.apma@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/APMAlumni

