GENDER OMBUD POLICY ADVISORY

CALL FOR FULL REPARATION, INCLUDING RECOGNITION,
REDRESS, AND OFFICIAL APOLOGY FOR THE MALAYA LOLAS

CHR (VI) No. A2026-003

1. Introduction

The Commission on Human Rights, as the country’s National Human Rights
Institution and as the Gender and Development Ombud under the Magna Carta of
Women (RA 9710) monitors the State’s compliance with its treaty obligations.
Among the treaties that the Commission monitors is the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women and its Optional
Protocol which allows for the filing of individual complaints of discrimination and
inquiries into systemic and grave violations of women’s human rights. The
Philippines ratified CEDAW in 1981, the 1st ASEAN country to do so. In 2003 the
Philippines ratified the Optional Protocol to CEDAW.

Since the Philippines’ ratification of the Optional Protocol to CEDAW, the
Committee has already issued four Committee views finding the Philippines remiss
in its obligations under CEDAW. Two of these cases, KTV vs Philippines’ and RPB
vs. Philippines® pertain to the reliance on gender stereotypes and rape myths in
deciding cases of rape as forms of discrimination against women. The third view was
a response to the request for inquiry on grave and systemic violations of women’s
human rights in the City of Manila® as a result of the denial of reproductive health
and rights services and commodities. The most recent, and fourth view from the
Committee was issued on 8 March 2023 in time for International Women'’s Day, the
case of Alonzo et. al vs. Philippines or that of the Malaya Lolas.* The UN CEDAW
Committee’s view resolved the complaint forwarded by the Malaya Lolas who were
victims of sexual slavery during wartime Japanese occupation in the Philippines.

II. The Case of the Malaya Lolas: Alonzo et. al vs. the Philippines

The views of the UN CEDAW Committee in the communication of the Malaya Lolas
is a landmark ruling. Said views held that the Philippines violated the rights of

! Vertido (Karen Tayag) v. The Philippines, CEDAW Communication No. 18/2008 UN Doc CEDAW/C/46/D18/2008 (16
July 2010)
2 RPB v The Philippines Communication No 34/2011, UN Doc. CEDAW/C/57/D/34/2011 (12 March 2014)
3 UN CEDAW Committee ‘Summary of the inquiry concerning the Philippines under article 8 of the OP CEDAW’
CEDAW/C/OP.8/PHL/1 (22 April 2015);
* UN CEDAW Committee ‘Natalia Alonzo et. al vs. Philippines * CEDAW/C/84/D/155/2020 (8 March 2023)
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victims of sexual slavery perpetrated by the Imperial Japanese Army during the
Second World War by failing to provide reparation, social support and recognition
commensurate with the harm suffered.

The communication or complaint was filed with the UN CEDAW Committee on 25
November 2019 by 24 Filipina nationals who are members of Malaya Lolas (Free
Grandmothers). Malaya Lolas is a non-profit organization established to provide
support to the survivors of sexual slavery perpetrated by the Imperial Japanese Army
in the Philippines during the Second World War. Assisted by the European Center
for Constitutional and Human Rights and Center for International Law, the
complainants asserted that the Philippines has violated their rights under Articles 1,
2 (b) and ( ¢ ) and 6 of the Convention. °

In their complaint, the Malaya Lolas asserted that between 1932 and 1945, the
Imperial Japanese Army enslaved hundreds of thousands of civilians and prisoners
of war in institutionalized facilities in Japanese-occupied territories. Over 100,000
women were subjected to sexual slavery in the context of the colonial occupation by
Japan. This system of wartime sexual slavery later became known as the ‘comfort
women’ system. On 23 November 1944, the complainants were forcibly subjected to
this system when Japanese troops raided the district of Mapaniqui in the
municipality of Candaba, Pampanga Province. Complainants were forced to march
towards Bahay na Pula (Red House), the Japanese headquarters in San Ildefonso,
Pampanga Province. They were detained there between one day and three weeks
where they were repeatedly subjected to rape, other forms of sexual violence, torture
and inhuman conditions of detention. The complainants endured long-term
physical, psychological, social and economic consequences, and harm to their social
relationships in marriage, work, and community.°

In pursuing their remedy under the UN CEDAW Committee, the Malaya Lolas
asserted that they have consistently raised at the domestic level that the Philippines
espouse their claim against the government of Japan and their right to reparations
origi’ﬁéting in the system of sexual slavery. The Malaya Lolas also added that while
some of the incidents of the complaint occurred before the adoption of CEDAW and
its Optional Protocol, the violations under the Convention, particularly the denial of
remedies, persisted under the present date. They posit that the complaint seeks to
establish the responsibility of the Philippines, as State party to CEDAW, to fulfill its
commitments under the Convention to supporting non-discrimination of women
and girls on its territory. More specifically, it is aimed at establishing how the failure
to do so by the State party, has in essence, resulted in ongoing discrimination against
the Malaya Lolas. The Malaya lolas claimed that in failing to espouse their claims,
the State party has violated its general legal obligations under CEDAW.

*“Natalia Alonzo et. al vs. Philippines * see note 4, para 1.1
¢ *Natalia Alonzo et. al vs. Philippines * see note 4, para 2.1-2.2
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I11. Findings and Recommendations of the UN CEDAW Committee

The UN CEDAW Committee, in issuing its views on the case, found that the
Philippines fell short of its obligations under CEDAW in failing to redress the
continuous discrimination and suffering of sexual slavery victims perpetrated by the
Japanese Imperial army. One of the UN CEDAW Committee members, Marion
Bethel called the Committee’s views as a symbolic moment of victory for victims who
were previously silenced, ignored, written off and erased from history in the
Philippines, she added that the views paved the way for restoring the survivor’s
dignity, integrity, reputation and honour.”

In resolving in favor of the Malaya Lolas, the UN CEDAW Committee first addressed
the admissibility of the complaint considering that some of the incidents occurred
prior to the adoption of CEDAW and its Optional Protocol. On this, the UN CEDAW
Committee explained that the subject matter of the complaint is focused not on the
wartime sexual slavery system maintained by the Japanese Imperial Army but on the
continuous discrimination against the Malaya Lolas. The UN CEDAW Committee
noted that since 2003, when the CEDAW Optional Protocol entered into force in the
Philippines, it already had the obligation to provide recognition and effective and
adequate remedies and to promptly attribute redress for the continuous
discrimination suffered by the Malaya Lolas. It is for this reason that the UN
CEDAW Committee held that it had jurisdiction over the complaint.

Resolving the complaint on the merits, the UN CEDAW Committee noted that the
complainants have been subjected to continuous discrimination as follows: (a) the
Philippine Commission on Women, as the main government body monitoring State
compliance with treaty obligations in relation to women, has not addressed the
institutionalized system of wartime sexual slavery, its consequences for
victims/survivors or their protection needs; (b) that Filipino war veterans, who are
predominantly male, benefit from State-sanctioned special and esteemed treatment,
including educational benefits, health-care benefits, old age, disability and death
pensions and burial assistance; (c¢) that the Bahay na Pula (Red House) has been
neglected instead of being preserved to memorialize the suffering inflicted there and
the struggle for justice.

With the foregoing, the UN CEDAW Committee addressed the allegation of the
complaint that the State party failed to provide the Malaya Lolas with adequate
social support, reparation, benefits, and recognition commensurate to the harm
suffered and thereby violating Articles 1 and 2 (b) and (c ) of the Convention. It
referred to General Recommendations 33 on women’s access to justice which
recommends that State parties ensure that remedies are adequate, effective,
promptly attributed, holistic, and proportional to the gravity of the harm suffered. It
added that remedies should include, as appropriate, restitution, compensation, and

"OHCHR." Philippines failed to redress continuous discrimination and suffering of sexual slavery victims perpetuated by
Imperial Japanese Army, UN Committee Finds. 8 March 2023.
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/03/philippines-failed-redress-continuous-discrimination-and-suffering-sexu

al
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rehabilitation. It then held that considering the extreme severity of acts of
gender-based violence committed against the Malaya Lolas and their right not to be
continuously discriminated against and to obtain restitution, compensation and
rehabilitation, and given the absence of any possibility of enforcing their rights as
fully as possible, the Committee concludes that the Philippines has breached its
obligations under articles 1 and 2 (b) and ( ¢ ) of the Convention.®

The following were the recommendations of the UN CEDAW Committee:

1. For the State to ensure that the Malaya Lolas receive full reparation, including
recognition, redress and an official apology for material and moral damages,
for the continuous discrimination that they have suffered, and restitution,
rehabilitation and satisfaction, including the restoration of their dignity and
reputation, which includes financial reparation proportionate to the physical,
psychological and material damage suffered by them and to the gravity of the
violations of their rights;

2. The following recommendations were also forwarded:

(i) Establish an effective, nationwide reparation scheme
to provide all forms of redress to victims of war crimes,
including sexual violence, with equal access for men who
are war veterans and women who are survivors of wartime
sexual slavery to recognition, social benefits and other
support measures to which they are entitled;

(i1) Ensure that the authorities remove restrictive and
discriminatory provisions from legislation and policies
relating to redress for civilian victims of war, including
survivors of wartime sexual violence and slavery;

(iii) Establish a State-sanctioned fund to provide
compensation and other forms of reparation to women
who are victims of war crimes, in particular the
institutionalized system of wartime sexual slavery, to
ensure the restoration of their dignity, value and personal
liberty;

(iv) Create a memorial to preserve the site of Bahay na
Pula (Red House) or establish another space to
commemorate the suffering inflicted to the
victims/survivors of wartime sexual slavery and to honour
their struggle for justice;

(v) Mainstream in the curricula of all academic
institutions, including in secondary and university
education, the history of Filipina victims/survivors of
wartime sexual slavery, as remembrance is critical to a
sensitive understanding of the history of human rights

* ‘Natalia Alonzo et. al vs. Philippines * see note 4, para 9.3
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violations endured by these women, to emphasize the
importance of advancing human rights, and to avoid
recurrence.

The UN CEDAW Committee also tasked the State to publish the Committee’s
views and recommendations and to have them widely disseminated in order to
reach all sectors of society.®

IV. Action by the Commission

The Commission on Human Rights, as Gender Ombud and as a National Human
Rights Institution (NHRI), welcomed the UN CEDAW Committee’s views. It
immediately issued a statement urging the Philippine government to seriously
consider and act on the Committee’s recommendations, particularly on providing
‘full reparation, including recognition and redress, official apology, and material and
moral damages’ proportionate to the physical, psychological, and material damages
suffered by them and the gravity of the violation of their rights."® The Commission
also stressed that, to a large and more noble end, providing reparations to the
Malaya Lolas pursues transitional justice, where large-scale and systemic human
rights violations are addressed so that the nation and its people can move towards
peace and reconciliation. Lastly, in its statement, the Commission also committed
that it is ready and willing to assist the government in crafting a policy and
supporting the mechanism for the envisioned reparation.

Since the issuance of the CEDAW views last March 8 2023, the Malaya Lolas — now
with only 18 of the 24 complainants remaining eagerly await the full implementation
of the UN CEDAW Committee views. The groups supporting Malaya Lolas and
caring for other surviving comfort women — Pagkakaisa ng Kababaihan para sa
Kalayaan (KAISA KA), the Flowers for Lolas and Lila Pilipina are also persistent in
their call for action on the recommendations. Considering that the Malaya Lolas and
the other surviving comfort women are already of advanced age, there is a sense of
urgency to ensure that the views of the UN CEDAW Committee are immediately
acted upon.

Following the clamor from the group and in response to the UN CEDAW
Committee’s views, the President issued a statement on 13 May 2023 directing
concerned government agencies to respond to the needs of Filipino women who
suffered sexual slavery in the hands of the Japanese Imperial army. In said
statement, President Marcos relayed that Government agencies concerned are
formulating a comprehensive response to the CEDAW Committee and that ‘the
government commits to undertaking measures and finding ways to help them live

?“Natalia Alonzo et. al vs. Philippines * see note 4, para 9.4-11

' Commission on Human Rights. Statement of the Commission on Human Rights supporting the call for the
Philippine government to provide reparation for the suffering and continuing discrimination experienced by
‘comfort women.” (Commission on Human Rights, 13 March 2023)
https://chr.gov.ph/2023/statements/statement-of-the-commission-on-human-rights-supporting-the-call-for-the-
philippine-government-to-provide-reparation-for-the-suffering-and-continuing-discrimination-experienced-by
-comfort-women/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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better lives as an expression of our continued deep solidarity with them and of our
utmost respect.™

Likewise following the UN CEDAW Committee Recommendations, the Senate, led
by Senator Imee Marcos conducted a Senate hearing to look into the benefits
released to the Malaya Lolas, she also directed the creation of a technical working
group from various government agencies to identify all obligations and
corresponding sources of benefits for the 18 remaining Malaya Lolas. The TWG
includes the Philippine Commission on Women, the Department of Social Welfare
and Development, the Department of Health, the Department of Human Settlements
and Urban Development (DHSUD), and all other concerned agencies. **

More recently, in January of 2025, a Joint Memorandum Circular 2025-1 s. 2025
titled “Reinforcing the continued provision of humanitarian aid and assistance to
the members of the Malaya Lolas.” The JMC affirmed the Philippine’s recognition of
the adversities faced by the members of the Malaya Lolas, a Pampanga-based
organization established to provide support to Filipina victim-survivors of sexual
slavery. '3

Under Joint Memorandum Circular 2025-1 (s. 2025), the Department of Social
Welfare and Development (DSWD) is mandated to ensure the continued
provision of comprehensive social protection and humanitarian assistance to
members of the Malaya Lolas, including financial aid, emergency support, hospice
care, and funeral assistance in accordance with existing social welfare programs.

The National Commission on Senior Citizens (NCSC) is tasked to administer
and manage social pension benefits and centenarian grants for eligible Malaya Lolas
as part of the government’s commitment to support their well-being as senior
citizens.

The Department of Health (DOH) is mandated to prioritize the Malaya Lolas’
access to age-appropriate, trauma-informed, and comprehensive health services,
including preventive, curative, rehabilitative, mental health, and palliative care, as
well as the provision of assistive devices.

The Department of Education (DepEd) is responsible for supporting the
documentation and preservation of the Malaya Lolas’ lived experiences by
facilitating the ethical recording of their oral histories in coordination with relevant
agencies. It shall also lead in the development of awareness campaigns that highlight
the indomitable spirit and resiliency of the members of the Malaya Lolas. The

"' Gita-Carlos, Ruth. PBBM orders gov’t agencies to address concerns of ‘comfort women’. (Philippine News
Agency, 13 May 2023) https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1201428

' Senate of the Philippines ‘Senator Imee Marcos demands complete list of benefits awarded by U.N. to Malaya Lolas
comfort women’ (Senate of the Philippines, 8 May 2024)

https://legacy.senate.gov.ph/press_release/2024/0508 _marcosi2.asp

" Philippine Commission on Women et al ‘Reinforcing the continued provision of humanitarian aid and assistance to the
Members of Malaya Lolas” (JMC 2025 s1, 28 January 2025)
https://pcw.gov.ph/pew-joint-memorandum-circular-2025-1-s-2025-reinforcing-the-continued-provision-of-humanitarian-
aid-and-assistance-to-the-members-of-the-malava-lolas
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communication plan and education awareness campaigns shall highlight prevention
of gender-based violence.

The National Historical Commission of the Philippines (NHCP) is
mandated to receive, archive, and safeguard the historical records and oral
testimonies of the Malaya Lolas as part of the country’s collective memory and
historical data bank.

The Philippine Commission on Women (PCW) serves as a lead coordinating
and advocacy agency, tasked to promote public awareness on the Malaya Lolas’
experiences, integrate gender-based violence prevention messaging, and consolidate
agency reports on the implementation of the JMC.

The Presidential Human Rights Committee Secretariat (PHRCS) is
mandated to monitor overall compliance with the JMC, receive and assess agency
reports, and ensure that consolidated implementation updates are submitted to the
Office of the President.

Despite these developments in response to the UN CEDAW Committee’s views,
concrete actions on the recommendations and pursuant to the recently issued JMC
remain to be seen.

To further follow up on the State’s response to the views of the UN CEDAW
Committee, the Commission partnered with UN Women, KAISA KA, and Flowers for
Lola in holding a forum and inter-agency dialogue on the case of the Malaya Lolas.
The forum held last 25 March 2025, brought into focus the UN CEDAW’s ruling and
key recommendations on the case of the Malaya Lolas, it also gathered government
agencies with specific mandate under the ruling, seeking updates and actions, and
lastly, it provided a critical space for Flowers for Lola and other organizations
supporting Malay Lolas to share recommendations to government on specific actions
to implement the UN CEDAW recommendations. The speakers during the forum
were Flowers for Lola, KAISA KA, and Center Law. Present as reactors and able to
provide their insights were representatives from the Department of Health,
Department of Social Welfare and Development, National Historical Commission of
the Philippines, and Commission on Higher Education. Invited but were unable to
attend were the Philippine Commission on Women and Presidential Human Rights
Commission.

During the forum, KAISA KA and Flowers from Lola raised concerns regarding the
current efforts of the government. While the support groups recognized efforts by
the government particularly the DSWD and the DOH, they also noted that the
assistance and responses provided were under the regular programs of the
government agencies. There is no specific program or service developed specifically
for the Malaya Lolas and in response to the UN CEDAW Committee’s
recommendations. Participants to the forum also recounted the removal of the
comfort women statue, the erasure of historical memory, and the contrast between
Philippine inaction and more robust memorialization and reparations efforts in
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countries such as South Korea. Speakers emphasized that only a small number of
Malaya Lolas remain alive, most of whom are elderly, frail, and suffering from
serious health and psychosocial conditions, underscoring the urgency of action.

The discussion further highlighted that while some government
agencies—particularly DSWD and DOH—have provided assistance, these
interventions largely fall within existing, general welfare programs and are perceived
by survivors and advocates as fragmented, inconsistent, poorly coordinated, and
framed as charity rather than as rights-based reparations. Serious gaps were raised
regarding lack of regular medical follow-ups, inappropriate or unusable medicines,
fear of hospital costs, absence of dedicated focal persons, weak coordination with
NGOs, and minimal consultation with the Lolas themselves. One concrete account
from Flowers from Lola recounted how the lolas complained of the medicines
provided by the DOH in that the medicines they were given were not what they
needed. Another account was that of a Lola needing hospitalization and the support
group called on a public hospital, there was no immediate response and so the
support group had to mobilize the ambulance and refer the lola to a private hospital.
For the support groups, it is clear that lolas, with all that they have experienced,
deserved better treatment from the government.

Kaisa Ka and Center Law emphasized that the UN CEDAW decision imposes distinct
responsibilities on the Philippine government, separate from Japan’s liability,
including obligations to provide full reparations, recognition, and guarantees of
non-repetition. The failure to meaningfully implement these recommendations was
attributed to continued denial of discrimination, over-reliance on post-war
reparations treaties, political sensitivity in relations with Japan, and the absence of a
clear, high-level, inter-agency execution mechanism.

Government agencies present reported ongoing and planned activities—health
assessments, social pensions, limited financial aid, oral history documentation, and
proposed site visits—but these were met with strong critique from civil society for
being reactive, insufficiently victim-centered, inadequately communicated, and
disconnected from the broader reparations framework envisioned by CEDAW. The
proceedings closed with calls for recognition, justice, dignity, and urgency, stressing
that time is running out for the remaining survivors.

V. Recommendations

In the exercise of its constitutional mandate as the National Human Rights
Institution (NHRI) and its statutory role as Gender Ombud, and pursuant to the
Philippines’ obligation to implement the views and recommendations of the UN
CEDAW Committee in the case of the Malaya Lolas, the Commission recommends
the following actions to ensure that the survivors receive full reparation, including
recognition, redress, restitution, rehabilitation, satisfaction, guarantees of
non-repetition, and an official apology for the continuous discrimination and grave
violations of their rights:
1. Congress — Enact legislation establishing a State-sanctioned, nationwide
reparations and compensation scheme for victims of war crimes, including
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survivors of wartime sexual slavery, consistent with the CEDAW Committee’s
call for full reparation, including financial compensation proportionate to the
physical, psychological, and material harm suffered, and equal access to
recognition and social benefits.

. Executive branch and concerned policy-making bodies — Review, amend, and
remove restrictive and discriminatory provisions in existing laws, policies, and
programs that limit access to redress for civilian victims of war, particularly
survivors of wartime sexual violence and sexual slavery, in compliance with
CEDAW standards on non-discrimination and substantive equality.

. Philippine Commission on Women (PCW) - Lead and coordinate the
implementation of the CEDAW Committee’s recommendations on the Malaya
Lolas by ensuring a coherent, gender-responsive, and survivor-centered
inter-agency approach, and by monitoring compliance with JMC 2025-1 as
part of the State’s reparations obligation.

. Presidential Human Rights Committee Secretariat (PHRCS) — Strengthen
inter-agency accountability for the implementation of the CEDAW Views by
consolidating reports, tracking compliance with reparations-related
commitments, and elevating persistent gaps and non-compliance to the
appropriate executive oversight mechanisms.

. Department of Health (DOH) — Provide rehabilitation as a form of reparation
by ensuring sustained, trauma-informed, and age-appropriate medical, mental
health, and palliative care services for the Malaya Lolas, supported by clear
referral mechanisms and dedicated focal persons.

. Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD) — Deliver material
redress and social support as part of the State’s reparative duty, including
timely financial assistance and social protection measures, implemented with
urgency and framed explicitly as redress for rights violations rather than
discretionary welfare.

. National Historical Commission of the Philippines (NHCP) — Fulfill the
CEDAW recommendation on satisfaction and memorialization by preserving
and restoring sites of memory, including the rehabilitation of Bahay na Pula,
the restoration of memorial markers such as those in Liwasang Bonifacio, and
the investigation of the disappearance of the comfort women statue, to honor
the survivors’ dignity and struggle for justice.

. Department of Education (DepEd) — Mainstream the history of Filipina
victims/survivors of wartime sexual slavery, including the Malaya Lolas, into

the basic education curriculum, in line with CEDAW’s emphasis on
remembrance, human rights education, and guarantees of non-repetition.
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10.

11.

12.

ISSUED this 19th day of February

Commission on Higher Education (CHED) — Integrate the history of wartime
sexual slavery and the Malaya Lolas into higher education curricula, and
provide faculty training on survivor-centered, gender-responsive, and human
rights—based teaching approaches.

Government agencies mandated under JMC 2025-1 — Ensure meaningful
participation and consultation of the Malaya Lolas and their representatives in
the design, implementation, and monitoring of reparations, services, and
memorialization initiatives, consistent with CEDAW principles on victim
participation and dignity.

CHR-International Obligations Monitoring Division (IOMD) - Continue
issuing advisories and recommendations to guide the State’s compliance with
the CEDAW Committee’s Views on the Malaya Lolas, monitor legislative and
policy developments related to reparations, and support broader normative
initiatives advancing the rights of older persons and survivors of gender-based
violence.

CHR, PCW, civil society, media, and UN Women — Undertake sustained
documentation, public education, and awareness-raising initiatives to preserve
historical memory, counter denial and revisionism, and affirm recognition,
satisfaction, and guarantees of non-repetition as integral components of full
reparation under international human rights law.

LET THIS ADVISORY be adopted and circulated as widely as possible.

26 in Quezon City, Philippines

ALRMAL-LATOC
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