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MANILA: Police officers investigate a dead body of an alleged drug dealer (his face covered with pack-
ing tape) in Manila. —AFP

MANILA: The residents of Old Balara hid in their homes
when gunfire erupted in their Manila district last September.
They didn’t see the police operation that killed seven drug
suspects that night. But they witnessed the gory aftermath
and it haunts them still. That night, Herlina Alim said she
watched police haul away the men’s bodies, leaving trails of
blood. “They were dragged down the alley like pigs,” she
said. Her neighbor Lenlen Magano said she saw three bod-
ies, face down and motionless, piled at the end of the alley
while police stood calmly by.

It was at least an hour, according to residents, before the
victims were thrown into a truck and taken to hospital in
what a police report said was a bid to save their lives. Old
Balara’s chief, the elected head of the district, told Reuters he
was perplexed. They were already dead, Allan Franza said, so
why take them to hospital? An analysis of crime data from
two of Metro Manila’s five police districts and interviews
with doctors, law enforcement officials and victims’ families
point to one answer: Police were sending corpses to hospi-
tals to destroy evidence at crime scenes and hide the fact
that they were executing drug suspects.

The drug menace
Thousands of people have been killed since President

Rodrigo Duterte took office on June 30 last year and
declared war on what he called “the drug menace.” Among
them were the seven victims from Old Balara who were
declared dead on arrival at hospital. A Reuters analysis of
police reports covering the first eight months of the drug
war reveals hundreds of cases like those in Old Balara. In
Quezon City Police District and neighboring Manila Police
District, 301 victims were taken to hospital after police drug
operations. Only two survived. The rest were dead on arrival.

The data also shows a sharp increase in the number of
drug suspects declared dead on arrival in these two districts
each month. There were 10 cases at the start of the drug war
in July 2016, representing 13 percent of police drug shoot-
ing deaths. By January 2017, the tally had risen to 51 cases
or 85 percent. The totals grew along with international and
domestic condemnation of Duterte’s campaign. This
increase was no coincidence, said a police commander in
Manila, who spoke to Reuters on condition of anonymity. 

In late 2016, he said, police began sending victims to hos-
pitals to avoid crime scene investigations and media atten-
tion that might show they were executing drug suspects. A
Reuters investigation last year found that when police
opened fire in drug operations, they killed 97 percent of
people they shot. The Manila commander said police
depended on emergency room doctors being too focused
on the patients to care about why they were shot. The doc-
tors “aren’t asking any questions. They only record it: DOA,”
he said.

But five doctors told Reuters they were troubled by the
rising number of police-related DOAs. Four said many drug
suspects brought to hospital had been shot in the head and
heart, sometimes at close range - precise and unsurvivable
wounds that undermined police claims that suspects were
injured during chaotic exchanges of gunfire. Oscar
Albayalde, Metro Manila’s police chief, said he had never
heard of officers taking dead suspects to hospital to cover
up crime scenes. “We will have that investigated,” he told
Reuters. If that investigation showed police were “intention-
ally moving these dead bodies and bringing them to the
hospitals just to alter the evidence, then I think we have to
make them explain.”

Duterte’s office declined to expand on Albayalde’s
response to Reuters’ questions. According to police reports
about the incidents, suspects shot during operations were
“immediately rushed” to hospital. “The most important
(thing) is the life of the person,” said Randy Llanderal, a
precinct commander in Quezon City. The police reports
reviewed by Reuters showed Llanderal had led or joined
operations in which 13 drug suspects ended up dead on
arrival. Llanderal said all suspects were shot in self-defense
during legitimate operations.

The Manila police commander, a retired senior officer and
some doctors believe there is a cover up. Hospitalizing drug
suspects who have been shot allows police to project a
more caring image, said the Manila commander. The retired
officer agreed. “It is basically a ploy to make the public
believe that the police are mindful of the safety and survival
of suspects,” he said, speaking on condition of anonymity.
The Manila commander said his officers were instructed to
shoot at “sensitive areas.” Suspects who survived were shot
again to finish them off or smothered with their own cloth-
ing, he said.

A Reuters examination of the Old Balara incident and
similar operations also suggests that the purpose of hospital
runs was to destroy evidence rather than save lives. Police
manhandled gunshot victims and showed no urgency in
getting them medical treatment, said three sets of family
members and other witnesses. Removing bodies makes it
harder to work out what really happened. “You obliterate the
crime scene - the evidence,” said Rizaldy Rivera, an agent at
the Philippines’ National Bureau of Investigation who has
investigated allegations of police brutality. Police forensic
investigators at the scene, said Rivera, must carry out their
work on what is effectively a “tampered crime scene.”

Scene of Crime Operatives, or SOCO units as police foren-
sic teams are called, process crime scenes and conduct
autopsies. Aurelio Trampe, the police general who oversees
SOCO, said police officers haven’t been removing bodies to
alter crime scenes. He said they have the discretion to disre-
gard crime-scene investigative procedures “just as long as

they could save lives.”
SOCO can still collect evidence from bodies once they

reach the hospital, but doesn’t always do so. Instead, said
SOCO forensic chief Reynaldo Calaoa, that task falls to a
police investigator assigned to the case. That investigator
often hails from the same station as the colleagues who
killed the suspect. Such practices can leave the system open
to abuse, said Raquel Del Rosario Fortun, an independent
forensic scientist and chair of the University of the
Philippines Manila pathology department. “They do the
shooting, they do the killing - and they investigate them-
selves,” she said. “Impunity, that’s what’s happening.”

Cold to the touch
Old Balara is part of Quezon City, the largest of the 17

cities and municipalities that make up Metro Manila, and the
most populous city in the Philippines. Old Balara district
chief Franza said police insisted his staff of volunteer security
guards bring drug-war casualties from operations to the
hospital - even when it was clear they were dead. Because
he has assisted the police by transporting casualties, the vic-
tims’ families have accused him and his staff of complicity in
the killings, he said.

In March, Franza decided he had had enough. Keep
responding to police calls, he told his staff, but don’t take a
body to hospital without the go-ahead from SOCO crime
scene investigators. “I decided not to take action which I
think is not proper,” said Franza. The seven victims from Old
Balara arrived at East Avenue Medical Center stacked in a
flatbed truck and another vehicle, said Jerome Paez, an
attending physician at the emergency room that night. Most
had been shot in the head and many also had multiple gun-
shots in their chests, he said. None were breathing or had a
pulse.

“All of them were cold to the touch,” said Paez, who has
dealt with 21 drug suspects pronounced dead on arrival. The
victims had been refused admission earlier at Quezon City
General Hospital’s emergency room, a 15-minute drive away,
because they were already dead, said district chief Franza.
The hospital told Reuters it had no record of receiving
patients from Old Balara that night. The Old Balara bodies
were already in the morgue of East Avenue Medical Center
by the time the mother of victim Elmer Gayoso arrived. She
asked Reuters to withhold her name, saying she feared retri-
bution from the police.

Gayoso had been shot through the head and the heart,
she said, and the headshot had destroyed his face. She said
her husband identified him by scouring his corpse for famil-
iar childhood scars. The wounds were so grave that she
didn’t believe that the police took Gayoso to the hospital to
save his life. “That was their pretense,” she said, weeping. The
killings also troubled Paez, the ER doctor. “We documented
everything, just in case in the future it is needed for investi-
gation,” he said.

Even if doctors at East Avenue Medical Center suspect a
new arrival is dead, hospital protocol requires them to try to
resuscitate the patient, said Paez. This is costly and wastes
time at a big public hospital teeming with patients. In a
recent visit by Reuters, old people wearing oxygen masks lay
unmoving on gurneys. New patients arrived every few min-
utes. Asked about the number of drug suspects arriving
dead at hospital, the acting director of the East Avenue
Medical Center, Victoria Abesamis, said: “I cannot categori-
cally say that the police are bringing these dead bodies
because they want to cover up. I think I will give them the
benefit of the doubt.”

Trained shooter
Lawrence Bello and three other doctors at East Avenue

Medical Center interviewed by Reuters also expressed
unease about handling dead-on-arrival cases from police
operations. Bello said the police would sometimes deliver
bodies that were already displaying rigor mortis, which sets
in several hours after death. East Avenue would get two or
three such bodies per month, he said. Bello has dealt with 20
cases where suspects were dead on arrival following a police
operation, according to Quezon City Police District data. One
of them, Bello said, had a single gunshot wound. The bullet
had entered below the chin and exited through the top of
the head. Bello said he found the injury “quite questionable.”

Such an injury is usually associated with victims of suicide
or execution, said Homer Venters of Physicians for Human
Rights, a group based in New York that investigates mass
atrocities. “It is very hard for that to happen when a person
isn’t fully compliant,” he said. Venters didn’t examine the
body that Bello referred to. Patel Mayuga, another ER doctor
at East Avenue Medical Center, has pronounced 10 victims
of police shootings dead on arrival, according to Quezon
City Police District data. Suspects who are dead on arrival
usually have “clean shots” in the forehead or chest, suggest-
ing the killings were intentional, said Mayuga. “If they are
shot in the chest or head, there was time for the attacker to
prepare,” he said.

Many other drug suspects brought to hospitals in
Quezon City by police were also shot in the head and heart,
often from less than a meter away, four doctors said. One
January evening, police delivered five bodies in a small jeep-
ney bus to the state-run Novaliches District Hospital in
Quezon City. The floor of the jeepney bus was puddled with
the victims’ blood and excrement, recalled Lawrence
Laguno, the ER doctor on duty. According to police, the vic-
tims had all pulled guns and opened fire on undercover offi-
cers during an anti-drug operation. They missed, and the
police returned fire. —Reuters
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TOKYO: Embattled Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe’s conservative party
was set for a major defeat in the Tokyo
assembly election yesterday, exit polls
showed, as he struggles with a series of
setbacks and scandals that have driven
down his popularity at the national level.
Former TV anchorwoman Yuriko Koike,
who was elected the city’s governor in a
landslide last year, was expected to seize a
comfortable majority of the 127-seat Tokyo
assembly, which the ruling Liberal
Democratic Party previously controlled but
is now bracing for a historic defeat.

While the vote is local, it serves as an
important indicator of national political
sentiment. “Forces supporting Koike pro-
jected to take majority” of the chamber,
national broadcaster NHK said immedi-
ately after voting ended at 8:00 pm (1100
GMT). “The LDP set for serious defeat,” and
may reduce its seats to a historic low, NHK
said. The broadcaster projected that a
coalition under Koike would win 73 to 85
seats in the chamber. The LDP was pro-
jected to drop from 57 to less than 38
seats-the lowest number of seats the con-
servative party had held in the capital
since 2009.

Koike, who has also served as defense
and environment minister, has approval
ratings topping 60 percent and is already
been spoken of by analysts as a potential
future prime minister, as Abe battles a

cronyism scandal. The energetic 64-year-
old quit the LDP last month to lead the
newly-formed Tomin First no Kai (Tokyo
Residents First). Koike has pledged to rein
in overspending on the Tokyo 2020
Olympics and has upended political con-
vention by allowing television cameras
into what were traditionally closed-door
city government meeting. She managed to
forge an alliance with the Komeito party, a
Buddhist-backed moderate group that has
long sided with Abe in national politics.

“I am grateful that people of Tokyo
have affirmed our achievements so far,”
Koike said in televised remarks as media
began forecasting her massive win. “This is
the moment when we reinstate reason-
able, common-sense politics in Tokyo,” she
said. A total of 259 candidates ran for seats
in the male-dominated chamber that
administers the city of nearly 14 million
people. The vote came as Abe, who was
elected prime minister in late 2012, suffers
a series of setbacks and faces loud criticism
for ramming controversial and unpopular
legislation through parliament.

In the last week, his defense minister
Tomomi Inada was in hot water over
remarks she made at a local LDP rally. She
asked for voters’ support and said it was a
request from her ministry and the Self-
Defense Forces, Japan’s military. The SDF is
supposed to be politically neutral, and
Inada retracted the remark. Abe, 62, is also

under fire over allegations he showed
favoritism to a friend in a business deal. The
claims come a few months after the conser-
vative premier was forced to deny he had
connections to the controversial director of
a school which had purchased government
land at a huge discount-and counted Abe’s
wife as its honorary principal.

LDP’s Tokyo chief Hakubun Shimomura,
a national lawmaker, admitted “misspoken
words” and other mistakes cost the party
the election. “This is very tough. Beyond
what we expected,” Shimomura told NHK.
“We will reflect on this and we will make
efforts at national politics to regain trust of
the Japanese public and Tokyo public,” he
said. It provided a sharp contrast with the
last Tokyo election in 2013, when all of the
LDP’s 57 candidates won seats as Abe rode
high in the polls and pushed a plan to kick-
start Japan’s long-slumbering economy.

A recent poll by public broadcaster
NHK showed Abe’s government had a 48
percent support rating, down three per-
centage points from a month earlier. His
disapproval rating rose six percentage
points to 36 percent, the survey showed.
Many Tokyo residents have applauded her
approach to shaking up the conservative
local political establishment. “From what I
see, the Tokyo assembly (dominated by the
LDP) is seriously old fashioned and needs
to change,” said voter Yoshikazu Niwa, 67,
who voiced his support for Koike. —AFP
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Embattled Japan PM set for a major defeat

TOKYO: Tokyo Gov Yuriko Koike waves to a crowd during her Tomin First no Kai, or Tokyoites First par-
ty’s campaign rally for Tokyo Assembly election in Tokyo. —AP

MANILA: An activist hold an anti martial law banner during a protest at Malacanang palace in Manila. —AFP

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has threat-
ened to jail critics of his use of martial law in the violence-
wracked south, days before the Supreme Court is set to
rule on its legality this week. Duterte declared military rule
across the region of Mindanao, home to about 20 million
people, in late May to quell what he said was a fast-grow-
ing threat from the Islamic State (IS) group there. The
Philippine leader has insisted he would ignore the findings
of the court, which has constitutional oversight, vowing
only to listen to recommendations from the armed forces.    

“It’s not dependent on the whim of the Supreme Court.
Should I believe them? When I see the situation is still
chaotic and you ask me to lift it? I will arrest you and put
you behind bars,” Duterte said in a speech before local offi-
cials on Saturday. “We can talk of anything else and make
compromises maybe but not when the interest of my

country is at stake.” Government forces are continuing to
battle militants occupying the city of Marawi, with aerial
bombardment and ferocious street-to-street combat that
has left some 400 people dead and forced nearly 400,000
people in the wider area to flee their homes.

Duterte has faced a backlash from opposition lawmak-
ers, who last month asked the Supreme Court to reject the
declaration of martial law, which they have slammed as
unconstitutional. The 1987 constitution imposes limits on
martial law to prevent a repeat of the abuses under dicta-
tor Ferdinand Marcos, who was deposed by a famous
“People Power” revolution the previous year. The charter
allows the Supreme Court to review the factual basis for
proclaiming martial law, which is limited to an initial period
of 60 days. If a president decides to extend martial law,
congress can review and revoke it.—AFP
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DHAKA: Bangladesh police have
arrested three female members of
an Islamist extremist group blamed
for the deadly Dhaka cafe siege, offi-
cials said yesterday, as authorities
continue to crack down on militant
outfits a year after the attack. The
three women were arrested late
Saturday following a failed suicide
bombing after their hide-out was
raided in western Kushtia district’s
Bheramara town, 228 kilometers
from the capital Dhaka.  

Local police chief Nur Hossain

Khandker said that one of the sus-
pects wearing a suicide bomb vest
tried to blow herself up as she
rushed towards authorities after
being asked to surrender.  “She
failed and we arrested her without
any harm. Later she said she
couldn’t find the trigger, or else,
there would have been many casu-
alties,” Khandker said. 

Kushtia police chief Mehedi
Hasan said the women were mem-
bers of Jamayetul Mujahideen
Bangladesh (JMB), a local group

blamed for the 2016 Holey bakery
attack in Dhaka’s diplomatic zone
where militants killed 22 people.
Police said one of the women, Tithi
Khatun, 30, is the wife of acting JMB
chief Ayyub Bacchu who is on the
run and allegedly visited the hide-
out frequently.  “We conducted a
clean sweep operation inside the
den and found 10 kilos of gunpow-
der, two armed (suicide) vests and a
loaded pistol,” Khandker said.  “Two
minor children were also rescued
from the hideout,” he added. —AFP
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