
MANILA: Heavily tattooed Philippine prisoners
wince in pain as fellow inmates use improvised
tattooing machines to cover up gang symbols-an
effort to reduce jail violence that skeptics say is
only skin-deep. Deadly clashes between rival
clans are common in the country’s notoriously
overcrowded and under-resourced jails, where
belonging to a gang can be a lifeline to food,
medicine and protection.

Conditions inside prisons have worsened
under President Rodrigo Duterte, whose anti-
narcotics crackdown has sent thousands of peo-
ple to jails already several times over their
capacity.

Prisoners who join a gang get inked inside
their congested cells, leaving them with a distinc-
tive design signalling their solidarity. Authorities
hope that defacing these markings will stop in-
mates from being dragged into cellblock wars
and strip them of loyalty to a particular group,
making it harder for leaders to mobilise their net-
work of followers to riot or trade in drugs.

“When inmates belong to a group or a gang,
they have a sense of security,” said Gabriel Cha-
clag, spokesman for the Bureau of Corrections,
who insisted the program that started in October
was voluntary.  “But on the other hand, if you
joined a gang that does bad things, you will also
be a target of their rival gang.”

At Manila’s New Bilibid Prison-the country’s
largest, with more than 28,000 inmates squeezed
into a complex designed for about 6,000 — the
vast majority of prisoners belong to a gang.

Bare-chested convicts wearing disposable

masks sit on white plastic chairs in the visiting
room as other inmates draw thick black crosses
over their gang symbols.  A sound like a dentist’s
drill can be heard as the five amateur tattooists
use confiscated devices to destroy what may
have been their own original handiwork.  “Be-
fore, you had to help your fellow gang member
when they were in a fight but not anymore,” said
Mark, a convicted murderer, whose real name
could not be used.

He joined the Batang Mindanao (Children of
Mindanao) gang when he entered the prison this
year. “Now it’s just brotherhood, we are all
brothers,” he added, after the gang tattoo on his
back was covered. Another prisoner told AFP
conditions would “certainly be better” with the
defacing of gang tattoos. 

Gangs are like family 
Authorities acknowledge the program will not

put an immediate stop to the violence. Previous
efforts to reduce clashes, such as peace pacts
between gangs, have had a limited impact.  Re-
cent fights at Bilibid have left at least 13 inmates
dead and scores wounded after warring gangs
attacked each other inside the jail. 

“You cannot eradicate it overnight. You can-
not change (gang) culture overnight, so we do it
slowly and gradually,” said Chaclag. Lex
Ledesma, a psychologist and author of the book
“Finding Freedom Inside: Survival Stories of
Growth and Rebirth” about prisoners in Bilibid,
said dismantling the gang structure would take
more than just covering up tattoos. 

He said gangs filled the void left by the gov-
ernment’s inadequate provision of basic services
inside the jails.  They also provided social sup-
port for inmates who have not been visited by
their loved ones for years. “Gangs serve as the
only family of forgotten inmates inside the prison,
they are the only ones that take care of them,”
said Ledesma, who has been involved in a peer-

support program at Bilibid for 10 years. 
Ledesma warned that gangs would persist

unless the situation improved.  “The bigger
problem is that there is really no intention to
rehabilitate, even before the time of Duterte,”
he said. “Once you became an inmate it’s as if
you are now a half-human, as if you are no longer
a human being.” — AFP 
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Philippine prisoners ink over 
tattoos to combat violence

Improvised tattooing machines being used to cover up gang symbols

MANILA: In this photo taken on November 23, 2020, an artist removes a tattoo of an inmate at the New
Bilibid Prison in Manila. Heavily-tattooed Philippine inmates wince in pain as fellow prisoners use im-
provised tattooing machines to cover up symbols identifying their gang affiliation in a skin-deep effort
to reduce jail violence. — AFP

TOKYO: Japanese prosecutors are seek-
ing to question former prime minister
Shinzo Abe over a scandal involving the
cost of events held for his supporters, local
media said yesterday. Under Japanese law,
spending on political events must be re-
ported, but prosecutors allege that Abe’s
office failed to do so for dinners his political
group organized on the eve of government-
sponsored cherry blossom viewing parties.

Public broadcaster NHK said the group
paid more than eight million yen ($76,000)
for the events over five years until 2019.
The Tokyo Prosecutors Office, which de-
clined to comment on the story, has al-
ready questioned Abe’s secretaries for
allegedly failing to properly report the cost
of the dinners.

NHK and Jiji Press agency said prose-
cutors wanted to question Abe about his
knowledge of the payments. Abe, who has

not yet responded to the prosecutors’ re-
quest, has already denied any wrongdoing,
saying guests, including voters in his con-
stituency, attended at their own expense.

Abe resigned in September over health
issues after becoming the country’s
longest-serving premier. He weathered
several scandals while in office, including
over the cherry blossom parties, a
decades-old tradition intended to honor
the great and good for their achievements.

Abe’s government was accused of
stacking the event with supporters, and
even inviting a member of Japan’s infa-
mous Yakuza mafia. When the opposition
demanded a guest list be produced, it
emerged the list had been shredded.
While the government denied wrongdo-
ing, Abe’s successor Prime Minister
Yoshihide Suga has said he will not hold
the event next year. — AFP

US tightens travel 
rules for Chinese 
party members: NYT
WASHINGTON: Washington issued new entry
rules for Chinese Communist Party members trav-
eling to the United States, the New York Times re-
ported yesterday, citing the State Department.

The new policy-which took immediate effect
on Wednesday-caps visas of Communist Party
members and their immediate families to one
month and a single entry into the country, the re-
port said.  “For decades we allowed the CCP free
and unfettered access to US institutions and busi-
nesses while these same privileges were never
extended freely to US citizens in China,” a State
Department spokesperson said in a statement
quoted by the Times. 

Applicants had previously been able to obtain
10-year visitor visas. The report estimated the new
restrictions could theoretically apply to around 270
million people. Tensions have soared between the
world’s two largest economies on a range of fronts

and both countries have stepped up travel restric-
tions on each other’s citizens.

Both countries have restricted journalist visas,
with Washington curbing the number of Chinese
nationals from state-run news outlets in the United
States earlier this year. 

China responded in March by expelling more
than a dozen American journalists from the New
York Times, the Washington Post and the Wall
Street Journal. The Trump administration has also
revoked the visas of more than 1,000 Chinese
students under a policy introduced in June that
accused some of espionage and stealing intellec-
tual property.

Beijing did not confirm the new restrictions yes-
terday, but said earlier reports that the US was con-
sidering travel restrictions showed its “hatred and
abnormal mindset towards the Communist Party.”
“Some extreme anti-China forces in the US, driven
by a strong ideological bias and deep-rooted Cold
War mentality, are politically oppressing China,”
said foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying
at a routine press briefing Thursday.

“This is an escalation of their political oppres-
sion towards China and China is firmly opposed to
that,” she said. Beijing has previously accused
Washington of “political persecution and racial dis-
crimination” over visa restrictions. — AFP
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