Canadian journalist awardee donates prize 

to murdered Filipina journalist’s family

By Mila Astorga-Garcia 

TORONTO – A Canadian investigative reporter who recently won a Canadian Association of Journalists award for his CBC radio documentary on the murder of a Filpino journalist, has donated his prize money to the victim’s family.


Declan Hill, who wrote about the life and death of murdered Filipina Marlene Esperat and the killing of journalists with impunity in the Philippines, in a documentary titled “ Speaking the Truth,” was awarded best in investigative journalism for radio in Canada by the prestigious journalist organization, last May 26, 2007 in Toronto. Hill had announced during the gala awards ceremonies that he was donating Cdn.$1000 to Esperat’s family.

In his acceptance speech, Declan said:  “It is genuinely humble making for a journalist to receive an award based on an investigation of another journalist’s death.  That is why myself, Dick Miller and the rest of the CBC Radio are not accepting this award in our names.  Rather we are accepting it on behalf of Marlene Esperat, Nena Santos – her friend and lawyer who is even now, in hiding from death threats – and the other 17 of our Filipino colleagues who have been murdered.”  


Dick Miller is the CBC publisher who worked with Declan on the documentary.  The 17 journalists cited by Hill were then the total number of Filipino journalists killed in the two years since the murder of Esperat.) 


In the same speech, Hill described Marlene Esperat, the subject of his documentary, as “a tough, no-nonsense woman who got to the bottom of the story, and was known as the “Erin Brokovitch” of  the Philippines.”  

“Her latest story was on the possible corrupt links between the provincial department of agriculture and the central government,” he said. 


He continued to relate the story of Marlene’s murder:  “On March 24, 2005, the Esperat family was sitting down to a form of Easter dinner at their home.  Around the table was James Esperat, Marlene’s son who was 10 years old at that time, Kevin who was 13, and Marlene’s daughter.  Her husband was in the other room.  A young man walked in.  He said:  ‘Good evening, are you Marlene Esperat?’  She said, ‘ Yes, I am.’  He pulled out a gun and shot her in the head.”  


“Since then,” Hill had noted in the same speech, “17 other Filipino journalists have been murdered. Their killers, with only one exception,have not been caught.” 


That exception referred to Marlene’s killers, whom Hill was able to interview in a local jail,  where they were serving life sentences for the killing.  Gerry Cabayag and Randy Grecia say they were approached by intermediaries representing two government officials who had wanted Esperat dead.  Cabayag, the trigger man who worked in a furniture shop, told Hill he accepted the job to pay his mother’s bills . 


Hill notes in a related article he had written on the subject, published in The Guardian, UK, on April 25, 2007, that overall, the National Union of Journalists in the Philippines calculates that at least 50 Filipino journalist have been killed since President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo came to power in 2001.  “This is a conservative figure,” he writes, “the true number could be much higher if all suspicious deaths of media employees were included.” 


In that Guardian article, titled “Targeted By Warlords, “ Hill notes that the Philippines is now one of the world’s deadliest places for journalists, after Iraq, citing from reports of the international group Reporters sans Frontiers (Reporters Without Borders).  “Few of the killers have been caught and the journalists have become so accustomed to threats that it has become part of their professional culture.” 


Human rights organizations, including Amnesty International, as well as the government’s own body tasked to investigate the killings,  Melo Commssion, as well as Philip Alston, the United Nations offfical who investigated the killings, have issued reports pointing operatives of the Philippine military as responsible for these killings. 


The same week after he had received the award, Hill wrote an e-mail to Attorney Santos, lawyer of the Esperat family, to inform her that he was donating the award money specifically to the Esperat children. 


Informing Santos of the award in an e-mail to her where he had attached his acceptance speech, Hill wrote:  “As you can see both my colleagues and myself did not accept this award in our names, rather for you, Marlene and our Philippino (sic) colleagues.  Accordingly, we would like to transfer the prize money – 1,000 Canadian dollars, about 42,000 Philippino (sic) Pesos – to Kevin and James Esperat to establish some kind of education fund for them.” 


As Hill had mentioned in this acceptance speech during the awards night, Attorney Santos is herself in hiding, fearing for her life.  In the Philippines, there have been several cases of lawyers and witnesses to these kind of murders, being themselves killed by those who would not want these cases investigated.  


“Santos has received death threats because it is she who has driven the campaign to bring to justice those who ordered the killing,” Hill wrote of the woman whom she described as “ country lawyer working for nothing, (who) has doggedly produced the case paperwork and made sure it is filed properly at Regional Court house 12 in southern Mindanao.”    


Despite all her hard work the two Department of Agriculture officials accused by the two jailed men as masterminding the murder were not prosecuted, as they judge had ruled the murder charges aagainst them as inadmissible.  Then case files went missing resulting in more delays, leaving Santos more tasks to have the case reopenend and moved in a more neutral venue, Hill said. 


Hill learns from another  Filipino journalist that the jailed men are merely the “expendable smallfry,” young men out of work, that the powerful members of the elite can hire for a measly $40 for a hit.


Through all these, all that Minister of Justice Raul Gonzales, who Hill had onterviewed,  has to say is that courts are overstretched and lack the proper resources, moreover claiming that the reported killing of journalists are overstated  “There were journalists who were killed because of love affairs,” Gonzales was quoted as saying in Hill’s article. 


Reached by The Philippine Reporter at Oxford England for a brief phone interview, Hill, who is currently completing his PhD on studies in organized crime, says he was prompted to go to the Philippines when he learned from a colleague about the killing of journalists with impunity in the Philipppines, making the country the most dangerous place for journalists next to Iraq. 


“I had just come out of Iraq that spring of 2004, and I read about this situation with a growing sense of horror,” he told The Philippine Reporter  He said he was shocked that the killing swere done “with complete impunity,” and there was absolutely minimum attention on this in the World press.


Asked what the reason he thought was for such minimum attention, he said, it was because of “systemic racism,”  with countries like the Philippine generally “off the radar” of powerful societies like the US and the UK.


“I thought of doing a documentary about my colleagues who were being murdered yet no one was paying attention,” Hill said, explaining why he decided to fly to the Philippine that December of 2005. 


He said he was very fortunate that despite the short trip, he was able to conduct his interviews expediently. “It was one of those weird things,” Hill said of his serendipitous experience that after three hours upon arrival in Manila, he was already having dinner with some people who helped him get to his story that in 48 hours, he was already in a plane to Mindanao where he made his documentary. 


When asked how the Esperat family reacted to his generous donation, Hill offered to share the e-mail he had received from Janice Arcones-Seraspe,, the eldest daughter of Marlene fro a previous marriage.  The letter in part said: 


“We want to thank you for the donation for my brothers.  The amount will be very great help for the education of my siblings.  We are so thankful for this unexpected blessing from you.  May God bless you all the more,” Janice wrote. 


Hill hopes that his initial donation will encourage more contributions from Filipinos and Canadians alike, who may also want to help the children of a journalist colleague murdered because she was practicing what was expected of the profession, “Speaking the Truth.” 


He is asking donors to address cheque contributions for the Esperat family to The Marlene Esperat Fund, c/o John Dickins, Executive Director, Canadian Association of Journalists, 1385 Woodroffe Ave. Stuie # B224, Ottawa, K2G 1V8.

