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SUMMARY Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy marks a significant shift towards military
engagement, with $2.3 billion committed over five years. This briefing paper examines the
potential risks to Canada’s human rights commitments, particularly in relation to
partnerships with countries like the Philippines, where systemic human rights abuses,
including extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, and forced displacements,
continue.

The document outlines five key concerns, including the shift away from peacekeeping, the
risks of regional militarization, the implications of the Philippines’ Whole-of-Nation
Approach, the targeting of journalists, human rights defenders and the potential long-term
damage to Canada’s global reputation. The briefing provides recommendations for
ensuring that Canada’s engagement in the region remains consistent with its commitments
to human rights and international law.

This briefing paper is prepared by ICHRP-Canada (International Coalition for Human Rights
in the Philippines - Canada), a coalition of organizations and individuals advocating for the
protection and promotion of human rights in the Philippines. ICHRP-Canada works to raise
awareness and address ongoing human rights violations in the country, particularly those
affecting marginalized communities, human rights defenders, and civil society.

Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, its largest foreign policy investment in 40 years, commits
$2.3 billion over five years to enhance Canada’s presence in the region. The strategy
emphasizes military engagement, including increased naval deployments, defense
partnerships, and security capacity-building’. However, this shift marks a significant
departure from Canada’s traditional focus on diplomacy, peacekeeping, humanitarian
assistance and human rights, particularly in regions like the Philippines, where systemic
human rights abuses persist.

At the same time, Canada’s Voices at Risk policy commits to protecting human rights
defenders globally?. This tension between military objectives and commitment to human
rights raises questions about the long-term implications of Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy.

" Government of Canada, “Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy”, September 3, 2024.
https://www.international.gc.ca/transparency-transparence/indo-pacific-indo-
pacifique/index.aspx?lang=eng

2 Global Affairs Canada, Voices at Risk: Canada’s Guidelines on Supporting Human Rights
Defenders, (Ottawa: Global Affairs Canada, 2021).
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CONTEXT

Since taking office, the Marcos Jr. administration in the Philippines has presided over a
continuation of extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances and arbitrary arrests. The
human rights alliance Karapatan has documented 105 extrajudicial killings, 12 enforced
disappearances, and 316 illegal arrests since Marcos Jr. took office®.

The Anti-Terrorism Act in the Philippines has been used to target activists, journalists, and
indigenous communities, leading to over 3,419,044 cases of threats, harassment and
intimidation, alongside aerial bombings and forced displacements of 42,426 people in areas
like Negros and Cagayan®.

KEY CONCERNS
1. Shift from human rights, diplomacy and peacekeeping to military engagement

While Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy includes goals of promoting peace and resilience,
concerns are being raised that the heavy focus on defense initiatives is overshadowing
Canada’s priority on human rights advocacy. The IPS signals a shift from Canada’s long
standing role as a peacekeeper and humanitarian actor toward a more militarized role.
Canada’s initiatives such as the enhanced defense cooperation with the Philippines, the
annual deployment of Royal Canadian Navy ships under Operation Horizon, Canada’s
participation in the Cooperation Afloat Readiness Training (CARAT) series, such as the
Exercise Sama Sama and the Status of Visiting Forces Agreement (SOFVA) being
negotiated with the Philippine government, which are purportedly aimed at strengthening
regional security, risk being perceived as tacit support for regimes accused of human rights
violations, such as the administration of Ferdinand Marcos Jr.

Military agreements, such as the Enhanced Defence Cooperation (MOU) with the
Government of the Philippines, prioritize defense at the expense of human rights
considerations. The Anti-Terrorism Act of the Philippines has facilitated widespread
crackdowns on dissent, leading to the detention of 755 political prisoners. The human rights
alliance Karapatan has documented 105 extrajudicial killings, 12 enforced disappearances,
and 316 illegal arrests since Marcos Jr. took office. Ongoing aerial bombings, forced
displacements, and enforced disappearances are affecting civilians, with 22,391 victims of
bombing and over 42,426 individuals forcibly evacuated due to military operations.

Canada’s defense initiatives in the Philippines are in direct conflict with Canada’s « Voices at
Risk : Canada’s guidelines on supporting human rights defenders » which seeks to protect
human rights defenders globally. Canada’s silence on these issues risks being perceived as
complicity, undermining the objectives of its Voices at Risk policy. Moreover, Canada’s
SOVFA which would put Canadian troops on the ground could exacerbate the Philippines'
internal conflicts, involve Canadian personnel in military activities where abuses are
committed and damage its reputation as a global advocate for peace and human rights.

3 Karapatan, Karapatan Monitor for January to June 2024 (Quezon City: Karapatan, 2023).
4 Ibid.
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2. Regional Militarization and Tensions in the South China Sea

Canada’s expanded defense cooperation, including joint maritime exercises such as the
Exercise Sama Sama with the Philippines, the United States and other allies could
contribute to rising militarization in the region.

Recent reports from various sources underscore the risks associated with Canada’s
involvement in the South China Sea, where military presence could escalate tensions
between regional powers. By increasing its naval presence and participating in military
exercises, Canada risks heightening tensions in an already volatile region and aligning itself
with U.S. security interests aimed at countering China’s influence in the region. Canada's
increased presence and cooperation with Philippine forces in the South China Sea could
heighten the threat to the security of the country by being drawn into the US war with China.
Aligning the Indo-Pacific strategy closely with U.S. security priorities, could, over time,
undermine Canada’s foreign policy independence. This alignment could shift Canada’s role
from a neutral peacebuilder to a more adversarial stance, jeopardizing its long-standing
reputation for diplomacy® 67.

3. The Whole-of-Nation Approach and Implications for Canada’s SOVFA

The Philippines’ Whole-of-Nation Approach to counter-insurgency, which integrates military,
police, and civil sectors, has raised significant human rights concerns®.

Establishing defense cooperation with partners and allies, including Canada, is a critical
strategy in the National Security Policy of the Marcos government®. Its implementation
through the establishment of the National Task Force to End Local Communist Activities
(NTF-ELCAC) has been identified as a driving force behind numerous cases of severe
human rights violations carried out by state forces. Several United Nations experts and
human rights organizations have urged for the dissolution of the NTF-ELCAC.

This approach has led to widespread red-tagging of activists, journalists, and Indigenous
groups, labeling them as insurgents. Under this framework, the Anti-Terrorism Act has been
used to justify extrajudicial killings and arbitrary arrests™®.

Canada’s proposed State of Visiting Forces Agreement (SOVFA) with the Philippines will
entangle Canadian forces in these operations, potentially making Canada complicit in human
rights abuses. The presence and activities of Canadian troops inside the country risk

5 Narine, S. (2023). How Canada’s Indo-Pacific strategy conflicts with ASEAN’s outlook on the Indo-
Pacific. International Journal, 78(1-2), 172-192. https://doi.org/10.1177/00207020231175876

8 Asia-Pacific Foundation, Geopolitical Risk and Canada’s Role in the South China Sea (Asia-Pacific
Foundation, 2024).

7 Jeffrey Reeves, “Balancing Ambition with Pragmatism in Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy”, Policy
Options, november 2023, https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/november-2023/balancing-
ambition-with-pragmatism-in-canadas-indo-pacific-strategy/

8 Amnesty International, Amnesty Report 2023/24: Philippines, 2024.

® National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed Conflict. “About us.” NTF-ELCAC. Consulté le
29 octobre 2024. https://ntfelcac.org

% Human Rights Watch, Report on the Anti-Terrorism Act, (Human Rights Watch, 2023).
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Canada being directly engaged in the counterinsurgency and complicit in human rights
violations committed in the implementation of the campaign.

While the agreement aims to strengthen defense cooperation, it is essential that Canada
ensures that its involvement does not exacerbate violations of international humanitarian law
and human rights.

4. Freedom of the Press and Targeting of Journalists

A growing concern in the Philippines under the Marcos Jr. administration is the ongoing
violence against journalists. Human rights organizations, including Human Rights Watch and
Amnesty International, have documented several cases of extrajudicial killings of journalists,
alongside harassment and violence targeting the media. The Anti-Terrorism Act has also
been used as a tool to silence dissent, contributing to an environment where journalists fear
for their safety' 2.

The Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) and Amnesty International have highlighted the
increasing repression faced by journalists in the Philippines, with the Anti-Terrorism Act often
being used to stifle media freedom' . Canada’s defense partnerships with the Philippines
risk legitimizing a government that actively suppresses press freedoms and silences critical
voices. This is inconsistent with Canada’s Voices at Risk policy, which is designed to protect
journalists and human rights defenders facing violence or persecution.

In a February 2024 report, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights said the Philippines “remains one of the most dangerous countries in the world for
journalists,” with 117 journalists killed there in the last 30 years, with 81 unsolved cases."®

5. Long-Term Impact on Canada’s Global Reputation

Canada'’s historical role as a champion of human rights, peace, and diplomacy is at risk due
to its increasing military alignment with authoritarian regimes.

The Philippines is effectively at war with its own people, as ongoing military operations and
bombings continue to displace civilians, particularly in regions like Negros and Mindanao.
The government’s counter-insurgency efforts have resulted in widespread human rights
violations, with civilians often caught in the crossfire. The Whole-of-Nation Approach of the
Marcos government has militarized civilian spaces and increased threats to human rights

" Amnesty International, “Philippines: Authorities Using Facebook to Red-Tag Young Activists”,
October 14, 2024. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/10/philippines-authorities-using-
facebook-to-red-tag-young-activists/

2 Freedom House, “Philippines: Freedom in the World 2024 Country Report”, s.d. Consulté le 29
octobre 2024. https://freedomhouse.org/country/philippines/freedom-world/2024

3 Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), Report on Press Freedoms in the Philippines, (CPJ, 2024).
' International People Tribunal, Verdict on the Marcos Jr. Administration, (Brussels: International
People Tribunal, 2024).

50ffice of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Philippines: UN Expert Calls for
More Sustained Reforms to Prevent Threats and Killings of Rights Defenders, 24 février 2024,
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/02/philippines-un-expert-calls-more-sustained-reforms-
prevent-threats-and
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defenders, with 3,419,044 cases of threats, harassment, and intimidation documented under
this policy.

Karapatan reports that there are currently 755 political prisoners in the Philippines as of June
2024, including 147 women, 102 elderly individuals, and 90 sickly detainees. Furthermore,
44,065 incidents of bombings, 63,379 cases of indiscriminate firing, and 42,426 forced
evacuations have been documented in conflict areas. These abuses raise serious concerns
about the ethics of Canada’s ongoing defense cooperation with the Philippines, especially in
the context of Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy.'®

As Canada deepens ties with countries like the Philippines, known for human rights
violations, it risks tarnishing its image as a defender of democracy and civil liberties. The
International Federation for Human Rights and Human Rights Watch have documented the
ongoing repression of activists and indigenous peoples in the Philippines'” '8, Failing to
address these abuses while engaging in military cooperation could erode Canada’s moral
standing on the global stage.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Prioritize Diplomacy, Conflict Prevention and Promotion of Peace

Given Canada’s limited military capacity, the government should refocus on diplomacy and
conflict prevention as its primary tools in the Indo-Pacific region. Canada should leverage its
role in ASEAN, peaceful conflict resolution, particularly in contested regions like the South
China Sea'®.

Given the escalating conflict in the South China Sea due to increased military presence and
activities by the United States, Canada, and other allies, it is imperative for Canada to shift
its approach towards advocating and supporting an ASEAN-led solution. This includes
endorsing joint patrols by ASEAN countries like the Philippines, Vietham, and Malaysia, who
have claims in the region. Canada should also assist these nations in collectively filing a
case against China in the international arbitral tribunal to address China's aggressive actions
in the area and promote peace and stability in the region.

Canada should actively encourage the resumption of peace talks between the Philippine
government and the National Democratic Front of the Philippines (NDFP) while calling for
the repeal of counter-insurgency policies that have contributed to ongoing human rights
violations. Supporting peace talks aligns with Canada’s commitment to conflict prevention,
diplomacy, and the protection of human rights in its international engagements. This

'6 Karapatan, Karapatan Monitor for January to June 2024 (Quezon City: Karapatan, 2023).

' International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), “Marcos Jr. Government and the Continuation of
Rights Violations”, 2024. https://www.fidh.org

8 Human Rights Watch, “Philippines: Human Rights Under Marcos Jr.”, 2024. https://www.hrw.org

'8 Association québécoise des organismes de coopération internationale. CERIUM: Chaire d’études
asiatiques et indo-pacifiques, Rapport sur le forum de la société civile québécoise sur I''ndo-Pacifique
(Montréal: Université de Montréal, 2024).
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approach reinforces Canada’s stance on peaceful dispute resolution and safeguards the
rights of those affected by militarized counter-insurgency measures?.

2. Reinforce Human Rights Advocacy in Foreign Policy

Human rights must remain central to Canada’s foreign policy in the Indo-Pacific.

Canada must ensure that all agreements with Indo-Pacific countries, particularly defense,
trade and labor agreements, include robust human rights protections?' and conduct periodic
reviews of these agreements, including by Parliamentary committees, ensuring that the
human rights criteria are applied in their implementation.

Canada should leverage its diplomatic influence to advocate for the repeal of repressive
laws, such as the Anti-Terrorism Act in the Philippines, and the disbandment of the National
Task Force to End Local Communist Activities (NTF-ELCAC). Additionally, Canada should
collaborate with global partners, including the United Nations and the International Criminal
Court, to ensure accountability for human rights violators.

Trade and aid agreements should be tied to human rights benchmarks, ensuring that they
incentivize improvements in human rights. Canadian embassies must actively support
human rights defenders, in line with the Voices at Risk policy?2.

3. Support Humanitarian and Development Initiatives

Canada should reaffirm its commitment to humanitarian aid and sustainable development in
the Indo-Pacific. Increasing investment in disaster relief, climate resilience, and food security
programs is crucial, especially in vulnerable countries like the Philippines?.

Canada should expand its financial support for disaster relief, climate adaptation, and
poverty reduction initiatives in Southeast Asia.

Canada should fund civil society organizations that promote human rights, providing them
with the resources necessary to document abuses and protect vulnerable populations.

Canada should also partner with international organizations to ensure efficient coordination
and delivery of aid. It should also promote sustainable development and lasting peace by
empowering civil society organizations and communities to tackle the underlying causes of
instability.

20 Kairos Canada, “KAIROS and Member Churches Call on Canada to Support the Peace Process in
the Philippines”, KAIROS Canada, June 16, 2023, https://www.kairoscanada.org/kairos-and-member-
churches-call-on-canada-to-support-the-peace-process-in-the-philippines

21 Coopération Canada, “Engaging Canadian Civil Society in the Implementation of Canada’s Indo-
Pacific Strategy”, May 2024.

22 Global Affairs Canada, Voices at Risk: Canada’s Guidelines on Supporting Human Rights
Defenders, (Ottawa: Global Affairs Canada, 2021).

23 World Food Programme and United Nations Development Programme Reports on Disaster Relief
in the Indo-Pacific, 2023.
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4. Enhance Support for Civil Society and Human Rights Defenders

Canada must take proactive steps to support human rights defenders in countries like the
Philippines, ensuring they are protected from state persecution. Increasing funding for
grassroots human rights organizations, creating safe spaces for defenders, and prioritizing
advocacy during diplomatic visits demonstrate Canada’s commitment to human rights?4.

Canadian embassies have a responsibility to actively support human rights defenders by
adhering to the Voices at Risk guidelines. It is essential that they are provided with the
necessary resources to effectively implement these guidelines and are transparent in their
efforts by reporting on their application through accessible periodic reports for the public.

Canada should also collaborate with allies to establish a regional human rights monitoring
mechanism to track abuses in the Indo-Pacific.

Canadian diplomats should prioritize public advocacy for human rights defenders and
provide safe spaces for those at risk, in line with Canada’s Voices at Risk policy?°.

CONCLUSION

Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy must strike a balance between its security interests and its
long-standing commitment to human rights, peace, and diplomacy. By prioritizing diplomatic
solutions, reinforcing human rights advocacy, and investing in sustainable development and
humanitarian initiatives, Canada can maintain its role as a global leader in promoting peace,
human rights and justice while contributing to long-term stability in the region.

Canada should avoid deepening military entanglements that could exacerbate conflicts or
undermine its human rights agenda. Instead, its engagement in the Indo-Pacific should be
defined by its ability to foster cooperation, sustainable development, and human dignity. By
focusing on these priorities, Canada can navigate the complex geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific
in a way that reflects both its national interests and its values as a defender of human rights.

24 Global Affairs Canada, Voices at Risk: Canada’s Guidelines on Supporting Human Rights
Defenders, (Ottawa: Global Affairs Canada, 2021).
25 |bid.



