
MANILA: Manila teenager Rose Alvarez was 13
when she started having sex with a man who was
more than twice her age. That would be statutory
rape in most countries, but not in the Philippines.
The Catholic-majority country has one of the low-
est ages of consent in the world, allowing adults to
legally have sex with children as young as 12 if
they agree.

Child rights activists have lobbied for decades
to increase the age-enshrined in the penal code
since 1930 — but faced resistance from what
they describe as a “culture of patriarchy” in a
country where abortion and divorce are illegal.
Congress now looks set to approve a bill to raise
the age to 16.

Campaigners say the legislation would help pro-
tect youngsters in a nation that has become a global
hotspot for online child sex abuse and where more
than 500 teenagers get pregnant and give birth
every day. “This is a victory for Filipino children,”
Patrizia Benvenuti, UNICEF’s chief of child protec-
tion in the Philippines, said recently as the proposed
legislation moved closer to a final vote.  “Pegging 12
as the age of consent is really not consistent with
scientific studies on brain development.”

Alvarez, who got pregnant when she was 14, says
she now realizes she had been too young for a sexu-
al relationship and the demands of motherhood.  “I
was still a child then, I didn’t know anything about
sex,” Alvarez, now 16, told AFP at a clinic run by the
Likhaan Center for Women’s Health in Navotas, one
of the poorest areas of Manila.

“I was telling him to use a condom... but he

removed it. He didn’t want to use it,” said Alvarez,
whose name has been changed to protect her identi-
ty. Alvarez-who until the age of 12 thought it was
possible to get pregnant from kissing-said she was
drunk the first time she slept with the man, who was
about 29 when they met on Facebook.

“When I woke up I was shocked to see blood in
my underwear and it hurt a lot,” she recalled. “I was
too intoxicated to know what was happening.” 

‘Victim blaming’ 
Child rape and sexual abuse are rampant in the

Philippines, according to official data.  A woman or
child is raped nearly every hour, Senator Risa
Hontiveros said in a document to the Senate, citing
figures from the Center for Women’s Resources.
Seven out of 10 victims are children and the vast
majority are girls, she said. A government-backed
nationwide study in 2015 showed one in five children
aged 13-17 experienced sexual violence, while one
in 25 were raped during childhood, UNICEF said.
But prosecuting adult perpetrators in rape cases
involving children as young as 12 has been difficult
because they can argue the sex was consensual, said
Rowena Legaspi, executive director of the Children’s
Legal Rights and Development Center.

“Imagine a 12-year-old... that girl is still a minor,”
Legaspi told AFP. “How could she have consented?”
The proposed bill would make it automatically illegal
and carry a penalty of life imprisonment, though it
would not punish young couples close in age. It is
expected to be approved by the Senate in the com-
ing months before going to President Rodrigo

Duterte to be signed into law. 
Activists say increasing the age of consent will

deter sexual predators.  But they caution more
needs to be done to combat sexual violence against
children and one of the highest rates of teenage
pregnancy in Southeast Asia. All children should
have access to age-appropriate sex education “from
an early age” as well as information and services to

make sex safer and avoid unplanned pregnancies,
said Carlos Conde of Human Rights Watch.

Sexist and “victim blaming” attitudes among
prosecutors and judges also needed to be changed,
and cases needed to move faster, said Legaspi. It
currently take years for a rape case to reach court,
by which time the victim may be an adult-and in
some cases, the accused has died. — AFP
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In this photo taken on December 2, 2020, Donna Valdez, 15, — whose name AFP has changed to protect her
identity — carries her child at a health centre in Manila. — AFP

Child rights activists win fight against the ‘culture of patriarchy’

Victory for children: Philippines 
set to raise age of consent to 16

News in brief

Record jump in Russia virus cases

MOSCOW: Russia yesterday reported a new
record increase in coronavirus infections, as
some experts said the pandemic had hit the
country harder than government statistics sug-
gest. Health officials reported 493 new virus
deaths and 29,350 cases, bringing total infections
to 2,877,727 — the fourth-highest in the world.
Total fatalities stood at 51, 351. Moscow and the
second city of Saint Petersburg were the hardest
hit, recording 7,797 and 3,752 new cases. Russia
has reported a much lower death rate compared
to other badly hit countries, raising concerns that
authorities have downplayed the figures. —AFP

South Korea tightens Seoul curbs 

SEOUL: South Korea banned gatherings of
more than four people in the capital and sur-
rounding areas yesterday as the country record-
ed its highest daily coronavirus death toll since
the epidemic began. While South Korea has suf-
fered relatively lightly compared to other nations,
officials said a surge in infections had left hospi-
tals in the capital region with a chronic shortage
of intensive care beds. The country reported 926
new coronavirus cases Monday, and the death
toll was now at 698 after 24 people died in the
past 24 hours-a record high since the emergence
of the epidemic. —AFP

Hawaii’s Kilauea volcano erupts

HONOLULU: The Kilauea volcano on Hawaii’s
Big Island erupted late Sunday, authorities said,
warning of a possible “significant emission” of
volcanic ash into the atmosphere. “An eruption
has commenced within Kilauea’s summit
caldera,” shortly after 9:30 pm local time (0730
GMT), said the United States Geological Survey
(USGS). “The situation is rapidly evolving and
HVO (Hawaiian Volcano Observatory) will issue
another statement when more information is
available.” Images posted by the Hawaii
Volcanoes National Park showed billows of red
smoke rising into the night sky. —AFP

HK upholds ban on masks at protests

HONG KONG: The Hong Kong government’s
decision to use a colonial-era emergency law to
ban face masks at protests last year was both
proportionate and legal, the city’s top court ruled
yesterday. The ruling is a blow for democracy
supporters who had been hoping the Court of
Final Appeal would side with a lower court and
overturn the order. It also confirms that Hong
Kong’s chief executive-a pro-Beijing appointee-
has the power to enact any law in a time of public
emergency without needing the approval of the
city’s partially elected legislature. — AFP

Japan approves record budget

TOKYO: Japan’s cabinet yesterday approved a
record budget proposal for the next fiscal year from
April, including stimulus for the pandemic-hit econ-
omy and another hike in defense spending to count-
er China. The budget proposal totals 106.6 trillion
yen ($1.03 trillion), a 3.8 percent rise from the cur-
rent year and the ninth straight annual increase.
Once again the government is seeking a record
defense budget, for the seventh year running, this
time of 5.3 trillion yen, up 0.5 percent from fiscal
2020 as Japan faces threats from an assertive China
and unpredictable North Korea.  —AFP

Foot massages, 
tattoos and
dentists for
India farmers
NEW DELHI: With foot-massage
machines, a dental surgery, their own
newspaper and even a tattoo parlor,
it’s clear that the thousands of Indian
farmers blocking roads into Delhi for
almost a month are going nowhere.
The farmers marched on the capital
in late November to protest at new
farm laws they fear will destroy their
livelihoods, but police firing tear gas
and water cannon stopped them in
their tracks.

So now, numbering tens of thou-
sands, they are digging in at several
entry points into the city, braving the
bitter night-time cold with tents, blan-
kets and fires, as well as hot samosas
and sweet chai. With music blaring
from large speakers fitted to tractors,
the largest such site at the Singhu bor-
der crossing north of Delhi now
resembles a lively-and highly organ-
ized-festival. Sunny Ahluwalia, a den-
tist, drove his van fitted with two den-

tal chairs and an X-ray machine, all
powered by a generator, from his home
250 kilometers away to help.

“We may have become doctors but
we are sons of farmers,” Ahluwalia said
after scraping one farmer’s yellowing
teeth, one of around 100 patients he
treats for free per day. “It is very
unfortunate that our government isn’t
ready to accept the farmers’ demands.
How can the laws be good if they don’t
like them?”

Tired feet 
The main camp snakes back almost

a kilometer (half a mile). Tractor trailers
are stuffed with bedding, while tents
are set up around makeshift stalls offer-
ing anything from toothpaste to free
medicine. The makeshift settlement is a
hive of activity throughout the day, as
the farmers-mostly without COVID
masks-weave in and out of the bustling
area, chatting and getting free food
from community kitchens.

In one tent, volunteers have set up
two neat rows of about 20 foot-mas-
sage machines to put a fresh spring in
the step of the many grey-bearded,
multi-colour-turbaned farmers.

“Since many of the protesters are
elderly farmers, they used to ask us for
massages because of pain in (their)
knees and feet,” volunteer Bhupinder

Singh said. “We felt that we could serve
more people and do it better by pur-
chasing these cheap machines.” “I told
them how it feels good and they are
doing a very good job,” said satisfied
customer Harbans Singh.

Spick and span 
A team of 50 volunteers wielding

brooms and dustpans have split them-
selves into two teams to keep the
bustling place clean. “While everything
else is in good supply, we felt that we
could clean it better since we may be

here for long,” Sukhwinder Singh said.
The government has said the new laws
will mean farmers do not just have to
sell their produce at state-run bodies
that guarantee a minimum price.

But the protesters, who are mostly
from northern states, fear that with the
minimum price taken away, they will be
squeezed dry by large corporations. To
spread their message across India and
abroad-there have been solidarity
demos in Canada and Britain-a com-
mon social media platform is managed
by a 36-member IT cell. — AFP

SILIGURI: Activists and supporters of Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU) collect funds
from the shop owners in support of farmers against the central government’s recent
agricultural reforms in Siliguri. — AFP

Women on the 
frontlines of 
Thai movement
BANGKOK: Denouncing sexual violence,
demanding abortion reform and destigmatizing sex
work-once-taboo issues are finding public expres-
sion in Thailand as women take up leadership roles
in a youth-led pro-democracy movement.

On the protest frontlines, they are urging for
gender equality in a kingdom where workplaces
and politics are still dominated by men.  AFP met
some of them. 

Chief negotiator 
On the night police tried to stop protesters from

marching to the Thai parliament, activist Chonticha
Jangrew remembers rallying them to push past the
barricades. “We cut the barbed wire, we approach
the parliament as close as we can. We won’t back
down,” she recounts herself saying during the
November rally.

Moments later, police fired tear gas and water
cannon at the marchers-a turning point for a move-
ment that has brought thousands onto the streets
since July. Chonticha, 27, is a familiar face at
demonstrations and is often the only one trusted to
negotiate with police, but her visibility has also led
to a spate of criminal charges-including sedition.
She said she received death threats and “sexual
insults” from ultra-royalists who oppose the
protest movement but insisted the struggle must
continue. 

“We must do as much as men if we want equali-
ty,” she said. Like the majority of protesters, she is
demanding the resignation of Prime Minister
Prayut Chan-O-Cha, reform to the monarchy and a
rewriting of the military-scripted constitution. 

She is also fighting for better representation of
women in politics-so far, they make up only 14 per-
cent of lawmakers in parliament and 10 percent of
the cabinet.  Chonticha was raised by a military
father in a conservative environment. “I needed to
emancipate myself. Today, I don’t hide my opinions
from my family. They accept them, but they are
afraid for me,” she said.

Star attraction 
A star of Thailand’s silver screen since her

teenage years, Inthira Charoenpura-better known
by her nickname “Sai”-says she has had movie con-
tracts cancelled since joining the protests. 

“In show business, nobody dares to talk about
politics for fear of ruining their career,” she says.

She faces criminal charges for allegedly insulting
the monarchy under Thailand’s tough royal defama-
tion laws. The 40-year-old actress has nearly half a
million fans on social media and is one of the few
celebrities in Thailand to publicly acknowledge her
financial support for the movement, earning her the
moniker “Sugar Mama” from young protesters.

She collects donations and distributes meals,
helmets, gas masks and inflatable ducks-which
have emerged as a symbol for the movement.
“The demonstrators are so courageous. In our
country, protest  movements  of ten end in
deaths,” she says, referring to civil unrest in
2010 that ended in a bloody crackdown. The
protests today have been largely peaceful, with
young students coming together demand social
change-including an end to sexual harassment
and gender discrimination.  — AFP

Chonticha ‘Lookkate’ Jangrew (center) is a familiar
face at demonstrations and is often the only one trust-
ed to negotiate with police. — AFP

HK reels after 
the year that 
free speech died
HONG KONG: Hong Kong faces no respite from
Beijing’s crackdown on dissent after a year that
saw its status as a free speech bastion collapse
under a security law that has radically transformed
the city. China’s authoritarian leaders guaranteed
Hong Kong would maintain key freedoms and
autonomy after its 1997 handover by Britain in a
model dubbed “One Country, Two Systems”.

But a historic retreat from that promise is
underway in response to the huge and often violent
democracy protests that convulsed the business
hub a year ago. Hong Kong is now a place where
Beijing increasingly calls the shots and where voic-
ing certain opinions can now carry up to a lifetime
prison sentence. Dozens have been arrested under
the new national security law China imposed in
June, which bypassed the city’s legislature, its con-
tents kept secret until it was enacted.

Supporters say it was needed to end unrest.
“Whether you like it or not, it has succeeded in
restoring peace and stability to Hong Kong,” Regina
Ip, a prominent pro-Beijing politician, told AFP.

But critics say it has forever altered the DNA of
a free-wheeling city used to speaking its mind. “It’s
the kind of stability you get in a graveyard,” said
Philip Dykes, the outgoing chairman of the city’s
Bar Association. “The national security law
offences are, many of them, directed to what peo-
ple said instead of what people did.”

Even without the security law, Hong Kong
changed dramatically over the course of 2020.
Street protests have been effectively outlawed and
court docks are filled with the prosecutions of
opposition figures.

The city’s half-elected legislature is now
devoid of dissenting voices after pro-democracy
lawmakers resigned en masse when authorities
disqualified four of their colleagues because of
their political views. Other opposition figures
were simply banned from standing for local elec-
tions.  But the national security law has had the
most profound impact. — AFP


