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Check against delivery. 

Vice President Robredo, President Aquino, Excellencies, Distinguished Guests and Colleagues, dear 

Liberal Friends:  

Liberal International is delighted to be here, in the Philippines, to present our foremost human rights 

award, the Prize for Freedom, to Liberal Party senator, Leila De Lima. 

The Prize for Freedom has been awarded annually since 1985. As of today, the Prize will have been 

awarded to two courageous Filipino women, whom we are privileged to call liberals and who fought, 

indeed in the case of Senator De Lima continue to fight, unwaveringly for justice and liberty. 

President Corazon Aquino was the third-ever recipient of the LI Prize in 1987, as this beautiful 

country emerged from the yoke of a terrible dictatorship. 21 years’ later, representatives of the 

global liberal family are in the Philippines to honour another human rights hero, although 

circumstances on this occasion do not give us cause to celebrate as we did in 1987. Instead, 

representatives of our global political family are here today to join hands with millions of Filipinos as 

we shine a light into what has become a shady political atmosphere and a subject of global 

consternation. 

So seriously do we perceive the incarceration of Senator Leila de Lima, who has now been unjustly 

detained for 520 days, that we have come to the Philippines to present this award. For the first time 

in almost one decade, the Prize for Freedom is being awarded outside of Europe — in doing so, we 

are here to honour the sacrifice of this remarkable prisoner of conscience.  

 

Senator De Lima’s struggle, her sacrifice, is not solely a Filipino matter, nor is it even an Asian 

matter. Leila’s cause transcends petty political rivalries and regional nuances; she personifies 

humanity’s shared aspiration for universal human rights and it is apposite that we are awarding Leila 

the Prize for Freedom in this 70th anniversary-year of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  

With the UDHR in mind, I recall Eleanor Roosevelt’s unambiguous interpretation of human rights: 

“Basic human rights are simple and easily understood”, she wrote, “freedom of speech and a free 

press; the right of [wo]men to be secure in their homes… and free from unreasonable search and 

seizure and from arbitrary arrest and punishment. …We must not be deluded by the efforts of the 

forces of reaction to..confuse the struggle… We must not allow any nation to so change that they 

[human rights] are made synonymous with suppression and dictatorship.”  
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It is precisely because of the global significance that Leila’s case represents that in the days leading 

up to this award over 60 liberal politicians and human rights defenders from 6 regions of the world 

— Africa, Asia, Europe, Middle East, North and South America — felt moved to sign a statement 

calling for the immediate release of the senator. 

After 23 years of awarding this Prize for Freedom, our position is straightforward: If you are a human 

rights defender you are a liberal and liberals refuse to be indifferent. We believe in rule of law, not 

rule by law and we refuse to be complicit in President Duterte’s callous assault on the human rights 

of mostly-poor people across the Philippines archipelago. So we are here to remind the 16th 

President of the Philippines of three things: 

- human rights are for all or they are for nothing. 

- the world is watching. 

- Leila De Lima’s unjust detention will not be forgotten. 

Friends, I would like to pay tribute to Leila De Lima. Of course, we deeply regret that the senator is 

not able to be here with us in person, amongst friends and colleagues from around the world, to 

accept this award. 

I would like to recognise Leila’s family, her colleagues, and her party who have all found within 

themselves the strength to persevere when many others may have been found wanting. I will end 

my speech with a quote from the father of the Philippines, Andrés Bonifacio. When the enemies of 

freedom were at the gates, he wrote: “We must be united in will…  This is the time for the light of 

truth to surface.” 

 

Thank you. 

 

 


