
Call for accountability in the incommunicado detention of Philippine Senator Leila de Lima 

For 45 days, from 25 April 2020 until 10 June 2020, Philippine Senator Leila de Lima was in 

incommunicado detention. She was barred from receiving guests, including so called “essential 

visitors” – her family members, lawyers, personal doctors, and priests. She was likewise prevented 

from having personal meetings with members of her Senate staff, which is essential for her to fulfil 

her role as an elected working Senator. She had already previously been denied participation in the 

virtual work of the Philippine Senate. 

The Senator has been held in pre-trial detention since her arrest on 24 February 2017, on fabricated 

charges of drug trafficking while she was Department of Justice Secretary. 

Despite repeated requests (from the Senator herself, her chief of staff, and some Senate colleagues) 

for an adjustment in the no visitor policy, the incommunicado status remained for one and a half 

months, with police authorities arguing that “other detention facilities in the country have also 

adopted similar precautionary measures” in light of the spread of the coronavirus. 

The Philippine National Police (PNP) Custodial Centre is different from other Philippine jails and 

prisons, which are infamous throughout the world for being overly congested and unsanitary. There 

is no congestion, and no registered cases of COVID19 infection. Social distancing is possible in the 

facility, and Senator de Lima herself lives alone and separated from her fellow detainees.  

Even at the height of the coronavirus-related restrictions, the Bureau of Jail Management and 

Penology (BJMP), which manages ordinary jails and prisons, allowed e-dalaw or “online visits” from 

relatives and lawyers of inmates. There is no such possibility at the PNP Custodial Center. 

At present, starting 10 June 2020, the PNP has somewhat relaxed the no visitor policy by allowing 

scheduled visits on specific days a week, from Senator de Lima’s family members, selected staff, 

lawyers, personal doctors, and spiritual advisers. These visits are all in limited numbers and limited 

time slots. 

Under the 1987 Philippine Constitution, solitary, incommunicado, and similar forms of detention are 

prohibited. Additionally, Senator de Lima, as a pre-trial detainee, is constitutionally presumed 

innocent and is in full possession of her civil and political rights. International standards, particularly 

the Nelson Mandela Rules, prohibit solitary confinement, and the imposition of severe restrictions 

that deprive a person deprived of liberty of meaningful contact to the outside world. 

Liberal International calls for accountability in the case of Senator de Lima’s long incommunicado 

detention. Such harsh restrictions, especially for a working political representative, violate both the 

Philippine constitution and international human rights standards. 

Additionally, we urge the Philippine authorities to lift all remaining restrictions on the Senator’s 

interaction with the outside world, and to immediately and unconditionally release her. 

Finally, using the coronavirus as an excuse, Duterte now has the power to conduct surveillance without 

judicial oversight on anyone deemed to be dissenting of the regime. Liberal International urges the 

Philippine authorities to cease persecution of the free media and political opposition, and to adhere 

to the principles of liberal democracy and human rights.  


