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Please accept my warmest greetings of congratulations to SELDA and to all of
you present in this gathering!

I am deeply honored to have been asked to send you a message on the occasion
of your celebration of the anniversary of SELDA’s first general assembly on 26
May 1986 at St. Joseph’s College in Quezon City.

Let me take this opportunity to tell you some highlights of the founding and
early years of SELDA.

SELDA was formed on 4 December 1984 at the residence of Don Chino Roces
with the first meeting of its Board of Directors. If I’m not mistaken, our first
Board had eleven members, including Roces, former Senator Soc Rodrigo,
Jake Almeda Lopez, Ben Guingona, Jose Mari Velez, Dean Armando Malay,
Julie de Lima-Sison, Dan Vizmanos, Francisco Nemenzo, Jr., and Romy
Candazo, with myself as secretary-general and Board member. This was the
founding of SELDA.

The Board constituted a fair representation of the various political forces and
personalities that suffered imprisonment for opposing the Marcos dictatorship.
We met at least once a month, alternating between the houses of Chino Roces
and Soc Rodrigo. After several meetings of the Board, we adopted a
Constitution.  We set this as SELDA’s main objective: to work for the release
of all political prisoners and the protection of their rights and welfare, while
extending moral and material support to their families.

We proceeded to recruit members from the ranks of former political prisoners.
I managed to persuade former Vice-President Teopisto Guingona, Senator
Joker Arroyo and former Senator Nene Pimentel to join SELDA.  They were
my co-detainees in Bicutan in 1978. If I recall correctly, they were dues paying
members.

But this was the time of great upsurge in the democratic mass movement.
Large multisectoral organizations were formed. After JAJA (Justice for
Aquino, Justice for All) came the Nationalist Alliance for Justice, Freedom and
Democracy or NAJFD and finally Bagong Alyansang Makabayan or BAYAN
on 25 May 1985. SELDA personalities and members were drawn into the
various organizations and consequently its expansion and first general
assembly were put on hold.



It is not generally known, but at the height of the EDSA uprising in 1986,
SELDA members played a role in getting President Cory Aquino to issue a
statement of concern and warning to Marcos and his troops to ensure the safety
and security of political prisoners in the various military camps in the country.
I called Rene Saguisag, one of Cory’s spokespersons then, to relay SELDA’s
concerns to Cory, while Dean Malay and others got an audience with Gen.
Fidel V. Ramos at his headquarters in Camp Crame with the same concern.

On the filing of the human rights case against Marcos in the US, let me tell you
that the SELDA Board took a formal decision to approve this course of action
after Mari Velez, then Chairperson of SELDA, was approached by Robert
Swift on the latter’s offer to file a class suit on behalf of victims of human
rights violations under the Marcos regime.  SELDA was chosen as the lead
organization in the human rights case to be supported by FIND, the
organization of relatives of victims of enforced disappearances, and other
human rights organizations. It was SELDA that gathered the documentation of
the close to 10,000 named victims and selected the witnesses in the human
rights case.

These facts cannot be erased from the record by those who now seek to deny
the role of SELDA in this historic case – to the extent of excluding more than
2,000 documented victims, most of whom are SELDA members.

SELDA has had a long and proud record of promoting and defending the
human rights of political prisoners and their relatives since the dark days of the
Marcos dictatorship and through all the succeeding oppressive regimes which
continued incarcerating and torturing pro-people and progressive oppositionists
and dissenters. I, and all of us, expect SELDA to continue this noble work,
especially under the current Noynoy Aquino with its arrogance and
hypocrisies.

More and continuing power to SELDA!

Free all political prisoners!


