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The Philippines:

Toxic and Hazardous Waste at Former U.S. Military Bases

You don’t have to be an ardent environmentalist to care about the damage that is left behind in the
Philippines. It includes toxic and hazardous wastes: unexploded ammunition, untreated sewage, airborne
asbestos, and contaminants in the water tables. The people now living and working on that land watch
their children play in fields where unexploded ordnance lies buried, and they grow rice in former water
treatment ponds. In many areas, the water is oily, and in the garbage dumpsites toxic chemicals and
medical wastes sit next to paper and plastic, waiting to be turmed into a living by scavengers.

The danger could spread to a wider area through the food chain and water tables; through factories and
housing sited on contaminated soil; and through the materials sold by scavengers, who have found that
even barrels of hazardous chemicals will pay for their food. The toxic and hazardous waste the U.S. left
behind truly threatens the lives of all Filipinos who live and work in the area.

Even for the economist, who usually assumes that dealing with environmental concerns hinders economic
development, tackling the potential environmental problems should be a priority. Because so little is
known about what was left behind, the risks of pursuing economic conversion of the base-lands are too
great. At converted bases in the U.S., case histories have indicated increased rates of cancer and other
envu'onmentally caused diseases which are harmful to the businesses as well as to the residents. Attract-
ing investors to the base-lands in the Philippines will be difficult if they cannot be assured that testing has
been conducted and that any necessary cleanup is underway.

Historical Overview

The Republic of the Philippines, an archipelago with
more than 7,000 islands, is halfway around the
world from the United States. But the U.S. has been
deeply involved in the Philippines' political and
social life since waging a war with the Philippines at
the turn of the century. In fact, for almost fifty years
after the war, the Philippines was a U.S. colony.

In 1898, the Filipino people were fighting for inde-
pendence after 350 years of colonization by Spain.
Although initially supportive of Philippine indepen-
dence, the U.S. signed an agreement with Spain
which ceded the colony for a $20 million price tag.
The Philippine nationalists continued to fight for
independence, this time from the U.S. It became our
first Vietnam: the ensuing Philippine-American War

lasted six years, during which more than half a
million Filipinos died, compared to fewer than
10,000 Americans.

Except for the period of Japanese occupation during
World War I, the U.S. maintained a military pres-
ence in the Philippines from 1898 until 1992. The
two major U.S. military bases in the Philippines,
Subic Bay Naval and Clark Air bases, together
accounted for more than 250 square miles of land.
Clark Air Base was the biggest U.S. military facility
outside the United States.

For information on how you can help, contact
Philippines Program Associate Polly Parks at the
Unitarian Universalist Service Committee at (617)
868-6600.

Unitarian Universalist Service Committee » 130 Prospect Street - Cambridge, MA 02139-1845



During the Cold War, the Philippines’ unique
geography made the bases key to the U.S. military's
forward deployment strategy in Asia. From the
Vietnam War period on, Subic Bay served as the
Pacific Fleet's major “rest and recreation” site and
ship repair facility. The bases became the core issue
around which U.S.-Philippine bilateral relations
evolved. For the Philippines, the U.S. was the
second largest employer after the Philippine govern-
ment; the bases ensured that the U.S. remained the
primary foreign investor and trade partner, and the
primary source of foreign aid and loans.

The authoritarian rule of President Ferdinand
Marcos began in 1972 and the U.S., under the pretext
of fighting communism, started bankrolling the
Philippine military in a disastrous civil war. When
Marcos was ousted in 1986, the U.S. switched its
support to the new president, Corazon Aquino. But
relations for the next few years were rocky.

In September 1991, the Philippine Senate rejected a
new bases treaty on the grounds that it violated
constitutional anti-nuclear provisions and the
conduct of an independent foreign policy. The US.
withdrew, warning ominously that they were now
“actively disinterested” in the Philippines. Subse-
quently, Clark, which had been badly damaged by
the major eruption of Mt. Pinatubo in June 1991, was
abandoned, and, without negotiation, Subic was
stripped of infrastructure that could have readily
facilitated its conversion to a civilian ship repair
facility.

Nonetheless, before final withdrawal of U.S. person-
nel in November 1992, the U.S. and Philippine
militaries signed an access agreement. The agree-
ment is similar to at least 38 others the US. has in
effect worldwide and is not open to public or
legislative scrutiny. It has already allowed for port
visits by nuclear-capable warships and for joint
training exercises, despite the anti-nuclear provision
of the Philippine constitution and the rejection of the
bases treaty.

The Legacy

As the U.S. left the bases, a number of problems
became evident: problems deriving both from the
departure of the US. military and from its almost
century-long presence. The economy in the base
areas plummeted. Bilateral aid was immediately cut

by 50 percent, and military aid fell from $100 million
to $25 million. The military presence had contrib-
uted to the increase of the spread of AIDS, drug use,
and the number of Filipino-American children —
abandoned by their American fathers when the
military pulled out. Underneath the social and
economic problems lay the potentially deadly legacy
of environmental damage and toxic contamination.

Even while the treaty negotiations were underway,
it was clear that the U.S. planned to downgrade the
bases, freeing valuable territory for economic
conversion. In preparation, the Philippines began
planning for civilian use, making the bases key to
the Philippine development strategy. Subic is to
become an economic free-port, a much needed boost
to the economy of the Philippines. Clark, which is
also trying to attract investment, is a major site for
Mt. Pinatubo refugee relocation; counter to prevail-
ing views, not all of the expansive Clark Air Base
was affected by the volcanic eruption of Mt. Pin-
atubo. But these plans have run into an unforeseen
roadblock: serious environmental contamination.

At US. bases currently in use, U.S. military policy
requires that certain environmental precautions be
taken; in particular, at overseas facilities the military
is to follow the environmental laws of either the host
country or the U.S., whichever is more stringent.

These regulations were clearly violated at both Clark
and Subic.

In January 1992, a U.S. Government Accounting

Office report, “Military Base Closures: U.S. Financial
Obligations in the Philippines,” made clear that
contaminated sites had been identified at both Subic
and Clark, but no environmental testing had been
done. The report also stated that the cost for envi-
ronmental cleanup and restoration could approach
Superfund proportions. Despite this knowledge, the
U.S. did not hand over pertinent documentation
concerning the environment, potential contamina-
tion sites, or hazardous practices. Instead, the U.S.
stated it had “no obligation” to address these issues.

A New Model for Base
Closures Worldwide

With the end of the Cold War, U.S., NATO and
former Soviet military bases are being closed down
all over the world. Military toxic contamination and
environmental damage is rapidly becoming known
as a deadly legacy — one that will haunt the local
communities for generations to come. In addition to
the public health threat, the legacy increasingly is
derailing economic conversion attempts.

In the United States alone, there are more than 1,500
military facilities with over 18,000 contamination
sites. At every location, questions regarding health
protection and viable land use arise.

For domestic facilities, the Federal Facilities Compli-
ance Act (FFCA), enacted in 1992, mandates the US.
Department of Defense to work with other national,
state, territorial, and local agencies, as well as the
affected communities, to develop a comprehensive
approach to the cleanup. However, for facilities
outside the U.S. and its territories, including those in
countries with whom we have “access” agreements
and those operated under the United Nations flag,
there is no legislation equivalent to the FFCA.

The Philippines seeks a clean-up process that is
tailored to its conditions and emphasizes self-
reliance and sustainable development. It will involve
active participation by Philippine non-governmental
organizations and local communities in public
education, and in defining and monitoring the
cleanup. This approach will enable the cleanup
problem to be addressed in a way that helps eco-
nomic growth and social stability.

With the next round of U.S. base closures to include
more overseas facilities, the Philippine case allows

for an unprecedented opportunity to learn from a
new model.

According to Philippine officials in the executive
branch, military and legislature, the Philippines
would like to take care of the cleanup itself, but the
country has never tackled pollution of the scope that
potentially contaminates the bases. U.S. cooperation
is needed in training, technical assistance and
technology transfer, in addition to providing infor-
mation, to ensure that a viable cleanup takes place.

U.S.-Philippine Bilateral
Breakthrough

Under pressure by the Unitarian Universalist Service
Committee (UUSC) and a network of other church,
development, public health, scientific and solidarity
organizations, the Clinton Administration has begun
to take a positive stance to resolve this issue.

In June 1993, the U.S. Department of State an-
nounced that the US. sought to leave a “positive
legacy” in the Philippines.

In August, the U.S. agreed to release to the Philip-
pines documentation on suspected toxic and envi-
ronmental damage at the former bases. Initial
documentation has been turned over.

On September 23, Senator Daniel Inouye (D-HI) and
Senator Richard Lugar (R-IN) called for the conven-
ing of a joint task force to investigate the extent of
contamination at the former bases and to identify
appropriate cleanup actions.

UUSC has suggested that the task force, which is
currently under study by the Administration, could
link relevant counterpart agencies of the US. and
Philippine governments and relevant non-govern-
mental organizations to:

e understand the environmental data released;
e determine the extent of contamination;

o review the options for addressing the contami-
nation; and

develop methods to deal with the public health
problems associated with military toxic contami-
nation.




WHAT YOU CAN DO

Experience has shown that unless the grassroots
is mobilized and activated around issues that
concern them, there is little hope for success.

»  Write to President Clinton (The White
House, 1600 Pennsylvania Ave., Washing-
ton, DC 20500) to show your support for this
important initiative and your concern that
the global issue of military toxic and envi-
ronmental damage be addressed compre-
hensively.

°  Write to your Senators (U.S. Senate, Wash-
ington, DC 20510) and Congressperson (U.S.
House of Representatives, Washington, DC
20515) to alert them to this issue.

e Invite your neighbors and community to
support the work of Philippine non-govern-
mental organizations. Hold a fundraiser
using the Toxic Sunset video, a 30-minute,
award-winning documentary film by
Benjamin Pimentel and Louella Lasola that
probes the U.S. military’s environmental

UUSC Philippines
Program Partners

UUSC'’s program partners working on this issue
in the Philippines are engaged in national level
advocacy, educating the broader public, and
working with grassroots organizations to de-
velop a response to this crisis. Their work in-
cludes organizing to address the public health
problems, and documenting the experiences of
former base workers and local residents.

UUSC: Working for Justice

The Unitarian Universalist Service Committee is a
membership organization of people working for
justice in the United States and around the world.
Its mission affirms the worth, dignity and human
rights of every person, and the interdependence
of all life.

record in the Philippines.
UUSC Philippines Program
Name:
Address:
City/State/Zip:
Phone (work/home): Fax (work/home): e-mail:

QI would like to receive updates on the bases issue.

O I would like to purchase Toxic Sunset ($15, $2.50 S&H). Q I would like to rent Toxic Sunset ($5, $2.50 S&H).

QI would like to support UUSC's work in the Philippines with a contribution of $, A

Please mail checks (payable to UUSC) and this form to: UUSC Philippines Program, 130 Prospect Street,
Cambridge, MA 02139 ¢ phone: (617) 868-6600 ° fax: (617) 868-7102 o e-mail: pparks@igc.apc.org
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