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Our electoral process remains one of the most antiquated in Asia

Electoral fraud has become more innovative, wide spread - and inevitable. We call it by different names these days - dagdag-bawas, agaw-balota, flying voters, ghost voters.

The Philippine Electoral System

Since 1946, the Philippines has already had nearly forty elections - the last being the 2001 senatorial elections. These elections have been characterized by the dominance of the elite, the power of money and machinery in providing the electoral muscle, and the persistence of electoral fraud.

Throughout the years, electoral fraud has become more widespread and has taken on greater proportions.

While other countries have taken great strides in modernizing their electoral process and making it more transparent, the Philippines has taken backward steps - making the electoral process more susceptible to fraud and massive cheating.

In 1998 alone, more than two thousand electoral protest cases were filed. Indeed, people are unsatisfied with the integrity of the entire system.

In order to cleanse the electoral process, a number of important electoral legislations have already been enacted. In a period of six years, Congress enacted:

· the Voters Registration Act of 1996, mandating the COMELEC to conduct continuing registration;

· an Act authorizing the COMELEC to use an Automated Election System, allowing the COMELEC to adopt an automated election system for the 1998 elections; and

· the Fair Election Act, providing guidelines for campaign expenses and advertisements.

Despite the passage of these laws however, the process of elections did not improve. The laws were not fully or effectively implemented, and new ways were devised to perpetuate electoral fraud.

Money Politics and Poor Governance

Likewise, the vicious cycle of money politics and poor governance continues.

"Money politics" remains ingrained in our political culture. The cost of running in any election has tremendously increased throughout the years. Only rich candidates - or those beholden to the big business groups and underground syndicates - can afford to run nowadays.

The continued influence of oligarchic elite and underground syndicates on politics threatens the integrity of the formulation and implementation of laws and policies. Our elected officials are often paralysed or forced to act if only to protect their principals.

At the same time, personality-based and parochial politics prevented issue-based elections from happening. Without a strong middle class in the Philippines, politics continues to be based on patronage and patron-client relationships.

If the present trend is not reversed, our democratic institutions would deteriorate beyond repair. Massive political corruption and distorted policy formulation would become the norm, if this is not already the case.

The Challenge for Electoral Reform

We need to institute electoral reforms based on three core principles of democracy..

· the promotion of popular sovereignty;

· political equality, and

· the promotion of the common good.

While our current electoral process breeds bad politics - and bad politicians - we urgently need electoral reforms that would pave the way for a better brand of politics.

We hope that this Electoral Reforms Summit will lead the next generation of leaders to change the prevailing political culture - from a culture of patronage to a culture of public service - from a culture of elitism to a culture of populism - from a culture of pessimism to a culture of optimism.

We need to reform our electoral process to ensure:

· the transparency of the electoral process and the effectiveness of electoral laws.,

· the adequacy of electoral safeguards; and

· the sustainability of the technology adopted.

As Chairman of the Senate Committee on Constitutional Amendments and Revision of Codes and Laws, propose the passage of four major electoral reform laws:

· First, the Absentee Voting Law;

· Second, the Electoral Modernization Law;

· Third, the Campaign Finance Reform Act; and

· Fourth, the Political Party Act.

Allow me to discuss each bill briefly.

The Absentee Voting Law

Over 7.4 million Filipinos reside out of the country, either as immigrants or as OFWS. They constitute 20% of the voting population and have been politically excluded despite their large contribution to Philippine economy.

We recently concluded overseas consultations and met with OFWs in Hong Kong, Tokyo, Dubai, Riyadh, Rome, New York and Los Angeles.

believe that the passage of this law will enable our missing middle class

the OFWs - to cleanse the electoral process as they both issues-based and financially self-sufficient.

We are on the last leg of the deliberations in the absentee voting bill. While the bill enjoys bicameral and multi-partisan support, we hope we can get your support to expedite its passage by June of this year - in time for Migrants Day.

Electoral Modernization

Second, we should push for electoral modernization, ensuring that the electoral process is made more transparent and fraud-free.

I have already formed a Technical Working Group to study the feasibility of implementing an automated counting and canvassing of ballots for the 2004 elections.

The response has been positive and encouraging. We are committed to modernizing the electoral system to minimize fraud.

Campaign Finance Reform

Third, we need to pass the Campaign Finance Reform Act.

It is imperative we take aggressive steps to reduce the dependence of political parties and candidates to oligarchic groups and the underground. After all, the source of the campaign funds is critical in determining the quality of governance we will have.

The Campaign Finance Reform Act will broaden government support to political parties particularly during the campaign period, to prevent patronage politics.

Political Party Act

Last but certainly not the least, is the political Party Act.

The Political Party Act will revitalize major political parties and make them more responsive to the needs of their members and constituents. Through the Party Development Fund, which shall be subsidy to political parties of national character, political parties will no longer be run - and financed - by individuals.

Philippine political parties will become less personality-oriented to issue-oriented. This will also minimize political butterflies and turncoats - our regular balimbings.

Making the Vision to Reform the Electoral System Work

There is no question that we need to undertake electoral reforms. But the reforms will be more effective with multi-sectoral support, both in the crafting and implementation of vital legislative measures.

We in the Congress face the challenge to enact crucial legislation at the soonest possible times.

Without serious electoral reform, we will always have an electoral system that breeds poor governance. And the biggest loser of this would be the country.

But we must all work towards paving the way for a new politics, where the electorate is more vigilant and intelligent in choosing their candidates; where focus is shifted from personalities to issues; where political parties are strong; and where the electoral system leads to better politics and a more effective democracy.

Thank you.
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