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This is my first speaking engagement since that widely-publicized Wednesday afternoon last March 13th, when I was ejected from the session hall-- attempting as I was to speak of the ugly truths about disrespect abounding the House.

As you may know, I now hold the dubious distinction of being the only Congressman whose entire privilege speech-- including such polite comments as "thank you" and good afternoon"-- was declared unparliamentary and stricken off the records of the House as if it had never been delivered. Simply because I was attempting to tell the awful truth.

Good morning ladies and gentlemen. I must admit, I am more comfortable speaking to you, assured that this is an audience that will neither throw me out nor strike down my speech-- seeing that none of you suffer from acute myopia or form an irrational truth phobia.

I am here this morning with the assurance of the entire membership of the House Committee on Suffrage and Electoral reforms, which fully supports this Summit and recognizes the importance of a common agenda on electoral reforms.

EXPERIENCE IS A HARD TEACHER

For most who have become serious students of the electoral process, there is tacit agreement that politics--more than economics-- is the business of the Filipino.

I have a slightly amended point of view, literally scorched as I had been by my baptisms of fire as an unsuccessful candidate four (4) times over-- actually, under--in Makati, the once acknowledged capital of electoral mis-reform.

Speaking from the ashes of experience, I have come to the conclusion that politics and economics cannot be divorced from each other. Thus, any attempt to reform one must include the other.

For money--the stuff you run off a printing press, can actually draw real exchanges from our present system-- food for the hungry, roofs for the homeless and clothing for bare backs. Indeed, how wonderfully simple. And indeed, how horridly appealing to the traditional politician!

 THE REIGN OF PESO POLITICS

Considering our history, the rich-becoming-politician equation is a reality with which we have to contend. For here in Lupang Hinirang, money talks. Money – power in itself – can buy more power. The power to coerce, to subdue, to extort. Oh yes, economics has become an awesome weapon with which to wage – and win – political war.

And so labor we shall, as we must. To institute genuine reform not mere reform or porma uli. For we must work to finally end the kind of politics that reduces elections to just another for investment in expectation of grand economic returns.

I submit the roots of our recurring crises lie in the perverse character of our political and economic systems. Reforms to be effective, must therefore, be directed in these two sectors.

CONSTITUTIONAL OPPORTUNITIES NOT TAKEN

The 1987 Constitution provides wide opportunities towards this direction insofar as procedural transformation is concerned. For unlike the 1935 and 1973 charters, it is replete with provisions that democratize Filipino society and pave the way for structural reforms.

Although significant strides have been taken in this direction—like the enactment of the Party-List System – much of the critical opportunities the Constitution enshrines remain momentarily out of reach.

Today therefore, 15 years after we ratified the charter, traditional politics—the kind powered by guns, goons and gold—still keeps our disadvantage sectors firmly in its grip.

The legislative agenda of the House Committee on Suffrage and Electoral Reforms today is a wok in progress, which takes off from the previous, or 11th Congress, agenda.

As you may be aware, I also chaired the Committee in the 11th Congress—and although the opportunity to chair what are usually considered more powerful Committees come my way—I opted to stay on, largely because of the painstaking, self-sacrificing work I saw many of you put in during our previous summits and consultations.

And my commitment to you and to the difficult task at hand remains. We shall—together—work to pursue and complete what we have started.

First Order: Empowerment and Democratization

The first priority of the Committee, in this regard, remains: broadening the base of grassroots participation and democratic representation.

For while procedural change is necessary, we must not lose sight of our obligation to uphold the universal right of suffrage.

Thus, the Committee will continue to actively work for the enactment of the Absentee Voting Bill, now on Second reading in the House. Towards this end, we shall also closely follow the sponsorship of a measure seeking to allow multiple citizenship. This proposal brings focus on our elite voters abroad who constitute 20% of the overseas Filipino vote.

Equal attention will be granted to measures seeking sectoral representation in the local sanggunians, much needed refinements in the Party-List System and amendments to the law on People’s Initiative and the Referendum Law.

Second Order: Modernization 

The second priority is modernizing the electoral process to address pervasive and prevailing fraud.

Republic Act No. 8436, as you may know, has suffered an embarrassing defeat. Mandating, as it does, the automation of our electoral process – it remains as impossible as the dream to rid our elections of the notoriously efficient dagdag-bawas system.

But automation, as provided by R.A. 8436, needs no justification at all. We have seen how minimizing human intervention in the last ARMM elections can succeed in thwarting electoral dishonesty.

Yet budgetary constraints as well as legal and procedural infirmities have continued to hinder the effective implementation of R.A. 8436. Thus, the Committee has prioritized review of this important law so that our procedural challenges can finally be addressed.


In the same vein, there is need to reevaluate the implementation of Republic Act No. 8189, which provides for continuing registration of voters. The registration stage is so critical to the entire electoral process that it must not be compromised in any way.

Third Order: Providing Equal Opportunity


The third and final priority is strengthening political parties and providing equal opportunities for public service.


Time has not allowed us to disengage ourselves from the lecherous grip of traditional politics. Thus, our electoral system today is still dominated by paternalistic and parochial politics. Personality-cults remain the order of the day. Peso politics is still the style.


The Absentee Voting Bill, which will grant as many as 7.8 million Filipinos overseas the right to vote, is viewed by many as part of the long-awaited cure to our electoral blighted-ness. 


Indeed there is some truth in the observation that the legislature’s peculiar inability to approve the Absentee Voting Bill since 1987 – is rooted in the fact that the overseas vote is a vote many traditional politicians fear.  It is a mature, discriminating vote that is less likely to succumb to the combined pressures wrought by money, coercion, terrorism and gimmickry.


Even so, I believe the time is ripe for more legislative courage. Bold steps must be taken to legislate against political dynasties an to legislate in favor of stiffer penalties for election offenses.


Another area which bears closer scrutiny is, of course, campaign financing. Reforms in the electoral process must put effective limits on campaign spending and require full disclosure of campaign fund contributors.

RETURNING TO THE BASICS


A couple of weeks ago, I received a text message, which reads thus: “In the Philippine House of Representatives, when someone cracks a joke, it becomes a law. And when someone makes a law, it becomes a joke.”  


The text message obliterated my ability to muster a quick retort. It even made me smile. For however ridiculous it sounded, it smacked of a dreadful truth: the truth that the ignoble history of the Philippine Congress tells of a penchant to mass produce laws that fail miserably in their implementation.


For us – you and I and Congress as a whole, therefore – today the imperatives point to a return to basics. To hard and careful study; to active consultation; to tedious but necessary debate; to review and reevaluation and then to review again; and to tiresome information dissemination.


That is why this Summit is a crucial crossroads. Because all reform needs political action – because our people need to be educated and our structures need to be transformed. And because genuine electoral reform must begin with our willingness and our determination to work together.


Again, my deepest thanks to all of you. I look forward to a fruitful 12th Congress – with your support.


Mabuhay po kayong lahat and good morning! 
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