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Good morning to all of us. I am honored to be part of this trailblazing effort of government and non-government organizations to come together and find common grounds for reforming our electoral system. In these days of adversarial politics and heightening debates on all kinds of issues, it is a rare occasion to find politicians of various strands on one hand and civil society on the other, cooperating in a big way. To jointly assume responsibility for working out a legislative and action agenda in the electoral arena where winning and losing elections have become unscrupulous big business is a daunting task. Seeing all of us together dedicating efforts to electoral reform makes me, personally less pessimistic about our future as a nation.

The Philippines has a long history of elections. Our electoral system has produced excellent pieces of legislation that extensively covered regulation of the various phases of campaign, election administration, and the conduct of post-election activities. We have, over the years, painstakingly devised and updated all kinds of laws that prohibited almost all predictable imaginable acts that would subvert the will of the electorate.

Unfortunately, at perhaps the same rate, all imaginable acts of election fraud and violations of the election law have developed. In fact, voter education has come to the point of training people to predict, expose, and counteract all possible commission of fraud at all levels. Why have we come to this? Have we all become so overly ambitious and self-centered to desire holding political power for our own self-interests? Have we all become so desperately materially poor that we have decided that political power is the way to acquire personal wealth? What have happened to the ethos of public service? What happened to our ideals of building a democratic nation through representative democracy?

I have no definite answers. Maybe it is a confluence of all factors - the growing number of poor people whose priority has become material subsistence; the rich whose obsession is to become richer; the accessibility of economic power with the political office. Then, maybe it is time to think and reflect on our core values as citizens - social justice, equality, fairness - and collectively harness these values in looking at out systems, including our system of political and electoral laws, if they are indeed present or not.

Many would say that our political and electoral has deteriorated to the point where personality-oriented politics has reigned dominant over principle-led politics. We have not done away with the patronage system. Our laws, good as they are, still need reforms to enshrine the values that will help us as a nation to achieve a deepening of the democratic ideals we fought for in our historical struggles.

As a principle, we need to broaden the participation of our citizens in the democratic processes. The party-list system is a step in the right direction. The party-list system law needs to be amended so that the marginalised and underrepresented sectors are elected into office. This is not the place for the elite to tamper with by forming their own party-list parties. The Commission on Elections should impose stricter qualification standards for the parties of groups applying for accreditation under the party-list system. It is also important to look at the measures that will address the manner of voting for the party-list representatives and the allocation of seats for the winning parties, in order to fulfill the constitutional mandate for the party-list to comprise a fifth of the House of Representatives. This way, we hope to see more principle-based politics at play in the legislature.

As such, we should rightfully extend the franchise to vote to overseas Filipinos through a system of absentee voting. This bill seems to have very bright prospects in the present congress. This is a welcome development, especially since we have long benefited from the dollar remittances of our kababayan overseas. It is time to pay back, time to recognise that the voices of seven million Filipinos abroad must likewise be heard.

In the same spirit of broadening participation, we urge that congress pass the law on local sectoral representation as provided for by the Local Government Code. This law amplifies the need for sectors to be represented at all levels of government.

Apart form promoting citizen's participation, we should likewise give importance to strengthening political parties by adopting measures such as the bill I authored when I was still a congressman in the House of Representatives - the bill on anti-turncoatism which penalises politicians for switching parties. It has become convenient for many politicians to switch parties and loyalties when the need arises – either aligning with the administration party during elections or joining the majority once voted into office. The practice has stagnated the ideological, political, and organizational development of political parties and promoted instead a personality-oriented process of developing future political leaders.

As citizens, we need to further study the pending bills on campaign finance for political parties, in view of the fact that it is a relatively new proposition and must be subject to discussions among the electorate. As it is, we hope that it will come to level the playing field for aspirants to political offices.

In the area of election administration, we all know that our past experiences in the electoral process is marred by an archaic system of manual counting, which is open to massive and wholesale fraud and vote buying. If we can start modernizing our election system by already implementing this law in 2004, then we could put this automated system to a test whether it will have the effect of reducing fraud and promoting transparency and credibility. This is long overdue. We must not hesitate to implement the law.

As a way to educate our citizens in good governance and inculcate among the youth the values of democratic participation, it is important to look at voter education as a primary component of our civic education. The right of citizens to have a responsible government taking us to a sustainable development path is a very important area of action in our electoral reform list.

In the end, all of us, whether as ordinary citizens or aspiring politicians, have a common mission to clean up our electoral system to make it free and fair. We do not want fraud. We want clean elections. We want to make it easy for both rich and poor Filipinos to participate in violence-free processes.

We want elections to be a contest of programmes and platforms of government that will embody the steps towards sustainable development. We want the process to result in laws that will protect the rights of all Filipinos, especially the poor. We have had enough of politicians looking after themselves in public office. We want to elect the right kind of leaders – we need a new breed of guapos – genuine, pro-people politicians.

It is two years from the next presidential elections. We can make meaningful changes if Congress enacts the needed laws in time. We need electoral reforms now! Now is the time!        

PAGE  
1
Annex 6 – Now is the Time for Electoral Reforms!


