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In two days, May 1 is here. All the nations in the world will celebrate this day in praise of the ordinary working men and women. Yet, in an ironic twist, we in the Philippines anticipate this date with nervousness and anxiety.


All because of May 1, 2001. A day when the poorest of the poor—from the waterfront barung-barongs of Tondo, from foreshore shanties of Navotas, from the garbage dumps of Payatas—trooped from their five-day vigil in EDSA to storm the palisades of Malacañang.


Days earlier, on January 20, 2001, then vice-president Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo stood in the same spot in EDSA to take her oath as the new president of the Republic. She replaced then president Joseph Ejercito Estrada after the people staged what is now referred to as EDSA II.


These two historic events exposed the inadequacies of our constitutional government and the weaknesses in choosing our nation’s leaders. They point to the urgent need for electoral reforms, if not the more fundamental constitutional reforms.


No one can deny that popularity played the major, if not the decisive role in the election of Mr. Joseph Estrada. A 1995 IPER study of voter behavior has already indicated that voters will vote for the more popular, the more sikat, and the more kilala. The 1998 election proved it.


Platform and party program placed fourth and last in voters’ decision. As a result, politicians expectedly play to the tune more commonly heard and acted in movie and media circles. They prefer to play down their political credentials and play up their makamasa hype, including the song-and-dance routine.

Winning is everything to politicians. What we call trapos persist in their guns, goons, and gold. However, the advent of the information age forced many of them to become artistas and show hosts, even as the latter found the opportunity to become politicians.


The result is predictable. The patriarchal political culture that we have, centering on the padron, became even more personalist—revolving as it were on basketball, movie, TV and radio stars. The political party system, frail as it was, basically shattered—useful only for forming electoral coalitions that are the vehicles of most candidates. In fact, the four post-1986 presidents all rely on coalitions, both in winning the election and in governing the nation.

Political dynasties formed and multiplied. The phenomenon of turncoatism rose to gargantuan scale with massive stampede of politicians to the winning president’s coalition right after every presidential election. Money politics is now even more entrenched with millions, even billions of pesos now required for national campaigns. Vote-buying is rampant, engendering a culture of political consumerism never before seen. The same IPER study pegged the percentage of voters willing to be paid for their votes at 55 percent.

The electoral process has become the playground of the rich, the super-rich, the foreign rich, and the criminal rich. It is common knowledge that jueteng money, drug and other criminally-sourced money, foreign hot money, and corporate accounts flow liberally during the elections, anticipating the material, financial, and power profits coming back from a winning candidate’s accession to government position. Election—and government—has become one huge industry.

Yet the vast majority of our people are practically alienated from the electoral process. Despite the meaningful exercise to vote every three years or so, it cannot erase the fact of an almost impossibility of poor candidates winning national or even local seats. Almost 20 percent of our citizens are also deprived of their right to vote, because they have become the modern heroes of our economy—by going abroad to work or to stay. Constitutional guarantees in the party-list system and local sectoral representation for seats for marginalized and underrepresented sectors are still to be put in place or made a reality.

The situation cries out for reforms—and urgent reforms.

What Electoral Reforms Do We Need?

The electoral situation speaks for itself. Where there are loopholes, we must plug those loopholes. Where there is a constitutional mandate, we must have enabling laws. Where there is a problem, we must have the solution. And where the people are being shortchanged, we must have a clear accounting.


I speak of a whole series of electoral reforms necessary to enable our people to be well-informed, critical and responsible citizens, to extend the right of suffrage to the whole of our people, wherever they are, and to restructure and strengthen the political and electoral systems to realize genuine broad-based, grassroots-based democracy.


EDSAs are a satisfying affirmation of our people’s vigilance and democratic instinct. However, I would be glad for the day when EDSAs became unnecessary because our people would have the trust and confidence that the political and electoral system they embraced would serve their sovereign interests above all.
PAGE  
1
Annex 7 – The Urgency of Electoral Reforms in our Democracy


