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The Making of a Philippine President
HONG KONG (Mabuhay) (Sunday Examiner May 2,2010): “The Philippines has all the trappings of a democratic state,” Hong Kong-based economist, Alex Aquino, told a discussion group at the offices of the Asian Centre for the Progress of Peoples in Homantin on April 16. “It has had four presidents since the martial law era president, Ferdinand Marcos, was deposed in 1986. But do the changes at the top indicate that the people have democratic rights?” he quizzed.

“To answer that question, we need to look at who rules and where the source of power lies,” he explained.

Aquino said it is good to begin by looking at the extreme poverty of The Philippines today. “According to the government’s own surveys, 33 per cent of the population lives below the poverty line,” he said. “That means that one in three Filipinos is not living at survival level. We are number 74 in the world list of most poverty-stricken economies (number one is most wealthy) and the poverty level is more than twice as high as Vietnam, Thailand or Indonesia.”

He noted that infant mortality is 23 in 100. “It is a very high level and, according to the World Health Organisation, a condemning sign of the general state of health in the nation as a whole.”

Aquino said that strangely, in this climate of extreme poverty, the police are currently saying that the crime rate is down by 40 per cent. “This is an extremely dubious claim,” he noted, “especially in view of the recent Maguindanao Massacre and the prevalence of fear that pervades the country.”
He explained that compounding the problems of what many around the world regard as a failed state, is a huge level of official corruption and the mass exodus of people seeking jobs overseas.
He quoted the Liberal Party presidential candidate and Aquino dynasty hopeful, Nonoy Aquino, as saying that public funds siphoned off by government officials is equal to about one third of the nation’s gross domestic product, or about US$40 billion ($310 billion) a year.

“For this reason, when you choose a presidential candidate at the election, you also have to look at who else you are voting for,” he said, “as this is complicated by the hybrid political structure of the country.”

He recounted how Spain ruled the nation of islands for 333 years up to the late 1890s, then, the United States of America (US) created the Commonwealth of The Philippines, which, with a five year interlude of Japanese occupation during World War II, lasted until independence in 1946. “Then it can be neatly divided into, pre-Marcos, Marcos and post-Marcos eras,” he commented.
“However, the US did nothing to change the colonial system,” he said. “The titling system for land is still Spanish, leaving The Philippines with one of the highest levels of private land holdings in the world, and these are the families that control the political scene.”

He added that, consequently, the nation is splintered into hundreds of family power bases, or clans, which compete with each other for control of local areas. “The Maguindanao Massacre is an example of one clan fighting another for political and economic dominance in the province. They are the political power brokers around the country and the elected president sources power by creating an alliance of political clans,” he noted, saying that a vote for any of the eight presidential candidates is more realistically a vote for one of these alliances.
As there is really no such thing as an effective public service, which was demonstrated by the ease with which Marcos swept it aside during martial law, the clans base their influence on violence, dragging both the local police and military into their net, so any elected president derives power from holding an alliance together.
“This is done with money,” Aquino explained. “So how does a president manage to stay in power? By stealing money and paying them off.”
He explained that although the trappings of a US-style system of congress was adopted in 1956, the concept of civilian supremacy over the military was never concretised, and power remained tied to the economic influence of the huge property holdings, and, consequently, the clans.
Aquino added that the other strong player is foreign interests. He said that Cory Aquino had to buy into the economic restructuring of the International Monetary Fund, which effectively killed off what remained of local manufacturing, leaving The Philippines with an import-oriented economy.

“There is a lot more money to be made importing things than exporting them,” he said. “When the country returned its only surplus year in 1959, it was pinned on local manufacture, and it could rightfully be called a sovereign nation. Today this is doubtful,” he lamented.

“The trade agreements the government has entered into keep the economy in deficit,” he continued, “and this suites foreign interests. For example, the US is crying over China’s huge trade surplus, but you don’t hear them crying over the Philippine debt.”
Aquino said that this is what prompts Filipinos to leave the country for jobs abroad. “Their remittances amount to about US$17 billion ($131.75 billion) annually.” That is less than half of what is creamed off by government officials, but it is a big percentage of a US$140 billion ($1,085 billion) gross national product. Nevertheless, Aquino said that it only achieves two things.

“It keeps sufficient buying power in the hands of farmers and working people so that they can send their children to school and do a bit of shopping, which prevents them from rising up against the system. It also keeps the national coffers from going broke,” he noted. “However, ironically, it strengthens the very dynamic that forced people to leave home in the first place, leaving the country in a mad scramble to export more and more people.”

However, the political activist from the martial law era said, “Nevertheless, there is hope, and it lies with the grass roots. The crisis of the last two years has seen labour unions become stronger, also the human rights push of non-government organisations and the urban poor cooperatives has become more widespread. These organisations can integrate with the aspirations of the people.”
He stressed the importance of groups that work to conscientise people, saying that the more people know about what is happening to them and the more they understand about why they are poor, the more they can do to change the situation.

“In this context, organisations like Church and civic communities are important,” he said. “They have contact with ordinary people and ultimately, they are the ones who can make a difference.”

