THE PROBLEM: The Country in ICU

The country at a glance:

The Philippines is in ICU (serious condition). Crime rules. Corruption reigns. Life is cheap. The economy is in ruins. The country's infrastructure is falling apart.

The delivery of basic social services is woeful. Our institutions have been ravaged. Chaos prevails. Hopelessness has replaced pessimism.

Experts say that our country is in a critical state today. And no less than GMA acknowledges this. In her infamous prevarication last year, where she announced that she would no longer run for president in the 2004 elections, GMA admitted that the Philippines has become one of the poorest and weakest states in Asia, with very feeble social and political structures and, a huge gap between the rich and the poor.

In February last year, she reiterated that our country was in a very critical state and admonished our people to sacrifice and act as one, otherwise we shall perish.

In March last year, the newspaper, International Herald Tribune likewise bannered a headline that read "Philippine economy has slid toward the brink", implying that our country is on the verge of collapse.

Also last year, Oscar M. Lopez, chairman of the Lopez Group of Companies, compared the Philippines to the Titanic, not knowing just when it will hit the iceberg that will sink the nation.

The facts:

The peso recently breached the PhP56.00 to the dollar mark. As of end of 2000, the peso-dollar rate was only PhP43.00 to one dollar. Although there was a spike upwards before EDSA 2, it was already attributable to the destabilizations being done by the GMA camp. Filipinos must realize that for every peso increase of the peso-dollar rate, our external debt increases by PhP60B. Thus, the PhP13 increase since the GMA administration assumed only means that our foreign debt increased by PhP780B, almost equivalent to one year budget of the national government.

Traders expect the peso to fall further to the dollar anytime. The worrisome economic fundamentals are the prime reason why the continued slide of the peso is expected.

Maturities of Philippine debts are bunching up in 2004 and 2005. Payments on these debts will drain a substantial portion of the country's foreign reserves.

Our trade deficit in 2003 reached U$322 Million, while the country's balance of payments for last year stood at around negative U$783 Million. Simply put we were buying more than what we were selling or we were spending more than what was credited and available to us.

Budget deficit in 2003 reached P202 Billion. The right taxes are not being collected and much of what is being collected goes to the pockets of the corrupt adding pressure to the peso. And we expect the situation to worsen if things in the country remain the same. By 2010, the Peso-Dollar rate will hit P120 to $1 if the rate of peso devaluation in the last 7 years continues.

Unemployment averaged around 11% in 2003, still one of the worst situations since 1984. In absolute terms the total number of unemployed persons grew by 121,000 over the period, from 3.433 million to 3.554 million in 2003.

Tax collection the past 20 years averaged 15-17%. In 2002 under the Arroyo administration, it hit an all-time low of 12.2% and in the first quarter of 2003--11.7%.

3,296 firms closed in 2002 and more in 2003.

By 2010, the population will be 100M at the current rate of 2.36% per annum. If our country does not show signs of improvement, or worse, declines further, the Philippines shall be at the bottom of regional rankings by 2010, alongside or worse than Bangladesh.

More worrisome, criminality is at an all-time high.

Drug trafficking and kidnapping continue to hound society with impunity. The streets remain dangerous both to pedestrians and motorists. Parents remain restless whenever their children are out of the house. Trust in our law enforcers remains low.

Bank robberies increased by 29% in 2003 or at least one bank robbery every week, a clear sign that organized crime groups have grown bolder.

Last August 2003, the crime rate rose from 8.32 the previous month to 8.69 according to PNP statistics. The NCR suffered the highest crime rate that rose from 16.05 to 17.74 within the same period. The less urbanized CAR-Cordillera Autonomous Region for the same period suffered the highest rise in crime rate, from 6.74 to 10.21. But of course, these are only the reported ones.

Corruption has been institutionalized.

Let us enumerate some of these :

· IMPSA Deal - US$14 M bribery 

· President Diosdado Macapagal Boulevard (PDMB) Project - PhP700 Million overpriced 

· Philippine International Air Terminals Co. (PIATCO) - a $20 Million Extortion 

· Judiciary Development Fund - Misuse of PhP2 Billion 

· AFP-Lockheed Deal - U$6 Million overpriced 

· Telephone Franchise Scam - P50 Million pay-off 

· PCSO Scam - Misuse of PhP250 Million Advertisement Funds 

· PEACe Bond - PhP1.487 billion windfall in an anomalous bidding 

· Tax diversions involving Land Bank and BIR officials 

· Jose Pidal money laundering. 

Annual corruption perception index rose by 19.5% from 2002 to 2003 according to the Makati Business Club, the same organization that supposedly voted for the retention of GMA as president !! There must be something very wrong with our businessmen. They must be masochists.

THE SOLUTION: Good Governance

Good governance as generally accepted has 8 major characteristics. It is participatory, consensus oriented, accountable, transparent, responsive, effective and efficient, equitable and inclusive and follows the rule of law. It assures that corruption is minimized, the views of minorities are taken into account and that the voices of the most vulnerable in society are heard in decision-making. It is also responsive to the present and future needs of society.

In present Philippine conditions where the deeply rooted corruption is already directly related to the prevalence of crime, good governance requires strong leadership personified by someone with a vision and a track record of political will to lead the process of decision-making and the process by which decisions are implemented. But most important of all he should know how and where to start.

Without conquering the twin evils of corruption and crime the best laid-out developmental plans cannot be implemented successfully in the country. And these twin evils cannot be defeated unless the highest official of the land will lead by example, possesses the courage and determination to succeed and has a firm grasp of the day-to-day affairs of the nation and government. He must have a head for details in running the bureaucracy, must have the capability to analyze and synthesize varied opinions to make decisions and must be able to communicate his ideas effectively. And most important of all he must be capable of carrying out decisions to the fullest extent of the law while resisting all vested interests that may try to go against them. In short, he must be dedicated to the interest of the country and general welfare all throughout.

Ping Lacson is the one with such qualifications.

In establishing good governance these are his priorities:

1. The most urgent: Restore justice, law and order. Without justice, law and order the most brilliant economic plans will get us nowhere. It is sine qua non to all government programs - tourism, infrastructure, education, economic recovery, food security. Kung walang kaayusan at katahimikan, wala na tayong maaring pag-uusapan pang ibang bagay upang mapabuti ang kalagayan ng ating bansa. 

2. Creatively match revenues and expenditures. Government bureaucracy is bloated while revenues are anemic. Most of you will agree that if only tax collectors will remit to the treasury what they habitually pocket, even if they pocket what they normally remit, we would have already solved our budget deficit problem. We must make substantial progress toward balancing the budget, not in six years, but within two years of the new administration. 

3. Stop corruption. At least 20% of what is left after servicing of debt and personnel services is lost to corruption. Unless the president leads by example, corruption will thrive. There will be no sacred cows in our drive to eliminate corruption. 

4. Increase national wealth through improved productivity and generation of jobs. I am aware that wealth creation always starts with small and medium enterprises and individuals like our lawyers, doctors, engineers and the like. We will give incentives to entrepreneurs. We have laws to support SME's. We only have to give it full attention. Small businesses create most of the new jobs in this country and they need to flourish if we are all to prosper. 

5. Upgrade education. A deliberate change of the educational system to make our graduates more competitive with the rest of the world. 

6. Institute investor-friendly and predictable and consistent economic policies. 

7. Strengthen the judicial system. 

8. A national health policy to make affordable quality health care a right, not a privilege. 

For Ping there is no more time to waste, or we are all wasted. We must see a turning point in the 360 days.

Ping will use the power of the presidency to deliver, with a sense of urgency, measurable reforms that have always been promised but never delivered.

Here are highlights from his program of government.

The issue: Rising Crime
The objective: Making every barangay safe again

From Day 1, the entire criminal justice system shall be harnessed in an unprecedented campaign against drug syndicate, kidnap-for-ransom gangs and other criminals.

Ping's administration will target 180 days to dismantle, neutralize and bring these criminals to justice.

Ping shall lift the moratorium on the enforcement of the death penalty for those convicted for heinous crimes, particularly, kidnapping and drug-trafficking.

Within 90 days, the country's law enforcement agencies will undertake significant and massive reforms to transform themselves into efficient, corrupt-free and professional organizations worthy of the respect of the public.

Rogue cops will be dismissed and will be charged in the courts of justice.

Ping will augment the police force with new and better-trained recruits to be able to put more police officers on the streets.

This should be people-noticeable in 180 days so that you can tell your children once again, "If it's late at night and you are in trouble, look for a policeman for help."

In 12 months, the investigative capabilities of all law enforcement agencies shall be upgraded particularly in the field of forensics.

Ping will devote the lion's share of the president's social fund to support a focused campaign against the widespread drug problem.

The issue: The drug menace
The objective: To make the country drug-free and strengthen the drug-users' rehabilitation program.

In close coordination with the judiciary, Ping's administration will implement the law creating special courts dedicated to handle drug-related cases in all urban and selected growth centers within 100 days.

Ping will re-launch the PNP campaign, initiated during his incumbency as PNP chief, that effectively targeted those involved in the illegal drug trade through market constriction at the barangay level and supply reduction. This two-pronged strategy worked well when he was C, PNP. He is confident it will also work the same when he is already the president.

The issue: Widespread corruption
The objective: Eliminate the culture of corruption.

On Day 1, all cabinet members and heads of sensitive government agencies and their families will be asked to sign a waiver exempting them from the coverage of the Bank Secrecy Law should a complaint for corruption be lodged against them at anytime during their term of office.

Ping shall be the first to sign such a waiver.

In the first 100 days, Ping's administration will simplify the system by which persons and corporations transact with government agencies.

The goal is 5 signatures per agency, maximum.

The goal for swift service: no transaction should take more than 7 calendar days, 24 hours should be the gold standard.

Within 100 days, Ping's administration will come up with a mechanism to tap the private sector and/or community to provide oversight and inspection functions of public works projects, to include technical inspection to determine if proper specifications were complied with for ongoing and finished projects. (Before Ping gave up his pork, he filed criminal and administrative complaints against several DPWH officials and local executives and contractors who tinkered with his PDAF allocations using the same mechanism.)

Within 6 months, full transparency in government purchases will be observed via e-procurement and monitoring systems involving non-government organizations.

From Day 1, Ping's administration shall accelerate action to charge and prosecute grafters without fear or favor and get the guilty to jail as soon as possible.

This should be able to strike the fear of the law into the hearts of erring public personnel and serve as a strong warning to the entire bureaucracy. If there is one thing Ping wants his administration to be remembered for, it is for sending the most number of crooks in government to jail.

The issue: Health care
The objective: To make quality health care accessible and affordable for the average Filipino family.

Ping's administration will accelerate the expansion of the coverage of the National Insurance Law targeting 50% coverage by year-end 2007, and a minimum of 90% by 2010.

To be implemented is a revised structure of health insurance payments that reflects the social insurance principles of social solidarity, risk sharing and genuine equity.

Within 90 days, Ping shall earmark P6B from the Health Insurance Reserve Fund as revolving fund for three pro-poor health programs namely:

· Anti-TB medicine procurement; 

· Procurement of population management supplies; and 

· The expanded immunization program. 

The issue: Education
The objective: To provide every public school a challenging improved curriculum and the resources for teachers to develop the skills needed to teach better.

The medium of instruction to be used in our school system will be English.

Proficiency in a universally-adopted language such as English will be emphasized in order to heighten the competitive advantage of our graduates here and abroad.

Computer literacy will be prioritized.

By 2007, 50% of public schools will be equipped with enough computers to make the students computer literate. By 2010, we shall target 100%.

The ratio of books to students is an unacceptable 1 : 5. In 360 days, we will bring it down to 1 : 3. After another 360 days, we will bring it to 1 : 1.

A major step is to adopt uniform books for regular use instead of changing books every year, a source of continuing corruption all the way to the top.

Within 180 days, the government-owned television station will be devoted solely to education and information, never a propaganda tool for the incumbent and against its political enemy, or entertainment.

The issue: Judicial reform
The objective: To improve access to justice by the poor.

Within 30 days, Ping's administration will work with the judiciary to come up with actionable moves to cleanse their ranks of corrupt and erring members within 180 days.

Ping's administration will strengthen the Public Attorney's Office. Within 180 days they will expand significantly its present geographical reach of 16 regional offices and 251 district and sub-district offices and number of lawyers

The issue: Pump-priming a stagnant economy
The objective: To provide incentives for greater investments that will generate jobs in the private sector.

Ping will implement a "Rebuild The Philippines" program, the cornerstone of public sector spending in the next 6 years.

The Philippines needs some 300,000 kms. of roads. We only have 190,000 kms. Only 34,700 kms., (18%) are paved.

	COUNTRY
	PAVED ROADS

	Thailand
	82%

	Malaysia
	74%

	Indonesia
	47%

	Vietnam
	35%

	Philippines
	18%


Ping will pave 92,000 kms. of unpaved roads, 80,000 of them barangay roads (farm to main artery).

Within the first 100 days, Ping will create a Joint Executive Legislative Tax Commission to design a gradual reduction of business and income taxes which will spur much needed investment.

Ping will develop and promote tourism estates and support them with the necessary infrastructures such as sea and air access points.

Finally, he will implement a vigorous population management program.

Ping considers overpopulation not only a social problem but also a vital economic issue.

The issue: Highly centralized government structure that impedes the effective delivery of services to the people. 
The objective: To allow the various components of society to blaze their own paths, solve their own problems and contribute to increased national wealth.

Ping will devolve much of the national government's functions, power and authority to the local governments.

His administration will dismantle instruments of centralized national control so that our people may be more effectively, efficiently and swiftly served.

A challenge

Are not his priorities our priorities too? If Ping could help achieve our objectives, would not our dreams of safe and peaceful environment, economic growth and restoration of our pride as a nation be realized too?

We are reaping the whirlwind of the nation's collective despair. And we must agree we have to begin somewhere.

Ping proposes that we start with government. For government, the way we have been led is the problem. It provides us insecurity. It gives us chaos in the streets. It gives us the most expensive boulevard in the universe. It gives us band-aid cure for our health needs. It gives us fractured English for our education. Worse, the crooks in government get fat commissions for all these.

We cannot and we must not blame the 82 million Filipinos for losing their trust, respect and obedience to government. Therefore, we must set government right first before we even hope to set this country right.

To all these, leadership by example is second to none. To all these, Ping offers himself to lead by example - the way he did in the Philippine National Police and in the Senate.

As PNP chief, Lacson brought back the glory and integrity of being a cop --from being fit and having a trim waistline to being determined in upholding the law even in the face of millions of pesos in bribe money. Under his management, a series of reforms turned around the public's image of the police force. In the 14 months that he served as chief, the PNP earned the highest approval rating of 69% from the public. His reforms in the PNP were not always popular among his fellow lawmen. In an effort to redistribute more resources to patrolmen on the beat and away from perks for senior officials and desk jockeys, he chopped the administrative allocation in the PNP budget from 60 percent to 15 percent. Using transparency to cut down graft, he published an itemized breakdown of the PNP budget on the Internet with hotline phone numbers and e-mail addresses so that officers and the public in the provinces could report corrupt officials to Manila. His reforms resulted in, among others, the administrative sanctions against 2,000 police officers for violation against public trust.

In the Senate, Ping called for the scrapping of a very corrupt and corrupting system in our political institutions - the pork barrel. He set an example by not only refusing to use his more than P200 Million pork but by insisting that the amount be deleted from the budget to help alleviate the burgeoning budget deficit.

Ping Lacson ang solusyon.
Ping Lacson, Pangulo 2004!

