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I. The Situation:

The Philippines’ 13th president, former senator and action movie star Joseph Estrada, was forced out of office in January 2001 after four days of massive protest rallies capped by the withdrawal of support by senior military and police officers. The events had been called the EDSA People Power 2. 

The rallies were triggered by the walkout of the prosecution lawyers from the Senate impeachment tribunal where Estrada was then undergoing trial for graft and corruption, and for receiving millions of pesos in kickbacks from stock market deals and illegal gambling. 

The impeachment complaint was based largely on two sources -- investigative reports of the Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism that exposed the multiple mansions and unexplained wealth of Estrada and his mistresses, and the revelations made by longtime Estrada associate, Luis "Chavit" Singson, then governor of Ilocos Sur province, on Estrada's receipt of commissions from syndicates running an illegal numbers game.

On parallel track, KOMPIL 2, a coalition of left, left-of-center and moderate NGOs from all sectors that was organized in November 2000, launched its RIO (Resign, Impeach, Oust) campaign against Estrada. KOMPIL 2 served as coordinator of the protest activities. It also functioned as the liaison secretariat with civil society for Vice President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, who came to power after Estrada stepped down on January 21, 2001.

Today, 31 months after the EDSA People Power 2, the Philippines is witness to incessant political squabbles among its leaders. In October 2003, it teetered on the verge of a constitutional crisis, after an impeachment case, this time against Supreme Court Chief Justice Hilario Davide Jr, nearly rent the branches of government apart, and sowed strident public debate on the interplay of politics and the rule of law.

Davide, who served as presiding officer at the Senate impeachment trial of Estrada, was “impeached” on October 23, 2003 by 88 members of the House of Representatives for alleged misuse and diversion of the billion-peso Judicial Development Fund (JDF). It was the second impeachment case initiated against Davide and the justices. The first took issue with the justices’ decision to swear in Mrs Arroyo as president. 

A statute dating back to the Marcos era mandates that 80 per cent of the JDF, which comes from filing fees collected by the country’s courts, must cover the cost of living allowances of court employees. The balance of 20 per cent is allotted to infrastructure and capital outlay expenses of the judiciary. 

The chief justice has exclusive authority over the disbursement of the JDF. As a matter of course, however, Davide has secured approval by the court en banc of major infrastructure expenses, including millions of pesos of JDF money spent on the repair and construction work on the justices’ official residences in the summer capital of Baguio City. 

The lawmakers who impeached Davide have also criticized as improper the fact that Davide's son and chief of staff, Bryan Joseph, sits as vice-chairperson of the Supreme Court's Pre-Qualification, Bid and Awards Committee. Too, a number of rank-and-file court employees restless over low pay have supported the impeachment case.

A special audit of the JDF that the House directed the Commission on Audit to undertake had cleared the Davide court of any wrongdoing. The audit has determined that 89 per cent of the JDF had actually been paid to court employees as cost of living allowances. Instead of appropriating 80 per cent of the JDF collections from each trial court to its own personnel only, the Davide court had also "democratized" the distribution of JDF funds, the audit stated. The court decided instead to disburse 80 per cent of the JDF's composite total in equal amounts to the nation's 25,000 court personnel.

A broad coalition of left, left-of-center and moderate groups, including former Presidents Corazon Aquino and Fidel Ramos, lawyers, judges, businessmen and church leaders, supported Davide, who is widely perceived to be an honest, upright person. The chief justice said the impeachment case was an effort by unnamed “economic interests” supposedly to intimidate the high court to decide cases in their favor. 

Pro-Davide groups have accused Marcos crony Eduardo Cojuangco Jr., chairperson of the food-beverage giant San Miguel Corporation, of being the brains and money behind the impeachment case. Cojuangco is founder and head of the opposition Nationalist People’s Coalition party that is in a tenuous coalition with the pro-Arroyo Lakas-CMD party. Over 60 House legislators who belong to Cojuangco’s NPC party all voted to impeach Davide. 

The Davide court this year declared the billion-peso coconut levy that the Marcos government collected from coconut farmers to be public funds. Cojuangco had supposedly used the coconut levy funds to acquire a controlling interest in San Miguel and the United Coconut Planters Bank.

Administration Senator Joker Arroyo had accused President Arroyo of sacrificing Davide for her political ambition, so she could consolidate a coalition with Cojuangco and his NPC party, to support her campaign for the presidency in the May 2004 elections. Senator Arroyo had criticized the President for her failure to rein in about 20 Lakas party members who signed in on the impeachment case. Mrs Arroyo is national chairperson of the Lakas party. 

The President had met several times this year with Cojuangco, who had earlier intimated plans to run for president in May 2004. Cojuangco had also said, however, that he would forget about the presidency, if Mrs Arroyo should decide to stand for election.

The Davide impeachment case saw Mrs Arroyo swinging from one position to another over the next two weeks. 

At first she declared a hands-off policy, saying she would rather uphold the constitutional principle of separation of powers. 

Next, Mrs Arroyo attended flag-raising ceremonies at the Supreme Court that anti-impeachment groups organized to express support for Davide. She stood side by side with the chief justice, against the backdrop of banners calling for the impeachment case’s withdrawal.

Later, Mrs Arroyo proposed to organize a “summit” of Congress leaders and the justices to discuss a compromise agreement. 

Finally, Mrs Arroyo stormed the heavens with prayer, and in the company of nuns, launched an eight-day “Prayer Octave” to seek divine intervention to settle the impasse between the legislature and the judiciary.

In the aftermath of the Davide impeachment case, the latest quarterly survey by the Wallace Business Group of 62 CEOs of multinationals operating in the country drew vigorous and unanimous criticism of Congress. 

At least 50 per cent of the respondents said Congress was doing "a lousy job;" another 34 per cent said it was doing "a poor job;" and the last 16 per cent said it was not doing a "good enough" job. Asked how many of them would like to see Congress abolished, 99 per cent of the respondents raised their hands.

On November 11, the Supreme Court voted 13-1 (with Davide inhibiting himself) to declare the impeachment case against the chief justice as unconstitutional. (The first impeachment case against the Davide court failed to get past the House Committee on Justice.) The Supreme Court also voted 14-0 to declare that it has jurisdiction over the impeachment case, despite objections by the pro-impeachment lawmakers.

The impasse was finally resolved after Speaker Jose de Venecia Jr. informed the House in session also on November 11 that he was constrained to respect the decision of the Supreme Court on the impeachment case.  Senate President Franklin Drilon also simultaneously expressed his personal opinion that he cannot accept the articles of impeachment – should the House decide to transmit it to the Senate – on account of the Supreme Court decision.

The Davide impeachment case comes in the wake of a botched mutiny that junior Armed Forces officers and about 300 soldiers mounted on July 27, 2003 at a posh hotel in the financial center of Makati. Opposition senator Gregorio Honasan, a former Army colonel who co-led the military mutiny that sparked the 1986 EDSA People Power 1 and subsequent failed coups against Corazon Aquino, has been linked to the latest mutiny by Mrs Arroyo's deputies.

In August, the 24-person Senate launched a televised investigation into allegations by opposition Sen. Panfilo Lacson Jr. that First Gentleman Jose Miguel Arroyo had kept millions of pesos in election campaign donations and commissions from government contracts in several bank accounts using the fictitious name Jose Pidal. 

Beginning September, the Commission on Elections came under fire for its failed registration of new voters, including migrant Filipinos, and its sloppy preparations for computerized count of the May 2004 elections.

Despite her widely acclaimed announcement in December 2002 that she would not run in the May 2004 elections, in October Mrs. Arroyo declared herself a candidate, a decision widely criticized by the civil society groups that supported her at EDSA 2.

The series of hanging political controversies in the last quarter has exacted its heaviest toll on the peso, the stock market and investor confidence. The local currency has plummeted back to record lows, while public opinion polls of Filipino and foreign business leaders have yielded prognosis grown bleaker at each turn. 

The resurgence of kidnap-for-ransom cases victimizing Chinese-Filipinos, and the resignation of Finance Secretary Jose Isidro Camacho in mid-November have further complicated the country’s business outlook.

In mid-November, too, Mrs Arroyo declared a policy of “principled reconciliation” with the political opposition, including former President Estrada, former First Lady Imelda R. Marcos, and Cojuangco. Civil society groups have criticized her initiative as an effort to court electoral constituents of the opposition, given that she faces stronger, more popular rivals in the May 2004 elections.

Public opinion polls have consistently ranked a neophyte independent senator, Noli de Castro, as the most popular choice for president. A radio-television news anchor all his life who is not comfortable with spoken English, De Castro hosts to this day a weekly public affairs program at ABS-CBN, the Philippines top TV network.  Mrs Arroyo has launched ardent courtship of De Castro so he would run as her vice president.

Ranked second most popular in the polls is former senator Raul Roco, a top corporate lawyer who had also served as Arroyo’s education secretary. A close third is Estrada’s “best friend” Fernando Poe Jr., who is also known as “the King” of Philippine movies. On November 26, Poe finally declared his decision to run for president, drawing support from militants as well as poor constituents. 

Mrs. Arroyo ranks fourth, and opposition Senator Panfilo Lacson,  fifth. The police chief under Estrada, Lacson’s expose on the alleged secret bank accounts of First Gentlemen Jose Miguel Arroyo, last October, had caused a serious dent on Mrs Arroyo’s popularity.

By all indications, it seems like the Philippines has taken several steps back since the EDSA People Power 2 episode. 

By all indications, it seems like status quo ante gave Filipinos greater reason to be proud and to stand united as a people, than the present situation ever could.  

By all indications, status quo ante offers a lot of lessons that Filipinos have not exactly kept to heart, hence the listless, feckless sliding back and forth of the Philippines as a democracy in seemingly perpetual transition.

But first, some fast facts:  

The Land: 

Filipinos like to call their country the Pearl of the Orient Seas. In truth, it is like a wasteland of dirt and pain, two elements that nurture pearl. Like a string of pearls, the Philippines is an archipelago with 7,107 islands, stretched across 300,000 square kilometers of land area.  Up to 49 per cent of the land is classified as forest, although only 21 per cent remain under forest cover. About 34 per cent of the land is under agricultural cultivation.  

By political organization, the country is divided into 16 administrative regions. There are 77 provinces, 500 cities and municipalities, and 30,000 plus barangay or villages.

The People: 

As of the May 2000 census, there are 76.5 million Filipinos, a population estimated to reach 80 million in 2001, at an average annual growth rate of 2.1 per cent.

Up to 60 per cent of all Filipinos are below 21 years old, making the bulk of the population dependent on smaller balance who belong to the workforce. About 7 million Filipinos work overseas as contract workers or migrants, a big number of them undocumented.

Population density is estimated at 255 persons per square kilometer.  There are 11,500 households and average family size is 3.4 persons. The government estimates poverty incidence at 28.4 percent, although the Asian Development Bank places it at 40 per cent. 

Simple literacy is very high at 93.9 per cent (1994 data) but functional literacy is only 81 per cent.  

By 2000, the average annual family income is estimated at 144,039 pesos, while average annual family expenditure, 118,002 pesos. The legislated minimum daily wage is about 250 pesos (US$4.50). The unemployment rate is placed at 10.2 per cent of the workforce, and the underemployment rate, 15.3 per cent, as of October 2002.

Slivers of history:

In a manner of speaking, Filipinos prayed in the convent for 300 years under Spanish colonial rule (1521 -1898). Next, they partied in Hollywood for 50 years under the American commonwealth government (1898 to 1946). For three years during the last war, Filipinos came under the rule of the Japanese Imperial Army. 

In the last 50 years (from 1946), the political and economic elite alternately took power, expect for 14 years (1972-1986) when Ferdinand Marcos imposed martial rule. Two people power revolts (1986 and January 2001) have become shortcuts to the constitutional process (elections) of changing leaders.

Philippine government and politics have been characterized throughout the country's history by economic mismanagement, patronage and corruption.

In terms of value of index of its business environment, the Economist Intelligence Unit in 2002 ranked the Philippines only No. 34 out of 60 countries, and only No. 10 out of 16 countries in Asia (list includes Australia, China, Hongkong, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Singapore, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, Thailand, Vietnam).

II. EDSA People Power 2: A Post-Mortem

Various groups launched multiple, parallel efforts to remove movie star turned president Joseph Estrada for graft and corruption. 

Each performed a distinct role:

A. The media informed and incensed the people about the unexplained wealth that Estrada and his family members and associates had acquired. National television broadcast Estrada’s impeachment trial at the Senate and helped clarify the issues at bar.

B. Civil Society groups took on various roles:

 Lawyers helped lawmakers prepare the impeachment complaint that was filed against Estrada with the House of Representatives, and eventually, served as members of the prosecution team in the Senate impeachment tribunal. NGOs mobilized their members to attend the impeachment hearings, and the protest rallies. KOMPIL 2 articulated the reform agenda of the various sectors and allowed NGO leaders to take on jobs in the new government. Business and church leaders lent moral and material support for the protest rallies, and openly took the side of the opposition as individuals or through various associations. 

C. Lawmakers, mostly from the opposition, supported the impeachment complaint in their numbers, after the Singson expose fired up protest actions. 

D. Officers and men of the Armed Forces and Philippine National Police withdrew their support for Estrada in the penultimate stages of the protest movement.

E. Chief Justice Hilario Davide Jr. and the other justices decided to swear in Mrs Arroyo as president, vesting the new government with judicial and constitutional imprimatur and writing finis to the Estrada presidency.

III. The Role of Media and Civil Society

A. The PCIJ Stories on Estrada's Wealth: 

The first leads for half a dozen investigative reports and as many video documentaries that the PCIJ produced came from coffee shop talk, white papers and anonymous tipsters in Manila's vibrant rumor mill 

The first step taken was to organize a team of five writers and three researchers. The Research Plan was developed, with a view to answering a number of priority questions: What could be documented? What could be verified? What will stick?


Next, the PCIJ Team agreed to focus the research on the following concrete evidence of unexplained wealth: real estate, houses, corporate assets. Because Estrada kept a large and intricate network of spouses and friends, the Team also decided to assign the writers to specific spouses and cronies as their respective subjects of study.

The Paper Trail on Estrada's estate served as the backbone of the research effort. The first track of research focused on the Securities an Exchange Commission to gather GIS, articles of incorporation, financial statements, and other records on the corporate assets of the Estradas.

The effort stretched on for over six months, and cost the PCIJ about P40,000 (about US$800)  in photocopying fees. The research team compiled two boxes of documents on 66 companies Estrada and his spouses, children and associates owned and controlled. Reverse search allowed by the SEC then (but now disallowed) provided a breakthrough in the research effort.

The research at the SEC stretched on for weeks. Per day, researchers could get records on only three companies. Journalism student interns joined the research later. The effort yielded an abundant harvest of data: Estrada and his families had formed 66 companies.  The second track of our research zeroed in on the real estate and mansions that Estrada had built for his wife and three mistresses. 

By trial and error method – many times, it was not clear in whose names the properties were registered – the PCIJ team gathered land records, development and building permits, environmental clearance certificates, and related documents. Because few close Estrada associates were willing to talk, or had direct knowledge of the mostly secret deals, the PCIJ Team talked to architects, interior designers, contractors, landscape artists, roof-tile and hardware suppliers, neighbors, village association members, security guards. 
 


The research findings were simply colossal: Estrada, had acquired 17 pieces of real estate worth about 2 billion pesos, in just 26 months in office. Most of the properties were listed in the name of shell companies incorporated by the same law firm, or presidential cronies. Invariably, the same contractors and project managers were mobilized in the construction of the similarly opulent mansions designed by some of the country’s top architects.

Building plans for one of the most fabulous presidential mansions built on a 5,000-square meter property in a posh Manila village had its own beauty parlor, theatre, sauna, a living room the size of a hotel lobby, and two gigantic kitchens, one for preparing hot food, the other for cold food. 

Six PCIJ stories on Estrada's unexplained wealth were published and broadcast between May to December 2001. The first stories met with lukewarm response from the leading newspapers and television networks.

The lukewarm response drew in part from Estrada’s relentless counter-attacks on critical media. In early 1999, Estrada had initiated an advertising boycott of the nation’s leading newspaper, Philippine Daily Inquirer, for its critical reportage on his presidency. The major corporations and Estrada’s business associates joined the boycott, causing a serious dent on the Inquirer’s revenues. 

In April 1999, Estrada filed a 100-million peso libel suit against The Manila Times newspaper, and later convinced his “corporate genius” friend Mark Jimenez to buy out the daily from the Gokongwei family. Editors and reporters protested the takeover, and in July 1999, the Gokongweis decided to close the newspaper. Jimenez paid 20 million pesos for The Times, money he borrowed from Chavit Singson during a poker game with Estrada at the presidential palace.

Yet after Estrada buddy Luis "Chavit" Singson's expose on the million-peso kickbacks that Estrada collected from illegal gambling galvanized the protest actions, TV networks practically hounded the PCIJ for more stories. The impeachment trial aired daily on national TV, drew bigger crowds to the protest rallies, and bolstered the confidence of media owners and editors to criticize Estrada. 

It must be stressed that many nameless citizens assisted the PCIJ exposes on Estrada’s wealth. As the reports ran in a series, they tipped off the PCIJ via email, text messages, phone calls, and letters on the existence of other Estrada properties. They sent photographs of the houses, or provided exact addresses of the properties, and helped significantly to speed up the paper chase.

The enabling environment for the research effort was fairly well established in the Philippines by then. Regulatory agencies like the SEC have largely complied with the transparency clauses of anti-graft laws. The real burden on the research team was not so much the absence of documents but the tediousness and meticulous care required in ferreting out the truth.

From the foregoing, it seems fair to acknowledge the role of investigative journalism in uncovering corruption, and strengthening democacry. PCIJ Executive Director Sheila S. Coronel says it best: “Investigative reporting is hard, lonely work. One cannot keep on plodding without faith, without a sense that one is making a contribution to public discourse and to building a vibrant democracy. Citizens, after all, cannot debate intelligently if they do not have the information they need. They cannot decide wisely if they are bereft of knowledge. The rigorous research that investigative journalism requires results in the production of new knowledge, in the uncovering of new information that empowers citizens”

The point of investigative reporting, especially of grand corruption and abuse of power, is not simply to engage but also to enrage citizens, according to Coronel. 

“Investigative reporting helps make such engagement possible. Sometimes, it also makes people so angry that they demand that something should be done,”she adds. 

Where institutions are weak or compromised, as is the case in the Philippines, Coronel says, the press “has ended up doing what the police, the courts, parties and parliaments should do: exposing malfeasance, calling for reforms, and encouraging public action against corruption and the abuse of power. Most of the time, the fear of media exposure is the only deterrent to official abuse.”


B. Civil Society's RIO Campaign Against Estrada

EDSA People Power 2 had its roots in the latter part of 1999, when civil society groups started to write off the Estrada presidency as a gross disappointment.  The Philippines' first president with non-elite credentials -- a college dropout given to gambling, drink and women, and who spoke bad English -- Estrada had projected himself as "a man for the poor." 

But Dan Songco, a leader of Code-NGO and KOMPIL 2, says that the first two years of Estrada's presidency startled civil society groups into action. Even before the PCIJ stories came out, goups like Konsensyang Pilipino and the National Peace Conference, had planned to file an impeachment complaint for alleged corruption in the latter part of 1999.

Senior civil society leaders, however, advised the initially small circle of five NGOs to first gather solid evidence so the charges would stick. Failing this, the groups agreed  that even if they don’t succeed, they could ate least expose the issues against Estrada. In time, bigger groups like the influential Makati Business Club joined in. 

The PCIJ stories infused new energy to the effort. Lawyers stressed the need for documentary evidence, and with a draft impeachment complaint, the groups sought out allies in the House of Representatives who could sponsor it. The search for sponsors took some time because “nobody wanted to make the first move in Congress."  

A member of the so-called "Spice Boys" group of young opposition legislators agreed to file suit. Yet after Chavit Singson's explosive revelations about Estrada’s “midnight Cabinet” of poker players and wheelers and dealers, credit-grabbing for the impeachment complaint ensued among the legislators.

Singson's revelations sparked vigorous public interest and debate, it compelled civil society groups to discuss what to do next. "We had a percolating consensus but a flabby one. We saw that the forces outside were big, and the groups saw a need to grab the opportunity to lead," Songco says.

On the way to forging consensus, the groups all agreed, according to Songco, that “we must always follow the democratic process,” and that meant they could not start the campaign outright with a call for the ouster of Estrada. The left-leaning groups had wanted to demand Estrada’s exit from power even through extra-constitutional modes, including mounting street protest actions.

In November 2000, anti-Estrada groups gathered under one umbrella coalition, KOMPIL 2, and adopted three modes of getting Estrada out of the presidency, a testimony to the divergent points of view of the coalition members. 

Consensus was achieved on what was called a RIO (Resign, Impeach, Oust) strategy, as well as on the sequence of protest calls that KOMPIL will carry -- first "Estrada Resign," then "Impeach Estrada," and finally, "Oust Estrada."  The groups failed, however, to achieve unity on the more contentious matter of  "program of government," or what should happen after Estrada bows out of power.

On parallel track, Vice President Gloria Arroyo formed her "Constitutional Transition Committee" and assigned its members to keep in constant communication with KOMPIL 2 leaders.

THE CHURCHES -- Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Islamic – played an important role in the anti-Estrada campaign. Church leaders harnessed their moral influence on members, ministers, nuns, priests, and administrators of church-run schools with command over students and teachers, to pack in the crowd at the EDSA shrine for four days straight. 

In like manner, Estrada counted on his loyal allies in the Iglesia ni Cristo -- a minority church of about 4 million members and virtually the only real voting bloc in the Philippines -- to pack in the crowd at the pro-Estrada rallies during the impeachment trial, and later, against President Arroyo.

BUSINESS LEADERS are yet another equally important silent partner in EDSA People Power 2, as they were in EDSA People Power 1. Protest movements entail huge budgets and overheads, a burden that unavoidably falls always on businessmen. EDSA People Power 2 cost tens of millions of pesos to mount. 

But civil society leaders would not quote absolute figures of the funds expended, citing that in truth, the only things visible are the overhead expenses and campaign collateral (i.e. streamers, T-shirts, food, printing of pamphlets, transportation, sound system rental), but never the sources of money, nor the exact amounts donors give. Women and children from affluent villages formed food brigades to cook and serve meals for tens of thousands, an expense that cannot be valuated. 

Songco explains: "Many people pitched in but these amounts are never reported. An accounting of funds is never done or demanded either.” For four days straight, KOMPIL 2 rented a sound system and this item alone cost organizers half a million pesos already (about US10,000). 

The organizers got a breather, however, in terms of reduced "transaction cost" they incurred for communications, thanks to the wild and widespread fascination of Filipinos with texting, or short messaging system (SMS), and to a lesser extent, Internet chat sites. 

In 2003, already 20 million or 1 in every 3 Filipinos owns a mobile phone. This is double the estimated 10.9 million mobile phone owners in 2001, during EDSA People Power 2. 

In 2001, across the world, mobile phone users swapped 13 billion text messages every day, including 1.3 billion daily in the Philippines. One newspaper report said that by end 2001, the Philippines alone generated more text messages than all of Europe combined. 

On the Internet, special humor sites (i.e. The Secret Diary of Erap) and chat sites debated to the minutest detail proceedings at the impeachment trial of Estrada, and similarly drew a deluge of hits daily. 

A group of young professionals even developed a board game they called “Impeachment”  a month after the Senate trial collapsed. Played like monopoly, the game features Davide, the senators, lawyers and witnesses, as well as the same evidence and testimonies presented during the trial. The game offers Filipinos further lessons on the language, procedures and culture of the law.

IV. Managing People Power Revolt:

In hindsight, it seems that a vibrant interplay of the right actors acting on the right issues at the right time made EDSA People Power 2 possible. In large measure, too, the Filipinos' unique, historical experiences with their governments and political leaders, and the policy and social environment enabled the process.

This enabling environment includes a Filipino public grown so cynical of politicians and their inclination to amass wealth while in office. The upside is people tend to accept at face value media reports of alleged corruption in high office. Filipinos are so easily swayed to hold politicians in suspicion and scorn.

The downside, however, is Filipinos tend to write off the possibility that reforms could ever take root, if only they will not ignore the tedious tasks entailed of civil society to follow up corruption reports, prosecute the accused, and institutionalize reforms.

A big and vibrant community of NGOs; professional, business and church groups exists in the Philippines, and provide a steady supply of partisans in the fight against corruption and abuse of power.  Civil society counts a good number of NGOs, business and professional associations constantly vigilant about excesses of public officials

The Philippine press is often constantly rambunctious and unwieldy, and overly zealous about their role as watchdog of the three branches of government. 

EDSA People Power 1 had also given the Armed Forces and National Police a taste of getting out of the barracks to make a political stand against corruption and abuse by high officials. This experience has made the military and police a double-edged factor in the campaign for good governance -- they are a positive force in ousting corrupt presidents, but also a negative force afterwards and drawn to mounting coups and mutinies against presidents installed through extra-constitutional methods.


Mounting a people power revolt is a fast, furious process that involves leaders and masses forging swift consensus on minimum common ground, and under pressure of limited time and resources.  By Songco’s reckoning, the campaign to oust Estrada lasted all of two months. "After Chavit Singson's story broke (November), within a week, we convened a small group and agreed to organize KOMPIL 2. Within three weeks, we had a coalition that snowballed and took root down to the provincial centers." 

This was possible because KOMPIL 2’s members moved fast on the issues that united them, and thought it wise to skip the issues that divided them. They agreed nonetheless on who should succeed Estrada. “At EDSA 1, after we brought down Marcos, we also did not know what to put up later, so this time, we turned to the question of whom to install after Estrada. GMA's (Mrs Arroyo) name was brought up." 

By December 2000, Arroyo, then vice president and constitutional successor to Estrada, had organized a Constitutional Transition Committee of her closest advisers. The Committee consulted with the NGOs on "political and social programs" but made no commitments on what platform of government Mrs Arroyo will implement once she takes power.


As the impeachment trial of Estrada commenced, KOMPIL embarked on "scenario-building efforts. The NGOs fixed a deadline for the Senate trial to conclude, on the basis of a senator’s estimate of the trial’s timetable. With the Christmas break factored in, KOMPIL leaders reckoned that the fate of Estrada would have been decided by January 30, 2001.

KOMPIL anticipated that any one of three likely scenarios could result from the trial:

1. Estrada would be exonerated;

2. Estrada would be convicted "by a mere stroke of a miracle;" or 

3. The trial could stretch well beyond the congressional elections scheduled in May 2001. 

For all three scenarios, the coalition reached consensus on the need to launch civil disobedience actions, as would be appropriate to individual groups. For instance, workers strikes or any combination of acts of civil disobedience were discussed.

In the meantime, some KOMPILleaders initiated back-channel talks with certain military officers, who imposed a condition for them to jump ship to the anti-Estrada side. Songco recalls: "They told us that you must give us a motivation, a reason to withdraw support (for Estrada). They told us it's either a big crowd or a big event that would demonstrate that the people had lost faith in Estrada."

The big event came on January 18, 2001, when prosecution lawyers walked out of the impeachment trial. The big crowd followed suit. Via text messages, civil society leaders summoned Filipinos to gather at the EDSA shrine -- site of the People Power 1 episode -- to protest Estrada's refusal to make public the documents on his secret bank accounts. 

Yet unto the final stages of the protest campaign, none of the KOMPIL leaders could say with certitude that victory was at hand. All they could do was watch and feel and listen to the crowd day after day, night after night.

"The watershed event for KOMPIL was January 18," Songco says. The weekend before, KOMPIL met about 700 leaders of people's organizations and sectoral groups from Luzon, Visayas, Mindanao, for a strategy session on their civil disobedience campaign. The leaders agreed that they were done with the resign and impeach calls, “but we also felt that the people seemed so cold to the idea of civil disobedience." 

Even public opinion polls showed that majority of Filipinos believed Estrada was not guilty of the charges against him. The KOMPIL leaders thought that “the people were not with us,” hence, they approved only “signalling mechanisms like wearing black" and postponed decision on the civil disobedience campaign.

But after the prosecution lawyers walked out, the tide turned. KOMPIL leaders rushed to the EDSA shrine. Renato de Villa, a former defense secretary, retired general and close associate of Mrs Arroyo, urged the coalition to “observe the crowd over the next 24 to 36 hours." If the crowd swells, it was go for civil disobedience. If it thins, KOMPIL leaders would have to meet again to reassess the situation.  

The next four days entailed constant monitoring of the size and fervor of the crowd. Songco recalls: "The key is to assist the crowd, ignite it, effect a bigness in issues and conviction. We were after not just the presence or numbers of the crowd but also its passion. . . . the “critical” task of “people power revolt” leaders, is “to capture the moment when the tide is rising, otherwise, it will just peter out soon enough.”

Forthwith, KOMPIL organized a secretariat at the EDSA shrine, rented a sound system, and mobilized people to troop in their numbers. "Our first gauge was between 3 to 5 pm, when students and employees file out of schools and offices. We organized a mass at 5 pm with Cardinal Sin so people will come out," Songco says. "Again, Rene de Villa said we must wait another 24 to 36 hours."

Back-channel talks resumed with KOMPIL's military contacts. "On Wednesday night, we decided, this is it. The officers told us they were going to the EDSA shrine the next day (Thursday) and that we were supposed to bring all our friends there."

Logistics people plunged into work to assure steady supply of food and other needs. The day before, a text message spread like wildfire -- military joins a million people at EDSA. It was a trial balloon floated by KOMPIL's military contacts themselves.

People power episodes are “an interactive process," Songco says. "It was not just the numbers, but also the passion and sentiment of the crowd. The people were feeding us with their anger and passion. We did not mind the time and effort."

Jaime Cardinal Sin, however, vetoed a decision by KOMPIL leaders to summon the crowd to march to the presidential palace, although they seemed well prepared and willing. After three days of rallies, “the people were ready to join us anytime, anywhere; they were looking for a trigger."

Yet on the fourth and last day of the revolt, the militants and the moderates in KOMPIL approached near-collision course. The militants wanted to storm the palace, and the moderates, to stay put at the EDSA shrine. One by one, senior officers of the Armed Forces and Police renounced support for Estrada. Before noon of January 21, Estrada and his family members left the palace and returned to their private home.  Arroyo took her oath as president at the shrine. Half of her KOMPIL supporters, mostly the militants, were nowhere in sight.

V. Civil Society's Dilemma: Join or Stay Out of Government?

In the aftermath of People Power 2, one question caught civil society groups off-guard: Should their leaders serve in the Arroyo government, or stay put with their NGOs? Should they turn into bureaucrats or remain activists? 

About 70 senior and mid-level KOMPIL 2 leaders decided to join government service, triggering transition problems for their NGOs.  The second-liners in a number of NGOs have not been fully prepared to take on leadership roles abandoned by the Arroyo appointees. The question continues to hound civil society groups: Can NGO leaders serve best inside or outside the government?


The day after victory, two equally urgent tasks stared KOMPIL leaders in the eye. First, to consolidate the coalition and its members. Second, to help run government and make it succeed. In the meantime, they also had to rush back to the life and work they had, before the revolt beckoned. 

Within a week of Arroyo’s rise to power, frustrations seeped in. More than half the 30 nominees for Cabinet and senior positions Arroyo sent to KOMPIL were “not acceptable” to the NGOs. Not one of the names endorsed by KOMPIL made it to the first appointees Arroyo made. All at once, the NGOs did not know what to do. Arroyo had to bring in two KOMPIL leaders -- Vicky Garchitorena and Corazon “Dinky” Soliman -- to Cabinet positions as head of the Presidential Management Staff and Social Welfare secretary, respectively. The downside was the appointments left the coalition orphaned.  The question of retaining or resurrecting Estrada associates in key government posts came up next. This also left the NGOs disconcerted.

Finally, the question of whether civil society leaders should join or stay out of government was the most difficult. This was “a real dilemma,” according to Songco, because “we were part-government, part-civil society. Are we among friends or among comrades?  Where should our loyalty lie?"

A month passed by until the issue was finally resolved, to the disfavor of civil society. KOMPIL leaders decided to join the bureaucracy. "It was a transformed reality. Civil society lost. The decision was to get in and get in strong. The premise was if we do not get in, we would repeat what happened at EDSA 1 when civil society decided to stay out of government."

After the first wave of civil society appointees to Cabinet-level posts, two more followed. The second wave came after the Cabinet members recruited their comrades to middle-level and consultancy positions. The third came months later, after Mrs Arroyo raided civil society's ranks again to replace her appointees who had resigned or been sacked.

Three years hence, Songco says from 50 to 70 civil society leaders in KOMPIL 2 are now in government service.  Variably, they work in operations, policy planning and review, executive staff units in various departments, or sit on the boards of government financial institutions and corporations.  

But by their own admission, NGO say civil society’s presence in government has yielded just a few palpable results as yet. 

For one, one or two Cabinet members wield some influence vis-à-vis Mrs. Arroyo. The President has dutifully consulted with Secretary Teresita “Ging” Deles, chairperson of the National Anti-Poverty Commission, on the peace talks with the separatist Muslim rebel force, Moro Islamic Liberation Front, and with Social Welfare Secretary Soliman, on services for the poor.  Mrs. Arroyo is supposedly “very receptive to civil society to a certain extent.” But it is too early to say how much and how often civil society leaders have prevailed in the testy debates that often hobble policy-making in the Philippines.

In a government bank where Songco and two other civil society leaders sit as board members, “a culture of dialogue” has  reportedly been fostered between management and labor, resolving extended rows over pay and welfare issues.  Secretary Soliman has also achieved a lot in the area of delivering basic services to slumdwellers and indigent communities, drawing in to the Arroyo side part of the large poor constituency of ousted President Estrada.  Vicky Garchitorena, head of the Presidential Management Staff, was instrumental in repulsing the entry into the Cabinet of some so-called “traditional politicians, as Songco also noted   But of course, many others managed to get in.

These little strides, mostly basic functions government is expected to perform, do not altogether redound to fantastic progress in institutionalizing good governance, Songco agrees. 

The downside of civil society leaders’ march into the public sector has been felt negatively on the quality of leadership and cogency of issues of civil society.  Because civil society has a shallow bench of talents, the leaders’ decision to join government stunted the growth of many organizations, Songco concedes. “Further growth was not achieved. This transpired amidst what he calls “a changing terrain for development work,” which requires civil society to study and labor even more. 

He cites a need for civil society to achieve “a paradigm shift” and acknowledge that “globalization is not all evil.” Additionally, “new skills and new tools” are needed to effectively articulate the paradigm shift, and talk with expertise on both macro and micro issues.

With a weak talent pool to begin with, civil society’s jump to government service has reduced not just the capability of their NGOs but also their presence in communities. Few of the talents who stayed put have shown aptitude and discipline for “sophisticated policy formulation,” and even fewer have shown ability to craft “creative approaches to policy advocacy.”  

There is a trend as well of the academics taking over what used to be civil society’s honored place in policy debates. Songco notes: “Civil society activists were called the creatives until we were exposed as wanting. It turned out we were just good at sloganeering and little else besides. As a result, academics have emerged as the favored analysts of government.”

There is a problem as well about the confused and compromise image civil society leaders now project before the people at large. “The public expectation, the label they attach to us, is we must be anti-establishment.” 

Those from civil society who are now in government bear the burden of their dual personality. They are a hybrid force to say the least -- not quite activists anymore, but not quite politicians and bureaucrats as yet.

The two worlds require different skills and perspectives to say the least. To work in civil society, Songco says one must have “gut feel” of the issues and the public, the “energy to convene coalitions and see it through,” nurture a wide network of contacts, and command “credibility” among not just nongovernment organizations and political activists but also “politicians, military men, business leaders, grassroots sectors.”

In contrast, “to work in the government service, one needs a sharp policy focus, good administration skills, and ability to deliver results.” As well, anyone who would join the civil service had better be skilled in conflict-resolution. The Arroyo administration’s recruits from civil society include “different persons with different levels of tolerance,” hence, their decision to fall out of government service one by one.

A big issue that now splits civil society is whether or not to support Mrs. Arroyo’s campaign for the presidency in the May 2004 elections. Mrs Arroyo had announced on December 30, 2002 that she would no longer stand for election so she could focus on implementing her reform program. This caused civil society groups to rejoice; they formed a coalition called 1230 Movement to support her administration, even as they remain in government service. Should Mrs Arroyo change her mind, the Movement’s leaders warned that they would bolt government.

When finally Mrs Arroyo announced in September 2003 that she was turning back on her word and run for president in May 2004, the 1230 Movement disbanded. Later at a meeting of 32 civil society leaders, only two decided to support Mrs Arroyo’s presidential campaign, while the rest refused to support her as yet. 

The 30 others also agreed to quit government service in due time but months later, they remain in office.  Why? Songco replies: “The reality is if I think if I should criticize government more passionately, I should resign. But I’ve fallen in love with my institution (Development Bank of the Philippines). Pity the institution if we just leave it behind.”

In Songco’s view, the criticism that civil society leaders have drawn must be traced in part to his judgment that Filipinos are “both cynical and apathetic,” and “too demanding of their leaders.” 

 “They turn to whoever emerges as a strong leader but make one mistake and they start to doubt him, turn suspicious, and soon they give up on him.” In truth, “there are no perfect leaders” and Filipinos have had a string of bad experiences with their leaders. 

In the Philippine setting, “leaders have very short shelf life,” owing largely to the fact that most of them rose to power on strength mainly on strength of celebrity and popularity. The fact is, this is a sad commentary on civil society, he admits. “I blame civil society for that. Civil society leaders should be more careful about how they project themselves as leaders.” 

VI. Can People Power Revolts Foster Good Governance?  The Fallout on the Supreme Court

In the aftermath of the EDSA People Power 2, the Supreme Court, the singular institution that has consistently enjoyed positive approval rating from the people and served as the ultimate arbiter of conflict in the Philippines, has been foisted to the center of controversy.  In March 2001, ousted President Estrada filed a petition questioning the constitutionality of the decision of Supreme Court Justice Hilario Davide to swear in Gloria Macapagal Arroyo as president, on January 20, 2001, the fourth and final day of EDSA 2.  By all indications, the petition averred that EDSA 2 had installed just a de facto president.  Both critics and supporters of EDSA 2 that the Arroyo administration became a fait accompli because the Supreme Court had blessed it with the necessary final imprimatur – the chief justice swore Arroyo into office.  In May 2001, the high tribunal, voting 13-0 (with Davide and Associate Justice Artemio Panganiban inhibiting themselves) threw out Estrada’s petition. The court also thrashed a motion for reconsideration that Estrada’s lawyers filed.  In the decision penned by Associate Justice Reynato Puno, the court upheld the de jure nature of the Arroyo presidency on the following grounds. (The following notes were lifted from the article “Constitutional Succession to the Presidency” written by Justice Panganiban.)

a. “On the basis of the totality test (‘the totality of prior, contemporaneous and posterior facts and circumstantial evidence bearing material relevance on the issue’). The court disbelieved Estrada’s claim that he “only took a temporary leave of absence due to his inability to govern.” The court noted that Estrada’s resignation “cannot be the subject of a changing caprice nor of a whimsical will, especially if the resignation is the result of his repudiation by the people.” The abandonment of office, says Justice Jose Vitug in a concurring opinion, is “a species of resignation and it connotes the giving up of office although not attended by the formalities normally observed in resignation.”

b. “Arroyo is not merely the acting president, with Estrada as president-on-leave because:

1. She took her oath as president, not merely as acting president.

2. The House of Representatives in Resolution Nos. 175 and 176 both dated January 24, 2001 supported her “assumption into office… as President of the Republic of the Philippines) and in Resolution No. 178 dated February 7, 2001, “confirmed the nomination of Senator Teofisto T. Guingona Jr. as Vice President of the Republic of the Philippines.”

3. “Some 12 members of the Senate” signed a resolution recognizing and supporting “the new government of President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo” and in another resolution also confirmed the nomination of Senator Guingona as Vice President…

4. Both Houses of Congress have “started sending bills to be signed into law” by Arroyo as President.”

c. “Estrada did not enjoy immunity from suit, since he was no longer the sitting president.”

d. “To the argument that the basic issue in this case is largely ‘a political question,’ the court distinguished the Arroyo presidency (‘which is not revolutionary…did not abolish or modify the 1987 Constitution’) from the Aquino presidency (‘which was the result of a successful revolution by the sovereign people, albeit a peaceful one…hence, its legitimacy was beyond judicial scrutiny’).”

The high tribunal stressed that “Arroyo took an oath to preserve and defend the Constitution” and was “indeed discharging the powers of the presidency under the authority and limitations of the 1987 Constitution.”

In throwing out Estrada’s petition, the high court had to make fine, if seemingly feeble, distinctions between EDSA 1 and EDSA 2.   Its decision states” “EDSA 1 involves the exercise of the people power of revolution, which overthrew the whole government. EDSA 2 is an exercise of people power of freedom of speech and freedom of assembly to petition the government for redress of grievances, which only affected the Office of the President.”  Moreover, the Supreme Court compared that “EDSA 1 is extra-constitutional…EDSA 2 is intra-constitutional. EDSA 1 presented a political question; EDSA 2 involves legal questions.”

But in a separate concurring opinion, Justice Consuelo Ynares-Santiago raised what seem to be big, residual issues that EDSA 1 and 2 had not fully settled to this day: What is people power and is it a legitimate mode of ousting corrupt presidents?

Voicing her concern about “the use of people power to create a vacancy in the presidency,” Justice Santiago wrote: “I wish to emphasize that nothing has been said in these proceedings can be construed as a declaration that people power may validly interrupt and lawfully abort ongoing impeachment proceedings. There is nothing in the Constitution to legitimize the ouster of an incumbent President through means that are unconstitutional or extra-constitutional.”

People power as a concept is at best murky, Justice Santiago says. “The term ‘people power’ is an amorphous and indefinable concept. At what stage do people assembled en masse become a mob? And when do the actions of a mob, albeit unarmed or well behaved, become people power? The group gathered at EDSA may be called a crowd, a multitude, an assembly, a mob, but the Court has no means of knowing, to the point of judicial certainty, that the throng gathered at EDSA was truly representative of the sovereign people.”

Even assuming that 2 million people composed EDSA 2, Justice Santiago notes that this would be just 2.67 per cent of the 75 million Filipinos, and “neither can the Court judicially determine that the throng that massed at EDSA can be called the ‘people.’”  She cites that the Constitution’s concept of “people" -- whom the government may serve and protect, who may enjoy the blessings of democracy, and whom the military must respect --“refers to everybody living in the Philippines, citizens and aliens alike, regardless of age or status.”   Finally, Justice Santiago stresses: “Revolution, or the threat of revolution, may be an effective way to bring about a change of government, but it is certainly neither legal nor constitutional.” The exercise of people power “is outside of the Constitution.” 

Dr. Felipe Miranda, political science professor at the University of the Philippines and president of the creditable pollster, PulseAsia, sees in the EDSA 1 and 2 episodes the Filipinos’ penchant for “shortcuts” and for “short-circuiting due process.  The Filipino has a short-cut mentality. EDSA 2 was like that,” he says. The two people power episodes – the first against a repressive president, the second against a corrupt president – were in fact the triumph of “street politics” over due process.  Filipinos resort to short-cuts “precisely because most of our people had been disempowered or unpempowered, it’s a bite the bullet mentality, whatever the means so long as we get what we want.”

It does not help at all, he adds, that opinion leaders and the elite, “the influentials,” are “people not to be granted easily the idea of being politically mature.”  The ability to rise above personal or group interests is a defining trait of political maturity but Miranda reckons that among the Philippines’ elite, “there is not enough patriotism, they are like kids who insist on getting what they want at all cost.”

In the impeachment case against Chief Justice Davide, Miranda sees a case of the institutions breaking down on account of political motives in conflict.  “If lead agencies are acting this way, how could we expect public to look at the system with less cynicism? … Filipinos cannot talk of ideal things, of good things anymore. The choice is one evil against a lesser evil.”

What concerns Miranda the most is that regardless of the motivations behind political issues, “how you will strengthen structures that the Constitution has put up but have never graduated into what they were designed to be -- mature, democratic institutions? All we have are nominal structures only, not institutions.”

To Guillermo Luz, executive director of the Makati Business Club, what afflicts most Filipinos is a “last two minutes mentality.  If you blow whistle too early, they don’t listen, even the NGOs, they don’t listen.”  It seems like EDSA 1 and 2 were about the only occasions when he says Filipinos took a risk, and at the last minute, decided to go for change. But between EDSA episodes, he laments that people tend to just go about their business as usual.  “We are always expecting a savior. We’re so fatalistic.  We do things from hindsight but the more things change, the more they seem to remain the same,” Luz says.

Over the last 31 months of the Arroyo administration, Luz says his biggest disappointment has been the return, in a far worse state, of “the politics of accommodation… the politics of celebrity.”  In his view, “if we have a damaged culture, it’s the politics in this country… we have flaws in our economic policy but our fatal flaw is our politics.” In Philippine politics, candidates get voted into office on strength of name and popularity. “That’s just like a beauty pageant. That’s just like looking for Ms Congeniality.”

Vergel Santos, a senior journalist and columnist of BusinessWorld newspaper, deems that after EDSA 1 and 2, the Philippines “has become a deeper case as a nation.”  Filipinos tend to go for “drastic solutions” rather than “slowly build institutions.”

The interplay of interests – political, business, personal – that seems to drive most historical events and choices Filipinos make have allowed agreement “only on certain things, the big issues, but not all the issues, and not all the solutions,” Santos adds.
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