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[Greetings…]   Good morning, everyone.  I greet you all from a 

safe distance as we gather virtually in this multi-sectoral roundtable 

discussion on transparency and accountability.  Many thanks and high 

praises to Stratbase ADR Institute and Democracy Watch Philippines for 

spearheading this important event.   

 

I noticed that I was placed in this cluster to share some perspectives 

from the government side, albeit I am no longer part of the government, I 

having retired two years ago.  Nonetheless, I will try my best to offer a 

few insights on the topic. 
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Indeed, these are unprecedented times.  This catastrophe is a first of 

its kind in recent times.  Given the novelty of the global dilemma, others 

are positing that we can afford to give our leaders some slack, considering 

that nobody had heretofore dealt with this gargantuan problem of this 

magnitude.  I must say that it is, however, not an excuse for 

incompetence.  It is not an excuse to run roughshod of the fundamental 

laws.  In fact, it is in dark hours that competent leaders are tested under 

extreme circumstances.   

 

Abraham Lincoln was attributed this relevant dictum: “Nearly all 

men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give 

him power.”  Along these lines were the words of American lawyer 

Robert Green Ingersoll: “Nothing discloses real character like the use of 

power. It is easy for the weak to be gentle. Most people can bear 
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adversity. But if you wish to know what a man really is, give him power. 

This is the supreme test.”  

 

The people should watch closely how the power wielders exercise 

the extended emergency powers under the Bayanihan Law on top of the 

vast array of already existing governmental powers.  Public officials thus 

need to account for the use of the power granted by the people.  The 

people deserve to check whether these public officials pass or fail this 

test.  If they seriously fail and commit abuse of such power, they should 

not go unpunished. 

 

A UNODC report recognized that, yes, there is “the need for urgent 

action to prevent economic and social collapse,” but “the lack of 

sufficient accountability and oversight mechanisms in the allocation and 

distribution of economic stimulus packages increases the risk that 
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corruption and fraud will weaken the impact of the measures being taken 

and result in a shortfall of desperately needed aid reaching the intended 

beneficiaries, impacting the least powerful among the population.”1      

 

Moreover, this pandemic highlights the need for governments to 

rely on hard science in crafting public policy.  Governments can no longer 

ignore science, like what some global leaders have been doing on the 

issue of climate change.  Sooner or later, nature will have its way, 

whether human beings like it or not.  For one, Congress cannot amend or 

repeal the law of physics or the established precepts on medical 

microbiology.  We need to come to terms with the need to comprehend 

scientific data and learn from new discoveries or best practices from 

leading countries in order to come up with data-driven responses. 

 

 
1 UNODC <https://www.unodc.org/documents/Advocacy-Section/COVID-19_and_Anti-Corruption-2.pdf> 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/Advocacy-Section/COVID-19_and_Anti-Corruption-2.pdf
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One candid comment interestingly noted that the pandemic did not 

break our system, it merely exposed an already broken system. Perhaps, 

to some extent, the observation may be true.  The series of unfortunate 

events may have led us to realize how poor the delivery of health services 

is in this country.  This goes to show that the health sector has witnessed 

years of neglect.  Aside from yielding to other budgetary priorities, the 

health sector is one of the victims of the overall corruption problem.  

Public funds which should have been spent for hospital beds and other 

medical facilities ended up in the pockets of somebody else, not to 

mention the narratives of overpriced medicines and equipment.  It is 

about time that this country should invest more in the health and well-

being of its citizens.  It is about time that this country should aspire to 

become a medical haven itself, amid the decades-long diaspora of nurses 

and medical professionals abroad. 
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Researchers at SOAS University of London, led by Professor 

Mushtaq Khan, opined that corruption and governance constraints will 

not only undermine treatment responses but also result in cycles of 

unsustainable lockdowns and massive economic deprivation.2  The article 

cautioned about incidents of padding of procurement contracts, leakages 

in distribution of emergency food supplies, and cronyistic appointments 

in newly formed response agencies.3  In fact, an article from the Council 

on Foreign Relations (CFR) revealed that 14 governors and 10 mayors in 

Colombia are being investigated for fraud in relation to COVID-19 

contracts, and another 400 emergency purchases are being investigated in 

Brazil, while Bolivian authorities have just arrested their health minister.4  

Moreover, calls for investigation have risen (i) in Italy, over a government 

contract with Biocrea to produce face masks; (ii) in the United States, 

over a contract with a politically connected company’s failure to deliver 

 
2 Mushtaq Khan and Pallavi Roy, “Rethinking anti-corruption for COVID-19” 

<https://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/rethinking-anti-corruption-for-covid-19/>  
3 Ibid. 
4 Michael Jarvis, “Why Governance Matters in the Time of COVID-19” Council on Foreign Relations 

<https://www.cfr.org/blog/why-governance-matters-time-covid-19> 
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urgent medical supplies; and (iii) in Kenya, over the misuse of World 

Bank funding.5  Meanwhile, Hungary is just one of many governments to 

introduce gags on the media.6 Despite the precariousness of the situation, 

“[a]uthorities around the world are using the crisis as a pretext to enrich 

themselves or extend their power.”7  It cited a report by the U4 Anti-

Corruption Resource Centre which explains: “What we do know from 

previous pandemics and global crises is that they provide a perfect 

environment for corruption to flourish and that this guarantees further loss 

of life, depreciation in public trust, and dysfunction in society that persists 

much longer than the crisis itself.”8  The CFR article continued: “But we 

do know what sort of governance is necessary.  Governments with high 

accountability, transparency, and trust are proving to have more success 

responding credibly, responsibly, and effectively.”9  

 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., citing <https://www.u4.no/publications/corruption-in-the-time-of-covid-19-a-double-threat-for-low-

income-countries.pdf> 
9 Ibid. 
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In terms of the Philippines’ anticorruption work, the same 

challenges of the pandemic scenario have similarly posed serious 

limitations.10 As we all know, court hearings, including that of the 

Sandiganbayan, have been disrupted for the past months.  Rappler has 

reported that the anti-graft court resumed normal operations last June 1 

except that there have been no hearings for the month of June because the 

Office of the Special Prosecutor is “not ready to go to trial resulting from 

this pandemic.”11  The news report added that the Ombudsman’s fact-

finding investigation was on a standstill during the lockdown, in view of 

the “limitation of transport and the risk of infection in going out to 

interview in the field.”12  Even with the easing of the quarantine, these 

challenges persist and call for long-term adjustments throughout the 

bureaucracy.  The anticorruption effort might go slow in terms of process, 

but it should never go soft in treating blatant cases of corruption. 

 
10 Rappler, Lian Buan, “Pandemic limits Philippines’ anticorruption work” (June 8, 2020) 

<https://www.rappler.com/nation/263181-coronavirus-pandemic-limits-philippines-anti-corruption-work> 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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Professor Khan provided, however, a glimpse of hope when it 

posited that “once we start getting out of this mess, there may be a real 

appetite for more serious reform.”13  In weathering this storm, I believe 

the people in a post-pandemic scenario will mean serious business this 

time around in holding power to account, especially since their lives and 

livelihood have been at stake throughout the duration of the pandemic.  

 

While doors are being shut almost everywhere, the door to 

transparency and accountability to the people should remain open. The 

people should remain vigilant. 

 

Thank you for your kind patience. Keep safe to everyone. 

 
13 Khan, supra. 


