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Thank you for the chance to share some brief remarks for today’s event on institutions 

and the reform and rehabilitation agenda. Permit me to excerpt from my foreword in the 

recently re-published volume by Ric Manapat, Some are Smarter than Others. This 

volume narrates how corruption can take place on a grand scale. Some are Smarter 

than Others ties together the many pieces of evidence—from Malacañang executive 

orders, to crony connections and backdoor deals, to the rise of political and economic 

fortunes of both would-be industrialists in Manila, as well as political warlords in the 

provinces.  

 

“Since the Marcos regime was toppled by People Power in 1986, the country saw two 

more presidencies implode under corruption charges, only to be pardoned or found 

innocent years later. It is less surprising that in recent years, the populist appeal of an 

all-powerful leader who can fix the nation’s problems has risen again. We should 

emphasize here that this is not new, and that Marcos himself promised to “make the 

country great again” under his rule. 

  

If this book must highlight anything, it is the simple lesson that no leader can fix the 

nation’s problems. Power—in politics or economics—when concentrated in the hands of 

an unaccountable few can only lead to abuse and failure. Only institutions and stronger 

democratic governance can bring about sustained and inclusive development.  

 

Yet building institutions takes time. And in an imperfect and still-developing democratic 

environment, the road to progress is often circuitous. Even more so in a country with 

lingering poverty and growing inequality—a population that remains susceptible to 

would-be patrons promising easy solutions to complex problems. Unsurprising then that 
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the “slow and steady democratic project” paves the way for its most mortal threats-- 

opportunistic populists who promise immediate development gains for the masses, yet 

in doing so take the same short-cuts made by despots, weakening institutions, 

unhinging social cohesion and undermining trust and collective action.   

 

Sadder still, institutions that took decades to build may take a mere few years to 

debilitate under authoritarian and populist regimes.  

  

Meanwhile, the economic aftermath of the Marcos dictatorship is palpable. After the 

economy collapsed in 1983—driven in large part by the massive and unsustainable debt 

that initially drove the economy but later caused it to implode. The country’s external 

debt expressed as a share of GDP peaked at almost 80% under Marcos--yet today, 

thanks to judicious borrowing, disciplined repayments, and a faster growing economy [at 

least prior to COVID-19] it rests at around 24%.” 

 

“In all, it took about two decades for the Philippine economy to recover […]The real 

GDP per capita in 1983 (in 2005 US dollars) was recovered only in 2003. Put simply, 

the Philippines in 2003 merely recovered its economic wealth status in 1983. 

   

Still, we have managed to accomplish important institutional and economic development 

since the fall of the dictator. The very things that signal the Philippine economy’s 

competitiveness today – an independent central bank, an effective fiscal and treasury 

management system, strong checks-and-balances built into public procurement and 

public-private-partnership (PPP) tenders, increased competition introduced to once-

monopolized economic sectors, stronger oversight over government-owned-and-

controlled corporations (GOCCs), among many others – are the very things that 

differentiate the Philippine economy today from the Marcos-era economy. These are 

some of the reasons why investors are willing to take a look at the Philippines again—

the very institutional strengths that earned the country the sovereign credit upgrades in 

recent years. 
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True, we still have a long way to go in building a more robust and inclusive democracy 

and economy. But we must protect against the opportunists and historical revisionists 

who would have us return to the authoritarian years, by peddling a false nostalgia for 

today’s generation.” 

  

Let me conclude by noting that many of these important gains – for instance our debt 

sustainability and macroeconomic fundamentals – need to be defended as populism 

has a way of threatening to erode them over time. Upholding the rule of law, covering 

for instance the protection of our sovereignty, human rights and contracts may look like 

separate institutional elements, but they are actually part and parcel of one whole 

economic and democratic recovery. In our democratic setting, one cannot cherry pick 

and build only some institutions while watching others weaken. The imbalance will 

cause the entire institutions building project to collapse.  

 

Furthermore, some of these recovered strengths may weaken because of our inability to 

manage COVID-19 effectively. At this point, rising cases, rapidly filling hospitals, a 

return to tighter lockdown, and a slowing economy could push us towards some of the 

same strategies unsuccessfully deployed during the dictatorship – debt-financed 

infrastructure projects implying trickle-down economics; and the fire-sale of many 

businesses ripe for take over and consolidation (all in the name of crisis response).  

 

And rather than directly address the health crisis in a timely and decisive manner, our 

leaders burned precious weeks focused on highly divisive issues--the anti-terrorism law 

and the failure to renew ABS-CBN’s franchise.  Meanwhile, the backdrop of weakened 

institutions, weakened competition, and questions on media freedom and the freedoms 

to express dissent, and a faltering economy are some of the risks we now face too, in 

addition to COVID-19. 

 

Bad governance is just as deadly as a health pandemic—it could certainly make a 

pandemic even deadlier than it already is. And certainly it is a recipe for division and 

uncertainty during a time when we need social cohesion and trust in public institutions. 
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The reform and advocacy agenda to protect the rule of law, and to preserve democratic 

institutions is quite urgent, and I thank ADRI for gathering us to raise these issues 

before it’s too late. +AMDG 


