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THE SOCIAL AMELIORATION PROGRAM IN THE PHILIPPINES:

LESSONS ON FINANCIAL INCLUSION
AND THE USE OF ICT
PHILIPPINES' SAP PROGRAM

Under this program, 18 million households are to be provided with cash or non-cash subsidies amounting to at least Php 5,000 to a maximum of Php 8,000 per
month for two months (i.e., April and May 2020). These emergency subsidies, which were for necessities such as food, medicine, and toiletries, came in the form of
outright cash based on the prevailing regional minimum wage rates, wherein, selected government agencies were tasked to implement social protection
programs, projects, and services to cushion the impact of the ECQ on the economic, physical, and psychosocial well-being of affected residents
Filipinos are generally hopeful for a coming new year, based on national
surveys conducted towards the end of the year. Thus, despite posting
an eight-year low in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2018 and
the economic slowdown in 2019 due to the national budget’s delayed
passage, Filipinos still expressed optimism that they will have a better life
for the incoming year. It was not any different for the year 2020 as Filipinos
expressed more hope than fear when asked in December 2019.
However, that optimism quickly turned sour in January with the Taal
volcano eruption and the emergence of the mystery virus that would
later be known as COVID-19. By 11 March 2020, the World Health
Organization has characterized COVID-19 as a pandemic.
The spread of this virus has significantly disrupted social life and
economic activities around the world. In the absence of a working
vaccine, governments’ typical responses were abrupt lockdowns and
forced isolation of populations. The immediate results of these responses
were the stoppage of economic activities, unemployment, widespread
poverty, and global recession. As of 20 November 2020, a total of 57
million people had been infected by the virus worldwide, of whom
1.3 million died. In the Philippines, over 400,000 people
had been infected, and 8,000 died.

The Philippines was hit hard because the government was caught
flat-footed, not so much because of the novelty of the virus—as the
administration would have the people think—but because its public
health system, as it turned out, is incapable of dealing
with an epidemic, much less a pandemic.
While the pandemic’s lasting effects may be too early to tell at this point, it
would be appropriate to describe them as global, cataclysmic, and to no
small extent, permanent. Of course, there were some silver linings—from
the reduction of CO2 and other polluting emissions, the exposure of the
state of the public health systems around the world, to the enhancement
of family life. But these benefits may not be as relatable as the negative
consequences the pandemic has brought to people’s lives.
As of the first semester of 2020, the Philippines’ GDP growth rate had
fallen to a low of -9 percent. The International Monetary Fund (IMF)
predicted that world GDP would fall by an average of 4.4 percent for the
rest of 2020. Together with the economy’s contraction is the expected
upsurge in unemployment as many companies close shop or are forced
to retrench some of their employees for a chance of sustaining the
business. These adverse economic effects are brought about by the
abrupt and massive economic slowdown that resulted from the other
quarantine and lockdown models forced upon the population.
* The views and opinions expressed in this Paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the Institute.
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The This situation is most problematic for those with hand-to-mouth
existence, who, under normal circumstances, are already hard-up
making ends meet. And that is where government intervention
is most needed. But, the biggest challenge was
what form this intervention would take.
This paper focuses on the Emergency Subsidy Program (ESP)—
commonly referred to as the Social Amelioration Program (SAP)—of
the Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD).

The Philippine response
On 17 March 2020, President Rodrigo Duterte placed Luzon’s entire
island under enhanced community quarantine (ECQ). While the
mobility restrictions were intended to curb human transmission of
the viral disease, it also brought untold suffering to a population not
prepared for an abrupt change. Luzon accounts for 73 percent
of the country’s economy and 56 percent of the total
population, making it its main growth engine.
Under the ECQ, mass gatherings were prohibited, and strict home
quarantine was observed in all households, except when accessing
necessities. Many businesses, except for those providing necessities,
were forced to suspend operations temporarily. Mass public
transportation operations were suspended while the rest
of the land, air, and sea travel were restricted.1
The ECQ, which was initially set to end on 13 April 2020, was
extended repeatedly and covered other parts of the country. As
of this writing, various regions remained under different quarantine
levels depending on the extent of improvements the localities
had achieved in containing the spread of the virus.

C 2020 STRATBASE ADR INSTITUTE for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.

The draconian measure—intended to prevent the virus’s
transmission—had severe economic repercussions that resulted in
a technical recession in mid-2020. In the second quarter of the year,
where most of the lockdown was in place, the GDP contracted by
16.9 percent, much lower than the -0.7 percent recorded in the first
quarter. For 2020, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) projects the
Philippine economy to contract by 7.3 percent, while the World
Bank estimates the economy to decline by 6.9 percent.
As several businesses closed down and thousands of overseas
Filipino workers (OFWs) were repatriated, 7.3 million domestic
workers lost their jobs in the second quarter, resulting in a
record high of 17.7 percent unemployment rate. Meanwhile, the
underemployment rate was recorded at 18.9 percent or 6.3 million
workers.2 Personal remittances from OFWs likewise plummeted in
May 2020 by 19.2 percent or about USD 2.341 billion.3
Duterte signed Republic Act No. 11469—the Bayanihan to Heal
as One Act—a week after the ECQ was imposed to cushion these
repercussions and provide the people with their immediate needs.
This law provided the President several emergency powers, including
the authority to reallocate, realign and reprogram savings from the
2019 and 2020 national budgets to augment the government’s
COVID-19 response. In addition, Sec. 4 (c) of the same law
stipulates that 18 million low-income households shall be provided
with emergency subsidies amounting to a minimum of Php 5,000
to a maximum of Php 8,000 per month for two months, based
on the prevailing regional minimum wage rates.
These powers were effective for three months, to expire
on 25 June 2020.

The Social Amelioration Program
In line with the Bayanihan to Heal as One Act, selected government
agencies were tasked to implement social protection programs,
projects, and services to cushion the impact of the ECQ on the
economic, physical, and psychosocial well-being of affected
residents, especially those who belong to vulnerable groups.
Joint Memorandum Circular No. 1, which enumerated the special
guidelines on the provision of social amelioration measures, was
issued shortly after the Bayanihan Act in March 2020.
The concerned agencies implemented different programs that
included financing for micro-enterprises, the imposition of a price
freeze, safety net programs for displaced workers, and the like.
But, perhaps due to this program’s publicity and the flexible nature
of the program where cash is distributed, it was the Emergency
Subsidy Program (ESP) of DSWD that became the face of
government assistance during the pandemic. Although it is more
popularly known as the Social Amelioration Program (SAP),
it was colloquially referred to as ayuda—the Spanish-turnedvernacular term for help or assistance.
Under this program, 18 million households are to be provided with
cash or non-cash subsidies amounting to at least Php 5,000 to a
maximum of Php 8,000 per month for two months (i.e., April and
May 2020). These emergency subsidies, which were for necessities
such as food, medicine, and toiletries, came in the form of outright
cash based on the prevailing regional minimum wage rates.4
The Bayanihan Act stipulates that the ESP shall be distributed
through any social amelioration programs, as long as the total
amount from various programs does not exceed the prescribed
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thresholds. Funding for the social amelioration measures shall
be sourced from the available funds of the national government
agencies covered by JMC No. 1. The realigned budget funds were
seen to augment these programs if the initially available funds
have been depleted.5 Around Php 200 billion was allocated
for this two-month subsidy program.6
Corollary to this mandate, the DSWD issued Memorandum Circular
No. 9, or the omnibus guidelines in the implementation of the ESP,
which contained the proposed subsidy amount per region for both
families with and without members of the Pantawid Pamilyang
Pilipino Program (4Ps), as seen in Table 1.

That issuance identified the target beneficiaries of the subsidy
program–or those expected to have been the most affected by the
community quarantine–including 4Ps beneficiaries, directly hired or
occasional workers, subcontracted workers, homeworkers, house
helpers, drivers of public utility vehicles (PUVs), drivers and operators
of tricycles and pedicabs, micro-entrepreneurs, sub-minimum wage
earners, farmers, fisherfolks, stranded workers, indigent indigenous
peoples, underprivileged and homeless individuals, overseas Filipinos
(OFs) in distress, and other vulnerable groups such as senior citizens,
persons with disabilities, and lactating and pregnant women.
These beneficiaries were to be profiled through a Social Amelioration

Table 1. Amount per Household and the Regional Minimum Wage Rates
Region

Daily
Minimum Wage
(in Php)

Distributed per Household per Tranche
(in Php)
Non-4Ps

4Ps

NCR

537

8,000

6,650

CAR

350

5,500

4,150

I

340

5,500

4,150

II

370

5,500

4,150

III

420

6,500

5,150

IV-A

400

6,500

5,150

IV-B

320

5,000

3,650

V
VI
VII

310
395
404

5,000
6,000
6,000

3,650
4,650
4,650

VIII

315

5,000

3,650

IX

316

5,000

3,650

X

365

6,000

4,650

XI

396

6,000

4,650

XII

326

5,000

3,650

CARAGA

320

5,000

3,650

BARMM

325

5,000

3,650

Source: DSWD-DOLE-DTI-DA-DOF-DBM-DILG Joint Memorandum Circular No. 1, s. 2020

C 2020 STRATBASE ADR INSTITUTE for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.

Card (SAC), which serves as the mechanism for beneficiaries to
access the government’s social amelioration program.7 However,
low-income families with beneficiaries of other social amelioration
measures such as the DOLE’s COVID-19 Adjustment Measures
Program (CAMP) and those with family members working during
the ECQ were not qualified to receive the DSWD’s SAP.
In addition, according to the DSWD memorandum, these subsidies
could be distributed through the following modes: direct cash
payouts, done either through door-to-door or per beneficiary in
specified distribution points; payment through electronic or digital
means; cash card payments; transfer of funds through other national
government agencies (NGAs) and local government units (LGUs); or
any other mode to expedite the distribution of assistance.8
These funds, which came from the DBM and then transferred
to the DSWD and its field offices, were distributed
by the LGUs to the target recipients.9

Challenges in implementation
Under the Bayanihan Act, the SAP was distributed in two tranches:
one for April and May 2020. However, the implementation of the
SAP was not as smooth as the government had publicized. Even
from a general perspective, the plan laid out for the distribution
was open to data redundancies and inconsistencies. Simultaneously,
the deficient internal controls in the process and the use of a
highly-manual system contributed to a fundamentally-weak system
of accountability, which would naturally lead to opportunities for
and accusations of corruption that could eventually
taint the credibility of the entire process.
A survey conducted by the Social Weather Stations (SWS) in
September 2020 revealed that 71 percent of Filipino families received
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Figure 1 . Percentage of Target Low Income Non-4Ps Families Paid (1 tranche)
st

(as of 19 October 2020)

NCR

100.0%

CAR

92.3%

Region I

97.4%

Region II

96.0%

Region III

99.2%

Region IV-A

99.8%

Region IV-B

94.9%

Region V

100.0%

Region VI

98.1%

Region VII

96.9%

Region VIII

93.0%

Region IX

99.2%

Region X

99.6%

Region XI

99.3%

Region XII

93.9%

Caraga

100.0%

BARMM

100.0%
0.0%

20.0%

40.0%

60.0%

80.0%

Source: DSWD-DOLE-DTI-DA-DOF-DBM-DILG Joint Memorandum Circular No. 1, s. 2020
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100.0%

money-help from the government since the start
of the COVID-19 crisis. Some 67 percent received
assistance once, while 33 percent received at least
twice. Families received an average total of Php
7,531. Money-help from the government was also
higher and more widespread in Metro Manila.10
Another survey conducted by the SWS in July
2020 showed that the DSWD (41 percent), the
DSWD’s SAP (28 percent), LGUs (14 percent),
and 4Ps (11 percent) were the most cited sources
of money-help provided by the government
amid the COVID-19 crisis. Several other sources
mentioned by respondents were the social
amelioration programs of unspecified government
institutions (6 percent), Social Security System
(SSS) (4 percent), DOLE (2 percent), aid for senior
citizens and persons with disability (1 percent),
DA (1 percent), and others (2 percent).11
It is essential to mention that despite these
findings, a survey made by the SWS in September
2020 showed that the proportion of families
experiencing involuntary hunger rose to a recordhigh of 30.7 percent. This figure is much higher
than the previous peak of 23.8 percent recorded
in March 2012.12 Another SWS survey in the
same month found that most Filipinos consider
government actions in combating COVID-19 as
“adequate,” except on the matter of providing
help to the jobless (44 percent).13 Perhaps a
more detailed examination is needed to bridge
the gap between public perception that
government assistance was adequate and

the record-high level of involuntary hunger
experienced during the pandemic.
As of 19 October 2020, according to the
DSWD, some 17.6 million low-income families
(or 98.9 percent of the total 17.8 million) have
been provided with the first tranche of the SAP
subsidies, amounting to a cumulative of Php
99.2 billion (or 98.5 percent of the total allotted
Php 100.7 billion). Around 4.3 million of these are
4Ps beneficiaries who received their subsidies
amounting to Php 18.6 billion. Out of the 4.3
million, about 3.8 million were 4Ps cash card
beneficiaries, who have obtained subsidies
amounting to Php 16.8 billion. Meanwhile, the
remaining 13.3 million families, who are non-4Ps
beneficiaries, have been provided with
subsidies worth Php 80.6 billion.14
All target low-income non-4Ps families in
NCR, Region V, Caraga, and BARMM have
received their subsidies under the first tranche,
as seen in Figure 1.15 During President Duterte’s
weekly address held on May 19, DILG Secretary
Eduardo Año reported that the distribution of the
SAP funds was 97 percent complete. However,
it is important to note that the distribution of
subsidies under the first tranche was extended at
least twice as LGUs failed to comply with
the original deadline set on April 30.
The distribution of aid under the second
tranche—which was scheduled in early May but
began on 11 June 2020—was delayed due to the
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extension in the distribution of the first tranche. Figure 2 shows how
most of the payout was done digitally to expedite the distribution.16

However, around four months since distribution started, many
beneficiaries had yet to receive the aid they were entitled to despite
the use of electronic means in transferring funds. Based on data
from the DSWD, as of October 19, 2020, around 14 million (or
97.9 percent of the total 14.3 million) low-income families had been
provided with the second tranche of the SAP, amounting to
Php 83.5 billion (or 90.1 percent of the total Php 92.7 billion).18
This means that around 300,000 target beneficiaries
had yet to receive government assistance.
Only the residents in areas that were under ECQ and modified
enhanced community quarantine (MECQ) in May received subsidies.
These were NCR, Region III (except Aurora), Region IV-A, Benguet,
Pangasinan, Iloilo, Cebu Province, Bacolod, Davao City, Albay
Province, and Zamboanga City. Furthermore, 5 million waitlisted
beneficiaries were to be provided with emergency subsidies.19
Waitlisted beneficiaries are qualified to receive subsidies under the
SAP but were not provided assistance in the first tranche.
Meanwhile, around 3.3 million waitlisted beneficiaries nationwide
have been provided with SAP subsidies amounting to Php 21.9
billion. These are more than the targeted Php 20.9 billion for 3.2
million beneficiaries. According to the DSWD, the amount disbursed
to additional beneficiaries more than the target was obtained from
the overall budget for the emergency subsidies. Moreover, as for the

C 2020 STRATBASE ADR INSTITUTE for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.

(as of 19 October 2020)
Digital

7,000,000

Direct Cash

6,000,000

Number of Beneficiaries

Moreover, the DSWD, together with the Department of Information
and Communications Technology (DICT), launched the mobile
app ReliefAgad on 14 May 2020, which is meant to facilitate
the automated distribution of cash aid and avoid the challenges
encountered in the implementation of the first tranche.17

Figure 2 . Mode of Payment to 4Ps and Non-4Ps Beneficiaries (2nd Tranche)

5,000,000
4,000,000
3,000,000
2,000,000
1,000,000
0

4Ps Beneficiaries
(Cash Card and Non-Cash Card)

Non-4Ps Beneficiaries

Waitlisted Non-4Ps Beneficiaries
(Nationwide)

Waitlisted Non-4Ps Beneficiaries
(ECQ Areas)

Source: Department of Social Welfare and Development (2020)

Figure 3 . Percentage of Target Low Income Non-4Ps Families Paid (2nd tranche)
(as of 19 October 2020)

NCR

91.5%

CAR

88.2%

Region I

88.0%

Region III

92.2%

Region IV-A

74.9%

Region V

82.4%

Region VI

86.3%

Region VII

85.0%

Region IX

42.6%

Region XI
0.0%

82.2%
10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

80.0%

90.0%

100.0%

Source: Department of Social Welfare and Development (2020)
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waitlisted beneficiaries in ECQ areas, 1.8 million (or 81.8 percent of
the total 2.2 million) have received subsidies amounting to Php 12.7
billion (or 83.6 percent of the total Php 15.2 billion).20
Ironically, the DSWD promised repeatedly that the distribution of the
second tranche would be done faster, especially that the funds were
to be given out electronically to the intended beneficiaries. During his
public briefing on 09 June 2020, Presidential Spokesperson Harry
Roque, Jr. reported that according to DSWD Secretary Bautista,
the electronic transfer of funds to the target recipients could be
completed in only two days.21 At the start of October, the DSWD
asked the public for understanding, assuring that the agency is
doing everything they can to fast track the distribution of subsidies
after failing to do so by the end of September.22 However, as of 30
October 2020, the SAP distribution had yet to be completed.
However, it is important to note that when the distribution of the
second tranche began in June, most areas, including NCR,
were already under general community quarantine (GCQ)
and that more sectors of the economy had reopened,
allowing people to go back to work.

and (2) postponement of payouts due to the rise in the number of
COVID-19 cases in certain communities.
During the hearing of the House of Representatives on the DSWD’s
subsidy program on 16 July 2020, DSWD Undersecretary Danilo
Pamonag also cited that one of the main problems encountered by
DSWD personnel in the manual distribution of subsidies
was the high risk of being infected with the virus.23

Geography
Another major hindrance to the distribution of funds through direct
payouts is the country’s geography itself. According to Pamonag,
mobility and transportation problems were encountered in far-flung
and highly-disadvantaged areas, which took government employees
several days to reach. Providing subsidies in conflict-stricken areas
was another challenge. As such, the DSWD had to coordinate closely
with the Philippine National Police (PNP) and the Armed Forces of
the Philippines (AFP) to reach these areas.24 That protocol took an
added toll on the schedule that DSWD had to recalibrate. DSWD

C 2020 STRATBASE ADR INSTITUTE for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.

Discordance in LGUs
On top of what President Duterte mentioned in his 13th weekly
report to Congress, he cited three causes of delay in the SAP
distribution, this time on the level of local government units (LGUs).
These were: (1) continuous requests from LGUs to include or specify
the number of sectors in the list of beneficiaries to the extent that
some refuse to help the DSWD and expressed unwillingness to
receive funds and implement the SAP; (2) continuous requests from
LGUs to increase the number of beneficiaries in a sector and to
download additional funds for families who are not on the existing
lists; and (3) threats, harassments, and insults received by
DSWD and LGU personnel from LGU constituents.

Table 2 . Financial Service Provider per Region

Risk of transmission
Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, a persistent problem that
prevented the unhampered distribution of subsidies directly to
the target beneficiaries was the high risk of transmission of the
virus. In President Duterte’s 13th weekly report to Congress
on 22 June 2020, he cited the major causes of delay in the
distribution of the SAP in April 2020 based on feedback given by
the field offices of the DSWD. These factors were the following:
(1) exposure of DSWD and LGU personnel to COVID-19 positive
individuals, resulting in the appropriate quarantine measures;

Spokesperson Irene Dumlao also noted that the manual payouts
of the second tranche of the SAP in areas without internet
access, conflict-affected areas, and geographically-isolated
areas were expected to be delayed.25

Region
NCR
CAR
I
III
IV-A

Financial Service Providers
UnionBank, PayMaya, Robinsons Bank
GCash, Starpay, PayMaya
GCash, Starpay, UnionBank, RCBC
GCash, Starpay, UnionBank, RCBC, PayMaya
GCash, Starpay, UnionBank, RCBC, Robinsons Bank

V

RCBC, Robinsons Bank

VI

GCash, Starpay, UnionBank

VII

GCash, Starpay, UnionBank, RCBC, PayMaya

IX

StarPay

XI

StarPay

Source: Department of Social Welfare and Development (2020)
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Whenever money is involved, there are bound to be some corrupt
practices that will eventually emerge since public funds attract
corruption. According to the DILG, as of 23 August, criminal charges
had been filed against 437 local government officials and their civilian
conspirators, while 626 more are under probe by the PNP in light of
the alleged anomalies in the distribution of the first tranche of the SAP.

Spokesperson Karlo Nograles said that a SAP beneficiary who uses
the cash subsidy to purchase illegal drugs becomes ineligible to
receive subsidies in the future. This was after the task force
received information that some beneficiaries used their social
amelioration benefits to buy prohibited drugs.29

Out of the 437 cases, 203 were elected public officials, including
a municipal mayor, city/municipal councilors, barangay captains,
barangay kagawads, and Sangguniang Kabataan chairpersons and
councilors. Another 102 cases were barangay and city personnel,
such as barangay secretaries, barangay treasurers, barangay health
workers, home owner’s association officers, Purok leaders, city/
municipal social welfare and development officers, SAP enumerators,
and daycare teachers. Meanwhile, the remaining 132 were
identified as their civilian co-conspirators.26

Data inconsistencies and redundancies

Due to the alleged anomalies in the distribution of the first tranche,
the DSWD’s funds for the second tranche SAP were remitted straight
to the Land Bank of the Philippines, which in turn coursed the
disbursements through its partner financial service providers
(see Table 2) such as PayMaya and GCash.27
Given mounting complaints from SAP recipients, Duterte, in one of his
national addresses, warned government agencies and LGUs about
delays in the process of distributing financial aid to beneficiaries. He
called on departments implementing the cash assistance programs
to simplify the process of giving aid to recipients.28
However, while social amelioration enabled society’s vulnerable
sectors to get by during the hard times, the result was not always
positive. In a public briefing on April 18, then Inter-Agency Task Force
for the Management of Emerging Infectious Diseases (IATF-EID)

C 2020 STRATBASE ADR INSTITUTE for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.

But then, a controversy grabbed the headlines in September 2020
after the DSWD announced that it made some Php 10 billion
in savings out of the subsidy funds intended for the 18 million
beneficiaries previously identified under the Bayanihan Act that
was enacted in March 2020. The DSWD said that the amount
would instead be rechanneled to finance micro, small and medium
entrepreneurs. The public questioned the logic of this decision since
the DSWD skipped the giving of subsidies to numerous beneficiaries.

In one of his public briefings in late August, Roque assured the
public that the delay in distributing the second tranche of the SAP
funds was mainly due to the verification of data to ensure that there
will be no double entries. Based on data from the DSWD, during the
implementation of the first tranche, some 1,143,708 beneficiaries
were provided with emergency subsidies twice.30 Pamonag also
mentioned during a House hearing in July that after conducting a
post-payout validation, the DSWD field offices found that 81,484
beneficiaries received cash assistance at least once, and 52,429
families received aid despite being unqualified for the program.
Some 10,862 families, though, voluntarily returned
the cash aid they received.31

As this happened, many people had been reduced to begging as
they lost their livelihood during the lockdowns. These people were
mostly jeepney and bus drivers, as well as other workers who, for
various reasons, failed to receive social amelioration benefits and,
as such, complained about what they called selective assistance.
Senate President Pro Tempore Ralph Recto stressed during a Senate
inquiry that the DSWD’s “savings” was “contrary to the intent of the
Bayanihan to Heal As One Act, which was aimed to help
poor families affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.”34

For his part, DSWD-NCR Regional Director Vicente Gregorio Tomas
added that there were delays in the distribution process of the
second tranche since the DSWD and its financial service providers
(FSPs) needed to reprocess failed transactional accounts. This was
after “discrepancies” were found in the information submitted by
the beneficiaries themselves.32 The difficulties faced by the
DSWD were compounded by the general lack of accurate
beneficiary data, the tedious process of collecting and encoding
information on beneficiaries, and delays due to the
process of manual cash distribution itself.33

Financial inclusion refers to the availability and equality of
opportunities to access financial services. Internet access, therefore,
becomes critical in making the financial system more inclusive.
However, it appears that while many people in the Philippines may
have internet access, the vulnerable populations in remote areas that
the government needed to reach during difficult times were
often the ones who did not have the connectivity.

Financial inclusion

According to the Digital 2020 report of We Are Social and Hootsuite,
73 million internet users on any device in the Philippines represent 67
percent of the population. Internet users spend an average of 9 hours
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Conclusion

Figure 4 . Financial Inclusion Factors in the Philippines
Has an account with a financial institution

The pandemic has been a major eye-opener in many ways. It has
put the gaps in our systems under the spotlight. For one, it has
shown the major inadequacies of our public health system, not only
in terms of facilities and personnel but also in terms of protocols
during medical emergencies. Had those protocols been in place,
the government decisions and actions could have been done more
promptly. The pandemic also showed the scarce experience of the
national leadership in crisis management. What was used in its place
was a trial-and-error management style that relied heavily on
the obedience of and to law enforcement agencies.

32%

Has a credit card

1.90%

Has a mobile money account

4.50%

Makes online puchases and pays bills online

9.90%

Women with a credit card

1.40%

Men with a credit card

2.50%

Women making online transactions

12%

Men making online transactions

8.20%
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Note: Percentage of the population aged 15+ that reports owning or using each financial product or service.
Source: We Are Social and Hootsuite (2020)
and 45 minutes daily using the internet on any device. In addition, the
average speed of mobile internet connections was 16.76 Mbps.35
Moreover, according to the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Global
Microscope for Financial Inclusion 2019 report, the Philippines
obtained an overall score of 71, with a rank of 5 out of 55 countries.
Interestingly, this score is 19 points higher than the global
average score of 52. The index evaluated the five
domains of the regulatory environment.
The Philippines garnered the following scores in these five categories:
government and policy support (scored 72, ranked 10th), stability
and integrity (scored 90, ranked 3rd), products and outlets (scored

C 2020 STRATBASE ADR INSTITUTE for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.

85, ranked 8th), consumer protection (scored 71, ranked 23rd), and
infrastructure (scored 76, ranked 10th). The Philippines seemed
to have performed generally well in these areas, with
the exception of consumer protection.36
The report also found that the protection for digital financial services
users is ineffective in the Philippines. Weaknesses were found in
the areas of (1) commitment to cybersecurity (ranked 34th); (2)
connectivity (ranked 43rd); and (3) emerging services (ranked 11th).
Despite these, the report noted that the Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas
(BSP) had increased its emphasis on digital financial inclusion,
and efforts have been consistently undertaken to
boost financial and digital literacy.37

In relation to the Social Amelioration Program, two significant lessons
stand out—the need to optimize Information and Communications
Technology (ICT) and aggressively pursue financial inclusion.
The missteps and difficulties encountered by the government in its
attempt at a rapid and efficient distribution of financial assistance to
the population highlighted the untapped ICT opportunities.
Many of the issues that have been identified as contributing to
the bottlenecks of the ayuda distribution could have easily been
sidestepped only if the government—both national and local—had
more foresight and political will in tapping ICT.
It was understandable in the early years of the digital age for the
government to have been prudent about investing in technology that
still needed incontrovertible proof of its effectiveness, efficiency, and
longevity. But that period of tentativeness already belongs to the past.
It should have been recognized long before that a manual system of
cash distribution is inefficient and is prone to corruption. The frequent
natural calamities and the subsequent assistance programs should
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have given our government enough experience to say the same. Way
ahead, the government could have anticipated a situation outside
the Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps), where cash cards
are used and extended the registration of individuals belonging to the
marginalized sectors. Even if done at a snail’s pace, this activity
could have produced valuable data about the population.
At the very least, there would have been a more organized and
reliable list of beneficiaries based on the set criteria compared to the
simple system of making individuals queue to be included in a list.
This step defeated the purpose of physical distancing. The manual
registration also provided an opportunity for fraud where people
were asked to sign different lists signifying receipt
of assistance that never came.
The use of the national ID system for this program would have
eliminated most of the encountered problems. Rather than getting
stuck in a debate over privacy issues, the government could have
proceeded voluntarily. Moreover, more creative implementation ideas
could have been introduced, such as allowing several registration
channels, such as schools and companies where the integrity of the
process and the data could even be enhanced using the KYC—know
your customer—standard adopted in the banking industry. It may also
be done at the barangay, parishes, or even malls. The key is to use
customer service principles, such as providing convenience, to make
the registration for the national ID system be seen more of a benefit
rather than as a burden. Eventually, people will opt to register
for it not only because it is a requirement by law but
also because there are tangible benefits.
From a different perspective, the national ID system would be akin
to a Human Resource Information System that includes a payroll
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function that could effectively manage the release of benefits—
such as the ayuda.

good governance through more efficient delivery of public services
and increased transparency.

It is not difficult to see the endless possibilities and benefits of
using ICT to deliver public services. But it should not stop there.
The people can use that same digital infrastructure to have some
semblance of normalcy, sustain their economic activities,
or even develop new opportunities.

However, this digital direction could quickly become instrumental to
a digital divide among the population without any safety nets. For
example, people used to have difficulties transacting in an online
platform given the need for a mobile device, internet connectivity, and
a debit or credit card that presupposes a bank account. Given the
strict documentation requirements of banks, it is obvious how
a digital arrangement quickly alienates the marginalized.

Digital technology allowed many to retain their employment through
work from home arrangements using the internet. It has also allowed
certain facets of our lives to proceed—albeit under new models,
such as online education, online shopping, even electronic medical
consultations. Those who lost their sources of income turned
to digital connectivity to bring out the entrepreneur in them. The
sustained surge of online transactions during the various phases
of the community quarantine presents strong evidence of people’s
acceptance of digital technology’s enhanced and
indispensable role in our everyday lives.
Thus, the government’s role should be to provide a regulatory
environment that permits the use of ICT to thrive. This could be in
the form of liberalizing specific non-critical processes that hinder the
growth and advancement of the digital infrastructure in the country.
The recent presidential directives for the local government units to
ease setting up cell towers could reduce the construction backlog
and improve internet connectivity in the country.
Another area where the government plays a critical role is in
attracting ICT investors. Moreover, the heavy use of digital systems
by the government would contribute significantly to enhancing user
confidence. Also, moving towards the digital direction helps promote

Major strides have been reached in fintech that enables banking and
financial services and support the narrowing of the divide. Companies
known as financial service providers like GCash and PayMaya
allow participation by those who have been denied access.
Even the prices of devices have gone down significantly with the entry
of alternatives to the big names in technology. However, the remaining
barrier to strong financial inclusion is internet connectivity in terms of
availability, price, and quality. Without good connectivity,
financial inclusion becomes illusory.
Finally, it is essential to note that in widening ICT usage and
strengthening financial inclusion, the private sector plays a critical
role. In a non-restrictive business environment, the private sector can
provide the resources to get these objectives off the ground without
taking too much toll on government resources. The private sector
has proven its capacity to complement the efforts of the government.
Sometime in March 2020, when the ayuda distribution was getting
complicated and much delayed, it was an alliance of several bigname companies that stepped up and implemented massive
financial assistance to tide people over.
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