EPILOGUE
Recovering Rage

SHEILA S. CORONEL

et ne start by naking a confession. | have, of late, been

suffering froma |l ack of anxi ety about the vorl d, a sense
that nothing natters and nothing wll ever change. Wiat |
once feared nost—an acceptance of things as they are, as
they have al ways been—s now upon ne. | do not know
wether thisis the onset of wsdomor nerely of age. | have
lost ny rage.

There was a tine when | was always angry. | would
drive around this benignted city nad as a bul inabul-
figt. The pothd es, the children begg ng onthe streets, the
garbage that renained uncollected all drove ne into a
frenzy. | would curse the corruption, the ineptness, the
unrel enting poverty. Not anynore. Rerhaps it is because |
have spent too nuch tine attendi ng conferences such as
ths, inpdaces suichas this.

Don't get ne wong. | have no doubt that efforts to
bui 1 d a consensus on the rules of the gane are inportant. |
have no argunent against initiatives totry to get govern
nents and ather sectars together in the fight against cor-
rupgtion. Bit the gatherings tend to treat issues such as gov-
ernance, corruption, and accountability as abstract con
structs, far renoved fromthe world out there—a world of
shadowy deals, unremntting greed, and |arge-scal e thiev-
ery of the peopl€s noney. There is no occasion at such
events to be noved and to get angry.
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The prodemis nat that there is so little to be nad
about. In nany countries, including the Fhilippines, cor-
rugionisvwveninothefaxicd thecutue it isavay o
life. T™wo nonths ago, | was editing a book that has just
been published by the Philippine Genter for Investigative
Journal i sm(R3J): Robbed: An investigation of corruption in
Philippine education. It describes an educati on bureaucracy
ridden wth graft fromthe  onest to the highest levd s, and
a network of corrupt officias that extends fromMinilato
the schod onthe renatest island of this archi pel ago.

V& found forns of corruption that ranged fromthe
petty-such as clerks who sit on papers until suppliers fork
over a fewthousand pesos i n grease noney—o0 grand cor -
ruption, were high officials bend the rues to favar sup-
pliers wio pay bribes intens of nillions of pesos. Qxrup
tion, we found out, exists wherever discretionary povwer is
exerci sed-by those who have the authority to sign con-
tracts or appointnents, who are in procurenent and hir-
ing, and who rel ease paynent, including cashi ers wo get
$10 or $0 to re ease a check.

Mbney changes hands fromthe nonent suppliers are
accredited tothe tine they are pad. Gash-soneti nes the
equivalent of one to three nonths' salary-er jewel ry, or,
inthe provinces, even livestock (a goat, a cow, is gven
out wen a teacher applies for a job ad every tine she
applies for a change in assignnent or a pronoti on.

Sone nonths ago, PO J sent a reporter and a canera
crewto Sanar islandincentra Fhilipones, ane of the poor-
est areas of the country. There, they found students val k-
ingtoschod, bringingwth themtheir own stods or chairs
because the desks that were supposed y al | ocated for them
never got there. The students were froma poor fishing vil-
lage were famlies barely eked out a living fromthe sea
Yet they showed such thirst for learning and a wl | i ngness
to nake do wth the little that ves |eft after the gafters
hed taken their share.
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Today, 3.5 mllionof 15 mllion A lip noschod children
do not have a desk or achair. My do their | essons squat -
ting on cenent floors ar sitting onthe truks of trees. This
I s because as nuch as 30-60 percent of the goods specified
incotracts are never delivered, wth the difference end-
inguinthe pockets of dficids.

In add tion, the pudlic schod systemlacks 70 nallion
textbooks. A the grade-schod level, six students share one
textbook. In high schod, the ratio is one book for every
eigt pupils. Oenayor reasonfor the shortage is that pay-
offs eat up 20-65 percent of textbook funds.

The prablemis nat the lack of noney. Inthe last de
cade, education has been getting the biggest chunk of the
netional budget. Inaddition, the education sector is adrift
inasead faegnfuxds. For neerly 30 years, lendnginsti-
tutions such as the World Bank and the Asian Devel op-
nent Bank have contributed mllions of dolars to Filip
pine education. The resuts are there for every one to see
Tests have shomn that Hlipino schod children learn |ess
than 50 percent of what they are supposed to. 1n a 1995 test
done in 45 countries, the Philippines ranked third to the
last in eemnentary nath and second to the last in e enen
tary science. Thisinacountry that once boasted one of the
best schod systens inAsia But howcanit not be so? Wih
out books or chairs, wth schoo buildngs that |eak during
the nonsoon or whi ch are never finished at all because the
funds have been stol en-how can even the nost deter-
mned student be expected to | earn?

| couduse upthe next hour tal king about the woes of
Fhilippne education, but | wll spare you the details. The
pont istha this thievery has been going on for decades,
right under the noses of a succession of presidents, legsla
tars, ontudsnen, and | sorts of officia investigators, not
tometionfoegnlednginstituions. Tobefar, there have
been sincere attenpts to reformthe system But they have
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been overwhel ned by a cul t ure—and struct ure—ef corrup-
tionthat is so deeply entrenched.

The education sector is not unique. The pdice and the
agenci es that i npl enent public works prg ects are in sin-
larly dre straits. Nither isthe Fhilipane situati on so ex-
traordinarily egreg ous; on the goba scde of corruption,
itisnt thevarst case | have beentddthet the situetion |
have just described coul d very well have been Mxico or
Paki stan, or nearer to hone, |ndonesia

Bx the stay | vat totel you that | hope you wil
renenier, isnot just one of villainy. This story has heroes
as well. Qe of themis Grazon hsequi o, the hi gh-school
principa inthat sane town in Sanar wth the schoo wth
| eaking roofs and i nsufficient desks. Ms. (osequi 0 vas so
determned that her students get the nast of thelittlethere
was avail abl e that when her pupils won a conputer in a
sci ence contest, and they found out they could only claim
theprizeif they had e ectricity, the principal noved heaven
and earth to nake sure they got it. She begged the nayor
and the electric conpany for a connection, and rai sed
noney fromraffles and contributions to pay for the nonthly
dectrichll, for wichtherevas nodlocationinthe schod
budget .

The surprising thingis that there was no anger in Ms.
(osequi 0's heart. She had st opped expecting any hel p from
the Gvernnent. She knew she could rely only on hersel f
and the resourceful ness and generosity of the poor fisher-
nen whose chil dren were hungry for an education.

The struggle against the odds is truy heroic. Bit how
are things to change wen there is no rage? Wen there is
such cal macceptance that the systemis unabl e to deliver?
Qxruption persists because of acqui escence, because citi -
zens believe that nothing can be done. The grafters and the
corrupt flourish because we are no | onger capabl e of righ
teous rage.
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Hwdi d we | ose the capacity for anger? Wen was it
that welost our ire? | vas onthe higway were this buil d
i ng nowstands, 13 years ago, wien hundreds of thousands
of Alipnosroseup against aregne fanous for its corrup-
tion and abuse. V& were angry then but also full of hope.
Wiat happened afterward was a sl owerosion of our faith.
Qr leaders proved to be fallible, we dscovered that they
vwere not above the tenptati ons of power and noney. Af-
ter Ferdinand Mrcos fell, we reaized that denocracy in
itself does not ensure that govermnent officias and insti-
tutions are inmune to the virus of corruption. V& have
becone cynical. V& are no | onger shocked or i ndi gnant t hat
those ve e ected to pudlic office are corrupt, al though they
still sonetines surprise us wth their insatiabe appetite
for thievery.

FHlipinos are not a one. Innany countries undergoi ng
a denocratic transition, hope soon gives way to cynicism
and despai r. The systemseens i ncapabl e of reform or even
of delivering nni numneeds: education, health care, |aw
andorder. Hlipnos, likecitizens of other devel op ng cou+
tries inthe regon, do not denand that their Gover nnent
explore Mrs or find the cure for cancer. Vé only vant the
garbage to be cdlected, our children to have books and
chairs, our roads to be paved, especidly if it is our noney
that is being used to build them Wfortunately, in sone
coutries, it seens that if the Gverment rus a dl, it is
only because it is being aled by the lubricant of corrup-
tion. Wthout payoffs, bureaucrats do not do their work.
QO else their energies are consuned by the prospect of
nkingillicit gain

Qxruption is not, as sone would have us believe, a
harnhess, victinhess crine. It does nore than enrich those
inpdic ofice Thetdl that corustiontakesis evidet in
anentire generation of bady educated H1ipi no schod chil -
dren. Qorruption is obvious to anyone who drives down



280 COMBATING CORRUPTION IN ASIAN AND PACIFIC ECONOMIES

Mnlastrees: It istheeinthe pathd es that nake the roads
barely passable, and in the faces of children wo beg on
the streets because the noney for wel fare prograns goes
irstead to the pockets of dfficids.

Bt Gvernnent aloneis not toblane. Qxruptionis a
two-vay street and busi nessnen and citizens are often
thensel ves active participants inthe process. Road contrac-
tors, for exanpl e, wangl e Gover nnent contracts by of fering
bribes to officids. AR3J study on congressi onad pork bar-
rel —discretionary funds given to legislators every year—
found that contractors pai d congressnen 12-20 percent of
the prgect cost. Newy dected legslaas are soon initi-
ated into the systemof bribes by unscrupul ous contractors
and suppliers wo have perfected the art of doing busi-
ness wth Gover nnent .

The trail of payoffs frompork barrel funds does not
stopat Gngress. V& found that for public works contracts,
heads of inpl enenting agenci es recei ved 10 percent; the
provincid o city eng neer, 10 percent; the nayor, 7 per-
cent; and the village head, 3 percent. The resut was ha f-
finshed bridges, roacs that fel goart wth the first rans,
and farners or fishers mred in poverty because they coul d
not transport their produce.

| wil not eventa k about corruptionat the highest |ev-
els invaving presidential cronies and mul tibillionpeso
cotracts. In these cases, judg ng fromthe investigations
that we' ve done, the anounts are staggering. But the trail
of payoffs al so becones nurkier, especialy wen they in
vol ve busi nessnen w t h cl ose connections to the presi den
tial palace. Brerything becones hush-hush, and it is diffi-
cut toget the docunents to prove that corrupt dea s have
been nade.

Sificeit tosay that corystion exacts acost ondl o
us. Wen pudlic officeis seenas atod for plundering the
national treasury, thenthe paitical systembecones tataly
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warped, the nost corrupt deal nakers buy their way to
high office, and we end up suffering their exacti ons.

Qrruption kills. Wen, for exanple red estae de
vel gpers bribelocad dfficidstorezoneland sothey canbuld
ga f courses on vatersheds or housing projects on fragle
slopes, citizens end up suffering fromfloods, |andslides,
and ot her consequences of environnental abuse. Last A
gust, 57 peopl e died vhen a housi ng estate built on an un-
stable hillside cdlapsed. The prgect cou d only have been
acconpl i shed by bribing regulators to sign the required
bui | di ng permits and envi ronnental cl ear ances.

Three years ago, 160 young peopl e perished in afire
that razed a cronded disco in a Mnila suburb. The pl ace
had been packed six tines its allowed capacity on the
steany sunmer night when the disco's electrical system
overl oaded and burst into flanes. Investigators found that
the disco had vid ated nore than 20 provi sions of the buil &
ing and fire codes. Yet the establishnent passed severa
examnations by city inspectors. The trail of greased pal n$
was evi dent everywhere, but up to now no one has been
puni shed for this crine.

Grtany, the inpunity wth which the nost corrupt
are ableto get anay wth their crines perpetuates corrup-
tionand nakes it nore difficut toroot out. Wen even the
courts and the agencies tasked wth enforcing anticor-
ruption lavws are thensel ves tainted wth charges of nal -
feasance, to whomdo the aggri eved turn? | have | ost count
of the nany victing who have called our office to say,
“We have tried everything. V& have conplained to the
agenci es concerned. V& have filed charges in court. Noth-
ing has happened. Hease wite our story. You are our only
hope. ”

It isunfair to nake the ned a bear the burden of nur-
turing hope. V& are oursel ves a flaved institution. V& are
tarred wth the sane brush: Accusations of corruption have
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been hurled against journalists as well. Miny of us do not
have the skills to deal wth the conplexity of corruption
issues. Adevenif we do, we often don't have the resources
to conduct thorough investigati ons. Mreover, nedia pro-
prietors are wary about exposés that nay put themand
their other businesses at risk fromthe povers that be.

Despite these limtati ons, we can take on a fewcrooks,
but the task of bringing themto justice, netingout puni sh
nent, and theninstituting reforng toplug the hdesinthe
systembel ongs to Gwvernnent. It is easy enough to talk
about howthe nedia and civil society can play arde in
contoati ng corruption. But we shoul d renenber that do-
ing so does not nean ve let the Gvernnent shirk its re-
sposibilities.

Enough has been sai d—and written—about corrup-
tion. Rerhaps too nuch. The pervasi veness and the scal e of
t he probl emnake one weep. But it nay be tine nowto go
beyond tal king and weepi ng. Together, we nust nuster
the rage to do sonething about it.
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