
Leading the Philippines to Liberty and Prosperity

We are counting the days until the Philippines is set to elect its next set of
national and local leaders who will govern the country for the next three to six
years. Thousands of supporters of different candidates across all political camps
have come up with their own ways of expressing their support – whether through
large-scale rallies, social media posts, house-to-house campaigns, and many other
forms. The common thread among these people is their hopeful desire that their
trusted leader has a plan to ease their heavy burdens and guide them to a better and
promising future.

The upcoming election day has also become more critical for Filipinos,
considering that our country is one of the Southeast Asian nations that was
severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020 alone, our economy saw the
“worst recession” since World War II, with our gross domestic product plunging to
9.5%.1 In the same year, the unemployment rate rose to 17.7%, representing an
equivalent of around 7.3 million jobless Filipinos.2 Furthermore, the Philippine
Statistics Authority recorded about 105,723 registered deaths due to COVID-19,
making the virus the third leading cause of death in the country in 2021.3

We seemed to be living in a “survival mode” by facing all of these
challenges at the same time in the last two years. The government imposed
countless restrictions to curb the spread of multiple variants of the same virus
while waiting for vaccine supplies from first-world countries. We have probably
sent condolences to relatives and friends way more than all the pre-pandemic years
combined. We witnessed how hospitals, particularly the ones in Metro Manila and
its nearby provinces, ran out of beds to accommodate even its most critical
patients. Our healthcare workers bore the brunt of working overtime to save lives
even while they could barely breathe through the heavy personal protective
equipment and N95 masks they needed to wear. Business establishments–including
the ones that have been in the industry for years–had to permanently shut down
their operations and lay off their employees. Most students, whether a child at the
primary level or a working adult enrolled in a graduate school, struggled to find
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ways to upgrade their old gadgets and a slow wireless internet connection to meet
the demands of online classes.

How did we manage to power through what seemed like the darkest of days
of our generation? It was because, despite it all, we saw a glimmer of light in the
spirit of volunteerism.

The power of initiative

We, Filipinos, are known for our culture of “bayanihan.” It is part of our
values to come together as one community, especially during the worst of times.
We help each other towards achieving the same goal without expecting anything in
return. We witnessed that spirit being exemplified in many ways throughout the
pandemic, especially when Metro Manila was under a strict lockdown.

The community pantry, for example, was just one of the most remarkable
bayanihan initiatives that we saw during that period. The project encouraged those
who have the ability to pay to donate food or other essentials and put it in the
designated makeshift pantry in their community. For example, they can place
canned goods, vegetables, face masks, or rice. In turn, the indigents or families in
the area who are struggling to make ends meet can have access to food or other
basic essentials. They can take whatever they need in the pantry for free. Some of
these people who had to rely on the pantries for food had lost their sources of
income because of the ongoing health crisis. They could not solely depend on the
cash aid from the local government because it was insufficient to feed the whole
family.

We had the freedom to give what we have for the benefit of many.

What started as a single stall in a street in Quezon City has inspired many
Filipinos and resulted in such an initiative being replicated in different regions all
over the country. Monetary donations to support the project also came pouring in,
and the pioneer was able to partner with farmers from different provinces. She
bought their crops and placed them in the pantries. The sudden proliferation of
community pantries helped alleviate the hunger of the underprivileged who did not
have adequate means to purchase basic necessities such as food and water. In
addition, it helped support our agriculture sector by directly purchasing from our
farmers without any middlemen. It was a simple project, free from bureaucratic
regulations, that paved the way for the community to help others gain prosperity.

There were many other donation drives and relief efforts organized by
private citizens to assist the vulnerable. However, as Confucius’ famous proverb



goes, it is not enough to only “give a fish to a man.” The wiser way, though more
difficult, is to also teach a man how to fish so that he would be able to feed himself
for a lifetime. More importantly, retired Chief Justice Artemio Panganiban
emphasized in one of his speeches that good governance and law also play a role in
helping these fishermen prosper. The goal is “to provide guarantees and incentives
to help the fisherman prosper, to create the institutions to support him, and to
promulgate minimal regulations.”

As we are inching closer toward the election day, we should take a pause and
think – who among the candidates vying for the highest positions in the land can
help us prosper by reviving our economy, ensuring the establishment of institutions
that will meet the needs of the community, and inspiring us to perform our
obligation for the betterment of the society?

Digital bayanihan

With one person taking the first step, we come together to uplift others and
attain the common good. However, there are also times when collective action is
done for the worst. Nonetheless, Filipinos always find a way to push back and
protect the values we have cherished for centuries.

In this digital age, we are constantly consuming information online. With a
single click of a mouse, we can have the data that we need or the answer that we
seek. It was especially inevitable for us to heavily rely on the internet during the
pandemic because the circumstances forced us to stay in our houses and conduct
most of our transactions online. Unfortunately, there are many who abuse the
privilege. Nowadays, groups are being formed for businesses called “troll farms.”

Social media became an avenue to spread fake news for political
propaganda. This act of intentionally and knowingly sending out false information
is called “disinformation” – a concept that is largely different from the more
widely-known term of “misinformation,” where the person unintentionally shares
factually incorrect information because he or she believed that it was true.

This campaign season, some political camps include disinformation as their
form of strategy to win a position in the government. They hire troll farms and
intentionally spread disinformation through fake photos and videos to undermine
their opposing candidate’s character. Online trolls are being employed left and right
to further sow division and hatred among the members of the community and make
their false stories believable for many.



In 2019, the Senate proposed an anti-fake news bill, but it was eventually
struck down for being unconstitutional. The Human Rights Watch reported that the
draft was too broad that, instead of serving its purpose as a tool to combat
disinformation, it poses a risk to our freedom of speech and the free exchange of
ideas.4 Without an effective legislative measure that could help us fight the barrage
of falsehoods on the internet, ordinary citizens resort to establishing their own
methods to put a stop to disinformation.

At the onset of the pandemic, I joined an initiative led by the student
councils of different law schools who came together to translate some of our penal
laws into layman’s terms for the public to easily understand them. The campaign
was called “#HandaAko” where our aim was to keep people informed of their
rights and help them resist unlawful penalties imposed by State agents during the
quarantine. Before joining, I personally did not know anyone, but I knew that I
wanted to achieve the same objective that they had: to empower Filipinos with the
right and factual information. The materials we posted were aimed to combat the
online entries that were geared to evoke fear among the people in the community.
For example, in April 2020, people who criticize the government’s response to the
pandemic were threatened by online users who said that they can be held liable for
inciting to sedition. Thus, they should be silent and refrain from posting their
opinion. To push back against this narrative, we released publicity materials
explaining in Filipino what freedom of expression is and when can speech be
considered seditious.

On the other hand, journalists and news organizations – as they fulfill their
roles of being watchdogs of the government – ramp up their efforts in putting up
fact-checking stories to help the public identify what is real from what is not during
this present election season. Social media users also come together to mass report
false posts and fake accounts; while some even go to great lengths of putting up
clarificatory posts and sharing credible sources. Even in the digital sphere,
Filipinos still embody the value of bayanihan.

Still, these efforts need the teeth of the law to effectively address the issue. If
only we had established a concrete measure that would penalize the trolls and fake
news peddlers way before this campaign season, we could have a less divisive
discourse and more informed decisions on who we should vote for.

4 Philippines: Reject Sweeping ‘Fake News’ Bill. Human Rights Watch.
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/07/25/philippines-reject-sweeping-fake-news-bill



To attain liberty and achieve economic prosperity, truth must also be
protected under the rule of law.

Guiding light

In one of the remarks delivered by Chief Justice Panganiban, the following
lines resonated with me the most:

“...only humans have a heart, only humans have wisdom, only humans can
dispense compassionate justice especially when the law is not clear, when
the law is inadequate, or when the law is unconscionable. Truly, only
lawyers with a heart, with a conscience can dispense compassionate justice
in a just and humane society.”

Indeed, what we need in our future leader is one that has kindness in his or
her heart to serve the people with the best interests of the country in mind. We have
been under an “iron fist” approach for too long that we forget that our laws are
intended not just to penalize wrongdoings but also as an instrument to redress our
grievances and protect our liberties. As an example, we should not forget that for
the past six years, the Philippines is under international watch for the rampant
extrajudicial killings in the guise of the administration’s “war on drugs.” How can
we achieve a just and humane society if we have to dispense with an accused’s
right to due process and the right to life?

Compassion is not a sign of weakness, and the law is not intended only to
protect those in power. Jurisprudence would tell us that our Bill of Rights takes
precedence over the right of the State to prosecute; such that if they are weighed
against each other, the scales of justice will tilt towards the former.5 The rationale
of our Courts in ruling as such is to prevent using our laws as tools to oppress or to
take revenge. Instead, it must afford adequate protection to our constitutional
rights.6

As we count the remaining days until we cast our ballots, we must carefully
look into the general goals and specific plans of action of the candidates that we
want to sit in the next administration. The philosophy that the Foundation of
Liberty and Prosperity espouses could guide us in choosing our next set of leaders.
These are just some of the questions that we can ask ourselves: What are the
general interests and specific plans of action of my chosen candidate in governing
the country? How will he or she do it, considering that the economy is still reeling

6 Sales v. Sandiganbayan, G.R. No. 143802, [November 16, 2001], 421 PHIL 176-196
5 People v. Lacson, G.R. No. 149453, [April 1, 2003], 448 PHIL 317-463



from the disastrous effects of the pandemic? Will he or she be able to effectively
assist in administering justice and upholding the rule of law? What are his or her
proposed measures to alleviate poverty? Can he or she mobilize the different
sectors of society to propel economic growth and sustain it for a long time?

Promoting the Philosophy

In my undergraduate years as a journalism student, I have had several
opportunities to conduct interviews with people across different social classes and
listen to their life stories firsthand. I have written articles about the leading figures
in the business sector, and I have also covered stories about the lives of the
marginalized.

Most of the time, the poor feel that they are being disregarded when there
are government projects or proposed development plans. In one instance, I went to
Bulacan to talk to some of the construction workers who were forcibly displaced to
a small town in Rizal. They were living as illegal settlers on a land that will be
converted into a business enterprise. The place where they were being relocated to
was extremely far from the town proper where they could have access to some
basic necessities such as sari-sari stores, hospitals, or public schools for their
children. The area is also far from business establishments where they can apply
for jobs. It might be easy for others to judge them as “pasaway” when they refuse
to leave the informal settlement and decline free housing from the government, but
we should also see things from their perspective. Their meager earnings are not
already enough to sustain the daily needs of their families, what more if they lose
their jobs and incur additional expenses for living in a place that is far away from
the developed areas?

Stories like these are what influenced my decision to go to law school after I
graduated from college. I wanted my ambition to be defined not by personal gain
but by a greater sense of purpose. My desire is to strike a balance between
upholding the rule of law and promoting economic advancement; while, at the
same time, respecting the dignity of the disadvantaged. This same aspiration is
what continues to fuel me as I face the rigors of preparing for our daily recitations,
studying for quizzes and exams, and finishing what always seems like a
neverending pile of readings in law school. I dream of becoming a policymaker in
the future, creating laws that are inclusive and equitable for a better tomorrow.

At the same time, as a member of society, I carry the responsibility to
exercise my right to vote for the succeeding officers of the country. My vote is not
just for myself but for the entire country. I will choose the candidates that I believe



also carry the same values and goals as I do in serving the community. I thoroughly
researched not just their platforms and fields of expertise, but I also looked into
their opinions on various social issues and track records. In addition, I also took
into consideration the present situation of our country and listened to interviews
with experts about what the Philippines possibly need for the next three to six
years.

The late Senator Jose W. Diokno once said, “there is one dream that we all
Filipinos share: that our children may have a better life than we have had. To make
this country, our country, a nation for our children.” In having effective leaders that
can lift our economy while protecting the underserved, build institutions with a
focus on long-term solutions, respect the legal process and promote cooperation –
we can uphold the philosophy of liberty and prosperity under the rule of law.


