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Four years ago, when I first stood before this Legislature to report on the State of the Nation, we could only see the future dimly — and not just because our provinces and cities were darkened by an electric-power crisis. All that you and I knew then was that there are no easy answers — no quick fixes — for our ills. And the only things that sustained us were our belief that crisis can make heroes out of ordinary people — and our faith that we Filipinos can be greater than the sum of all our problems. Today, the challenge is to complete our victory over pessimism, stagnation and decline. Today, the challenge is to give our next generation of leaders a firm foundation on which to build peace and prosperity for all our people. The correctness of our reforms so far has been validated by the growth of the economy and a new tempo of nation-wide self-reliance, even at the grass roots, as expressed in our battle-cry:

“Kaya ito ng Pinoy! Kayang-kaya!!“.

We have demonstrated our own capability to manage our economy towards stability and sustained growth — earning the respect of the global economic community and making it unnecessary for us to depend on the IMF’s “Seal of Good Housekeeping“. Next year, we shall end 30 years of stringent economic programs under the IMF’s watchful eyes — and asserting full responsibility and credit for managing our economic growth and development into the 21st century. The IMF cites three reasons why our economy has overcome its historical cycles of boom and bust: First, growth today is being boosted by exports and investments — and not by consumer spending or government pump-priming. Second, growth is being accompanied by some increase in private savings and not necessarily by increasing external debt or foreign loans. Third, the economy has become more resilient to economic shocks.

Is our story to be told only in terms of these economic indicators? I say it is written even more vividly in the lives of individual Filipinos and their communities. Growth corridors, clusters and centers all over the country are stirring ordinary Filipinos to new vigor — new ventures — new lives for themselves and their children. There still is great poverty among us, but every time we touch one family with our livelihood and social-service programs; every time a quality job gives one worker a higher sense of dignity; every time we transform a Smokey Mountain into a decent place for human beings, then we loosen the iron grip poverty has on our people. The work of completion — of policies, programs and projects — will define these last two years of my term. We must keep accelerating growth and social equity — until they become self-sustaining.

In agriculture, to guarantee productivity and profitability of our primary producers, we must speed up building irrigation systems, farm-to-market roads, post-harvest facilities; increase the flow of credit to our farmers, fisherfolk, and rural entrepreneurs; and optimize the role of women in agriculture. These must go hand-in-hand with our continuing effort to equip our farmers and those who make their living from the sea with the latest in technology. All these efforts should assure our food security and self-sufficiency. In energy and water, we must deliver electric power and potable water to our remotest barangays and humblest households. In this regard, we need more time to get the Build-Operate-Transfer (B-O-T) and privatization proposals in place since water-related projects are much more complicated and take more time to put together than those in electric power. We can continue to fast-track needed water projects if certain provisions of the Water Crisis Act are extended. We Filipinos do not subscribe to the “grow now, clean up later” approach of some of the countries that have industrialized ahead of us. We are cleaning up as we grow: We intend to live up to the distinction given by Newsweek International last May of being the world’s first emerging “green tiger.” I, therefore, ask Congress to pass the Environment Code that is still pending in the two chambers. As we strive for development compatible with the carrying capacity of our ecosystem, we shall need a clear basis for allocating our lands to various competing uses. I urge Congress to pass — within this session — the National Land use Bill. Likewise, I call the attention of Congress to the need for a Continuing Population Program. You will recall that four years ago, we adopted the Philippine population program that aims to improve the quality of life through rational population growth balanced with the sustainable capacity of the environment and resources to support.

We are also reviewing the institutional, policy and funding support for our Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) — which have long been the “missing middle link” in our economy. The Magna Carta for Small Enterprises increased the loanable funds set aside by the banking sector for SMEs from about P16 billion in 1992 to some P80 billion during the past 4 years — but this has not been quite enough. our export gains show we can compete globally. While our traditional markets — the United States and Japan — still account for more than half of all our exports, the volume and value of the goods that we ship to ASEAN and to East Asia are rising notably. Last year, our exports to ASEAN increased by 66%, and those to South Korea by 51%. Government must, in tandem with the private sector, upgrade our research and development facilities in the emerging technologies to enable us to add higher value to our export products. Over these next two years, we should complete our efforts to shift our exports from so-called high-volume standard products to high-value customized goods and services. We now project exports to grow not anymore at an average annual rate of 20% but at 25% — to reach $50 billion by the year 2000.

Employment levels too have been growing steadily since 1992. But since our work-force is growing at virtually the same rate as we are creating jobs, all our efforts have cut down unemployment and underemployment only marginally. We are, however, seeing improvements in the quality of jobs. and industrial peace keeps on getting better. The marked decline in strikes continues: nationwide, they dropped below the 100-mark in both 1994 and 1995. But we must pursue a renewed — more vigorous — more focused — effort to generate new jobs of the kind that assure our workers and their families stable incomes and improving quality of life. As for our overseas workers, we have made it a primary mission of our embassies to safeguard their persons and their rights. Our foreign office is even now engaged in several bilateral and multilateral negotiations on their behalf.

We have expanded our social reform agenda to cover — not just the 20 poorest provinces in the Philippines — but to all 78 provinces and 16 administrative regions because we are giving special attention also to fifth- and sixth-class municipalities — where the bulk of our poor are to be found. In addition to being responsible for cleaning and greening their frontyards and backyards, I have also made local government executives accountable for the reduction of poverty in their respective provinces, cities and municipalities. By the end of this year, we expect to graduate at least four provinces from the “poorest” category. For the first time, we are using an anti-poverty yardstick which we call the MBN (minimum basic needs) to measure how much is actually spent on poverty alleviation. Our budget proposal for 1997, which I am submitting today, contains explicit anti-poverty provisions. In public health, we have raised average life expectancy from 67.5 years in 1992 to 69.1 years in 1995, cutting down infant mortality which is the most sensitive index of socio-economic development from 53 per thousand live births in 1992 to 47 in 1995, and malnourishment among children of pre-school age — from 14% in 1992 to 7% in 1995. In addition to our “doctors to the barrio program” to insure the delivery of health services to distant areas, we have pursued innovative and preventive health care programs which have gained worldwide recognition. In basic education, we have achieved almost universal access to elementary and high schools over the past four years. Now we are beginning to modernize our school system — both by providing them hi-tech means to broaden pupils’ access to information and knowledge, and enhancing teacher-training processes, especially in mathematics, science and technology. But we still have a long way to go by the standards of our vigorous neighbors. While we have provided 3,500 scholarship slots per year to train students to become technicians, scientists and engineers, we should at least treble this number in the next two years. In agrarian reform, we have achieved significant progress during the last four years in the distribution of agricultural land to our landless farmers. Nonetheless, we are only halfway to our final target for land distribution. We have to speed up the land distribution and productivity program between now and 1998, and Congress must both increase the ceiling of the Agrarian Reform Fund and expand its sources, and improve the adjudication system for agrarian reform. Other priority measures long awaited by our basic sectors include the proposed Fisheries Code for our fisherfolks, the Bill on Ancestral Domain for our indigenous peoples, and the repeal of Presidential Decree 772 which would decriminalize squatting and address the issues regarding the resettlement of the urban poor.

We seek stronger protection of the integrity of the Filipino family — as the building block of the national community, and to guard the basic rights particularly of women, children and young people, indigenous katutubos, the handicapped, the aged and our veterans. In our programs for human resource development and as a prerequisite to sustainable development, we consider protecting Filipino children and empowering Filipino women among our highest priorities. As part of these efforts, we ask from this Congress the passage of the comprehensive Juvenile Justice System and a Total Approach against Dangerous Drugs — from education to prevention to law enforcement to rehabilitation to international cooperation — with the Department of Justice (DOJ) as the lead agency instead of the Department of Health (DOH). We also seek the establishment of child and family courts to facilitate the speedy disposition of child abuse and family relations cases. Protection of the family and social integration of the marginalized sectors, especially disadvantaged women, also call for the passage of several other bills, including one long overdue which reclassifies rape as a crime — not only against chastity — but against a person. We are the first country, in fact, after the United Nations Conference on Women held in Beijing last September 1995, to direct all government agencies to set aside at least 5% of their budgets for gender-equality concerns for the benefit of Filipino women.

In our drive against crime, we are making some progress — in reducing crime incidence, in improving our crime-fighting capabilities, and in fighting violent crimes. We have also made substantial gains in further reducing kidnapping and bank robberies, with better cooperation now resulting from community participation in crime prevention and information gathering. On the other hand, there is no longer any reason to delay action on the pending bills modernizing the Philippine National Police (PNP) and the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP). More than just replacing aging equipment and providing our units and personnel with the wherewithal with which to carry out their missions, boosting their morale is even more important. We are therefore committed to upgrade the equipment, training and pay scales of our military and law enforcement personnel, including those of the National Bureau of Investigation and the state prosecution service. To this, I add: let us not forget to fulfill our obligations to our veterans and their survivors whose pensions must be fully paid pursuant to existing laws.

Our country’s opening to the global economy — and the uncertainties raised by big-power configurations emerging in our region and in other regions — all these have made necessary a broadening of our contacts and friendships in the world. The strength of our external security depends, above all else, upon good relations with our immediate neighbors. This is why we have placed the highest priority on reinforcing our relationships with our ASEAN partners; with Japan, with China — and all others with whom we share common borders. We have urgently brought the issue of the Spratlys to the world’s attention — at the councils of ASEAN; the Non-Aligned Movement; the ASEAN Regional Forum; and the ASEAN-China dialogue — and are now able to sit down comfortably with China at the highest as well as working levels to ensure that conflicting claims in the South China Sea do not anymore disrupt the peace of the Asia-Pacific region. And we are taking active part in the endeavor to build one Southeast Asia. All the 10 countries of this dynamic community are now either members — or observers — in ASEAN. All have acceded to the bali treaty of amity and cooperation. Last December we, their leaders, signed a Treaty to keep Southeast Asia free of Nuclear Weapons. We shall be submitting this treaty to the Senate for its concurrence. Philippine-United States relations must continue to be anchored on our long-range policy of “trade, not aid” for mutual benefit and on our mutual defense treaty.

Over the foreseeable future, we see East Asia’s security interests as best served by a security balance among the great powers — and by their increasing economic interdependence. This is one more reason we are pushing for liberalization of the trading system through the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum. Beyond trade and investment, APEC is also about cooperation to develop our human resources, strengthen our Small and Medium Enterprises, and share technology and knowledge, among others — all these leading to a regional community anchored on mutual benefit and mutual respect. the 1996 APEC leaders’ meeting in our country this November will have great significance for our people — in terms of new jobs, higher incomes, and opportunities for technology transfer and market access in an interdependent Asia-Pacific.

In this government’s search for peace, we have made a solid breakthrough. Within two years, I am confident we shall leave our country and people a legacy of better social cohesion and political unity — on which future governments can build greater national capacity, stability and prosperity for all Filipinos. Erstwhile military rebels have been reintegrated into civil society — even as the process of dealing with their grievances continues. Many of the reforms they suggest — in our electoral practices, for example — have been incorporated into our proposals to Congress. I, therefore, ask you, the Ladies and Gentlemen of Congress, for your concurrence to the pending proclamations granting amnesty to members and supporters of RAM-SFP-YOU as part of our General Peace Agreement of October 1995, and reopening the application period for all categories of rebels. With the dissident National Democratic Front (NDF), our peace talks have finally moved on to substantive issues. But we are no more than cautiously optimistic — because of the ideological issues involved and the hard-line positions the NDF has taken. Fortunately, that 60-year-old conflict has substantially declined in its intensity — partly because our amnesty program has enabled individual rebels to return to the ways of peace.

The Davao City consensus of last month with the moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) which envisions our 14 Southern Provinces and the cities therein being brought into a special Zone of Peace and Development (ZOPAD), with a Southern Philippines Council for Peace and Development (SPCPD) to promote it, moves us closer towards the resolution of the conflict that has cost more than 120,000 Filipino lives, with so many more dislocated from their homes these past 27 years. I credit the patient diplomacy of our government panel chaired by Ambassador Manuel Yan, the new statesmanship of MNLF chairman Nur Misuari, and the consistent support of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) and our partners in ASEAN, notably Indonesia, for this accomplishment. From hereon, with our vision for a peaceful and progressive Mindanao clear in our hearts and in our minds, let us manifest together, my beloved countrymen and countrywomen, in all communities in the Southern Philippines, and at the level of the national leadership, that same spirit of accommodation and mutual benefit displayed by the negotiating parties. Let me underline briefly the points that are being misconstrued in the rush to judgment on the Davao consensus: One — no new area of autonomy has yet been established. The Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) continues to be the only area of autonomy in the Southern Philippines. Two — the SPCPD is not a provisional government; it is not a governing authority; and it has no lawmaking power. It has no power of governance over local government units. Neither will it have control and supervision over the local police and the military. Three — the SPCPD is neither an autonomous region nor a political subdivision of government; it is not a public corporation; it has no separate juridical personality. It is simply a transitory administrative arm under the control and supervision of the President of the Republic of the Philippines. Its powers and functions are derivative and extensions of the powers of the President, which he may lawfully delegate. Four — the new area of autonomy — after Congress shall have amended the ARMM organic act — will include only those provinces and cities which vote to join it, in a plebiscite to be called for the purpose.

Ladies and Gentlemen of Congress: Peace is a process and it must be carefully nurtured. So is development. Peace and development always go together. Together, both are our best weapons to alleviate poverty in Mindanao and everywhere else, because the lack of either one breeds deprivation and foments tension and armed conflict. Mindanao — as well as the rest of the Philippines — needs peace if it is to achieve the sustained, broad-based development its people deserve. Of the various proposals associated with our Southern Philippines peace process, the most vital is ZOPAD, not SPCPD, because that is where all — especially Congress — can take part to make maximum use of a three-year period of respite and collaboration leading to sustainable development. Many voices — Pro and Con — from Congress, sectoral leaders, media and from the affected communities themselves have been heard about our peace process, and I have taken counsel of them. But the decision to go forward rests on me as your President. To paraphrase an American President,

“Now there are many, many people who can recommend and advise, and a few of them consent. But there is only one who has been chosen by the people to decide.“

Now, I ask all of you for your support — to give our government and our people in our Southern regions — Christians, Muslims, Lumads, Filipinos all — the MNLF, our soldiers, our policemen, and the people of our divided communities included — this long-sought opportunity under our transitory arrangements to convert swords into plowshares. From every part of the globe, we do not lack examples of the futility of armed conflict as a way of settling ethnic, religious, economic, social and cultural differences.

Ladies and Gentlemen of Congress: On this issue of bringing peace and making development happen in the Philippine south, I will continually ask you for your confidence and steady support. our quest for peace and development in Mindanao is more than a journey of “thousand miles,” as the Chinese proverb says. Our forebears had made the first steps. And we, at this time, are now near the end of this long journey. I invite you now, Ladies and Gentlemen of Congress, to join me in taking the last step. As your President, I enjoin everyone to exorcise the ghosts of history. Let us cast aside our fears and our hurts. Let us give peace and development a chance in the Southern Philippines.
Resolution of our home-grown conflicts will free us to focus on sharpening our competitiveness in the Asia-Pacific and world markets, as well as in the delivery of social services to our people. Competitiveness goes beyond GDP and other macro-economic measures. It encompasses the entire spectrum of the political, social, cultural, scientific and value systems of a country. And the lesson from East Asia is clear. Competitiveness comes from an open economy — from a stable political system and from a united, hard-working people. Competitiveness comes from modern infrastructure, and from work-people trained in cutting-edge technology.

The 1995 world competitiveness report praises the extreme openness of our national culture: The availability of competent senior managers and skilled workers, the way we have internationalized the Philippine economy, and the way our exports have grown, in both goods and services. But it identifies our country’s biggest liabilities as the inadequacy of its infrastructure, its still-primitive transport systems, and the inefficiency of its distribution of goods and services. These, despite the gigantic strides we had made in the last four years in building roads, bridges, airports, seaports, power plants, and other public facilities. The report also warns how dangerously our human development lags behind those of our competitors — our lack of physicians; the continuing drain of our skilled workers; and the high pupil-teacher ratio in our public school system. In addition to this, we must worry about our severe lack of scientists, engineers and technicians. Thus, we must work on the things that will make us competitive in the world. We must become more efficient in our social processes and in our educational institutions. We must continue to make substantial investments in infrastructure, but this time, not merely depending on purely government expenditures but on wider private sector participation. We must make not just our business enterprises — but the whole of national society — competitive in the world by expanding research and development (R&D) in the emerging technologies and in education, especially in Science and Technology at all levels. We must raise the productivity of our farms, our factories, our Small and Medium Enterprises, our workers and our managers — for we are now just recovering from the inefficiencies that marked our economy in past decades. In this regard, we shall soon be completing a national action agenda on productivity which I have instructed the National Economic Development Authority (NEDA) to coordinate, bringing together efforts of all sectors who are involved.

Ladies and Gentlemen of Congress — I urge you to act now on economic measures I commended to this legislature last July 1995 — one SONA ago. To complete our liberalization of the economy, let us repeal the remaining laws — some enacted over 40 years ago — that still limit economic growth and deny the Filipino consumers access to quality goods at lower prices. Development, indeed, exacts a price that must be paid by those who want it.

This is why I regard as urgent and crucial Congressional action on our Comprehensive Tax Reform Package (CTRP). The CTRP is the cornerstone of our government’s effort to put the Filipino house in order — and to gear up our economy for the coming era of free trade. Beyond these, tax reform is also the key component in our effort to compel the irresponsible rich to take up their rightful share of the civic burden. Right now, it is our salaried employees and the middle class who bear the bulk of the tax load. We must simplify our tax system; broaden its base; lower its rates — making it economically efficient and socially equitable; and remove from it areas of discretion that all too often lead to evasion and corruption. Our other urgent need is to generate more internal savings. Our savings rate of 19% of GNP is still well below the East Asian average of 30%. Our landmark reforms in the banking sector are designed to increase the mobilization of domestic savings, but our social insurance schemes need to be restructured and their applications to health, housing, education and counterparting broadened. This is why I have ordered an in-depth study of a National Provident Fund System — possibly consolidating the Social Security System (SSS), the Government Service Insurance System (GSIS) and others into one, and moving the entire combination towards private enterprise. Privatization will allow an enlarged provident fund system to widen its coverage; increase management flexibility in investing its portfolio; increase statutory minimum contributions; and decentralize its operations. Privatization and the spread of share ownership to ordinary Filipinos are at the heart of our thrusts for economic progress and social equity — by the democratization of wealth and opportunity. We are determined to shed the state’s discretionary economic interventions — so that government can concentrate on its proper function — which is to provide the framework of law, civic order and infrastructure within which private enterprise can flourish.

The same world competitiveness report also notes the need for streamlining the bureaucracy and for reforms in our justice system. To accelerate such reforms, we need above all to improve dramatically the effectiveness of public institutions. We must simplify the system of regulations, licenses and permits accumulated over generations of big government that have often become opportunities for corruption. The entire public sector we must transform from a regulatory into a promotional and developmental paradigm serving and urging the private sector to become globally competitive — similar to those that led to East Asia’s amazing transformation these past 30 years. Most crucial of all, we must pursue our earlier efforts towards a more disciplined, cohesive and convergent bureaucracy, and make our civil service an effective instrument of the modern state. We must improve government services to the people by cutting bureaucratic red tape. A professional bureaucracy requires government to compete with the private sector for talented people. Although we have increased the salaries of civil servants below undersecretary level by an average of 40% since 1992, even now our levels of pay cannot approximate those paid by business and the professions. Improving the desired efficiency of public agencies and especially their effectiveness will not be cheap — but it will be public money well-spent.

That same 1995 world competitiveness report dealt also with the slow disposition of cases which is most conspicuous in criminal proceedings. This has contributed greatly to popular frustration and marked erosion of people’s faith in the administration of justice. The strengthening of the barangay justice system and the designation by the Supreme Court of 56 special criminal courts required to conduct daily trials are giant steps forward. That this improved procedure can work, we see in the Ongpin kidnapping case, the trial of which took only 20 days. We need many more reforms — not only in speeding up procedures. We also need to increase the number of Metropolitan Trial Courts and prosecutors. We should also upgrade the salaries of lower-court judges and those of the prosecution service, to make their pay commensurate with their workload.

Finally, we shall need to continue reforms in our political system — so that it can keep pace with our economic modernization. Generally, we need to keep down the violence, the vote-buying, and the cheating that still characterize our electoral process. Several other proposals for electoral reform which I support and are still pending include bills which would prohibit political dynasties and which would authorize absentee voting. We should also shorten reglamentary periods for our tribunals that decide electoral protests.

Ladies and Gentlemen of this tenth Congress: Again, I call upon you to pass the bills in support of our five priority programs, namely: Greater political stability and national unity, Economic and social development, Energy development and infrastructure modernization, Protection of the environment and natural resources, and Energizing the bureaucracy. I am submitting to Congress the complete list of our priority legislative measures.

Our problems are far from solved. But we have definitely made headway in dealing with them. Even more important, we have proved to ourselves that our difficulties do not arise from some deep-rooted cultural flaw. They have arisen from policy mistakes against which we have exerted collective effort and political will to set them aright — today. Our heroic generation of 1896 animated our people’s ideals and aspirations. Surely, we, who are today’s leaders, can move our national community closer to the ideals of democracy, freedom and fraternity — of which our national heroes dreamt. Surely we can organize for ourselves a society where ordinary people need not depend on any patron’s charity — where they need not defer to anyone’s superior status — where they can realize the possibilities of their lives, in a peaceful and progressive national community.

The Nineteenth-Century French scholar Ernest Renan defined a nation as

“A community with a common memory — a people that has suffered together.“

We are such a community. Before the political persecutions of 1872, there was no Filipino nation. We were merely a collection of Indios, Moros, Mestizos, Creoles and Katutubos — and the archipelago we inhabited was merely the name of a place. But after the execution of the martyr-priests Gomez, Burgos and Zamora in February of that year, no further repression could prevent one Filipino nation — in Rizal’s words, ang Sambayanang Pilipino — from being born.

Ladies and Gentlemen of the tenth Congress — Today our country calls us — not to die — but to live for it. The patriotism borne of revolution and war must give way to citizenship for peace and development — which means personal commitment, social obligation, civic responsibility. If each of us pulled his or her weight, then we as a nation can be bound together — not only by the common memory of our past sufferings — but by the progress we can enjoy together. As leaders of our country and as its loyal sons and daughters, such is the pledge we must renew on this the one hundredth year of the Philippine revolution of 1896 and of rizal’s martyrdom. In the solemnity of this chamber — keenly aware of the tasks laid upon our hands by our people and by our fundamental charter — let us seize this chance to give flesh and realization to our national beliefs and aspirations. On this the dawning of our Centennial of Philippine independence, if there is one paramount achievement to which we Filipinos must dedicate ourselves, it is this — that, by 1998, we Filipinos must show and prove to the world that we are finally a nation united.

Sa madaling salita: sa taong Isang Libo Siyam na Raan at Siyamnapu’t-Walo (1998), taas-noo ang Pilipino na haharap sa buong mundo!

So, in this work we are to begin anew today, let us ask for God’s guidance and support — so we can win the new challenges of peace and development.

Maraming salamat sa inyong lahat.

Mabuhay ang Pilipinas!
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