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Abstract:
In October 2018 – if and when Philippine Congress approves now the postponement
of this year’s village and youth elections – the Duterte government plans to
piggyback on the exercise a plebiscite on a new Constitution. If time is too short for
that, there is the May 2019 mid‐term election with which the plebiscite can be
synchorized.
Except within very limited groups of experts, however, not much discussions, much
less consultations, are being done on the details of the proposed shift from a unitary
to a federal system of government. And, so far, what the public knows are the bare
bones: matters that will be handled by the federal government, and by the local
governments (the textbook type of classification); the number of regions or states
(even this varies, depending on which study group you are talking to).
Because the discussions and the information campaign have generally not gone
beyond these, the nitty‐gritty of the shift are not known. We are not even sure if
discussions with the experts’ groups working with government have reached that
level.
There are 3 things the public have to know much sooner, even now:
* the unaddressed issues with decentralization
* levels and powers of government
* where the people are in the discussion
For the first item, there are questions on what happens to the national bureaucracy.
And as old as the Local Government Code of 1991 has been the calls of local
governments — automatically brushed aside by the national government — is the
sharing of resources between the two levels of government. All these years, too, the
tax reforms have focused more on what and who to tax, but never on how
collections should be distributed nationally.
An elephant in the room since a shift to federalism was first proposed in the early
2000s has been the abolition of the provincial level of government. Regional
governments will be created, when the Philippines’ regional councils and offices
have mostly been given token powers, much less resources. After the level of
regional governments come the level of cities and municipalities. How do we expect
the current governors — the political clans they come from — to help in this
campaign?

President Rodrigo Duterte has just ordered the dissolution of the Negros Island
Region, barely two years after it was created. There are no funds to establish offices
for the new region that residents were hoping would make development planning
and governance more attuned to the needs of the Negros provinces. Then there is
“threat” done out of nowhere by the Quezon City mayor that Metro Manila can be
an autonomous region if the entire country refuses to federalize. With varying and
changing — and unresolved — proposals on what states a federal Philippines will
have, we can imagine experts cannot even begin with baseline planning. We don’t
plan only after a country has been broken up into autonomous regions.
Amid all these, people have a limited understanding of what is being proposed, even
the concept itself of federalism to begin with. You can tell it from the types of
questions they are made to answer in limited number of surveys. The Department of
the Interior and Local Government has directed local government units to conduct
barangay assemblies to discuss the proposal. But barangay assemblies are done only
twice a year, and the communication plan is not exactly implemented strategically.
There is a need for civic and people’s organizations to do their share in
disseminating information and initiating discussions in their communities. The
media has tremendous responsibility too. You would wonder why, when we are
talking about restructuring an entire system of running a country, the media has
given the issue only token coverage.
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