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Naga City Mayor Jesse Robredo recalled the Brizos visiting him in the morning, three days after the May
14, 2007, election. He had just finished breakfast when the couple-residents of one of the city's urban poor
resettlement sites-arrived and handed him folded pieces of campaign literature, which supporters of one of
the local candidates had given them. 

Paper bills amounting to 200 pesos (US$4) were hidden in the folds of the leaflets containing the name and
picture of the candidate. Also included were papers with the names, address, district number and birthdays
of both Marilyn Brizo and her husband. 

"They (the Brizo couple) gave me the money and told me they are not spending it because they did not vote
for the candidate (in the campaign literature)," said Robredo, a recipient of the Ramon Magsaysay Award in
2000 for government service. 

The incident with the Brizos could be considered proof that the campaigns to educate voters, which civil
society groups have been waging in the Philippines for more than two decades, have been effective. But
the fact that there are still candidates willing to shell out money to buy votes demonstrates that there is still
considerable cause for concern. 

The Brizos' electoral integrity may be the exception rather than the rule. In many areas in the Philippines,
votes are routinely sold to the highest bidder. 

Philippine election law limits campaign spending for candidates (from senators down to local officials) to
three pesos (US$0.06) per registered voter. Political parties are allowed to spend an additional five pesos
(US$0.10) per registered voter. But these rules are often ignored. The electoral process in the Philippines
remains largely a money game, with the procurement of votes euphemistically referred to as "special
operations," done either on a retail or wholesale basis. 

In the run-up to the May 2007 elections, candidates reportedly gave voters all sorts of goodies: groceries,
mobile phone cards, insurance plans, educational certificates, movie tickets and more. Others distributed
cold cash-some paying as much as 1,500 pesos (US$32) per vote. 

Candidates sometimes use giveaways to generate goodwill, Robredo said. "If you are a new politician, you
may not want people to think you're stingy or difficult to approach." 

But in many cases these are sophisticated operations. Politicians keep databases of the voters with their
names, birthdays, district numbers and other relevant information. They use creative strategies to make
sure voters actually vote for the candidates that pay them. The strategies constantly evolve as watchdog
groups and the media uncover and expose the cheating schemes. 

In the last election, some Mindanao candidates used big cards with pictures of candidates from one of the
parties to monitor voting. The cards were supposedly designed to make it easier to copy the candidates'
names. Voters placed the thick cards under their ballots to help them write smoothly. But the cards actually
contained a layer of carbon paper. By writing hard on the ballot on top of the card, voters left readable
marks on the carbon paper. The cards were then returned to campaign leaders who, by stripping off the
topmost layer, were able to read the names of the candidates for whom the votes were cast. 

Filipino voters have come to expect some form of vote buying in every election. In an April 2007 survey
conducted by the Social Weather Stations, nearly seven out of 10 respondents said that vote buying would
"definitely happen" or "probably happen" in the May 2007 elections. 

What has caught the nation's attention in recent years is the massive fraud of "wholesale" vote
buying-allegedly perpetrated by the very people responsible for transmitting ballots from the district level to
the national level. 

In 2005, the nation plunged into political turmoil after alleged wiretapped conversations between President
Gloria Macapagal Arroyo and Commission on Elections (COMELEC) Commissioner Virgilio Garcillano were
released to the media. The conversations supported the opposition's accusations that the administration
cheated heavily in the 2004 elections. 

Arroyo survived two impeachment attempts by the opposition following the scandal. In February 2006, she
successfully crushed a coup attempt by military officials who purportedly conspired with the opposition to
unseat her. Observers note that the administration is now on more stable political footing. However, the
ghost of what became known as the "Hello Garci" controversy, named for the election official the president
allegedly spoke with in the wiretapped conversations, continues to haunt the nation. 

The president survived the scandal largely through unabashed favor trading with local politicians and other
power brokers, according to civil society leaders. This is evident by the quality of appointments the
president has made since 2005. 

"Her decisions have been more political rather than based on qualifications. She has to keep people happy
to keep them at bay," said Vince Lazatin of the Transparency and Accountability Network. 

Among the so-called "political" appointments was that of Merceditas Gutierrez, the president's former chief


