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Rebooting Accountability:
An Introduction to the
TPA Now! Paper Series

G-Watch members conducting SAP Independent Validation in Cebu City

E

ight days before being sworn in as
President of the Philippines, Rodrigo
Duterte told the public that his incoming
administration will not tolerate even the
slightest incidence of corruption. Speaking
before a group of government employees in
the southern province of Sarangani, Duterte
warned that, “I shouldn’t hear anything about
corruption, even a whiff or whisper. I will fire
you or place you somewhere.”

The President repeated his pledge four years
later, asserting that, “I will concentrate on
the last remaining years of my term fighting
corruption.” In a pre-recorded speech that
was aired on October 27, the Chief Executive
ordered the Department of Justice (DOJ) to
investigate allegations of corruption “in the
entire government.”
Unfortunately, in spite of his assurances,
Duterte’s flip-flopping actions on corruption

allegations involving his senior appointees
put his promise to question.
Just barely a year into his presidency, Duterte’s
top Customs official Nicanor Faeldon came
under intense scrutiny after being implicated
in a massive smuggling incident that brought
Php6.4 billion ($128 million) worth of Chinese
crystal meth to the Philippines. A former navy
captain who was involved in two previous
military mutinies, the controversy forced
Faeldon to resign in August 2017. But he
was quickly transferred to the Office of Civil
Defense before being appointed as DirectorGeneral of the Bureau of Corrections.
Then, in December 2017, Duterte sacked
all five commissioners of the Presidential
Commission for the Urban Poor (PCUP) for
their excessive foreign travels. Among those
dismissed was Melissa Aradanas—a cousin of
the President’s common-law wife, Honeylet
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Avanceña. Aradanas, however, was able to
rejoin government after her designation as
Deputy Commissioner of the Housing and
Urban Development Coordinating Council
(HUDCC) three months later.
Meanwhile, even in the midst of a global
pandemic,
government
corruption
remains unabated. Just last September,
Senator Risa Hontiveros has called out the
Department of Budget and Management
(DBM) for allegedly purchasing millions
of personal protective equipment (PPEs)

Undermining Institutional
Checks
This series of anomalies has severely affected
the Philippines’ ranking in the corruption
perception index (CPI) of Transparency
International, which fell 14 notches from
being the 99th least corrupt country in 2018
to being 113th by the following year. It also
meant a steep drop of 18 notches since 2015,
which was the last full year of the previous
administration.

at overpriced rates. According to the
lady solon, standard PPEs typically cost
between Php1,200 to Php1,500 ($24
- $30) per unit, but the equipment that
DBM bought was between Php1,700 to
Php2,000 ($34 - $40) per unit. This means
that the procurements were probably
overpriced by at least Php200 ($4) per
unit or Php1 billion ($20 million) in total,
prompting the opposition senator to call
for a thorough investigation.

But instead of addressing this issue through
a relentless campaign against wrongdoing,
the government has taken several measures
that undermine the public’s ability to check
and monitor their officials. The first to suffer
was the country’s judicial independence
when Maria Lourdes Sereno was removed as
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court on May
11, 2018, after eight of her fellow magistrates
voted to render her 2012 appointment as
null and void.

There was also an allegation from
whistleblower Thorrsson Montes Keith
that several top officials of the Philippine
Health Insurance Corporation (Philhealth),
including its President and CEO, Ricardo
Morales, had stolen Php15 billion ($300
million) of public funds using various
fraudulent schemes. Morales denied the
allegation, though he eventually resigned
from his post, citing his worsening health
situation.

The decision was seen as politically motivated
since Sereno was a known critic of the Duterte
administration who opposed the President’s
so-called “war on drugs” and his imposition
of Martial Law in Mindanao. In fact, even as
the high court was still discussing the validity
of Sereno’s appointment, administration
allies in the House of Representatives filed
a separate impeachment case against the
chief magistrate for failing to declare her
statement of assets, liabilities and net worth
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(SALN) when she was still a law professor at
the University of the Philippines.
The President also made his sentiments
unequivocally clear in a speech on April 9,
2018, stating, “I am putting you on notice that
I am your enemy and you have to be out of
the Supreme Court. I will request Congress
to do it, the impeachment right away.”
After her removal, Sereno was replaced
by Teresita de Castro who, after 46 days,
stepped down as Chief Justice upon reaching
the mandatory retirement age of 70 years
old. Sereno was 58 years old at that time.
Ironically, Ombudsman Samuel Martires (a
Duterte-appointee) issued a memorandum
circular on September 15, 2020 restricting
access to the SALNs of public officials. Martires
defended his decision five days later, stating
that “in the experience of the Ombudsman,
the SALN was weaponized. It was used as [a]
means to go against someone, anyone who is
an enemy in politics.”

Worsening Situation with
COVID-19
The lack of checks has become even more
disconcerting with COVID-19, since Congress
has granted the President wide authority to
realign the budget and mobilize government
resources to supposedly address the
pandemic. This was accomplished through
the enactment of Republic Act No. 11469 or

The Citizens’ Budget Tracker was created to help track the government’s
efforts in solving the #COVID19PH crisis. It hopes to promote public
awareness of how our funds are being spent and to hold our government
accountable for a timely response to this crisis.
(Text & Photo source: www.fb.com/covidbudget.ph )

the Bayanihan to Heal as One Act, which
allows Duterte to “exercise powers that
are necessary and proper” and impose
“temporary emergency measures” to respond
to the COVID-19 pandemic (Sec. 4).
Signed on March 24, 2020, the law also
authorized the President to “direct the
discontinuance of appropriated programs,
projects or activities (P/A/P) of the
Executive Department” so that the funds
can be used “to augment the allocation
for any item (that) address the COVID-19
emergency” (Sec.4.v). This gives the Chief
Executive direct control over a budget of
nearly Php275 billion ($5.37 billion) from
the estimated Php438 billion ($8.55 billion)
national budget that was earlier approved for
the year 2020.
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Promoting Accountability
With
the
Duterte
administration
practically unchecked, the need to better
promote transparency, participation and
accountability (TPA) has become an even
more pressing agenda in the Philippines. A
concept that is able to bridge the separate
fields of democracy, governance and human
rights, TPA is a response to the “realization
that bad governance is often a key driver
of chronic underdevelopment,” and that
reform measures would only succeed “if
developing countries build capable (and)
effective state institutions” (Carothers and
Brechenmacher 2014: 6).

Broken down into each of its three
constitutive
elements,
transparency
cover initiatives “promoting information
disclosure and access to information for
a wide range of government processes;”
while participatory approaches on the other
hand, “aim at empowering beneficiaries
to benefit at all stages of the decision
making, implementation and monitoring
processes” (Chene 2011: 1). While these
two concepts are important, Marie Chene
of Transparency International points out
that reform initiatives are more likely to be
effective “if they are combined with more
traditional forms of accountability such as
monitoring, control and oversight by other
public institutions that can question and
eventually sanction improper behaviours”
(ibid.: 1).
American scholar Jonathan Fox, on the other
hand, describes accountability as “the process
of holding actors responsible for their actions”
(Fox 2007: 28). This goes hand-in-hand with
‘answerability,’ whereby the actions of public
officials are “held up to specific standards of
behavior or performance” (ibid.: 28). It also
involves the threat and actual imposition of
sanctions in order to “both punish and deter
transgressors” (ibid.: 28).

Youth groups, including SK Officials filing the 29th petition against the
Anti-Terror Law of 2020. (Photo source: https://twitter.com/dannyboypata)

Since its overall aim is to compel powerholders “to explain justify, or just admit
their actions,” Fox argues that the term
‘accountability’ should only refer to public
accountability (which is concerned with the
“power relations between those charged
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with the public trust and the citizenry”),
and should not be confused with personal
accountability, wherein the state “hold
people to account for their behavior as
private individuals” and not as power-holders
(ibid.: 28).
This is akin to Andreas Schedler’s notion of
accountability as a technique for “subjecting
power to the threat of sanctions; obliging
it to be exercised in transparent ways; and
forcing it to justify its acts” (1999: 14). He
further maintained that ultimately, the aim of
accountability is to “control political power,”
and “to make power predictable by limiting
its arbitrariness” (ibid.: 18-19).
Similarly, Richard Mulgan pointed out
that “accountability implies more than the
interchange of questioning and answering
and the pursuit of transparency” (2003:
9). Instead, he offers a more expansive
understanding of this concept, which
“involves an element of redistributive justice
in making the guilty pay for their wrongdoing”
(ibid.: 9).
Since the early 2000s, the term ‘social
accountability’ has become widely used,
especially by development agencies and civil
society advocates. This concept assumes
that “external pressure is often required to
trigger the state’s checks and balances” (Fox
2007: 32). It also points out that in numerous
cases, “many of the actors that attempt to
hold state actors publicly accountable do not
claim formal power over them” (ibid.: 32).

According to the World Bank, social
accountability can also be understood as the
“extent and capability of citizens to hold the
state accountable and make it responsive to
their needs” (cited in Grandvoinnet et al.: 2).
On the other hand, Enrique Peruzzotti and
Catalina Smulovitz view social accountability
as “alternative forms of political control
that rely on citizens’ actions and media
organizations (that) reduce the gap between
representatives and the represented” (cited
in Fox 2007: 32).
Learning from the experiences in the
Philippines, Government Watch (G-Watch)
offers a more expansive notion of social
accountability, defining it as “the processes
and actions by which accountability in
the use of public resources and authority
is enhanced through civil society/ citizen
engagement with government for the
claiming of entitlements, protection of rights
and advancement of efficient and responsive
government” (2019: 9).

Strategic Accountability
While it is extremely important to regularly
check public officials, not all accountability
efforts yield significant gains. Writing in the
autumn of 2014, Fox noticed that though
there is now a growing number of social
accountability initiatives across the globe,
their “widely-accepted, normatively appealing
theories of change...turn out to have uneven
empirical foundations” (2014: 9).
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He further discovered that social
accountability efforts use either tactical or
strategic approaches. By tactical approaches,
Fox refers to “bounded interventions
(also known as tools)” that are “limited to
‘society-side’ efforts to project voice” (ibid.:
10). Strategic approaches, on the other
hand, “deploy multiple tactics, encourage
enabling environments for collective action
for accountability and coordinate citizen voice
initiatives with governmental reforms that
bolster public sector responsiveness” (ibid.:
10).
Subjecting the social accountability
literature to a meta-analysis, Fox then
observed that, “the results of tactical
approaches are indeed mixed, whereas the
evidence of impacts of strategic approaches
is much more promising” (ibid.: 10). This
prompted Fox to conclude that, “strategic
approaches are more promising than
tactical approaches for leading to tangible
development impacts” (ibid.: 21).
He then used his findings to introduce the
idea of strategic social accountability, which
“combines depth and breadth” through the
“vertical integration of citizen monitoring and
advocacy” (2015). Such initiatives, Fox argues,
use multi-level strategies “that addresses local,
district, national and international decisionmaking” (ibid.).
Because it is able to achieve scale through
geographic broadness and social inclusion, Fox
maintains that strategic social accountability

G-Watch members conducting SAP Independent Validation in
Lanao del Sur

initiatives can yield more substantive and
longer lasting TPA reforms. With this in mind,
Fox identified the features of strategic social
accountability as follows:
• Multi-pronged: Multiple, coordinated
tactics.
• Enabling environments for voice: To
reduce perceived risks of collective
action.
• Voice needs teeth to have bite:
To be heard, citizen voice needs
governmental reforms that bolster
public sector responsiveness.
• Take accountability to scale: Vertical
integration of monitoring and
advocacy, plus broad geographic and
social inclusion.
• Realistic assessment measures:
Because building accountability
involves iterative, contested and
therefore uneven processes.
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G-Watch operationalizes Fox’s concept of
strategic social accountability by identifying
the four key elements of accountability,
namely:
• Information - How to make public
information more available/
accessible/ useful to citizens).
• Mechanisms - How to enable
mechanisms for participation, access
to information and accountability.
• Responsiveness - How to generate
response/ action from government).
• Participation - How to recruit
participants, sustain participation,
how to further enable participation,
how to capacitate/ empower citizens.
These four elements rest on a simple
premise: That accountability can be enabled
and sustained if there are working policies,
mechanisms, and initiatives in government;
and if there are capable citizens who will
make use of these policies, mechanisms, and
initiatives to generate government response,
hold decision-makers responsible, and
radically improve the system.

To strengthen accountability, these four key
elements of accountability must be tackled
and enabled at scale: vertical (covering
critical levels of decision-making) and
horizontal (covering all or majority of serviced
areas) through broad representation and
participation of citizens. Such will require
enabling what G-Watch refers as ‘demandsupply synergy:’ demand referring to citizen
voice and action, and supply referring to
state mechanisms for accountability. Both
must be enabled, including their interface or
synergy to achieve scale that continuously
builds accountability.

TPA Paper Series
The challenge of sustaining the various
accountability initiatives and adopting more
strategic approaches highlight the need
for a conceptual reboot in the TPA field in
the Philippines. To address this need for a
conceptual reboot, G-Watch is launching the
TPA Paper Series. We hope that it will serve as
a space for advocates and civil society leaders
to reflect on their initiatives, to examine the
issues and agenda that are important to
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them, and to share their work using their
own voice. The series is also meant to mark
the 20 anniversary of G-Watch, and its two
decades of citizen action for transparency,
participation and accountability.
The worsening accountability situation,
both in the country and in various parts of
the world, despite decades-long efforts by
civil society, governments and development
partners shows how difficult is the fight
against corruption, abuse of power and
impunity. As pro-reform/ pro-accountability
forces advance and learn from their actions,
so do anti-reform/ anti-accountability
forces—and often at a faster rate given the
resources they have. For this reason, the
campaign for accountability not only has to
continue, but it also has to be done better
and differently. Continuing the critical
reflection, discourse and exchanges of
knowledge among allies would be crucial to
ensure progress. Sharing good experiences
and lessons would also be useful in providing
the needed inspiration to keep the work
going even against formidable odds.
As in the earlier papers of G-Watch
(accessible here at www.g-watch.org), the
think pieces that we will be featuring will not
highlight any ‘model’ or ‘best practice,’ but
will raise points for critical reflection, from
which lessons can be generated to improve
future practice, which the practitioners
themselves can hopefully realize as they go
through the writing process.

For this TPA Paper Series, G-Watch
researchers and advocates have written think
pieces on pressing issues and agenda in the
Philippines that are being prioritized by the
G-Watch Network. Five think pieces shall be
released every other week starting today.
The papers in this series will not be the
final word on the question of transparency,
participation and accountability. But they
are good conversation-starters.
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