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Trust

One small step

GUEST EDITORIAL

Philstar.com Photo

Risk

That sits well with the 
ruling junta in Myan-
mar, which has gone 
along with the creation 
of the ASEAN Inter-
governmental Commission on 
Human Rights. Before the an-
nual ASEAN summit in Thai-
land this weekend, the junta 
released several political pris-
oners but also arrested many 
others in the previous weeks. 
Opposition leader Aung San 
Suu Kyi, who has been kept 
under detention for most of 
the past two decades, was also 
allowed to meet with Western 
diplomats.

Such minor concessions 
continue to give ASEAN hope 
that engagement with one of 
the most repressive regimes 
in the world might yet lead to 
democratic reforms. The junta 
has made it clear that it would 
not allow foreign interference 

in its internal affairs under any 
condition. When a powerful 
typhoon battered the country, 
the junta turned away humani-
tarian aid from governments 
critical of its rights record and 
confined foreign aid volunteers 
to the old capital Yangon.

Still, the mere creation of 
the human rights commis-
sion, with the approval of all 
ASEAN members, should bode 
well for the promotion of hu-
man rights in a region where 
Myanmar is only the most bla-
tant violator of civil liberties. 
Even in the Philippines, whose 
government projects itself as 
a champion of democracy in 
the region and likes to lecture 
Myanmar on human rights, 
militant activists and jour-

nalists have been killed with 
impunity in the past decade, 
pulling down the country’s 
ranking in the Press Freedom 
Index. There are also continu-
ing complaints about torture 
and the summary execution of 
suspected criminals.

The creation of the com-
mission is expected to lead to 
a departure, however gradu-
ally, from the long-standing 
ASEAN policy of non-interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of 
member countries. The com-
mission can help promote the 
welfare of women and chil-
dren. Transparency and good 
government can also receive a 
boost through the promotion 
of access to information and 
freedom of expression. The 
creation of the human rights 
commission may be a small 
step, but it’s headed in the 
right direction. (Philstar.com)

THE regional grouping started by Southeast Asia’s authoritarian rul-
ers unveils this weekend a landmark inter-governmental human rights 
commission. Aware of its limitations, the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations is setting modest goals for the commission: promoting instead 
of protecting human rights. The commission cannot impose sanctions 
for human rights violations within ASEAN.
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Conrado de Quiros

I WROTE a column in Janu-
ary last year entitled, War presi-
dent. At the time, the recession 
was just looming on America, a 
thing however that already had 
the world greatly worried. What 
kind of leader would we Filipi-
nos need, I asked, if the worst 
predictions happened? Or if our 
already bad situation, with hun-
ger and crooks stalking the land, 
the second deadlier than the 
first, became worse?

I answered this way:
Conventional wisdom would 

suggest that we forget politics 
and concentrate on the econo-
my, that we forget morality and 
concentrate on practicality, that 
we forget a nicety like choosing 
our president ourselves, prefer-
ably with an honest count, and 

just agree to have one imposed 
on us for our own good.

But conventional wisdom 
has rarely been wise. The one 
president who steered America 
through the worst economic or-
deal it ever experienced, who 
became its longest-serving and 
most beloved president, was not 
an economist. He was a lawyer, 
or at least he studied law at Har-
vard. He was Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt.

When Roosevelt became 
president in 1932 almost all the 
banks were closed, 13 million 
Americans were unemployed, 
and many farmers stood to lose 
their farms and homes. The 
depth of the misery you’ll have 
an idea of if you read Grapes 
of Wrath or watched Cinder-
ella Man or Seabiscuit. During 
his first 100 days, Roosevelt 
launched a program to enable 
business to recover and give re-
lief to the unemployed. He called 
it the “New Deal.”

The rest is history. By the time 
the US got into the Pacific War at 
the end of 1941, the nightmare 
of hungry homeless stranded 

in street corners in wintry cold 
had become a thing of the past.

The point is simple, which 
has nothing to do with being an 
economist or lawyer. In the dir-
est times, when in war against 
want or an enemy, you do not 
need a mechanic, you need a 
visionary. You do not need a 
mapmaker, you need a guide. 
You do not need someone who 
has a tendency to conspire, you 
need someone who has the ca-
pacity to inspire.

Above all you need someone 
you can trust. Someone who 
can unite the nation, rally rich 
and poor alike behind a vision, 
unleash the people’s energy to-
ward a common goal, specifical-
ly survival. You can’t ask people 
to make the greatest sacrifices 
to battle want and hunger when 
they see you and your husband 
skimming off the fat of the land. 
Or trying to add another term to 
an already purloined one.

Now is the time to hope for 
someone with the credibility, 
the courage, and the vision, to 
come forth and lead this coun-
try out of the wilderness. Now 
is the time to hope for a leader 
we can trust. Better still, now is 
the time to look for one.

I remembered this column in 
light of several people asking 
me if I thought the calamities 
have complicated the electoral 
equation, or could complicate 
the electoral equation. Specifi-
cally, if they’ve made the envi-
ronment the burning issue of 
the day, or made the most en-
vironmentally-conscious candi-
date the worthiest to become 
president.

Not at all. The calamities in 
fact have only served to sim-
plify the electoral equation. The 
choice remains the same: The 
best person to deal with our sit-
uation is the one we can trust.

The problem, as I have been 
harping on this past couple 
of weeks, is not just the state 
of calamity the storms have 
wrought upon this country, it 
is the state of calamity a whole 
bunch of things—and people—
have wrought upon this coun-
try. That includes global reces-
sion, global warming (of which 
the superstorms are inescap-
able proof), global scarcities 
particularly of oil and food, and 
local snakes on the plane, or in 
Malacañang.

Our situation today in fact is a 
Great Depression, in more ways 

than was ever contemplated by 
that phrase, in more ways than 
Roosevelt had to deal with. It is 
a Great Depression brought on 
by the fury of ill-tempered Na-
ture and the even greater fury 
of ill-tempered (wo)men, that 
combines the recession of pro-
duction with the recession of 
morals, that combines the mul-
tiplication of depressed commu-
nities with the deepening of de-
pressed mentalities, also called 
hopelessness and despair.

That is not just solved by re-
lief work. That is not just solved 
by fortifying dams. That is not 
just solved even by making the 
country more environmentally 
conscious. Even if all of the 
above would go a long way to 
make things better, or help us 
survive. That is solved by mov-
ing heaven and earth or rallying 
the people to come together to 
act to avert the danger, and hav-
ing done that, build anew. That 
is done by giving the people an 
even break, that is done by giv-
ing the people a stake in their 
country, that is done by giving 
the people a new deal.

Who best to do that?
Last year, in August, Rudy 

Giuliani was here to talk about 

how New York got back on its 
feet after 9/11, no small thanks 
to him. His talk, which cost 
P300,000 per table of 12, bears 
on this as well. How to deal with 
crisis of herculean proportions?

“People are in great need of 
honesty and integrity in gov-
ernment. It is the only way you 
can overcome the cynicism 
that is developing among the 
people. The more they can see 
how government operates, the 
more they feel that government 
is operating in the open, the 
more confidence a government 
can develop. Probably the best 
advice you can give any gov-
ernment today is to be more 
transparent.”

Maybe the people who bought 
seats to the affair thought the 
privilege of hearing it from 
Giuliani was worth P300,000. 
But the rest of us, for whom 
that is a year’s worth of salary, 
may console ourselves with just 
looking at history, and seeing 
what people like Franklin Del-
ano Roosevelt have done. Quite 
simply, the one leader you need 
in times of Great Unraveling is 
the one person who is honest.

The one person you can trust. 
(Inquirer.net)

THERE has to be a science 
to this: this business of mitigat-
ing the potential devastation of 
natural calamities.

This science has to be at the 
core of our governance. We can 
no longer afford to have leaders 
who merely give speeches. We 
need leaders who do science.

We’ve been told this over and 
over again: we are a vulnerable 
archipelago.

We sit astride the Pacific 
ring of fire—with active volca-
noes and shifting continental 
plates that could cause massive 
earthquakes. Twenty typhoons 
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visit us every year—the last few 
ones, because of global warm-
ing, dumping more rainwater 
than ever. Like old plaster, our 
islands are crisscrossed with 
fault lines.

Being an archipelago, we are 
dependent on sea craft. At any 
one time, we have thousands of 
boats out at sea, vulnerable to 
sudden changes in the weather. 
We have communities exposed 
to storm surges and tsunamis. 

We are an overpopulated 
archipelago. Our population 
growth long exceeded the theo-
retical carrying capacity of our 
fragile island topology. This 
forced our people to live in dan-
gerous areas: on steep slopes, 
river banks and flood plains.

Despite all these, we have al-
lowed our society to develop 
in the most haphazard fashion, 
given to fatalism rather than sci-
ence. The weak state we allowed 
to persist could not manage our 
settlements well enough to miti-
gate the potential adverse ef-
fects of calamities.

Our maritime safety standards 
have always been poor, justified 
on the grounds we could not af-
ford anything better. I once sat 

on the board of the National 
Development Corporation and 
promptly ran into an argument 
when I insisted on applying in-
ternational classing of inter-is-
land vessels we might procure. 
Others insisted that the implied 
cost could not be absorbed by 
our consumers. I yielded my 
seat on that board.

The primal role of govern-
ment is to protect its citizens, 
not to yield to every populist 
whim that might arise from the 
community.

Governments were organized, 
in the first place, to protect its 
people from marauders or from 
famine. They built walls around 
their cities and aquaducts to en-
sure the availability of fresh wa-
ter. They built dikes to protect 
against floods and communal 
silos to store grain.

There is this theory of the 
“hydraulic society” advanced 
to explain the rise of a despotic 
imperial state in what is now 
China. Such a state, according 
to this theory, was necessary to 
supervise the great task of man-
aging the rampaging waters of 
large and temperamental riv-
ers. The waters required great 

dikes to prevent inundation and 
control their flow to support ir-
rigation.

Minor fiefdoms could not 
manage those tasks. Nor could 
those tasks be accomplished on 
the basis of the consensus of 
the shortsighted.

The state structure that 
evolved out of the need to mas-
ter the Yangtze soon enough 
found the capacity to build the 
Great Wall to keep out maraud-
ing Mongols. Today, that des-
potic state has made possible 
the engineering wonder of the 
Three Gorges dam that, when 
finally completed, will generate 
the equivalent electricity of a 
hundred nuclear power plants.

For centuries, mankind pon-
dered uncertainty. We have de-
veloped “the law of large num-
bers” to deal with probabilities 
and enable us to better antici-
pate outcomes. Nothing is ab-
solutely predictable; but under-
standing probabilities enable us 
to better cope with outcomes.

Today, the norm for properly 
managing large corporations 
— especially in banking and 
finance — is risk management. 
This is an emerging science, 

hugely dependent on statistics 
and the calculus. The capacity 
to manage risk sets apart good 
corporate governance from in-
ferior ones.

In the development commu-
nity, the equivalent is disaster 
risk management. This sets 
apart good public governance 
from inferior ones.

The disastrous results of the 
last two storms that hit us un-
derscore the weakness in our 
capacity for disaster risk man-
agement. True, the unexpected 
deluge swamped our rescue 
and relief capacities thorough-
ly. That is just the icing on the 
cake.

Adequate disaster manage-
ment was sorely lacking when 
communities were allowed to 
settle in flood-prone areas, when 
spillways were not built and 
when rivers were not dredged. 
It was sorely lacking because 
different agencies and diverse 
local government units were 
left to do their thing, employing 
different standards for disaster 
mitigation or none at all.

Adequate disaster manage-
ment was sorely lacking because 
it was never the organizing prin-

ciple for the entire apparatus of 
government and governance. If 
there was anything close to an 
organizing principle of this en-
tire apparatus, it was some hazy 
notion of “development.”

Even when we began talk-
ing in terms of “sustainable 
development”, this remained 
largely understood as economic 
expansion based on renewable 
means: secure energy sources, 
reliable markets and, generally 
speaking, ecologically sound 
industrial practices. The aspect 
of disaster risk management is 
embedded in this but not sa-
lient.

In the light of what happened, 
we need to radically reorganize 
the way this society is governed. 
We cannot, for instance, contin-
ue on with the present situation 
where 40 agencies partake of 
policy-making affecting the wa-
ter sector. No wonder there is 
so much policy incoherence.

Henceforth, given our pecu-
liar predicament, disaster risk 
management ought to be the 
main organizing principle for 
our governance. Public safety 
is, after all, the historical neces-
sity for the state. (Philstar.com)
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