Cruel joke on the poor and unemployed
By Emil Jurado
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Former President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo, who has been under hospital arrest for years now, certainly does not need hospital surroundings to recover from her debilitating ailment.  She has been complaining of cervical and lower back pains and difficulty in swallowing solid food.  This has resulted in poor appetite and weight loss.

In fact, the former President weighs more or less only 80 pounds now. Her condition may not be deteriorating by medical standards, but a hospital is hardly the place to occasion recovery. That’s the reason why in the United States and elsewhere, they have what are called convalescent homes.

The Sandiganbayan has been informed of medical findings on the former President, but it has yet to rule on her petition for bail months ago. Along with her bail, she should now be on home arrest, not only because of her condition, but for humanitarian reasons.

If the Aquino administration can appeal to other governments to spare the lives of Filipinos convicted of illegal drug trafficking, I cannot see why it cannot be more humane and considerate towards a former President whose health is deteriorating.

* * *

Standard & Poor’s now sees the Philippines as a growth leader in Southeast Asia.  The same credit institution had recently upgraded the investment outlook of the country and predicts a 6.9-percent growth, way above the government’s forecast of 5.5 percent.

The Australian and New Zealand Banking Group is even more bullish on the Philippines.  It predicts a 7.1-percent growth in 2013. My gulay, even Moody’s Investors Service will also soon upgrade the country’s investment outlook.

If we look at the business pages of newspapers, we read about conglomerates, banks and property developers reporting millions, if not billions, of pesos in profits. And lately, Forbes Magazine reported the list of 50 richest Filipinos.

In the same breath, we also read that poverty levels and self-rated hunger have not changed for years. Unemployment is worsening, and the country continues to remain a laggard in foreign direct investments and ease in doing business.

Yes, the country’s economy has turned around. We have outperformed other countries in terms of GDP.  But all this is meaningless to Filipinos living below the poverty threshold.

Malacañang says that with the pie getting larger, there would eventually be inclusive growth with every Filipino getting a slice of that pie. When and how? These are the questions.

There will only be sustained employment with the entry of foreign investments. Why doesn’t our President see this?

Announcing that the Philippines is outperforming other Asean economies is a cruel joke on the poor and the unemployed.

* * *

I can only sympathize with the people of Mindanao.  They have been hit with the triple whammy of bombings, flooding and blackouts. They also have to face the constant raids of the New People’s Army and the breakaway groups of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front.  These elements kill soldiers and civilians alike.

Worse, government response has been slow and selective. Indeed, the island of Mindanao is under siege!

Terrorists are having a holiday and they may even be looking at other places to sow panic in, even Metro Manila.

As for the continuing problem of power outage, the Department of Energy appears unable to address the problem which has caused Mindanaoans to lose their businesses.

The DOE says that billions of pesos have been earmarked for the purchase of generator sets for cooperatives, but these won’t happen until next year.

But these were needed yesterday! There’s a saying which better said in Filipinos: What will you do with the grass when the horse is dead?

Floods and landslides are another thing. Government is fully aware of danger zones, areas which are prone to disaster. And yet, it does not do anything to keep people out of harm’s way.

Raids by the NPA on military outposts are getting more frequent resulting in the killing of soldiers.  Likewise, the renegade Bangasamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters are doing their worst—yet government is not doing anything. It seems all the Aquino administration wants is to achieve piece with the MILF when there are so many other stakeholders for peace in Mindanao!

In the meantime, our lawmakers are more interested in their pork barrel.

* * *

Under the 2014 national budget, the existing P53 billion allocation for the Conditional Cash Transfer program, which was copied by the Aquino administration from the former administration, has been increased to P63 billion. The program is supposed to give P1,800 monthly to the poorest of the poor on the condition that they will send their children to school and get health care.

It’s actually a copy of the specialist programs of South American countries to solve their poverty problems. But records have shown that some Latin American countries, like Mexico, are now heavily indebted to the World Bank which lends them the money.

More importantly, if only for the sake of transparency and accountability, Congress should inquire from Social Welfare and Development Secretary Dinky Soliman how the CCT is being implemented.  There are reports that not all the beneficiaries get their allocations because they are implemented only in areas controlled by administration allies and supporters. There are even reports that the money being distributed to beneficiaries end up in jueteng activities, and for drugs.
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