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 Dios marhay na banggi sa  indo gabos! 
(Good evening to all of you!) 

 
 It is an honor to have been invited to be a part of the 
Philippine Councilors League’s 1st Quarterly National Executive 
Officers and National Board Meeting for the year 2012. 
 
 I welcome and am grateful for the opportunity to share a 
few thoughts with the members of the League who, to my mind, 
are responsible for holding down the frontlines of Philippine 
governance. 
 
 I am especially pleased to note, with great interest, that 
along with the holding of the quarterly meeting, this event also 
forms part of the Continuing Local Legislative Education 
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Program in Legaspi City.  This concept of a continuing 
education program for legislators enjoys my wholehearted 
support, for the very idea is, I believe, a logical extension of the 
Good Governance advocacy of the Aquino Administration.  
Whoever does not believe that statesmen, leaders and 
lawmakers need no further education must be so short-sighted 
as well to think that leadership was meant to be easy.  I trust 
that before me are people, true leaders who know better. 
 
 This objective and highlight of this event, which is the 
sharing of best practices towards the end of formulating the 
best laws for your respective constituents, the public whom we 
all serve, bring to mind the ancient words of the philosopher 
Aristotle.   In his musings and great wisdom, he once stated 
that “It is better for a city to be governed by a good man than by 
good laws.” 

 
 Now, truly, I do not doubt the truth and wisdom of those 
words, nor do I doubt that Aristotle must have good reason to 
have come to such conclusion.  Yet, I find that I cannot 
absolutely agree or, perhaps, it is that I think that, in a system 
of government such as ours, it is more accurate to state the 
aspiration thus, “That it is better for a city to be governed by 
good men who go about making the best laws to ensure that, 
ones they have themselves passed on the power to govern to 
others, the city’s and its people’s future and well-being shall 
remain assured.”   
 
 As I said, in our system of government, leaders are, 
essentially and by design, transients in relation to their seats of 
power.  Even those who have done their best to monopolize 
government positions in various ways, including the 
establishment of political dynasties, have discovered that all 
things must come to an end.   
 

Yet, laws are a different matter.  Some that are still in 
effect today are several decades old.  They have a sense of 

http://www.quotesdaddy.com/quote/1197473/aristotle/it-is-better-for-a-city-to-be-governed-by-a-good-man
http://www.quotesdaddy.com/quote/1197473/aristotle/it-is-better-for-a-city-to-be-governed-by-a-good-man
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permanence that has virtually defied and survived the mortality 
of those who made and passed them. 

 
Still, none of us can deny that laws are only as good as 

their enforcement.  What good is ink on paper, or old and 
graying pages stored in archives if their spirit and language 
have gone forgotten or ignored? 

 
Thus, it is by marrying these two concepts of good men 

and good laws that we create the formula for good governance.  
  
That is the first point I wish to make.  That as laudable as 

the goal of making “the best laws” truly is, all of you present 
here today must keep in mind, and be fully aware that you 
yourself are the key to the solution of the various problems 
faced by our people.  Your duty and obligation does not begin 
and end with the passing of laws, but extends to ensuring that, 
by using all the means available to you, that such laws are not 
just obeyed to the letter, but also to the spirit. 

 
The second thought I wish to share is that law-making is 

the art of using the mind to harvest what is in the heart.  In 
other words, legislation is not just about the skills of precise 
writing and logic – it requires the use of the human traits of 
compassion and empathy.  It is not a technical skill that can 
easily be cultivated in a room filled with hundreds of your 
colleagues, but is, in fact, the skill of advocacy that is being 
wielded from inside the system, which means that you must 
know your people and their needs better than anyone. 

 
One of the most unlikely persons to wield political clout in 

the United States today, the comedian and satirist Jon Stewart, 
perhaps explained it most plainly when he pointed out one 
thing he gives the last Bush administration credit for.  He said 
that, “[t]hey would identify the problem, identify what they 
wanted to do about it, and then they would go about reverse-
engineering how they were going to get to that.”  In other 
words, a leader, legislators no less, must not just know what the 
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problem is, but must be as certain as an advocate on what he 
believes is the best way to solve it.  Thus, none us may ever 
forget that law-making starts and ends, not inside our city and 
municipal halls, but among the people and their day-to-day 
lives and problems. 

 
The third thing I wish to share with you is the importance 

of integrity, in all its aspects, in our line of work.  From the 
Latin word integritas, it could mean soundness, blamelessness 
or, if applied to language, correctness, or, if used figuratively, it 
could mean “the whole.” 

 
The most familiar aspect of integrity, perhaps, is the one 

we are now seeing put to the test in the virtually daily drama we 
now see being played out in the Senate, which has been 
constituted as an impeachment court.  Most of obvious is the 
question of integrity or blamelessness of a person, of a public 
official, of the Chief Justice, who is being made to answer the 
people’s questions about his failure to disclose all his assets – 
hence, in apparent violation of the principle of transparency 
and, indirectly perhaps, the principle of accountability – as well 
as the source of his considerable wealth apparently amassed in 
the last decade.   

 
However, as the Senators, sitting as impeachment court 

judges, go about the business of determining his culpability, 
also at play and being put under the test is the soundness of the 
system.  In other words, the very sui generis character of the 
proceedings seems to challenge everyone involved, not just the 
Senator-judges, to set aside all considerations of partisan 
politics, to forget that 2013 is an election year, to practically be 
afflicted with self-imposed selective amnesia, and thereby rule 
strictly on the merits of the case based on evidence now being 
put on record.  The integrity of the impeachment system laid 
down in the Constitution, in this sense, is also under trial, for it 
is important for the people to believe in the integrity of the 
system so that, regardless of how this trial ends, the people and 
the government can move on with equanimity.   
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The public must be assured that the system is more than a 

power play, more than a numbers game, more than politics.  
Our leaders must learn from the crisis weathered by our 
American counterparts – on whose system of government, as 
laid down in their Constitution, our own was patterned – 
during their last mid-term elections.   

 
The debacle known and felt worldwide as the “Debt Ceiling 

Crisis,” was financial crisis in 2011 that started as a debate in 
the United States Congress about increasing the debt ceiling,1 
which heated divided was essentially drawn along party lines.  
According to the political pundit and satirist Stewart, when 
asked how much of it was the fault of the Democrats and how 
much were the Republicans, he reflected that “you can blame 
the intransigence of [Republicans] all you want, but Democrats 
had a chance to pass a budget before they lost the midterm 
election.  They didn’t do it because they were afraid that those 
votes would cost them the House… They had the ability to avoid 
the entire… thing.  And they didn’t do it out cowardice.”   

 
That is the call to integrity that public officials must hear.  

To do what they believe is right, and not let cowardice get in the 
way of the right thing. 

 
In the case of law-makers, there is also the aspect of 

integrity or correctness of the language of the law.  For a good 
law is only as good as the interpretation that shall be associated 
with it after it is passed.  Thus, the only guarantee is if 
lawmakers make use of language precise enough to leave no 
room for interpretation and, to do so, the very first pitfall one 
must avoid is the delusion that everyone interprets everything 
the same way.  Foresight and plain language is the ideal 
combination because, where plain and unequivocal language 
fails, the foresight of the lawmaker in, at least, clearly laying 

                                                           
1
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_debt-ceiling_crisis (last accessed: 15 March 2012). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_debt-ceiling_crisis
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down the policies that shall guide any future interpretations, 
might be enough to save the day. 

 
Finally, there is also the integrity in the figurative sense, 

meaning “the whole.”   
 
Governance and government is not something that can be 

stripped down to its components and taken apart.  There is no 
government without all three branches working together.  
Hence, in the same way a good law cannot be made without 
consultation and cooperation between and among all 
stakeholders.  Legislators must not take upon this burden in 
their lonesome, for though such might not necessarily be a sign 
of hubris, it will nonetheless be less than what the public we 
serve deserves.  Though there are limitations as to the 
consultation that may be had with members of the judiciary, 
guidance can still be had using court rulings and, in any case, 
the executive and legislative branches have to work closely all 
the time, giving feedback to one another back and forth. 

 
This brings me to the role of the Department of Justice.   
 
In my present position, I have become quite mindful of my 

mandate as Attorney General of the Philippines, which includes 
the duty to act on queries or requests for legal advice or 
guidance coming from officials and employees of the 
government, including those of local government units.  In the 
past, perhaps out of resource constraints, it has been the policy 
of the Department to render legal advice on certain queries, 
including those from local government officials.  Knowing, 
however, how valuable a thoroughly considered legal advice can 
be for a leader – one who is conscious of the gravity of his or 
her obligation to his or her constituents – I am endeavoring to 
change that policy so that the Department could be of better 
and more meaningful service to our fellow public servants. 

 
Speaking of such legal advice, I believe it has come to the 

attention of some of you that the Department, last year, wrote 
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to the Department of Budget and Management, opining that we 
believe that elective officials are not bound by the Step 
Increment Rules, pursuant to R.A. 6758, finding that such law 
is applicable, by its terms and provisions, to appointive officials 
alone.  I understand that most, if not all of you disagree with 
our opinion.  Though we believe that we rendered the right 
opinion based on the information available to us, we are willing 
to take a second hard look and reverse said opinion if the law so 
warrants.   

 
We note, however, that even if we were to reaffirm such 

opinion, we are willing to lend any further assistance in 
achieving the end result sought – which is to ensure that elected 
officials could also be given similar benefits and protection as 
those laid down in R.A. 6758 – such as, perhaps, advocating for 
the passage of new law, should such be the proper remedy, in 
the same way that we supported and advocated for the 
conferring of the appropriate civil service eligibility upon 
members of the Sangguniang Bayan, Sangguniang 
Panlungsod and Sangguniang Panlalawigan through Republic 
Act No. 10156, which was passed and signed into law by 
President Benigno S. Aquino III last December 20, 2011.  Now, 
the iniquity caused by the conferment of appropriate CSE on 
barangay officials under the Local Government Code, which 
neglected to extend the same privilege to high-ranking officials, 
has been addressed and remedied.   

 
We believe in the value of our local public officials, not the 

least of which are you our local legislators who, through your 
interaction with the public on a more personal and grass-roots 
level than us, public servants who serve in the national level of 
government, are in a better position to feel the pulse of the 
public, so-to-speak and are better-positioned to respond to 
their more immediate needs.  Hence, we, in the Department of 
Justice, are your staunchest allies in ensuring that you have all 
the support system that you need and deserve, including the 
provision of benefits and protections for elective officials such 
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as you.  It is but a matter of us working together to find the 
correct solution. 

 
Once again, my warmest and strongest support for the 

programs of the PCL.  May your efforts geared towards 
Continuing Local Legislative Education succeed in injecting 
professionalism into the public service, and ensuring that our 
local officials are well-equipped to discharge their duty to make 
the best laws and govern in their respective jurisdictions with 
wisdom and integrity.    

 
Congratulations to the PCL, its officers and members.   
  
Dios mabalos!! 
 


