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Good noon to all of the members of the Rotary Clubs of District 3830. It
is an honor and a pleasure to be here with you today.

In a little more than a month and a half, I would be marking my fourth
full year as Secretary of Justice. After all these years, if there is anything I can
compare the daily grind in the Department of Justice, I would compare it to
Philippine seasons, wherein we only have two: wet and dry season; except
that, when it comes to public service, at least as far as work in the DOJ is
concerned, the temperature seems to range from hot to scorching hot.

Everything that we do, it seems, is either controversial or earth-
shattering - that is, if we go by the assessment of those who closely scrutinize
everything that we do in the Department.

But I don't mind such close scrutiny at all - in fact, I welcome it, as it
proves that people are aware of the issues that the DOJ confronts on a literally
daily basis - and that is as it exactly how it should be, because the plain fact is
that these issues impact everybody's life: from those operating in the highest
echelons of power in the government, to people on city streets and those
surviving in far-flung towns all over the nation.

This is why I welcome opportunities such as this. A chance to speak and
interact with members of the community, who are more and more becoming
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aware of their roles and, yes, even their very real power and influence over the
running of this government and the direction of this nation. This is why I
would like to take this opportunity, not just to thank the members of the
Rotary Clubs of District 3830 for inviting me, in my capacity as the Secretary
of Justice, to be the Special Guest Speaker in your Special Joint Meeting today,
but also to further encourage even greater interaction with public servants -
both national and local - in order to foster true cooperation and participation
by the private sector in Good Governance.

As ground-breaking US lawmaker Margaret Chase Smith, who has the
historical distinction of being the first woman to be elected into both Houses
of the US Congress, once said, "Public service must be more than doing a job
efficiently and honestly. It must be a complete dedication to the people and to
the nation." To me, part of this means that it isn't enough to do one's job well
by making the right decisions, it's also about reaching out to make people
understand why it is the right decision but, ultimately, recognizing that each
has the intellectual freedom to make that assessment for himself or herself.
This, I believe sums up three of key elements in making the Government truly
work for the people: transparency, participation and, ultimately,
accountability.

Therefore, the first thing I want to emphasize is that Governance is not
the sole province of those in the public service; it is a shared responsibility that
cannot be discharged without the role played by ordinary citizens, which is not
that of followers, but policy-makers, decision-makers and leaders in their own
right.

Change - positive and lasting - quite frankly, cannot be achieved
without you. Without the power you wield - not just as voters in a political
exercise that happens once every three years, but as drivers of public
perception and social consciousness - the same old politicians, the same old
policies, the same old practices will keep this nation trapped in a cycle of third
world problems. Your power lies in your ability to keep track of all the
important issues and having the tenacity to continue holding public officials
accountable for resolving them.

I ask you, for instance, if you still remember one of the hottest
controversies earlier this year. In light of everything that's happening in
recent months, it may be difficult to keep track of what issue has been resolved
and what has simply faded into the back of people's mind without any
satisfying resolution. We, in the Department, certainly still remember the
issues surrounding rice supply that re-emerged last February.

While we are, of course, very much interested in, and, in fact, are
continuing to work on identifying those involved in the alleged syndicate that
has been running rice smuggling activities all over the nation - thus, driving
up the prices of the staple food of our people, making basic nutrition that
much less accessible to a huge portion of our population - we also are still
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quite mindful of the yet unanswered question of whether or not it is wise to
continue imposing quantitative restrictions in lieu of other forms of
regulation, such as tariffs. In the course of researching on the Department's
position on the issue, I was quite surprised to realize that this question has
been asked as far back, at the very least, as the mid-1990s, when the Philippine
Senate passed the first law abolishing quantitative restrictions on all products,
except rice. During the Senate deliberations, lawmakers clearly stated that
they intended to re-examine what is the best macro and long-term policy that
the government should take with respect to rice. Thus, it was a lamentable
shock to realize that 20 years hence, this policy question remains unresolved
and that, in the meantime, some nefarious elements have taken advantage of
the government's and the public's inattention and made their fortune out of,
basically, artificially creating a dearth in rice supply, purportedly for the sake
of protecting poor rice farmers. Yet, decades upon decades of protectionist
policy over our rice production has yet to yield visible improvement in the
living standards and earning capacity of our poor farmers. It is readily
apparent that people got rich in the last 20 years, but it certainly does not look
like such economic gain reached the farmers the policy is purportedly meant
to protect.

There is, of course, a renewed hope that these issues, and others related
to agriculture and food security will finally get the close scrutiny that they
deserve by the appointment of former Senator Francis Pangilinan as the
Secretary for Food Security and Agricultural Modernization, but this whole
experience raises the question why it took so long to highlight these issues?

From what I have seen, it is because those who are interested in keeping
the status quo have long banked on the fickleness of public attention. They
just bided their time and waited for the issue to die down, laid low in the
meantime, but eventually resumed their activities when the people moved on
to the latest controversy of the day.

They want people to forget. They want us to get distracted and
eventually forget that we cared about a particular issue. It's like a magic trick
being played on the entire populace. An exercise in political misdirection and
sleight of hand, and we fall for it time and time again. Fertilizer Fund Scam.
"Hello, Garci". NBN-ZTE Deal. What was once called the "grandmother of all
scams,"lthe PEA-AMARI deal. The fact that the "super franchise" granted by
former President Ferdinand E. Marcos to the Philippine National Construction
Corporation, which is perceived as legal basis for awarding to it and its chosen
Joint Venture partners certain infrastructure projects even without the benefit
of public bidding, is still deemed to be valid despite constitutional and legal
issues that make it questionable to the say the least. And God only knows
what other issues have come and gone without justice being served upon those
who preyed on the Filipino people.
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Perhaps the trait that makes the Filipino people so resilient in the face
of tragedies is also the same trait that leaves us entrenched in a cycle of
corruption and impunity: our short memory and our willingness to
unconditionally forgive and forget.

Thus, in spite of all the multifarious cases and issues we need to keep
track of in the DOJ, we make an effort not to lose sight of them, even when the
public has moved on. We still remember the case of Karen Empeno and
Sherlyn Cadapan, even though one of the accused, retired General Jovito
Palparan remains at large; same thing with Doc Gerry Ortega, and we do not
lose sight of the fact that he may have lost his life because he was one of those
who first wanted to draw attention to the misuse of the Malampaya fund
through his incessant radio commentaries.

I hope that you all remember this when the so-called "Napoles list" is
revealed.

As you may know, I have been subpoenaed by the Senate Blue Ribbon
Committee to submit the list, and said Committee has already manifested that
it will share the list with the public. As you may be aware, too, I have already
said that I will submit the list as directed, first and foremost, because the list
was never meant to be withheld from the public forever. We merely wanted
time to collect independent corroborative evidence for the veracity of the list,
because we are very mindful of the credibility issue surrounding its source,
Janet Lim Napoles, who appeared before the Senate and, while under oath,
answered the questions of Senators evasively when asked about her knowledge
and participation about the PDAF. Thus, to say that we approached her
revelations with caution is an understatement; hence, our assessment that it
would be prudent to make an independent validation of her allegations. After
all, it is not the mandate of the DOJ to speak for Napoles, but to ferret out the
truth, and not just the truth as she wishes to portray it. After all, let's face it, it
is still a mystery what finally prompted her to break her silence. It is possible
that, faced with her own mortality, she has been moved by her conscience to
tell the truth and/or that, indeed, she is fearful for her life and safety, and that
of her family; on the other hand, perhaps she has only revealed kernels of
truth or varying degrees of partial truths. Only time, along with even more
thorough investigation and fact-checking, will tell.

But, in the revelation of the other names on the list, I sincerely hope that
the public does not lose sight of the evidence on record against those already
charged, some of whom are already engaging in exercises of employing
selective memory. Contrary to comments some have made to the media, a
simple look back to the events of 2013 will reveal that we did give them the
same benefit of prior vetting before their names were revealed as having been
implicated by the revelations of whistleblowers Benhur Luy, et al. In fact, we
first came to know about these allegations several months before they were
named, and only upon the filing of the formal complaint following months of
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meticulous and careful investigation. In fact, when I myself was asked, before
the Senate, to name the officials implicated, I declined to do so.

Hence, when I was asked to reveal the Napoles list, I similarly declined,
according the additional lawmakers named in the list the same benefit of the
doubt as we gave those who were earlier named by the whistleblowers.

Some disagreed with our decision to do so. That is their prerogative, of
course. But, after four and a half years in the DOJ, I have long resigned myself
to the fact that it is impossible to please everybody. No matter which course of
action we take, there will always be those who will be dissatisfied and ready
with a criticism. It is a veritable damned-if-you-do and damned-if-you-don't
kind of job. But the work of a public servant, perhaps ironically if not
paradoxically, is not about making popular decisions. It is making the best
decision, given all known circumstances. There may not be a single right
answer; in fact, there might not even be a right answer at all.

As the Secretary of Justice, my best personal guide has always been
being conscious that every minute and inconsequential thing I do, there is an
attached public consequence. I know very well that my every decision has a
rippling public consequence. Hence, I have to make the decision that I can live
with, and one that I will not regret because I know that I did not make it
lightly, but in light of all known and relevant information. For instance, upon
learning that the former President attempted to leave the country,
prematurely invoking a yet ineffective TRO and with such unseemly haste as to
indicate a clear attempt to evade charges against her, I made the tough call to
prevent her from fleeing Philippine jurisdiction. That decision had far-
reaching consequences for me and for the Department, but I can tell you,
several years later, that I regret nothing.

All that I have experienced in that last several years have made me see
public service in different lights at different stages of my career.

In the beginning, it was a Challenge. To take on a Department with as
broad a mandate and with as heavy a responsibility was an Everest to conquer.
I believed and hoped that the difficulties I faced were just birthing pains and
the dust will settle eventually.

Trust me, the dust never settles. There is always another problem,
another controversy waiting around the corner. Issues don't even have the
courtesy of waiting patiently while the first one gets settled before they crop
up. Oftentimes, they seemingly arise simultaneously, pulling me and the
Department in various different directions: one moment you're dealing with a
corruption case, next with a suspected extrajudicial killing case; before you
know it you're reviewing an issue about government procurement and public
bidding, that is, of course, until a foreign fishing boat is caught poaching
within Philippine waters, thus causing an international incident in an already
tense situation.
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Because of this, eventually, the sense of facing a challenge gives way to
the realization that, more than an obstacle to be conquered, public service is
nothing less than a relationship between a public servant and the State that
requires full Commitment. "Full commitment" is the key word. There is no
room for "buts". One cannot say that "I love my country, but ...", or "I respect
and am loyal to the Constitution, but ...", or "I am dedicated to public service,
but ...." In short, you put no consideration - not even familial obligations, least
of all personal interest - over and above the public interest. To put a caveat to
one's Commitment is itself a betrayal.

Hence, finally, my realization that public service is not a career, not a
profession, not an occupation, but a Calling. It is not for everyone. If you are
looking for riches, it is not for you. If you are looking for power, it is not for
you because public servants are supposed to serve, not to dominate the
populace. If you are looking for fame and popularity, it is not for you, because
it weakens you against making right, though difficult and potentially
unpopular, decisions.

It is a tough position to be, honestly.

The key is Faith. One must have a very strong faith because a person
cannot take on the responsibilities of serving a whole nation, and hope to
succeed without believing in a power greater than one's own. This is because
no matter how competent and wise you are, there will always be factors that
are beyond your control and influence.

I also take heart in knowing that, no matter the controversies our nation
is currently weathering - with nothing less than grand-scale and
institutionally ingrained corruption in the highest echelons of power - I firmly
believe that we are much, much better off than we were a year ago. Knowing
the problem, no matter the extent of it, is the first step towards a solution. I
think the solution is, largely, exorcising the public service of the corrupt
elements who have been too entrenched in the "old practices" to ever be
worthy of the public's trust again. There are people who don't deserve to be a
part of the future of the Philippine government, for they contribute shame,
rather than honor to the public service.

I just hope that we, the people, still remember this when the critical
time comes.

Thank you, once again, for this opportunity to speak before you, and
more power to the Rotary Club District 3830. May we all work together for a
better Philippines!
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