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Fulfilling A Constitutional Mandate

Fifteen years have passed since the promulgation of the 1987 Constitution, but we have
yet to see a law that will enable overseas Filipinos to exercise their constitutional right to
absentee voting.

Since the 8" Congress, a total of 64 legislative measures have been filed in both the
House and Senate on absentee voting. These bills have gone through the most rigorous
proceedings, extensive debates, and countless revisions. The CFO has undertaken three
sets of comprehensive studies on the absentee voting laws of nine countries so that our
legislators may be guided by the best practices of other countries in crafting our own law.
We have sat in countless working groups that endlessly debated on the merits and
demerits of specific provisions. Fifteen years, five Congresses, and four Presidents after
the 1987 Constitution was passed, we are still waiting for the enactment of a law to
enforce the mandate on absentee voting.

A law recognizing balikbayans was passed in 1989. The Foreign Investment Act allowing
former Filipino citizens to invest in certain sectors of the economy was passed in 1991.
the Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act was passed in 1995. The Retail Trade
Liberalization Act which gave former Filipino citizens the right to engage in local retail
trade was passed in 2000. But, a law to enable the exercise of a fundamental right of
qualified Filipinos abroad does not exist.

Suffrage is a fundamental right enshrined in the UN Convention on civil and political
rights. No less than 49 countries now allow their citizens to vote in absentia. Some of
these countries are Australia, Canada, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Sweden,
Thailand, and the United States.

It is a glaring irony that the Philippines, with about 7.38 M of its national who live and
work overseas in more than 180 countries, does not yet have an absentee voting law. We
can no longer ignore the clamor of our citizens abroad (who number about 10% in
relation to the Philippine population) to be allowed to exercise their right of suffrage.

Time and again, overseas Filipinos have been hailed as our “modern-day heroes”. They
have kept their Filipino ties alive. Their remittances of well over $40B in the last decade
have “saved the day” for the country many times over. Filipino individuals and
association overseas have been quietly providing for development assistance to our
communities nationwide, which we estimate to have reached more than P20 billion
during the past 10 years.



The importance of the absentee voting measure cannot be overemphasized, as no less
than President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo cited the urgency of enacting the law in her first
State of the Nation Address in July 2001. This was reaffirmed by the members of
Congress during the legislators’ workshop on good governance for high growth and
poverty alleviation in August 2001, where they identified the enactment of an absentee
voting law as one of their priorities for the rest of the 12 Congress. If there is an
apparent convergence of views on the urgency of this measure, why is it that an absentee
voting law for overseas Filipinos has not been passed.

Time is of the essence now; the next elections will be held in 2004. If we are serious
about giving a voice to our overseas Filipinos, a law will need to be passed without
further delay.##



