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With the adogtion af the 1987 Constitution and the ensctment of the Local
Govemment Cads in 1992, the beginnings of & power smift have ocoumad. Lawer-
feel political instioations have besn given powers under 2 decantaliized politico-
administrative: sel-un, 1his widenlbg e Base for participation in governance and
making the pelitizal system rare open-and accesslble thar ever before, Areviaw
af Philipeirg fustory shows that decentalization — which may take the forrns of
deconcintration, deveiution and deburealcratization — is nota new phenomenan,
Vaiuesof autanomy and decentralization heve larng bedn recognized  atleast, atthe
et of poliey and rhetorz Under the new Code, decentralization has baan adopted
both s an approssh o governants and a stategy to bring about; or even hasten,
the procoss pfdernocraticiansiton, Whils the Coos's gnactrment can be considered
as afitling sulmination of decades of strugglefor g2nuine autanarmy on the part.of
local govemments, the ::reative_ér)'érgies of losal governments, unleashed by the
radicai decentralization of powers by'the Code, muat sl be collactively narmesaed-
if-the transition o real demosracy) s 1o bercarrpleiad.

It has been over a decade since the Marcos dictatorship (197 2-
19861 was overthrown. [ts overthrow In 1886 usherad in a period of
transition to “demecracy.” It was fashionable te refer to the Philippines
As ademaocratizing, redemocratizing or a country in transition, depending
on one’s perspective of the political set-up that existed before the
imposition of martial law in 187 2 that was the basis for the dictatorship.?
Hewever, one majordevelopmentis that with the return to non-dictaterial
processes in 1986, and the adoption of the 1887 Canstitution and the
Local Government Code in 1992, the beginnings of a “power shift" has
oeourred. Adecentialized politico-administrative set-uUp hasbeen adopted
with powers being transferred to lower-level political institutions, thus
wideming the base for participation in governance and simply making the
political system more open and accessible. '

The enactment of the Local Government Code in 1892 can bebest
appreciated [fit |s placed within the proper historical and administrative
context of the implementation of decentralization in the Philippines. The
purpose of thisarticle is ta revisit the “eld" concept of decentralization,
cansidering thal its usage (and adoption as a politico-administrative
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B There are two Maor reasons
why  governmients decentralize,
First, decentralization hastens
decisign-making processes by
decongesting central government
and decreasing red tape. Second,
and perhaps more important, it
increases. citizen participation,
and empowers them, thereby
leading toa more open and

democratic govemment,
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process) waswidely acceptedinthe 1960s
and 1970s, and to place it within the
proper contemporany centext of democratic
transition In the 1290s,

Decentrallzation, accordingto Raul de
Guzman, "generally refers 1o the systematic
and rational dispersal of power, authority
and respansibility from the center to the
periphary, from topto lower levels, or from
the national to-local governments.” There
are two major reasons why governmeants
decentralize. First, decentralization hastens
decision-making  processes by
decongesting central government and

decregsing red tape. Second, and perhaps
miore important, it increases citizen participation, and empowers them,
thereby leading to a more open and democratic government.

Within the context of the Philippine politico-administrative system,
and |n the light of the Local Government Code of 1992, decentralization
may take three major forms: (1) deconcentration; {2) develution; and (3)
debureaucratization.

Decaoncentration Invelves the transfer of functions to lower-leye|
administrative units'designated by the central office. It s essentially a
management tool to decongest the central office and spare it from having
toacton matters, iIncluding routine and administrative ones, that may be
best addressed at the lower levels. However, Tinal and “substantive”
authority still rests onthe central authorities. Deconcentration, therefare,
is mostly administrative in nature.® ronically, it was in 1972, right after
the establishment of the dictatorship; that an Integrated Reorganization
Flan {IRF} was adopted bringing about a comprehensive rearganization
of the country's administrative system. Onesignificant feature of the IRP
was the division of the country into initially eleven administrative regions®
and the establishment of regional offices of the many national government
agencies throughout the country within the context of deconcentration
and decentralization,
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Devolution invalves the transfer of powers and authorities to lower-
level political or lncal governmeant units. A local government essentially
has the Tollowing major features; it has an elected local Sxecutive; ILhas
an electad local legislative body that passes local lawsfordinances; il has
spectlic: taxing powers; and it has jurisdiction over a certain defined
geographical area. The notion of devolution has always been related to
that of local autonomy. Bevelution is palitical in nature.

Finally, a third mode of decentralization Inthe Philippine context is
debureaugratization which involves the transfer of powers and autharities
10 units niot within the purview of government.” This involves the transfer
of such to nen-governmental organizations (NE0s) and pecple’s
arganizations (POs), including the private sector, all of which are
sometimes collectively referred to'as "civil society.” Debureaucratization
also harnesses the energies of the private sector to bring about good
governance.”

A review of Phillppine history will show that decentralization and the
accompanying notion of autenomy is not really a new phenomenon.
There were essentially autonomous local institutions as seen in the
aperations of the local villages or barangays even before the arrival of the
Spanishcolonizers. The Spaniards adopted such villages as administrative
units of the central government. In 1893, the Maura Law was enacted
as an attempt (though "half-hearted™ as described by Laurel) on the part
of the Spanish government to establish some kind -of local self-
gavernment inthe islands. The Malolos Constitution of 1888 also saw the
election of local officials on the basis of decentralization and administrative
autonomy. The Amerncan occupation Included the promulgation of a
number of policies recognizing local
autonomy. However, these were largely B
circumscribed by a highly centralized

government. The Philippine Republic was:  Philppine politico-administrative
established in 1946, [twas notuntil 1858 eystem, and in the light of the

that the first local autonomy act was
established, Then came the Barrie Chartar

Act also: o 18590 o 1967 the decentralization may take three

Cecentralization Acl was enacted
increasing the financial resources of local
governments (and broadening thelr
financial resources). The 197 3 Constitution debureaucratization.

{27 devolution; and

Within the context of the

Local Government Code of 19892,

majorforms: (L) deconaentration;
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established after the imposition of martial law recognized the value of
local autonomy. A decade |ater, a local government code was enacted.
The 1987 Constitution that was set up after the averthrow of the Marcos
dictatorship guaranteed the autonomy of local governments. Finally, Tive
years later, n 1992, the present local government cade was enacted.

Indeed, from the preceding discussion, one can see that there are
enough examples to illustrate that the wvalues of autonomy and
decentralization have |ong been recognized, at least, at tha leval of palicy
and rhetoric. It can likewlse be observed haw decentralization, a ralatively
“old" concept has been adopted both as an approach to governance and
as a strategy to bring about, oreven hasten, the process of democratic
transition. However, the record shows that there were problems in the
implemantation of such. It simply was not realistic to have autonomaus
local units within the context of regimes that were consolidating their
powers, e.g., the Spanish and Amercan colonizers. Even with the
establishment of the Philippine Republic in 1846 until it was Interrupted
by the imposition of martial law in 1972, the constant tension betwean

the central autharities in Manila and the

B [The] promulgation [of the

Lecal Govemment Code] may be

cagn as the culmination of

decades of struggle for ganuine
autonomy on the part of local
governments, who wers
frustrated with the continued
domination of their affairs
by a centralized government
that purportedly supported
decentralization.... [Marecver, it]
lays the policy framework for the
directinvelvement of civil society,
most especially NGOs and POs in

the process of governance;

local units persisted. The example of the
dictatorshipfrom 197 2 to 1986 has showr
how, 4as noted earlier, administrative
decentrallmtion (“deconcentration”) could
co-exist, paradexically, with the highly
politically-centralized regime still unider the
rubric of decentralization. Thraugh these
all, lozal governments continued o clamer
for genuine and real autonomy,

It was against this backdrop that the
Local Government Code of 1992 wWas
enacted, To a certain extent, its
promulgation may be seen as the
culmination of decades of struggle for
genudine autonomy en the part of local
gavernments, who were frustrated with
the continued domination of their affairs
by a centralized government that
purpartedly supported decentralization,
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The Local Government Code of 1992
hasthe following features: first, ittransfers
to local governments the responsibility for
the delivery of basic senvices, including
health, agriculture, ‘ervironment and
natural rescurces and social senvices,
Second, ittransfers certain regulatory and
licensing powers to local governments.
Third, it increases the intemal revenue
allotment (IRA) shares of |ocal
governments from a low of 11 percent to
as high as 40 percent. Fourth, it lays the
poliey framework for the directinvalverment
of civil society, most especially NGOs and
POs in the process of governance
([debureaucratization in our paradigm).
Finally, It encourages local government
units (LGUs) to be more entreprenaurial
by providing them with opportunities to
enter into jeint ventures with the private
sector, engage In build-operate-transfer
arrangements, and even float bonds.
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B The Code has beenin operation
for over five years now, While its
implementation may nol have
been a-smashing success, it has
not been -a failure elther. Thera
are & number of pressing issues
that have to be addressed,
These range from clarifying
intergove mmental relations (.4,
national-local; logal-local) to
resolving the lssue of unfunded
mandates, to creatively using the
new powers devolved by the Code
to LGUs, to adopting strategies to
develop -and build local

capabilities,

The Code has been in operation for over five years now. While its

implementation may net have been a smashing success, it has not been
a failure either. There are a number of pressing issues that have to be
addressed. These range from clarifying intergovernmental relations (e.g.,
national-lacal; local-local) to resolving the issue of unfunded mandates,
to creatively using the new powers devolved by the Code to LGUSs, to
adopting strategies to develop and build local capabilities.

An overarching concem though is to see how the Code hastens
demacratic transition and local empowerment. However, there are also
enough examples of innovations (and “best practices”) inthe countryside
to llustrate that the ereative energies of local governments have indeed
been unleashed by the radical decentralization of powers by the Code.
When such creative energies are collectively harnessed through the
process of decentralization in favor of local development, then perhaps,
that would bea time when the transition to real democracy would have
been accomplished. &
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Notes

1 Thena s the schop! of thought that actually views: the: pre-1972 set-up as norrenal
dermacracy considerng that the elite and oligarchs dominated the countoy's political
economy. John Dohetty setimated that the country's wealth was controlied by 87
families: These wera the vene sama familles who: detérmined the countn's politiosl
future, The other perspective is that thene was a "Maurlshing” demotrasy considering
that there were elections, a free (and even licantious) press, a legisiative: badv, eto,

2 The literaturg alag lists “delegation” as amode of decentralization, Like deconcentra-
ton, it invalves the transfar of furctions and powers 1o lowsr-level institutions. To a
sertain exent, delegation s the pracess thraugh which deconcentration, devolation
and debursaucratization may be brought about considenng that central authorities
identify specific autharities (be they adrinlstrative or political) thet can de *felegated"
to lower leval institutrons,

3 Through tirme, the nurmber of administrative regions bas increased to fitasn, Howevar,
thers is the thinking that with develution, the “regon, " as an adminstratve mecha-
nism, hasoutlived ts purposa. Lacal govemment Units are now more autonomousand
an additianal isver between the province and the natlanal government may not all be
that necessany anymore. At the very least, [Lis argued, the reglon must be-radicaly
streamlined.

47 Note thal bath deconcentration and develution are aperationalized within the contaxt
at formal govemmental structures and processes, Denureausratization soerates ot
side the framework of govemment, or "outside the bureaucacy.”

5. Toa certain extent, the notion of "governance” in the Phillppines has besn redefined
in-the light of active and: difect particigation of the private sectorin the delivery of basic
services, Where before, governance was mostly confined to the formal structures and
processes of goverpment invalved in thedeliveny of basic sapines, through tme, ithas
taken cognizanceof private sectar participation. .




