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Why following the 2010 budget is like a journey through a labyrinth

(University of  the  Philippines  Prof. Liling  Briones  is  former  national  treasurer  and  lead  convener  of  the

Alternative Budget Initiative).

In  many societies,  a  person  goes  through  complex and  elaborate  rituals  before  final  acceptance  by a

community.  These are called rites of passage.  The process is fraught with danger and challenges.  As he or

she  moves from one  stage  to  another, a  person undergoes trials as well as elaborate  rituals.  The  risk of

failure, even death, is always there.

Institutions and laws also undergo rites of passage.  The passage

of  the  budget  law  involves  different  stages, each  with  its  own

rituals  and  risks.  These  take  place  in  a  political  environment

characterized by intense bargaining and negotiation, compromise

and standoffs. As in  other complex rites of  passage, the  budget

process can result in a flawed, or worse, failed budget.

Why don’t we have a 2010 budget?

Hopes were  raised in  December 2009 when the  Senate  and the

House  of  Representatives  ratified  the  Bicameral  Report  on  the

2010 budget.  The  public expected that by the  start of  the  year

2010,  a  new  budget  would  have  been  in  place.  Social  Watch

Philippines, convenor of the Alternative Budget Initiative, warned that it will take at least two months before

the 2010 budget will be operative. This is because more procedures have to be undertaken before and after

the President signs it into law.

It is important to understand that the budget process is not limited only to the hearings and debates which

are  reported  by media.  Crucial  decisions  by the  Bicameral Committee  hearings  are  not  subject  to  public

scrutiny.

 

Rites of passage in the budget process

Does the budget process start with the hearings in both houses of Congress and end with the ratification of

the Bicameral Committee report?  Definitely not.

The first step in the budget rite of passage is the budget preparation stage.  It can start as early as February

with the Development Budget Coordination Committee (DBCC) debating over the objectives of the proposed

budget, the macroeconomic assumptions and the allocations for economic development, social development,

defense, general administration and the debt service. Calculations are made about the size of  the budget,

projected expenditures, sources of revenue and the size of the deficit.

The DBCC, headed by the Department of Budget and Management (DBM), is composed of the Department of

Finance  (with  the  Bureau  of  Internal  Revenue, Bureau  of  Customs and  the  Bureau  of  the  Treasury), the

National Economic and Development Authority and the Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas.

In April or May, the Budget Call is issued by the DBM. It is addressed to all departments, offices and agencies

who  are  enjoined to  submit proposed  budgets in  accordance  with  lengthy guidelines.  The  DBM conducts

internal hearings, reduces or increases budget proposals, and consolidates them with the Special-Purpose

Funds to come out with the National Expenditure Program and other related documents.

The budget preparation phase culminates in the lavish State of the Nation Address ritual which traditionally

contains the highlights of the proposed budget.

 

Budget preparation and people participation

At first blush, the process appears to be highly technical.  However, macro decisions are necessarily political.

Decisions  about  budget  objectives  for  the  year, the  balance  between  economic and  social-development

expenditures, the size of the Special-Purpose Funds, sources of revenue, and the level of the deficit, involve

political choices.

People  participation  is  not  part  of  the  budget-preparation  ritual. People  are  not  consulted  on  what  the

budget priorities should be.  They don’t have the opportunity to give inputs and feedback on what services
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Whether passed on time or not, genuine budget reforms need to be initiated.  Which presidential candidate

will put a stop to budget abuse?

The  silence  of  presidential  candidates  on  public-finance  issues  is  deafening. What  are  their  respective

positions on the SPFs, impoundment and transfers of  funds? The present budget laws are based on a  law

crafted by a  dictator. As the  most “promising” Filipinos in  the  country, will they promise  to  support budget

reform above and beyond passing flawed budgets on time?
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