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Thank you.  It is an honor and a huge pleasure to be here with you today.  Truly.  


As I suspect is the case with each and every one of you, the Philippines and its people changed my life in profound ways: Most of my deepest friendships were forged there.  

And much of my sense of possibility was born there.  As I prepared for today, I realized that I have been back and forth to the Philippines more than a dozen times, on sojourns of various lengths. I first lived there in 1977 and 1978 in the heart of Mindanao, in Sumilao, with an 

“indigenous community” of Bukidnons who were losing their ancestral domain to pineapple plantations, to sugar fields, and to hydro-electric dams…My heart is still there.  


What do I want to tell you, especially those of you who have not been back?  

Kids now seem taller. Pan-de-sal is smaller and is almost impossible to find fresh-baked and hot. Some of the Philippines still smells the same to me. You can still smell barbeque on street corners at night, even in Manila. Cagayan de Oro still smells like roasted coconut. Baguio still smells like the wind…  And the tastes – sinigang is still sinigang. I ate my very first oysters in Negros; they are now much, much harder to find locally – as are crabs.  (By the way: Did you know that you might be eating crabs, imported from the Philippines, when, in Maryland, you eat what you think are Chesapeake blue-crabs?) 


I could, of course, go on with impressions for a long time…
but instead, to give you a sense of what is important in the current economic, political, social, human rights, and environmental arenas, I want to tell you two stories -- stories of hope -- from my most recent trip.  Then, I will offer a few quicker snapshots about what the two stories leave out.  


My first story delves into environment and agriculture through the lens of rice:

As it happens, rice-growing is still the number 1 profession in the world.  Over 250 million people make a living from it. And it is still the largest source of livelihood, of employment, in the Philippines.


In our last trip, my husband John and I stayed with 3 different rice growing communities – one in Bataan and 2 in Mindanao.


Some of you were in the Philippines in the 1960s – when Diosdado Macapagal was president.  The family of my dear friend, Roger Mangahas, were then farmers in Cabiao, Nueva Ecija, still practicing traditional methods of farming into the early 1960s, growing rice as they always had.   But, as Roger recalls, [and I quote] “during the term of Macapagal and the first term of Marcos, farmers in our town started using chemical fertilizers and pesticides.”  Roger’s family, like some of those with whom I lived in the 1970s, became “modern farmers,” growing 

high-yielding varieties of rice while purchasing hybrid-seeds and expensive chemical-inputs. 

For many, yields went up at first.  As Roger puts it: “They were initially excited, joyful, because of the bountiful harvests.”  But as the years went on, yields fell.  Compacted soils demanded more and more chemical inputs. Farmers entered a vicious cycle of debt as costs of the chemicals rose.  And farmers suffered from the diseases that come with all those chemicals. 


Fast-forward to today:  Tens of thousands of farmers in the Philippines are at the cutting-edge of an organic rice movement.   Here is how husband and wife Romeo and Elsie, described their decision to shift to organics in their five hectares of irrigated rice fields in North Cotabato.  Romeo starts: “Already during land preparation, we regularly incurred debts from the middle-men and lenders. By harvest time, there was very little left, sometimes not even enough to repay the lenders and get new loans for the next cropping. That was the cycle; always lots of debt.”  Elsie continues: “Romeo was no longer inspired [to farm] since nothing was left for us after the harvest.” 


They attended a training on organic agriculture led by the local nonprofit group Don Bosco.  Elsie was convinced; Romeo was skeptical: “As I saw it then, if I’m not going to spray chemicals, how will there be a harvest?” They compromised with a trial on the one hectare Elsie inherited from her father. They found the results phenomenal: Costs plummeted and their income rose. Recalls Romeo: “The experience of that one hectare was more powerful than the training.”  


One hundred miles north of Elsie and Romeo, in a barrio in Davao del Norte, a self-taught farmer-scientist nicknamed Kakang teaches John and me how to cook seaweed, fruit, eggshells and other local materials to make the natural “concoctions” that organic rice-farmers there now use to control disease in their rice plants, to discourage certain insects, and to strengthen rice-stalks before harvest.  It is scientific. It is raising yields and net incomes. It is improving the soil. And its popularity is rising.


Part of this growing popularity is due to support from non-governmental organizations:  Some of you know my friend Isagani Serrano, former leader of the revolutionary movement in the Philippines and now president of the Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement (PRRM). 

(Some of you older Peace Corps volunteers know PRRM…and, indeed, were trained on PRRM’s facility in Nueva Ecija.)  Gani grew up on a rice-farm in Bataan.  And now he and PRRM lead a large, national coalition called “Go Organic-Philippines” that is helping farmers make the shift back to organics. Their goal? to transform at least 10% of Philippine rice-lands to organic in the next few years, with the longer-term goal of achieving food self-sufficiency.  


In addition, part of the spread of organics is due to support from the one-year old government of the current President, Noynoy Aquino.  This is really thanks to Aquino’s secretary of agriculture, Proceso Alcala, who is an expert on organic farming.  In fact, within a year of Alcala’s appointment, the Department of Agriculture has stopped subsidizing chemical fertilizers, is steering public funds into community-based seed banks for certified ‘inbred’ and traditional rice-varieties, and is identifying the best people to become farmer-scientists and community-based extension-workers and is gearing up for an “eat-healthy’ campaign to champion brown rice and other healthy foods --all despite at least some opposition, of course. 


In the question-and-answer period, by the way, we may want to discuss the challenging back-to-the-future battle to shift diets from unhealthy polished white rice back to healthy unpolished brown rice.  (Did you know that diabetes has become rampant in the Philippines since people switched from whole-grain to polished rice?) But that is another story.

 
To wrap up my rice tale: I believe we should look to the Philippines as a 

front-runner on organics in Asia.  


OK, story number two: about politics and human rights:  Again, back to the future: 30 years ago, at the height of the bloody Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines, then-​first lady Imelda Marcos was an honored guest at a piano concert at the Kennedy Center here in Washington, D.C.  During a break in the program, our friend Walden Bello, a leader of the anti-Marcos activists in the United States, slipped down to the front of the auditorium with a handful of others and unfurled a banner reading “Down With the Marcos Dictatorship.”  Walden pointed to Imelda, sitting up in the balcony with Van Cliburn. The police were called. A chase ensued around the orchestra seats…and, eventually, the police hauled Walden and the others off in handcuffs.


Fast-forward: Today, Walden is a member of Congress in the Philippines from the relatively young Akbayan Party – a party whose mission is to represent the poor and marginalized. Akbayan, in turn, is a member of a large bloc of parties that works in coalition with the current Philippine president’s party. Also in this coalition is Congresswoman Imelda Marcos.  


John and I had the honor of being guests of Walden’s in July 2010 to hear the 

Philippine president deliver the annual State of the Nation Address (the SONA). You will appreciate the scene: The Philippine elite all decked out in the latest fashions.  Walden and Imelda there as members of Congress.  Ferdinand “BongBong” Marcos Jr., a former governor and congress-person, now attending as a Senator; his sister Imee, a former congress-person, now attending as a Governor. And there we all were, sitting and listening to a State of the Nation Address by Philippine president, Benigno “Noynoy” Aquino III, the son of Cory and Benigno “Ninoy" Aquino Jr. (Ninoy was, of course, the politician whose 1983 assassination is widely believed to have been sanctioned by Imelda’s husband, President Ferdinand Marcos.)  We asked another member of Congress to explain. He shrugged and said: “This is the Philippines. You have the Bushes and Clintons. We have the Marcoses and Aquinos, with a lot more thrown in.”

For the record, Noynoy – born in 1960 -- is widely and belovedly called Pnoy (spelled 
P-n-o-y).  So, there we were, listening to Cory Aquino’s son P-noy denouncing corruption and announcing a new path forward.  



At the party after President P-noy’ speech, we ran into progressive leader Etta Rosales, a long-time critic of the human-rights abuses of previous Philippine presidents and a former political prisoner – a former political prisoner who herself was brutally tortured and repeatedly raped at the hands of the military.  At the SONA, Etta and other human-rights-proponents were anxiously waiting to hear about an announcement that was made one month later: Etta was appointed by Pnoy to head the Philippine Commissioner on Human Rights. We should applaud here.

And, somehow after the SONA party, John and I found ourselves being ushered into the office of Imelda Marcos. That’s right, a year ago we spent about one hour interviewing the wife of the dictator whom we and Walden and millions of Filipinos (and others) worked for years to dethrone.  Imelda towered over us -- still regal at 81 years of age, in a deep-purple terno and matching shoes (for the record, sturdy pumps). 

We asked Imelda what it felt like to be back in power, and to have a next generation of Marcoses among the ruling elite. She boasted about a 2009 issue of Newsweek that labeled her, along with Genghis Khan, as one of the eleven greediest people of all time. She batted her eyelashes and said: “I told my friends: I plead guilty as charged. I am greedy in the spread of truth, of the good and of beauty.” 


She proudly pointed to an odd, three-dimensional portrait of her late husband, and said with a flourish of melodrama: “It’s made from pearls and was taken from me during the legal cases against our wealth but I got it back.” 


A few more snapshots: one of the economy and one of the environment:  

On the economy:  Many of you may have heard that the Philippine economy is growing at over 5 percent annually, certainly a high rate compared to the United States and Europe.  But, as John and I dug deeper, we were alarmed by how vulnerable the Philippine economy is:   There are three sources of foreign exchange in the Philippines of over $5 billion a year, all of which are markedly vulnerability to forces beyond the control of Filipinos: 
The top foreign exchange earner is electronic exports. But when the global economy slumped in 2009, Philippine exports plunged with electronics taking a particularly hard hit…  
The second biggest source of foreign exchange is remittances from the roughly 11 million overseas Filipino workers. Yes, 11 million Filipino workers, all over the world.   Many in the crisis-ridden US are in more recession-proof sectors like doctors and nurses; others have more tenuous jobs as domestics and teachers in the US, Hong Kong and the Middle East. But racism is growing in the U.S. and Europe as angry workers blame immigrants and overseas-workers for “taking-our-jobs.”
And the third  largest source of foreign exchange? The hundreds of thousands of younger Filipinos working the graveyard shift in call-centers for foreign firms. Yet, talk to these Filipino workers and you will learn that, despite their efforts to twist their accents to placate Western callers, they hear growing anger from the callers who want these jobs to “come home.”

 On the environment – just briefly, given the time:  The Philippines sits on key lists of the 10 countries most vulnerable to climate change, as the majority of rice and other foodstuff are grown on land that is barely above sea level.  Destruction of coral reefs and of forests is still a huge problem. But tree-cover is now growing a bit, albeit mostly monoculture-forests and oil-palm.  Also still a huge problem is land grabbing by foreign firms, especially for mining but also for agribusiness.

Back to the Future: Let me end where I started, in my village in Sumilao, Bukidnon where I worked with indigenous peoples.  In the 34-years I have been going back to the Philippines, I continue to return to my village and my family. You former Peace Corps volunteers are one of the few audiences who will understand that.


It is hard for me to talk about this family, because it is one of the places where I struggle to imagine a more hopeful way to go back to the future.  In my family there, I see the saga of what is the Philippines’s deep sadness repeat itself. And that sadness has to do with the structures of gross inequality which lead to grossly unequal access to resources, even basic resources. 

To say that differently:  in my village, the rich keep getting richer and more powerful, while the poor keep getting poorer. 


My Filipino father married my Filipino mother after they spent a first night together, without birth-control and she became pregnant. Their daughter, who at age 12 had such promise and such fire in her eyes, became pregnant while in high school. And the baby she birthed  –whom we put through college – she too became pregnant at a young age.  Three generations  –  and  not one of them had access to birth control.  Three generations and not one of them had access to a parent or a school or a medical practitioner who could (or would) tell them about birth control. 


In preparing for my talk today, I asked Walden what I should tell you all.  The Imelda story, he said, and also tell them that “I thought population management was a U.S. Peace Corps plot back in the 1960s, as did most of the left.  Now here I am, one of the principal sponsors of the Reproductive Health bill in Congress. Tell them I understand the critical need for access to birth control.”


Back to Sumilao:  The two more recent generations of my family in Bukidnon have had poor public education (and, thanks to outside funding, some have college degrees), but that has not given them access to jobs. They still volunteer for local politicians, with the hope that they will find a winner (a patron) who will reward them with a job.

And, what do they think of the succession of presidents?  Well, as someone in Mindanao once said to me, “You can paint a dog a different color but it’s still a dog” – it’s still Manila and the world of the elite.  And it still feels very very far away from something that will dramatically change their lives.  


 Let me end with the words of one of my dearest friends, Chip Fay.  Chip was a Peace Corps volunteer in Claveria, Cagayan in the early 1980s, and today is a pioneer in forest protection work in Southeast Asia.  I also asked Chip what I should say today. He reminded me how the wood-conserving-stove project that he was supposed to lead in Claveria collapsed since wood was abundant in that then-forest-rich area. He reminded me how he instead spent most of his time wandering around with -- and learning great wisdom from -- the “aboriginal forest peoples” there. 


Given Chip, I expected some of his usual deep, critical thinking about what I should therefore say about Peace Corps here today.  Instead, Chip said simply: “Tell them that it is by far the most formative experience I have ever had. They should triple the Peace Corps budget as long as it is run well.” … I agree.

Thank you. 
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