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Introduction

G-Watch’s seven years of enduring partnership with the Department of Education (DepED) is arguably long enough to generate important lessons for social accountability initiatives. More so because those years witnessed the highs and lows of the agency as well as the frequent changing of leadership—seven times in seven years with two holding  acting capacity. These unstable situations could have dampened the spirit of civic engagement and discouraged the partnership with the government early on, but what made it stick? What kind of relationship did G-Watch nurture in DepED? What made such relationship effective and worth keeping? What were its weaknesses and limitations? How far can such a partnership be stretched to protect, sustain and advance further the gains of social accountability?
The G-Watch Idea

Let’s start with what G-Watch is and how it works.
Government Watch or G-Watch, an anti-corruption program of the Ateneo School of Government
, started with one basic idea—that ordinary citizens can help prevent corruption in the government. It was conceived in reaction to the plethora of reports on government corruption and inefficiency, but it was framed within the principle of prevention through the reform of systems and constructive participation of citizens. 

After its formation in year 2000, G-Watch devised easy-to-use tools
 and tested them in the monitoring of textbooks, school buildings, medicines and public works, in cooperation with the nationally mandated government agencies. After some time, G-Watch expanded its menu and also looked into the distribution of disaster relief goods and the inventory and auction of Customs-seized goods. By comparing the agencies’ plan with the actual accomplishments, various problems were found and documented, such as missing books, unfinished school buildings, high price of medicines, delayed construction of roads and bridges, among others.

Part of the G-Watch idea is to bring the government and the citizens together in a dialogue to discuss ways to address the problems that were uncovered during the monitoring. This worked because the agency officials have been receptive to the G-Watch reports and recommendations. The agencies issued memorandum orders and formulated programs aimed at improving their performance following the results of the monitoring.

All these followed from the G-Watch vision of competent and credible government institutions and meaningful civil society participation in governance and the mission to provide a venue where both the government and the civil society can be engaged in the formulation of systems and procedures to improve governance.

This is detailed in the following objectives:

· To develop expenditure tracking tool, wherein there is a system of ensuring appropriate and rational spending of resources.

· To complement internal agency monitoring to facilitate development of a performance-based monitoring system.

· To develop problem identification tool that will assist government to improve its performance.

· To serve as a credible “performance signpost” to both the government and the public.

· To promote citizens’ participation in governance.

To attain these objectives, G-Watch employs the following methodology:

· It enters into a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) to ensure agency cooperation.

· It uses simple tools to monitor the performance of key projects implemented by selected government agencies.

· It accesses and uses actual government documents as reference of monitoring data to be processed and analyzed.

· It communicates the findings to the concerned government agencies and important stakeholders for critique and validation.

· It uses findings to facilitate problem-solving sessions among agencies and stakeholders concerned to improve project performance.

· It transfers its tools and techniques to local citizens groups through seminars, training-workshops and written guides or manuals.

The G-Watch methodology, in gist, is collaborative and non-confrontational. It thrives on the acceptability of the terms of engagement from both parties, which of course include the agency’s provision of open access to its documents and information. It assumes the presence of a reliable official within the agency who will champion the relevance and value of the intervention, listen to the monitoring reports and respond proactively to the recommendations.
In exchange, the civil society prioritizes systems reform and works on it as quietly as possibly. Findings, especially the negative and controversial ones, are discussed first with the agency in the hope that it could identify remedies for them. When presented to the public, the problem is discussed side-by-side with the proposed remedies. With this approach, the civil society avoids antagonizing the government agency with sensationally damaging monitoring findings, which usually get in the way of much needed systems reforms. It portrays the civil society not as a noisy sector that is out only to shame the government in media and other venues, but rather one that helps raise and strengthen the integrity of the institution through constructive and useful interventions.
G-Watch and Textbook Count 

The G-Watch influence is felt most strongly in the Department of Education’s Textbook Count Program. This is the nationwide monitoring of textbook delivery where volunteers are mobilized to help the public schools count and check the textbooks delivered to them. It has been running for four years now. From 2003-2006, 65 million textbooks would have been tracked through this program. 

The G-Watch’s textbook monitoring had its humble beginnings. In 2000, fresh college graduates were fielded in selected school sites for an experimental monitoring work. Young people were commissioned for it to represent the simplicity of the monitoring method being used and the fresh optimism that is attached with the good governance mission of the initiative. The method worked and generated results, which were eventually presented to DepED top executives, notably then Secretary Bro. Andrew Gonzales.
The following year, it launched another round of monitoring in 32 school districts to recalibrate and polish the tools. This time, the department went through two successions in leadership, Raul Roco (February to August 2002) and Edilberto de Jesus (August 2002 to July 2004). Interestingly in 2003, in an unexpected turn of events, a reformist within the agency, in the person of Undersecretary Juan Miguel Luz, took notice of the G-Watch mechanism for citizens’ participation. In reaction to the monitoring findings, he posed a challenge to the civil society sector to monitor textbook deliveries not only in selected sites, but in approximately 5,500 high schools and districts nationwide. Despite the formidable challenge, the civil society accepted it; hence, the Textbook Count was born.

DepEd Undersecretary Luz was the prime mover of the Textbook Count. He tapped G-Watch and several other civil society organizations (CSOs) for it. He welcomed the civil society partners to the bidding, inspection of the textbooks in the printing presses and to the on-the-spot checking of the textbooks in the delivery locations. G-Watch serves as the national coordinator for the CSOs participating in the Textbook Count.

In its first round in 2003, election watchdog group Namfrel took the lead in the mobilization of field volunteers. In 2004, G-Watch asked the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts of the Philippines to take charge because Namfrel got busy with the elections. From eight CSOs in 2003 and 18 in 2004, it grew to more than 30 national and local CSOs participating in the program.

Starting in the bidding, CSOs get to see how the process goes. When the contracts are awarded and production starts, CSOs are also invited to join the DepEd’s inspection team to check the textbooks’ physical qualities before they are delivered to the schools.

The on-the-spot monitoring of the deliveries in the schools nationwide is the most important, but also the most difficult part of the program. DepEd organized the system of deliveries by synchronizing the deliveries according to DepEd zones (Northern Luzon, Southern Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao), divisions, and districts and high schools. There is a prescribed period of time within which the suppliers can deliver in a certain area. As one G-Watch report put it, “the synchronized delivery, therefore, imposed discipline on the working relationship between the DepED and the suppliers. The civil society came into the picture as another pressure point. When the civil society volunteers agreed to wait for the deliveries, it presupposed the predictability of the delivery schedule and the suppliers’ adherence to that schedule.” 
For the volunteers, the task is to coordinate with various suppliers and wait for the deliveries within the prescribed schedule. The Councils of the Boy and Girl Scouts submitted the names and contacts of these volunteers to G-Watch, and these, in turn, were given to the suppliers for coordination. The volunteers were also given materials and IDs, which include one with information on actual quantity of textbooks per title allocated to the school. The volunteers who help count the books can check the actual quantity delivered against this information.

After an actual monitoring, the senior volunteer signs a document called, Inspection and Acceptance Report (IAR). With the volunteer’s signature in the IAR, the DepEd central and division offices are assured that the books reached the correct recipients and the suppliers are also assured of faster processing of their payments.

The Textbook Count succeeded in various ways. It was able to reduce the price of textbooks by 40%, lowered delivery errors to 5% on the average, improved the print and binding quality, and shortened the department’s procurement period, i.e. from bidding to delivery, from 24 to 12 months. These accomplishments were modestly sustained in the succeeding rounds. 
The second run of Textbook Count also introduced another innovation, namely extending the monitoring to the onward distribution of the textbooks from the district to the elementary schools. It was done with the help of a private softdrink company, who used their vehicles to transport the books to schools in far-flung villages. The idea was “sounded off as a concrete response to a finding from a monitoring-research, which was supported by the Partnership for Transparency Fund (PTF). The findings revealed that 21% of the textbooks delivered to the poor districts did not reach the elementary schools because of the difficulty and assumed lack of funds to transport the books.”
All was going well until President Arroyo suddenly passed a decision to remove Undersecretary Luz from DepED because he “refused to be used as a conduit for funds that Mrs. Arroyo was dispensing to stave off her impeachment in Congress.” Undersecretary Luz questioned this before the Civil Service Commission, but he eventually decided to quit after seven months. With his departure, “there were fears that Textbook Count was losing a champion inside the DepEd, and consequently, the Department would grow lukewarm towards the project.”
This fear did not materialize. Textbook Count 3 kicked off, and Textbook Count 4 was implemented with equal success. Both DepED and the civil society imparted the same cooperation and enthusiasm. Each new Secretary, Florencio Abad (July 2004 to July 2005) and Jesli Lapus (July 2006 to present), including the transitory Officers-In-Charge,  Ramon Bacani (July to September 2005) and Fe Hidalgo (September 2005 to July 2006) pledged support to the program. It is worth mentioning, however, that this was made possible by the support and intercession of DepED middle managers who believed and were very familiar with the program, namely Director Socorro Pilor of the Instructional Materials Council Secretariat and Director Aida Carpentero of the Procurement Service.
Textbook Count 4 even continued to break new grounds with a new component, dubbed as Textbook Walk, piloted in more than 100 schools in 2006. It was designed to be a festive event, where community people gather and organize activities to bring the books to the schools. This new idea was not only meant to complement efforts to flush out books from the districts’ storage rooms; it was also expected to start the cultural process of institutionalizing the program through more direct and broader community participation.
Finally, another milestone accomplishment inspired by the Textbook Count was the signing of DepED Order No. 59, series 2007, entitled “Institutionalizing NGO and private sector participation in the Department’s procurement process.” As DepED realized the gains of participation in the textbook delivery program, it deemed itself ready to expand the scope of monitoring to other items (e.g. computers, noodles and milk, school buildings). On the part of the civil society and community, the policy lowered the barriers to participation, which come in the form of license or registration of organization, by deepening the cadre of procurement observers/monitors to include concerned but unorganized citizens.

These developments point to a maturing stage that the G-Watch partnership with DepED through the Textbook Count has reached. It has transcended the problem posed by the changing leadership and various other issues that hounded the Department’s textbook procurement, particularly the erroneous content. On the procurement and delivery side, however, it is clear that the formulated solution had been very satisfactory. The main concern now is the continuity and sustainability of the program. 
It is fair to say that this social accountability partnership, as manifested in the Textbook Count, has reached this advanced stage because the concept and method employed for it were sound.
Lessons

Some lessons stood out from the accounts on the G-Watch experience in advancing its social accountability initiative. These involved important factors that create an environment conducive to social accountability, where citizens can voice out demand effectively without the government feeling threatened with it. A serious problem arising from this kind of environment, however, is the possibility of co-optation, where objectivity and independence of the citizen sector are compromised.
Non-confrontational approach 

The approach is anchored on the belief that both government and citizens have key functions in governance. It is likewise in the interest of both sides that they cooperate. When citizens demand for reforms and improvements in a cordial and reasonable way, there should be no reason why the government would not listen. And when there is a clear understanding of the processes by which the government delivers its response, with an equally clear assurance that an effective response is forthcoming, the citizens are enlightened of the need to be patient with the ways things are done.
Support from top executives and middle managers

While the top executives are the main decision-makers, it is the middle managers who oversee the dirty work of carrying out orders, instructions and decisions. The citizens should not only talk with the executives; the middle managers are equally important. When the middle managers consulted and involved in social accountability affairs, they become the civil society’s spokespersons within the government agency; and the basic advantage is that they speak to both the top executives and the rank-and-file. This therefore enhances the degree of acceptance of social accountability actors and mechanisms within the government.
Innovations and diversified interventions

Social accountability, as a demand mechanism, should be prepared to present concrete alternative pictures of governance. Innovative ways of dealing with the problem invite and ignite participation. Both the citizen participants and the government agencies themselves are interested to see this dimension. The citizens are looking for ways to channel their aspiration to help improve the government while the government agencies seek external intervention to objectively supplement their own performance monitoring and evaluation. The constant search for different viable means to address issues and concerns likewise renews and reinvigorates the working relationship of government and civil society.
Co-optation

A good relationship with the government may likely be perceived as co-optation. This entails that the good results of the social accountability partnership would be perceived as fabricated, or the partnership a deodorizer of the government. Worse, co-optation could actually take place when civil society loses its independent assessment of the systems and processes of government. 
This brings into view the importance of a clear measure of the government’s response to citizen demand. Confidence in the results generated from the engagement must be the basis of continuing social accountability efforts.
Summary
G-Watch’s seven years of successful engagement with the Department of Education provides a model for a continuing and more or less stable social accountability partnership in governance. The success may be attributed to a number of factors, such as the presence of trusted officials within the agency who supported and championed the partnership, formulation of a concrete and straightforward program of participation, and continued aspiration to better understand and improve both sectors’ unique role in governance.

In those seven years, G-Watch and its civil society network consistently entered into a Memorandum of Agreement with DepED and slowly established its credibility as a civil society watchdog. It looked mainly into the procurement of textbooks, a transaction that would always draw the department into anomalies and controversies. With the introduction of an innovative social accountability program, which is the Textbook Count, the agency experienced a transformation that led to improved performance and better public perception.

Now on its fourth iteration, the program continues to reinvent itself to address emerging concerns. Among the innovations that it has introduced are the mobilization of young Scouts in the monitoring, involvement of a private softdrink company in the onward distribution of textbooks to far-flung schools, and the pilot-testing of a festive community event to bring the books to the schools. The more pressing concern now is the institutionalization of the social accountability practices that it as introduced.
In engaging the DepED, G-Watch has also undergone various challenges, such as change in leadership, that could have dissolved the engagement. The soundness of the framework and method used, however, prevailed upon these challenges. The framework and method referred to here basically counts co-operation as vital in implementing social accountability initiatives.
References

Simon Peter Gregorio, “A Resourcebook on the G-Watch Monitoring Experience.” Makati City: Ateneo School of Government, 2006. Unpublished.
Simon Peter Gregorio, “Sustaining and Going Beyond Textbook Count: A Strategy Paper for Institutionalizing State-Civil Society Partnership in Procurement.” Unublished.
“G-Watch Localization: Framework Paper.” Makati City: Ateneo School of Government, 2005. Unpulished.
G-Watch, “Report on the Civil Society Participation in Textbook Count 3,” Makati City: Ateneo School of Government, 2006. Unpublished.
Grace Leung, “Textbook Count and Civil Society Participation: Effecting System Reforms in the Department of Education.” Unpublished.
Redempto Parafina, “Government Watch: Citizens’ Action for Good Governance,” in Best Practices in Anti-Corruption in the Philippines. Quezon City: Career Executive Service Board, 2005.

DRAFT


NOT FOR QUOTATION








� Ateneo School of Government or ASoG is an academic institution under the Ateneo de Manila University.


� See Simon Peter Gregorio’s account of the development of the G-Watch tools.





