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I am pleased to be invited to this timely event not only for the chance to tell the story of the Marcos 

plunder to those who were too young to have been there but also to recount it to those of us who lived 

through it, hoping that the distance in time can provide some benefit of objectivity and insight. 

What happened during Martial Law? 

For the record, the corrupt ways of Ferdinand Marcos did not start with Martial Law. Rather, it appears 

to have started even before he became President as the documents on Japanese World War II 

reparations tend to show. What is certain is that the practice of stashing dirty money into secret 

offshore accounts started in 1967 or around 5 years before Martial Law when the very first secret 

deposit account was opened in the US and then in 1968 when Marcos opened his very first accounts in 

Switzerland. The infamous William Saunders and Jane Ryan accounts belong to this pre-martial law 

period. 

At first, there were mostly the kickbacks from Japanese reparations. These were being stashed away 

into offshore accounts in a somewhat primitive fashion: A bag man – either a retired general, or a public 

works secretary, or even a low-level but trusted government functionary – simply took a plane to Hong 

Kong with a satchel of currency. Once inside the former British colony, the bag man would then proceed 

to one of two local money changers to convert currencies typically into US dollars. Then finally, the 

newly laundered cash were deposited into the secret bank accounts of the President. 

The spread of financial and tax havens and the ever-improving banking technology starting with the 

seventies changed all that. Money laundering techniques were becoming sophisticated. It became 

common for the looted funds to be first parked in an account in the Bahamas or used to purchase US 

government securities before being deposited into the Marcos accounts. It became unnecessary to use 

pseudonyms. Following the state of the art in those times, numbered Swiss accounts were instead 

opened by Liechtenstein companies beneficially owned by the Marcoses using professional nominees 

employed by affiliates of Swiss banks. Truly, impeccable customer service for the most valuable private 

banking clients. Massive and yet surreptitious movement and concealment of funds became an enticing 

possibility, limited only by one’s dark creativity in generating the dirty cash. 

Martial rule changed the breadth of the wealth accumulation process, allowing the full use of the 

emerging banking technologies. Martial Law was the vehicle to take graft and corruption a step further 

into the deep frontiers that dirty politicians before then could only dream about. I am certain that the 
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story of how the levers of government were brazenly manipulated and abused under military rule is 

familiar to those of us who witnessed it. Since this is a forum about recollection, let me spend a few 

minutes recounting this to you.  

1. Under the pretext of smashing an anti-poor oligarchy, Martial Law saw the swift takeover of 

private industries by cronies, particularly the lucrative public utilities. 

2. Taxes and duties were reduced or eliminated or exclusive franchises were granted to crony-

owned companies to give them insurmountable economic advantage. Recall the 

preferential taxation on tobacco filters in favor of a company owned by Herminio Disini or 

the franchises granted to certain telecommunication companies.  It goes without saying 

that Marcos owned a substantial portion of those companies, typically from 40% to 60%. 

The steady stream of profits from these companies are siphoned straight into Marcos 

numbered accounts. In a rare display of honesty, Imelda admitted several months back that 

the Marcoses are the true majority owners of a number of so-called crony companies. 

3. Again, under the pretext of protecting poverty stricken farmers and farm industrial workers, 

government monopolies were established. The competition was simply merged or forced to 

transact through the crony establishments. Pricing of key commodities was effectively put 

under government control. This had the effect of creating extraordinary profits for the 

crony companies involved. Further, the industries concerned became inefficient and lazy for 

lack of competition, ultimately hurting the interests of the poor countryside folk that they 

were supposed to protect in the first place. 

4. Government financial institutions were coaxed to provide soft (i.e., behest) loans and 

guarantees for private crony companies and the projects that the Martial Law government 

favored them with. Without the discipline of careful feasibility studies, many of the 

companies and their projects failed. This mattered little however, as kickbacks on the 

projects accounting for 15-20% of the project costs would have already made their way to 

the usual numbered accounts. In many cases, the distressed crony companies were even 

bailed out by the government either through the government banks or companies like 

Philguarantee, making yet another round of projects and kickbacks possible. 

5. The so-called intelligence funds of the President are especially prone to malversation even 

without Martial Law, these being subject to significantly limited COA audit and there being 

minimal rules on accountability for these. With Martial Law, under the pretext of protecting 

the civilian population from the threat of insurgency and with the effective control of 

Marcos over the COA, bank accounts in Banque Paribas, Suisse came into existence called 

Intelligence Funds 1 and 2. 

6. In the aftermath of failure of economic programs elsewhere in the third world, multilateral 

financial institutions such as the OECF, the World Bank and the IMF were eager to create a 

showcase of economic development in the Philippines and willingly lent huge sums to fund 

large-scale industrial and infrastructure projects of the Marcos regime. Of course, with 

Marcos’ 15% cut on dollar denominated projects and 20% on the yen-denominated ones, 

these projects were hobbled by their huge debt loads from the beginning and did not have 

a ghost of a chance to achieve economic viability. Unfortunately for the Filipino people, 
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international commercial banks were also awash with cash from Middle Eastern oil 

companies at around the same time. Eager to lend these excess funds out, these 

commercial banks found it convenient to follow the lead of the multilateral agencies and 

started aggressively lending to third world countries such as the Philippines. Before Martial 

Law government pork barrel was effectively distributed throughout the entire government 

machinery involving many cabinet secretaries, solons, and heads of agencies. Under Martial 

Law, Marcos was able to control the project negotiation, approval and administration under 

the Office of the President. One important measure to achieve this was the issuance of 

Administrative Order No. 388 creating the Presidential Coordinating Committee the day 

after the declaration of Martial Law, creating an all-important choke point. The cost to the 

Filipino people? Our foreign debt ballooned from 4 billion US dollars to 27 billion US dollars. 

7. These devices were often used in combination. For instance a well-known food and 

beverage giant was taken over by a major crony with a reputation for financial genius and 

aggressive wheeling. This crony declares rather smugly that his takeover of the blue-chip 

company did not involve the use of trust funds from a state monopoly - which is arguably, 

albeit tenuously, true. The company just happened to make a massive deposit one day 

amounting to billions in a commercial bank owned by the aforementioned state monopoly. 

The bank turns around and confidently makes a loan to 14 newly created companies owned 

by the state monopoly – without regard for credit standards typically observed by 

commercial banks. Finally, these 14 companies buy up the shares of stock of the blue-chip 

company, mostly through the stock exchange! Note that the amount of the deposit into the 

monopoly-owned bank, the sum of the loans to the 14 monopoly-owned companies and 

the purchase price of the shares of the blue-chip company all happen to coincide down to 

the last centavo. Apart from the fact that the transactions happened almost 

simultaneously. The backstory of these astonishing set of transactions remains a mystery 

since the patriarch of the family that used to own the controlling interest in the blue-chip 

company has since died without being able to explain why and how he allowed a deal that 

was clearly against his family’s interest. 

8. Finally, perhaps thinking that the party will last forever, we saw unprecedented boldness 

when the stolen wealth started to be invested in trophy physical assets and not just secret 

deposits: buildings in Manhattan, an estate in Long Island, a sprawling mansion ostensibly 

bought for George Hamilton in Beverly Hills, Redwood Bank in California, the Simi Valley 

real estate development project, etc.. 

Daunting challenges with the recovery efforts 

With all the evidence in its possession and after a really strong start, how can the PCGG’s recovery 

efforts lose momentum and often merely plodding along? 

While not excusing the failures, let me offer some explanations: 

1. The early days saw tremendous legal, accounting and management support from the 

private sector and from numerous international organizations. My own involvement in the 
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PCGG started when my employer then, SGV & Co., offered its pro bono services to the 

PCGG just like many other local firms. As the euphoria of EDSA died down, the companies 

that initially lent support to the recovery efforts eventually had to beg off in order to deal 

squarely with the effects of the economically shaky post-Marcos years. The international 

organizations also shifted their focus to other democratizing countries. Eventually, there 

remained but a few very young idealists at the PCGG battling against the formidable battery 

of well-experienced and well-funded lawyers and accountants hired by the Marcos cronies. 

Often, the disparity in skills and experience showed at the Sandiganbayan hearings. Perhaps 

an area for future academic and legislative scrutiny is how so many of our so-called 

professionals – lawyers, accountants, and bankers – can serve as fronts and dummies, set 

up shell corporations, conceal the trail of  ownership and corruption, despite the codes of 

ethics of their respective professions. 

2. I was heartened to learn during my government service that there were many selfless civil 

servants always performing their best and there were certainly more of them than I ever 

expected. Nevertheless, the government had serious problems with its own team with the 

bureaucracy either so tainted or weakened in many of its parts. Some government 

prosecutors in the Office of the Solicitor General owed their appointment to the long-time 

Solicitor General under Marcos who re-emerged as the counsel of choice for the cronies. 

Many times, this reality affected their performance adversely as they either thought that 

they owed a debt of gratitude to their sponsor or were simply cowed by the reputation and 

the presence of their former boss. Within the Commission itself, rogue fiscal agents were a 

perennial problem and had to be purged periodically. Information leaks were quite 

common and Commission strategies and plans of action were often telegraphed. There was 

even a suspicious loss of several boxes of critical documents in the premises of a 

sequestered company. Finally, there was a serious problem of competence in financial 

matters; for instance, one fiscal agent diligently watched out for check withdrawals in a 

sequestered company but was unaware of outward telegraphic transfers occurring. With a 

budget of 200 pesos a day for each volunteer, the PCGG got exactly the service it paid for. 

3. The National Bureau of Investigation needed to quickly develop its expertise with the 

detection and investigation of white-collar crimes. Unfortunately, the PCGG did not have 

this resource available early on. As such, the PCGG had to develop its own in-house 

expertise while on the job over a number of years. There was some assistance provided by 

the US Federal Bureau of Investigation but this was necessarily limited considering the 

sensitivity of working hand-in-hand with a foreign government agency. Considering the 

fungible nature of funds and the relative ease in concealing the deposit trail, the PCGG was 

often always one or two steps behind its quarry. 

4. Finally, as the task became more daunting over the years, a sense of desperation started to 

engulf the PCGG leadership leading to a gradual abandonment of its self-imposed 

standards. There were those of us who believed that it mattered little if we recovered the 

ill-gotten wealth for as long as we send the major perpetrators to jail. To this idealistic 

minority, the more important role of the PCGG is not recovery but its second mandate of 

ensuring that the corruption and the plunder would never happen again. Sadly, 
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compromise and settlement became the order of the day. And alarmingly, these were being 

done without the requisites that Mrs. Aquino herself approved in the early days: 

a. Compromise was an option only with the least guilty of the defendants; 

b. There had to be an admission of guilt; 

c. There had to be full disclosure of the individual’s knowledge about Marcos’ assets 

and their involvement in their acquisition and concealment; 

d. There had to be a firm commitment to testify in the court cases as the 

government may pursue; and 

e. Continued immunity from prosecution is dependent on the full compliance with 

all these conditions. 

These were difficult conditions. One Marcos associate explained that if he spilled the beans, 

he would lose his entire circle of friends and become an outcast since he feared that he was 

never going to get accepted within the EDSA crowd. Clearly the government lacked not only 

a credible witness protection program but also a witness rehabilitation program. Another 

potential witness, a contractor for the National Power Corporation found it more 

convenient to leave the country for several months rather than be called as a witness. 

With the negotiations with cronies then only focused on the monetary aspects of recovery, we saw the 

gradual erosion of the PCGG’s moral ascendancy. 

What can we do today? 

If our people view the recovery of stolen money as the PCGG’s most important role, it is easy to be 

disheartened, disappointed and even disgusted. In 99 out of a hundred cases, the trail of money is 

already as cold and dead as a doornail in Siberia. The discouragement will lead to resignation and 

thereafter, forgetfulness will set in. 

I maintain that the more important task is to check economic plunder and keep would-be grafters at bay 

– with or without the PCGG. Apart from the courts of law, the theater of battle is wide and diverse. The 

cooperation between government and an alert citizenry is needed: 

1. Amendment of the Secrecy of Deposits Law. An important insight that I got in working with the 

US Attorney’s Office in New York while working on the trial of Imelda Marcos is that the law on 

the secrecy of deposits in the Philippines is far more draconian than Switzerland’s and hinders 

the legitimate prosecution of economic crimes. To explain this will require a forum in itself. 

Apart from the shady politicians, some banks also reject any modification of existing secrecy 

laws believing that this will only help kidnappers identify potential victims. This is a legitimate 

concern that needs to be considered in the proposed amendments but more than anything else 

should be addressed as a peace and order problem. 

2. Code of ethics for government and for professionals. One of the initiatives of the PCGG, 

together with then Senator Rene Saguisag was the passage of a Code of Ethics for government. 

How can this code be strictly observed? How can ethics come alive? Is there sufficient 
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information dissemination and education about this? The same questions might be asked about 

the Code of Ethics of various professional groups. 

3. Privatization and Regulation Policy. Much of the capability of crooks in government to extort 

money from private companies arises from the choke hold the government keeps over certain 

key economic activities either through regulation, franchising, monopoly or actual ownership of 

companies. There should be greater awareness and resolve to get government out of business. 

Instead, there should be vast improvement in regulation policy to encourage greater 

competition and discourage the predatory and anti-consumer activities of dominant companies 

in every industry. Monopolies are always lucrative targets for Marcos wannabes. 

4. Transparency and wider share ownership. The vulnerability of large family-owned businesses to 

duress was apparent during the Martial Law years. The family patriarch just had to be 

summoned to Malacanang to surrender a large bloc of shares in exchange for some government 

rent or favor. Accountability to third-party investors will not prevent but seriously discourage 

this. 

5. Transparency and government rules. Complicated government rules in the award of projects, 

belated disclosure of awards made, project delays and project overruns, even the significant 

rapid growth of local and foreign borrowings are tell-tale signs of corruption lurking in the 

shadows. Is there publication of say, the important details of the top twenty or thirty 

government projects every year? Is there a non-governmental watchdog for this? The absence 

of memory keeps us from being watchful of the different faces of corruption. 

6. Patronage politics. While there is a debate as to whether electoral reform requires a 

Constitutional amendment, there can be no debate that electoral reform itself is essential to 

neutralize the entrenched ways of patronage politics. I started out by saying that the stolen 

wealth of the Marcoses started to accumulate long before Martial Law was declared. It is in 

patronage politics that Marcos started and thrived. 

Conclusion 

Belinda Aquino, in her book Politics of Plunder poses the question: “How can one be sure that the 

charges of corruption leveled against Presidents are not politically motivated?” The lesson from our 

history under Marcos is that an activist citizenry is obliged to closely scrutinize and carefully evaluate the 

criticisms and accusations of corruption against Presidents – even those elected with wide popular 

mandates and even when it appears at first blush that the critics are irresponsible and abusive. Until 

such time that the reforms I mention today and the many more that will be raised in this forum on 

remembering and truth-telling, a truly democratic President – and one that can, over time, deserve the 

benefit of doubt – will understand and respect the healthy skepticism of the citizenry. It may cost the 

country and its democratic institutions dearly otherwise.  

Thank you. 


