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	Just like Christmas, the 2004 May Election is fast-approaching, bringing feelings of excitement and fear to many Filipino citizens. But unlike Christmas, the upcoming May Election spells a lot MORE preparation and cooperation from the people, political parties, and also, the COMELEC (Commission on Election) in order to come up with an ideal, smooth-sailing election process.





	The May election is an important event that the people look forward to because it serves as a chance for them to select their own candidates as the future leaders of the country. Candidates who may set and execute priorities that may be for the advancement of the country’s situation, or if not, their own personal interests. 





	And because of the financial benefits and political clout accompanied in high government positions such as Vice-President and President, it is possible that supporters of a candidate might exhaust all the means (sometimes illegal) only for their mate to hag the majority of the public’s votes. Issues such as this and a lot more arise time and again every nearing election. Hence, it is an imperative for the voting public, especially the youth to be aware of the preparations of the Commission on Elections in solving election anomalies and also what UP Diliman students think of these.  





COMELEC Preparations. “With great power, comes great responsibility”





	On the part of the COMELEC, the government agency which is in charge of election-related matters like the registration and counting of ballots, it currently does necessary preparations for ensuring an accurate, efficient and secure electoral process. The means to attain such goals are addressed to their move to computerize the system of elections. 


	Just recently, the COMELEC underwent a “digital” registration from August - November 2003, wherein the fingerprint, signature and photo of a voter are taken through the use of digital equipment and are uploaded in the computer along with other personal information about the voter. The software used exclusively by the COMELEC to review a voter’s profile is programmed to reject identical fingerprints. This is to eliminate the so-called “double” or “multiple” votes.


	In terms of the preparations being undertaken by the COMELEC at present, Atty. Ferdie Rafanan, COMELEC Director IV of Education and Information, answers some of the issues confronting the new computerized electoral system of the COMELEC.





Question: Now that the registration and validation of voters have been done, what else are the steps taken right now by the COMELEC for the elections?





Atty Rafanan: We are now coming up with resolutions that will put in place everything that must be done. The working committees have just been established and the membership of these committees are being constituted. The software for the automated [counting machine] is just being finalized. 





Questions: What are the step-by-step guidelines in voting? Are these already available for the voters?





Atty. Rafanan: The guidelines or general instructions for voters are still being discussed. We are still waiting for the resolution that will give us the final procedure.





Question: How does the “computerized” system operate during the election itself? Will the casting of vote be done using a computer as well?





Atty. Rafanan: No. The casting of vote will be done in the old [manual] procedure. It is done by shading the oval corresponding to the candidate. It is computerized in the sense that the voters’ list is in the computer and the print-out of list came out from our computer. 





Question: How does the COMELEC plan to solve the issue of “flying voters” now that the system is computerized?





Atty. Rafanan: We have already identified the voters who registered more than once. We know where they registered the first time and also where they registered the second time. We are causing the invalidation of the second registration by removing their names on the second list and at the same time, punish those registrants.





Question: How about the counting of ballots? Will that be done using a machine?





Atty. Rafanan: Yes. We call this machine the automated counting machine. This machine will replace the board of election tellers. The board of election tellers consists of three (3) teachers and they used to count the ballots. This time, we will no longer avail their services because this can be done by the machine at a speed of 50 ballots per minute. 





Question: Do you have enough machines for every province or municipality?





Atty. Rafanan: The automated counting machine will be assigned around to 16,000 up to 20,000 per one voter. The ratio is 1:16,000 for every city or municipality. But in cities with higher voting population, there will be more automated counting machine. This number of ballots is within the capacity of the counting machine. With that ratio, the machine can finish counting [the ballots] in 7 hours or less. Not only that, these counting machines will be guarded and supervised by election officers, watchers and political parties. The counting itself is open to the public.





Questions: How about the transferring of files during the election day? What is the process?





Atty. Rafanan: After the automated counting machine has counted the ballots, it will print the results. This is the election return and stored also in a compact disc. This CD is taken out before the watchers and the public then taken to a nearby computer in the same room. This computer is connected to a VSAT or satellite and then the result in the CD will be transmitted to the provincial counting center and simultaneously to the national canvassing center. 


	The election returns however will be transported physically. However, ahead of the transferring of the physical data, there is already a prior electronic transfer so no matter what happens to this physical transport, there has been prior transmission of results and there will be printout also. 





Question: Is it possible to penetrate or intercept the files of the COMELEC now that the computers are interconnected?





Atty. Rafanan: No. There is no possibility because the automated counting machines are not going to be networked. They are stand-alone machines. Even the computers connected to the satellite that will transmit the result to provincial counting centers and canvassing center, are not networked also. And simply because they are not networked, they cannot be hacked. It is impossible to hack them. 





Question: How about the possibility of a brownout? How will the COMELEC resolve this problem?





Atty. Rafanan: The COMELEC will use generators that are on a standby-mode in case of a brown-out. This will serve as the power supply of the counting machines.





Question: What is your message to the youth who are first-time voters this elections? 





Atty. Rafanan: I can say that they should not worry about the elections. I see that the coming elections will be peaceful and triumphant. I can see that the youth will be very happy that the results are known in less than a day and about a matter of about 3 - 4 days, it is all over. In terms of voting, I can say that youth fulfills a great role this upcoming elections. They are the ones who have pure and idealistic thouhts. It is best to stick to that mentality of idealism by voting responsibly, by choosing a candidate with more than an iota of credibility and competence to rule the country. 














