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An article in the local newspaper sparked action from the Concerned 
Citizens of Abra for Good Government (CCAGG),  a non-partisan group of 
individuals committed  to monitor public spending.  The news article, which 
was based on a government report,  praised the “20 Successful Infrastructure 
Projects in the Region”.   To the uninformed reader, this would seem like a 
piece of good news.  The CCAGG members, however, knew some of the 
projects had not even started yet.   Since 1987, the group began to actively 
mobilize community participation and the local media in monitoring 
government development programs .  CCAGG received training from the 
central planning agency, the National Economic Development Authority, as 
part of a  national policy to increase community participation in development 
programs .   Their exposure to infrastructure projects increased their k
of government contracting and project management.  
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In Abra, a province located in northern Philippines,  most major bridges 
are either damaged or unfinished.  The Abra River cuts through most of the 
province’s rugged terrain, making travel rough especially during the rainy 
season.   A motorized ferry service runs all day, even as late as midnight in 
some parts of the province.  “The ferries are a constant reminder that the 
bridges are sorely needed in Abra,” noted one investigative reporter.   Pura 
Sumangil, CCAGG head, confirmed the dire situation and said that “In the 
interiors, children have drowned because of the absence even of hanging 
bridges.”  So, a report that makes false claims about successful projects in a 
province where much public money has been poured in but with few tangible 
results can quickly trigger public outrage.  And it did.   

 
 In 1987, the CCAGG mounted their first investigation on the alleged 

‘successful’ projects of the Department of Public Works and Highways 
(DPWH).   The CCAGG collected all the necessary evidence – detailed 
documentation of the actual state of the projects, signed affidavits from 
residents of project areas, and photographs of the project sites. The group’s 
field visits were met with hostile reception.  Some members received 
anonymous threats and refused bribes.   Politicians intervened but CCAGG 
members persisted and were not intimidated.  They had support from various 
citizen groups, including the clergy of Abra and the business sector. The 
CCAGG investigation exposed the discrepancies and anomalies in the DPWH 
report.  They uncovered ‘ghost’ projects and unfinished bridges that have run 
out of funds.   The group filed an administrative case against 11 public works 
engineers, including the district engineer.   

 
An official government audit concurred with CCAGG’s findings and 

several officials were charged with corruption.  The lawyers of the government 
officials requested for leniency, and instead asked for official reprimands as 
form of punishment.  CCAGG members were outraged.  They mobilized p
opinion and citizens sent a barrage of angry telegrams to the Public Works 
Secretary and demanded more severe punishment for the convicted officials.
The citizens’ plea was heard and the Public Works Secretary conceded.  
result, 11 government officials were found guilty and were suspended from 
office. The Chief and the Deputy Chief Engineer of DPWH in Abra was also 
suspended and permanently debarred from serving in the province.   Afte
first CCAGG audit, the DPWH Regional Director issued a directive requiring 
that projects in Abra province be funded only  after they had obtained 
clearances from CCAGG.   

CCAGG has developed its own brand of monitoring government projects.
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Its members, comprising mainly of housewives, students, and out-of-school 
youth – observe road construction projects and report their findings to 
colleagues who are engineers and accountants.  These are the specialists who 
conduct detailed investigations on project sites and are equipped with 
monitoring kits –record books, measuring tapes, cameras, and voice recorders.  
The group uses government technical reference guides and official documents 
(approved plans, specifications, budgets and work programs) as benchmarks 
for determining gaps in the implementation of infrastructure projects.  They 
watch for evidence of corruption or poor performance, use of sub-standard 
materials in road construction projects or fraud in contracting procedures.  If 
the audit identifies problems with the project, a detailed report is submitted to 
the relevant government officials along with specific demands for corrective 
action.  In one project, CCAGG found evidence of substandard materials used 
and improper road preparation.  In another project, CCAGG found overbilling 
for construction materials.  In both cases, the problems were rectified at the 
contractors’ expense. 

The media plays a crucial role in disseminating the results of CCAGG 
investigations and in influencing public opinion.  Although CCAGG’s 
exemplary work has gained national attention, the group mainly engages the 
local media.  It has a weekly primetime Sunday radio program called 
Allangungan  which means “Echoes”.   Once CCAGG receives the list of 
projects in Abra, they go on the air to broadcast the information and 
disseminate details of the projects,  its costs, the implementing agency, and key 
targets.  The program is replayed each Wednesday giving it double exposure 
for increased viewership.  The coverage area is wide, reaching four other 
provinces.   

 
CCAGG has forged partnerships with public agencies and other 

organizations in strengthening accountability.  In 2000, the group became the 
NGO partner in the participatory audit pilot of the Commission on Audit 
(COA) and the UNDP.  Despite the successful pilot, however, the new COA 
administration declared other priorities and discontinued participatory audits.  
Through DPWH appointment,  CCAGG members participate as observers in 
the Prebid and Awards Committee to help monitor transparency in the bidding 
process.  Across the NGO community, CCAGG joined the Transparency and 
Accountability Network to broaden its links with other national partners.  In 
2003, the Northern Luzon Coalition for Good Governance, a network of  
parish-based social action groups, was established with CCAGG at the helm.   
CCAGG has been successfully replicated in other provinces, covering 15 out o
79 provinces.  While CCAGG has gained widespread public attention, it 
recognizes the importance of strategic partnerships with broad-based networks 
to amplify citizen voice and influence policy dialogue and debate at the 
national level. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  Adapted from International Budget Project (2007), Transparency International 
(2005),  Public Affairs Foundation, Sirker, Cosic (2007), Rimban, PCIJ (2000) 
 

 

Questions for participants: 

 

1. How was information 
accessed? 

 
2. How was public opinion 

mobilized to strengthen 
citizen voice? 

 
3. How did they use the 

power of the media? 
 

4. What are the relevant 
lessons of experience?   

 

 

2 


