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1. The Philippines has been described as the text-messaging capital of the world.  In 2001 the Office of the Deputy Ombudsman for Mindanao in the Southern Philippines introduced text-messaging as a channel by which citizens could report poor service and suspected corrupt activity by government officials.  The system is well-used, gets good results, is easy to run and is considered cost-effective.  Such systems are being adopted elsewhere and the benefits found from the early of their use in Mindanao may help and encourage others.
The context
2. There is good reason for Filipino enthusiasm for text messaging.  The country has over 7,000 islands and rough terrain in some places that makes land travel difficult (and telephone landlines difficult to lay).  Mobile phones offer easy communication and texting is cheap.  Among young people ‘txtng’ is a preferred and frequent method of communication, and in the Philippines a high proportion of the population is young.  Mindanao, the second largest island in the Republic of the Philippines, has about 17 million of the country’s 90 million population.  It has five of the country’s 17 Regional Governments and an additional ‘Autonomous Region of Mindanao’.   In Mindanao there have been areas of military or terrorist activity from time to time that add to the difficulties of travel and landline communication – and make the use of mobile phones especially appropriate.  
3. Poor and corrupt service by governments is a problem everywhere.  Corruption, carelessness and incompetence in public service hurt citizens and destroy trust.  (As do also bad policies and bad management.)  It is alleged that corruption helped sustain conflict for many years in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka.  Corruption is often an invisible, secret crime in which two or more people collude to get unfair advantages for themselves of which their victims may not be aware.  That makes it difficult to investigate corrupt activities and anti-corruption organisations world-over encourage the public to report evidence or suspicion of corruption.  There is a risk of malicious reports (one person may allege falsely, for example, that another has acted corruptly because they hope that person’s suspension or dismissal will hasten their promotion).  Reports are not evidence: they give reason for investigation not for action or mistrust.

4. In the Philippines it is widely believed that corruption flourished under successive periods of Spanish, American and Japanese rule, and that it remains a major problem despite the passage of anti-corruption laws, the establishment of several anti-corruption agencies and the formulation of anti-corruption programmes.  Two presidents have been removed from office for alleged corruption and massive enrichment, one in 1975 and one in 2001.  Other political leaders, private contractors and bureaucrats have been accused of acting corruptly.  

5. The Ombudsman’s Office in the Philippines has a mandate to protect citizens from incompetent or unfair service from the Government and its administration, to prevent corruption in Government service and to investigate suspected corruption and prosecute those thought to have acted corruptly.  Cases concerned with major levels of corrupt activity are heard in a special court.  The Office of the Deputy Ombudsman for Mindanao is located in Davao.
The textphone reporting system
6. In March 2006
 those operating the system in Davao described to a visitor – Denis Osborne – the work of the Deputy Ombudsman’s Office for Mindanao and their experience of receiving text message reports.  The Office has a staff of 86 and jurisdiction over about 320,000 public servants.  Its Public Assistance Unit has 8 staff who respond to all requests for assistance from the public.  (Other staff work as ‘resident ombudsmen’ within government agencies, investigate alleged maladministration and corrupt activities, conduct lifestyle checks, lead value-formation seminars and broadcast weekly reports on public service radio.)  Staff in the Public Assistance Unit have responsibilities that rotate on different days between meeting walk-in clients at the front desk, answering requests for assistance by telephone and responding to reports coming by text message to two mobile phones on different networks.  The ‘text-officer’ of the day also attends to any e-mail requests received.  In February 2006 the Office received 153 reports from people walking in, 63 by voice telephone and 167 by text message.  
The benefits
7. Staff of the Public Assistance Unit spoke with enthusiasm about text-message reporting and are thrilled by the evidence of benefits it has brought to the public.  They described, as examples resulting from text-message reporting, subsequent messages of thanks from people who received their pension (with back payments) after it had been wrongly withheld, of corrupt acts uncovered and those who committed them disciplined or prosecuted, and of corrupt acts prevented.  One spoke of a text report that a construction contractor was having bags of cement diverted from road-building for use in building the director’s private house, the number of bags on the road site being depleted without further building of the road.  Investigators were sent to count the bags (and to do so conspicuously) after which no more were diverted and the road completed to the intended length and standard.  An accumulation of many such seemingly trivial incidents can bring substantial benefit to citizens and build trust in the Office of the Ombudsman and in Government more generally.  Written records showed reports of delayed consideration of job applications attributed to corruption, delays in getting help from a midwife, wrong deductions from salary and the alleged unexplained wealth of a municipal engineer.

8. The Ombudsman’s Office in Mindanao uses text-messaging to complement other methods for reporting Government maladministration and suspected corruption.  Text-message reporting is especially appropriate in Mindanao, the second largest island in the Republic of the Philippines.  Even without the communications difficulties caused by conflict, travel by land or sea from some other cities in Mindanao to Davao could take two days each way.  For many others a return journey in one day could be difficult.  But texting as a channel for reporting offers comparative advantages that may be relevant anywhere.  
The use of text messaging elsewhere
9. Sending texts costs less than making voice calls.  It is quicker and much easier than travelling to report complaints or concerns in person.  Sending texts gives a greater sense of confidentiality than voice calls that may be overheard or visits that might be observed, despite the fact that the origin of text messages can be traced.  Senders may feel it requires less formality than writing letters.  If senders feel strong emotions about some injustice suffered they may be able to make text messages more considered and coherent than spoken reports.  With text messages callers are seldom confronted with an engaged signal or an answerphone.   Many seem more embarrassed and frustrated about having a spoken complaint recorded than a text message stored.  It seems that this has led several citizens to report their concerns and suspicions by text when they would not have done so by other means.
10. Receiving text messages has its advantages too over meeting callers or taking voice calls by phone.  Calls arriving outside working hours can be given an automatic response indicating receipt and promising attention next working day – a promise that must be kept by a tailored confirmatory text if public confidence is to be sustained, but that still allows a little time for consultation before a response is given.  That avoids the delay or disappointment when somebody is told ‘we will call you back’. (By contrast providing a 24-hour personal response for a voice hotline is expensive.)  Initial contact by text does not exclude the possibility of a follow-up conversation or visit if the sender is assured that the issue raised is within the responsibilities of the Ombudsman and convinced that it will receive serious attention.  On some issues the sender may need to file a sworn complaint and be told of the specific legal requirements for filing such complaints, and arrangements for this may be communicated by text or in person. 


11. Thus ‘texting’ has advantages over other methods of communication for both those sending and those receiving complaints or reports of suspected corruption.  There have been press reports of its use by police forces in several places to get reports of specific types of crime, especially theft and causing a public nuisance.  It merits consideration for governance issues more widely.  In the Philippines the Office of the Ombudsman has a mandate to investigate maladministration and suspected corruption by Government officials, but the method can be used in the private as well as the public sector – to monitor complaints of poor service and allegations of corrupt activity in companies, non-governmental (non-profit) organisations and by appointed public servants and elected politicians.  The initiative may be taken by an ombudsman or an anti-corruption organisation, or by a private company or an individual government department.   Success appears more likely when the availability of the system is widely known – the textphone number advertised generally and at key points of contact – and when those making reports get a response that indicates clearly that their message has been read and considered.  A response and assurance of follow-up investigations has been found (for reports by telephone about corruption) to encourage those making reports to give further details of the alleged problem and sometimes to follow seemingly trivial reports with others about more serious concerns
.  The use of texting and other reporting systems may be further encouraged if there are occasional press releases about the statistics of reports received and action taken in consequence, without revealing details of individual cases.  
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