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Information Through the
FOI Program
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Back

ground
The Government of
the Philippines (GOP)
operationalised people’s
access to information
through Executive Order
(EO) Number 2 signed by
the President in July 2016. While
covering only the executive branch of the
government, it allowed different users,
currently numbering 17,696 (as of January
2020 statistics), access to key government
information, managed through a program
team housed under the Presidential
Communications Operations Office
(PCOO).

At the same time, the Philippine government
maintains an open data portal but this
initiative has stagnated since 2017.
Previously available contracting data can no
longer be found in the portal. Currently, the
only recourse for researchers and journalists
to access contracting data is through the FOI
mechanism. To know how this mechanism
can be maximised to answer critical
questions on public contracts is essential.
Step Up Consulting, with the support of
HIVOS, and in partnership with the FOI Project Management Office (FOI-PMO) of
the GOP, conducted a research in 2019 to
answer the following questions:
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a. What are the barriers that make the
provision of contracting data difficult to
FOI requesters?
b. What are the gaps in data management
systems and agency processes that
hinder the provision of contracting data
to potential users?
c. What opportunities are available to
improve people’s access to contracting
data using the FOI mechanism?

quality in construction. As a result of
the decentralisation reform, DPWH is
responsible to plan, design, construct and
maintain public infrastructure, especially
national highways, ﬂood control and water
resources systems, and other public works
in accordance with national development
objectives.
DPWH is committed to transparency. It is one
of the agencies that has been recognised
annually by the FOI-PMO as the topperforming agency in the implementation
of the Freedom of Information mandate.
DPWH also proactively publishes crucial
information related to open contracting,
including the annual procurement plan of
the national office and its regional offices, as
well as the status of the implementation of
contracted works.

One of the agencies that the research
focused on was the Department of Public
Works and Highways (DPWH). DWPH
functions as the GOP’s engineering and
construction arm tasked to ensuring
the safety of all infrastructure facilities
and securing for all public works and
highways the highest efficiency and

Provision of

Contracting
Data to the Public
Based on DPWH’s records
of most frequently
requested data
assets, construction
project expenses and
infrastructure costs ranked

2nd and 3rd. Mr. Andro V. Santiago, FOI
receiving officer of DPWH national office,
mentioned that contracts and other related
infrastructure procurement documents are
on top of the list of requested documents,
both online and ofﬂine.
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DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS AND HIGHWAYS

ORGANIZATIONAL CHART

Per Department Order No. 113, s. 2018, dated
August 2, 2018 and Special Order No. 16, s. 2019
dated February 28, 2019
SECRETARY
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the Secretary &
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*

Attached Agencies and Corporation – Section 29 of Executive Ordeer No. 124, series of 1987.

**

The oversight functions over the Flood Control Management Cluster under the UPMO shall be
shared by the Undersecretaries for Regional Operations based on their areas of assignment with
the Undersecretary for UPMO Operations as defined in D.O. 87, s. 2016.

Figure 1. DPWH Organizational Structure
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Undersecretary for UPMO Operations &
Technical Services

Bureau of Quality
& Safety

procurement activities scheduled in their
Annual Procurement Plan (APP). The
Records Officers (RO) of these EU/IOs are
responsible for managing the contracting
data and information. Contracts are
systematically filed by the ROs using ISO
folders and labelling classification.

DPWH’s FOI function is lodged under
the Stakeholders’ Relations Service (see
Figure 1), headed by Mr. Santiago. The FOI
function seems to be a natural fit for this
office because it is the arm of the agency
which deals with different stakeholders –
from contractors, civil society organisations,
media, and even ordinary citizens. It
operates a hotline that receives complaints,
opinions, and sentiments of citizens. The
designated FOI decision-maker, however,
is Atty. Juan V. Talion, Jr., of the Complaints
and Investigation Division of DPWH’s legal
service. It is essential to point out, that
the FOI function does not belong to a
dedicated office but is nevertheless within
the supervision of the Undersecretary for
Support Services, Ardeliza Medenilla.

After the EU/IO has processed the data in
their desktops/laptop computers, these are
saved in their computers and in an external
hard drive as a back-up. When data needs
to be shared from one office to the other,
employees will use the DPWH Intranet for
file transfers.
Sharing data within the agency is being
practised. The requesting office needs
to submit a memo/request to the RO
which has custody of the records. If it is
an external request (e.g. requests coming
from a citizen, or a journalist, for example)
the process set out in DPWH’s Freedom
of Information People’s Manual shall be
followed1.

The organisational chart shows the
intricacies inherent in DPWH’s data
management structure. As can be inferred
from the organisational structure (see
Figure 1), it is significantly complicated. For
example, the originators of procurement
information exist across the organization
– procurement transactions are coming
from the central office, and the 19 different
regional offices, the latter having separate
and distinct district engineering offices that
are in control of procurement activities.
Thus, to be able to get access to contract
data related to a road works in a specific
area, one has to know which particular
engineering office is managing that
procurement.
End users/implementing offices (EU/IO)
are the ones who keep the records of the

1

5

http://www.dpwh.gov.ph/dpwh/files/transparency/FOI_Peoples_Manual.pdf

Performance
of DPWH so far
Two years ago, DPWH
was viewed as not very
responsive to information
requests, more
particularly those related
to contracting information.
Two studies, one from the
Ateneo School of Governance (ASOG),
and another from the Philippine Center
for Investigative Journalism, found that the
agency is not very receptive to information
requests.

other hand, commented that FOI requests
to DPWH were mostly successful, but took
longer to be resolved. This echoes the same
finding as that of the ASOG study.
Based on the most recent statistics of the
FOI-PMO (February 2020), the performance
of the agency has improved (see Figure 2).
Forty-one percent (41%) of the 725 requests
received were considered successful (i.e.
the information was provided or uploaded)
while the majority of the remaining requests
are awaiting response. The average
processing time is 13 days, which is a
significant improvement from previous
years. However, a large percentage of
ongoing requests are already beyond the
15-day response period.

The ASOG study (Cruz, et al. 20182) found
out that out of the 19 requests for feasibility
studies of projects that the National
Economic Development Authority (NEDA)
reported as complete with documents,
including feasibility studies, 100% of
these were not responded to within the 15
days required for by the Executive Order
and their own FOI manual. Although the
DPWH has not denied any of the requests,
they were sluggish to respond and did
not comply with the prescribed response
time. The PCIJ study (Ilagan 2018) on the
2

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3300597
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Figure 2. Status of FOI Requests (DPWH, online requests only, February 2020)

Challenges

in Providing Contracting

Information

to Users

Centralised versus decentralised
systems
Mr Santiago said that “We have 183 district
engineering offices and 16 regional
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offices and all these have Bids and Awards
Committee (BAC), so, how many projects
do you think they bid out every year? There
are many data handlers out there, but our
FOI request system is centralised so you’ll
need to submit the request to the central
office first before it gets processed.”

of a connected repository of different data
assets precludes efficient response to FOI
requests. As storage is maintained across
different operating units, the delays in
response to requests are brought about by
the lack of readily-available digital records,
which could have been avoided with a
distributed storage systems across different
locations, linked conveniently to each other.
DPWH, however, admits that they are
currently pursuing a digitisation program
for all of its records, at their data centre.
This would take a while given the volume of
documents that DPWH maintains. However,
digitising the files without a proper record
structure that links different data sets
relating to the same procurement activity
will not be useful for easy retrieval later on
when these are requested.

When the request is received, it is then
channeled to the appropriate office that
has the complete data requested by a user.
He, however, added that if the request is
made by a citizen manually to a particular
office that holds the data asset, then the FOI
receiving officers will be able to address
them outright. “Our FOI receiving officers
are trained how to handle these.”, he added.
In a separate interview with the Inquirer, Mr
Santiago however, also expressed difficulty
with a decentralised data and document
management system. When interviewed by
Philippine Daily Inquirer journalist about
the challenges in information disclosure,
he said that “One of the problems in our
agency is that there are different owners
of documents. In the planning stage, we
have the planning service that owns the
document and separately keeps the file.”
There is not yet a system within the agency
that would allow a real-time document
retrieval for all information relating to one
particular contract.

For example, in the PCIJ 2018 study, the
authors note that record organisation in the
DPWH website is done on a transactional
basis ; planning documents are published
entirely independent from the others,
like contract or progress monitoring. In
this case, when one needs to compile all
documents related to one contract, it will
come from different pages or repositories
in its website. Based on our analysis, this
is because each of these transactions is
handled by one department or unit that
keeps its own records and subsequently
publishes them. Linking one document to
another has been a significant weakness for
DPWH.

Data storage and formats
Data storage is decentralised and in a lot of
cases, not in digital formats. In some areas,
there are no scanners, and in others, there
is a lack of storage capacity. The absence
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Opportunities
for Improvement

DPWH’s data and
information disclosure
problems are good
problems – they can
be solved. First, data is
available, and while they
are located across different
offices and are in the hands of various
stakeholders, they can be sourced. Second,
the challenges are mainly systems-related.
While, lack of standards in the storage
and management of data assets are
huge challenges, there are technical fixes
available to solve these problems. Third,
there is a strong commitment on the part
of the agency to strengthen its information
disclosure practices and while there are
several weaknesses, the desire and will to
disclose data and information is there.

Thus, the major challenge is how DPWH
will be able to get past these system
challenges. It is important to note that
this problem is not unique to DPWH only,
highlighting the need not only for a wholeof-agency, but a whole-of-government
approach in dealing with data management
problems. Without a good data
management system, the FOI mechanism
as a way for citizens to access contracting
information, will be less effective.
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This case study is written by Michael Canares,
research lead of the FOI Research Program,
a research project funded by HIVOS and
implemented in partnership with the FOI-Project
Management Office of the Government of the
Philippines. For more details about the research,
please visit https://foi-research.com/.
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