Filipina elected Manitoba member of parliament

‘Strange’ race sweeps Flor to power

By Hermie Garcia

The Philippine Reporter

Flor Marcelino, editor of Winnipeg-based The Philippine Times, has won a seat in the Manitoba parliament, with a total number of votes higher than the combined votes of her four opponents.

Born in the Philippines and has settled in her riding of Wellington, Winnipeg, with her husband Orlando and three daughters and two sons, Marcelino is the first woman of color to be elected to Manitoba’s provincial parliament. She is also the first Filipino-Canadian woman  to win an elective position in a provincial election in Canada.

Accomplishing these firsts, however, is not the story political observers and the media in Winnipeg are talking about. The buzz is swirling around her big victory, having only two weeks’ time to campaign before the May 22 election, and the story behind her appointment to the New Democratic Party’s ticket.

Marcelino, who has been editor of her paper for 12 years and active in church volunteer work, told The Philippine Reporter that running for a public office was never in her mind. “I’m a political person but running for election? Never did it occur to me that I would run for a public office,” Marcelino said in a phone interview.

“Nananahimik ako sa tindahan nang may isang kaibigan na tumawag sa akin. Huwag daw ako aalis at gusto akong kausapin ng ilang leaders ng NDP. (I was working quietly in the store when a friend called me. He said I should stay put because the some leadeers of NDP wanted to talk to me.),” she recalled.

That was when she was approached to run as official candidate of the NDP, the party in power in the province, for the Wellington, Winnipeg riding. The official party candidate, Angie Ramos, had withdrawn due to health reasons. Marcelino was not prepared for this big surprise in her life. She needed time to consider it and consult her family. 

That was on  a Wednesday (May 2).  The election was scheduled for May 22. After a few days of consultations with family and close friends and after having seen a greater opportunity to practice her motto of “serving the people” and her “passion for social justice and human rights,” she went for it. 

Her big victory surprised many due to her being a political neophyte and the odds that she faced. A story in the Winnipeg Free Press website called the battle for the Wellington riding “one of the election’s strangest races.”
The incumbent MLA, Conrad Santos, was serving his second term in the constituency since 1999. He won the previous elections as NDP candidate but did not seek the party nomination this time and is running as an independent candidate. A major reason was that party members had alleged some of his party supporters did not pay for their membership dues themselves.

According to a story in WinnipegFirst.ca, Santos resigned from NDP “amid a nomination scandal that saw him accused of signing up party members without consent.”

Another candidate, Joe Chan, was in the running for the NDP nomination too but was not nominated due to his non-disclosure of an information about his previous business. 

A computer company and a business partner of Chan were charged with posting child pornography on a website in 2001. Chan was not charged and resigned from the company which was fined $10,000 in October of that year, according to the CBC News website.

What strikes many observers as strange is the fact that the five candidates, three from the opposing political parties, NDP, Liberal and Progressive Conservative, and two independents, have close ties with the local Filipino community or its leaders.
Flor Marcelino, the big winner, is a Filipino from Lucena City, Quezon, where she graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree, major in English (Cum Laude). also a Filipino Canadian.

Rhonda Gordon Powers, the Liberal candidate, enjoyed the solid support of Dr. Rey Pagtakhan who himself was a Member of Parliament and served in the Cabinet of former Prime Minister Jean Chretien.  Although Powers does not hail from the Philippines, Pagtakhan’s support for her drew votes from the local Filipino community.

Following is the official count after the voting:

Marcelino (NDP)

2,291

Powers (Liberal)
 
718

Tomas (PC)

 
570

Chan (Ind.)

 
501

Santos (Ind.)

  
183

Wellington has a disproportionately large Filipino population. Marcelino estimates that about 30 to 35 percent of the registered voters are from the Filipino community. Other visible ethnic groups are Portuguese and Polish.

Marcelino, one week after her victory, is still excited with the experience. What surprised her was the overwhelming support she received from friends and followers. She had more than 100 volunteers on the first weekend of the campaign and some of them came from other ridings. “I didn’t have the money for the campaign but I have lots of friends who helped,” she said.
She said that during the campaign she felt right away that the poor and the low-income groups and the lower middle class were inclined to vote NDP. Wellington has a large inner city and NDP has dominated the local elections for many years.

Two days after the election, she attended a community event attended by Aboriginal people. And she said it was not an unusual activity for her. Later she received a note from the Minister of Immigration saying that people were pleasantly surprised to see her in that event. “They haven’t seen an MLA for years,” she said.

She had a meeting recently with NDP Leader and Manitoba Premier Gary Doer where she expressed her sentiments as a new MLA. “I didn’t ask for this,” she told the Premier. “I’m willing to serve Wellington. In the past two terms we failed the people. We can replicate the Rossbrooke House (a model community centre). You have a 60 million promise to build community centres. I will hold you on your word for that.”

