MOVIE REVIEW: ‘KUBRADOR (The Bet Collector)’
Tough jueteng luck
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TORONTO–The number 13 reminds her of bad omen. 29 signifies death. 5 is an innocent child. 18 cleverly brings to mind testicles.

As a combination 13-24 or 5-18, it could bring a good fortune. Place a bet and find out soon if your numbers would yield bane or boon. But if you’re doomed, you could simply utter: “Anak ng Jueteng.”

This is the kind of game that Amy (Gina Pareño) plays in “Kubrador (The Bet Collector),” one of the two Filipino entries to this year’s Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF).

The low-budgeted docu-feature movie directed by Manila-born Jeffrey Jeturian follows the daily adventure on the city’s dark alleys of a middle-aged female kubrador who profits on her natural charm and loquacity in bet collection.

While betting is illegal, Amy can cast a spell on local police (who are also crazy over jueteng) to allow her to perform her street profession that is as old as Philippine history. The numbers game can be dated back as far as the country’s Spanish regime in 1500s. Pervasive poverty draws downtrodden Filipinos into this type of gambling hoping to win a wee fortune in a less difficult way. “Bet Collector” leaves a strong statement that the scheme makes the powerful (crooked politicians, businessmen and church priests) richer and the lowly jueteng players poorer. Government and church leaders regularly receive residual income from operators  who impose this forbidden diversion a part of the everyday lives of the impoverished. A small-time kubrador like Amy takes home a mere P50 a day while the top cohort racks up at least P300,000. Winners’ prize depends on how big their bets are.
This down-to-earth theme is humbly presented through an HDV camera. It vividly captures Amy’s three rough working days and a holiday celebrating “All Saints’ Day” when her visit to her soldier-son’s grave at the congested Manila North Cemetery, as tough luck has it, involves her in a bloody traffic altercation.

Pareño, the sole professional actress, is the perfect choice for the character Amy. Her portrayal overshadows the scrubby setting and modest production. Famous television director Johnny Manahan, the kind-hearted jueteng treasurer, offers a noteworthy cameo role. 

The simple storytelling is actually valuable in the global market. It has so far won the prestigious FIPRESCI award at Moscow International Film Festival in Russia as well as Best Picture and Best Actress at Osian-Cinefan International Film Festival in New Delhi, India. It has been invited to international film festivals in Canada (Toronto and Vancouver), Turkey, Korea, the U.K., Hawaii, Brazil, Greece, Belgium, France, Italy, Spain, the U.S. and Thailand.
At TIFF, “Bet Collector” premiered last September 8 at the Varsity Theatre. Other screening schedules were September 10 at Cumberland and September 15 at Varsity.

A University of the Philippines graduate, director Jeturian is an expert in producing less elaborate and extravagant motion pictures that earn both commercial and critical success. His debut film “Enter Love-Sana Pag-Ibig Na” (1998) was completed in a meager budget of US $50,000. The drama concerning a mistress and her deceased lover’s son scored a box-office hit and kudos from Filipino critics.
His next opus “Fetch a Pail of Water-Pila Balde,” (1999) narrating the slum dwellers’ daily struggle, lured long lines to local theaters and garnered the NETPAC Jury Award at the First Cinemanila International Film Festival in 1999 and Gold Award at the 2000 Worldfest International Film Festival in Houston, Texas.
He also brought “Larger Than Life-Tuhog” (2001); “Bridal Shower” (2004) and “Bikini Open” (2005). His projects capitalized on the financial scarcity of hapless Filipinos and substantial power of wicked politicians and vicious church leaders as well as their wealth amassed from illegal trades.  

However dirty jueteng is, the “Bet Collector” exudes benevolence as Amy zealously helps the parish priest in alms collection for the funeral of a neighbor, a fresh nursing graduate who is a victim of a hit and run. Seemingly playing heroine a la Robin Hood, Amy gathers donations or “abuloy” at the same time rounds up bets in the neighborhood.
Her spirits remain high despite the harsh realities surrounding her. Like most Filipinos, Amy perpetually relies on God’s unseen intervention and limited opportunities like jueteng to be bailed out of poverty.

But to many, jueteng luck is apparently as slippery as the controller of the game as its big fish is hard to catch.
