Arroyo wins Toronto vote

Final tally in Toronto: Arroyo–156; Roco–84; Villanueva–48; Poe–38; Lacson–22

By Marlou S. Tiro
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TORONTO–For the first time in Philippine history, Filipino citizens living in Ontario were able to exercise their right to vote during the May 10, 2004 Philippine presidential elections. Held at the Philippine Consulate on Eglington Avenue West, 355 voters out of 734 registrants were able to meet the deadline that was set at 3:00 a.m. (Canada time). 

So far, according to an unofficial vote count, President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo obtained the highest number of votes (156) followed by Raul Roco (84), Ed Villanueva (48), Fernando Poe Jr (40) and Panfilo Lacson (22). Noli de Castro obtained 153 votes for  vice president position followed by Loren Legarda (126), Herminio Aquino (54) and Rodlofo Pajo (1). 

The top twelve Senatorial candidates are: 

• Richard Gordon (224)

• Alfredo Lim (222)

• Aquilino Pimentel Jr. (196)

• Mar Manuel Roxas (195)

• Rodolfo Biazon (190) 

• Orly Mercado (188) 

• Heherson Alvarez (183)

• Robert Barbers (183)

• Ernesto Herrera (150)

• Francisco Tatad (145)

•  Perfecto Yasay Jr (140) 

• Miriam Defensor Santiago (137)

Finally, Party-list candidates Migrante (Migrante Sectoral Party of Overseas Filipinos and Their Families), CIBAC (Citizens Battle Against Corruption) and GABRIELA (Gabriela Women’s Party) garnered 70, 26 and 16 votes, respectively. 

There were still some registrants who were hoping to meet the deadline. On Sunday (May 9) at 3:00 p.m., for instance, three ladies rushed to the Consulate to cast their vote. “I thought I could not make it.” said Nette Lagman, a caregiver based in Toronto. “According to the post office, if I mail it now, it would not reach the Consulate by 3:00 a.m., May 10. So I have to come here. Who knows, my vote might be the breaking number.”

Philippine Consulate officials described Toronto’s election as quiet and smooth. The election proceedings took place in the presence of some Filipino community members and media. Joyce Jimenez of the Alyansa ng Paga-Asa, a group that supports presidential candidate Raul Roco was the only poll watcher who attended the historic event. One staff of the Consulate expressed her disappointment, saying, “there were plenty of media passes issued but only few came. Members of various Filipino organizations were also invited but only few came. Perhaps their interest to witness such special event has been hampered by this unholy time and weather conditions.”

Julius D. Torres, chairman of the Special Board of Election Inspectors (SBEI) braved the long sleepless hours re-checking the validity of questionable ballots and painstakingly reading each accomplished vote form during the tally session. Prior to the tally reading, Torres’s team took three hours transferring the valid ballots to the main ballot box, re-checking it and opening the envelopes. Arnel D. Luna and Dexter Macaraig ticked the tally sheets while Torres read the names on the ballot sheet. Finally, at 5: 55 a.m., counting began amidst the cheers and applause of the visitors who were so anxious for the main event to take place. In fact, some have already drowsed off from their chairs while some took several trips to the coffee corner. As of 10:55 a.m., counting still continued that lasted up to 6:00 p.m.. Twenty-one ballots were also received within this time but were considered invalid.

Absentee voting in Canada is done by mailing the ballots. The absentee voters received their ballots in a special envelope sent by the Consulate. Also enclosed were voting instructions, paper seals and a certified list of candidates. The ballots are filled out, the envelopes sealed, signed and sent back by mail to the Consulate. 
There are two envelopes  sent to voters. Envelope 2 contains all the forms to be duly filled. It is then placed inside Envelope 1 marked as “outer envelope” where the signature and serial number are visible. The voter also needs to affix his or her right thumb mark. When the Consulate received the envelope, it is re-checked for validity; that is, if the voter’s signature matches the signature on the list of  registered voters. It is then stamped with the date  and time received and then placed inside the “Valid Ballot Box” or the receptacle box. The Special Ballot Reception and Custody Group (SBRCG) administers receipt procedures.

If the voter’s envelope is in question, it is placed inside the questionable receptacle box marked “Invalid ballots” where the SBEI will decide later its validity. As per the Commission on Elections instruction to voters, ballots are invalid if (1) voters used another envelope other than the official envelope;(2) there is no thumb mark in the ballot coupon; (3) there is no signature in  the space provided in envelope 1 and (4) ballots were received after 3:00 a.m. ( Canada time).

On May 10, seven ballots were inside the questionable receptacles but were later considered valid after a thorough examination. It is important to note that absentee voters (eligible voters who are Filipino citizens living or working outside the country) were required to register from August 1, 2003 up to September 30, 2003. The Philippine Commission of Elections (Comelec) then submitted all qualified registrants to the Philippine Consulate in Toronto. 

While voting by mail has been considered by the Philippine government as the more convenient method for the absentee voters in Canada, turnout was still  very low. Only 734 Filipinos in Toronto registered as absentee voters and only 350 cast their ballots. 
Early on, the Philippine government assured its voters of a tightly secured election process. According to Indhira Banares, Vice Consul and Chairman of the Special Ballot Reception and Custody Group (SBRCG), “we have assured our voters of a safe and honest  election.” The office of Banares has been designated as the most tightly secured place in the Consulate.  Only Banares and her team, Armi Santos and Emma  Manrique can enter the office with a specially designed access card. 

Consul General Alejandro Mosquera left Toronto on May  10 for Ottawa where he would get the  rest of the election results in Canada. He will personally deliver the results to the Comelec  headquarters in Manila.
