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         Many of the Filipino veterans succumbed to old age and death without receiving anything for their military service. They and their families felt betrayed by the country they loved and believed in because of a few lawmakers who have placed this matter on the back-burner for too many years. Their delaying tactics included filibusters, employed effectively by Larry Craig as recently as a year ago, denying these veterans their just compensation merely because it was not for their home state and their immediate needs. These helpless veterans could not have done anything against them anyway; besides the latter was ignorant about the history of US involvement in Asia and its role as a Pacific power. It would have passed last year if Craig (of the MN airport men’s bathroom incident) didn’t block it. Honor, decency and keeping a promise be damned! 

         The bill will help 18k veterans (the remaining survivors) and their dependents which are set to receive $198 million in lump sum benefits as part of BHO’s $787 billion stimulus plan which passed Congress (2-14-09), which includes compensation for their military service. It provides a tax-free $15k check for those living in the US (6k of them) and $9k for those living somewhere else (12k). Section 1002 of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, a.k.a. stimulus bill, underscores the honor and dignity of Filipinos who fought side-by-side with Americans in the Pacific war. It is not much but it will put to rest any clamor against America’s amnesia to honor its promise. It corrects a 68-year injustice suffered by these veterans who lost benefits, such as healthcare, disability pensions and burial expenses from the 1946 Rescission Act of the US. The average age of the veterans is 85 and no fewer than 10 die every day due to old age and sickness. 

         PI was a US possession, bought from Spain for $20 million, until Tydings-McDuffie, also known as Philippine Independence Act, provided for its self-rule in 1946. It set up guidelines of a constitution for a 10-year transition period (Philippine Commonwealth) before granting independence in 1946. During this period, the US would keep military forces in PI; the US president was granted power to call into military service all military forces of the Philippine government; allowed maintenance of US naval forces until 1947; reclassified Filipinos as aliens for purposes of immigration to US with a quota of 50 immigrants per year. The string attached was important to the US as a Pacific power. PI was has a strategic location for the US naval fleet.

         At the beginning of the 20th century, there were talks in the US to absorb the islands (in the same way that it absorbed the Hawaiian Islands) to be part of the Union. It was a feasible proposal which attracted a lot of interest from both political parties. There were only two states which opposed it, e.g., UT because of its sugar beets industry, and LA because of its sugarcane industry. At that time, PI was already a sugar-producing source for many American and foreign businesses. Second, if it became a state of the Union, it would have been the largest, populated with brown people, which was not acceptable because of its obsession with race & color of skin. (For more details of this debate, read Proposals for the American Annexation of the Philippines: A Study of Dissenting Views, 1900-1935; 1974 doctoral dissertation of Rawlein G. Soberano, St. John’s University, New York)
Philippine independence came with numerous strings attached. The Bell Trade Act prohibited PI from manufacturing or selling any products that might compete with US-made products. It required revision of its constitution to grant US citizens and corporations equal access to Philippine minerals, forests and other natural resources. Asst. Secretary of State for Economic Affairs decried this law as “clearly inconsistent with our promise to grant PI genuine independence.” But the US Congress threatened to withdraw post-WW II rebuilding funds unless the Bell Act was ratified. The Philippine Congress was under the gun and obliged.
Pres. Harry Truman signed the Rescission Act which denied Filipino veterans equal status as American veterans, stripping the equal recognition, compensation and benefits. But he added, “These Filipino soldiers who swore an oath of allegiance to the US, fought side-by-side with American soldiers under the American flag. Despite their gallant effort, Congress still passed the Rescission Act which denied them their rightfully earned respect, benefits and honor.” We now close the book on what was once part of our empire-building goal.
