500,000 party at spruced up Rizal Park
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MANILA, Philippines—About half a million revelers jumped to their feet, cheered, clapped, blew on toy horns and threw confetti as multicolored fireworks lit up the sky over the Rizal Park in the first ever New Year countdown held at the metropolis’ biggest recreational area.
The show lasted for about three minutes, but people showed no sign of leaving for some time after the countdown as other fireworks displays were set off in surrounding areas. Families spread blankets on the grass where they laid out their “media noche” (midnight meal).
The celebrations had begun even earlier, when the Lady Valerie Orchestra began playing at about 9 p.m., prompting people to get up and dance. The program’s hosts initiated parlor games to entertain the crowd.
“I hope this change in the Luneta is the beginning of change in all of us,” said television host Leila Chikadora who led the 10-second countdown.
Changes afoot
The New Year countdown is only the latest of the changes in the somewhat neglected Rizal Park. The renovations that began last December have renewed public interest in the park.
The park has attracted more than 2 million visitors since Christmas Eve, averaging 50,000 to 100,000 a day, said Kenneth Montegrande, chief of the Media Information Bureau of the National Parks and Development Committee (NDPC), which hosted the countdown party.
One of the main attractions apparently is the new Musical Dancing Fountain at the 21,950-square-meter Central Lagoon, where the stage had been set up.
The installation includes a multicolored peacock tail-shaped fountain, on which movies or images are projected; synchronized dancing fountains; and an 88-feet laser jet fountain. It is set to be completed next March, according to NPDC executive director Juliet Villegas.
Also attracting renewed visitor interest is the Children’s Playground which, after some repainting and cleanup, was able to take in P300,000 in gate receipts on Christmas Day alone.
“We are looking for visitor increase not just in number but in category. We want to attract Filipinos across ages and economic classes. Now you can even see people with high-end cars parking around the area,” Villegas said.
Changed visitor attitude
The renovations seem to have affected visitor attitude as well. For a pay-free event, the New Year countdown was actually quite peaceful.
“The park is now quite lovely,” said Amelia Caraig, 47, who for 10 years went to Rizal Park to pick up trash to sell, or for a place to sleep for the night.
“Before, when there was an event, there would be fights and brawls. Now, people are so well behaved,” she said.
In her 10 years of frequenting the park, Caraig said Friday night was the first time she saw a public event attracting that many people with everyone so obviously having fun.
No untoward incidents were reported. Alcoholic drinks, firecrackers and deadly weapons were confiscated at the entrances. The NPDC’s security was augmented by units from the Manila Police District, the Philippine National Police, the Armed Forces and the barangays (villages) around the park.
Police-assistance desks and a first-aid station were set up, but were only kept busy reuniting missing children with their parents.
“The new attractions have regained the Filipinos’ confidence about going to the park. After all, how can we attract foreigners when we can’t even attract locals?” Montegrande said.
First in 20 years
It was the first time Leila Jopinillo, 48, a fruit vendor from Las Piñas, spent New Year’s Eve at the park with 10 family members. Her family attracted attention because of the wooden crib they brought along for their two toddlers.
“We came to try something new. It’s hazy and noisy in our neighborhood because of the firecrackers. It’s more fun here because of the many people, the lights, and the free fireworks show. We were able to save money,” she said.
According to Jopinillo, she hadn’t been to the Rizal Park in 20 years, and was quite impressed with the new attractions. If only the fireworks show could have been longer, she said with a laugh, as she and her family dug into their meal of spaghetti, mechado and leche flan.
Social return
Caraig and her family did not bring any food. She said she was just happy her family was complete, visiting the park purely for recreation.
“My only wish for the new year is that my children do not experience the difficulties that I did. With God’s help, our lives are changing,” said Caraig, her adopted son asleep in her arms.
With the help of a church group, Caraig last year left her life on the streets of Manila to move into her own house in Cabanatuan, Nueva Ecija. She spent New Year’s Eve at Rizal Park, “because I’ve always spent New Year’s Eve here.”
Villegas said the public’s enjoyment of the park was the NPDC’s “social return” for all its efforts and investments.
For public good
“We’re not just the only ones who will earn from this after all. The jeepney drivers, the vendors, the concessionaires also benefit,” she said.
She also pointed to the historic significance of the park, where national hero Jose Rizal was martyred, and the Quirino Grandstand where new Presidents are inaugurated.
“I find it easy to justify why we should invest in the park. For the public good, let’s revitalize it and bring back its former glory,” she said.

