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NEW DA CHIEF DARED

By Melvin Gascon
@melvingasconINQ

Francisco Tiu-Laurel
—DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
FACEBOOK PAGE

Lawmakers on Tuesday chal-
lenged acting Department of
Agriculture (DA) chief Fran-
cisco Tiu-Laurel to lead the
country away from its de-
pendence on agricultural im-
ports, as they lamented how
the Philippines has declined
from being an exporter of
goods to being heavily de-
pendent on imports.

At Tiu-Laurel’s confirma-
tion hearing before the Com-
mission on Appointments
(CA), Sagip party list Rep.
Rodante Marcoleta urged the
new DA secretary to come
up with strategies to address
the problems besetting the
country on agriculture that
has forced the government to
resort to importation.

“The DA is laden with a
lot of concern that you have
to fix and have to invest in,
especially on rice sufficiency,
which is widely considered

as a political commodity. We

hope that with you at the

‘helm, we would no longer

need to depend on our neigh-
boring countries for our food
sufficiency,” he said.

The CA would eventu-
ally confirm Tiu-Laurel, af-
ter Marcoleta and other €A
members raised problems
the country is facing on
the importation of rice and
sugar, which are two of the
prime agriculture commod-
ities needed by the country.

“We may need to look for
alternative food sources so
that time will come that we
will no longer need to import
rice,” he said, noting the risk of
the Philippines’ dependence
on imports.

“Even [Southeast Asian]

countries rely heavily on the -
Mekong River, which can be:

controlled by China,” he said.

Oversupply of sugar imports

Marcoleta also expressed

concern over the current state
of the sugar industry, with the
Philippines having been rele-
gated from a sugar exporter to
a purely importing country.

“If 'm not mistaken, we
are bound to export another
500,000 metric tons of sugar
nextyear,” he said.

In response, Tiu-Laurel
said the country may import
only around 200,000 metric
tons because of the oversup-
ply of imported sugar this
year and the abundance of
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supply in local markets.

“Based on the assessment
of the industry with DA and
[Sugar Regulatory Authority],-
conservatively we will be im-
porting 200,000 tons, assuming
there are no adverse weather
events,” he said. ’

Conflict of interest

Tiu-Laurel was also con-
fronted over his supposed con-
flict of interest as part owner
of one of the country’s major
players in the fishing industry.

Opposition Sen. Risa Honti- .
veros sought confirmation from *
Tiu-Laurel on his shareholdings
with various companies, mainly *
the fishing industry.

“How will you assure the
[CA] that the companies that

'you used to be part of, especial-

ly those in the fishing sector,
will not get preferential treat- -
ment in the manner that they
conduct business from the DA
and its attached agencies that,
regulate the industry?” she*
asked the DA chief. : )

Tiu-Laurel said he has al-,
ready divested ownership from'
all 68 companies through deeds
of donation and sale, as he clar-+
ified that he will not exert influ-
ence on how the compames will
be regulated.

“Basically when I left the-
companies thatIused to hold, we |
were already professionalizedﬂ
so we have professional manag-
ers running the companies, and,
very transparent,” he said.

He said he has been giv-
en specific instructions by his
father not to put the family’s
name in disrepute.

“Our family’s dignity is par-
amount. There should be no’
special favors for my family’s,
companies, no accommodation:
[because] my family will not al-
low that,” he said. wa



THE pHILIPPINE

Date: DEC- OB,

R T

" TRUTH SHALL PREVAIL |

V) page: | 9 2

e T4 P
RNrr=

N
S
(AN

NERTOF {\GR!CULTURE

LIBRARY

DA, DOH chiefs
confmmed-hy: £

By CECILLE SUERTE FELIPE

. The Commission on
Appointments (CA).
committee on health
approved yesterday the
ad interim appointment.
of Health Secretary Te-
odoro Herbosa.

Senate President Juan
Miguel Zubiri, the CA
chairman, expressed
belief that the Depart-
ment of Health (DOH)

DA Frt{ron Pw

Zubiri said, noting that even Philippine
Red Cross chairman and former sena-
tor Richard Gordon endorsed Herbosa
to the DOH portfolio. Wer an?
- The CA, meanwhile, confirmed the
appointment of Department of Agricul- .
. ture Secretary Francisco Tiu Laurel Jr.

At the CA hearing, Senate Deputy
Majority Leader Joseph Victor “JV*
Ejercito asked Herbosa about the sta-
tus of the investigation on the alleged
anomalies in the Philippine Health
Insurance Corp. (PhilHealth) such as
fraudulent claims, up-casing, cataract
scam, among others, which the Senate:
investigated two years ago.

Ejercito said the anomalies allegedly
involved “some PhilHealth employees,
some doctors and some hospitals.”

In response, Herbosa said he would
make sure those found responsible for
the anomalies would be held account-
able. A :

Sen. Risa Hontiveros asked Herbosa
about his hostile comment about the
community pantries at the height of
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Herbosa acknowledged the painand

fear that he had brought upon artist
Ana Patricia Non, whom he red—tagc%ed
for setting up a community pantry dur- -
ing the pandemic lockdowns: :

- “For the joke I posted, I was im-
mediately informed by our gender
and women’s studies to take it down,
and within two hours I took it down,
and I think the spread was more of
the people who captured it and recir-

culated it. I also underwent gender

‘sensitivity training for a d?r with the
head herself the gender and women'’s

is in good hands under
Herbosa. It was the sec-
ond time that Herbosa
faced the CA.

“I believe that the
DOH is in good hands
niot only because he was
appointed by the Presi-
dent, (but also because)
he is well-regarded and
well-recommended,”

Turn to Page 2

studies because of this post,” he said.

“For the community pantry, I ac-
tually resigned as the executive vice
president of UP because of the response

. against my post. I made a formal apol-

ogy and I continue to apologize for that
statement,” he said. ;

“] have already learned early on in .

the past few days that any comment the
Secretary of Health makes on media is
alread ta‘licenas policy, so Iwill be very
and wary regarding these lessons

I have leameda% the past,gf’-‘he added.
Hontiveros cited the Commission
on Audit (COA) 2022 report on issues
against the DOH such as low utiliza-

tion of funds, wastage of funds and

deficiency in the procurement process.

“May I know if the secretary is aware
of the problem or has the secretary been
already briefed about the spending per-
formance of the department?”

In response, Herbosa said he had
already instructed his officials to for-
mulaté a catch-up plan and find ways
toimprove the department’s utilization
of funds to address the COA findings.

The Alliance of Health Workers
(AHW), however, asked the CA to re-

‘consider Herbosa's appointment.

~ “Herbosa has shown a disregard for
the well-being of health workers, which
is particularly concerning during these
unprecedented times of the COVID-19
pandemic,” AHW said in a statement.
The group said an effective health
secretary should prioritize the needs
and safety of health workers.
It called Herbosa an anti-health
worker, a —’red-tagger, who supports the
rivatization of public hospitals and

Y

C;lbrera

alth services. — With Marc Jayson
- Cayabyab, Mayen Jaymalin, Romina

of
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Herbosa, Laurel gét CA nod

By HANNAH TORREGOZA

The Commission on Ap-
pointments (CA) has approved
the ad interim appointments
of Department of Health (DOH)
Secretary Dr. Teodoro Herbosa

and Department of Agriculture

(DA) Secretary Francisco Tiu
Laurel Jr. on Tuesday, Dec. 5.

The CA finally recommend-
ed Herbosa’s appointment as
DOH chief after the CA’s Com-
mittee on Health bypassed his
confirmation as health secre-

~ tary last September for “lack

of material time.”
Marcos reappointed Her-
bosa in September 2023. No

objected to Herbosa's appoint-
ment.

The CA also approved the
ad interim appointment of

-Laurel, who was appointed by

the President on Nov. 3.

Prior to his appointment,
Laurel served as president of
Frabelle Fishing Corp.,

member of the committee

known as one of the top > 9

Herbosa, Laurel get CA nod 1«

fishing companies in the Asia-Pacific
Region.

Laurel’s background in the private
sector attracted questions from the
agricultural sector but Marcos de-
fended his decision to appoint Laurel,
saying it is high-time for the country
to “have someone who understands
very well the problems that the ag-
riculture sector is facing.”

During the deliberations on his
‘nomination, Laurel said he views
the country’s problems on high food
prices, low food production, broken
food supply chains, lack of irrigation
and even climate change and geo-
political disruptions as a challenge.

“And I shall apply my knowledge
and experience in building a diversi-
fied global company to this achievable.
goal. I shall apply these lessons to
serve our larger family of the Filipino
people,” Laurel said.

Under his watch, Laurel said the
DA will get the help of biologists, data
scientists, and academics in dealing
with avian flu, African swine fever,
red tide poisoning, as well as disease-
resistant varieties, El Nifio-adaptable
seeds and organic fertilizer.

“We will tap national and even in-
ternational law enforcers in stopping

Herbosa (Contributed photos)

food hoarders, price mampulators and
smugglers,” he said.

Laurel said he is ready to execute
the President’s orders of “cleans-
ing” the ranks of the DA and to “go
after the smugglers and increase food
producnon Y

“My vision for agnculture is to

Agriculture Secretary Francisco Tiu Laurel Jr. (left) and Health Secretary Dr. Teodoro

make it sustainable, profitable, and
appealing to the younger generation.
While rice production remains a pri-
ority, I see vast potential in livestock,
poultry, fisheries and high-value
crops, including seaweeds—food that
demand government support,” the
agriculture chief said.

Page  of
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‘DA ap.p]:ies" import bonds

THE Department of Agriculture
(DA) said a bond worth 10 per-
cent of the value of applied rice
imports will now be implemented
before the issuance of permits to
ensute that applications will be
fulfilled by traders..

The DA recently found out that
around 1 million metric tons (MT)
of issued permits for rice imports
are notimmediately being utilized,
DA Secretary Francisco Laurel Jz.
said during his confirmation hear-
ing conducted by the Commission
on Appointments yesterday.

mediately sﬁlppmg supplies were
asked to voluntarily sm:r:endcr their
documents.

The DA said it is still collating’

the total volume of rice imports
equivalent to the documents re-
turned to the government by
traders. .

“We have now putin place new
‘systems, conditions for import per-
mits. Each importer must provide
a bond. Before, you only need
P350 to have a permit and if you
do not bring in supplies, nothing
~ happens to you. Now, the bond

Laurel said holders of rice
import permits that are not im-

will be equal to 10 percent of the
value of the volume that they want
to import. The must ship-out date
is also lowered to 30 days from 60
days,” Laurel added.

The reduced days covering the
ship-out date for rice imports was
put in effect through DA’s Memo-
randum Circular 53 series of 2023
signed by Laurel on December 4.

“We have shipments coming
from India, arranged by the gov-
ernment through the President’s
intervention. I would not like to
say the quantities (of the total
upcoming rice shipments) because
when I say them, prices of the

DA

commodity go up and down, so
I want to protect the people from
speculators,” Laurel said.
‘WhatIcansaylswcare cov-
ered until end of January until eatly
February,” Laurel added. 3
According to data from the
Bureau of Plant Industry’s Na-
tional Plant Quarantine Services

- Division, as much as 2.94 million

MT of imported rice has arrived
in the country as of November 16.
Bulk of the volume at 2.62 mil-
lion MT, equivalent to 89 percent
of the total shipments, was from
Vietnam.
Meanwhile, Lautel also said

See DA Page A2

during the same venue that current
estimates by the Sugar Regula=
tory Administration show that the
country may not need to import
“too much” sugar.

“We feel that next year, wc
won't need to import too much
sugar. This year, the country im-
ported a little bit much and there
is still enough stocks in the market.
The assessment of the industry
and the government, maybe con-
servatively, we may only need to
import 200,000 MT, assuming
there are no adverse weather con-
ditions we face,” Laurel said. — —Jed

Macapagal

Page ___ of
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CA confirms Herbosa,

BY BERNADETTE E. TAMAYO

E Commission on Appointments

(CA) on Tuesday approved the

interim appointments of Francisco

Tiu Laurel Jr. as Agriculture secretary and
Teodoro Herbosa as Health secretary.

Laurel said President Ferdinand
Marcos Jr. has instructed him to
weed out scalawags in the Depart-
ment of Agriculture, go after the
food smugglers and increase food
production.

Likewise, Laurel said he would
seek the help of national and inter-
national law enforcers in stopping
food hoarders, price manipulators
and smugglers. '

“The instruction of President
‘Bongbong’ Marcos is clear: bolster
food production and modernize
agriculture — a crucial pillar in

building a Bagong Pilipinas (new
Philippines),” he said.

“We will get the help of biolo-
gists, data scientists and the aca-
deme in dealing with the Avian flu,
African swine fever and red tide,”
he added.

Meanwhile, Herbosa has recom-
mended the optional wearing of
face masks in enclosed places for
people who are at high risk, such
as the elderly and those who are
prone to illnesses.

Herbosa said that since De-
cember is a season of respiratory

illnesses, he advised those who

are sick not to attend parties to

prevent infecting others.

The Department of Health
(DoH) chief informed lawmakers
that there is no recorded outbreak
in the Philippines so far of the so-
called walking pneumonia.

Most children with this form
of pneumonia will not feel sick
enough to stay at home. Hence,
the name “walking” pneumonia,
it added.

The my.clevelandckinic.org
said the main difference between

‘walking pneumonia and “regu-

lar” pneumonia is that walking
pneumonia is milder and it usu-
ally does not require bed rest or
hospitalization.

“In the Philippines, we don't
have [an] outbreak according
to our epidemiology bureau,”
Herbosa told the CA when asked
about the illness.

aurel appointments

Herbosa confirmed that there
were cases recorded in China. “But
now other countries in Europe
have recorded an increase in respi-
ratory illness in children.”

“He said that pneumonia cases
have increased because “it is the
season of respiratory illness.”

“My advice is the same, [ob-
serve] what we learned during
the Covid (coronavirus disease)
[pandemic like] social distanc-
ing, wearing of face mask and
cough etiquette so as not to infect
others,” Herbosa said in Filipino
and English.

“If the child is sick, let us not |
allow [them] to attend classes to |
avoid infecting other children,”
he added.

Herbosa's appointment as DoH
head was approved at the CA
committee level. He will later
face the CA plenary to vote on his
confirmation.

Page _ of
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Sugar imports likely
lower in 2024 — DA chief

SUGAR imports for next year are
expected to be lower due to excess

supply this year, the Agriculture

department said on Tuesday.

Agriculture chief Francisco Tiu

Laurel Jr. said that sugar imports
for crop year 2023 to 2024 is
estimated at 200,000 metric tons
(MT).
“We feel that next year we won't
need too much sugar because sug-
ar imports this year were slightly
higher and there are still many
stocks in the market,” Laurel said
during the House committee hear-
ing for his appointment.

He added that the assessment
was made with the Sugar Regula-
tory Administration (SRA).

Sagip party-list Rep. Rodante
Marcoleta of the Commission on
Appointment, meanwhile, said
that Laurel should “temper his
expectations” as only a few of the
country’s sugar mills are working
well.

“Out of 27 sugar mills that we
have, only five can be considered
efficient,” Marcoleta said.

He added that these mills have
a sugar recovery of about 1.81 bags
of sugar compared to other coun-
tries like Thailand with a recovery
rate of 2.1 bags.

The Philippines’ sugar capacity,
meanwhile, was at 58 tons, still
low in comparison to ’Ihzuland’
71 tons.

“Other mills are still inefficient,

we need to audit other mills to
find out why their efficiency is still
low,” said Marcoleta.

For crop year 2022 to 2023, the
SRA approved separate importa-
tion of 440,000 MT and 150,000
MT of sugar through Sugar Ordem
6and 7.

As of end August 2023, the end
of the milling season, SRA forecast
the country to have a negative
ending stock of 552,835 MT. The
decision to import sugar was made
to fill in the gap as the country’s
demand for sugar was estimated
at 3.1 million MT. !

In October, the SRA halted the
release of 150,000 MT of sugar
imports in a bid to lift farmgate
prices and keep prices directly
paid to farmers at around P3,000
per bag.

Last week, the sugar authority
said it is pushing for a suggested
price (SRP) of refined sugar and
urged the retailers to sell the sweet]
ener at P85 per kilo.

SRA Administrator Pablo

- Luis Azcona said that they are

in talks with the Department
of Agriculture (DA) to push for
the SRP.

Based on the price monitorin;
report of the DA as of December
1, prevailing prices of a k:llogram'
of refined sugar was P88.36 per
kilogram (kg), while washed sugar
was priced at P81.94 a kg. '

JANINE ALEXIS MIGUEL
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BY JANINE ALEXIS MIGUEL

E Department of Agriculture (DA) has
shortened the effectivity of import permits
to ensure proper compliance and enough

supply of rice in the market.

In a memorandum circular
(MC) signed on Monday, the DA
said that “the actual product/
consignment must be shipped
out within 30 days from the date
the sanitary and phytosanitary
import clearance (SPIC) is is-

sued, regardless of the country
of origin.”

The previous memorandum
mandated traders to use their
SPICs within 60 days from the
date of permit issuance for prod-
ucts coming from the Associa-
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tlon of Southeast Asian Nations
member countries, except Myan-

mar, and 90 days days for those
coming from Myanmar and other
countries.

“The importers shall fully
utilize their applied SPICs. Low
or no utilization of SPICs may
result to sanctions and penalties
in accordance with the guidelines
as this can create discrepancies
in the forecasting being done
in relation to the availability of
rice supply,” MC 53 signed by
Agriculture Secretary Francisco

. OF AGRICULTURE

Tiu Latirel stated.

According to the DA, the amend-
ment aligns with their thrust to
ensure enough supply and buffer
stock of the staple and to ensure
the availability, accessibility and
affordability of the staple.

“Most of the traders and millers
are cooperating with the Depart-
ment of Agriculture to ensure both
the well being of local farmers and
producers, and national food secu-
rity,” the department said.

For its part, the Samahang In-
dustriya ng Agrikultura (Sinag)

said the mermorandurm “was issued
as a leeway provided by [the] DA
to rice importers to make sure
that permits provided [to] them
are utilized.”

Sinag Executive Director Jayson
Caingelt said that this will also
remove importers who do not
utilize import permits.

The country's volume of rice
imports as of mid-November went
down by 16.7 percent compared
to the same period last year, the
Bureau of Plant Industry showed.

Inbound shipments of the staple

permlt rules revised

b

i 3 .

as of November 16 totaled 293
million metric tons (MT), down
16.7 percent from the 3.25 mil lion
MT of the same period in 2022,

For November alone, rice im-
ports were recorded at 106,216.15
MT. Rice imports peaked in April
at 516,895.173 MT.

Laurel, meanwhile, earlier said
that he ordered importers to
quickly use their import permits
to buy an additional 1 million
MT of rice from abroad to ensure
sufficient supply and affordable
prices of the staple.

Page of
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‘Rules for rice import bonds
imposition almost complete

By JAsPER EMMANUEL Y. ARCALAS W @jearcalas

HE Philippines is mulling over

requiring rice importers to post a

bond amounting to at least 10 percent
of their import value to ensure that they
will bring in their approved volumes amid
non~ut111zat10n of import clearances.

Agriculture Secretary Francisco
Tiu Laurel Jr. disclosed on Tuesday
that the Department of Agriculture
(DA) is now fine-tuning the guide-
lines for implementing the bond re-
quirement for all rice importers in
the country.

“Wehavenowputinplacenewcon-

ditions on the import permit. I will .

be requiring each importer to post a
bond, [amounting to] 10 percent of
their import value,” Laurel told law-
makers during his Commission on
Appointment hearing.

“If they cannot bring in their im-
port volume then the bond will be
with the government. That is one
of [our] stop gap measures,” Laurel
added. -

‘Laurel explained that themeasure
is being put in place after he discov-

ered a lot of unused valid sanitary

and phytosanitaryimportclearances
(SPSICs) for rice imports.

Laurel revealed that a lot of rice im-
porters have already surrendered their
valid unused SPSICs after he gave them
a 30-day ultimatum to bring in their
approved import volume.

Under the existing rules and reg-
ulations, rice importers must first
secure an SPSIC from the Bureau of
Plant Industry, an attached agency
of the DA, prior to bringing in foreign
grain stocks in the country.

An SPSIC certifiesthataninbound
shipment is safe to human and ani-
malhealthandis notbringinginany
pests that would be detrimental to
the local agriculture sector.

Laurel also added that he has
formally shortened the must ship-
out date for rice imports to 30 days
from the previous 60 days to 90 days
deadline.

“I shortened the deadline so that
importers will be forced [to bring
in their volume] and would help us

see the actual [rice] situation [of the
country],” he explained.

‘Laurel issued on Tuesday Memo-
randum Circular (MC) 53 revising the
mustship-outdeadlineforriceimports.
UnderMC53; allriceshipments regard-
less of their origin must arrive in the
country within 30 days upon the issu-
ance of their respective SPSICs.

Under the revised import rules,
rice importers who will not fully use
the approved volume they applied in
their SPSICs couldface sanctions and
penalties. «

“Furthermore, theimporters shall
fullyutilize theirapplied SPSICs. Low
orno utilization of SPSICs may result
in sanctions and penalties in accor-
dance with the guidelines as this can
creatediscrepanciesintheforecasting
beingdoneinrelation totheavailabil-
ity of rice supply,” Laurel said.

Bonds a good mechanism
MONETARY Board Member V. Bruce
J. Tolentino said requiring rice
importers to post bonds is a good
mechanism to ensure that traders
andimporters engaginginriceimpor-
tation are “experienced” and “have
discipline.” Tolentino proposed that
thebondberefundable, especiallyfor
traders and importers who abide by
the state’s importation rules.

“If it’s refundable then the bond
should notpushupmarketprices. But
it will help to ensure that traders are
serious and experienced,” Tolentino

told the BusINESSMIRROR on Tuesday.
Philippine Chamber of Agricul-
tureand Food Inc. (PCAFI) President
DaniloV. Faustoearlier proposed that
the DA explorerequiring riceimport-
ers to post a bond to ensure that the
imports would arrive in the country.
“Ifyouarereallydetermined toim-
portrice, then atthe onsetyoushould
post a bond,” Fausto told the Busi-
nessMirror in an eatlier interview.
(Relatedstory: https://BUSINESS-
MIRROR.com.ph/2023/11/24/da-
chiefs-30-day-ultimatum-on-rice-
imports-supported/)

Sinag: Weed out idle importers
GROUPS like the Samahang Indus-
triya ng Agrikultura (Sinag) backed
Laurel’s MC 53, arguing thatitwould
“weed out” importers with low or no
utilization of their SPSICs.

. Sinag Executive Director Jayson
Cainglet earlier proposed to Laurel
to “blacklist” rice importers who
are not using their approved SPSICs.
(Relatedstory: https://BUSINESS-
MIRROR.com.ph/2023/11/27/da-
must-blacklist-traders-who-will-
delay-rice-imports/)

The BuSINESSMIRROR broke the
story last month that the Philip-
pines’s rice imports is close to touch-

_ing the 3 million metric tons (MMT)

territory as the state recently ap-
proved the entry of over 1 MMT of
foreign supplyviaprivate tradersand
importers.
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Nextyear’s budge

ulse Asia's September 2023 survey re-

sults show that inflation remains the top-

most urgent national concern of Filipi-

nos, consistent with September findings
over the past two years. Inflation is followed
by increasing the pay of workers and creating
more jobs as the second and third top con-
cerns, respectively.

At 6.4 percent, the Philippines has the high-
est 2023 average inflation rate among its peers.
Year-to-date inflation in Thailand, Malaysia,
Vietnam, and Indonesia are only 1.6, 2.8, 3.2, and
3.9 percent, respectively. The Philippines’ 2023
average unemployment rate, at 4.7 percent, is
also relatively high compared to Thailand’s 1.2,
Vietnam'’s 2.1, and Malaysia’s 3.6 percent.

Areas of agreement. In the proposed
2024 national budget, P167.5 billion was allo-
cated for boosting food and water security,
and around Ps3.5 billion was earmarked for
investments in infrastructure, such as farm-
to-market roads, irrigation systems, and
post-harvest facilities. Since food inflation is
the main driver of overall inflation, improving
the efficiency and productivity of the agricul-
tural supply chain is essential.

The proposed budget also includes a 16.7
* percent budget increase for the Department of
Energy from P2.2 billion in 2023 to P2.6 billion
in 2024. Additionally, P1.4 trillion was allocat-
ed for the “Build Better More” program. In-
vestments in energy and infrastructure would
help attract more investments which could
generate more and better jobs for Filipinos.

Areas for improvement. One area of con-
cern is the low budget allocated for agricultural
research and development (R&D) and agricul-
tural credit. Thailand’s R&D budget in 2023 is
around $373 million while Vietnam’s is around
$394 million. Meanwhile, the Philippines’ R&D
budget is only around $185 million. Additional-
ly, the Philippines only allocated P19.6 billion
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for agricultural credit in 2023 while Thailand
and Vietnam allocated P45.7 billion and P67.6

billion, respectively. While the recently ap-

proved debt condonation on agrarian reform
beneficiaries can improve access to credit,
more needs to be done to ensure that all farm-
ers have access to the financial resources they
need to succeed.

There should be more rigorous monitor-
ing and supervision of funds to increase the
absorptive capacity of the Department of Ag-
riculture (DA). The DA only absorbed 78.1 per-
cent of its budget in 2021 and only 76.3 percent
in 2022. By closely tracking and managing
funds through regular Legislative Executive
Development Advisory Council meetings and
involving pertinent oversight committees in
both the Senate and House of Representa-
tives, the DA can make better use of available
resources, resulting in more efficient project
implementation and greater positive impacts
in their development efforts.

Several tax reforms were proposed to help
fund government programs. Of these, we rec-
ommend the urgent passage of the Passive In-
come and Financial Intermediary Taxation (PI-
FITA) bill, the proposed value-added tax (VAT)
on digital services, and the proposed excise tax
on pre-mixed alcoholic beverages. These re-
forms are expected to generate a total of P25.5
billion in government revenue for 2024 alone.

Aside from raising more public funds, the PIE-
ITA bill would also help make insurance products
more affordable for Filipinos by reducing insur-
ance taxes. The proposed VAT on digital services

-would also help level the playing field between

ust address urgent concerns

local and foreign digital service prov:ders which
would encourage the creation of more jobs.

Our policymakers should also reconsider
the passage of the proposed excise tax on sweet-
ened beverages and junk foods while prices
remain elevated. While this is expected to gen-
erate P75.7 billion in revenue for 2024, it would
worsen inflation and underemployment since
salty foods such as canned goods and instant
noodles are considered staples by many low to
middle-income households.

The government must step up its efforts in
improving tax collection efficiency, generating
other sources of revenue such as the sale of
select government assets, privatization of gov-

ernment-owned and -controlled corporations,

and engaging in more public-private partner-
ships to fund its expenditures.

The government should also be very mind-
ful of borrowing more funds as the share of
the national budget spent on debt service is
increasing. P1.9 trillion, or around 34 percent of
the 2024 national budget will be allocated for
paying our country’s debt. This percentage was
much lower at 25.1 percent in 2022 and is pro-
grammed to be at 29.7 percent in 2023.

Conclusion. To effectively address the
topmost urgent national concerns of Filipi-
nos, the government must allocate more bud-
get to projects and strategies that will address
the supply side of inflation and those that will
attract more investments that generate more
and better jobs.

We hope that the points highlighted
above can still be considered by the House
and Senate panel members of the bicamer-
al conference committee to make the 2024
national budget more responsive to the top-
most urgent national concerns of Filipinos.
Gary B. Teves served as finance secretary
under the Arroyo administration.
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Breedihg'progfaln, tech upgrades urged for dairy industry

FARMERS said the dairy indus-

. try requires a breeding program
and technical upgrades to service
gmwingdemmd.w‘hiphiscunmt
lymrwhelmmglymetbyimpom

The Philippine Chamber of Agri-
culture and Food, Inc. (PCAFD) said
‘ﬂ:ere:sanurgentneedtomnda

The Phillppinel cumntlyf
imports about 99% of its dairy -

reqw,rements.

- “For the past 45 years we have -
been at 1%. Maybe we need to
focus (more on dairy) es
on the budget,” PCAFI President
Danilo V. Faustosaid. =~ W
Amordingto_theNaﬁonalDairy
Authority, the Philippines import-
et 446 million metric tons (MT) of

TheUSDepartmentongncul

'mesﬁmmthahmpomofdmy

wmmnﬁmmtonses%ws.slnﬂ-
lionMTinhquiﬁmﬂk’etiuivnle
in 2024, in line with the continued- ,
increueindemmd. g

animal numbers rose 2.3% to

to the Philippine Statics Author-

ity, Dairy goats accounted for

36.6%, followed by carabaos with
33.2%andcattle 301%. < ¢
“The dairy sector is alowhang-

-lﬁgfnut It has the highest perfor-

mance in the iculture sector

‘with 15.35% am

20227 PCAFIsaid. -
“With appmprmte snpport

from (the) government through

more funding, it can contribute

growth for

* 98.88 thousand head, according -

pre,me!;dously to the growth of
the economy,” it added.

- The dairy industry develop-
ment program has been allocated
P218.03 million for next year.

Additionally, Mr. Fausto said

' milk feeding programs have been

frozen during the second half.
“There is a problem with the

mﬂk feeding program, which is

the main market of dairy farmers.

* It has not been implemented for

E3 5%

the second half. There’s been zero
programs,” he added. — Adrian-
H. Halili
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P5-M smuggled na frozen
meat, bigas nasamsam sa QC

. Umaabot sa P5 milyong halaga ng mga
frozen meat at bigas ang nasabat ng Inspec-
torate and Enforcement Team ng Department
of Agriculture (DA) sa Brgy. Paltok sa Quezon
City nitong Lunes.

_Ayon sa mga awtoridad, nakatanggap sila
‘ng report na puslit ang mga produkto na nasa
isang warehouse sa Zorra St. Brgy. Paltok kaya

: agad sila ng nagsagawa ng beripikasyon.

Nasa daan-daang kilo ng mga frozen meat
at1 ,900 sako ng bigas ang nakuha sa-pag-
salakaymg Inspectorate at Enforcement Team.

Bukod dito, nakumpiska rin ng ahensya ang

10, 700 kilos ng asukal at mahigit 800 kilos ng
_ﬂmn pangasius fillet, isang uri ng isda.

Dahil sa mga nasabat na produkto; pi-

'naalalahanan ng mga awtoridad ang publiko

na tiyaking malinis at ligtas ang kanilang
mga binibili sa palengke lalo na ngayong
Kapaskuhan.

Magsasagawa ang DA ng mga surprise
inspection sa' mga pamilihan upang matiyak
na walang nakakalusot na mga ibinebentang
bulok na produkto. .

“Nitong Biyernes, nakumpiska rin ng DA

i ang nasa P40-M smuggled frozen meat sa

isang warehouse sa Navotas City. (Dons

. Franche-Borja)
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_Inflation slows down
to 20-year low

P_eeple flock to a public market in Manila. (Reuters Photo)

BY JIMMY CALAPATI

INFLATION continued slowing
"~ down, hitting a 20-year low in
November, as the growth rates
of the heavily-weighted food and
non-alcohelic beverages and trans-
portation retreated further.

The Philippine Statistics Au-
thority (PSA) yesterday said the
consumer price index was at 4.1
percent in November from 4.9
percent the previous month.

The slowdown, however, was
not enough to bring the national
average, now at 6.2 percent, closer
to the government’s full-year target
range of between 2 and 4 percent.

PSA said the downtrend was
primarily brought about by the

lower year-on-yeat growth rate
of the heavily-weighted food and
non-alcoholic beverages at 5.7
percent in November from 7.0
percent in October.

This was followed by transport
with 0.8 percent annual decrease
from 1.0 percent annual growth
in October 2023.

The restaurants and accom-
modation services index with a
slower inflation rate of 5.6 percent
in November 2023 from 6.3 pet-
cent in the previous month also
contributed to the downtrend of
the overall inflation. '

« “Food inflation at the nation-
al level decelerated further to
5.8 percent in November 2023
from 7.1 percent in the previous

month,” Dennis 8. Mapa, national
statistician and civil registrar gen-
eral, said.

He added that the deceleration
of food inflation was “primarily
influenced by the annual decrease
recorded in vegetables, tubers,
plantams cooking bananas and
palses

““Also contributing to the down-
trend of food inflation were the
slower annual increases observed
in fish and other seafood and
sugar, confectionery and desserts,”
Mapa said.

Food contributed 49.3 percent
or 2.0 percentage points to the
overall inflation in November.

Core inflation, which excludes
selected food and energy items,

decelerated further to 4.7 percent
from 5.3 percent in the previous
month. This brings the average
core inflation from January to
November to 6.8 petcent.

Inflation in the National Capital
Region (NCR) also decelerated to
4.2 percent from 4.9 percent, while
areas outside NCR also decelerated
to 4.1 percent from 4.9 percent.

Mapa said all regions outside
NCR recorded slower inflation
rates during the month relative to
their respective October 2023 an-
nual rates, except for Bangsamoro .
Autonomous Region in Muslim
Mindanao (BARMM).

“Among the regions, Region 11

See INFLATION > Page A2
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(Cagayan Valley) still recorded the
lowest inflation rate for the second
consecutive month at 2.4 percent,
while BARMM recorded the high-
est inflation at 5.9 percent during
the month,” Mapa said.

TIGHT STANCE

Eli Remolona, Bangko Sentral
ng Pilipinas (BSP) governor, said
the November inflation is within
the central bank’s forecast range
of 4.0 to 4.8 percent.

“The latest inflation outturn
is consistent with the BSP’s pro-
jections that inflation will likely
moderate over the near term due to
easing supply-side price pressures
and negative base effects,” he said,
adding that “the balance of risks
to the infladon outlook still leans
significantly towards the upside.”

He said key upside risks are
associated with the potential im-
pact of higher transport charges,
electricity rates and international
oil prices, as well as higher-than-
expected minimum wage adjust-
ments in areas outside NCR.

Meanwhile,' the impact of a
weaker-than-expected global re-
covery as well as government
measures to mitigate the effects of
El Nifio weather conditions could
reduce the central forecast.

“Looking ahead, the Monetary
Board deems it necessary to keep
monetary policy settings suffi-
ciently tight until a sustained down-
trend in inflation becomes evident.
The BSP will continue to monitor
inflation expectations and second-
round effects and take appropriate
action as needed to bring inflation
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INFLATION

back to the target, in keeping with
the BSP’s price stability mandate,”
Remolona said.

The Monetary Board, which
meets for the last time this year
next week, decided to keep the
key rates of the BSP during its
last meeting as forecasts show
inflation, although still above the
government’s target, moderated
over the policy horizon.

. BSP’s Target Reverse Reput-
chase (RRP) Rate was kept at
6.50 percent. The inferest rates on
the overnight deposit and lending
facilities will still be at 6.0 percent
and 7.0 pefcent, respectively.

Key rates ate still at theirhighest
in mote:than 16 years. -

STABLE SUPPLY
~ The National Econpinic and

Development Authority (NEDA),
meanwhile, said the further drop in
the inflation rate can be attributed
to the “timely implementation of
strategies to stabilize food supply
amid the anticipated domestic and
external headwinds in the coming
months.”

“With the right interventions
in place, including the proper
and timely deployment of trade
policy, we are confident that we
can effectively manage inflation
and prevent unnecessary upticks in
prices of goods and commodities
to safeguard the purchasing power
of Filipino families, especially
those from the: most vulnerable
sectors,” NEDA Secretary Arsenio

Balisacan said. :

The ‘country’s chief socioeco-
nomic planner added that the

government needs to continue
monitoring the inflation situation
in the face of continued price
pressures coming from geopolitical
tensions and extreme weather situ-
ations, further fueling uncertainty.
“The sharp drop in infladon for
the month of November is a testa-
ment to the Marcos, Jr. administra-
tion’s whole-of-government effort
to moderate rising commodity
prices,while. protecting the most
vulnerable sectors from its effects;”
Department of Finanee (DOF)
Secretary Benjamin Diokno said.
To help further reduce the

upward pressures on the price of

rice, President Ferdinand Marcos
Jr. issued a directive to implement
various measures to ensure the
affordability of rice prices and to
protect consumers aftet lifting the

price ceiling in October.
Furthermore, intensified invest-
ments in flood control infrastruc-
tures and post-harvest facilities
will stabilize the supply of key
agriculture commodities. :
These efforts will complement
the implementation of the El
Nifio Mitigation and Adaptation
Plan, as well as the expedition of

‘the government’s responses to

mitigate the impact of calamities
and natural disasters. :

To ensure food security amid
global threats of El Nifio and other

‘natural calamities, trade protection-

ism by other countries and geopo-
litical tensions, intensified efforts
to increase agricultural productivity
will be supplemented by measures
td improve importation of what is
only necessary. T
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Nov. inflation eases to 4.1%

Cost of rice increased to 15.8% in same month

By XANDER DAVE CEBALLOS

he cost of rice in the country
went up despite the inflation
rate easing to 4.1 percent in
November, the lowest read-

ing in 20 months since March a year
ago.

The inflation record during the
month was significantly low-

er than the eight percent %

in the same period last

year, and 4.9 percent in October 2023.

. However, the cost of rice, which
shares a significant contribution to
the food inflation rate, still increased
to 15.8 percent from 13.2 percent in
October.

In September, rice inflation hit a
14-year high of 17.9 percent despite
the price cap on rice for nearly a
month.

National Statistician Claire Dennis
S. Mapa said this could be attributed

to the hike in rice prices in the first
two weeks of November.

All three sub-groups of rice in-
creased in November, such as the
regular-milled rice which had
an average price of P46.73 per > 9
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kilogram, from $45.42 in October,
well-milled rice to 52 from P51 per
kilogram, and special rice to #61.47
from $60.95 per kilogram.

Eggs also saw an increase in in-
flation rate to 7.6 percent from 7.5
percent. This has been rising from
the last quarter of 2021.

Mapa said the average price of
eggs was P7.10 during the fourth
quarter in 2021, P7.50 in 2022,
P8.50 in 2023.

“Although yung incremental
increase kasi ay hindi ganun ka-
laki, plus yung weight sa inflation

“basket ay one percent lang kaya
hindi ganun kalaki ang effect niya
(Although the incremental increase
is not substantial, plus its weight
in the inflation basket is only one
percent. This is the reason the effect
[on inflation] is not substantial),”
he noted.

However, the increase in rice
inflation was offset by annual drops
in vegetables, tubers, plantains,

cooking bananas-and pulses to two

percent from 11.9 percent, fish and
other seafood to 4.9 percent from
5.6 percent, and'sugar, confection-
ery and desserts to 1.5 percent from
4.9 percent. .

Further, non-food inflation also
dropped further to 2.9 percent from
3.4 percent in October, resulting in
deflation in transportation (-0.8
percent from one percent) and
slower inflation in restaurant and
accommodation services (5.6 per-
cent from 6.3 percent).

National Economic and Devel-
opment Authority (NEDA) Sec-
retary Arsenio M. Balisacan said
the government needs to continue
monitoring the inflation situation in
the face of pressures coming from
geopolitical tensions and extreme
weather situations.

Balisacan revealed that the In-
ter-Agency Committee on Inflation
and Market Outlook has proposed
to maintain the lower tariff rates
on rice, corn and swine meat to
ensure sufficient supply and stable
prices of rice.

The Philippine Atmospheric,
Geophysical and Astronomical Ser-
vices Administration (PAGASA) has
projected a strong El Nifio to inten-
sify in the.coming months until the
second quarter of 2024, which could
disrupt food production.

“With the right interventions
in place, including the proper and
timely deployment of trade policy,
we are confident that we can effec-
tively manage inflation and prevent
unnecessary upticks in prices of
goods and commodities to safeguard
the purchasing power of Filipino

families, especially those from the
most vulnerable sectors,” he said.

BSP expects
moderate inflation
The Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas
(BSP) said the medium-term infla-
tion path will continue to “moder-
ate” as expected, with the November

inflation settling within the central |
bank’s forecast range of four per- .

cent to 4.8 percent.

The BSP said Tuesday, Dec. 5,
the easing of supply-side pres-
sures and negative base effects will
likely result in further slowing of
the country’s consumer price index
(CPI) in the next months. The 4.1
percent November headline infla-
tion is lower compared to October’s
4.9 percent due to subdued prices of
vegetables and petroleum products
as well as the strong p: ;o vis-a-vis
the US dollar.

“The latest inflation outturn is
consistent with the BSP’s projections
that inflation will likely moderate
over the near term due to easing
supply-side price pressures and
negative base effects,” said the BSP.

It added that the “balance of
risks to the inflation outlook still
leans significantly toward the up-
side.”

Meanwhile, upside risks to in-
flation will continue to come from
the following: the potential impact
of higher transport charges, elec-

tricity rates, international oil prices,

and the higher-than-expected min-
imum wage adjustments in areas
outside the National Capital Region.

Downside risks or the factors
that could reduce the inflation
rates are the impact of a weaker-
than-anticipated global economic
recovery and government mea-
sures against the effects of El Nifio
weather conditions.

The BSP said that until CPI is
within the target range of two per-
cent to four percent, it will keep its
hawkish or tightening monetary
policy bias.

“The Monetary Board deems it
necessary to keep monetary policy
settings sufficiently tight until a

sustained downtrend in inflation

becomes evident,” it reiterated on
Tuesday. “The BSP will continue

to monitor inflation expectations,
~ and second-round effects and take .

appropriate action as needed to
bring inflation back to the target,
in keeping with the BSP’s price
stability mandate.”

The next Monetary Board policy .
meeting is Dec. 14. This will be the .

last BSP policy meeting for 2023.
(With a report from Lee Chipongian) -
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Inflation slows to 20-m

Ahead of next week’s meeting, BSP says monetary policy to remain ‘sufficiently tight’

BY NINA MYKA PAULINE ARCEO

NFLATION almost returned to target in
November, slowing for a second straight
month and also raising the likelihood that
monetary authorities will keep key interest rates

unchanged next week.

The 4.1-percent result, down
from October's 4.9 percent, was
ithe lowest print in 20 months or
since March 2022's 4.0 percent. It
‘was also significantly lower than
the 8.0 percent recorded a year
earlier.

B LOW FROM BT

| nflation

settings sufficiently tight until a
sustained downtrend in inflation
becomes evident.”

- The BSP's policymaking Mon-
etary Board ordered an unsched-
uled 25-basis-point (bps) rate hike

It was just short of hitting the
Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas’ (BSP)
2.0- to 4.0-percent target but fell
within the 4.0- to 4.8-percent
forecast for the month. It was also
lower than the 4.4-percent median
in a Manila Times poll.

in late October after inflation rose
for a second straight month to 6.1
percent in September.

The easing to 4.9 percent the fol-
lowing month prompted a pause
but officials warned that further
tightening could not be ruled out.

The BSP's policy rate currently
stands at 6.5 percent, the highest
since 2007, following rate hikes
totaling 450 bps beginning May

“The downtrend ... was primar-
ily brought about by the lower
year-on-year growth rate of the
heavily weighted food and nonal-
coholic beverages at 5.7 percent in
November 2023 from 7.0 percent
in October 2023," the Philippine

Statistics Authority (PSA) said in.

a statement.

Food and alcoholic beverages
accounted for a little over half —
52.6-percent share or 2.2 percent-
age points — of overall inflation.

Food inflation, in particular, fell
to 5.8 percent from 7.1 percent in
October, which the PSA primarily

last year as inflation surged in
the wake of Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine.

Socioeconomic Planning Sec-
retary Arsenio Balisacan, in a
separate statement, expressed con-
fidence in the government's ability
to handle inflation and protect
the purchasing power of Filipino
families, particularly those in the
most vulnerable sectors.

attributed to a sharp deceleration
in price growth — to 2.0 percent
from 11.9 percent — for veg-
etables, tubers, plantains, cooking
bananas and pulses.

Restaurants and accommo-
dation services, which had a
13.2-percent share or 0.5 percent-
age point, also contributed to the
overall drop in November with
inflation in this category easing to
5.6 percent from 6.3 percent,

Core inflation, which excludes
volatile food and energy items,
further decelerated in November
to 4.7 percent from the 5.3 percent

He noted the need to continu-
ally monitor the inflation situation
amid price pressures arising from
geopolitical tensions and extreme
weather conditions. '

In order to guarantee an ample
rice supply and steady prices,
Balisacan suggested keeping re-
duced tariff rates on rice, corn and
pork — implemented as inflation
spiked last year — that are set to

\%‘"/
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seen in the previous month and
the 6.5 percent a year earlier.

Year to date, overall inflation
remained above target at 6.2 per-
cent. Core inflation, meanwhile,
averaged 6.8 percent.

In a statement, the central bank
said inflation would likely moder-
ate over the near term due to easing
supply-side price pressures and
negative base effects. It warned,
however, that risks to the inflation
outlook were still leaning signifi-
cantly toward the upside.

“Key upside risks are associated
with the potential impact of higher

expire at the end of this year.
“|Dlifferentiated support must
[also] be provided to agricultural
roducers, depending [on] how

“and when they will be affected
by El Nifio. Measures to reduce

transport and delivery costs are
being undertaken as well,” he
added.

“Effective implementation of
these programs is crucial to mini-

transport charges, electricity rates
and international oil prices, as well
as higher-than-expected minimum
wage adjustments in areas outside
the National Capital Region,” the
BSP said.
“Meanwhile, the impact of
a weaker-than-expected global
recovery as well as government
measures to mitigate the effects
of El Nifio weather conditions
could reduce the central forecast,”
it added.
“The Monetary Board deems it
necessary to keep monetary policy
>»Low B3

mize the impact of high prices on
low-income households,” Bali-
sacan continued.

“The government is also imple-
menting strategies and programs
to improve local food production
and supply, and boost the produc-
tivity of our farmers by investing
in irrigation, flood control, supply
chain logistics and climate change
adaptation.”
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Inflation,
fromS1/1

On the other hand, higher year-on-
year growth rates were observed in
the indices of rice (15.8% from 13.2%),
and milk, other dairy products and
eggs (7.6% from 7.5%).

The average price of regular

milled rice last month went up to
P46.73 per kilo from P45.42 per kilo
in October. The average price of
well-milled rice also rose to P51.99
per kilo in November from an aver-
age of P51 per kilo a month earlier.

The slowdown in November infla-
tion is also attributed to the 0.8%
decrease in the transport index from
the 1% growth a month ago. The res-
taurants and accommodation ser-
vices index also slowed to 5.6% in
November from 6.3% in the previous
month. )

In November alone, oil companies
cut pump prices by P1.90 a liter for
gasoline, P4.45 a liter for diesel, and
P3.3aliter for kerosene, data from the
Energy department showed.

Meanwhile, inflation in the Na-
tional Capital Region slowed to 4.2%
in November from 4.9% in October,
while inflation in areas outside Metro

Manila eased to 4.1% from 4.9% in the
prior month.

The November inflation rate for
the bottom 30% of income house-
holds slowed to 4.9% from 5.3%
in October and 9.2% last year. The
10-month average stood at 6.9%.

The National Economic and De-
velopment Authority (NEDA) in a
statement said the slower Novem-
ber inflation can be attributed to the
timely implementation of measures
to stabilize food supply amid domes-
tic and external headwinds.

“With the right interventions
in place, including the proper and
timely deployment of trade policy,
we are confident that we can ef-
fectively manage inflation and
prevent unnecessary upticks in
prices of goods and commodities
to safeguard the purchasing power
of Filipino families, especially
those from the most vulnerable
sectors,” NEDA Secretary Arsenio
M. Balisacan said.

World
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‘SUFFICIENTLY TIGHT’

Meanwhile, the Bangko Sentral ng
Pilipinas (BSP) said it needs to “keep
monetary policy settings sufficiently
tight until a sustained downtrend in
inflation becomes evident.”

“The latest inflation outturn is
consistent with the BSP’s projections
that inflation will likely moderate
over the near term due to easing sup-
ply-side price pressures and negative
base effects,” it said in a statement.

The BSP said the balance of risks
to the inflation outlook “still leans
significantly towards the upside.”

“Key upside risks are associated
with the potential impact of higher
transport charges, electricity rates,
and international oil prices, as well
as higher-than-expected minimum
wage adjustments in areas outside the
National Capital Region,” it said.

A weaker-than-expected global re-
covery and government measures to
mitigate the impact of El Nifio could
further reduce inflation.

The BSP sees inflation averaging at
6% in 2023 and 3.7% in 2024, before
falling further to 3.2% in 2025.

“The BSP will continue to monitor
inflation expectations and second-
round effects and take appropriate
action as needed to bring inflation
back to the target, in keeping with the
BSP’s price stability mandate,” it said.

Last month, the BSP kept its target
reverse repurchase rate at a 16-year
high of 6.5%. The BSP raised borrow-
ing costs by a total of 450 basis points
(bps) from May 2022 to October 2023
to tame inflation.

Bank of the Philippine Islands
(BPI) Lead Economist Emilio S. Neri,
Jr. said it is possible for inflation to
fall below 4% in December and may
even reach 3% in the first quarter of

2024 in the absence of supply shocks.

However, Mr. Neri said inflation

-could rebound to 4% or higher in the

second quarter, especially if the effect
of El Nifio is worse than expected, Mr.
Neri said.

“Rice prices are likely to remain
the primary factor contributing to
inflation in the near future. Local

DEPT. OF AGRICULTURE

supply continues to be at a level.
where rice inflation is usually dou-
ble digit... The price of rice may stay
high as long as supply stays at this
level,” he said.

Globally, rice supply remains a
concern due to a decline in produc-
tion in major exporting countries
like India. The Philippines imports
around 15% of its rice requirement
every year.

Mr. Neri said BPI sees inflation
averaging at 6% this year, before eas-
ing to 3.7% in 2024.

“It might be premature to expect’
rate cuts in the near future despite
the improving outlook for inflation.
The BSP might need to keep interest
rates elevated for most of next year
especially given the possibility of an
inflation rebound in the second quar-
ter of 2024,” he said.

HSBC economist for ASEAN Aris
Dacanay said the consistent inflation
downtrend should give the BSP room
to pause at the Dec. 14 Monetary
Board meeting, but rate cuts are still
not on the table as there are many
upside risks to inflation.

“That said, we continue to expect
the BSP to stay pat for longer based
on inflation — more so with the need
to mind the gap between the Fed and
the BSP policy rates to help support
the peso,” he said.

The US central bank kept borrow-
ing costs unchanged at 5.25-5.5% for
the second straight month in Novem-
ber. This was after it hiked policy rates
by 525 bps from March 2022 to July
2023.

Following the release of the No-
vember inflation data, the peso closed
at P55.32 per dollar on Tuesday,
strengthening by two centavos from
its P55.34 finish on Monday.

This was the peso’s strongest close
since its P55.19 per dollar finish on
Aug. 2.

“We only expect the BSP to begin
its easing cycle right after the Fed
does its first rate cut. Our baseline
view is for the Fed to do its first policy
rate cut in the third quarter of 2024,”
Mr. Dacanay added.
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(ParM) i
s we usher in a new era
Am ‘Philippine agriculture
with the appointment of
Francis: Tiu Laurel as the next

Secretary of Agriculture, to take
the place of President Ferdinand

Marcos, Jr. himself who kept this

_ portfolio for the first 14 months of
his Premdency. we face the stark
reality that the Phllippmeg is still
far behind our ASEAN peers, ie.,
Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand,
andMalaysza,mruraland agricul-
tural development. It is clear that
wlmt the late Dr. Rolando “Rolly“’
Dy recommended 10 years ago fell
mostly on deaf ears. Not much

~ was done to learn from the expe-
riences of our neighbors for one

' reason or another, mostly for lack

ofmohtmal will and a continuing .
) absencelof focus on the mostim- .

portant goal of food security.

For the sake of the new lead-
ership, it would be useful to re-
peat what Rolly recommended
about how the Phlhppmes can
learn from our more successful
neighbors in the area of rural and
agricultural development.

Tenyears ago, in his Magiste- ;
rial Lecture at the UA&P, Rolly
quoted from a 2012 McKinsey Re-

port on Indonesia that preseribed .

HUMAN SIDE -
OF ECONOMICS

BERNARD,O M. VILLEGAS

six pillars for high, uustalned and
inclusive growth. These were; a.)
increasing small holder y:eld b)
diversifying into other crops; c)
reducing food wastes and losses,
d.) cultivating grassla.nds e) ex-
ploiting aquacultu.re potentials;
and, f.) mcreasmg commercial
farmyields. Some 80% ofthe gains
will be contributed by the first
three. Given the background of
the new Secretary of Agriculture,
who has headed one of the largest
fishing ventures in the southeast
region, there should be hope that

. under. this present Administra-

.tmn. we will see aquantum Jeap in
the productmn and productivity

“ofthe ﬁshenes sector,

As mentloned in a former am-

cle in this series, despite the con-

stant reference to the pnmordlal
importance of land consolidation
in such crops as coconut, cacao,

~ coffee, palm oil and a few other
products susceptible to lar,ge-g-‘
scale pphduction like bananas

and pineapples, a large portion

of our arable lands will always be
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devoted to small holder cultiva-
tion, especxally in rice, corn, and
vegetables and other high-value

" crops. This should be the focus of

the Govemment’st efforts to im-
prove agricultural productivity,
especially in providing the small
farmers with farm-to-market
roads, irrigation aystems, subsi-
dized farm inputs such as fertil-

 izers and insecticides, and access

to credlt. As regards rice, it would
be wise for the Govemment to lis-
ten to the expert advice Qf people
in the private business sector on

how to address the ongomg rice

crisis. Special attention should be
given to the advice contained in
a column of former Secretary of
Finance Gary ‘Teves, who is now
Very much: involved in the pmvate

sector asamember of theboardof -

one of the largest food and bever-

‘age conglomerates in the conntry, ‘

San Miguel Corp.

In a column in a leading daily,
Gary Teves outlmed the following
short- and long-term solutions to
the ongoing crisis in which rice

~ prices have skyrocketed:

1.) Encourage greater private
sector participation in the rice
supply chain, particularly con-
glomerates who can help enhance

'ti;gfefﬁciency of the rice distribu-

tion system essential to combat
disruptions that drwe up rice
prices;  *

2.) Closer collaboration be-
tween government agencies. He

~ gives the following examples:

the Department of Agriculture
(DA) and the National Food Au-
thority should work together to
develop a rice procurement and
distribution plan, specifically
addressed to the current crisis.
This plan should ensure that
farmers get a fair price for their
produce and that consumers can
buy affordable rice. The DA and
the Department of Trade and

Industry can also develop a rice

market development plan that
connects farmers with bwers In
thm regard May- -ani, a digital and

social enterprise has been hglppg ‘,
small farmers get better prices for .

their products by providing them,
through their smart phones, with
information on the retail prices

- of their products on a daily basis.

There should be more social en-
terprises that will help digitalize
small-scale agriculture.

" 8)Developmoreagriculturists

who can upskill small farmers in
the use of technology to improve
their productivity. Here, the con-
cept of “master gardeners” devel-

oped in the United States should
be adopted by TESDA (Technical
Education and Skills Develop-
ment Authority)-type of schools
in the Philippines. . ety

4.) At the local government
level, promote a co-financing
mechanism that incentivizes
local government units (LGUs)
to provide more funding to rice
programs. Proceeds from the so-
called Mandanas-Garcia ruling
should be utilized in these financ-
ing initiatives. :

5.) Continue implementing
the rice tariffication law (RTL)
which helps to offset domestic
shortages and to stabilize prices.

Among the more long-term
measures proposed by Gary are
the amending of the Comprehen-

. sive Agrarian Reform Law which

can promote efficient land use,
increased productmty through
modernized farming practices,
crop diversification, economies of
scale through consolidated farms,
improved rural infrastructures,
better access to credit, market
regulation and comprehensive
support for smallholder farmers.
Continuing with what Rolly
wrote about learning from our
neighbors, he cited a report from
the Japan International Coop-

eration Agency, or JICA, which
indicated that Indonesia would
enjoy a substantial expansion of.
tree crops, particularly rubber,

-coffee, cocoa, and palm oil, driven

mainly by foreign and private in-
vestment using modern technol-

-ogy and management. In fact, this

happened mainly in the oil palm
sector when Malaysia, the former
global leader i in the productlon
of palm oil, ran out of workers,
leading to a substantial increase
of Malays;an investment in the
oil palm industry of Indonesxa
This most populous Jcountry in
the ASEAN, with the largest land
area, soon became the biggest
producer in the world of palm oil.

In recent times, however, the

largest buyers of palm oil — such

 as Unileyer, PrasterandGamble,
! and Nestlé — ‘have stopped im-

porting palm oil from Indonesm
when they realized that virgin
forests were being cut down to
make way for oil palm planta-
tions. This has led some of the
investors in oil palm plantations
to take a closer look at the Philip-
pines since, in the words of one of
them, our country has already de-
nuded most of our forests, In fact,
there are now some Philippine
conglomerates investingin plant-
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NOV INFLATION SLOWS

TO 4.1% BUT RISKS CITED

By Ca1 U. ORDINARIO

w@caiordinario

in November, but local econo-

mists warned that higher rice

* pricesaswellas Christmasspend-

ing in December may keep com-
modity prices elevated.

On Tuesday, the Philippine Sta-
tistics Authority (PSA) disclosed
that the country’sinflation slowed
to 4.1 percent. This was slower
than the 4.9 percent posted in
October 2023 and 8 percent re-
corded in November 2022. (Full
story here: https://business-
mirror.com.ph/2023/12/05/
inflation-slows-to-4-1-in-no-
vember-psa/)

However, PSA data showed de-
spite the slower headlineinflation,
certain commodities such as rice
posted an inflation rate of 15.8
percent in November, higher than
the 13.2 percent postedin October
2023and the 3.1 percent postedin

INFLATION may have slowed

November 2022.

“[This] clearly [shows that] the
supply side issues hounding the
rice industry remain serious,”
Monetary Board Member Bruce J.
Tolentino told BUSINESSMIRROR
on Tuesday. ’

Based onthelatestdata, thethree
rice varieties being monitored by

Inflation. ..

CONTINUED FROM A1

PSA showed higher rates in November
compared to both the October 2023 and
November 2022 rates.

Regular milled rice prices increased to
P46.73 per kilo in November 2023, higher
than the P45.42 perkilo in October 2023 and
P39.57 per kilo in November last year.

Well-milled rice, meanwhile, averaged
P51.99 perkilo in November 2023. This was also
higherthantheaverageof P51 perkiloin October
2023 and P43.86 per kilo in November 2022.

Special rice varieties also showed higher

prices at an average of P61.47 per kilo. This
is higher than the P60.95 per kilo in October
2023 and P53.53 per kilo in November 2022.

“Internationally, the India ban on certain
rice varieties continues to hold, and there is
no certainty when it will be lifted. Fertilizer

prices are also elevated; note that fertilizer

impactshavealag through the planting cycle,”

: Tolentinosaid.”Domestically, while the Philip-
pineshashadahistorlcallyhighharvest,there '

is a lot of suppressed demand.”

The elevated rice prices, Tolentino added,
may also reflect the uncertainties in the
government’s own policies when it comes to
price control.

Hesaid duetothese uncertainties, farmers
and traders decided to impose “tight control”
on their inventories in case the government
again decides to make sudden changes in
policy such as imposing price controls.

#[This can] still [be] explained by elevated
world prices. The slight increase in the fourth
quarter [will]not [be] enough to compensate
forreducedimportation because of expensive
foreign rice. | expect inflation to hold steady
or even decline slightly despite Christmas
season,” Philippine Institute for Develop-

ment Studies (PIDS) Senior Research Fellow
Roehlano Briones told BusinessMiRROR.
University of Asia and the Pacific (UA&P)
economistVictor A. Abola told this newspaper
onTuesday that the national government can
opt to create government-to-government
deals to ensure adequate rice supply, espe-
cially during the lean months. .

" These G26 deals; Abola said;
said this will be helpful since El Nifio will likely
hit the country in the first semester of 2024.

Abola expects inflation to increase to
4.2 percent in December but be below 3
percent in the first quarter of next year,
due to base effects.

National Statistician Claire Dennis S. Mapa
also admitted that base effects playedarolein
the inflation rate in November 2023.

[t may be noted that inflation peaked in
January 2023 at8.7 percent. But inflation was
also high at 8.1 percent in December 2022.

“Without El Nifio, my model suggests 3.9
percent average for 2024. However, with El
Nino, it will likely be higher even with govern-
ment intervention,” Abola said.

“However, the rise in rice prices would

iy tandeny with private rice importers” He:

be offset at least partially by weaker crude
oil prices. The latter have eased despite the
OPEC+ cuts, which were'voluntary; headded.

For his part, Manulife Investment Man-
agement and Trust Corporation Philippines
Head of Equities Mark Canizares said riceand
Christmas spending could pull up inflation.

Canizares noted that rice prices increased
afterthelifting of the capimposed bythegov-
ernment, whilethe Christmas season isknown
for higher spending among households.

Monetary policy -
GIVEN the slowdown in inflation, the BSP
now has room to pause in the last Monetary

N

Page of




BllSlIleSSMlITOI'

A bader ook at todays busines -

Date: g & DEC 2023

page: Al S A%

7 LIBRARY

=
W DEPT. OF AGRICULTURE

Board in December 2023, accordlng to HSB(
economist for Asean Aris Dacanay.

% DacanaysaldBSPmay"staypat'Iongeron'

accountofslowlng inflation. He said this will
be supported by the need to “mind the gap”
between the policy rates of ﬂ!e BSP and the
US Federal Beserve i

_rateamnmeﬂnrdquarterofzou'foacanaysaid.
Meanwhile, Bank of the Philippine Islands
* (BP1) economist Emilio S. Neri Jr. thinks it's too
early to expect rate cuts from the BSP. He said it
was possible for the BSP to keep interest rates
elevated in 2024.
Thiswouldbethe case, giventhatinflationis
expectedtoincreaseagain in the second quarter
of 2024, Neri said. Rate cuts would follow the
movements of the US Federal Reserve.
“It might be difficult to cut interest rates
~ without any rate cuts from the Fed given
the substantial current account deficit of the
country, which could lead to votatllrty in the
~ exchange rate," Neri said.

Meanwhile, Canizares said if inflation
contlnues to trend lower, interest rate policies
by the BSP willlikely be kept stable. This means
the country couldalso expect“amore progrowth
monetary stance in 2024."

 “If interest rates fall, this is typically posi-
tive for capital markets such as Equities. Lower
interest rates provide more room for corporates
to expand and more propensity for consum-
ers to spend, which will translate to higher
economic growth and activity, potentially
leading to a more robust equities market In

2024, Canizares said.

Government efforts
SECRETARY Arsenio M. Balisacan of the

Nationaijggnomrc and Deveionn\ent Au-

thority (Neda) said the government must
keep monitoring the inflation situation in
the face of continued price pressures from
geopolitical tensions and extreme weather
situations, further fueling uncertainty.

To ensure sufficient supply and stable
prices of rice, the Inter-Agency Committee

on Inﬂation and Market Outlook (IAC-IMO)
"Weonlye:mectmeBSPtnbeginltseasmg s : i
qderightaftermefeddoesnsﬁstratean.our Ay
baseline view rsforﬂ\eFedtodoifsﬁrstpoHcy i

At the same tlme, differentiated support
must be provided to agricultural producers,

 depending howand when they will beaffected

by El Nifio. Measures to reduce transport and
delivery costs are being undertaken as well.

- Latest monitoring by the Philippine Atmo-
spheric, Geophysical andAstronomical Services
Administration (Pagasa) showed a strong El

Nifio is already present n the country and will
intensifyinthe coming monthsuntilthesecond

quarterof 2024, This could bring below-normal
rainfall across the country and disrupt fuod

*_production and energy generation.

Balisacan added that the Toll Regulatory
Board and the Department of Agriculture,
along with other agencies and tollway
concessionaires, are finalizing the details

for exempting agriculture delivery trucks
from toll increases to mitigate energy- and

fuel-related inflationary pressures.

Meanwhile, the Land Transportation
Franchising and Regulatory Board has pro-
vided fuel subsidies to 166,598 public utility
vehicles as of November 17.

To protect the most vulnerable sectors
from high food prices, the Department of
Social Welfare and Development launched
the Walang Gutom 2027: Food Stamp Pro-
gram, which provides monetary assistance
to low-income households and allow them
to purchase selected food commodities from
eligible merchants.
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