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NFA .corr'uption: A rotting scandal

Citizen Barok
Louis ‘Barok’ Biraogo

IN THE annals of governmental in-
eptitude and corruption, the recent
revelations at the National Food Au-
thority stand as a putrid testament to
the depths of depravity that certain
individuals will plumb in pursuit of
" personal gain.
The stench of malfeasance emanat-

ing from this once-respected institu-

tion is suffocating, and the perpetra-
tors of this heinous betrayal of public

trust must be held accountable with -

the full force of the law.

The report, like a dagger plunged
into the heart of decency, exposes
the sordid machinations of NFA Ad-
ministrator Roderico Bioco-and his
cohorts in the despicable saga of rice
sales to favored traders. Assistant
Administrator Lemuel Pagayunan,
a lone voice crying out against the
darkness, bravely brought forward
evidence of Bioco’s collusion in the
sale of 75,000 bags of NFA rice, to-
taling a staggering P93.75 million, to
select cronies under the guise of dis-
posing “deteriorating stocks.”

But what Pagayunan uncovered
was not mere negligence or misman-
agement; it was a calculated conspir-
acy to defraud the Filipino people.

Bioco, like a kingpin of a crimi-
nal syndicate; issued memoranda
authorizing the sale of rice unfit for
consumption, but rather treated and
perfectly suitable for the market. The
audacity of this deception is breath-
taking in its contempt for the very
citizens it purports to serve.

Furthermore, the revelation that
these transactions were conducted
without the approval of the NFA
Council, the governing body mandat-
ed by Presidential Decree 4 to over-
see such matters, adds another layer
of criminality to this sordid affair.

Bioco and his accomplices, includ-
ing former Assistant Administrator
John Robert Hermano and NFA Re-
gion 4 Regional Manager Alwin Uy,
flouted established procedures with
brazen impunity, thumbing their nos-
es at the rule of law.

Editor's Note: There was no im-
mediately available comment from
Bioco, Hermano and Uy as the paper
goes to press.)

What is perhaps most galling is the.

complete absence of remorse or ac-
countability on the part of these mal-
efactors.

Instead of acknowledging their
wrongdoing and facing the conse-
quences, they sought to cover their
tracks by pre-selecting buyers and
bypassing any semblance of trans-
parency in the sale process.

The notion that the best interests
of the Filipino people were even a
fleeting consideration in their minds
is laughable; their only concern was

bé

~The rot within the NFA
must be excised with
surgical precision, and
those responsible must
be made to answer for
their crimes

fattening their own wallets at the ex-
pense of the nation’s most vulnerable.

In the face of such egregious mis-
conduct, the call for swift and deci-
sive action is deafening.

Agriculture Secretary Francisco
Tiu Laurel Jr. must not only launch a
thorough investigation into these al-
legations but also ensure those found
guilty are prosecuted to the fullest
extent of the law.

Anything less would be a betrayal

. of the public trust and an invitation

for further abuses to go unchecked.

The time for half-measures and
empty promises is over.

The rot within the NFA must be
excised with surgical precision, and
those responsible must be made to
answer for their crimes.

The Filipino people deserve noth-
ing less than justice, and it is incum-
bent upon the authorities to deliver it
swiftly and unequivocally. ;

In the words of Leigh Bardugo, an
American writer and novelist, “Dark-
ness resides in us all, a shadow wait-
ing to consume the light. It’s a battle
we wage every day, fighting against

~ the monsters within.”

But let it be known that the monsters
lurking within the halls of power will
not prevail, not so long as there are
those among us brave enough to shine a
countability. The time for reckoning is
at hand, and woe unto those who would
dare to stand in its way.
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By ROMINA CABRERA

The Department of Agriculture .

(DA) is ready to face the planned
Senate investigation into the al-
leged anomalous sale of rice to trad-
ers by the National Food Authority
(NF A)._ W [

ilture Secretary Francisco
[ 1 Jr. has ordered the audit
of rice sales since 2019 to ensure
that necessary safeguards are in
place. : ]

'THE PHILIPPINE

L “We will be cooperating in any

-l,- - - - - P e " N
inquiries inside and outside the

‘DA,” Laurel said. : -
' He said private traders would

also face investigation over the al-
leged illegal sale of NFA rice.
“They will not be free from (ac-
countability) if they are found liable
during the probe,” Laurel said.
He assured the public of unham-
pered services in the NFA despite

the suspension of its head, Rod-

_erico Bioco, and 138 officials and

LIBRARY

_employees.

y BA spokesmah' Arnel de Mesa
said the NFA would hold an emer-

‘gency council meeting today to

ensure continued operations.
~ Laurel will head the NFA pend-
ing the appointment of Bioco’s
replacement, according to De Mesa.
De Mesa said the government

has earmarked funding for buffer.

stocks and that NFA has started
buying rice from local farmers.

On Monday, Bioco and 138 of-
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. _'ficials,"in‘cludi'ng 99 wqre‘héusg

supervisors, 29 branch managers
and 12 regional managers, were
suspended by the Office of the
Ombudsman over the NFA mess.

~ They will be replaced by the next
personnel in line, De Mesa said.

~ “To date, there are over 1,000

NFA employees, including field
ofﬁcers.-T%OSe who are next in rank
‘will be named branch and regional
managers,” he said.

i Megnwhile,.the.KiLusang Mag-

i} ":’i‘ B |

bubukid ng Pilipinas (KMP) and
Bantay Bigas sought the repeal of
the Rice Liberalization Law, which
prevents the NFA from buying and
selling rice. s !
The law only allows the NFA to
buy rice for buffer stocks during
calamities and emergencies.
KMP chairman Danilo Ramos
and Cathy Estavillo of Bantay Bigas
said the law should be repealed to
allow the NFA to sell cheaper rice.
' — With Jun Elias
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DA urged toimplement calculated’ rice-related
measures as mﬂatlon reaches 3.4 percent in Feb

of By jovee MarieN. Dr.u\ Cauz 1
X @joveemarie

chairman and Albay Rep. Joey Sarte
Salceda on Tuesday called on the
Departmentongnculture(DA)toImplement
a laser-focused approach to rice-related
interventions, mduding the recalibration of
"~ the RlceCompeutwenessEnhancementFund
(RCEF), but cautionedagainstanimmediate
increase in importation.
Salcedaissued thestatementas mﬂatmn
rateinthe Philippines reached 3.4 percentin
February 2024. This marks an increase from

H OUSE Committee onWaysand Means

2.8 percent in January 2024 and a decrease

from the 8.6 percent recorded in February
last year.

Salcedapointed outthat whilevegetable,
corn, utility, and sugar prices experienced
declines, rice saw a substantial year-on-year
increase of 23.7 percent, with a noteworthy
month-on- month inflation of 1.0 percent.

~ “One takeaway: It's all about rice. Veg-
etableprlcesareduwn Corn pncesaredown
Oqtheaggre_gate, utility bills are down versus
last year. Even sugar prices are down on a
year-on-year basis,” he said.

Salceda stressed the importance ofa

_hlghiy targeted strategy for interventions
relatedtorice, advisingagainstan lmmedlate
surge in importation. R

He explame;l that the upcoming first. .

harvest season in April and the potential
easing of political pressures from the Indian
electionsin May,cuuld lead to stablllzed rice
prices by June.

“Increasing n‘nportatmn at this time
might not necessarily be the correct ap-
proach. The first harvest season of the year
begins around April. The Indian elections
could take place around May, which means
the political pressures that underlie the rice
export ban in India could ease. So, by June,
rice prices could actually stabilize,"he added.

Looking -ahead, Salceda urged the DA

to ensure ‘that-a!l,post -harvest support is

readily available by April to address losses.
“Post-harvest losses amount to as much
as12-15percent, and [Agriculture] Secretary
[Francisco] Tiu-Laurel has been hyperfocused
on dealing with this issue,” he said.
Salceda also stressed the importance

of resolving logistics challenges at ports, :

farm-to-market roads, and potential supply

~ bottlenecks, declaring the next 30 days as

crucial and calling fora colfectlve effortfrom
all stakeholders.

“We must also ensure that logistics
issues at the port, farm-to-market roads,
and other potential supply bottlenecks are

. eased,” he added.

“This will be a crucial thirty days, so-we
need all hands on deck,” he added.

“Enhance
‘REGARDING the Rice: (ompetltweness

Enhancement Fund (RCEF), which is set to
conclude in 2025, Salceda highlighted the
mandatory review slated for this year.

He strongly advocated for the extension

~ and recalibration of the RCEF, directing its

focus towards post-harvest facilities and

 farm inputs that directly enhance yield.

“The Rice Competitiveness Enhancement
Fund ends in 2025, but there is a mandatory
review that should be undertaken this year,”
he said. ' :

~ “Definitely, the RCEF should be not only

extended but recalibrated towards post-
harvestfacilities and farminputs that provide
a direct improvement in yield,” he added.
Salceda pointed out a current gap in the
RCEF, lacking provisions for hybrid seeds.
. With revenues approaching P30 billion
instead of theinitially envisioned Pmblllmn,
he pmposed{hatthe excess P20 billion could
now cover a broader spectmm of initiatives
beyond financial assistance.
Under the Rice Tariffication Law, the
RCEFallocates P10 billionto four component

 programs: mechanization (P5billion), seeds. -
(P3 bllﬂon),extenslon (P1 bllfron) and credit

(P1 blllion) v {_:'1' o ¥
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Ombudsman probe to cover
NFA deals as far back as 2019

BYI'EI'EII.I.G TABINGO

INVESI'IGATIONSEDO the a]leged anomalous
sale by the National Food Authority (NFA) of rice
buffer stocks to favored traders will be expanded
to cover similar transactions by the agency in the
last four years under the Duteste administration.
Assistant Secretary Arnel De Mesa, spokes-
person for the Department of Agricul smd
a panel of investigators from the Office o
Ombudsman is working alongside an mtcmai au-
dit team that s teviewing why the NFA bypassed
bidding processes in disposing of grains reserves.

“'I'hls inquiry will not be confined to the

- transaction that started in November last year
and consummated in ]anua:y Our investiga-

tors will pore over records going as far back as
2019,” he said in Filipino.
De Mesa said the instruction of  Agriculture

ﬁmmeTmIMJﬂmmmsmﬂm ;

would be no recurrence of the problem by

putting up all necessary safeguards and to unmask
as many of the individuals involved as possible.

Should the review reveal there were traders

See OMBUDSMAN > Page B3

: OMBUDSMAN -

and buyers who were in cahoots with erring NEA officials, they will be.

held to account, he said.
- Ina27-page

directive dated March 1, OmbudsnmnSamnlMarmeso:daed

139 NEA personnel placed under a six-month
to enable the investigation
to access documents and possible witnesses.
. Aside from NFA Administrator Roderico

Bioco and assistant administrator John Robert
Hermano, also suspended were 12 regional
managers, 26 branch managers, and 99 ware-

house SUpErvisors.
‘Tiu Laurel has taken over as interim NFA

chief while the post of regional managers and

branch managers would be assumed by their

respective next in rank. :

i+ Laurel has called for an emergency meeting
" of the NFA Council to ascertain that the agency
will remain fully functional despite the suspen-
sion of most of its top executives.

De Mesa pointed out that keeping the NFA
fully operational during the transition is impera-
trve,g:vmthestnrtoftheha:vestofth:sy:m’s
crop of rice from local farmers.
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By XANDER DAVE CEBALLOS and CHINO LEYCO

he Philippine Statistics Au-
thority (PSA) reported that
the country’s four-month
streak of slowing consumer
prices was disrupted by a sharp in-

crease in rice and pork prices, caus-
ing the inflation rate to spike to 3.4
percent in February. .

Last month’s headline inflation
rate was higher than the 2.8 percent
back in January, but lower compared
to the 8.6 percent recorded in the

LIBRARY
i\ DEPT. OF AGRICULTURE

Rice, pork prices raise

same month of 2023, based on the
PSA data.

Inflation still within target

Despite the uptick in February,
the Department of Finance (DOF) said
the rise in consumer prices remain

February inflation rate

well within the government’s target
range.

Finance Secretary Ralph G. Recto
said the 3.4 percent inflation rate last
month was still within the govern-
ment’s desired range of two
percent to four percent and > 8
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Rice, pork prices raise February inflation rate 1«

closely aligned with the Bangko Sentral ng
Pilipinas (BSP) forecast of 2.8 percent to 3.6
percent for February.

Rice prices played a huge role in the
headline inflation increase which posted a
23.7 percent increase from the 22.6 percent
in January.

“Our headline inflation of 3.4 percent,
rice inflation contributed 1.6 percentage
points of the 3.4 percent, so that’s about 47
percent. It’s like almost half of the inflation
in February was due to rice,” PSA Under-
secretary Claire Dennis Mapa said.

Rice inflation

Rice inflation in February was also the
highest in 14 years since the 24.6 percent
recorded during the same month of 2009.

Poor households, at large, are the most
vulnerable to the increase in rice prices as
about 79 percent of its inflation rate came
from rice prices.

PSA reported that the inflation rate for
the bottom 30 percent income households
increased to 4.2 percent in February, up
from the record-low 3.6 percent.

According to PSA, the three rice sub-
commodities it monitored (regular milled,
well-milled, and special) all noted increases
last month.

Akilogram of regular-milled rice had an
average price of £50.44 during the month,
higher than the £39.65 and $49.65 in Feb-
ruary 2023 and January.

For well-milled rice, a kilogram cost a
consumer P55.93 in February compared to
the 43.99 and P54.91 recorded previously.

As for the special rice, it soared to
P64.42 last month from $53.89 in February
2023 and $63.90 in January.

Mapa said the uptrend in rice inflation
may continue until July or August this year
due to the low base effect seen last year.

Meat inflation

The inflation of meat, particularly pork,
also grew faster to 0.7 percent coming from
anegative 0.7 percent in January as the Af-
rican swine fever (ASF) continues to spread
throughout the country.

The price increase in pork may be offset
by a slower growth rate in fish and seafood
which declined to 0.7 percent from 1.2 percent.

On the other hand, National Economic
and Development Authority (NEDA) Sec-
retary Arsenio Balisacan said that interna-
tional rice prices have already started to ease
as local supply is expected to increase from
March to April with the Agriculture Depart-
ment collaborating with the International
Rice Research Institute.

Balisacan also reported that the next
phase of the vaccine test for ASF is awaiting
Food and Drug Administration approval.

Once the vaccine is proven efficacious,
the government will roll out a vaccination
campaign to help ensure adequate pork
supply in the country, he stated.

“Our team is actively formulating robust
strategies with the concerned agencies in
response to these challenges. We must be
agile, adaptive, and forward-thinking,” the
NEDA chief added.

Recto said a comprehensive plan is in

place to keep prices stable.

“The government has a comprehensive
plan in place — the Reduce Emerging Infla-
tion Now or REIN — to keep the prices of
goods and services stable and affordable,”
Recto said in a statement on Tuesday,
March 5. “The deliberate implementation
of REIN will help us keep the inflation rate
within manageable levels, especially with
the looming threat of El Nifio.”

Recto said the government is “proac-
tively preparing” to mitigate the effects
of El Nino on inflation, which is forecast
to peak this month and persist until May.

Zero in on rice
Albay 2nd District Rep. Joey Salceda said
the government must put all its efforts on
rice after its sharp increase in prices pushed

~ up inflation.

“If the government were to be obsessed
with one thing, it must be rice,” Salceda said
in a statement on Tuesday, March 5.

Salceda is putting the spotlight on rice
as food prices, such as vegetable, corn, and
sugar, and utility bills are down compared
to last year’s prices.

Whereas, rice is up 23.7 percent on the
year-on-year basis. With a month-on-
month inflation, it was at an elevated one
percent.

“Moving forward, the interventions of
the Department of Agriculture (DA) and the
Cabinet as a whole must be laser-focused on
rice,” the economist-solon said. “This will
be a crucial 30 days, so we need all hands on
deck.” (With a report from Dexter Barro II)
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DA to conduct cloud
seeding in Negros

BY EUGENE Y. ADIONG

ACOLOD CITY: With rice lands
fast drying up in southern Negros
Occidental because of the dry spell
caused by the El Nifio phenomenon,
the Department of Agriculture (DA) is
conducting a three-day survey for possible
cloud seeding, Gov. Eugenio ]ose Lacson sald

on Monday.

Lacson said two engineers from
the agency's Bureau of Soil and
Water Management are in the
province to assess the condition
and submit a recommendation
to him.

“Their initial report said the
potential clouds for seeding are
only present in northern Negros
like Don Salvador Benedicto, Ca-
latrava, Escalante City, San Carlos
City and Cadiz City,” Lacson said.

“Unfortunately in the southern

part of Negros Island, which is the

hardest hit by the drought, there
are clear skies.”

Cloud seeding is a technique
that improves the cloud's ability
to produce rain.

“The engmeers are still going
around the province and hopefully
next week they will have a recom-
mendation,” he said.

"However, if they decide that it
is viable to conduct cloud seeding,

it will take another month before

procurement of needed materials
can start.”

He said the areas that are depen-
dent on rain for irrigation are the
hardest hit by the drought.

“They have been forewarned
that they may not have a good
crop. But many of them took a
chance,” he said.

The governor said that the rice
crops in areas covered by the Bago
River Irrigation System have not
been affected by the dry spell.

“I have been saying that they
should maximize the irrigation
by clearing the canals,” he added.

Damage at P77.7
million

The estimated damage caused
by the drought has reached
P77,702,833.81 as of March 1, a
report by the Office of the Provin-
cial Agriculturist showed.

Of the total damage, rice lands

remained the hardest hit with
a damage of P77,544,9882.01
followed by corn at P157,852.80.
The drought has affected 76
barangay, 1,955 farmers and
1,669.71 hectares of farm lands
in the province, the report said.
The report also showed that the
numberof affected local governments
also rose to 11 from eight last week. .
Kabankalan City continues to
be the hardest-hit with damage
pegged at P41,726,761.20 with 13

villages, 1,214 farmers and 978.98

hectares of land affected. - .

Cauayan followed with
P14,001.540 worth of damage
in 17 barangay, 197 farmers and
176.66 hectares of land.

llog town reported damage of
P7,487,370.24 in four villages and
affected 110 farmers and 110.68
hectares of land.

Himamaylan City (P3,732,556.92),
Valladolid (P3,397,598.72), Hi-
noba-an (P2,525,595.60), Hin-
igaran (P1,751,055.20), Sipalay
City (P1,623,445.63), Binalba-
gan (P513,360), Moises Pa-
dilla (P450,897.50) and Isabela
(P334,800) also suffered losses in
agricultural income.

Damage to corn in Sipalay City
was pegged at P157,852.80.

State of calamity

Ricky Muscosa, acting city agricul-
turist of Kabankalan City, on Tues-

day said theyamvahdanng the data
and assessing the conditions if the
city can declare a state of calamity.

Under NDRRMC Memoran-
dum Order 60 and Republic Act
10121, the declaration of a state
of calamity is based on its impact
on the population, livelihoods, in-
frastructure and the environment.

Muscosa said their initial data
showed that there are 975 hectares
of rice lands, 1,200 farmers in 17
barangay affected by the drought
in Kabankalan City.

Muscosa said only Barangay
Magballo and parts of Barangay
Camingawan has an irrigation sys- -
tem that can support the rice fields.

As part of the city government's

‘Gugma Caravan, the City Agricul-

ture Office distributed free vegeta-
ble seedlings as alternative crops -
for rice farmers in the different
barangay, he said.

Kabankalan City has more than
5,000 hectares of agricultural land.

The Philippine Atmospheric,
Geophysical and Astronomical
Services Administration office

‘in Visayas reported that Negros

Occidental has been officially cat-

egorized as havingbeen affected by

drought, the only province in the
region that has been so far placed
in that category.

The province has experienced
below normal rainfall in the
past three months, the weather
bureau said.
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Inflation ticks up to 3.4% in Feb

Govt ramping up
efforts to address.
higher prices -

‘ _Cablnet officials

BY NINA MYKA PAULINE
ARCEO, JANINE ALEXIS MIGUEI.
AND RED MENDOZA -

NFLATION rose to 3. 4

percent in February, the

Philippine Statistics
Authority (PSA) reported on
Tuesday, snappmg a four-
month decline as prices of key
food items — particularly rice
— increased at a faster pace.

ot

i |

The result — within the Bangko Sentral
ng Pilipinas’ (BSP) 2.8- to 3.6-percent es-
timate for the month but higher than the
3.0-percent median in a Manila Times poll
of analysts — picked up from ]anu"ary’s
2.8 percent. : '

Inflation a year earlier was 8.6 percent,
marking the start of a six-month decel-
eration from January’s 14-year high of 8.7

 percent. The rate rose anew in August and

September and then slowed for the rest of
the year, finally returning to the BSP's 2.0-
to 4.0-percent target in December.

Inflation fell further at the start 0f 2024,

and the latest figure brought the year-to-
date average to 3.1 percent.

» Ticks B2
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By Jordeene B. Lagare
and Melvin Gascon

@Team_Inquirer

A farmers’ group urged the Na-
tional Food Authority (NFA) to
adopt stricter rules on the dis-
posal of aging rice stocks and
on their pricing to deter any
collusion between its officials
and bulk buyers.

The Federation of Free Farm-
ers (FFF), through its chair Leon-
ardo Montemayor, made the
call following Monday's order

from the Ombudsman suspend-
ing NFA Administrator Roderico
Bioco and 138 other officials and
employees for six months.

They were suspended to
make way for an investigation
into the allegedly irregular sale
of 75,000 bags of “deteriorating
or aging” stocks to rice traders
to the tune of Pg3.75 million.

The NFA is mandated to
keep an optimal level of inven-
tory to be sourced solely from
local farmers for distribution
during emergency or calamity
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situations under the Rice Tar-
iffication Law (RTL). But it is
also allowed to dispose of aging
stocks even in the absence of
such conditions.

“Stricter rules must be put
in place on when and how these
aging stocks are disposed of,
and at what price, in order to
avoid discretion and potential
collusion between NFA officials
and private buyers,” said Mon-
temayor, a former secretary of
the Department of Agriculture

In a statement, Montemay-

or said the investigation into
NFA operations should be ac-
companied by a review of RTL
to enable the agency to perform
its mandate effectively.

“Under the law, the NFA
can replenish its buffer stocks

only by buying palay from lo-

cal farmers. What if farmers do
not want to sell to it because its

‘buying price is too low, as is the -

case today?” he said. “The RTL
prohibits the NFA from import-
ing, so where will the agency
get its rice stocks?”

Montemayor urged Agri-
culture Secretary Francisco
Tiu Laurel Jr. to also look into
reported anomalies in previ-
ous years, “wherein NFA buf-
fer stocks were being sold soon

after milling but were made to

appear as deteriorating stocks
to justify their disposal.”

“In some cases, the records
of the release of newly milled
stocks were postdated by sever-
al months, again to justify their
disposal as aging stocks,” he
said. “In other instances, good

quality palay stocks sent to pri-
vate millers for processing were
switched with low quality rice,
with the NFA ending up with
poor quality cereal.”

No disruption

Aside from Bioco, the other
NFA officials suspended with-
out pay included Assistant Ad-
ministrator for Operations John
Robert Hermano, 12 regional
managers, 26 branch man-
agers and 99 warehouse o
supervisors stationed in u
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Metro Manila; Central Luzon;
Calabarzon (Cavite, Laguna,
Batangas, Rizal, Quezon); Bi-
col; Western, Central and East-
ern Visayas; Zamboanga Pen-
insula; Northern Mindanao;
Caraga; Soccsksargen (South
Cotabato, Cotabato, Sultan
Kudarat, Sarangani and Gener-
al Santos City); and the Bang-
samoro Autonomous 'Region
in Muslim Mindanao.

NFA Assistant Adminis-
trator for Operations Lemuel
Pagayunan, who filed the com-
plaint in the Office of the Pres-

ident on Feb 24, was excluded
from the suspension order.

The Ombudsman said it
found “sufficient grounds” to
suspend them based on “strong
evidence showing their guilt.”
The charges included grave
misconduct, gross neglect of
duty and conduct prejudicial to
the best interest of the service.

Agriculture  Undersecre-
tary Arnel de Mesa assured the
public that the NFA’s opera-
tions would not be disrupted
despite the preventive suspen-
sions, adding that Tiu Laurel
will take over temporarily as
NFA administrator.

In the field offices, those

next in rank would serve as
regional managers and branch
managers, and temporary
warehouse supervisors will
also be designated, he said on
the government TV program
“Bagong Pilipinas Ngayon.”

He said Tiu Laurel met
with NFA employees after .
serving the suspension ot-
ders. “On Wednesday, the NFA -
will also have its emergency
council meeting to ensure that
there will be no disruption in
the services for our farmers,
especially now that the har-
vest season has started and
the NFA has also started buy-
ing palay,” he added. o
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Feb inflation to 3.4%

By lan Nicolas P. Cigaral
and Melvin Gascon
@InquirerBiz

A sustained increase in rice
prices once again stoked infla-
tion in the Philippines, with a
faster-than-expected consumer
price hike in February ending
four consecutive months of de-
cline and sending policymakers
scrambling for measures to mit-
igate the impact of a strong El
Nino dry spell on food supply.
Inflation, as measured by the
increase in the consumer price
index (CPI), quickened to 3.4 per-
cent year-on-year in February,
from 2.8 percent in the preceding
month, the Philippine Statistics
Authority reported on Tuesday.
The latest print surpassed the
median estimate of 3.1 percent in
Inquirer’s poll, but this marked
the third straight month that in-
flation has settled within the 2to 4
percent target range of the Bang-
ko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP).
National Statistician Claire

Dennis Mapa said rice price in-
flation, which had soared to a 15-
year high of 23.7 percent in Febru-
ary, was to blame for the flare-up
amid high global prices of this
commodity. This pushed up over-
all food and drinks inflation rate

to 4.6 percent, from 3.5 percent

previously.

Rice, a local household staple,
accounts for 8.9 percent of CPL

But Agriculture Assistant
Secretary Arnel de Mesa said in
a television interview, “This is
not alarming because if we an-
alyze the data, the price of rice
was relatively low in the past
year of 2023 ..."

“We expect that this would
further go down in March since
the harvest season has started
and this will peak in March to
April and drive down the farm-
gate price of palay,” he said.

Secretary Arsenio Balisa-
can of the National Economic
and Development Authority
(Neda) said the Marcos admin-
istration is intensifying efforts

to keep inflation within target.
“The potential impact of a
strong El Nino weather pattern
on food prices is a significant
concern for our community,”
Balisacan said in a statement.

‘Stop-gap’ measures

“The economic team con-
tinues to pursue programs and
measures to manage the pri-
mary contributors to inflation,”
said Special Assistant to the
President on Investments and
Economic Affairs Frederick Go.

Neda said the government
has introduced “stop-gap” mea-
sures to cope with the prolonged
drought, such as allowing further
importations of key commodities.

Meanwhile, nonfood infla-
tion rate climbed to 2.4 percent
in February, from 2 percent in
the preceding month, driven
by costlier housing rentals,
utilities and transport.

The BSP had said inflation
would ease this first quarter be-
fore overshooting the target anew

Page  of

in the second quarter as favorable
base effects fade. Average price
hike is projected to return to the

‘target band in the third quarter to

average 3.6 percent this year.

The central bank said the
February reading was consis-
tent with its forecast, adding
that it's “appropriate” to keep
monetary settings unchanged
in the near term.

Aris Dacanay, HSBC econo-
mist, said the above-consensus
inflation “poses an upside risk
of the BSP delaying the begin-
ning of its easing cycle,” mean-
ing borrowing costs could stay
high for a longer period.

“If inflation surprises to
the upside again or if risks to
inflation materialize during
the sensitive period of second
quarter 2024, then there is a
risk that the BSP will instead
cut after the [US Federal Re-
serve rate reduction], keeping
the BSP rate at 6.5 percent for a
longer period than we expect,”
Dacanay said. ma
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Low-priced rice should be for consumers’

By Maricel V. Cruz

PEAKER Ferdinand Martin G. Romualdez said he

wished that the low-priced rice the National Food

Authority (NFA) reportedly sold to certain traders
should have been offered to consumers in public markets.

House Deputy Majority Leader for
Communications and ACT-CIS Party-list
Rep. Erwin Tulfo said Romualdez con-
veyed this “wish,” adding that Romual-
dez also noted that had the NFA sold the
rice to the public, thousands of consumers

would have benefitted.
He said the NFA apparently sold the
rice at the low price of P25 per kilo.
“They should really be responsible for
that. While our countrymen cannot afford
to buy (rice)... at P30, P40, they will drop

them to P25, isn’t that insulting?” Tulfo
also said.

Tulfo called for accountability and
eventual punishment for those respon51-
ble for the sale.

Tulfo said he and his colleagues are in-
terested in finding out why the NFA sold
the rice to traders who re-bagged it and
sold it to their customers, instead of sell-
ing it in public markets.
- House Assistant Majority Leader Raul
Angelo Bongalon of Ako Bicol Partylist

supported Tulfo’s call for accountability
for those behind the sale, but suggested

that private persons involved should be
held accountable as well.

This developed as House leaders on
lauded the administration’s strong resolve
in going after erring officials of the NFA
in light of the preventive suspension of
139 officials and employees of the agency
over an alleged disadvantageous transac-
tion involving the sale of rice buffer stock.

Some lawmakers also favor the re-
structuring the mandate of the NFA, cit-
ing efforts from past Congresses to study
the proposal,

The Federation of Free Farmers (FFF)

meanwhile urged the Department of Ag-
riculture (DA) to review the Rice Tarrifi-
cation Law (RTL) to effectively exercise
it mandate and a deeper probe into the
rice disbursement and price fixing issue
atthe NFA.

Former Agriculture secretary, now
FFF chairman Leonardo Montemayor
said that the RTL removed the palay and
rice price stabilization functions of the
NFA and effectively disallows it from
selling subsidized rice to the public, such
as through the KADIWA outlets, unless
there is a calamity.
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'SPECIAL REPORT From g1 mustbe “promoted o help farmerscope  farm. misal
G : with rising production costs, according to Small-scale irrigation systems can
‘Services, not machines their study published last year. also be fundéd via RCEF to complement

Monetary Board member V. Bruce
Tolentino, however, proposed that the
mechanization component be converted
into a service-oriented one instead of
giving away machines to farmers.

Under this scheme, Tolentino ex-
plained, farmers are given vouchers
that they can use to avail services from
government accredited enterprises. The
enterprises are regulated by the govern-
ment possibly through a franchising
system.

Through this way, the burden of
maintaining the life of the agricultural
machines would be on the enterprises,
| Tolentino said. This model is currently
practiced in the agriculture sectors of
other countries like Vietnam, Thailand
and the United States, he added.

- Such practice is currently present
locally, albeit, in limited terms, such as
the dli:rx;ovision of drone spraying and
seeding services. :
ey provide good services then

£

the farmers will be reI;;at customers.

- If the farmers are not happy then the
franchise of the enterprise will not be
renewed,” he said. A

Tolentino’s proposal attempts to
achieve two things: relieve the govern-
ment from procurement of machines and
provide farmers with freedom to choose
the service appropriate to their farms.

One of the major issues of RCEF imple-
mentation was the struggle of the Philip-
pine Center for Postharvest Development
and Mechanization to procure macﬁinery.
The Sﬁency was overwhelmed with the
P5-billion budget given to it toimplement
the mechanization program. :

Greater seed component

Experts said the RCEF seed compo-
nent must be retained and expanded as
it is one of, if not, the most successful
components of the program to date.

Tolentino proposed the allocation
of the seed component to increase and
widen its coverage toward distribution
of hybrid seeds and climate-resilient
rice varieties such as those tolerant to
ht, floods and salinity.

should also support community-
seed production ing to astudy
by Ricardo Dizon, Hazel Tanchuling and
Raul Montemayor titled The Gains and
Losses of Producers and Consumersin the
Implementation of Rice Tariffication Law:
An Integrated lIglJ)act Analysis.

The seeds produced from this program

drou
R
based

" The authors also suggested that rice
farmers “must be encouraged” by the
government to venture into “niche”
rice production and supply markets
for heirloom rice, organic rice and other
specialty rice varieties.
Real-time monitoring required

The establishment of a real-time pub-
licly available monitoring system is also
necessary moving forward.

Observers said that such a mecha-

nism has been absent, albeit, too late to

be established by the RCEF implement-
ing agencies. :

The implementing rules and xegﬂmll-
lations (IRR) of RCEF mandated the
creation of a website that would allow
the public to monitor the progress of
each component. Part of the website
should be the Rice Fund Impact Moni-
toring System which the Department
of Agriculture should have established
a year after the IRR took effect or last
March 5, 2020.

“That monitoring platform was not
followed,” Philippine Chamber of Ag-
riculture and Food Inc. president Danilo
Fausto said. !

The putting in place of a “robust”
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) sys-
tem was one of the recommendations
by the Adrianos. They pointed out that
the M&E system needs to be “efficient,
rules-based, transparent and account-
able.”

Irrigation, fertilizer missing

Experts also said the RCEF must have
an institutionalized allocation for small-
scale irrigation and fertilizers. These two
components, they argued, are critical to
raising farm productivity and yet were
absent in the original mix of RCEF com-
ponents.

At present, the government provides
fertilizer subsidies but is dependent on
existing market conditions, such as the
ongoing Ukraine-Russia war. Including
fertilization as an RCEF component
would ensure that farmers would be
able to apply the necessary amount of
farm input, they said. ¢

“Science would tell us that the great-
estimpact to productivity are seeds and
fertilizers,” Reyes said.

Fermin Adriano, a former agriculture
undersecretary, proposed that the sub-
sidy must be'in the form of vouchers

or direct cash grants to allow farmers .

to choose the necessary input for their

the origi
the Rice Trade Liberalization Law.

the large irrigation systems constructed
by the government.

Small-scale irrigations are critical in
supporting farmers’ to plant high value
crops, especially during dry season, and
combat the ill effects of El Nifio.

Fausto suggested that a &rﬁon of
excess rice tariff collections be used to -
bankroll crop diversification programs
for uncompetitive rice farmers, fulfilling
wisdom of the provisions of

. Farmers’ experience

Nhel Victor Verastigue, a rice farmer,
for his part, said RCEF gave farmers like
him some relief.

According to the Philippine Rice Re-
search Institute (PhilRice), Verastigue,
a farmer in Atimonan, Quezon, has
doubled his rice yield to 6.6 metric tons
per hectare from 3.3 metric tons per hect-
are using seeds distributed under RCEE.

“Receiving free certified inbred seeds
was a big relief for us. We no longer
worry about sourcing seeds because
we're assured that new, high-quality
inbred seeds with good yields will be-
provided through the program,” Veras-
tigue was quoted as saying by PhilRice,
the main implementer of the RCEF seeds
component.

_For Joselyn Anda, another farmer-
beneficiary, RCEF seeds component
alone doubled her income to P30,000,
based on the report by PhilRice.

Anda reduced her expenses by P1,800
after following the recommended seed-
ing rate of 40 kilograms for one hectare
of land, PhilRice said.

“Joining RCEF has led to a 50 percent
reduction in our expenses, dropping
from P20,000 to P10,000 per hectare,”
Juanito Oliquiano of Polillo, Quezon
was also quoted as saying in a separate
report.

But the same may not be said for all
farmers.

Industry experts said the future of
RCEF must embrace flexibility to ad-
dress the emerging and unforeseen issue
of all Filipino rice farmers.

As the experts noted, it will be a
“challenge” for the reviewers to de-
termine the success of RCEF - and its
future beyond 2024.

“After all the funds and interven-
tions, it seems that rice farmers are still

oor,” Ditas Macabasco, a senior agri-
usiness specialist at UA&P-CFA said.
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By LOUELLA DESIDERIO

~ Inflation Quickéi{éd to atwo-

month high of 3.4 percent in Feb-.

ruary from 2.8 percent in January,
snapping four straight months of

‘decline amid faster upticks in food

prices such as rice and meat and
transport costs. _
The February inflation print, however

was lower than the 8.6 percent booked in

the same month last year and was within

the 2.8 percent to 3.6 percent forecast of

the Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP).
Prior to the pick-up last month, the
rate of increase in the average prices of
consumer goods and services as.been
declining since September 2023.
* National Statistician Dennis Mapa said
in a press briefing yesterday the uptrend

.in inflation was driven by food and non-
alcoholic beverages, which posted an

inflation rate of 4.6 percent in February
from 3.5 percent in the previous month.

Food inflation went uﬁl';;l 4.8 percent-
igher rice and

from 3.3 percent due to

' meat prices.

Rice posted a higher inflation rate of
23.7 percent in February from the previ-
ous month’s 22.6 percent.

Mapa said the February rice inflation
was

recorded in February 2009.

World market prices of rice have been

rising and all three classifications of the

staple tracked by the Philippine Statistics

Authority also posted increases, Map

said. - :
“ Assuming no reduction in the price,

e highest since the 24.6 percent
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Inflation quickens to 3.4% in Feb

Headline Inflation Rates in the Philippines, All Items
s s e v (2018=100) '

Source: Philippine Statistics Authority, Retail Price Survey of Commodities for the Generation
of Consumer Price Index ) : ) 3 .

and the movement will continue, we
should be expecting high rice inflation
until July or August this year,” Mapa said.

Meat recorded a 0.7 percent increment
in February after easing by 0.7 percent in
January. i

The transport commodity group was
cited as anotll:er driver of the higher head-
line inflation rate as the index registered
a 1.2 percent increase from a 0.3 percent

- decline.

Housing, water, electricity, gas and
other fuels also contributed to the uptrend
asitrecorded a faster uptick of 0.9 percent
in February from the previous month’s
0.7 percent. e

National Economic and Development

Authority Secretary Arsenio Balisacan
‘said the government would continue
to monitor food supply and prices and
implement policies to ensure affordable
and adequate food especially for the most
vulnerable sectors. g
“As we navigate the econon}ig:*lﬁ'@—
scape, it is imperative that we remain
 vigilant and proactive in our approach to
managing inflationary pressures. While

* we have seen some relief from certain

inflation risks, we must not become com-
placent. The tr\otential impact of a strong
El Nifio weather pattern on food prices is
a significant concern for our community,”

Balisacan said. i
w e




THE pHILIPPINE

Date: MFZ Oo 202M  page: 8! 9 B4

LIBRARY
DEPT. OF AGRICULTURE

Page 2 of



BusinessMirror

T T R R Y S T

A broader ook at todays bsiynes

A R RO ST e 43

pate: A% 0G apw Page: mdnpe ':\’,/;5
' MR peeT.

HIGH RICE

LIBRARY
OF AGRICULTURE

PRICES CITED
B INFLATION

IN 3.4% FE

By Cal U. ORDINARIO
X @caiordinario

OOR Filipinos disproportion-
Pately bore the burden of high
rice pricesin February, accord-
ing to Tuesday’s latest inflation data
released by the Philippine Statistics
Authority (PSA).
Inflation for All Income House-
‘holds accelerated to 3.4 percent
(See: https://businessml'rror.com.
ph/2024/03/05/inﬂation—fnster-
at-3-4-in-february/) while the in-
crease in commodity prices for the
Bottom 30 percentreached 4.2 percent
in February 2024.
National Statistician Claire Dennis
S. Mapa said rice prices accounted for
49 percent or 1.6 percentage points
of the inflation of all income house-
holds and 79 percent or 3.3 percent-
agepointsofthe 4.2 percent inflation
experienced by the poorest Filipinos.

“Because, of course, as I've been ex-
plaining in the past press conferences,
rice has a huge weight on the bottom
30 percent compared to the all-income
households,” Mapa said. “The increase
in rice price really has a big impact on
ourheadlineinflationand theinflation
for the bottom 30 percent,” he added,
speaking partly in Filipino. :

Rice has a weight of 8.87 percent
in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) of
AllIncome Households and 17.87 per-
cent in the index fort the Bottom 30
percent of Filipino households.

In February, Mapa said rice infla-
tion increased 23.7 percent and 26.3
percent for All Income and Bottom
30 percent households, respectively.

SEE “INFLATION,” A2
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CONTINUED FROM A1

“Assuming there is no reduction in the
price, and the movement will continue, we

should be expecting high rice inflation July

or August this year," Mapa said.

“[Rice inflation in] July 2023 is about
4.2. August 2023 is 8.7, slightly higher.
And then, in September, that's when we
saw double digit. So, well, | thought, July,
August, better if it is early,” he added.

~In terms of price per kilo, Mapa said
reqular-milled, well-milled, and special
rice categories all exhibited double-digit
increases year-on-year and single-digit
growth month-on-month:

For regular milled rice, the average price
in February 2024 was P50.44 per kilo, a

27.2-percent increase from the P39.65 per -

kilo posted inFebruary 2023.

-On a month-on-month basis, reqular
milled rice prices increased 1.6 percent
from the average of P49.65 per kilo in
January 2024.

Mapasaid well-milled rice pricesincreased
27.1 percent to P55.93 per kilo in February
2024 from P43.99 per kilo in February 2023.
Theincrease was 1.9 percent from the P54.91
per kilo recorded in January 2024.

Special rice, meanwhile, averaged P64.42
per kilo in February 2024, a 19.5-percent

BusmessN[lrror

Date:

A broader look at todays business s

growth from the P53.89 perkiloaverage price
* recorded in February 2023. There was also an

uptick of 0.8 percent from the P63.9 per kilo
average posted in January 2024.

“Well, first, as | mentioned, and it’s still...
we can still see that rice prices in the world
market continuetorise. So, that's where prices
arereally going up. Of course, we have a tight
supply, but it would follow the movement of
rice prices in the world market,“Mapa said.

DT, DOF chiefs weigh in

BACKED by “robust” fiscal and monetary
policies, the Philippines is:“well-pre-
pared”toweather inflationary pressures,
according toTrade and Industry Secretary
Alfredo E. Pascual.

“Whilethe uptickin inflation rate requires
our attention, it is crucial to understand it

- within the broader context of our dynamic

global and domestic economicenvironments,”
Pascual said in a statement on Tuesday.

“Underpinned by robust fiscal and
monetary policies, we are well-prepared to
navigatethrough theseinflationary pressures.
We remain steadfastin our balancedapproach
to economic management—sustaining eco-
nomic growth while ensuring price stability,”
added the Trade chief.

The Trade department said the February
inflation figure is still within the government
inflation rate target which is within 2 and 4
percent. ;

For his part, Finance Secretary Ralph G.
Rectoannounced government's proactive tack
to prepare for further inflationary pressure
from the impact of the El Nino phenomenon.
Fullstoryin B3 Banking, “DOF preps vs dry
spell’s inflation jolt.” :

Maintaining rates
THE Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP) said the
|atestinflation printis within its expectations,
which ranged from 2.8 percent to 3.6 percent.
However, the central bank expects the El
Nifio phenomenan to impact the country’s
agricultural production adversely. Besides
food, factors that would increase inflation
in the second quarter of 2024 include
hlgher transport charges, electricity rates
and oil prices.

In February 2024, transport inflation

increased to 1.2 percent on the back of the
increase in passenger transport services,
which grew by 2.8 percent.

Mapasaid thisisnotonly due to high oil
prices but also toll facilities which posted
an inflation of 7 percent, and inflation in
other passenger transport by road, at 2.9
percent. Motorcycle inflation also increased
by 2.9 percent.

“The risks to the inflation outlook have
receded but remain tilted toward the upside,”
BSP said on Tuesday. “The implementation of
government measures tomitigate the impact
of El Nifio weather conditions is the primary

A% O 7024 page: A 4 A2
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downside risk to the outlook.”

Recent statements by BSP Governor Eli M.
Remolona Jr., Global Source Partners Country
Analyst Diwa Guinigundo, already gave a clue
to the stance of the BSP on key policy rates,

Guinigundo said he expects the BSP to
continue maintaining its tight monetary

policy. He said “El Nifio is a game changer”

that affected the country’s food production,
leading to more expensive food items.

“We believe thatBSP will remain steadfast
and consistent with data-driven perspec-
tive—that it will avoid moving too fast in
easing-its current monetary stance unless
the evidence is clearcut that the downtrend
is fully established,” Guinigundo said.

“The BSP will only move when the fore-
casts for the next 12 months to 18 months
convincingly fall within the 2 percent to 4
percent official target,” he added.

HSBCeconomistfor the Asean Aris Dacanay
expects as much and said the BSP's inflation
2 to 4 percent target may be reached by the
third quarter of 2024.

Dacanay said the second quarter of the
year “will likely still be a sensitive period”
and may keep the country’s key policy rate
pegged at 6.5 percent longer than expected.

“Market jitters may add up as inflation
nears the upper-bound target of 4 percent,
more so with risks tilted to the upside as
authorities mull a potential P100 across-the-
board wage hike,’ Dacanay said.

“Growthisn'tprovidinganypressureonthe
BSP to rush its easing cycle, with the Philip-
pines being the fastest-growing economy in
Asean for 2023," he added.

Efforts underway
DESPITE the uptick in inflation, BSP said it
supports the national government’s efforts to
contain the rise in commodity prices.

The National Economic and Development

: Authority (Neda) assured the public that

the government is intensifying its efforts to

keep the inflation rate within target.
Balisacan said the government will
continuemonitoring food supply and prices.

5: [t will implement policies and strategies to
ensure affordable and adequate food for

‘household finances,” Bal

: “Ourteamlsactfvelyformulatlngrobust
stral;egfes%hth the concerned agencies in
response to these challenges. We mustbe

| Filipino families, especially those fiom the
. most vulnerable sectors. . v A

“While we have seen some.relief from
‘..ce;tain inflation risks, we must not become
complacent. The potenttal impact of a strong
I Nifio weather pattern on food pricesisa
~ signifi cantconcernforourtommumty Rising -

transpoftation costs, electricity rates, and
volatile oil markets are. Futtmg preSsure on
sacansaid.

agile, adaptive, and- forward- thmktng,
he added.

“He added that international rice prlces' '

have started to ease, and local supply is
expected to increase with the dry season
harvest, beginning this month through April.

Balisacan also said the Department of

' Agriculture (DA) is collaborating closely with

the International Rice Research Institute to
increase the country’s rice production.
Meanwhile, the next phase of the vaccine

test for African Swine Fever (ASF) is awaiting -

Food and Drug Administration approval.
Once the ASFvaccineis proven efficacious,
the government will roll out a vaccination
campaign to help ensure adequate pork sup-
ply inthe country. With Andrea E. San Juan

Page 2 of_ 2

mitigate the effects of the El Nifio and help
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Challenges plague PHL
fisheries sector as growth
target remains elusive

ORE than a decade ago, the government con-
sidered a modest increase in fisheries pro-
duction a feasible target. The former chief of
A the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resoures
(BFAR) in 2008 told this newspaper that the agency attached
to the Department of Agriculture (DA) expected fisher-
ies output to increase by around 7 percent. The only major
 threat to the target seen by the government at the time were
natural disasters, such as typhoons, which could destroy fish
pens and small- and medium-sized fishing vessels.

~ Prior to the onslaught of Typhoons Frank, Karen, and Nina, the DA had
even projected that fish production in 2009 would grow by 10 percentto 5.7
million metric tons (MMT). Because of the typhoons, BEAR had to scale down
the target. This is because scores of comn}eraal fishing vessels in Region 6
were destroyed by the typhoons.

A double-digit growth target for Phlhppme fisheries output these
days is almost like an impossible dream, based on the performance of

 the subsector in recent years. Data from the Philippine Statistics Author-
ity (PSA) showed that the total volume of fisheries production in 2023
declined by nearly 2 percent to 4.26 MMT, from 4.34 MMT in 2022. PSA
noted decreases in the catch of commercial, marine, municipal fisheries,
and inland fisheries subsectors and that only aquaculture reported an
increment in production.

A combination of factors led to the current state of the country’s fisheries
subsector. Apart from natural calamities, policies such as fishing bans and
the utilization of harmful fishing equipment have had an impact on the catch
of fishermen. Furthermore, the proliferation of illegal, unregulated, and un-

‘reported (IUU) fishing practices has intensified the challenges faced by our
local fishermen.

To stem the tide against illegal and overfishing and protect the country’s
remaining marine and aquatic resources, the Philippine government submit-
ted Manila’s ratification of the World Trade Organization Fisheries Subsidies
Agreement (FSA). The Philippines is the 70th member to accede to the FSA,
which aims to safeguard the world’s depleting fish stocks and curb harmful
subsidies. (See, “PHL accedes to WTO accord against harmful fish subsi-
dies,” BUSINESSMIRROR, February 29, 2024). The country’s Instrument of
Ratification was submitted to WTO Director-General Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala at

the 13th WTO Ministerial Conference (MC13) in Abu Dhabi on February 27.

- Article 3.1 of the Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies Ministerial Decision

provides that “no member shall grant or maintain any subsidy to a vessel or

operator engaged in illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing or fishing

related activities in support of IUU fishing.” It also indicates that no member

will grant or maintain subsidies for fishing or fishing-related activities for an
overfished stock.

For the fishing pact to enter into force, two-thirds or 110 of WTO members
must formally accept the Protocol of the Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies
by depositing an “instrument of acceptance” with the intergovernmental or-
ganization. The WTO needs 40 more countries to ratify and formally accept
the agreement before it goes into effect. Countries that rely on their marine
resources for food would have to wait a httle longer before they can tap the

' FSA to protect their fish stocks.

This even though negotiations on removing harmful subsidies atthe WTO
were conducted for more than two decades: The world has already missed the
2020 deadline for eliminating IUU subsidies and for prohibiting certain forms
of fisheries subsidies that contribute to overcapacity and overfishing under
the Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations. We hope it would
not take another 20 years for the WTO agreement to come into forcé and ar- ,¢ of
rest the decline in the world’s marine resources. i
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) P;:)ssiblp acceleration
;. Eli Remolona, Bangko Sentral

~ ng Pilipinas (BSP) governor,
' said the inflation outturn’is con-

sistent with the central bank’s

- expectations inflation will likely

rémain within the target fange
of betweert 2 and 4 percent due
largely to negatwe base effects,
but could temporarily acceler-
ate from the second quarter
due to the adverse impact of El
Nifio weather conditions’ on ag-
ricultural production.

- “The risks to the inflation
outlook have receded but remain
tilted toward the upside. The
upside risks to the inflation fore-
casts are linked mainly'to higher
transport charges, increased
electricity rates, higher. oil and
domestic ‘food prices, and the
additional impact on food prices
of a strong El Nifio episode.
\xieanw-hllc the implementa-
tion of government measures
to mitigate' the impact, of El
Nifio weather conditions ig, the
primary downside risk to the
outlook,” Remolona said. |

National Economic . De-
velopment Authority Secretary
Arsenio Balisacan, however, said
the government is intensifying
its efforts to mitigate the effects
of the El Nifio phenomenon
and help keep the inflation "rate

Dlalaqa

Business Insight

within target.

“As we navigate the economic
landscape, it is imperative that
we remain vigilant and proactive
in our approach to managing
inflationary pressures. While we
have seen some relief from cer-

tain inflation risks, we must not
become complacent. The poten-

tial impact of a strong El Nifio
weather pattern on food prices
is a significant concern for our
community. Rising transportation
costs, electricity rates, and volatile
oil markets are putting pressure
on household finances. Our team
is actively formulating robust
strategies with the concerned
agencies in response to these
challenges. We must be agile,
adaptive, and forward-thinking,”
the government’s chief economic
planner stated.

He added international rice

prices have started to ease,
and local supply is expected to
increase with the dry season
harvest beginning this month
through' April.

Balisacan also said the Depart-
ment of Agriculture is collaborat-
ing closely with the International
Rice Research Institute to increase
the country’s rice production.

El Nifio ‘til May
Finance Secretary Ralph Recto

HIGHER

said the government is proac-
tively preparing to mitigate the
effects of El Nifio on inflation,
which is forecasted to peak this
month and persist until May.

“The government has a com-
prehensive plan in place — the
Reduce Emerging Inflation Now
ot REIN - to keep the prices of
goods and services stable and
affordable. The deliberate imple-
mentation of REIN will help us
keep the inflation rate within
manageable levels, especially with
the looming threat of El Nifio,”
Recto said.

“...reducing inflation and
protecting the purchasing power
of Filipinos is a top priority of
this administration. The govern-
ment and the BSP are working
in sync to ensure that both
non-monetary and monetary
measures prioritize growth and
price stability,” he added.

Department of Trade and
Industry (DTI) Secretary Alfredo
Pascual also stressed govern-
ment is well-prepared to weather
the inflationary pressures.

“While the uptick in inflation
rate requires our attention, it is
crucial to understand it within the
broader context of our dynamic
global and domestic economic

envitonments. Underpinned by-

robust fiscal and monetary poli-

cies, we are well-prepared to navi-
gate through these inflationary
pressures. We remain steadfast
in our balanced approach to eco-
nomic management — sustaining
economic growth while ensuring
price stability,” Pascual said.

To keep or to cut

Remolona said the policymak-
ing Monetary Board deems it ap-
propriate “to keep the BSP’s mon-
etary policy settings unchanged in
the near term” amid the improve-
ment in inflation conditions.

“The BSP also continues to

" support the National Govern-

ment’s non-monetary measures
to address supply-side pressures
on prices and sustain the disinfla-
tion process,” Remolona said.

At its meeting last month,
the Monetary Board decided
to keep the BSP’s Target Re-
verse Repurchase (RRP) Rate
unchanged at 6.50 percent. The
interest rates on the overnight
deposit and lending facilitics were
also kept at 6.0 percent and 7.0
petcent, respectively.

The latest risk-adjusted infla-
tion forecast for 2024 was eased
to 3.9 percent from 4.2 percentin
the previous meeting in Decem-
ber. For 2025, the risk-adjusted
inflation forecast is relatively
steady at 3.5 percent from 3.4
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percent.

Michael Ricafort, Rizal Com-
mercial Banking Corp. chief
economist, said further local
policy rate pause or even rate cut
could already be possible for the
coming months.

“Supply-side inflation fac-
tors would be better addressed

by non-monetary measutres to

increase the supply and to lower
tariffs and prices of local food
and other agricultural products,”
Ricafort said.

“Inflation already back to
within the central bank’s target
range of 2 percent to 4 percent
would further support the eco-
nomic recovery narrative, amid
the faster growth in purchasing
power compared to slower net
increase in the prices especially
into 2024, he added. .

Aris Dacanay, HSBC econo-
mist for Asean, noted the second
quarter as a critical period in as-
sessing the policy rate outlook, as
the consumer price index (CPI)
will continue to accelerate due to
base effects and “may potentially
breach target.”

“Whether this uptick will be
sustained will need to be moni-
tored with retail rice prices very
recently easing from its peak but
still elevated overall. The good
news is that the acceleration wasn’t

CEPY. OF AGRICULTURE

broad based. Most of the é)t.}ler ;3

‘components of the CPI basket
decelerated except for transport,
which was widely expected to ac-
celerate due to unfavorable baSe
effects,” Dacanay said, .

“We do expect headline: CPL:
to climb even further 'and po-
tentially breach the BSPs 2-4
percent target band sometime in,
the second quarter. Market jitters, -
may add up as inflation nedrs |
the upper-bound target of ‘4.0,
percent, more so with risks tilted,
to the upside as authorities mull ay
potential P100 agross-the-board:
wage hike. That said, the'Febru-
ary CPI figure poses an*upside:
risk to our badeline forecist of ;-
the BSP beginning its easing cycIe‘
at the same time as the Fed in
June,” added Dacanay. L

However, Dacanay said if,
inflation tiles to the upside-again.
or tisks to inflation materialize.
during that period, the central’
bank may instead cut after the
Fed, keeping the BSP rate at 6.50"
percent for a longer. penod than
sexpected.

“Supporting this view is the
fact that growth isn’t providing
any pressure on the BSP to rush

".its easing cycle with the Ph1]1p- :

pines being the fastest growing,

. economy in Aseart for 2023 »

Dacanay said.
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By Luisa Maria Jacinta C.
Jocson Reporter

HEADLINE INFLATION accel-
erated for the first time in five

months in February as prices of

food, particularly rice, rose faster
than expected, according to pre-

liminary data from the Philippine
Statistics Authority (PSA).

Data released by the PSA on
Tuesday showed that the con-
sumer price index (CPI) quick-
ened to 3.4% in February from
2.8% in January but slower than
the 8.6% printayearago.

The February print was above
the 3% median estimate in a
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BusinessWorld poll of 16 analysts
copducted last week. {
However, it settled within
the Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas’
(BSP) 2.8-3.6% forecast for the
month and marked the third
straight month that inflation was

- within the 2-4% target range.

Month on month, inflation
quickened by 0.6%. Stripping out

LIBRARY
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Inflation accelerates to

il

seasonality factors, month-on-
month inflation rose by 0.9%.
For the first two months of
2024, headline inflation aver-
aged 3.1%. This was lower than
the BSP’s 3.6% full-year baseline
forecast.
“Fhis inflation outturn is
consistent with the BSP ex-
pectations that inflation will

4% in Feb.

likely remain within the target
range in the first quarter of
2024 due largely to negative
base effects,” the central bank
said in a statement.
“However, inflation could
temporarily accelerate above

the target range in the second

quarter 2024 due to the adverse
impact of El Nifio weather con-

ditions on agricultural produc-
tion and positive base effects,”
it added. :
Core inflation, which excludes
volatile prices of food and fuel,
rose by 3.6% in February year on
year. This was slower than 3,8%
in the previous month and 7.8%
ayear ago.
Inflation, S1/3
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National Statistician Claire
Dennis S. Mapa said February
inflation was mainly driven by
the faster annual increase in the
heavily weighted index for food
and nonalcoholic beverages.

The index accelerated to 4.6%
in February from 3.5% in the pre-
vious month but was slower than
the 10.8% clip a vear earlier.

' Food inflation zlone quick-
ened to 4.8% from 3.3% in
January, mainly driven by rice,
However, this was slower than the
11.1% logged in 2023.

RICE PRICES

“Rice inflation, just to give you an
idea, contributed 1.6 percentage
points of the 3.4% (headline infla-
tion), so that’s about 47%. Almost
half of our inflation is from rice,”
Mr. Mapa said.

Rice inflation surged to 23.7%
in February from 22.6% in Janu-
ary and 2.2% in the same month a
year ago. It also marked the fastest
print for rice inflation since the
24.6% recorded in February 2009.

“This 1s the major contributor
to overall inflation and inflation
of the bottom 30% income house-
holds,” Mr. Mapa added.

Prices of regular milled, well-
milled and special rice also saw
faster price increases on a year-
on-year and month-on-month
basis, according to the agency.

The average price of a kilo-
gram of regular milled rice rose to
P50.44 in February from P49.65
in the previous month and P39.65
a year earlier; well-milled rice
increased to P55.93 from P54.91
a month ago and P43.99 in the
previous year; and special rice
averaged P64.42 from P63.9 in
January and P53.89 a year ago.

Mr. Mapa said rice inflation
continued to quicken due to tight
supply and continued high prices
in the world market as well as
base effects.

usinessWorld
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Manulife Investment Manage-
ment and Trust Corp. Head of
Fixed Income Jean Olivia De Cas-
tro said rice prices may continue
to spike in the coming months.

“While lower tariff rates, an
increase in rice imports, and the
harvest season should help cap the
continued rise in prices, we expect
them to remain elevated as export
restrictions remain from India,
the world’s biggest supplier, and as
importling countries increase pur-
chases to combat the effects of El
Niflo, which could last until mid-
vear,” she said in a commentary.

The acceleration of food infla-
tion was also overall driven by the
cereals and cereal products index,
which jumped to 17% from 16.3%
in the previous month and 5.2% a
year ago.

Meanwhile, inflation of veg-
etables, tubers, plantains. cooking
bananas and pulses saw a 11.1%
decline during the month from
the 20.8% drop in the previous
month. In 2023, the index accel-
erated by 33.1%.

The index for meat and other
parts of slaughtered land animals
inched up to 0.7%, slower than
the 6.5% print a year ago.

“One of the contributors to this
inflation is the price of pork. Last
month, the index posted negative
inflation and now there is posi-
tive inflation,” Mr. Mapa added.

PSA data showed that trans-
port inflation also contributed to
the uptrend in February inflation.

Transport inflation rose to
1.2% during the month from the
0.3% decline in January but was
much slower than the 9% print in
the vear prior.

Mr. Mapa said this was driven
by an uptick in the operation of
personal transport equipment,
which includes fuel and toll facili-
ties, as well as passenger trans-
port services and purchase of
vehicles. namely motorcycles.

In February alone, pump price
adjustments stood at a net in-
crease of P1.05 a liter for gasoline,
P1.55 a liter for diesel and PP0.35 a
liter for kerosene,

Inflation for housing, water,
electricity, gas and other fuels also
rose to 0.9% in February from 0.7%
a month earlier but was slower
than the 8.6% a year ago.

Manila Electric Co. (Meralco)
earlier said that the overall rate
for a typical household rose by
P0.5738 to P11.9168 per kilowatt-
hour (kWh) in February from
P11.3430 in the previous month.

Bank of the Philippine Islands
in a commentary said that the
increase in the cost of utilities and
transport has been “marginal” as
global oil prices have remained
stable in recent months.

Meanwhile, the inflation rate
for the bottom 30% of income
households rose to 4.2% in Febru-
ary from P3.6% in the previous
month. However, this was slower
than the 9.7% a year ago.

In the first two months, the
inflation rate averaged 3.9% for
the bottom 30%.

In the National Capital Region
(NCR), inflation quickened to
3.2% in February from 2.8% in
January. Inflation in areas out-
side NCR accelerated to 3.5%
from 2.8%.

POLICY SIGNALS

With the uptick in February infla-
tion, the BSP said it sees the need
to keep policy settings steady in
the near term.

“Looking ahead, the Monetary
Board deems it appropriate to
keep the BSP’s monetary policy
settings unchanged in the near
term amid the improvement in
inflation conditions,” it said.

The BSP has kept its bench-
mark rate steady at a near 17-year
high of 6.5% in February for a
third straight meeting. The cen-

tral bank has raised borrowing
costs by 450 basis points (bps)
from May 2022 to October 2023.

BSP Governor Eli M. Remolo-
na, Jr. earlier said that any policy
easing moves in the first semester
may be “too soon.”

BPI said that the acceleration
in February inflation affirms the
RSP’s hawkish stance in the past
months.

“While inflation has gone
down recently, there are lingering
risks on the upside. Maintain-
ing a hawkish tone is crucial in
order to temper inflation expec-
tations and prevent a cvele of ris
ing prices, especially considering
ongoing supply issues affecting
rice,” it said.

The central bank may keep
rates steady for the first half be-
fore possibly cutting rates by the
second semester once inflation is
firmly within target, it added.

ING Bank N.V. Manila Senior
Economist Nicholas Antonio T.
Mapa said that February infla-
tion will likely prompt the BSP to
extend its pausc.

“Mr. Remolona has been tele-
graphing an eventual rate cut to-
wards the latter half of the vear,
likely waiting for inflation to show
‘convincing’ signs of staying well
within target.” he said in a note.

“If inflation manages to stay
relatively subdued and the Fed
finally starts to case. we expect
the BSP to likewise begin its eas-
ing cycle to give economic growth
added support in the face of chal-
lenging global headwindz,” he
added.

HSBC economist for ASEAN
(Association of Southeast Asian
Nations) Aris Dacanayv said that if
inflation quickens or risks to in-
flation materialize in the second
quarter “there is a risk that the
BSP will instead cut after the Fed,
keeping the BSP rate at 6.5% for
alonger periond than we expect.”
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CITY OF SAN FERNANDO—
The drought and pest infesta-
tion tnggered by the El Nifio
weather phenomenon dam-

aged crops worth P57.5 million
in Pampanga, a local official
reported on Tuesday.

In a report, provincial ag-
riculturist Jimmy Manliclic
said the drought and brown
plant hoppers (BPH) affected
814 rice and vegetable growers
cultivating 1,230 hectares in
the province.

The drought alone ruined
P7.6 million worth of crops
grown by 158 farmers in
254.8 ha in Mexico, Minalin,
Apalit, Macabebe and Sta.
Rita towns. <

BPH infested 33 barangays
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DROUGHT PEST RUNCAOPS INPANPANGA
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in San Luis, Mexico, Sta. Ana,
Candaba, San Simon, Apalit
and Floridablanca, damaging
P49.9 million worth of crops
in g975.2 ha tended by 656
farmers.

“Drought stress also wea.k-
ens crops, making them more
susceptlble to pest infesta-
tions,” Manliclic said in the*
same report. A

The provincial disaster risk
reduction and management
council (PDRRMC) approved
the realignment of P20 million
to the El Nifio response pro-
gram, raising the initial bud-
get to prepare and respond to
impending disaster to P51 mil-
lion, said Pineda, the PDRRMC
chair. —TONETTE OREJAS INQ
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India’s wheat ravaged by rain

MUMBAI- Untimely rainfall and
hailstorms have battered winter-
sown crops, including wheat,
rapeseed, and chickpeas in India’s
main producing areas, delaying
harvesting, industry and govern-
ment officials told Reutets.

- Adverse weather could limit
growth in wheat production and
complicate the government’s ef—
forts to build stocks. -

This yeat’s wheat harvest is
critical for India, the world’s big-
gest producer of the grain after
China. Hot and unseasonably warm
weather cut India’s wheat outputin

2022 and 2023, leading to a sharp

drawdown in state reserves.

A third straight poor harvest

will leave no choice for India but
to import some wheat. The gov-
ernment has so far resisted calls
for wheat imports - a seemingly
- unpopular step ahead of a general
election early this year. '
“ “The entire wheat crop has
been flattened due to heavy rain-
fall and hailstorm. It was nearly
mature, and we could have har-
vested it in two to three weeks,”
said Mukesh Kumar, a farmer
from Uttar Pradesh, the country’s
largest producer of the grain.

The hailstorm will not only
lead to production losses but will
also incfease harvesting expenses,
as the crop cannot be harvested
with a combine and instead need
laborers, Kumar said.

- Wheat production will certainly-

A farmer working in a wheat field near Jaipur. (Reuters Photo)

be affected, as damage is reported
in all wheat-producing states, from
Punjab and Haryana in the north
to Madhya Pradesh in central India,
said a New Delhi-based trader with
a global trade house.

The government last week said
wheat production could rise by 1.3
percent from a year ago to a record
112 million tons, but traders now
say production will be much lower
than the estimate.

“Production could be down by

at least 2-3 million tons just be-
cause of one week’s bad weather.
Hot weather is expected in the
second half of March. We don’t
know how much further stress
it would put on the crop,” said a
Mumbai-based trader.

Like wheat, rapeseed and chick--

peas were also cultivated mainly
in northern states. Lower-than-
expected rapeseed production may
force the world’s biggest edible oil
importer to continue expensive

Page. ... of

overseas purchases of palm oil,
sunflower oil and soybean oil.

Rapeseed production is ex-
pected to be at least 5 percent
lower than what the industry had
anticipated before the crop was
damaged by rainfall, said Anil Ch-
atat, a trader based in Jaipur in the
north-western state of Rajasthan.

“Rapeseed harvesting had begun
in many places, but now it will be
delayed due to the rainfall,” he
said.. -Reuters
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Trader behind sugar prices

falling to new lows, analysts say

NEW YORK- Sugar prices hit a
2024 low on Monday, with traders
saying the move by Asian com-
modities trader Wilmar to deliver
more than a million metric tons
of sugar at ICE’s March contract
expiry last week, along with its
following comments, were behind
the slide.

Raw sugar prices have fallen
sharply since the last trading day
of the March contract on Feb. 29
and in the two following sessions,
sinking to their lowest since Dec.
29 on Monday at 20.55 cents per

und.

“They (Wilmar) are trying to
knock down the market, they are
super bearish,” said a top execu-
tive for a rival commodities trader,
who asked not to be quoted as the
theme is sensitive.

“They don’t have all that sugar

to delivet,” the executive added,
referring to the fact that Wilmar,
although an integrated player in
other parts of the world, does not
own sugar plants in Brazil where
the delivery will take place.

“No doubt this delivery brings a
negative tune to the market in the
short term,” said a second execu-
tive with another trade house.

Wilmar said it does not com-
ment on its futures’ trading,

Its head of sugar analysis, how-
ever, did comment earlier this
month about the supply and de-
mand situation.

Karim Salamon said Wilmar

sees an increase supplies as sugar -

crops in India and Thailand are
performing better than expected,
and Brazilian mills are boosting
sugar industrial capacity ahead of
the new crop. - Reuters

Workers harvesting sugarcane in Kolhapur district in the western state of Mahar-
ashtra, India, November 30, 2023. (Reuters photo)
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