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Nov. trade deficit balloons to record

ECONOMISTS EXPECT the 
Philippines’ gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) to grow between 6-7% 
this year, lower than the govern-
ment’s 7-9% target range.

F i r s t  M e t r o  I nv e s t m e n t 
Corp. (FMIC) on Tuesday said 
the economy will likely expand 
by 6-7% in 2022 as remittances 
increase and the outsourcing in-
dustry generates more revenue.  

On the other hand, the Hong-
kong and Shanghai Banking Corp. 
(HSBC) lowered its 2022 growth 
forecast for the Philippines to 
6.2%, from 6.5% previously.

“This is a strong growth this 
year, but we are still not at the pre-
pandemic output levels. It will still 
take a few more years before we 
get there, similar to other coun-
tries as well,” James Cheo, chief 
investment officer, Southeast Asia 
Global Private Banking and Wealth 
at HSBC, said at an online briefing. 

Mr. Cheo said the govern-
ment’s infrastructure push will 
help accelerate growth. 

“It’s [Philippine economic 
growth] really one of a recovery, 
powered by consumption, eco-
nomic reopening and also the 
big investment infrastructure 
projects that are backed by the 
government,” he said. 

The economy will also be 
supported by rising demand for 
technology-driven products, said 
Fan Cheuk Wan, Asia managing 
director and chief investment 
officer for HSBC Global Private 
Banking and Wealth. 

“We think the key driver for the 
growth recovery remains the eco-
nomic reopening and we also antici-

pate that the global tech cycle will 
also benefit the Philippines because 
quite an important driver for the 
Philippine economy is actually the 
electronics growth,” Ms. Fan said. 

The government gradually 
eased restrictions in the fourth 
quarter, allowing more economic 
activity as the daily new cases of 
coronavirus disease 2019 (CO -
VID-19) declined.  

“Last year the Philippine econ-
omy rebounded from a deep reces-
sion, registering 4.9% growth in 
the first three quarters of the year. 
This growth momentum likely 
spilled over in the fourth quarter 
given further economic reopening 
and easing mobility restrictions,” 
FMIC President Jose Patricio A. 
Dumlao said in a statement. 

Third-quarter GDP grew by 
7.1%, bringing full-year growth to 
4.9%. The Development Budget 
Coordination Committee raised 
the 2021 outlook to 5-5.5%, from 
the previous estimate of 4-5%.  

“Notwithstanding the ongoing 
pandemic, and Omicron sparking 
the third wave of infections, we 
are still optimistic that Philippine 
growth will further accelerate and 
get back on its trajectory of 6-7% 
in 2022,” Mr. Dumlao added.  

This forecast would be backed 
by its 9.5% growth projection for 
the industry sector. The services 
sector would lag behind with a 5% 
growth forecast. 

Business process outsourcing 
will likely see more earnings from 
emerging segments like insur-
ance, healthcare, and data and 
analytics, he added. 

THE COUNTRY’S trade-in-goods 
deficit further widened to a re-
cord high in November as growth 
in merchandise imports con-
tinued to outpace the rise in ex-
ports, the Philippine Statistics 
Authority (PSA) reported on 
Tuesday.  

Export receipts grew by 6.6% 
year on year to $6.27 billion in 
November, preliminary data from 
the PSA showed. 

This was higher than the 4.6% 
increase in the same month in 
2020 and the 2% growth in Oc-
tober 2021. November’s export 
growth was the highest in three 
months or since August’s 18.9% 
expansion. 

The value of November ex-
ports slipped to a six-month low 
or since May’s $5.94 billion. 

Meanwhile, the country ’s 
merchandise import bill rose by 
36.8% to a record $10.98 billion in 
November. 

This marked a turnaround 
from the 13.5% fall in November 
2020 but faster than the 25.1% 
increase in imports in October 
2021. 

This was the highest import 
growth in five months or since 
the 43.4% surge recorded in 
June. 

GDP growth seen below
gov’t target this year 
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THE PHILIPPINES’ central bank 
is unlikely to increase policy rates 
in the first half of this year as it 
waits for the economic recovery to 
become entrenched and unemploy-
ment to fall, according to central 
bank Governor Benjamin E. Diokno. 

“After the performance in the 
first two quarters of the year, that’s 
when we seriously look at whether 
we will make some adjustments,” 
Mr. Diokno said in an interview on 
Tuesday. “We want to make sure 
that the economy is recovering well.”

Like central bankers globally, 
Southeast Asian policy makers are 
juggling the prospects of a faster 
US rates liftoff and the threat from 
a quick-spreading coronavirus 
variant, as well as regional devel-
opments such as the People’s Bank 
of China pledging greater support 
for its economy and sustaining ac-
commodative policies. 

 “There is no ‘one size fits all’ 
on what’s happening,” Mr. Dio-
kno said, when asked how faster 
rate increases by the US Federal 

Reserve will impact emerging-
market central banks. 

The governor said the Bangko 
Sentral ng Pilipinas typically 
likes to see four to six quarters 
of steady economic growth and 
unemployment around 5% before 
considering raising rates. Gross 
domestic product has posted two 
consecutive quarters of year-on-
year growth — including, most 
recently, 7.1% expansion in the 
July-September period — while 
the unemployment rate hit 6.5% 

in November, the lowest since the 
pandemic began. 

The Philippines’ key interest 
rate has been at a record-low 2% 
for more than a year, withstanding 
mounting inflation in 2021. Ample 
foreign-exchange reserves and 
manageable government debt pro-
vide some cushion against tighter 
financial conditions worldwide, 
said Mr. Diokno, who recently was 
named central banker of the year 
by The Banker magazine. 

Rate hike unlikely in f irst half of 2022, says Diokno

PHILIPPINE BANKS’ asset quality improved 
for a third month in a row in November as the 
industry’s gross nonperforming loan (NPL) 
ratio fell to its lowest since March 2021.

Preliminary data from the Bangko Sen-
tral ng Pilipinas (BSP) showed banks’ NPL 
ratio stood at 4.35% as of November, easing 
from the 4.42% as of Oct. but still above the 
3.81% a year earlier. 

The November bad loan ratio matched 
the 4.35% in April and is the lowest in eight 
months or since the 4.21% logged in March. 

The industry’s NPL ratio has dropped 
after reaching a 13-year high of 4.51% in 
July and August, after the easing of pan-
demic-related restrictions allowed busi-
nesses to expand operational capacity.

BSP data showed bad loans as of November 
slipped by 0.43% to P481.879 billion from 
P483.98 billion in the prior month. However, 
it was still higher by 19% from the P404.687 
billion seen in the same month a year earlier.  

Lenders’ total loan portfolio grew by 
4.3% year on year to P11.08 trillion as of 
November.

“The absolute amount of bad loans contin-
ued to climb as firms and households are still 
faced with challenging economic conditions. 
The NPL ratio, however, dipped as new loan 
growth picked up amidst the economic reopen-
ing,” ING Bank N.V. Manila Senior Economist 
Nicholas Antonio T. Mapa said in an e-mail. 

Earlier released central bank data 
showed lending by big banks rose by 4% 
in November, marking the fourth straight 
month of annual growth and the fastest 
since the 4.7% in 2020. Lending for produc-
tion activities increased by 5.3%, although 
retail borrowings was still down by 7.1%.

The government placed Metro Manila 
under the more relaxed Alert Level 2 in 
November. 

Meanwhile, past due loans as of Novem-
ber rose by 11.5% to P567.511 billion from 
P507.687 billion a year earlier. These ac-
counted for 5.12% of the total loans, up from 
4.78% a year ago.

THE ASIAN Development Bank (ADB) has approved a 
$225,000 grant to the Philippine government to create 
an economic growth strategy to help reach its target of 
becoming a high-income country in two decades.

The ADB in a document said the grant was ap-
proved on Dec. 28.

“The technical assistance will support the Philip-
pines’ Department of Finance (DoF) formulate a 
growth strategy that will guide necessary structural 
reforms to lift potential growth and create skilled 
jobs,” the ADB said.

“The socioeconomic impacts of the coronavirus 
disease (COVID-19) pandemic created many develop-
ment challenges. This strategy will identify new 
sources of sustained growth 
that will help the Philippines 
consistently achieve a real 
GDP (gross domestic product) 
growth to become a high-
income country in the 2040s.”

Project outputs include an 
economic complexity analysis 
and services for the country’s 
long-term growth strategy. — 
Jenina P. Ibañez

PHL gets ADB grant to
craft ‘growth strategy’

Banks’ November NPL ratio
lowest in 8 months — BSP data
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