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This brought the trade-in-
goods deficit to $4.71 billion 
in November, wider than the 
$2.14-billion shortfall recorded 
in the same month last year, as 
well as the $4.11-billion gap in 
October. 

This was the widest monthly 
trade gap on PSA’s record dating 
back to 1991. 

Year to date, the trade bal-
ance ballooned to a $37.92-bil-
lion deficit, from a $22.15-billion 
trade gap in 2020’s comparable 
11 months. 

For the 11-month period, ex-
ports jumped by 15.2% year on 
year to $68.37 billion. This was 
below the revised 16% growth 
projected by the Development 
Budget Coordination Committee 
for 2021. 

Imports, on the other hand, 
climbed by 30.4% to $106.30 bil-
lion, slightly above the govern-
ment’s revised 30% assumption. 

Outbound shipment of manu-
factured goods grew by 5.9% to 
$5.30 billion in November. These 
goods accounted for 84.4% of to-
tal export sales that month. 

Electronic products, which 
made up 70.2% of manufactured 
goods and more than half of the 
total exported goods, rose by 5.6% 
to $3.71 billion in November. Of 
these, semiconductors contrib-
uted $2.62 billion — up by 3.7% 
from November 2020.

A g r o - b a s e d  p r o d u c t s  i n -
creased by 36.1% to $491.22 mil-
lion, while forest products went 
up by 6% to $34.25 million.

However, sales of mineral and 
petroleum products contracted 
by 8.9% to $359.27 million and 
95.2% to $42,000, respectively. 

All major import items posted 
significant annual growth in No-
vember. 

Raw materials and intermedi-
ate goods, which accounted for 
38.7% of import goods in No-
vember, grew by 39.2% to $4.25 
billion. 

Imports of capital and con-
sumer goods were valued at $3.35 
billion (up 18.8%) and $1.76 bil-
lion (up 22.7%) in November. 

Purchases of mineral fuels, 
lubricant and related materials 
more than doubled to $1.55 bil-
lion in November from $642.87 
million in the same month in 
2020. These goods accounted for 
14.1% of the country’s total im-
ports that month versus just 8% 
in the same month in 2020.

Asian Institute of Management 
(AIM) economist John Paolo R. 
Rivera said that improved trade 
performance was “expected” as 
the pandemic situation in the 
country improved from Septem-
ber until December.

“Because of increased demand 
locally due to a more active econ-
omy, imports were expected to 
gain steam. Exports, on the other 
hand, were also expected to per-
form given the varying pace of 
economic recovery by our trading 
partners,” he said in an e-mail 
interview. 

“The last quarter of 2021 was 
a good window for the economy 
to get moving until the Omicron 
variant threatens this recovery 
process momentum,” Mr. Rivera 
said. 

In a note to reporters, ING 
Bank N.V. Manila Senior Econo-
mist Nicholas Antonio T. Mapa 
said higher fuel imports was one 
of the factors for the widening 
trade gap. 

“Costlier imported crude oil 
translated to overall fuel imports 
rising sharply, which in turn 
helped bloat the trade deficit to 

its current record high,” he said. 
“With global crude oil prices 
staying elevated to open the year, 
the Philippines could continue to 
experience wider trade deficits in 
the near term.” 

 
OUTLOOK 
The government’s trade targets 
for 2021 were on track to be met, 
but the fresh surge in new coro-
navirus cases may hurt this year’s 
trade growth assumptions.

The interagency DBCC ex-
pects exports and imports to grow 
by 6% and 10%, respectively, this 
year. 

“The problem would be felt 
in the first quarter of 2022 
due to Omicron. But for 2021, 
I think the government will 
meet its targets for exports and 
imports,” Philippine Exporters 
Confederation, Inc. President 
Sergio R. Ortiz-Luis, Jr. said in a 
phone interview. 

AIM’s Mr. Rivera expects the 
2021 targets to be met with “slim 
margin or slim shortfall.” 

“Given the economic condi-
tions during the last quarter of 
2021 and the performance in the 
previous quarters, the Delta vari-
ant surge was the most signifi-
cant threat to meeting economic 
target performances,” he said. 
“The threats were significant in 
altering the growth trajectories 
of trade figures even in the first 
quarter of 2022.”

For ING’s Mr. Mapa, the bal-
looning trade gap pushed the 
country’s current account bal-
ance to a deficit in 2021. He ex-
pects this trend to continue this 
year. 

The current account shows a 
country’s transactions with the 
rest of the world. It includes 
trade in goods and services, re-
mittances from migrant Filipino 
workers, profit from Philippine 
investments overseas, interest 
payments to foreign creditors, 
and gifts, grants, and donations to 
and from abroad. 

“With the current account ex-
pected to remain in deficit terri-
tory, pressure on PHP (Philippine 
peso) to weaken should persist in 
2022 although other factors such 
as the looming Fed rate hike will 
likely play a major role in the cur-
rency’s trajectory this year,” Mr. 
Mapa said.

Rizal Commercial Banking 
Corp. Chief Economist Michael 
L. Ricafort said in a note sent to 
reporters that the recent surge in 
new coronavirus cases will be a 
drag on economic recovery pros-
pects and on trade. 

“Lingering concerns over the 
Omicron variant could also add 
to the disruptions in the global 
supply chains amid isolation and 
quarantine for increased num-
ber of infected workers for many 
businesses and industries world-
wide,” he added. 

Mr. Ricafort said the trade 
deficit could be sustained at the 
$4-billion levels per month this 
year for as long as the global oil 
prices remained elevated as the 
pandemic-induced supply chain 
disruptions continue. 

“For the coming months, fur-
ther pickup in imports and ex-
ports could also be supported by 
still near-record-low short-term 
interest rates that could help spur 
greater demand for loans for new 
investments that entail the more 
importation and also more export 
production as well as more jobs 
and other business opportunities 
in the supply chain and for related 
businesses and industries,” Mr. 
Ricafort said.

The governor said the economy can grow 
within the government’s 7%-9% forecast this 
year, with inflation set to slow to near the 
midpoint of the central bank’s 2%-4% target. 

If the economy needs more support, a cut 
to the benchmark rate is unlikely, Mr. Dio-
kno said. Instead, policy makers can consider 
tweaks to banks’ reserve requirement ratio 
(RRR), either in the form of direct cuts to the 
ratio or an easing of compliance rules, he said. 

Policy makers are next scheduled to set the 
key rate on Feb. 17.  

Mr. Diokno has said a potential RRR cut re-
mains on the table, as the central bank reduced 
its direct budget support to the government and 
its bond buying in the secondary market. The 
monetary authority’s loans to the government 
are likely to end this year, he said on Tuesday.

PESO RANGE
Foreign-exchange strategists see the peso under 
pressure as the central bank aims to keep mon-
etary policy accommodative while the Fed turns 
hawkish. The local currency has lost about 0.5% 
against the greenback so far this year. 

Mr. Diokno said he’s “very comfortable” 
with the peso trading in a range of P48-53 per 
dollar, adding that the currency is unlikely to 
weaken beyond P53. 

Going forward, Mr. Diokno said fiscal pol-
icy should be able to do the “heavy lifting” to 
support the economy through the pandemic, 
advice he said could apply to most countries. 

“A governor should know the limits of mon-
etary policy,” Mr. Diokno said. “You may be 
good, but you’re not superman. You can’t solve 
all the problems.” — Bloomberg

In the same month, restruc-
tured loans more than doubled 
year on year to P344.896 bil-
lion from P139.614 billion. This 
brought its ratio to 3.11% of banks’ 
gross loan portfolio, from 1.31%. 

Lenders’ loan loss reserves 
jumped by 19% year on year to 
P419.862 billion from P352.733 
billion. These buffers are equiva-
lent to 3.79% of the total loans.

NPL coverage ratio — which 
indicates banks’ allowance for 
potential losses due to bad loans 
— was a tad lower at 87.13% from 
87.16% a year ago.    

The BSP earlier said the NPL 
ratio could reach 5-6% by end-
2021 before peaking at 8.2% by 
2022.

While banks’  asset qual-
ity gradually improved due to the 
economy’s reopening, Mr. Mapa 
said the ongoing Omicron wave 
may force another lockdown. 

“Although the declining trend 
in NPL is a welcome sign, [it] 
may be too early to say this ratio 
has peaked as we enter another 
bout of alert levels with the cur-
rent surge threatening to force 
authorities to tighten up further,” 
Mr. Mapa said. 

UnionBank of the Philippines, 
Inc. Chief Economist Ruben Car-
lo O. Asuncion said the Omicron 
surge is clouding the outlook for 
asset quality of banks, although 
he is optimistic this will have a 
“shorter impact” than previous 
waves.

“The improving outlook is 
being clouded by the Omicron 
effect. However, this may have 
a  shorter impact compared 
to previous surges. We think 
that the Omicron surge may 
be higher but quicker to dis-
sipate,” Mr. Asuncion said in a 
Viber message.

The Philippines is experienc-
ing a surge in coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID -19) infections, 
which experts said is likely due 
to more transmissible Omicron 
variant. New infections rose by 
28,007 on Tuesday, with active 
cases now at 181,016.  

Economist Victor A. Abola of the Uni-
versity of Asia and the Pacific (UA&P) at 
a briefing listed some caveats, including 
the continued effect of COVID-19 on 
poverty levels and supply chain disrup-
tions. UA&P is FMIC’s partner in issu-
ing its economic outlook.

Credible elections will be neces-
sary to support FMIC’s economic 
growth forecast, he added.

INFLATION ISSUE 
Meanwhile, HSBC’s Mr. Cheo said 
inflation in 2022 will still be “a little 
bit of an issue” as it could be at about 
3.7%. Last year, inflation averaged 
4.5%, above the 2-4% target of the 
Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP). 

For this year, Mr. Cheo said the 
central bank would likely keep its fo-
cus on supporting economic recovery. 

“It’s very likely that the central 
bank would still be on a wait-and-see 
mode because they would still want 
to maintain growth. So perhaps, if 
there is a hike in policy rates, 
the next move will probably 
be in the second half of this 
year with a 50-basis-point 
hike,” Mr. Cheo said.  

The BSP has kept the key 
policy rate at a record low of 
2% all throughout 2021, af-
ter cutting rates by 200 basis 
points in 2020. Last week, 
BSP Governor Benjamin E. 

Diokno said they will ensure a care-
ful exit strategy and will only raise 
interest rates “when prospects for the 
economy have materially improved.”  

CREDIT DOWNGRADE UNLIKELY
A credit downgrade this year will be 

unlikely, while the debt ratio 
would probably decline with 
faster economic growth, ac-
cording UA&P’s Mr. Abola.

“We have high gross inter-
national reserves and we have 
one of the lowest external debt-
to-GDP,” he said, comparing 
the Philippines to other coun-
tries in Asia. — Luz Wendy T. 
Noble and Jenina P. Ibañez 
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Access to new investors may spur dual listings
INTERNATIONAL advisory law firm Allen & Ov-
ery (A&O) is expecting qualified Philippine-listed 
companies to consider listing in other regional stock 
markets, such as the Singapore Exchange, for expo-
sure to another set of investors.

“[It] enables the company to have exposure 
to another set of investors who invest in the 
Singapore Stock Exchange as not all investors 
invest in the Philippine Stock Exchange (PSE),” 
Gia nca rlo B. Sa mba lido, a registered foreign 
law yer at A&O told BusinessWorld in a recent 
virtual call.

A&O has rendered its services to firms going 
public in the Philippines, such as Monde Nissin 
Corp. for its landmark initial public offering last 
year.

However, “the attractiveness of a dual listing” 
may not be for all Philippine companies.

“Only the bigger ones that have a regional, global 
profile will look to dual list because they want to 
gain access to these new investors, they want the 
more enhanced profile of a Singapore listing,” Mr. 
Sambalido said.

Meanwhile, some of the “hot sectors” expected 
for the PSE this year are food and consumer, “new 
economy” or financial technology issues, real estate 
investment trusts (REIT), and companies in the 
energy space.

“Especially if it’s a clean energy play,” Mr. Samba-
lido said. “A lot of investors are looking to invest in 
clean energy platforms.” — Keren Concepcion G. 
Valmonte

PSEi seen to reach 8,100

FIRST Metro Investment Corp. 
(FMIC) is expecting the bench-
mark Philippine Stock Exchange 
index (PSEi) to potentially hit an 
8,100 high in 2022.

In a briefing on Tuesday, FMIC 
said it is expecting the 30-mem-
ber PSEi to post a 13% to 15% 
growth this year, to close around 
7,900 to 8,100 by yearend.

“The biggest event that is yet to 
be priced in by the PSEi is the fact 
that we are going to be returning 
to the pre-pandemic GDP (gross 
domestic product) by the end of this 
year,” FMIC Vice-President and Re-
search Head Cristina S. Ulang said.

FMIC is expecting the econ-
omy to go “back on track” this 
year with a GDP growth of 6% to 
7%, on the back of sustained do-
mestic demand, easing inflation, 
election-related spending, and 
the government’s spending on the 
country’s infrastructure projects.

However, some of the key risks 
for the stock market include new 
coronavirus disease 2019 (CO -
VID-19) variants, high inflation, 
higher interest rates, the slow-

down of global economic growth, 
and power supply shortage.

Ms. Ulang said there are “so 
many industries that are very 
promising and buoyant during 
election years.” This includes du-
rable equipment, construction, 
finance or insurance, informa-
tion and communications tech-
nology (ICT), communication, 
restaurant and hotels, recreation 
and culture, electricity, and the 
wholesale or retail industries.

Election years also point to 
“possible” foreign buying. Some 
of the election spending stock 
beneficiaries FMIC named are 
Universal Robina Corp., Jollibee 
Foods Corp., Ginebra San Miguel, 
Inc., Bloomberry Resorts Corp., 
and GT Capital Holdings, Inc.

“[These] are all benefiting 
from the reopening of the econo-
my,” Ms. Ulang said.

 FMIC expects corporate earn-
ings growth to go up to 35% this 
year from 28% last year. This may 
be a catalyst to improved investor 
sentiment.

For more stock picks, Ms. Ulang 
said issues that give dividends “that 
are superior than the bench fixed 
income rate” are preferred such as 
Globe Telecom, Inc., PLDT, Inc., 
and Converge ICT Solutions, Inc.

Stocks in the energy sector 
were also emphasized like AC En-
ergy Corp., Manila Electric Co., 
and Semirara Mining and Power 
Corp., or companies with renew-
able energy projects.

“Inflation plays, we like the 
mining issues because of the im-
proved regulatory climate and 
strong demand for electric vehi-
cles, for nickel, and basic metals. 
Of course, we like the banks,” Ms. 
Ulang said.

These issues include Philex 
Mining Corp., Nickel Asia Corp., 
Semirara Mining, Metropolitan 
Bank & Trust Co., BDO Unibank, 
Inc., and the Bank of the Philip-
pine Islands.

FMIC is also optimistic on 
stocks in the infrastructure and 
logistics sector as well as real 
estate investment trust issues 
such as Metro Pacific Invest-
ments Corp., Aboitiz Equity 
Ventures, Inc., DMCI Holdings, 
Inc., MREIT, Inc., and Filinvest 
REIT Corp.

Stocks that are “global trade 
beneficiaries” and issues riding 
on the growth of e-commerce are 
also recommended, like AyalaL-
and Logistics Holdings Corp. and 
International Container Termi-
nal Services, Inc.

By Keren Concepcion G. 
Valmonte Reporter

The power of collective efforts: 
SM’s Operation Tulong Express

In times of calamities, SM always ensures 
to be one of the first responders that 
provide immediate relief to affected 
individuals and families. Through its 
corporate social good arm, SM Foundation 
(SMFI), SM activates Operation Tulong 
Express (OPTE) as the need arises.

Just before the year 2021 ended, 
Super Typhoon Odette struck the country 
and left thousands of families homeless. 
Staying true to its commitment, SM 
Foundation, together with SM Supermalls, 
SM Markets, and other SM affiliates 
and partners, immediately mobilized its 
disaster response. 

No one left behind
As of writing, more than 33,000 Kalinga 
packs have been allocated for the victims 
of the typhoon. The said Kalinga packs 
consisting of rice, bottled water, and 
other basic essentials were distributed 
to over 35 barangays in the Visayas-
Mindanao region, which were heavily 
devastated by typhoon Odette. Included 
in the recipient areas are Butuan, Cebu, 
CDO, Iloilo, Palawan, among others.

The relief operations became part 
of SM’s Christmas drive, “100 Days of 
Caring,” which was launched in September 
and aimed at giving back to various 
communities and groups in need during 
the holiday season. The humanitarian 
response to Odette began almost as soon 
as the super typhoon hit.

“We are one with the nation in bringing 
normalcy back to the lives of families 
affected by Super Typhoon Odette in the 
VisMin region. It’s already part of our 
culture in SM to always extend a helping 
hand to those in need, especially in 

grassroot communities,” SMFI executive 
director Debbie Sy said.

Highlighting the Bayanihan spirit
Aside from its relief efforts under 
OPTE, SMFI also partnered with the 
Philippine Red Cross in providing aid 
to families affected by typhoon Odette 
through the donation of P5 million. The 
cheque donation was turned over to 
PRC Chairman Richard Gordon and PRC 
Secretary General Elizabeth Zavalla. 
Through this initiative, SM hopes to reach 
more affected families by partnering with 
other humanitarian organizations to fast 
track and meet the post disaster needs in 
critical areas.

Sy further expressed her gratitude to 
all partners and SM employee-volunteers 
who went the extra mile and dedicated 
their time and efforts for the mobilization 
of OPTE.

“As a company that has been committed 
to social good since it was founded, 
it is part of SMFI’s vision to engage 
our employees through volunteeriSM. 
Regardless of their location or role, our 
volunteers are all about giving back - 
spreading social good in the communities 
where they personally live and work. We 
thank our employees and partners in 
collaborating with us in aiding those who 
were affected by the typhoon. Through 
our collaborative efforts, we will be able 
to help our country rise above this crisis” 
Debbie Sy added.

Filipinos here and abroad can also 
donate through direct deposit to the 
Philippine Red Cross by scanning the PRC 
QR on SM Supermalls’ posters. For more 
information, visit www.smsupermalls.com.

SM City Butuan employee volunteers join 
community partners in unloading and 
distributing Kalinga Packs for Siargao and 
Dinagat Islands.

(L-R) PRC Secretary General Elizabeth 
Zavalla, SM Foundation Executive Director 
for Health and Medical Programs Connie 
Angeles, and PRC Chairman Richard 
Gordon during the turnover of the P5M 
donation from SM Foundation to the 
Philippine Red Cross.


