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THE PALACE is currently study-
ing a proposal asking President 
Rodrigo R. Duterte to declare a 
state of economic emergency due 
to rising oil prices.

“This is carefully being stud-
ied by… the Office of the Execu-
tive Secretary,” the President’s 
spokesman, Jose Ruperto Martin 
M. Andanar said in a televised 
briefing.

Fuel prices have been rising 
sharply after the invasion of 
Ukraine, which triggered worries 
about an embargo on Russian oil, 
taking that country’s production 
off the market and restricting 
supply.

Senators said they stand ready 
to return from recess for a special 
session to facilitate legislation that 
may be needed to support such an 
emergency declaration, should 
President Rodrigo R. Duterte 
choose to summon many of them 
back from the campaign trail.

“It’s part of our work. If the 
President calls for a special ses-
sion, it’s incumbent upon me to 
convene the Senate,” Senate Pres-
ident Vicente C. Sotto III, who is 
running for Vice-President, said 
in a Viber message.

The latest fuel price adjust-
ments raised the price of diesel 
by P5.85 per liter (/L), gasoline 
P3.60/L, and kerosene P4.10/L. 
The risk premium for oil has 
risen significantly after the Rus-
sian invasion.

“I support the call for a special 
session to address rising prices, 
especially fuel and power, and to 
provide assistance to those who 
need it,”  said Senate President 
Pro Tempore Ralph G. Recto in a 
Viber message.

Senator Panfilo M. Lacson, Sr., 
who is running for President, said 
he will return to the chamber if 
Mr. Duterte calls a special ses-
sion. “Whether or not I will sup-
port a declaration of a state of 
economic emergency will depend 
on the proposal to be submitted 
by Malacañang.”

Majority Leader Juan Miguel 
F. Zubiri, who is seeking re-elec-
tion, said the government should 
consider alternative fuels and e-
vehicles as long-term solutions.

“We need to think long-term, 
to avoid coming to another situa-
tion like this in the future. So long 
as we are dependent on foreign 
oil, our prices will be (influenced 

by) the very volatile international 
arena as well,” he said in a Viber 
message on Tuesday.

“That is why we must strength-
en our local alternative fuel 
sources, like biodiesel and bio-
ethanol, which can be produced 
in the country,” he added. 

Mr. Zubiri said he wrote a 
bill, the proposed Biofuels Act of 
2006, which sought to create an 
alternative fuel program, but it 
did not receive government sup-
port. “We were hoping to follow 
Brazil, India, Thailand, and Ma-
laysia, which have their own bio-
fuels production as it is cheaper 
and more homegrown.”

“It is a pity that it was not 
promoted well and I was hoping 
it would help sugar and coconut 
farmers,” he said.

The majority leader also 
backed electric vehicles for daily 
transport to reduce reliance on 
gasoline and diesel. 

Citing the proposed Electric 
Vehicles and Charging Stations 
Act, which was recently ratified 
by Congress, he urged the gov-
ernment to fully implement the 
measure in order to encourage 
the adoption of electric vehicles.

“As we’re seeing now, we can-
not afford to be dependent on 
imported fuel. We have to culti-
vate our own fuel industries, and 
ensure that we have sustainable 
fuel sources that our people can 
depend on at all times,” he added.

As a short-term measure, Mr. 
Zubiri pushed for the suspension 
of the fuel excise tax.

“With these prices, we should 
consider the suspension of the 
fuel excise tax to give our people 
some welcome respite from the 
weekly increase in fuel prices,” he 
said, “especially PUV (public util-
ity vehicle) operators and driv-
ers, who are still trying to recover 
from the pandemic.”

S e n a t e  M i n o r i t y  L e a d e r 
Franklin M. Drilon said in a 
statement that there is no legal 
obstacle preventing the Depart-
ment of Finance (DoF) and the 
Bureau of Internal Revenue from 
suspending the collection of fuel 
excise taxes on their own author-
ity, according to his reading of 
the  Tax Reform for Acceleration 
and Inclusion (TRAIN) law.

“The provision of the TRAIN 
Law should be interpreted liber-
ally, not just in light of suspending 

the increases in excise taxes but 
also its imposition,” he said. “It 
is a situation which calls for the 
liberal application of the law and 
for compassion.”

Should the price of Dubai 
crude, the benchmark for Asia, 
hit $120 per barrel, the Depart-
ment of Energy (DoE) estimates 
that gasoline prices may rise to 
P78.33/L, while the price of diesel 
may rise to P68.97/L.

“We are not seeking an exemp-
tion from taxes here and there-
fore a strict construction of the 
law is misplaced. Filipinos are 
suffering. The burden should be 
borne by the government,” Mr. 
Drilon said.

The minority leader noted that 
the TRAIN law was made not to 
“tie the hands of the government” 
and slow its response to the detri-
ment of consumers. “We cannot 
wait for the law to be amended 
before we act. The situation is 
changing rapidly by the day and 
we need to act fast.”

Under the TRAIN Law, Mr. 
Drilon said the DoF “may rec-
ommend the suspension of the 
excise tax on fuel” after an annual 
review.

Senator Sherwin T. Gatchal-
ian, who chairs the chamber’s 
Energy committee said “the fun-
damental problem why we are 
experiencing high prices of oil is 
that we import close to 100% of 
our oil requirements, making our 
country very susceptible to global 
price shocks.”

The Philippines, he added, 
has no “shock-absorbing mecha-
nisms,” but only has targeted pro-
grams like the Pantawid Pasada 
Fuel Program for PUV drivers to 
subsidize their fuel purchases. 

He said the fuel subsidy given 
to drivers through the program 
and to farmers and fishermen 
should increase by 50%. He also 
said the Pantawid Pasada pro-
gram should be extended to food 
transporters.

The DoE late Monday pro-
posed to the President and other 
cabinet members that the Panta-
wid Pasada program be increased 
to P5 billion, and the P500-
million fuel subsidy to farmers 
and fisherfolk be doubled to P1.1 
billion.

Mr. Gatchalian said the sus-
pension of excise taxes on fuel 
should be a last resort if fuel 

prices remain elevated over the 
next few months.

Energy Secretary Alfonso G. 
Cusi said at a Tuesday media brief-
ing that it is not yet time to declare 
a state of economic emergency. “It 
is not necessary at this point.”

Energy Undersecretary Edu-
ardo Gerardo G. Erguiza said the 
problem requires further study, 
particularly on the regulatory re-
gime governing fuel pricing. 

The department has been 
pushing for the amendment of 
the Oil Deregulation Law to give 
the government the power to in-
tervene in times of crisis.

On the matter of tapping in-
digenous sources of fuel, Mr. An-
danar said at his briefing that the 
Philippines needs the expertise 
of the private sector to exploit the 
resources thought to lie under 
Reed Bank, in the northeastern 
Spratly Islands.

“It’s going to need the coopera-
tion of big private partners. You 
know when it comes to oil explo-
ration, no one government can 
do this alone,” he said, following a 
question about Reed Bank, which 
the Philippines calls Recto Bank. 

“We need the expertise of big 
business, the expertise of other 
countries, nations (with experi-
ence of ) exploration,” he added.

The Recto Bank basin is esti-
mated to hold 165 million barrels 
of oil and 3,486 billion cubic feet 
of gas, according to the DoE.

President Rodrigo R. Duterte 
said on Monday that the Philip-
pines must honor its exploration 
agreement with China in the 
Recto Bank to avoid “potential 
trouble,” saying some companies 
are trying to interfere with these 
arrangements.

Mr. Duterte said he will up-
hold the deal until the end of his 
administration. “If we change our 
stance, it’s dangerous.”

In November 2018, the Philip-
pine government signed a memo-
randum of understanding on 
cooperation in oil and gas devel-
opment with China in the South 
China Sea, parts of which are 
claimed by the Philippines and 
other Southeast Asian countries.

In 2016, a United Nations-
backed tribunal rejected China’s 
claim to more than 80% of the 
sea based on a 1940s map. — Kyle 
Aristophere T. Atienza, Alyssa 
Nicole O. Tan

Plan to declare emergency 
still under study — Palace

THE government could sus-
pend the Biofuels Law to cush-
ion the public from soaring fuel 
prices, the Energy department 
said, following proposals made 
to the Cabinet to raise the fuel 
subsidy for public transport 
drivers and to suspend the 7% 
tariff on thermal coal.

“(The suspension of the 
Biofuels Law) is a possibility if 
the problem escalates,” Energy 
Secretary Alfonso G. Cusi said 
in a virtual briefing on Tuesday.

Republic Act 9637, or the 
Biofuels Act of 2006, requires 
fuel companies to offer bio-
fuel blends, the proportions of 
which are currently set at 10% 
ethanol for gasoline and 5% bio-
fuel for diesel. Ethanol is made 
from sugar while the feedstock 
for biodiesel is coconut oil. 

During Typhoon Odette last 
year, the DoE suspended the 
biofuels law, specifically the 
biofuel blend requirement for 
gasoline and diesel in provinc-
es hit by the typhoon, in order 
to ensure adequate supplies are 
delivered to the typhoon zone.

“The DoE is prepared, but 
there are other sectors that 
we need to look at in their en-
tirety,” Mr. Cusi said.

Late Monday, the DoE pro-
posed to President Rodrigo R. 
Duterte and the rest of the Cabi-
net an increase subsidy to the 
public transport sector, pending 
a resolution on proposals to sus-
pend the excise tax on fuel.

According to Mr. Cusi, the 
DoE proposed that the Pan-

tawid Pasada program, which 
will be directly given to pub-
lic utility vehicle drivers, be 
increased to P5 billion, and 
the P500-million fuel subsidy 
to farmers and fisherfolk be 
doubled to P1.1 billion.

For coal, Mr. Cusi said he 
asked Mr. Duterte to suspend 
the 7% tariff  under the ASE-
AN-India Free Trade Agree-
ment to bring down the cost of 
coal, a major source of fuel for 
power plants.

“We’re asking for an execu-
tive order from the President so 
we can suspend that,” he said.

T h e  D o E  c o n v e n e d 
with  the  Philippine Indepen-
dent Power Producers Asso-
ciation (PIPPA)  last week in 
which the industry was advised 
to expect higher power rates in 
the upcoming months.

PIPPA members include SMC 
Global Power Holdings Corp.; 
Aboitiz Power Corp.; Semirara 
Mining and Power Corp.; First 
Gen Corp.; Quezon Power Philip-
pines Ltd. Co.; AC Energy Corp.; 
TeaM Energy Corp.; Filinvest 
Development Corp.; and Meralco 
PowerGen Corp.

Fuel prices rose for a 10th 

executive week on Tuesday, in 
increments of P3.60 per liter 
for gasoline, P5.85 for diesel, 
and P4.10 for kerosene.

Since the start of the year 
gasoline, diesel, and kerosene 
prices have risen by P13.25, 
P17.50, and P14.40 per liter, 
respectively. — Marielle C. 
Lucenio

Energy dep’t f loats
possible suspension
of Biofuels Law

CORN FARMERS and fisher-
folk have been granted P3,000 
to apply to their fuel purchases, 
subject to conditions, in order to 
cushion the impact of rising oil 
prices, the Department of Agri-
culture (DA) said.

“We are confronted with con-
stant increase in prices of oil and oil 
products which affects agricultural 
and fishery operations,” the DA 
said in a memorandum circular.

The subsidy will be applicable 
to users of machinery for corn 
production, from land prepara-

tion to postharvest activities, as 
well as the motorized boats of 
fisherfolk. Rice farmers will be 
supported via another program 
involving cash grants.

A total of P500 million was al-
lotted to the department’s fuel 
subsidy program, with P492.5 
million to be used to pay oil com-
panies and fuel retailers partici-
pating in the program, which will 
take the form of a 30% discount 
for holders of cash cards to be 
issued to eligible participants. 
The remaining P7.5 million will 

go towards operational or admin-
istrative expenses.

Fuel cards will be issued in 
partnership with the Develop-
ment Bank of the Philippines and 
will be distributed via regional 
offices to farmers and fisherfolk 
on the DA registry.

The Department of Energy will 
nominate oil companies and fuel re-
tailers participating in the program.

Eligible farmer recipients 
must be listed in the Registry 
System for Basic Sectors in Agri-
culture and must own and oper-

ate functioning farm or fishing 
machinery, including pumps, 
engines, tractors, combine har-
vesters, and corn shellers.

Fisherfolk must also be regis-
tered and use legal fishing equip-
ment and motorized boats weigh-
ing three gross tons or less.

The lead agency for the pro-
gram is the Bureau of Agricultural 
and Fisheries Engineering, with 
assistance from the National Corn 
Program and Bureau of Fisheries 
and Aquatic Resources. — Luisa 
Maria Jacinta C. Jocson

THE Department of Agriculture (DA) 
suspended the movement of domestic 
and captured wild birds and poultry 
products as a precaution against avian 
influenza or bird flu.

The DA said the H5N1 strain of the 
disease has been detected in duck and 
quail farms in Baliuag, Bulacan and 
Candaba, Pampanga, respectively.

Additional cases were also confirmed 
in Minalin, Pampanga; Victoria, Laguna; 
and Bula and Sipocot, Camarines Sur.

The DA suspended the transport and 
movement of all live birds, including 
day-old chicks, day-old pullets, hatching 
eggs, ready to lay pullets, ducks and 
quails from Regions I, II, III, IV-A, IV-B, V, 
the Cordillera Administrative Region, the 
Visayas and Mindanao for 30 days.

Other suspensions lasting thirty days 
include the transport and movement of 
pigeons and gamefowls within mainland 
Luzon, Mimaropa, Visayas and Mindanao.

The operation of live bird markets 
has also been suspended for 30 days 
in Bulacan, Pampanga, Laguna, and 
Camarines Sur.

The transport and movement of eggs 
will be allowed, provided that risk mitiga-
tion measures are followed, including 
cleaning and ultraviolet light disinfection.

Separately, the DA banned poultry 
imports from Italy and Canada following 
bird flu outbreaks there.

The ban applies to poultry products 
from all of Italy and Nova Scotia, Canada. 
It covers domestic and wild birds and 
their products, including poultry meat, 
day-old chicks, eggs and semen.

In a report to the World Organization for 
Animal Health on Feb. 4, an outbreak of the 
H5N1 strain of the highly pathogenic avian 
influenza was detected in Western Nova 
Scotia, Canada, affecting domestic birds.

In a separate report on Oct. 21, an 
outbreak of H5N1 was reported in Ronco 
all’Adige, Verona, Italy.

“Italy is not an accredited country to 
export poultry meat to the Philippines 
but there is a need to prevent the entry 
of other poultry related commodities 
originating from Italy that might enter 
the country through hand-carried prod-
ucts from international vessels or any 
other possible routes,” the DA said.

The department called for the 
immediate suspension of the process-
ing, evaluation of the application and 
issuance of Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
import clearances for products originat-
ing from those territories.

However, shipments that are in transit, 
loaded, or accepted into the port before 
the official communication of the order 
will be allowed, provided the products 
were slaughtered or produced before Jan. 
16 if from Nova Scotia or Oct. 4 if from 
Italy. — Luisa Maria Jacinta C. Jocson

Live bird movements suspended
in seven Luzon regions, Vis-Min

Corn farmers, fisherfolk granted P3,000 to apply to fuel purchases

THE Philippine Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (PCCI) said it agreed to collaborate 
with Startup Village on a satellite internet 
project intended to help businesses and other 
parts of the economy make the transition to 
digitalization. 

The PCCI said in a recent statement that 
Startup Village will help with rolling out the 
project, first announced in February when the 
PCCI launched a partnership with the Depart-
ment of Information and Communications 
Technology (DICT) to install satellite internet 
in six pilot locations.  

“The partnership with DICT and Startup 
Village will certainly give more opportuni-
ties to micro, small, and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs) and students in remote areas that 
could not be reached by the internet,” PCCI 
Innovation Committee Director Ferdinand A. 
Ferrer said.  

“We want mentors who will help MSMEs 
and students to transition into the digital 
world. MSMEs in the remote areas should be 
able to showcase their products nationally 
and then later on, globally,” he added.  

Startup Village President Carlo C. Calimon 
said the support that will be provided to 
MSMEs will include mentorship in their digital 
transition, access to financing, and access to 
markets.  

“We need to propel startups as MSMEs 
and startups cannot live without the other. 
While coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
has pushed us towards digitalization, MSMEs 
are still apprehensive and we need to point 
them to the way forward,” Mr. Calimon said.  

According to PCCI President George T. 
Barcelon, the six underserved pilot areas 
have yet to be selected.  

“We are happy that the DICT has agreed 
to collaborate with us in pilot testing this 
satellite project. I am certain that this will 
help bridge the gap between the connected 
and unconnected Filipinos, especially those 
in the provinces where access to the internet 
remains a challenge,” Mr. Barcelon said. — 
Revin Mikhael D. Ochave

Startup Village signs on to PCCI satellite internet project 

A RESOLUTION has been filed in the 
House of Representatives seeking an in-
vestigation into reports that farmers are 
being forced to sell their produce at steep 
discounts, amid stiff competition from 
smuggled vegetables.

House Resolution No. 2513 urged the 
House Committee on Agriculture and Food 
to investigate instances of farmers selling 
their harvests of onions, cabbage and celery 
at below cost. Aggregators are allegedly 
offering lower farmgate prices to make up 
for the rising price of fuel, while farmers 
themselves have had to pay more for fertil-
izer and other inputs. 

According to the resolution, Fernando 
Bagyan of Apit Takto Kordilyera, a peasant 
alliance in the Cordillera region, told legisla-
tors that farmers were left with no recourse 
but to sell at low prices, or to leave their 

fields unharvested, with the rotting crops 
serving as fertilizer for the next planting.

House Minority Leader and Bayan 
Muna Representative Carlos Isagani T. 
Zarate said that smuggling of agricultural 
products has worsened due to the govern-
ment policy of encouraging food imports. 
Mr. Zarate’s party-list filed the resolution.

“Smuggling is also exacerbated by the 
import policy of the Duterte administration, 
thereby further hurting farmers,” Mr. Zarate 
told BusinessWorld via Viber. “Farmers are 
forced to compete with the lower-priced 
imports” and sell low just to make a sale. 

Food security is at risk because of ris-
ing prices of fuel and fertilizer, he added, 
calling the government’s response to the 
Ukraine crisis “slow” and “reactive” mea-
sures in response to the Russia-Ukraine 
crisis. — Jaspearl Emerald G. Tan

House probe sought on farmers 
being forced to sell crops at loss
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