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By Keisha B. Ta-asan

Philippine April trade gap narrows
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THE BANGKO Sentral ng Pilipinas 
(BSP) is targeting to launch a news 
sentiment index (NSI) by 2023, as 
it seeks to ramp up the use of big 
data in its monitoring activities. 

BSP Governor Benjamin E. 
Diokno on Thursday said the NSI 
would “capture relevant views 
or sentiment on key macroeco-
nomic events that may affect the 
current and emerging economic 
and financial environment.”

“The NSI will leverage on big 
data, machine learning and arti-
ficial intelligence to enhance the 
BSP’s monitoring activities for 
policy development and macro-
financial surveillance,” he said.

The NSI project involves the 
development of software that will 
instantly gather information on 
consumer and business senti-
ment from online news sources.

The information will then 
be processed using algorithms 
to derive the general sentiment 
on the economic and financial 
fronts. This sentiment can either 
be positive, neutral or negative.

“As news covers a wide range of 
subjects, we further take advan-
tage of the rich information avail-
able in the news data by categoriz-
ing news articles by topic. Through 
topic modeling techniques, we will 

be able to extract sentiment data 
on key themes relevant to our 
policy decisions,” Mr. Diokno said.

The BSP said the NSI would 
be a “cost-effective and efficient 
data-gathering solution” for mon-
itoring economic developments.

“The sentiment index that we 
are developing is based on most 
recognized and reputable media 
outlets in the Philippines only. We 
define recognized and reputable 
media outlets as those that have 
garnered awards or citations and 
are recognized by other members 
of the press or organizations,” Mr. 
Diokno said.

To ensure that the index ac-
curately captures the overall eco-
nomic sentiment, only news from 
financial and business sections 
of media outlets will be included, 
the BSP chief said.

“The BSP ensures it only uses 
truthful and fact-checked data 
in its decisions and policies,” Mr. 
Diokno said.

The NSI will complement the 
respondent-based sentiment sur-
veys, such as the business and con-
sumer expectations surveys that 
the BSP releases every quarter.

The NSI is part of the central 
bank’s big data roadmap initia-
tive. — Keisha B. Ta-asan 

HIGHER daily minimum wages 
and jeepney fares will likely 
drive inflation beyond the cen-
tral bank’s target this year, ana-
lysts said.

The Bangko Sentral ng Pilipi-
nas (BSP) reiterated it is keeping 
a close eye on the inflation spike’s 
second-round effects such as 
wage and transport fare increases. 

“The BSP is prepared to re-
spond to a sustained buildup of 
inflation pressures and second-
round effects that can disanchor 
inflation expectations,” BSP Gov-
ernor Benjamin E. Diokno said at 
the launch of the World Bank Phil-

ippines Economic Update June 
2022 report on Thursday. 

Inflation jumped to 5.4% in 
May, faster than  4.9% in April and 
4.1% a year ago, as food and fuel 
prices continued to climb amid 
the prolonged Russia-Ukraine 
war.

The BSP last month raised 
its average inflation forecast for 
2022 to 4.6% from 4.3%, exceed-
ing the 2%-4% target.

The implementation of a daily 
minimum wage hike in 14 regions 
and a P1 increase in fares for public 
utility jeepneys in Metro Manila, 
Central Luzon, Calabarzon and 
Mimaropa this month will likely 
add to inflationary pressures.

Starting June 4, the new 
minimum wage in Metro Manila 

increased by P33 to P570 for non-
agricultural workers and P533 for 
agricultural workers.

These hikes will further ac-
celerate inflation this month, 
UnionBank of the Philippines, Inc. 
Chief Economist Ruben Carlo O. 
Asuncion said in a Viber message

“I am pretty sure this con-
tributes to headline inflation’s 
rise for this June and the coming 
months. We still expect average 
2022 inflation at 4.7% and 4% in 
2023… How June inflation looks 
like, I believe, will definitely 
make a re-think possible. At this 
point, we expect June inflation 
at 5.8%,” Mr. Asuncion said.

The National Economic and 
Development Authority (NEDA) 

APRIL FACTORY ACTIVITY eased to its 
slowest pace in 13 months, as factories grap-
pled with higher production costs due to 
supply chain issues and soaring fuel prices.

Preliminary data from the Philippine 
Statistics Authority’s Monthly Integrated 
Survey of Selected Industries showed manu-
facturing, as measured by the volume of 
production index (VoPI), inched up by 3.4% 
year on year in April.

This was significantly slower than the re-
vised 352.3% growth in March and 157.8% a 
year earlier.

The April result was the slowest uptick in 
13 months, or since the 73.1% contraction in 
March last year.

Manufacturing growth averaged 54.8% in 
the four months to April, a turnaround from 
the 19.4% average decline a year earlier.

“Factory output eased because of the 
high cost of production driven by a surge 
in fuel prices coupled by supply chain con-
straints,” Asian Institute of Management 

economist John Paolo R. Rivera said in an 
e-mail. 

Mr. Rivera noted that some manufacturers 
might have limited production to deal with 
rising prices of raw materials, when they are 
unable to pass these costs to consumers.

In a separate e-mail, UnionBank of the 
Philippines, Inc. Chief Economist Ruben 
Carlo O. Asuncion said manufacturing ’s 
slower reading in April was due to base 
effects.

“It’s clearly coming from a very high base 
year on year. We also have to consider the 
continuing impact of the supply-chain chal-
lenges due to geopolitical risks, not to men-
tion the China slowdown impact,” he said.

S&P Global’s Philippines Manufacturing 
Purchasing Managers’ Index (PMI) rose to 
over four-year high of 54.3 in April from 53.2 
in March. The 50 mark separates manufactur-
ing expansion from contraction.

The sector’s recovery has been hampered 
by the Russia-Ukraine war, which sent global 

prices of oil and commodities to multi-year 
highs. Russia is the second-largest producer 
of crude oil while Ukraine is one of the top 
exporters of crop and wheat.

Meanwhile, China’s strict lockdowns 
stalled production in major hubs and dis-
rupted global logistics and supply chains.

PSA data also showed 14 out of 22 indus-
try divisions recorded expansions in April. 
Manufacture of textiles surged by 45.6% 
during the month, faster than the previous 
month’s record of 24%. It was followed by 
machinery and equipment except electrical 
(39.2% in April from 48.4% in March) and 
chemical and chemical products (33.7% 
from 28.3%).

On the other hand, declines were re-
corded for eight industry divisions led by 
electrical equipment (28.1% in April from 
30.5% in March), printing and reproduction 
of recorded media (17.3% from 11.8%), and 
furniture (14.5% from 1.6%).

April manufacturing growth slowest in 13 months

Wage hikes, fare increases likely 
to push inflation beyond target 

BSP plans to launch news 
sentiment index by 2023

THE PHILIPPINES’ April trade 
deficit narrowed month on 
month to $4.8 billion, as ex-
ports slightly picked up and 
imports grew at their slowest 
pace in 13 months amid the 
Russia-Ukraine war and supply 
chain disruptions. 

Preliminary Philippine Statis-
tics Authority data showed the 
value of merchandise exports 
grew by 6% year on year to $6.129 
billion in April, the fastest since 
15.8% recorded in February. 

The export expansion was 
slightly up from 5.9% in March, 
but slower than 74.1% a year ago.

“Based on the PSA’s prelimi-
nary data, April 2022 was esti-
mated to be 14.5% higher than 
the pre-pandemic average from 
2017 to 2019,” the Department of 
Trade and Industry (DTI) said in 
a separate statement. 

The country’s merchandise 
imports rose by 22.8% to $10.902 
billion in April, the slowest since 
22.1% in March 2021. 

Import growth eased from 
153.2% in the same month last 
year and 27.7% in March.

The trade-in-goods deficit 
narrowed to $4.773 billion, from 
the record $5.007-billion gap in 
March. However, it was wider 
than the $3.098-billion shortfall 
a year ago. 

For the first four months, 
exports jumped by 8.9% year on 
year to $25.551 billion, above 
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