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Nestlé concerned about RCEP
impact on bulk of co� ee growers

Rice affordability to hinge 
on stronger ASEAN trade

NESTLÉ Philippines said the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP) may not be benefi cial to the 
entire co� ee industry, after specialty 
growers said the trade agreement 
could be an opportunity for the part 
of the sector than can successfully 
market its beans with distinctive geo-
graphical indications (GIs).

“We believe that overall, RCEP will 
boost free trade among its participants, 
especially those with competitive exports,” 
Nestlé Philippines said in a statement.

“In the case of the Philippine co� ee 
sector, however, our farmers are supply-
ing only 15% of domestic demand, and 
the co� ee sector as a whole currently 
cannot export green co� ee beans or 
processed co� ee. Alongside opening 
the market to free trade, it is imperative 
for government to continue supporting, 
as we are doing for the long term with 
our Nescafé Plan, the development 
of increased e�  ciencies, productivity, 
and incomes of Filipino co� ee farmers 
beyond subsistence levels, and to 
adequately meet local demand.”

Over the weekend, specialty cof-
fee growers told BusinessWorld they 
see opportunity if the Philippines par-
ticipates in the trade deal, with their 
beans likely to gain access to markets 
like Japan and South Korea, which 
are not covered by the Philippines’ 
current free trade agreements.

They said the key to the specialty 
beans market is whether the Philip-
pines can establish a system of GIs 
to di� erentiate their high-end beans 
from the rest of the market.

Nestlé Philippines, which supports 
growers that supply it with robusta 
beans, which are made into Nescafé 
instant co� ee, said in a statement that 
the state of the industry currently cannot 
support exports, and that government 

aid remains necessary if co� ee farmers 
are to be exposed to foreign competition.

“Our farmers are supplying only 15% 
of domestic demand, and the co� ee 
sector as a whole currently cannot export 
green co� ee beans or processed co� ee. 
Alongside opening the market to free 
trade, it is imperative for government to 
continue supporting, as we are doing for 
the long term with our Nescafé Plan, the 
development of increased e�  ciencies, 
productivity, and incomes of Filipino cof-
fee farmers beyond subsistence levels, and 
to adequately meet local demand,” it said. 

It called on the government and 
the industry to continue to be “guided 
by the Philippine Co� ee Roadmap, 
and with sustained interventions by 
the public and private sectors collabo-
rating to address key challenges.”

Such a development path will help 
the industry “rise to its full potential, 
including self-su�  ciency and even 
exportation in the future.”

It said it supports the industry via 
the Nescafé Plan, which it described 
as “a multi-year pilot project involving 
smallholder farmers has signifi -
cantly increased their yields. Average 
production rose from 235kg/hectare 
in 2018 to close to 900kg/hectare in 
2022. The project stands as a concrete 
example of a successful public-private 
partnership. With government and 
other co� ee stakeholders, we will 
continue to work towards further in-
creasing farmers’ yields and incomes.”

RCEP is a trade deal involving the 
10 ASEAN countries, Australia, China, 
Japan, South Korea, and New Zealand. 
It started taking e� ect in the various 
member-countries on Jan. 1, 2022.

The Philippines has yet to join the 
trade deal, with the Senate yet to give 
its concurrence amid objections from 
most of the agriculture industry. 

THE PHILIPPINES needs to strengthen its 
trade relationships with the rest of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) to ensure access to a� ordable 
rice, an agricultural economist said.

“We have to strengthen our ASEAN 
trade relations to ensure rice availability and 
a� ordability…,” Karlo Fermin S. 
Adriano of the Ateneo de Manila 
University Economics depart-
ment said. “Now, why do we 
need to ensure rice availability 
and a� ordability? Because we 
are basically a rice country.”

“When rice prices in-
crease, there’s a panic (which 
is outsized in comparison to 

other expensive commodities) Even if 
prices of onion are soaring, there’s not 
much panic compared to rice,” he added.

In a briefi ng before the Makati Busi-
ness Club on Tuesday, Mr. Adriano, an 
advisor to the Department of Agricul-
ture (DA), said the DA’s “rice-centric 

budget” has led to the 
underperformance of the 
agriculture sector overall. 

He said that an average 
of 50% of the DA budget 
was given over to rice in the 
2017-2022 period, leading to 
the “neglect of the non-rice 
agriculture commodities.” — 
Sheldeen Joy Talavera

Gov’t investment target from Japan trip P150B
THE PHILIPPINES is expected 
to obtain P150 billion in invest-
ment pledges during President 
Ferdinand R. Marcos, Jr.’s official 
visit to Japan.

“ We  a r e  e x p e c t i n g  t h a t 
substantial returns in terms 
of new projects, the value of 
which we currently estimate at 
P150 billion, and we estimate 
too these will  generate em-
ployment for 8,000 Filipinos,” 
Philippine Ambassador to Ja-
pan Mylene J. Garcia-Albano 

told ABS -CBN News Channel 
on Tuesday.

Ms. Albano said Mr. Marcos is 
set to meet executives from elec-
tronics, semiconductor, printer 
and wiring harness manufactur-
ing companies.

Companies from these indus-
tries “comprise the bulk of our 
industrial relations with Japan,” 
she said, adding, “They will 
discuss how the private sector, 
the Japanese investor compa-
nies, the government and other 

stakeholders can work more 
closely together to ensure the 
success of these businesses in 
the Philippines.”

Foreign A� airs Assistant Sec-
retary for Asia and Pacifi c A� airs 
Nathaniel Imperial in an earlier 
briefi ng said Mr. Marcos will be 
attending roundtable and busi-
ness meetings, as well as a busi-
ness conference to be held on 
Feb. 9 and 10.

Ms. Albano also noted the ex-
pected “signing of several letters 

of intent and agreements which 
are expected to significantly ex-
pand Japanese investments.”

Mr. Marcos is expected to sign 
seven key bilateral deals.

“During the visit, we anticipate 
the signing of seven key bilateral 
documents or agreements cover-
ing cooperation in infra develop-
ment, defense, agriculture and in-
formation and communications 
technology — areas that are in the 
President’s priority agenda,” Mr. 
Imperial said.

The government is set to sign the 
exchange of notes on loan agree-
ments for the North-South Com-
muter Railway project from Malo-
los, Bulacan to Clark International 
Airport, and from Manila’s Tutuban 
station to Calamba, Laguna.

“This will involve around $3 
billion worth of loans that will 
be later signed also by the De-
partment of Finance (DoF),” Mr. 
Imperial said.

Also on the list are agreements 
on humanitarian assistance 

and disaster relief cooperation 
between the Department of Na-
tional Defense and its Japanese 
counterpart.

Japan is the only country 
with which the Philippines has 
a bilateral free trade agreement 
— the Japan Economic Partner-
ship Agreement. Japan is the 
P h i l i p p i n e s ’  s e c o n d - l a r g e st 
trading partner, third-largest 
export market and third-larg-
est source of exports. — Alyssa 
Nicole O. Tan

Farmers call for gov’t-backed push to make industry competitive under RCEP
AGRICULTURE industry repre-
sentatives said the government 
has not adequately supported 
farmers in achieving competi-
tiveness against imports, which 
they called a necessary step be-
fore opening up the market under 
the terms of the Regional Com-
prehensive Economic Partner-
ship (RCEP).

During a Senate hearing on the 
world’s largest free trade agree-
ment on Tuesday, United Broiler 
Raisers Association President 
Elias Jose M. Inciong said: “What 
will provide true protection is 
competitiveness… the reason why 
we did not become competitive, 
the reason why we are so prone 
to imports, the reason why the 
agriculture sector cannot provide 
adequate supply is because of the 
dereliction of duty of the NEDA 
(National Economic and Devel-

opment Authority and the DA 
(Department of Agriculture) in 
the implementation of the overall 
design of the WTO (World Trade 
Organization),” he said.

He was referring to the trade 
regime the Philippines signed on 
to in 1995, which guarantees mar-
ket access for foreign commodi-
ties up to a minimum volume.

“There is no path for devel-
opment for the sector; however, 
the path is very wide for import 
development,” he added. 

Mr. Inciong compared the cur-
rent pitch to join the RCEP with 
the campaign to join the WTO, 
noting that only features benefit-
ing importers were implemented 
while provisions specifying do-
mestic support were neglected.

The last major commodity 
to be opened up to imports was 
rice. The Rice Tariffication Law 

opened up rice imports to private 
parties, who had to pay tari� s of 
35% on Southeast Asian grain.

Of these tariffs, P10 billion a 
year is allocated to the Rice Com-
petitiveness Enhancement Fund 
(RCEF), which supports the in-
dustry’s modernization by fund-
ing mechanization, upgraded 
seed, and rice cultivation know-
how, among other things.

Mr. Inciong said the rest of the 
farm industry as well as fisheries 
have yet to undergo moderniza-
tion, and added that database 
support for the industry remains 
inadequate.

“Whenever we have hearings 
here and at the House, on tar-
i� s and the like, 30% of the time, 
there is a debate on the correct-
ness of the data,” Mr. Inciong said.

“ We could produce all of 
these products but because we 

did not do our homework, we 
become more and more reliant 
on imports, and that will be the 
scenario in RCEP,”  Raul Q. Mon-
temayor, national manager of the 
Federation of Free Farmers, said.

He noted that the agricultural 
trade deficit continues to grow 
despite claims of adequate pro-
tection provided by trade deals. 

“They told us that there was 
nothing to worry about because 
tariffs will not go down, but we 
have seen over the past few years 
that the agricultural trade deficit 
has ballooned to $90 billion,” he 
said.

Under RCEP, he added, 84% of 
agricultural tari�  lines will have 
zero tari�  protection.

Trade Assistant Secretary Al-
lan B. Gepty said the trade deal 
only calls for the additional liber-
alization of 33 tari�  lines to four 

trade partners, with most other 
commodities already subject to 
other free trade agreements.

“Mr. Montemayor is correct 
to say that we have trade deficits, 
that’s the reality. In  fact,... as early 
as the ’60s, deficit in trade and 
goods has been creeping in,” he 
said.

However, “before we char-
acterize deficits, we have to 
consider that importing is not 
outrightly wrong,” he added. “As 
long as what you’re importing is 
being used for consumption, like 
food security, then it’s good since 
you’re giving food to the people.”

Mr. Gepty said that between 
2018 and 2020, the Philippines 
mostly imported, at a deficit, ce-
reals including rice, prepared ani-
mal fodder, miscellaneous edible 
preparations, meat and edible 
meat offal, and dairy products.

“We are at a deficit because 
we need them and we don’t have 
them here, so we import them,” 
he said. “Importing is good if you 
will use these inputs to farms or 
for further production.”

Trade Secretary Alfredo E. 
Pascual, speaking at the hearing, 
said that while he recognizes the 
concerns raised, “it is important 
to understand the bigger picture 
and view RCEP in terms of the 
opportunities it can bring to us.”

“We are situated in a dynamic 
region of the world and we cannot 
a� ord to remain out of its further 
economic integration,” he said. — 
Alyssa Nicole O. Tan
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