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THE head of the Department of 
Environment and Natural Re-
sources (DENR) on Thursday 
said the agency lacks the budget 
and manpower needed to miti-
gate the impact of climate change 
and boost environmental protec-
tion e� orts across the country.  

“Unfortunately, the way we 
are set up is that the fiscal space 
is very tight… The DENR is in 
charge of 15 million hectares of 
classified forest lands. We are also 
in charge of so many thousands 
of hectares of coastal areas,” En-
vironment Secretary Maria An-
tonia Y. Loyzaga said in a press 
conference during the Mindanao 
leg of the DENR’s 2023 multi-
stakeholder forum in Cagayan de 
Oro City.  

“We cannot, at the level of bud-
get at this point and the human 
resources available, do an ad-
equate job of protecting all of our 
ecosystems,” she said in mixed 
English and Filipino. 

“The reality is that there  is 
inadequate resources to finance 

what are the impacts already 
known to the Philippines in terms 
of climate change,” she added.

The DENR has a budget of 
P23.29 billion this year, based on 
the 2023 General Appropriations 
Act signed by President Ferdi-
nand R. Marcos, Jr. on Dec. 16. 
The department’s 2023 budget is 
lower than the P25.4 billion al-
located in 2022.  

Nonetheless, Ms. Loyzaga 
said she is banking on collabo-
ration with the private sector, 
civic groups, and international 
partners to address the myriad 
and persistent issues relating to 
environmental protection and 
the climate crisis.    

“It is a combination of legis-
lation, some budgeting innova-
tion in terms of the government 
and bringing in the different 
stakeholders to do their share 
in working with us in terms of 
the preservation, conservation, 
restoration, and regeneration,” 
Ms. Loyzaga said.  

BALANCE
During the forum, Ateneo de 
Davao University President Joel 
E. Tabora underscored the role of 
the DENR in balancing environ-

mental protection with economic 
development through resource 
management. 

“The DENR cannot just be a 
government agency to exploit the 
natural resources of the Philip-
pines in favor of the economy and 
of the private interests that drive 
this. The DENR must be the pro-
tector of the environment,” said 
Mr. Tabora, who lamented the 
seeming failure of government to 
listen to the public’s voice. 

“They should make sure that 
society and the planet are not 
killed by the vicious technocratic 
paradigm driving the economy. 
They must be guided by voices 
of people on the ground, in lo-
cal government units or in the 
regions,” he added.  

Miguel A. Dominguez, Alsons 
A quaculture Corp. director, 
urged the National Government 
to boost efforts in promoting 
food self-sufficiency and to eval-
uate coastal resources to further 
develop the local aquaculture 
industry.

“ We must stop relying on 
imports. There has to be co-
management between the local 
governments and the commu-
nity themselves. The govern-

ment must get out of their silos 
and start looking at these re-
sources to encourage more self-
sufficiency and food production 
that would enable the Filipino 
to have better food security,” Mr. 
Dominguez said.   

Ian Valentin U. Sermonia, Siar-
gao Tourist Operators Associa-
tion president, pressed the DENR 
to beef up its waste management 
awareness campaigns and pro-
mote ecotourism for a more sus-
tainable industry. 

“Increase in tourism also 
means an increase in waste,” said 
Mr. Sermonia. 

Ms. Loyzaga said the DENR is 
bent on adopting a multi-stake-
holder approach to the sector’s 
concerns.  

“We at the DENR firmly be-
lieve that addressing issues per-
taining to the environment and 
our country’s natural resources 
needs a comprehensive approach 
and multi-stakeholder partner-
ships for evidence-informed, in-
clusive, and adaptive leadership,” 
she added.  

The Mindanao forum follows 
similar multi-stakeholder dis-
cussions held in Luzon and the 
Visayas.

THE Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) and the National Gov-
ernment on Thursday awarded 
service-training grants to fi ve 
networks of enterprises through 
the SkillsUpNet Philippines 
(SUNPh) program.

A total of 66 enterprises and 
600 workers in the Bicol and 
Davao regions and Cebu prov-
ince will benefi t from the SUNPh 
program, which aims to enhance 
skills and competitiveness, ADB 
said in a press release.

The grants range from $20,000 
to $80,000.

The fi ve network recipients of 
the grant under the fi rst phase of 
the program are Dagos Tabi Albay 
Micro and Small Accommoda-
tion Enterprises Network for the 

tourism sector, Cebu Construc-
tors’ Network for construction, 
Cebuanimation Network for in-
formation technology-animation, 
Kapehan Sa Davao for agribusi-
ness, and Sulong Davao Business 
Owned by Women for women-led 
enterprises.

“The rationale of the program 
is to help address the new chal-
lenges of the scarring effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on em-
ployment, as well as the emerging 
impact of new technologies and 
shaping the future of work,” ADB 
Vice-President Ahmed M. Saeed 
said in a speech at the awarding 
ceremony.

The press release said the 
SUNPh program is an innova-
tive skills-delivery scheme led 

by employers in which they 
apply for grants on a competi-
tive basis to finance short-term 
skills training for their workers 
and managers.

The program is part of the gov-
ernment’s National Employment 
Recovery Strategy 2021–2022 
aimed at improving workers’ 
access to jobs, livelihoods, and 
training.

“We all know that the CO -
VID-19 pandemic caused major 
disruptions to employment and 
widened the skills–jobs mismatch 
in the Philippines. Through 
SkillsUpNet Philippines, we are 
helping the government with one 
innovative solution to address-
ing skills–jobs mismatches in 
the labor market, retooling and 

reskilling Filipino workers to 
raise productivity, and improv-
ing employees’ prospects for 
better opportunities and higher 
incomes,” Mr. Saeed said in the 
press release.

The ADB, along with repre-
sentatives from the departments 
of Trade and Industry, Tourism, 
and Labor and Employment, 
held consultations and orienta-
tion workshops starting in the 
last quarter of 2021 to introduce 
the program to enterprises 
across the country, the press 
release said. 

“We hope that with a success-
ful first batch of awardees we 
can then roll this out as a larger 
program nationwide,” Mr. Saeed 
said. — Aaron Michael C. Sy 

A P29-billion budget is needed 
to deliver electricity in all house-
holds nationwide in the next five 
years, the National Electrifica-
tion Administration (NEA) said 
on Thursday.

NEA Administrator Antonio 
Mariano C. Almeda said in a me-
dia briefing that to date, 600,000 
households in the main grid are 
still without power supply and 
another 23,000 households in o� -
grid areas.

The breakdown of the budget, 
according to Mr. Almeda, is P20 
billion for the complete electrifi-
cation of on-grid areas, and about 
P9 billion for those o� -grid.

Based on NEA’s total electri-
fication masterplan as of Dec. 
2022, a total of 10,212 sitios or 
small communities are still with-
out power supply. 

“If we can present to Congress, 
to the Department of Energy, that 
we have streamlined the moni-
toring and implementation of the 
Sitio Electrification Plan, that 
we have set the target, at that I 
think Congress would be mindful 
to support this program, that we 
have to reach 100% electrifica-
tion,” Mr. Almeda said.

In a separate statement, NEA 
said it aims to achieve its full 
electrifi cation target by 2028 by 
ensuring that Sitio Electrification 
Program funds are well-utilized.

“The remaining 10,212 unen-
ergized sitios will be implement-
ed for 2023 to 2028,” it said. 

Republic Act 9136 or the Elec-
tric Power Industry Reform Act 
of 2001 tasks the NEA with over-
seeing missionary electrification 
and providing financial, institu-
tional and technical assistance to 
electric cooperatives.

NEA will also assist with the 
implementing rules and regula-
tions of the Microgrid Systems 
Act, which aims to accelerate to-
tal electrification in unserved and 
underserved areas.

In its report, NEA said the big-
gest challenge to achieve 100% 
rural electrification is the “inad-
equate government’s subsidy to 
finance the energization of the 
remaining unenergized areas.”

Mr. Almeda said they are also 
addressing issues on transpar-
ency and accountability, par-
ticularly with the electric coop-
eratives. 

“If you look back taking into 
consideration the process of the 
past, the accountability have 
to be transparent, the account-
ability has to be data driven, 
the electric cooperatives should 
realize that this is public mon-
ey, because in my experience, I 
have seen the implementation 
could be... there have been a lot 
of loopholes in terms of liquida-
tion,” he said.

Cooperatives with pending liq-
uidation requirements are unable 
to secure funding under the Sitio 
Electrifi cation Program, he said.  
— Ashley Erika O. Jose

MUFG Global Markets Research expects the 
peso to continue strengthening against the 
dollar throughout the year with import bills 
less likely to weigh it down and a reduction 
in commodity prices. 

“Our constructive view on the PHP 
against the USD is premised on the theme 
of normalization, after previous imbalances 
the previous year,” MUFG Global Markets 
Research said in a report on Thursday.

It also cited the expected revival of 
Chinese tourist arrivals as a positive factor 
for the peso. 

It sees the peso ending the fi rst quarter 
at P54.75 a dollar, slightly weaker than its 
January close of P54.63. 

This could rise to P54.50 against the 
greenback at the end of the second quarter 
and then P54.25 in the third. After which the 
peso will reach P53.50 in the fi nal quarter.

The research fi rm previously saw the 
local currency continuing to weaken before 
it rebounds in the second half at P55.50.

“Despite continued demand for invest-
ment-related imports, net exports are likely 
to be less of a drag going forward, helped 
by lower import bills and the expected 
recovery in Chinese tourist arrivals,” MUFG 
Global Markets Research said.

The report said easing lower commod-
ity prices will likely moderate the elevated 
levels of trade defi cits seen in the second 
and third quarters last year. 

“The economy already saw net goods 
exports contribute 2.3 ppt to gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth in Q4, the 
fi rst quarterly positive addition since March 
2021,” it added.

MUFG Global Markets Research said the 
lower commodity prices have been sup-
portive of the current account and positive for 
gains in the local currency in the near-term.

It added that it expects the current 
account defi cit to narrow on remittance 
infl ows and receipts from the business 
process outsourcing industry.

“We forecast the current account defi cit 
to narrow to 4.8% of GDP in 2023, after a 
5.6% defi cit in 2022,” the report said.

It added that it sees the central bank rais-
ing the rates by 75 basis points (bps) early in 
the year, bringing the rate to 6.25%.

The Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP) 
hiked benchmark interest rates by 350 bps 
in 2022, bringing its policy rate to 5.5% to 
temper infl ation.

Meanwhile the report added that it 
sees headline infl ation at 4.3% in 2023, 
higher than the BSP’s 2-4% forecast due to 
persisting imported price pressures.

“Food and energy infl ation may remain 
elevated at least in the fi rst half of the year 
before moderating thereafter. Pressures 
caused by weather may taper o�  in the 
coming months,” the report said.

According to data from the Philippine Sta-
tistics Authority, infl ation was at a 14-year high 
of 8.1% in December 2022, which brought the 
full-year print to 5.8%. — Aaron Michael C. Sy 

ONION farmers were able to directly 
sell about P2.589 million worth of their 
harvests to consumers and institution-
al buyers through with assistance from 
government, the Department of Agri-
culture (DA) said on Thursday. 

In a statement, the DA said farmer 
cooperatives and associations were able 
to market 3,478 kilograms of red onions 
worth P755,455 and 5,106.38 kilograms 
of white onions worth P1.833 million 
from Sept. 2022 to Jan. 24, 2023.

The DA said their intervention 
helped the farmers earn more as there 
were no middle men involved.

Onion prices shot up to as much 
as P700 per kilo in recent months, 

prompting congressional investiga-
tions where some farmers said trad-
ers actually bought their supply at 
farm gate prices of P8 to P15. 

The onion controversy has also 
raised issues on importation and 
smuggling. 

Meanwhile, the DA said trucks 
and vans under the Kadiwa program 
helped farmers in “hauling and deliv-
ery to markets and big buyers.”

The government’s Kadiwa program 
involves linking farmers directly to 
consumers through pop-up markets 
in di� erent parts of the country. 

“Logistics is actually a big help, the 
Kadiwa [trucks] helped in logistics,” 

Elvin Jerome A. Laceda, founder of 
RiceUp and chief operating officer 
of Sakahon farmer’s enterprises, is 
quoted in the statement. 

The  Agriculture department 
awarded a P1.325-million four-wheel 
truck to RiceUp in Pampanga in 
2022.

Through agritech solutions com-
pany Sakahon, Mr. Laceda and his 
team aim to establish a system where 
farmers get information on market 
demand before planting. 

Mr. Laceda added that giving farm-
ers access to capital and storage fa-
cilities will help boost the agriculture 
sector. — Sheldeen Joy Talavera

THE Anti-Red Tape Authority (ARTA) will 
help streamline the processing of permits re-
quired to export and import processed food, 
addressing concerns raised by a public-private 
trade council. 

In a statement on Thursday, the ARTA said 
among the issues that will have to be resolved 
are overlapping mandates of di� erent agencies.  

“The concerns and issues raised and 
brought to ARTA’s attention will be addressed 
by the authority’s streamlining programs, as 
well as its digitalization initiatives in collabo-
ration with the Department of Information 
and Communications Technology,” ARTA 
Director General Ernesto V. Perez said.  

He said ARTA, along with the Better Regu-
lations O�  ce (BRO) and Compliance Moni-
toring and Evaluation O�  ce (CMEO), met on 
Jan. 25 with the Export Development Coun-
cil’s (EDC) Networking Committee on Agri-
culture Policy Chairperson Philip C. Young to 
discuss regulatory constraints.  

The EDC, formed in 1994 under Republic 
Act 7844 or the Export Development Act and 
composed of government and private sector 
representatives, aims to determine the bottle-
necks hampering the country’s export industry.

According to the ARTA, the BRO will spear-
head the review of relevant regulations while 
the CMEO will lead in monitoring compliance 
of concerned agencies based on the Ease of 
Doing Business and Efficient Government 
Service Delivery Act.  

Mr. Perez said regulatory agencies will even-
tually be integrated into the TradeNet platform 
to provide an end-to-end processing of licenses 
and permits via a single online portal.  

“As for concerns regarding the overlapping 
mandates in the regulatory agencies, it will 
be addressed through a joint administrative 
order after a thorough consultation with the 
agencies,” Mr. Perez said. — Revin Mikhael 
D. Ochave 

THE AVERAGE retail price of the di� erent 
kinds of special rice decreased in the capital re-
gion Metro Manila and three cities, but went up 
in three other areas in mid-January, according 
to the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA).

Based on preliminary data for the Jan. 15-17 
period, the PSA reported that average price 
dropped by P1.52 per kilo to P56.58 in Iloilo 
City compared with Jan. 1-5 rates. 

It was also down by P1.25 to P42.25 in Tu-
guegarao City, 25 centavos to P53.05 in the 
National Capital Region, and down seven cen-
tavos to P54.84 in Kidapawan City.

On the other hand, price rose P1.56 to 
P57.99 in Batangas City, 50 centavos to P59.13 
in Calapan City, and two centavos to P48.49 in 
Legazpi City.

Special rice, as defi ned by the Department 
of Agriculture, includes organic brown rice, 
upland rice, red and black rice, Dinorado, 
Milagrosa, Hinumay, Kamaros, Malagkit and 
other indigenous or heirloom rice varieties.

For brown sugar, the average retail price 
fell by P1.50 to P78.50 in Digos City and 10 
centavos to P86.10 in the capital region.

Prices of the commodity increased by P2.50 to 
P83 in San Fernando City, P1.25 to P87.75 in Ba-
guio City, and P1.02 to P82.95 in Kidapawan City.

ONIONS
Meanwhile, the average retail price for red on-
ions decreased in nine trading centers during 
the period in review. 

Retail price dropped by P125 to P375 in Caba-
natuan City, P110 to P490 in Cebu City, P100 to 
P524.50 in Legazpi City, P65 to P475 in Calapan 
City, and P35 to P330 in Tuguegarao City. 

Prices also contracted by P50 in trading 
centers in the cities of Digos, Kidapawan, and 
Butuan, all in southern Philippines. 

An increase was reported in five cities: 
P97.50 to P722.50 in Pagadian City, P47 to 
P524 in Iloilo City, P13.50 to P401 in Cagayan 
De Oro City, P2.50 to 627.50 in Batangas City, 
and P1 to P625 in Tacloban City. — Sheldeen 
Joy Talavera
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