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‘ULTIMATE OBJECTIVE’
The bill creating the sovereign wealth fund 
also does not contain bankruptcy provisions, 
according to the paper.

“This might mean that, implicitly, the Phil-
ippine government will still shoulder in the 
end any liabilities or losses that may arise 
from the MIF,” it added.

“The current funding sources remain a 
serious concern, as this subjects LANDBANK 
and DBP depositor funds to financial risk, en-
dangering government payroll and the banks’ 
funding of other development initiatives,” 
Terry L. Ridon, a public investment analyst 
and convenor of think tank InfraWatch PH, 
said in an e-mail.

“To be clear, sovereign wealth funds should 
be funded from surplus government revenue or 
through revenue from natural resources. None 
of these exist in the Philippines today,” he added.

Antonio A. Ligon, a law and business pro-
fessor at De La Salle University, cited the lack 
of public consultations.

“The question remains whether the public 
is fully aware of why the bill is being passed 
and how it will impact the lives of ordinary 
citizens,” he said in a Viber message.

“Those in Congress are supposed to be 
the representatives of the people. The issue 
is whether the people are conscious and gave 
their knowledgeable consent on the matter. 
The feedback and insights of citizens on the 
bill is apparently absent,” he added.

Mr. Ridon said the fund does not seem to 
have a clear objective.

“The Marcos government remains uncer-
tain on the ultimate objective of the fund, 
whether it is to generate better returns than 
current investment instruments, or whether 
to fund the country’s infrastructure projects,” 
he pointed out.

While both are legitimate objectives, better 
returns are not always consistent with funding 
infrastructure projects because these are not 
necessarily return-driven endeavors, he said.

Mr. Ridon said the Philippines does not 
need a sovereign wealth fund to boosting in-
frastructure.

“Existing funding modes such as official de-
velopment assistance and public-private part-
nerships are sufficient to provide the necessary 
funding for infrastructure programs,” he said.

“The President needs to provide greater clar-
ity on the ultimate objective of the fund in order 
to guide policy makers and the MIF leadership 
team on the types of priority investments that 
the fund should focus on,” he added.

The Philippines ranked 54th 

out of 181 countries in the 2022 
Government AI Readiness Index 
by Oxford Insights, getting a score 
55.42 out of 100. 

The Southeast Asian nation, 
which placed ninth among its 17 
peers in East Asia, scored 65.9 in 
terms of the vision, governance, 
digital capacity and adaptabil-
ity of the government. It scored 
36.33 in terms of the technol-
ogy sector’s maturity, innovation 
capacity and human capital and 
64.9 in terms of data and infra-
structure. 

“AI is here to stay, and we can 
only expect it to evolve quickly,” 
AAP said. “This will change the 
future jobs.”

It said the Philippines’ edu-
cational system should adapt to 
“prepare the Philippines’ future 
workforce accordingly.”

OpenAI’s ChatGPT, launched in 
November, became an instant hit 
among students because it can write 
essays and do other school tasks.

AI AND SCHOOLS
The rise of ChatGPT and simi-
lar AI tools has come with social 
costs. In the Philippines, some 
students at its premiere state uni-
versity were investigated earlier 
this year after they were accused 
of using AI to cheat their way out 
of college.

Still, some educators think 
ChatGPT is more than just a 
dream machine for cheaters and 
could actually help make educa-
tion better.

Crafting AI policies in educa-
tion should help “ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning op-
portunities for all,” according to the 
United Nations Educational, Scien-
tifi c and Cultural Organization.

AII called for the incorpora-
tion of AI tools in Philippine 
learning curricula, adding that 
teachers should be trained in AI 
education as early as possible 
— “learning from the mistakes 
during the pandemic when we 
were not prepared to use digital 
platforms on time to meet the 
demands for effective learning.”

There are a handful of academ-
ic institutions in the Philippines 
that offer AI courses, including 
the University of the Philippines, 
which approved in July the coun-
try’s first doctoral program in AI.

“Everyone will be affected by 
AI, directly or indirectly,” AAP 
said. “There will be some indus-
tries that will be disrupted sooner 
than others, and not necessarily 
just the ones that have highly rou-
tinary and repetitive tasks.”

Even the creative industry 
could lose to AI as machines get 
the advantage in acquiring more 
related datasets at a much faster 
pace.

The group said it’s time for 
Filipino workers to develop new 
skills that will meet the demands 
of an AI-powered future.

“Digital skills will be a mini-
mum and mandatory require-
ment, or else we will constantly 
fear to be replaced,” it said. “But 
we should not just aspire to be us-
ers of AI. We should be creators of 
our own AI and innovate for our 
own future.”
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Meralco sees easing power
rates as rainy season starts
POWER RATES in areas served by 
Manila Electric Co. (Meralco) are 
likely to go down next month as 
the electricity distributor expects 
demand to decrease further in the 
coming months. 

Lawrence S. Fernandez, Meralco 
vice-president and head of utility eco-
nomics, expects declining rates “if 
everything else is the same, given that 
the rainy season has started.”

“We are seeing even in the daily 
spot market results that the power 
demand is decreasing in [the] Lu-
zon grid, coming off their highs 
from May. We may expect that spot 
market prices will  also become 
more moderate,” he said during a 
briefing on Friday.

On June 2, the state weather bu-
reau declared the start of the rainy 
season in the Philippines.

Mr. Fernandez said if the market 
trend goes on, the power utility ex-
pects spot market prices to decline, 
which will likely translate into lower 
overall power rates. 

“If the lower spot market prices 
trend continues, this will be refl ected 
in the July generation charge but we’ll 
have to see other components like 
PSAs (power supply agreements) and 
IPPs (independent power producers) 
behave,” he said, adding that Meralco 
also needs to see how the foreign ex-
change moves.

For June, residential custom-
ers served by Meralco will see an 
increase in their monthly power bills 
after the completion of distribution-
related refunds.

Households that consume 200 
kilowatt-hours (kWh) of electric-

ity will see an increase of P84 in 
their June electricity bills. Mean-
while, those consuming 300 kWh, 
400 kWh, and 500 kWh will see an 
increase of P125, P167, and P209, 
respectively.

“These refunds benefited Meral-
co’s customers over the past two years 
as these helped temper increases in 
electricity bills at a time of fi nancial 
distress and uncertainty for many,” 
Meralco Head of Regulatory Manage-
ment O�  ce Jose Ronald V. Valles said 
in a media release. 

The power utility giant imple-
mented four distribution rate true-up 
adjustments from March 2021 until 
May 2023 for a total of P48.3 billion. 
This translates to P1.80 per kWh 
refund for residential customers, 
Meralco said. 

Jo e  R .  Z a l d a r r i a g a ,  Me r a l c o 
spokesperson and vice-president 
for corporate communications, 
said lower generation and trans-
mission charges were able to tem-
per this month’s power rates from 
increasing further. 

The generation charge decreased 
by P0.42 per kWh to P7.25 per kWh 
this month from P7.67 kWh in May. 

Charges from PSAs, which account 
for 50% of Meralco’s supply, fell by 
P0.59 per kWh to P6.53 per kWh.

Charges from the IPPs, however, 
decreased by P0.59 per kWh to P7.04 
per kWh. IPPs account for 38% of 
Meralco’s total requirement.

However, charges from the whole-
sale electricity spot market (WESM) 
increased by P2.02 per kWh to P10.94 
per kWh due to the tight power supply 
situation in the Luzon power grid. For 

the supply month, WESM accounts 
for 12% of Meralco’s energy share. 

Separately, One Meralco Foun-
dation has energized an off-grid 
public school on an island in An-
tique province’s Caluya town, al-
lowing students to use digital learn-
ing materials.

In a media release on Sunday, 
Meralco said the foundation’s project 
involves a 1-kilowatt-peak solar pho-
tovoltaic system for the school, which 
is reachable after a four-hour boat 
ride from mainland Antique. 

The solar facility will power equip-
ment that will provide lighting and 
ventilation. Also, printers, laptops, 
and television sets can now be used 
by both teachers and students. Lim 
Elementary School’s 100 students are 
taught by seven teachers. 

“Investing on improvements in 
the learning environment of our 
students will help further not just 
their respective individual growth 
but also contribute towards the 
development of their community,” 
said Jeffrey O. Tarayao, the founda-
tion’s president.

“With electricity access, these stu-
dents can explore a bigger world of 
knowledge with the help of multime-
dia equipment that they can now fully 
use,” he added.

Meralco’s controlling stakeholder, 
Beacon Electric Asset Holdings, Inc., 
is partly owned by PLDT Inc. 

Hastings Holdings, Inc., a unit of 
PLDT Benefi cial Trust Fund subsid-
iary MediaQuest Holdings, Inc., has 
interest in BusinessWorld through 
the Philippine Star Group, which it 
controls. — Ashley Erika O. Jose

THE COURT of Tax Appeals 
(CTA) has stood by its deci-
sion to refund Petron Corp.’s 
tax liabilities worth P64.33 
million representing its 
wrongly paid excise taxes on 
the importation of alkylate 
gas in 2016.

In a 20-page decision 
dated June 6 and made 

public on June 8, the CTA 
full court said the fi rm was 
able to back its claim for a 
refund by submitting docu-
ments required under the 
country’s tax code.

“The findings of fact by 
the CTA in Division are not 
to be disturbed without any 
showing of grave abuse of dis-

cretion considering that the 
members of the Division are 
in the best position to analyze 
the documents presented by 
the parties,” Associate Jus-
tice Maria Belen M. Ringpis-
Liban said in the ruling.

The tribunal agreed 
with its First Division that 
Petron’s importations of 

alkylate are not subject to 
excise tax. Citing the Tax 
Code, it said alkylate can-
not be classified as a raw 
material that is a product 
of distillation that can be 
subjected to excise tax.

The law imposes taxes on 
naphtha gas, regular gasoline 
and other similar products 

of distillation, but not on the 
ingredients or raw materials 
that compose the said gases.

“Thus, the petitioner’s 
(Petron) payments of ex-
cise taxes in 2016 for its 
importation of alkylate are 
considered erroneous and 
can be the proper subject of 
refund,” the CTA said.

Petron was able to sub-
mit single administrative 
documents, customs pay-
ment receipts, commer-
cial invoices, and Bureau 
of Customs certifications 
to back its entitlement to 
the refund, the tribunal 
noted. — John Victor D. 
Ordoñez

Appellate court 
a�  rms Petron’s 
canceled 
P64.33-million 
tax liabilities


