
THE World Bank has approved a $110-million 
project to improve learning outcomes by en-
hancing teachers’ skills in Mindanao.

The Teacher Effectiveness and Compe-
tencies Enhancement Project is expected to 
benefi t almost two million elementary school 
students and over 60,000 teachers and school 
o�  cials in Mindanao.

The project will be implemented in Region 
IX (Zamboanga Peninsula), Region XII (South 
Cotabato, Cotabato, Sultan Kudarat, Saran-
gani and General Santos) and the Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao.  

“These regions, which have high dropout 
rates, below-average enrollment rates, low 
performance in reading 
and math scores, and sig-
nifi cant indigenous popu-
lations, offer invaluable 
insights for national edu-
cational improvements,” 
the World Bank said. — 
Luisa Maria Jacinta C. 
Jocson
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Diokno considering sugar import liberalization
FINANCE Secretary Benjamin 
E. Diokno said he is studying the 
liberalization of sugar imports to 
soften the blow on the food in-
dustry amid proposals to tax sug-
ary food and beverages.

In a chat with the media on Fri-
day, Mr. Diokno said that freeing 
up sugar imports a “reasonable 
compromise” for volume users 
of sugar.

“Expectedly, producers and 
sellers of sugary products sub-
jected to tax will object as it will 
raise the selling price of their 
products to the market,” Mr. 
Diokno said in a Viber message to 
reporters after the chat.

“But knowing the big differ-
ence between the world price 
and the domestic price of sugar, a 
major input in the industry, then 
allowing the industry to import 
their own sugar requirement 
would reduce their cost of pro-

duction. This is the ‘sweetener’ or 
incentive for producers of sugary 
products to accept the broader, 
simpler tax on sugary products,” 
he added. 

Mr. Diokno said the model is 
the Rice Tariffication Law “for all 
the products which are covered 
by all these non-tari�  barriers.”

Rice tariffication allowed 
private parties a free hand to 
import rice, which was formerly 
a government monopoly. The 
importers would then pay a 35% 
tari�  on Southeast Asian grain, 
generating funds for the govern-
ment to pay for rice industry 
modernization. 

Mr. Diokno said there is no 
need for legislation to allow  the 
industry to import sugar.

“You don’t need a law for ac-
cess to imports. With just a policy, 
you will be allowed to import 
sugar, that’s okay,” he added. 

Last week, the DoF announced 
plans to impose a tax on “junk 
food” and raise the excise tax on 
sweetened beverages.

The proposal seeks to place a 
P10 tax per  100 grams or a P10 tax 
per  100 milliliters of pre-packaged 
food deemed to lack nutritional 
value, including confectioneries, 
snacks, and desserts exceeding the 
Department of Health’s thresh-
olds for fat, salt, and sugar content.

It is also seeking to increase 
the excise tax on sweetened bev-
erages to P12 regardless of the 
type of sweetener used. 

“This tax rate will be indexed 
annually by 4%, and exemptions 
will be eliminated to broaden the 
tax base. These measures aim to 
strengthen the effectiveness of 
the sweetened beverage tax by 
further discouraging the con-
sumption of such beverages,” Mr. 
Diokno said.

Under the Tax Reform for Ac-
celeration and Inclusion law, the 
excise tax on sweetened bever-
ages di� ers based on the sweet-
ener used. The tax is P6 per liter 
for drinks containing caloric or 
non-caloric sweeteners, and P12 
per liter for drinks containing 
high-fructose corn syrup or such 
sweeteners in combination.

“The proposal makes good 
economic sense. It simplifies the 
tax system — one uniform rate is 
better than dual rates. It achieves 
the proposal to make Filipinos 
live healthier and longer lives. In 
the long run, it also reduces the 
costs to the government for pro-
viding healthcare for its people,” 
Mr. Diokno added.

The DoF expects the tax pack-
age to generate additional rev-
enue of P76 billion in its first year, 
as well as result in a 21% reduc-
tion in consumption of junk food.

Mr. Diokno said that the 
government is still studying ex-
emptions to the junk food tax 
amid objections centered on the 
proposal’s impact on poor con-
sumers.

“We are consulting with the 
National Nutrition Council and 
the Department of Health. We 
are not yet firm with what we’ve 
released. If you’re thinking of 
(instant noodles), that won’t 
be covered. That’s really for the 
poorest,” he said.

Mr. Diokno said that the list of 
excluded products from the junk 
food tax will likely come out in the 
second half of the year.

While the bill has yet to be 
drafted, Mr. Diokno said that it 
should be signed into law before 
the elections in 2025. 

“After that, it’s hard to pass 
reform bills. You want the reform 
in the first two years of your ad-

ministration. That’s the window 
of opportunity,” he added. 

United Sugar Producers Fed-
eration of the Philippines Presi-
dent Manuel R. Lamata said the 
organization supports the tax on 
sweetened beverages, but not the 
call to liberalize sugar imports.

“We are against liberalization. 
Look what is happening to the 
rice industry, it is dying. We will 
fight him (Mr. Diokno) to the  last. 
We are for increasing taxes on soft 
drinks, tetra packs, etc., especially 
those using high fructose corn 
syrup. He should double the taxes 
there,” Mr. Lamata said in a Viber 
message. 

Since last year, beverage com-
panies and food manufacturers 
have been pushing to be allowed 
to directly import sugar amid el-
evated prices due to limited sup-
ply. — Luisa Maria Jacinta C. 
Jocson 

THE Department of Information and Commu-
nications Technology (DICT) said it considers 
the registration exercise for mobile subscriber 
identity module (SIM) cards a “success” after 
registrations exceeded 100 million.

The tally of registered user accounts was 
100.26 million as of Thursday, Information 
and Communications Technology Secretary 
Ivan John E. Uy told reporters on Friday.

“We have registered 100 million SIM cards, 
and our population is  more or less 110 million. 
So, I think we have a very good number and 
very successful SIM card registration,” he said.

He called the time remaining to register — 
about one month — “a last chance… (If they fail 
to register and) their service gets cut, I hope 
they do not get mad. We gave them all the op-
portunities to  register and we even extended it 
to give them more time,” he added when asked 
about any possible deadline extensions.

The National Telecommunications Com-
mission (NTC) estimates that the registered 
SIM cards are equivalent to 59.67% of the 168.02 
million SIMs in circulation as of the end of 2022.

Around  47.37 million subscribers use Smart 
Communications, Inc., while 45.96 million use 
the services of Globe Telecom, Inc., and 6.94 
million are with DITO Telecommunity Corp.

On April 25, the DICT announced the 90-
day extension of the SIM registration period 
giving the public until July 25 to register. 

COMBATING CYBERCRIME
Mr. Uy said his department will be creating a 
special task force to respond rapidly to phish-
ing and other forms of cybercrime.

Last week, the DICT met with the Cyber-
crime Investigation and Coordinating Center, 
the three major telecommunication fi rms, on-
line banks, e-wallet companies, the NTC, the 
Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas and the National 
Privacy Commission to discuss the coordi-
nated response to cyber threats and scams. 

“It is important that we get ahead of them 
and that we not wait for a scandal or a big 
(attack) in which there will be a lot of people 
victimized before we act,” Mr. Uy said. 

“Scammers and criminals are taking ad-
vantage of the lack of organization between 
concerned agencies,” he added. 

The special task group is expected to meet 
this week to discuss where incidents are to be 
reported and how to validate such complaints. 
— Justine Irish D. Tabile
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