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THE Energy Regulatory Commission (ERC) 
said the Panay power outage has been re-
ferred to an interim grid management com-
mittee for investigation, adding that appro-
priate penalties will be imposed after the 
panel delivers its findings.

“After the investigation, if penalties are 
called for, then we will commence proper 
proceedings to allow the relevant parties to 
answer and, if answers are not acceptable, 
impose penalties,” ERC Chairperson Monalisa 
C. Dimalanta said in a Viber message.

The National Grid Corp. of the Philippines 
(NGCP) reported on Tuesday that multiple 
power plants tripped, including units of Panay 
Energy Development Corp. and Palm Concep-
cion Power Corp. (PCPC).

Due to the plant outages, some 452 mega-
watts (MW) became unavailable, causing the 
NGCP to raise a yellow alert on the Visayas grid.

The yellow alert was lifted at 9:01 p.m. on 
Tuesday.

According to an NGCP update on Thursday, 
some 244.6 MW of electricity is currently be-
ing generated by Panay power plants.

The Visayas grid will need about 300 MW 
to  stabilize, and is awaiting the return of a 135-
MW PCPC facility. 

The plant is targeted to be synchronized 
with the grid between 10 p.m. and 12 midnight 
on Jan. 4.

Citing an initial report, Ms. Dimalanta said 
equipment failure at PCPC caused the plant to 
trip. Operators are waiting for the unit to cool 
down before it can be restarted. 

MORE Electric and Power Corp., the sole 
electric distribution utility in Iloilo City, has 
been a� ected by the power disruption, as well 
as seven electric cooperatives on the island. 

As of 2:30 p.m. on Thursday, almost 50% 
of MORE’s customers were still not receiving 
power, it said. The company has imposed ro-
tational outages every three hours due to the 
insufficient power supply.

“We need to investigate this further be-
cause it is impossible that all plants just de-
cided to go o�  ine all at the same time, or that 
they all failed on their own at the same time,” 
Ms. Dimalanta said. 

“There must be something that led to those 
serial consequences among the generation 
plants,” she added.

Ms. Dimalanta said there should have been 
systems in place to prevent such occurrences.

She said that NGCP can direct distribution 
utilities to drop load to reduce demand to the 
level of available supply, thereby stabilizing 
the system. 

“The system operator also controls the 
dispatch of plants so it could have initiated 
measures also on that end,” she said.

“We are reviewing whether these mea-
sures were undertaken and whether they were 
enough, or if anything else can be improved,” 
she added.

The NGCP has said that load restoration 
will be done “conservatively, by matching 
loads to restored generation, to prevent re-
peated voltage failure.”

“The people must understand that we 
can only transmit power, we do not gen-
erate power,” it said in a statement on 
Wednesday.

Legislators have called on the NGCP and 
the Department of Energy (DoE) to  look into 
the Western Visayas outages.

“The DoE and the NGCP must under-
stand the gravity of this situation and act 
decisively to resolve it,” Senate President 
Juan Miguel F. Zubiri said in a statement. 
“They should get their acts together im-
mediately.”

He said constant power interruptions ham-
per the livelihoods and the delivery of basic 
services to the region’s citizens.

Mr. Zubiri called on the DoE and NGCP to 
be transparent in implementing measures to 
address the outages.

Party-list Rep. France L. Castro called 
on the NGCP to take accountability for the 
blackouts that have left some parts of Panay 
without electricity since Jan. 2.

In a statement, she also called on MORE 
Electric and Power Corp., which supplies 
power to Iloilo City, to improve its co-
ordination with the electric system grid 
operators.

“Does (MORE Power) even have a system 
to help protect the grid from collapsing, like 
a load dropping mechanism?” Ms. Castro 
said.

Senate Majority Floor Leader Joel J. Villan-
ueva said the government needs a short-term 
and long-term strategy for dealing with power 
disruptions,  include ensuring that power 
plants are properly maintained.

“We also need to continue exploring other 
sources of renewable energy such as wind and 
solar to keep up with the DoE’s goal of a power 
generation mix target of 35% by 2030,” he said 
in a statement.

Citing DoE data, Mr. Villanueva said about 
half of the power plants in the Philippines are 
at least 20 years old.

“The situation is no longer tolerable, and 
the DoE and the NGCP must urgently ad-
dress this issue before irreparable damage is 
done to our communities,” Mr. Zubiri said. 
— Sheldeen Joy Talavera and John Victor 
D. Ordoñez

AGRICULTURAL EXPORT 
growth will continue to be 
constrained by limited out-
put and funding to develop 
the high-value crop sector, 
farmers said.

“Our problem with exports 
goes back to our problems in 
producing high-quality and 
competitively priced products 
on a consistent and sustain-
able basis, and in a way that is 
profitable for our farmers and 
market players,” Federation of 
Free Farmers National Man-
ager Raul Q. Montemayor said 
in a Viber message.

Former Agriculture Under-
secretary Fermin D. Adriano 
blamed the lack of funds al-
located for high-value crops, 
as against the attention paid to 
rice production.

The Department of Agricul-
ture (DA) has set aside about 
P31 billion in 2024 to improve 
rice production.

“For as long as research and 
development and extension 
services receive a pittance, 
and the DA does not properly 
play its role of training our 
agri-exporters on (sanitary 
and phytosanitary) standards 
of the various rich importing 
countries, export growth po-
tential will be constrained,” 
Mr. Adriano said in a Viber 
message.

The DA has announced the 
preparation of a Philippine 
Agricultural Export Develop-
ment Plan to increase exports 
of agriculture and fisheries 
products.

“Despite all the supposed 
concessions we gained from 
trade negotiations, our ag-
ricultural trade deficit has 
continued to increase, espe-
cially since our competitors 
are racing far ahead of us,” Mr. 
Montemayor added.

Agricultural exports de-
clined 13.3% to  $1.61 billion 

during the third quarter, ac-
counting for 8.2% of total ex-
ports, according to the Philip-
pine Statistics Authority.

The leading exports were 
edible fruit and nuts as well as 
peel of citrus fruit and melons, 
valued at $492.09 million, or 
30.5% of the total.

He said that the DA needs 
to identify products to focus 
on for export while setting 
up a support system covering 
the process from production 
to domestic and international 
markets.

“Malaking trabaho  (It’s a 
big job) but there are many 
success stories, which we just 
need to promote and expand,” 
Mr. Montemayor added.

Meanwhile, Roy S. Kemp-
is, a retired Pampanga State 
A g r i c u l t u r a l  U n i v e r s i t y 
professor, said that agricul-
ture products like mango, 
avocado, and durian are on 
demand in global markets 
but can benefit from further 
support.

“Philippine mango is pre-
ferred for its sweetness, tex-
ture and appropriate amount 
of fiber both in the export and 
domestic markets,” Mr. Kemp-
is said in a Viber message, cit-
ing the potential for expanding 
the crop.

He added that the govern-
ment could increase farm-
land dedicated to avocado 
and durian.

Mr. Kempis said technical 
and management training is 
needed by producers and ex-
porters.

He  sa i d  i n c r e a s i n g  t h e 
p l a n t i n g  a r e a ,  i m p r ov i n g 
pest  manag ement and ir-
rigation systems, and build-
ing community processing 
a r e a s ,  w i l l  s u p p o r t  t h e 
growth of such exportable 
crops, as will more access 
to credit.

“Exporting and financial 
literacy are two other areas 
that agriculture and food pro-
ducers and exporters could be 
trained in,” he added.

THE PHILIPPINES imported 
3.48 million metric tons (MT) of 
rice in 2023 as of late December, 
according to the Bureau of Plant 
Industry (BPI).

Rice imports in December up 
to the 28th of the month totaled 
387.21 thousand MT, up 29.19% 
from a year earlier.

The Department of Agricul-
ture (DA) said for the entirety of 
2023, imports are expected to to-
tal 3.65 million MT, or below the 
3.8 million MT projected by the 
US Department of Agriculture.

The DA has said that about 
500,000 MT of rice are expected 

to arrive in December and Janu-
ary as the government seeks to 
build reserves for the peak of El 
Niño.

El Niño is expected to inten-
sify between January and May, 
a� ecting about 63 provinces with 
droughts and dry spells, accord-
ing to the government weather 
service, known as PAGASA (Phil-
ippine Atmospheric, Geophysical 
and Astronomical Services Ad-
ministration).

The BPI reported that Viet-
nam remained the Philippines’ 
top supplier of rice with 84.27% 
of total imports. Shipments from 

Vietnam are expected to hit 2.94 
million MT.

Thailand supplied 297.2 thou-
sand MT and Myanmar 143.92 
thousand MT.

The DA said that 75 thousand 
MT of rice was set to arrive from 
India by early January, part of 
a 295,00 MT rice allocation In-
dia granted the Philippines in 
October.

The Indian government issued 
the quota for non-basmati white 
rice to the Philippines. It had 
earlier banned all exports of non-
basmati white rice to stabilize its 
domestic supply.

Arrivals from India have 
amounted to 13,758 MT, as of 
Dec. 28.

Meanwhile, the BPI has is-
sued 824 sanitary and phyto-
sa n i t a r y  i m p o r t  c l e a r a n c e s 
(SPSICs) for December cover-
ing the import of about 660.01 
thousand MT of rice.

Agriculture Secretary Fran-
cisco Tiu Laurel, Jr. said he has 
instructed traders to use up 
their SPSICs for an additional 1 
million MT of rice. The DA has 
imposed a 30-day deadline for 
traders to use their permits. — 
Adrian H. Halili

THE Foundation for Economic Free-
dom, Inc. (FEF) is proposing amending 
the Constitution’s economic provisions 
to allow 100% foreign ownership of land, 
utilities, educational institutions, and 
mass media.

“We believe that the removal of re-
strictive economic provisions sends a 
clear and compelling message to foreign 
investors, signaling a warm welcome to 
investment and business operations in 
the Philippines,” the FEF said in a state-
ment on Thursday.

“The restrictions in the 1987 Constitu-
tion serve as constraints to developing 
areas of the economy where the Philip-
pines has great promise such as mass 
media and renewable energy. The ex-
isting constitutional restrictions limit 
investments that we need to develop our 
creative industries,” it added.

The FEF proposed to amend the fol-
lowing sections of the Constitution to 
allow 100% foreign ownership: Section 

2, Article XII (National Patrimony and 
Economy); Section 3, Article XII (Na-
tional Economy and Patrimony); Sec-
tion 7, Article XII (National Patrimony 
and Economy); Section 10, Article XII 
(National Patrimony and Economy); Sec-
tion 11, Article XII (National Patrimony 
and Economy); Section 4, Article XIV 
(Education, Science and Technology, 
Arts, Culture, and Sports); and Section 11, 
Article XVI (General Provisions). 

The FEF also proposed the following 
amendments to the Filipino First provi-
sions of the Constitution:

Section 19, Article II (Declaration of 
Principles and State Policies): From “The 
State shall develop a self-reliant and in-
dependent national economy e� ectively 
controlled by Filipinos” to “The State 
shall develop a self-reliant and indepen-
dent national economy for the benefit of 
all Filipinos.”

Section 10, Article XII (National 
Economy and Patrimony): From “…In 

the grant of rights, privileges, and conces-
sions covering the national economy and 
patrimony, the State shall give prefer-
ence to qualified Filipinos…” to “...in the 
grants of rights privileges, and conces-
sions covering the national economy and 
patrimony, the State shall give preference 
to qualified investors.”

Removing such restrictions in the 
Constitution could help policymakers 
respond more e� ectively to both global 
and domestic economic changes, the FEF 
said.

Congress may still install safety nets 
within the constitution to ensure eco-
nomic and social development, it added.

“We strongly emphasize that consti-
tutional amendments should be limited 
exclusively to economic provisions. This 
focused approach reduces the risk of po-
litical controversy and division, ensuring 
the swift passage of crucial amendments 
to the economic provisions of the Consti-
tution,” the FEF said.

However, the FEF noted that amend-
ing the constitution alone won’t suffi-
ciently attract foreign investors as the 
government still needs to improve on 
upholding the rule of law, improving in-
frastructure, and ensuring ease of doing 
business.

Policy analyst and lawyer Michael 
Henry L. Yusingco said allowing 100% 
foreign ownership is not expected to 
boost foreign direct investments (FDI) 
significantly.

“But if we also fix our power issues, 
labor productivity issues, and transpor-
tation issues, then the amendment of 
the economic provisions can lead to a 
boost in FDI specifically in the sectors 
concerned like education, mass media 
and power generation,” he said via mes-
senger.

“To boost our FDI, we also need to 
solve basic problems like power costs, 
labor costs and other costs of doing busi-
ness,” he added.

Meanwhile, University of the Phil-
ippines-Los Baños Economics Senior 
Lecturer Enrico P. Villanueva said there 
is a risk politicians will take advantage of 
the amendment process to advance their 
interests.

“Government should focus its ener-
gies and resources instead on making 
the domestic business climate attrac-
tive. Costs of doing business should be 
lower (energy, transport, fees, bureau-
cracy, etc.), he said in a social media 
message.

Mr. Villanueva noted that the defini-
tion of public services was eased under 
the Duterte administration to attract for-
eign investors, but FDI did not increase 
significantly.

Mr. Yusingco also cited the Retail 
Trade Liberalization Act and the New 
Public Service Act as instances of the 
government seeking to remove obstacles 
to foreign ownership. — Aaron Michael 
C. Sy

THE Philippine Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry (PCCI) 
said that 2024 could be a better 
year for business as the govern-
ment and private sector seek to 
address ease of doing business 
(EoDB), power, and upskilling 
issues.

“With all these e� orts… and all 
those good individuals who were 
recently appointed to help us ad-
dress the issues (of ) EoDB, power 
and upskilling and reskilling of 

our labor, we are optimistic that 
2024 will be a better year,” said 
PCCI President Enunina Mangio 
in a television interview.

She said foreign business orga-
nizations’ own forecasts are sig-
naling that the Philippines could 
be the fastest growing economy in 
Southeast Asia.

“PCCI assumes that this 
growth will be driven by resilient 
domestic consumption, increased 
government spending, infra-

structure projects and a gradual 
recovery in some sectors. We see 
the economy gradually and mod-
erately growing,” she added.

She cited the need to strength-
en its foreign relations and work 
on achieving remittance targets 
from overseas Filipino workers.

The reliance on remittances 
“is why reskilling of our laborers 
is very important,” she added.

 Ms. Mangio said that the PCCI 
recognizes that the business sec-

tor has the responsibility to help 
the government in reviving the 
economy.

“That is why we are taking a 
more proactive role in helping 
the national and local govern-
ments champion initiatives 
that will make our enterprises 
more competitive and our im-
portant sectors more attractive 
to local and foreign investors,” 
she said. — Justine Irish D. 
Tabile

THE Department of Trade and 
Industry (DTI) and e-commerce 
site Shopee have entered a part-
nership to feature halal food sell-
ers on the platform. 

“This initiative aims to sup-
port micro, small, and medium 
enterprises (MSMEs) and make 
halal products accessible online 
for sellers and consumers,” Shop-
ee said in a statement. 

“It also helps Shopee’s goals 
to empower niche businesses to 
grow their online presence and 
broaden their market,” it added.

Under the partnership, Shopee 
will train potential sellers on sell-
ing on the e-commerce platform.

Shopee’s onboarding sessions 
will cover product listing guide-
lines, user interface navigation, 
and taking advantage of business 

insights generated from sales 
data. 

“Our collaboration with the 
DTI to onboard halal food sellers 
aligns with our commitment to 
supporting MSMEs and provid-
ing diverse options for our users,” 
according to Vincent Lee, head of 
Shopee Philippines.

The DTI’s National Halal 
Strategy is counting on P230 bil-
lion in investment from the in-
dustry while generating 120,000 
jobs over the next five years. The 
industry as defined in the plan 
encompasses halal-friendly trav-
el and tourism, and halal fashion, 
pharmaceuticals and cosmetics.

The National Halal Strategy as-
sumes a global halal ecosystem with 
a market value of  $7.7 trillion by 
2025. — Justine Irish D. Tabile
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