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In March, rice inflation ac-
celerated to 24.4%, its fastest 
print since the 24.6% in February 
2009.

As of end-April, the price of 
local well-milled rice averaged 
P48-P55 a kilo from P39-P46 a 
year ago, data from the Agricul-
ture department showed. A kilo of 
regular milled rice averaged P50 
from P34-P42 a year ago.

Analysts also noted April infla-
tion will reflect the impact from 
the El Niño weather pattern.

“The main upward pressure 
comes from rising food prices as 
the dry spell from El Niño con-
tinues to put a toll on crop yields. 
Notably, rice and pork are the 
two food items that have suffered 
heavy supply-side disruptions,” 
Moody ’s Analytics economist 
Sarah Tan said in an e-mail.

As of April 23, agricultural 
damage due to the El Niño has 
reached P4.39 billion. Rice was the 
most affected crop, accounting for 
62% of total agricultural damage, 
equivalent to P2.71 billion.

“Private transport will also 
contribute to inflation in April af-
ter several weeks of price increase 
with only the last week of April 
seeing prices ease somewhat,” 
Mr. Mapa said.

For the month of April, pump 
price adjustments stood at a net 
increase of P2.25 a liter for gaso-
line, and P0.50 a liter for diesel. 
Kerosene prices had a net de-
crease of P0.80 a liter.

“Sequentially,  fuel prices 
likely edged higher, particularly 
towards the end of the month 
reflecting a temporary jump in 
the global oil prices,” Makoto 
Tsuchiya, an economist from Ox-
ford Economics, said in an e-mail.

OUTLOOK
Inflation may continue to accel-
erate for the rest of the second 
quarter before easing in the latter 
part of the year.

“We expect headline inflation 
to peak in the range of at least 
5% year on year in April-May, 
consistent with broad food infla-
tion peaking at 6.2% year on year 
in April before easing to 5.5% in 
July,” Ruben Carlo O. Asuncion, 
chief economist at Union Bank of 
the Philippines, Inc., said

HSBC economist for ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations) Aris D. Dacanay said 
he expects inflation to return to 
within the BSP’s 2-4% target band 

once the unfavorable base effects 
wear off in the third quarter.

With inflation likely to remain 
elevated, the BSP is seen to extend 
its policy pause at its next meeting.

“We think the BSP will stay 
put at the upcoming meeting 
given lingering inflationary risks 
as well as recent currency move-
ment,” Mr. Tsuchiya said.

The peso returned to the P57 
level this month. The BSP has said 
that this is due to the strong US 
dollar and not a weak peso amid 
the Middle East conflict.

“A faster print, especially above 
the BSP’s target, will strengthen 
the case for a sustained policy 
rate pause in May,” Philippine 
National Bank (PNB) economist 
Alvin Joseph A. Arogo said.

The Monetary Board stood pat 
for a fourth straight meeting in 
April, keeping its benchmark rate 
at a near 17-year high 6.5%.

From May 2022 to October 
2023, the BSP has raised borrow-
ing costs by 450 basis points (bps).

The Monetary Board is set to 
review policy on May 16.

Weaker-than-expected gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth 
may also prompt the BSP to keep 
its key rate unchanged. 

“We suspect that the case for a 
continued pause will be bolstered 
by the first-quarter GDP data, 
which we expect to fall short of 
expectations,” Mr. Chanco added.

The government is targeting 
6-7% growth this year. First-
quarter GDP data will be released 
on May 9.

Mr. Tsuchiya said he expects 
the BSP to deliver its fi rst rate cut 
in the fourth quarter.

“For as long as the El Niño im-
pact on food CPI has not receded, 
BSP will not hesitate to keep its 
hawkish pause (thus, delay any 
BSP rate cuts) or highlight the 
risks to the outlook is still tilted 
to the upside,” Mr. Asuncion said.

There is also less chance for a 
rate hike, Ms. Tan said.

“The odds are low for the tight-
ening cycle to resume. BSP is also 
cognizant that inflation can creep 
above the upper bound of their 
target range in the second quarter 
this year. Meanwhile, it is not yet 
time for BSP to begin monetary 
easing, especially as the US Federal 
Reserve appears to be delaying its 
fi rst policy rate cut,” she added.

The Federal Reserve kept its 
Fed funds rates steady at its meet-
ing on April 30-May 1.

“The increment in the level of 
NG guarantees was due to the net 
availment of domestic guarantees 
amounting to P2.48 billion and 
the P0.25-billion effect of local 
currency depreciation against 
the US dollar on external guaran-
tees,” the BTr said. 

“On the other hand, the net 
repayment of external guaran-
tees o� set P1.15 billion while the 
net appreciation on third-cur-
rency denominated guarantees 
trimmed P0.47 billion,” it added. 

Year on year, guaranteed ob-
ligations declined by 9.9% from 
P384.12 billion. 

Rizal Commercial Banking 
Corp. Chief Economist Michael 
L. Ricafort said that the govern-
ment’s repayment of maturing 
debt reduced the overall debt 
stock. 

“The month-on-month de-
cline in outstanding NG debt 
largely brought about by the large 
maturities of retail Treasury 
bonds (RTB) in early March 2024, 
though offset by earlier record 
RTB issuance in the latter part of 
February 2024,” he said. 

Outstanding debt could also 
further increase amid future 
global bond offerings, elevated 
interest rates and further weak-
ening of the peso. 

JAPAN LOANS
Meanwhile, the Department of 
Finance (DoF) said it has lined up 

$1.5 billion worth of projects with 
the Japan International Coopera-
tion Agency (JICA) from this year 
until 2025. 

“The DoF is set to execute 
around $1.5 billion worth of 
pipeline projects with JICA for 
2024-2025, and is working to-
wards executing four major loan 
agreements within the year,” it 
said in a statement on Thursday. 

The loan agreements will cover 
projects on maritime safety, roads, 
and flood risk management. 

“Aside from the usual portfolio 
of infrastructure projects funded 
by JICA, the agency shared that 
it is expanding into other sectors 
that are in line with the Marcos 
administration’s development 
objectives, such as agriculture, 
education, and health,” it added. 

The DoF and JICA are set to 
finalize the signing of the projects 
before the end of the year. 

JICA is planning to commit an 
annual average of about $1.6 billion 
until 2027 for the country, it added. 

The Finance department also 
said that JICA is looking into 
co-fi nancing the Climate Change 
Action Program (CCAP), Sub-
program 2. The program aims to 
ramp up the implementation of 
national climate policies. 

As of end-December, the JICA was 
the Philippines’ top source of official 
development assistance, accounting 
for 32.8% of the total or $12.3 billion. 
— Luisa Maria Jacinta C. Jocson

A FEMALE VENDOR accepts payment from a customer at Paco Market in Manila, April 6. 
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Microsoft to invest $2.2 billion in
cloud and AI services in Malaysia

THE Philippine Association of 
National Advertisers (PANA) said 
it hopes to equip young market-
ers with skills in brand-building 
trends amid an evolving business 
landscape through its seminars.

Brand Academy is a four-Fri-
day seminar on brand building, 
industry-specifi c knowledge, and 
skills essential for excelling in the 
competitive marketing arena.

“We’re already having to be 
full-time marketers, so not just 
having to build awareness and 
generate demand, but close that 
sale digitally, whether it’s TikTok 
shops, Lazada, etc.,” Colgate-Pal-

molive Marketing Director Bea 
Atienza said during a roundtable 
discussion on Thursday.

Marketers must thoroughly 
understand brand building and 
converting consumers across 
various channels, according to 
Ms. Atienza. 

Asian Institute of Manage-
ment (AIM) Business Devel-
opment Senior Manager Jay 
Clement L. Coson supported 
this, highlighting e-commerce 
growth surpassing physical 
stores during the pandemic. 

The seminars will cover Tik-
Tok strategies, brand trust, digital 

brand resonance, creative disrup-
tion, music marketing, and other 
relevant topics.

The classes take place face-to-
face over four consecutive Fri-
days, beginning on June 7 and 
ending on June 28.

In its second year, PANA col-
laborated with the Asian Insti-
tute of Management to o� er the 
course to the advertising industry, 
extending beyond its members.

“We started with an exclu-
sive partnership with PANA two 
years ago… to PANA members 
who wanted to pursue post-
graduate study but this time, 

it’s more specifi c and we made it 
very inclusive to non-members,” 
PANA Executive Director Robert 
Simborio said.

It costs P65,000 to enroll and 
attend the four sessions, as well 
as two additional courses that 
credit as five units.

“Upon completion, students 
can earn postgraduate units, 
a diploma, or a certificate,” said 
Ayala Land Corporate and Estates 
Group Head of Marketing and 
Communications Christine Roa.

PANA aims to double the 65 
graduates from last year.  — Aubrey 
Rose A. Inosante

KUALA LUMPUR — Microsoft said on 
Thursday it will invest $2.2 billion over 
the next four years in Malaysia to ex-
pand cloud and artificial intelligence 
(AI) services in the company’s latest 
push to promote its generative AI tech-
nology in Asia.

The investment, the largest in Micro-
soft’s 32-year history in Malaysia, will 
include building cloud and AI infrastruc-
ture, creating AI-skilling opportunities 
for 200,000 people, and supporting the 
country’s developers, the company said.

“We want to make sure we have world 
class infrastructure right here in the 
country so that every organization and 
startup can benefi t,” Microsoft Chief Ex-

ecutive Satya Nadella said during a visit 
to Kuala Lumpur.

Microsoft will also work with the Ma-
laysian government to establish a nation-
al AI Centre of Excellence and enhance 
the nation’s cybersecurity capabilities, 
the company said in a statement.

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, who 
met Mr.�Nadella on Thursday, said the 
investment supported Malaysia’s e� orts 
in developing its AI capabilities.

Microsoft is trying to expand its sup-
port for the development of AI globally. 
Mr. Nadella this week announced a $1.7-bil-
lion investment in neighboring Indonesia 
and said Microsoft would open its fi rst re-
gional data center in Thailand. — Reuters

PANA and AIM partner to offer marketing course
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