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House OKs Meralco franchise on second reading

THE HOUSE of Representatives ap-
proved on second reading late Tuesday 
a bill extending Manila Electric Co.’s 
(Meralco) franchise for another 25 
years, acting on it four years before its 
current franchise expires.

House Bill (HB) No. 10926, which ex-
tends Meralco’s operation beyond 2028, 
was approved by voice vote. The bill 
retains a provision preventing Meralco 
from expanding its service area outside 
Metro Manila, Bulacan, Cavite, Rizal, 
and parts of Pampanga, Laguna, Que-
zon, and Batangas.

The House also adopted amendments 
to the bill’s consumer interest provisions, 
requiring Meralco to include its social 
responsibility initiatives in its annual 

report, specifi cally e� orts to provide elec-
tricity access to unenergized areas.

“Meralco’s mandates under its cur-
rent franchise were clear. It has met its 
mandates, hence its franchise merits 
renewal,” Albay Rep. Jose Ma. Clemente 
S. Salceda said in plenary during his 
sponsorship of the bill.

Mr. Salceda said Meralco has com-
plied with its “least cost, e�  ciency, and 
reasonable price mandates,” observing 
all government regulations. “It com-
plies with all the rules of competitive se-
lection, obliged by ERC (Energy Regula-
tory Commission) rules on maximum 
rates, as evidenced by the ERC itself.”

“It is among the lowest system losses 
and is highly dependable,” he added. “It 
is on the lower end of rates among its 
neighboring [distribution utilities] in 
the region.”

Meralco is the main power distribu-
tor for Metro Manila and nearby areas, 

covering 39 cities and 72 municipali-
ties, delivering electricity to at least 
7.75 million Filipinos. It provides 
power to a region responsible for half 
of the country’s gross domestic prod-
uct output.

The distribution utility’s franchise 
should be renewed as it performed 
better than average power companies, 
according to Mr. Salceda, citing data 
on Meralco’s outage frequency and 
duration.

“[Meralco’s] frequency of outages in 
minutes is 123.7 minutes per year. The 
national baseline is 214 [minutes], the 
world median is 168 [minutes], Meralco 
was better,” he said.

“In terms of systems loss 5.8%, na-
tional baseline 9.4%, the world median 
is 8%,” he added.

Mr. Salceda said Meralco’s kilowatt-
hour (kWh) rate for consumers is lower 
than the national and global baseline of 

electric distribution utilities. “Meralco’s 
at $0.175 versus the national baseline of 
$0.20 and the world median of $0.198.”

“The reason electricity from Meralco 
is expensive is because of taxes, while 
in other countries, it is cheaper due to 
subsidies,” he said in Filipino.

Meralco in early September said 
the overall rate will climb by P0.1543 
per kWh to P11.7882 per kWh in Sep-
tember. The adjustment will result in 
an increase of around P31 in the total 
electricity bill of residential customers 
consuming at least 200 kWh.

Meralco’s majority owner, Beacon 
Electric Asset Holdings, Inc., is partly 
owned by PLDT Inc.

Hastings Holdings, Inc., a unit of 
PLDT Beneficial Trust Fund subsid-
iary MediaQuest Holdings, Inc., has 
an interest in BusinessWorld through 
the Philippine Star Group, which it 
controls. 

How Microsoft Philippines is shaping AI adoption
COMPANIES should not only em-
brace artifi cial intelligence (AI) but 
also ensure they have the right strate-
gies and frameworks in place to use it 
e� ectively and ethically, according to 
Peter Maquera, chief executive o�  cer 
of Microsoft Philippines.

This approach is crucial for achiev-
ing significant business impacts 
like faster revenue growth, higher 
productivity, and cost reduction, 
Mr.  Maquera told Editor-in-Chief 
Cathy Rose A. Garcia during an epi-
sode of BusinessWorld One-on-One 
online interview series themed “The 
Reinvention of Business.”

“People will use it anyway be-
cause it’s already there. What we’re 
talking about is, how do you use it 

responsibly? How can you be more 
intentional about transforming 
your organization?” he said.

Mr. Maquera said the fastest AI 
adoption has been in the banking, 
fi nancial, insurance, and telecommu-
nications industries.

This is due to these sectors’ cus-
tomers dealing with a lot of con-
tent, where language models have 
the most impact.

Microsoft employs two approach-
es to transform banking and finan-
cial companies. The first is starting 
with internal use cases like human 
resource policies, which are low-risk 
and help organizations become com-
fortable with the technology.

The second approach involves 
more complex uses, such as cus-
tomer service for external custom-
ers. This includes chatbots, sales 
augmentation, or customer service 
augmentation.

“ What we’re doing a lot right 
now, especially with our product 
called Copilot. The big idea is to 
give you a genius copilot, but you’re 

still the pilot. If you’re involved 
in sales, you’re a copilot. We 

might be recommending to 
you what would be appropri-
ate for that customer so that 
it’s a much more engaging 
c o nv e r sa t i o n  w i t h  y o u r 
customer,” he said.

Citing the recent Work 
Trend Index 2024 re-
port by Microsoft and 
Linked In, Mr. Maquera 

noted that employees 

are already using AI without waiting 
for their companies to develop an AI 
strategy.

The report found that 86% of 
knowledge workers in the Philip-
pines use generative AI at work, 
higher than the 83% regional and 
75% global averages.

Additionally, 83% of Filipinos are 
practicing “Bring Your Own AI” in the 
workplace.

Mr. Maquera also said that half of 
the company leaders are not confi-
dent in their AI strategies.

“What happens is you have the 
employees using it anyway, and you 
don’t have the framework and the 
guardrails in the company to practice 
AI responsibly,” he said, which makes 
the company susceptible to data loss, 
privacy breaches, and more.

“When you think about what you 
need to have in place to have AI in 
your organization, you need to under-
stand how AI impacts your business 
strategy and your return on invest-
ment. Because companies won’t do AI 
just to do AI,” he said.

Mr. Maquera cited the cost of 
deploying AI and modernizing tech-
nology as a reason some companies 
hesitate to use AI.

“It is fairly complex, and if you 
have a lot of legacy technology, it 
might cost you to modernize, or you 
might not have the right skill sets in 
your organization to develop that 
strategy. I think all those need to 
be in place for you to intentionally 
benefit from AI,” he said. — Aubrey 
Rose A. Inosante

Axelum board 
approves up to 
P500-M share 
buyback plan
AXELUM Resources Corp., a listed coco-
nut product manufacturer and exporter, 
said its board has approved a share 
buyback program aimed at enhancing 
shareholder value.

The buyback program will run for 
six months, commencing on Wednes-
day,  Sept.  25,  and concluding on 
March 24 of the following year, the 
company said in a regulatory filing on 
Wednesday.

“The board of directors may, at its 
discretion and upon management’s 
recommendation, extend the period by 
another six months to end on Sept. 24, 
2025,” Axelum said.

Axelum’s board authorized the com-
pany to buy back up to P500 million 
worth of common shares.

“Such amount may be increased 
from time to time by the board of 
directors as the circumstances may 
warrant and subject to the availabil-
ity of unrestricted retained earnings,” 
Axelum said.

“The actual number of shares to be 
included in the buyback program can-
not as yet be determined as this will 
depend on the total buy back price of 
the shares,” it added.

Axelum said its capital structure re-
mains undetermined, as the number of 
shares to be repurchased will depend on 
the buyback price.

The buyback program will be con-
ducted in the open market through the 
Philippine Stock Exchange.

“The buyback program shall be 
implemented in an orderly manner and 
should not adversely affect the com-
pany’s and its subsidiaries’ prospective 
and existing projects,” Axelum said.

For the first half, Axelum saw a 
P208.16-million net income, a reversal 
of the P125.97-million net loss in the 
same period last year.

Revenue during the period in-
creased by 14% to P3.22 billion from 
P2.82 billion a year ago due to the 
strong volume growth of its white 
meat business including desiccated 
coconut, coconut milk powder, and 
sweetened coconut.

On Wednesday, Axelum shares were 
unchanged at P2.26 apiece. — Revin 
Mikhael D. Ochave

PPA seeks bidders for P733-M Opol Port 
project in Luyong, Misamis Oriental
THE PHILIPPINE Ports Author-
ity (PPA) has started inviting in-
terested parties to participate in 
the bidding for the expansion and 
restoration of Opol Port in Luyong, 
Misamis Oriental.

The PPA is allocating P732.77 mil-
lion for the project.

The budget will be sourced from 
the agency’s corporate budget for 
2024, the PPA said in its invitation, 
adding that any bids received in ex-
cess of this amount will be rejected.

The contractor for the port and 
restoration project must have fin-
ished a similar contract, the PPA said.

Bids from interested parties will 
be accepted on or before Oct. 17. Late 
submission will also be automati-
cally rejected, it said.

The country ’s port regulator 
earlier expressed its intention to 
enhance and develop ports to im-
prove their efficiency and capacity, 
while also preparing some of them 
to receive cruise ships.

The contractor must complete the 
project within 720 days from the no-
tice to proceed, the PPA said.

The winning bidder will upgrade 
the berthing facility in two phases 
and handle overall expansion and 
restoration.

Over the next four years, the PPA 
plans to allocate about P16 billion for 
infrastructure projects, including 14 
flagship projects, which will undergo 
feasibility studies. — Ashley Erika 
O. Jose
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