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SMALL Philippine companies can 
strive for stronger sales while ensur-
ing sustainable corporate practices, 
according to small business owners.

Narrow profit margins and 
limited resources are some of 
the challenges these businesses 
face, but “there’s always a strat-
egy,” Armando O. Bartolome, a 
business mentor and founder 
and president at GMB Franchise 
Developers, said in an interview. 
“You have to take the fi rst step.”

The Southeast Asian nation 
has about 1.2 million micro, 
small and medium enterprises 
(MSME), accounting for more 
than 99% of its total enterprises, 
according to the government.

Mr. Bartolome said cost-effi-
cient measures such as the installa-
tion of light-emitting diode (LED) 
lamps, solar panels and inverter air 
conditioners go a long way in the 
pursuit of sustainability.

LEDs use as much as 90% less 
energy and last up to 25 times 
longer than traditional incandes-
cent bulbs. Users of solar panels, 
meanwhile, can avail themselves 
of the Energy department’s net-
metering scheme to offset their 
electricity consumption.

Franchise business Tipid Sulit 
Laundromat gets its washing ma-
chines and dryers from Alliance 
Laundry Systems, a Wisconsin-
based provider of commercial 
laundry systems.

The washing machines, which 
are customized for the Philippine 
market, consume 80 liters of wa-
ter per load, Tipid Sulit co-owner 
Roderick F. Dilag said.

“In terms of water consumption, 
[our machines] are very economi-

cal,” he said in a virtual interview. 
“It uses 40% less water compared 
with other commercial brands.”

They use a combination of liq-
uefied petroleum gas (LPG) and 
electricity to reduce electricity use. 
“Based on our computation, we 
save as much as P14 for every load.”

Products that 
made environ-
mental, social, 
and governance 
claims grew 28% 
f r o m  2 01 7  t o 
2022, according to a 2023 study by 
McKinsey and NielsenIQ. Products 
that made no such claims, in com-
parison, grew 20%.

Consumers are also willing to 
spend an average of 9.7% more on 
sustainably produced or sourced 
goods, even as cost-of-living and in-
fl ationary concerns weigh, according 
to PricewaterhouseCooper’s 2024 
Voice of the Consumer survey.

MSMEs that align themselves 
with these global sustainabil-
ity trends can gain a competitive 
edge in international markets 
and meet the demand for eco-
conscious options.

In its 2023-2028 MSME De-
velopment Plan, the Department 
of Trade and Industry (DTI) 
highlighted the circular economy, 
which creates a closed-loop system 
where materials are continuously 

repurposed, and green growth, 
which espouses economic growth 
that is good for the planet, as ways 
for MSMEs to scale sustainably.

The initial investment and the 
raw materials needed, however, 
are among the reasons people 
perceive eco-friendly business 

practices as ex-
pensive. Imple-
menting these 
often requires 
an investment in 
energy-efficient 

appliances. Sustainable products 
also use ethically sourced materi-
als, which may be more costly.

A solar system that can gener-
ate 3,000 watts of electricity, for 
instance, costs about P145,000 to 
P200,000.

While Mr. Bartolome noted 
the importance of an entrepre-
neur’s passion and persistence in 
championing sustainability, he 
said incentives are key to further 
promoting this concept.

“I have yet to see the govern-
ment give incentives to MSMEs 
to go solar,” he pointed out. “In 
the US, when you have a solar 
panel installed, they give rebates.”

There also isn’t enough col-
laboration between the private 
and public sectors, he said.

“If you’re into agriculture, 
for example, can the govern-

ment help [connect] you with 
farmers?”

Among the DTI’s programs 
is Green Economic Develop-
ment, which helps MSMEs adopt 
climate-smart, environment-
friendly and inclusive measures.

“Engaging MSMEs in sustain-
able business practices is a huge 
challenge and a huge opportunity,” 
said Katreena V. Pillejera, Philip-
pine country manager at Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) ASEAN, 
in an Aug. 26 post on their website.

The 2024 pilot of its Sustainable 
Practices and Reporting Kickoff 
(SPARK) program, in collaboration 
with the DTI, “aims to use the power 
of sustainability reporting to reach 
more MSMEs and build their un-
derstanding of the value that comes 
from understanding their impacts.”

SPARK is the fi rst stage of the 
fi ve-year GRI-DTI initiative, which 
addresses sustainability issues re-
lated to supply chain practices and 
responsible procurement.

For Mr. Dilag, combining inno-
vation and technology with green 
initiatives has translated to savings 
for the enterprise and made it more 
competitive.

Tipid Sulit Laundromat charg-
es its customers 20-25% less be-
cause of its use of LPG, he said.

Its machines’ soft wash func-
tion uses earth-friendly chemi-
cals that prevent skin allergies 
and clean fabrics such as silk.

The business is also exempted 
from having water treatment fa-
cilities due to the small amount of 
waste it generates.

“The Environment depart-
ment has given us a certifi cate of 
noncompliance for water treat-
ment facilities,” Mr. Dilag said. 
“Of course, we still need to have 
disposal facilities, but they don’t 
have to be as sophisticated as 
those of bigger companies.”

SMEs told to balance profi t with sustainability

PHILIPPINE brands are ex-
pected to increase their use 
of predictive artifi cial intel-
ligence (AI) this year to simu-
late human engagement and 
leverage consumer trust, ac-
cording to customer engage-
ment platform Twilio.

In a statement, it said “2025 
will mark a turning point in 
front-line communications as 
the focus shifts towards elimi-
nating friction in such chatbot 
engagements.”

This year, brands will go 
beyond conversational AI plat-
forms, which can already identify 
user intent and mimick the nu-
ances of human conversations to 
solve customer issues, it said.

“Beyond conversational 
AI, brands are also realizing 
the potential of intelligent AI 
agents that can o� er or upsell 
products and services, take ac-
tion on customer issues, make 
decisions within constraints 
and operate across communi-
cation channels,” it said.

AI bots will go beyond chat 
windows this year, Twilio said.

It is expected to have a 
more in-depth understand-
ing of consumer preferences 
through data collected over 
time, such as past 
purchases and previ-
ous customer issues.

This would allow 
bots to tailor their 
communication style 
and solve customer 
issues without human 
agents, Twilio said. 

“The holy grail is to make 
these AI agents invisible yet 
highly e� ective, creating a cus-
tomer service experience that 
feels natural, effortless, and 
trusted,” it added.

“Contextual data can help 
turn this into reality, empow-
ering AI agents to better antic-
ipate consumer needs, resolve 
issues quickly, and eliminate 
the hassle of requiring custom-
ers to repeat themselves.”

For 2025, brands’ chatbots 
are also expected to advance 
their communication abilities, 
with AI driving the “ecosystem 
of trust” with customers.

“Brands will increasingly bet 
on predictive AI as they strive 
to eliminate guesswork, refi ne 
recommendations and improve 
communications, ultimately 
strengthening brand-customer 
interactions,” Twilio said. 

About 56% of consumers 
in the Asia-Pacifi c region said 
they would not buy from a 
brand they don’t trust, accord-
ing to Twilio’s 2024 Consumer 
Preferences Report.

More brands are also ex-
pected to rely on chief trust 
officers to help build lasting 
customer relationships. 

To retain buyers, 
Philippine brands are 
also seen turning away 
from “earn-and-burn” 
models, such as loy-
alty programs focused 
on discounts and 
cashbacks. — Beatriz 
Marie D. Cruz
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