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THE GOVERNMENT is focusing 
on delivering on its long-term 
socioeconomic goals, as outlined 
in the Philippine Development 
Plan 2023-2028 and Ambisyon 
Natin 2040, Executive Secretary 
Ralph G. Recto said, in response 
to slowing economic growth fol-
lowing the infrastructure cor-
ruption scandal.

At the 90th anniversary of so-
cioeconomic planning late on 
Dec. 17, Mr. Recto said the admin-
istration will prioritize funding 
and execution of programs that 
aim to cut poverty to single-digit 
levels by 2028, expand infrastruc-
ture and strengthen resilience 
against global shocks.

“Let me assure you: the Mar-
cos, Jr. administration is fully 
committed to delivering the Phil-
ippine Development Plan and re-

alizing Ambisyon 2040,” he said, 
according to a transcript from his 
o�  ce. “It is one of the few things 
in governance that should never 
be up for debate.”

The economy slowed sharply 
in the third quarter, expanding 
just 4%, the weakest reading in 
more than four years, and the 
lowest since the coronavirus 
pandemic.

In the first nine months, 
growth averaged 5%, well short 
of the government’s 5.5%–6.5% 
target range.

The downturn was caused by a 
slowdown in government spend-
ing and weaker investor confi-
dence after it was revealed that 
public works o�  cials, legislators, 
and contractors conspired to de-
liver substandard or non-existent 
fl ood control projects.

Fiscal pressures intensifi ed in 
October, when public expendi-
tures declined for a third con-
secutive month to P430.6 billion, 
down 7.76% from a year earlier.

Mr. Recto, the former Secre-
tary of Finance, called for a cul-
ture of planning that transcends 
political cycles, stressing that 
sustained nation-building is 
essential to securing economic 
progress for both current and fu-
ture generations.

He also noted the role of 
evidence-based policymaking in 
safeguarding development gains, 
highlighting the progress made in 
reducing poverty and the impact 
of inclusive, data-driven planning.

He noted that poverty has 
fallen from 23.5% a decade ago to 
15.5% in 2023 and stressed that 
the government is determined to 

push the rate down to single digits 
by 2028.

“We chose to believe that our 
development should not be dic-
tated by political whims but by 
data, direction, and discipline,” 
he said.

“This means that years of 
planning have sent millions of 
children to school, provided mil-
lions of families with roofs over 
their heads, and given millions of 
Filipinos greater dignity in their 
daily lives.”

Mr. Recto, who served briefly 
as socioeconomic planning sec-
retary and director-general of the 
National Economic and Develop-
ment Authority (NEDA) in 2008, 
highlighted economic planners’ 
pivotal role in shaping a more re-
silient and inclusive Philippines. 
— Chloe Mari A. Hufana

THREE regional wage boards 
approved hikes in minimum 
pay to take e� ect early 2026, the 
National Wages and Productiv-
ity Commission (NWPC) said.

In the Caraga region, the 
daily minimum wage for non-
agricultural workers will in-
crease to P455 starting Jan. 3 
and will further rise to P475 
on May 1, up from the current 
rate of P435, according to the 
Regional Tripartite Wages 
and Productivity Board (RT-
WPB) XIII. The approval was 
announced in a NWPC social 
media post on Thursday.

For domestic workers, 
monthly minimum wages will 
also come in for adjustment. 
In chartered cities and first-
class municipalities, pay will 
increase by P500 to P6,500, 
with other municipalities to 
see commensurate increases.

Workers in the Zamboanga 
Peninsula (Region IX) are set 
to receive a P25 increase in 
daily minimum wage under 
Wage Order No. RIX-24, ac-
cording to the NWPC.

Non-agricultural estab-
lishments with 10 or more 

employees, including retail 
and service businesses, will 
see wages rise from P414 to 
P439 in January, with a second 
tranche bringing the rate to 
P464 in June 2026.

Agricultural  establish-
ments and businesses employ-
ing nine or fewer workers will 
have their daily minimum 
wages increased from P401 to 
P426 in January, and to P451 
in June.

Meanwhile, employees in 
Mindoro, Marinduque, Rom-
blon, and Palawan or Mima-
ropa (Region IV-B), including 
domestic workers, will benefi t 
from new wage adjustments 
e� ective Jan. 1.

For establishments with 10 
or more workers, daily wages 
will rise from P430 to P455, 
while establishments with less 
than 10 employees will see 
wages increase from P404 to 
P455.

With these minimum wage 
updates, Northern Mindanao 
(Region X) remains the sole 
region yet to implement wage 
adjustments for this year’s cy-
cle. — Erika Mae P. Sinaking

FOUR business organizations said reforms 
are urgently needed to address corrup-
tion in infrastructure projects, citing the 
need to overhaul procurement process and 
minimize the negative infl uence of dynas-
tic politics.

The groups, which include the Manage-
ment Association of the Philippines, cited 
earlier cases of o�  cial corruption, such as 
the pork barrel scam, the ZTE broadband 
deal, and the Pharmally procurement, not-
ing that they represent recurring irregu-
larities in how the government spends.

“These cases reveal a troubling pattern: 
corruption flourishes where political pa-
tronage and dynastic influence intersect 
with opaque procurement processes, weak 
oversight, and poor accountability in the 
use of public funds,” they said.

“Other countries have confronted similar 
challenges — and many have succeeded in 
reducing corruption by enforcing transpar-
ency in major projects, responding quickly 
to red flags, and clearly assigning institu-
tional responsibility. The Philippines can 
— and must — do the same,” they added.

The groups demanded full transpar-
ency across the project life cycle starting 
with the Department of Public Works and 
Highways (DPWH).

“All disbursements and variations to 
contracts should be made publicly acces-
sible online and linked to the Modernized 
Philippine Government Electronic Pro-
curement System (mPhilGEPS),” they said.

The groups also sought the disclosure of 
beneficial ownership among government 
contractors to raise transparency and deter 
money laundering.

They said that the government should 
interconnect Securities and Exchange 
Commission Cooperative Development 
Authority beneficial ownership data and 
Bureau of Internal Revenue tax records 
with mPhilGEPS “to enable real-time veri-
fi cation and automatically fl ag suspicious 
payments.”

The groups are also seeking to grant the 
Commission on Audit, the Department of 
Budget and Management, DPWH, and 
the Anti-Money Laundering Council the 
authority to initiate joint audits within 
90 days after initial indications of mal-
feasance.

Citing the example of Hong Kong and 
Singapore, the groups said that acting be-
fore the funds are dissipated disrupts cor-
ruption networks.

They backed the launch of a public dash-
board with secure whistleblower channels 
to track delays, cost overruns, and repeat 
contract winners.

“Citizen oversight strengthens account-
ability,” they said.

“We stand ready to support these re-
forms by sharing technical insights, par-
ticipating in consultations, and assisting 
independent monitoring — always with full 
respect for institutional independence and 
the rule of law,” they said.

“The window for reform is open, and 
we should seize the momentum without 
delay,” they added.

The other signatories to the statement 
were the Institute of Corporate Directors, 
the Institute for Solidarity in Asia, and the 
Justice Reform Initiative. — Justine Irish 
D. Tabile

THE University of Asia and the Pacifi c (UA&P) 
cut its fourth-quarter growth forecast to 4.6% 
for the Philippines from its previous view of 
5.3% in November.

In The Market Call released on Thursday, 
UA&P said if realized, this growth level would 
put the government’s target for the year of 
5.5-6.5% far out of reach.

Among the positive for the period were 
“lower inflation, increased OFW (overseas 
Filipino workers) remittances and exports, 
lower interest rates, and a rebound in govern-
ment spending,” it said.

“Helping job creation, exports may con-
tinue their healthy boost into the year-
end.”

A corruption scandal involving fl ood con-
trol projects has triggered protests, slowed 
economic activity, and shaken investor confi -
dence in the country.

In the first nine month, gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth averaged 5%, after a 4% 
reading in the third quarter when government 
spending was largely frozen while infrastruc-
ture spending came under scrutiny.

For the fi rst 11 months, headline infl ation 
averaged 1.6%, slightly below the Bangko Sen-
tral ng Pilipinas (BSP) forecast of 1.7%.

“Year-on-year growth in government 
spending should see consumers open their 
bank accounts/e-wallets more generously 
than in Q3,” it said.

UA&P also said it expects the peso to close 
near the P58.50 level, though it may depreci-
ate further into 2026.

The peso breached the P59-a-dollar mark 
several times since November and sank to a 
record low of P59.22 on Dec. 9.

“Employment will likely rise in the last two 
months of 2025 to meet higher consumer de-
mand,” he said. — Aubrey Rose A. Inosante

THE Civil Aeronautics Board 
(CAB) said it is keeping the pas-
senger fuel surcharge unchanged 
at Level 4 in January, the sixth 
month it will be held steady.

At Level 4, the passenger fuel 
surcharge will range between 
P117 and P342 for domestic 
fl ights, and between P385.70 and 
P2,867.82 for international fl ights 
originating from the Philippines.

The passenger fuel surcharge 
has remained at Level 4 since Au-
gust. For airlines collecting fuel 
surcharge in foreign currency, 
CAB said the applicable rate for 
January is P58.91 to a dollar.

Fuel surcharges are adjusted 
based on movements in jet fuel 
prices, using the Mean of Platts 

Singapore (MOPS) benchmark.
According to the International 

Air Transport Association, jet 
fuel prices declined 3% to $86.88 
per barrel for the week ending 
Dec. 12; on a year-on-year basis, 
the global average jet fuel price 
dropped 12.3%.

In June, the trade association 
said airlines are projected to re-
cord a net profi t of $36 billion this 
year, driven mainly by passenger 
revenue and steady jet fuel prices.

Jet fuel is expected to average 
$86 per barrel in 2025, below last 
year’s $99 average, translating to 
about $236 billion in fuel costs, 
equivalent to 25.8% of total air-
line operating costs. — Ashley 
Erika O. Jose

PHILIPPINE raw sugar pro-
duction will likely remain flat 
in marketing year (MY) 2025-
2026 at 2.09 million metric 
tons (MMT), according to the 
US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA).

In a report, the USDA said sug-
ar output during the MY, which 
runs between September 2025 
and August 2026, is expected to 
match production levels record-
ed in the previous MY. The fore-
cast represents a 12.7% increase 
from the USDA’s May estimate of 
1.85 MMT.

The USDA also upgraded its 
production total for MY 2024–
2025, raising it to 2.09 MMT .

Philippine production in MY 
2024-2025 benefi ted from high-

er-yielding crop varieties, better 
soil health, and improved irriga-
tion,” the USDA said.

Global production for the cur-
rent MY is estimated to increase 
4.58% to 189.26 MMT.

Meanwhile, human consump-
tion of sugar in the Philippines is 
projected to rise 3.29% from the 
previous MY to 2.20 MMT.

Global human consumption 
is expected to increase 1.33% to 
178.11 MMT.

The USDA also projected Phil-
ippine sugar end-of-year stocks to 
rise 9.7% to 1.05 MMT by the end 
of the current MY.

Global ending stocks are ex-
pected to hit 44.53 MMT by the 
end of the current MY, up 5.05%. 
— Vonn Andrei E. Villamiel

THE Department of Agriculture 
(DA) said the increase in the 
proposed allocation for farm-to-
market roads (FMRs) to P33 bil-
lion for 2026 would be a “game-
changing investment” in farm 
productivity.

The spending plan approved 
by the bicameral conference 
committee will increase fund-
ing for FMRs from the P16 bil-
lion initially proposed under 
the 2026 National Expenditure 
Program.

The DA said the funding will 
expand road access to more 
farming communities and boost 
agricultural and countryside de-
velopment.

Starting next year, the DA will 
take over supervision of FMR 
projects from the Department 
of Public Works and Highways 
(DPWH).

“The transition is meant to 
streamline implementation and 
better align road construction 
with the needs of farmers and ag-
ricultural producers,” the DA said 
in a statement.

Agriculture Secretary Fran-
cisco P. Tiu Laurel, Jr. was quoted 
in the statement as saying that the 
DA could deliver FMR projects 
at about 20% lower cost than the 
DPWH’s average of P15 million per 
kilometer, potentially allowing the 
construction of more roads.

“With a P33-billion budget, we 
can build about 2,750 kilometers 
of farm-to-market roads that will 
lower production and transport 
costs, raise farmer incomes, and 
help bring down food prices for 
consumers,” Mr. Laurel said.

The DA said it is strengthen-
ing its engineering capabilities, 
consulting with local govern-
ment units and national agen-
cies, and encouraging public 
participation to ensure projects 
meet technical standards and are 
completed on time.

It has also established a new 
o�  ce to oversee agriculture infra-
structure projects and is rolling 
out a digital monitoring portal 

that will allow the public to track 
progress in real time.

Senate President Pro Tempore 
Panfi lo M. Lacson has queried the 
proposed list of FMR projects, 
asking whether any of the ex-
panded funding was the result of 
budget insertions by legislators.

The DA said it will only imple-
ment “properly vetted and justi-
fi ed” FMR projects.

The DA’s national FMR road-
map identifi es the need for 131,000 
kilometers of rural roads, more 
than 60,000 kilometers of which 
remain unbuilt. The DA said that at 
current budget levels, completing 
the network could take at least 21 
years. — Vonn Andrei E. Villamiel

THE Bases Conversion and De-
velopment Authority (BCDA)
said the Regional Trial Court 
(RTC) Branch 79 of Baguio City 
dismissed six petitions involving 
property disputes within the John 
Hay Special Economic Zone.

The petitions were for Quieting 
of Title, Recovery of Possession, 
and a Promissory Estoppel and 
were fi led by private claimants.

“This major legal victory 
provides long-term stability for 

investors and partners,” BCDA 
Chairman Hilario B. Paredes said 
in a statement on Thursday.

“With the legal framework 
now clear, we can move forward 
to realize Camp John Hay’s full 
potential as a world-class moun-
tain estate and a key growth 
driver in Northern Luzon.”

The BCDA is currently final-
izing the master plan for Camp 
John Hay, which aims to make 
it a self-sustaining, mixed-use 

district that will be modeled on 
Bonifacio Global City in Taguig 
and New Clark City in Tarlac.

“We are now reinforcing Camp 
John Hay’s status as a premier 
investment destination,” BCDA 
President and Chief Executive 
O�  cer Joshua M. Bingcang said.

“The legal certainty achieved 
is a core component of this. It af-
fi rms that Camp John Hay o� ers 
not just its iconic beauty but a 
business environment fortified 

by law, designed for resilience, 
and positioned for world-class 
modernization,” he added.

In a separate statement, the 
BCDA said it leased a 1,500 square-
meter commercial lot in Camp John 
Hay to Stern Real Estate and Devel-
opment Corp. to expand the hospi-
tality footprint in Camp John Hay.

Stern Real Estate will expand 
its investments in Baguio, which 
includes the Le Monet Hotel. —
Justine Irish D. Tabile

FIGARO Culinary Group, Inc. 
unit Figaro Innovation and De-
velopment, Inc. (FIDI) signed a 
supplemental agreement with 
the Philippine Economic Zone 
Authority (PEZA) rea�  rming FI-
DI’s registration as an export en-
terprise at Laguna Technopark.

“This agreement supports Figaro 
Culinary Group’s broader vision of 
expanding its food platforms beyond 
retail, strengthening manufactur-
ing, and positioning our brands for 
future growth,” FIDI Chief Financial 
O�  cer Jose Petronio Español said in 
a disclosure on Thursday.

The Supplemental Agreement 
extends FIDI’s current PEZA 
Certifi cate of Registration, which 
lists its toll manufacturing of cof-
fee mixes and food products as 
export activities.

Figaro Group set up FIDI as 
its innovation and manufacturing 
unit to expand food production be-
yond its retail brands for domestic 
sales and future exports, using new 
food formats, better production 
efficiency, and quality standards 
that meet international needs.

At the Laguna Technopark 
Special Economic Zone, FIDI 
produces Anghel Kape and other 
Figaro Culinary Group foods.

Established in 2018 as a 
wholly-owned subsidiary of 
Carmetheus Holdings, Inc., FCG 
processes, manufactures, and 
packages food products while op-
erating restaurants, co� ee shops, 
and refreshment parlors through 
its subsidiary Figaro Co� ee Sys-
tems, Inc. (FCSI). — Alexandria 
Grace C. Magno
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