
“It was really an observation of 
the fact that institutional settings 
in the Philippines have strength-
ened quite considerably over the 
last decade or so. And that has led 
to very good growth outcomes 
and at the same time sustainable 
public finance.” 

Still, Mr. Phua noted that polit-
ical concerns emerging from the 
flood mess could slow some of the 
country’s credit improvement.

However, he added that the 
economic spillover from the 
corruption allegations against 
several Public Works officials, 
lawmakers and private contrac-
tors as well as the impeachment 
complaints against the President 
due to the flood control issue may 
only be “temporary.”

Last year, the Philippines 
missed its growth target for a 
third straight year after gross 
domestic product (GDP) slowed 
to a post-pandemic low of 4.4% 
a s  w e a k  c o n f i d e n c e  d a m p -
ened investments, household 
consumption and government 
spending.  

Despite this, S&P sees the 
economy rebounding to a 5.7% 
growth this year. If realized, the 
government will meet its 5%-6% 
goal for the year. 

“For this year, I think our 
growth forecast for the Philip-
pines is still relatively strong at 
5.7%,” Mr. Phua said. “So, despite 
the economic slowdown of late, 
the Philippines continues to be an 
outperformer when compared to 
peers at a level of similar income.”

This, he added, comes on the 
back of a projected narrowing of 
the country’s fiscal and current 
account deficits over the next 
year or two, which could boost 
the case for a higher credit rating. 

“Interestingly, because of 
the slowdown in infrastructure 
spending in the last few months, 
it is possible that you will start to 
see (the) fiscal deficit actually be 
lower than what was originally 
budgeted for,” Mr. Phua said. 

“The other thing also is because 
of the slowdown in the projects and 
also the reduction in capital goods 
import, we are also starting to see 
that the current account deficit 
could come down to be narrower 
than before as well,” he added. 

Based on latest data, infra-
structure spending declined for 
the fifth consecutive month after 
falling by 45.2% year on year to 
P48 billion in November. 

Meanwhile, the country’s bud-
get deficit sharply narrowed dur-
ing the same month, shrinking 
by 26.02% to P157.6 billion from 
P213 billion a year earlier. 

However, single-digit growth 
in spending and revenue collec-
tion led the gap to widen to P1.26 
trillion in the 11-month period. 

The government wants to cap 
the fiscal deficit at P1.56 trillion 
by end-2025.

Meanwhile, the Philippines’ 
current account balance stood at 
a $12.5-billion deficit by the end 
of the third quarter, latest Bangko 
Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP) data 
showed. This was equivalent to 
-3.6% of the GDP.

The BSP expects the current 
account gap to end at $15.5 billion 
in 2025 or -3.2% of GDP, before 
narrowing to $15.3 billion or -3% 
of GDP this year. 

Still, Mr. Phua said S&P will 
keep monitoring how further de-
velopments in the flood control 
scandal would impact the Phil-
ippines’ long-term credit rating 
prospects.

S&P,
from S1/1
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HMO coverage for nontraditional families
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THE Marrakech Global Frame-
work for Action Against Child La-
bour Global has released a “Road-
map to 2030” to help sustainable 
development goals (SDGs) signa-
tories ultimately eradicate child 
labor, after the international 
community failed to meet a 2025 
deadline for doing so.

The framework, adopted dur-
ing a conference between Feb. 11 
and 13, aims to address the “in-
tolerable situation” for the 138 
million children who remain in 
child labor, including 54 million 
performing hazardous work.

Julius H. Cainglet, vice-president 
of the Federation of Free Workers, 
told BusinessWorld that the new 
framework builds upon the 2022 
Durban Call to Action. 

Mr. Cainglet, a trade unionist 
from the Philippines and confer-
ence delegate, said via teleconfer-
ence: “It’s clear that we made a 

step forward decisions meant to 
complement and give more fl esh to 
the previous Durban Declaration.”

Delegates agreed that “gradual 
change is no longer enough” to 
ensure a sustained reduction. Mr. 
Cainglet said discussions highlight-
ed emerging challenges, including 
the online exploitation of children, 
as well as the effects of climate 
change and recurring economic 
crises on vulnerable households.

In the Philippines, the Depart-
ment of Labor and Employment 
(DoLE) reported that though 
child labor numbers are declin-
ing, the scale of the problem re-
mains significant.

Merriam Leilani M. Reynoso, 
director of the Bureau of Work-
ers with Special Concerns, said  
the Philippine Statistics Au-
thority reported that in 2024, 
an estimated 861,000 children 
aged 5 to 17 were working, with 

509,000 — or 59.1% — classified 
as child laborers.

Ms. Reynoso told Business-
World via messenger chat that 
while the numbers have declined 
from 828,000 in 2022 and 678,000 
in 2023, they remain particularly 
concentrated in agriculture. 

“The agriculture sector con-
tinued to account for the largest 
share of child laborers at 64.4%,” 
she said, followed by services at 
29% and industry at 6.6%. 

To address the problem, the 
government has tasked the Na-
tional Council Against Child 
Labor (NCACL) to oversee the 
Philippine Program Against 
Child Labor.

“The NCACL is tasked to 
coordinate and oversee the im-
plementation of the Philippine 
Program Against Child Labor 
by all concerned agencies and 
organizations for the protec-

tion of the rights of the vulner-
able, especially the children, 
strengthen related institutional 
mechanisms, and establish fur-
ther measures to contribute to 
the prevention, reduction, and 
elimination of any form of child 
labor,” Ms. Reynoso explained.

Mr. Cainglet said the root 
cause of child labor is household 
poverty and argued that ensuring 
a living wage for adult workers is 
the most e� ective intervention.

“If a parent receives a living 
wage, the child no longer needs to 
work,” he said.

According to a December 2025 
estimate by the IBON Founda-
tion, a family of five in Metro 
Manila requires daily income of 
P1,251 — or about P27,201 per 
month — to live decently. 

By comparison, the current 
minimum wage in the National 
Capital Region stands at P695 per 

day. Minimum wage rates are set 
by the National Wages and Pro-
ductivity Commission.

At the household level, Ms. 
Reynoso pointed to the Child La-
bor Prevention and Elimination 
Program, which adopts what she 
described as a “strategic and ho-
listic” approach to assisting child 
laborers and their families.

In 2025, DoLE’s Integrated 
Livelihood Program provided 
assistance to 9,951 parents of 
child laborers. According to Ms. 
Reynoso, this included provid-
ing raw materials and tools for 
various small businesses, such 
as “rice retailing, snack vending, 
tailoring, fishing tools... hog rais-
ing... and the provision of fish-
ing boats” to ensure alternative 
income for families.

The Marrakech Framework 
also introduces a stronger focus 
on psychosocial support and 

mental health services for child 
labor survivors. Mr. Cainglet 
said this is a critical addition for 
children who “would rather work 
than play” and miss out on nor-
mal stages of development.

However, he noted persistent 
policy gaps at the national level, cit-
ing inconsistencies between labor 
laws and the K-12 education system.

“You’re already 18 years old, 
yet you’re still in Grade 11 or 
Grade 12. But a 15-year-old is al-
lowed to work,” he said, arguing 
that the legal minimum working 
age should align with the comple-
tion of basic education.

The Marrakech Framework 
concludes with a commitment 
to universal ratification of ILO 
Convention 138 and a roadmap to 
monitor progress via the Child La-
bour Observatory, with the goal of 
reaching zero child labor by 2030. 
— Erika Mae P. Sinaking

Marrakech Framework:

Helping SDG signatories close child-labor shortfall

W e’re very strict in limit-
ing Health Maintenance 
Organization (HMO) 

benefits to employees and their legiti-
mate families. That’s why I’m sur-
prised to know of companies that ex-
tend the coverage even to unmarried 
workers with children born out of 
wedlock. Are we missing something? 
— Stone Maple.

 In the traditional corporate world, 
employee benefits were designed for 
the “ideal” household comprising mar-
ried couples with children supported 
with neatly arranged family documents 
under the law. Anything falling outside 
that template was often ignored, if not 
rejected or quietly judged as immoral. 

 Today,  workplace culture has 
changed dramatically. According to the 
Philippine Statistics Authority, there 
was a decrease of 7.8% of married Filipi-
nos in 2023 compared to those in 2022.  

 Because of this trend, somehow some 
companies are expanding their HMO 
coverage to include the dependents of un-
married employees, their partners, and 
children born out of wedlock. It’s only a 
matter of time when we fi nally see the day 
open for those in the LGBTQ community. 

 To people with old-school thinking, 
this may seem like misplaced generosity 
that supports immorality. But for or-
ganizations trying to attract, motivate, 
and retain talent in a competitive labor 
market, this is not charity — it’s a strat-
egy to win the war for talent. 

 Some people equate this as a choice 
between “immorality” and organiza-
tional survival. The solution? Expand 
benefits gradually without framing it in 
terms of morality. If an organization in-
sists on covering people who are “legally 
married” and their legitimate children, it 
immediately discriminates against em-
ployees who have to pay out-of-pocket 
simply because their family structure 
isn’t covered by a marriage certificate.  

 The result? Lower morale, higher 
stress, and an unspoken perception of 
inequality. The truth is that management 
knows that justice and fairness are not just 
elements of a moral compass, but more of 
a productivity tool. Some managers justify 
this by saying they can’t judge but must 
support their workers as whole persons. 

 When employees are loved and pro-
tected, they stay longer. This sends a 
message that no motivational poster or 
inspirational speaker can match. 

REDUCING TURNOVER
Turnover is one of the most expensive 
experiences for any organization. Gal-
lup found that when a worker resigns, 
the average cost of replacement typi-
cally ranges from 30%-50% of annual 
salary for entry-level employees, 50%-
100% for mid-level professionals, and 
100%-200% (or more) for managers 
and executives. 

 While waiting for the right oppor-
tunity to move, imagine an employee 
whose partner or child faces a medical 
emergency but has no coverage. That 
employee will either take extended 
leave, become mentally preoccupied 
with financial worries, or resign to join 
a company that offers better family 
security. 

 Companies extend HMO coverage to 
avoid this costly chain reaction. A few 
thousand pesos invested in dependent 
benefits prevents hundreds of thou-
sands in turnover losses. From a finan-
cial perspective, it is one of the cheapest 
retention strategies available. 

PERSONAL PROBLEM?
One thing every experienced manager 
knows is that there is no such thing as 
a personal problem if it adversely af-
fects the worker’s performance. When 
a child is sick, a partner is hospital-
ized, or a family medical bill is pend-
ing, the employee’s focus at work im-
mediately suffers.  

 Extending HMO benefits to non-
traditional  dependents is  a  pre-
ventive measure. It stabilizes the 
employee’s emotional and financial 
environment, which in turn stabi-
lizes performance. Employees who 
have peace of mind about their medi-
cal expenses demonstrate higher en-
gagement, make fewer errors, and 
reciprocate with loyalty. 

 Healthy families support healthy 
productivity. It’s a simple equation, but 
one that companies used to ignore until 
recently. 

MODERN INTERPRETATION
 In a society like the Philippines where 
family ties extend beyond legal defini-
tions, companies have learned to design 
benefits that refl ect reality rather than 
legal paperwork. Some organizations 
recognized early on that insisting on 

marriage certificates creates unneces-
sary barriers.  

 Others realized that they were un-
intentionally penalizing single parents 
— the very individuals who often need 
support the most. Today, more compa-
nies embrace a more humane definition 
of family: the people who depend on 
the worker emotionally and financially, 
regardless of marital status. 

 This shift is subtle but powerful. 
It signals respect for the diverse ways 
people build their lives as it removes 
the stigma surrounding unconventional 
family arrangements. 

 Extending HMO benefits to non-
traditional dependents is not a fad or a 
corporate indulgence. It’s a deliberate 
strategy built on fairness, competitive-
ness, inclusion, productivity, and finan-
cial sense.  

 At the end of the day, when employ-
ees feel their families are protected, 
they will protect the company in return. 


