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PHL loses P141B to illicit tobacco trade
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By Isa Jane D. Acabal

Researcher

THE PHILIPPINES lost about
P141 billion in government rev-
enue to illicit tobacco trade in

2024 and 2025, with illegal vape
products emerging as a major
source of tax leakages, accord-
ing to a report by the EU-ASEAN
Business Council (EU-ABC) and
Euromonitor International Ltd.
The Philippines posted the
third-highest revenue loss among

six Southeast Asian countries
covered by the study, after Indo-
nesia and Malaysia, according to
the report released on Monday.
Philippine government rev-
enue losses reached about $2.46
billion during the two-year pe-
riod, composed of about $2.06

billion from illicit cigarettes and
$400 million from illegal e-vapor
products.

“The continued rise in illicit
tobacco trade in ASEAN (Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations)
and the broader Asia-Pacific re-
gion signals displacement of the

legitimate market, while amplify-
ing challenges for regulation, en-
forcement and diminishing fiscal
contribution,” the council said in
the 43-page report.

The study covered the Phil-
ippines, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore, Thailand and Viet-

nam, collectively referred to as
ASEAN-6. It assessed the scale of
illicit trade involving cigarettes
and e-vapors, including contra-
band, counterfeit, illicit whites,
untaxed products and unbranded
tobacco.
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THE PHILIPPINES should accelerate arti-
ficial intelligence (AI) adoption by upgrading
infrastructure and boosting regulation, as slow
uptake could prevent the country from fully
capturing productivity gains, government and
industry leaders said.

Information and Communications Technol-
ogy Secretary Henry Rhoel R. Aguda said Al
governance should balance innovation with
safeguards, stressing that trust is central to
wider adoption.

“Al governance can’t be about choosing
between innovation and protection,” he
said at the BusinessWorld Economic Fo-
rum on Monday. “We need both. And what
we really need to protect is trust. Because
without trust, adoption slows down, and the
benefits won’t reach the people who need
them most.”

Mr. Aguda said his agency is prioritizing
data protection and cybersecurity as Al tools
become more embedded in business and public
services, while also increasing the sophistica-
tion of cyberthreats.

“Al is not coming; it’s already here,” he said.
“It’s already part of how we work, learn and
deliver services.”

Deloitte Philippines Country Head Ramon
Chito Ramos said AI adoption among compa-
nies is expanding, but human capability gaps
are slowing effective use.
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WB: Businesses key to PHL becoming ASEAN growth engine

By Justine Irish D. Tabile

Senior Reporter

THE PHILIPPINES’ ambition to become
Southeast Asia’s next economic growth
engine depends on the private sector’s
ability to invest, expand and innovate with
confidence, the World Bank (WB) said.

The message today is this: better jobs
and prosperity for Filipinos require bet-
ter conditions for firms to invest, grow,
upgrade and become ASEAN’s (Associ-
ation of Southeast Asian Nations) next
growth engine,” Zafer Mustafaoglu,
World Bank country director for the
Philippines, told the BusinessWorld
Economic Forum on Monday.

He warned that the US-Israel war on
Iran, which has pushed up oil prices, is
slowing economic activity and lifting
inflation pressures.

The Philippine economy grew by a
weaker-than-expected 2.8% in the first
quarter, as surging oil prices and the

lingering fallout from past domestic
scandals weighed on activity.

Inflation accelerated to 7.2% in
April, above the Philippine central
bank’s forecast and target for a second
straight month.

THE BusinessWorld Economic
Forum on Monday gathered

the business community at the
Grand Hyatt Manila to discuss
how businesses can align their
strategies with the ASEAN 2026
agenda. World Bank Division
Director for the Philippines,
Malaysia and Brunei Zafer
Mustafaoglu (above) delivered
the keynote on positioning

the Philippines as the region’s
next economic engine, while
Information and Communications
Technology Secretary Henry
Rhoel R. Aguda (below) shared
the government’s perspective on
tapping the potential of artificial
intelligence.

$0Z07108 b’ﬂ7i7’/|/|/87’ V1S INIddITIHd

l

Mr. Mustafaoglu in his keynote
said investment weakness is the key
concern because it signals fewer ex-
pansions, upgrades and productivity
improvements that ultimately limit
job creation.

Gross capital formation contracted
3.3% in the first quarter, reversing a
4.5% gain a year earlier but improving
from the previous quarter’s decline.

BusinessWorld President and Chief Ex-
ecutive Officer Miguel G. Belmonte said
the Philippines’ ASEAN chairmanship
highlights both opportunity and the need
to address domestic competitiveness gaps.

“ASEAN has no shortage of frame-
works and roadmaps, from economic
blueprints to sector-specific agree-
ments,” he told the forum. “The region
has outlined its vision to become one of
the world’s biggest economic blocs by
the end of the decade.”

He said ASEAN integration goals are
well defined, but the Philippines must
fix infrastructure bottlenecks and pro-
ductivity constraints to benefit fully.

Jamil Paolo S. Francisco, executive direc-
tor of the Asian Institute of Management
- Rizalino S. Navarro Center for Competi-
tiveness, said the Philippines has stagnated
in global rankings despite earlier gains.
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