


 

There is a recent surge of proposed 
legislations related to the ease of 
paying taxes. One such proposed 

legislation is Senate Bill No. 1346, or the 
Ease of Paying Taxes Bill, which is presently 
pending with the Committee on Ways and 
Means. 

Among the salient features of SB 1346 
are allowing the filing and payment of 
returns electronically, requiring only VAT 
invoices instead of official receipts, and 
removing the requirement for payment of 
the annual registration fee.

However, while the said bill is already 
admirable in its goals, we can be more 
ambitious with our proposed solutions.

In improving the ease of paying taxes, 
we need to always keep in mind ways to 
keep the compliance burden down – while 
also maintaining the government’s goal of 
increasing its revenue collections.

Moreover, it must also be balanced with 
the government’s goal of increasing its 
revenue collections. 

Usually, these two goals go hand-in-
hand insofar as reducing the compliance 
burden increases the efficiency of the tax 
administration which, in turn, leads to 
increases in revenue collections.

One of the solutions we discussed in our 
Science of Behavior Change class with Prof. 
Todd Rogers at the Harvard Kennedy School 
is the implementation of data-driven tax 
systems.

Data-driven systems, outside of 
taxation, have been used by businesses in 
personalizing advertisements and product 
recommendations. If used in the tax system, 
we can make tax filing more personalized.

One of the ways data-driven systems have 
been employed in the tax administration 
is through the use of “pre-populated tax 
returns” or, sometimes, pre-filled tax 
returns.

As a broad overview, a pre-populated tax 
return is, simply put, a tax return that the 
revenue collection agency fills out on behalf 
of a taxpayer based on data it has gathered 
from third parties or even the taxpayers 
themselves. In essence, the taxpayer’s role 
would be limited only to confirming or, if 
the data indicated is inaccurate, informing 
the tax agency of the correction.

So, how exactly does this help taxpayers 
and tax agencies?

In a study by Prof. Bankman, a professor 
of tax law at Stanford University, he 
observed the benefits of using pre-populated 
tax returns. He noted that, by removing 
irrelevant questions from tax returns, the 
taxpayers will feel that whatever questions 
are left would be important and tailored 
specifically for them. According to him, this 
generally leads to taxpayers being more 
honest in their tax filings.

For taxpayers, the compliance burden is 
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lessened because they no longer need to 
fill out each detail and their role is simply 
reduced to reviewing the pre-filled tax 
returns. Taxpayers would no longer need to 
worry about the filing and payment of their 
taxes since the tax agency would, for the 
most part, handle it.

It would likewise result in a faster process 
and, in the case of overpaid taxes, quicker 
refunds since the information is already at 
the hands of the revenue collection agency.

For the tax collection agency, the 
improved efficiency would result in greater 
collections. For one, there would be a greater 
certainty that taxpayers are reporting their 
real income, especially since the tax agency 
can countercheck the taxpayer’s information 
with data from third parties. There would 
also be less risk of tax evasion since every 
taxpayer would, by default, already have 
their tax returns pre-filled.

Having pre-filled tax returns would also 
result in less voluntary and involuntary 
errors.

Moreover, another benefit observed by 
Prof. Bankman is that utilizing pre-populated 
tax returns essentially combines the audit 
and the filing process into one. Here, the 
tax agency already does its audit at the 
point of filing. This leads to less resources 
being used and dedicated solely for audit 
purposes.

Based on a 2022 study by the OECD 
and Congressional Research Service, 83 
administrations and 36 out of 195 countries 
in 2020 have used pre-filled tax returns in 
their jurisdictions. Examples of countries 
that have adopted pre-populated tax returns 
are Australia, Singapore, and Colombia.

In the United States, the State of 
California had adopted pre-populated tax 
returns in their tax administration through 
the CalFile program.

How different is this from our current tax 
administration in the Philippines? Presently, 
we have adopted a voluntary system of 
paying taxes. This means that taxpayers 
would have to go and fill in the tax returns 
on their own, submit it to the Bureau of 
Internal Revenue, and pay the taxes due. To 
ensure that taxpayers are paying the right 
taxes, they can be subjected to a BIR audit. 
If the taxpayer paid the right taxes, then 
there would be no issues. If the taxpayer did 
not, then they would be imposed deficiency 
taxes, penalties, and compromises.

The difference between our present 
voluntary system and having pre-populated 
tax returns is immediately apparent. Having 
pre-populated tax returns lessens the need 
for BIR audit, reduces the likelihood that 
taxpayers would misdeclare their taxable 
income, and almost entirely removes the 
possibility that taxpayers would not file any 
returns at all.

The time to talk about and consider 
effective reforms like this is now. In recent 
times, the discussion about improving the 
ease of paying taxes has become more 
active. Legislators have proposed bills 
seeking to improve the ease of paying 
taxes or to institute a taxpayers’ bill of 
rights. These proposed reforms must also 
consider making tax compliance easier for 
all taxpayers, especially the SMEs and the 
individual taxpayers. Implementing pre-
populated tax returns must be considered 
as a salient feature of these proposed 
legislations.

 

(This article reflects the personal opinion of 
the author and does not reflect the official 
stand of the Management Association of the 
Philippines or MAP.  The author is a MPA/
Mason Fellow at Harvard Kennedy School. He 
is a member of MAP Tax Committee and MAP 
Ease of Doing Business Committee, Co-chair 
of Paying Taxes on Ease of Doing Business 
Task Force, and Chief Tax Advisor of Asian 
Consulting Group. Feedback at <map@map.

org.ph> and <mon@acg.ph>.)
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When we hear the world “malnourished”, 
the images that come to mind 
are emaciated children from poor 

communities waiting for their next Nutribun 
or porridge. This malnutrition problem has 
caused a steep rise in stunted growth of our 
children over the last decades. Children do 
not grow to their full potential physically 
and mentally because of bad food or no 
food. This is brought about by rising poverty 
incidence or lack of access to nutritious 
food.

On the other end of the malnutrition 
spectrum are those who are obese and 
unhealthy due to bad nutrition. This may 
include consumption of convenience 
food, including but not limited to instant 
noodles, canned or processed food and 
fried food from fast food establishments. 
Convenience stores also offer quick meals 
for the working class, but largely sugar and 
fat laden choices.

The Management Association of the 
Philippines (MAP) has created a Shared 
Prosperity Committee to encourage our 
corporate members to help address this 
malnutrition problem. After all, many of 
the food companies can do Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) efforts as a 
collaboration project with other corporate 
members, to slowly but surely address 
our malnutrition situation. These children 
will compose our future workforce so it is 
in our best interest to help educate them 
by feeding them well, too. Education or 

knowledge transfer is not effective if the 
subject cannot think due to hunger or lack 
of nutrition. In fact, many accounts relate 
that children cannot absorb what teachers 
teach because they are hungry when they 
go to school. This is why the Department of 
Education (DepEd)  has feeding programs 
to incentivize parents to let children attend 
school, if only for stomachs to be fed and 
next , for brains to be fed as well. We hope 
this program continues nationwide. 

Next is really looking at nutrition from 
locally-available fresh food, instead of 
convenience food or processed food. In 
Bukidnon,  children get to drink fresh milk as 
there is a dairy industry in the area. In other 
places, locally-abundant food should be 
supplied by communities, cooperatives and 
farmers’ associations under the Community 
Participation program of the Government 
Procurement Board (GPB), as shared with 
us in a recent UN Women Roundtable on 
Gender-Responsive Procurement. And 
under the Magna Carta for SMEs, 10% 
of government spend must be enjoyed 
by MSMEs who can supply food to these 
feeding programs. It just takes awareness 
of how local government units (LGUs) can 
help local producers while giving children 
healthy food. This should be an easy way 
to solve the malnutrition problem, with the 
help of MAP members who can help mobilize 
these activities.

Stunted growth is a real problem, not only 
because these children will grow up short 
physically but also mentally challenged to 
learn and take on new information in this 
rapidly-progressing world of the Internet 
and the Metaverse. How will our future 
workers cope? We must be concerned on 
how to stop the malnutrition problem if we 
are to think of our company’s sustainability 
in the next 20 years, at least.

When I dined in a restaurant in faraway 
Marilog, Davao, I was pleased to see 
mostly diminutive young women from the 
Matigsalog tribe serve and wait at tables 
in this farm-to-table restaurant. Though 
lacking in height, they were so adept 
at working with the digital Point of Sale 
(POS) system, the espresso machines and 
the other equipment in this modern food 
facility. I thought “they can be taught as 
they are all clean slates undisturbed by 
gadgets and social media” and true enough, 
the owner confirmed that he is able to train 
these indigenous people with absolutely no 



culinary background. 

Thank God for good natural food, their 
brains developed to adapt to modern 
needs, despite the probable lack of other 
nutrition or stimuli earlier in their lives. 
I could not help but commend the chef 
owner for painstakingly training newbies 
and really fresh out-of-school youth to have 
responsible jobs in his restaurant.

But this malnutrition does not happen 
only in far-flung areas. We also see 
malnutrition in urban places because of the 
access to convenience food. Kids no longer 
eat fresh fruits and vegetables as these 
may not be included in their food budgets. 
Children do not eat balanced meals due to 
financial challenges of parents, even for 
those with double incomes. 

I remember the film where an immigrant 
family in the USA can afford two burgers 
for 99 cents (approx. 50 pesos) but cannot 
afford fruits and vegetables. So they 
subsist on fast food which has become the 
main reason for rising diabetes in young 
people as well as obesity. That is also now 
happening in our country. Sit in a mall for 
an hour and observe how many obese youth 
you can find among the mallgoers. I always 
observe what they order in restaurants and 
am convinced it is fast food that is the main 
cause of this growing problem.

So, as employers of these future workers, 
we should be concerned as far back as 
yesterday to address this problem. We will 
soon have a working citizenry made up of 
malnourished children (rural and urban) 
whose mental abilities will be impaired and 
whose potential may be hampered simply 
with lack of good, healthy and nutritious 
food sources. We can find simple solutions 
to this growing challenge and threat to the 
sustainability of our enterprises. We must 
start now if we are to ensure the availability 
of a healthy and bright workforce in the 
future.

MAP’s plan for Shared Prosperity is timely 
and worth working on, all for our own good, 
too.

(The author is Co-Vice Chair of the MAP 
Environment Committee. She is President of 
NextGen Organization of Women Corporate 
Directors (NOWCD), Founder of the ECHOstore 
Sustainable Lifestyle. She is a member of the 
global Slow Food community promoting good, 

clean and fair food. Feedback at <map@map.org.
ph> and <pujuan29@gmail.com>). 
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When the government’s premier think 
tank calls out our infrastructure as 
inadequate and inferior, our leaders 

need to sit up and listen. The Philippine 
Institute for Development Studies (PIDS) has 
done just that on our transport infrastructure, 
in the latest issue of its Development 
Research News, which summarizes the latest 
key research findings by its pool of experts.

PIDS is no ordinary think tank. Consistently 
among the top-ranked development think 
tanks worldwide, it is widely respected in the 
research community for credible, independent, 
and data-driven policy research. And even as 
a government think tank, it has always upheld 
its independence, never hesitating to call out 
the government’s faults and shortcomings 
when its evidence-based analyses call for it.

On land transport, researchers Adoracion 
Navarro and Jokkaz Latigar documented 
how we continue lagging behind our 
Southeast Asian neighbors in improving 
the quantity and quality of road and rail 
transport infrastructure. The 2019 Global 
Competitiveness Index rates us poorly in road 
connectivity and quality, railroad density, and 
efficiency of train services. While noting some 
improvement in the quality of national roads, 
the authors found that more local roads are 
rated “poor” to “bad” than “good” to “fair.” 
Many bridges remain temporary (i.e., made 
of timber and bailey) and need replacement 
with more permanent concrete and steel. They 
also noted how our active railways shrank 
drastically from over a thousand kilometers 
in the 1970s to only 77 km in 2016. This had 
increased again to 395 km by 2021, but load 
factor data reveal severe congestion in rail 
transit systems in Metro Manila. Harassed 
daily city rail commuters need not see the 
data to know that our rail transport system is 
woefully behind.

Kris Francisco and Valerie Lim observed 
similarly severe capacity and technical 
limitations in our air transport sector. Even 
back in 2016, the Ninoy Aquino International 
Airport already handled nearly five million 

passengers beyond its annual capacity of 35 
million. Only 22 of our 90 national airports 
are equipped for night use. Oxford Economics 
scores us lowest on aviation infrastructure in 
the region. The authors call for an overhaul of 
the institutional environment for air transport, 
citing past recommendations for an integrated 
system and improved interagency coherence, 
convergence, and coordination.

Recent maritime accidents highlight our 
similar troubles in the water transport sector. 
In another study, Francisco and Lim noted 
that while there may be enough seaports 
in the country, most are underdeveloped 
and underequipped, with most major ports 
suffering from congestion. The result is 
imbalanced port utilization, with ports having 
uneven capacity and capability. Institutional 
issues also hound the water transport 
sector, as the authors observe conflicting 
roles of government agencies and a lack of 
coordination in port planning. It has long 
been pointed out, for example, that the 
Philippine Ports Authority has conflicting 
roles as developer, operator, and regulator 
of ports, and yet this basic anomaly remains 
unaddressed. The authors add that these 
institutional issues have contributed to the low 
quality of services and inefficient functioning 
of public ports. They cite the main challenge 
as “the absence of institutional anchoring for 
overall integrated planning for multimodal 
transport.”

A seamless multimodal transport system 
has in fact been a declared goal since the 
1990s. Yet our mass railway system has yet 
to be connected to our airport terminals like 
they are elsewhere—even as it would have 
been so easy to do, with the LRT-1 line barely 
a kilometer away. Insiders admit that vested 
interests in the taxi industry had prevailed 
over public interest and prevented such 
connections from happening. As long as our 
infrastructure planning is not based on the 
greatest good for the greatest number, little 
will be gained in closing our infrastructure 
gap with our neighbors, as we’ve failed to do 
for decades now.

And we haven’t even touched on power, 
water, and telecommunications, where 
our inadequacies are equally, if not more 
daunting.

cielito.habito@gmail.com
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