


(Conclusion)

There are four industry clusters in which the 
Philippines has already developed some of 
the requisite competencies.

Within the industrial, manufacturing and 
transport cluster, we are eager to attract 
investments in aerospace, automotive, 
semiconductors and electronics. For example, 
our country is home to Collins Aerospace, the 
world’s leading aircraft interiors company, and 
Lufthansa Technik, a top aircraft maintenance, 
repair, and overhaul provider doing the 
maintenance, repair and overhaul at various 
aircrafts in the Philippines. In August last 
year, we witnessed Lufthansa Technik’s further 
expansion in its facilities in Metro Manila.

Our country is eager to join the global 
electric vehicle value chain as the global shift 
toward green products, such as electric vehicles 
(EVs), gains momentum due to climate change 
concerns. We welcome foreign investments 
introducing relevant EV technologies and 
capitalizing on our abundant green metals, such 
as nickel, copper and cobalt. We can be a critical 
partner for these essential minerals, not as an 
exporter of raw ores, but mainly as processor 

and producer of semifinished and finished 
products, such as batteries. We’re moving in this 
direction. In the semiconductor and electronics 
sectors, we seek foreign investments that 
promote higher value addition, including skills 
enhancement in research and development, 
to improve business prospects for firms in the 
outsourced semiconductor assembly and test 
operation. We’d like to go up the value chain, 
up to probably integrated circuit design and 
others.

Digital economy
Within the technology, media and 

telecommunications (TMT) cluster, we aim 
to engage investors in developing our digital 
economy, information technology-business 
process management, hyperscale data centers, 
and products utilizing artificial intelligence, 
robotics, 5G, and the internet of things. We 
encourage investors to leverage the majority 
(82 percent) of our business process outsourcing 
firms and shared services centers that already 
cater to global markets.

For investors in our creative industries, 
in new films, new laws have been passed for 
the creative industries. The implementation of 
the law has again been placed at the hands of 
Department of Trade and Industry. The investors 
in the creative industry who are also part of the 
TMT cluster can anticipate the implementation 
of this law, the Philippine Creative Industries 
Development Act. This law recognizes creativity 
as a cornerstone of our national identity. In line 
with this, we will establish the Creative Venture 
Fund, which will finance creative enterprises 
and individuals as they expand their pursuits, 
fostering a vibrant and innovative creative 
sector. I think this has a lot of potential to work 
to achieve that potential.In the health and life 
science sector, we are committed to fostering a 
strategic security role and creating opportunities 
for our country. We invite investments in 
pharmaceutical products, medical devices and 
health management systems. I’m thinking, for 
example, of getting Japanese pharmaceutical 
companies —they’re running out of working-
age people—to bring their manufacturing 
facility here. We’ll provide the raw materials, 
we’ll do the products here and export back to 
Japan. That’s happening in Dubai; what they 
do is import all the raw materials from what 
they call ecozones. They import materials from 
Europe and do the assembly, finished products 
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and manufacturing in Dubai to export back to 
Europe.

Resilient economy
To achieve the fourth cluster, the modern 

basic needs of a resilient economy, we must 
meet the modern ways of a resilient economy. 
This cluster addresses the essential needs of 
Filipino consumers, such as food, goods and 
energy. Food is very important. We’re working 
hard to get a supply chain for food organized, 
so we won’t again suffer from the P800 per kilo 
price of onion, when the farmgate price is less 
than P50 per kilo. Moreover, we recognize the 
critical importance of food security in achieving 
sustainable and inclusive economic growth. 
Consequently, we welcome investments in 
agribusiness, agriculture technology, food 
processing and packaging and aquaculture. We 
are moving toward industrialized farming and 
the challenges of how we consolidate the lands. 
Hopefully, there is a new law that will focus on 
land reform that will allow the leasing of land to 
those who will operate the farm on a big-scale 
basis.

The Philippines is also dedicated to 
transitioning to renewable energy (RE) as 
outlined in the Philippine Energy Plan for 2020 
to 2040. Our National RE Program aims for 50 
percent RE generation by 2040. With recent 
reforms allowing foreigners to own up to 100 
percent of RE projects in the country, we are 
working to increase the share of renewables in 
our national power generation.

We firmly believe that dependable 
infrastructure is essential for businesses 
investing in the Philippines. Following the 
President’s directives, we are committed 
to building better and more extensive 
infrastructure in transport and logistics; 
energy, information, communication and 
technology; and food logistics. Connecting our 
ecozones, trade centers and manufacturing 
and logistics hubs will facilitate vibrant trade 
and balanced growth among regions. This 
strategy will address transport and logistics 
constraints, energy shortages and costs, as 
well as connectivity issues hindering economic 
activities, particularly investments.

For instance, we are making significant 
progress on the 147-kilometer commuter rail 
connecting our technology industrial sites in 

Calabarzon (Cavite-Laguna-Rizal, Batangas 
and Quezon), south of Manila, to Clark Airport, 
north of Manila. Other noteworthy projects 
are in other parts of the country in transport 
infrastructure.

Future of work
Another attractive aspect of investing in 

the Philippines is our commitment to develop a 
skilled workforce. Preparing our workforce for 
the future is crucial, as we encourage employers 
to upskill workers while also recognizing the 
importance of aligning our learning systems 
with learning institutions. With close to 800,000 
Filipino graduates annually, companies should 
find recruiting our intelligent, young, tech-savvy 
and productive workforce promising. Note that 
our country has a large and young population, 
which is a significant attraction to many foreign 
investors. We have the youngest population in 
our region. The developed countries have an 
average age of 40s and high 30s, while we have 
less than 24 years old in median age.

For example, we support the Advanced 
Manufacturing Workforce Development Alliance 
(AmDev) launched recently by the United 
States Agency for International Development, 
which I attended. This five-year, P622-million 
partnership with Unilab Foundation aims to train 
Filipino workers to meet the evolving demands 
of the manufacturing sector. We also support 
AmDev’s goal of improving the capacity of our 
education system to develop human capital in 
line with Industry 4.0 requirements.

Investors, especially foreign investors, are 
crucial in accelerating the Philippine economic 
development. We aim for them to recognize the 
potential of our country and support in making 
our country grow, in our investment landscape. 
We encourage them to invest in our priority 
clusters for industrialization, and we pledge to 
support them as they capitalize on our reforms. 
Our continuing message and invitation to 
investors remain steadfast: make it happen in 
the Philippines. 

(This was lifted from the keynote speech 
delivered at the Department of Trade and 

Industry (DTI)-Board of Investments (BOI)-
Management Association of the Philippines (MAP) 
Forum on April 19. The author is Trade Secretary 

and a past president of MAP. 

(Feedback at map@map.org.ph)
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It’s a very difficult decision: Do we, or don’t 
we? Change the Constitution.

I don’t think anyone disputes that the 
1987 Constitution has many flaws that need 
correction. Too much of it goes down to the 
details that should be in law. Details that can 
change as circumstances change.

The economic sections are a prime example 
of this.

In 1935, when the economic provisions 
were introduced, there was a rudimentary AM 
radio, negligible commercial air travel, and 
cars that could reach 100 kph if they struggled 
hard enough. The only household appliances 
were a simple regrigerator and a toaster. TV 
was unheard of. Today, I can turn on the TV 
and CNN is right there in my living room. It 
doesn’t need a transmitter here, or even an 
office, so why not let it have one if it wants? 
The constitutionally-mandated 100% Filipino 
ownership of media is meaningless.

Technology has removed borders. Satellite 
communications, fiber optic cables, and digital 
technology were all unheard of in 1935 and 
a rarity in 1987. They are a part of our lives 
today, so we may as well let the foreigners in 
as they’re already in.

In 1986, protecting the Filipinos in a country 
struggling to define itself seemed a desirable 
thing to do, particularly on the economic side. 
But the Constitution should have had but one 
paragraph to state that as national policy. A 
general statement of national policy suffices. 
If any restrictions are needed, a law can be 
passed to suit the times.

No other country in the world has economic 
restrictions in its Constitution -- so why should 
we? Remove them entirely, and then, if a 
restriction is deemed necessary, introduce it 
in a law. Congress has the power to do so at 
any time. That achieves the same result, as a 
law can still decide how to manage investment 
in a sector, but from a positive point of view. 
We’re an open society that has occasional 
restrictions, and not a closed society that has 
discretionary openness.

We are the most closed economy in the 
ASEAN region. In the OECD 2019 ranking of 
84 countries, only three are more closed than 
the Philippines: Occupied Palestinian Territory, 
Algeria, and Libya. Certainly not a group we 
should want to belong to. We are also the 
slowest in attracting job-creating foreign 
investments. There’s a causal link there.

During President Duterte’s time, much of 
this was cleverly got around by redefining what 
was a public utility. But the right move is to 
remove the restrictions entirely. Restrictions 
have no place in this technological, global 
world.

On top of this, there are three other 
economic sections of the Constitution that 
need to go. One calls for a self-reliant and 
independent national economy effectively 
controlled by Filipinos. Another gives 
preference to qualified Filipinos, something 
that applies even if a foreigner is more qualified. 
The third is unnecessary -- it says, “acts which 
circumvent or negate any of the provisions of 
this Article shall be considered  inimical to the 
national interest and subject to criminal and 
civil sanctions, as may be provided by law.”

The problem is that every time change is 
raised, the concern  that it will spill over into 
self-serving political changes rears its ugly 
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head. And there’s good reason to believe this 
could happen.

Changes were first raised in 1997 under 
President Fidel Ramos, but it failed. Once 
more, President Gloria Macapagal-Arroryo 
thought she’d try but that failed too, although 
it got awfully close. Even President Duterte 
tried -- and failed. During President Estrada’s 
presidency, he created the “Philippine 
Constitutional Commission” to review the 1987 
Constitution and propose amendments. It got 
nowhere. President Noy Aquino also supported 
amending the economic provisions of the 
Constitution to allow for greater investments 
in certain industries. But nada.

President Marcos Jr. doesn’t seem too 
interested but the congressmen are. Which, in 
itself, brings into strong relief what their real 
agenda could be. Particularly as they want to 
recommend the changes through a Constituent 
Assembly of themselves. The fear is that by 
doing it this way, the politicians will hijack the 
review to include political changes beneficial 
to them and not to the nation. But that fear 
has been with us through five presidencies; 
time and time again, constitutional change has 
been deferred because of this fear. Well, that 
fear will be with us in the next administration 
and the next, and the one after that. We have 
to bite the bullet sometime.

The question is, when is that time? It can’t 
be put off forever. Not if we want a thriving 
country in a modern world. I believe that 
the time is now. Without President Marcos’ 
enthusiasm for it, though, it’s hard to see how 
it could succeed.

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.

Peter L. Wallace is a member of the 
MAP Energy Committee, the MAP ICT 

Committee, and the MAP National 
Issues Committee. He is the chair of 

Wallace Business Forum.
map@map.org.ph

peterwallace39@gmail.com
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Our total farm area has been declining over the 
years—true or false? For those alarmed over 
the conversion of farmlands to commercial or 

residential uses, the instinctive answer would prob-
ably be “true.” Many have long feared such conver-
sions to be a threat to our food security, on the prem-
ise that our agricultural areas are dwindling due to it.

At the individual farm level, our farms are indeed 
shrinking. Average farm size in the country is down 
to 1.2 hectares, and still falling. It was 3.6 hectares in 
1960 and 2.8 hectares in 1980. It shrank even more 
since then mainly due to the Comprehensive Agrarian 
Reform Program, which limited land ownership to 5-7 
hectares, worsened by generational partitioning. This 
has led to the loss of productivity from economies of 
scale, which could be mitigated by farming the lands 
more intensively (that is, applying more productiv-
ity-raising inputs like better seeds, fertilizers, and 
farm management). But lack of access to finance, 
and government’s failure to fill this critical need, kept 
small farmers from doing so. Instead of emancipating 
small farmers, they became even poorer.

Surprisingly, the fear that we’re losing our farms 
in the face of land conversions appears to be a myth. 
World Bank data show that our agricultural area, as a 
percentage of our fixed total land area, actually kept 
expanding over time, up to the present. From 25.9 
percent in 1961, it grew to 35.6 percent in 1980, 
37.7 percent in 2000, 40.6 percent in 2010, and 42.5 
percent in 2020. I cross-checked this with the Phil-
ippine Statistics Authority’s annual Selected Statis-
tics on Agriculture and Fisheries, which reported total 
crop area planted at 13.032 million hectares in 2009, 
13.229 mha in 2015, and 13.538 mha in 2021.

Are fears of dwindling farm areas from land con-
version misplaced, then? It would seem so, with our 
total recorded farm hectarage actually rising! What 
appears to be happening is that as farmlands are 
converted, more of our less suitable lands (including 
forest uplands) are being tilled. Indeed, World Bank 
data also show that we now cultivate twice more (36 
percent of total land area) than our arable land area 
(18.2 percent of land area). The comparable numbers 
are 45 vs. 32.9 percent (1.37 times) for Thailand and 
32.7 vs. 20.6 percent (1.59 times) for Vietnam.

What should concern us, however, is how much of 

our productive farmlands are being taken out of pro-
duction much sooner than need be. This is because 
our rigid land conversion rules, which absolutely 
prohibit conversion of irrigated lands, induce big de-
velopers into “land banking,” where they often take 
good lands out of production and deliberately destroy 
irrigation facilities therein. It is now industry practice 
to accumulate thousands of hectares for future devel-
opment, holding them idle and unproductive for that 
long. This is because the land has to be unirrigated 
and unproductive to be eligible for conversion—usu-
ally up to 10-15 years later. A bank branch manager 
attested to me how he had witnessed developer cli-
ents willfully destroy existing irrigation facilities be-
cause having them will run counter to what they will 
want to prove years later.

I witnessed the problem firsthand in a depressed 
Laguna municipality when I led a team in a study on 
rural poverty a few years ago. Numerous local farm-
ers ended up with no income source after a large 
property developer bought up hundreds of hect-
ares of their farmlands, rendering them untouchable 
henceforth. It was a great waste, and a huge lost 
opportunity to otherwise provide livelihoods to hun-
dreds of farmers and their families, if only they could 
still lease their former farms and produce food in and 
earn incomes from them—while the developer also 
earns lease income.

I’ve never believed it realistic or practical to be 
overly rigid on land conversion. Why ban conversion 
of irrigated lands, when we can instead impose a 
condition that for every hectare of land converted, 
the developer causes the irrigation of two or more 
hectares of unirrigated land elsewhere? With a little 
out-of-the-box thinking, we get not only a win-win 
outcome but a net gain for all concerned.
cielito.habito@gmail.com

NO FREE LUNCH

Easing land 
conversion

By: Cielito F. Habito 
@inquirerdotnet Philippine Daily Inquirer 
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Please register thru the link below:
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfoWG-

fLKi5Z_5368MNbn1mugsr9vOHz1sZbLDzvp_3seAj8Iw/

viewform?usp=sf_link
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Please register thru the following link:  https://forms.gle/fbzwiSyzsyCRwg4fA
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