


In my previous article, I discussed the 
concept of pre-populated tax return and 
how it can make paying taxes as easy as 

1-2-3 using behavioral science. To recall, a pre-
populated tax return is a tax return that the 
government fills in on behalf of the taxpayer 
and the taxpayer’s only role is to pay the tax 
due or to inform the tax collection agency if any 
correction is needed.

In essence, it reduces the process of filing 
tax returns into something like paying a credit 
card bill. When you pay your credit card bill, 
you don’t fill in how much you have to pay; 
the credit card agency does it for you and your 
job is only to pay the bill or to correct it. This 
intervention will influence taxpayers to make 
better decisions, i.e., filing and paying their 
taxes correctly and on time, without taking 
away their ability to choose since they can 
amend or change their return before filing it.

But what exactly does the proposal to include 
pre-populated tax returns entail?

Professor Joe Bankman, a professor of 
tax law at Stanford University, has explained 
how pre-populated tax returns or “pro-forma” 
returns work.

The government gathers data from third 

party reports and data already in its possession, 
which would then be downloadable into the 
correct electronic tax forms. The taxpayer could 
then review the forms, add any other data 
needed and then file the forms. For example, 
in the United States, Prof. Bankman explains 
that almost all taxpayers just need to enter the 
amount of charitable contributions.

In a pre-populated tax returns system, 
the government uses all those data, as well 
as historical taxpayer information, to provide 
a tentative return for the taxpayer to review, 
change and file.

There are many compelling reasons as to 
why we should implement pre-populated tax 
returns. The primary benefit, as noted in the 
previous article, is that it significantly reduces 
the compliance burden for taxpayers and there 
would be greater certainty that the taxpayers 
have fully reported their income.

By adopting pre-populated tax returns, tax 
agencies would also be able to provide more 
targeted tax returns. In the Philippines, the 
Bureau of Internal Revenue (BIR) has adopted 
an all-in-one approach in creating its tax forms. 
But taxpayers should only be concerned with 
the information that is particularly relevant 
to them. Why does a taxpayer using optional 
standard deductions have to use the same BIR 
form as a taxpayer using itemized deductions?

The government should not be afraid of 
creating tax forms specifically tailored for each 
type of taxpayer. It should not matter how 
many forms there are, since the taxpayers 
would be provided the applicable form based 
on their registration and source of income. This 
will benefit the more than 26 million individual 
taxpayers.

For employees or compensation income 
earners, instead of a substituted tax return 
through BIR Form 2316, which the employers 
prepare in behalf of the employees, the BIR will 
send a one-page pre-filled income tax return 
either via mail, email or text for confirmation;

It will also benefit self-employed and 
professionals (SEPs) who are qualified for 
optional 8-percent tax or who may avail of 
optional standard deduction.

“Adopting pre-populated 
tax returns in the 
Philippines”(from page 1)
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SEPs who availed of itemized deductions 
in the previous period will be subject to a 
presumptive tax in arriving at an estimated 
income tax due. The same will apply if SEPs 
declare a loss or lower income.

Further, to address the registration gap, 
SEPs who register with any government agency 
and professional board will automatically be 
registered with the BIR (e.g., upon issuance 
of a business permit, professional license or 
registration of a business name).

Feasibility in PH

However, the proposal is not without 
criticisms. One is whether this is actually 
possible in the Philippines, a developing country 
that may not have the resources to adequately 
implement pre-populated tax returns. Countries 
that have adopted pre-populated tax systems 
tend to have strong institutions already in 
place, such as Singapore, Australia, Taiwan 
and South Korea. Even the United States has 
only implemented pre-populated tax returns in 
California.

The Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) has laid down 
several factors that are critical to the successful 
implementation of pre-populated returns.

First, there must be accurate withholding at 
source. Otherwise, the tax agency would just 
be bogged down by the number of applications 
for tax refunds.

Second, there must be high-integrity 
taxpayer identifiers. To properly implement 
pre-populated tax returns, the revenue agency 
must be able to quickly and accurately match 
third-party data with the relevant taxpayer’s 
data.

Third, there must be a comprehensive 
system of third-party reporting to the revenue 
body. In other words, the revenue agency must 
be able to collect all the necessary information 
from third parties, such as major sources of 
income, important deduction items and other 
information relevant to determining liabilities.

Fourth, there must be a compatible 
legislative framework. If a country’s tax laws 
allow deductions, rebates or credits that are 

unpredictable through third-party reports, 
then there will be difficulty in successfully 
implementing pre-populated tax returns.

Fifth, there must be a high degree of 
automation among information suppliers. The 
use of automated systems in reporting relevant 
data would greatly facilitate the processing of 
third-party reports to the revenue agency.

Sixth, there must be large-scale information 
processing. Tax agencies need to be able to 
capture, validate and prepare all the relevant 
data, and generate pre-populated returns 
within a short period of time.

Seventh, and finally, there must be 
automated and minimal interactions with 
taxpayers. There must be provisions that allow 
the tax agency to minimize interactions with 
taxpayers. Otherwise, the tax agency would just 
be examining already completed pre-populated 
returns, which can be costly.

The OECD notes that all of these seven 
factors are critical to the success of pre-
populated return systems. A major weakness in 
even one of the above-mentioned factors would 
significantly reduce the potential benefits of 
pre-populated returns.

In discussing how to improve the ease of 
paying taxes, we also need to include pre-
populated tax returns. While there will certainly 
be difficulties, the hurdles are not impossible 
to overcome. Implementing pre-populated tax 
returns through a law that addresses the seven 
critical success factors outlined by the OECD 
would be a crucial step. Moreover, the benefits 
of pre-populated tax returns outweigh the costs 
and would greatly help tax administration in the 
Philippines.

This article reflects the personal opinion of 
the author and not 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 Ease of Doing 
Business Committee, and chief tax advisor 

of Asian Consulting Group. Feedback at 
map@map.org.ph and mon@acg.ph
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Despite the many studies from different 
countries on the benefits of board 
diversity — with at least 90 (and 

counting) all pointing to a correlation between 
more women on boards and companies’ 
better financial performance — there remains 
skepticism or hesitancy among organizations 
on adopting policies to make their boards more 
diverse, and not only in gender, age, and skills, 
among others. Thus, in my gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment advocacy 
work, I am often asked: “Is there a business 
case to be made for board diversity?”

REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT FOR 
BOARD DIVERSITY

The Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) itself recognizes the importance of 
board diversity. The Revised Code of Corporate 
Governance (RCCG) for Publicly Listed 
Companies (PLCs) recommendation 1.4. states 
that “the board should have a policy of board 
diversity.” It further explains: “Having a board 
diversity policy is a move to avoid groupthink 
and ensure that optimal decision making is 
achieved. A board diversity policy is not limited 
to gender diversity but also includes diversity 
in age, ethnicity, culture, skills, competence, 
and knowledge. On gender diversity policy, 
a good example is to increase the number of 
female directors, including female independent 

directors.”

While the SEC continues to adopt a 
“comply or explain” approach with respect to 
sustainability reporting, it has taken concrete 
steps to encourage companies to have more 
women in their boards.

In March 2022, the SEC launched the gender 
and development awards to recognize and 
acknowledge the PLCs with the greatest number 
of women on their boards. The awards will be 
continued this year, with an expanded scope to 
recognize private sector female sustainability 
champions, young female CEOs, along with 
female representation in the board room.

WALKING THE TALK

Allow me to share some concrete private 
sector initiatives that promote board diversity.

At the Institute of Corporate Directors (ICD), 
the Board of Trustees is diverse with almost 
parity in gender, with a median age of 63 (the 
youngest trustee being 45 and the oldest 75), 
and members having diverse industry skills and 
experience. The current Board of Governors of 
the Management Association of the Philippines 
(MAP) is comprised of four females and five 
males, likewise almost parity in gender.

BEING PROACTIVE AND INTENTIONAL ON 
DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION

The ICD has organized a board diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) committee to 
champion board diversity so that different 
perspectives and ideas are considered in the 
exercise of the responsibilities of boards for 
oversight, decision-making, and governance. 
Similarly, MAP has its own DEI committee as 
a separate cluster together with the NextGen 
committee, recognizing its importance as a 
management concern and giving focus on 
programs that will promote DEI, not only in the 
board but also in all aspects of business.

In 2021, a group of like-minded women 
organized the NextGen Organization of Women 
Corporate Directors (NOWCD) to help increase 
the representation of women leadership 
positions in public and private company boards 
which, in 2021, was reported at only 20% in 
PLCs, below the recommended ratio of at least 

“Is there a business case  
for Board Diversity?”
(from page 1)
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30%. Key priority areas of NOWCD are to provide 
education and training, create meaningful 
networking for sourcing and placement, expand 
local and international board opportunities, and 
build a pipeline of board-ready women.

ICD STUDY ON BOARD DIVERSITY 
IN PLCS

A key activity of the ICD DEI Committee 
is to undertake relevant studies, surveys, and 
dialogue in advancing board diversity and 
inclusion. In 2022, ICD conducted a study on 
board diversity in PLCs covering the period 2019 
to 2021. Using statistical tools and analysis, the 
study examined the correlation between the 
attributes of the boards of 270 active PLCs and 
their respective returns on equity (ROEs), which 
are indicators of the companies’ profitability.

The study generated several interesting 
observations:

• On gender diversity: The presence of 
women directors in boards in 2020, the start of 
the pandemic lockdown, showed a significant 
relationship with ROE. Companies with female 
directors outperformed companies with an all-
male board, though the same was not observed 
in 2019 and 2021. The percentage of female 
board members during the three-year period 
was 17.83% in 2019, 18.82% in 2020, and 
19.81% in 2021.

• On the diversity dimensions of age and 
tenure: the study showed that during the three-
year period, age and ROE were significantly 
and directly related. The higher the mean age 
of directors, the higher the company’s ROE. 
However, tenure was not a significant predictor 
of ROE.

•  With respect to the directors’ field 
of expertise, companies that performed 
significantly better than their respective 
counterparts were those that have non-
executives, and directors, with expertise in 
business management and finance.

What do these findings suggest?

• The presence of women in a board has a 
significant contribution to the improvement of 
the ROE of a business entity.

• Having board members with expertise in 
business management and finance can boost 
the business’ bottom line.

• The knowledge and experience of directors 
senior in age should be harnessed to enhance 
performance. Moreover, a company should 
adopt a succession plan to recruit young 
directors.

The undeniable correlation between specific 
dimensions of diversity and corporate financial 
performance, as highlighted by the ICD study, 
reinforces the urgent need for businesses to 
prioritize board diversity. Recent events have 
clearly shown the necessity of diverse teams 
and leaders in navigating the challenges of our 
rapidly evolving world.

By embracing DEI, companies not only 
drive business performance but also contribute 
towards economic and social progress.

The time for action is now, and companies 
both have the opportunity and responsibility to 
show commitment to meaningful change. By 
taking proactive steps to foster diversity, show 
accountability, and take tangible steps towards 
inclusion, companies can propel themselves 
forward and truly embody the values that 
support both business success and social 
progress.

This article reflects the personal opinion of 
the author and does not reflect the official 

stand of the MAP.)

Ma. Aurora “Boots” D. Geotina-Garcia is a 
member of the MAP DEI Committee. She is 
vice-chair and president of the ICD, chair of 
NOWCD and president of Mageo Consulting, 
Inc., a corporate finance advisory services 

firm.

map@map.org.ph
magg@mageo.net
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So much distrust. Every step of the way.

That is the sad drama that accompanied 
the creation of the Maharlika 
Investment Fund. We cannot trust 

our government to do one of its most basic 
functions – pool tax and other money, invest 
it in assets that will do good for the people 
and earn some sums to boost state coffers.

Every one of the 24 million households 
in the Philippines does that every day – 
combine savings, borrowings and extra 
income to buy or build up an asset. 

That asset may include an electric fan, 
toaster, a coffee maker, an oven, an aircon, 
a washing machine, an iPhone, a bike, a 
computer, a printer or even a car or a house. 
Or a dog. It’s called capital expenditure 
(capex). The pet, appliance or equipment 
bought with the money is expected to 
make one’s life easier, more comfortable or 
a bit more luxury-looking because one has 
worked so hard, one deserves something 
better.

In the case of the government, it wants 
to systematize the exercise through a 
mechanism called a sovereign investment 
fund. Later on, the word “sovereign” was 
dropped, as if it were a bad word. 

Look, even the Seminole Indians of 
Florida USA have a “sovereign” wealth fund 
and they number just 3,000. Yet, the tribe 
is reckoned as sovereign.  Their money has 
been used to operate coffee shops, casinos 
and gaming resorts.

So why not allow the government of 
a nation of 114 million Filipinos to form 
a sovereign wealth fund? After all, this is 
a government that is one of the oldest in 
Asia, at 125 years old this month. 

Our government has seen two World 
Wars, two revolutions (1896 and 1986) and 
no less than 13 coup attempts – one under 
Ferdinand Marcos Sr., nine under Corazon 
Aquino, one under Joseph Estrada and two 
under Gloria Macapagal Arroyo. 

The Philippine government is fighting the 
world’s longest communist insurgency (54 
years) and the world’s longest separatist 
movement (51 years).     The Philippine 
military thus is among the most experienced 
armies in the world, in fighting both foreign 
and domestic enemies. So far, we are still 
one whole nation. This means we are stable.

From the revolutions, world wars and 
coups, the Philippines emerged a strong 
and resilient nation, one which every global 
power, from China, to the US, to Europe and 
even Russia, wants to do business with.

Also, the Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos 
Jr. administration is not an incompetent 
government. The Philippine economy is 
among the region’s and the world’s best 
performers. In 2022, GDP growth of 7.6 
percent was the highest in 46 years. In first 
quarter 2023, GDP growth of 6.4 percent 
was the best in ASEAN.

Distrust
VIRTUAL REALITY
The Philippine Star 
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In April 2023, Pulse Asia reported a 
78 percent approval rating for Bongbong 
Marcos (BBM). 

That makes him the most popular 
leader in the world. His approval rating 
is two percentage points higher than the 
76 percent of Narendra Modi of India and 
certainly miles above the 62 percent of 
Alain Berset (Switzerland), 59 percent of 
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador (Mexico), 56 
percent of Anthony Albanese (Australia), 53 
percent of Luis Inacio Lula da Silva (Brazil), 
50 percent of Giorgia Meloni (Italy) and 42 
percent of Justin Trudeau (Canada).

Businessmen and cynical politicians 
cannot seem to trust the future managers 
of the Maharlika Investment Fund. Their 
greatest fear is corruption, that the money 
of the fund would be stolen, dissipated or 
simply disappear into nothingness.

Filipinos are among the world’s best 
bankers and investment fund managers.  In 
its heyday, Citibank in the Philippines was 
among the best and most profitable foreign 
bank branches in the world. 

Even today, the Philippine Citibank N.A., 
the largest foreign bank here, routinely 
yields mindboggling returns on equity – 
78.59 percent in 2022 and 88.49 percent in 
2021, local banking’s best and highest, amid 
two of the worst years for banking. Returns 
of 78.59 and 88.49 are like increasing 
your money 1.67 times in just two years. 
And Citibank is managed and manned by 
Filipinos.

After Citibank, the most profitable bank 
is BDO Private Bank, Inc. Its ROE is 20.04 
percent in 2022 and 20.75 in 2021, meaning 
it doubles money every five years.

Effective Aug. 1, 2022, Union Bank of the 
Philippines had completed its acquisition of 
Citi Philippines’ consumer business – local 
credit card, unsecured lending, deposit and 

investment businesses, as well as Citicorp 
Financial Services and Insurance Brokerage 
Philippines Inc. (CFSI), which provides 
insurance and investment products and 
services to retail customers. Owned by 
the Aboitizes and headed by President 
Edwin Bautista, UnionBank is among the 
Philippines’ best and most profitable banks. 
UB profits rose 30 percent in the first quarter 
to P3.4 billion. It aims to be the largest and 
most profitable retail bank in two years.

What do Citibank, BDO and UnionBank 
have in common which explains why they 
are so profitable? They manage wealth, the 
money of rich people and large corporations.

That means there is money in managing 
money. So when the government wants to 
manage its own money and the people’s 
money by putting up an investment fund, 
why not allow it to do so?

The Philippines is one of the largest 
countries in the world. With a 114-million 
population, it is the 12th largest consumer 
market on earth. As an archipelago of 7,600 
islands, it is the second largest in the world. 
Its coastline is twice that of the US. Its land 
area is 300,000 square kms (30 million 
hectares). It has 2.236 million sq kms of 
Exclusive Economic Zone.  

With nominal GDP of $441 billion and 
GDP PPP of $1.29 trillion, the Philippines 
ranks among the 30 largest economies, out 
of 190 countries.

*      *      *

Email: biznewsasia@gmail.com
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FINDING ANSWERS

This just can’t be overemphasized: 
Getting good nutrition in the womb 
and through early life is very important 

for a child.

While a time of vast potential, the 
1,000 days from conception to birth and 
to the child’s second birthday can also be 
a time of immense vulnerability when the 
impact of poor nutrition especially on brain 
development can be profound, long-lasting, 
or even irreversible.

The quality of nutrition and nurturing 
environment the child receives during 
the critical period can spell the difference 
between a good life in which the child 
develops, grows, learns a lot in school, 
and eventually flourishes with a rewarding 
livelihood, or a life of poverty and misery 
with many health problems.

Many studies on brain development and 
expert testimonies of various professionals, 

ranging from neuroscientists to child care 
specialists worldwide, all point to this: Poor 
nutrition in the first 1,000 days of life can 
cause tremendous and irreversible damage 
to a growing brain, affecting the child’s 
ability to perform well in school and then 
earn a good living afterwards.

Brain development starts long before 
birth of the child, and progresses at 
astonishing speed very early on during the 
mother’s pregnancy. In just 16 days after 
conception, the brain’s neural tube forms 
and by seven months, the form of the brain 
resembles that of an adult.

By the fourth week in the womb, the brain 
contains around 10,000 cells that multiplies 
to as much as 10 billion at the 24th week of 
pregnancy. During this period, the brain can 
form 1,000 neural connections per second 
and such connections increase after birth.

“In the first few years of life, more than 
one million new neural connections are 
formed every second. After this period of 
rapid proliferation, connections are reduced 
through a process called pruning, so that 
brain circuits become more efficient,” 
according to scientific findings published 
by Harvard University’s Center on the 
Developing Child. “Sensory pathways like 
those for basic vision and hearing are the first 
to develop, followed by early language skills 
and higher cognitive functions. Connections 
proliferate and prune in a prescribed order, 
with later, more complex brain circuits built 
upon earlier, simpler circuits.”

All throughout brain development in 
the womb, a mother’s diet and her stored 
nutrients are the only source of nutrition 
needed for the creation of new neurons 
which are “the cells that form the tissue that 
transmits and receives nervous impulses.”

“Nutrients also fuel the formation of 
synapses, which provide the basis for 
learning ability. When a mother lacks 
adequate calories, protein, fatty acids or 

Why the first thousand 
days of life are crucial

BY FORMER SENATOR ATTY. JOEY D. LINA
MANILA BULLETIN | Jun 6, 2023 00:00 AM
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key micronutrients in her pregnancy, these 
vital neurodevelopmental processes can be 
impaired,” according to a study titled “The 
role of nutrition in cognitive development” 
published in the Handbook of Developmental 
Cognitive Neuroscience.

“Several nutrients play an important 
role in building the brain during pregnancy. 
These include iron, protein, copper, folate, 
zinc, iodine and certain fats,” the study adds. 
“Zinc, in particular, supports the development 
of the autonomic nervous system, the 
hippocampus and the cerebellum, while 
iron impacts the myelination of the nerve 
fibers which affects the brain’s processing 
speed. Long-chain polyunsaturated fatty 
acids — typically found in breast milk, fish 
oils and egg yolks — play a central role in 
the healthy development and functioning of 
the brain and the eyes.”

After birth, the remarkable growth and 
development of the child’s brain continue. 
Breastmilk from the mother is the “ultimate 
superfood” which has varied nutrients 
and growth hormones vital for brain 
development.

Studies show that a newborn who 
takes nothing but breastmilk for at least 
three months “had increased white matter 
development in several brain regions, 
associated with executive functioning, 
planning, social-emotional functioning and 
language.”

And the child who is fed more breastmilk 
within the first 28 days after being born 
“had larger volumes of certain regions of 
the brain and by age seven, had higher IQs 
and better scores in reading, mathematics, 
working memory and motor function tests.”

There’s no doubt that a child’s healthy 
development with good nutrition in the first 
1,000 days of life provides the building blocks 
for lifelong health, superior educational 
achievement and economic productivity.

The Children’s 1st One Thousand Days 
Coalition (CFDC), recently formed to help 
Filipino mothers and their kids get nourished 
and cared for during the crucial period, 
realizes there is only a narrow window of 
opportunity in the child’s life for adequate 
nutrition to ensure optimal health, as well 
as physical and cognitive development.

The World Bank warns that childhood 
undernutrition is linked to “decreased 
lifelong income earning potential and labor 
force productivity” and leads to “higher 
health care costs and social safety net 
expenses — largely borne by the public 
sector — and less effective investments in 
education.”

Thus, it is of utmost importance that 
national government agencies and local 
government units work in unison with 
non-government organizations, business 
groups, socio-civic groups, and other 
stakeholders comprising CFDC to ensure 
that Filipino children are adequately cared 
for especially in the first 1,000 days of life. 
Email: finding.lina@yahoo.com
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Please register thru the following link: 
 

https://forms.gle/xonTxE2ArxfGTWdCA
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